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By the Embers Dies the Fire

Growing up, Elain Lyall had always wished for a large family. 

Be careful what you wish for. Especially when you have a seriously unhinged brother-in-law like Brighton, who’s perilously close to unraveling everything Elain’s trying to hold together. Uncle and mortal enemy, Marston, turns out to be a priceless ally. 

Meanwhile, Elain’s mates Ain, Brodey, and Cail, are enjoying fatherhood, even if they are putting a serious damper on Elain’s Triad and Seer duties. Elain, Mai, and Lina

are trying to figure out exactly how the cockatrice plan on detonating a nuclear bomb so they can stop it. 

The devil’s in the details—and Ryan Ausar is as clueless as they are. One thing’s certain, the evil they’re facing is far older and more dangerous than any of them ever

dreamed. If Elain’s going to save lives, she’s going to have to get a handle on her rapidly growing powers. 

Even if it means sacrificing someone for the greater good. 
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Chapter One



 Before the earliest memories…



The full moon cast brilliant, deep shadows around her. Engulfed in rage, the young woman ran, wishing to burn down the

world. 

If not for lacking the power of fire generation, she would. 

She was the eldest of their siblings, the first-born, nearly twenty-two.  It wasn’t fair for her to be denied her birthright

just because she wasn’t an  Elemental dragon like her younger brothers.  She was still a dragon shifter, and she deserved her

rightful place at the head of the table. 

She was the eldest child of the leader of the Greater Clan of dragons. That meant she should be declared the line heir, 

not her brothers. 

 I will show them. I will show them all. 

She’d already decided what she would do. Not that in her heart she believed it would do much good, but a woman bereft

of hope is a dangerous creature, indeed. 

After  running  for  over  an  hour  as  fast  as  she  could,  until  her  lungs  burned  and  ached,  she  burst  into  the  clearing  and

found the stones exactly where she’d heard they would be. Dropping to her knees in relief, she now felt in her heart that maybe

this would work after all. Had she not found the ancient circle of stones spoken of in the Seer’s book, the place so old its name

had been lost to history already, she would have likely burst into tears and admitted defeat. 

But tonight…

Tonight  was  the  full  moon  and summer solstice.  Perhaps it was fate, after finding the  Seer’s ancient tome from which

she’d copied the words that would hopefully do as she asked. She had sneaked it out and back in again in less than a day while

the Seer been on a hunt with her father and brothers. 

A  hunt  she  was  forbidden  to  take  part  in  by  her  father’s  decree,  simply  because  she  was  female.  He  claimed  that  her

presence might distract the males, and since she couldn’t even breathe fire, or use any other element, what was the point in her

attending? 

She stripped, casting her clothes to the ground before she grabbed her dirk and the piece of parchment and stepped into

the middle of the ancient stones. Taking several deep breaths, she began reading the words aloud as she sliced into the meaty

part  of  her  left  arm,  below  the  elbow,  and  let  a  trickle  of  her  blood  drip  to  the  ground  beneath  her  as  she  turned  in  a  slow

circle. In the moonlight, the blood running down her arm looked black. 



 “Mother Earth and Father Sky

 Before you tonight come have I

 To open wide this portal deep

 Within its secrets cannot keep. 

 I call out to powers great

 The moon is high and hour late. 

 This mortal comes to pierce the veil

 Within the powers I do hail. 

 Come to me and bid my will

 My soul my heart my breath and still

 I wish to call out loud and true

 And what I say thou must you do. 

 Upon the dark I call to thee

 And as I spake so mote it be!” 



She stood there, trembling, listening, her heart shattering as at first she felt sure that she had been wrong. 

Then she felt it. A humming, tingling sensation, starting at her feet. A warm, foul breeze blew into her face as she saw a

dull, golden light begin to coalesce in front of her. As it widened into what looked like a portal, she saw a large being standing

on the other side, peering through at her with his head cocked quizzically. 

“Who are you?” it asked. 

She fought the urge to cry in triumph. “I am Lilith, daughter of Barvyn, head of the Greater Clan of Dragons.” 

The being, large and humanoid but certainly not looking like any human she’d ever seen before, stared at her. “Dragon? 

What do you seek from me, Earth being?” 

“I  am  being  denied  my  birthright.  I  want  a  way— any  way—to  take  over  and  take  control.  Just  because  I  am  not  an

Elemental,  my  father  will  not  allow  me  to  ascend  the  line.  I  am  the  eldest  and  the  Clan  should  be  mine.  But  because  I  am  a

woman and not an Elemental, I get nothing. No land, no power, forced to take a mate of his choosing when he decides. I want

what is  mine. In any way possible.” 

She assumed the being was male. His gaze narrowed. “Any way?” 

“Any.” 

“How did you open this portal?” 

“I took words from a book the Seer had.” 

He studied her with obsidian eyes, his gaze chilling her despite the warm night. “Who is this Seer?” 

“They are a Clan, prophesiers. They advise the shifter Clans. It is said they descend from the original Elders.” 

The being snorted. “The Elders are meddlers. Are you not with mate then?” 

She shook her head. “No.” 

“Virgin?” 

She felt a blush creep through her. “Yes.” 

“You will give me anything I desire to make this come true?” 

“Yes. Anything.” 

“You,  for  starters. Your  maidenhead.”  He  smiled.  “You  will  need  a  race  stronger  than  dragons.  I  shall  make  you  the

queen of them. Will that suffice?” 

She gasped. Stronger than  dragons? There was no such thing, except in legend. 

He stared at her. “Or if not—” 

“Yes, fine.” 

“And you will bring four more dragon virgins as quickly as possible. You can do that? They do not have to be shifters, 

only of the dragon bloodline.” 

She thought about the house and grounds full of servants, many of them women far less fortunate than she, born to dragon

families beholden to her father and forced to serve his house or leave the protection of the  Clan and his land.  Many of them

would  likely  welcome  a  chance  to  ascend  to  power  with  her.  Especially  those  who  could  not  shift,  or  who  were  born  to

nonshifting families. 

“Yes.” 

He held out his hand. “Step through, then. Tonight, I take you. Then you will return with the others and from there you

will rule the world.” 

Reminding  herself  this  was  what  she  wanted—and  being  offered  the  world  was  far  more  than  she  had  intended—she

stepped through. The portal closed behind her. 

This realm was hot, hotter than the harshest summer day, and the air felt dry, arid. She found herself in a large cave. The

golden glow had been a fire near the entrance. As she stood before the man, she realized how truly larger he was than she had

first  thought.  He  had  to  be  at  least  seven  feet  tall,  or  more.  She  did  her  best  not  to  wrinkle  her  nose  at  his  strong  odor, 

something between wet dog and rotten musk. 

He smiled down at her, teeth showing. “On your hands and knees, future queen.” 

He unfastened his coarse breeches and the largest penis she had ever seen spilled out. “It will likely be uncomfortable, 

but you will birth a race to rule the world. Your choice. Or you can return whence you came and spread your legs for someone

else with nothing more to show for it than a footnote on a bloodline chart.” 

Lifting her chin, she turned and dropped down onto all fours. 




* * * *

 

It was daylight when she stumbled through the portal and collapsed onto the grass.  He had not just taken her once, but

several times, the feel of his hot seed filling her every time when he came, until she found her body responding in a way she

did not know possible, the initial pain turning into excruciating pleasure soon enough as she allowed herself to indulge in it as

he used her. 

Why not enjoy it? It would make her a queen, right? 

Even  now,  still,  she  felt  the  heat  within  her,  churning,  and  she  knew. Yes,  it  was  her  fertile  time,  and  she  suspected

already within her grew the baby that the being swore would be the start of a great race. 

Finally  dragging  herself  to  her  feet,  she  realized  her  thighs  were  coated  with  his  sour,  sticky  seed,  as  well  as  a  little

blood from where he had pierced her maidenhead that first time. The first time he had claimed her on the floor of the cave, the

second and subsequent times with her draped over a rock because her limbs would not support her. 

It was like she could feel the power, the magick, already growing within her. 

Around  her  neck  she  now  wore  an  amulet  on  a  leather  thong  that  he  said  would  allow  her  to  return  and  summon  him

exactly there without waiting for the next full moon or needing the spell.  Black and greenish with streaks of muddy dark red

swirling  through  it  like  bloodstone.  She  would  not  be  able  to  cross  without  him  being  there  on  the  other  side,  but  it  would

allow her to open the portal to call for him. 

All she needed was four more maidens. 

She  grabbed  her  clothes,  the  parchment,  and  her  dirk.  Naked,  she  walked  to  a  nearby  stream  she  had  passed  earlier. 

After washing up, she pulled on her clothes and headed for home. 

Only once she was home did she realize she had been gone longer than she thought. The scullery maid she passed looked

up at her. “The lord’s been looking for ye since yesterday morn. Where’ve ye been?” 

“Out. Hunting on my own.” 

“He said to send ye straight to him.” 

She trudged through the halls until she found him in his library. “You wanted to see me, Father?” 

He turned from where he stood at his desk. “You look horrible. Where have you been?” 

“I decided to go on a solstice hunt by myself.” 

“Still angry at me, hmm?” 

She thought about the precautions the being, who would not reveal his name, told her to take. 

To pretend all was well and normal. “Not at all.” 

“I have chosen a mate for you. He will be here in two full moons. Dual Elemental, even.” 

“Very well, Father.” She turned to go. 

“Not even going to fight me, are you?” 

She stopped, not turning back to him. “No. You have decided.” 

“I am impressed, Lilith. I expected a heated battle with you. That shows great maturity on your part.” 

“I have seen the future and know this is what should happen.” She smiled. The being had assured her that her progeny

would be far stronger than any mere dual Elemental dragon. She felt heat churning in her gut, the future already growing, she

was certain of it. 

“Good.” 

She continued to her chambers to bathe and sleep. 

When she awoke the next morning, she was startled to feel her belly already slightly rounded. Throwing off her covers, 

she went to the looking glass. Yes, not much, but definitely a bump. 

She laid her hands on it and felt heat roll through her, something moving. 

A smile filled her face. 

 Queen Lilith. 

She  dressed  and  made  her  way  through  the  house  and  grounds,  already  knowing  which  four  would  make  the  perfect

choices, if they hadn’t somehow snuck off with a man and given him that which she needed. By that evening, she had her four

lined up, all between the ages of nineteen and twenty-one, and sworn to secrecy with gold, ready at sundown to go with her. 

She had already excused their absence by telling her father she wanted to go on another hunt since she would soon be

mating, and he had agreed without question to her taking four women with her as a hunting party. 

Her guess was that her easy acquiescence to his announcement of a mate had put him in a good mood and he was trying

to keep her good mood intact in return. 

When they reached the portal late that night, she started stripping and turned to the others. “Do not mind his appearance.” 

She smiled. “You will soon find yourselves at the head of the table and servants no longer.” Once they were all prepared, she

used the amulet he’d given her to open the portal. 

There he was. “Good. You returned with what I asked?” 

“Four willing to help birth a new race.” 

“Excellent. Step through, all of you.” 

They did, the portal closing behind them. He wasn’t alone, though. He had two others with him. 

“Wouldn’t do to have all of them sired by me,” he said, already reaching for the laces on his breeches. “They are my

brothers.  Once  this  batch  is  born  we  will  have  others  contribute  seed  so  the  offspring  can  breed  with  each  other  and  stay  a

strong and hardy race.” 

Lilith  watched  as  the  man  who’d  taken  her  picked  two  of  the  women  for  himself,  and  the  other  two  each  picked  one. 

Pretty  soon,  three  of  the  women  were  on  their  hands  and  knees,  losing  their  maidenheads  as  the  sounds  of  rutting  filled  the

cave. 

The man had put the other one on her hands and knees next to the first, ready for him to plow as soon as he finished the

first. 

“I love Earth women,” one of his brothers said as the woman writhed, squealing with pleasure on the end of his cock. 

“They are so tight and easy to breed. We don’t get them enough.” 

“This  will  change  that,”  the  leader  said  as  he  grabbed  the  waist  of  the  woman  he  was  breeding  and  buried  himself

deeply  one  final  time.  “We’ll  finally  be  able  to  cross  whenever  we  want.  These  are  special,  not  merely  those  damn  weak

humans.” He pulled out as the girl collapsed in a shaky, sated heap to the cave floor, his shaft already hardening as he stroked

it and moved behind the second. 

Lilith watched, the heat in her belly churning, her own juices flowing as she remembered how the initial burst of pain

had quickly turned to pleasure. Her hand drifted between her legs and found her clit. 

He looked at her, grinning. “You are already caught,” he said. “My brothers can have turns with you and sate that hunger

you have. Do not pleasure yourself.” 

She forced herself to stop. 

Lilith didn’t know how long they were there, the three men finally unable to get it up to service them anymore.  She’d

actually  been  taken  at  least  once  by  all  three  men,  and  twice  by  one  of  the  brothers,  by  the  time  the  five  women  stumbled

through the portal and collapsed onto the grass. 

“I…I can feel something,” Sarwyn said, her hands on her belly. “It is like a fire within me.” 

“I know,” Lilith said as she smiled up at the sky. “It is amazing, is it not? The power growing within us?” 

They’d been instructed to return again in seven days. Just in case any of them had not taken, they would lay with them

again. 

Lilith was actually hoping they’d lay with them regardless. This time, she’d cried out in pleasure as she’d felt her body

filled, stretched, used time and again, their heat filling her with every thrust. She could look past their appearance and strong

scent, she knew no dragon cock could ever compare now and wanted to make sure she enjoyed this as long as she could. 

Before her time as queen of a new race dawned and she had to focus on taking control of dragon lands. 

And wiping out the dragons. 

The being had asked the strange question of what passed for valuables in their land, and when she’d told him gold, he’d

laughed  and  assured  her  he’d  have  that  for  her  as  well  when  they  returned.  More  than  enough  for  them  to  leave  their  lands, 

taking a midwife with them who could see them through and help them birth healthy new rulers, to build their encampment there

near the portal. To keep it safe and secret. 

Even better,  Lilith would be owned by no man.  She would rule, and do the owning.  Her nameless savior told her that

once their offspring were born he would make sure that he would have her again, but would provide others to give a diversity

to their offspring. But that to ensure their purity, the children could not be allowed to breed with humans or other shifters, only

their own kind.  To allow them to do otherwise would mean ruin.  They would isolate themselves, growing in strength, taking

over from the other races, wiping them out one by one. Also, they were to instruct their children to have a hatred for and to take

out the Seers, to hunt and kill them whenever possible. That the Seers were no friends to their kind. 

A final rule—she herself was not allowed to lay with anyone but him or those of his choosing.  The other four women

had to agree not to lay with anyone unless they were already bred and caught, to which they’d agreed. 

Lilith considered that a small price to pay to rule the world. 




* * * *

 

Boorman stretched out and grinned at his brothers after the Earth women had fled. “Did I not tell you?” 

“Our time of ascension is close at hand. Finally, a way to take out those damned Elders.” His youngest brother, Talgyne, 

scratched himself. “I say we go get  Whyednar and  Clarntin.  That’s five.  One for each of us and enough diversity to get them

started. As they breed bitches, we can have others claim them and breed them. Before they know it, the Elders will no longer

control the Earth realm.” 

Boorman fastened his breeches. “Gold. Easy enough to come by here. Stupid humans and their coin.” 

“I have plenty laying around I will contribute,” Talgyne said. 

Boorman looked to his other brother, Baulus. Younger than he and older than Talgyne. “What say you?” 

“Gold is nothing. Why do they fancy it?” 

“They are from Earth.” 

“Then let us get back to our camp. Time moves faster in that realm than here. It’ll be seven of their days soon enough.” 

They had, in fact, barely had time to return home, sleep, and get back to the cave that was their ancestral hunting camp

before Boorman heard the dragon woman open the portal with the amulet he’d given her. Humans could cross at will between

those two planes if they had a portal. 

Last time their own kind had tried to cross onto the Earthly plane, however, they’d immediately been met by four sword-

wielding  guardians,  sent  by  the  Elders,  who  told  them  if  they  ever  crossed  again  they’d  be  parted  from  their  heads.  It  was

likely why most of the portals had been destroyed on Earth. 

Lucky for them that the guardians had missed at least one. One that led to their ancestral territory. He would teach his kin

to build another elsewhere. 

The old stories told of the days when Earth had been an open hunting field for them, the women there easy to take and

breed, willing to spread their legs for cock the likes of which they couldn’t get on Earth, before the Elders there had closed the

portals to their realm and forbidden access. 

 Assholes. 

As the naked women stood before them, it appeared the other four women had all caught as well, but that didn’t stop the

three men from using them several times each, the women now eagerly spreading their legs for them. 

So predictable. 

Boorman knew they’d never get any work done if he allowed them to keep returning just to sate their carnal desires, so

he  told  them  to  only  open  the  portal  again  once  they’d  all  birthed  and  were  ready  for  another  breeding,  at  one  of  their  full

moons. The men had already obligated themselves to assist one of their cousins on a raid and would have to leave for a while. 

Meanwhile, they focused on not getting themselves stupidly killed. 




* * * *

 

Boorman  had  completely  forgotten  about  the  pleasurable  diversion  of  the  Earth  realm  women  by  the  time  he  returned

from the battle. What was supposed to be an easy raid had turned into a bloodbath when those damned Elders’ guardians had

arrived in a plane they had never been seen in before to render assistance to the denizens there. 

He alone of his brothers had escaped with his head intact. Out of a party of fifty, only five had survived. 

Especially now he wanted to fuck up the shit of the youngest guardian, that one who was the green-eyed favored son of

the  Elder  in  charge  of  the  guardians.  He’d  committed  the  face  to  memory,  and  since  they  had  long  lives,  he  could  seek  his

revenge. 

Which  was  why  it  meant  this  would  be  even  more  important  now,  to  finish  what  he’d  started  with  those  silly  dragon

women, since both his brothers had perished and all that remained of their bloodline was now contained inside a few Earth-

realm dragon women. 

He returned to the cave less than three full moon cycles of time on their plane and waited. Finally, when he received the

call to open the portal, he was shocked to see an old crone standing there. 

“Who are you? Where are Lilith and the others?” 

The crone harshly laughed. “I  am Lilith. As for the others, they are in their graves.” 

“What?” 

“I returned every full moon. Where  were you?” 

“How long has it been?” 

“Nearly three hundred years, you bastard! You said  I would be a queen!  What did you do to me to age me so?  I am a

dragon shifter. I should barely look aged!” 

“What about the children?” 

“Oh, they are off doing whatever, calling me a silly old woman. My son, Ahriman, took control of them when he came of

age.  They  ended  up  bringing  in  human  and  dragon  women  sometimes  to  breed  after  they  had  bred  all  they  could  with  each

other. Their numbers are over two hundred strong now, but only some of them can shift. And I am not—” 

“Where are they?” 

“They are clustered all around. What did you do to me?” she screamed. 

“What do you mean?” 

“They have all aged slowly. And they are fierce fighters, but they are shunned by everyone else. Because of the way they

look shifted they were dubbed ‘cockatrice.’ They look like a chicken and a lizard when they are shifted. Thank goodness some

of them can breathe fireballs. And they bear your stink. But me, look at me! You swore I would be a quee—” 

He closed the portal on her protestations. 

 Dammit.  Too  much  time  had  passed.  With  the  portal  opened,  it  allowed  time  to  slow  between  the  realms,  but  with  it

closed, it had sped by far too quickly. 

He realized he hadn’t gotten the amulet back from her.  When he opened the portal again, she was already gone and it

was daytime there instead of night. 

He closed it again. It could have been hours or days. 

Or years. 

Time flowed so differently from realm to realm, plane to plane. 

 Damned  Elders.   He  should  have  gotten  more  information  from  her  about  where  his  offspring  were,  instructed  her  to

bring a few of them to him. 

Earth was a realm that should rightfully be theirs. They were stronger. They were harder. They were tougher. The spoils

of war should rightfully be theirs. 

Elders and their guardians be damned, he would figure this out. 

And he would persevere. 




* * * *

 

 There once was a girl…



Jadwiga  nervously  approached  the  village  elders.  She’d  been  out  gathering  wild  berries  when  her  younger  brother, 

Talgan, tracked her down and told her she’d been summoned back. 

Three strangers, women wearing black capes with deep hoods that cloaked their features in dark shadows despite the

sunny day, stood with the elders and some of the other villagers. 

Thomwyn, their Clan’s ancient leader and a direct descendent of Oddr, waved her forward. “Come here, my child.” 

Her brother took the basket from her, the one she’d had a death grip on, and nudged her forward toward the assembled

people. 

Only  seventeen  years  old,  she’d  never  seen  such  a  group  together  before.  Power  radiated  from  the  three  strangers, 

instilling fear in her. 

Nervously,  she  stepped  forward.  Jadwiga  didn’t  need  an  introduction.  Instinctively,  she  knew  there  were  only  three

women these strangers could be. 

The Triad. 

“This is her,” Thomwyn said. “Jadwiga, daughter of Callwyn.” 

“You’re sure?” the stranger in the middle asked. 

“Yes. I was at the birth of her and her brother, Talgan. When Callwyn died, we took them in to raise and protect them, as

instructed. I have known them all their lives. Their father has not been back since—” 

“I am well acquainted with their father. He is who sent us.” The stranger who spoke stepped forward. She dropped her

cowl, exposing her face. Jadwiga gasped, shocked. This woman was beautiful, gorgeous, with flaming red hair and blue eyes

like the summer sky. For a long, silent moment she studied Jadwiga. 

“Time has come for you to take your next step forward in your future,” the stranger finally said. “You have been chosen

for this.” 

Fear thrummed through her. “Chosen?” 

“You have a birthright. A calling. It is time for you to take your place. The time has come for us to begin the transition to

move on and to select our replacements.” 

“I…I do not understand.” 

“Of course not. Nothing has been explained to you.” She held out her hand. “Come. We must go.” 

“But…my brother.” 

“You will get to visit with him, do not fear. He shall stay here. It is safest for him.” 

Thomwyn smiled and nodded at Jadwiga. “It is all right, my child. This is what I have seen and told you about.” 

He’d always told her someone important would come to her about an important quest. 

But…the  Triad? 

She hugged her brother. “I love you.” 

“I  love  you,  too.”  He  smiled  down  at  her.  He  stood  a  few  inches  taller  than  Jadwiga  even  though  he  was  three  years

younger. “Go fulfill your destiny, sister. Make our line proud.” 

Taking a long, nervous breath, she finally turned to the stranger and joined hands with her. 

It felt like the world shifted, changed, and then they were no longer in her village. They now stood in a home of some

sort with stone walls. 

All three now bared their heads.  The other two women were also beautiful, one with rich mahogany-colored hair and

the other with tresses like honey. 

“I do wish he would learn to keep his breeches tied,” the blonde said as she studied Jadwiga. “Why is the Triad even

necessary?” 

“I think that battle last week scared him,” the brunette said. “His precious young son proved himself in his first combat, 

but he wants to ensure they continue to have backup should more of those creatures breed and grow in numbers here on Earth.” 

The redhead, who now released Jadwiga’s hand, chuckled. “In this case, sisters, he did us a favor. Three perfect ones to

take over from us against the Dark Ones, keeping them in line. An Earth-born threat requires an Earth-born answer. Unless you

wish to be tied to these duties for eternity?” 

The brunette rolled her eyes as she turned and removed her cape, exposing a gorgeous green dress below it. “No, thank

you. I already tire of this plane. Tired of it a  long time ago. Had he been paying better attention to his duties, we would not be

here  now. Had he not let the Dark Ones from the other plane escape, or given mercy to those dragon whores, this would not be

an issue.” 

“Fatherhood and his new soul mate have turned him even softer, I fear,” the blonde said, sounding quite disgusted. 

“I…I do not understand,” Jadwiga said. “Where are we? What am I supposed to do?” 

The  redhead  turned.  “You  and  two  others,  sisters  you  do  not  yet  ken,  are  to  take  our  places. You  are  the  eldest  and

naturally strongest, so we need more time to prepare you for your role. One day, you three shall abdicate your roles to a new

Triad, much in the way we are doing now. Hopefully by then the Great Wheel will have turned enough times that their role will

be one of simply observing and occasionally stepping in to keep the balance between light and dark. For now, you must learn. 

Learn your role, learn your limits, and learn what it is the others do and their roles and limits. Balance.” 

“Learn what?” She felt near tears, not understanding. “What is this?” 

The  redhead  spoke.  “Free  will  of  the  mortal-borns  must  be  preserved.  Unfortunately,  there  are  still  beings  who  have

powers which can usurp that. Our mission—soon to be your mission—is to make sure the balance is maintained.” 

“How am I supposed to do that?” 

“It is your birthright, and your blood.” 

More fear shot through her. “My blood?” 

“Bloodline,” all three women said. 

“Your father,” the blonde said. She’d also shed her cape and hung it up. “Perhaps in allowing you this, he feels it is his

way of atoning since he cannot give you the full rights and privileges afforded his legitimate offspring with his soul mate.” 

“But…my father is dead!” 

The three women looked at each other and laughed. 



* * * *



 A while later, but more then than now…



The  five  of  them  stood  around  the  young  woman,  who  lay  naked,  bound,  and  gagged  on  the  rough  stone  floor.  The

charmed  silver  collar  around  her  neck  prevented  her  from  shifting  and  killing  them.  She  stared  up  at  them,  fear  and  loathing

burning in her amber eyes. 

It  was  rumored  this  chamber  had  been  built  countless  ages  ago  by  the  early  mothers  of  their  line,  led  by  Lilith. 

Concealing the stones that had marked a portal long silent and dark, until their five mothers had been called by the Dark One, 

the ancient sire of their line. 

Their own father. 

The  stone  bunker  was  well-hidden  from  prying  eyes,  allowing  their  father  to  talk  to  them,  counsel  them,  guide  them

throughout their lives. 

Castius looked down at their captive, a cruel smile curling his lips as he reached down and removed the dragon’s gag. 

Even if she screamed, there was no one close enough by to hear her. 

“’Tis too bad thou must be a virgin for the magick to work,” he said. “I would not mind being thy first, even if thou be a

dragon.” 

“I would rather die than have your stench in me!” 

Arctharn grinned. “We can arrange that.” 

His two brothers, Arctharn and Rolawnde, the two youngest of the siblings, were both eager to spill blood. “Watch thee

minds,” Castius warned. “She is rare enough.” 

They’d tried three other times to work this magick, and each time were stymied after the fact to discover their captured

prey wasn’t a virgin. 

“She must remain intact.” Castius laughed. “Well, her maidenhead, that is. Her flesh won’t remain intact for very long

for our purposes.” 

The problem, of course, being they needed a female dragon old enough to have come into her powers, who could shift, 

who had yet to lay with another. 

Finally, it seemed they’d found one. 

Elglin,  the  second  eldest  of  them  all,  and  the  oldest  sister,  knelt  to  get  a  closer  look.  “Blood  for  ink,  skin  for  covers. 

Aye, ’tis good.” 

They’d received instructions from their father when he spoke to them from the other realm through the ancient veil. He’d

told them how to best record the secrets he’d reveal to them as he brought them across, one at a time, to instruct them.  Five

books, one for each of them lest any of them die, all able to draw from the dark magick within them, able to pass it down to

their own kin through the ages, the power unfaded. They would each take a section and write it, copying it for the others. And

they would keep themselves pure, lay only with those like them. 

Unlike  previous  generations,  which  had  interbred  too  many  times  with  humans,  one  of  the  reasons  they’d  been  easily

defeated in the Great Massacre of Hilmelgamos. All because of Baba Yaga, because she’d focused her ire on them and tried to

deny their race their truth birthright. 

They would show the world. Cockatrice would conquer the Earth realm. 

 Grimoire Lilitu. They had finally compiled enough parchment to make all the pages, the ink to mix with the blood, the

materials needed to tan the leather and bind the pages. 

All they had lacked before was the final component—a virgin female dragon. 

They had five matching knives, the secret of how to forge them also given to them by their father upon their coming of

age. They would have to kill the dragon first, bleed her. The order in which they crossed through the veil wouldn’t matter. The

others would stay behind and continue the tanning process once there was enough blood to mix the ink. 

Using the dark amulet around his neck, Castius summoned their father through the veil. “It is time,” he said. 

“Good,”  their  sire’s  voice  boomed  through  from  the  other  realm.  “When  this  is  finished,  when  all  five  copies  of  the

book  are  complete,  you  shall  bring  another  dragon  shifter  over  to  this  realm  for  me. Any  dragon  shifter,  as  long  as  they  can

shift.” 

“Yes, Father. But why?” 

“Because I need to perfect a spell. It is more important for you to do this now, however. I want this done first. Then I

shall teach you how to occlude. And then I can cross and lead you through to war and to ascend to your birthright.” He stared at

the female dragon. “Do it.” 

They raised their knives as the dragon began to scream. 




* * * *

 

 If at first you don’t succeed…



It had meant forming an uneasy alliance with a damned Tanuki to get the job done. To give the thing credit, it had taken a

lesson from the Selkies and taught Boorman how to establish and keep a semi-permanent portal open in one protected location

so he wouldn’t repeat his earlier mistake of losing too much time between the realms, or lose contact with his offspring. 

A portal the Elders couldn’t sense. 

He gave the  Tanuki the glittery gold she craved and needed for her little jaunts around  Earth, and in return she helped

him round up five of the strongest females remaining from his original bloodline. 

Not that many of them remained, having been wiped out in a stupid battle they rightfully should have won. Hilmelgamos

had been an utter failure, much to the Tanuki’s glee. 

He’d also shared a few recipes with the damned Tanuki, another requirement on her part to render her assistance. 

Another  reason  Earth  should  belong  to  his  kind,  if  the  dregs  there  couldn’t  even  put  together  a  proper  curse.  These

creatures were descended from his line. It should be in their blood by instinct. 

Perhaps  the  human  part  of  their  blood  had  diluted  his  genes  too  much  for  them  to  even  begin  to  tap  into  their  special

powers. 

Five new women, five offspring carrying his or his brothers’ genes, the latent dragon shifter parts within them that had

led to the new hybrid species still strong and fierce. 

These five would be the ones to carry on the line. He would instill in them the knowledge they would need through the

ages, knowledge passed down to him and his now-deceased brothers by their ancestors. 

The cocky Tanuki had even told him about the tablet that had brought about the devastation of his blood and their allies. 

How they’d burned, their power sucked out by magick. 

More work of those damned Elders, no doubt, or ones hand-picked by them. 

He would make sure this world burned and paid. 

If it was the last thing he did. 

Especially since his recent attempt to get personal revenge over the green-eyed one had failed miserably. 

He reached up and touched the fresh scar on his face. He had not expected the Earth woman to fight so fiercely. She must

not have been fully human. He had occluded himself as a human for the crossing, and had planned to abduct her, take her to his

world, and then impregnate her before sending her back defiled. 

Problem  number  one,  his  occlusion  spell  hadn’t  worked  as  well  as  he’d  thought  it  would.  She’d  seen  his  true  nature

immediately. 

Problem number two, she’d already been pregnant. 

Problem number three, she’d summoned her soul mate for help, all the while fighting him and nearly killing him before

he’d taken her head and barely escaped with his own hide after battling her soul mate. The mate was the one who’d given him

the scar. 

The Tanuki’s information had not been as accurate as she’d believed it was. 

He would get his revenge on the green-eyed one. 

Not only would the world burn, but the guardians—the archdemons, as they were now known—those damned children

of the Elders, would pay. 

Especially  that one. 




* * * *

 

 A while ago, but very recent in comparison to that very first thing…



Bertholde sipped her tea as she arched an eyebrow at Baba Yaga. “I am getting the distinct impression you are trying to

tell me something.” 

Baba  Yaga  paced  in  front  of  the  windows  that  overlooked  the  paved  path  leading  out  toward  Bertholde’s  gardens, 

where the sundial sat. 

“Why are you so stubborn?” 

“My. Pot, meet kettle.” 

Baba Yaga blew out an aggravated breath. “You, my friend, are annoyingly consistent sometimes. You know that?” 

“Why, thank you. Arnost tells me that as well.” 

Baba Yaga stopped and stared at her. “You know my hands are bound. There is only so much I can and cannot do.” 

“I know.” Bertholde smiled at her. “Your words are not lost on me.” 

“Then why are you insisting on—” 

“I have had a very long life. A drop in the bucket compared to yours, I’m well aware. Still, it’s been long.” Her smile

faded. “And much of it lonely and full of pain, as you yourself know. I am ready to follow my path wherever it takes me, be it

here on Earth, or through the Ether. I have no fear, regardless. My affairs are in order and have been for some time.” 

“I cannot believe you are approaching this so blithely!” 

“Why not? Humans are fickle beasts. You’ve said so countless times. I’ve heard you with my own ears.” 

“You are not a human.” 

“Mortals, then, shall we say?” 

Baba Yaga turned to her, hands outstretched. 

Pleading. 

“Can I not say anything to deter you? I know you’ve had visions.” 

“Yes, I have. I’ve seen quite a lot. Events are on the path they need to take. They don’t need my assistance. Dare I say, if

I am here, I could perhaps be a hindrance to the success that I’ve seen.” 

Baba Yaga slumped into a chair. “That’s it, then?” 

“That’s it.” Bertholde smiled. “You act as if this is horrible.” 

“It is.” 

“I am choosing this.  For a variety of reasons, some of them private.  But  I will tell you this.  What  I’ve seen, my death

galvanizes them. Sets events in motion that might not otherwise happen. If I avoid this, sure, I could eke out a few more years, 

perhaps. But why would I want to?” Bertholde tipped her head. “You are acting as if a friend is dying.” 

“I consider you a friend. The closest thing I’ve had to one.” 

“You still have Lacey for a very long while yet, if my visions are correct. And Arnost.” 

“Arnost hates me. I don’t know Lacey a fraction as well as I know you. Plus, Lacey is not fond of me, either.” 

“There is Ryan Ausar.” 

Baba Yaga glared at her. 

“Oh, come now. Two wounded souls. Why not seek out his company? Commiserate? It might do you both some good to

share a drink every once in a while. You have so much in common.” 

“His father is an asshole.” 

Bertholde grinned. “Denial, still? After all this time? Well, regardless,  his father hasn’t been in control of The Firm for

goodness knows how long, and you know that as well as I. Why do you turn your back on your past?” 

Baba Yaga sat back and studied Bertholde, her friend’s emerald green eyes, and her vision narrowed. “What have you

seen?” 

She smiled. “Alliances forged. Unlikely…bedfellows.” 

“I am not The Cailleach, nor Brighde. I do not tup anyone who looks my way.” 

“Tup.  Such  a  quaint  word.”  Bertholde’s  smile  faded  again.  “A  soul  mate.  You  yourself  have  loved  and  lost.  You

understand all too well the source of my own pain, yet try to talk me out of my chosen path. The Ether has teased and called to

me for far too many centuries for me to ignore its siren song any longer. Not when my replacement is adjusting quite well, and

quickly, to her new role. New paths lay ahead of me, and I wish to journey upon them. I have no fear of death, only of living

countless eons more while wishing for it.” 

“I’m afraid I cannot fault you for that.” 

“Then trust me, please? Try not to be too hard on the new ones coming. They will need to establish their footing.” 

“I…” Baba Yaga sighed. “I bend rules. I admit it. Not that it’s not frowned upon, because it is.” 

Bertholde  snorted  and  set  her  tea  cup  aside.  “That’s  one  word  for  it.”  She  stood.  “I’m  surprised  that  you  have  been

allowed the latitude you have enjoyed for so long.” 

“That makes two of us.” 

“Your birthright gives you certain…privileges. Give thanks to the Elders for that, at least.” 

Baba Yaga stood and hugged Bertholde. “Good luck, my old friend.” 

“And  to  you.”  She  stared  up  into  Baba Yaga’s  eyes.  “Trust  them.  They  are  three  strong  women  who  do  not  yet  know

their full powers or birthright. Remember, as difficult as it might be, how you three started. Your roots. You had some years of

experience over your sisters, but I’ve seen you. Seen the past. Seen the scared girl—what, only eighteen when you received the

Call?” 

“Seventeen.” Baba Yaga sighed. “Too damned young.” 

“And yet, here you are.” 

“Here I am. I couldn’t stop one massive genocide, and I’m trying to prevent another.” Baba Yaga suppressed a shudder

as she remembered walking through the  Nazi death camps, unable to help since it was an  Earthly problem of  Earthly origin, 

humans versus humans. 

Evil, but mundane evil. 

When  she’d  given  serious  thought  to  intervening,  the  Elders  had  finally  yanked  her  chain,  hard,  cautioning  her  against

getting involved in strictly mundane human affairs. 

“This  time,  it’s  a  genocide  that  you don’t have to stop.  Trust what you have set in motion.”  Bertholde finally stepped

back. “They are strong, they are good, and they are brilliant.” 

“I hope you’re right.” 

“I’m sure of it. Not saying it’ll be easy. Not at all. But if anyone is to make your prophecies come true, it is them.” 

“My prophecies?” 

Bertholde snorted. “Do not play coy with me. I won’t tell.” Bertholde smiled. “Reygland was a lush. That much I saw.” 

“You Seers. Sometimes, you see too much.” 

“Someone has to keep you Immortals in line, no?” Her green eyes sparkled. “And just wait, if you stick around to watch

the generation following this one.” 

“What?” 

Her smile widened. “Ah. Spoilers.” 

“You watch too much  Doctor Who.” 

“Hush  your  mouth.  There  is  no  such  thing  as  too  much  Doctor  Who.  Give  an  old  woman  her  pleasures.”  Bertholde

sighed. “Just wish I would be around to see Capaldi.” 

“Who?” 

“Never mind, Jadwiga.” 

“Don’t call me that.” 

“Would you prefer I call you ‘Old One?’ I know for a fact you hate that moniker.” 

“I have no name anymore. Just a mythos.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong. Inside you still lay the embers of your past, your origins, your life.” 

“Those embers have long since gone cold.” 

“That’s not true. If it were, you wouldn’t be fighting so hard for those three now.” 

“I fight hard now to fulfill an oath I made. One I shall not break. Only then will I consider my work complete.” 

Bertholde studied her. “The Ether calls you, too, doesn’t it?” 

“It always has. For eons. Unfortunately, I doubt I will be allowed to pass so easily as you.” 

“Because of the guilt?” 

“Yes, guilt, but not mine.” 

Chapter Two



 Back to the present…



At least Elain hadn’t sustained a hangover from her binge drinking at Lacey’s the day before. As she’d nursed Ellie that

morning, another wave of guilt swept through her. 

 I’m a freaking mom. I can’t just do stuff like that without thinking. 

Yes, she’d had pumped milk ready to go. Yes, Dr. Alberto said shifter babies were usually transitioned to formula—and

even solid foods—far sooner than their human counterparts. 

Mostly because of their sharp baby shifter teeth, which came in much earlier than humans, but also because their systems

could deal with it. 

Her mom was there at the house, having brought Joss over with her, and was taking care of Connor for Elain. Elain had

Ain call Lina and Mai and ask for the morning off from their Triad research to recover from yesterday, which they just thought

was because she was tired from the doctor appointment up in  Tampa and from poofing up to  Maine to bring  Jasper down to

Florida. 

Not exactly the full truth. 

Elain remained in her room after kissing and making up with her guys for blowing up at them the night before. 

Brodey’s nose, which she’d managed to smack with the front door when she flung it open, was already healed. 

It made her feel worse that he’d given her a playful smile and kiss and hadn’t held it against her. 

 Why are these people trusting me with infants? What is  wrong  with them? 

She  stared  down  into  her  daughter’s  face.  Ellie  Sulwen  Lyall, Ain’s  biological  daughter,  but  all  three  men  were  her

dads. 

Yesterday, Elain had ended the lives of three wolves who had, directly or indirectly, caused or contributed to the deaths

or molestations of children and adults. Shifter and human alike. 

All three dead men Elain’s own relatives. 

Two of them her father’s brothers. 

And she’d done so with the assistance of a man most of her family wanted dead for the blood on his hands. 

A man she was protecting. 

A man she couldn’t allow to be harmed. 

A man she now held grudging respect for. 

Finally,  Elain  threw  on  clothes  and  carried  Ellie  out  to  the  living  room.  Connor  and  Joss  were  asleep  on  a  blanket, 

surrounded on three sides by Juju, Bea, and Jasper. 

Jasper looked up at Elain’s entrance, his head cocked quizzically at her. 

 Yeah, he’s another puzzle to figure out, too. 

She’d brought him back from Lacey’s yesterday at Lacey’s request. He was a cockatrice detector, and far more than just

an ordinary dog. 

Right now,  Elain didn’t have the energy or the brain cells to figure him out, much less perform the mental gymnastics

required to dance her way around her men, or Lina and Mai, about the subject. She sank down onto the couch across from the

one her mother occupied. 

“Good morning, sweetie. Are you all right?” 

“Not really, no.” 

Her mom got up, walked over, and took Ellie from her. “Go make yourself some coffee. There’s a fresh pot, and I left a

breakfast plate in the microwave for you.” 

She  looked  up  at  her  mom.  “How’d  Dad  take  the  news?”  Her  mom  knew  part  of  the  story,  that  Liam  Pardie’s  two

brothers—along  with  a  Lyall  cousin—had  been  on  Rodolfo  Abernathy’s  payroll  to  give  him  information  about  Liam’s

whereabouts. And some of their misdeeds while alive. 

Her mom didn’t know about Elain’s second trip yesterday, a solo trip, which resulted in the men’s deaths. 

“He wasn’t surprised. Said he didn’t put it past them. He was disappointed, but he’s glad you found that out.” 

“Okay.” Elain remained seated on the couch. 

“Is this where I give you a motherly pep talk?” Carla asked. 

“More like a motherly kick in the ass.” 

Carla sat next to her. “You’re a great mom. You have an important role to carry out. Lacey and I talked while you were

gone. I know there are things you can’t tell any of us. It’s okay. But that job doesn’t mean you’re an unfit mother.” 

Elain snorted in reply. 

“You’ve  been  like  this  all  your  life.  Riding  yourself  harder  than  anyone  else,  expecting  far  more  from  yourself  than

anyone else did, and beating yourself up when no one except you thinks you deserve it.” 

 If only she knew. 

“Go. Eat. And cheer up—Brighton’s not here this morning.” 

Oh, yeah. There was that. Elain’s batcrap cray-cray brother-in-law, who was up to something. He’d replaced their baby

monitors with bugged versions and had been listening in on them. Baba Yaga had told Elain that. 

They needed to get him moved out as soon as possible. The only problem was Elain had rallied so hard and long on his

behalf when he first arrived to stay with them that flip-flopping her position might look suspicious. 

It didn’t help that Elain could tell Brighton didn’t like her dad. 

Elain  studied  her  mom.  It  had  initially  been  difficult  to  get  used  to  Carla’s  rejuvenated  appearance  after  Liam  mated

with Carla. Technically her adopted mom, Carla had raised Elain since birth, when Maureen gave Elain to her to protect the

baby. 

“You sure you’re not part wolf, Mom?” 

Her mom grinned. “Ask Brodey how I put the fear of  me into him that time when you were gone and he made me drop

the  casserole  dish.”  Her  smile  faded.  “One  foot  in  front  of  the  other.  Stop  doubting  yourself  as  a  mom.  We  all  do  that. You

don’t think I thought I was the world’s crappiest mom sometimes?” 

Elain frowned. “What? You were— are—a great mom.” 

“Well, see? Even with Joss, sometimes I wonder and have my doubts.” 

Elain hugged her, careful not to jostle and awaken Ellie. “Love you, Mom.” 

“Love you, too, sweetie.  Now, go eat, get your shower, and get ready to tackle the day.  I told  Lina and  Mai you’d be

ready by ten thirty to meet with them here.” 

Elain groaned, closing her eyes. “I need a day off. I told Ain that.” 

“And as your mom, I overruled him. If you take a full day off now, you’ll beat yourself up worse for it later.” 

Elain cracked one eye open at her. “That’s spooky, Mom.” 

She grinned. “And I didn’t even need to be a Seer to know it.” 




* * * *

 

After eating, Elain grabbed a shower and got dressed in real clothes—shorts and a T-shirt instead of just an oversized

T-shirt and PJ pants—and walked out into the backyard with her cell phone, outside the range of shifter hearing. 

When  the  jaguar  answered,  his  rich,  smooth  accent  flowed  through  her  ear  like  warm  salted  caramel  sauce  over  a

brownie. 

“Elain, my lovely Seer. How are you this morning?” 

“Uh, sorry I didn’t talk to you in person yesterday.” 

“It is quite all right.  Martin said it was official business.” His tone changed slightly. “Are we still on track where he is

concerned?” 

Martin was Marston’s new name. “Oh, yeah. He’s fine.” She hesitated, not wanting to reveal too much about their field

trip. “Actually, he’s better than he was before, in my opinion.” 

“Really?” 

“Really.” 

“I shall keep that under advisement, then.” 

“You, uh, might hear of some developments regarding some missing shifters. Not his fault, and not his problem.” 

Ortega Montalvo’s tone turned curious. “Missing shifters?” 

“Seer Says.” 

“Ah. Message received.” 

She tried to figure out how to say it and finally did. “I know he’s got a bad past. I get it. But…” She struggled for the

words. 

Ironic, since she’d been a journalist. 

“He  is  important,”  she  finally  settled  on.  “And  there  are  other  sides  to  things.  Things  I’m  learning  now  about  certain

events that  I didn’t know before.  It’s even more imperative we keep him safe from a certain redhead who’d like to un-alive

him.” 

“Un-alive? Oh! Right. Yes. Understood. I, uh, take it that I can relax somewhat regarding him being in my household?” 

“Absolutely. If there was a problem, put a gun in his hand and let him help. Especially protecting kids.” 

Now the jaguar’s tone darkened. “That is difficult to believe.” 

“I know it is, but do you trust me?” 

He almost sounded hurt. “You are our Seer and my friend. Family. Of course I trust you.” 

“One day, when time allows, I’ll drop in and we’ll sit down and I’ll fill you in. Until I can, please believe me when I

say that Martin Hillyard is family and should be treated as such.” 

“If that is your wish.” 

“It is. I can’t publicly admit he’s my uncle, duh. But it’s all right. He’s all right.” 

“Very well, my dear.” 




* * * *

 

Elain was just getting ready to return to the house when her cell phone rang in her hand. 

A chill ran through her as she stared at the screen for a moment before answering it. 

“What’s up, Ryan?” 

“I have some information for you. I had meant to tell you last night, but then the…events of the day distracted me and it

completely slipped my mind. While there is no record of an ‘Aliah’ gone missing in that time period from Maine, there was a

report filed of an ‘Alexa Borlen’ who did not return as expected from a visit to her family.” 

Elain’s pulse quickened. “What?” 

“She departed that very same day in March. The contact information for her supposed family, which she’d left with her

employers, whom she also lived with, proved to be false.” 

“That can’t be a coincidence.” 

“No. Neither can the fact that she also had an infant son born only a couple of weeks prior to her disappearance.” 

Elain sank down to the grass, feeling a little queasy. “So the cops are searching for her and the baby?” 

If they were, it could get back to Blackie, meaning one more chink in the armor around her cover story. Until she knew

for certain Connor was safe from Baba Yaga, she couldn’t risk others knowing. 

She  damn sure didn’t want Brighton to find out. 

“No, because there doesn’t appear to be any evidence of foul play.  She’d told the elderly couple she worked for and

lived with as their caretaker that the baby’s father had abandoned her when she was pregnant, that he was a drug user. There

has been supposition she might have reconnected with him and went off without telling anyone.” 

“Which works in my favor.” 

“It would seem so.” 

“Thank you for that.” 

“No  thanks  required,  my  dear.  I’ll  e-mail  the  information  to  you.  Eh,  be  advised  there  was  apparently  someone  else

sniffing around that same information.” 

“Who?” 

“I don’t know that. Yet.” 

“Brighton?” 

“Again, I don’t know. It could be cockatrice. Three were killed with her. Surely their families, or at least their cohorts, 

must be wondering where they ran off to.” 

“True.” She had a thought. “Is that the other reason you didn’t want me to have anyone from the Clan looking into it?” 

“The thought had crossed my mind, yes. The less things those cockatrice can track back to the Maine wolves, the better.” 

“Thanks.” 

“As  I  said,  you’re  special.  I  wouldn’t  normally  get  this  involved,  but  I  feel  justified  considering  what  we’re  dealing

with.” 

“Hey, you can see stuff when you hold onto me, right?  Maybe you can help us by helping me coax more of the vision

out.” 

“Perhaps that is an option if you don’t make any progress on your own, but I’m rather hesitant to intervene like that just

yet. You showing me a vision is one thing. Me trying to see one through you with me in control of it is another entirely. I don’t

know if my stepping in like that would falsely alter what you’re seeing. I will certainly keep the option on the table, however, 

if it gets to that point.” 

“Thanks, Ryan.” 

“No problem.” 

She ended the call and checked her e-mail on her phone. Yep, he’d sent her the police report. 

 The Devil sends me e-mail. 

That wacky thought made her chuckle, even though she knew he wasn’t really the Devil. Ryan was a guy in charge of a

bureaucracy and given a bad rap for the thankless job they had. 

Just like she supposed, one day, future generations might curse her, Lina, and Mai for the jobs they did. 

That sobering thought drove all good cheer right out of her. 

She headed back to the house before she could depress herself even more. 




* * * *

 

Brighton spent the morning in the DeSoto County clerk’s office in Arcadia, looking up land deals. Sales and purchases, 

and  cross-referencing  them  in  his  laptop  against  local  real  estate  listings.  If  anyone—like  his  brothers—asked  what  he  was

doing,  why,  he  was  trying  to  decide  where  to  live.  Thoroughly  researching,  as  was  his  wont,  the  best  property  to  suit  his

purpose. 

Not a lie. 

He would simply be omitting the real reason for his morning search.  He had a list of names and corporations he was

cross-checking against, and so far, he was coming up empty. 

Carl  Shupe  was  well-known  to  him  as  a  silent  but  major  player  in  cockatrice  politics  in  the  Northeast.  He’d  likely

stayed off Kitty Blackestone’s radar thus far due to being involved in legitimate businesses. 

Either that, or Shupe had paid the huntress off to ensure his safety. 

Even with the growing revelations, Brighton still had a difficult time believing that possibility. 

It was, however, on his list. 

No, it was far more likely that Shupe wanting to purchase land so close to such a large concentration of wolf and other

shifters was due to him having a very powerful ally in the area who could ensure his safety. 

Brighton’s money was on Elain and/or her father, Liam Pardie. 

It only made sense. Everything added up only if Brighton looked at the situation from that particularly sickening angle. 

After  an  hour  of  searching,  Brighton  finally  struck  pay  dirt.  He  found  five  different  properties  close  to  the  Lyall  and

Alexandr ranches that, when cross-referenced against real estate agent listing databases, were either for sale, under contract, or

recently sold. 

He’d need to pay all of the realtors a visit. Lucky for him, he’d modified one of the cockatrice spells from the spell book

to work in his favor, to charm someone he was talking to into revealing information he sought. 

Not to mention, even without using that, women in the States tended to enjoy his British accent. 

Abso-bloody-lutely he’d use that to his advantage. 

He really would be barmy if he didn’t. 

It  would  figure  that  it  was  the  last  stop  of  the  morning,  the  office  handling  a  pending  contract,  where  he  finally  found

what  he  was  looking  for.  The  young  woman  working  in  the  office  was  alone  there,  the  agents  all  out  showing  properties  or

attending closings. 

“My employer is desperately interested in getting his hands on that particular property.  Is there any way at all  I could

persuade you into allowing me a quick little peek at the buyer’s information? I assure you, money is not an object, and I’d be

ever so grateful. They would certainly be willing to pay the buyer for the contract’s cancellation penalties.” 

She blushed and giggled and finally pulled up something on her screen before she stood. “I have to use the restroom, if

you’ll excuse me. I couldn’t stop you from looking at my screen, though.” 

Which he immediately did, taking a couple of pictures of it with his cell phone and verifying he could read the data. 

 S&S Regional Waste Management Solutions of the Northeast, LLC. 

That was one of  Carl  Shupe’s cover businesses.  He was the  Tony  Soprano of cockatrice, only far smarter and richer. 

Other cockatrice hunters tended to avoid going after those who apparently abided by the law. They didn’t want to start an all-

out war, and frankly, the cockatrice who did get caught were usually on the low end of the intelligence scale. 

Brighton was sure some cockatrice, like Shupe, considered it a favor, weeding idiots out of their gene pool. 

They  weren’t  a  very  sentimental  lot,  to  be  certain.  He’d  heard  Shupe  was  notorious  for  taking  women  as  payment  for

helping out his fellow cretins, sowing his wild oats all over. You needed to borrow money for your business? Either your wife

or an adult daughter would be staying with Shupe until it was all paid back, with interest. You needed a favor? He demanded

one in return. Without a mate of his own to worry about, he’d still managed to spread the horrid cockatrice seed. 

But as with any race of humans or other shifters, Brighton could not, in good conscience, kill someone simply for being a

jerk. He had no proof the man had ever murdered anyone or actively participated in outright illegal businesses that were any

worse than human-run criminal enterprises. Either of which Brighton would readily use as justification to immediately remove

Shupe from the breathing-abled population. 

No, for now, the man was better off remaining alive so Brighton could watch his movements and see what plans were

being set in motion. 

And to see if he could secure any proof of Shupe’s involvement with either Liam Pardie or Elain. Proof he could take to

his brothers to show them that he wasn’t simply paranoid, that there were dark plans afoot. 

Just what he couldn’t yet say, but he’d heard rumors, rumblings. 

Perhaps even a terroristic plot that would make 9/11 look like a minor car wreck by comparison. 




* * * *

 

For lunch, Brighton purchased a take-out chicken meal from the Publix in Arcadia and then pulled into a county park to

eat it under the shade of a gigantic oak tree. He’d needed peace and quiet. 

More importantly, he’d needed privacy. 

As he ate, he perused his extensive notes in the latest notebook he was in the process of filling. He thought he was fairly

close to the answer he’d been seeking. 

Next  to  him  lay  the  cockatrice  spell  book,  a  Grimoire  Lilitu,  one  of  five  that  had  been  created.  According  to  the

inscription on the inside cover, this copy had originally belonged to Rolawnde, the youngest of the five cockatrice siblings, the

second-tier attempt to reinvigorate the species by their dark and demented sire. 

The book kept calling to the amulet Brighton wore around his neck, an artifact he despised but saw no other recourse for

safekeeping other than in a bank vault. 

It  would  do  him  no  good  there,  however.  He  needed  the  wretched  thing  to  help  him  make  sense  of  the  horrible  spell

book. Several times he’d tried to decipher the writing without the amulet in his presence, and he realized the book was nearly

indecipherable garbage when he did that. He didn’t understand enough about the older languages. The written word had never

been his strong suit. 

No, he had to have the amulet with him. Keeping it outside of his presence, leaving it somewhere where anyone could

happen upon it, was not an option. 

It could not be allowed to fall into anyone else’s hands. 

It had proven key in allowing him to seek out and destroy cockatrice around the world. The vermin liked to hide much in

the same way cockroaches did. He idly wondered if the similarity of names was mere coincidence or something more. 

No doubt Elain and her baby would be under near constant watch by his brothers. Brighton didn’t know who he could

call for assistance in this, who he could even trust any longer. Even Kitty Blackestone, who was a fierce cockatrice hunter, was

completely enamored by Elain, as was Kitty’s older brother, Daniel. 

The head of the Maine wolf Clan. 

There would be no assistance there taking Elain down. 

It appeared Ain’s memory had definitely been altered. Brighton knew if he tried to tell Brodey and Cail—or any of their

other brothers—they would simply think it was more of Brighton the Barmy going off on another of his silly rants. 

They’d all know as well as he did that Ain couldn’t lie to them. Everyone would trust Ain’s versions of events over his, 

blame it on Brighton’s faulty memory. Or that Brighton simply wasn’t remembering things correctly. 

Given Brighton’s track record, they’d all side with Ain and think it was crazy imaginings on Brighton’s part. 

The key was Elain. Brighton had to force her to admit what was going on, her part in it. 

She couldn’t lie to her men. 

 Maybe I’ll have to trick her into it. 

His  fingers  paused  as  he  flipped  through  the  Grimoire  and  his  focus  settled  on  two  drawings  there.  He’d  seen  them

plenty of times before in the book, but had yet to find them in person. 

One was a set of stones, which he knew supposedly formed the original gateway where the cockatrice race’s sire was

contacted, a link to an off-Earth realm. 

The other drawing, a rough sketch and accompanying descriptors, that appeared very familiar to him for some reason, 

calling to him now. 

Leaning his head back against the tree, he closed his eyes and tried to think. 

 Ah,  yes.   Now  it  came  to  him,  the  rock  pile  in  Maine  at  the  Clan  compound.  Where  Lacey  had  been  attacked  by

cockatrice. 

Land  originally  settled  by  cockatrice,  but  taken  over  by  wolves  when  they  arrived  from  the  Old  World.  The  original

cockatrice settlers had been killed or driven off. 

It  must be the same location. It was certainly a place of concentrated dark power, no doubt about it. 

That could be the answer. He could use that power against Elain, turn it around. 

Send her away. 

 That would show them. 

He’d simply have to find that rock pile. Blackestone had passed the word to keep mum about the location of it and the

cave where Rodolfo Abernathy had been held hostage for a time, supposedly. 

There were too many versions of the story flowing around. Too many discrepancies. 

Too many secrets. 

Too many events where the nexus fell squarely on Elain. 

When the amulet around his neck started to hum under his shirt, he reached up and thumped it with his fingers. “Quiet, 

you,” he mumbled. 

It did that a lot. Sometimes while he was trying to sleep. But he couldn’t afford to destroy the fecking evil thing yet. 

Not until he took care of this and restored order and balance to his family line. 

Rid them of the evil from within. 

He  would do that, no matter what. 

Chapter Three



Carl  Shupe sat in his office and sipped his morning coffee while browsing his e-mail.  He had his fingers in countless

pies, including expanding his activities in Florida. 

Something was happening down there in Arcadia, and he needed a base of operations close by to figure out what the hell

was going on. He had people working on that for him now. 

Then a message’s subject line caught his attention. That’s when he paused, studying a message he’d received overnight

from an informant he’d used countless times over the years. 

Reliable, trustworthy, as far as cockatrice went. 

 I think this might interest you. 

That’s all the e-mail’s body text had said. Enclosed, however, was a .pdf, a printout of a police report taken regarding

one Alexa Borlen. 

Couldn’t be a coincidence that Aliah Borden hadn’t been seen in approximately the same amount of time since Alexa’s

disappearance. 

Or that she had an infant son who’d also disappeared with her. 

Supposedly, she’d told the elderly couple she was a live-in caretaker for that she was going to go visit some family and

be back in a few days. She’d never returned. Not only had she not answered her cell phone, but her voice mail was now full. 

The problem was the contact information she’d left her employers wasn’t valid, the address, people, and phone numbers not

existing at all. 

So the police weren’t treating it so much as a missing persons case as they were a person who chose to leave of their

own volition. 

Carl had made Aliah’s truck vanish.  No one would find that.  It was now a square block of crushed metal bound for a

recycling facility. 

He hadn’t yet located the car the three idiots had used that day when they went with Aliah, but he supposed the wolves

had done that job for him. If the morons Aliah had hired were smart, they stole a car that couldn’t be traced back to them. 

Fortunately,  this  contact  didn’t  fuck  around.  He’d  provided  the  full  police  report,  not  some  bullshit  with  a  lot  of  it

blanked out, waiting for a payout before he coughed up the rest. They’d worked together long and frequently enough to know

that, for something easy like this, they could trust each other. 

Carl logged into one of his offshore bank accounts and made a quick wire transfer of five grand to the guy’s account he

usually used. 

It  was  more  than  the  guy  would  expect  to  receive  for  this  little  nugget  of  info,  but  the  goodwill  Carl  knew  he’d  just

purchased by paying out more meant he’d likely get a phone call and an offer to do some groundwork to follow up on it more

in-depth. 

That’s where the guy would then begin to earn that extra cash payout. Because now Carl had a starting point to look for

the damned book. 

If Aliah  had  been  a  live-in  caretaker  to  this  elderly  couple,  she’d  likely  hidden  the  book  there  somewhere.  He  could

work up a story pretending to be Aliah’s family— excuse me, Alexa—or a detective hired by them. Claim she had visited, but

then left. Hint around that she’d hooked up with her baby daddy and was traveling with him, and had indicated she was coming

back to Maine. That he wanted to look for evidence to where she might be or who she might have been in touch with. He had

contacts all around the country. He could set that up to make it look believable, if forced to. 

No matter what, Carl couldn’t afford to trip the radar of Kitty Blackestone. His entire organization, so far, had remained

unnoticed by any of the Maine wolves, and he planned to damn well keep it that way, regardless of how fucking stupid Aliah

had acted. 

Cameron had to be dead, no doubt about it.  He wouldn’t have let Aliah parse out the book that way had he still been

alive. Cameron would have sent a couple of pages, one-time deal, and then held an auction for it between himself and probably

some European nests. 

The whole thing smacked of Aliah’s short-sightedness. Of desperation. At least Cameron, for his faults, had half a brain

in his skull. 

A pregnant cockatrice woman, alone, her mate dead, and cut off from and disowned by her home nest? 

Yeah,  that’s  what  this  felt  like.  The  fact  that  Cameron’s  jackass  cousin,  Gerry,  had  also  gone  missing  about  the  time

Aliah first contacted Carl only added to Carl’s suppositions. If Cameron and Gerry had tried to pull something and ended up

dead, it made sense Aliah would reach out and try to figure out how to make a way for herself. 

Just to be sure, Carl made a mental note to send someone to check out Aliah’s family, as well as the property in Georgia

where she and Cameron had been living. Maybe she had boogied out of the area. 

He doubted it, but it never hurt to be thorough. 

Closing  that  e-mail,  he  switched  to  another  one  from  his  realtor.  He  was  in  the  process  of  closing  on  a  property  in

Arcadia, Florida. Which might not appear to be much more than a hick Cracker cow town to anyone not in the know. 

It was shifter central south, in terms of population and density of shifters, especially wolves. Those damned Lyalls. 

The perfect location, however, for a base of operations in the area.  He’d pay people to live there, pretend to work it, 

provide cover and gain information. Shifter outcasts of other races willing to overlook the source of their income. Like that one

wolf  he’d  worked  with  on  occasion,  who’d  been  in  Rodolfo  Abernathy’s  organization  and  frequently  provided  accurate,  if

minor, information. 

Unfortunately, that contact, as well as Abernathy, both seemed to have disappeared.  Rumor had it that the jaguars had

finally succeeded in getting their claws into Rodolfo Abernathy. 

If  that  was  the  case,  easy  money  was  placed  on  Rodolfo  being  dead,  or  wishing  he  was.  It  was  no  secret  that  Ortega

Montalvo had a hard-on of the bad kind for Rodolfo after a couple of incidents years earlier. 

Even Carl wasn’t stupid enough to try to infiltrate the jaguars. At least the wolves had a “live and let live” ethos, for the

most part.  Stay out of their way, don’t hurt people—that they knew of, at least—and don’t be assholes to them or theirs, and

you could usually keep your hide. 

Not the jaguars. 

Whether it was a cat thing, or a machismo thing, the jaguars would absolutely go out of their way to fuck up someone’s

shit in a painful and/or permanent way. 

Especially cockatrice. 

Something Carl absolutely couldn’t afford to happen. Definitely not now. 

Not when he wanted his hands on that. Fucking. Book. 

He  let  out  a  sigh  and  forced  himself  not  to  open  his  tablet  and  peruse  the  scans  yet  again.  He  was  working  on  a  few

Eastern European nest contacts, distant relatives who would speak to him as a matter of courtesy, given their bloodlines, but it

would take time to earn their trust. 

The last thing he wanted to do was hand over a few pages of copies and then find himself inundated by assholes wanting

to steal those from him. 

This required finesse. Patience. 

And probably a shit-ton of money. 




* * * *

 

Lina made it over to the house first, alone, at ten thirty-five. She offered Elain a playful smile. 

“What?” Elain grumbled. 

“Someone took a little jaunt yesterday.” She pointed to where Jasper was watching them from where he lay next to Joss

and Connor on the floor. Ellie was asleep in her carrier next to them. 

“Lacey asked me to watch him for her.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“Seer Says.” 

Lina rolled her eyes. “So how is Ortega?” 

Elain gasped, shocked and now filled with fear for Marston’s safety. “How’d you know that?” 

“I guessed. Calm the frak down, girlfriend.” She headed into the kitchen with Elain on her heels. “You ‘Seer Says’ me

over  the  big  hairball.  Which,  I  get  it.  They’ve  got  their  own  stuff  going  on.”  She  opened  the  fridge  and  pulled  out  a  nearly

empty pitcher of iced tea. “Feel free to tell him he can call on me, too, you know. I don’t mind.” 

Then Lina frowned as she turned to Elain. “Unless he…does he like me?” 

 Oh, sweet blessed relief.  “Honey, he helped protect  Dad for twenty-five years.  It’s nothing against you.  He likes you, 

honest. He’s just sort of adopted me, is all.” 

And  Elain  didn’t  feel  the  slightest  bit  guilty  over  that  statement  because  it  wasn’t  even  a  fib.  Not  a  single  loophole

needed. 

It also seemed to relieve Lina’s fears. “Ah. Gotcha. Sorry. I hadn’t even thought about it like that.” She finished off the

pitcher  of  tea  and  started  to  make  a  fresh  one.  Having  spent  so  much  time  living  there  in  the  Lyalls’  home,  she  knew  the

kitchen’s layout as well as Elain did. “So…uh, where’s Brighton this morning?” 

“Don’t know, don’t care.” 

“Mm-hmm.” 

“What?” 

“Nothing.” 

It was time like these Elain wished she could throw fireballs. “Spill it.” 

It looked like Lina was about to speak when they heard the back sliders open and Carla speaking to one of Elain’s men. 

Ain. 

“Later,” Lina whispered. 




* * * *

 

Mai arrived a few minutes later with BettLynn, who was delighted to spot Jasper. Before Mai put her down on the floor, 

she said, “If you want to play with the puppy,  no shifting. Got it?” 

“Puppy!” BettLynn reached for the dog. 

Mai  set  her  on  the  floor,  and  the  toddler  scrambled  as  fast  as  she  could  on  her  hands  and  knees  toward  the  dog,  who

wagged his tail at her as she grabbed him around the neck. 

Elain felt gooseflesh ripple up and down her arms as Jasper met her gaze and gave her a nod of his head, as if silently

saying,  I’ll protect her. 

“God he’s adorable,” Lina said. “It’s like he’s talking to us and telling us he’ll take care of the babies.” 

Elain hoped her  meep of fear wasn’t audible. But then Ain, who’d had to look up some info in their home office, stopped

by the kitchen to give Elain a quick kiss before leaving again. Once he was gone, Elain turned to Lina. 

“Back to the Brighton subject,” Elain said, her voice lowered. “How do I handle that?” 

“Oh, good,” Mai said from where she’d settled at the kitchen table. “I didn’t miss the Brighton bashing.” 

Lina had been making herself a snack. “Oooh, no. This is  your house, lady. I’m not going there.” 

“Seriously,” Elain said. “You’re family, and I trust you.” 

Lina  sighed  before  finally  answering.  “He’s  your  brother-in-law.  I  haven’t  had  any  visions  about  him  yet,  but…”  She

shrugged. “Let’s just say I think the whole mood around here would be lighter if he wasn’t here, know what I’m saying? He’s

kind of an energy vampire, among other things. Um, not a literal vampire.” 

Elain looked at Mai, who shrugged. “Me, either.” 

“You either a vampire, or you either no visions?” 

Mai smiled. “No visions. And no vampire, either.” 

Elain slumped against the counter. “I made such a point of ordering my guys to be nice to him.” 

“Well, un-order them,” Lina said. “That’s all. Then the problem will take care of itself. Go sit. I got this.” She pointed at

the kitchen table. 

Elain  poured  herself  a  glass  of  iced  tea  first  before  taking  a  seat.  She  didn’t  want  to  tell  Lina  and  Mai  about  the

tampered baby monitors yet, because she’d already lied to her friends once. 

Well, about  that topic. 

She also didn’t want Lina blowing Brighton up, and Elain had no doubt if Lina thought Brighton was a threat to anyone

in that family, especially their children, him being family or not, Lina wouldn’t hesitate to fireball first and ask questions later. 




* * * *

 

They  turned  their  topic  of  discussion  back  to  the  nuclear  bomb  vision  once  more.  Then,  a  few  minutes  before  one

o’clock, BettLynn let out a sleepy yawn that Mai echoed. 

Elain knew she was the only one at the table who understood exactly why her friend was so tired. 

Elain wasn’t feeling so perky herself.  Despite the amount of alcohol she’d consumed—and puked up—the day before, 

she suspected it was more due to the energy she’d expended during her…secret field trips. 

Especially when she’d gone back alone and killed the three men. 

Something else she couldn’t reveal to her friends right then, if ever. Only Ryan Ausar currently knew about that. 

“Sorry, girls,”  Mai said. “I think  I need to grab a nap.  I have felt absolutely exhausted the past couple of days.  I was

actually happy when Ain called this morning to postpone our brainstorm sessions, until Mom called back and overruled him. 

Can we adjourn this until tomorrow? I know we are on a deadline, but I have a ton of chores I need to do, and I’m exhausted.” 

She hesitated. “God, that sounded horrible. ‘No, don’t mind the apocalypse. I have dirty laundry.’” Mai rested her head on her

hands. 

Lina patted her on the shoulder. “It’s okay. Elain over there looks a little ragged, too. We can’t do this if we’re not at

one hundred percent.” 

“Thanks,” Mai muttered. 

Elain considered telling her friend then that Mai was pregnant, but decided to wait. 

She had enough lies and omissions to keep straight as it was. “Seer Says” was wearing kind of thin. 

Cail  returned  to  the  house  to  grab  lunch,  but  when  he  saw  Connor  was  due  for  a  feeding,  he  took  over.  Then  Mom

headed back to her house with Joss, leaving Lina, Elain, and Cail with the two babies. 

When Brighton returned to the house a little after one that afternoon, Elain felt Lina tense up without even having to look

at her. It was like Elain could sense a force field going up around her friend. 

Just as Elain felt herself doing. 

“Hey,  Brighton,”  Lina  said.  “I  was  just  getting  ready  to  send  Cail  out  with  lunch  for Ain  and  Brodey,  but  would  you

mind doing it?” She patted the small cooler holding their sandwiches and sodas. “They’re back at the main barn and Cail’s a

little occupied.” 

Cail was currently—thankfully—sitting on the couch and feeding Connor a bottle, so it only made sense not to interrupt

him to do it. 

 Right? 

 Right. 

“Uh, oh. Sure.” He gave Lina a smile Elain would swear was as forced as both hers and Lina’s. He took the cooler from

her and headed out. 

Elain noticed he didn’t leave his knapsack behind, either. In fact, he never left it around. It was either on him…or it was

in his bedroom with him. He never left it lying around the house. 

Elain and Lina exchanged a glance. 

“Oookay,” Cail said from the couch. “Mind filling me in on what that was about?” 

“Nothing!” the women said in unison, still staring at each other. 

Cail cleared his throat and Elain finally turned to him. 

“Babe,” he said, “I refuse to edict you over this, but if you Seer Says me—” 

“New-mom-nesting jitters,” Lina said, saving Elain from having to answer. “Look, I felt the same way. Hormonal soup, 

all of that. Having house guests just stresses a new mom out. Takes a couple of months to settle down.” 

“Oh.”  He looked a little concerned. “I can ask him to leave, if you want.  I don’t mind.  Frankly, having him around is

starting to get on my nerves, too.” 

Lina started to say something, but Elain interrupted her. “I don’t want to make you do that,” she said. “You hadn’t seen

him in years before now.” 

“Yeah, and we can go years without seeing him again.  We told you that. You are the most important thing.”  He gently

hefted Connor. “Well, you and these two.” Ellie lay asleep on the sofa next to him, on a blanket. 

Now Elain felt guilty, bitchy. 

Hormonally insane. 

She didn’t need any kind of silent connection with Lina to read her friend’s thoughts. 

 Say. It! 

“Let me think about it,” Elain said while Lina softly groaned and rolled her eyes next to her. “But I appreciate the offer.” 

Cail looked from her to Lina and back again. “What’s going on? What aren’t you telling me?” 

 Loophole…loophole…loophole—

“I don’t think  Brighton likes  Dad,”  Lina quickly said before  Elain could come up with an answer. “And  Elain doesn’t

want to be a bitch about it. I, however, don’t mind being a bitch. It’s kind of a superpower of mine.” 

Elain shot Lina a glare. 

The goddess stuck her tongue out at Elain. 

“Oh.” Did Cail go a little pink in the face? “Yeah, I noticed that, too. We all have. You know, I’ll have a talk with Ain

and Brodey and if nothing else, we’ll give Brighton a friendly deadline to make his departure and find his own place to live. 

How’s that sound?” 

Elain breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you. I love you.” 

He motioned her over with his head, tipping his face up to receive a kiss from her. “Love you, too, babe. Seriously, stop

worrying about our feelings here. We’re perfectly able to speak up.” 

She grasped for another straw. “Well, Code of the Ancients and all that. I don’t want you guys to be unhappy by running

your brother off.” 

“Yeah,  works  both ways.”  He arched an eyebrow at her again.  Normally a gesture that, had she not felt so exhausted, 

might have earned that wolf a blowjob, at the very least. “We’re not happy if you’re not happy.  You make us happy. Brighton’s

our brother, and even at his best we do good to tolerate him. We can love him just as well with him living somewhere else.” 

“Maybe even better,” Lina muttered from where she stood with her arms crossed over her chest. 

“Exactly,”  Cail agreed. “Seriously, stop stressing over this.  We promised you coddling and pampering and spoilage.” 

He smiled again. “And we meant it. You made our dreams come true, babe. You think we won’t hesitate to toss Brighton out on

his tail, think again.” 

“We could make him live in the RV,” Lina snarked. “Park it out by the big barn.” 

“Or ship him to  Venice,”  Elain said.  Her house there hadn’t sold yet.  They weren’t motivated to drop the price since

they didn’t need the money. 

“Or,”  Cail said, “we could just ask him to please find another place to stay and let him figure it out.  He’s a big boy. 

Trust me, it won’t be the first or last time one of our siblings has asked him to move along because he overstayed his welcome. 

We’ve probably tolerated him longer than most of them would.” 

Chapter Four



Ain was working in their home office and talking on the phone with a client from California when Brodey headed up to

the house around five that evening. It would allow him a chance to grab a shower and maybe some snuggle time with Elain and

the babies before dinner. 

He  was  a  little  surprised  to  find  Lina  working  on  cooking  them  dinner  in  the  kitchen  when  he  arrived.  “Where  is

everyone?” 

“Cail had to run over to our place again. Jan and Rick were spazzing out over another calving. They’re fricking dragons

and a little bit of bovine gore freaks them the frak out. Brighton went with him. Elain’s taking a nap. Mom volunteered to go

help Zack and Kael babysit this afternoon for me.” 

“Ah.” He started for their bedroom, then stopped and backed up to talk to Lina. “Why did you have a little tone in your

voice when you said Brighton’s name?” 

Lina let out an exasperated sigh and turned to him. “Elain’s too polite to come right out and ask him to leave. She and

Cail already talked about this earlier. He offered to kick Brighton out.” 

Brodey leaned against the doorway. “Yeah, he is definitely…weird.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“Friend to friend,” Brodey said. “Bottom line.” 

“I think he hates Dad for some dumb reason, and he gives me the willies.” 

“You know I trust you, right?” 

“Exactly why I’m being so open with you.” She mirrored his pose. “You and I go back farther than you and Elain, or me

with your other brothers, in terms of understanding each other. I never would have made it out of Yellowstone alive that time if

it wasn’t for you.” 

“Yeah, well, ditto. You saved our asses.” 

“We saved each other’s asses. I’m not going to bullshit you, Brod. Brighton’s…not right. I know he’s your brother, and I

know you guys love him. Having him here is stressing Elain the hell out, it’s stressing me and Mom out, and why do you think

you’ve barely seen hide nor hair of Mai and BettLynn the past couple of weeks he’s been here?” 

“He stresses her out?” 

“Who was her baby’s biological father?” 

“What does that have to do with anything?” 

Lina stuck her hands on her hips. “What does Brighton claim as his sideline profession? If you have a baby with a teensy

bit of cockatrice genes in her, would  you want her anywhere near an admitted cockatrice hunter? Family or not?” 

“Oh. But Mai doesn’t worry about Kitty.” 

“Because  Kitty  isn’t  batshit  crazy.  And  Kitty  knows  that  BettLynn  and  the  Beasts  are  Bertholde,  Sean,  and  Colm

reincarnated.  Frankly,  that’s  the  other  reason  I  wanted  Mom  and  Joss  out  of  here  and  in  their  own  house,  and  I  didn’t  say  it

outright to her or Elain. Brighton doesn’t like Dad, and I don’t want Mom or Joss around Brighton.” 

Brodey studied his hands. “Are you saying that because you feel it, or is this a Seer thing?” 

“It’s my gut instinct as a mother.” She walked over to him and put her hands on his shoulders. “Get Brighton out of here, 

ASAP.  We’ll all quit walking on eggshells and feel a lot happier.  Hell, buy him a house in town, if you feel guilty about it. 

Until he’s gone, I won’t be able to relax, and neither will anyone else.” 

“He was never the same after our sisters died. None of us were, but him especially.” He slowly shook his head. “I think

it sort of did something to him.” 

“This  is  going  to  make  me  sound  like  a  cruel  and  heartless  bitch,  but  frankly?  I  don’t  care.  Not  when  we’ve  got  six

babies around here, five of whom are shifters, one of whom is already shifting and keeping us on our toes  and who has traces

of cockatrice genes in her.” 

“I know you’re right. I just don’t want to think like that.” 

“I  know  you  don’t,  which  is  why  I’m  playing  the  bad  guy  here  and  saying  it.”  She  hugged  him,  then  quickly  stepped

back. “Ew. Um, no offense? Go shower.” 

He grinned. “I was on my way to do that when I came in.” 

She waved a hand in front of her nose. “Thank goodness I’m not a shifter. I’ll have dinner ready in about thirty minutes. 

Then, since you’re back, I’m going to head home.” 

Brodey’s smile faded. “Should I evict Brighton tonight?” 

“I can’t give you a good answer. Sooner is better. Talk with Cail and Ain and present a united front. Don’t let Elain talk

you out of it, either.” 

Brodey quietly opened the bedroom door. Elain was napping in bed, Ellie asleep in the bassinet next to her. Not wanting

to disturb them, he quickly grabbed shorts and a T-shirt from the closet and headed into the bathroom. After closing the door

behind him, he undressed, then stared into the mirror while the water was warming in the shower. 

He hadn’t had time to shave that morning and the scruff shadowed his cheeks. 

 I’m a dad. 

It didn’t feel real yet, in some ways. 

Brodey felt a little guilty about evicting Brighton, since the guy hadn’t lived up to their expectations of his usual level of

crazy during his visit. Brodey had been prepared for the guy to be all up in their faces about his latest conspiracy theory, but

other than the death glares he’d been shooting Dad’s way, Brighton had acted…normal. 

Well, relatively speaking. 

Normal compared to how Brighton had  usually acted in the past. 

As if he knew he needed to be on his best behavior. 

Brodey tried not to hear their mother’s admonishments to keep an eye on him. Look out for him. That he was…tetched. 

 He’s tetched, all right. 

Brodey had finished his shower and shaved and just gotten dressed when the bathroom door opened and Elain blearily

bumbled her way in. 

“Sorry,” she mumbled on her way to the toilet. 

“Are you all right?” 

“Tired. Exhausted.” 

“Is it finally all hitting you now?” 

“I think so. I was doing pretty well this morning. Then I laid down for a nap and I feel like a truck hit me.” 

He waited for her to finish and wash her hands before following her back to the bedroom and tucking her into bed. He

pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Go back to sleep, sweetie. I’ll wake you up for dinner.” 

“I’m not hungry,” she mumbled before dropping off again. 

He didn’t want to wake Ellie, since she was also asleep, so he quietly let himself out of the bedroom. 

Lina was still alone in the kitchen. “I wonder if we should call Dr. Alberto?” he asked. 

“Why? What’s wrong?” 

“Elain woke up, said she’s exhausted, and just dropped back to sleep again.” 

“That’s  normal.  It’s  all  hitting  her  at  once,  plus  she’s  still  getting  used  to  nursing.  I  know  she’s  going  to  have  times

where she wants to get up and go-go-go, and that’s fine, but her body needs time to recover. She’s not in a position where she

has to get up and do things. Even if you need to edict her ass, make her rest and recover.” 

He smirked. “Wow. I should videotape you saying that so she blasts  your ass when we do.” 

“I’ve already flat-out threatened her with asking you guys to do that. How do you think I got her to take a nap today?” 

“Ah. Sneaky.” 

“Yeah,  well,  I  didn’t  hang  out  around  wolves  all  this  time  not  to  pick  up  a  trick  or  two.”  She  grinned.  “I’m  just  glad

dragons don’t have that edicting stuff, and that my men are terrified of me.” 

“I’ve  seen  you  make  a  house  disappear.  If  they  aren’t  at  least  a  little  wary  of  you  in  a  bad  mood,  I’d  question  their

sanity.” 

“Ha! Question their sanity because I’m their wife.” 

“Word.” He held up his fist and she bumped with him. 




* * * *

 

Later that night after everyone else had left and Elain was sound asleep in bed, Brodey, Ain, and Cail walked outside to

the front yard where they knew Brighton couldn’t overhear them from his room. 

Brodey wasted no time. “We need to ask Brighton to move out.” 

“I was going to bring that up,” Cail said. 

Ain rubbed at his face. “What’s going on? Did he go nutter again?” 

Cail  and  Brodey  gave  their  versions  of  the  discussions  they’d  had. Ain  slowly  nodded  and  when  they  were  done,  he

went Prime on them. “Agreed. I’ll have a talk with him tomorrow about being out in the next couple of days.” 

“I’m not asking you to do this alone,” Brodey said. “I’m more than happy to stand there with you and tell him.” 

“Ditto,” Cail said. “He’s our brother, too.” 

“I appreciate that. You can certainly help me, if you want. I know Mom and Dad wanted all of us to help take care of

him,  but  you  know  what?  He’s  an  adult,  and  we  have  other  siblings.  I’ll  put  out  calls  tomorrow  for  them  to  reach  out  to

Brighton before I have the talk with him. Maybe one of them will invite him to come visit or move in with them.” 

Brodey and Cail stared at him. 

“It could happen,” Ain said. 

Both brothers snorted. 

“I know.” Ain sighed. “We’re the only ones who tolerate him for more than a few days.” 

“Because we were the ones living closest to Mom, and she could bend our ears over it,” Cail said. 

Ain shoved his hands in the pockets of his shorts. “I can see Dad now, looking at us over Mom’s shoulder and mouthing

at us to follow our hearts.” 

Brodey let out a snort. “He totally would have.” 

“So I’ll call around tomorrow,” Ain said. “Before we drop the hammer.” 

“Agreed,” Brodey and Cail said. 

Later, it was Brodey who was unable to sleep and had taken the far outside of the bed opposite Elain. Tonight, she had

the far other side, Cail next to her. As soon as Brodey heard the first little peep on the baby monitor on his side, he shut it off, 

carefully climbed out of bed, and headed for the nursery to take care of Connor. 

Brodey couldn’t help but smile down at their little blue-eyed baby as he picked him up. “Ew, someone needs changing. 

Bet you’re hungry, too, huh, little guy?” Brodey handled the first issue, and then carried him out into the kitchen to make up a

bottle. 

As he stood there, he spotted Elain’s phone on the counter, plugged into the charger. He walked over to it and, carefully

propping the bottle against his chest, picked the phone up and carried it over to the kitchen table, where he sat and got a better

grip on the baby and the angle of the bottle. 

With his other hand, he unlocked her phone and started swiping through the pictures and video of  Ellie’s birth. At the

time, it’d all happened so fast—on top of the craziness of how they arrived at the hospital—he hadn’t had time to savor it. 

Yes, in his head he’d worked out this “perfect birth” scenario. Driving Elain to the hospital, him sitting in the backseat

with her and helping her through her contractions, rushing her from the car in the wheelchair—the whole silly nine yards. 

While that wasn’t how it’d played out, they still had a beautiful, perfect baby girl on the other end of the events of that

day. 

And thanks to Ryan Ausar’s help, they hadn’t missed her birth. 

He hit play on one of the videos and smiled, quickly turning down the volume as Elain let out a loud, pained cry and Dr. 


Alberto ushered Ellie into the world. 

When that finished playing, he scrolled through the pictures, working back, then realized he’d gone too far but that was

okay. They were pictures of Connor. 

Then he hit one and paused, trying to figure out what it was. It looked like paperwork, a birth certificate, but before he

could examine it more closely, from down the hall he heard a door open. 

A moment later, Brighton appeared in the kitchen doorway. “Ah. I thought I heard someone.” He walked in uninvited and

sat across the table from Brodey. 

Brodey thumbed back to the phone’s main screen and set it on the table. “Just feeding the little guy.” 

“Well, relatively speaking,” Brighton said in what sounded like a forced light tone. “Compared to the wee one, he’s a

footballer.” 

Brodey couldn’t look his brother in the eye and hoped Brighton didn’t want to talk about future plans of hanging around. 

Mom and Dad now lived in their own house. Once Brighton was gone, the six of them would have their house all to themselves

for the first time in a couple of years. 

Even Brodey wasn’t boneheaded enough to equate privacy with sex right now. For the first time in his life, he couldn’t

care less about sex. Not when he had a beautiful mate and two beautiful children to take care of. What he was looking forward

to was being able to snuggle with Elain on the couch and just watch a movie, or run around naked if the kids were asleep, or

not feel self-conscious if he wanted to make out with his mate in the pool…or make silly faces at his babies while he sat there

and stared at their little miracles. 

“Sorry I didn’t make it up to the hospital for her birth,” Brighton said. “I figured I’d be in the way. Third wheel.” 

Guilt tried to tweak Brodey’s brain. “You wouldn’t have been a third wheel.” 

“Honestly, little brother. You don’t have to try to make me feel better. I’m no fool. It’s only right for you three to relish

this time. A mate, pups. It’s a celebration. I’m truly happy for you.” 

Brodey did feel bad for Brighton, especially since tomorrow they’d be asking him to get the hell out. Brighton had never

had a mate or pups. Hell, as far as Brodey knew, Brighton had never had a steady girlfriend. 

Brodey unlocked Elain’s phone again and started at the first pictures of the birth before he turned the phone around and

showed Brighton which direction to swipe. “There’s the actual birth. Eh, I was careful about the camera angle.” 

“Ah.  Right.”  Brighton  swiped  through  pictures.  Finally,  he  reached  the  video  and  hit  play,  his  eyes  widening.  “Wow. 

Puts things into a different perspective, eh?” 

“It sure does.” Brodey looked down into Connor’s face. The baby was already starting to doze a little between pulls on

the bottle. “I feel bad for this guy’s birth parents, but thank the Goddess Ortega was there to take him in and put him with us.” 

“Ortega Montalvo?” 

“Yeah.  Oh, uh, heh.  That’s classified, by the way.  For his safety.  Cockatrice are suspected in their deaths, and no one

wants him traced back here.” 

“Right.  Where’d  it  happen?  Down  there,  somewhere,  I  take  it?”  Brighton  picked  up  Elain’s  phone  and  seemed  to  be

studying a picture. 

“Honestly?  I  don’t  even  know.  Elain  knows  some  of  the  details,  and  I  think  Ain  does,  too.  But  the  less  people  who

know, the better. I don’t care where it happened or what happened, as long as he’s safe and in our arms.” 

“No worries. Won’t tell a soul. He is a handsome lad. Blue eyes like Elain.” 

“Yeah, I know, right? Like it was meant to be.” 

“Don’t feel bad. As you said, the Goddess brought you together.” He finally put Elain’s phone down and slowly slid it

across the table. “Are you happy?” 

When  around  Brighton,  Brodey  always  had  a  hard  time  not  slipping  back  into  a  brogue,  even  though  he  knew  Elain

would love it.  His brother had softened his accent into sounding like a  Londoner, but even after over a hundred years in the

States, old ways wanted to sneak into his life. 

“I’m happier than I’ve ever been in my life,” Brodey told him. “And I don’t want you to think I’m trying to lord that over

you—” 

Brighton sat back as he waved his words off. “I don’t blame you for it. You three earned the right to be happy.  Don’t

apologize for it. Never apologize for it.” He slowly nodded his head. “Guess I should tell you now, but I’ll be leaving, likely

by the end of the week.” 

Brodey felt guilty that relief swept through him. “You are?” 

“Found  a  place  not  far  from  here.  North  of  Arcadia.  Closing  on  it  in  the  next  couple  of  days,  as  soon  as  the  title

insurance and everything else is squared away.” 

“That’s…that’s great!” It also meant they wouldn’t have to have “the talk” with Brighton and kick his ass out. “I mean, 

not that you’re leaving, but being so close—” 

“I knew what you meant.” He smiled. “Don’t worry. No offense, but I treasure my privacy. Too many years, I’m set in

my ways. I love all of you, but this way, I’m close enough should you ever need me, close enough to visit, but just far enough a

phone call before driving is wise, on both ends.” 

Brodey hoped Brighton hadn’t heard them talking outside earlier. Then again, Brighton always had been a loner. 

Well, after their sisters died. 

Lots of things changed after their sisters died. 

“I know Mum asked all of you lot to keep an eye on me,” Brighton added. 

“You do?” 

“Yeah.  Blake  told  me  that  a  few  years  back.  I  get  it.  She  worried  about  me.  You  all  do.  Rest  assured,  I  don’t  take

unnecessary risks in what I do.” 

“You really need to get hooked up with Kitty Blackestone. They’re going to town on clearing nests of those things out of

the States.” 

“I plan to, once  I get my move handled and  I’m settled.  I’ve got things in storage  I had shipped over, and have to buy

new furniture.” He stood, still smiling. “A housewarming party to plan.” 

Brodey  had  to  ask  it.  “Why  don’t  you  like  Dad?  Liam,  that  is?  I  mean,  I  understand  why  before,  when  people  didn’t

know he wasn’t into something illegal. Why do you still not like him now that you know the truth and that he’s a good guy?” 

“Like I said, brother. I’m old and set in my ways.” 

“You’re only two years older than us. You can’t lie to me any more than I can lie to you.” 

Brighton’s hand stroked the top of the chair he’d been sitting in. “I know you all think I’m a nutter. I get it, believe me. 

But  I also look for evidence. Yes,  I see a devoted family man, someone beloved by my brothers, brothers whose judgment  I

trust. No doubt I’ll eventually warm to the man.” 

He looked Brodey in the eyes as his smile faded. “But I’m not comfortable around him yet, and I’m sure he and his mate

aren’t comfortable around me for that very reason.  I don’t deny  I can be difficult to live with.  I am no stranger to my faults. 

That’s  why  I’d  rather  have  my  own  place  where  I  can  still  be  a  part  of  your  lives,  yet  far  enough  away  everyone  is

comfortable.” 

“Okay,” Brodey said. “Thanks for not giving me a bullshit ‘no comment.’” 

“I would expect no less from all of you, but I do appreciate that you’ve been very…patient with me during my stay. I’ll

leave you to your fatherhood. Treasure every moment, Brodey. You never know when life and loves will be torn from you.” 

Brodey shivered as he watched Brighton leave. There was something…

Well, something so  Brighton-ey in the way he’d delivered that last line. 

 Thank the Goddess he’s clearing out. 

Brodey had felt mildly guilty about it…until that last line. 

 I wish I knew why the crazy bastard is so fucked in the head. 

Maybe if their mom was still alive she could pry it from him. She’d been the only person able to really tolerate him and

talk to him. Even their father had a limited well of patience for Brighton…after. 

Once  Connor  finished  the  bottle,  Brodey  draped  a  burp  cloth  over  his  shoulder  and  gently  patted  his  son  between  the

shoulders, lightly bouncing as he started walking around the living room. Jasper, Juju, and Bea, who’d taken over the couches, 

didn’t even lift their heads, watching him with their eyes when he circled through. 

Normal. 

Newborn  babies,  two—three—dogs,  a  ranch  doing  well  all  on  its  own.  Plenty  of  money  in  the  bank  that  they  could

easily retire and sell out if they wanted and live on their investments. 

 And one batshit crazy brother I’m not sure if I trust or not. 

After  getting  Connor  settled  in  his  crib,  Brodey  closed  the  nursery  door  behind  him  and  headed  for  the  bedroom.  He

turned on the baby monitor before slipping back into bed, glad he didn’t have to shove Cail over. 

Brighton and his issues notwithstanding, life was perfect. 

For some reason, that scared the ever-loving fuck out of him. 




* * * *

 

As soon as Brighton returned to his room, he checked his phone. 

Yep, there was the picture he’d texted himself from Elain’s phone before quickly deleting the text from hers so it wasn’t

discovered later. 

And now able to examine it…well, he was disappointed to realize it was a low-res image. He’d have to run it through

Photoshop to see if he could sharpen it up a little. 

But it certainly looked like a birth certificate. 

From the great state of Maine. 

So why would Elain lead Brodey to believe the baby was from Bolivia? Well, from “down there,” in Ortega’s region. 

Which implied South America, or Central America. 

This would take some looking into, once he got the picture clear enough to decipher. 

Until he could be alone long enough to tackle that, preferably not while under his brothers’ roof, he’d have to sit on that

task. 

Hopefully, the wait would be worth it, and it’d be one more point of proof against that woman and who- or whatever she

really was. 

He could only hope his brothers’ hearts wouldn’t be too broken in the process. He swore he’d be there to support them

and help them through it, however, once he released them from the dark hold she had on them. 

Then they’d see. He’d get rid of the spell, get rid of  her, and expose the truth. 

They’d  all see he was right. 

Chapter Five



Elain  felt  a  little  better  the  next  morning.  Definitely  less  exhausted  than  she  had  the  day  before.  Brodey  was  staying

behind today because Ain needed to go supervise a vet visit or something at the barns. As soon as Brodey had heard her up and

moving, he’d come in with water and coffee, practically hovering as she returned from the bathroom and settled in bed to nurse

Ellie and watch TV. 

She  arched  an  eyebrow  at  him.  “I  love  you,  but  you  have  to  stop  doing  that  if  you’re  going  to  stay  here  at  the  house

today.” 

“Stop doing what?” 

“Hovering.” 

“Sorry, babe. Just that when you get so tired, I get worried.” He sat on the end of the bed and watched. “Hey, while you

were sleeping last night, guess what happened?” 

“All  the  cockatrice  in  the  world  committed  suicide?”  Elain  felt  bad  about  the  dark  direction  of  her  thoughts  when  his

eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Sorry. Still groggy. What happened?” 

“Well,  the  three  of  us  had  already  talked,  that  we  would  ask  Brighton  to  ‘get  along,  little  doggy.’  But  late  last  night, 

while  I  was  feeding  Connor,  Brighton  joined  me  in  the  kitchen  and  told  me  he’s  closing  on  a  place  north  of  town  and  will

probably be gone in a few days.” 

Conflicted emotions rolled through her. “Am I supposed to say  yippee, or  aww?” 

“He  actually  admitted  he’s  still  on  the  fence  about  Dad,  and  that  it’s  his  problem  to  get  over.  Don’t  feel  guilty,  babe. 

Seriously.” 

“If you’re sure.” 

“Hey, I can’t lie to you.” He grinned. “So don’t feel guilty if you want to make yourself scarce until he moves out.” 

There was something else. Her gaze narrowed as she studied his green eyes. “What else happened yesterday?” 

“So you accidentally poofed a baby monitor into the pool the other morning, huh?” 

She wouldn’t let him deflect. Especially about  that topic. “Brod.” 

He snorted. “Okay.  Fine. Lina ‘talked’ to me and Cail both yesterday before.” He used air quotes around the word. 

“And?” 

“I  wish  you  all  had  told  us  you  weren’t  comfortable  with  having  Brighton  around  the  babies.  He’s  our  brother,  for

chrissake.” 

“Exactly the point. None of us wanted to say that to you guys about your brother. Especially since I made a stink about

you guys making him feel welcomed when he first got here.” 

“The point is, it’s not an issue—” A knock on the door silenced both of them.  Elain knew without looking that it was

Brighton. She felt heat fill her face and hoped that he hadn’t been standing on the other side and listening to them. 

Brodey got up and cracked open the door, then stepped out and shut it behind him. After a moment of discussion, Brodey

opened it and stuck his head in. 

“Brighton wants to come say good-bye.” 

“Sure.” 

Brodey opened the door all the way and stepped in, allowing Brighton to follow. 

“Eh, sorry about the fast timing and all, but just received a call from my realtor that we can close sooner than I expected. 

I have a lot of things to do, items to retrieve from storage, all of that.” 

The words were out of her mouth before she could stop herself. “Do you need any help?” 

“That’s very sweet, but no. I’m paying movers to handle it for me. But once I’m settled, I’ll let everyone know and we’ll

have  a  barbecue  housewarming  party,  right?  Probably  next  weekend,  before  we’re  all  off  to  Maine.”  He  smiled,  but  where

before it seemed filled with mirth, now Elain wondered what emotions truly lurked behind her brother-in-law’s eyes. 

And she  still couldn’t bring herself to touch him, to read him. 

 Especially not with her baby girl in her arms. 

After a final good-bye,  Brodey followed  Brighton out, closing the door behind him. A few minutes later, another light

rap sounded on the door, and Elain sensed it was her mom. 

“Come on in.” 

Her  mom  wore  a  grin  as  she  slipped  inside  and  closed  the  door  behind  her.  “Did  you  hear?”  she  whispered.  “Ding, 

dong, the ding-dong’s gone!” 

Elain had to chuckle. “Maybe Lina will come do some sort of sage ritual or something in his room.”  Elain still didn’t

want to tell anyone the truth about the baby monitors yet. 

Besides, the only proof she had that Brighton had tampered with them were the monitors and Baba Yaga’s word about

them. The old monitors had already been tossed in the trash and hauled down to the curbside bin and were long gone. 

“Your father will be absolutely tickled when he hears about this.” 

“I think I’m going to ask the guys about building a small guest cottage on the far side of the yard for future visitors we

don’t want staying in the house.” 

“Even that would have been too close for comfort.” Her mom ran her hands up and down her arms. “Don’t think I don’t

know what Lina’s plan was yesterday afternoon. She wanted me and the babies nowhere near Brighton, and in the company of

a dragon and a whatever Zack is to keep an eye on us.” She examined her left index finger. “And Luke’s going through a biting

phase I need to talk to her about. I had to use your trick and growl at him to make him back down.” 

“You’re not a wolf.” 

“But  I  am  a  mom,  and  it  freaking  hurt.”  She  held  up  her  finger,  where  Elain  spotted  the  marks.  “Dang  near  broke  the

skin, little bugger.” 

“They’re going to be a handful.” Elain blanched. “What about BettLynn?” 

“Oh, Mai brought her over for me to watch so she could take a nap, and it’s the craziest thing. Those two hellions treat

that baby like she’s fine china. I don’t think them being rough with her is ever going to be a problem. It’s like they sense they

have to be gentle with her.” 

Twenty minutes later,  Brighton was gone and  Elain had moved out to the sofa so she could talk to her mom while her

mom made them breakfast. Connor and Joss were dozing on a blanket on the floor, in front of the TV, flanked by Jasper, Juju, 

and Bea. The three dogs were wonderful babysitters. 

Brodey had returned to the house from seeing Brighton off and was about to say something when his cell phone rang. He

pulled it out and frowned. “Yeah, Rick?” he said by way of greeting. 

Five  minutes  later,  he’d  thrown  on  work  clothes  and  was  headed  over  to  Lina’s  to  help  the  two  dragon  men  through

another new-rancher crisis. 

“Looks like it’s just us girls this morning,” her mom said as she brought Elain’s plate out to her. “And with your father

and  me  in  our  house,  it’ll  be  even  quieter  here  for  you.”  Carla  settled  on  the  other  sofa.  “Not  that  I  haven’t  enjoyed  and

appreciated this time with you, but I think all of us are ready for our own spaces now.” 

“Agreed.” Ellie lay asleep in her carrier, on the floor next to Elain. “Close enough to be a minute away, literally, but not

underfoot of each other.” 

“I’m beginning to think Lina ‘joking’ about having our own private school here on the ranch is not a half-bad idea.” 

“No kidding,”  Elain said. “They’re all close enough in age.  Then we wouldn’t have to worry about them accidentally

revealing stuff.” 

“How’d Ain, Brodey, and Cail deal with that?” 

“Scotland, over two hundred years ago. Wasn’t exactly an issue.” 

“Ah. True. We should ask Mai.” 

“Does she know about Brighton’s departure?” 

“I’m sure she does. Micah and Jim weren’t real thrilled with him, either.” 

“Was everyone kind of keeping their true feelings quiet about him because of me?” 

“No, not just because of you, honey. We all wanted the brothers to have time together. But when it comes to family, let’s

be  honest.  Your  father  lived  in  isolation  for  over  twenty  years  to  keep  you  safe.  If  sides  have  to  be  picked,  pretty  much

everyone here is going to pick his side over Brighton’s. Even your men would probably pick Liam over him, if push came to

shove. Liam can’t lie to me. It broke his heart walking away from you and Maureen, and he holds that guilt close to his heart. 

Brighton appears to have no concept of what that kind of love feels like.” 

“Brodey said Brighton admitted it was his own feelings, not Dad’s fault.” 

“Well, then maybe that’s personal growth on Brighton’s part. I, for one, feel more comfortable with Brighton not living

here.” 

Elain had to admit the very air of the house felt lighter. She thought about getting up and walking down to his room and

trying to “see” something by placing her hands on the bed, except her mom short-circuited that idea. 

“I  even  changed  the  sheets  in  his  room  already.  Threw  everything  into  the  washer,  including  the  pillows.  Opened  the

window, too, to air it out.” 

“Oh, thanks.” 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing. I feel bad that you did all that work.” 

“Nonsense. It felt good to do it.” 

Elain suspected if she did go in there, she’d now get more of a reading of her mom’s energy than Brighton’s. Plus they’d

had so many guests rotate through that room, including Mai and her men, Zack and Kael, and others, that it likely wouldn’t give

her an accurate vision. 

 Who am I kidding? I don’t  want  to know. 

It was the same reason she’d refused to touch him to try to read him. 

She hoped if Brighton was going to do something “bad” that either she’d have sensed it by now, or Lina or Mai would

have had a dream about it. But going to look for trouble wasn’t something she even had the energy for at this time. 

Especially when it felt like she barely had the energy to do more than take a nap. 




* * * *

 

About an hour after Brighton left, Mai walked in, a two-legged BettLynn riding on her hip. 

Elain started to say something to the young mother before she got a look at her expression. “What’s wrong?” 

Mai set BettLynn down on the floor, where the baby sat up and giggled as the dogs surrounded her, sniffing and licking

her face, their tails wagging. 

“How do you know something’s wrong?” Mai asked as she slid into a chair at the kitchen table. 

“You look like I feel. Horrible.” 

Mai propped her chin in her palm. “Really bad dreams last night.” 

“How bad?” 

“Cockatrice-nuclear-bomb bad. Again.” 

“Oh, shit.” Elain lowered herself into another chair. 

“You’re telling me.” 

“Any new clues yet?” Mom asked. 

“No.” Mai looked morose. “I really wish I had a better handle on these powers I’m supposed to have. I feel useless.” 

Elain took a deep breath. “Sorry about Brighton.” 

Mai lifted her head. “What?” 

“That he made everyone so uncomfortable.” 

Mai waved it off. “He wasn’t chasing me, I didn’t have to eat road kill, and he wasn’t trying to kill me. I’m good.” 

“Yeah,  but  I  didn’t  think  about…”  Elain  pointed  at  BettLynn.  “I  never  did  the  math  that  what  Brighton  was  doing  all

those years might make things uncomfortable regarding the princess.” 

Mai  leaned  back  in  her  chair  and  shrugged.  “I  think  I  was  more  on  edge  because  of  Micah  and  Jim.  You  know

someone’s  a  little  off  when  a  human  can  sense  trouble.  Micah’s  normally  on  edge  around  people  he’s  not  comfortable  with

anyway,  but  when  Jim  said  Brighton  gave  him  the  willies,  that’s  when  I  paid  attention.  Do  I  really  think  Brighton  would  do

something to hurt one of the babies? I can’t imagine any wolf of this family doing that.” 

“Rodolfo,” Elain and her mom said together. 

“That’s different. He was batcrap crazy.” 

“So’s Brighton,” Elain said. 

“Not in the same way.” Mai played with her coffee cup, then glanced out to the living room where BettLynn had giggled

over Juju and Bea’s antics. “Was I uncomfortable? Yeah. Was it a Seer thing? I don’t think so. I think it was more my guys, and

the fact that Dad and Mom are Dad and Mom to me. Brighton so blatantly hating Dad—” 

“Blatant?” Elain asked. 

“It was blatant to me.” Mai hesitated. “Wait. Maybe that  was a Seer thing, then.” She let out a yawn. “I don’t know. The

past couple of weeks, and especially the past few days, I feel like I can’t get a handle on anything.” 

Mai  was  about  to  say  something  else  when  Lina  walked  in,  sans  the  Beasts.  BettLynn  immediately  shifted  and  rushed

over, her clothes dropping off her along the way. 

“Sorry, Princess,” Lina said, looking down at her when BettLynn sat at her feet. “They’re at home, taking naps.” 

BettLynn growled at Lina. 

Faster than Elain had ever seen Mai move, the young mother was up and out of her chair and into the living room, staring

down at her daughter, growling at her. 

BettLynn’s ears flattened back for a moment before she finally dipped her head. 

Mai scooped her into her arms and hugged her. “Good girl,” she said, kissing her daughter on her furry forehead. 

In Mai’s arms, BettLynn shifted back into two-legged form, her diaper now askew. 

Elain laughed. “You finally got the hang of the Alpha mom growl, huh?” 

“Yeah. Took me long enough, but I got it.” She carried BettLynn back over to the blanket to get her dressed again. 

When Mai rejoined them in the kitchen, she studied Elain for a moment before retaking her seat. “You look as exhausted

as I feel,” Mai gently chided. 

“That’s because you’re pregnant,” Elain said without thinking. 

Mai started laughing, which then trailed off into a sick-sounding burp. “Wait, what?” she whispered. 

 Crap.  Well, those beans were now spilled. Might as well stir the pot. “Pregnant.” Elain looked at her. “You know. With

child? Micah’s.” 

“But…how?” 

Elain arched an eyebrow at her. 

“I mean I know  how, but how do  you know?” 

Elain leaned back and tapped her temple. “Seer.” 

“I thought I was the one to have the pregnancy dreams.” 

“I notice you don’t doubt me.” 

“Yeah, because you’re a Seer.” Mai slowly shook her head. “But I’m on the pill!” 

“You  forgot  to  take  it  that  morning.”  Elain  closed  her  eyes.  “Opportunity  knocks,  and  apparently  so  does  determined

Alpha wolf sperm.” 

“Elain!” Carla chastised. 

“What? I’m not saying anything that’s not true. Micah’s a strong Alpha. It’s like übersperm.” 

Lina snorted, earning her a glare from  Carla. “What?” the goddess asked with a shrug. “I just imagined a comic book

hero named SuperSperm. Faster than a speeding spermicide. More powerful than the strongest latex. Able to jump snugly fitting

diaphragms—” 

“Enough!” Carla said. 

Lina cocked her head at her. “What?” 

“Look, can we please drop that part of the discussion? Hits a little too close to home.” Carla ran her hands up and down

her arms. “I’m still getting used to my new life.  Maybe more kids are in our future, but  I’d rather not get that detailed in our

conversations right now. Okay?” 

“Okay, Mom,” Lina said, still looking puzzled. “Sorry.” 

“You sure you’re not pregnant right now?” Elain asked her mom. 

Lina shot her a look. 

“What? She’s my mother. This is sort of reverse payback.” 

“Well,” Lina said, “I was going to suggest we get together today for another shot at the visions, but with that revelation, I

have a feeling some of us won’t have our head in the game.” She flashed a grin in Mai’s direction. “So, how about tomorrow

morning we start bright and early? Have Mom babysit for us and have Zack and Kael help. If we’re all here, she can keep the

kids busy and holler for help if she needs it.” She turned toward Carla and gave her sad puppy eyes. “Pleeease?” 

Carla rolled her eyes. “Yes, I’ll babysit. But can I toss out an idea?” 

“Sure.” 

“I think maybe you girls should try another round with all those things again.” 

“What things?” Elain asked, although she already knew. 

Carla arched an eyebrow at her. “You know what I mean. The books and those other things. You girls are focusing so

hard on your visions, maybe the problem is that to understand what’s going on with the future, you need to understand the past a

little better.” 

“I was hoping to avoid that,” Lina said. “I hate those creepy little statues.” 

“Maybe  all  the  more  reason  to  check  them  out,”  Carla  said.  “But  I  think  taking  an  afternoon  off  is  a  good  idea.”  She

pointed at Mai. 

Mai looked glum. 

“You’re not upset about being pregnant, are you?” Elain asked, feeling guilty even though she wasn’t the one who caused

Mai to get pregnant. 

She just helped ensure which soul would move in when it happened. 

“I’m not…upset,” Mai said. “I’m in shock.” 

“Good thing you built the new house,” Lina said. “You’ll have plenty of room to expand.” 

When  the  other  women  glared  at  her,  Lina  had  the  decency  to  turn  a  little  pink  in  the  face.  “Eh,  sorry.  Bad  choice  of

words.” 

“Ya think?” Elain asked. 

Chapter Six



Mai hadn’t wanted to take the whole day off, and asked if they could get together again after dinner, once she’d had a

chance to talk to Micah and Jim and break the news to them about her pregnancy. 

With  Brighton  out  of  the  house,  it  meant  they  could  finally  gather  together  to  have  a  Seer  planning  confab  without

Brighton’s stifling energy pulling them down. That evening, Elain laid out her plan to Mai and Lina so that they could spend the

next day working and maybe making some progress in deciphering the visions. 

Ain listened to the three women talking and finally interjected. “You sure you’re feeling up to this?” he asked Elain. 

“Yeah, I have to be. I don’t have a choice. Mai is going to be heading in the opposite direction the farther her pregnancy

progresses, so it’s time for us to shit or get off the pot.” 

Ain smirked. “I was going to hang out around the house tomorrow with you and the kids.” 

“You  can,  if  you  want.  You’re  the  Prime,  and  on  the  Clan  Council.  Actually,  it’d  be  great  if  you  did.  You  can  help

babysit and keep everyone quiet and occupied.” 

“Just sit there and shut up and look pretty?” The sparkle in his grey eyes drew a smile from Elain. 

“Sure. That.” 

“By the way, how did Micah and Jim take the news?” he asked Mai. 

Mai rolled her eyes. “They’re already planning the next nursery.” A smile crept in. “You didn’t hear the happy howls?” 

“Ah. Is that what that noise was?” 

“Uh-huh.” 

So the next morning, while Ain, Jim, and Carla watched all the kids in the living room, Elain, Lina, Mai, Zack, and Kael

gathered in Elain’s kitchen with a variety of…well, cockatrice crap, including the stuff Brodey had retrieved from Lenny’s tent

when he rescued Lina. 

The spell books would be their first focus this morning. 

Elain stared at the two books laying side-by-side on the towels spread out on her kitchen table.  Today, it seemed, her

run of luck of not having to lay hands on the damned things had come to an end. Before now, touching them had been avoidable, 

fortunately. 

It was only now, and maybe due to the fact that she had the extra boost to her powers from Gigi, that Elain realized it

almost felt like the books were emitting a palpable…funk. That was the only descriptor she had for it that seemed to fit. 

“They’re not like those books in  Harry Potter that have teeth and stuff,” Lina quipped, her lips quirked in a smile. 

Elain rubbed her palms up and down her arms. “Don’t be so sure of that,” she muttered. 

They looked to be hand-bound in some sort of leather by artisans, leather lacing wrapped around the edges. 

Too bad the workmanship had been wasted on such evil. 

 Why do cockatrice have to be so batcrap crazy? 

“Well?” Lina asked. 

“Yeah?” 

Her friend smirked. “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.” 

“I  don’t want to. But yeah, I have to.” 

“Technically,” Zack said, “you don’t. It’d be helpful if you do, but you don’t  have to.” 

Still, Elain made no move to touch the books. They radiated evil, and not just because she knew what they contained. An

invisible cloud of wrongness surrounded them. 

“How do you understand what they say?” Elain asked Lina, still stalling. “How can you read them?” 

“Like I told you, I just…think it. I think that yes, I can understand them, and I do.” 

“You sure you’re understanding them, and not just wishful thinking that you are?” 

She pointed to Zack and Kael. “I read my translations to them and they said I was dead on.” She winced. “Ooh, sorry. 

Bad choice of words.” 

Zack let out a laugh. “You might be the Goddess of Snark, but no one ever accused you of being the Goddess of Tact.” 

“Watch it, buster,” she playfully warned before refocusing her attention on Elain. “And the translating might not even be

something you can do, for all we know. We all have different talents.” 

“True.” 

Elain stared at the accumulation of other stuff and her gaze fell on the three knives, including the knife Marston had used

to kill Bertholde. 

Elain knew she’d  definitely want to avoid touching  that, if possible. 

The  five  little  stone  icons  also  sat  on  the  table,  as  well  as  the  remnants  of  the  silver  cuffs  used  on  Jan  and  Rick  in

Yellowstone by Lenny, and the silver collar used on Lacey by Aliah. Lina recalled the cuffs Lenny had used on her were close

in appearance to the ones used on Jan and Rick. 

All  of  the  silver  items  bore  markings  similar  enough  that  they  felt  safe  agreeing  they  were  likely  made  by  the  same

craftsman. 

Elain  didn’t  mention  that  she  knew  Rodolfo  had,  up  until  he  died,  worn  a  similar  collar  to  the  one  used  on  Lacey. 

Although she hadn’t gotten close enough to look at the engravings. Likely also made by the silversmith murdered in Brussels by

Marston. 

Her gut told her they all probably came from the same source. 

 Note to self, another trip to frickin’ Bolivia is in my immediate future.  Or at least a phone call. 

“Why didn’t the cuffs keep you from using your powers in Yellowstone,” Zack asked Lina. 

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not a shifter. Maybe they were just regular cuffs on me.” 

Elain didn’t want to touch the stone icons, either. She also noticed Lina hadn’t handled them directly, dumping them out

of the cloth bag they kept them in onto a towel. 

Mai, who hadn’t gotten any kind of impression or squicky feelings when she handled them, sat at the table with her chin

propped in her hands and a morose look on her face. 

“You’d think with this extra dose of  oomph I got from Callie’s powers that I’d be able to do something with the damn

things.” Previously, she’d done everything except rub them all over her lady bits, and yet…nothing. 

Elain walked around the table to stand behind her, draping her arms around  Mai’s shoulders from behind.  Mai tightly

clasped Elain’s arms. 

“It’s  okay,  sweetie,”  Elain  assured  her.  “You’ll  get  there.  Look  at  that  lightning  bolt  you  shot.  That  was  damned

impressive.” She leaned to the side to get a look at Mai’s face. “And that was all you. That was  before Callie threw her juju

into you-you. You’ll get the hang of the poofy stuff now that you know you can do it.” 

Mai wore the hint of a smile. “Yeah, I guess that was pretty awesome. I was just so mad and scared when I saw Lacey

up there that I didn’t even think about things.” 

“You both think too much,” Lina said from where she stood on the other side of the table. 

“Okay,” Elain shot back. “Then  you fondle the evilness and tell us what you see.” 

“I tried. Believe me. I get nothing from the books other than the text itself. But I can’t stand touching those”—she waved

her hand at the icons—“things.” She practically spat the word out. 

“And why do you think  I’ll be able to stand touching them?” Elain asked. 

Lina planted her hands on her hips. “I didn’t say you would. I just meant I  can’t. Believe me, I’ve tried. Last time I tried

it, I nearly puked my guts up, and I wasn’t even pregnant. Any information we can get from you is more information than we had

when we started.” 

“What about that copy of the spell book you guys found in Brussels?” Elain asked. 

“It  was  an  exact  scanned  copy  of  the  content  of  Lenny’s  spell  book,”  Lina  said.  “Not  just  a  reproduction.  It  was  like

someone scanned it and color printed it. Once we realized that, I shredded it and burned it. I didn’t want any extra print copies

floating around when we already had it scanned in. Goddess only knows where the original scanned file is, though.” 

“Electronic copies aren’t that secure, are they?” Mai asked. 

“All our iPads are set to wipe content after too many wrong passcode attempts,” Zack said. “And we’ve got the original

files on encrypted external hard drives stored in a safe deposit box. They’re not on any of the laptops.” 

“Then how do you know there aren’t other copies of the books out there?” Mai asked. 

Lina  frowned.  “We  don’t.  Kitty  hasn’t  heard  any  chatter  about  that  from  her  networks,  and  these  fuckers  would  pay  a

pretty penny to get their hands on them. All she’s heard are a few rumbles about some scans of a book, which is probably the

copy we destroyed from Brussels.” 

“Probably?” 

“Hopefully. This is not an exact science, okay?” 

Still  stalling  for  time,  Elain  straightened  and  pointed  at  the  two  books  on  the  table.  “But  she  never  heard  any  chatter

about  those two books in the first place, did she?” 

Lina’s face went blank for a moment before she looked defeated. “Point taken.” 

“So,” Mai said, “we have no idea if there are more of these books out there, do we? We know these are two different

books because of the names written inside the front of them, and the differences in the writing, in places. Same exact original

content, hand-duplicated, except for additional notes. The question is, did someone make the second book as a copy of the first, 

or were they made at the same time in a batch, possibly with others? And we know these are the knives they talk about in the

book,  and  these  little  Jumanji  pieces,  or  whatever  the  hell  they  are,  but  there’s  other  stuff  mentioned  in  the  books,  too,  that

we’ve never encountered. Like an amulet and other crap. What if that’s all still floating around, too?” She looked up at Elain. 

Lina stared at Elain. 

Everyone stared at Elain. 

Disgusted, and before she could find another reason to stall, Elain reached out with both hands and placed them, palms

down, on the front covers of the two books. 

It felt like a greasy bolt of dark lightning washed through her when the vision hit. She saw it flash by, rapid-fire images, 

horrifying. 

The sacrifice of a young virgin female dragon. The five people, three men and two women, all siblings, who did it. The

knives they’d used—three of them in their possession and also on her table. 

The  five books they’d created. 

Elain  yanked  her  hands  away,  unable  to  take  it  anymore.  “Fuuuuck,”  she  muttered  as  she  backed  up  and  cradled  her

hands against her chest. 

“What?” Lina, Mai, Zack, and Kael all asked. 

Elain stepped backward, away from the table, her hands still tucked against her chest. She didn’t stop until she bumped

against the counter behind her. “There’s three more of them,” she whispered, barely able to make herself say it. “Three  more

books, and two more knives. Five and five. If the other books survived this long, there are still  three more of them. They were

made together, five of them, at the same time.” 

“You saw who made them?” Lina asked. 

Elain nodded. “Five siblings.” 

“What? What else did you see?” 

“I don’t want to touch them again. Not right now, at least. I just…can’t. I need a break.” 

“Okay, fine, but what did you  see?” Lina pressed. 

Elain swallowed hard. “That’s not leather on the covers.  Well, it is, but it’s not…normal leather. And the ink isn’t…

ink.” 

The others slowly swiveled their heads to look at the books. Mai slid her chair away from the table with a light scraping

noise against the tile floor. 

“What  are they made of?” Zack quietly asked, not taking his gaze off the books. 

Elain took a breath to settle her stomach. “Not what,” she said. “Who.” 




* * * *

 

“Okay,”  Zack said as propped his hands on the table and leaned forward. “Let me get this straight.  We’re looking for

 three more of these goddamned monstrosities? How do we even know they’re still around?” 

“Because if two of them exist, chances are the other three might have made it through the years, too. Don’t forget there

are two more knives.” 

“Cheese and rice, I’m really sick of these fuckers,” Zack muttered. 

“Join the club,” Mai said. 

Lina,  now  over  her  initial  horror  at  Elain’s  revelation  about  the  books’  origin,  tapped  a  finger  against  her  chin.  “I

wonder  how  Lenny  and  Edgar  came  into  possession  of  these  books,  and  the  knives?  I’m  guessing  from  my  vision,  Marston

could have gotten that one knife from Lenny or Edgar, but where did Aliah get hers, then? If it wasn’t Lenny’s or Edgar’s what

happened to the third knife from Lenny or Edgar that they used during the…” 

Lina glanced at Kael and didn’t continue that thought. She didn’t have to. 

They all knew she was talking about Lenny, Edgar, and Marston murdering Kael’s family. 

“I could understand one of them having a book and copying it for the other one, like Lenny apparently did with the guy in

Brussels,” Lina said. “But what are the chances of both of them having unique copies?” 

“Apparently one-hundred-percent,” Zack snarked. He hooked one of the chairs at the table with his foot and dragged it

out before sitting. 

“Maybe they inherited them?” Mai suggested. 

“Or stole them,” Zack said. “Knowing cockatrice, that’s far more likely.” 

“How do we know Lenny is the one who copied the book for the guy in Brussels?” Elain asked. 

“Lenny and Edgar’s notes about the occlusion spell were in the copy Lenny had and appeared in the copy we found in

Brussels,” Zack said. “Their notes were made a hundred years ago, before computers. Since we know that, and we know that

until Lenny died a couple of years ago he was still in possession of the book, we can reasonably assume he made the copy we

found in Brussels. He likely wouldn’t have let the book out of his possession.” 

“So we can be fairly confident,” Mai asked, “that at least the one book was in Lenny’s possession for, what, ninety years

or longer?” 

Zack nodded. “Right. Likely longer, based on the writing for the occlusion spell notes. Looks like a fountain pen, or nib

and ink kind of pen. Maybe even a quill. That speaks to older.” 

Elain  really  wanted  to  jump  on  the  phone  and  place  a  call  to  fricking  Bolivia,  to  her  contact  who  couldn’t  be  talked

about, but knew she couldn’t. 

Not with everyone around. 

So far, Callie’s advice to her to keep a barrier around the information in her mind had seemed to work. Bolivia hadn’t

been blown off the map yet, meaning the barrier in her mind against Lina and Mai was still intact. 

“Eh, what, exactly, is all that?” 

They all turned at the sound of Brighton speaking from the kitchen doorway. Brodey was with him. 

 So much for getting rid of him.  “Seer stuff.” Elain hoped her gruff tone of voice would send him away. 

“Sorry, I somehow forgot my phone charger when I left yesterday.” Brighton stepped through the kitchen doorway, Elain

not  quick  enough  to  move  around  the  table  and  block  his  entrance  without  it  looking  awfully  suspicious.  “That  stuff’s

cockatrice in origin, right? Let me help. I hunt those things.” 

Elain exchanged a knowing glance with Lina and made a mental note to call Kitty Blackestone to try to verify some of

Brighton’s claims in that respect. But before she or Lina could voice an objection, or toss her brother-in-law out, Zack spoke

up. 

“I guess it can’t hurt,”  Zack said. “We can use all the help we can get.”  He started catching  Brighton up on what had

happened. 

Elain found herself edging over to the kitchen sink to wash her hands and make herself busy preparing a mug of hot tea. 

Anything to avoid close quarters with her brother-in-law. 

She didn’t miss that Lina edged around the kitchen, to stand closer to Elain’s side. 

 Glad it’s not just me. 




* * * *

 

Had it not been for the presence of the others, Brighton would have whipped out his own matching knife and plunged it

into the heart of the woman his brothers had mated with. 

Elain  had to die. That much was now clear. 

That  they  possessed  so  much  cockatrice  dark  magick,  accumulated  so  easily  in  such  a  short  amount  of  time,  was  only

more proof of it. No telling what evil they’d get up to with all of that power. Two books, three knives, and other items? 

Maybe there was a more sinister reason the old Triad had suddenly vanished and passed on to others. Certainly seemed

suspicious that in short order there were three new Seers forming the Triad, with Elain apparently the strongest. 

Brighton had heard the story about the showdown at the rock pile in Maine. How had Elain just “happened” to be able to

track the cockatrice who’d abducted Lacey, when several other very experienced shifters hadn’t? 

A woman who’d only supposedly known about her Alpha wolf shifting side for less than two years? 

It boggled his mind that no one but him questioned Elain’s version of events. 

Hence why he knew he had to keep his mouth shut if he wanted to get her out of his brothers’ lives for good. Had to play

this  smart.  He  wasn’t  sure  how  she’d  managed  to  discover  he’d  tampered  with  the  baby  monitors,  but  he  didn’t  dare  try  to

replace them again and draw suspicion on himself. He’d have to get information some other way. 

No,  he  hadn’t  wanted  to  move  so  soon,  but  suspected  had  he  not  moved  when  he  had,  they  would  have  asked  him  to

leave. Better he do it this way, with freedom to come and go as he wished and be welcomed there and not totally “uninvited” 

from the premises. 

The “forgotten” phone charger cord was deliberately left behind, an excuse to get him back into the house. 

He’d hoped to find the house empty, or at least not as many of them gathered in one place, so he could snoop around, but

this was even better. 

This was the proof he’d needed to be sure he was correct. 

“Those restraints,” he said. “Silver, yes?” 

“Yeah,” Zack said, reaching out to pick up the collar Aliah had used on Lacey. 

“Used  to  be  a  silversmith  in  Brussels  who  did  work  similar  to  that.  I  don’t  have  my  laptop  with  me,  so  I  can’t  look

through my research, but I’d bet it was him.” 

“So would we,” Zack said, putting it down. “But the guy’s dead. A couple of years now.” 

Mai spoke up. Brighton had never trusted the little coyote Seer. “Where did Aliah get the collar she used on Lacey if the

guy who made it was dead?” 

“If it’s the same man, he’d been in business for years,”  Brighton said. “Trained his sons in it.  That easily could have

been made over a hundred years ago and she simply acquired it somehow.” 

“Oh.” 

“What about those little statues?” Zack asked Brighton. “What’s your read on those?” 

Brighton hadn’t missed how Elain had edged away from him. “Some cockatrice, depending on their nest’s history, still

pray  to  what  they  called  the  Dark  One  or  Ones.  No  different  than  little  tchotchkes  you’ll  find  on  any  witch’s  altar,  or  any

Catholic’s dresser.” 

“No, they’re different,” Lina said. “I get the unholy creeps when I touch them.” 

“Then I suggest you don’t touch them. Especially if you don’t have any experience dealing with cockatrice the way I do. 

That’s just daft.” 

Brighton belatedly realized that comment might have been a mistake when he looked at Lina and it appeared that the very

air around her had begun flickering, like heat shimmers. 

And the temperature of the kitchen shot up about ten degrees, the epicenter on Lina. 

“Whoa,”  Zack said, quickly standing and rounding the table to grab her by the shoulders. “Brighton, dude, no offense, 

and this isn’t my house, but I suggest a quick good-bye.” 

“Right. Eh, sorry.” He ducked out, listening to Brodey apologizing to Lina in his wake before he trailed Brighton down

to the room he’d used during his stay. 

Brodey followed him in and practically slammed the door shut behind him. “Dude, what the  fuck? That was rude even

by your standards.” 

Brighton,  still  rattled,  pretended  not  to  know  what  Brodey  meant  as  he  looked  behind  the  dresser  for  the  “missing” 

charger cord. “Eh? What’s that?” 

“Fuck. She can throw  fireballs. She’s a goddamned  goddess. And you just pissed her off.” 

“Well,  I’m  sorry,  but  it  was  a  very  simple  answer. Ah,  here  it  is.”  He  hoped  Brodey  didn’t  spot  how  his  hand  was

shaking. 

Yes, he’d sensed the power within Lina. Far more than he’d ever dreamed possible. 

Brodey opened the bedroom door. “Zack got her out onto the lanai. Let’s get you the fuck out of here.” 

“What?” 

“Go!  Dude,  I  love  you,  but  they’re  doing  serious  business  right  now,  and  we  don’t  have  time  for  your  Ancient  Aliens

conspiracy theory bullshit.”  Brodey grabbed him by the arm and practically dragged him out the front door, shutting it firmly

behind him. 

Brighton  wasted  no  time  heading  for  his  car.  He  was  going  to  have  to  finalize  his  Maine  plans  sooner  than  he’d

expected. Whatever powers those three had, if he wasn’t careful and didn’t take Elain out soon, they could very well kill him. 

Since Elain was apparently the leader, she needed to die first. 

 Divide and conquer. 

He didn’t look in the rearview mirror as he headed down the driveway. 




* * * *

 

“Just one little fireball, Zack. That’s all I’m asking!” 

“No. Lina, babe, this is  not our house.” 

“Elain will forgive me,” she grumbled. “And Brodey won’t mind.” 

“Brighton’s a jackass, but that doesn’t mean you can broil him.” 

“Just a little flambé between friends, come on!” 

“No.  Bad goddess. No cookie.” 

Elain stepped outside. “The coast is clear. He’s gone.” 

Zack let out a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness!” 

Lina held up a finger. “You never let me have any fun!” Okay, yes, she shouldn’t have lost control and let Brighton the

Boob get under her skin, but something in the way he’d said his comment had punctured every layer of self-control she had and

drilled into her very last fricking nerve. 

Elain walked over and hugged her. “As much as I might have enjoyed the spectacle, we had the kids inside.” 

Lina deflated. “Oh. Yeah. Sorry.” She hugged Elain back. “See? This is why you’re apparently the heir-apparent. You

have that whole damned logic and self-control thing going for you.” She sighed and dropped her voice. “I told you, I don’t trust

Brighton.” 

“Neither do I,” Elain whispered. 

They turned at the sound of the sliders opening again and Brodey stepped out. “Everything all right?” 

“She didn’t roast anyone,” Zack drawled. “I count that as a win.” He headed inside. 

Brodey joined the women’s hug. “Babe, I guess I should have asked if it bothers you if I hug Lina.” 

“Of course it doesn’t, silly,” Elain said. “Lina’s my sister. Does it bother you if I hug Zack and Kael, or Rick and Jan, or

Micah and Jim?” 

“Oh. No, it doesn’t.” 

Lina smiled at Elain. “Guys are so cute when they’re dumb.” 

“I’m not dumb,” Brodey said. “I prefer bonehead, thank you very much.” 

Elain rolled her eyes. “Let’s get back to work before he starts in on boner puns.” 

Lina was a little surprised to see Brodey actually look put out over that comment. “Do you really think I’m pushing you

for sex when I joke around? I mean, we’ve had sex since Ellie was born, but no way in hell was I going to pressure you about

it, or even bring it up, until you were ready. If you felt I was pushing you for it when I was just joking around, I’m really sorry.” 

Lina was going to try to slip out of the hug, now that it seemed the two of them were having a  discussion,  but  neither

Elain nor Brodey moved their arms to let her go. It would have been more of a disruption to peel herself free than to stand there

and pretend to be invisible. 

“No, you haven’t. I figured you were scared to.” 

“Babe, give me a little credit. I’m a guy, but I’m not  that stupid. If I get horny and you’re not in a mood to play, I’m not

going to have my feelings hurt if you say no.” 

Lina tried to interrupt and remind them she was  right there. “Uh, hey, guys—” 

“I didn’t say you were stupid,” Elain said. “Lina, don’t you dare move.” 

“Oh. Okay, then.” 

“I  love  you,”  Brodey  said.  “Is  sex  great?  Duh.  But  believe  me,  in  two-hundred-plus  years,  I’ve  learned  to  go  without

when necessary. I’m a big boy.” 

“I didn’t mean you pressured me,” Elain said. “Believe me, I was ready for it. I just—” 

“How long did Jan and Rick wait to bring up sex with you after the boys were born?” Brodey asked Lina. 

“Um, they were terrified to come near me until  I told them it was okay.  They’d still be unlaid if  I hadn’t gotten horny

around week five and my body had healed up.” 

Lina  felt  Elain  let  out  a  breath,  of  relief  or  fear  or  what,  Lina  wasn’t  sure.  But  Elain  tipped  her  head  onto  Lina’s

shoulder. “You aren’t the only one who needs a shoulder to keep you stable sometimes,” Elain said. 

“That’s fine, girlie, but I really don’t need to hear about your sex life.” 

Brodey snorted. “Considering the walls in this house, I’m sure we’ve  all heard more than enough about everyone’s sex

lives.” 

“Word,” Lina said. 

Elain finally released them, catching  Lina’s gaze. “Thank you,” she said, kissing  Lina on the cheek before turning and

following Brodey inside. 

 Wolves. Crazy damn animals.  Lina followed her friends inside. 

Ain was standing inside and talking to Mai, Zack, and Kael when they returned. Lina deliberately didn’t look Ain in the

eyes, not wanting to see him trying to silently question her. 

She  did  not  want  to  be  the  one  to  tell  the  men  that  Brighton  wasn’t  just  batshit  cray-cray,  but  that  there  was

something… wronger with him. 

No way in  hell she wanted to touch Brighton to see if she could sense what that was, but it was like when he’d made that

comment, the start of a dark cloud had gathered around him. 

Almost like the heads-up display was trying to come to life. 

No, thank you, she would prefer if anyone roasted Brighton that it was Elain, him being her brother-in-law and all. Sure, 

in defense of one of the kids or one of their family she’d do it in a heartbeat. 

Lina just didn’t want to have to be the one to pull that metaphorically literal trigger if she didn’t have to. 

The near-fireballing just now notwithstanding. 




* * * *

 

With that excitement settled, they all regrouped and gathered in the kitchen again.  Zack glanced at the time and started

collecting the objects. 

“Okay. It’s getting close to lunch time. Let’s handle that, because I’m sure Elain will be hearing a dinner bell from Ellie

fairly soon. We can get back to this after lunch, and I want to make sure I write down notes about this morning. Maybe we’ll

make more progress after we’ve had a break and can keep the interruptions to a minimum.” 

Mai  sat  with  her  elbows  propped  on  the  table,  her  head  hung  between  her  hands.  “Can’t  we  just  get  drunk,  or  do

’shrooms,  or  smoke  some  weed,  or…something?  Peyote.  Isn’t  that  what  Native  Americans  sometimes  use  to  help  with

visions?” 

“You’re pregnant,” they all said. 

“Besides,” Lina added. “You wouldn’t know peyote from pinto beans.” 

“And you wouldn’t know a ’shroom from a shiitake,” Elain added. 

Zack snickered. “And the only weeds you know about—” 

“Okay!” Mai said. “I get it. I’m a good girl. Sorry.” 

“There are no shortcuts for us,” Lina said. “Not that I don’t wish there were, believe me.” 

Brodey headed back out again. With Lina calmed and Elain’s own sudden and surprising burst of emotions settled, Elain

sat at the kitchen table, across from Mai. 

“I guess I should try touching those icons,” Elain said just as Zack was reaching for them. “Zack, hold up.” 

“You sure?” 

“Yeah.” She sighed. “We’ve hardly done anything yet.” She made no move to touch them. 

“Don’t get too excited about it,” Lina gently teased. 

“You have a fifty-fifty shot,” Mai pointed out. “Lina squicked, but I got nothing.” 

“Yeah, but the books freaked me out.” 

“The books are also, according to you, made from a real dragon,” Lina said. “Those thingies are stone.” 

“True. But didn’t you say they’re made by being soaked in an enemy’s blood?” 

The statues were each approximately three inches tall and carved from reddish stone. They were all different, each one

depicting some sort of malformed, unidentifiable beast. 

The others, except Zack, all shrugged at Elain. 

Zack coughed. “Callie did. They’re made of catlinite. Lina and Callie found some of the raw material at that one shop in

Brussels. Probably the same guy made them from that stuff.” 

Elain took a deep breath and reached out for one of the icons, hesitating before finally picking it up, almost expecting an

electric shock or something. 

She felt nothing but cool stone in her palm. 

Now with a little more confidence, she rolled it around in her hand, cupped both hands around it, closed her eyes—still

nothing. 

She finally opened her eyes and set it aside. “Nope. Next.” 

It was the fourth one she reacted to. So strongly, in fact, that she nearly threw up. Fortunately, she’d slid the towel they

were usually wrapped in over to her and when she dropped it, it hit that and fell over on its side instead of skittering off the

table and onto the floor. 

“Whoa,” Elain said, hands still up, her eyes wide as she stared at it. 

“What?” Lina said. “What’d you see?” 

She swallowed hard. “I think I saw the dragons whose blood that one was soaked in.” 

“Who?” everyone asked. 

She felt the tears in her eyes and couldn’t hold them back.  The entire thing had flashed through her mind almost faster

than she could process. “Twin brothers,” she said. “I think it was Sean and Colm.” 

Chapter Seven



Everyone went silent for a moment. 

Zack  was  the  one  who  spoke  first.  “Well,  that  would  certainly  explain  why  they  wigged  Lina  the  fuck  out,”  he  said. 

“George and Luke are Sean and Colm reincarnated. It’s natural she’d have a residual reaction.” 

“But what about  me?” Elain said. “That doesn’t explain why  I’d react. And so far, it’s only to that one.” 

“I don’t know. I think that’s the first one I touched,” Lina said. “If I have dragon lineage in me anyway, it makes sense

I’d react to dragon blood.” 

Elain still had her hands up, afraid to pick it up again and knowing she had to. 

Just like she knew she’d have to put on her big-girl panties and touch the books again. “Again, why would  I react?” 

“I.  Don’t.  Know.”  Lina  pointed  at  the  offending  icon.  “We’re  flying  by  the  seat  of  our  pants.  As  usual.  Like  that’s

anything new.” She snapped her fingers at Elain and pointed at the icons. “Come on and get with the program, momma.” 

Elain converted her two upheld hands into flipping birds at Lina. “Then  you touch the goddamned things.” 

“No fucking way.” 

“Take one for the team, Lina,” Zack said. “You never did actually touch but the one.” 

“I—” Lina’s mouth snapped shut. “Okay,  fine.” 

Glaring at him, she reached out, her hand hovering over the first one Elain had touched. 

With  her  wolf-like  reflexes,  Elain  grabbed  Lina’s  hand  and  pushed  it  onto  the  first  stone  icon,  closing  Lina’s  fingers

around it. 

Lina let out a shriek. “Oh, wait. Nothing. Let go of me, you bitch. Again, Elain, said with all love and affection.” 

Mai snickered as Elain let go of Lina’s hand. “Pussies.” 

“More like chickens,” Zack said. 

Lina glared at him. “You’re lucky I love you.” 

He stuck his tongue out at her. “Come on, goddess girl. Feel up the creepy little stone thingies.” 

Ain had walked over and stood in the kitchen doorway, where he silently watched what was going on. 

Elain reached out and grabbed the last icon, but didn’t have a reaction to it. 

Emboldened, Lina avoided the one Elain had reacted to, leaving it for last. Then, once that was the only one left, no one

hassled her when all she could do was reach out and lightly touch it with one finger. 

She jerked her hand back as if shocked. “Nope, from Nopesville, Nopestan, zip code nopety nope nope nope.” 

Mai let out a sarcastic sigh and reached over the table, grabbing the offending icon. She turned it over in her hand before

holding it up to the light. “Want me to do some oral on it?” 

“Oh!” The others all yelled, holding their hands up as if to stop her, or perhaps to ward off catching any vision of that. 

“Hell, no!” Lina said. 

“That was a mental image I did  not need,” Elain said. 

Mai grinned as she set it back on the table with the others, but a little away from them, off to the side. 

The closest thing Elain could think it looked like was an elephant had been knocked up by a giraffe, and their offspring

then tried to get a nose job from a drunk podiatrist with the DTs. 

“Maaaybeee,” Kael said, “you need to hold hands.” 

The women exchanged glances. 

“Huh?” Elain asked. 

“You mean a circle, like for raising power?” Lina asked him. 

Kael nodded. 

“Maybe he’s on to something,” Mai said. “I’m willing to try it.” 

Lina and Elain stared at each other for a long moment, neither wanting to repeat the experience. 

“Oh, for chrissake,” Mai muttered. She picked up the icon again, stuck the thing on top of her head, and before Elain or

Lina could lean away, she grabbed their hands and held on tight. 

Elain and Lina flailed their hands at each other like drowning victims and finally locked fingers. 

Elain felt energy jolt through her, and her vision went…well, the only thing she could describe it was violet green. Like

a weird, offset 3D effect gone horribly wrong, only in those colors instead of red and blue. 

Then…she  saw  it  again.  All  of  it.  Only  in  more  chilling,  heart-wrenching,  gut-churning  detail.  From  the  dragon  twin

brothers leaving the village in search of the fiend kidnapping the children…until they were ripped apart by the cockatrice after

they were ambushed. 

And then…Bertholde. 

Finding her lovers literally torn apart…

Elain let out a scream she faintly heard echoed by Lina and Mai. Then she felt herself yanked backward, hard. Her focus

slammed into her again, and she realized Ain had his hands on her shoulders and had dragged her away from the table, chair

and all, breaking the contact between her and Mai and Lina. 

“You’re  done,” Ain barked, his Prime edict brooking no resistance. “I don’t give a shit  what you’re doing, you’re  done

with that for right now.” 

Lina and Mai, both looking sick to their stomachs, slowly nodded. The icon went sliding off the top of Mai’s head. Zack

reached out and caught it, letting it drop into the palm of his hand before he set it on the table away from the others. 

“What’d you see?” Zack quietly asked. 

Lina choked back a sob. “Sean and Colm.” She jumped up and ran from the kitchen. Zack followed her. 

Elain reached up and grabbed Ain’s hands and held on tight, squeezing, maybe even as hard as she’d squeezed while

giving birth. 

“Holy  fuck,”  Mai  muttered.  She  still  looked  shell-shocked.  “What  the  fuck  is  going  on?  What  did  we  get  ourselves

into?” 

“Did you see anything about the bomb?” Ain asked. 

“No,” Elain said. “It was all stuff from the past.” 

“What was that weird color?” Mai said, finally looking at Elain. “Did you see that, too? Purply green?” 

“Yeah.” 

“What?” Kael asked. 

Elain described it, Ain not interrupting.  Elain practically had Ain’s arms draped around her shoulders by the time she

finished telling it. 

Kael looked at Ain. “They have to do it again.” 

“No, they don’t. Not right now. Mai’s pregnant, and—” 

“And Lina was bouncing around Bolivia and Europe after cockatrice while pregnant with the Beasts. Mai was on the run

from the Abernathys. And frankly, I’m surprised Elain didn’t deliver Ellie in the middle of that freaking rock pile in Maine that

day. So you can give me a Prime Alpha wolf glare all you want, handsome though it might be, but you know as well as I do that

they have a job to do, mega-Clan Council member dude.” 

Elain gently poked Ain in the shoulder. “Don’t glare at Kael.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because  he’s  family.  And,  more  importantly,  he’s  right.”  She  tipped  her  head  up  to  look  into  his  face.  “You  are

handsome. But he’s also right that we have a job to do.” 

Ain was staring at the icon. “Can I smash it?” 

“No!” Elain, Mai, and Kael yelled. 

“Why the fuck not?” 

Kael answered when the two women were at a loss for a reason. “We don’t know what that will do. It could just destroy

it, or it might unleash…something.” 

“Oh.” 

Kael smirked at him. “Not as easy as it looks, is it?” 

Ain stood, his hands still resting on Elain’s shoulders. “No, I know it’s not. Sorry.” He leaned in and kissed the top of

Elain’s head. “Sorry I interrupted you guys.” His voice sounded soft, sad, and ripped at Elain’s soul. “I shouldn’t have. I won’t

do it again. It scared me when you started screaming.” 

“Scared the fuck out of me, too,” Elain said. 

Mai nodded. “Ditto. I need a drink.” 

“Wrong,” Elain said. “You can’t drink, and neither can I. Well, I can, but I shouldn’t. Not until Ellie’s completely on the

bottle.” 

“I can,” Kael muttered, standing and going to the upper cabinet where they’d moved all the liquor once the Beasts had

started showing signs of walking, to make sure it was safely out of reach. “And by the Goddess, I’m going to. I don’t care if it’s

barely lunch time.” 

“Hit me,” Ain said. 

“You can’t either,” Elain reminded him. 

“Why not?” 

“You’re doing Daddy duty.” 

He let out a sad sigh and waved Kael down when he pulled out a second glass. 

“Oh, we’re drinking? Good.” Lina, still wiping at her eyes, walked in and sat down at the table again. Zack walked in

behind her. “Hit me, barkeep.” 

“Lucky bitch,” Mai teased. “You can drink. We can’t.” 

“Why can’t you?” she asked Elain. 

“I’m still a walking wet-bar.” 

“Ah. Gotcha.” 

“I’ll take one, too, please,” Zack said. 

Ain knelt next to Elain so he was eye-to-eye with her. He didn’t speak at first. “Be careful. Please?” 

She nodded. 

“Forget the edicts.  I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have interrupted.  I know you have a job to do.”  He leaned in for a kiss, then

gave her hands one final squeeze before rejoining a nervous-looking Carla in the living room. 

Lina stared after him. “We should have gone to our house. Us and Zack and Kael. First Brighton, now that.” 

“Sorry about that,” Elain said. 

“No,  it’s  okay,”  Lina  said.  Kael  placed  a  drink  in  front  of  Lina,  and  handed  one  to  Zack,  before  pouring  his  own. 

“Frankly, I’m kind of glad he did break the connection.” Lina shuddered, a somber look passing over her face. When she next

spoke, she didn’t even sound remotely like her usually snarky, spunky self. “Remind me the next time I see Baba Yaga to thank

her.” 

“Me, too,” Mai said. 

“Why?” Kael asked. 

Elain  answered  for  both  mothers,  who  were  obviously  still  too  distraught  to  say  it.  “Because  we  felt  what  Sean  and

Colm went through, and what Bertholde felt discovering them.” She looked out toward the living room, where the Beasts were

sitting on a blanket, flanking BettLynn, and showing her how to work a toy. 

They weren’t acting like toddlers. They were acting like patient partners. 

“I  don’t  have  the  heart  to  keep  them  apart,”  Lina  whispered  as  she  teared  up  again.  She  reached  across  the  table  and

squeezed Mai’s hand. 

She squeezed back. “Me, either.” 




* * * *

 

After Lina, Kael, and Zack had gotten their drinks in them, Elain volunteered to try the books again, since Ellie was still

sleeping. 

“If it was that intense with all three of us with the icon,” Elain reasoned, “I’d prefer to try the books again alone before

we do a circle.” 

Zack put them back on the table. 

Lina studied her now-empty glass. “You sure? You sound like a woman in dire need of a drink.” 

“Give  me  another  couple  of  weeks  and  we’ll  talk  about  boozing  me  up,”  Elain  said,  leaving  out  the  fact  that  she’d

already done exactly that already and felt guilty as hell about it. 

Elain stared at the books. “Which one was Edgar’s?” 

Lina pointed to the one on the right. “That one.” 

Elain took a deep breath and tugged on the towel it lay on to bring it close to her.  Remembering how she’d been first

overwhelmed  by  the  power  of  the  crazy  inside  Rodolfo’s  brain  when  she’d  touched  him,  she  worked  up  a  mental  barrier

similar to the one that she’d used for her subsequent sojourn through his thoughts. 

After  cracking  her  knuckles  and  flexing  her  fingers,  Elain  finally  lowered  her  hands,  slowly,  until  only  her  fingertips

were touching the cover. 

It  felt  just  as  horrific  as  the  last  time  she’d  touched  it.  The  only  difference  was,  this  time,  she  was  prepared  for  how

deeply horrific it was. 

Elain  closed  her  eyes  and  found  herself  standing  in  a  dank  chamber,  a  series  of  stones  on  one  end  feeling  vaguely

familiar, even though she’d never seen them before in her life. 

Around one man’s neck he wore a dark amulet, and from the way he talked and acted, she guessed he was the leader. 

She couldn’t understand what they were saying, and found herself saying, “Tape me,” hoping Zack and Kael understood

as she started to repeat what she could make out of what they were saying. 

And even as bad as watching it play out was, at least the female dragon shifter had been killed swiftly, bled out so her

blood could be mixed with the ink they’d used and her skin flayed from her body for tanning. 

Elain  realized  she  could  walk  around  within  the  vision.  When  she  turned  and  focused  on  the  stones  at  the  end  of  the

room again, that’s when she saw it. A pale, shimmering glow, and what looked like the ghostly image of…something, some sort

of creature, standing there. She narrated all of this, too, in between repeating what she was seeing and hearing there. 

Finally, Elain couldn’t stand it anymore and pulled her hands away, shaking them as if to flick water off. “Sorry. I need a

break.” 

She realized Zack had his iPhone pointed at her. “That’s okay. I got it on video.” He shut the recording off and set his

phone down. “We’ll give you guys a break for real this time and go over it in a little while.” 

Elain got up and scrubbed her hands in the kitchen sink under water as hot as she could stand it. “That’s all great. We

know how the books were created and that there are possibly three more of them.  But it doesn’t help us figure out the bomb

vision.” 

“Maybe you three need to sit down and do another circle about it,” Kael suggested. 

Elain turned from the sink as she wiped her hands on a dishtowel. “I’m willing to try.” 

“After lunch.” Lina looked and sounded exhausted. “I need a break.” 

Elain didn’t need any special powers to know what had gotten under Lina’s skin. What they’d seen about Sean and Colm

had rattled all three of them. 

Ain’s phone beeped, and he pulled it out of his pocket. “Sorry.” He checked it. “It’s a text from Brighton, apologizing

for his comment.”  He snorted. “And he wants to invite all of us over to his house on  Saturday afternoon for a cook-out.”  He

looked at the women. “Well?” 

Elain knew that this was a make-or-break moment. “Tell him thanks, and yes, we’ll come.” 

Lina glared at her. “What?” 

“We can leave any time. Do you really want to get a rep like Baba Yaga?” 

Elain also wouldn’t deny she wanted a look at Brighton’s digs, and maybe find out more information about what he was

up to. 

Lina deflated even more. “You’re right,” she quietly said. “Yeah, I’ll go. At least he’s not living here anymore.” 

“I’m also going to make an executive decision,” Elain said. “I—” Ellie let out a cry in the living room. 

“Lunch time,” Zack said, sounding relieved. “We’ll pick up where we left off in two hours.” 




* * * *

 

Carl Shupe hung up the phone and stared at it. 

 Son of a fucking bitch. 

With everything going on, the last thing he wanted was an unexpected trip for a family crisis. 

By eleven o’clock that night, he was pulling his rental car into the front yard of a two-story home sitting in one corner of

a two-hundred-acre farm. The anemic front porch light came on and an old woman stepped out. 

“Carl?” 

“Hey, mom.” 

“They’re in the back shed.” 

He paused. “Can I at least come in and use the bathroom? I came all the way from freaking Maine.” 

She stepped aside and waved him in. 

“Good to see you, too, Mom.” 

She let out a sniff. 

Which was as close as he’d get to a warm welcome from the woman. 

Cockatrice weren’t exactly known for their warmth and affection. Yet another reason he’d opted to never take a mate. 

But sure, he had the money, he had the rep, so he was the one anyone called when they had a problem in their nest and

they couldn’t handle it. 

Yet another reason he’d decided to branch out far away from here, in case some stupid idiot decided to do something

that brought law enforcement—or worse, shifter Clan enforcement—down on top of their heads. 

Back in Maine, he could easily claim ignorance. 

After freshening up and grabbing himself a bottle of beer from the fridge, he walked out the back door and down a path

through the corn until he reached a small shed. Inside was a hatch hidden in the floor. He lifted it and headed down the steep, 

rickety wooden steps, through the tunnel, until he hit the bunker. 

There  sat  a  man  tied  to  a  chair,  face  bruised  and  bloody,  upper  lip  split,  both  eyes  swollen  nearly  shut,  a  few  teeth

missing, no doubt. 

Whether all of them had been intact before the beating started was debatable. 

Carl’s two cousins, Leon and Shorty, sat playing poker at a card table. 

“Well?” Carl asked before he took a long, welcomed pull from the bottle. 

“He’s been skimming off the top,” Leon said. “Caught him red-handed.” 

“For how long?” 

“Better part of a year now.” 

“And it took you that long to figure it out?” 

“He was skimming product, not just money.” 

And now, at least, Carl knew why he’d been brought into this. He pulled up another chair and stared at the guy, a distant

cousin who they’d been forced to take as a partner because of the guy’s father’s power in the nest. 

This wasn’t just about needing to get money back from the guy. He was running a side business, putting them all at risk. 

Carl himself never got involved in daily operations on this level. They only called him when there was a serious issue

to resolve. Considering the last time they’d called him in over penny ante bullshit he’d put a bullet squarely between the eyes

of the guy’s wife, it’d been a reminder no one had needed him to repeat. 

Carl took another drink, contemplating his options. Part of him wanted to kill the guy right there and be done with it. 

That wouldn’t, however, get him answers. 

He  needed  to  know  who  else  was  involved,  if  anyone  else  from  their  nest  or  a  rival  nest  was  involved,  or  if  he’d

stupidly exposed any knowledge of their operation to fucking humans. 

“Gary,”  Carl  said,  “I  have  a  lot  of  things  going  on  right  now.  It  does  not  please  me  when  I  am  dragged  out  here  to

buttfuck New Madrid over bullshit like this. I thought you understood that about me.” 

Gary had been given quite a workover by the cousins already and didn’t even lift his head to try to respond. 

Carl looked at them. “What info did you get from him?” 

“Nothing,” Shorty said. “He won’t talk.” 

Carl had left his sports coat back in the house, hanging on a hook on the back side of the bathroom door. No doubt his

mother  had  already  gone  through  it  and  found  the  thousand  dollars  cash  he’d  left  in  the  pocket. A  stupid  charade  they  went

through. She maybe thought he was dumb enough to leave money around and stole it, and he knew she wouldn’t share it with the

cousins, and would still keep lines of communication open with him for incidents like this in the future. 

But Carl was nothing if not patient and persistent. He pulled the pocketknife from his slacks, a knife he’d purchased not

thirty minutes earlier at a truck stop on his way in, and flicked it open. 

“Gary,” Carl said as he finished off his beer, “you have displeased me. Time for you to talk, because if you don’t, it’s

going to hurt a lot more than it will if you tell me what I want to know.” 

Carl gave the guy credit for having a set of balls on him. Gary worked up enough spit to hawk a bloody loogie at Carl’s

feet. 

Carl looked down at it and slowly nodded. “Leon?” 

“Yeah, Carl?” 

“This piece of shit have a mate?” 

“Uh, yeah.” 

“They have a daughter?” 

“Yep. One. She’s about nineteen.” 

“Go get them. Right now. Both of you. Bring them here.” 

That got Gary’s attention. He started to speak, but Carl backhanded him. “Oh, buddy. No, see, you don’t understand. You

forget that I don’t give second chances. Once someone’s tried to fuck me over, I show them how it’s  supposed to be done.” 

He grabbed Gary by the hair and wrenched his head back. “You’re going to meet the Dark Ones tonight with the image

of  me  fucking  your  wife  and  daughter  burned  into  your  worthless  skull.  Even  better,  they’ll  be  cursing  you  while  I  do  it, 

because they’ll know it’s all your fault. Because I’m going to make sure they know it is.” 

Chapter Eight



Brighton made preparations to have the house ready for the cookout on Saturday. It was a test of sorts, even though only

he knew it. 

One of the spells that he’d modified from the book was for protection, to avoid detection of intent. He’d carefully cast it

around himself and his house, hopefully preventing any suspicion from the three women. 

Especially Elain. 

Best to try it now, when it wasn’t a life-or-death situation, to see if he could block  Elain and the others from reading

him. It was imperative to test it out so he had time to adjust his plans. 

If he couldn’t do that, he might not succeed in Maine. 

And success in Maine meant finally being able to make a dent in taking out the most powerful of the cockatrice left in the

world. 

And their powerful allies. 




* * * *

 

Over the next couple of days, Elain, Lina, Mai, and Carla enjoyed Brighton’s absence from the Lyall ranch. He made no

more surprise appearances, either, much to the women’s relief. 

Unfortunately, Elain, Lina, and Mai didn’t make any headway with the cockatrice artifacts or with the nuclear vision. 

They did, however, attend Brighton’s housewarming on Saturday, and Elain had been surprised to see it was a very nice

place, even if she felt a little…off. 

Ellie being in Elain’s arms meant she was forced to give Brighton a one-armed hug upon their arrival so she didn’t raise

Brighton’s  suspicion.  She  was  more  than  relieved  to  sense  that  the  jumbled  chaos  she  felt  in  him  didn’t  seem  dark.  Just…

confused and bombastic, maybe more than a little self-important, but certainly not evil or demented like she’d felt in Rodolfo

Abernathy. 

Not even a fraction as dark as she’d sensed in the three shifters she’d eliminated. 

 Trust my instincts. 

That meant she didn’t have a reason to try to read him more deeply, she hoped. 

Because she really didn’t want to. 

Brighton  also  announced  during  the  cookout  that  he  needed  to  go  visit  some  friends,  now  that  he  was  settled.  Since

Elain’s  guys  wanted  him  at  the  recognition  celebration  for  their  children,  she  opted  to  make  sure  she  extended  the  invitation

personally to Brighton. 

“Thank you, my dear. I appreciate that. I will be there, but I have other friends to see before then. I’ll meet you all up

there.” 

Add to that, Elain didn’t have a good reason to tell her men why  not to have Brighton there. Not without revealing more

about him and her suspicions that now didn’t seem to have much of a foundation. The guy wasn’t under their roof any longer, so

it wasn’t like she had to worry about him when she had far more pressing issues on her plate. Explaining everything to her men

when she had little to go on could possibly upset her guys for no good reason. 

Better to keep that information back for now, unless or until she knew more or had solid evidence about any misdeeds

on  Brighton’s  part.  Being  a  paranoid  goober  with  poor  social  skills  and  planting  surveillance  devices  in  his  siblings’  home

didn’t mean he had evil intentions toward them. 

Her guys had told her about his decades of conspiracy theories. She could totally see him thinking he was doing the right

thing. 

She was a Seer. If Brighton had truly dark designs for her or her family, it would have been obvious when she hugged

him, right? 




* * * *

 

Upon their return to the ranch, Brody and Cail had to go out and check on a couple of recently born calves. 

Sensing  her  Prime  needed  a  little  alone  time  with  her,  and  with  both  babies  soundly  sleeping  in  the  nursery,  Elain

straddled her husband in their bed and leaned in to kiss him. 

“Hiya.” 

Ain offered her a smile, one that reached to the depths of his handsome grey eyes. “Hiya.” 

“Would you like me to take advantage of you, Prime?” 

His smile faded. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked. 

“It’s not you.” 

 Dammit. 

He reached up and pulled her down against him, tucked in the crook of his arm. 

“Then tell me.” 

“It’s weird, and stupid, and nothing I can put my finger on.” 

“It’s obviously not stupid or nothing if it’s bothering you.” 

“What about weird?” he asked. 

“I reserve judgment on weird until I hear it.” 

“That’s the problem. I’m not sure I know how to verbalize it.” 

She snuggled against him and traced random patterns across his chest even as she tried to read his energy. “I am a Seer. 

Want me to poke around?” 

She suspected had Brodey been there, he would have seized upon the pun immediately. 

Instead, Ain let out a sigh. “I don’t feel very…successful.” 

“I  disagree  with  that  self-assessment.  I  love  my  kinder,  gentler  Prime. You’re  a  great  dad  and  mate  and  husband  and

brother.” 

“Except to Brighton.” 

She didn’t like his tone of voice. It felt…wary. 

Dark. 

“Brighton isn’t your problem. He’s older than you, and he’s nuts.” 

“Why did you shift your opinion of him?” 

“I finally saw what you guys meant about him.” 

“Mom asked us to take care of him.” 

“He’s here in Arcadia. That’s good enough. Right?” 

“I guess.” 

She sat up. “What brought this on?” 

“I don’t know. On the way home I realized I felt like this. Like I’d failed him. Why didn’t I push harder to get through to

him years ago, or even now?” 

“Because he’s an adult and you’re an adult and adults are expected to adult, even if they can shift into something else.” 

“He acted weird a few weeks ago, asking me about our sisters’ deaths. About when I chased down the cockatrice and

then tracked back to its nest and killed its mate.” 

She hoped he didn’t call her out on her pulse’s sudden burst of speed. “What was weird about that?” 

“I don’t know. It’s like he thought something else happened. I’m really worried about him. He feels a lot different now

than he ever did before.” 

“Then why did you ask me why I changed my opinion of him?” 

His fingers trailed down her arm. “I guess I wanted to make sure I wasn’t off-base. I don’t know. I don’t know how to

explain it.” 

She heard the front door open and close. 

Brodey and Cail. 

Aaaand that was the end of her private Prime time. Ain kissed her. “Sorry I talked your ear off,” he whispered. 

Brodey and Cail rushed through the bedroom door. “Hey!” they said together, making her giggle. 

“Hey, yourselves. Go clean up and you can join us.” 

She couldn’t help but giggle again as they pushed and shoved through the bathroom door to get to the shower. 

“You  realize  we  now  have  several  free  bathrooms,  right?”  she  called  out  behind  them.  It  was  weird  having  a  nearly

empty house. She thought she’d relish the quiet, but it was kind of spooky. 

Ain kissed her again, distracting her. By the time she realized she was being distracted, Brodey and Cail were out of the

shower and in bed with them, and she had Ain’s tongue buried in her pussy and his cock down her throat. 

 Okay, answers to Ain’s mood can happen later. 

What Ain’s skilled mouth and tongue were doing to her clit took away her ability to form coherent thoughts.  The only

cocka-anythings  currently  on  her  mind  were  the  three  cocks  attached  to  her  mates.  She  didn’t  want  to  think  about  her  crazy

brother-in-law, the possibility that countless lives depended on the Triad deciphering a vision, or the fact that murderous things

had spent all of history being evil and destructive. 

All she wanted to do was revel in the positive shift of Ain’s energy, and the joyous wash of emotions she felt from all

three men. 

If only she could freeze her life and have  this be all she felt. 

The  men  were  good  about  avoiding  her  sensitive  breasts.  With  Ellie  already  getting  her  second  tooth  in,  Elain  had

decided to take Dr. Alberto’s advice and think about getting her weaned onto a bottle and formula sooner rather than later. 

Then her first orgasm hit her and the full focus of her life became the pleasure Ain was currently giving her. She licked

and sucked on his cock, enjoying the sound of his moans vibrating through her clit and pussy as she drew him closer to release. 

Brodey and Cail stroked her back, one of them slipping a couple of fingers into her pussy and triggering another orgasm

in her. 

This…was…heaven. The loves of her life all in the same bed with her. 

The men were in no rush to stop, either.  Even after she finally sucked Ain to climax and swallowed a mouthful of his

cum, he grabbed hold of her ass and wouldn’t let her wiggle free until he’d driven her over the edge again, not letting go until

he knew she’d finished. 

Elain rolled onto her back and lay there catching her breath while Brodey and Cail smiled down at her. She sat up and

kissed Brodey, then Cail. 

“Feeling like a little fun?” she asked. 

“How much fun?” Cail asked. 

“Double up.” 

The men moved as one, reaching for condoms and lube. Brodey ended up under her, his wrapped cock inside her pussy

while Cail slowly worked lube into her ass. Before long, she was impaled on both cocks and slowly fucking them as Ain sat

up, fisted her hair, and kissed her. 

 “ Come  for us, baby,”  he edicted her through their mate bond. 

Cail and Brodey both moaned as her body responded to Ain’s edict, her muscles squeezing their cocks inside her while

the orgasm swept through her nervous system and threatened to roll her eyes back in her head—

—and she was standing on the rock pile in Maine, alone. The blue tinge to her vision told her it was from the future. 

No sounds, nothing moving but her, and in front of her a dark, wet stain on the rock that looked like fresh blood—

—and she slammed back into her body as another climax hit. 

“That’s it,” Brodey encouraged, his hands on her waist as she rode him. 

Cail had hold of her hips, and as she finally gave out, he started thrusting, fucking her while  Brodey thrust up into her

from below and they were both coming, moaning, until she finally slumped down onto Brodey. 

Trying  to  hold  on  to  the  vision  in  her  brain,  all  Elain’s  body  wanted  to  do  was  collapse  into  sleep  with  her  men

surrounding her…




* * * *

 

Elain opened her eyes and found herself in Baba Yaga’s house. When she looked down, she was wearing the fuzzy pink

bathrobe of her previous visit. 

“We need to stop meeting like this,” Elain joked. 

The matron smirked. “You haven’t complained about that robe before. Besides, it wasn’t me who put it on you.” 

“Then who did?” 

“It’s a construct of your mind. Change it at your whim.” 

Elain thought about it, and when she looked, she was now wearing a chic blue satin dressing gown. “Huh. Cool.” 

“You didn’t come here to discuss night clothing with me,” Baba Yaga said. 

“You didn’t bring me here?” 

“You brought yourself.” 

“Oh.” Elain paused. “Have you learned anything else about Brighton?” 

“I think it’s an excellent thing that he is no longer under your roof.  Beyond that,  I don’t know.  There is an even larger

void in my abilities now.” 

A thought crossed Elain’s mind. When they’d gone to Brighton’s house for the cookout, one of the rooms, his office, had

been locked. He hadn’t taken anyone in there, either, just claimed it was his home office.  Which normally might not ping her

radar, knowing what he did for a living. 

For a man so eager to help them with their cockatrice artifacts, he was blatantly reluctant to return the favor and show

them his. 

 Hmm. 

Maybe  once  their  latest  trip  to  Maine  was  over  and  they  were  settled  back  home  for  a  while,  she  needed  to  pay  her

brother-in-law a solo visit. 

Another thought hit Elain, a conversation she’d had with Baba Yaga at the rock pile that day. “Those items we have. Are

we stirring up trouble by messing with them?” 

“I don’t think so. I believe that Lina’s connection to the…other artifact and its creation have given her and her sphere of

influence a natural protection from this magick. That’s probably why you and she have such an aversion to that one particular

icon.” 

“But Mai doesn’t.” 

“Don’t panic. It doesn’t mean she’s not protected. Just like Zack and Kael don’t react to them. I’m speculating. I’ve seen

future  snippets  of  Zack  and  Kael,  good  things,  and  nothing  I’ve  seen  indicates  them  succumbing  to  dark  forces  from  those

items.” 

Elain’s mind finally caught up. “Hey, I just had a vision. Fresh blood on the rock pile in Maine.” 

“That rock pile has seen a lot of blood. Within it, and upon it.” 

“It was a future vision.” 

“I haven’t seen anything,” Baba Yaga said. “I told you, there’s a blank spot in my visions now.” 

Elain didn’t feel like the woman was trying to pull one over on her. 

Then again, the woman had countless years of experience on Elain. 

“I was afraid you were going to say that.” 

The sound of a baby crying pulled Elain out of her visit. She opened her eyes and found herself in bed with her men. On

the baby monitor, Connor was fussing. 

Ain rolled over and sat up. “I got it.” He leaned in for a quick kiss from Elain. “Love you.” 

“Love all of you,” she said. 

Cail and Brodey edged her off of them, carefully climbing out of bed. Apparently, her little jaunt to Baba Yaga land had

only lasted seconds in real time. 

As she drifted off to sleep again, she thought about the blood on the rocks and hoped the event was way in the future. 

And didn’t belong to anyone she loved. 




* * * *

 

Late Sunday morning, the Triad gathered again. At Lina’s. 

Just in case Brighton decided to drop by the Lyalls’ unexpectedly. 

Jasper  had  whined  and  obviously  wanted  to  come  with,  so  Elain  had  relented  and  let  him  join  her.  He  had  eagerly

shoved his head against her arm so Elain could simply poof her, him, and the two babies into Lina’s living room. 

Now the dog happily lay on the living room floor, helping watch all the other kids, including BettLynn. 

Having him around helped soothe Elain’s mind. She knew he was a good watchdog. 

“I am going to want to murder Micah and Jim by month three, I can see it already,” Mai griped. 

Elain could sympathize. “Do we even want to ask?” 

Mai pretended to be  Micah. At least,  Elain thought it was  Micah  Mai was imitating. “Oh, my  god,  we  have to get the

new nursery done  now! We  have to get new baby furniture  now!  What is the baby’s sex,  when will we find that out,  when are

you seeing Doctor Alberto…Aaarrggh!” 

Mai slumped in her chair. “I  get it, they’re happy, they’re excited, and they’re worried. So am I.” 

“You say happy,” Lina said, “but based on your reaction, I’m not sure that word means what you think it means.” 

Mai leaned forward again. “I  get it. I do. They’re worried about finding out ASAP if our baby will have any…issues. 

They want answers. Trust me, so do I. But my gut instinct tells me that, this time, we won’t. I don’t know why it feels different

from the start, but it does. This pregnancy feels totally different than with BettLynn, and I’m not even talking not being in fear of

my life or having to be on the run and eating road kill during part of it, either. It just  feels different. Like it’s going to be okay. I

haven’t had a single nightmare like I did with her. No feelings of dread at all. Other than how long it takes me to murder my

men.” 

Elain wondered if it had anything to do with Baba Yaga not having a hand in things this time but opted to keep her mouth

shut on  that topic. 

“Then get to the doctor and allay their fears,” Lina said. “Simple.” 

“They are like in commando dad mode. I want to decorate one of the bedrooms for BettLynn and upgrade her into that

once the baby’s born and use the nursery for the new baby. I don’t need all new baby furniture. Between all of us, and Mom, 

I’m happy with recycling hand-me-downs that were probably BettLynn’s to start with.” 

Lina  got  up,  poured  herself  another  cup  of  coffee,  and  refreshed  everyone  else’s.  “We  leave  for  Maine  on  Thursday. 

Let’s try to get something accomplished in that time. It’d be nice to have a good report for Blackie and the others for a change.” 

“Mai being preggers is good,” Zack teased. 

“You know what I mean.” Lina leaned against the counter and sipped her coffee. “What haven’t we tried yet with these

visions?” 

“We haven’t let Mai do oral on the one statue,” Zack darkly joked. 

“No,” Lina and Elain both said. 

“Especially not with her pregnant,” Elain added. 

Mai let out a sigh that spoke volumes about how she was trying to keep a death-grip on her patience. “Guys, I appreciate

the concern, but considering what we did with Elain about to pop, I really don’t think what we’re doing is going to harm my

baby. I’m more worried about us missing something obvious that might prove key to figuring this shit out.” 

“Zack,” Lina said, “can you read us the bullet points about the vision again?” 

Zack  pulled  out  his  iPad  and  opened  the  running  notes  he  kept  about  their  current  knowledge.  “New  Madrid  and

Marston,  Missouri.  An  elderly  woman  we’re  pretty  sure  is  cockatrice  uses  a  cell  phone  to  detonate  the  bomb.  The  bank

probably has a vault. Is she going to rob the bank, or hide in the vault, or is she clueless about what’s coming?” He looked up

and around the table. “Thoughts?” 

“Road trip,” Elain muttered. “To those two towns.” They’d practically memorized the layouts and surrounding area via

studying Google Earth. But looking at them via street view and actually standing on the streets was a different thing entirely. 

“Won’t need a road trip,” Mai said with a smile. “Poof trip.” 

“That sounds really bad,”  Lina snarked as she retook her seat.  Except  Elain could hear the exhaustion in the goddess’

tone. 

Zack, however, stared at his iPad for a moment. “You know,” he slowly said. “That’s not a bad idea.” 

“What?” the women asked. 

“Boots on the ground.” He looked at Elain. “Let’s pick out a secluded spot near the start of the vision and you film it and

come back.” 

“Okay. Can’t hurt.” 

Zack opened his laptop and pulled up Google Earth. They gathered around him as he looked until he found a park two

blocks away from the parking lot behind the bank building. 

“How about there?” he asked, pointing. “You can materialize behind them and remain hidden, then come out.” 

“Okay.” Elain pulled out her cell phone. “Let’s do this.” 

“Right now?” Lina asked. 

“Yeah, right now.” Before anyone could argue with her, Elain closed her eyes and poofed. 

When  she  opened  her  eyes,  she  was,  in  fact,  behind  the  bushes.  They  were  a  little  larger  than  in  the  Google  Earth

picture, because it was nearly six months old. 

Glancing around, she knew no one had spotted her. She headed for the parking lot at a brisk walk as she called Zack. 

“You there?” he said. 

“Yep. Next time, I need a separate cell phone, or a dedicated video camera, or something, so I can talk to you guys and

film at the same time.” 

“Oh, good point. I’ll add it to the shopping list. Hold on, let me put you on speaker.” 

As she walked,  Elain narrated what she was seeing.  So far, other than billboards being different than in their visions, 

she noticed no major changes. 

“That’s something we need to watch for, then,” Zack pointed out. “Keep checking those things. When they start to match

the vision, we know we’re getting warm.” 

“Hopefully we’ll have this stopped before we get that close to the deadline,” Elain said. 

She approached the parking lot and looked around, walking to the spot where the woman in their vision crushed the cell

phone. “Okay, I’m going to hang up and start filming.” 

“Roger roger.” 

She ended the call and switched to video camera mode. As she recorded, she slowly panned around, trying to replicate

what they saw from what would be the woman’s point of view as she headed to the bank. 

“She crushes the cell phone here,” Elain said, panning down, as if in the woman’s body. “Picks it up, and walks around

the  corner.”  She  rounded  the  corner  and  slowly  scanned  the  street  with  the  camera.  She  didn’t  trust  herself  not  to  miss  any

details that Lina or Mai might notice were different from the vision. 

Then she filmed the bank’s entrance. The building was older, looking like it’d been built forty or fifty years earlier and

part  of  a  series  of  several  other  storefronts  that  comprised  the  entire  structure.  The  bank  was  closed,  but  through  the  glass

doors, Elain spotted the vault’s entrance behind the lobby, past a counter. 

It would take less than a couple of seconds for a shifter to sprint back there. If it was usually open during business hours, 

like any other vault Elain had seen, it likely had a grate door of some sort. 

“Maybe,”  Elain  softly  said  as  she  panned  away  from  the  bank  and  slowly  walked  down  the  sidewalk  in  the  same

direction she’d been heading, “she has an accomplice who’s already inside the bank and has gone inside the vault with a teller

to get a safety deposit box. The inner door would then be open, right?” 

Once  she  was  several  doors  down  from  the  bank,  she  turned  and  panned  the  camera,  focusing  on  where  they  usually

stood at the start of the vision. 

“I’m not feeling anything…weird,” Elain said. 

She crossed the street at the next intersection and walked down to where the vision had started the first time  Lina had

seen it. Now a chill ran through her as she looked in the direction of Marston, Missouri, and saw where the blast arrived from. 

“Déjà vu, but no insights,” Elain muttered to the camera. She panned around, looking at vehicles, signs, details. “There’s

Mai’s  Walgreens,”  Elain  said,  pausing  before  moving  on.  “Maybe  compare  the  ads  we  see  in  the  window  now  to  what’s

posted during the vision? Look for dates in the vision?” 

Finally, after another five minutes, she shut the camera off. After looking around, she stepped into an alley, back behind

a Dumpster, and poofed herself to Lina’s kitchen. 

Everyone let out a startled cry, followed by laughter. 

“We need to arrange a warning,” Lina said. 

Elain handed her phone to Zack after she unlocked it for him. “Can you pull the video off it?” 

“Yep.”  He  grabbed  a  patch  cable  and  downloaded  it,  then  played  it  on  his  laptop  for  them  with  everyone  crowded

around behind him. 

Now able to pause it and discuss things, Mai, Lina, and Zack all pointed out little differences Elain hadn’t noticed. 

“So the good news,” Zack said, “is that this doesn’t yet look like the vision. The bad news is that it doesn’t give us any

answers, other than one additional possibility that Elain brought up.” He looked up at her. “I like that idea.” 

“But seriously?” Mai asked. “A nuclear blast to hide a bank robbery? That sounds more than a little overkill, even by

cockatrice standards.” 

“Maybe it’s not a bank robbery,” Elain said. “Maybe there’s something in the vault they want.” 

“Like what?” Lina asked. 

“I don’t know. Maybe there’s some artifact they’re trying to get.” She pointed at the knapsack on Lina’s counter, where

Zack kept the cockatrice books and artifacts they currently had. “Like maybe another spell book.” 

“Son of a bitch,” Lina said, sounding excited. “That might be it. We could poof into the vault and check it out.” 

“You can’t just go rob a bank,” Zack said. “Not until you can master not tripping alarms or getting caught on video. We

don’t want to do anything that might speed up the timetable.” 

“And,” Mai added, “that’s just an idea. It could be completely wrong.” 

As they sat there in silence, contemplating that, Elain felt something ping her gut. 

Now that  Brighton was no longer living under her roof, she knew she needed to come clean to the others.  It probably

wasn’t linked to any of this, but her gut instinct was telling her to tell them. 

“I need to invoke Seer privilege on something I’m about to tell you,” she softly said. 

They all looked at Zack. 

“What? You know I’ll keep quiet.” 

“Maybe he should know,” Elain said. 

“What is it?” Lina asked. “You going to keep us on edge here?” 

Elain leaned in close, dropping her voice. “There’s a reason my baby monitor ended up in the pool.” 

She  confessed  about  Baba  Yaga  warning  her  something  might  be  up  with  Brighton,  and  ended  with  the  Immortal’s

reiteration that Elain should encourage Brighton to move on as soon as possible. Which, of course, he now had. 

She also told them about Baba Yaga admitting the blank spot in her visions was getting larger, and about her own vision

of the blood on the rock pile. 

Elain wasn’t sure how Lina might respond to all of that. In fact, her friend didn’t respond for a moment, her hands resting

on the table, fingers splayed. 

“Why,” Lina finally asked, “didn’t you just tell me that then?” 

“Because  I  didn’t  want  you  blowing  Brighton  up  without  cause.  Because  the  guys  warned  me  when  Brighton  first

showed up that he’s a paranoid nutjob, and even Baba Yaga couldn’t tell me one way or another if he had nefarious purposes

or not.” 

“Oh, I’d have cause, all right.” 

“No, you don’t. Okay, he’s a creeper who bugged the baby monitors. We don’t know why.” 

“He  was  googly-eyed  over  the  cockatrice  stuff  on  the  kitchen  table  when  he  stopped  by  the  next  day,”  Mai  reminded

them. “Volunteering to help.” 

“And for all we know, in his mind, maybe bugging the baby monitors was his misguided way of trying to keep us safe,” 

Elain argued despite not being convinced that was the truth. 

Lina sat back, not meeting Elain’s gaze. “I don’t want him setting foot in my house ever again. Now I wish I hadn’t gone

yesterday.” She crossed her arms over her chest. 

To Brighton’s credit, he had also invited Dad and Mom, and they had gone, although in a separate vehicle so they could

leave sooner, if necessary. 

“Look,”  Elain said. “Put this into perspective.  We bitched and moaned from the start about  Baba Yaga and the others

dumping  this  shit  on  us,  and  we’ve  armchair-quarterbacked  their  methodology  from  the  start.  I,  personally,  refuse  to  let  this

power we have go to my head.” 

Although she wasn’t about to mention the three shifters who were no longer alive due to her. 

Elain looked from Mai to Lina. “If we go after every person who’s a little batshit…well, at various times in our lives, 

that describes  all of us, if you think about it. That Brighton’s crazy is not up for debate. Even Baba Yaga doesn’t know if he’s

dangerous. She just said to be careful and not to trust him. That’s a huge difference. I don’t trust that guy I used to work with, 

but other than making sure he doesn’t expose our shifter business, I don’t consider him ‘dangerous.’” 

Lina frowned, not looking convinced. 

“This is exactly why I didn’t tell you sooner,” Elain said. 

“I know,  I know.”  Lina tipped her head back and stared at the ceiling, blowing out a long breath. “Lina blows shit up

without thinking first sometimes.” 

Zack reached over and patted her on the arm. “Goddess girl, that’s not a bad thing. You’re getting a lot better about your

self-control than you were in the beginning. But I have to side with Elain here. You and Baba Yaga don’t have the best track

record to start with. Not that I blame you totally for that, because yeah, she’s a crotchety old bitch.” 

“I hate having all this power and feeling freaking helpless,” Lina admitted. “Like in Brussels. Had I had better control of

my powers,  I could have stopped  Marston  Hill in his tracks.  No telling how many other people he’s hurt or killed because  I

couldn’t take him down there.” 

Now was not the time for that discussion. Elain wanted to steer Lina off that course, and fast. “Nothing I’ve seen in any

of my visions mentions Marston Hill in any way, shape, or form. I get why you’re upset at him, but frankly? I want to focus on

stopping the nuke. Let’s not waste energy on that guy when we have something far more deadly on our plates.” 

Lina crossed her arms on the table and dropped her head onto them. “I know, I  know,” she muttered. “I can’t help it. I

hold a grudge.” 

“Naw, not you,” Zack drawled. 

Mai let out a yawn. “If we could please get back to this, I’d be grateful. Because if we don’t, I’m going to go take a nap. 

I didn’t realize how exhausting a pregnancy can be when I have the luxury of not being in fear for my life.” 




* * * *

 

Elain felt completely drained by the time they knocked off for the day around five. 

Frustration proved to be the key word of the day. Even after patching his laptop into the TV in Lina’s living room and

showing the video in slow-mo on the larger screen, the three women hadn’t seen anything that pinged their super-duper senses, 

as Mai called them, or triggered any revelations about the vision. 

When  Elain poofed home with  Jasper and the babies, she found  Cail home alone, fixing them dinner. Ain and  Brodey

were out handling evening chores on the ranch. 

After  getting  the  sleeping  babies  settled  on  a  blanket  in  the  living  room  with  Juju,  Bea,  and  Jasper  surrounding  them, 

Elain walked into the kitchen and slipped her arms around Cail from behind. 

“Hey.” 

He reached behind her with one arm and patted her on the ass. “Hey, babe. You sound…upset.” 

“Not upset. Disappointed.” 

“Nothing yet?” 

“No.” 

She closed her eyes as she pressed her face against his back, between his shoulder blades, and deeply inhaled. Despite

the men being triplets, she could tell her men apart by scent alone. Cail’s natural scent reminded her of a sweet, earthy scent, 

like fresh-cut hay. 

“I have faith in you guys. You’ll figure it out.” 

“Failure isn’t an option.” 

“And that’s a massive source of pressure, obviously.” He finally put down the spatula he’d been using to flip pork chops

in the pan and turned so he could wrap his arms around her. “I get why you are so worried. But please understand the rest of us

know how hard you all are trying to figure this out.” 

“I love you guys.” 

He kissed the top of her head. “Love you, too.” He turned them around and dropped to his knees, smiling up at her. 

Before she could protest, he’d yanked her shorts and panties off, had her sitting on the counter with her legs spread, and

had his face buried in her pussy. 

By the time he’d gotten her into that position, she had no desire to protest. With her legs draped over his shoulders and

her  head  resting  against  the  upper  cabinets,  she  held  onto  his  hair  and  clamped  her  lips  tightly  shut  against  the  moans  of

pleasure  struggling  to  escape  her.  The  babies  wouldn’t  be  able  to  see  into  the  kitchen  from  that  angle,  and  they  were  still

asleep. 

Even with his mouth busy, Cail spoke to her through their mate bond.  “You just wait, sweetheart. This is just one of the

 deliciously  dirty  things  I  want  to  do  to  you,  now  that  we  have  the  house  to  ourselves  again.  I’m  going  to  fuck  you  over

 every horizontal surface in this house.  Come  for me.” 

Her fingers dug into his scalp as she whimpered her way through her orgasm. That drew a hungry, needy growl from him

that vibrated through her clit. He stood and shoved his shorts down, quickly sliding his cock into her wet pussy and drawing

her legs around him as he fucked her. 

She wrapped her arms around him while he slanted his lips over hers.  “That’s it, baby.”  Even through their mate bond

he sounded growly, possessive. 

Hungry for her. 


Then, he pulled out. “Crap!” he whispered, sounding horrified. 

“What?” 

“Condom!” 

She dropped to her knees and engulfed his cock with her mouth. Like that, with his hands braced against the cabinet, she

took over, him fucking her mouth hard and fast until he shot his load down her throat with another hungry growl. 

After a few shaky breaths, he pulled her to her feet and into his arms. “Sorry, baby. Dammit, I’m so—” 

She kissed him, silencing him. “It’s okay. I’m not in a fertile time of the month. No harm, no foul.” 

He  pressed  his  forehead  against  hers.  “While  it’s  a  nice  fantasy  to  think  about  keeping  you  pregnant,  logistically  and

realistically, I want to wait for a while. I’m so sorry.” 

“Stop.” She cupped his face in her hands. “Hey, I wasn’t thinking about it, either. Thank goodness one of us kept their

brains.” She smiled. 

That drew a chuckle from him. “Love you. Shit!” He nearly tripped over his shorts as he reached for the spatula to flip

the pork chops before they burned. 

She giggled as she grabbed her shorts and pulled them back on. “Maybe we need a ‘no sex during cooking’ rule in this

house.” 

“You might be right.” 

Chapter Nine



Brighton had been making his preparations in secret for months, knowing that Elain and the others would all be here in

Maine for the public recognition ceremony. He’d flown up there as soon as he’d had his sham of a “housewarming party” so he

could finalize everything. 

The fact that the spell he’d cast on his house and himself had worked so well in concealing his intent and emotions from

Elain and the others gave him hope he was nearly at his goal. 

Today’s hike had been the last item on his list, and he’d already had an alternate plan ready to put into motion if it didn’t

work out. 

Except the book told him it would. 

He  felt  the  heft  of  the  book  in  his  knapsack  as  he  hiked  through  the  woods,  as  if  it  were  directing  him.  He  felt…

something. Nearby. 

 Calling to him. 

He nearly let out a triumphant cry when he finally found the rock pile, exactly as it was described in the book. 

 Finally! 

The gate to the other dimension, where the cockatrice had first emerged from. He’d never been able to locate the one in

Europe, but he was certain this one would do just as well. Built countless ages ago, it was imbued with dark power. 

He could  feel it. 

He climbed up onto the rock pile. Pulling out the book, he quickly found the page and read it once more, just to be sure. 

Yes, there was the calling spell, but if a few subtle changes were made, he could easily send people back through it instead of

drawing them to this realm. 

He’d  send  Elain  with  them.  With  her  gone,  perhaps  Lina  and  Mai  could  be  made  to  see  the  error  of  their  ways  and

follow the true path. Elain was by far the strongest. Lina should have been the one in charge all along. 

Whatever that damned Brighde had done had given Elain her extra powers in an unnatural way. Ain, Brodey, and Cail

obviously had no idea what was going on with that baby, and Brighton suspected the two facts were linked, somehow. 

The fact that Elain was keeping the baby’s origins such a closely guarded secret from their family was even more proof. 

A hot wind blew past him, swirling, despite the cool of the day. Brighton looked up, around. 

It was…

He was alone, but it was almost as if a voice had called out to him. A woman’s voice. 

Returning the book to his knapsack, he reshouldered it and then surveyed the forest around him, turning, seeing no one. 

Then the voice…the voice called to him again. 

He sat and closed his eyes, reaching out with his mind, listening…

Listening to that which couldn’t be seen or heard. 

Things which couldn’t be seen nor heard by someone who wasn’t like  him, anyway, someone special. 

Someone  prepared. 

Someone willing to do the hard and nasty and bloody work. 

As the amulet around his neck flared with heat, the vision of a woman came to mind. 

A woman he knew instinctively was a cockatrice, a woman weeping for her baby boy and her mate—

His eyes snapped open. He’d heard about the battle here on the rock, about the Triad apparently making Lacey’s attacker

disappear. 

 Of course they bloody well did. This is a portal, and those daft women don’t even realize it. 

The woman wasn’t dead, she was simply banished back to the realm she truly belonged in, where the demon spawn first

evolved from to begin with. Since the veil was so thin here, he could sense her nearby. 

Now he truly  knew what he had to do. 

He pulled the book out again and read, going through it, understanding now that this, all along, had been his true calling. 

Defeating the cockatrice once and for all and not just ridding the world of them, but sending them away, banishing them. 

Why else would the place he needed to use for that purpose be on his very Clan’s land? 

As if the Goddess herself willed it! 

There could be no other explanation. 

What a relief. Now he could properly prepare and finally rid them of the dark presence in their lives and in their family

line. He still had time to prepare before they would all be up here. 

And he knew exactly how he could distract many of them, get them out of the way, send them on a useless mission and

then quickly rid them of Elain and her spawn. 

 Forever. 




* * * *

 

Aliah stood with the rock in her hand, ready to pound flat the skull of the man whose faint image she could see through

the veil that had appeared in the cave. 

He was a wolf, of that she was instinctively sure, but he held a copy of the  Grimoire Lilitu. She didn’t think it was her

copy, but he was so faint, transparent, it was hard to tell. 

She screamed, yelling, ranting, and the wolf looked up and around, then back to his book. 

No  matter  what,  she  knew  she  couldn’t  leave  this  area  and  explore  farther.  She’d  been  able  to  find  some  food,  and  a

nasty-tasting spring nearby, but if she wanted back onto Earth, to home, to her baby, she’d have to use this place. 

And when she finally did get back—of which she had no doubts she would—there would be fucking hell to pay when

she got her goddamned hands on those three bitches. 

Blood would be spilled. Countless gallons of it. 

When  the  image  faded,  she  dropped  the  rock  and  slumped,  dejected,  to  the  cave’s  floor,  hot  tears  rolling  down  her

cheeks. 

All she’d wanted to do was live in peace with Cameron, raise the baby they’d wanted to have for so long, and grow old

with her mate. 

 Fucking wolves.  Who gave a shit if they’d helped with meth operations? What did they care? 

Now, she had nothing left to live for but her vengeance. 

Nothing would deny her that. Not being stuck in this realm, not those three bitches, and not whoever that wolf was. 




* * * *

 

With  Carl’s business in  New  Madrid settled—and having reminded everyone there why they absolutely needed to  not

bring him into events—he returned to Maine and his many legitimate business ventures in the Northeast. 

Not to mention his other…interests. 

Trying  to  discover  where Aliah  hid  the  book  was  at  the  top  of  his  list.  Getting  people  settled  in  the  spread  he’d  just

purchased in Arcadia, Florida, to keep tabs on the wolf shifters there also dinged his top five. 

 So much to do. 

He  wanted  a  look  at  the  Maine  wolf  Clan  land  from  the  ground,  although  he  knew  that  might  be  suicidal  to  try  at  this

point. Not when he wasn’t on Kitty Blackestone’s radar, and didn’t wish to be there. 

Which was a shocker in and of itself. Considering the series of blunders his kind had made lately, was it any surprise he

kept a tight and ruthless rein on his own nest, even from over a thousand miles away? 

He couldn’t afford mistakes. 

Their  kind couldn’t afford mistakes. 

Yes, he could simply spend his life cowering, keeping his head down, and not making waves. 

But eventually you hit a glass ceiling doing that. 

He wanted to shatter that ceiling. 

Who was to say that once the wolves finished clearing out the dregs that they wouldn’t start coming for others such as

him? 

That  was  a  chance  he  couldn’t  risk.  He’d  have  to  wage  a  secret  war  against  them,  on  his  own  terms,  to  ensure  his

success. 

And if he had that damn book, maybe he could get his hands on the  Tablet of  Trammel.  Then their kind would finally

have a chance to rise to the heights their species deserved. 

To rule the world. 

Baba Yaga had helped destroy their heritage, their race, their legacy. 

Now it was time for them to strike back and quit bending over for the wolves and other shifters to take it from them up

the ass. 

Had Aliah confided in him and reached out to him—well, okay, he would have killed her and taken the book without a

second thought or a smidge of remorse. But at least their race would  have the damn book and be able to use it. 

Now…

Now  he’d  have  to  work  harder  for  it.  If  there  was  a  chance Aliah  was  still  alive  somewhere,  he’d  make  sure  she’d

regret pissing him off and dangling that book in front of him. 

They had been created by the Dark Ones to rule the world, and that’s exactly what he intended to do, even if they had to

burn it all down and shake the remains to the ground and start over to do it. 

Chapter Ten



Elain  was  relieved  when  Brighton  told Ain  he’d  be  traveling  to  Maine  separately  from  the  rest  of  them.  That  he  had

friends to visit along the way and wasn’t sure how long that’d take. 

The rest of them would fly in style on Ortega’s jet and arrive in Maine on Thursday night. 

Elain already had a private phone chat with Ortega to get their stories straight about Colleen. Elain’s family knew that

she would be poofing to an unknown location, but one sworn to be safe by Ortega, to get the girl once they were in Maine. And

that it was a special surprise for Lacey, but not why. Marston had also magnanimously offered to let Elain keep Colleen with

them all weekend, to give Lacey more time with her. 

So far, so good. 

Thursday  night,  they’d  all  be  staying  at  the  guest  cabin  and  having  dinner  together  with  others  from  the  Clan.  Friday

evening  would  be  the  recognition  celebration,  including  a  couple  of  other  babies  who’d  recently  been  born,  and  a  day  of

family-friendly partying, wolf style, would ensue on Saturday. They’d fly home on Sunday. 

Lina didn’t even seem to mind flying, for once, with all of them there. It amused everyone to watch BettLynn, George, 

and Luke holding hands with each other in their seats during the flight, with Jasper keeping a close eye on them. 

And the baby brouhaha of a few weeks ago where BettLynn and the Beasts teamed up against the adults had come up for

discussion again. 

“So you fell on your face, huh?” Ain teased Micah. 

He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I know. That’s why we strip before shifting. I reacted without thinking about it.” 

Cail chuckled. “Wish I could have seen that.” 

“They are going to be a handful,” Jim said. “All three of them, not just George and Luke. Don’t let BettLynn fool you. 

She’s feisty.” 

“Is that really any shocker?” Elain said. 

“No, it’s more a plea for help.” He smiled. “Especially since  some of us are only human.” 

Carla reached over and high-fived him. 

“I’m telling you, we need a private school on-site,” Lina said. “Mai will be downloading her current bundle sometime

early next year. We can have shifters in town send their kids, too, if they want.” 

Mai, bless her heart, had hit the morning sickness stage of her pregnancy already. She sat in the back of the cabin, near

the head, with a glass of ginger ale on ice and an air-sickness bag in hand. 

“I hope I don’t puke my way through this weekend,” she said. 

“I’m sure you will be fine,” Ortega said. Lucy had opted to sit back there with Mai to keep her company. 

“Men do not understand,” Lucy told her with a kind smile. “They think we are making it up.” 

The only thing that had everyone on edge was a tropical depression which had turned into a tropical storm and had spun

up  overnight  in  the  Gulf  of  Mexico.  If  it  intensified  into  a  hurricane  and  maintained  its  heading,  it  might  put  a  damper  on  or

even cut short their weekend, because the forecasted track indicated a landfall on the west Florida coast. 

Elain had offered to utilize her poofing services to get everyone up to Maine and back, but Ain had politely, yet firmly, 

declined. 

Even  more  firmly  when  she  offered  to  call  Ryan  to  help.  Ortega’s  plane  was  fast  enough  for  Ain’s  tastes.  Elain

suspected poofing made the men feel…weird in a way that they didn’t like, or hadn’t come to grips with yet. 

Hey,  if  they  weren’t  scared  that  the  three  of  them  had  made  a  house  disappear,  but  were  a  little  wigged  out  over

nonstandard modes of transportation, she’d take the win.  Even  Lina, a powerful goddess, had taken years to get comfortable

with flying in a regular old airplane, and Elain wasn’t too sure her friend hadn’t downed an extra Xanax or three that morning

to allow her to relax for the flight. 

Once  they  were  settled  in  Maine,  Elaine  stepped  into  her  bedroom  to  call  Marston  before  poofing  there.  When  she

arrived, he had everything ready, including an overnight bag for the little girl. 

She grinned when she saw Elain. “Aunty Wain!” 

“Hi, Miss Puppykins!” She scooped the little girl up and bussed her on the cheek. “Ready to go see Lacey?” 

“Aunty Wacey!” 

Marston smiled as he reached out and straightened Colleen’s hair band. “You be a good girl for Aunty Elain and Aunty

Lacey this weekend, understand?” 

“Yes!” She reached out for her Daddy to hug him. “Wuv you!” 

“Love you, too, sweetheart.”  He kissed her forehead and picked up the overnight bag so  Elain could sling it over her

shoulder. “I’ll see you on Sunday.” 

Elain’s heart twisted. Sure, she could kill Marston and raise Colleen herself, but… why? 

Why deprive Colleen of her father? He was, by obvious evidence and Ortega’s regular and detailed reports, a devoted, 

excellent, attentive father. If anything, Colleen might end up a little on the spoiled side. 

Maybe it was what she’d been through herself growing up, but  Elain couldn’t do that to the little girl.  With  Mercedes

dead, Marston was all Colleen had. As far as Colleen knew, she had the world’s best daddy. 

As long as he continued to behave himself, Elain would let Marston continue to remain among the breathing-abled. 

“I’ll make sure I have her call and talk to you,” Elain said. “Several times. And you can call me anytime, or text me, and

I’ll have her call you.” 

“Thank you. I truly appreciate that. This will be her first night…” She swore maybe he wiped at his eye. 

Or maybe it was just a dust mote. 

 Riiight…

“Look, I could bring her home tonight and—” 

“No,  truly,  it’s  fine.  I’m  sure  Lacey  will  love  to  spend  time  with  her,  and  I  want  her  to  interact  with  other  children

more…like her. She can play with Ortega’s grandchildren and nieces and nephews, but it’s not the same. They’re not wolves. 

This will be good for her. She needs to have what normal experiences she can.” 

Dammit, he was making it even harder to hate him. “Okay, last kiss before we go,” she told Colleen, who gave him a hug

and kiss. 

With  the  little  girl  settled  on  her  hip,  and  the  bag  slung  over  her  shoulder,  Elain  poofed  not  to  the  guest  cabin,  but  to

Lacey’s,  as  prearranged  with  Lacey,  who  would  pretend  that  she  was  surprised  by  the…well,  surprise,  when  rejoining

everyone else who wasn’t in the know. 

Lacey was alone and expecting Elain. She immediately scooped the giggling girl from Elain and hugged her. 

“Hello, there, stranger!” 

“Aunty Wacey!” the toddler squealed. 

Elain couldn’t remember seeing such a wide grin on the old Seer’s face as when she was with Colleen. 

“The bag’s in my room, on the bed,” she told Elain. 

Elain had worried about Marston’s scent. So he’d had Lucy wash some clothes for Colleen and then seal them in zipper-

top bags before packing them, to keep his scent off them. 

Elain quickly opened and unpacked the clothes into a bag Lacey had ready with a couple of fabric softener sheets in it. 

Hopefully, the scent, mostly jaguar, would overwhelm anyone who might be slightly suspicions. 

Mainly Lina. 

With  Ortega  and  his  crew  helping  to  reinforce  the  lie,  and  Mai  never  having  smelled  Marston,  that  left  only  Elain’s

father. 

And he hadn’t scented that wolf in over twenty-five years. 

They also changed Colleen’s clothes, leaving those and the other bag there at Lacey’s. Now ready, Elain gathered up the

little girl and poofed back to the guest cabin. 

They’d brought an extra travel crib, car seat, and some extra supplies with them from Florida, just in case. 

With all the craziness of getting settled in, getting ready to head to the restaurant to meet up with everyone, and dealing

with the other babies and toddlers, it meant Lina barely had time to do more than give the little girl a hello smile and wave. 

 Thank goodness. 

Lacey met them at the restaurant and immediately took charge of Colleen, pretending she was surprised to see her there, 

and sticking close to Ortega and Lucy’s side. It didn’t hurt that Colleen lived with Ortega and his crew, and added a layer of

verisimilitude to their tale of why Elain and Ortega were sponsoring the little girl and not her father. 

By the time they all collapsed that night after getting the kids settled in one room, all Elain wanted to do was sleep. 

 This shit’s for the birds. 

Had she cursed Lacey and the others for their secrecy and keeping shit from people over the years? 

 Hell, now she understood it. 

It was a draining process, physically as well as emotionally. She didn’t know how they managed it for as long as they

had. She still wasn’t sure how she’d ever handle revealing Marston’s existence to Lina, much less to her men, and didn’t want

to. 

That  night,  and  Elain  completely  attributed  it  to  stress,  she  had  another  dream  of  the  woman  in  New  Madrid  with  the

phone.  The  vision  started  a  little  earlier  than  it  had  before,  but  Elain  still  couldn’t  get  to  her  before  the  woman  dialed  the

phone. And it continued on as the others had. 

Elain’s eyes popped open just before the nuclear blast hit her to find it was already morning. 

Early morning, but still the daylight side of dawn. 

At least Elain smelled coffee brewing. That was a plus. 

She used the bathroom and pulled on a robe to find the source of the brew. 

Her mom and dad were standing in the kitchen. 

“Why are we up so early?” Elain asked after hugging them. 

“I don’t know about ye,” her dad said, “but we were dealing with a cranky boy cuttin’ another tooth.” 

“What about the others?” 

“They slept right through it.” 

“I’m surprised I didn’t hear him on the baby monitor.” 

“I was already up,” her mom said. “I was on my way to the bathroom when  I heard him and realized  I was up for the

duration.” 

“Ah. Sorry. Maybe a nap later?” 

“Probably,” she said. 

Elain was wondering about maybe trying to get her guys down to the thinking spot when the network morning show her

parents were watching on the kitchen TV blew those plans right out of the water. 

“Hurricane  Ignatius is strengthening, and has set its sights on the southwest  Florida  Gulf coast,” the all-too-perky

weather forecaster announced. 

“Shit,” Elain and her dad said at the same time. 

Although  storms  could  be  incredibly  finicky  and  unpredictable,  based  on  other  weather  patterns  surrounding  it,  there

was a fair amount of confidence in the forecasted guidance of the storm. The only question was how large and strong it’d be by

the time it made landfall, and where, exactly, in the swath of coastline between  Tampa and  Naples the eyewall would come

ashore. 

Elain went to wake up her guys, who then fired up a laptop and huddled around the NHC’s site, as well as several other

storm forecasting sites. 

“God, I hope it’s not another Charley,” Brodey muttered. 

“Okay,” Ain said. “Let me talk to Ortega. Regardless, we still have at least four days. We can have the ceremony today

like we planned, and me and Cail will fly back to Florida.” 

“What about me?” Brodey asked. 

“You and Dad stay here with Elain and the others. Micah and Jim, and Jan and Rick, can come back with us to help get

the stock to safety and board up the houses.” 

“Why can’t we come back?” Elain asked. 

“Because I’d rather have you and all the kids up here, where it’s safe. The guest cottage has a washer and dryer, so it’s

not like you’ll run out of clothes. Anything you need, run out and buy.” 

“Like you said, this is the Clan compound,” Brodey said. “Wouldn’t it be better to have me home with you guys to work

the cattle?” 

“No, because I know Kitty wants some planning sessions with you, anyway.” He smirked. “Besides, I kind of owe you

and Cail for that last storm when I bailed.” 

Cail smacked his shoulder. “Yeah, you owe  me more, because Brod was chasing Elain to fricking Spokane to talk her

into coming home.” 

Ain turned to him and rested his hands on his brother’s shoulders. “After this is over, you and Elain can have a whole

weekend alone together.” 

Cail’s eyebrow arched. “How alone?” 

“Once Ellie’s completely weaned so that Brod and I can take care of her and Connor.” 

“Hey,” Brodey protested. “What about me?” 

“Then you get the next weekend,” Ain said. 

“What about you?” Cail asked. 

“What about me? I had her alone when she saved my ass from the animal shelter.” 

“Not exactly the same.” 

“I’m not concerned about that. I also got to go with her to—” He stopped short, much to Elain’s relief. “I got to go with

her to get Connor. This is only fair.” He glanced her way and she didn’t need the mate bond with him to see that he realized

how close he came to screwing up and saying too much. 

Brodey hugged him. “I might butt heads with you, but I do love you, brother.” 

“Yeah, love you, too.” 

Cail also hugged him. “Deal. I guess it only makes sense I go back home with you, since I sort of have this down to a

science now.” 

“My other point I was going to make.” 

They returned to their room to get dressed and go find Ortega. 

Mai blearily made her way out to the kitchen, a yawning BettLynn in her arms. “What the freaking  hell, people? Is this

 not supposed to be vacay time?” 

Elain turned the laptop around and pointed at it. Mai leaned in, peering at it. “What the—oh.  Shit.” 

“Language.” Elain pointed to BettLynn. 

“If  she  doesn’t  learn  to  swear  around  Lina,  she’ll  never  learn  it.  That’s  not  good,  is  it?  The  storm,  I  mean.  The

swearing’s the least of my concerns.” 

“The guys are working on their plan now.” 

“So the ceremony’s off?” 

“No, they’re flying out immediately after.” 

An hour later, everyone was awake, breakfast was in the works, and plans had been settled. Ortega’s jet would fly the

guys home that evening after the recognition ceremony. 

“What about Brighton?” Elain asked. 

“That’s up to him,” Ain said. “I’ll have to call him and find out.” 

It turned out Brighton was fine staying there in Maine with the others. His new house had automatic storm shutters he’d

rolled down before leaving for his trip. 

Elain wasn’t sure why that unsettled her, but she’d ignore it for now. Ortega and his men were staying because Kitty had

received some confirmed rumors of cockatrice nest activity about forty miles away, and the jaguars wanted to help check it out. 

As everyone dispersed for the morning to attend to meetings that had been moved from Saturday to today, that left Elain, 

Lina, Mai, and Carla alone around the table while the kids either slept or watched TV in the living room. 

Mai scrunched up her face in a frown. “Am I the only one with a bad feeling about this?” 

“Bad how?” Lina asked. “Bad,  we need to blow shit up bad, or bad,  we need to play slap-a-ho bad?” 

“I don’t know.” 

A knock on the guest cabin door caught all their attention. Elain was the one who went to answer it, and was surprised to

find Kitty standing there. 

“I need some backup,” she said, 

“What kind of backup?” Elain asked. 

“Triad  backup.  We’re  planning  the  takedown  of  that  nest  for  tomorrow  instead  of  Sunday.  They  really  won’t  be

expecting it, since they might think we’re still celebrating.  Oh, and, heh, sorry. Ain,  Brodey, and  Cail already said they have

three edicts ready and waiting to keep  you here in the Clan compound with the babies.” 

“Great.” 

“No, it’s okay,” Lina said. “Mai’s got lightning, and I kicked ass.” 

“I had a gun. And I can poof.” 

“Both of which are great talents,” Lina said. “But if your guys don’t want you there, I’m not going to argue with them. 

Give us a minute to get dressed.” Lina headed down the hall, but called back, “Oh, get Lacey here to help you and Mom.” 

“She’s already on her way,” Kitty said. “I called her on my way over.” 

“I feel like this has been planned behind my back,” Elain said. 

“No.” Kitty glanced after Mai and Lina and dropped her voice. “The men want  you to stay here with the kids  because of

your abilities,” she whispered. “If there’s trouble, they know you can grab all the kids and move them to safety. And you seem

to have the best relationship with Ryan Ausar. They know he’ll help you protect the kids just on the off-chance there were any

problems here. Which no one thinks there will be. You’re not being benched. You’re actually the quarterback.” 

Elain blinked, shocked that she hadn’t thought about it like that. “Oh.” 

Kitty nodded. “Yeah,  oh. Leaving you behind is like leaving a bunch of shifters behind.” She tipped her head toward the

hallway, where Lina and Mai had headed. “But don’t tell them that.” She smiled. “Don’t want to hurt their feelings, but they’re

kind of second-string at this point.” 

Elain felt a lot better when Kitty framed it like that. Yeah, if she sat down and gathered all their babies in her lap, maybe

with her mom sitting in front of her and holding hands…yeah, she could poof them all at once. 

Mai could throw lightning bolts, but she’d also accidentally pantsed one of her own men in their front yard. 

Not exactly confidence-inducing when it came to that skill. 

Lacey arrived minutes after Kitty, Mai, and Lina boogied out the door for the planning session. 

“So how does this mess up the celebration tonight?” Elain asked. 

“It doesn’t,” Lacey said. “It’ll still go on as planned. But tomorrow, early, they’re going to move you and Carla and the

babies all to my place for the day.” 

“Why?” 

“Just in case.” 

“In case of what?” 

“Everyone knows where the guest cabin is,” Lacey said. “My place is easier to protect and defend if necessary.  Not that

it will be necessary,” she said. “I haven’t seen anything to make me think there’s any trouble coming right now.” 

“But what if that blank spot Baba Yaga now has extends to you, too?” 

“I haven’t seen anything bad about these children, let’s put it that way.” 

“This still feels…wrong.” 

“In  any  case,  this  is  a  perfect  weekend  for  them  to  go  on  a  cockatrice  raid.  We  have  several  dozen  very  powerful

shifters here for the celebration. That’s not counting Ortega and his men.” 

Colleen  pulled  herself  to  her  feet  using  the  couch  and  on  wobbly  legs  walked  over  to  Lacey,  who  scooped  her  up. 

“Hello, Miss Puppykins.” 

“Auntie Wacey!” 

“Ready to spend a day with me and Aunt Elain and Aunt Carla?” 

Colleen clapped. “Cookies, pweese!” 

“I certainly can make cookies. Would you like to help?” 

The toddler nodded. She was still not quite a year old yet, but as with other shifters she was advanced for her age. So

their  morning  activities  consisted  of  turning  the  cabin’s  kitchen  into  a  bunch  of  messy,  happy,  cookie-hyped  toddlers.  Ellie, 

Connor, and Joss were too little to partake in the festivities, though. 

George and Luke, seated in chairs at the kitchen table, carefully watched what Lacey showed them to do. Then the boys

reached in to help BettLynn do it. 

Elain realized what Mai and Lina had both talked about. Elain interrupted the boys, hoping the not-quite-two-year-olds

could understand the concept. She gently grabbed their wrists and opted for visuals. 

“Let BettLynn try. Trying is  good for her. Helping is okay, but she has to learn to do it.” 

She sent them mental images of sitting by and watching BettLynn do things while they demonstrated the tasks to her, but

letting BettLynn actually tackle the project herself. 

The brothers looked at each other, then at Elain, their heads cocked in identical, quizzical ways. 

Just  like  their  fathers,  they  would  be  night  and  day  in  terms  of  appearance  and  personalities.  But  regarding  BettLynn, 

they were always on the same wavelength. 

Elain handed BettLynn a cookie cutter and pointed at the small square of dough in front of her. The boys seemed to be

fighting their instincts to help her, but watched her as she struggled and finally got an odd-shaped cookie cut out all by herself. 

Then she clapped and laughed, delighted at what she’d done. 

The boys clapped and laughed with her, and it was only then Elain realized the brothers were also talking to each other

and BettLynn in a language Elain didn’t understand. 

“That’s exactly right,” Elain said, holding her hands up for high-fives from the boys. “Good job. Let BettLynn do what

she can.” 

Both boys grinned at her. 

“That was amazing,” Carla said. 

“Yeah, well, I figured I’d try something. It seems to have worked.” 

Lacey sounded equally stunned. “What’d you do?” 

“I  just  sent  them  a  picture  in  my  mind  of  what  we’ve  been  trying  to  say.  A  mental  image  of  them  demonstrating  to

BettLynn, but letting her do it on her own.” 

Lacey slowly shook her head. “Wow.” She lightly smacked Elain’s shoulder, leaving behind a flour handprint. “And you

were worried you wouldn’t be a good mother.” The old Seer grinned. 




* * * *

 

Elain was never so glad to collapse as she was that night. The ceremony, dinner—she felt wiped out. She’d said good-

bye to Cail and Ain and the others before Ortega’s men drove them to the airport. The hurricane was still on a course to make

landfall around Venice, meaning it would likely sweep across Arcadia. 

And their ranch. 

“What time tomorrow are you guys all moving out?” Elain asked Brodey, nearly asleep already. 

“Six.  Callie’s going to come over here to help you and  Mom get the babies moved to  Lacey’s.  We’re leaving you the

minivan.” 

“Four adults against eight shifter babies and toddlers. That’s not fair odds. They’ll slaughter us.” 

“Three against seven. Callie’s got to help out with some of the events still going on here at the compound, since Blackie

won’t be there.” 

“That’s even worse.” She snuggled against Brodey’s side. “I hate you.” 

“No, you don’t.” 

“No, I don’t. But I’m exhausted.” 

“No offense, so am I.” 

“You be safe tomorrow.” 

“We will.” 

“I take it Brighton will bring up the rear?” 

“Actually, he’s staying behind.” 

“Why?” 

“To help Callie and some of the others here with research. To be honest, I’d rather have him here. I don’t know what his

cockatrice  fighting  skills  are  like  in  real  life,  but  the  rest  of  us  have  already  worked  together  as  a  team.  Several  times.  We

don’t want him getting overzealous and taking people out who we want to question.” 

“You already have to worry about Lina doing that,” she only half-joked. 

“True dat.” He kissed the top of her head. “Don’t worry. Everything will be fine.” 

“Famous last words.” She dropped into what was, fortunately, an exhausted and dreamless sleep. 

Chapter Eleven



Early Saturday morning, Brighton double-checked his notes. It had taken him slightly longer to climb the tree and place

the trail video camera than he’d planned, but he had everything arranged. As long as all the parts fell into their proper places, 

he would be able to rid their line of the false heirs, get rid of the Dark One in their midst, and be able to prove to his brothers

and everyone else once and for all that he wasn’t simply “tetched” in the head. 

That he was  right. That throughout all the years, everything he’d done, he’d been  right. 

He’d have  proof. 

Proof  that  the  cockatrice  menace  was  all  around  them,  everywhere,  even  deeper  and  closer  than  they’d  ever  dreamed

possible before. 

That no one could be trusted unless it was direct family they knew. Even then, perhaps not. 

Fortunately, many of the cockatrice were bloody idiots, falling for his bollocks that he was, in fact, a cockatrice who’d

used dark magick from the spell book to occlude himself. All he’d had to do was show the amulet, show the knife, and show

them pictures of the spell book in his possession for them to take a step back and believe he was the real deal. 

 Pitiful, really. 

He could barely stand to be around them, tolerate their foul stench. To not instinctively curl his lips and bare his teeth at

them. 

It didn’t help matters any that the baby Elain had suddenly and mysteriously brought, likely from Bolivia, bore traces of

that same stench as well. Even Ortega and his men carried hints of it on their clothes. 

How could no one smell it but him? Were they blind or just plain stupid? Were they all so deeply caught in a spell by

Elain to just blithely ignore it? Ortega and the other jaguars being part of the scheme saddened him, but he supposed perhaps

they’d been infiltrated, too. Which made sense from what he’d heard about how Liam had hidden out in Ortega’s territory for

all those years. 

The  jaguars  couldn’t  be  trusted.  They  were  obviously  traitors,  having  adopted  Elain  as  their  Seer  after  helping  hide

Liam for so many years. 

The task remained solely up to him to rid the world of this menace, starting with within their own ranks. 

He’d show them all. 

With Brodey, Blackie, Kitty, Liam, Lina, Mai, and many of the others off on the wild cockatrice chase he’d sent them on, 

leaving  him  behind  with  the  predictable  excuse  that  they  wanted  him  to  help  guard  the  Clan  compound,  it  would  leave  him

better able to accomplish what he needed to do, uninterrupted. As he finished setting up and headed away from the rock pile to

finalize his plans, he felt in his heart this was the only path left. 

The true path. 

The path that would eventually lead to utter freedom. 

It would be difficult for the others to understand, at first. Until he showed them the truth, the  proof. 

Then they’d all realize how right he’d been. 




* * * *

 

Elain  and  Carla  had  gotten  moved  and  settled  in  for  the  day  at  Lacey’s  with  the  kids  and  Jasper. After  everyone  had

eaten breakfast and been changed, pretty much all the babies fell asleep. Carla checked in on them. Joss, Connor, Colleen, and

Ellie  were  all  fast  asleep  in  travel  cribs  in  Lacey’s  guest  room,  Connor  and  Ellie  sharing  a  travel  crib.  Callie  had  actually

taken pity on Elain and Carla and had volunteered to take BettLynn and the Beasts with her. 

Elain thought Callie was nuts for taking on the burden by herself, but since Lina and Mai were fine with it, Elain damn

sure wasn’t going to argue about it. 

That was a stove Callie would have to touch herself. 

Elain sat at the kitchen table with Lacey, Jasper lying on the floor and staring up at them. 

Carla stood in the kitchen doorway. “If you want to go for a walk with Lacey, honey, I can watch the kids.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Of  course  I’m  sure.”  She  walked  around  behind  Elain  and  hugged  her.  “Go  talk  Seer  stuff.  It’s  okay.  We’ll  be  fine. 

They’ll all be asleep for at least another hour or two.” 

“I  just  have  a  really…unsettled  feeling.”  Elain  looked  up  at  her  mom.  “I  wish  Brodey  had  let  me  go  with  them.”  She

didn’t  like  that Ain  and  Cail  and  Micah  and  the  others  were  all  down  in  Florida,  and  Brodey  and  her  dad  were  out  hunting

cockatrice without her. 

“Your father, much less Brodey, would never have left us all behind if they had even a hint there was a problem, right?” 

Lacey asked. “And they’ve got Mai and Lina and Kitty and everyone else.” 

“They’re not bulletproof,” Elain mumbled. “None of them are.” 

“And  having  you  there  doesn’t  make  them  more  bulletproof,”  Carla  reminded  her.  “You’re  not  bulletproof,  either. 

You’re worrying about nothing.  Well, not nothing.  But  I’m sure it’s fine.  Go down to the thinking rock with  Lacey and clear

your mind for a little while.” 

Lacey stood and walked over to get Jasper’s leash. “Come on. That sounds like a great idea.” 

Jasper jumped up, tail wagging. 

Lacey was one of the few people Elain could talk to anymore. One of the few people she could talk to without having to

censor herself. There was Ryan, but he was busy with issues of his own to deal with. Certainly running The Firm wasn’t a part-

time job he could slough off on some middle-management wonk. Ortega knew some things, but not all of them, and she didn’t

want to burden him with knowledge that he didn’t need and shouldn’t have in the first place. 

And then there was Marston. Surely a last-ditch person to talk to, but at least he wasn’t going to tell anyone anything. 

The irony not only escaped her, it pissed her off. No way in hell could she even attempt to make Lina see the full story

about all of that. Lina would go off half-cocked and blow up fricking Bolivia, instead of calmly, rationally looking at the larger

picture. 

Elain couldn’t let her friend do that. Not when Elain knew, for all his shortcomings, Marston was as damaged by life as

anyone else, yet was trying to atone. 

He was a good father. A fierce father. He would protect Colleen with his life. 

Killing him was not an option. Not at this time. The longer Marston lived, the less Elain liked the idea of killing him. 

They  walked  through  the  backyard  and  Elain  tried  not  to  glance  over  at  the  sundial  as  they  passed  it.  The  Tablet  of

Trammel wasn’t there. A fake lay in its place, as did a fake one in Bertholde’s garden back in France. 

Ryan now held the original for safe-keeping, so it couldn’t be used in another realm to create problems. 

Beneath the sundial lay Mercedes’ body, where Elain had moved it from its original resting place. 

As  Elain and  Lacey headed down the path toward the cliff-side trail that would take them to the secluded beach area, 

Lacey hooked an arm through Elain’s. 

“You carry the weight of the world on your shoulders, dear. You need to learn to let some things go.” 

“Easy for you to say,” Elain muttered. 

“I understand more than you think I do. I’ve been doing this a lot longer than you have, remember.” 

“Not  this,” Elain corrected. “Not the Triad. You were a Seer.” 

“No, but there are secrets locked away in my memory as a Seer that would make you glad to be living in the age we’re

in now and only dealing with what we’re dealing with now.” 

“Something’s  wrong,”  Elain  said.  “Really,  really  wrong.  I  don’t  understand  what.  It’s  like…I  feel  like  I’m  missing

something. Something  right  in front of me. Something…bad. Not just about this nuclear bomb vision, either.” 

“All  the  more  reason  for  us  to  go  to  the  thinking  rock.  Suck  in  some  clean,  cool,  salty  ocean  air.  Let  you  clear  your

mental sinuses and blow out the snot.” 

“Ew.” But Elain laughed. 

Lacey  smiled.  “See?  Helping  already.”  They  walked  on.  “What’s  the  immediate  thing  on  your  mind?  I’m  seeing

something fuzzy. As your powers get stronger, it’s harder for me to read you, even the things you let me read.” 

This wasn’t even a secret, really. Not for much longer. “I think I’m going to have to tell Ain and the guys about the baby

monitors and that I think Brighton was spying on us. And what Baba Yaga said.” 

“Why haven’t you, then?” 

“Because I was the one who, when Brighton first showed up, went to bat for him with my guys. They were all making

these snide comments about him. I threw a slight hissy fit at them and told them they should go easier on him. Especially since

he was—” 

“‘Special’?” 

But Lacey used air quotes around it. 

“Yeah.  He’s  got  cockatrice  on  the  brain.  Massively.  That  Ancient  Aliens  dude  with  the  feral  hair  has  nothing  on  the

serious level of crazy  Brighton’s serving up.  I don’t want him anywhere near my kids, or  BettLynn and the  Beasts, or  Joss.  I

don’t want him around my dad. I know Brighton claims he’s been hunting cockatrice in Europe, but why hasn’t Kitty crossed

paths with him if that’s the case?” 

Elain  had  asked  her  about  it,  but  while  Kitty  hadn’t  met  Brighton  before,  she  had  heard  about  him,  and  not  anything

negative. 

“Well, Kitty was a lone hunter. It is frequently safer that way. Especially if she didn’t know who she could trust.” 

“See? That doesn’t help, either. When I think I’ve got a good argument, there’s that stupid logic again, blowing a hole in

it.” 

“You know, just because people in a family love each other doesn’t mean they should always be living right on top of

each other.” 

“But my guys went so long without seeing him. Since their parents died. And they’re in contact with their other brothers, 

but hell, I haven’t even met them yet. I don’t want to come off as being a bitch to Brighton and say, ‘hey, hit the road.’” 

“Yes, and that separation was by their choice. All of them. It’s a two-way street. At any time, did Brighton want to join

your  men,  he  could  have.  Not  like  your  men  were  vagabonds  with  no  forwarding  address.  They’ve  actually  been  far  more

stable and established than many of their living siblings.” 

Elain deeply inhaled the scent of piney woods mixed with sweet, salty breeze.  In a way, a chillier version of  Florida

beach air. 

Only with pine. 

It soothed her, relaxed her. 

“How am I going to protect Marston?” Elain quietly asked. 

“You mean  Martin,” Lacey gently corrected. 

“Yeah,  him,” she muttered. “Lina will kill him on sight if she gets a hint of where he is, and I can’t have that happening. I

can’t change her memories about him like I could with Ain. At least she can’t poof well yet.” 

Lacey patted her arm. “You just told me a little more than you’d meant to.” 

Elain stopped walking as she realized what Lacey meant. “Aw, shit. See?  Fuck.” 

Lacey smiled again, tugging on Elain’s arm to keep her moving. “It’s all right, dear. I did wonder about that. I know Ain

had never met  Martin in person before. In your immediate family, only Lina and Liam have actually seen him up close. Liam

knows  him,  of  course. And  some  of  the  others  in  the  Maine  Clan.  I  believe  Zack  and  Callie  caught  brief  glimpses  of  him  in

Brussels. Jocko would recognize him, as would Blackie. Anyone else who’s seen the videos as part of the mega-Clan meetings

about it. The good thing is that in the videos he looks much older than he does now because of the extra weight, and his hair

color and cut. New clothes, weight loss, and hair dye have done wonders.” 

“Can’t hide his smell.” 

“Well, you can—” 

“I should  not hide his smell,” Elain said. “Let me clarify—I absolutely am  not going to occlude his ass.” 

“Wasn’t suggesting you should, dear.” 

“How can I get Blackie to issue a protective order for him without Lina blowing  me up?” 

“I don’t know if you can, or if it’s even possible. Lina is far too…” 

Lacey slowed her steps as she seemed to be hunting for the right words. “Lina is very emotional. Yes, she was given a

lot  of  power  in  a  very  short  time,  activated  by  her  mating  with  Jan  and  Rick.  Unfortunately,  she  also  was  thrust  into  an

extremely  emotional  situation  at  the  same  time.  She  has  not  yet  learned  how  to  temper  her  emotions  so  she  doesn’t  use  her

powers unwisely. It’s almost like Baba Yaga set her up that way. Wouldn’t put it past her, certainly.” 

“Lina wants to fry  Martin from the inside out.” 

“Exactly.  To  be  fair,  Lina  had  that  experience,  one  which  was  more  than  a  vision,  of  watching  Kael’s  family  being

murdered.  She  was  actually  there.  There  are  no  shades  of  grey  about  this  for  her.  She  witnessed  them  die.  Somehow,  she

actually transported herself back to the time it happened and she witnessed it not as merely a vision. It’s personal for her, and

understandably so. 

“There was Bertholde’s murder, too. Lina won’t want to hear that the little girl was doomed to a fate worse than death, 

or  that  Bertholde  wished  to  die  and  knew  that  Marston  would  kill  her  quickly  and  with  relatively  little  pain  involved.  Lina

simply  won’t  care  about  any  of  that.  She  won’t  want  to  hear  that  your  uncles  were  complicit  with  Rodolfo,  and  what  their

mates had been guilty of to warrant death.” 

Elain threw her head back and stared up at the sky. Light clouds scudded across overhead. “Gawd, this is twenty kinds

of fucked up.” They reached the top of the trail heading down to the beach area. 

Lacey unsnapped Jasper’s leash so he could run ahead. “Yes, that’s one way of putting it.” Lacey went ahead down the

trail, Elain bringing up the rear. By the time they reached the beach, Jasper had already found a driftwood stick to bring to them

to throw. 

“I don’t like…Martin,”  Elain said. “I will never be buddies with the guy.  But he’s a devoted father.  I know he would

literally die to keep Colleen safe, without reservation. He loved Mercedes, and she loved him and that baby.  He had a good

heart once, and he’s working his way back through the karmic mud he threw himself into. He was never… pure evil. Cowardly

and scared, yes. I know even he’ll admit to that.” 

They  climbed  up  onto  the  rock.  “I  looked  into  his  soul,”  Elain  continued  when  they  were  settled.  “I  see  a  very  sad, 

lonely man who wishes he could take back a shit-ton of crap in his life. I don’t think I have the heart to torture him.” 

“Does that mean you’ll kill him when Colleen grows up?” 

“See, I don’t think I can make myself do that, either.” Elain stared out over the water. “He isn’t like Rodolfo. Not even

in the same plane of existence in terms of evil. Rodolfo did some pretty evil shit, and he was crazy, but even he had triggers

that sent him down that path. He could have chosen not to do the shit he did later in life, but…” 

Elain sighed. “I don’t want to make a habit of killing people with my powers. It frightens me that I can even do that.” 

Lacey leaned back on her elbows. “Between Seers. You killed Rodolfo, didn’t you?” 

Elain nodded. 

“Ortega doesn’t know that, does he?” 

She shook her head. 

“I’m guessing you somehow did it with your powers?” 

“Yeah. I forgave Rodolfo, told him to be at peace, and just…thought about him painlessly shutting down. And he did.” 

She snapped her fingers. “Like flicking off a light switch. It was a mercy killing at that point.” 

“Wow,” Lacey said, but it didn’t sound like a bad wow. 

More like a stunned wow. 

They sat there in silence for a moment. 

“I’m sorry,” Elain said. 

“For what?” 

“I  know  you  wanted  Rodolfo  to  suffer,  but  the  truth  was,  he’d  suffered  all  his  life.  On  the  other  hand,  the  longer  the

torture  went  on,  I  felt  Ortega’s  energy  growing  really  dark.  His  life  had  become  obsessed  by  the  need  to  keep  torturing

Rodolfo. Ortega needed to focus on Fiona, or Fiona herself would have become consumed by a hatred for a man who should

have been killed off centuries ago. I knew if I left Rodolfo alive, it would only allow Ortega to sink farther into the darkness

himself, and pull Fiona along with him by accident.” 

Lacey reached over and patted her on the hand. “It’s all right.  I’m not upset.  I understand.  Quite honestly?  I commend

you for that. Considering you had as much reason to hate Rodolfo as the rest of us, for you to be that generous and merciful to

him? You are a far stronger person than I am.” 

The old Seer let out a sigh. “I know about inner darkness. I let it rule me for too many years. When I knew it’d be nearly

impossible for me to ever personally extract revenge upon  Rodolfo,  I probably spent too much energy thinking about how to

engineer my revenge.” 

“If it means anything,” Elain said, “he had been bewitched by Mercedes’ mother. He thought Colleen was lying to him, 

sent by his father, who’d killed  Rodolfo’s  One years earlier.  He thought his father was once again trying to harm his  One.  It

doesn’t  excuse  what  Rodolfo  did,  but  he  did  feel  bad  about  killing  Colleen  once  he  realized  he  had  been  deceived  by

Mercedes’ mother.” 

Lacey sat up, frowning. “Deceived, how, exactly?” 

This part of the situation Elain had never really discussed with Lacey. “Mercedes’ mother used dark magick on Rodolfo

to charm him into loving her and thinking she was a wolf. His One.” 

“Occlusion spell? Like from the books?” 

“I-I don’t know for sure. I guess, based on what we know now. I’m not an expert in any of this.” 

“He was a fairly strong Alpha wolf, despite his cockatrice genetics. How the  hell did she do that?” Considering Lacey

was staring out at the water, Elain figured it was probably a rhetorical question. 

Elain  answered  anyway.  “I  don’t  know.  I  don’t  think  we’ll  ever  know  the  truth  unless  I’m  ever  able  to  have  a  vision

about it. I think Mercedes’ mother lied to Mercedes’ brothers, or they lied to Mercedes. Or both. And it’s possible Mercedes

might have even lied to…him, before they mated. I only know the parts of it I saw from Rodolfo and from Mars—Martin.” 

Lacey went quiet again. “Ever have a vision about him?” She tipped her head toward where Jasper was playing in the

surf. 

“No. I wish. I’d love to know where he came from. I  will figure it out eventually.” 

“Ditto.” Lacey sighed. “I really think he needs to stay with you permanently.” 

“Why?” 

“Because as much as I love him, I think I’d rather have him around you and the kids.” 

“For protection?” 

“Yes. Exactly.” 

A slight gust of wind blew through their secluded place, raising gooseflesh on Elain’s arms. She rubbed at them. “I only

sense good energy from Jasper, at least.” 

“Well, that’s something, I suppose. I would love to know where he came from. You know, maybe Lina and Mai working

on it together with you can figure it out.” 

“All I can do is try.” 

Chapter Twelve



Carla was watching TV in Lacey’s living room when she thought she heard a noise coming from the basement. At first

she was going to ignore it when she heard it again. 

“Elain? Lacey?” 

She stood and walked into the kitchen, to the basement door, and opened it. Downstairs, there was only dim visibility

from  where  two  low  windows  at  ground  level  allowed  light  in,  but  they  were  both  on  the  front  of  the  house  and  around  the

corner from the door at the top of the stairs. 

She wasn’t sure where the light switch was, couldn’t see it.  She stepped inside the doorway, and that’s when she felt

someone shove her, hard, and sent her flying down the stairs. 

She hit the concrete floor with a hard thud that knocked the wind out of her and stunned her. A sharp pain in her left arm, 

which she’d landed on, probably meant that was broken. 

But before she could even process any of this, someone was on top of her, put duct tape over her mouth, and pulled a

pillowcase over her head. They wrapped duct tape around her ankles before they rolled her over onto her back and taped her

wrists in front of her. 

Trying to scream against the pain only earned her a hard kick in the ribs that drove the wind out of her before she heard

footsteps running up the stairs again, the basement door slamming shut behind them. 

Sobbing, she tried to yell, to move, but between the pain and the restraints, all she could do was lie there and cry. 




* * * *

 

Brighton  swore  when  he  realized  there  were  four  babies  in  the  room.  He  definitely  wanted  one  of  the  two  girls,  the

older one that bore the cockatrice stench, faint though it was. The other must be Elain’s spawn with Ain. 

But  the  two  boys…blast!  Well,  the  one  he  suspected  was  the  one  from  Liam  Pardie’s  loins,  likely  tinged  with  the

darkness of his sire. Brighton thought he knew which one, although both boys smelled like wolves. 

Yes, maybe it made him a cockup as an uncle, but he hadn’t wanted to spend a lot of time around the little vermin. 

 Best to get rid of all four of them at once. 

This certainly could be his best chance. 

Maybe his  only chance. It certainly would help do what he had to do if he used all four of them. Would make for a more

powerful spell. 

He found the keys to the minivan on the counter and got all four of the brats buckled into their car seats. He’d left his car

down at the end of the fire road and hiked overland from there to Lacey’s, knowing that he might only have one chance to do

this. 

Fortunately,  Lacey  and  Elain  had  made  life  easy  on  him  by  not  being  at  Lacey’s.  His  plan  had  been  to  kill  Carla,  if

necessary, to force Elain to the rock pile with him. 

Oh, she’d track him there, of that he had no doubt. But as his instinct told him, he wanted her there,  needed her there, to

finish this once and for all. 

Before pulling out of Lacey’s he used the burner cell and sent a text message to the cockatrice group awaiting his word. 

They really were daft sods, to believe the story he’d told him. That not only had he discovered the location of the long-

missing portal, but he’d also discovered what Aliah had been seeking, the Tablet of Trammel? 

 Fecking pillocks. 

Then  again,  being  able  to  send  all  the  wolves  away  on  a  wild  chase  had  given  him  a  little  bit  of  cachet  with  the

cockatrice. They thought he’d really known what he was doing. 

That he really was one of them. 

He’d given them a proof of concept when it came to manipulating the wolves. 

If he timed this right, Elain would be showing up at the rock pile just as he was ready to work the spell that would send

all of them—Elain  and the cockatrice—back to whatever hellish dimension they’d all been spawned from. 

For good. 

And he’d have the proof he needed on video. 

Better than killing them, even, in his book. They could then warn others on whatever evil plane they had come from that

Earth was not to be trifled with. That there were protectors here who would absolutely defend it. 

Protectors like him. 

 To spread the word to bloody well not mess with us. 

Two of the babies were crying, but he didn’t know which ones. Glad now that he’d cleared the fallen tree from the fire

road, he drove down it as fast as he dared, realizing that perhaps he should have obtained a four-wheel-drive vehicle for this

part of his plan. 

Luckily, the vehicle made it. He pulled up not far from where the rock pile was located. He’d have to make two trips to

the minivan and back for the babies, but it’d be worth it. 

It  would  mean  even  more  power  to  send  the  fecking  evil  back  to  where  it  belonged.  Did  he  feel  guilty  about  taking

children? Yes, but only a little. It was necessary. They would grow up to sow evil in their wake. 

It could not be helped. 

Once  everyone  saw  what  he’d  done  by  opening  the  gate  to  send  them  all  back,  they  would  understand.  They  would

finally join him in his fight. 

They would finally  see that he’d been right all these years. 

Instead of being the family joke, they’d all be coming to him for advice. 




* * * *

 

Elain closed her eyes and tried to just enjoy the feel of the sun on her face, the cool, salty breeze playing with her hair. 

“I wonder where he’s going?” 

Elain opened her eyes at Lacey’s statement and looked to see Jasper bolting at a dead run up the trail to the top of the

cliff. 

“Jasper!” Lacey called. “Come!” 

Elain watched him disappearing. “Has he ever run off before?” 

“Never.” 

“Maybe he sniffed something to chase?” 

“I’m telling you, he  doesn’t do that.” Lacey grabbed his leash and climbed down off the rock. 

“So much for my relaxation time.” Elain took one last, longing look at the water before following after Lacey, who was

now hustling across the spit of sand toward the trail. “He’s probably just having fun,” Elain called to her. 

“I don’t think so,” Lacey yelled back. “He acted like a dog on a mission.” 

“I really wasn’t looking forward to chasing a dog through the woods,”  Elain muttered under her breath.  It wasn’t like

there was anything dangerous out there. They were on Clan land, for crying out loud, and there were no bio-bears or wolves. A

few moose, deer, and smaller animals, sure, but nothing dangerous. Unless a squirrel or something got a hair up its ass. 

 I wonder if there are squirrel shifters? 

Elain figured she could leave that question for another time. Just the set of Lacey’s body as the older shifter hurried up

the cliff bespoke how concerned she was. 

That was starting to concern Elain. 

Lacey could move damned fast for a woman her age, for sure. 

Elain had barely reached the top of the cliff when she spied Lacey running, on two legs, up the trail toward the house. 

“Dammit.” Elain poured on the speed, catching up, finding it hard to believe, shifter or not, that the elderly woman could

run that fast. “How do you even know he’s going back to the house?” Elain called out. 

Lacey pointed at the trail in front of them where fresh paw prints crossed over their trail coming out. “Rained last night. 

That’s all us right there.” 

“Don’t you think you’re overreacting?” 

“Following my instincts, Elain.” 

Elain tried to send her mind out, to see if she could sense what was going on with the dog that was apparently more than

a dog, but she couldn’t pick up anything. 

 Okay, I guess I should make figuring out what the hell his deal is a priority. 

But when they reached the house, there was no sign of Jasper. And when they circled around to the front of the house, 

Elain immediately spotted something out of place. 

“Uh, where’s the minivan?” 

They rushed inside. Elain’s heart pounded when she didn’t see her mom. “Mom?” 

Lacey  and  Elain  split  up,  Elain  heading  to  the  guest  room  first,  her  stomach  rolling  in  a  really  bad,  bad  way  as  she

realized all four babies were missing. 

“Carla?” Lacey called out from the other bedroom. 

“Mom!” Elain screamed. “Where are you?” 

The two women met back in the hallway, staring at each other as they heard something downstairs. As one, they both

turned and raced for the basement door off the kitchen. 

“Mom!”  Elain nearly tripped running down the stairs to get to her,  Lacey on her heels. “Who did this?  Where are the

babies?” Elain got the pillowcase off her head and carefully peeled the tape from her mouth. 

“I don’t know! I heard a noise and someone pushed me from behind and—” 

“I’ll get on the phone,” Lacey said. “You bring her upstairs.” Lacey pounded back up the stairs as Elain finished freeing

her mom and carefully helped her to her feet. 

“Did you hear anything? Smell anything? Recognize anyone?” 

“I think it was a man,” she said. “I never got a look at them.” 

“How long ago did it happen?” Elain asked. 

“I don’t know. Not long after you left.” 

“Where are the babies? Did they take them?” 

“Oh my god! I don’t know! Why would they take the babies?” 

“I don’t know,” Elain said, forcing herself not to growl, not to panic, “but they’re going to  fucking be goddamned sorry

when I find them.” 

“I can’t reach Daniel,” Lacey said as Elain got her mom upstairs and into a chair at the kitchen table. “Or Kitty. Their

phones are off.” 

Elain grabbed her phone and tried Brodey, also getting his voice mail. She left him a message to call her immediately

and shoved the phone back into her pocket as she headed for the living room. 

“Where are you going?” 

Elain had grabbed her purse, where she’d left it on a bookshelf too high for any of the babies to reach. From inside she

pulled out a pocketknife, the nine millimeter, and two full, spare magazines from the hidden pocket in the side. 

“I’m  going  after  Jasper,”  she  said.  “He’s  got  to  be  following  the  minivan.  Try  Callie,  see  who’s  around  in  the

compound, who they can round up to get here ASAP. Tell her to get an armed guard on BettLynn and the Beasts and Elise. To

 not let them out of her damned sight. And to have them send out a tracker who can track me down.” 

Elain shoved the spare magazines and knife into the back pockets of her jeans and headed for the front door. “And make

sure they’re all armed.” 

Lacey’s car had been borrowed by Brodey since Elain had the minivan, so Elain would have to do this on foot.  Elain

easily found Jasper’s footprints in the front yard, crossing over tire tracks and heading down the road. As Elain took off at a

sprint, she prayed that the babies were safe. 

And that she didn’t run out of ammo before she killed whoever had taken them. 

Or, maybe this would be the day she spontaneously taught herself how to throw fireballs. 




* * * *

 

Jasper ran. 

 Run run run run. Babies babies babies babies. 

 Protect my babies. 

The  old  Seer  had  been  kind  and  loving  to  him,  but  he  knew  Elain  and  her  family  were  where  he  was  supposed  to  be

now, where he had to move on to permanently. It was what he should do. 

Bits of his past life were starting to come back to mind, of the things he’d done. 

Of who he’d been. 

Why he was now this way. 

 Protect. My. Babies. 

The crazy wolf had the minivan and was driving toward the dark place, but Jasper didn’t dare veer from the road and go

overland. He knew—he  hoped—that Elain would follow his trail, and anyone would need to find her if they drove. 

Besides, he  had to be certain. 

 Run. Run. Run. Run. 

He wasn’t exactly sure what he’d do when he caught up to the crazy wolf, but he’d have to do something, anything. 

He hadn’t liked the crazy wolf’s thoughts back in Florida, and had liked them even less when he encountered him again

there in Maine. Much earlier, his thoughts were dark, clouded. But this time, they were even darker, blacker. 

 Wronger. 

Like something had taken hold of him, stirred his brain in a bad, bad way. 

Infected him. 

 Babies. Babies. Protect my babies. 

 Run. Run. 

Jasper  thought  he’d  felt  something,  and  had  hoped  he  was  wrong.  That  was  why  he  hadn’t  taken  the  time  to  try  to  get

Elain and Lacey’s attention at the beach. He knew they’d follow him, but he’d thought—hoped—that he’d get to the cabin and

find everything right. 

But no. 

He’d immediately sensed it, and running around the cabin proved it. The vehicle was gone. 

He sensed the human woman hurt inside and couldn’t wait to try to help her. 

The babies were missing. Gone. 

 My babies. 

He smelled the crazy wolf in the yard, knew from where that trail had entered the yard that the crazy wolf had come in

overland on foot and stolen the vehicle. 

And the babies. 

 I am not a young dog. 

He had to slow his pace momentarily to catch his breath. But when he did, he threw back his head and let out a howl, 

hoping Elain could hear him. 

From not too far behind him, he heard her answering howl. 

Relieved that she was following him, he slowed even more, glancing back from time to time until he finally spotted her

rounding a curve about a quarter of a mile behind him. 

 Hurry. Hurry. Hurry, Elain. 

He  sensed  her  mind  flowing  out  to  meet  his  as  she  drew  closer.  He  tried  sending  her  an  image  of  what  he  thought

happened, and as she caught up she called to him. 

“Jasper,  wait.” 

He  stopped,  the  Alpha  edict  halting  him  in  his  tracks.  He  anxiously  pranced  in  place  as  she  finally  caught  up  and

dropped to her knees in front of him. In her right hand, he was happy to see, she carried a gun. 

She put her left hand on top of his head. “Can you show me?” 

He thought as hard as he could to her, the crazy wolf, the babies. 

“It was Brighton who took them?” she asked. 

 “The crazy wolf, yes.” 

Her eyes widened. “Jasper, say that again. 

 “The crazy wolf. The crazy wolf. Has my babies. Has my babies. Run! Hurry!” 

“You and I are going to have a talk when we get through with this.” 

He chuffed at her.  “Later! Hurry! Babies! Crazy wolf!” 

She stood. “Lead the way. Don’t lose me. I can’t run as fast as you on two legs, and like hell am I dropping my gun.” 

He took off again, relieved that she was keeping up with him. But when he followed the scent as it turned off the road, 

she once again ordered him to stop. 

Pulling her phone out, she stared at it. “Shit, no service.” 

He pranced in place.  “Hurry! Crazy wolf! Babies!” 

“Are there any other scents?” 

Nose to the ground, he raced around what looked like a parking area, veering off into the trees with  Elain on his tail, 

until they found a car that smelled like the crazy wolf. 

She looked murderous. “Right.  That’s  Brighton’s rental.”  Pulling out a pocket knife, she cut off the valve stems of all

four tires while Jasper pranced in place again, waiting. 

“Okay. I think I know where we’re going now. You follow me and let me know if I’m losing the trail, but stay quiet and

stay out of sight when we find him.” 

Elain  led  the  way  down  the  road.  With  the  dirt,  he  didn’t  need  to  lead  her,  because  even  she  could  see  the  fresh  tire

tracks. Then he heard something behind them and turned, chuffing, both of them jumping out of the way and into the thick cover

of the trees just in time as another vehicle rushed past them. 

“Shit,” she whispered. “Those aren’t wolves.” 

Jasper growled, low and rumbling as the scent washed in their wake and into his nose. 

 “DARK ONES!” 

“Cockatrice?” 

He growled. 

“Stay  behind me,” she ordered. “And stay  quiet unless I tell you to growl.” Keeping close to the trees, she ran after the

second vehicle, Jasper doing his best to obey her and not growl the whole way. 

Chapter Thirteen



Elain didn’t know what the hell Jasper was, but now was  not the time to be questioning it. She seemed to be talking to

him—rather,  he was talking to  her—and she wouldn’t argue about that. Not if it meant getting the babies back safely. 

She didn’t know what the hell Brighton was up to, but if he so much as  bruised one of those babies, she’d rip his throat

out herself, brother-in-law or not. 

Then again, if he was in fact the one who’d hurt her mom, he was a dead wolf walking regardless. And that would be

before her father got his paws on him. 

That Jasper kept calling him the “crazy wolf” didn’t help her mood any. 

She knew exactly where Brighton was heading once the carload of cockatrice passed them. By Elain’s best guess, there

were at least five of them inside. 

She stopped. “Jasper,  stop. This is fucking ridiculous.” She checked that she had a round in the chamber and the safety

off on the gun, grabbed Jasper’s collar, and closed her eyes, hoping she didn’t foul this up. The cave wasn’t very far from the

rock pile, so she imagined the two of them materializing inside it and hoped like hell Brighton wasn’t there. 

When she opened her eyes, she grimly smiled, glad to see she’d put them exactly where she’d planned to inside the cave, 

with the opening just feet in front of them, covered by brush. 

And it was unoccupied except by them. 

She released Jasper’s collar and walked to the cave entrance after double-checking the safety on the gun. There wasn’t

anyone in the clearing in front of the cave, so she climbed through the brush, Jasper right behind her. 

In  the  distance,  she  thought  she  heard  a  vehicle  approaching  and  realized  it  was  the  one  that  had  just  passed  her  and

Jasper on the fire road. 

“Stay behind me and stay out of sight,” she whispered to Jasper before hurrying toward the rock pile. 

How could she possibly forget this place? Now that she understood its original purpose, she realized how ironic it was

that they had killed Aliah there. Or maybe the woman wasn’t dead after all, but sent through a portal to another realm. 

 Lina  did  tell her to go to hell. 

As they circled around in the woods, staying out of sight of the rock pile, Elain fought every instinct she had not to just

go charging out of the brush. That could very likely get her or the babies killed. 

At that point, she didn’t give a damn about Brighton. 

Jasper followed like a silent shadow behind her. She turned and knelt, whispering into his ear. 

“Sneak around and get a look. Don’t let them see or hear you. Come back to me and tell me what’s going on.” 

Like  a  flash,  he  disappeared  through  the  brush.  Whether  or  not  Brighton  would  recognize  the  dog  even  if  he  did  spot

Jasper remained to be seen. The cockatrice wouldn’t know who the hell he was. 

As Elain knelt there, she heard one of the babies, Connor, let out a wailing cry. When she felt pain in her left palm, she

realized she’d balled her hand into a fist so tightly that her nails had drawn blood. 

Jasper quickly returned, shoving his head against her left palm. 

 “Babies okay. Crazy wolf. Five dark ones.”  She received an image, from Jasper’s short point of view, of all of them on

top of the rock pile. The babies weren’t visible from his vantage so close to the ground, but he’d smelled and heard them up

there. 

Elain couldn’t think, could barely breathe through her fear. Yeah, she could try going in there and shooting everyone, but

no telling if the cockatrice were armed, and she didn’t dare risk the babies getting hurt. If it was just one or even two, she could

try materializing with her arms around the babies and disappearing again before anyone could react. 

But not all four, when she didn’t know how close they were to each other. 

And who did she save first? 

That was a choice she could not make. Colleen wasn’t her baby, but she’d sworn to Marston to protect her. 

A faint male voice came to her. “We’re here. Show us what you have.” 

She didn’t recognize the voice and suspected it belonged to one of the cockatrice. 

“I’ll do one better,” Brighton said. “The last person shall arrive any moment, and then we can begin.” 

“The Tablet better be there,” another one said. 

“Oh, it is,” Brighton assured them. “Have I steered you wrong yet? Once the portal is open, it shall be the beginning of a

new era.” 

 What the fucking  hell ? 

He was working  with the cockatrice? 

She knew Brighton was batshit crazy, but how could he be working  with them when he’d claimed to be fighting them for

all these years? 

“I’m still not sure we can trust you,” a third one said. 

“I told you. I occluded myself. Why do you think I have the babies today?” 

“There’s only four babies. There are five of us. And I thought occlusion had to be an even match, adult for adult?” 

“These are for the portal opening spell. You’ve seen the book.” 

“They stink of wolf, all of them.” 

“Blood of the enemy,” Brighton said. 

Panic started to set in as Elain knew time was slipping through her fingers. 

“Go around to the other side and distract them by barking,” she softly told Jasper. “Don’t get caught or hurt.” 

She tucked the gun into the back of her waistband and pulled her shirt down over it. The spare mags were in her back

left jeans pocket. As Jasper took off into the brush again, Elain crept closer, just to the edge of the underbrush, where she could

barely see what was going on. 

She didn’t have a clear shot at any of them. 

When Jasper started barking, all of them moved to the far side of the rock pile, and Elain bolted from the trees, scaling

the rock face and pulling the gun out as she cleared the top.  She managed two shots, taking out two of the cockatrice, before

Brighton turned. 

It wasn’t the sick grin on his face that froze her in fear. 

It  was  the  sight  of  Ellie  in  his  arms,  one  of  the  cockatrice  ceremonial  knives  in  his  right  hand,  the  tip  of  it  almost

touching her throat. 

“Put the gun down, Elain.” 

“Who the  fuck is she?” one of the three surviving cockatrice screamed, their own guns now drawn. 

“Do not fire on her.” Brighton’s steady gaze as he met hers chilled her to the bone. “We need her alive. She’s the last

piece of the puzzle I was waiting on.” 

“You betrayed us!” one of the three men screamed. 

“No, she simply caught me unaware. Oh, and Elain, if you don’t put that gun down, I shall slit her throat right now.” 

“Brighton, what the fuck are you doing?” she asked, hoping her voice didn’t sound as shaky as it felt. 

“You’re one of them,” Brighton said. 

She realized he wore a large amulet around his neck, something that looked like a cross between bloodstone and tiger’s

eye, and his eyes had gone completely black. 

Even his voice sounded…wrong. “I’m going to open the portal between the realms and once and for all end this battle

between the races. The way it should be.” 

She  spotted  a  familiar-looking  spell  book  on  the  ground  next  to  the  makeshift  altar  he’d  set  up,  where  the  other  three

babies were lying next to ceremonial stones that looked like—

“Brighton,” she begged, “please do  not do this! Think of your brothers!” 

“I am, Elain. I’m thinking of them very much. Put. The bloody. Gun. Down.” 

Elain finally knelt and set it on the rocks. 

“Excellent. Now stand over there, in the circle, if you don’t mind.” 

“Brighton—” 

“One more word and I spill her blood. Even you are not strong enough to save her from that.” 

He’d drawn a chalk circle on one of the flat center stones, with a small opening in it. 

A magick circle. 

Warm wind began to swirl around them. Elain shivered as she remembered her experience the day she’d come here. It

was almost as if she could hear Aliah, screaming, ranting at her, as if there, but not there. 

If he was going to open a portal between the realms, no telling what kind of evil he’d unleash. 

“You going to kill that brat, or what?” one of the men said. 

Before Elain could stop herself, she looked at the guy and envisioned his head exploding. 

Which it proceeded to do, scaring the crap not only out of her, but out of his two remaining compatriots as they were

showered with a spray of brains, blood, and bits of skull before his headless body collapsed to the rock beneath him. 

“Now, now, Elain,” Brighton lightly said. “Any more of  that nonsense and you watch your daughter die before you.” He

laid  the  knife  on  Ellie’s  chest  and  reached  into  his  pocket  to  pull  out  a  piece  of  chalk,  which  he  tossed  to  Elain  before  he

picked up the knife again and held it to Ellie’s throat. “Close the circle.” 

Elain  realized  the  knife  was  exactly  like  the  ones  they  had,  the  ones  that  had  been  used  to  kill  Kael’s  family,  the  one

Marston had used to kill Bertholde. 

She closed the circle and dropped the chalk. She tried to gauge her chance of killing him without hurting Ellie, and then

there were the two armed cockatrice behind her as well to deal with. 

Brighton went back to the spell book and nudged it over near the babies with his foot. He’d weighted the pages down

with rocks, eerily reminiscent to how they’d found Aliah had done it that day she’d tried to kill Lacey. 

As he started to chant, she realized he was reading from notes written in the margins, not just from the text itself. 

Behind her, she heard the two remaining cockatrice exclaim again as a warm wind picked up. Elain once again swore

she heard screaming, a woman’s screaming shriek. 

A familiar woman’s shriek. 

Aliah. 

Okay, that sort of answered the question of where they’d sent her when Lina had screamed at her to go to hell. 

While Brighton chanted, Elain watched as his eyes impossibly grew even blacker, larger, a glow forming in the center

of the amulet around his neck. 

Elain reached deep within her, terrified, as he raised the knife in his hand, preparing to plunge it into Ellie’s stomach. 

Elain held out her arms, waiting just until his arm and the knife began their sweeping downward arc to say the words in

an Alpha edict with all the power she could muster. 

“To me  now , Ellie Sulwen.” 

Brighton’s  knife  swished  through  the  empty  air  where  Ellie  had  been  and  plunged  into  his  own  stomach  as  the  baby

materialized, unharmed, in Elain’s arms. Brighton let out a strangled cry as the disembodied shriek turned into a piercing wail. 

 “GIVE ME BACK MY SON YOU FUCKING WOLF BITCH!” 

“Go to  hell,” Elain growled, throwing out her left hand as she clutched Ellie to her chest with her right arm. She swung

around and now she saw the faint but growing portal between her and the two surviving cockatrice. She was going to order the

men into the portal when someone materialized in front of her, a man, his back to her. 

“Tor maleium directus illuminae maneant in aeternum!” Ryan’s voice boomed as he made a fist and the portal moved, 

shifting, sucking up the two cockatrice men before swirling shut and cutting off both the increasingly hot wind as well as the

woman’s scream. 

Ryan turned. “Elain! Watch out!” 

Brighton was coming at her with the knife, which was covered in his blood. She shoved the baby at Ryan, then grabbed

Brighton’s wrist as she had countless times before in class with a sparring partner, and disarmed him before flipping him onto

his back, where he hit the rock with a jarring thud. 

She dropped the knife and knelt next to Brighton. 

“Careful, Elain!” Ryan warned, reaching over with his free hand and snatching the amulet from around Brighton’s neck, 

the leather cord snapping. 

“What the  fuck were you doing, you batshit crazy bastard?” she screamed at Brighton. 

Brighton’s  spittle  was  red  with  blood  as  he  launched  a  wad  of  it  at  her.  “You’re   one  of  them!  One  of  those  fecking

cockatrice!  You  stink  of  them  the  way  that  baby  girl  over  there  does!  You’ve  bewitched  my  brothers  and  changed  Ain’s

memory!  Your  father  was  in  cahoots  with  Abernathy!  Because  of  you,  our  parents  died  you  fecking  cunt!  I  found  the  baby

cockatrice that Ain killed that day. He didn’t just murder that creature’s mate, but its spawn as well, and he  cannot lie to me! 

So you changed his memory, and that’s dark magick!” 

“He’s insane,” Ryan softly said from right next to her. “And he’s dying. You have a serious choice to make.  Right now.” 

She looked up at him. “What? What the  hell are you talking about?” 

He nodded toward where Colleen was now sitting up and wailing, as were Connor and Joss. “Brighton’s already dying. 

He’s an Alpha wolf, albeit a damned daft one. His blood and life energy can occlude Colleen, but only if you do it before he

dies.” 

“I-I—” 

“I’ll  be  right  back.”  Ryan  disappeared,  with  Ellie,  before  Elain  could  stop  him.  When  he  returned  less  than  three

seconds later, he had a very shaken-looking Lacey with him. 

“Where the  hell is my baby?” 

“I laid her on the couch next to Carla. She’s safe.” 

“What the—oh my Goddess!” Lacey dropped to her knees next to Brighton. “What the hell happened?” 

“He’s…he’s insane,” Elain said. “He tried to kill Ellie. He was going to open a portal and send me and the babies and

some cockatrice through. I don’t know how the hell he got in contact with them. He thought I was working with the cockatrice, 

and he had them fooled into thinking he was a cockatrice who’d occluded himself as a wolf.” 

Brighton had his hands pressed against his abdomen, where blood now pooled around him on the rock below. 

Ryan knelt down. “Lacey, Elain can occlude Colleen without giving up her powers. Using him.” 

Lacey looked at  Ryan, looked to where the babies were still sitting, all three now wailing, and then she jumped up to

grab Colleen. 

Elain fell back on her ass, the full weight of what happened sinking in. “I…I have to get the guys. I have to get—” 

“No!” Lacey said as she started stripping the toddler’s clothes off her. “Ryan, hand me that knife.” 

He  passed  it  to  her  hilt  first.  Lacey  looked  across  Brighton  at  Elain.  “Do  it.  He’s  going  to  die,  because  he  cannot  be

allowed to live. He’s an insane rogue Alpha, and he’ll only try to kill again. There is  no helping him except putting his soul to

rest for good.” Lacey held the knife out to her. 

Elain recoiled. “He’s my husbands’ brother! I can’t just kill him!” 

“He’s  dying,” Ryan insisted. “It got his artery below his heart. He’ll bleed out in a few minutes. He cannot be saved.” 

“I can…I can poof him to a hospital! I can—” 

“And then, even if he survives, he’ll try to kill the babies and you again!” Lacey screamed. “Fucking  do it, Elain!” 

“I don’t know  how!” 

“As you told Callie that day, just  feel it! He’s an adult. You don’t have to give up your powers to occlude her with his

blood and life force. That’s how the cockatrice do it anyway, only this isn’t dark magick.” 

“Like  hell it’s not!” 

“It is the only way, Elain,” Ryan softly said. 

Feeling ill, Elain finally took the knife from Lacey as the old Seer held the now naked toddler in her arms. 

Elain stared down into Brighton’s eyes, which had returned to their usual brown color. 

“Why?” she tearfully asked. “Why did you do this?” 

“You’re evil, that’s why!” he screamed. “I’ve been hunting these beasts ever since they murdered  our  sisters!  I  found

that  amulet  in  the  burned-out  hut  where  Ain  killed  that  infant.  You  somehow  wiped  his  memory  of  killing  it.  I  saw  you

dematerializing before you ever admitted you could do it. Your father worked with Abernathy, and that baby you adopted was

born to cockatrice!  Somehow, you must have killed to occlude it.  I saw the birth certificate on your phone, because  I saw it

when Brodey showed me baby pictures of Ellie’s birth. You’re evil! Worse still, you named your evil spawn after our mother

and sister. I sent the others out today so I could take care of the real business!” 

Tears streamed down Elain’s face. She looked at Ryan. “Isn’t there  any other way?” she begged. 

He grimly shook his head. 

Elain was kneeling on Brighton’s right side. She grabbed his right hand and held the point of the blade against his palm, 

even as he tried to weakly pull away. 

She took a deep breath. “Goddess above, goddess below. Goddess of all, your eyes do know. ” 

Elain instinctively traced a sigil against his flesh, drawing blood, going by what her gut told her to do, the tip of the knife

starting to glow much in the same way it had when Callie and Gigi had both done their things. 

She grabbed his left hand and traced another sigil. “Goddess you see, goddess you hear, Goddess of all, please feel my

 fear. ” 

Lacey held Colleen so Elain could reach her palms and she traced the lines on her hands, too. 

“Blood has been spilled and hate has been wrought. But innocent child to this place has been brought. ” 

Elain  grabbed  Brighton’s  hands  and  held  them  out  despite  his  weak  struggles  so  Lacey  could  hold  the  baby’s  hands

pressed against his palms. To do so, Lacey had to lay Colleen on Brighton’s chest, in his blood, which Elain knew they’d have

to do anyway. 

“This girl’s soul is pure and this man’s soul is sour. When this child is seen, only wolf is her power. ” 

Elain  had  Lacey  hold  Brighton’s  hands  around  Colleen’s  as  Elain  sobbed  and  dipped  both  her  hands  into  Brighton’s

blood, smearing it all over the toddler and even dipping her fingers into Colleen’s mouth. 

“From a soul sick with grief now a blessing bestown, and throughout her whole life as pure wolf is she known. ” 

Elain felt her power rising, growing around her, much as it had before in the times she’d joined with Lina and Mai, like

liquid wasabi in her veins, flowing through her from the ground up. 

“As his life force is ending, this child’s has begun. May peace be her future and good now has won. ” 

“It’s working,” Lacey said. “Keep going, Elain. Don’t you  dare fucking stop.” 

Brighton looked up at Elain. “Please…no…” 

“Goddess of All, I beg of you please, may this man’s soul know rest, may this man’s soul know peace. All through his

 life he’s had thoughts strange and wrong. But his heart meant no evil and his pain shall be gone. As flows the bloodline of

 this wolf and his brothers, all shall see this girl as one wolf to another. ” 

Elain choked back another sob as Brighton’s struggles ceased, his breath now coming in shallow gasps. 

“And  now  this  spell  starts  even  as  one  life  ends,  no  waste  for  this  blood  as  this  girl’s  bloodline  mends.  From  this

 very point forward, full wolf shall all see. And as I spake it, SO MOTE IT BE! ” 

The last four words she delivered tearfully screaming them to the sky, grief flaring within her as she knew  Brighton’s

life was ending. 

A  brief  burst  of  light  enveloped  Brighton  and  Colleen’s  hands  where  Lacey  held  them  pressed  together.  Elain  started

sobbing, realizing he was gone. 

And she’d basically killed him. 

Worse, maybe she could have saved him, but instead used him, her mates’ brother, to occlude Marston’s baby. 

The very man who’d killed their parents. 

Lacey shoved Colleen at Elain. “Take her to Marston. Now. Go!” 

“What? I—” 

“Ryan and I will take care of this. You, go.  Now. And stay there until Ryan comes for you. Go, dammit!” 

Elain held the squirming toddler, who was now starting to cry and reach for Lacey. Colleen was slick, covered head to

toe with Brighton’s still-warm blood. Which now covered Elain, too. 

Ryan  turned  to  Elain  and  started  to  mutter  something.  Elain  found  herself  standing,  dazed,  in  the  middle  of  Marston’s

living  room.  He’d  been  sitting  on  the  couch  reading  and  let  out  a  startled  sound  that  began  as  a  chuckle  before  he  launched

himself off the couch with a horrified yell. 

“Bloody fucking hell! Elain! Are you…is she…” 

Elain met his gaze, this man she technically owned by oath, her uncle, a man who’d helped ruin her life by proxy, a man

who’d killed her mates’ parents. 

And those were some of his lesser evils. 

And as she tightly clutched a squirming, crying Colleen against her, Elain burst into sobbing, agonized, wordless tears. 

Chapter Fourteen



When Marston finally realized that neither Elain nor Colleen were injured, that the blood wasn’t theirs, he raced over to

his front door, threw the bolt so no one could enter unannounced, and herded Elain to the master bathroom in his suite. She still

held the bloody toddler, who now was fussing, but no longer crying the way she had been. 

He had a shower in there, and he bundled Elain and Colleen into it, clothes and all, turning the water on and checking the

warmth before rolling up his shirt sleeves and taking down the hand-held showerhead to start rinsing the blood off them. 

He  wore  a  grim  look  and  didn’t  speak  as  Elain  leaned  against  the  wall  and  sobbed.  She  finally  slid  down  the  wall, 

sitting, kicking off her sneakers and rocking back and forth with Colleen in her arms as Marston tried to rinse them off as best

he could. He sat, too, half in and half out of the shower stall, getting soaked himself and not caring, apparently. 

Brighton…gone. He would have killed Ellie, Connor, Joss, and Colleen. 

He’d tried to send Elain to some…whatever the hell that place was…

And he was dead. 

Because of her. 

She finally turned Colleen around so she was facing forward, so Marston could reach her front and rinse the blood off

her there. He examined her, a worried father, obviously. 

Elain finally met his eyes. “Look, I—” 

“Shh, it’s all right,” he gently said. 

Somehow, that tender, calm tone, coming from  him, broke her heart even more. 

“You need to know.” 

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t think I should know,” he quietly said. “She’s obviously uninjured. I damn well

know what wolf blood smells like.” 

Elain nodded, another round of choking tears taking over. “Looks like I owe you an apology, Damocles.” 

The barest hint of a smile. “Elain, you owe me nothing.” He examined Colleen’s hands, where the marks had completely

faded. “I…I pray it wasn’t one of your men.” 

She shook her head. “No.” She dragged in a shuddering breath. “I…I need to tell you. Please?” 

He  nodded.  “All  right.”  He  kicked  off  his  own  shoes  and  climbed  into  the  shower  to  sit  next  to  her,  draping  an  arm

around Elain’s shoulders. 

Never  something  she  ever  thought  she’d  do,  she  laid  her  head  against  his  shoulder  and  told  him  the  story,  once  again

crying her way through it. When she finished, he let out a sad-sounding sigh. 

“I believe you had no choice. I know I’m biased, but perhaps Lacey and Ryan made the right call.” 

“Lacey called Brighton a rogue wolf. Is that what he was?” 

“It certainly sounds like it.”  He let out another sigh. “Then again, there are those who rightfully label me one as well. 

I’m so, so sorry, Elain. I truly am. Terribly sorry.” 

“Colleen’s safe, though,” Elain whispered. “He was still alive and I used his blood and life force without having to give

up my powers. She’s occluded. No one will be able to tell now. Not even a Seer.” 

“What happens next?” 

“I  don’t  know.”  She  stared  down  at  Colleen,  who  looked  up  at  her  with  trusting  eyes  which  were  still  their  original

color.  Colleen had already been part wolf, whereas  Connor had been full-blooded cockatrice. “I don’t know.  How do  I live

with this?” 

“You didn’t kill him. He stabbed himself and would have killed your daughter if you hadn’t done what you did.” 

“Maybe if I’d taken him to the ER or something—” 

“And explained, what, exactly? That you just appeared out of nowhere with a stabbing victim who wants to kill you? I

think not.” 

“I shouldn’t have told you. I’m sorry.” 

“Why are you apologizing to me? My dear, while I genuinely feel horrible for the circumstances, I’m not going to lie and

say it’s not a relief to know she is now safe. She isn’t going to be stuck spending her whole life here in Bolivia or at your side

for protection.” 

“Yeah, but if someone asks you—” 

He shrugged. “I’ll lie. Or you can edict me not to tell.” 

“You’re not my mate.” 

“So? I’ve pledged myself to you. Not as a mate, no, but as we’ve already established, you own my ass. Literally. Edict

me not to reveal this except to anyone you’ve told me to.” 

She took a shuddering breath and finally met his gaze. “I’m edicting you  not to tell anyone about this unless I clear them

to know.” 

He tried to smile for her. “See? Wasn’t so difficult.” 

Elain held Colleen’s hands. “Little girl, I hope you don’t remember any of this.” 

Marston cleared his throat. 

“Really?” 

“Can’t hurt, right?” he said. “Might as well try it.” 

Elain stared into her eyes. “Colleen, you will have  no memory of this day,” she softly said. 

Colleen looked up at her and grinned, giggling. 

“It’s like she answered me.” 

“She did,” Ryan said from where he leaned against the bathroom doorway. 

“I’m assuming you’re Ryan Ausar?” Marston asked. 

He grimly nodded. Elain realized he carried a plush, white bathrobe draped over his arms. The same one she’d seen him

wearing the night they chatted a few weeks earlier. 

“Brighton  was  far  more  insane  than  I  ever  imagined  him  to  be,”  Ryan  said.  “I  came  because  I  felt  the  disturbance  of

someone  opening  an  off-Earth  portal  where  none  had  any  business  being  opened,  to  a  realm  that  damn  sure  shouldn’t  be

connected to the Earth realm.” 

He walked over and stood next to the shower. “Elain, you and I will need to talk sooner rather than later about getting

you an amulet so you can summon me as needed.  It was inexcusable for me to leave you so vulnerable.  For that  I apologize

profusely and take full responsibility for the events today.” 

“You didn’t know he was going to do this. Did you?” 

“No.  I’d felt a little rumbling earlier today, checked things out, but didn’t sense anything amiss.  If  I alerted you every

time I sensed a rumbling you’d be seeing me far too often for your mates’ liking.” 

He offered her a smile, but while she appreciated the effort and the gesture, she felt like anything but smiling. 

“The other babies?” she asked. 

“All safe at Lacey’s.” 

“Mom?” 

“She  was  attacked  by  a  cockatrice.  Connor  and  Ellie,  because  they  were  your  children,  were  kidnapped.  Brighton

bravely gave chase, rescued the two children, and passed them off to you, who’d followed Jasper, who’d followed Brighton. 

Everything happened in a blur. Brighton ordered you to go back to Lacey’s to get the kids to safety and check on your mom, told

you to stay there and guard them all in case there were more of the cockatrice in the area, wanted you to protect the babies. 

“You  got  in  touch  with  me,  and  I  went  looking.  There  was  apparently  a  confrontation  on  the  rock  pile,  and…no  one

knows for certain what happened after that. Lacey now has in her possession the knife, third spell book, and other accouterment

that  I discovered there. And if you need me and  Lacey to tell this story to your men so you don’t have to loophole your way

through it, we certainly will. You have been through a traumatic experience, and it’s no wonder you don’t wish to speak of it.” 

“Brighton’s body?” 

“It  has…disappeared.  There  was  a  pool  of  blood  on  top  of  the  rock  pile  that  smelled  like  Brighton’s  blood.  But  the

whereabouts  of  his  body  or  his  other  attackers,  or  the  identity  or  even  the  condition  of  his  other  attackers,  is  currently

unknown.” 

Gooseflesh rippled up her arms as her previous vision came to mind. That had been what she’d seen. The pool of blood. 

Ryan’s gaze stared into hers and she  knew. 

She knew  exactly where Brighton’s body now lay. 

“What about the two I shot, and the one I made…” She shuddered, realizing she now had a power better than shooting

fireballs. 

And it terrified her. 

Ryan’s  green  gaze  steadily  met  hers.  “What  three  bodies?  There  were  signs  of  a  struggle,  but  likely  their  compatriots

took any bodies with them as well.” 

“Jasper!” She’d forgotten about him in the commotion. “Where is he? Is he okay?” 

“Safely  guarding  the  children  at  Lacey’s.  Gigi  is  there  now  with  them,  and  Callie  has  driven  your  mother  to  the  ER. 

Your mother will tell them she tripped going down the cellar stairs.” 

“Did you help her think that?” 

“No, I simply told her that it would be an easier version of the story to give to clueless humans.” 

“All neat and tidy, huh?” Elain bitterly said. 

“Would you have it any other way?” His tone hardened. “Perhaps break your men’s hearts that their brother nearly killed

their mate, children, and two other innocent children? This way, at least, they can think he died a hero.” 

“Easy, now,” Marston said. “Please don’t make this harder on her.” 

“I’m not,” Ryan said. “But those are interesting words coming from  your mouth, Marston. There’s a larger picture here

to  keep  in  mind.  Frankly,  I’m  not  interested  in  anyone’s  feelings  right  now.  I’m  more  interested  in  learning  exactly  how  an

Alpha wolf managed to hide from his brothers and everyone else for so long the fact that he had a cockatrice spell book and

amulet, and the knife and other items. As well as where he got them from, and that he knew how to do cockatrice dark magick.” 

“The  amulet  came  from  a  cockatrice  Ain  killed,”  she  said.  “A  female.  The  mate  of  the  one  who  killed  their  sisters. 

That’s what he said, that he found it in the ruins of the fire that day. I don’t know where Brighton got the other stuff.” 

Ryan knelt so he could look them both in the eye. “I am not unsympathetic to the events of today. However, this is part of

the job, as it were. This is one of the things we do so that the greater good is preserved, and Earthlings go about their clueless, 

bumbling lives none the wiser.” 

Elain finally nodded. “I’m sorry, Ryan. You’re right. Thank you.” 

His expression softened. “No, I’m sorry that it came to this and I didn’t know to intervene sooner.” 

“How do I face my guys?” she asked, struggling not to cry again. “How do I ever look them in the eyes again?” 

“You  just  do,”  Ryan  said.  “Seer  Says.  Part  of  the  job.  This  is  the  cycle  of  life.  By  the  embers  dies  the  fire.  Brighton

chose the path he walked and extinguished his own flame by his actions. You had to maintain balance, and letting him send you

to some off-Earth realm would not have served the greater balance. How do you think your men would have handled learning

their insane brother killed their children and banished or killed their mate?  It would have destroyed them. You hold a secret

that preserves their…well, not happiness, but it maintains an illusion that would serve no useful purpose to destroy.” 

When  Colleen reached for her father,  Elain let go of her.  Elain realized she was now soaking wet, and still had some

blood on her clothes. Then there were the two magazines in her back pocket. 

“My gun.” 

“Handled,” Ryan said. 

“My scent? The other babies?” 

“Taken care of. Your scent at the rock pile is explained by the fact that you went there before. Fortunately, you told the

others about that. The scent of the babies is incidental and transferred via contact from when you rescued the two children, not

directly. I moved your van back to Lacey’s and disposed of the cockatrices’ car so it will not be found. The wolves will think

they escaped.” 

Elain stared at Colleen. “She’s really safe now, right? From her bloodline?” 

Ryan nodded. “She is. Anyone will believe she is full-blooded wolf. Even Seers.” 

Marston passed the shower head to Elain and stood, Colleen in his arms. 

“Ryan, could you please pass me a towel for her?” he asked. 

“I can go get her dressed, if you’d like.” 

“Uh, sure. Okay. Thank you.” 

Ryan  hung  the  bathrobe  over  the  towel  rack  and  took  the  towel-swaddled  toddler  from  him.  Colleen  grinned  at  Ryan, 

making Elain smile. 

“The Devil’s great with kids,” Elain tried to joke. “Good thing, too.” 

“Why’s that?” Marston asked. 

“Never mind,” Elain and Ryan both said as their gazes met. 

“Seer Says,” Elain added. 




* * * *

 

Marston climbed out of the shower and pulled the shower curtain shut, quickly stripping and tossing his wet clothes in

his bathtub after pulling a towel around him. Then he left Elain alone in the bathroom. 

She dragged herself to her feet, hung the shower head up, and stripped her clothes off, too, rinsing off. 

She felt…

She didn’t know what the hell she felt. 

Numb. 

After finishing, she shut the water off, grabbed another towel to dry off, then pulled on the robe Ryan had brought her. It

felt sinfully plush and comfy. 

She wrung the excess water out of her clothes, poured the water out of her sneakers, and piled it all up on the shower

floor where she could easily reach it. She’d need a garbage bag or something. 

She opened the bathroom door just as Ryan was about to knock. “Oh, right. There you are. Ready to return?” 

“Return?” 

“To Lacey’s. We’ll finish going over the story there.” 

“Is my mom going to be okay?” 

“I should think so, yes. Just a broken arm.” 

“Is she going to be able to stick to the story?” 

“Yes, she is. I’ve taken care of it.” He stared at her. 

“Sure. Okay.” She walked past him, to where Marston had pulled on a pair of shorts and was in Colleen’s room. “Do

you have any garbage bags? My clothes are wet.” 

“Under the kitchen sink.” 

“Thanks.”  She  started  to  walk  down  the  hall,  stopped,  turned,  and  walked  into  Colleen’s  room.  Then  she  hugged

Marston, tightly. “Thank you.” 

He finally returned her hug. “Thank  you.” 

She stared at him for a moment. “You’re my uncle and I can’t even admit to anyone that I know you.” 

He smiled, but it held no humor. “Yes, I know.” 

She stroked Colleen’s damp hair, then leaned in to kiss the girl’s forehead. “We’re going to have our hands full with her

when she’s older, I bet.” 

“Ortega’s already promised to assign guards to her to scare boys away.” 

Elain snickered. “I can believe it.” Her humor faded. “Dammit, I don’t know what to do about Fiona,” she said. 

“Considering I don’t think Ortega will let her too far out of his sight for now, I think we have a while yet to worry about

that. She’s spending the weekend here with one of the cousins.” 

“I know.” 

She headed for the kitchen, grabbed a plastic bag, then stopped in the nursery doorway one last time. “We really gotta

stop meeting like this. People are going to talk.” She forced a smile she didn’t feel. 

Marston managed a chuckle. “Yes, I certainly wouldn’t want to cast aspersions upon your reputation, my dear.” 

Ryan silently watched this play out, following Elain back to the bathroom where he took the bag from her, gathered up

her clothes and sneakers, and stuffed them into the bag. Without a word, he held out his hand and she took it. 

They appeared in the spare bedroom at Lacey’s, Elain choking back a sob to see the three babies safe and sound in their

portable cribs and already falling asleep again. Jasper sat up and wagged his tail, dashing over to Ryan and earning himself a

pat on the head. 

“What the  hell is he?” she flatly asked. 

Ryan sighed. “Not a what, but a who, and you should ask him that for yourself.” 

The  door  burst  open  and  Lacey  let  out  a  sigh  of  relief.  “There  you  are!”  She  threw  her  arms  around  Elain.  “Oh, 

sweetheart. We’ll get through this.” 

They  left  the  nursery  door  open  and  Jasper  once  again  took  up  his  sentry  position  on  the  floor.  Gigi  met  them  in  the

living room and hugged  Elain.  Lacey dumped  Elain’s clothes into the washing machine after retrieving  Elain’s phone, which

was wet and ruined, her pocket knife, and the two spare magazines. 

Ryan held out his hand for the phone, and seconds later, it was as good as new. 

“Perk of the rank.” He smiled as he returned it to Elain. 

“Is Mom okay?” Elain asked. 

“Callie called me five minutes ago,” Lacey said. “They’re at the ER and seeing her now. She’ll be fine.” 

They all settled at the table after Lacey poured Elain a very stiff bourbon with ice and set it in front of her. 

Ryan went through the story with them. 

“Wait, why is Gigi here to listen to this?” Elain said. 

The former Immortal blushed. “Because I have…information.” 

“What information?” 

“You know I saw Ain kill the cockatrice mother and child and set fire to the hut.” 

“Yeah?” 

“I also saw Brighton take the amulet from her body.” 

Elain stared at her, mouth gaping. “Gee, ya  think ya could have fucking told me that a while ago? Oh, like the day we

 fucking adopted Connor?” 

“I’m  sorry.  I  honestly  didn’t  realize  what  it  was  at  the  time.  I  spent  very  little  time  around  Brighton.  To  be  brutally

honest, I had bigger responsibilities to worry about. How was I to know it was more than a mere trinket? I didn’t get that good

of a look at it.” 

“So how’d he get the damn book then? The knife? And how am I supposed to explain all this?” 

“The  amulet,”  Ryan  said.  “You  can  admit  I  took  possession  of  it,  because  that  is  the  truth.  It  has  no  business  being

available for anyone else to make use of it to open passage to that off-Earth realm. Since that absolutely is my jurisdiction, it

only makes sense. No one knew Brighton had it, so we’ll say that it’s of uncertain origin and it was on the rock pile with the

other  items.  We’ll  claim  the  book  and  other  items  were  brought  there  by  the  cockatrice,  not  Brighton.  I  made  a  quick  tour

through his room here and his house in Florida, and there were a few other items I discovered that were similar in nature and I

added them to the pile.” 

“Where are they?” 

“Coffee table,” Gigi quietly said. “In a cloth grocery bag.” 

Elain took several long gulps of the drink, wincing as it went down. “What have we heard back from the others?” 

“Nothing yet,” Lacey said. “We will soon, I’m sure.” 

“Where is he?” she asked Ryan. She didn’t need to clarify. 

Ryan tipped his head toward Lacey’s back door. 

Elain got up, a little wobbly, and headed for the back door with the other three behind her. Going down the steps, and

remembering how Ryan had hidden Mercedes’ grave that day, Elain walked almost all the way to the back gate before turning

around and looking. 

Carefully looking. 

He would have occluded the smell, too. 

She crossed her arms over her chest, closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and silently whispered to herself,  “See.” 

When  she  opened  her  eyes,  she  spotted  it,  over  on  the  other  side  of  the  garden  from  Mercedes  and  the  sundial,  with

several rosemary plants on top of it. Mature plants several feet tall each. 

No one would suspect. 

She walked over and sank to her knees there. “Thank you, Ryan,” she said. “You remembered.” 

The other three hadn’t moved from the porch. “I thought it apropos.” 

She finally got to her feet, wobbling a little from the stress and the booze, and returned to the house. She sat at the table

and finished her drink before staring up at Ryan. 

“Guess you want your bathrobe back, huh?” 

He smirked. “Eventually, yes. I’m rather fond of it.” 

“Why don’t you go take another shower in my bathroom?” Lacey suggested. “Use my soap and stuff. I’ll give you a T-

shirt and shorts to wear until your clothes are clean.” 

“So I don’t smell like Ryan.” 

The other three didn’t answer. 

Elain silently swore before letting out a sigh. “So I don’t smell like  Marston. Martin. What-the-fuck-ever. Got it.” Elain

forced herself back up, swaying a little on her feet. She hugged Ryan first. “Thank you.” 

“I’m  truly  sorry,  Elain.  In  a  few  days,  I’ll  get  with  you  privately  about  an  amulet.  It  will  allow  you  to  summon  me

immediately.” 

“Thanks.” She hugged Gigi, feeling waves of guilt from her friend. “It’s not your fault.” 

“I kind of feel like it is, partially.” 

“You didn’t know.” Elain headed for Lacey’s bathroom. Lacey gave Elain clothes and waited just outside the door for

Elain to hand her the robe. 

When Elain emerged a few minutes later, Gigi was on the phone, and so was Lacey. 

Ryan had departed. 

Elain  went  to  check  on  her  clothes  in  the  wash  before  pouring  herself  another  large  drink  and  carrying  it  out  onto  the

back porch, where she sat on the steps. 

As she sipped, she stared first at the sundial, where Mercedes lay. Then to the rosemary bushes marking Brighton’s final

resting spot. 

 I hate this fucking job. 

As she went through the day’s events in her mind, this time with the semi-numbing effects of the booze, something hit

her. 

Brighton said he saw Connor’s birth certificate on her phone because Brodey showed him. 

“Shit!”  She  got  up  and  went  back  inside,  grabbing  her  phone.  Sure  enough,  in  her  pictures,  she  found  the  ones  she’d

never gotten around to deleting after Bolivia. 

“Aw, fuck!” 

“What?” Lacey asked. 

She supposed it didn’t matter. She showed Lacey the phone. She took it, frowning. 

Gigi walked over, her face falling. “You weren’t supposed to keep any of that!” 

“I didn’t mean to! I completely forgot about it. I don’t know if Brodey actually saw the birth certificate, or if Brighton

was nosey and swiped through and saw it when looking at baby pictures.” 

“Did Brodey mention anything?” 

“No,  but  that  doesn’t  mean  he  didn’t  see  it.”  She  slumped  against  the  wall.  “Shit.”  She  finally  e-mailed  herself  the

pictures from the Bolivia notes, including Connor’s baby picture, before deleting them from her phone. “Who was that on the

phone?” 

“Brodey and the others are on their way back,” Lacey said. “They’ll drop Liam at the hospital. Callie said your mom is

fine, they x-rayed it, just a fracture. She’ll get a cast and some painkillers and be good as new.” 

“He could have killed her.” 

“But he didn’t,” Lacey firmly said. “And even better, she didn’t know it was Brighton who did it. She doesn’t even have


to lie.” 

“This fucking sucks.” 

“Welcome to our world,” Gigi lightly snarked. 

Elain went back to the porch and sat, staring at the yard. 

Lacey joined her. 

“I think I want to talk about what’s buried in your yard now,” Elain quietly said. “Before everyone else gets back.” 

Lacey sighed. “I couldn’t tell you before,” she said. “I saw Brighton, dead, getting buried by Ryan.” 

“Why couldn’t you tell me?” 

“Because you would have suspected Ryan of something bad when the truth was he just saved our asses. Literally.” 

Elain didn’t have an answer for that. 

Mostly because Lacey was absolutely right. 

“I didn’t have anything definite  to tell you,” Lacey added. “What was I supposed to say? ‘In the future, Brighton dies.’

Well,  everyone dies, eventually. It could have been a day or in millennia. I had no idea when it would happen. It wasn’t a clear

enough vision, and I didn’t want you to distrust Ryan when I had no context about how Brighton died, much less when.” 

“So who else?” Elain quietly asked. “Mercedes told me it’s a garden of secrets.” 

“You’re a keeper,” she said. “You already know that one.” 

Elain did, but knew she couldn’t tell her friend the Tablet of Trammel in her garden was a fake. 

“What else?” Elain asked. “Or, should I ask, who else?” 

Lacey didn’t answer at first. “Seer Says?” 

Elain let out a snort. “Sure. Why the fuck not?” 

“Jocko helped me bury one of Rodolfo’s sons. A beta. Twenty-five years ago he showed up, lying about who he was. 

Jocko and I recognized who he was immediately. He’d been living in Europe for a lot of years. Rodolfo probably thought we

wouldn’t know who he was, but there was that…something. In retrospect, he was probably bearing a slight hint of his father’s

smell.” 

“So you just killed him?” 

“No, I played along with him. He claimed to be looking for his missing sister, asked if I had any info.” 

“Pretending to be Maureen’s brother?” 

“Yes. I offered him a drink, which I’d laced with enough Ketamine to knock out a horny bull moose. When he woke up, 

Jocko and I tortured him to find out exactly who he was, what he knew, and what he was doing here. Then we killed him and

buried him.” 

She said it so matter-of-factly that  Elain had to stare at her for a moment to make sure she wasn’t hearing an alcohol-

induced delusion. “What?” 

Lacey shrugged. “War is war. Rodolfo cut a baby out of a woman’s womb. A woman who was his own niece, whom he

raped. You haven’t heard even a fraction of the things Rodolfo’s done.” Lacey studied her. “Well, hell, you probably saw more

than even I or Jocko know. He killed my cousin. That man was damn lucky we didn’t keep him alive and mail him back to his

father a piece at a time. Not that Rodolfo would have given a shit, since the guy was a beta, not an Alpha.” 

Elain did know some of the things Rodolfo had done. She’d tried not to look at all the horrors during her trip through his

brain, but avoiding them all had been difficult, to say the least. 

“Anyone else I need to know about?” 

Grief weighed down the old Seer’s face. “Two stillborn children who never took their first breath,” she softly said. 

“Yours?” 

Lacey nodded. “That’s why I won’t ever leave here. I won’t leave them. That might have been nearly a hundred years

ago, but I won’t leave them. This is sacred ground, to me. It’s why Jocko made sure it was deeded over to me years ago, that

the Clan can never take it from me unless I want to deed it back.” 

Elain stared out over the backyard. “Wait…” She turned to look at Lacey. “Your mate has been dead…” 

Lacey evenly met her gaze. “Yes?” 

Elain didn’t look away first. Lacey finally did, letting out a sigh of her own. “Jocko and I are too old for pups anyway. 

It’s a sign from the Goddess. He got a vasectomy decades ago so it’s not a worry any longer.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

Lacey  shrugged.  “It  is  what  it  is.  Some  of  us  are  tied  to  this  land.  By  the  embers  dies  the  fire,  right?  I’m  technically

retired now.  It’s nice having a good thing to focus on for a change. A spark, a bright, shining spark of life that will take our

Clan into the next era and carry on.” 

“Colleen.” 

“Of  course  Colleen.  Not  just  her,  but  the  others.  Connor,  Joss,  Ellie,  Elise,  BettLynn,  Luke  and  George.”  She  smiled. 

“Mai’s little one. And Lina’s.” 

“But Lina’s not—” 

Lacey looked at her. “Yet. Soon.” 

“Ah.” A thought occurred to Elain. “You know what I did, don’t you? With Mai’s baby?” On the heels of that, another

thought, and a question she didn’t want to ask. “I’m not going to have a problem with you with that baby, am I?” 

The  old  Seer  shrugged.  “Once  a  soul  is  reborn,  it’s  a  fresh  start.  I  hold  no  grudges  against  an  innocent  child. Again, 

you’re a far stronger and better woman than I am, to give him a new chance.” Lacey sighed. “By the embers dies the fire, and

by the embers a fire is rekindled.” She met Elain’s gaze. “How that fire is kindled and tended is the key.” 

Elain suspected that was a point made to drive something home inside her. 

And she got it. 

Boy, did she. 

She’d  have  to  get  through  the  next  few  days  and  weeks  with  her  men,  though,  before  devoting  more  brain  cells  to

thinking about that. 

Chapter Fifteen



Upon the return of the others, a search for  Brighton was immediately launched, starting at the rock pile. After  Brodey

assured  himself  that  Elain  and  the  babies  were  safe,  he  edicted  her  to  stay  there  at  Lacey’s  with  the  kids  until  he  said

otherwise. 

An edict she was, for once, happy to follow. 

The  story,  as  it’d  been  told  to  Brodey  and  the  others,  was  that  after  Elain  took  the  kids  and  left  Brighton,  she  didn’t

witness what followed. 

Loopholing her ass off, of course, but she’d take the win. 

It didn’t hurt that Gigi, Callie, and Lacey filled in the story gaps where Elain couldn’t because of the whole inability to

lie to her mates thing. 

Which, in this case, was proving extremely inconvenient. 

On the one hand, she could publicly act upset that  Brighton was currently missing and would soon likely be presumed

dead, since no one would be able to figure out what happened to him and the large pool of blood, along with cockatrice blood, 

was an obvious sign that Brighton wasn’t healthy. 

On  the  other  hand,  Elain  inwardly  seethed  that  the  crazy  motherfucking  bastard  had  caused  her  mates  this  additional

worry and grief, and nearly killed her and her kids, her little brother, and another baby she loved very much. 

Brighton  had  been  opening  a  portal  between  Earth  and  some  unknown  realm,  where  it  appeared  Aliah  was  still

homicidally  alive  and  well  and  wanting  to  extract  some  vengeance  of  her  own.  Then  there  was  the  little  matter  of  them  not

knowing exactly what might have come through that portal to Earth in the past. 

Oh, and Brighton had invited cockatrice onto their Clan land. To kill them, yes, but still. 

Goddess only knew what else Brighton had done that they hadn’t had time to figure out yet. Like having the cockatrice

spell book. 

All she wanted to do right now was get drunk and not think about all of this for a few minutes. She hated that until her

life had changed when she met her men, she’d never actively sought to get drunk before. 

Other than the night her mom had dropped the bomb on her that she was a shifter. And then returning from her field trip

with Marston to visit her dad’s brothers and the Lyall cousin. 

Usually, Elain prided herself on being a very in-control kind of person. 

If it made her a shitty mother and even shittier mate for wanting to check out of reality for a little while, then so be it. 

In the confusion of the sudden return to the Clan territory, Lina, Mai, and Kitty had all been left behind without a vehicle

and were awaiting someone to come back for them. Both Lina and Mai called, and Elain assured them she was fine, the babies

were fine—although she did fib and say she’d rushed Colleen home to where she belonged when the shit hit the fan. 

Not a lie. 

Fortunately for Elain, neither of her friends could comfortably poof back there by themselves to be with her yet, and she

wasn’t about to poof them there. Elain used the excuse that besides Brodey’s edict, there were enough people running around

the Clan compound, and they still didn’t know what was going on, it was better to have as few people at risk as possible. 

Ain and  Cail wanted to fly up immediately, but  Elain asked them to wait until  Brodey spoke to them about that.  Since

Brodey was currently on his second wild wolf chase of the day—and again one he didn’t even realize he was engaged in—it

would be a while until he was back in cell phone range. 

Lacey took charge. The woman prepared what appeared to be impossible amounts of food, but everyone who stopped by

Lacey’s  house  that  day  and  into  the  long,  endless  night—all  the  dozens  of  shifters  who  rotated  in  and  out,  standing  guard, 

helping search, reporting back—found more than enough food waiting to fill their bellies and even take some out to others still

in the woods. 

Elain’s father had brought her mom back to  Lacey’s, and  Lacey had him put her down in her bed before he ran out to

gather their luggage. She was asleep now, thanks to the help of good painkillers. Outside Lacey’s house, it’d become an armed

encampment. They were using her place for staging. Not so much as a field mouse would be able to sneak through, much less a

cockatrice. 

That cockatrice wouldn’t be an issue, at least not there at Lacey’s, and not tonight, was something Elain couldn’t admit. 

Well, she could admit it, but not how she knew it. 

Lina and Mai returned and took BettLynn and the Beasts from Callie and were immediately shuttled off to the airport by

Ortega’s men, the women under orders from their men, to get them safely back to Florida immediately. Before they left, they’d

packed up all of Elain and Brodey’s things, as well as Carla and Liam’s things, and other shifters brought them to Lacey’s. 

No one wanted them leaving there. They could protect it, and would protect it. 

Elain sat on Lacey’s couch with the TV on, Ellie falling asleep in her arms after Elain gave her a bottle of formula. 

“I guess she’s totally on the bottle now,” Elain said, not thinking about it first, so used to bottle-feeding Connor. She’d

still been pumping extra breast milk and supplementing it with formula. 

“I took the liberty earlier,”  Lacey said. “Sorry, but you were a little…understandably distracted.  I used some of  Joss’

formula before I realized it was different kind than what you feed her and Connor. She might have a little bit of an upset tummy

tomorrow from the sudden change, but  I would suggest switching her over permanently to formula at this point.  She’ll be on

solid food soon enough. Formula won’t hurt her.” 

“Thanks.” 

Elain wasn’t even paying attention to the TV. It was some crime drama, all loose ends neatly tied up in less than sixty

minutes, not counting commercial breaks. 

No questions left unanswered, unless it was supposed to be part of a two-parter, or a mid-season finale meant to hook

viewers into tuning in again the next time. 

Contrived. 

The ending already filmed and known by those who were in the know, part of the actual process of making the show. 

Actors, directors, writers, producers. 

On the porch, through the front window, Elain could see two large wolf shifters whose names she couldn’t recall right

off the top of her head, but whom she knew had been given orders to keep them safe, or die trying. 

Literally. 

And they would, too. Hell, she was their Seer, and Lacey was their former Seer but a lot like a grandmother to many of

the younger generations of their Clan. 

All the times  Elain had silently—or not so—cursed  Baba Yaga and her scheming.  The plans no one would tell her or

Lina or Mai about. 

The secrecy. 

Yeah, now she  got it. 

Some of it, at least. 

Who the fuck would  want to know the truth about  this? Sure, she could tell her guys about it, but why the hell would she

 want to? 

Break their hearts? Get them angry? 

Being believed wasn’t a worry. She  knew they’d believe her. They’d have no choice, ironically. 

Why would she want to break their hearts like that? 

Code of the Ancients meant you kept your mates happy. Or tried, at least, not to make them unhappy. 

 Right? 

She looked down into Ellie’s beautiful face. She looked so much like Ain, had his grey eyes. 

Elain’s men loved Ellie, desperately, with every beat of their hearts and every breath in their lungs. And Connor. Of that

she had no doubt. 

None whatsoever. 

What if Brighton had a mate? What if he’d had kids? 

What if Elain had met Brighton a couple of years ago, before he’d had a chance to fly irretrievably off the rails? Maybe

she could have intervened…

Somehow. 

Or maybe this was how it was supposed to be, by design or by Fate or dumb goddamned luck. What they’d learn from

the spell book he’d had could possibly point them on the right trail to stopping the nuclear vision from coming to pass.  That

was the bigger picture, right? 

The needs of the many? Saving countless lives? 

Preventing an apocalypse? 

What was that compared to the life of one batshit crazy man? 

Elain suspected that, during the course of events over the next days and weeks, that she’d have to steer things toward the

direction  of  Brighton  being  a  hero,  trying  to  take  down  this  nest  on  his  own  as  a  matter  of  pride  and  wanting  to  keep  his

brothers  safely  away  since  they  were  new  fathers,  while  she  steered  everyone  away  from  the  thought  that  Brighton  was

actually…

Nuts. 

 Tetched. 

Elain had taken care of feeding Connor and Joss, changing them, and putting them back to bed in the late night hours, and

still Lacey’s house was a quiet hive of activity. It was almost three a.m. when Brodey and her father returned. 

Brodey looked inconsolable. When Elain pulled him in for a long hug, she felt in his pulse, in the very way he breathed, 

how beyond upset he was. Angry for not being there to protect not just her and Ellie and Connor and the other babies, but to

protect Mom and Brighton as well. Despite Brighton being nearly two years older than Brodey, Brodey had felt responsible for

him because of the promise made to their parents to look out for him. 

Liam hugged Elain, too, once she’d finally released Brodey. “Yer all right then, love?” he softly asked. 

“Yeah, Dad. I’m okay. Just…shaken.” 

“Yer mum?” 

“She’s been asleep ever since. Probably for the best. Joss is fine.” 

He let out a heavy sigh. “Ye think I’d be used to strange things happenin’ now, but here in Clan territory, ye just don’t

expect—” 

“I know, Dad,” she finally said. “I know. It’s okay. No one did.” The irony didn’t escape her that her father was actually

younger than Brodey, yet he’d had more than his fair share of heartache in his life. 

Lacey walked over. “Liam, go on in with Carla,” she said. “I’ll nap on the couch. 

“Sorry we’re puttin’ ye out like this, Lacey.” 

“Nonsense,” she said. “Go on. I’m fine.” 

“Thank ye.” He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and headed down the hall. 

Lacey turned her focus on Elain and Brodey. “You two need to get some sleep.” 

“We’re going out again in the morning to search,” Brodey said. 

“That’s fine, but you  will sleep first, pup,” Lacey said. “I’ll make sure someone wakes you up when it’s time.” 

He nodded and wearily headed down the hall toward the guest room. Elain followed him, glancing over her shoulder. 

Lacey gave her a curt, grim nod before turning away. 

Jasper only lifted his head in acknowledgement before lying down again. 

Once they were in bed, Brodey’s arms wrapped tightly around Elain and his chin pressing against the top of her head, he

let out a long, sad sigh. 

“Do you see anything, babe?” he finally asked. 

She’d  already  anticipated  something  like  this  and  had  selected  a  safe  answer  without  any  loopholes  needed.  “I  don’t

think we’re ever going to know the full truth,” she said. “But Mom’s fine, I’m fine, and most importantly, the babies are fine.” 

He raised his head and glanced at the travel cribs pushed along the other wall. It made for tight quarters with the full-

sized bed. “Where’s Colleen?” 

“I took her…home. Right after it happened. She’s safe. I thought it for the best.” 

“Oh. Okay. Were her…” He didn’t finish. 

“Her guardians were relieved she’s safe, and asked me to express their hopes that this is resolved quickly and safely

without any other casualties, and to express their gratitude and condolences.” 

Her  men  already  knew  that  Elain  wouldn’t  reveal  anything  about  Colleen’s  situation  other  than  that,  and  the  fact  that

Ortega had taken personal responsibility for guaranteeing her safety. 

Ain only knew Colleen’s father as Martin. 

He spoke a moment later. “He’s dead, isn’t he? Brighton.” 

She hadn’t wanted to discuss the finality tonight. “Yes. I’m sorry.” 

“No chance you’re…wrong?” 

“I don’t think so, sweetie. I’m so, so sorry.” 

“Did you…see it?” 

She looked up into his face. In the dim light from the nightlight in the room, she studied his eyes. They were dark, nearly

black, both from his emotions and the lack of light. She cupped his face in her hands and kissed him. 

“Please don’t ask me to talk about that.” 

Elain really didn’t want to fall back to Seer Says on this. She didn’t want to have to loophole any more than necessary. 

And she didn’t want to be backed into a corner of flat-out refusing to describe exactly how Brighton died, or his final

resting place. 

Brodey closed his eyes and touched his forehead to hers as his tears started.  Wrapping her arms around him, she held

him as he cried, keenly feeling his pain to the depths of her soul, her own guilt and grief nearly crushing her. 

Before  dawn,  Brodey  finally  cried  himself  to  sleep.  Maybe  in  that  way  she  was  lucky  that  she’d  been  raised  an  only

child. Except now there was Joss for her to look after and love. A little brother she’d be more a mother to than a sister. 

Maybe that was worse, in some ways. More dangerous to her heart. 

Elain closed her eyes and tried to sleep as dark images chased her through her dreams. She didn’t know if it was visions

or simply nightmares spawned by the days’ events, but when she opened her eyes in Baba Yaga’s kitchen, she turned around

and found the Immortal sitting on her couch in front of a dark TV screen. 

Elain walked around and sat in a chair across the coffee table from her. 

The other woman wore her matron visage. “I’m sorry.” 

“Did you know? Did you have a hand in this?” 

“No, and no. Only in retrospect do some things make sense.” She studied her hands. 

“I heard Aliah screaming from the portal, didn’t I?” 

“I think so, yes.” 

“So she’s not really dead after all?” 

“Dead is a relative term. She probably thinks she’s in hell when the truth is, she’s at the origins of the species. Ground

zero, as it were. The realm their Dark One sire emerged from. Someplace off-Earth.” 

“Ryan told me there are other realms, where sometimes time flows differently than in this one.” 

“Yes.” 

“And that’s one of them?” 

“Yes.” 

It almost shocked Elain that she was getting such straightforward answers from the woman tonight. She wasn’t used to it

yet. 

“Do you think she actually helped create her own race?” 

“No, that realm flows more slowly than this one, but still forward, not backward.” 

“Do you see anything about her in the future?” 

“I  don’t  know.  I’ve  seen  the  nuclear  vision,  but  I  don’t  see  specifically  what  players  are  involved  or  a  definitive

timeline. I only see that it’s a cockatrice-initiated event. You learned more about it than I was able to discover.” 

Elain  wanted  to  take  advantage  of  this  honesty  and  openness  while  she  could.  “We  know  who  sets  it  off,  but  not  her

identity. And we figured out approximately where it goes off.” 

“Then you absolutely know more than I do.” 

“We didn’t understand why the vision starts in New Madrid if the bomb doesn’t detonate there, but we think it’s because

of who detonates it. It’s detonated from there, where the vision starts.” 

Baba Yaga studied her hands for a moment. “This was very unfortunate today. Very tragic. Please do not take my next

comment the wrong way.” 

“Starting like that usually ensures that I do.” 

“You proved yourself in a way today that should show you, despite the nature of the events, that you are capable. You

saved  your  daughter. You  saved  Colleen  from  a  possible  future  revelation  that  could  harm  or  kill  her. And  you  trusted  your

instincts.” 

“I followed Lacey’s instincts.” 

“True, but once you realized there was a problem, you trusted your own instincts.” 

“Jasper helped.” 

“But more of  your instincts.” 

“What the hell is Jasper? Or who the hell is he?” 

“I didn’t bring him forth, if that’s your question.” Now they were slipping back into vague territory and Elain didn’t like

it. 

“Give me a straight answer.” 

“I can’t. I wasn’t involved. I see what I’m supposed to see, which to you might right now feel omniscient, but as Ryan

will also admit, it’s not. And I am not. Jasper entered my sphere of influence, as it were, when he adopted Lacey. I have had no

visions about him.” 

“Did Ryan give you any info about him? Ryan seems to know more.” 

“Ryan is able to connect to a person’s soul in a different way than I am.” 

“He said I had to ask Jasper myself.” 

“Then I suggest you do that.” 

“Why did Brighton do this?” Elain stared at her. “Any clues?” 

Baba Yaga  lifted  her  hands,  palms  up,  and  held  them  out  in  a  universal  gesture.  “He  was  a  lone  wolf. A  rogue.  I  do

know from personally witnessing that he sometimes…went off on tangents.” 

A horrific thought struck Elain. “Has he killed innocent people before?” 

When  Baba Yaga  didn’t  want  to  answer  at  first,  Elain  had  her  answer.  “Why  didn’t  you  tell  me  that  day  in Arcadia, 

when you showed up in my bedroom and warned me about the baby monitor?” 

“Because you’d just had a baby. And I didn’t know what was going to happen in the future. I had no way of knowing  this

would happen or I would have told you. As I said, there is now a blind spot regarding you and Lina and Mai, because of your

new roles.” 

“So did Brighton kill innocent people in the past?” 

Baba Yaga muttered a phrase that vaguely sounded Latin. 

Ryan appeared, standing there, hands jammed in the pockets of his slacks. “Yes?” 

Baba Yaga held a hand out to him, indicating to Elain for her to ask him. 

“She won’t answer me. Did Brighton kill other innocent people in the past?” 

Ryan  slowly  walked  around  the  couch  and  finally  sank  down  on  the  other  end  of  it  from  Baba Yaga.  With  his  hands

resting on his knees, and his gaze focused on the coffee table, he nodded. 

“I do not know how many, but I found reason to believe that Brighton mistakenly targeted people in the past who were…

perhaps not innocent, but who were not guilty of the crimes he thought them guilty of. Certainly not people worthy of death.” 

Elain slumped back in her chair. 

 Well, I did ask. “Can you show me the point he took a hard left into psycho territory?” 

Elain didn’t miss that Baba Yaga was also looking at Ryan. 

“I believe it happened when he found the amulet on the cockatrice female that Aindreas killed the night their sisters died. 

The  mate  to  the  one  who  killed  their  sisters.  I  think  the  amulet…changed  Brighton  somehow.  I’m  still  trying  to  figure  out

exactly  where  it  came  from,  but  I  believe  it  was  given  to  a  cockatrice  eons  ago  by  the  same  individual  we’ve  already

discussed.” 

“Wait a minute,” Elain said, thinking, closing her eyes. She held out her hand to him. 

He took it, and she thought about the vision she had when she touched the spell book before, about how they came to be. 

The cockatrice who’d worn an amulet. 

Finally, Ryan released her hand. She opened her eyes to his grim expression. “Right. That appears to be the same one. 

Because  Brighton was already inherently susceptible, its powers did something to him.  When he located the cockatrice spell

book,  which  I’m  still  not  sure  when  or  how  or  where  he  did,  it  only  added  to  that  power. You  yourself  have  witnessed  the

inherent power in those books, due to their content and how they were created.” 

Her gut rolled, nearly sick. “Yeah.” 

“As  with  anyone,  I  don’t  believe  it  was  any  one  given  incident,”  Ryan  said.  “It  was  a  confluence  of  events. A  small

ember that blew out of control into a raging forest fire because the conditions were just right.” 

“And that’s also why you have to have custody of the original Tablet of Trammel.” 

He nodded. 

“I hate this job,” she whispered. 

“I am sorry, but if it’s any comfort, you performed admirably.” 

“Not good enough to save him.” 

“He wrote his fate,” Ryan said. “He put himself on a path. Free will.” 

“You said it was the amulet that did it to him.” 

“Like with anything else, he made choices. Free will. It wasn’t strictly the amulet that drove him to madness.” 

“Was there anything different I could have done?” 

“No,” they both said. 

Baba Yaga picked up the conversational thread. “Don’t drive yourself to madness thinking like that. Things happened the

way they happened. Had you saved him, it was not a matter of  if he tried to harm you or the babies again, but  when. And the

next time, he’d be more likely to sow even more grief in his wake. There will be plenty of times in your life for you to hold

yourself rightfully responsible. This is not one of those times. Don’t take on a burden that’s not yours to bear.” 

“You saved innocents,” Ryan added. “Babies. Your own child. And you selflessly protected Colleen. That was no small

feat. Brighton’s death was not futile. It was given meaning and not a waste.” 

“I want to hate both of you for being so calm about this,” Elain said. 

“I  understand,”  Ryan  said.  “It  is  only  through  eons  of  this  life  that  we  can  sit  here  and  discuss  this  so…rationally. 

You’ve personally seen both of us in far less restrained circumstances, through your visions. Far more emotional times. It does

not mean that we do not feel your pain, your loss, but we’ve learned how to compartmentalize it. You will, too. As will Lina

and Mai. You must, or risk madness.” 

Elain snorted. “I think Lina’s halfway to being mad as it is.” 

Baba Yaga smiled. “She isn’t mad, just emotional. Volatile. Experience and training will temper her mood, eventually. 

But it’s kept her alive and helped her protect innocents, so it’s a needed skill for her right now.” 

“And it’s why I can’t tell her or Mai jack shit.” Even though Elain wasn’t there in corporeal form, she leaned forward, 

elbows resting on her thighs, head down. 

She wasn’t too sure that she might not puke her guts up. 

“Because Lina will blow people up and Mai won’t feel confident enough to help me stop her,” Elain finally continued. 

“Perhaps not eloquently stated, but yes,” Ryan said. 

“You haven’t seen Lina throw a shit fit,” Elain muttered before she sat up again. “Then again, maybe you have. How do I

know what the hell you’ve seen?” She stood and paced the room. “You’ve seen shit I can’t even imagine. Shit I don’t want to

imagine.” 

“You’ll see plenty of your own shit, in time,” Baba Yaga said. 

She wheeled around and jabbed a finger at her. “That’s what I’m fucking afraid of!” She ran her hands through her hair, 

shoving it back on her head. “I’m terrified!” Her voice choked in her throat. “Don’t you  understand that?” 

Ryan got up and walked over to her. “We do. As hard as it is to believe, we have had our dark nights of the soul, the

times just like you feel now. Exactly like you feel.” 

She took a deep breath and let it out again. “We carry on, then, right?” 

“Exactly.” 

She nodded. “Right.” She hesitated. “Why move Brighton’s body? Why not allow it to be found there?” 

Ryan looked…uneasy. “I made it appear that the cockatrice took him and ran. The vehicle won’t be able to be tracked, 

and it won’t be found. It would be too difficult to explain away aspects of his…condition. And it will be a distraction to help

keep attention diverted. It appears he didn’t identify himself in his notes in the book, so it can be handed over to Kael and Zack

for study. I’ll try to keep an eye out for any other loose ends. The cockatrice bodies will not be found.” 

“Thanks.” She closed her eyes and opened them again to find herself in bed, Brodey still tightly wrapped around her, in

Lacey’s guest room. On the floor, Jasper raised his head and looked at her. 

 Fuck. 




* * * *

 

Brodey and Liam were up again just after dawn and headed out for a search Elain could already see—without her Seer

powers—that the men felt was completely useless and was only to satisfy what they believed was their duty to Brighton as both

a Clan member and as Brodey’s brother. 

Elain’s mom appeared a little later, the sight of her arm in a cast churning Elain’s stomach. Carla settled in at the kitchen

table with Elain and Lacey. 

“Do you want some coffee, or tea, Carla?” Lacey asked. 

Elain hated how scared her mom looked. How…hollow. 

Frightened. 

And there wasn’t a damn thing Elain could do about it. Elain might be able to lie to her father, but her mom couldn’t lie

to her mate. 

That meant Elain had to watch what she said to her mom for fear of her dad accidentally finding out and revealing it to

Ain, Brodey, and Cail. 

“Sure,” her mom finally said. “Tea, please. Mint, if you have it. Thank you.” 

“I sure do. Give me just a moment.” 

Her mom’s head slowly swiveled to meet Elain’s gaze. “I fell down the stairs,” she said. 

Elain nodded. 

“Are they…dead?” 

“Yeah.” 

“And Brighton?” 

“Missing.” 

“Missing-missing, or missing-we-know-where-the grave-is?” 

“I can’t tell you that.” 

“And Brighton pushed me down the stairs, right? Took the babies?” 

“I can’t tell you that, either.” 

“Then riddle me this. Is the reason you can’t tell me because of edicting and how wolf mates can’t lie to each other?” 

“Yes.” 

“Okay, then.”  Carla slowly shook her head. “I knew he wasn’t right in the head, but  I never realized how  not right he

was. But I know what I know. If your father asks me, I’ll truthfully say I didn’t see who it was.” 

“You don’t know it was Brighton who pushed you down the stairs. There were other cockatrice.” 

She arched an eyebrow at Elain. “I might be on heavy-duty pain meds, but I’m not stupid. I went to investigate a noise I

heard.” 

“It wasn’t your fault, Mom.” 

Lacey slid a steaming mug of hot tea in front of her mom. “There you go.” 

“Thanks.” She stared at Elain for a long, silent moment. “Brighton’s not coming back, I hope? Not able to do this to us

ever again, right? I don’t have to look over my shoulder all the time, worried he might be there?” 

“Right.” 

“Okay. That’s all I wanted to know.” She held the mug of tea and blew across its surface. “That, and that the babies are

safe.” 

“They are now,” Lacey said. 

“I guess it’s time to let your father teach me how to shoot.” 

“I think that can be arranged, Mom.” 

“I’d be shocked if it wasn’t,” Lacey said. “I suspect there will be a class full of Arcadia wolf women, and maybe a man

or two, in a few short weeks.” 

Chapter Sixteen



Aliah  had  sensed  a  change  in  the  air  in  the  cave  just  before  the  portal  opened.  With  the  rock  in  her  hand,  she  stared, 

intent, ready. 

That’s when she spotted the bitch. And, just behind the wolf she’d seen before, three other children. While in her heart

she knew one of them was her Cameron, the age of them told her that she’d been there in that realm for far longer than the week

or so it’d felt like. 

Screaming, raging, Aliah tried to get back through the portal, but then another man appeared out of thin air. 

A man she instinctively knew was the odd scent she’d smelled that day. 

Then two men fell through the portal before it closed again. 

Screaming,  she  fell  onto  them  and  bashed  their  heads  with  the  rock,  stunning  them  before  they  could  even  protect

themselves. 

Minutes later, she was covered with their blood and they were both dead. Cockatrice. 

Men from another nest, whom she vaguely recognized. 

Men who would have killed her had they been able to. 

Panting from her exertion, she slumped onto her knees and stared at the bodies before her. They also had guns, and she

set about searching them for any other weapons or items she could use there. 

Then, throwing her head back, she let loose a visceral scream of anguish, rage, and grief. 

Her mate—gone. 

Her baby—alive, at least, but apparently being raised by someone else. 

He wouldn’t even know her. 

Whatever was going on, she would claw her way back to Earth and make them pay. 

Make them all pay. 




* * * *

 

Later that day, Cail, Ain, and the others flew back to Maine. They were all focused on the search, both for Brighton and

the cockatrice they believed had taken him. Kitty was on the warpath and had rallied enraged shifters from all over to come in

to help. 

Elain only felt a little guilty that she used her men’s desire to keep her out of danger to her advantage and not press to

help with the search. 

Then again, that would have been a lie, since she already knew what happened.  Keeping her distance from the search

was better for everyone concerned. 

Elain was glad that her men and her dad were still out searching. Elain, Carla, and all the kids were spending the day at

Lacey’s even though with Ain and Cail back, they’d be staying at the guest cottage at night. 

Now that Elain was not nursing Ellie any longer, she felt she could freely imbibe, since she had someone to watch her

children for her. She sat at Lacey’s table and when the old Seer cocked her head at Elain in a silent question, Elain held her

hands about eight inches apart, one over the other, and said, “To the top, please. Easy on the ice.” 

Lacey nodded, grabbed a water glass and bottle of Jocko’s bourbon from the cabinet, dropped a couple of ice cubes in, 

and topped it off before sliding it in front of Elain. 

“Should I keep the bottle out?” Lacey asked. 

Elain longingly eyed it as she took a long swallow of the burning booze. “No,” she finally said. “Too tempting.” 

Lacey put it away before taking a chair next to Elain. 

She didn’t speak. 

Neither did Elain. The only noise in the house came from the living room, where her mom and the babies were watching

cartoons. 

After  she  was  down  to  only  a  couple  of  fingers  of  liquor,  Elain  finally  spoke,  low  enough  her  mom  wouldn’t  hear. 

“How’d you do this all these years?” She stared at the glass. “How’d you tolerate it?” 

Lacey  shrugged.  “You  learn  to.  Eventually.  People  aren’t  perfect.  Even  the  ones  we  love  and  adore.  Sometimes, 

especially so.” The old Seer studied her. “What else did you see on that rock pile?” 

Elain  shuddered  as  she  remembered  the  hot  wind,  the  sound  of Aliah’s  scream.  “I  know  why  we  didn’t  find Aliah’s

body.” 

“Ryan  said  Brighton  opened  a  portal.”  Lacey’s  expression  went  grim.  “We  need  to  keep  you  three  away  from  that

damned place. We can’t risk that portal opening again and letting her and those other two back in.” 

“It’s not Aliah and the other two I’m worried about,” Elain said. “I’m worried about what else might be able to make it

through.” 

“For right now,” Lacey said, “let me and Ryan noodle on this. You need to focus on your guys and your kids for a while. 

You have other things to worry about besides a stupid pile of rocks.” 

“Brodey’s tore up about this.” 

“Of course he is. All three of them are.” 

“No, he’s…” She looked at Lacey. “Seer Says?” 

The old Seer smiled. “I have no mate to edict me.” 

That’s when it hit Elain. “So  that’s why you won’t marry Jocko?” 

Lacey tapped her nose. 

“Ain. His soul was heavy because of something that happened when their sisters were murdered. And…I did something, 

with his permission, that fixed it inside him.” 

“He doesn’t even remember his memory being altered now.” It was a statement, not a question. 

“No. But I’m worried about Brodey. I think there’s a very distinct possibility he could have a similar problem.” 

“I think with your love and strength, your men, including Brodey, will heal.” 

“Brodey was the one still here in Maine. He feels horrible that Brighton died ‘protecting’ his kids.” 

“Probably. But he will heal.” 

“You see it, or you know it?” 

“I  feel  it.”  Lacey  reached  across  the  table  and  grabbed  Elain’s  hands  tightly.  “Honey,”  she  whispered,  “you  are  an

Immortal now. You will find a way to love the pain away for him. Not to say you can completely eliminate it, but you will find

a way to help him live with it and heal in the ways he needs to heal. All of them.” 

Jasper trotted into the kitchen and nosed at her thigh, whining. Elain sat up and stroked his head. “And you, mister. You

and I still need a talk.” 

He slowly wagged his tail. 

“What can you tell me about him?” Elain asked. “Really?” 

“Not much, I’m afraid,” Lacey said. “But his home is with you now.” 

Elain stared into the dog’s eyes. If it hadn’t been for him, no telling what might have happened. 

“You’re a good boy,” she said. “Whatever you are.” 

He softly chuffed and wagged his tail. 




* * * *

 

Later that night, when Elain, Carla, Jasper, and the babies had been collected by their men and taken to the guest cabin, 

Lacey sat on a step on her back porch and stared out at her garden. 

She sensed his presence immediately. “Ryan.” 

He sat next to her on the step. “Hello, dear.” 

“Did it have to happen this way?” 

“That is beyond my ken, as they say. It happened as it happened. Unlike Jadwiga, I don’t engineer events.” 

She turned to him, eyebrow arched. 

“Usually,” he amended. “Not to this extent.” 

“Did she do this?” 

“She didn’t cause Brighton to do what he did, no. In this case, it was incidental, although interconnected when the nexus

of Brighton’s personal mission intersected with Jadwiga engineering the end of her Triad and the beginning of Elain’s.” 

“I guess the old bitch won’t be able to keep her promise to me, then.” 

“What promise was that, dear?” 

“I asked her to make sure that, if there was ever a time they were in mortal danger and were going to die, to snap their

threads quickly so they didn’t suffer.” 

He didn’t reply at first. 

“You aren’t exactly jumping in to take up the slack, are you?” 

“Honestly?” He stared at Brighton’s grave. “I don’t think that’s ever going to be an issue.” 

“Why do you say that? I can’t see much about them anymore. Not about the Triad as a whole.” 

“Let’s  just  say  that  once  they  finally  quit  doubting  themselves  and  their  powers  and  have  reached  a  point  where  they

have mastered them, the Triad will be the most dangerous body on the face of the planet.” 

Lacey shivered. “Why’d you say it like that?” 

“Because I have a feeling there are some beings who don’t know that, and who will have a seriously painful realization

once the Triad steps in to keep the balance.” 

Silence fell between them for a few minutes. 

“May I ask you a favor, Lacey?” 

That startled her. “You? Ask  me a favor?” 

“It happens.” 

“Sure. What’s the catch?” 

“No catch. Just a pledge of your discretion.” 

“Seer Says?” 

“Seer Says.” 

“Why not? What do you need?” 

“Confirmation.” 

Lacey frowned. “Of what?” 

He held out a hand to her. “Of something Elain told me.” 

She  stared  at  his  hand  for  a  long  moment  before  finally  wrapping  her  fingers  around  his  wrist.  A  series  of  images

flashed  through  her  mind,  one  of  them  popping  to  the  top  and,  as  she’d  learned  with  her  particular  way  of  seeing  visions,  it

flared a bright pink before fading. 

Meaning it was what would happen. 

She released him. “Elain’s vision is correct.” She met his gaze. “I don’t know when, how, or why, but it will come to

pass.” 

He nodded. “Thank you.” 

With that, he disappeared. 

Alone again, Lacey stood and stretched and headed over to a corner of her garden where two rose bushes were planted. 

Standing there and staring at the ground, she allowed herself to openly weep for them for the first time in years. 

Chapter Seventeen



Elain had hoped, upon their return to Florida five days after Brighton’s presumed death, that Brodey might finally begin

to emerge from his shell of pain. 

No such luck. 

Two weeks later, and he was still as withdrawn, sullen, and quiet as ever. 

Elain  knew  she  had  to  do  something.  Brodey  had  driven  into  Arcadia  to  pick  up  a  part  they  needed  for  one  of  their

tractors, which had broken down. She pulled Ain and Cail aside before Brodey returned from his parts run and had a talk with

them, asked them to please take care of the babies that night. 

Brighton’s death had taken all the progress she’d made with Brodey since Ellie’s birth and drop-kicked it backward by

a couple of country miles, and even Ain and Cail saw it. 

If she didn’t short-circuit  Brodey’s emotional tailspin now,  right now, they might lose him much in the same way Ain

had retreated after the deaths of their sisters. 

She had an idea how to do that, but it would mean sacrifices on her part as well. 

Fitting, since it was largely her fault Brighton was dead in the first place. 

Ain and Cail actually did one better than giving them some time alone, packing overnight bags and going to Elain’s mom

and dad’s house for the night. Elain sat on the front porch and was waiting there for Brodey when his truck pulled into the front

yard. 

He carried a small box in his hand she assumed was the part for the tractor. “What are you doing out here?” he asked as

he walked up to her. Even his voice sounded…wrong. 

Soft. Sad. 

Clouded by grief and misery he was growing far too comfortable with. 

She held her hand out to him. “Waiting for you, cowboy.” 

He didn’t even smirk, her gentle, tentative emotional probe meeting a concrete wall. 

He finally reached out and took her hand and helped her up, not even attempting a playful grope under the hem of the

sundress she was wearing, which would have rewarded him with the discovery that she was wearing absolutely nothing under

it. 

Holding his hand, she led him inside and locked the front door behind them. 

“Where is everyone?” he asked. 

“Gone for the night.” She draped her hands over his shoulders. “The  whole night.” 

He wouldn’t meet her gaze. “Babe,” he softly said, “I know that this isn’t going to sound like me, but I don’t think I’m in

the mood tonight. I’m sorry.” 

His  statement  was  correct,  but  not  in  the  way  he  thought.  He  literally  did  not  sound  like  himself,  the  pain  in  his  soul

already darkening his tone, his speech. 

She  took  the  box  from  him  and  set  it  on  the  dining  room  table,  then  led  him  into  the  living  room.  On  the  coffee  table

between the sofas lay a couple of old journals. 

“What are those doing out here?” he asked. 

She sat, gently tugging on his hand to get him to sit with her. “I brought them out here.” 

“I should have tossed those decades ago.” 

“Don’t  you  dare.”  They  were  his,  his  writings,  poems,  old  journals  that  she’d  discovered  when  she’d  first  moved  in

with the men, practically hidden on a lower shelf in Cail’s office, where a curtain partially concealed the bottom shelf on one

of the shelving units along the wall. 

She reached for the one on top and then stretched out on the sofa, her head in his lap. She’d marked several pages in the

journals with sticky notes, things she wanted to hear him read out loud to her. 

“What are you doing?” 

She reached up and gently caught his chin and made him look her in the eyes. “We’re going to spend tonight together, just

the two of us. No one to distract us. No one needing our attention. Just you and me. I miss you. I miss  us, and I want us back.” 

“I’m right here.” 

“No, you’re not, and you and  I both know it.  Just like you and  I both know there was a period of time where  I wasn’t

really here, and a period of time when Ain wasn’t here. Even though he really didn’t come back to all of us until after Connor.” 

He stared at the journal in her hands. “What do you want me to do?” 

She opened it to the first page she’d marked. “I want you to read to me, Brodey.” 

“Those old things? I—” 

“Code of the Ancients, we’re supposed to make our mate happy, right?” 

He nodded. 

“I know you’re not very happy right now. I’m trying. Let me try this. Please?” 

He finally took the book and stared at the poem she’d marked. “Why? Why this?” 

“I  want  to  hear  you  say  the  words.”  She  reached  up  and  stroked  his  cheek.  “I  want  to  imagine  the  young,  half-wild

Scotsman who wrote them.” 

He  took  a  deep  breath  as  his  eyes  skimmed  over  the  writing,  by  her  best  guess  and  Cail’s  help  probably  written  a

decade or more before their sisters’ murders. 

She knew he probably didn’t realize it, but while he started reading it in the slight  Florida drawl he used now, by the

time he was halfway through it, she’d started to hear hints of his native Scottish burr bleeding through. 

 “Nae I wept no more

 that cold and bitter day. 

 Ye bonnie lass, ye saw me

 as I went on my way. 

 O, wert ye lone and longing, 

 ’tis true ye have another. 

 Else would we have ye fairly

 me and my two brothers. 

 Some would call me daft

 for feeling such relief

 but ’tis knowing out there somewhere

 be a lass our hearts will thief.” 

Elain smiled up at him as he stared at the page, the words he’d penned there in a distant past. “Tell me about her,” she

asked. 

He didn’t look away from the page. “Why? She’s probably long dead, and she wasn’t our One. There’s only you.” 

“Because I want to hear  you. I want to know you. You know about twenty bazillion sexual tricks to blow the top of my

head sky-high, you’ve taught me how to be a wolf, but you and I haven’t really ever sat down and talked about your past. Your

history.” 

“Did you talk to Ain about the past? When you were in Bolivia getting Connor?” 

“He told me about some things, yes. Cail’s talked to me. You and I end up…not talking. Doing other nice things with our

mouths, yes, but not talking. If you weren’t trying to teach me how to protect myself or about being a shifter, we were having

sex. And now we have the kids.  Tonight,  I want to talk about  Brodey. About the man who got to this point.  I don’t think it’s

silly that you used to write. I wish you still did.” 

“I’m just the bonehead.  I’m the fighter.  The tracker.  The fixer.  The wolf.  That’s what  I do and what  I’m best at.  Well, 

used to be.” 

“You still are. And that’s not true.  Well, not totally true. You do   more than that. You   are more than that and  I want to

know as much as I can about my husband. You’re learning about me as I live. We’ve spent lifetimes apart, literally.” 

She wasn’t sure he was going to answer her at first, and she wasn’t going to force him, either. His finger played with the

edge of the page. 

“Her name was Holly. Human. Long red hair, not as red as Lina’s, more honey-colored. Her father was a farmer who

lived in a town we didn’t get through very often. We just happened to be on our way back home through town on market day, 

and I was sitting there and she walked past me.” 

His eyes dropped closed and she felt his mind reaching for the distant memory. Elain gently wrapped her fingers around

his other arm, giving him a gentle mental nudge to help him dust off the memory from the shadows of his past. 

“It was a warm day, gorgeous summer day. Light breeze. Perfect day we didn’t get a lot of in that part of Scotland, even

in the summer. I scented her immediately and sat up straight, looking at Ain and Cail. Ain hadn’t even noticed her. Cail looked

at me like I was daft…” 

He smiled. “I see what you did there, babe.” His voice was dropping back into the lilt. “Ye want  Braveheart tonight, do

ye?” 

“Only if you want to.” 

Another sigh escaped him, and the burr softened, but didn’t disappear totally.  She suspected this would be his normal

accent if he hadn’t worked so hard to sound like a native Floridian after spending decades trying to sound like a Maine native. 

“It happened quite a bit then, aye? Our region, lots o’ shifters, lots o’ wolves. The three o’ us, I canna tell ye how many

times one or two o’ us scented but she weren’t…she weren’t our fair bonnie Elain.” 

He opened his eyes and stared down into hers. Adjusting his arm draped over her so he could stroke her cheek with his

free hand, he said, “Thank the Goddess none o’ them were ye.” 

“So why did you call it a cold and bitter day if it was summer?” 

He smiled. “It sounded better. Kind of matched how I felt. Poetic license, all right?” He turned the pages to the next one

she’d marked with a sticky note. “I suppose ye want me to read this one next?” 

“Please.” 

It took a while to finish with that journal, and there were still two more she wanted to go through.  Not even all of the

journals he had, but the ones she’d wanted him to read to her from that night. 

She sat up and took the journal from him and set it on the table. Then she stood, turned, and straddled him on the couch, 

draping her arms over his shoulders. “Let’s go take a shower and then I’ll make us dinner.” 

His hands rested on her hips. He still hurt. This wasn’t an instant fix. But she felt a breach in the wall, a thinning of the

veil of pain surrounding his soul. 

She’d take the win. 

Stroking her fingers through his hair, she rested her forehead against his. “I know it hurts. I know it’s going to hurt for a

long, long time before it feels like it’s okay to breathe again. But don’t shut me out. You’re my mate and my husband and the

father of my children, and I love you.” 

He pulled her in for a long, slow, tender kiss. “I love ye so much. It’d kill me to lose any o’ ye.” 

She knew he wasn’t just talking like that for her benefit.  She’d finally drawn him into the center of the hurricane with

her, the calmer eye, not quite a type of hypnosis, but she had him focused on  her, and that was what was important. 

 Follow my instincts. 

She reached between them and unfastened his belt and jeans. 

“Elain—” 

“Shh.” She kissed him as her hands worked, freed his cock, and stroked it until he finally started responding. 

Closing her eyes, she let her mind wander, and swirling around them she felt it. 

The Ether. 

She knew damn well what time of the month it was. And she wasn’t nursing Ellie anymore with the damned sharp teeth

the little pup had on her. 

And she hadn’t gone back on the pill yet. 

Thankfully. 

Elain wouldn’t let him break their kiss. Rising up, she aligned his shaft with her pussy and slowly sank down onto him

as his hands slid around to cup her ass. Around them the souls swirled and she searched, sorting, finding and plucking the one

she wanted from the mass as she sent the others away and closed the Ether. 

Only one. 

That particular one. 

She draped her arms over his shoulders and rode him, reaching out to Brodey through their mate bond and wanting him

to really be into it. 

As she slowly fucked him, he started bunching up her dress until his hands, warm and callused, caressed her ass cheeks, 

fingers digging in as he took over and started setting the rhythm. 

 Yes! 

The soul circled around them as she rode Brodey, her body responding to him, her clit rubbing perfectly against his body

at this angle. 

And then he slid one hand up, to the back of her neck, and cupped his hand around the nape of her neck. 

 Thank you! 

He spread his legs a little wider apart as he took full charge, thrusting up into her, setting the speed, crushing her lips

with his as he met her through their mate bond. 

 “Hold it, mate.  Wait  for me.” 

She  mentally  whined,  wanting  and  needing  it  now,  and  still  keeping  the  soul  lassoed  to  them,  ready  to  take  its  place

inside her. 

But her hopes soared. 

Brodey took his time, hard, deep thrusts, rough strokes he wouldn’t have likely tried early on in their relationship before

he knew she was an Alpha shifter and could easily take that much and more. 

A good, hard fucking, slamming her body down onto his cock as his release built and grew closer. 

She felt it, felt him, felt how hard he was and felt it through their mate bond. 

He finally broke their kiss and pulled down the left strap of her sundress, baring her shoulder, nuzzling her flesh with his

lips. 

And she knew what was coming. 

 “Mate,  come  for me!” 

He bit down, hard, making her cry out as her body responded, exploding with pleasure. He thrust up into her, deep, fast, 

adding his growling roar as he climaxed to her cries while the soul slipped through her fingers as it sought out its new home. 

Breathing hard, she kept her eyes closed even as her pleasure slowly ebbed, his cock still semi-hard inside her, his teeth

still in her flesh, his tongue and lips caressing her. 

 “My beautiful mate,”  he said through their mate bond. 

Time for a little insurance on her part. She gently raked her teeth along the side of his neck.  “ Again , please,”  she begged

through their bond, hoping he wouldn’t spot the edict. 

Faster than she could even process, he stood with her still wrapped around him and turned, pulling out and flipping her

over so she was on her hands and knees over the seat of the couch. Immediately, his cock was back inside her pussy, hard and

fucking her. 

He shoved her dress up and off her, tossing it to the floor. Sliding his arms under her, he cupped his hands around her

shoulders and licked a trail up her spine. The soft, worn denim of his jeans rubbed against the backs of her thighs and ass as he

fucked her, and his shirt brushed against her back. 

“You’re in trouble now,  mate,” he whispered in her ear, making her shiver in the good way. “You wanted to edict my

cock hard again to fuck you? You got it, babe.” 

 Busted. 

She didn’t care, because it felt good. Not just the fucking, but finally feeling the faintest hints of  her Brodey starting to

re-emerge. She gladly let him take over as he edicted her, building her next orgasm but not letting her come, making her beg for

it as he alternated between hard, deep, driving thrusts and slow, sweet, sensual, teasing ones. 

“Is this what you wanted,  mate?” he rumbled in her ear. “A good, long, hard fucking?” 

“Yes!” she gasped. 

“Why me? Why tonight?” he growled. 

She  was  barely  holding  on  to  her  sanity  and  knew  she  had  to  be  careful  how  she  answered.  “Because  I  wanted  you

tonight. I needed you.” 

“Why—” He stopped, his cock deep inside her. “Babe,” he whispered. “Why didn’t you—” 

“Please, Brodey! Please finish me off!” 

He started fucking her again, fast, deep, and as she felt him start to come, he edicted her. “Come, mate!” 

Her hands balled into fists as the orgasm washed through her, blessed relief as her body clamped down on his cock and

she felt him fill her again. 

He didn’t move at first, his breath warm against the nape of her neck. “Why?” His voice sounded ragged, broken. “Why

didn’t you say so before? Why not just tell me?” 

“Because I wanted  you.” 

He finally lifted his weight from her and pulled out, turning her to face him. “How did you know this would happen?” 

“Because I’m a Seer, Brodey. And I know my body.” 

He kissed her, hard, his fingers tangled in her hair, his breath coming in heaving gasps as he broke their kiss and pulled

her in for an equally crushing hug. 

“Are you sure?” He sounded near tears again. “Is this what you  really wanted?” 

This time, tears of joy. 

“Yeah. I’m sure. Ain was first. That makes you rightfully—” 

He cupped her face in his hands. “Elain, you know we don’t care who is—” 

“But  I do.” She reached up and cupped his face, too, her thumbs brushing away the tears on his cheeks. “I don’t know

how many kids we’ll finally have. But I want at least one from each of you. I want this.” 

He looked down at her stomach and placed his hands there. “Mine?” 

She covered his hands with hers. “Yours. Because I love you. I love all three of you. And I don’t want to waste any time

with you guys. If I’m a shifter, that means I have a long life, right? We can have our babies now, since we already have them, 

several of them close in age. Then we can take a break and raise them and decide if we want more.” 

His gaze finally rose to meet hers. “What are the chances that it’s…” He didn’t finish. 

He didn’t have to. 

She squeezed his hands, not dropping his gaze. “One hundred percent,” she gently said. “Another reason I wanted to do

this tonight. I sensed he was close by in the Ether, and I didn’t want to risk waiting and him moving on somewhere else.” 

His eyes fell closed as he started sobbing. She held him close, her forehead pressed to his. “He’s back with us, Brod. 

Souls always come home, that’s what Ryan told me. They  always come home. Mercedes was meant to have a good life with us

as Ellie. You all said he had it rough. He won’t have it rough this time around. We’ll love him and he won’t know the pain of

losing your sisters or any of that other stuff.” 

She sank all the way to the floor with him cradled in her arms, his head pressed against her stomach, his arms around

her. “I wanted to take care of him,” he sobbed. “Try to protect him. He was so damned hard to love, even when we were kids. 

Dad and Mom asked us to keep an eye on him and try to protect him because they  knew. They knew he wasn’t…right. I felt so

fucking guilty. We never even found his body! What the hell happened to him? What did they do to him?” 

Now  she  was  back  in  dangerous  territory.  She  gently  raked  her  nails  through  his  hair.  “There  are  some  things  I  don’t

want to know. All I need to know is that he’s back and he’s safe and we can love him. It’s not exactly a do-over, but it’s the

best I can do.” 

They sat there for several long minutes, his ear pressed against her stomach.  She didn’t make him move, knowing that

this was a crucial tipping point for him and something that could either jumpstart his recovery or set him back and double her

work. 

“I love you,” he whispered. “I love you so damn much, babe.” 

“You have to let me do my job, though.” 

“I know.” He finally sniffled and sat up, wiping at his face. 

She stood and held her hands out to him. “Let’s go get that shower.” 

But they didn’t end up in the shower. They ended up, Brodey finally naked, in the middle of their bed, Brodey edicting

her  into  shifting  as  he  shifted  with  her  and  fucked  her  hard  and  fast  and  into  another  glorious  series  of  orgasms  with  him

knotting inside her. 

She relished it, his primal, joyful energy finally breaking through the dark shell around his soul. 

If he wanted to fuck all night, she’d gladly do it. 

Just to feel  her Brodey finally making his way back through the dark forest of his soul to her. 

Nearly an hour later they made it into the shower, Brodey taking the soap and washcloth from her and going over every

inch of her flesh with his lips and then washing her, worshipping her body, refusing to let her do anything but be loved by him. 

When he was toweling her dry, he wrapped his arms around her from behind, the force of his love nearly bowling her

over mentally. “How about I order us a pizza and we curl up in bed with those journals and I’ll read you anything you want me

to?” he asked. 

“If you want to, but I don’t mind cooking.” 

He turned her to face him, the faintest hint of a smirk quirking his lips. “I’d rather spend it with my head against your

tummy,  listening  to  your  heart  beat  and  thinking  about  hearing  our  son’s  heartbeat  in  a  few  months.”  He  let  out  a  sigh,  but  it

sounded content. “We promised you we wouldn’t keep you barefoot and pregnant.” 

“This was  my choice,” she said. “Remember that, and don’t feel guilty.” 

“I know.” He raised her right wrist to his lips and kissed it, feathering his lips over her flesh. “Thank you.” 

“I love you. All three of you. I want this for us.” She played with the paw print tag on his necklace. “I want to enjoy life

as much as I can. Some of it won’t be anything close to normal, but I want to control what I can of it.” 

“Okay. Thank you.” 

“You don’t have to thank me. This is  our baby.” 

He  kissed  her.  “I  do  have  to  thank  you,  and  tell  you  I  love  you,  because  if  anything  ever  happens,  I  want  those  two

phrases to be the last things I ever said to you so I know nothing is left unsaid between us.” 

“I love you, too, sweetie. And thank you for not giving up. For not giving up on me, for not giving up convincing Ain I

was your One, and for not giving up after Kimberlie and Yellowstone with Lina that time.” 

He let out a deep breath. “I’ll try not to be clingy, but  please give me some clingy days, schedule them in or something, 

to just be your mate and be the father of your baby, okay? So I can get it out of my system?” 

She smiled. “Deal. We will absolutely schedule those for you.” 

He dropped to his knees in front of her and wrapped his arms around her, kissing her belly. “No  Ancient Aliens this time

around, dude.” 

She snickered. “I don’t think that’s going to be a worry. He’s going to be a normal, healthy baby boy.” 

“Normal? Yeah, with dragons and a wolfote and wolves and whatever the hell you’d call Kitty and Wally’s babies for

cousins. Real normal.” 




* * * *

 

Brodey had gone out to Cail’s office to use his computer there to put in an online order for the pizza. Elain had pulled on

a robe, and while looking through the sliders in the bedroom, had spotted someone standing by the pool. 

She stepped out onto the lanai. “Hey, Ryan.” 

He was dressed in his usual, the khaki slacks, loafers, and a button-up Oxford shirt with his sleeves rolled up above his

wrists. “Hello, Elain. Nice evening.” 

“Cut  to  the  chase,”  she  lightly  said.  She’d  actually  expected  a  visit  from  him,  maybe  not  this  soon,  but  by  sometime

tomorrow. 

He  turned,  that  smile  on  his  face.  “You  have  a  lot  of  latitude,”  he  finally  said,  “but  I  shall  warn  you  now,  as  I  did

before, to please take care.” 

“This was a special case.” 

“I know, hence why I went to bat for you, as it were, and did a little occluding of my own in some ways on my end. A

temporary  barrier  around  your  residence  to  ensure…privacy.  There  are  certain  attentions  I  do  not  wish  focused  too  closely

upon you or your…talents.” 

“Why not?” 

“It will simplify all of our lives in the long run. Congratulations, by the way.” 

“Thank you.” She rested her hands on her tummy. “Did I do the right thing?” 

He snorted. “You ask me that  now?” 

“You know what I mean.” 

He shrugged. “In the grand scheme of things, you have achieved a karmic null state, I would think, in terms of this. But

that is not exactly my bailiwick.” 

“He would have killed the babies,” she whispered. “I couldn’t have helped him in this life.  He was a rogue.  Too far

gone, saw me as an enemy.” 

It was the mantra she’d retreated to, to keep herself able to sleep at night. 

“I  know,”  he  said.  “It  was  not  an  easy  decision  for  you,  and  I  know  you  didn’t  make  it  lightly. And  the  overarching

mission of The Firm is to protect innocents. Those babies are innocents. Technically, the cockatrice threat originated off-Earth, 

bringing  it  into  my  jurisdiction.  And  you  were  not  wrong  in  what  you  did.  I,  for  one,  commend  you  for  being  so  selfless, 

knowing the personal pain it would cause you.” 

She reached out and touched his arm. “Thank you. For your help.” 

“Eh, let’s not make a habit of that, shall we?” He smiled. “Lacey’s backyard is only so large.” He disappeared. 

She heard Brodey open the sliders. “Babe?” 

She turned. “Sorry. Pizza ordered?” 

“Was that Ryan Ausar?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Something wrong?” 

She walked over to him and kissed him. “No. Not right now. He was just checking in to make sure we’re okay.” 

She felt Brodey practically bristling. “Why?” 

Laying a hand on his cheek, she said, “Because he was concerned about us and how we’re doing. He’s not an asshole. 

He has a heart and a conscience. He knows we… He feels guilty that I couldn’t get hold of him in time.” 

Brodey immediately relaxed. “Ah.” His voice dropped. “That’s kind of nice of him.” 

“He’s a friend, not a threat. And he has zero romantic interest in any of the three of us in the Triad.” 

A soft snort escaped him. “That’s spooky, babe.” 

She  hugged  him.  “Hey,  remember  my  reaction  when  Lina  first  showed  up  and  I  met  her?  I  can  feel  that  in  you.”  She

stared up into his green eyes. “Think of him sort of like a cousin.” 

After the pizza arrived, they spent the evening exactly like Brodey had wanted—together in bed, snuggled with his head

on her tummy, and him reading to her from his journals and melting her heart with his Scottish accent. 

Absolute  perfection.  Brodey’s  soul,  while  still  grieving,  had  finally  turned  the  corner.  He  was  past  the  danger  period

now, past the risk of the darkness taking over. 

Balance restored. 

He made slow, languid love to her one last time before they fell asleep, and that was with her safely tucked against him, 

his hand resting on her tummy, her fingers curled around his. 

Elain opened her eyes in Baba Yaga’s kitchen. 

 Shit. 

She walked over to the counter and sat. “Will this take long?” 

Baba Yaga sadly smiled. “No. Congratulations.” 

“You talk to Ryan?” 

“I sensed it. Not all my powers are gone.” 

“But he said he put up a barrier.” 

She shrugged. “I read the Ether before. It didn’t take a genius.” 

“I’m surprised he works with you so…willingly.” 

“We actually get along quite well, all things considered.” 

“Not sure I’d be so good about it if I were him. No offense.” 

She frowned. “If you were  him? What are you talking about? Why would he have a problem working with me?” 

“I mean, I know a lot of time has passed, and you’re older than him, but still.” 

Baba Yaga arched an eyebrow at her. “I think that I am not following your train of thought. Would you mind clarifying?” 

“He gave you an amulet and helped out with…stuff.  In  Maine.”  Elain realized she was currently wearing a fuzzy pink

robe she didn’t own in real life. “Not sure  I’d be so generous to my father’s mistress.” 

Baba Yaga blinked, her eyes widening. “His  whut?” 

Elain crossed her arms over her chest. “Oh,  please. You heard me.” 

Elain didn’t recognize the sound at first, coming from that woman. It was a burp of mirth that expanded into a bubble of

laughter, and from there became rolling belly laughs that had the former Immortal doubled over and leaning against her counter. 

“What is so damned funny?” Elain asked. 

It took the other woman, in her matron form, a few moments to compose herself. “Hades wasn’t my lover, you silly nit,” 

she finally said. “I’m his illegitimate  daughter. Ryan is my half-brother. All three of us were fathered by Hades, but Gigi and

Callie don’t know that yet. So don’t tell them.” 

It took Elain a moment to process that as the former Immortal stood there giggling and snorting. 

“Well,  what  was  all  that  bullshit  in  the  yard  that  night  about  catching  Hades’  eye  and  your  assignment  being  fair

compensation for abandoning you when he met his wife?” 

“Yes, because he  abandoned me and my younger brother and our mother died, leaving us to be raised by our Clan while

he  had  a  whole  other  family  going.  He  put  me  in  this  role  as  part  of  my  birthright  out  of  guilt  for  being  an  absentee  father, 

because he didn’t give me an official role in The Firm. All three of us.” 

Baba Yaga took a deep breath and wiped at her eyes as another chuckle escaped her. “That’s why we were Immortal, 

even though we were mortal-born.  Because all three of us are half archdemons.  Ryan is full-blooded, because his mother is

Persephone. Callie and Gigi and I each had different mothers. The Triad before us, they were all archdemons assigned to the

role and they were tired of doing it. Since most of the threats at that point were of Earthly origin, Hades and the other Elders

thought it safe to transition the Triad, and we no longer fell under the purview of The Firm.” 

“Son of a bitch.” Elain felt like an idiot. “That’s why you can use the amulet—” 

“Because  I’m  half  archdemon,  yes.”  She  smiled  as  she  shook  her  head.  “Which  is  how  I  was  able  to  manipulate

Bertholde’s, Sean’s, and Colm’s souls into BettLynn and the Beasts despite the amount of time that had passed. I was able to

put them on hold in the Ether, so to speak. I had ‘connections.’” She used air quotes. “I asked dear ole Daddy for a favor, and

all things considered, he couldn’t refuse me. Especially considering how dear a friend Bertholde was to me and the role she

played throughout the years.” 

Elain thought about what little she knew regarding Ryan and his kind. “And that’s why you never took another mate after

all this time.” 

Baba Yaga’s mirth faded and she suddenly found her cuticles very interesting. “Yes. Zachary was my soul mate.” 

Chapter Eighteen



The next morning, Elain stood in the bathroom after her shower, wearing nothing but her bathrobe. She was brushing her

teeth when Brodey walked in and hugged her from behind. 

The smile on his face told her what she needed to know. 

 Mission accomplished. 

A knock on the door caught their attention. Cail. “Hey.” 

Brodey snuggled tighter against her. “Mine.” But his tone was teasing, joking, not challenging. 

“Feeling better?” Cail asked. 

“Yeah.” Brodey pressed another kiss against her neck, then she realized he was sniffing. “Hey…” 

“What?” 

“You’re…” More sniffing. “You’re still fertile?” 

“Um, thanks?” 

“But you’re pregnant.” 

That got Cail’s attention. “She’s  what?” 

Brodey stared into her eyes. “That’s got to mean a second egg.” 

“Huh?” 

Now Cail and Brod were talking around her as if she wasn’t there. “How do you know she’s  pregnant?” Cail asked. 

“Long story, but—” 

Next thing Elain knew, she was bent over the bathroom counter, Cail behind her and sliding his cock inside her. 

She let out a squeal. “What the—” 

“Mate,” Brodey growled in a tone that would have made her wet and ready even without the edict. “Get  ready for him.” 

Looking like a rabid dog with toothpaste around her mouth, she couldn’t help but drop the toothbrush in the sink and hold

on tight as Cail went to town and her body responded. Whimpering with need, she looked up in the mirror. Cail’s brown gaze, 

intense, fierce, held hers while Brodey wore a sexy, sneaky smile as he nibbled on her ear. 

“You’re already pregnant with my baby,” Brodey rumbled in her ear. “Yet you’re still fertile. I told you, I can smell it. 

You have two eggs in there and apparently I only claimed one.” He nipped her earlobe. “Twins, baby.” 

Barely  holding  on  to  her  sanity  because  of  the  passion  coursing  through  her,  Elain  looked  for  the  Ether  and  found  it

spinning around them. 

The first familiar-looking shape she saw, she snagged it and hastily shut the pathway to the Ether before Cail’s fingers

dug into her hips and he barked out an edict. “Mate,  come for me now!” 

She did, Cail following close behind. And just then, Ain walked in. “Mom’s going to bring the babies—what the—” 

Elain felt the connection inside her made, her mind mushy from the  really good edict-driven orgasm, but like it or not…

She was going to have twins. 

Cail  was  no  sooner  out  of  the  way  than  Brodey  stepped  behind  her,  quickly  working  her  up  and  over  the  edge  with

another edict for her to come before he fucked her silly and emptied himself inside her. 

That apparently was enough inspiration for the Prime, who took a turn, also edicting her into an orgasm before he came. 

By the time they finished with her, she held on to the counter, trembling. 

“Can I  please rinse the damn toothpaste out of my mouth?” 

Cail grabbed her and kissed her, grinning, getting toothpaste all over him, too. “Sure, now you can.” 

Brodey and Cail high-fived over the top of her when she leaned over to do it. 

“Not that I’m complaining,” Ain said, “but can someone clue me in?” 

“Twins!” Cail and Brodey both exclaimed. 

“What?” 

Elain  stood  up  and  turned.  Now  she  needed  another  shower,  because  she  had  their  cum  running  down  her  legs.  She

pointed at Brodey and Cail. “They’ve double-tapped me.” 

Ain arched an eyebrow at her. 

“I apparently ovulated two eggs this month. Brodey claimed one last night. He sensed I still had a vacancy, and Cail had

perfect timing.” 

Ain’s eyes widened. “You’re  pregnant?” 

Cail rinsed the toothpaste off his face. “Twins, Prime. One of each flavor.” 

Ain held both hands up and got high-fives from Brodey and Cail. Together, the three of them threw their heads back and

howled with joy. 




* * * *

 

Elain  sat  on  the  lanai,  her  iPad  in  her  lap  as  she  went  through  it,  trying  to  figure  out  Brighton’s  copy  of  the  Grimoire

 Lilitu. Kael and Zack had scanned the physical copy for her in less than a day, getting it back to her so she could go through it. 

Trying to figure out the physical copies was out of the question right now. Maybe later, when she mentally felt stronger, 

but not yet. 

Not this soon. 

There  were  crazy,  weird  notes  in  Brighton’s  copy,  written  in  his  hand,  that  even  Kael  and  Zack,  researchers

extraordinaire, were having difficulties figuring out. 

She  guessed  it  didn’t  help  that  they  couldn’t  know  it  was  Brighton  who’d  made  the  notes.  Ryan  told  her  he’d  done

something to occlude the book and other items enough to hide Brighton’s involvement with them from everyone but her. 

And he’d made Brighton’s laptop mysteriously disappear. He was currently going through it. 

She was beginning to think she’d have to look at the real copy of Brighton’s spell book, but that was her last option, the

one she hated the most. 

Even  though  she  was  only  three  weeks  pregnant,  and  Ain,  Brodey,  and  Cail  were  already  over-the-moon  happy  and

going overboard planning things, she knew she had a good chance of her stomach upending over some of the things she was

reading. 

Brodey was, however, completely free of any dark energy. There was understandable grief and sadness over the loss of

their  brother,  but  he  wasn’t  handling  it  in  a  bad  way.  Especially  not  when  the  men  were  eagerly  looking  forward  to  being

fathers again. 

And when they found out that the second baby was Colina, Lacey had already confirmed for Elain that she was having a

boy and a girl, and that the souls were in their respective places. 

Although Lacey still giggled when talking to Elain about Mai’s unborn daughter and the irony there. 

On the table next to her, Elain’s cell phone rang. She didn’t even bother looking at it as she answered. “Hello, Ryan.” 

“Are you free?” 

She  glanced  around. Yesterday,  she’d  babysat  for  her  mom,  Mai,  and  Lina  so  they  could  go  out  and  have  a  spa  day. 

Today, they’d taken all the kids, leaving  Elain blissfully alone, both man-free and child-free until evening.  The women were

taking  turns  swapping  out  mothering  duties  for  each  other  one  day  every  couple  of  weeks  to  give  each  of  them  well-needed

breaks. 

“I was,” Elain said. 

She appeared in his condo in Atlanta, sitting stretched across his sofa much in the same way she’d been sitting on the

lounger on her lanai. 

The man himself sat in a chair on the other side of the coffee table and thumbed his phone to end the call. 

“Well, hello there, stranger,” she said. 

He smiled as he sat back in his chair. “You have a certain glow.” 

“Yeah.  You  remember  what  I  was  like  back  right  before  I  had  Ellie?  We’ll  be  in  dangerous  territory  again  soon

enough.” She swung her legs off the couch and sat up to face him. “Only worse with twins.” 

“Oh, that is true.” He smirked. “You do get rather snarly, momma wolf.” 

“Only when I’m pissed off or scared shitless. Or both. So what’s this about?” 

He stood and reached into his pocket as he rounded the table. “I know I said I would do this sooner rather than later. It

wasn’t that I was remiss in getting to it. On the contrary, I have kept an extremely close eye on you and yours until I found just

what I wanted.” 

He withdrew a delicate gold chain. From it dangled a small yellowish crystal. 

“What is it?” 

“Citrine. Since you need no help with the poofy thing, as you call it, this is more a homing beacon, as it were. For you to

easily contact me regardless of where you are. It’ll also help you contact others in The Firm.” 

“Others?” 

“People  I haven’t introduced you to yet.”  His smile faded. “People you should meet soon.  Let me know what day and

time is good for you and I will make the arrangements.” 

“Other demons?” 

“Archdemons, yes.” 

Elain scowled at Ryan. “Lina said there were demons at the Battle of Hilmelgamos. Helping the cockatrice.” 

He shook his head. “There are lots of entities which have been labeled ‘demons’ throughout history that actually are not. 

I wasn’t present at that particular skirmish, but it is my understanding that the entities you are referring to were actually a type

of human-hybrid wizard.  Something skirted past our planar defenses by taking human  Earth women across through a barrier, 

much  like  what  Boorman  did,  and  then  sent  them  back  impregnated  and  with  a  job  to  do.  Had  the  entities  themselves  come

across, it would have triggered notice. Those were the adult offspring. No telling how many generations hence.” 

Elain felt more than a little ill. “Impregnated by what?” 

“I don’t know. That was a long time ago, and as I said—” 

“You weren’t there.” 

“Exactly. That was my father’s era.” He let out a long sigh. “Before you ask me if it’s all related to this and could be the

cockatrice,  I don’t know.  Considering everything that has been happening lately,  I do plan on having a conversation with my

father in the immediate future to be briefed about such past…incidents.” 

“That’s a fairly bureaucratic way to talk about a massacre.” 

He  smirked.  “Well,  while  I  cannot  claim  credit  for  bureaucracy,  it  certainly  might  have  spawned  from  the  early

iterations of The Firm.” 

Elain finally reached out to touch the amulet. “What am I supposed to tell my guys?” 

“The truth. That it’s part of your duties and will keep you and Mai and Lina safer.” 

“Oh. They’ll like hearing that.” 

He unhooked the clasp and draped it around her neck before hooking it for her. “The chain is unbreakable. Never take it

off.” 

“I’m not taking off my other necklace.”  She cherished her paw print tag.  Her men still wore theirs daily, rarely taking

them off. 

“I’m  not  asking  you  to. You’ll  find  that  if  you  tuck  it  under  your  clothes,  you’ll  not  even  notice  it’s  there,  most  of  the

time.” 

She touched it. “So how do I summon you with it?” 

“You can say, ‘Ryan,  appareo. ’ If you want to come to me, say, ‘Ryan,  vado tu appareo.” 

“Is that Latin?” 

“Kinda-sorta.” He smiled. 

“Kinda-sorta?” 

“It’s a very old language.” 

“What if I forget exactly what to say?” 

“Just grab it and mentally scream for me. If for some reason I cannot respond or bring you to me, I’ll send someone in

my stead.” 

“How will I know they’re from you?” 

“They’ll know my old name.” 

She held it up so it was backlit by the sunlight streaming through the condo’s large windows. “So what’s the deal with

it?” 

“Research the mystical properties of citrine. You’ll find it rather fitting. I wanted something that would not impede your

natural powers in any way, could possibly enhance them, and would suit the purpose.” 

His smile faded. “I mean it. I feel responsible for the events in Maine with Brighton. I should have been more aware of

the fact that there was a stray amulet out there capable of opening a portal. I had suspected the properties of that location, but

had  never  thoroughly  investigated  it  before  because  I  never  sensed  anyone  coming  through  to  Earth  from  there.  I  also  didn’t

wish to stir up any dormant or latent energies by poking around too much.” 

“We can’t just destroy the rock pile?” 

“No.  I  mean,  we  could,  but  I  literally  do  not  know  what  it  might  unleash.  One  of  those  ‘best  to  leave  it  lay’  kind  of

moments. It’s not a temporal rift so much as they created it by storing up energy. Like an undying battery. When it was created

they imbued it with energy.” 

She felt queasy, and not because of her pregnancy. “The sacrifices they made and the bodies they interred inside the rock

pile when they built it.” 

He looked grim. “I’m sure not all the victims were actually deceased when they were placed inside it. More likely, all

of them were alive.” 

Elain took a few gulps of air to settle her stomach. “But it wasn’t just the amulet. Brighton had the spell book. And the

knife. And those little statue thingies.  So did  Lenny.  Instead of  Bell, Book, and Candle,  it’s  Knife,  Book,  and  Batshit-Crazy

 Asshole. And there’s other items in the books, too.” 

He smirked. “Doesn’t matter. Also, the knife was irrelevant, a set of them created here on Earth with no special powers

other than a placebo effect of mentally giving the wielder a boost in confidence. Hence why Callie and you were both able to

use them for your magick. As for the other artifacts listed in the books, I haven’t even begun to look into that yet. They might or

might not exist any longer, and whether they have any powers remains to be seen. The power signature of that amulet, however, 

is something I should have actively searched for and have been remiss in doing. I have since rectified that and made a point of

searching for anything with similar properties residing in unqualified hands.” 

He shoved his hands in his pockets. “It’s like not seeing the dust bunnies floating around your floor. They build up over

time, unnoticed, until the day you lose something under the couch and reach under it just to come up with your hand covered in

fuzz.” 

“Ah.” 

She let go of the amulet. “Why isn’t running off to fricking Bolivia an option, again?” 

A soft chuckle escaped him. “You are far stronger than you think, Elain. Truly. And you have a sense of humor that will

help  you  through  life.  That,  and  your  family  and  friends.  You  have  an  extremely  powerful  Triad.  No  doubt  you  three  will

quickly come to rival the powers that the former Triad had, in your own ways. Not the same exact powers, but equivalent. Dare

I say you are stronger now, you simply don’t know how to manifest all of those powers yet.” 

“I’m still not so sure about that.” 

“I’m sure there’s a house somewhere that will disagree with you.” 

“You saw that?” 

“Again, sometimes things ‘ping’ my internal radar and I get curious and take a look. So sue me.” 

“Where’d the house go?” 

“That  I  cannot  answer.  It  was  a  magnificent  display,  though.  Utterly  gobsmacked  me,  and  that  takes  quite  a  lot  to

achieve.” 

She studied him. “But you’re not scared of me?” 

“Are you scared of me?” 

She let out a sigh. “No. Honestly? If I was single, I’d be propositioning you.” 

He smiled. “If you were single, love, you wouldn’t have to.” 

Elain blinked and found herself back on the lanai, exactly where she’d been. 

 He really knows how to end a conversation on a zinger. 

Looking down, she saw the citrine amulet hanging around her neck. 

With a sigh, she tucked it under her shirt. One more thing to explain to her guys, but hopefully one they’d be happy about

when she explained its purpose. 

She thought about calling Lina and Mai to let them know, then decided against it. Settling back in her lounger, she turned

the iPad back on and returned to perusing the scanned copy of Brighton’s spell book. 

As  if  she’d  put  on  some  sort  of  magickal  reading  glasses,  words  and  phrases  she  hadn’t  understood  before  came  into

sharp, clear mental focus. 

“Huh.” 

She scrolled back to the beginning of the file and, sure enough, things she couldn’t understand before, now she could. 

There was no other explanation, and no way in hell now would she take the amulet off to test the theory. 

But what she did was open a browser window and Google Spanish-language newspapers. She tapped the first result. 

Yes, she knew it was Spanish. She could see it was Spanish. 

She could also understand every single damned word. 

Trying again, she Googled Russian newspapers and had to tap the button that popped up not to translate it for her from

the Cyrillic text. 

Yep. She could understand it. 

Every. 

Friggin’. 

Word. 

Wondering if it worked on spoken language the same way, she pulled up the Univision TV network site and…

As if they were speaking English. 

 He gave me a Babel fish. Son of a bitch. 

She picked up her cell phone and texted him.  Thank you. 

 You’re more than welcome. :) You might want to perhaps be…discreet in who you reveal its full properties to. 

 Understood. 

With a smile, she set her phone down and started reading from the beginning of the spell book. 

Again. 



* * * *



When  Elain  took  another  break  an  hour  later  to  go  inside,  use  the  bathroom,  and  get  herself  a  glass  of  water,  it  took

everything in her willpower not to pour herself a stiff drink from the liquor cabinet. 

Not just because of the cockatrice spells, but because of Brighton’s notes in the margins. 

If she was reading them right, Ryan and possibly Baba Yaga had been trying to spare her feelings about Brighton’s past

misdeeds in relation to what he’d done to innocents. 

He really had gone off the rails and believed what he’d preached. 

The problem was, he’d sometimes focused on people and causes that were in no way connected to the cockatrice. 

It was better Brighton was dead. He’d died for a noble cause. They’d had a small memorial service for him in Maine

with everyone who was there, and some of the Lyall brothers would be joining them for the fall Gathering in Yellowstone for a

more formal memorial. 

Brighton died, in most minds, a hero. 

And that’s the way Elain would make sure it stayed. 

Chapter Nineteen



There  were  just  too  many  damn  weird  things  going  on  for  Carl  to  ignore.  Guys  gone  missing  who’d  had  contact  from

someone claiming to be a cockatrice who occluded themselves as a wolf, a reported skirmish between cockatrice and wolves

on wolf Clan land a couple of weeks earlier, a missing wolf who’d been a cockatrice hunter, a woman who was a wolf mate

brought into an ER near the wolf Clan land the day of the supposed skirmish on wolf land…

He needed to see for himself what was going on. Before someone did something he couldn’t stop or fix or turn around in

time. 

This shit wasn’t coming from him or his, he knew it. 

When he did figure out who the assholes were behind it, the identities of the idiots stirring the wolves up against them, 

he was going to rip them a new asshole before he skull-fucked them with a goddamned cactus. 

He pulled up Google Earth and topographical maps of the wolf Clan land and started looking. Carefully looking. Aliah

had tried some bullshit there. These latest idiots—there had to be something. 

He thought about the scans of the book and switched over to that file.  Of course everyone knew about the stones, one

location lost to history, if not to progress, somewhere in  Europe.  The original stones supposedly used to pierce the veil and

summon the Dark Ones, if the legends were to be believed. 

Hell, if that book was to be believed. 

There it was, the page with the drawings. 

The second drawing…

He studied it, then went back to the maps. There were possibly a couple of areas that might…

 Really? Could it be  that ? 

Pulse racing, Carl zoomed in and felt frustrated he couldn’t see right through the tree line. But if he compared the Google

Earth shots to the topographical maps, it was possible that, just maybe, he’d figured out what so many people had apparently

gone batshit over. 

And it was slap in the middle of wolf Clan land. 

Sitting back, he stared at his screen for a long time. 

 No. Fucking. Way. 

It couldn’t be  that simple, could it? 

This would take some more researching. A lot more. 

Digging into how the wolves came about their territory. 

That they legally owned the land currently comprising their territory was not in dispute. They bought more every year, 

constantly expanding it. 

But at some point in time before Maine was a colony or a state, someone had to have laid claim to this territory. 

He wanted to know more about that. 

Which was where his money and contacts came in handy. 




* * * *

 

Two weeks later, Carl was staring at a very detailed report tracing the lineage not of a person, but of property. Included

in the huge binder full of information were copies of deeds and other records, including some written in French. 

The summation was that the property could be traced back to the earliest settlers of the region and even before that.  It

was likely no coincidence that so many early settlers came from England and Scotland. 

Interestingly enough, even before that, there were disputed theories about other explorers coming through, maybe even

making contact with the indigenous people, before the written record. 

Some said Vikings. 

Carl  rubbed  a  hand  over  his  face.  Plenty  of  early  cockatrice  nests  were  mistaken  for—accidentally,  or  purposefully

made to look like—Vikings. The conquest, the chaos. 

It wasn’t uncommon to make cockatrice destruction look like Vikings were the guilty ones. 

There were a few topographical anomalies in the wolf Clan territory that could potentially match up to the description

Carl  had  given  to  his  guy  to  scout  out,  although  drone  investigations  were  inconclusive.  The  locations  were  too  far  into  the

territory to be investigated. Perhaps with a helicopter. 

Carl didn’t care. 

He wanted to see for himself. 

The next day, equipped with a backpack and water and some beef jerky, as well as a GPS, his phone, a tablet with the

scanned book pages on it, a topographical map, and a gun, he headed into wolf  Clan territory overland, from a state park.  It

would be longer but there were no residences and little chance of him encountering anyone. 

It took him until the next morning to find it. When he did, he stood there, staring as if he’d found the Holy Grail. 

Because he had. 

“Holy fuck,” he whispered, shedding the backpack and scaling the rock pile. 

Turning around, he suddenly felt a hot wind engulf him, spinning around him, and his world went black. 




* * * *

 

Aliah sat up and looked around but everything felt…

Wrong. 

Different. 

For starters, she was no longer trapped in that goddamned world where she’d been. 

Unfortunately, the female wolf who’d taken her baby wasn’t tossed through, too, even though Aliah had sensed her there. 

Sensed her  close. 

She held her hands up and let out a startled cry to see man’s hands there. 

Sure enough, unfastening the jeans she wore revealed she had a penis and balls. 

“Oh, hey. Look at that.” 

It was a brief distraction. Okay, she was out and back on Earth, but not in her own body. 

At that point, she didn’t fucking  care. 

Nowhere around here was there any sign of wolves. 

She  climbed  down  from  the  rock  pile  and  found  the  guy’s  gear  and  started  looking  through  it.  No  ID,  but  the  GPS

showed his track through the woods. 

 Duh, wallet. 

She found a wallet in the back pocket of the jeans and nearly dropped it when she opened it. 

 Fuuuck. 

Somewhere, she thought she heard a man screaming, demanding to be released, then realized it was inside  her. 

Rather, she was inside him and in control. 

Carl Shupe. 

Her husband’s cousin. 

“Well hello, Carl,” she muttered, sliding the wallet back into his— her pocket. “Funny thing just happened.  Looks like

I’m in control now.” 

 Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all. 




* * * *

 

The three women sat in the middle of the field, facing each other. From about thirty feet away, a group of a dozen cattle

grazed and occasionally lifted their heads to watch the women. 

“I feel really stupid doing this,” Mai muttered. “You know that, right?” 

“Shh,” Lina said. “Just sit there and try to feel.” 

From where he lay nearby, Jasper had his head up and silently watched them. 

Elain suspected that she wouldn’t be able to get rid of her four-legged shadow—not that she wanted to—if she wasn’t

safely inside the house or with her guys. She’d noticed the only time Jasper willingly left her side was if any of her men were

with her, or she was with Ryan, whom the dog absolutely loved. And if he wasn’t shadowing her, he was shadowing the kids. 

Elain wanted to know what happened to his previous owner, though. 

They were taking a break from trying to see more about the nuclear vision to work on their powers. After more talking

with Callie, they decided to help Mai focus on some of the more tangible aspects that didn’t involve lightning. 

Callie had the ability to manipulate earth and wind, sort of like an elemental earth dragon. Jan had started helping Mai

but they hadn’t made much progress. She could make a leaf move with wind, but that was about it. 

Today, they were going to focus on earth. 

Mai finally let out a sigh. “I just want a darn molehill—” A terrified squeak cut her off as a small mound of dirt about

three inches tall erupted in front of her. 

“Was that me?” she whispered. 

Lina let out a hoot. “You did it! You made a molehill out of a mountain of effort!” 

Elain snorted. “I don’t think that’s helping.” 

“Fuckin’ A, it is. This is great!” 

“Not very helpful, though,” Mai said, her voice sounding shaky. 

“It’ll  be  helpful  when  you  can  do  like  what  Callie  did,”  Elain  said,  “and  make  a  massive  dirt  monster  appear  out  of

nothing.” 

“Oh. True.” 

“Okay,  I  think  that’s  enough  practice  for  today,”  Elain  said,  climbing  to  her  feet.  “Always  stop  on  a  good  note.”  She

looked down. “Right, Jasper?” 

He chuffed, wagging his tail. 

Back at the house, Elain’s men were taking care of Connor, who was doing a great job already of sitting up by himself

and starting to roll over and commando crawl, and Ellie, who was gnawing on a baby cookie. 

Elain  did  her  best  not  to  lose  sight  of  this.  That she had a family to love and care for, twins on the way, and that she

couldn’t let their quest to stop a nuclear explosion overshadow everything else in her life. 

Because the only way they would solve that problem in time was if she maintained balance. 

She went in to go grab a shower and Brodey followed her. “Mind if I join you?” 

“Not at all.” She suspected it’d end up with her soaped up and being sweetly mauled by him, but she didn’t mind. 

That’s why she wasn’t ready for what he said next. “If you need to Seer Says me, I get it, but I need to know something. 

There were some pictures on your phone. I saw them looking through pics I took of Ellie’s birth, but then they were gone. One

was of a birth certificate. It looked like maybe for a boy.” 

 Shit. 

She refused to turn around. She also didn’t speak. 

He finally made her turn around and look at him. “It was a Maine birth certificate, that much I know.” 

 Shit. Shit shitshitshitshit! 

“When we were heading to that cockatrice hunt that we never got to because of Brighton, Kitty told me she’d stumbled

across a police report for a missing person, a woman about that woman’s age, the one who took Lacey. And she had a baby.” 

Ice water ran through Elain’s veins. 

She stared at him. 

“Did she abduct a wolf baby? Was she the cockatrice Ortega meant who killed Connor’s birth parents?” 

Elain wanted to burst into tears of relief. 

She cupped her hands against his cheeks and kissed him. “Seer Says,” she whispered. “Connor’s birth parents need to

remain a secret lost to the past. That’s for his protection and ours. You can’t tell anyone any of that, even Ain and Cail.” 

“Edict me,” he immediately said. 

It  felt  like  she  was  waiting  for  her  heart  to  start  beating  again.  She  kissed  him  once  more.  “Brodey,  you  cannot  tell

 anyone  about  seeing  that  birth  certificate,  or  about  any  suppositions  you  have  about  Connor’s  birth  parents,  other  than  what

we’ve already told people.” 

He nodded, smiling. “Thank you, babe. I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to spy. I used your phone to film everything, and I was

looking at it, and—” 

She kissed him. “Connor is  our son, and Connor is a wolf.” 

Neither statement a lie, because he was their son, and he was a wolf. 

As far as anyone knew. 

An omission wasn’t a lie. 

 Loophole. 

He placed his hands on her tummy. “I love you. So fucking much.” 

“Love you, too, sweetie.” 

He wrapped his arms around her and they stood under the spray. 




* * * *

 

Ryan stood, drink in hand, and stared out his windows. He didn’t bother turning when he felt the presence behind him. 

“You’re not holding out, are you?” she asked. 

He turned. Baba Yaga the matron stood there. 

“Information? No. I’m using every bit they give me and working all my contacts. You?” 

She went to pour herself a drink. “He won’t let me out, will he?” 

Ryan froze. “What?” 

“You know who I’m talking about.” She lifted the glass to her lips and stared at him over the rim. “I’m not of The Firm. 

Not really. I don’t want to be, either.” 

“He does his best, you know. He loves you.” 

“Here, let me assuage my paternal guilt by plucking you from obscurity and ensuring you have no chance for a normal

life  whatsoever.  Oh,  and  making  certain  that  you  aren’t  around  to  help  prevent  your  brother  from  getting  killed.  And  that

countless  eons  and  generations  of  people  will  hate  you.  Gee,  he  couldn’t  have  gotten  me  a  gift  card  from  Bed,  Bath,  and

Beyond. No, not Hades.” 

“Was that what this was all about? Engineering a long-term exit strategy for yourself?” 

“Not  exactly.  Well,  yes,  sort  of,  but  the  nuclear  thing  put  a  crimp  in  my  plans.  I  suppose  I  can’t  leave  until  that’s

handled.” 

“Leave to where? I control where that pendant can take you.” 

“Perhaps into the Ether.” She held her glass up and waved it in the air. “Away. Permanently.” 

Ryan strove for patience. After a long breath, he quietly said, “He will not allow that and you know it. He loves you.” 

“Bullshit. Hades knows nothing about love.” 

“If  the  most  powerful  archdemon  besides  myself  couldn’t  figure  out  how  to  kill  himself,  what  makes  you  think  you

could?” 

“I won’t have to,” she said. “I already have.” She guzzled the drink and carried the glass back into the kitchen, setting it

in the sink. “Now, I just have to wait and be patient.” She disappeared. 

 Fuck. 

Ryan’s head dropped as he stared at the floor for a moment. By all rights, he should be reporting this to his father and

send Hades out to talk to her. Let the man do his own dirty work. 

He was only her half-brother, and she wasn’t very fond of him to start with. Why should keeping her alive fall upon his

shoulders? 

This wasn’t like Will. They weren’t soul-bound. 

He understood her pain all too well, having lived through it himself. 

But  there  came  a  time  when,  sometimes,  he  had  to  let  people  make  choices  for  themselves.  It  wasn’t  like  she  hadn’t

fulfilled her destiny. Even Lacey had told him that. 

Perhaps it  would be kindest to let Jadwiga’s tortured soul finally find peace. Return to the Ether and start anew. 

He finished his drink and, after a moment’s hesitation, decided to pour himself another. 

If nothing else, it helped him not think about the things Elain had revealed to him in her vision that night they chatted in

her yard. A vision confirmed by Lacey. 

A baby. 

 His baby. 

 Impossible. 

His baby had died with Chloe, his soul mate, so many eons ago, when she was murdered by Boorman. 

The fucking animal who’d created these blasted cockatrice to start with. 

If nothing else, before Ryan took his last breath and his soul returned to the Ether, he  would have his vengeance. 





THE END
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