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PREFACE

Creation is the second book in a new series that takes place several years after the original Lost Children Trilogy. Though this series stands alone, for full enjoyment, readers may wish to read the previous trilogy (Forgotten, Remembered, and Reborn) before beginning any books in the Lost Children World.
All books in the
Lost Children Trilogy are available individually or as a complete Kindle Box Set. They can be found by clicking here.




CHAPTER ONE

The wind pounded in my ears as my paws thundered across the ground. Dense woods surrounded me as I loped around the trees.
I’d never experienced anything like this. The freedom. The sights and sounds. And the air . . . The breeze carried more than just smells. The wind that whipped over my lolling tongue had a taste . . . like leaves, rain, earth, and moss.
Slowing my pace, my nose twitched as a new scent caught my interest. Looping back, I trotted to a patch of pine needles and leaves that littered the forest floor. I stopped. Something about this area was different. I lowered my head and buried my nose in the leaves.
Snuffling, I moved my head along, catching that strangely alluring smell again. There. I stopped at a patch of leaves. A few drops of something wet and sticky coated them.
I sniffed more.
My body trembled, and an excited whine erupted from me. Blood. An injured animal had passed through here only moments ago. The blood was fresh. Raw.
Lifting my head, I howled. The sound filled the trees.
I’m going to kill.
The sheer anticipation left my body rippling with eager unspent energy.
I took off as I caught the trail. Drops of crimson blood dotted the forest floor. Once again, I thundered across the land. Branches and brush snagged against my fur, but I didn’t slow.
Movement ahead caught my attention. The smell grew stronger. A deer. It was limping but was still trying valiantly to run. A hunter’s arrow protruded from its hind end.
Enough of my human mind still functioned to recognize that whoever had shot it wasn’t a skilled hunter. This deer had escaped his grasp. Most likely, it had been running for hours and would die slowly over days.
But now it will die soon.
My pace increased.
I lunged at the last moment. The deer didn’t know I was upon it until my teeth sank into its flesh. The deer’s scream of pain filled my ears as blood rushed into my mouth.
Yes!
But just as elation coursed through my veins, a touch of revulsion did too. My human mind registered the feel of warm flesh ripping between my teeth. What’s happening to me? Why am I doing this?
Another scream filled the air, joining the deer’s pitiful cries.
Except this scream was human.
~   ~   ~
“Jacinda!” Luke roared.
My eyes snapped open as I bolted upright in bed. An ear-piercing scream continued to fill my ears.
My scream.
I stopped screaming abruptly as my surroundings registered. Soft sheets. A dark room. Luke’s hulking form beside me.
Sweat poured from my face as Luke clutched my upper arms.
“Jacinda! My love! It’s okay. It was just a dream.” His thick fingers threaded through my damp hair as he pushed blond locks from my face.
A dream. It was the dream again.
My breath came out in harsh pants. With frantic movements, I fingered my mouth and moved my tongue. My lips were dry. And nothing coated the inside of my mouth. No blood.
I frowned. For some bizarre reason, that realization was strangely . . . upsetting. That was a first following the dream. Usually, I felt nothing but disgust after I woke from biting into the deer’s haunches.
Pushing that unsettling fact to the side, I tucked my hair behind my ears with shaky fingers.
“How long was I screaming?” I turned to Luke. The bed dipped so heavily in his direction, I slid into him. Even my large belly didn’t weigh me down enough to keep me in place.
Luke’s muscled arms caught me and pulled me close. “Less than a minute. It was the thrashing that woke me first. Your legs and arms were wind-milling.”
“Wind-milling?”
“As if you were running.”
As if I was running in my sleep. I ducked my chin as embarrassment flooded me. No doubt, I had once again resembled a dog as it dozed on the floor. Snout twitching, legs scissoring, as if acting out whatever dreams canines had.
Heat filled my cheeks. I had to be a sight: sweaty, damp hair, the scent of perspiration clinging to my skin, and legs twitching like an animal.
I already itched to take a shower—to feel human again. The thought of blow-drying my hair and spritzing on a dash of perfume had me wanting to climb out of bed and run to the bathroom.
But that wouldn’t stop the dreams. It wouldn’t stop what had been plaguing me my entire pregnancy.
What’s wrong with me?
The baby kicked. He felt like he was doing somersaults in my abdomen.
I cradled my swollen belly protectively. My skin was taut and smooth. Already, I was thirty-one weeks. Were you dreaming of the forest too, my little one?
Luke’s massive palm covered mine, his callouses rough on the back of my hand. When the baby kicked again, he grunted. “He’s strong. Did you feel that one? This little pup wants to meet his papa.” Luke’s golden eyes glowed in the dark room. Even though they were full of pride, I caught another emotion in them too—worry.
My dreams were growing more intense. The closer my due date became, the more it felt like my mind was no longer my own. Before becoming pregnant, the thought of running through the woods or tasting blood would have made my nose wrinkle in disgust.
But now . . .
I rubbed my belly again. Is that what you want to do, my little one? To run in the woods with your papa? To chase deer? To taste blood?
Though fierce love filled me every time I thought of our baby, I couldn’t stop the gnawing fear that something was wrong. I’d felt that way my entire pregnancy, and once again, terror slid through me in icy trails. What if he’s born a wolf? What if he’s not human at all?
Over and over, I’d had nightmares of people seeing me with our baby. Of him being mistaken for our new puppy by those who did not realize the precious little one who trotted by my feet had been birthed between my own legs.
I rubbed my belly more, my movements growing faster. Inside me, our little one kicked and squirmed.
“Shh, my love.” Luke pried my hands away and locked me in his arms.
I tried to stop the worries that filled my mind, but it was no use. “I’m so scared.”
“I know.”
Given Luke’s and my unique genetics, there was no knowing what our baby would look like. The only comfort I took was in the ultrasounds that Father and Di, my adopted sister, had done. They’d showed a fetus with arms, legs, and human hands. Not paws.
They kept telling me everything was fine.
But I knew it wasn’t.
I shouldn’t be having these dreams. I shouldn’t dream of meat and blood if my baby is human. That’s not normal. Only animals want to chase prey and sink their teeth into them.
And even though Luke could transform into a wolf, he was still very much human, and he said he rarely had dreams of hunting in wolf form.
But such were my dreams. And instead of going away, they were increasing.
The dreams only reminded me that nothing about my pregnancy was normal. The bloodwork Di and Father had processed showed lupine DNA in my blood-stream. DNA that wasn’t mine circulated through my body. DNA that was like Luke’s. DNA that was our baby’s.
For whatever reason, my pregnancy wasn’t like most humans’. My blood intermixed with the fetus’s.
Strangely, I had no adverse reaction to our mixing blood. Father said the baby’s blood was compatible with my own. Therefore, each of us was safe. I shuddered to think what might have happened if our bloods weren’t compatible.
Di hadn’t known that I had overheard her one day as she and Father discussed the gravity of someone reacting to incompatible blood. I’d been three rooms away, but my hearing had been turned up. Apparently, bad things could happen during blood transfusions, and if incompatible bloods mixed—a person could die.
Or our baby could die.
The blare of the city filtered through our bedroom windows, snapping me from my morbid thoughts, which at times felt like a runaway freight train. Even at the late hour, Denver was wide awake.
My hearing was currently turned up, as it often was when I woke from the dreams. Wincing, I mentally turned it down. The screaming car horns and the squeal of tires around corners below quieted. So did Luke’s sounds. His heartbeat had been so loud, it sounded like the pounding surf only inches from my head. His breathing hadn’t been any better. He was worried. That was evident in his harsh panting that he was trying valiantly to hide.
“My love? Do you want to lie back down?” He turned me in his arms, his hard chest pressing against my side. Coarse hairs peppered his pectoral muscles. I threaded my fingers through them.
“I’m okay,” I managed. The need to shower was still pulling at me.
“Was it the deer dream?”
I nodded. “Yes, only this time, it felt even more . . . real.” I’d been certain blood filled my mouth when I woke.
Footsteps padded outside our room. They sounded like a bass drum. Turn your hearing down more. I pushed it down another notch as our door squeaked open. I winced and turned my hearing down again.
Must get that door hinge fixed.
“Is she okay?” Susannah’s soft voice carried into the room. My adopted sister had whispered, but I still heard it crystal clear. She probably thought I’d fallen back to sleep.
“I’m fine, Susannah,” I replied before Luke could. “I’m sorry. Did I wake you again?” My shoulders drooped. It seemed nobody in our home was sleeping well these days.
Susannah shrugged and padded into the room. She stopped at the foot of our bed.
Standing in a thin T-shirt that draped to her knees, she looked like an ethereal dark angel. Her long black hair tumbled down her back, and her snow-white skin glowed in the night lighting.
As the sounds of downtown Denver blared upward from dozens of stories below, city lights filtered in through our curtains, making our penthouse condo feel alive in its own way.
I could see Susannah’s face clearly. Worry made her full mouth pucker.
“Was it one of the recurring dreams?” Her soft voice was filled with concern.
“Yes.”
She padded to my side. “Do you want me to brush your hair? That worked last time when you couldn’t sleep because of the dreams.”
I took her hand and squeezed it gently. “Sure. That would be nice.” I scooted over to give her room on the bed beside Luke and me. It was so strange to have Luke and her dote on me every night.
Normally, before I’d become pregnant, I’d been the caretaker in our family. That was how I preferred it, but I also knew giving them something to do made them feel useful, as if their nervous energy could be morphed into something that prevented disaster.
Susannah’s small hand reached for the brush on the nightstand.
“Here, move forward a little.” Susannah guided me to be in front of her then began combing my hair in long strokes.
Luke moved down in the bed and picked up my lower leg. His strong fingers kneaded the arch of my left foot. It sent calming tingles up my nerves.
“Thank you,” I murmured.
“Just try to fall back asleep,” Luke whispered. “You’ve only been sleeping for two hours.”
My eyes drifted to the clock as the baby kicked again—3:52 a.m. Another sleepless night.
“But what about you two?” I tried to turn so I could better assess how Susannah was faring, but she gently pushed me forward again.
“Luke and I have no problems falling asleep. Don’t worry about us. Just try to relax enough to sleep again.”
I tried to argue. I truly did. I hated that my pregnancy was affecting each of them so much. A few times in the past month, I’d suggested to Susannah that she move in with Di and Raven, or Father, Amber, and Edgar. Surely, she would get better rest there.
But each time, Susannah denied my suggestions. She was as stubborn as Luke in that department. As was the rest of my family . . .
My half-sister, Lena, had begun visiting every weekend to do what she could to help. Flint often accompanied her. More than once, the two of them had been the ones to soothe me during the night when the dreams became too much. Thankfully, their help had allowed Luke and Susannah to have a few nights of untroubled sleep.
“Shh, my love.” Luke’s strong hands worked their magic as Susannah’s rhythmic brushing made my eyes drift closed. “Go to sleep.”
Susannah shifted, which allowed me to fall back against the pillows. My eyes were closing when I felt her stand.
“They’re getting worse.” Her soft statement floated to me, but already, I was slipping under.
“I know. She barely sleeps at all now.”
Our door closed with a squeak when Susannah left the room.
Luke moved to my side, his fingers massaging my back. His hard form pressed against me from behind as his free arm locked possessively around my swollen middle. But what he didn’t know was that I still heard his thundering heart.
As much as he tried to hide his worry from me, it was still there.
It was always there.




CHAPTER TWO

Dark circles lined the bottoms of my eyes. I stared at them in dismay before snapping my compact closed.
I sat in my car at the front of my favorite salon. It was my second facial appointment this week even though these appointments did little to alleviate the bags under my eyes.
But even though I had to get back to work soon, I didn’t move. Memories of the dreams still haunted me.
After finally falling asleep for a second time last night, I’d bolted awake not even an hour later. The second recurring dream, the dream of me giving birth, had left me shaky and sweaty. Snapping jaws and a furry tail had emerged from my womb. My own child had bitten me upon entering the world.
Not for the first time, I questioned if I should continue working. We certainly didn’t need the money, and sleepless nights plagued me relentlessly. But I enjoyed my job, and so many women worked right up until they gave birth. In a way, I knew I would feel like a failure if I couldn’t do that too. But most women don’t have pregnancies like mine.
An engine started beside my parked vehicle, jolting me back to the present. Its driver waved at me.
Marcella. She was another regular at the salon. I waved back and forced a smile before checking my watch.
Shoot. It’s 12:15 already. I didn’t have much time. I was here on my lunch hour. The daycare I worked at was jam-packed today. It was a miracle I’d been given a break at all.
I opened my door and stepped out. Bright sunlight and ninety-degree July heat assaulted me on the sidewalk. My leather flats tapped on the concrete as sweat beaded on my upper lip.
Bella greeted me when I entered the salon. “Hi, Jacinda!”
A rush of air-conditioning cooled my skin as I walked to the counter. Thankfully. It was so hot out every day lately. Summer’s heat was in full swing.
A flash of annoyance filled me as Bella typed in my name to look up my appointment. It came out of nowhere—a rush of irritation and anger.
Startled, I instinctively cradled my abdomen as Bella moved her computer mouse around. When she finished, she smiled.
“I have you all checked in.” Her smile faltered when she looked up.
I quickly smoothed whatever expression I wore.
Bella’s gaze dropped to my belly. “That baby still keeping you awake at night?”
I stiffened. “Is it that obvious?” The comment snapped from my mouth like someone smacking a wet dish towel against the counter.
Her smile vanished. “Oh, um . . . I didn’t mean anything by it. I just noticed you look tired, but it’s nothing Vanessa can’t fix. You know she’s a magician with skin care.” She shuffled a few papers awkwardly as her gaze dipped.
Guilt smothered the irritation that flared in me. I never snapped at people like that. What’s wrong with me?
A flutter of anxiety wafted through my veins as I walked on stiff legs to a waiting room chair. Bella was always so friendly and bubbly. She didn’t deserve how I’d just treated her.
I pulled my full bottom lip into my mouth and chewed on it.
“Jacinda?”
My head whipped up so hard a crick formed in my neck.
Vanessa appeared in the arched doorway that led deeper into the salon, a smile plastered on her face. “Ready to come back?”
I pushed to a stand. The baby kicked again. “Yes. Yes, of course.”
She smiled warmly and began walking. Her long brown hair was pulled up in a stylish bun today. Two sticks held it in place. “How many weeks are you now?”
“Almost thirty-two.” Another flutter of irritation filled me. Why does everyone keep asking about my pregnancy? It’s none of their damned business!
That abrupt thought made me pause mid-stride. Vanessa continued forward, oblivious to my faltered step.
My breathing increased. What the hell is the matter with me?
I made myself resume walking, but the spiteful comments inside me continued throughout my entire appointment. Anytime Vanessa asked about the baby, made a comment about my pregnancy, or looked at me the wrong way, I had to purse my lips to keep from lashing out. The few times she glanced at my swollen belly, I’d had to physically stop myself from snarling and cradling my belly possessively.
By the time I left my appointment—an appointment that usually brought me joy and peace—I felt like a she-wolf ready to sink my teeth into someone.
I was shaking when I returned to work. Luckily, the little ones I took care of never asked about my due date. They just crawled over me, drooling, giggling, and wanting to be held.
I cuddled a ten-month-old to my chest. She’d been missing her mom horribly, and I did my best to soothe her. Thankfully, she found solace nibbling on my knuckle. I let her chew away as a one-year-old toddled toward me on unsteady legs. I reached out with my free arm and steadied her when she pitched forward.
“Oooh, Clare Bear. You big girl. Look at you go!”
She just giggled and toddled to another area in the room.
For the first time all day, the malicious thoughts and raging temper disappeared, but once my shift was over and I was packing up, the venomous thoughts returned. Anytime one of my coworkers glanced at my belly or stepped too close, it took everything in me to not snap.
By the time I got home, I felt like an emotional wreck. After stepping into the entryway, I closed the door behind me and crumpled to the marble floor.
“What’s wrong with me?” I whispered to no one in particular. Tears streamed down my cheeks.
The baby continued to kick as the sound of Luke’s padding feet filled my ears. He appeared from around the corner. His large shoulders stretched against his T-shirt, and his golden eyes filled with concern when they happened upon me.
An aching sense of need filled me. My mate.
He rushed to my side. The movement was a blur since his powers kicked in. He was like Flint in that way, except his powers far outnumbered my adopted brother’s.
“Love. What is it?” Luke’s golden gaze flickered across my face. A deep growl filled his throat. “Did something happen? Are you hurt?”
The tears continued to pour down my cheeks. “Something’s wrong with me, Luke. Something’s really, really wrong.”
~   ~   ~
An hour later, I was on the examination table at Father’s home. He and Di had told us to come over after I called them.
I hated that I was putting everyone through such an ordeal. Father and Di had assessed me so much during my pregnancy. I knew they were starting to doubt my concerns. I could only call wolf so many times before people stopped listening. No pun intended. I swallowed a hysterical laugh that wanted to bubble out of me.
The ultrasound whirred in the background as Father glided the handheld wand over my abdomen. I stared at the screen as black-and-white images of my baby appeared.
“Here are the legs and arms.” He pointed at the screen. “And here, you can see the profile. All still human.”
Luke stood at my side, his energy tense and strong. His large hand held mine.
“But you say you’ve been feeling more irritable and are now having irrational thoughts?” Father turned off the ultrasound machine and handed me a towel to wipe the gel from my stomach.
Di stood behind him, a medical book open in front of her on one of the tables.
“Feeling things like that are normal during pregnancy.” Di glanced up from the book. Her dark hair bobbed against her jaw. “Most pregnant women feel overly emotional at some point during their pregnancy. It’s from the hormones.”
“But it’s not that . . . it’s like I have these urges. These instincts that are almost overwhelming at times. Thoughts overtake me, and I have these reactions I can barely control.”
Di snapped the book shut. Her dark gaze narrowed as her expression turned pensive. “What kind of instincts?”
“It’s like I want to hide my belly from everyone. I don’t want anyone looking at or noticing me. I almost lashed out at my coworker today, and she’s never been anything but sweet to me.” I frowned, my shoulders sinking. “It’s only around all of you that I don’t feel that way. Only around our family do I not have these urges. And thankfully, the babies at work don’t bother me. I only ever feel caring toward them.” My brow puckered. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I lashed out at a child.
Father and Di shared a contemplative look as Father finished cleaning the ultrasound equipment. He and Di stepped out of the room. From their tapping footsteps, I knew they were moving several rooms away.
I turned up my hearing.
“Do you think it’s worth looking into wolf behavior during pregnancy?” Di asked in hushed tones from down the hall. They’d moved clear to the center of the house, but even when they whispered, I could still hear them, though barely. “She’s almost sounding territorial, and if she can only tolerate us that makes sense since we’re her pack.”
“I was thinking the same thing,” Father replied. “Many of her behaviors and what she’s experiencing could be explained by that. Female wolves are very protective of their young and have to rely on their pack to feed them while they’re nursing and raising the pups. For many weeks, the mother often doesn’t leave her den, and she relies solely on her pack to nourish her. It would explain why Jacinda isn’t turning on us, but why she sees other adults as threats.”
My cheeks flushed. Wolf behavior?
“I remember reading something like that from our animal biology textbooks when we were growing up.” The sound of Di tapping her chin followed.
“But I’m not a wolf!” I practically screamed.
Luke tensed at my outburst.
Footsteps tapped down the hall. I turned my hearing back to normal just as Di and Father returned to the room. Both of them had the decency to look sheepish. Even though they’d taken precautions to avoid my overhearing, my genetically enhanced hearing was too good.
“We know you’re not.” Di rushed to my side and took my hand. The fact that she took my hand and rubbed it soothingly told me my reaction had been even more extreme than I’d meant it to be.
But my heart still raced as blood whooshed through my ears. Wolf behavior? Really?
“It’s still worth looking into,” Father said soothingly. Kindness exuded from his hazel eyes as he pushed his glasses up his nose. Since I’d pulled him from his home lab, he still wore a lab coat.
Guilt again nibbled at my conscience. Both Father and Di had been working when Luke called them an hour ago. And as they always did, they’d dropped everything to accommodate me.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered before swinging my legs over the side of the exam table. “I’m so sorry that I keep taking your time up and acting like a crazy woman.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Father and Di share a concerned look.
Luke massaged my shoulders. “Nobody thinks you’re crazy,” he said harshly before he growled. “Isn’t that right?”
“Of course nobody thinks that,” Father said adamantly.
“Luke’s right,” Di agreed. She hunkered down in front of me and clasped my hands with her thin tanned fingers. “But you do have lupine DNA in your bloodstream right now. It’s possible it’s affecting you. You could be exhibiting these urges and behaviors because of it.”
Luke grumbled his agreement gently. “When I ran in the wild with the wolves, I observed alpha females in estrus and during their pregnancies. They often became more dominant and irritable. It wasn’t unusual for them to snap at others. What you’re experiencing is normal.”
A hysterical laugh bubbled out of me. “For a wolf it’s normal, but for me, it’s not!”
Father frowned. “No, you’re not a wolf, but your partner is part wolf, and the lupine DNA in your bloodstream also confirms that your baby is part wolf.”
My gaze met his as my emotions went on another rollercoaster ride, then I burst into tears.




CHAPTER THREE

Luke took me home after my emotional encounter with Di and Father. Once we arrived at our condo, I crawled into bed. Tiredness radiated along every line of my body. My swollen belly wasn’t helping. Movement was getting harder and harder as our baby grew and stretched.
Luke drew the blackout curtains after giving me a soothing massage. Sleep was just on the precipice when his words flowed to me from the living room as I lay in our dark bedroom.
“Yes, I definitely think you should come, Lena. She’d be happy to see you.” He was on the phone, talking to my sister.
A smile ghosted my lips. Lena. Sister. The thought of seeing her brought a soothing feeling of peace. For once, tiredness gripped me in her dark embrace, and I fell into oblivion. I welcomed it. Needed it.
Even though I knew the dreams were coming.
~   ~   ~
Pain ripped through me. Horrible, awful, excruciating pain. My belly felt like it was being clawed open. Waves of agony rippled along my abdomen.
I opened my eyes to a dark room. Noise from the Denver streets filtered in from below, but they were nothing compared to my panting.
“Ahh!” The wail left my lips as another wave of sharp pain stabbed my abdomen. It wasn’t a dream. It was real.
I gripped the edge of our bedframe tightly and pulled myself to a sitting position. A moan left my lips as I struggled to take breaths. “Luke!”
I squeezed my eyes shut as another stabbing wave needled my belly. “Ahh!”
Luke roused from a deep sleep slowly. His gaze was hooded when he opened his eyes. Sitting upright, his eyes flew wide open. “Jacinda? My love? What is it? Another dream?”
“No!” I gripped the headboard harder and gritted my teeth. “The baby, Luke! The baby’s coming!”
His eyes turned to saucers and began to glow as he threw the sheets off him. “Now? The baby’s coming now?”
Susannah appeared in our bedroom doorway, wearing pajamas. “What’s going on?” She rushed to my side as I rocked on the mattress.
Luke’s hands were scrambling along the bedside table. “My phone! Where’s my damned phone?”
Susannah joined him as I clutched my belly in agony. Another primal scream tore from my throat. It felt like someone was cutting me open from the inside out.
“Found it!” Susannah yelled, holding it up to Luke.
He snatched it from her hand before whizzing around the bed and kneeling in front of me. “Just hold on, my love. Hold on. I’ll call Conroy and Di.”
“Let me!” Susannah appeared on my other side, holding out her hand. Wild blue eyes met mine when I moaned again. She looked as terrified as I felt. “Help Jacinda, Luke. I have no idea what to do for her.”
Luke tossed her the phone before he picked me up and carried me across the room. His nostrils flared. It was only then I felt the dampness between my legs. The smell of blood and body fluids reached my nose.
I began mewling. “The baby’s coming. The baby’s coming.” I screamed again when another contraction ripped through my stomach. “But it’s too early, Luke! He can’t come now. It’s too early!”
“Shh, my love.” He kicked the bathroom door open and strode in, flicking the light on. His irises glowed when he took in the horrific scene that was my body.
Blood stained my nightclothes. Pale skin stared back at me in the mirror, my long blond locks hung damp from sweat, and my light-brown eyes were wide with panic. I’m hemorrhaging. Even though I knew nothing about medicine and giving birth, I knew losing so much blood wasn’t good.
“Luke?” I said weakly as another round of pain made me grip him hard enough to break skin.
Disheveled locks of tawny hair covered his head. Two days’ worth of stubble covered his cheeks. His massive shoulders, at least three feet wide, looked as tense and hard as bowling balls.
Worry clenched his jaw before he set me down on the sink’s edge. I leaned my entire weight into him as he lifted the hem of my nightclothes. The world began to swim in darkness despite the harsh lights of the bathroom.
“Just hold on, my love. They’re coming.” His caramel-colored eyes flickered.
But I couldn’t hold on. I opened my mouth to scream again as a new wave of pain swept through me, but only a pitiful moan came out before the world fell into darkness.
~   ~   ~
I woke to the sensation of hands on my abdomen. Hands everywhere. Voices came next, but they were muffled and faded in and out. I tried to open my eyes but couldn’t. The entire world became sound and touch.
“. . . stopped the contractions . . . we’ll need to . . .”
A growl and sharp words. “She’s still bleeding!”
“I know . . .” A soothing reply. “. . . taking her to . . .”
Someone lifted me, and the world disappeared again.
~   ~   ~
“Jacinda? Can you hear me?” The voice was worried. A hand touched me, running along my forehead. The fingertips were cool, the movements gentle. “Sister? Wake up.”
Lena. My eyelids fluttered open.
Green eyes shimmering with tears met mine. My sister’s hair was a wild mess of long red waves down her back. “Jace? You’re awake!” Lena cradled my hand between both of hers before she brought it to her cheek and nuzzled it.
I blinked more and looked around. It seemed I was lying on a bed with Lena crouched at my side. Sunlight poured in through gauzy curtains, but it wasn’t my room.
I recognized the large king-sized bed that I lay on along with the dark-wood furniture that adorned the room. Father’s guest room?
“You had us really scared there for a few hours. Don’t do that again.” Lena’s lips parted in a tentative smile.
Her words made last night come crashing back. My heart broke as all thoughts of my whereabouts vanished. “The baby?”
I bolted upright, my hands flying to my swollen stomach.
He’s still inside me. Relief rained down on me just as he kicked, but my heart still pounded from the thought that I’d lost him.
“But how is he? Is he doing okay?” I rubbed my hands over my belly. Even though he moved, it didn’t mean everything was fine. Maybe the event last night had damaged him, cut off oxygen, or done something to impair his development. My mind whirled with all that could have happened.
Lena gently pushed me back into the pillows. “He’s fine, Jacinda. I wouldn’t lie to you. Father and Di said everything’s okay now. You don’t need to worry.”
“But what happened?”
“You went into labor during the night and started bleeding. Di and Father had to give you medicine to stop the contractions. It’s too early for your little guy to come yet.”
Hearing my sister’s soothing words and firm conviction stilled my trembling hands. I took several deep breaths as the horrors of the night slowly washed into the background. I made a move to get up, but Lena stopped me.
“You can’t get out of bed. Father has placed you on bed rest. He said you’re too high risk to be up and moving.”
I eyed the bed I lay in. “So I was moved to Father’s house?”
Lena pulled my hand into hers again. “Yeah. Luke, Susannah, Di, and Father drove you here after Susannah called them in a panic. Once you were stabilized at your penthouse, they figured it was safest to have you here since Father’s medical wing is closer.”
“Where’s Luke?”
“Passed out on the couch in the living room. So is Susannah. They had quite a scare. In fact, we all did. Flint and I drove here as fast as we could. The twins and Mica did too.”
My heart fluttered. “So everyone’s here?”
“Yep. The whole fam came as soon as Susannah put the word out. Amber and Edgar are in the kitchen making breakfast for the gang as we speak.” That wasn’t surprising since Amber and Edgar lived here with Father.
Lena leaned closer. “Susannah’s call scared the life out of me. I wish I didn’t live in Boulder. I know it’s only an hour away, but it felt so far last night. Those of you that live in Denver are the lucky ones. Raven drove here as soon as Di left to go to your apartment, but the twins, Mica, Flint, and I are so far away. We sped here as fast as we could during the night.”
“Normally, it doesn’t feel that far.”
“You’re right. Normally, it doesn’t, but last night, it did.”
I settled back against the covers and ran my free hand over my stomach. “I’m glad everyone’s here, and I’m so happy you came.” Just having her nearby brought a soothing feeling inside me. Lena and I had always been close. She was my only blood relation in our unlikely family, and growing up, we’d been inseparable.
“Of course I came.”
The warm feeling in me grew, but it was more than that. A feeling of peace and security coated my insides at the thought of my entire family under the same roof. My pack. I cocked my head at that thought and remembered Di and Father’s whisperings about wolf behavior.
I’d never thought of my family as a pack, but in a sense, Di and Father were right. Having all of us under the same roof did make me feel better. Whether that was due to the lupine DNA swirling through my bloodstream or something else, it didn’t matter.
I was happy even though incredibly fatigued from all that had happened, but right now, the happiness trumped that.
Lena straightened the sheets over me. The way she hovered reminded me of all the times I’d taken care of her. Once again, our roles were reversed. “If I have any say in it, I’m not leaving your side until that little one comes out.”
My eyes widened in happiness. “Really? But what about your job?”
She shrugged nonchalantly. “I already called my boss. He’s not happy that I won’t make my shift today, but when I told him my sister almost died during the night and was gravely ill, he understood. I have the next month off from work for family emergency purposes.”
Even though I wasn’t due for another two months, the thought of having Lena around for at least half of that time was reassuring. “That makes me so happy. I’ve missed you.”
“I’ve missed you too.”
“And Flint? What’s he doing?”
“He’s with Di. She needed help cleaning up the medical room.”
My brow furrowed. “Was it that messy?”
Her smile faltered. “A bit of blood, but nothing that couldn’t be cleaned up.”
I nibbled on my lip as my stomach growled. The scents of breakfast cooking wafted into the room. From the smells, I had a feeling it was quite the feast.
A soft knock came on the door. Edgar peeked in. His shaved head was covered with a backward cap, and an apron was wrapped around his waist. “Amber and I made breakfast.” He stepped farther into the room. “We figured you’d be hungry.”
I nodded enthusiastically. “I’m starving. Thank you, Edgar.”
He dipped his head before exiting the room as quietly as he’d come. As always, Edgar drew as little attention to himself as possible. He’d always been that way. Never once had he transformed or used his powers. Of all of us, he was the most normal in that respect.
I was about to push the covers back when I remembered what Lena said about being on bed rest. Two months in a bed. I sighed at the thought of the mundaneness the future held.
“Don’t worry. I’ll get a plate for you.” Lena jogged out of the room, her loose dark-red curls trailing down her back.
A few minutes later, she returned with a tray of food and the rest of our family in tow.
Jet, Jasper, Mica, Amber, Edgar, Raven, Susannah, Flint, and Di all came barreling through the door. Lena led the way, carrying a tray of food. Luke hung back and leaned against the wall. He still looked unspeakably tired, but I also knew he would let my family say their hellos before he took his place at my side.
I gave him a knowing, thankful look. His caramel-colored eyes gleamed in response. Love shone in them before he crossed his massive arms over his chest and waited for everyone to finish greeting me.
“You’re awake!” Mica squealed. She raced to my side. In her free hand was a piece of half-eaten toast.
I laughed when a few crumbs fell on the bedspread.
The twins were right behind her. Jet and Jasper both looked tired, but relieved. With curly dark hair and blue eyes, they were hard to tell apart. Usually, only our immediate family could tell one from the other.
“You sure like to cause trouble.” Jet sat on the other side of the bed and kicked up his feet. The mattress sank in his direction. “I’m going to have words with that little bugger when he comes out. I missed out on my beauty rest last night.”
“I don’t think any amount of rest could make you beautiful,” Jasper retorted. He stood by his brother and crossed his arms.
Jet raised an eyebrow. “Your ugly mug looks identical to mine, bro, so I don’t know why you’d be knocking it.”
“Are they already at it?” Amber asked. The youngest in our family pushed past the brothers to sit on the bed’s edge. She reached for my hand. Worry filled her doe-like brown eyes, and her dark hair was in its usual pixie style. “How are you feeling?”
“Surprisingly, okay.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Luke relax more. He’d been through so much. Once again, I felt horrible about all I’d put him through.
“You sure know how to cause a party!” Mica said cheerfully before taking another bite of her toast. “It’s been nonstop excitement around here since about three this morning.”
I winced, but she just patted my hand before taking the tray that Lena still held.
“Here ya go.” Mica placed it in front of me. “Hope you’re hungry! And if you’re not, I’ll eat that bacon. Jet hogged most of it out there.”
“I have to or you’ll take it all, Mica.” Jet winked at me.
“Thank you,” I replied and picked up a fork. Scrambled eggs, bacon, sausage, ham, toast, and fruit filled the plate. It was easily twice as much as I would usually eat. My gaze fell on the sausage, and I speared a link.
“Luke said you’ve been craving meat lately.” Edgar pushed his hands in his pockets. “So Amber and I pulled everything we had that you may like ou’ of the freezer last night.” His strange Cockney accent had faded considerably since we’d met him, but a few words still came out every now and then.
“Mm.” Grease coated the link. Normally, that would have made my nose wrinkle, but Edgar was right. I’d been craving meat lately.
I glanced over at Di, Raven, and Flint. The only full-blooded siblings in our family stood side by side near the window. All of them were tall and lean, with olive skin and dark eyes. Well, when Raven wore his contacts, they all had dark eyes. Other times, like today, his irises blazed in orange embers. Their hair colors varied, though. Di and Raven had midnight-black hair. Flint’s was a chestnut brown. But despite those subtle differences, they had similar mannerisms, bone structure, and personalities. Those traits made it glaringly obvious they came from the same genetic stock.
“Did you manage to sleep?” Di asked.
I nodded and picked up a piece of bacon. I’d already finished the sausage. “Honestly, I don’t remember much.” My gaze fell on a speck of blood on Flint’s pants, causing my heartbeat to quicken. “Thanks for . . . um . . . cleaning up the medical room.”
Flint shrugged. “We’re all here to help you. You know that.”
Raven crossed one foot over the other. “Are you still hurting?”
I shook my head and picked up a piece of ham. “I’m feeling surprisingly fine, given what happened.”
I could tell that Luke was getting antsy. He again fidgeted by the wall, and his eyes were beginning to glow.
I beckoned him closer and asked Di, “Where’s Father?”
She crossed her arms. “He went into work to grab more supplies.”
I guessed she meant medical supplies. Father’s work would definitely have them. Since we’d settled in Colorado—in the open and out in public—following our battle with O’Brien Pharmaceuticals, Father had opened a business. He was building his own corporate pharmaceutical company, and most days, he was working.
“Do you know when—”
Father appeared in the doorway.
I smiled brightly. “Speak of the devil. I was just going to ask when you’d be home.”
Father’s wispy hair was mussed, and his hazel eyes were alight, as if he’d been hurrying to get back to us. “You’re awake.” His gaze softened, and relief crossed his features.
“And hungry. I’ve been polishing off the breakfast Edgar and Amber were kind enough to make.”
He came to my side. “May I?” Father asked, his hands over my stomach.
I nodded and moved the food tray away. He felt along my belly, and his shoulders relaxed. “He’s in a good position. Still head down. I’d like to do another ultrasound this morning just to assess things better.”
“Of course.” My appetite left me at the reminder that my pregnancy was so complicated.
Lena whisked away the tray, giving me more room to move. “How do you want me to get there?” I asked Father.
In Father’s sprawling mansion, the medical unit was clear on the other end of the house.
“Luke?” Father said, eyeing him. “Would you carry her?”
Luke pulled the covers back.
My gaze fell on the unfamiliar ensemble I wore. I’d been changed at some point during the night. Loose-fitting cotton pants covered my lower half, and a plain shirt covered my top. Neither were designer apparel.
I guessed it was Di or Luke who had changed me. Father might have been involved in my obstetric care, but when it came to seeing me with my clothes off, only Di and Luke helped in that department. Despite our family being close, we weren’t that close.
Luke gently cupped his arms under my knees and around my back before lifting me from the bed. He didn’t struggle despite my long legs and huge belly. Like Flint, he possessed the strength of a dozen men.
“This way,” Father called over his shoulder. Our entire family parted so Luke could carry me from the room.
“Do you want privacy for this?” Amber gazed at me with worry as she nibbled her bottom lip.
“As long as none of you mind seeing a pregnant woman’s belly, you’re welcome to come along, but when I actually deliver, I’d prefer it if only Di, Lena, and Luke were in the room.”
Jet made a horrified face as Luke reached the doorway. “I’m guessing that’s fine by all of us.” Jet ran a hand through his hair. “As much as we want to meet the little troublemaker, I’m more than happy to miss his actual entrance into the world.”
I stifled a laugh. Even though we’d all grown up together, and even though most of us weren’t technically related, we all still felt like brothers and sisters. And having my brothers in the delivery room was definitely not part of my birth plan.
I gave him a cheeky smile. “The feeling’s mutual.”
“Thank goodness for that,” Jasper said as we all trailed down the hallway. “For a moment there, you had me worried.”
Lena patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry. You’re not invited.”
Mica laughed.
Father led the way through the house with me and Luke directly behind him. The rest of our family walked in our wakes.
We moved from wing to wing, passing large rooms filled with expensive furniture and beautiful artwork. Since leaving the Forbidden Hills, Father had returned to living as he’d grown up: huge houses, hired help, and expensive everything.
The extravagance wasn’t necessary, but I heartily approved of it since I had a penchant for that lifestyle. Still, only Father, Edgar, and Amber occupied the huge home. It was a lot of space for three people.
Scents of breakfast filled the air when we passed the kitchen. The kitchen was my favorite room in the house. The six-burner stove, large granite island, and industrial-sized fridge would have made any executive chef feel envious.
“Here we are.” Father stopped at the doorway to his home medical unit. The strong smell of antiseptic hung in the air.
My advanced hearing caught a few words whispered quietly from the back of the group.
“. . . so clean now . . .”
“. . .was covered in blood. Flint and Di cleaned it . . .”
I turned my hearing down. My hands shook when I thought of how close I’d come to dying or losing my baby.
“You can set her right here, Luke.” Father waved a hand at the examination table.
Luke set me down as Father pulled the ultrasound machine closer. Di joined him. Together, as usual, they worked in perfect synchronization.
After smearing a large glob of ultrasound gel on my tummy, Father turned on the machine and placed the wand on my stomach. Black-and-white images appeared on the screen. My heart rate increased.
Everybody crowded around the table. Even though I didn’t have Lena’s powers, I still felt the energy in the room. Excitement, fear, and anticipation lingered on the faces of my family.
Nobody said a word as Father moved the wand. A second passed before the beginnings of a frown grew on Father’s face. Another second passed. He moved the wand again. His frown deepened.
Di stepped closer to the machine and put her hands on her hips. Her brow furrowed before she gave Father a concerned look.
His jaw tightened before he nodded subtly at her.
“What is it?” I asked.
I stared at the screen, trying to see whatever they were seeing. And then slowly, the image came into view. Even I could tell what it was.
I gasped.
My baby, my perfect human baby, now had ears on the top of his head and a tail.




CHAPTER FOUR

“Am I seeing things?” I tried to sit up more on the table, but Luke gently pushed me down.
“Shh, my love. It doesn’t mean it’s anything to worry about. I can transform into a wolf. It only makes sense that our baby can too.”
As usual, his soothing words helped slow my pounding heart. “Do you think that’s what it is? Do you think he’s just shifting in my belly but he’ll be able to turn back into a human?”
Di and Father still studied the image, both frowning. “Father and I noticed a few subtle changes in your blood work last week, but this . . .”
“Is he still okay?” My voice rose. The rest of my family was uncharacteristically quiet.
“His heartbeat is steady, and his movements are normal,” Father replied readily. “Yes. He’s still fine.”
“But he’s a wolf now?” My fingers curled into my palms.
The image on the screen shifted. The blood drained from my face. “Did the ears just . . . move to a different position on his head?”
Di’s eyebrows drew together as she peered closer at the screen.
Lena came to my free side and touched my shoulder. Beside Luke, Lena looked so tiny, barely coming to his collarbone. Her worried green eyes met mine.
Di’s mouth dropped just as Father’s gasp filled the room.
I jerked upright. A sharp pain in my abdomen followed, but thankfully, it abated. “What is it now?”
“But how . . .” Father moved the ultrasound wand back and forth over my swollen stomach.
Luke guided me down onto my back again so Father could continue working. Di brought a hand to her mouth as her eyes grew as wide as saucers.
“Is that what I think it is?” she asked.
“Yes.” Father nodded. “It is.”
“What are you seeing?” Luke growled. His grip on me tightened.
I grabbed his hand and held on as I waited for them to explain. The rest of our family was as quiet as a mouse. It seemed everybody was holding their breaths.
“There are two heartbeats now,” Father said quietly.
“Two heartbeats?” Luke repeated. “So our baby now has two hearts?”
Di shook her head. “No. No, that’s not it at all.” The smile on her face quickly became a grin. “Look here and look here. Do you see this?” She pointed to various spots on the screen. “There are now two heads and two sets of legs.”
“And two tails?” Jet joked from the back.
Nervous laughter erupted. I knew Jet was trying to defuse the tension, but I was still close to tears.
Biting my trembling lip, I said, “Tell me exactly what you’re seeing. I still don’t understand.”
Father continued to move the wand around my belly. The look of wonder on his face increased, then he turned to me, his eyes soft. “It appears that you’re now having twins.”
~   ~   ~
“I don’t understand how any of this is possible!” I was back in the guest room, once again on strict bed rest. After spending over two hours in his medical unit, Father and Di had confirmed the impossible.
Luke and I were having twins, as miraculous as that was.
“So my baby split into another being, and the second one is a wolf?” A headache brewed in the back of my mind. I didn’t know if I should be overjoyed or terrified.
“That appears to be what happened.” Di sat on one side of me, Lena on the other. Each of them held one of my hands.
Luke paced on the far side of the room. I could tell that he felt similar to how I did, scared and happy at the same time. Because if one thing was apparent—now more than ever—it was that nothing about my pregnancy was normal.
“But they’re both okay, right?” I was still close to tears. My emotions lay just below the surface, ready to explode at any second. I didn’t know how many more surprises I could take.
Di just nodded. “Yes. As far as we can tell, they’re both healthy.”
“See, sis? Nothing to worry about.” Lena brushed a long strand of red hair behind her ear.
“Do you think the labor contractions last night were due to our second baby appearing? That it wasn’t my body trying to give birth?”
Di tapped her chin. “You know, I was wondering the same thing. It would definitely explain the pain and blood loss you had.”
I lay back and looked at the ceiling. And to think that horrific waking I’d had during the night may not have been early labor. Instead, it could be explained by the emergence of a second fetus. But how is that possible? And will there be more? Logically, if a second baby could appear, then more could too. I gulped.
“So are they both boys?” I asked.
Di frowned. “I don’t know. We know your first baby is definitely a boy, but since we still don’t have a clear picture of the other . . . baby’s . . .genitals, we can’t confirm the gender.”
I frowned heavily. I knew what she really wanted to say was wolf’s genitals. Granted I wasn’t a medical wizard, but it seemed like our second baby would have to be a boy too even if he was a wolf. If our baby truly split into a second baby, the second baby had an identical set of genes as the first—therefore, he was a boy.
But logic hadn’t been a factor in any of my pregnancy. I bit my lip. Unless the second baby was there all along, and we’re only just now seeing him . . . or her.
“Is it possible this baby was always there?” I asked Di. “Maybe last night wasn’t about him splitting into a second baby. Maybe it was about the second baby having explosive growth?”
A curious expression grew on Di’s face. “That’s an interesting theory. I hadn’t thought of it, but now that you say that, I suppose that’s possible.”
Lena scooted closer to me, her small hand squeezing mine. “Honestly, Jacinda, at this point, anything’s possible. Perhaps the second baby was there all along, and Father and Di just didn’t see it. Either way, we now have two new babies to love!”
~   ~   ~
The next week went by agonizingly slowly. Even though my family tried valiantly to keep my thoughts occupied and my spirits up, being on bed rest made the days pass at a snail’s pace.
Lena was at my side through it all. I took comfort in her cheerful chatter and wry jokes. She helped break up the time between ultrasounds and the endless minutes that refused to go faster. But the bed rest days were still boring. The only comfort I took was that the ultrasounds stayed consistent. Only two babies were growing—no litters for me.
“Your move, Jacinda.” Lena sat across from me in the living room. Sunlight streamed in through the tall windows. Forest was visible at the edge of the property, and beyond that were the Rockies.
I moved my pawn. “Checkmate.”
She rolled her eyes. “Again?”
I laughed as a passing cloud dimmed the summer sunshine.
It was nice to be out of my room for a change. Luke had carried me into the living room so Lena and I could enjoy a game of chess. Although, from Lena’s grumbles and impatient chess moves, I guessed she wasn’t happy that I’d beat her three times in a row.
I’d told Luke to go out for a run. He hadn’t transformed in a while, and I knew he had wanted to work off some steam. Di and Father were in the house somewhere—probably the library or medical unit—but everyone else had retreated to their homes. After all, they still had jobs to attend to. Only Lena had stayed.
“I’ve had enough.” Lena began to clear the board. “What do you want to do now? Watch a movie? Play a different game?”
“A movie might be—” A sharp stab of pain in my abdomen cut off my words. I brought my hand to my stomach. The babies had been strangely quiet all day, not kicking like they normally did.
“A movie sounds good!” Lena had already bounced up and was at the TV controls. She pulled up the streaming option.
Another round of pain shot through me, making my breath catch.
“What kind of movie? A drama? Comedy? Oooh, I know! That new one with—”
I screamed. A slice of pain, so sharp that tears sprang into my eyes, cut through my abdomen.
Lena whirled around and rushed to my side. “Jace? What’s wrong?”
Another wave of agony rendered me speechless. I took short unsteady breaths before I finally managed in a low moan, “Go . . . find Di. Something’s . . . wrong!”
Lena’s bright-green eyes grew wide before she raced from the room. I was left alone in the expansive living room with its three full couches and stone fireplace. The grays, blues, and whites of the home décor were normally so soothing, but right then, I felt anything but soothed.
Another moan escaped me just as a rush of liquid gushed from between my legs.
“Oh God!” The fluid seeped through my loose pants and onto the couch. I’ve ruined the furniture!
Another round of undulating pain flung all thoughts of ruined furniture out of my mind.
“My love!” Luke appeared in the doorway. His hair was windblown and his eyes wild. In a blurred second, he was at my side, his large fingers pushing hair from my face. When he saw the rush of blood and body fluids on the couch, his eyes glowed as brightly as the sun.
“You’re here?” I grasped his hand tightly and held onto it. “Ow!” I clamped down on his fingers when another contraction exploded through my body.
“I saw it in a vision, but I was twenty miles away when it came. I ran back as fast as I could.” His worried gaze roamed over my body. He leaned closer to the fluid and sniffed. “It’s amniotic fluid. Your water broke. There’s no stopping your labor now.”
“Yes! They’re coming!” I screamed again just as Father, Di, and Lena careened around the corner and into the room.
Moaning, I grabbed hold of my belly. “Are they healthy, Luke? What did your vision show? Are they okay when they’re born?”
His eyebrows knitted together as his golden eyes glowed. “I don’t know. All I had was a vision of you in labor.”
I threw my head back and screamed as another round of painful waves cut through my stomach. “I need to get up! They’re coming!”
Father and Di crowded around me. They pushed Luke out of the way, or they tried to. He refused to budge.
“We need to start an IV!” Di’s dark gaze assessed me rapidly as Father said something about readying supplies before he hurried from the room.
A growl tore from Luke’s throat, and Lena wrung her hands while looking on helplessly.
“Luke, carry her to the medical wing. Now!” Di’s voice was calm but firm.
In one swoop, I was off the couch and flying down the hallway in Luke’s arms.
The sounds of footsteps filled the hall as Di and Lena ran several rooms behind us.
When we reached the medical room, Father waved at the examination table. “Put her here.”
Luke set me down but refused to let me go. I screamed as another sharp pain cut through my insides.
Di and Lena appeared beside me. Both were panting. Lena stepped back to stay out of the way while Di grabbed supplies to start an IV.
I gripped her hand. “There’s no time. They’re coming. Now!”
Wide-eyed, Di raced to the end of the examination table. I struggled up onto my elbows and started to push. Everything inside me told me to get the babies out.
“How can this happen so quickly?” Lena asked from the side of the room. “We were just playing chess a half an hour ago.”
“I don’t know.” Father’s grim reply said it all. “Most labors don’t happen spontaneously like this.” He continued readying supplies.
Luke supported my back as I sat up higher on the exam table.
“Okay, Jacinda,” Di said. “Scoot your bottom down here and push when your body tells you to.”
A scream ripped out of my throat as a powerful contraction rippled through my abdomen. I pushed as hard as I could and felt like I was being ripped open from the inside out. Murmurs came from my family in between the sharp contractions, but the entire world around me disappeared. All I felt was pain and the need to push. Everybody faded away as my body took over.
A part of me registered somebody rubbing my back and speaking encouragingly into my ear. Another part registered someone coaxing me to push and telling me to keep going.
But those voices faded into the background. I clenched my teeth as wave after wave of excruciating pain came at me like a tide. Minutes passed, or maybe hours, or days. I had no idea. But just when I thought for sure I was going to die, a cry filled the room.
Panting, I tiredly opened my eyes. Di was covered up to her elbows in fluid as she held a squalling human baby in her arms.
Luke reached for the baby first. The umbilical cord was still attached to our newborn. With gentle movements, Luke brought him to my chest.
My eyes assessed him with wonder. He was perfect. Absolutely perfect.
“Ten fingers and ten toes and one hundred percent human.” Father stood near my shoulder while Di stayed ready for the second baby.
Luke hunkered down at my side, and our newborn’s steady cries subsided. His little mouth sucked on the skin that was exposed by my V-neck shirt. With a start, I realized I still wore half of my clothes, at least the upper half. At some point, though, someone had removed my pants.
But just as I was about to bring my son to my breast, another wave of pain shot through me.
“Hold him.” I handed him to Luke. Father swaddled him in a blanket during the exchange before Luke cradled him awkwardly to his chest.
Lena appeared at my side while Luke held our newborn. She gripped my hand tightly as tears shimmered in her eyes. “You did it, sister! One down. One to go. You can do this!”
I gripped her hand tightly as another contraction bore down on me. Panting and writhing, I pushed and screamed as the labor contractions came at me again in full force.
“That’s it. Keep pushing. You’re crowning again.” Di had crouched between my legs, but I knew something was wrong when her eyes widened in disbelief.
But I didn’t have time to think about it. The urge to push was too great. I screamed as another contraction forced the baby out.
The giant push made it feel like I was ripping apart, when all of a sudden, the pressure ceased.
Silence filled the room. Even our first baby didn’t make a sound. He was already asleep in Luke’s arms.
“What is it? What’s wrong?” I cried.
A yelp reached my ears. Mewling whimpers came next.
The strained smile on Di’s face grew as she slowly stood from between my legs.
My heart pounded when I saw our second baby wiggling in her hands. He—or she, I couldn’t be sure—was a squiggling, wet wolf puppy, just like the ultrasound had shown.




CHAPTER FIVE

“I gave birth to a wolf. I just gave birth to a wolf!” Hysteria rose up inside me as my eyes settled on the wet furry bundle in Di’s hands. But as soon as that feeling came, it went. He’s still our baby.
I held out my hands. Di handed over the squiggly, four-legged pup. Since his fur was wet, he was probably cold.
As soon as he was in my arms, I rubbed my hands over him again and again. Tiny blue eyes opened to peer up at me. I smiled down tenderly at him. My baby’s a wolf.
But somehow, that didn’t matter anymore. “Welcome to the world, my darling.”
Lena, Di, and Father continued to stand there without saying a word. Shock was apparent on their faces.
Only Luke stepped forward to peer down at our second child. He hunkered at my side and grunted happily. “He looks healthy.”
Despite the fierce love and protectiveness that stormed through me, I still realized that this posed a horrific dilemma for our family. If our second baby was a wolf, he might never fit into the human world. And more than that, we had no idea what our baby’s mind was like. Perhaps his mind was that of a wolf that ran on instinct alone.
We didn’t know, and it could be years before we did.
“Oh, Luke. What are we going to do?” Tears filled my eyes as the implications of everything set in.
“We’ll figure it out.” His voice was hoarse.
Luke handed me our firstborn after Di weighed him. The cherub-cheeked boy looked healthy and content despite being small.
“How big is he?”
“Six pounds and one ounce,” Di replied. “At thirty-three weeks, that’s a very good weight. He’s breathing well, and his vitals are normal. It’s almost like he’s full-term.”
“He does have Luke’s genes.” Lena smiled down at the babies. “Physically, Luke can heal faster than any of us and do things none of us can. Maybe their babies have enhanced abilities too—like growing fast.”
Father nodded. “That could explain the explosive growth of the second baby. Luke’s cells have the ability to multiply and regenerate at inhuman speed. Perhaps that’s what happened with the second fetus.”
Father and Di had discussed for hours how our second baby had emerged so suddenly. They concluded that it had to come from Luke’s altered genetics, just like I’d guessed. Perhaps that’s why he’s a wolf. Or is our second baby a girl?
Shifting our wolf baby, I glanced at Di.
“Can you tell me if our pup is a boy or a girl?” Before she could step in, Luke gently lifted our secondborn from my chest. The puppy wiggled and squirmed as Luke turned him over.
His eyes misted when he appraised the organs. “It’s a girl.”
Tears of joy, fear, and disbelief rose up inside me so strongly that I burst into tears. I have a girl. I have a baby girl, but she’s a puppy.
~   ~   ~
Luke transformed into a wolf an hour later. After Di and Lena helped clean me up, we debated the best way to care for my daughter.
Since she was a puppy, and possibly would never be human, we all agreed that she would find it more comforting to be with a similar species. Consequently, Luke had transformed to his wolf form to lick her clean and snuggle her against his warm body. She had readily curled up and slept in the crook of his legs.
So for the moment, Luke and I were back in the guest room where late-afternoon sun streamed through the windows. As I breastfed our firstborn, Luke cared for our second. She had already downed a bottle of formula that Lena had prepared. However, feeding her was going to be tricky. We didn’t know if she would take breast milk, formula, or if we needed to find a supplement of wolf milk. Luckily, considering how peacefully she slept, she seemed to be tolerating the formula.
Regardless of the dilemma we faced, she was beautiful. Her coat was a shiny gray. We didn’t know if she would eventually grow into something similar to Luke’s tawny coloring, or if she would have colors unique to her. But she was still healthy and small—but perfect.
“How are you feeling?” Lena tiptoed into the room.
I unlatched my son from my breast. He was already asleep. Tenderly tracing my finger along his cheek, I smiled down at him. “I feel wonderful if a bit sore.”
Lena sat at my side. “Are you hungry? Everyone’s here and is making dinner.”
I wrapped my firstborn in a blanket and moved to stand from the bed. I wore loose cotton pants again and a nursing bra under my shirt. At least my shirt was a designer top, although my hair was in desperate need of a salon trip. “I’ll put him in his crib. I can’t believe how hungry I am.”
“Everyone wants to meet them. The whole family arrived an hour ago.”
I nodded. “After dinner. Let’s let them sleep right now.”
Lena stepped away to give me more room. “Have you thought of names yet?”
I nodded, cradling him in my arms. “We just decided an hour ago, but we’ll wait until everyone’s here. Then we’ll announce it.” My gaze drifted to Luke and our daughter. She looked so small curled in the crook of his leg.
Luke lifted his head and chuffed.
I eyed my partner. “Should we put her in the nursery too? Dinner’s almost ready. Do you want to transform back?”
Luke stood, careful to not disturb our secondborn. She curled into a tighter ball but didn’t wake.
“I’ll carry her.” Lena padded over to where our daughter lay. Gently lifting her, she cuddled her to her chest. A look of wonder crossed my sister’s face. “She’s so soft!”
“Isn’t she beautiful?” I replied. Now that Luke had licked her clean, she was a ball of downy fur. Tears misted my eyes again as Luke trotted from the room to transform in private.
I held out my free arm to Lena. “May I?”
Lena’s eyes widened. “Oh my gosh, of course!” She carefully handed my daughter over.
With both infants held against my breasts, I gazed down. Our daughter shifted in her sleep and wiggled closer to her brother. When her nose brushed against his hand, he wiggled toward her too.
Lena’s green eyes grew wide. “Did you see that?”
A crescent of a smile lifted my lips. “Yes! They want to touch. Do you think they recognize each other?”
“They must.”
“Even though she only grew within the past two weeks?”
Lena placed her small hand on my forearm and squeezed. “She was always there, even though we didn’t know it. They’ve been together the entire time. Of course, they recognize each other.”
My heart burst with an emotion I couldn’t describe just as Luke walked into our room. He wore jeans but was shirtless. My heart pattered. He’d always made my heart race, ever since that first moment I saw him, when we rescued him from O’Brien’s warehouse.
A knowing glint filled his golden eyes before he went to the wardrobe and pulled out a T-shirt. Once fully dressed, he strode to my side and encircled my waist with his arm before pulling me close. Lena tiptoed out of the room as quietly as she’d come in.
“Look at them.” He ran his finger along our daughter’s back and our son’s cheek. “You did amazing, my love.”
I lifted my head as he leaned down. His lips brushed mine. I closed my eyes and inhaled his woodsy scent.
Growling, he tightened his arm around my waist as his tongue ran along my lower lip. I opened my mouth to him as he deepened the kiss.
He pulled back after a moment and rumbled his appreciation. His eyes glowed brighter as his arm locked possessively around my waist. “They’re making quite a feast out there. Come, my love. Let’s put these babes down so we can eat. Di tells me you’ll not be getting much sleep now since you’re breastfeeding our boy. You’ll need to keep your strength up.”
I bit back a smile at how he was already thinking ahead. All of this was as new to Luke as it was to me. While we’d tried to prepare for parenthood, we could only do so much. Since neither of us had grown up with other families, being around little ones was completely foreign to Luke. My job had prepared me a little, but caring for other people’s children was still different from having our own, but I’d read dozens of books since discovering we were pregnant. And I figured instinct would tell me what to do.
“Come.” Luke guided me from the room. Next to our room was the nursery. Father’s home held several guest rooms that could easily accommodate our entire family, so we could all be together if we chose.
We’d redecorated the room after deciding to stay for a few weeks following the birth, but I stopped short in the room’s doorway.
“We only have one crib.” In all the chaos of the previous week, I’d completely forgotten that we’d only been planning for one baby.
“They’ll stay in it together. Look. They want to be together.”
I glanced down at our sleeping newborns. My breath caught in my throat. Our son’s hand was curled around our daughter’s paw, and she’d moved to rest her chin on his leg.
“They belong together,” Luke said gruffly.
I padded to the crib and set them down. Neither stirred except to shift closer to the other.
Luke lifted a blanket and covered them. Their heads, one canine and one human, peeked out from the top. The sight made fear rise up inside me again.
“What are we going to do? What if she’s never human?” My hand clutched my throat.
His hand tightened on my waist. His unspoken words said everything.




CHAPTER SIX

“Congratulations!” Jet’s voiced boomed in the kitchen when we entered it. “To the new mom and dad!” He lifted a glass. From its frothy contents, I guessed it was beer.
“Yeah! Congrats!” Mica ran up and gave me a hug. Her square teeth flashed in a wide smile.
“I hear they’re both healthy!” Amber raced up behind her, quickly followed by Susannah, Edgar, Jasper, and Raven.
Flint stood by Lena. The two of them joined everyone else around Luke and me. The large granite island spread out before us. Scents of something baking in the oven filled the room. Only Di and Father stood back as they let everyone else rush to our sides.
I was surrounded by warm hugs, congratulations, and everyone voicing their happiness. Despite my earlier concerns about what the future held, a warm feeling slid through my chest. Nobody had voiced disgust or unacceptance over our daughter’s wolf form.
“We hear you have a boy and girl.” Amber sidled up next to me.
I put my arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “Yes. One of each.”
“And one’s furry?” Jet’s lips lifted in an amused smirk. “She must take after her dad.”
Jasper laughed, and Mica soon joined in. My lips twitched in a genuine smile. The twins and Mica always had a knack for turning scary or tragic situations into something to laugh about.
“When do we get to see them?” Amber clapped her hands together.
Luke pulled me to his side. “After we eat. Jacinda needs to keep her strength up. That’s most important right now.”
“Are you hungry?” Di asked.
I nodded. “Starving.”
“Dinner’s almost ready.” Father stood at the stove. “I made your favorite, Jacinth.”
I grinned warmly. “Salmon?”
Father’s hazel eyes crinkled in the corners when he smiled. “Yes. Poached salmon with baby potatoes and asparagus.”
My stomach growled as he pulled the potatoes from the oven.
Jet made a face. “It’s a good thing you just gave birth. It’s the only way I’d sit down and eat fish.”
Di arched an eyebrow. “We have a few steaks on the grill.”
Jet breathed a sigh of relief. “Hallelujah.”
Luke clapped him on the back. “That was at my request. You’re not the only one who prefers meat.”
I wonder if our daughter will prefer meat too. I tried to brush off those concerns as I moved to the table.
“Lena and I will get the steaks.” Flint grabbed the serving platter and tongs from the counter. His chestnut hair had golden streaks through it, as it often did during the summer months. My sister followed him to the patio door that lined the large living area in the open design. Smoke rose from the grill outside.
Everyone else began to find seats at the table. I sat down tenderly on my chair. I was still sore, but someone had thought to put a cushion on the chair where I usually sat.
I glanced at Di and mouthed, Thank you.
She merely nodded subtly in return.
An hour later, dinner was done, and my eyes began to droop. Even though it was only eight in the evening, I could barely keep my eyes open.
“You should get some rest,” Father said as he began collecting the empty dinner plates while everyone else chipped in to clean up. Chairs squeaked against the floor as people stood.
Luke pulled my chair back to help me up. “Come, my love. The babes won’t let you sleep long.”
Just as the words left his mouth, a cry sounded from the nursery. To most of the others, the sound was faint, but my enhanced hearing immediately revved up.
A second sound reached my ears—a mewling sound that was of a different pitch. With a furrowed brow, I gripped Luke’s hand.
“Did you hear that?”
He frowned. “Yeah.”
Susannah came to my side. Similar to Luke and Edgar, she also carried additional abilities. “I heard it too. It almost sounds like—”
I ran from the room, a slice of pain filling my lower abdomen at the sudden movement. Placing a hand on my lower belly, I didn’t slow.
Luke was at my side as pounding footsteps filled the hall behind us.
I raced into the nursery and to the crib. My eyes widened when I stared down into the crib.
“Oh my God . . .” I brought a hand to my mouth as Luke’s breath sucked in.
The rest of our family piled into the room behind us. Everyone surrounded the crib as gasps and shocked expressions filled their faces.
“Jacinda!” Lena cried. “She . . . your daughter . . .”
Tears filled my eyes as I gazed down at the two newborns in the crib. Both were awake and peered up at us as they wiggled and squirmed. Our son still wore his onesie, but our daughter was naked.
Fur no longer covered her skin, and her little legs kicked, but her limbs were no longer that of a wolf pup.
They were human.
My eyes drank in the sight of her perfect little cheeks and ten fingers and toes. Beside her brother, she looked thinner and paler, but she still appeared healthy. “Oh, Luke! Look! She’s human! She can transform!” Elation coursed through me.
Jet scratched his head and peered into the crib. “So you didn’t give birth to a puppy?”
“She did!” Lena replied. My sister’s long dark-red curls draped around her shoulders as she leaned over the crib.
“Our girl . . .” Luke’s eyes glowed as he reached into the crib for our daughter. She cried again.
“She must be cold!” I crowded to his side as he brought her to his chest. With a deft movement, he ripped his shirt off. He managed to do it while holding her in his large palm before transferring her to his free hand.
She mewled again and shivered.
Luke brought her to his bare chest and wrapped her in his arms. Her distraught cries stopped as Luke’s immense heat warmed her. Her little mouth soon began opening and closing. She latched onto his skin and began to suck.
“Have you thought of names?” Mica asked as everyone crowded closer.
“We have.” I eyed Luke. He nodded at me to continue. “Our son’s name is Conroy Luke Fielding, and we’ve named our daughter Emerald Galena Fielding, but we’ll call her Emma.”
Father’s hazel eyes misted. “You named him after me? And you’ve given both of them my last name, and you named your daughter similar to how I named all of you girls?”
I gripped his hand tightly. “Yes.”
Lena beamed. “That’s perfect. Those names are absolutely perfect! And you named her middle name after me!”
Flint put his arm around my sister and squeezed. His dark eyes twinkled. “They obviously have good taste.”
“Yeah, Jace. It seems really fitting.” Jet crossed his arms, his large biceps bulging as he smiled pleasantly.
“They’re beautiful babies.” Edgar dropped his hand into the crib. Little Conroy’s fist encircled the tip of Edgar’s finger.
Everyone else murmured their agreement. Raven even looked close to tears. His orange eyes swirled as brightly as embers.
Only Emma didn’t seem impressed. She howled and latched back on to Luke, sucking urgently on his chest as her fists balled and punched him.
“Ah . . .” Jasper commented. “I think she’s confused. Unless Luke has more powers that we’re unaware of, I’m pretty sure she can’t feed from him.”
Luke stepped closer to my side. “My love? She’s hungry.” Luke guided me to the chair. My hands shook when he handed me Emma. She howled again as I reached for the hem of my shirt. She was so perfect that I never wanted to look away.
“I think this is where we leave.” Jet cleared his throat and steered our family out of the room. Only Susannah and Lena remained after everyone else filed out.
Susannah came to my side as I lifted my shirt. “Do you mind if I stay?” She beamed down at Emma. “She’s so . . . perfect!”
“Yes, she is, and of course you can stay.” I brought Emma to my breast. They felt heavy and full. Already, they’d swelled to nearly double their usual size.
Emma readily latched on before sucking greedily.
“She’s also hungry!” Lena commented. My sister kneeled at my other side as Luke lifted little Conroy from the crib.
Our boy cried, a lungful of air filling his chest before he wailed loudly enough to wake the dead.
“Can I feed them both at the same time?” I asked worriedly. “Or does Conroy need to wait?”
Di appeared in the doorway and closed the door behind her. She strode to Luke’s side and held out her arms. “May I?”
After Luke gave her our son, Di brought Conroy to me and helped arrange the babies. “According to the textbooks I’ve read and the pictures I’ve studied, you can feed both at once,” Di explained. “There are a few positions to try. You’ll have to decide which one’s easiest.”
It took some finagling, but Di helped me latch both newborns on after propping a pillow beneath them. Both of my little angels sucked greedily. I sighed when the full feeling in my breasts finally began to subside.
Luke’s eyes glowed brighter as a contented growl came from his throat. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you more beautiful.”
Happiness filled me as I stared down at them. “Look at our little babies!” My earlier fears over Emma never being able to transform from her wolf form vanished.
“They’re as perfect as their mother.” Luke kneeled at my side. Susannah scooted over to give him room.
I trailed a finger along Conroy’s cheek. “He’s going to be as big as—” I gasped when sharp pain suddenly raced up from my nipple on Emma’s side.
She bit me!
My eyes widened in horror as our daughter began writhing and mewling in my arms. Hair sprouted from her arms and legs as her tiny body convulsed. Sharp cries filled the room—a mixture of human and animal.
Conroy continued suckling, none the wiser for what was happening right beside him.
Terror filled my chest at the sound of Emma’s bones snapping and muscles stretching. Needle-like tiny teeth elongated from her gums as a snout formed. A painful yelp emitted from her mouth. The sounds made my blood run cold.
“Luke!” I cried, but as soon as the words left my mouth, the transformation finished. Once again, a furry little bundle lay in my arms. Emma’s little wolf tongue poked out as she lapped at my breast. She was obviously still hungry, but as a wolf, I couldn’t feed her.
The room was silent as Di, Luke, Susannah, and Lena looked on.
Di swallowed and said shakily, “So the good news is that we know she can transform into a human, so she should be able to transform back.”
The second those words finished flowing from Di’s lips, Emma’s body began convulsing again.
I tightened my grip around her as bones snapped, muscles ripped, and cries of pain left her little mouth. I gripped my mate’s hand tightly. “Luke! What do we do?”
Luke’s golden eyes glowed brightly as worry swam in his gaze. He reached for Emma and held her gently to me when my grip loosened. It kept our daughter from falling to the floor as I struggled to hold both babies while little Conroy still fed.
As the hair receded from Emma’s skin and her little body finished changing for the second time, she was human once more. Not even two minutes had passed, and she’d transformed twice.
I’d seen Luke transform, but it hadn’t been bad. He would grunt and groan, but the pain seemed bearable. Not like this. The pitiful cries that had left Emma’s mouth caused tears to stream down my cheeks.
I sobbed in relief when my daughter’s sharp cries finally quieted. She panted at my breast, but instead of feeding eagerly as her brother still was, she shuddered and closed her eyes.
“She’s exhausted,” I whispered. “Is she okay?”
Closing her eyes, Emma cuddled into me. Within seconds, she was asleep.
“She . . . um.” Di cleared her throat before saying in a shaky voice, “She appears to be.”
“Did she really just transform twice? In less than a few minutes?” Susannah shook her head in disbelief, her long dark hair swaying. “Do you know how hard that is?”
I didn’t know how to respond, but Luke nodded. “That’s incredibly taxing. For me to shift that quickly would leave me weak, at least for a while.”
“Me too,” Susannah agreed.
More tears filled my eyes. They trailed silently down my skin.
Since Emma’s body felt cool, I pulled the blanket that had been lying across the chair and covered her.
Little Conroy unlatched from my breast and leaned back into the crook of my elbow. He fell asleep too, a drop of milk on his plump cheek. He smiled peacefully, unlike his sister, who’d fallen asleep from terror and exhaustion with an empty tummy.
What are we going to do? The reality of our situation welled up inside me. Our daughter could transform, but she couldn’t control her transformations—and from her horrendous cries during the process, the transformations caused her unbearable pain.
We needed to help her.
But I didn’t know how.




CHAPTER SEVEN

It soon became apparent that our daughter’s transformations were entirely unpredictable and completely out of control.
“She still hasn’t fed.” I gripped Luke’s hand tightly as we stared down at our sleeping children. We’d moved the crib into our bedroom so we could keep a closer eye on Emma. Six hours had passed since that horrendous moment when I’d held both babies in my arms while Emma transformed. She’d already transformed between human and wolf a dozen times since then. Each time, it had rendered her exhausted, and she’d immediately fallen asleep.
Nothing we’d tried stopped her changes. I’d asked Luke to try to communicate with her in wolf form, hoping that maybe in her animal form she would be able to understand things she couldn’t as a human, but Luke had tried and failed. Even as a wolf, her mind was still too young, too immature, to understand anything other than basic survival needs.
I gripped the crib rail tighter, the smooth wood squeaking under my palm. The rest of the house was quiet and dark. Outside, the moon was full and the sky black. Everyone had stayed in Father’s home, occupying the numerous guest rooms, but they’d all gone to sleep hours ago.
Waves of exhaustion rolled through me. It had to be close to two in the morning, but I still hadn’t slept. I couldn’t. My daughter was suffering, and she still hadn’t fed properly.
I leaned against Luke’s side, taking comfort in his firm embrace. “And the pain she feels when she transforms. Oh, Luke, it eats at my heart! What are we going to do?”
His arms locked around me as he ran a hand soothingly through my hair. “We’ll try a bottle again next time she wakes. Perhaps you’ll only be able to breastfeed Conroy, and that’s okay. We’ll just have to do whatever works.”
“Just as long as she eats.”
In the moonlight, our babies couldn’t look more different. It was obvious that Conroy had received the majority of the nutrition in utero. He was chubby-cheeked with rosy skin, whereas Emma was thinner and paler. Perhaps her abrupt growth from embryo to fetus had taken an incredible amount of energy. That growth had obviously concentrated on forming her bones and muscles versus padding her with much-needed fat.
“Does she look thinner than she did a few hours ago?” I peered down at her in the dimly lit room.
Luke’s chest rumbled when he replied, “I thought I was seeing things, but she does look smaller.” He rubbed his cheeks, the sound of his palms running over his stubbly cheeks like sandpaper. “It takes an incredible amount of energy to transform. It’s why I’m so hungry after I do it. Maybe it’s making her lose weight.”
“And she’s already changed from wolf to human, and human to wolf . . . what? Over twelve times?”
“At least that.”
Emma had done a transformation less than thirty minutes before, while she’d slept, but I swore she looked thinner than she had even two hours ago.
After the second change occurred, Di began writing them down and documenting the time in between each one, but she had gone to sleep two hours ago after I insisted she rest. Di had been awake as long as me.
Her notepad sat on the bedside table. Di had asked Luke to write down how often the changes were occurring, but I was pretty sure we’d forgotten to document one or two.
“Should we try to wake her again to feed her?” I whispered.
I loathed the idea of disturbing her, but her thin limbs made fear claw up my throat. If Luke said transforming required a tremendous amount of energy, she would need to feed more than a normal newborn.
“We can try.” Luke picked Emma up and rubbed his fingers across her cheeks.
She didn’t move, but her little chest rose and fell with each breath.
“Let me try.” I took Emma from his arms and moved to the chair. Sitting, I lifted my shirt and brought her lips to a large, taut nipple. Once again, my breasts felt so full. I knew I had the milk her little body craved. She just needed to eat it. “Come on, my little darling.” I rubbed my breast against her mouth.
“Open up, little Emma.” Luke kneeled at my side. He looked as tired as I felt, but I knew he wouldn’t sleep until I did, and I had no intention of sleeping until my daughter’s color improved.
Luke popped a finger into Emma’s mouth and gently pushed it open.
I guided my breast to her mouth, but Emma didn’t respond.
“Di said to put something cold against her if we needed to wake her to feed. I’ll grab an ice pack.” Luke disappeared from my side in a blurred move. Not even five seconds passed before he returned.
“Oh, Luke. That’s cruel!” I wailed as he brought the ice pack to her chest.
He covered my hand with his. “I know it will startle her, but she needs to eat, my love. Look.” He lifted her tiny limb.
My breath sucked in. The bones around her wrist poked out.
How did she get so thin so fast?
But I knew the answer. The transformations. Emma was nothing like a normal human baby.
My heart pounded when Luke placed the ice pack against Emma’s tiny body. She woke with a startled wail. Tears pooled in my eyes, but I quickly stuffed my breast into her mouth, hoping she would eat.
She latched on.
Joy burst inside me when she sucked readily. “Yes! That’s it, my beautiful girl. Drink, little one!”
Emma drank while I kneaded my skin to encourage the milk to flow. My heart rate slowed as her little throat swallowed.
I grinned. “She’s drinking!”
“She is.” Happiness radiated in Luke’s words, and a peaceful feeling slid through me as I reached for his hand.
Cradling Emma to my chest, I leaned down to croon to her.
A convulsion wracked her body.
My eyes widened in horror. “No!”
Her tiny cry filled the room when she pulled back from my breast, her mouth open in a silent wail. The sickening sound of her body transforming came next.
“No!” I cried again. “No! No!” I gripped Emma tighter as the agony of the change took over her body.
Emma wailed, her little limbs flailing as she succumbed, powerless, to the demands the transformation required.
Tears poured down my cheeks as my darling daughter once again became a wolf pup. Little whimpers emitted from Emma’s mouth as she curled into a furry ball, as if cocooning herself could shield her from the pains of this world.
“Get the bottle!” I cried to Luke.
He raced from the room and returned shaking a bottle vigorously with the newly mixed formula. Dropping to his knees, he brought the bottle with the long nipple to Emma’s tiny snout.
But already she was asleep.
Once again, we tried to coax her awake to eat, but even using the ice pack didn’t work. Emma was completely exhausted, and no amount of effort on our part could provide the much-needed nutrition our little girl’s body demanded.
~   ~   ~
Emma transformed twenty-five times in the next twelve hours. Dark circles lined my eyes. I hadn’t slept in thirty-six hours, yet I couldn’t. Not when my daughter was dying before my very eyes.
“She needs to feed, Luke. She needs to feed,” I repeated again and again as I rocked my tiny daughter in my arms.
Once again, she was human, but she’d become even thinner. Her ribs protruded, and her skin was so white, it resembled snow.
Only little Conroy was thriving. Luke would hold him to my breast to let him feed, but I was so delirious from lack of sleep, half the time I didn’t even know he was there until he’d finished feeding and fell back asleep.
Di tried to coax me to rest too, but I refused.
“She’s dying, Di. She’d dying, and we’re not doing anything about it!” Only twenty-four hours had passed since I welcomed my babies into the world, but already, I was unfit to care for one.
I couldn’t feed my daughter.
I couldn’t control her transformations.
I couldn’t stop her pain.
And with each minute that passed, my daughter’s body cannibalized itself to provide her with the energy the changes demanded.
Hazy sunlight spilled into my bedroom. Di and Father stood a few feet away, discussing our options. Lena and Susannah hovered in the corner of the room. Flint, Edgar, and Amber were making dinner in the kitchen while the twins, Mica, and Raven traveled to our condo to bring over more clothes and things that Luke and I had forgotten in our haste to reach Father’s.
It was evening again. The sun was low in the sky. My family had brought me a plate of food to eat at lunch, but I couldn’t touch it. How can I eat when my daughter is starving?
“She’s going to die!” Tears rolled down my cheeks. My mouth felt so dry, and the heavy feeling in my breasts had lessened, most likely from dehydration. I knew I needed to drink. I needed to eat. I still had one healthy baby I needed to care for, but all I could do was stare at the darling girl in my arms, who felt much too light and looked much too sickly.
Luke paced the room. Fury emanated from his body. I knew he felt as hopeless as me, but whereas I cried time and time again, his energy turned to anger. I knew he hated that he couldn’t care for me and our children.
Di chewed on her finger as a shrewd look covered her face. “We need to find a way to stop her transformations,” she said, not for the first time. Dropping her hand, Di stepped closer to Emma. “If we can stop her transformations, and if she stays permanently as either a wolf or a human, she’ll be able to feed. If she can feed, she should survive, but unfortunately, it’s become obvious she’s completely unable to control her transformations. I was hoping they’d slow down, but since they haven’t, we need to intervene. If we don’t, she’ll die.”
Di’s pragmatic words made my throat tighten.
Lena pushed away from the wall and kneeled at my side. “Don’t worry, sister. Please don’t worry. We’ll figure this out.”
“But how do we stop them?” I asked. “She can’t control them. We can’t teach her how to control them since she’s so young, and each minute that passes by, she grows weaker and weaker.” I gripped my sister’s hand tightly. “She’ll be dead within a day or two. I’m sure of it! If she doesn’t feed, she’ll die!”
The worry and fear that something was wrong, the emotions I’d felt throughout my entire pregnancy, rose up inside me like a tidal wave. This was what my subconscious had been trying to warn me about all along—Emma’s presence and the challenges her little body would face.
Lena squeezed my hand back, her expression solemn.
With a growl, Luke’s pacing increased while Susannah stood near the corner, twisting her hands. The two of them could transform at will, but that had been learned. Beside the two of them, Edgar could transform too, but he never had, not in the entire time I’d known him.
And before that, when they were all captive in O’Brien and their transformations had been seen as threats, they’d been forced to endure that horrible drug that suppressed their animal forms. That drug—
My mouth parted. That drug . . .
I bolted to a standing position with my daughter in my arms. She barely shifted from the sudden movement as I rushed to Father. “I know! I know what we can do!”
Father steadied me since I swayed on my feet. “What, Jacinth?”
I grabbed his forearm. “That drug they gave Luke, Susannah, and Edgar at O’Brien when they were held imprisoned in the warehouse! The drug that stopped them from transforming! That’s the drug we need! If we give that to Emma, it will stop her from changing! We can control her transformations, and it will allow her to feed. Then she won’t die!” My eyes darted between him and Di. “Will that work? Can you create that drug and give it to her?”
Di and Father shared a weighted look.
“What?” I demanded. “Can you or not?”
Lena stood as still as a statue. Even Luke had stopped pacing. His beautiful golden locks hung in greasy streaks to his shoulders. Neither of us had showered or changed. For the first time in my life, I didn’t give a damn about how I looked.
“Answer her!” Luke advanced closer to our adopted father. “Can you make that drug? Can you save Emma?”
Father took a shaky breath. “No. I can’t. I have no idea what chemical composition Marcus used for that drug.”
Lena’s shoulders fell. “And since we destroyed all evidence of his work when we killed him, we’ll never know!”
Her quiet words said it all.
I stumbled back and collapsed onto the chair, cradling my tiny, weak baby to my chest. Sobs wracked my body in earnest.
She’s going to die! My beautiful girl is going to die, and there’s nothing I can do about it!
I brought her closer to my face and touched her to my cheek. Her thin skin felt so cool.
“Wait!” Di’s sharp tone broke the quiet. “Marcus may be dead, but there’s somebody else who may know how to manufacture that drug.”
My head snapped up as my delirious, foggy brain tried to understand what she was saying. “There is?”
Di’s dark eyes turned fearful, but she nodded nonetheless. “Yes. Albert Darlington is still alive. He may know how to manufacture that drug.”
My mind reeled with the implications. Albert Darlington was one of the three original scientists in Project Renatus. He, Marcus Christenson, and Father had been the founders of the project that had created us, and from what I knew of Albert, he was just as sick and twisted as Marcus had been.




CHAPTER EIGHT

Another twenty-four hours passed. That was how long it took for Father to get in contact with Albert and for Albert to return to Chicago. Apparently, the older scientist had been abroad, but when he heard why Father wanted to meet him, he’d readily agreed to fly home.
I didn’t want to think about his eager acceptance of Father’s request. And I especially didn’t want to think about why Albert had insisted Luke, the babies, and I all accompany Father to Illinois. Initially, I’d asked Father to go alone and return with the drug, but Albert was having none of it. If we didn’t accompany Father—Albert wouldn’t help us.
I leaned back in my seat on the jet. I couldn’t believe we were traveling to Chicago to plead with the man who had mercilessly studied us when we were children, but Di was right. Albert Darlington was our only hope if we wanted to save Emma.
Thankfully, Lena, Flint, and Di also joined us. It felt safer that way—safety in numbers.
Little Conroy slept peacefully in Luke’s arms. I held Emma. I couldn’t bear to let her go. She seemed to grow weaker and weaker with each minute that passed, and despite the unbearable fatigue that rolled through my body in sharp intermittent waves, I couldn’t sleep.
“Has she eaten more?” Lena leaned across the aisle and touched my arm gently.
The plane dipped as clouds drifted by the window. Greg, our pilot, had begun our descent into Chicago.
“A little.” I shrugged helplessly. Emma was currently in her wolf form. Even as a pup, her fur was dull and her eyes droopy. She’d lost even more weight in the past few hours, and her spine stood up in a ridge, like prominent beads on a necklace. “She drank a few sips from the bottle about two hours ago. That’s all I’ve been able to coax into her today. She’s just too tired from the transformations.”
I lifted my little ball of fur and cuddled her to my cheek. She lay listlessly in my arms, her breaths shallow. It had been an hour since her last change, which gave her a small break, but I knew another one was due soon. According to Di, ninety-seven minutes was the longest Emma had gone between transformations since being born.
“She’s going to be fine.” Lena moved her hand to clasp mine. “Albert will give us the drug, and then Emma will stop transforming and start eating. She’s going to be okay.”
I gripped Lena’s hand and stared into my sister’s green eyes. My throat constricted. “But on what terms?”
~   ~   ~
We landed in Chicago twenty minutes later. Hot humid air swirled around the jet as we descended the stairs to the tarmac. The summer sun shone brightly as the scent of jet fuel hung in the air. A large van with black-tinted windows waited for us. We wasted no time climbing aboard before speeding toward Albert’s.
Driving along the interstates and highways surrounding the Windy City brought back horrible memories that I wanted to bury. It was here that we had rescued Luke, Edgar, and Susannah from O’Brien Pharmaceuticals. It was here that we had returned to Marcus’s mansion and ended the tyranny that O’Brien had forced upon us our entire lives.
But now we were back. And once again, we were confronting somebody from our past—a person I never wanted to see again.
Father weaved in and out of traffic, driving much faster than he usually did.
Di turned from where she sat in the front seat to face us. “When we arrive at Albert’s, Father will do the talking. He’s still hoping we won’t need to be involved. We’re to stay in the van unless he signals for us to enter Albert’s home. Does everybody understand?”
I cradled Emma to my chest. Since she was still in wolf form, a car seat wouldn’t work. Only little Conroy was buckled up. “We’ll stay in the van. Just please, Father. Make him help us.”
“Yes. Please.” Luke’s voice was hoarse.
Father glanced at us in the rear-view mirror. He looked nearly as fatigued as Luke and I did. He had spent countless hours in his lab, poring over old data as he searched for the drug that Marcus had created. But try as he might, Father hadn’t been able to find it, and despite knowing he could probably create a similar drug eventually, at the moment, we didn’t have time.
“I’ll do my best.” Father returned his attention to the road, a grim expression on his face.
~   ~   ~
We pulled up to Albert’s estate thirty minutes later. Its structure was chillingly familiar. Between the solid walls that lined the perimeter, the swiveling security cameras, and the elaborate wrought iron gates that admitted vehicles, more memories surfaced of the time we had broken into Marcus’s mansion. I shuddered.
“Was he hard to get in touch with?” Flint leaned forward in his seat beside my sister. Through his thin T-shirt, the muscles in his back were visible.
Father shook his head when the large gates opened soundlessly. “I’ve had Albert’s contact information since . . .” He pulled the van forward. “Well, since I last spoke to him.”
I knew Father was referring to that fateful day over two years ago, when Father had flown to Chicago to negotiate terms with Albert—a blackmail deal that guaranteed Albert would leave us alone.
Father drove down the narrow winding driveway. It was perfectly smooth blacktop and looked new. Large trees shaded the drive. The grounds were eerily pristine.
“Albert’s also had my contact information since I reached out to him two years ago.” Father drove the van up to a large stone mansion, which looked like something out of the English countryside. He shifted the van into park. “Albert has inquired a few times about all of you. However, I’ve never replied.”
Di looked at him sharply. “You never told me that.”
Father shrugged. “I didn’t think it was important. He doesn’t deserve to know anything about any of you.”
The bitter twinge in Father’s tone was something I rarely heard.
Father opened his door. “Excuse me. I’ll return as quickly as possible. Hopefully, I won’t need you to come inside with the children.”
My heart pounded as Father slammed the door behind him and walked on stiff legs to the mansion’s front door. I closed my eyes and prayed fervently that Albert would give us the drug without any of us having to see him again.
~   ~   ~
My eyes began to droop as we waited in the car. Father had left the engine running so the air-conditioning stayed on, but still, exhaustion wrapped itself around me like a lover’s embrace.
“Just rest for a while, my love,” Luke whispered into my ear.
Lena shifted from where she sat in the back. “This seat is really long. How about you come back here with Emma and lie down? Both of you can—”
“No!” I gasped when I felt the tremble in my arms.
Emma began to convulse and yipped painfully when the transformation took over.
Di reached for Emma and took her gently from my arms. She winced when the snapping sound of bones filled the cab. Tears filled my eyes as little Conroy let out a cry. Within seconds, the van was filled with painful yelps from our daughter and ear-piercing wails from our son. Chaos had broken out in the span of twenty seconds.
“Can you feed him?” Luke unbuckled Conroy as I automatically lifted my shirt.
Flint turned to look out the window. I knew he’d done it to respect my privacy, but at the moment, I didn’t give a damn.
“Di?” I called. Conroy readily latched onto my breast, but my attention still stayed on my daughter.
“The transformation has finished.” Di held up Emma from the front, but there were no cries.
My heart stopped. “Di? Is she okay? Why isn’t she making any sounds?”
When Di didn’t respond, the blood drained from my face. “Di?” I screamed.
“She’s very weak.” Di cradled my naked daughter to her chest. Against Di’s black blouse, Emma looked snowy white. “I need you to try to feed her, Jacinda. Can you latch her on to your other breast? Her heart rate is much too fast, and she’s incredibly dehydrated. I don’t think we have much time left. She’s . . .”
I swallowed sharply. “She doesn’t have much time left before she passes away? Is that what you were going to say?”
Luke’s eyes flickered to golden as he emitted a powerful growl. Lena sat with wide eyes, her face pale. Even though Flint still looked out the window, I saw him swallow tightly.
Di gave the barest hint of a nod. “That’s right. I don’t think she has much time left.”
Before I could think about the wisdom of my actions, I unlatched Conroy and handed him to Luke. Little Conroy let out a startled cry at his meal ending sooner than he wanted, but I couldn’t let my daughter die. I flew to the front of the van, my movements clumsy in the cramped space, and grabbed Emma from Di.
“Jacinda? What are you doing?” Di’s frantic call filled my ears as I unlocked the van’s door.
I didn’t reply as I flew out of the vehicle.
Cradling my daughter to my chest, I ran to the stairs and up to the front door. A huge wooden door with an elaborate metal lion’s head in the center of it greeted me. I banged on it fiercely. “Open this door! Please! You have to help me!”
The air rustled around me. Luke appeared at my side. He still held Conroy, who was wailing loudly enough to wake the entire world.
“My love?” Luke’s golden eyes were filled with panic.
“Albert has to help her, Luke! He has to!” Emma’s tiny body was still cradled to my chest, but she hadn’t made a sound. And worse than that, she felt like skin and bones.
The door opened abruptly just as Luke raised his fist to smash it down.
My breath caught in my throat as I gazed into eyes that I remembered—the cold, calculating blue eyes of Albert Darlington.
Albert stepped aside, but not before I saw a sickening smile lift his lips. “Jacinth, it’s a pleasure to see you again. I hear that you require my assistance.” Similar to Father, he was well-dressed. However, that was where the similarities ended. Where Father was warm and loving, the cold, detached emotion rolling off Albert was alien-like and clinical.
I hurried stiffly into the massive entryway. Marble flooring and ivory pillars adorned the circular foyer. A large and wide staircase off to the right led to the second floor. Father stood only a few feet away, his face pale.
“You have to help us! You just have to!” Tears formed in my eyes. I didn’t care that my voice sounded desperate or that my hair was in disarray. I probably looked at death’s doorstep, but I didn’t care about any of that. Even though my vision swam in and out of focus from lack of sleep and even though intermittent nausea had wracked my body for the last twelve hours, I didn’t care.
I unfolded my tight embrace to show him my daughter. “She’s close to death. Please help us.”
Albert’s eyes widened as he reached for my daughter. I was loath to let her go, especially when I saw the eager gleam in his eyes.
“Conroy tells me that she’s inherited Luke’s abilities.”
A blanket appeared at my side. Lena lifted it to Albert. “Here. Cover her with this.”
I gave my sister a brief, grateful smile. In my haste to leave the van, I’d completely forgotten to dress my own child.
Albert wrapped Emma’s emaciated body in the blanket then felt for her pulse. “I believe you’re correct, Conroy. She’s close to death. Come. We don’t have much time.”




CHAPTER NINE

Albert led us through the large mansion, which felt like a vacant tomb.
“You’ll have to excuse my not offering you refreshments. My staff is off as I wasn’t expected back from Europe for another month.”
None of us responded. My entire family followed behind me. I didn’t register any of our surroundings. All I felt was Luke’s arm around my waist and the whimpers that came from little Conroy. It seemed our son had accepted his fate and knew that another meal wasn’t coming anytime soon.
But what my hearing was most in tune with was the terrifying quietness that came from my daughter. Not one cry. Only the faintest shallow breaths. Even her heartbeat sounded dim, not like the galloping sound that came from Luke’s chest.
Albert stopped at a solid door near the back of the house. It was passcode protected. Off to the right, the expansive grounds were visible through large windows. Albert typed in a password and opened the door. A stairwell leading down appeared.
“This way.”
He led us downward into a deep subterranean portion of the house. The farther we went, the colder it became. The stale air, hint of chemical scent, and concrete walls told me that Albert had also constructed a personal laboratory in his home, similar to Father’s.
“I need to administer this drug immediately, but first I must weigh her. It’s essential to titrate the correct dose. Too much, and it could kill her. Too little, and it won’t stop the transformations.” Albert’s leather loafers tapped the hard floor as the chill in the air grew. At the bottom of the stairs was a short hallway. Off to the right, I saw a lab.
My enhanced hearing registered the quiet flow from the HVAC and hum from numerous machines when we stepped into the room.
A cold metal table was in the center, and Albert laid my daughter on it. I rushed forward to make sure the blanket shielded her from the cold metal surface. Luke shifted to my side, and together, we hovered over her.
She’s so white!
The rest of my family hung back, even Di. Only Father had moved forward to assist Albert.
After weighing Emma, Albert returned with a syringe. My stomach heaved. Susannah and Luke had described what the drug felt like when it had been administered to them during their time in O’Brien’s subterranean labs. They’d described it as a sick and oily feeling, swimming through their bloodstream. And now, I had willingly handed my daughter over to the mad-man who had helped create such a concoction.
“Conroy? Will you please hold the child? Given her state, we’ll need to do an intraosseous infusion.” Albert’s aloof gaze slid over my daughter.
Luke stiffened. My grip on him tightened. Little Conroy, as if picking up on my despair, began to wail in earnest.
Lena rushed forward and took him from Luke before stepping back to stand by Flint. Our son continued to cry.
Father and Albert gripped Emma’s tiny leg just below the knee.
She didn’t make a sound.
“We’ll need to begin a rehydration infusion as soon as this drug is administered.” Father cleared his throat. From the choked-up way in which he spoke, I knew he was as strongly affected as I was. “The next twelve hours will be crucial.”
Di appeared on my other side as Conroy’s wails subsided and whimpers came instead.
I closed my eyes as a sharp growl filled Luke’s chest. He’d been on edge ever since we entered the mansion. I could feel it in the tense way he stood and the fisted balls of his hands.
“Just save her!” he snarled.
Another moment passed.
“There. It’s done.” Father stepped back as Albert strung up IV tubing. “She’s been given the dose. Now, we’ll start fluids.”
Emma lay still, only the barest rise of her chest visible.
“We’ll hydrate her with a dextrose solution.” The old scientist stared down at my daughter with such a calculating gaze that I wanted to tear her off the table and cradle her far from his prying eyes. “As soon as she rouses enough to eat, you’ll need to feed her, Jacinth.”
I stepped to the table. Tears poured down my cheeks. “May I hold her?”
Albert cocked his head and raised an eyebrow. “Hold her?”
Father glared at him before placing a comforting hand on my shoulder. “Of course you can. Just don’t disturb the IV.”
With Father and Di’s help, I sat on a stool by the IV pole and cradled my daughter.
From the detached way in which Albert observed me, I felt like an animal at the zoo. I half expected him to pull out a clipboard and begin documenting my behavior. His interest was so different from Di’s and Father’s scientific curiosity, as if everyone around him were potential specimens for his more sinister interests.
The infusion continued to drip into Emma. Luke put his arm around me, and I leaned into him. Right now, I needed his warmth. It seeped into me like rays from the sun.
“She’s going to be fine,” Luke whispered gruffly in my ear.
“I hope so.” I tenderly ran my finger along Emma’s cheek. Her skin was still cool and pale, but at least her breathing was even.
Conroy cried again. My heart started at the sound.
Lena walked closer to my side. From the tense way she stood and how upset little Conroy was getting, it seemed everyone in the room was on edge. Albert’s hovering and sickly interest only made it worse.
Lena leaned down and whispered, “I think he’s hungry.” She eyed Albert before turning her back to him. “I already checked his diaper. It’s clean, and he doesn’t seem tired. Do you want me to mix up a bottle of formula? Di brought some along since we knew . . . well, things could be busy for you here.”
“No. I’ll feed him.” Another bout of nausea rolled through me at the lack of sleep. My eyes felt like lead as a throbbing headache brewed.
I carefully set Emma in Luke’s arms before Lena produced another blanket. “Di brought this one too. You know, in case you wanted privacy.” She nodded subtly toward Albert.
“Thank you.” My hand shook when I lifted my shirt. Already, my breasts felt like rocks. Poor Conroy had to be famished.
After arranging him while using the blanket to shield myself, I closed my eyes as Conroy fed. Wave after wave of tiredness pounded me like the surf pounds the shore.
“Remarkable, Conroy. Absolutely remarkable.”
Albert’s cold tone had my eyes snapping open. He stood only a yard away, stroking his chin while he watched me. Even though I was covered from his prying eyes, I still felt exposed.
“They seem like normal humans,” he continued. “I never would have guessed, if I ever saw them on the street, that they possess inhuman traits.”
Father bristled. “They are humans.” He inched closer to us and laid a comforting hand on my shoulder.
“Are they?” Albert raised an eyebrow.
Silence followed that statement, but the tension in the room was so thick, I could have swum in it. I turned down my hearing. Already, the sounds of the room were getting to me since they were amplified in the quiet.
“She needs to rest.” Father turned to Albert and placed his hands on his hips. “Neither Jacinth nor Luke have slept since their children were born, and as you can see, they’re exhausted.”
Albert bowed in a mocking way. “Of course. I have several guest rooms. They’re welcome to use them.”
Even though I wanted nothing more than to disappear into a deep dreamless sleep, the thought of letting my guard down in this man’s home made my skin crawl. But Father was right. Luke and I needed to rest, Emma needed to recover, and the only man who could provide us with the drug that would keep my child alive was the very man I wanted to run away from.
We had no choice but to stay.
~   ~   ~
An impressive canopied bed stood in the guest room. Large windows faced west. The fading summer sun hung low near the horizon, bathing the expansive grounds in a reddish-gold light.
“I don’t think I can sleep in this man’s house.” I stood stiffly in the middle of the room, little Conroy dozing in my arms. He’d fallen asleep as soon as he’d finished feeding, and I was loath to let him go. I’d barely spent time with him or focused on him since his birth. All of my attention had been on Emma.
My daughter currently lay in a makeshift crib Lena, Di, and Flint had erected in the corner of the room. Her IV pole loomed over her. Already, her color had improved.
“You need to sleep.” Luke’s deep voice brought a comforting rush of warmth to my skin. He stepped closer and guided me to the bed. “You can’t keep up your strength to feed these babes if you never sleep.”
He was right. I knew he was. I could feel the energy draining from me. I’d also lost weight. Considering the stress of the twins’ birth, Emma’s problems, Conroy’s demands for milk, and my lack of eating—I was a wreck.
I lifted a hand to my hair and tried to smile. “I must be a sight.”
Luke pulled my hand from my tangled locks. “You’re beautiful.”
Lena stepped away from the crib and nodded toward Flint and Di. “We’ll watch over the babies so you and Luke can sleep.”
Flint stood by the closed and locked bedroom door, his arms crossed. From the alert and tense way he stood, I knew he would guard us with his life.
“And we’ll feed Emma when she wakes enough to eat.” Di held up the bottles of breast milk that I’d pumped after feeding Conroy.
I’d completely forgotten we’d even bought a breast pump a few weeks ago, but Di hadn’t, and she’d packed it along with a change of clothes for me, the babies, and Luke.
“I’ll also monitor Emma closely to make sure she doesn’t have an adverse reaction to the drug,” Di added. “Don’t worry. We’ll keep her safe.”
Tears formed in my eyes. “What would I do without all of you?”
Lena rushed to my side and wrapped me in a hug. Her long curls tickled my face. “We’ve already discussed it. The three of us will take care of the babies, and we’ll all stay awake. Flint won’t let Albert near you. Don’t worry. We got this.”
Di nodded. “Lena’s right. We’ll take care of everything. Just rest while you can. The babies won’t let you sleep long.”
I finally nodded.
Downstairs Father and Albert were still talking. I had no idea what discussion they had fallen into, but after Albert had shown us to the guest room and had helped arrange Emma’s medical supplies—all the while making my skin crawl—he’d disappeared from the room after Father’s insistence that they “hash out the details.”
I knew those details were similar to the terms they’d come to two years ago. I could only hope Father would be able to negotiate in our favor once more.
“What if Albert uses those drugs on us?” Despite fog swirling through my mind, that thought still prevailed. “What if he poisons us while we’re here? Like Marcus did? Then we’ll be defenseless against him.” My sister had been subjected to that drug when Marcus kidnapped her. There was no stopping Albert from doing something similar.
Luke snarled, making Conroy jump. Luckily, our baby fell right back asleep. “If he touches you or the babes, I’ll kill him.” Luke’s eyes glowed brighter.
Di fiddled with something on Emma’s IV pole. “I’ve already looked into that and have shared my concerns with Father.” She stopped fussing with Emma’s supplies and faced me squarely. “Keep in mind that Albert doesn’t have hired goons, not like Marcus did, and Father said he never has. When it comes down to numbers, there are six of us and only one of him. He won’t overpower us.”
“And I won’t let him in this room.” Flint’s dark eyes glittered. “You can rest easy.”
“Come, my love.” Luke again steered me to the bed. “Rest.”
The vicious tremor that had wracked his body at the mention of Albert had disappeared. Now, all I saw was concern in his gaze—concern for me and our babies.
“Okay. Maybe for a little while.” I handed Conroy over to Di. Thankfully, since I’d pumped my breasts until they were dry, I knew I wouldn’t have to worry about waking to feed him anytime soon. With any luck, I could get a few hours of rest. “Are you sure she’s okay?” I glanced worriedly at Emma.
“She’ll be fine. She’s already stirred a few times, and her vitals are good. She’s getting stronger.” Di pulled back the covers on the bed. “Now, go to sleep.”
~   ~   ~
“Jacinda? Can you wake up?”
I woke with a start, the heavy feeling of sleep still in my mind. “Di?” I bolted upright in bed, but it wasn’t my bed. I felt around the sheets. Where am I?
“Jacinda.” Di said the word quietly from where she stood at the bed’s edge. In her arms were two bundled infants. “I’m sorry to wake you, but I’m out of milk. They’re hungry, and you’ll need to feed them if you want to keep your milk supply up.”
Lena stood at Di’s side. She held up several empty bottles apologetically. “These two like to eat.”
My mouth parted when two tiny sets of eyes peered out from the blankets. Emma! I reached for her. She was awake and balling a fist to her mouth.
Her body felt tiny, as light as a bird, but her skin had a pink hue. I tentatively pulled back the blanket that was wrapped around her. My breath caught. While Emma was still thin, her ribs weren’t poking out quite as much. “She’s okay?”
“Yes. She’s going to be fine.” Lena put her hands on her hips as a content smile lifted her lips. “And with how well she’s eating now, I bet in a few days, she’ll be plump like her brother.”
Lena laughed when little Conroy yawned loudly. Already, he had a double chin.
“She’s grown strong very quickly.” Flint’s deep voice rolled from across the room. He sat on the floor, his back propped against the closed door. Like Di and Lena, he looked tired, but he was still awake. “She obviously takes after her dad.” He winked.
Luke still slumbered on the bed. From the soft snores fluttering up from his pillow, he didn’t seem likely to wake anytime soon. Dim light spilled into the room from the windows.
“What time is it?” I asked. “How long did I sleep?”
“Nine hours. It’s just after five in the morning.” Lena yawned. “Taking care of babies is tiring.”
I smiled warmly at her. “I can take over now. Thank you for letting me sleep.” I reached for Conroy too. Di readily handed him over.
Conroy was as wide awake as Emma, and from the way he wiggled, I knew he was on the edge of a meltdown. His little cheeks puffed red, and he opened his mouth to wail. My gaze drifted between my two newborns.
“They’re so perfect.”
“They are.” Di crossed her arms. “Now, remember Emma’s due for another dose of her drug this afternoon. So far, it’s working. She hasn’t transformed, which means she’ll need to take a daily dose to keep the transformations at bay.” She bit her lip and frowned.
I knew something was up, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask. All I wanted to do was hold my children. I turned my attention back to Emma just as Conroy bawled. Despite the lingering feeling of sleep still heavy in my mind, I felt more alert by the second.
With Di’s help, I arranged both of them. My shoulders relaxed even more when Emma ate just as greedily as Conroy.
“So we’re in the clear now? She’ll be fine?” I looked up at Di. Dark circles lined her eyes. I reached for her hand and squeezed.
Di’s brow furrowed again in that way that made my throat clench. “She will be as long as Albert hands over the chemical composition for his drug, but so far, he’s refusing to.”
~   ~   ~
The seven of us stood in Albert’s living room. It was near evening. It was hard to believe we’d already been at Albert’s house for twenty-four hours. In that time, Emma hadn’t transformed. Not once. The drug was working.
“The man must have a death wish,” Lena said quietly as Luke paced the room.
I had a feeling she was right. Luke looked ready to kill, yet Albert showed no signs of backing down.
Both Conroy and Emma currently slept on a blanket on the couch. Little Conroy had his arm around Emma, and she snuggled into him, but I didn’t know how long their slumber would last. She’d been feeding twice as often as her brother, as if catching up for the missed meals in her first few days of life.
“She needs the next dose within the hour.” I turned to Albert. “It’s the only way to keep her alive.”
Luke stopped pacing. His golden eyes glowed. I imagined the panic in my voice had caused it. With a sharp snarl, he advanced on Albert.
If Luke had done that to any other person, I would have bet money they would retreat in fear, but Albert merely smiled.
Albert clasped his hands behind his back. “What an impressive specimen you are, Luke. It’s too bad Marcus isn’t here to see it.”
Veins bulged from Luke’s neck. Flint intervened, thankfully. From the looks of it, Luke was seconds away from murdering the old scientist.
After Flint pushed Luke back a few feet, my mate raked his hand through his hair multiple times, and his irises kept flickering, but he no longer looked intent on attacking Albert.
“Don’t forget about the information I have on you, Albert.” Father stood near the coffee table. His cheeks were ruddy as anger pulsed from him. As he had two years ago, he resorted to blackmail. “Now, please, give us the chemical composition for that drug.”
“I heard you the first time.” Albert’s frosty gaze slid across the room. “However, I have no intention of doing that. I think we all know I hold the trump card. Blackmail won’t work anymore.”
I leveled him with a cold stare. “What is it that you want?”
“I have a proposition for you.” Albert smiled. It looked as natural as a grinning shark. “I shall continue providing adequate doses of the drugs for little Emma, if you let me study her and her brother in return.”
“Absolutely not!” I stepped in front of my babies. “You will never touch them!”
“Who said anything about touching them?” Albert held up his hands in mock surrender. “I would be content to observe them, for now. I’d like to be a part of their lives. It’s something that I should have always been a part of anyway. After all, if it weren’t for me, none of you would be standing here.”
“That’s a lie, and you know it, old friend.” The way Father said old friend made it apparent he did not view Albert as a friend at all. “If it weren’t for me, everyone in this room would be dead. If I had left them in your hands, they would have died long ago under your malicious and relentless treatment.”
“Speaking of that, how’s Raven?” Albert’s lofty indifference and unflappable demeanor made ice flow through my chest. “I hear that he is living with all of you. I’m not sure how Marcus would have felt about that. I—”
“Can we purchase the drug from you?” I asked. My heart pounded in my chest. “How much do you want?” I’d give him every penny in my trust fund even if that meant a new life devoid of designer clothes and spa days.
Albert cocked his head. “I have no need for money. I told you, I will provide as many doses as required as long as you let me study your babies.”
“It will never happen!” Luke shouted. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you right now.”
Albert laughed. The sound made my skin crawl. It reminded me of hyenas about to go in for the kill. “That’s easy. If you kill me, your child will die.”
Silence followed that statement.
Luke’s chest heaved while my heart felt ready to explode.
“What is it that you want to study?” I asked.
“You can’t be serious!” Luke whirled in my direction.
I held up my hand.
Albert smiled. “I knew sooner or later, you’d come around. Now, shall we discuss business?”
As much as it sickened me, I knew we had no choice.




CHAPTER TEN

We flew back to Colorado the next day. The dawn sun peeked over the horizon as our private jet climbed into the sky. The beautiful scenery didn’t stop the bile from rising in my throat at the thought of what the future held.
Albert’s terms required us to return to Chicago in one month. The malicious scientist wanted to spend three days with my children to document their development and growth. In return, he’d given us thirty doses of the medication—enough to keep Emma alive for another month.
And while I knew Albert’s observations wouldn’t harm them, I also knew as time passed, Albert would demand more than just observing. Thinking about the possibilities, I shuddered.
The only comfort I took was in the possibility of Di and Father manufacturing the identical drug in Father’s home lab, but even I knew drug creation took time. It could be months or years before they figured out the chemical formula and production requirements. And until they recreated the drug, we were at Albert’s mercy. Literally. My child’s life was in his hands.
I nibbled my fingernail as we settled into a cruising altitude. It was the first time I’d paid attention to my nails in days. The paint was chipped, and I was in sore need of a manicure. A week ago, that would have sent me running to the salon.
The plane dipped intermittently as we flew. Beside me, anger rolled off Luke in steady waves. I didn’t imagine his rage would lessen anytime soon.
Both Emma and little Conroy dozed in their car seats. We’d buckled their seats to the jet’s recliners to counter the turbulence.
My lips curved into a smile at the pink tinge in Emma’s cheeks. She’d eaten around the clock since she awoke after the first dose of the drug. She was finally safe.
For now.
My shoulders sank, and my smile disappeared. “What are we going to do? We can’t rely on Albert forever.” Just the thought of his cold, baleful stare made my stomach tighten.
“We could use force.” Luke’s chest rumbled with a low growl. He placed a large hand on my thigh and added, “If only you’d all let me do that, I could have made him talk.”
I shuddered at the thought of violence, and I was pretty sure Father would have done the same if he heard Luke’s request, but since Father sat with Greg in the cockpit, he was none the wiser to Luke’s wishes.
Di raised an eyebrow from where she sat across the aisle. “We’ll figure a way out of this—without force.” She tapped a finger to her chin. “And remember, with enough time, Father and I can figure out the drug’s chemical composition. It’s just a matter of Albert continuing to help us until then.”
“Or until Emma learns how to control her transformations.” Lena turned around in her seat from the row ahead of us.
I bit back a nervous smile. Apparently, everyone was listening to our conversation.
Flint stood from his seat and also turned around. His chestnut hair was mussed, but his gaze was alert. I never would have guessed he’d spent the night awake, watching over us. “How long did it take you to control your transformations, Luke?”
Luke cocked his head. “I must have been around ten or eleven before I gained full control. But I wasn’t given the drug that altered my DNA to be part lupine until I was six or seven. I wasn’t like Emma. I wasn’t born with this ability, and I never transformed so young.” He scratched his chin. “For a long time, I couldn’t control my transformations. I think it took years before I could stop them.”
Di frowned. “So unless Father and I figure it out, Albert will be in our lives for the next decade, and that’s only if he chooses to continue helping us.”
My mouth parted. Ten years? The blood drained from my face.
~   ~   ~
We landed an hour later. Di helped me arrange the babies in the car. I leaned down and kissed the top of Emma’s fluffy head. Like her brother, she had wispy strands of blond hair.
“Are we all set?” Flint sat in the driver’s seat of the large SUV.
Lena sat in the front passenger side while Father, Di, Luke, the babies, and I occupied the back.
“Yeah. Let’s go.” I ran a shaky hand through my hair. “I’ve never wanted so desperately to be home.”
Luke grabbed my hand and squeezed.
When we finally reached Father’s massive mansion in the mountains, my eyes widened at the vehicles lining the driveway.
“Everyone’s still here?” I perked up in my seat just as little Conroy stirred. I gently placed the tip of my finger in his mouth to suck. He readily clamped down on it and tried to nurse. I knew it wouldn’t hold him off for long, but I hoped I would be able to greet my brothers and sisters before I had to nurse the babies again.
Jet’s Mustang was still parked in the drive along with Raven’s sleek Mercedes. When Flint pulled up beside them, my eyes alighted on a car I didn’t recognize.
“Whose vehicle is that?” I leaned closer to the window and turned up my hearing. In the house, I could make out the varying tones and pitches of our family, but there was a female voice that didn’t belong to any of our family members.
Lena ducked her head from the front seat. “It’s Grace’s car. I hope it’s okay that my best friend is here. I know I should’ve asked you, but I completely forgot before we boarded the jet. And I told her the other day the babies were born, and she wanted to meet them. Is that okay?”
I pinched Lena’s shoulder playfully. “Of course it is, you silly goose. You know I love Grace as much as you do.” I cocked my head. “But she sounds different than she normally does. Is she okay?”
A confused look sprouted on Lena’s face. “She does? I wonder why that is. I mean, I think she’s okay. If she isn’t, she never told me.”
I tuned in to Grace’s voice again. Her pitch sounded a little higher than I remembered, and she kept giggling. A smile grew on my lips when I heard the next voice. Raven’s. From his frequent throat clearing and nervous chuckles, I had a fairly good idea what was going on.
I nudged Luke. “I have a feeling a few interesting things are happening inside right now.”
He narrowed his gaze and tilted his head. When he wore that expression, I knew he’d also turned up his hearing. While his hearing wasn’t as astute as mine, it came pretty close.
“Is Raven laughing?” His eyes glowed in amusement.
“It seems so.”
“But he hardly ever laughs.” Luke grabbed the car seats while I opened the door. With one swift movement, he was out of the van with both of our babies dangling from his massive forearm.
“What are you two talking about?” Di placed her hands on her hips as Lena, Father, and Flint unpacked the bags from the back.
“Just Lena’s friend Grace. Remember her?” I arched an eyebrow.
Di nodded. “Of course. She’s the only normal human who knows about us.”
“That’s the one.” I sidled closer to Di. “And just so you know, I think your other brother is smitten with her.”
Di’s eyes grew wide. “Raven? Smitten with someone?”
Her surprised expression mirrored mine. Raven hadn’t dated anybody since he’d joined our family following Lena’s imprisonment in Marcus’s mansion. We all knew that he felt self-conscious about his unique eyes and ability. It didn’t help that he had grown up isolated and had never dated anyone, but from the conversation I was hearing inside Father’s home, it seemed someone had finally piqued his interest.
“Come on!” Lena called over her shoulder as she jogged to the front of the house with a diaper bag in hand. “Let’s tell everyone the good news!”
We found everybody, including Raven and Grace, in the living room. When we appeared in the large arched doorway, Susannah and Mica jumped to their feet.
“You’re back!” Mica rushed to my side and squeezed me in a hug before eagerly rushing to Luke’s side to hover over the twins. “Are they really okay?” Her short brown hair swung around her shoulders before she tucked it behind an ear.
“We thought it was too good to be true.” Susannah’s bright-blue eyes shone with happiness.
I dropped my purse at my feet. “How did you all know?” Neither Luke nor I had called or texted anyone. Our attention had been solely on the babies, but I was glad someone had.
“That would be me.” Flint shoved his hands in his pockets. His lips lifted in a smile. “Everybody wanted to know what was going on, and I figured you’d like to see the fam. Of course, these two”—he nodded toward the infant twins—“are hard to resist, so I probably couldn’t have kept them away with a ten-foot pole.”
Jet snorted. “Please. Like a pole would stop us.”
Jasper laughed, and Lena joined in.
Only Raven and Grace hung back. I bit my lip to stop the cheeky smile that wanted to come. Raven kept eyeing Grace, and when Raven wasn’t looking, she eyed him.
At least we didn’t have to worry about hiding anything with Grace since Lena had told her best friend about our abilities. When Lena had first revealed to us that she’d told Grace about our powers, Di and Father had been irate. But as the weeks had gone by, we’d come to learn that Lena’s judgment had been sound. Grace had been over a few times since learning of our powers, and she’d never judged us or said a peep to anyone. Of course, she’d been around a few times before that, but during those times, we’d always been careful to keep our abilities in check. We didn’t bother anymore. Our secret was safe with her.
Hence, Raven’s eyes were missing their contacts. His amber irises swirled and glowed brighter than normal, which meant only one thing. He was feeling a heightened emotion. I nudged Jet’s side. “Looks like somebody’s got it bad.”
Jet snickered. “I was thinking the same thing. It’s good to have you back, by the way.” He put his arm around my shoulders and squeezed. “I’ve missed my partner in crime when it comes to teasing these people.”
I laughed softly. Growing up, Jet and I had loved teasing Lena. But it was all in good fun. Anytime Jet took it too far, I gently reined him in. And now, it seemed that Jet had found his latest family member to torment. Poor Raven. I wonder if he knew what he had coming.
“So what happened?” Amber asked. “Flint told us that Albert gave Emma the drug and she hasn’t transformed since, so does that mean everything’s fine now?”
Amber stood by the babies with Edgar. Both admired the tiny twins. Mica had settled by Emma’s car seat. I knew she was itching to hold her.
“Well . . .” My heart pounded as the memory of what our future held returned. Kneeling, I unbuckled their seatbelts and lifted Emma from her car seat. I gently placed her in Mica’s arms.
Mica grinned and fingered Emma’s little cheek.
“We have enough of Albert’s drug for a month.” The light mood that had been filling my chest grew heavier. “So for now, we’re safe, but once a month is up, all bets are off.”
~   ~   ~
Everybody stayed for lunch. Since it was summertime, all of us were on break from school, but we still had our jobs. Luckily, my daycare position had willingly given me twelve weeks off. However, now that I had the twins, I didn’t plan to return. I couldn’t. Given how unique Emma and Conroy were, I couldn’t enroll them in the daycare where I worked—or anywhere else for that matter. It was too risky. None of us knew what abilities little Conroy and Emma would develop as they grew, and if a new emerging ability appeared abruptly while they were in public, it could be a disaster. There were still so many unknowns in our future.
“Can you pass the salt?” Amber asked.
Hearing that question snapped me back to the present. The clinking and clanging of silverware on plates and dishes being passed around followed. Delicious scents from the lunch Jet, Jasper, and Mica had cooked floated through the air. All fourteen seats around the large dining table were occupied.
“This is bloody good!” Edgar dug into the Mediterranean meal. He spooned another large bite into his mouth.
Across from where I sat were Lena and Flint. Grace sat by Lena. However, her attention was not on my sister.
I knew I wasn’t the only one noticing the sparks flying between Raven and Grace. Jet kept winking at me and nodding in their direction.
If Grace wasn’t blushing, she was giggling, and if Raven wasn’t running his hands through his hair, he was giving Lena’s best friend side-eyes. The possibilities for teasing them were endless.
But my attention still stayed focused on my newborns—the teasing would have to wait. I kept my hearing at a medium volume so I would hear anything that came from the nursery.
Lifting a forkful of salad to my mouth, I cocked my head when a strange sound reached my ears. I turned up my hearing and did my best to tune out the voices around the table.
The sound came again. It sounded like scratching. It’s probably nothing. Maybe a tree branch against the window. Sounds bombarded me so frequently that, at times, it was hard to decipher what was what.
I resumed eating and joined in the conversation, but ten minutes later, I heard another strange sound. It sounded like a helicopter taking off from nearby. But none of the neighbors have helicopters. I set my utensils down and cocked my head. “Do you hear that, Luke?”
He raised his eyebrows and swallowed half of his gyros in one bite. “Hear what?”
I turned my hearing on full power. The blood whooshed through my ears. Around me, everyone’s heartbeats increased a thousand-fold. I concentrated on fine-tuning the sounds. That helicopter sound grew louder, but something else did too . . . a faint baby’s cry.
My heart stopped as I bolted to a stand. “My babies!”
The chair toppled over behind me as I pushed away from the table. I was already running down the hall before everyone else scrambled to follow.
My heart pounded, and it felt like my lungs would explode from the adrenaline rush, then a blur of movement passed me. From the scent, I knew it was Luke.
A second later, I heard his roar.
“What is it?” I yelled. I careened around the corner to the nursery. Inside the baby’s room, it was dark. We’d pulled the blackout curtains to limit the summertime sun.
Luke stood over the baby’s crib. My stomach plummeted when I saw his hands gripping the crib so tightly that the sound of splintering wood followed.
“Where are they?” I raced to his side and nearly collapsed when I saw the crib was empty.
It was only then I felt it. The feel of air caressing my cheeks. The window to the room was open. The curtains billowed in the early-afternoon breeze, a hint of sun coming through the heaving blackout curtains when they rose.
The window was open. It hadn’t been open when we’d put them to bed. My jaw dropped.
That was the scratching sound I heard earlier! Someone was prying the window open before they climbed in through it and took my babies!
“No!” I turned my hearing up more and concentrated on the helicopter. Already, it was growing faint.
A crushing vise constricted my chest. I gasped for air. My entire family surrounded me. I heard all of their pounding heartbeats and ragged breaths. Shouts and words flowed through the air, assaulting me in their intensity. But only one thought pummeled my mind.
Someone took my babies, and now, they’re gone.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

“It has to be Albert!” Mica fumed from where she stood by the door.
Lena nodded. “He’s the only one that knows about them, and he’s the only one that would want to take them. You heard what he said in Chicago. He wants to study them!”
“Study them?” Jet cocked his head as a disgusted expression formed on his face. “Human experiments again?”
“Experiment on babies?” Grace made an appalled face and raked a hand through her long blond hair.
“But why now?” Jasper eyebrows drew together. “Why take them now when he could have taken them in Chicago when you were in his house?”
“Because we guarded them too closely,” Flint replied darkly. “We were expecting him to do something, so we stayed on high alert. The bastard was just biding his time, waiting until our guard dropped, and what better place to do that than in our own home right after we got home? We thought we had a month of safety.”
Amber brought a hand to her mouth as a horrified squeak escaped her.
“Luke, I need you to scent the window.” Di stood by the window pane. Sunlight poured into the room since she’d opened the curtains. I was vaguely aware of her assessing the situation with Raven and Flint at her side, but I couldn’t join her. Everything inside me had stopped. It felt like my chest would explode from the bone-crushing panic that tightened around my lungs.
Susannah appeared at my side and laid a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’ll find them. We’ll find both of them!”
I gripped her hand tightly as Amber stood at my other side. “But how?” Amber asked. “What if he takes them somewhere that we can’t find them?” Her pert mouth tightened in worry.
“It’s him!” Luke snarled.
My head snapped toward the window, where Luke’s body was visibly shaking as his hands clenched into tight fists. Veins protruded from his neck as he sniffed along the windowsill. “I can scent Albert here.”
“My babies!” A wail rose up in my throat. “He can’t take them—he just can’t!”
“Luke, Susannah, Lena, Flint, Jet, and Jasper—come with me!” Di strode toward the door. Amazingly, she had kept her calm. Everybody else around me either stood with open mouths or shook in anger, except for Father. He was already on the phone calling Greg, our pilot.
“We’re leaving right now,” Di instructed.
“I’m coming too. You’re not leaving me behind!” I yelled.
Di stopped in the doorway. She had almost left but turned. “Jacinda, let us handle this. You’re in no shape to join us.”
I stood on shaky legs with Susannah and Amber supporting me. “There’s no way I’m not following the man who took my children!” Steel rang through my tone. “I’m coming!”
~   ~   ~
The largest vehicle we had could seat ten, and ten of us crammed into it: Father, Di, Flint, Susannah, Jet, Jasper, Lena, Luke, Edgar, and me. Surprisingly, Edgar had insisted he join us. Normally, he avoided all confrontation, but I was too sick with worry to pay him much attention. I just wanted my babies back, and the thought of what might be done to them made me physically ill.
Luckily for us, our pilot hadn’t left the city yet to return to his Florida home. That meant the jet was ready and waiting. We just had to reach it.
And then we can find my children.
Tears shimmered in my eyes as I grasped Luke’s hand tightly. It had been one roller-coaster after another since little Conroy and Emma had entered the world. Why can’t we just have a normal life like everyone else?
But I knew the answer to that question. We weren’t normal. We hadn’t been in more years than I could remember. Ever since O’Brien kidnapped us for their experiments and changed us into altered humans, our lives had never been normal.
A breeze rolled in through Di’s open window. Her mouth was set in a grim line as she drove. She weaved between cars on the interstate, her driving meticulous.
Turning in her middle seat, Lena asked the question I’d been wondering all along. “But how are we going to find them?” Her bright-green eyes shimmered with worry.
“I can still feel them.” A muscle ticked in Luke’s jaw as his eyes glowed. He tapped his head, which we all knew referred to his intrinsic tracking ability. “I can feel that they’re traveling west, but they’re moving fast. We need to hurry.”
“West?” Father swiveled in his front passenger seat to face us. “Not east? Not back to Chicago?”
“No. They’re going west.”
“Susannah?” Father shifted his gaze to her. “Can you confirm that?”
Susannah bit her lip. “My connection to them isn’t as strong as Luke’s, since I haven’t been around them much, but yes, from what I can tell, they’re flying west.”
I cast a worried glance Father’s way. “Why west?”
Jet cleared his throat from the back. “And, more importantly, how fast are they moving? Won’t you eventually lose them?”
Luke gritted his teeth.
I swallowed tightly. We all knew Luke and Susannah’s tracking abilities had limits. Once someone ventured too far, Luke and Susannah wouldn’t know any better than I did where they were.
I clamped my lips tightly together as a mewling sound rose in my chest. Already, my breasts ached. I could only imagine how hungry my babies were. Please don’t let him hurt them!
“Di, have you been able to see anything in your visions?” Father asked.
She swung the large SUV into the airport’s parking lot. In the distance, near the private hangars, our jet was visible. “Nothing specific. I had a flash of a vision. We were traveling in the jet and landing on the West Coast. I haven’t seen anything beyond that.”
She stomped on the gas and sped toward the plane.
I continued to wring my hands as the twins began speaking telepathically. Their silent conversation was obvious from the fleeting expressions that crossed their faces. Beside them, Edgar sat ramrod straight. Tension was evident in his shoulders and sweaty brow. I still didn’t know why he’d insisted on joining us, but I welcomed any support he could give.
As if sensing how desperate I was feeling, Lena reached from her seat and squeezed my hand. “We’ll find them, sis. We will! And when I see Albert Darlington, I’m going to blast him with an energy ball so big, he’ll fly to the moon.”
I squeezed her back as a snarl erupted from Luke. “Not if I get my hands on him first,” he said in a deadly quiet voice. “If I do, he’s all mine.”
~   ~   ~
The entire flight was agony. Thoughts pummeled my mind like an unrelenting boxer. All I could think about was my babies crying and wanting to be fed and comforted. From what I’d seen of Albert, and from what I remembered of him when I’d been a child at his mercy, the man didn’t provide any comfort—only cruelty.
“We’re getting closer.” Luke straightened in his seat and gripped the armrests.
“He’s right!” Susannah uncrossed her slim legs. “I can feel them more too!”
“Is Portland still our destination?” Greg called from the cockpit.
Di’s latest vision had shown us confronting Albert in Oregon, but visions weren’t guarantees, merely projections of what a potential future could be.
“Yes. It’s still Portland.” Susannah closed her eyes and fingered her temples. “He’s moving slower now . . . I think. Luke? What do you feel?”
“He’s definitely moving slower. He’s in a vehicle,” Luke confirmed.
I brought a hand to my throat. “Can you see them? Are my babies okay?”
Susannah shook her head. “I can’t tell.”
I gripped Luke’s forearm, and his muscles tightened. “Luke? What’s he doing to our babies?”
He shook his head stiffly and growled. “I don’t know. All I know is that they’re traveling in a vehicle now. They’re not flying anymore.”
“I think he’s—” The jet suddenly plummeted, cutting off Edgar’s words.
I screamed.
“Sorry, folks!” Greg called from the front. “I can’t skirt the thunderstorm we’re approaching if you want to reach Portland in the quickest time. Buckle up and hang on!”
My body lurched in my seat and my stomach heaved when another rough jostling shook the plane. We bounced in the sky like a yo-yo.
“Jacinda?” Luke looked at me worriedly. “Are you all right, my love?”
“I’ve never done well with motion.” I barely managed the words. The cabin dimmed as we flew headfirst into the storm. Lightning flashed outside my window.
“Do we make it to Portland?” Jasper’s voice was joking but strained. He laughed hollowly when the jet plunged again in a sickening dance with Mother Nature.
“We . . . land!” Di’s eyes were tightly closed as if she were concentrating deeply. I knew she was having visions. “But this turbulence won’t lessen. Stay buckled!”
“Jacinda?” Edgar’s quiet voice called, but I felt so sick, I couldn’t turn.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Susannah place a hand on his forearm and shake her head. He closed his mouth in a tight line.
~   ~   ~
What felt like an eternity passed before we landed in Portland. When we finally did, rain splattered the jet’s windows.
Hands shaking, I asked Luke, “Where are they?”
He frowned, his jaw tense. “They’re still moving. I think . . . toward the coast. They’re at least thirty minutes ahead of us.”
“Jacinda?” Edgar leaned forward in his seat as the jet taxied on the tarmac. “I might be able to—”
“Let’s get moving!” Di stood as the plane came to a halt.
Everyone jumped up. I turned to ask Edgar what he was going to say, but Luke gripped my hand and whisked me from my seat.
The ten of us jogged toward the steps single file as Greg stood at the front of the plane. The older pilot had been with us since we were kids. In a way, he was like an adopted uncle.
“You’ll find ’em.” He squeezed my shoulder when I passed.
“Thank you, Greg.”
And then we were out the door and rushing into two awaiting cars. Di went to the driver’s door of one, Flint to the other.
“Jacinda, you sit here.” Lena and Luke bustled me to the open back door of the first car. Soft rain landed on my cheeks and wet my hair. I barely noticed. Albert’s taking my babies to the coast, but why?
Di, Luke, Lena, and Father joined me.
Jet, Jasper, Edgar, and Susannah climbed into the vehicle parked behind ours. Flint already sat buckled in the driver’s seat.
The second Lena closed her door in the front, Di gunned the engine.
“Where are we going?” I grabbed Luke’s hand. He sat on one side of me while Lena sat on the other. Father was in the front with Di.
“Wherever this tells us to go.” Luke tapped the side of his head.
All I could manage was a stiff nod. Lena shifted closer and placed a comforting hand on my arm. At her feet lay the diaper bag with two full bottles of milk poking out the side, along with formula. Once again, Di had thought quickly on her feet. To relieve the unbearable pressure in my breasts, I’d pumped milk on the plane. Now, I just needed to find my babies so they could drink it.
“I think I’m going to be sick.” I leaned over and took deep gulping breaths. “What’s he doing to them?”
Lena rubbed my back. “We’ll get there soon, sister. Just hold tight.”
Over my head, I felt the weighted glance Luke and Lena shared, as if their unspoken communication had actual mass and hung between them.
Just as I managed to sit upright again, Father turned, a frown on his face. “I think I might know where he’s going.”
My eyes widened. “You do?”
The grim expression grew on Father’s face. “There’s been talk in the genetic community about a scientist building a remote lab on an island off the Oregon coast. And considering where Albert is headed, I believe that scientist may be him.”
He’s taking my babies to a private island with a newly constructed lab! It was the only coherent thought I could manage. Horrifying images came next: my tiny infants subjected to merciless testing by a scientist who had no conscience or moral compass.
The nausea in my stomach increased.
I should have been surprised, even appalled by what Father had revealed, but I’d grown so used to the mad scientific undertakings that occurred beneath the civilized veil of society that all I could do was picture my babies subjected to that very cruelty.
“We never should have gone to him!” My words came out in a wail. “Now that Albert knows about them, we’ll never be free of him!”
“Emma would have died without that drug.” Di looked at me in the rearview mirror. Sympathy glimmered in her irises, but something else did too—resolve. “We needed to contact Albert to keep her alive, but now, it’s a matter of keeping him away.”
Vivid emerald trees flashed by the window in a blur as Di sped toward the coast. We’d entered the forests west of Portland. The trees’ bright-green colors reminded me of the name we’d chosen for our daughter. Emerald. Oh, please, let her and Conroy be all right!
Forty-five minutes later, the scent of salty ocean water drifted in through Lena’s window.
“We’re close. Really close!” Luke leaned forward in his seat and closed his eyes. He inhaled sharply before exhaling. He did it again before his eyes flashed open. “A mile or two that way. We’re almost there.”
He pointed down the scenic highway that threaded along the coast. Even though I’d never been to Oregon, I didn’t pay attention to the scenery as Di stomped on the gas pedal. Only one thought permeated my mind: Find my babies! Find them before it’s too late!




CHAPTER TWELVE

“We should stop and convene with the others.” Di stopped at the driveway, where Luke said our children had been taken. Just across the coastal highway lay the beach. The Pacific shimmered in the afternoon sun.
The driveway’s smooth blacktop snaked into the forested hills. I could only assume the driveway led to a house, but the home wasn’t visible.
At my side, Luke was like a pressure cooker about to explode. Tension strummed off him in steady waves.
“He parked up there.” Luke pointed toward the driveway. “But now they’re—” His head swung toward the ocean. “There!”
Just off shore, a boat was visible as it crashed through the growing surf.
“They’re on that boat?” I asked.
“Yes.” Luke’s tone was clipped. He sounded as sick as I felt.
“How the hell are we going to get to that boat?” Lena asked.
My stomach sank. How indeed? We didn’t have a boat to follow them. We didn’t have a helicopter to fly over them. Our only option was to swim, yet we had no idea how far they were going. And despite Luke and Flint being strong enough to swim for miles in a strong ocean current, even they weren’t immune to the frigid waters off the Oregon coast.
With each second that passed, the boat grew farther and farther away. I may never see my babies again!
Slamming car doors sounded behind us. The twins, Susannah, Edgar, and Flint appeared outside my window, but my attention was focused inward. I was numb. Completely numb. Even the tears had stopped. We’ll never get to them.
That thought was too horrific to bear.
A fine misty rain fell outside. Cool wind whistled through Lena’s cracked window. The gray clouds and gloomy weather matched exactly how I felt inside. Cold and empty.
“Jacinda!” Edgar tapped on the window.
I turned my face to gaze up at him.
A pleading expression was in his eyes. Dampness covered his ebony skin and shaved head. A part of me knew I should open the door and tell him to cover himself, but my limbs had turned to concrete. I couldn’t move, let alone reply. The numbness had paralyzed my tongue.
“It will be okay.” Lena grabbed my hand and nodded toward everyone outside the window. “Come on. We need to figure out what to do from here.”
She opened the door and pulled me with her.
As soon as I stood outside the car, Edgar grabbed my hand, but my gaze stayed on the boat that was disappearing from sight. My babies . . .
“Jacinda!”
Edgar’s yell finally permeated the fog in my mind. I looked at him blankly. Around us, my family was arguing about the best way to rescue my children, but their words sounded weird, as if everyone were talking under water.
I didn’t want to hear their words anyway. Nothing they were saying was comforting. It would require hours before we had the resources to follow Albert out to sea.
“I can stop him!” Edgar’s shout made me jump.
The conversation around me stopped. Time stood still. Even the cars that passed us on the highway lessened.
“What did you say?” Luke took a step toward Edgar. “You can stop him?”
Edgar ran a shaky hand over his head. “I was . . . I mean, I tried to . . .”
“Dude, just spit it out!” Jet clapped his back.
Edgar took a deep, shaky breath. “I tried to tell you earlier, Jacinda! I can stop Albert. I have the power to . . .” He took another breath. “Control minds.”
Lena’s eyebrows shot up her forehead. So did Di’s.
“Come again?” Jet said.
“It’s one of the powers I have.” Edgar looked down and shuffled his feet. “It was the third ability they gave me. I was the only one who survived that drug.”
“You can control minds?” Lena stepped closer to Edgar and put a hand on his shoulder. “But why didn’t you tell us . . .” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter now. What matters is rescuing Emma and Conroy. Can you get them back?”
Edgar nodded. Sweat beaded on his forehead as shallow breaths puffed audibly from his chest. “You all know I don’t like using my powers. I usually never do, but this time . . .” He raised his eyes to me. “I’ll do it for you and Luke. I’ll do it for your babies.”
I rushed forward and pulled him into a hug. “Can you really save them?”
He trembled beneath my grasp. “I don’t know, but I’ll try. I’ll have to . . .” He gulped. “I’ll have to transform into my animal. I need to be physically close to someone to control them. That means I’ll have to swim after the boat until I’m close to it. Then I may be able to.”
I pulled him into another suffocating hug. “Oh, Edgar, please! Please try!”
~   ~   ~
Edgar transformed into his otter form in the back of the large sedan. From the groaning and screaming cries, I knew it pained him terribly. He wasn’t like Luke and Susannah, who regularly transformed into their animals and had grown somewhat immune to the pain. Edgar had never transformed in all the time I’d known him.
When he emerged, my eyes widened at how large he was. He was easily ten times the size of a normal otter.
Lifting his head, he sniffed the air. Before transforming, he’d divulged that he had tracking abilities similar to Susannah’s and Luke’s. Once he caught my babies’ scent, he would be able to find them.
Jet and Jasper stood near the road. Di had instructed them to use their mind-manipulation powers to their max. They were currently deterring anyone from driving near us. In the distance, we’d already seen a few cars stop and do a U-turn in the middle of the road. Since Edgar was exposing his animal form in public in broad daylight, we couldn’t have anyone see him. His size alone would garner too much attention and raise questions.
Bending down, I ran my hand over his head. It was soft and smooth. His thick otter fur would keep him warm in the frigid waters. “Be careful and stay safe.”
Worry swam in his inky irises, but he pushed his head up into my hand before he turned away.
Taking off, he moved awkwardly on the road then along the sandy beach, but once he hit the water, everything changed. He skimmed through the water as gracefully as a seal. With his immense strength and superior swimming ability, he cut through the water as swiftly as a shark.
My throat tightened. Albert’s boat was still visible, but now, it was only a speck on the horizon.
“Do you really think he can catch them?” Flint asked. He crossed his arms, his mouth a tight line.
“I don’t know.” Luke placed a thick arm around my shoulders and squeezed. “But as we all know, Edgar’s pretty quiet about his powers. He always has been. And from what he just confessed, he has stronger abilities than even me and Susannah. I don’t think we should underestimate him.”
Lena nodded. “I agree. We need to trust him.”
An eagle’s scream tore through the sky. Overhead, Susannah’s large form was visible as she flew overhead, following Edgar. While we didn’t know if she would be able to assist Edgar, she was another eye in the sky. She could keep watch from above and land on the boat if needed, but according to Edgar, if he was successful, he would be able to take control of Albert’s mind. Once he was in control, Edgar would force him to turn the boat around and drive back to the coast.
And once Albert landed back on the beach, a bloody battle would no doubt ensue. Luke was out for blood.
Of that, I was sure.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

An agonizing thirty minutes passed. All of us stood facing the sea. Cold, salty wind whipped through the air, lifting the greasy locks from around my shoulders. Numbly, I lifted a long strand of my blond hair. I haven’t looked in the mirror in three days.
A hysterical laugh bubbled up inside me. And I haven’t showered in three days, either.
Before giving birth to the twins, I’d spent hours every day in front of the mirror primping and preening. I loved presenting my best self to the world even though Lena loved to give me a hard time about it, but fashion was like breathing to me. I was even studying it at school. My dream job was to design clothes. I let the greasy lock fall.
But none of that matters if my babies die.
Luke tightened his arm around me more.
“Is that them?” Flint pointed toward the ocean. His chestnut hair whipped in front of his eyes.
I straightened against Luke. “Do you see them?”
Father put his hands on his hips as Di shaded her eyes.
Lena jumped up and clapped. “It is them!”
I gasped and gripped Luke tightly. A distant eagle flying in the sky was visible as a boat grew closer. The vessel dipped in and out of view as it plunged up and down in the waves.
“Does anybody see Edgar?” I curled my fingers into Luke’s side. His muscles clenched beneath my grip.
Di shook her head. “Does anyone else see him?”
“It’s too bad Mica’s not here.” Lena took a step closer to the ocean. “She’d be able to.”
“Jet and Jasper!” Di yelled toward the road.
The twins turned. Even from the distance, I could tell they were fatigued. They had been manipulating the traffic the entire time.
“What’s up?” Jasper asked.
“That’s the boat!” Di yelled. “We need all traffic to stay away from this area. We can’t have anybody see what’s about to happen. Do you understand?”
Both of the twins nodded. Jasper’s mouth set into a tight line as Jet replied, “You got it. We’ll keep everybody away. Just do what needs to be done to get those babies back.”
I stepped closer to the water as my heart pounded. A few waves lapped against my ankles, soaking through my shoes. The frigid temperature caused goosebumps to sprout up on my arms. With each passing second, the boat moved closer.
I gasped when I caught sight of a sleek animal cutting through the water like a dolphin slipping through the sea. “There’s Edgar!”
Edgar bobbed up and down as he kept pace with the boat. The boat didn’t seem to be moving as quickly as it had been when it left. But it was still moving fast.
My heart pounded so hard, I thought I would pass out.
“Can anybody see them?” I waded deeper into the surf until I stood in it mid-calf. The boat headed straight for me.
Susannah screamed overhead. Her massive body flew right over us as she headed toward the trees across the road.
“Does anybody see Albert?” Father asked.
“No,” I replied. “I can only see someone driving the boat. It must be the captain!”
Through the boat’s front windshield, an unfamiliar man was visible in the wheelhouse. His face appeared blank while his hands stayed on the boat’s steering wheel. They were only fifty feet away now.
“He’s going to run the boat aground!” Luke yelled.
Splashing sounded behind me, then Luke grabbed me around the waist. He hauled me out of the way as the boat raced toward us.
The cool wind whipped around my soaked legs, chilling me, but my eyes stayed glued to the boat just as it rammed onto the beach.
Edgar appeared at the boat’s side. He shuffled out of the water in his otter form looking awkward on land.
A loud growl tore from Luke’s chest just as the sound of a wailing baby pierced my ears. In one giant leap, Luke was on the boat. With a blur of movement, Flint was at his side.
“Come on, sister. Let’s find your children!” Lena grabbed my hand, but I was already running.
The boat was an older fishing vessel. A large deck surrounded the enclosed wheelhouse. The man driving the boat still stood docilely behind the steering wheel.
Edgar brushed against my side on his way back to the car.
“Thank you, Edgar!”
I didn’t know if he heard me, but I didn’t stop to find out. Cold ocean water again drifted around my legs as Lena and I tried desperately to climb aboard the boat.
An arm appeared above me.
I glanced up to see Flint’s dark eyes and chestnut hair whipping through the breeze. His jaw was tight. “Luke’s in the cabin below. I’m not sure if you want to see this.”
I grabbed his hand. “I don’t care what he does to Albert. I just want my babies. Now!”
A shot rang out.
My blood turned cold.
The sickening sound of a human screaming tore through the side of the boat as another shot fired.
“What’s happening?” I asked, grabbing Flint’s hands.
A growl from below came next. The sound of fists landing on human flesh filled the air as more screams permeated the breeze.
“Albert must have a gun.” Flint’s jaw locked as he gripped me tightly around the forearms and hauled me onto the boat.
Please let Luke be okay! I turned down my hearing to filter out the sound of the fighting while searching for the sounds of my children. A whimper registered toward the back of the boat. My heart raced.
“Pull me up, Flint!” Lena yelled.
There was a blur to my left, then Lena was on the boat too. I didn’t stop to tell them what I’d heard. Instead, I sprinted to the stairs.
With Flint and Lena at my side, I descended the narrow steps two at a time. I almost tripped on the last step, but Flint caught me just in time.
It was darker below deck, and a fishy smell hung in the air. Off to the side, Luke had Albert around the neck. I breathed a sigh of relief that Luke appeared unharmed. Albert was another story. The older man’s eyes bulged as Luke choked the life out of him. A gun lay on the floor nearby.
“Is there anybody else on the boat?” I asked as Luke slammed Albert’s body against the wall of the ship. I winced at the sound. Violence had always made me sick.
“I don’t think so,” Flint replied.
Doing my best to ignore what my mate was doing, I closed my eyes and listened.
Another whimper permeated the air. My eyes flashed open. “They’re in there!” I said breathlessly and pointed at a closed door in the back.
Pushing away from Flint, I stumbled over tattered clothing, rope, and fishing equipment that cluttered the area. When I reached the door, I opened it with a mad flourish.
Light from a portside window streamed into the room. My hands flew to my mouth when I saw them.
Lying in a large box were my babies. They were crying and thrashing in anguish, clearly distraught.
I rushed to them and lifted them both in my arms simultaneously. “It’s okay! It’s okay, my darlings! Mama’s here!” I nuzzled them to my neck and pressed their warm bodies against my chest. Tears streamed down my cheeks.
Conroy fussed while Emma wailed and sucked on her fist. The feel of their tiny bodies shaking and so distressed made my knees weaken.
“Help me catch her!” Lena called from the doorway.
Flint and Lena’s hands cupped under my armpits just as my knees gave out.
Sobs wracked my chest as I clung desperately to my babies. “It’s okay, my darlings! It’s okay! I’ll never let him hurt you again!”
The tears fell in warm rivers as my heart broke. Albert had hurt my children. How could I let that happen?
Lena kneeled at my side and put an arm around me. “It’s okay, sis. They’re unharmed. They’re safe now. It’s okay.” Her hand trembled as she ran it up and down my back.
Her soothing words only made more tears come as the sound of Luke killing Albert filled the air behind me.
“Wait!” Another voice cut through the cabin. Edgar.
The sound of his feet on the stairs came next. “You can’t kill ’im, Luke! We need to know the chemical creation of the drug! Withou’ i’, we can’t save Emma!”
“You need to stop, Luke!” Di yelled. “With Edgar’s mind-controlling ability, he can access information from Albert’s memories, but we need Albert alive to do that! That means you need to stop!”
Edgar can access Albert’s memories?
That realization and the sound of my mate killing the old scientist made nausea rise within my throat.
“No!” I whispered. With Lena’s help, I staggered to my feet with both of my babies cradled to me. Their whimpers and cries had stopped.
Even though I was loath to do it, I gently moved them into Lena’s arms. “Hold them. I need to stop Luke.”
I left in a whirl with Flint at my side. The sight that greeted me in the main room made my stomach roll.
Albert lay in a bloodied heap on the floor. He was unconscious, and his face was badly swollen and bloody.
Splattered blood covered Luke’s hands and face. He still held the scientist by the throat, his fist reared back to pummel Albert again.
“Luke!” I screamed.
Flint disappeared in a blur. The next time he reappeared, Flint was holding on to Luke’s arm. Veins bulged from Flint’s neck as he tried to restrain my werewolf.
Luke fought against him. Flint groaned.
“Lena?” I turned to my sister.
Her gaze narrowed. “I’m trying to manipulate my energy ball around him, but he keeps moving!”
Despite Flint’s tremendous strength and Lena’s powerful energy manipulations, Luke continued to fight. He’s out of control. Unless he chose to stop, he’d keep fighting.
“Luke,” I said, advancing toward him.
Wild, predatory snarls came from Luke’s throat. Hair had sprouted on the backs of his hands.
I placed a hand on my mate’s cheek. Hot skin warmed my palm. “Luke. My love . . . you need to stop.”
I felt his energy shift as his wild eyes met mine. Rage coated his gaze, but then something else filled it. An awareness . . . of me.
“That’s right, my love. Come back to me.” I stepped closer until his nostrils flared. I knew he’d caught my scent. “You need to stop, Luke. You can’t kill him, not like this. We need him if we want to save our baby.” I still didn’t fully understand how Edgar would read someone’s mind, but that didn’t matter. If there was any chance Edgar could extract the information we needed from Albert, then we needed to try.
Lena appeared in my peripheral vision. She moved closer to us. Emma and Conroy lay quietly in her arms.
An agonized growl tore from Luke’s throat at the sight of our children.
“See, my love?” I crooned. “They’re safe. Emma and Conroy are fine, but if we want them to stay that way, we need Albert. You can’t kill him.”
Ragged breaths filled the room, puffing from Luke’s chest as the hair slowly receded from the backs of his hands.
Flint’s grip on Luke’s arms lessened.
Luke’s wide stance shifted as his deep breaths slowed. With one last growl in Albert’s direction, Luke pulled me into his arms.
I held on to him as his large frame trembled.
“I’m sorry,” he said gruffly. “I lost control.” The guttural note in his voice was gone. His wolf side had fully submitted to his human control.
I ran a hand up and down his back. His huge muscles jumped beneath my light touch. “I know. It’s okay.”
Silence filled the room as my family looked on.
Father appeared at the top of the boat’s stairs. He took them down quickly. With his wispy hair flying around his head, he took in the horrific scene in front of him, his eyes growing wider with each passing second. Swaying into the stair’s handrail, he asked, “Is Albert still alive?”
Di kneeled at Albert’s side and placed two fingers against his neck. “Yes, but barely.” She glanced up at Edgar. “What do you need to do to access his memories?”
Edgar breathed heavily as his hands balled into fists. “I need ’im alive. It doesn’ matta’ if he’s awake or asleep. But he needs ta be livin’ for me to find the information.”
“Let’s get him back to the vehicle,” Father said. “What happens to him after that information is retrieved, I don’t know, but right now, nobody is dying.”
~   ~   ~
We managed to haul the unconscious scientist out of the boat and into the back of the vehicle. As for the man who had driven the boat—we left him.
Flint had extracted his wallet, and after rifling through papers kept in the fishing vessel, it became apparent the man was nothing other than a normal fisherman who lived in the nearby town. Most likely, Albert had either paid him off to transport the babies across the ocean, or he’d used force to make the man do it.
Considering Albert had carried a gun and didn’t seem fazed about using it, we all figured Albert had forced the older fisherman to do his bidding.
The fisherman had fallen into a deep sleep after Edgar’s manipulations. And since Edgar insisted the man would be fine and would not remember anything when he woke, we left.
The ride back to Portland felt like it passed in minutes. Since we didn’t have car seats, Luke cradled our babies to him. His steel-like strength kept them safely cocooned in his arms. Having them close to him also seemed to calm his rage.
“Let’s get onboard and get moving,” Di said when we pulled into the airport.
Evening had arrived, with night on the cusp. My stomach growled, and it was only then I realized I hadn’t eaten anything since lunch. With a dazed feeling, I stepped out of the car. The past eight hours had been a living nightmare.
Greg was waiting for us on the tarmac. “It’s a relief to see you have them back.” His eyes crinkled in the corners when he smiled, then his gaze dipped down to study the infants still cradled to Luke’s chest. He ran his finger gently along Conroy’s cheek before he added, “I’ve already cleared our flight plan. I’ll have you home in no time.”
“Thank you, Greg.” I smiled and squeezed his hand before boarding the plane.
Once onboard, I took the babies so Luke could help load Albert discreetly onto the plane. As I settled back into my seat, I still couldn’t believe that we had managed to rescue them. However, we weren’t in the clear yet. Since we didn’t know the chemical composition of Albert’s drug for certain, my darling daughter was still within death’s grasp.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Father wore a brooding expression when we took off from Portland’s airport.
Albert lay passed out in the middle of the jet. Outside, shadowy nighttime clouds drifted over the jet’s wings as we climbed higher into the sky.
Di huddled over Albert’s unconscious body while Edgar sat near his head.
My werewolf had beat up Albert so severely that he still hadn’t regained consciousness, but it didn’t stop Edgar from doing whatever he was doing.
I clutched little Conroy to my chest as he slept. Luke held Emma, who thankfully hadn’t transformed since Di had brought the medication along, but if Edgar wasn’t able to extract the information we needed from Albert’s memory, we would run out of the drug in a month.
“He’s struggling,” I whispered.
Luke grumbled beside me, but his gaze didn’t leave Edgar. Father stood and joined Di while everyone else looked on.
Edgar had his eyes closed. Beads of sweat covered his upper lip and shaved scalp. Both of his hands were placed on Albert’s head while Edgar groaned and trembled.
“He doesn’t use his powers enough.” Luke shifted in his seat. “He’s unpracticed. That’s why he’s struggling.”
I rocked Conroy against me and bit my lip. “Maybe he can still do it.”
We sped east at thirty-five thousand feet. Di listened raptly as Edgar slowly told her bit by bit of what he found in Albert’s memory.
From the tight frown on Di’s face and her worried looks at Father, it was obvious they were concerned too.
“I need more detail than that,” Di said again. The plane dropped abruptly, and she reached out to steady herself.
Sweat lined Edgar’s brow. He breathed out a rush of air and fell back on his butt. With tired-looking eyes, he shook his head. “I’m trying, Di, bu’ i’ isn’ easy. I don’t know what half these bloody things mean that I’m tellin’ ya, and I jus’ tell ya as I see i’!”
I cast a worried look at Lena and Susannah. They sat across the aisle from us, and considering their brows were puckered too, I could tell it wasn’t just worry over extracting the chemical formula that had them concerned. Edgar’s accent had returned. I hadn’t heard it so thick since we’d first met him.
“Just keep trying,” Father said soothingly. “You’re doing a wonderful job. Do you need a break?”
I bit my lip harder. The longer it took Edgar, the more likely it was we would have problems. Once Albert regained consciousness, who knew what would happen. He certainly wouldn’t cooperate. For all we knew, he would be able to throw up some kind of mental shield and stop Edgar from extracting any more information.
Edgar shook his head tiredly. “I don’ need a break.”
Father inched closer to Edgar and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Just do your best. We can only ask for that, and if you can’t acquire everything we need, we’ll work with what we have.”
After a few minutes, Edgar took a deep breath and placed his hands back on Albert’s head. “I’ll keep tryin’, bu’ I can’na promise it’ll work.”
“That’s fine, Edgar. It’s just fine. Do what you can.” Father removed his hand as Edgar closed his eyes and began once more.
Di picked up her notepad and scribbled the bits and pieces that Edgar extracted from Albert’s memory, but any hope I’d felt earlier was rapidly disintegrating as it became apparent Edgar’s abilities were strained to their max.
~   ~   ~
We landed in Colorado an hour later. By the time the wheels touched the runway, Edgar was shaking so badly that he pushed back and landed in a heap by the jet’s window.
“I’m sorry! That’s all I can do!” He folded his knees up and latched his arms around them before rocking back and forth. A soft wail escaped his lips.
I shifted Conroy in my arms and handed him to Luke. “Can you hold him?”
Luke held both babies awkwardly, but they didn’t stir. I rushed to Edgar’s side. Hunkering down, I placed my hand on his arm.
He jumped.
“It’s all right, Edgar. You did amazing,” I said soothingly as he wailed softly. “Without everything that you’ve done, my babies wouldn’t be safe. They wouldn’t be with me and Luke.”
Edgar lifted his head for a fraction of a second. A dark, haunted look glazed his eyes. “I fink it’s o’right, now, in’it, love?”
A stone formed in my stomach at the vacant depth of his gaze. I settled onto the floor beside him and put my arm around his shoulders. “Yes, everything’s all right, and I want to thank you for what you did. For everything you’ve done. If you hadn’t helped—” My throat tightened. “My babies could be lost forever. I’ll always be grateful to you.”
He nodded but began rocking again. “It’s o’right now. It’s o’right now,” he said over and over again. A soft knocking sound filled the jet as he rocked back and forth against the wall.
A shadow appeared above me before Susannah dropped to the floor on Edgar’s other side. Her smile was strained when it met mine.
She squeezed Edgar’s hand. “It’s okay, love. I’m here.”
I pulled back to give her space.
Susannah’s voice dropped to a whisper as she spoke quietly to Edgar. The jet continued to roll along the runway, the occasional bumps from cracks in the concrete jarring us. Edgar’s rocking didn’t stop, but after a minute, it slowed. Whatever Susannah said to him seemed to be helping.
The jet pulled to an abrupt halt. I flashed Father and Di a worried look.
Di’s brow was puckered as she studied the notes in her hand. She kept biting her fingernail as she scanned page after page of chemical formulas and preparation instructions.
The information that had spewed from Edgar’s mouth had been like Chinese to me, but since Di and Father dipped their heads together and quietly spoke about the information, I knew they understood it.
“Do you think it’s enough?” I asked.
Di flipped to another page, then another. “Maybe.”
Father sighed heavily. “We’re still missing information, but I think it’s enough. We’ll have to see what we can do.”
A low moan escaped Edgar.
I glanced worriedly at Susannah and then my sister.
“He’ll be all right.” Lena walked up the aisle toward me. Behind her, Flint, Luke, Jet, and Jasper looked on anxiously. She put a hand on my shoulder. “Eventually . . .”
Greg appeared at the front of the jet, his trim build and clear eyes taking in the chaotic scene with nothing more than a nod at Father. “I’ll get the door open so you can be on your way.”
Within minutes, we were out of the plane and rushing to our vehicles. Since it was nighttime, we had darkness to shield our movements. It helped that Flint carried Albert at his speed. A blur to my left and a slight struggle with folding the still-unconscious scientist into the back of our SUV, and we were off.
Greg waved before climbing aboard the jet. Once again, I was amazed that he never questioned or blinked an eye at some of the crazy things we did. I knew Lena had spoken to him more than any of us, and from what she’d told me, our pilot was loyal to Father through and through. I had no idea how we would have gotten away with half of our shenanigans if he hadn’t been. It wasn’t the first time we had transported unconscious individuals across state lines.
“Let’s get back to Father’s house.” Di’s clipped words filled the cab as Flint sped toward the interstate. “With any luck, Father and I can figure out how to recreate the drug we need for Emma.”
Little Emma’s hand was curled around my finger as she slept soundly in her car seat. Her lips were parted as her breath came out in tiny puffs.
“And what about this dude?” Jet hooked a thumb toward Albert’s sleeping form in the back.
The sound of Edgar’s soft wails came again at the mention of the scientist. Susannah continued to croon soothingly to him. It was the first time I’d seen the tables turned. For many months, it had been Edgar who had pulled Susannah back from the edge of insanity. Now, Susannah was trying to help him.
“Albert lives,” I replied before anybody else could say otherwise. “There’s been enough violence and bloodshed. Murdering him is out of the question. If we do that, we’re no better than him.” My tone was quiet yet firm, leaving no room open for the discussion of killing the scientist.
Luke growled at my side.
I gave my mate a sympathetic look.
I knew Luke wanted Albert dead, and even though I didn’t necessarily want the malicious scientist alive either, I still wasn’t willing to allow any of us to murder him in cold blood.
That wasn’t who we were.
I gripped Luke’s hand tightly as that absolute decision sank in, because I also knew that as long as the older scientist remained alive, we would never be free of him.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“What are we going to do with him?” Amber asked with a yawn as she peered down at the unconscious Albert. It was near midnight, but we were all still awake.
Our entire family stood in the living room with crossed arms and worried expressions. Only Edgar was missing. He’d retreated to his bedroom as soon as we stepped into Father’s home. He’d shut his bedroom door on all of us, even Susannah. When I’d tried to go to him, I’d talked to a blank door. He hadn’t replied.
Flint crossed his arms. A lock of his chestnut hair fell across his forehead. “We can’t kill him. Jacinda won’t allow it.”
A slight hum from the HVAC system filled the room. I fiddled with my hearing to tune it out.
Luke grumbled and raked a hand through his hair. He gave me a hard look. “So we let him live and leave the possibility that he could kidnap our children again?” A ferocious growl tore from his throat. “That’s not an option.”
My brow furrowed at my mate’s anger, but I held firm. “We’re not killing him.”
“What about keeping him permanently locked up in the basement?” Mica asked. “That’s not killing him, right?”
“But that’s still evil.” I cuddled both of my babies to my chest and settled deeper into the living room’s armchair.
“But it would keep your kids safe.” Jet scratched his jaw before leaning against the wall and crossing his arms.
Jasper stood beside him with his hands on his hips. “And he’d still be alive.”
“No. Jacinda’s right.” Di’s expression was grim. She’d changed into black yoga pants and a T-shirt—comfy clothes—but her shrewd expression hadn’t relaxed. “Locking him away against his will in the basement is no different to what he and Marcus did to us. It’s out of the question.”
“Then what do we do?” Lena’s long wavy hair brushed against her shoulders as she surveyed everyone. “We can’t let him hurt Emma and Conroy again.” She shuddered.
I bit my lip as my heart pounded. My entire body felt unspeakably tired after all that had happened, but I couldn’t rest yet. What can we do?
And then, it came to me, the way the sun’s rays wash across the land, bathing the hills in golden light. I gasped and bolted upright in my chair. Conroy stirred, but Emma continued to sleep soundly. “I know! I know what we can do!”
All eyes turned on me.
“We can give him the memory-erasing drug that Father gave us! We can take away Albert’s memories! He’ll wake up, just like we did two years ago, and he’ll have no idea who he is or what’s been done to him. He’ll forget all about us and all about my babies!”
Lena’s jaw dropped just as Flint smiled.
A light grew in Luke’s gaze as he cocked his head.
Jet whooped. “Would that work?”
Di’s eyes shone brighter as a grin stretched across her face. She rubbed her hands together.
Father nodded, a smile lifting his cheeks. “Yes, Jacinth. I think that would work quite well.”
~   ~   ~
Father and Di retreated to the lab to extract the memory drug while Lena called Greg to tell him not to leave for Florida yet. In a few hours, Di and Father would be returning to the airport to board our private jet with Albert in tow. Albert would wake up in Chicago with no memory of who he was or what had happened to him.
The memory drug was something Father had given to us that fateful day over two years ago when he’d tried to integrate us into the real world. After drugging us, he’d deposited us in various cities throughout the U.S. in hopes that we would start lives of our own, in a world without O’Brien—a world without sinister scientists, without hiding, with no memories of who we were or what had happened to us. Minus those memories we were no longer a threat to the drug company, but Father’s drug had ultimately failed. We’d all felt the urge to return to our Colorado home, but our full memories had never returned, not without the antidote. With any luck, Albert’s full memory will never return either.
“I have a dose.” Di walked into the room carrying a tray that held a large syringe and vial. This drug required a lumbar puncture.
Jasper cocked his head. “Uh . . . I just thought of something. How can we give Albert the dose and then take him back to his home looking like that?” He pointed to Albert’s multiple cuts and bruises.
Mica’s mouth dropped open. “Good point.”
Father’s brow furrowed. “He was away in Europe when I contacted him. His staff wasn’t expecting him back for a few weeks. With any luck, by the time they show up, his injuries will be healed enough to not draw attention.”
Mica grinned. “Crisis averted.”
“Now, as I was saying.” Di moved closer to Albert. “I have the dose ready for him.”
Jet’s eyebrows rose. “Should we be concerned that this drug is still around? I’d hate to piss you off and have you use that on me.”
Mica laughed. “Best behave then.”
I smothered a laugh at Di’s exasperated expression.
Lena smiled too before she snapped her cell phone closed. “I caught Greg in time. He just refueled and was about to take off, but he’ll wait at the airport for us to return.”
“Good,” Di said curtly. “Then let’s begin.”
Luke hunkered by my side. I’d just finished feeding both Conroy and Emma. My lids were drooping, but there was no way I wasn’t staying awake to watch Albert be eradicated from our lives once and for all. Without seeing it, I would no doubt be haunted by his potential return. I needed to know we were safe.
“Do you want me to take them?” Amber held out her arms to me, her gaze on Emma and Conroy. Her pixie haircut was in disarray, but her eyes were bright.
I sat forward. “Of course, thank you.”
A smile grew on Amber’s face when she took an infant in each arm. “It’s the first time I’ve held them.” She peered down at their tiny faces.
I squeezed her hand before she settled onto a chair near the kitchen, her attention solely on my babies. Similar to me, Amber shied away from violence. I wasn’t surprised that she’d preferred to watch over the infants instead of witnessing what was to come with Albert.
Having my babies only feet away calmed my heart. I knew it was irrational to be worried about placing the babies in the nursery to sleep, since the man who’d abducted them lay at our feet, but that fear was still there. I didn’t know how long it would take to leave them alone in a room without fear they would go missing.
A groan filled the air.
My hearing automatically tuned in to it.
Albert stirred. Everyone tensed around him.
“He’s waking up,” I whispered.
Albert lifted a hand to his head, touching his swollen eye and jaw. Dried blood matted his thinning hair. He winced. “Where . . .”
Luke growled and advanced.
My arm shot out to stop him. “No, Luke. No more violence.”
Anger simmered from Luke, and his skin warmed under my touch, but he held himself back. Similar to on the boat, my touch calmed him. We’d always been like that. He was the yin to my yang. The dark to my light. It was one of the reasons I loved him so much. We balanced each other in ways I’d never thought possible.
“Albert?” I stepped closer to him.
Luke growled, but he didn’t stop me.
The old scientist’s non-swollen eye cracked open. Awareness slid though his expression. His head swiveled around from where he lay. “Where am I?”
“Our home. We brought you here from Oregon. After what you did to our children, there was no way we could let you go.”
His eye widened, but the other remained puffy and closed.
My heart broke that it had come to this. Looking at Albert now—old, defenseless, at the mercy of whatever we chose to do to him—made a deep, aching sadness well up inside me. It didn’t matter that he was evil and had hurt us in unspeakable ways. He was still a person. A human being who had rights like everyone else.
I didn’t want power over him. I didn’t want to hurt him. I didn’t relish the thought of turning him into a lost soul with no memory of who he was or what had happened to him. I just wanted to live in peace—free from violence, free from shadows lurking in every corner, free from a world where someone could snatch my children away at any second to study them. If only you had allowed that, Albert. If only you’d chosen to do something good for once. None of this would have been necessary.
I kneeled at Albert’s side. “We’re going to drug you.”
He licked his dry lips, and his gaze narrowed. “Drug me?” His voice was a raspy whisper. “What do you mean?”
“What I mean is that we’re going to inject you with a drug that will take away all of your memories. The next time you wake up, you’ll have no memory of me, my family, my children, or what you’ve done in your life. You won’t know anything about your company, your research, or all of the unspeakable things that you’ve done. You’ll wake up only knowing your name; that’s it.”
An arrogant gleam entered his eye. “A drug like that doesn’t exist.”
Father stepped up behind me. “It does. I developed it outside of O’Brien. Believe me, it works.”
Albert’s breath stopped. “You can’t do that! You can’t give me something like that!”
I met his gaze, my resolve absolute. “Would you rather die? That’s what some here want.”
Albert shuffled back on the floor, but Flint appeared at his head in a lightning-fast move. Flint’s feet stopped him from moving farther.
Luke appeared above Albert next. “I’d be more than happy to kill you if you’d rather we go that route.” A predatory gleam glowed in Luke’s eyes.
Genuine fear entered Albert’s expression at the sight of my werewolf. Albert shrank back into the floor, as if shriveling into himself like a dried old prune. “Conroy?” His gaze sought out Father’s. “Old friend . . . you wouldn’t do something like this to me. You know that—”
“You chose this path when you abducted my children,” I said softly. I inched closer to him. Once again, sadness filled me, but Albert had given us no choice. “I wish you had chosen to use your intellect, knowledge, and financial power to help others, but instead, you chose to hurt innocent people. We can’t allow that to continue, and I won’t allow you to hurt my children again.”
Albert looked around wildly as Flint and Jet grabbed his arms. They forced him to sit upright in a hunched-over position.
“Wait! It doesn’t have to be like this! I can change! I will!” he wailed.
Di and Father leaned down to swab his back with iodine.
I sat back on my haunches and hung my head. “It’s too late for that.”
~   ~   ~
When Father and Di injected Albert with the drug, the old scientist fell unconscious within seconds. As Albert’s eyes closed, a shaved head appeared from around the living room’s entryway. Edgar stood just at the edge of the room, lurking in the shadows.
The haunted look was still on his face, but when Albert fell in a heap, something changed in Edgar’s expression—an awareness that this had ended.
I stood and went to Edgar’s side. I took his hand in mine. Cool and dry, it hung limply, like a ragdoll’s. I squeezed him anyway. “He can’t hurt us again, Edgar. He can’t hurt you. We’re safe now. Once again, we’re safe.”
For the first time since Edgar had used his powers to rescue my children, a light filled his eyes, pushing away the darkness and despair that lined his face. “It’s o’right now?”
I squeezed him harder. “Yes, Edgar. It’s all right.”




EPILOGUE

Emma sat upright on her blanket in the nursery and waved a rattle. Little Conroy crawled around her. I cooed to them and smiled tenderly when Conroy pulled on my knee into a kneeling position.
Sunlight streamed into the room as the sound of downtown Denver filtered up from below. September had arrived, but the weather remained warm. Since I was still feeding my little ones around the clock, I’d put my schooling on hold. One day, I would finish my degree, but right now, my attention was needed at home.
Luke laughed. His massive body was stretched out across the carpet as he lay on his side with his head cupped in his hand. Pride filled his tone when Conroy pulled himself into my lap. “He’s a strong little bugger.”
“That he is. They both are.” I rubbed Emma’s back when she dropped to all fours and crawled toward me too. Soon, both of my babies were on their knees and trying to crawl into my arms.
Despite them only being two months old, it was obvious they weren’t normal infants. Most babies at that age still couldn’t sit, let alone crawl, but our babies were doing both and had been for over two weeks.
Father and Di figured it was due to their altered genetics. Every day, their strength and uncanny development made it very apparent they took after Luke more than me.
I lifted a cloth to wipe the drool that had pooled around Emma’s lips. She was easily twice the size she’d been at birth and had stayed human ever since that horrible day in Oregon. Father and Di had managed to recreate the drug Marcus and Albert had invented by using the information Edgar had extracted.
My daughter was finally safe.
I smiled sadly, thinking of Edgar. He still hadn’t fully recovered, but each day, he seemed a little better. With our family surrounding him, loving him, and supporting him, he’d improved. However, his strange powers hadn’t emerged again. Similar to how he’d been before, he seemed loath to use them. His help this summer had been a one-off, desperate attempt to save our children, and none of us pushed him to embrace his altered genetics. He didn’t want to, and it was his right to choose that.
I sighed wistfully. While realistically, it could still take months before his pseudo-Cockney accent fully disappeared and that haunted remnant left his eyes, I knew with time, it would. We certainly weren’t giving up on him. He was family. And family never gave up on one another.
“Is everyone coming to visit this weekend?” I asked as my thoughts stayed on Edgar.
Luke nodded. A small smile lifted his lips. “Yes, including Edgar. Susannah managed to get him out for a walk a few days ago, and she said most days now, he comes out of his room.”
Hope filled my heart. “I’m so relieved to hear that.”
Emma wrapped her little fist around my finger then giggled. My heart warmed even more.
“And Grace?” I asked. “Will she be joining us too?” My lips twitched into a smile when I removed my shirt to feed my demanding babies.
Conroy wailed until he latched on. He sucked greedily as his sister settled in to feed on my other breast.
“Luke?” I said when my mate didn’t reply.
Luke’s eyes had darkened as his gaze settled on my ample bosom. I was completely exposed.
“Luke?” I quirked an eyebrow. “Is Grace coming too?”
He inched closer to me, his gaze still on my breasts. “I’ll never grow tired of watching you feed our babes,” he said huskily.
I laughed since his attention was most definitely not on my question.
“Perhaps we can have a little fun after these two go down for a nap?” I eyed him suggestively.
He growled.
“Now, what we were talking about?” I asked demurely. “Oh yes. This weekend. Is everyone coming?”
Luke seemed reluctant to lift his gaze, but he finally did. “Yes, everyone, from what I hear. I hope you and Jet go easy on poor Raven. He’s got it bad for Grace.”
I laughed again as my babies continued suckling. “I know, which is exactly why I hope she’s there.”
Luke chuckled, the deep sound filling the room.
“Is there any current news on Albert?” I nervously threaded a hand through my hair. My blow-out from yesterday still had my long locks textured and soft.
His gaze softened. “The latest report from Conroy’s spies is that everyone thinks old Albert has gone senile. I believe they’ve even hired a nurse to care for him twenty-four hours a day in his home. He apparently spends most of his time wandering around, asking who everybody is. And since he can’t remember the passcode to his lab, he can’t access anything in the basement.”
I breathed a sigh of relief at hearing that. My biggest fear had been that Albert would study his old files and that something from his previous research would trigger his memory.
Luke put a warm hand on my thigh. “Don’t worry, my love. With every year that passes, he’ll grow older and less of a threat. Most likely, he’ll spend the rest of his days drooling while staring blankly out the window.”
My shoulders relaxed even more. Every day, gratitude filled me that we’d been able to find a non-violent solution to keep our family safe while allowing Albert to live.
Emma fell off my nipple, drawing my attention back to her. I settled her into the crook of my arm. Conroy soon followed. Both of them smiled lazily as their full tummies put them off to sleep.
Luke inched closer as my prominent breasts jutted out in front of me. “Now, my love, what were you saying about putting these two down for a nap?”
I laughed as he helped me to my feet. “Oh, I think you know exactly what I was saying, my love.”
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