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            She’s living a charmed life. But will ancient secrets and blood oaths rip them apart?

          

        

      

    

    
      For Elain Pardie, every night is a three dog night. With Ain, Brodey, and Cail Lyall as her mates, Elain’s biggest worry is getting through her wedding. She doesn’t want to let the cat out of the bag to her mom that she’s living with three Alpha wolf shape-shifters.

      Between learning about her new way of life, a creepy, mysterious stranger in town, and a hot-to-trot feline shifter with her sights set on Brodey, Elain’s got her paws full. Not to mention her strange need for a hunt is back with a vengeance. Can life get any crazier?

      Ain, Brodey, and Cail suspect it can: someone’s killing shifter mates. As a cousin and his new mate move in, Ain’s worries mount. And while trying to untangle secrets of Elain’s distant past, Ain discovers a connection to an old family that could threaten not just their happiness…but their very lives.
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      This book was first written and published in August 2009, before the marriage ban fell and before Covid. It has been revised and slightly expanded for this edition, but there are no substantial changes to the story.

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

      
        	Boiling Point (Prequel)

        	Steam (Prequel)

        	Fire and Ice (Prequel)

        	Trouble Comes in Threes - Book 1

        	Storm Warning - Book 2

        	Three Dog Night - Book 3

        	Triple Dog Dare - Book 4

        	Out of Smoke and Ashes - Book 5

        	A Wolf in the Fold - Book 6

        	Triple Cross - Book 7

        	Power of Three - Book 8

        	By the Embers Dies the Fire - Book 9

        	The Fire Road - Book 10

      

      There will be more books in the Triple Trouble series.

      Note: This book contains discussions of a suicide attempt that took place in the previous book. If you or someone you love is struggling with mental health issues, please call 988 in the US, or visit https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/988 or https://988lifeline.org/
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      Thank you to all my readers! You all rock!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          ANCIENT BLOOD OATHS

        

      

    

    
      On one of the moor’s harshest, coldest nights, winds whipped embers from the large bonfire and sent them spinning into the air until they were lost in the darkness. The group of mostly men gathered around the fire. Behind them, their respective packs stood ready, hands on swords, prepared for battle if necessary.

      Rodolfo and Eiselman studied each other in the flickering light. Eiselman broke the uneasy silence. “Have ye decided on the dowry?”

      Rodolfo nodded. “A blood oath. Ye will give to us the first female pup born of an Alpha male from your line. When she comes of age, of course.”

      Eiselman paled and his gaze sought Ysimel’s face. She stood behind Rodolfo, firmly sandwiched between two of her other brothers.

      Rodolfo shifted position, blocking Eiselman’s view of her. “Ye are Beta. I know this. I do not care what Alpha male is her sire, but ye will hand over the first Alpha male’s girl pup born to your line, be it granddaughter or whatnot.”

      “Can I talk with Ysimel?”

      “She has already agreed. That is the only reason I am presenting the offer to ye.” He curled his lip in a sneer. “My sister, marrying a Beta. I never thought I would see the day. Ye owe that your throat is still intact to her love for ye and begging for mercy for your worthless hide.” He spit in the dirt at Eiselman’s feet.

      Eiselman didn’t flinch. “What if we do not have one in our family?”

      “Your line is bound to the oath. Then one way or another, ye will get one, will ye not? Otherwise, we will take it out in blood. I do not care if it takes one or one hundred generations.” He spit again. “Frankly, I do not think your line is capable of producing an Alpha male.” He sneered again. “Maybe some of my sister’s Alpha blood will win out. Or some Alpha male will marry into your line.”

      Eiselman despised Rodolfo and would rather kill him and take Ysimel from them by force. She was willing to be with him even though her brothers despised him, but that would bring about yet another needless war.

      Goddess knew there’d been plenty of bloodletting over the ages.

      “Fine.”

      Rodolfo grinned, but his expression held no humor. “Bring her over.”

      The other two brothers hustled their sister closer to the fire. Rodolfo drew his dirk and grabbed his sister’s hand. “This is your last chance to back out,” he told her. “Ye will be bound to the oath as well.”

      “I know,” she softly replied.

      “Are ye sure ye want…this? A Beta?” He practically spit the word.

      She nodded, her gaze never straying from Eiselman. “I love him. He is my One.”

      He sliced her palm, then his. He looked at Eiselman. “Well?”

      Eiselman took the knife and sliced open his palm.

      “Ye two first,” Rodolfo said.

      Eiselman took her hand, laced his fingers through hers and looked into her green eyes. “I swear upon the Goddess,” he pledged, wishing nothing more than to take Ysimel away to his camp and make love to her all night long.

      “Now me.” Rodolfo held out his hand.

      Eiselman gripped the other shifter’s hand, forcing himself not to wince when Rodolfo squeezed hard.

      “Swear the oath, Beta,” Rodolfo growled. “First female pup born to an Alpha male of your line will be turned over to our clan upon her coming of age. This binds your line by blood and marriage and all their heirs to our oath, regardless of how long it takes. This oath will live until fulfilled, binding upon us and our heirs, or until one of our lines dies out completely.” He laughed. “It wouldn’t surprise me if your line dies out first. In exchange, ye may take my sister as your mate.” He grinned. “Or should I say, she will take ye?”

      “I swear.”

      Rodolfo released Eiselman, then quickly wiped his hand and the dirk on Eiselman’s cape. “Ye are all witnesses,” Rodolfo announced to the gathered crowd. “A blood oath, sworn this night.” He sneered at his sister. “Claim your mate, Alpha bitch.”

      She threw herself at Eiselman, kissing him, not caring about the others around them. He scooped her into his arms and carried her away from the fire, toward his tent. Inside, he dropped her onto the pile of furs, threw his cape to the floor, and knelt over her. She grabbed him and flipped him onto his back, shoving his kilt aside as she knelt over him.

      “Ye are finally mine,” she growled.

      His stiff cock throbbed, almost painfully, at the sound of her voice. There was nothing gentle or tender in her actions as she impaled herself upon him, ripping through her maidenhead and unleashing a primal scream from her throat. His hands found her waist, trying to slow her movements, but she was caught in her mating rage.

      He gave up and lay back, waiting, feeling his release climb. It startled him when she stopped and pulled him into a sitting position, jerked his tunic neck and bared his shoulder. Her hips rocked against him faster, harder, relentless. This was not how his Clan did things, but no matter, he was Beta and knew she would claim him in her way.

      He didn’t care.

      He wrapped his arms around her soft body and tipped his head to the side, baring his throat and neck to her. Hot lips pressed against his flesh, her tongue flicking and tasting. She worked her way down his neck to his shoulder.

      As his climax rapidly approached, she growled in the back of her throat, slamming her hips against him. Then her teeth pressed against his shoulder.

      “Mate. My mate.” He heard her thought as clearly as if she’d spoken. Outside the tent rumbled the responding growls of kin as they also heard her.

      “Submit,” she mentally ordered.

      “Yes!” he gasped.

      When she bit down, marking him, he screamed in agony and pleasure as his release ripped through him. He felt her primal growl as her own climax finally caught up, her slick muscles milking another unexpected orgasm from him. A moment later they collapsed onto the furs as she tenderly licked his shoulder.

      When she shivered in his arms, he fumbled around and found his cape, pulled it over them, and held her tighter as they drifted to sleep together.

      By morning, Rodolfo and his pack had left. Eiselman protectively curled around his mate, gently nipping her shoulder, trying to awaken her. She finally did and turned in his arms, smiling.

      “Good morning, husband.”

      He nuzzled her nose. “Good morning, wife.” He rolled on top of her, this time in control. When his cock stiffened, he plunged inside her and held still, savoring the feel of her hot flesh around his. He dipped his head to her breasts and sucked a nipple into his mouth. She let out a pleased hiss as he tormented the prized flesh into a taut peak, then repeated the action on the other side.

      She wrapped her legs around his waist. “Ye said there is a bed awaiting me at our home?”

      He laughed. “Yes. I think we will be wearing it out.” A little sadness flitted across her face. “What troubles you?”

      Her renewed smile looked forced. “Nothing. Not anymore, now that I am with you.”

      Eiselman stroked her cheek. “I am sorry about your family.”

      She shook her head. “It does not matter. If they do not want me around because of my mate, it is their loss, not ours.” She pulled him tightly against her and kissed him. “Now make love to me, husband. Mark me as yours.”
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        * * *

      

      Ysimel turned, startled, when the door opened. Her hand protectively flew to her swelling belly.

      At first, sunlight streaming through the door behind the man kept his face in shadow, until he stepped inside.

      “Theadin,” she growled. “What do you want?”

      He shrugged. “Rodolfo sent me.” He closed the door and walked further into the room, looking around with obvious disdain. “Sister, you disappoint me.”

      “You came all this way to tell me that? You can leave.”

      “No, I came to tell you—”

      The door flew open and her two sons ran in. “Mother, we saw—” The older one, Danford, pulled up at the sight of the visitor. He grabbed his little brother and gathered him close.

      “Danford, Garson, this is your Uncle Theadin.”

      “Hello,” the boys echoed, still looking wide-eyed.

      Theadin’s gaze narrowed, then he smiled as he turned to her. “Well, regardless, sister, that one—” he pointed at her belly, “is safe. Obviously one of the next generations will have to fulfill your blood oath.”

      “Get out!”

      He sat at the table. “Oh, before I have my say? I think not.” He looked at her. “You are a widow with a pup on the way and two mouths to feed. These two are Betas. I have no reason to suspect that one will turn out any differently, male or female.” He shook his head. “You could have been claimed as a pack leader’s wife, and to settle for a Beta, tsk! Such a disappointment you are.” He picked at his fingernails. “Rodolfo told me to extend an invitation to you. As sister, you can rejoin our pack.”

      “Be honest. He wants me back to keep an eye on his oath.”

      “Of course. Would you expect any less?” He eyed her. “He could pair you to a new mate. Said he would be willing to release you from your oath if you take a mate of his choosing. You know as well as I you shall need one.” His face darkened. “Or are you so willing to throw your life away for the pup of a Beta?”

      “Tell him he can jump off the Dover cliffs and let the sea take him!”

      Theadin shrugged. “I would not expect any less than that from you, either.” He stood and pushed past the two boys. At the door, he turned. “Your blood oath still matters, sister. Remember that. You and your heirs will be held accountable.”

      After he left the two boys raced to their mother’s side and huddled around her as she started crying. Word had spread quickly amongst the packs. Her sweet Eiselman was in his grave less than a full turn of the moon before her vulture brothers tried to pick the bones. She should have had eons with her mate, and to have him killed while on a hunt…

      She hugged her sons to her. They were too young to truly understand. She would have to explain to them. Sooner rather than later. She already felt her soul slowly dying without her mate by her side.

      “I do not like him, Mother,” Danford said. He was twelve and not quite a man yet. He’d tried to take over for his father as man of the house in all the ways he could.

      “Me either,” echoed Garson. Only ten, but already she could see the strength within him.

      She kissed them and wiped her face. She prayed the pup within her would be a Beta male or a girl, not an Alpha male. She would not live to fulfill the shameful duty of handing over a girl to her brother. That horrible task would fall to her sons or their heirs. She knew Rodolfo had already arranged a potential match for the unborn girl to another Clan, if and when the day should come.

      Ysimel shivered. “Let us prepare dinner, boys. Forget about him. He does not matter.”
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        * * *

      

      Danford sat at the table and rubbed his forehead. He’d prayed this day wouldn’t come.

      Thank the Goddess Mother had long since passed.

      His son and daughter sat before him. Irony of ironies, an Alpha daughter, and a Beta son. “Kathleen, I explained the blood oath to you years ago. You understand what this means, what you’re asking me to approve of, do you not?”

      She nodded. “Yes, Father. I do.”

      “Marston, you also realize that if I pass before you, you are responsible for upholding the oath if she does not? Enforcing it in her line or in yours, whichever comes first. Instructing our heirs and making sure they swear to it.”

      He nodded. “Yes, Father.”

      Danford leaned back and looked at his wife. She remained quiet, a full human who preferred to stay out of pack business. She knew of the oath, of course, because he’d had to explain it to her before he marked her.

      He was well aware of the young man waiting outside his front door, probably nervously pacing. There were two options, to allow the union or to kill the man. The latter would mean killing his daughter in the process, because she would fight to save her love, of that he had no doubt.

      Danford wasn’t even sure he had the strength to overpower her. She was a strong, fierce Alpha who had already rebuffed two Alpha male suitors who had thought her their One. He’d heard rumors of wagers amongst his cousins, betting no man could ever tame or claim her.

      “Call him in,” Danford quietly ordered.

      His wife went to bring him. Oswald Pardie wasn’t the most handsome of men. Yet he had a strong back and, from all reports, an honorable heart. According to his daughter, he was her One. Pardie had not reacted in that way to her, but he loved her enough to allow her to claim him without a fight.

      Alpha and Alpha.

      Danford looked at Oswald once he was seated. “Has my daughter told you of our blood oath to Rodolfo Abernathy?”

      The young man nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Are you prepared to swear to it? To take your own blood oath to this family to uphold it?”

      He laced his fingers through Kathleen’s. “Yes, sir. I am.”

      “You are an Alpha male. If you have a daughter, or if an Alpha male in your line has a daughter, she must be turned over when she comes of age if she is the first born to fulfill the oath. She would have to be made aware of that from an early age, could not be allowed to mate with anyone else, could not be mated or marked by another before she is handed over.”

      He nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      Danford grew angry. “You’re willing to possibly sacrifice a child over love?”

      Oswald’s gaze never wavered. “You were, sir. When you married your wife.”

      After a long, tense moment, the older man laughed. “That is very true.” He sighed. “Wife, bring me my dirk.”

      She fetched the knife and placed it on the table in front of her husband. He picked it up, sliced his palm, then his daughter’s. He handed the knife to Oswald. “Do it.”

      He sliced his own palm and took her hand, pressing their flesh together. “I swear upon the Goddess to uphold the oath.”

      Danford reached across the table. Oswald gripped his hand. “Do you swear to uphold our family’s blood oath to Rodolfo Abernathy’s clan?” Danford asked.

      Oswald nodded. “I swear upon the Goddess to uphold the oath.”

      Danford released his hand and took the towel his wife offered him. He wiped the blood away. “Then I give my blessings to your union.” Kathleen broadly smiled and kissed Oswald. “However,” he said, making the two young lovers pause, “hear me well. Regardless of how I love you, if you have the first girl, and there is breath in my body, I will be forced to uphold the oath. As will your brother, if you do not voluntarily submit. I realize over three centuries have passed, but it makes it no less valid.”

      “Yes, Father,” Kathleen said. “We understand.”

      He sighed and waved them out. “Go. Take your celebration to the guest house.”

      The couple raced out of the kitchen, slamming the front door behind them a moment later.

      Danford looked at his wife, then his son. “Let us pray for all male pups.”
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        * * *

      

      Kathleen and Oswald held their third child, their baby boy Liam, and anxiously waited for their Clan’s Seer to make her decree. Their two older sons were both Beta, much to their relief. Grown and on their own already. The original oath was now over four centuries old. Neither son had found a mate yet, and unless they themselves produced an Alpha son, yet another generation would pass without worrying about the oath.

      They had not expected this child, had thought they’d been very careful. Over seventy years into their marriage and thirty years since their last pup, they’d grown complacent.

      And now…

      The Seer smiled at them. “Congratulations! You are very lucky indeed. You finally have an Alpha son to carry on your line.”

      Kathleen tightly cradled her baby boy, sobbing against her husband as he held her.

      Later, out in the carriage, she whispered, “We have to move. Quickly. We cannot let Marston know.”

      He grimly nodded. “We will. We’ll pack and catch the train in the morning.” He snapped the reins, urging the horses forward. Unfortunately, Marston was waiting for them at their home, sitting under the elm tree in their front yard.

      “There you are,” he said with a smile. “What did the Seer proclaim?”

      Kathleen shoved her way past her brother and into the house. Marston turned to Oswald, his false cheer now gone. “You swore,” he growled. “You swore the oath. I will uphold it if you do not.”

      “Get out of my face, Beta.” He held little but contempt for his brother-in-law.

      Marston grabbed his arm. “The Abernathys still consider this oath their top debt needing repayment. It is not in the back of their mind. You will pay.”

      Oswald shook free. “If you were more of a man, you could fulfill the oath yourself.” He looked his brother-in-law up and down. “But it is impossible for you to produce children, isn’t it? Not unless one of your male whores shits one out his ass—”

      Marston swung. Oswald easily dodged him and curled his lips, baring his teeth. “That’s what I was hoping for.” Snarling, he leapt on the other man. When Kathleen reappeared a moment later without the baby, she screamed at them to stop. She snatched the bucket off its hook on the porch, scooped water from the horse trough, and slung it at the men. It startled them enough so she could get between them and pull her husband back.

      “Stop it! Both of you!” She shoved her brother away. “Get out of here! I will uphold the oath, but we’re still a long way away from that, aren’t we? You aren’t taking my Liam. You would have to take his daughter if he ever has one. So get out of here before I rip your throat out myself! Go slink back to your buddies the Abernathys, and to Hell with you.”

      Marston stood and wiped blood off his mouth. “Don’t think I will forget this, sister,” he growled.

      She curled her lip, baring her teeth. “You are not my brother. We may share blood, but you are dead to me.”

      Marston knew he couldn’t beat his Alpha sister in a fight, especially with her husband right there. He turned and headed to his horse and took off at a full gallop down the dirt road.

      She checked Oswald for wounds. “I guess moving is no longer an option.”

      He held her, stroked her hair. “No, my love. Not anymore.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          PRESENT DAY: ARCADIA, FLORIDA

        

      

    

    
      Aindreas Lyall looked up from his breakfast. “You take her into town,” he said to his youngest brother, Cailean. “Get her whatever she needs.” He smiled and winked at Elain. “And wants.” In the week since their return from Virginia, Elain had let Ain off the hook. She wasn’t making him speak with his old Scottish brogue anymore.
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