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  PART I









  
  1. Mystical Midwifery, LLC


I flipped through the musty pages of an ancient tome, hoping to uncover some clue about Morgana’s dark past. Since it was the witch who’d seen fit to reincarnate herself into my baby—Emilie was due in a couple weeks—we wanted to learn whatever we could. Particularly since we’d learned that the devil himself had plans for our child. Across the library, Merlin sat hunched over his own book, his brow furrowed in concentration. 
“You know,” Blackwood said, his voice low and ominous, “I seem to recall a passage in one of these books about the bargain Morgana made with Lucifer.” He paused for effect, a slight smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. “Can you imagine what that must’ve been like? The witch, alone in the dead of night. Scheming, planning, about how she might best Merlin.”
Merlin cleared his throat. “I don’t think it’s like that. My sister wouldn’t—“
“Hush,” Blackwood snipped. “This is clearly before she became your sister. This was in her former life, when time and time again the future-you thwarts her every move. In desperation, she turns to the prince of darkness, the one whose name nobody dares speak aloud...”
“No,” Merlin huffed, sarcastically. “Not Lord Voldemort!” 
“Nay,” Blackwood continued, gesturing dramatically. “But the one who once rebelled against the Almighty, the enemy of all enemies, the one time serpent, the father of sin, the deceiver, the devil!” 
Merlin rolled his eyes. “Can you tell it without being so lame?”
I smirked. “Merlin doesn’t appreciate the fine art of storytelling.” 
“This isn’t just a story. It’s a legend!” Blackwood insisted.
“It’s corny.” Merlin deadpanned.
“Who doesn’t like corn?” Ned asked. I wasn’t entirely sure why Ned was even there. He wasn’t helping with our research at all but was fidgeting in the corner. 
Nedley Mandigo never handled the research phase of detective work well. He was an action junky. Keeping him sober in between hunts was almost as challenging as figuring out our cases. “Corn’s delicious. A little butter, salt and pepper. Nothing better outside of meat.” 
I chuckled. “Merlin doesn’t like corn. It’s why he never laughs at my jokes—they call me King Maize, you know.” I ruffled my fingers on Merlin’s head. “And though he might deny it to spare embarrassment, he is my heir. Or should I say, my ear… get it?”
Merlin groaned. “King Maize? Your ear?”
“The heir of Maize! An ear of corn! It sounds similar. Heir and ear.” 
“Seriously, Dad? Explaining your dad joke only makes it worse.”
Even Blackwood looked unimpressed. “He’s right. That wasn’t even a little funny.”
“But it was corny!” I protested. “Sorry. I know you’d prefer I keep my jokes private—but I was recently promoted. I’m now the kernel of dad jokes.” 
Sir Percival, lounging on the floor, flicked his tail. “If you ask me, you’re all popped.”
I was about to retort when the sound of laughter from the next room caught my attention. 
“I’ll be right back,” I said, glancing at Merlin. “Behave yourself, alright?”
Merlin nodded absently, already lost in his reading again. I hesitated. “I was talking to Blackwood.”
“What?” Blackwood shook his head. “I brought you these books. I’m not going to do anything. When are you going to learn to trust me, Wadsworth?” 
I sighed and looked at my wrist. “A quarter past never. Just stick to the books. I’ll be right back.“ I wasn’t entirely comfortable leaving Merlin with Blackwood. He wasn’t alone, but if Blackwood tried something, a reincarnated knight, turned talking cat, and a questionably sober Ned, probably couldn’t do much to stop him. Still, whether Blackwood was actually helping us now, or had his own agenda, whatever that agenda might be was a lot further down the road than where we were stalled at the moment. 
I entered the adjacent room to find Emilie, Joni, Aisling, Sloane, and a midwife who Emilie hired to help with the birth.
I’d heard the midwife arrive, but hadn’t met her yet. She was a robust woman in her mid-50s, with steel-gray hair escaping from a messy bun. She wore a flowing, colorful caftan adorned with crystals and charm bags. I glanced out the window and saw a 1970s-era Airstream attached to the back of an Econovan. A decal on the RV read, “Mystical Midwifery, LLC.” 
“Elijah!” Emilie greeted me with a smile. “Come meet Ursula. She’s the one I told you about.”
Ursula nodded, her German accent thick as she replied, “Ja, I am here to ensure the safe arrival of your little one. The magical babies. This is what I do.”
I nodded, feeling the urge to flee back to the library. “You all need my help with anything?”
“The father plays an important role in all kinds of natural and mystical childbirths.” 
“Right,” I nodded. “Hold her hand. Let her call me names and blame me for her pain. I’ll stick there through the duration of labor.”
“Tsk, tsk!” Ursula snapped her fingers. “We don’t use words like labor. We are cleansing our minds of any words that evoke pain or negativity. When the birthing time arrives, you will hold her hand and serve as your wife’s support.” 
“Right,” I nodded. “I intend to be there the entire time. Whatever you need from me, just let me know when it’s time.”
Emilie huffed. “We need to prepare, Elijah!” 
I shrugged, glancing at the women all gathered around. “You need me to help you with breathing exercises?” 
“Not that,” Emilie waved a hand dismissively. “We have choices to make. Ursula has a tub in her portable birthing center. I’d like to have a water birth.” 
I nodded. “Alright. I mean, if I had a different opinion, would it matter?”
Emilie shrugged. “Not really. But you still need to be a part of these decisions.” 
I furrowed my brow. “What decisions?”
“We were just discussing what to do with the placenta.” Ursula pursed her lips as she turned to me. “How would you like it prepared?”
I gulped. “Prepared? For what? The baby will be done with it.” 
Emilie stared at me like I was a stray dog, lost and desperate for her pity. “Placenta encapsulation, Elijah. I think that’s the best option.”
“I don’t understand.” 
“We dry the placenta then grind it into little capsules that your wife can take. There are fantastic benefits for all mothers—it is the best way to prevent and treat postpartum depression—and when magical babies are involved, the benefits are even greater.” 
I felt my brow furrow, a wave of skepticism washing over me. The idea of consuming anything related to the afterbirth made me want to gag.
Ursula must have noticed my discomfort. “Some of my moms blend it into a smoothie. It’s a quick and easy way to ingest the nutrients.”
I fought back the urge to wretch. “A placenta smoothie? That’s...”
“The benefit of encapsulation is that you can stretch those benefits out.” Ursula spread her hands apart as if she were stretching out a giant rubber band. “It will keep for many years. Keep it in the freezer and they’ll never go bad.” 
“Placenta pills next to our frozen steaks? I don’t know—“ 
“It’s not all that unusual,” Emilie interjected. “Many mothers, not just those in the magical community, choose to encapsulate their placentas.”
Ursula nodded. “It’s no different from taking a supplement.”
I shook my head, unconvinced. “We’re not talking about ginkgo biloba here.” 
I caught Sloane’s eye, and she gave me a knowing smirk. At least someone else found Ursula’s suggestions as eccentric as I did. Joni, however, was all about it. “In the mermaid community, it’s standard practice. The benefit of that, it comes out clean. The saltwater preserves it indefinitely.”
“Uh-huh. Um, I guess, do whatever you think is right.” 
I knew I would not win this argument. Emilie was so convinced, and Ursula was so casual about it that she might as well have been talking about the weather forecast. 
I excused myself from the room, leaving Emilie and the others to their discussion of postpartum afterbirth recipes. As I entered the library, I found Merlin with side eyes, hunched over one of Blackwood’s books. I knew as soon as I saw his face he’d found something.
“What did you find?” I asked. 
“Dad, look at this!” he exclaimed, pointing to a faded inscription on the yellowed page. “It mentions a ‘dark covenant’ between Morgana and Lucifer himself.”
“This is the passage we were looking for,” Blackwood said with a nod. “I knew we’d find it eventually.” 
I leaned in closer, my curiosity piqued. “What does it say about this covenant?”
Merlin ran his finger along the text, his brow furrowed in concentration. “It says it was sealed and signed on an iron plate, the backside of a broken shield. And get this—Lucifer’s own finger wrote it. Like, the devil can write on iron like that. Crazy, right? The covenant was signed in Morgana’s blood.”
I furrowed my brow. “Does it say anything about the terms of the covenant? Or what it has to do with the cursed children?”
Merlin shook his head, his excitement tempered by disappointment. “No, it doesn’t go into any detail about that. It’s frustratingly vague.”
Blackwood, who had been listening intently, interjected with his usual air of condescension. “A covenant of this magnitude would undoubtedly have specific terms and conditions. We must uncover what they were. There may be… terms… of their bargain we can use to our advantage.”
I fought the urge to roll my eyes. “This isn’t one of your financial deals, Blackwood. We’re dealing with ancient magic and the forces of darkness here.”
Blackwood smirked. “Oh, I assure you, Elijah, the principles are not so different. Every contract, whether magical or mundane, has its loopholes and fine print. We just need to know where to look. This might be the key to saving your daughter from the terms of Morgana’s contract. There might be a loophole we can exploit, especially considering that Eimear is only Morgana reincarnated, it’s not clear if a covenant like this one extends beyond one’s mortal life into lives beyond.”
I couldn’t deny that Blackwood had a point, as much as it pained me to admit it. If we could uncover the details of Morgana’s covenant with Lucifer, it might hold the key to stopping whatever dark plan was unfolding with the cursed children. Then again, I still had doubts. “So what if there are loop-holes? What are we going to do? Hire the law man who has all those advertisements during football games to challenge the devil in supernatural court?” 
Blackwood narrowed his eyes. “The point is, we need to know what we’re dealing with before we consider how we might break the pact. We can’t do that if we don’t get our hands on that iron plate.” 
I cleared my throat. “I’ll be right back. Aisling might know where we can start.” 
I headed back into the room where the ladies were gathered, my mind still reeling from the implications of Merlin’s discovery. As I entered, I caught the tail end of Ursula’s conversation with Emilie about the birthing mindset, how hypnosis can nullify the pain—provided we’re willing to shell over five-hundred dollars for Ursula’s hypnosis recordings, that Emilie would have to listen to even while sleeping until the baby arrived.
I cleared my throat. “What is on those recordings?”
“Nothing worrisome,” Ursula said. “Simple suggestions to relax the cervix, to visualize it opening, painlessly and naturally.”
“And if I’m trying to sleep and hear these, too? What happens to me?” 
“You suddenly grow a cervix.” Emilie snickered. “No surgeries required. You might have to adjust your pronouns, though.”
I rolled my eyes. “No, seriously. I mean, hypnosis can be pretty powerful. I once volunteered for a hypnotist’s show and he had me singing Elvis songs and dancing like a chicken in front of all my friends. If that could happen, I hate to think what the results might be if I’m listening to suggestions about giving birth.” 
“You’ll be fine, dear,” Ursula said. “This isn’t about you, you know. It’s about your darling wife and the baby.” 
“Right.” I nodded matter-of-factly. “Know that already.” 
“What did you need?” Emilie asked. “You came in here like you had a purpose.” 
“We have a lead on the covenant that Morgana made with the devil.” I turned to Aisling. “Aisling, we need your expertise. Merlin found something in one of Blackwood’s books, and we could use your insight.”
Aisling’s brows furrowed with curiosity as she stood from the couch. “Of course, Elijah. Lead the way.”
As we walked back to the library, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of unease. At the same time, Aisling knew more about all of this stuff than any of us. She was one of the Children of Dannu. She had the Horned Helm and with it could command the Wild Hunt. She was a descendent of gods, with ancestral knowledge about all things old world. My hope was she’d be able to shed light on this iron plate, the covenant between Morgana and the Devil, and how we might go about learning more. 
Aisling followed me into the library, her expression growing more somber as she took in the ancient tome laid out before Merlin. She leaned over the book, her raven hair split down each side of her face, hiding her expressions, as she traced her finger along the faded text.
“It tracks,” she murmured, her brow furrowed in concentration. “This covenant between Morgana and Lucifer makes sense given what we know of their history. It’s a bit curious that it was written on iron. I’m not aware of any such bargain or pact set in writing like that, and certainly not in iron.”
Merlin looked up at her. “Do you think we can find it? The iron plate?”
Aisling straightened, her green eyes distant as if looking through the walls of the DDA into another dimension. “I believe I know where it might be. Morgana was known to keep her most precious artifacts in a sealed cave, protected by her magic for centuries.”
Blackwood leaned forward, his expression calculating. “And you think this iron plate, this shield, is the key to breaking the covenant?”
Aisling nodded slowly. “If there’s any way to nullify the contract, that’s how we find out.”
I couldn’t shake the feeling of unease that crept up my spine. The thought of delving into Morgana’s hidden cache, of unearthing the dark secrets she had left behind, filled me with a sense of foreboding. Not to mention, we had our hands full with Emilie’s due date approaching.
“I’m anxious about taking on anything right now. Emilie could go into labor—sorry, birthing time—at any time.” 
“Birthing time?” Blackwood smirked.
“It’s what the midwife says we should call it. Labor sounds too… laborious.” 
Aisling met my gaze, her expression a mix of determination and understanding. “That the child will soon be born only makes this matter all the more urgent. Once the child arrives, Lucifer could arrive at any time to collect the child.”
I scratched the back of my head. “I know. It’s a conundrum, wrapped in an emergency, inside a pain in the ass.”
“Inside your what?” Percival piped up. “Twenty-first-century humans… you’re into very strange things.” 
“It was a play on another quote—“ I started, then hesitated. “Never mind. If we’re going to look for this iron plate, we have little time. Do you know the location of the cave?” 
“Absolutely,” Aisling said. “But as I said, it’s Morgana’s magic that protects the cavern. It’s both good news and bad news, I suppose.”
“How do you mean?” I asked.
Aisling took a deep breath. “The good news is that what you’re looking for is most assuredly in there, undisturbed. The bad news is that the reason it’s undisturbed is that many have tried to break the spells that protect the cave, and none have succeeded. What are the chances you’ll figure it out over the next couple of weeks…”
I took a deep breath and released it slowly. “If we even have that long.” 






  
  2. Crossing Ponds


I stepped into the main meeting room at DDA headquarters, my mind churning with strategies and contingency plans. First, we needed to find that cave Aisling mentioned. I figured it wouldn’t be easy to access—since no one had in several hundred years. At the same time, we had Merlin and me. We had a Mordredan—Blackwood—whose magical genealogy was linked to Morgana La Fey. Aisling, Sloane, and I were all descended from the Tuatha Dé Danann. There was a reasonable chance that between the group of us, someone would have enough juice to get past the wards that protected the cave.  
The biggest barrier? Getting momma bear’s permission. I knew before I even brought up the idea, that it would be a hard sell, given how close we were to Emilie’s due date. 
Ursula’s RV was parked outside, but she was nowhere to be seen. I assumed she was staying in her RV—which wasn’t really supposed to be parked outside our place on a long-term basis. I mean, we were a business. We didn’t have to deal with an HOA (heil!) but I assumed there was an ordinance or something that prevented people from turning the street side into a campground. Whatever the case, Ursula was gone. We were left in the company of friends—so I could speak more openly. 
As I stepped into the room, Emilie, Joni, and Sloane were huddled together, their voices rising and falling as they discussed birth preparations. 
Snippets of their conversation drifted my way. “... soothing music...” “... essential oils...” “... don’t forget alfalfa...” I tried to focus, to show interest, but my thoughts were fixed on the looming threat. Lucifer. 
The devil wanted our baby. I don’t care if you’re blasting binaural beats or diffusing gallons of lavender oil. Your positive affirmations won’t do crap to stop Satan. 
Merlin, Aisling, Ned, and Blackwood shuffled in behind me. I caught Merlin’s eye and he flashed me a determined nod. 
I must have been frowning, because suddenly Emilie’s voice cut through my reverie. “Elijah, are you even listening?” 
I blinked. “Of course. Music, oils, birthing pool. Peace and love. Peace and love.” I tried to inject some enthusiasm into my tone, but it fell flat.
Emilie’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t seem very interested.”
I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “Em, I’m sorry. It’s not that I don’t care. But what good does it do if we have the perfect ambiance when Eimear arrives, only to have the devil himself show up minutes later? We need to focus on defense, on protecting you both.”
She struggled to her feet, one hand supporting her rounded belly as she waddled over to me. Her expression softened as she took my hand. “You’re my hero, Elijah. You always have been. I’m not saying don’t protect us. But right now, I need you to be my husband, too. Eimear needs you to be her daddy.”
I frowned, confused. “That’s what I’m doing, isn’t it? Protecting you, keeping you safe?”
Emilie shook her head, a hint of frustration in her eyes. “It’s more than that. I need you to be present, to be a part of these preparations. To show excitement for our daughter’s arrival, not just fear of what might or might not come after.”
I opened my mouth to respond, but the words stuck in my throat. 
“I found something!” Merlin exclaimed. I was relieved he spoke up because I didn’t know how I could possibly change the subject without stepping into a metaphorical pile of dog crap. “It’s about Morgana’s contract with Lucifer.”
Emilie took a sharp breath and released it slowly. “Alright, let’s hear it. What did you find, Merlin?”
Merlin opened the book, his fingers tracing the faded text. “The terms of Morgana’s bargain with Lucifer were sealed on a covenant written on an iron plate. If we can get our hands on that, it’ll be a game changer.”
Aisling stepped forward. “I believe I know where the plate is located. If we can retrieve it, it may hold the key to thwarting Lucifer’s plans.”
Ned fidgeted with his beard, his eyes darting around the room. “I have to take a dump.”
I rolled my eyes. “Ned, you don’t need to announce it. Just do your thing.”
“Got it, boss man!” 
Blackwood squinted, as if deep in thought—or hiding a scheme he was cooking up, but hadn’t revealed. “If this contract can give us an edge against Lucifer, we have to pursue it.”
Sir Percival, perched on the back of a chair, flicked his tail. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go get that bloody contract and show Lucifer what for!”
Despite the gravity of the situation, I couldn’t help but chuckle at the cat’s bravado. “Alright, let’s make a plan. Aisling, tell us more about the location of the iron plate. Merlin, keep digging through that book for any more information on the contract. Ned, Blackwood, I want you to prepare our defenses here at the agency. We can’t let our guard down for a second.”
As everyone set to work, I pulled Emilie aside, taking her hands in mine. “I meant what I said earlier. I will be here for you, for Eimear. We’ll face this together, as a family.”
Emilie squeezed my hands, her smile tinged with worry. “I know we will. I just wish you could be here for us… you know… now.” 
I pressed a kiss to her forehead, inhaling the sweet scent of her hair. “I promise. Nothing will keep me from being by your side when our daughter arrives.”
Emilie nodded curtly. I knew what she wanted, but I also knew if I didn’t do everything I could to make sure that the devil didn’t show up and steal our baby girl, she’d wish I had. I’d wish I had. Would I regret not being here while Emilie and the girls discussed the birth? Honestly, the birth was about what made Emilie most comfortable. I’d agree with whatever she wanted. Being here to give her my “thumbs up” wouldn’t make any difference. 
Aisling turned to me. “Elijah, the cave where the contract is sealed is on the coast of Ireland, near the Cliffs of Moher. It’s an ancient place, steeped in magic and mystery. Morgana chose it for a reason.”
I nodded, my mind already racing with the logistics of the journey. “We’ll need to hurry. I can get us there quickly. But the baby could come any day now. If Lucifer somehow knows the baby’s here, I don’t think he’ll waste a lot of time. If Lucifer gets his hands on that contract before we do...”
Emilie, who had been listening intently, spoke up. “There’s something else we need to consider.” She paused, her hand resting on her swollen belly. “Morgana’s magic protects the cave. What if...” She took a deep breath. “What if Eimear’s magic is necessary to access it?”
Joni, who had been uncharacteristically quiet, spoke up. “Emilie might be right. Morgana was a powerful sorceress. It stands to reason that she would have sealed the cave with a power only she could dispel.”
I ran a hand through my hair, frustration and fear warring within me. “But that would mean...”
“That we might not be able to retrieve the contract before Eimear is born,” Emilie finished. “And if Lucifer comes for her before we have it...”
I sighed, the weight of the decision settling heavily on my shoulders. Emilie was right. We were facing a possible catch-22. We might need Eimear’s magic to access the cave. But if we waited until she’s born, it could be too late.
Pacing the room, I tried to reconcile the conflicting needs in my mind. “We have to prepare for Eimear’s arrival and ensure her safety. But we also can’t ignore the possibility that the contract holds the key to stopping Lucifer.”
I turned to face the others, a plan forming in my mind. “A few of us can teleport to the cave’s location and assess the situation. If Eimear’s magic is necessary to enter, if nothing we can come up with will get us past the wards, we’ll know quickly. I can return to focus our efforts on setting up defenses here—and we can pray that Lucifer doesn’t show up straight away.”
“Eimear can already access her magic,” Aisling said. “She protected Emilie when I came for her with the Wild Hunt.” 
Emilie nodded. “A protective instinct, most likely.”
“But she spoke to me, somehow,” I added. “Still, I’m not sure it’s wise to bring you in your current condition through a portal.” 
Joni nodded. “Ursula recommended avoiding any magic at all—even Emilie’s own bardic magic—since it could complicate the birth at this stage.” 
“Which means no bardic visions to help out.” Emilie rubbed the back of her neck. “And we can’t experiment with trying to convince Eimear to use her magic.” 
“If she releases some magic,” Joni added. “I can siphon it.”
I pressed my lips. That was Joni’s specialty. She couldn’t wield any real magic of her own—but any she encountered she could siphon and amplify. It was probably our best chance if we needed Eimear’s power to get into the cave.
“We still don’t know what we’re facing,” I said. “We’ll do some recon across the pond. We’ll check out the cave. We have a lot of unique abilities—between my power, Merlin’s, Aisling’s, and Blackwood’s Mordredan abilities. There’s no harm in trying while we still have a chance. If we run into any difficulties at all, I’ll spin a portal and we’ll put off the mission until Eimear’s born and we’re sure it’s safe.” 
Ned stepped out of the bathroom. “Woooweee! I wouldn’t go in’ere if I was y’all.” 
“Thanks for the warning.” I rolled my eyes. “Mind watching over everyone while a few of us go check out this cave?” 
Ned grunted. “I’ll do what I do.” 
Joni spoke up. “Nammu is ready to help defend the agency as well. As a dragon, a wyrm, she can also breathe portals that we can use to run for it if necessary. Right now, she’s camouflaged on the roof, keeping watch for any signs of trouble.”
“I’m going to call in the calvary,” I announced. “Whatever happens, it’s going to be an all-hands-on-deck situation. With or without the iron plate, we can’t be too prepared.”
“That hunter you helped before?” Emilie asked.
I nodded. “Sebastian Winter and his team.”
The room fell silent for a moment, and I could see the uncertainty in Emilie’s eyes. “Isn’t that the guy who let Lucifer out of hell in the first place?”
I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “He did it inadvertently, Em. He was trying to save his wife. He succeeded, too. The man literally went into hell, broke into Lucifer’s castle, and saved his wife.”
“Total badass!” Merlin piped up.
“Language!” Emilie snapped.
Merlin shrugged. “Sorry. I don’t know how else to put it. Badass just has a ring to it. I can’t change it to ‘total badbutt.’ Just doesn’t work.”
Emilie suppressed a grin. “No, that’s your father the day after I make my chili.” 
“And it’s me every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday!” Ned piped up. 
I chuckled a little. “You schedule your indigestion, Ned?” 
“Just seems to work that way.” Ned patted his gut. “I
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