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      Sometimes Holly looked more like a cat than a fox. She lay draped in a mesh hammock strung between two birch trees overlooking the lake, her arms draped over the sides and her head cocked in Taylor’s direction.

      The hammock had been Taylor’s idea. Last summer, when the heat had been near to unbearable, Taylor and the pups, then only Shadow and Fawn, had spent their days from sunrise until blessed sunset cooling off in the water. In the afternoons, Taylor would take a break from the water and rest in the hammock while one of their many aunties had ensured that her children didn’t drown, and would occasionally bring them to her to nurse.

      At least, that had been the plan when she’d had the hammock installed. The reality was that she’d never quite been comfortable in it. Anytime she’d managed to fall asleep, she would wake with sore muscles and mesh imprints on her face. That was assuming she could fall asleep. Even with Beka, Quinn, or Lark tending to the pups, one of them would inevitably demand her attention every two to three minutes.

      Nowadays, anytime Taylor made the short trek from her cabin to the lake for water, she could almost always find Holly lazing in the hammock. It was where she’d taken to sleeping during the day, before waking for her late afternoon shift guarding the cabin’s perimeter.

      Holly was a very light sleeper, which meant that she could be relied upon to wake and deliver some sort of tart remark whenever Taylor passed by her haunt. Usually, Taylor just ignored her. She and Holly actually spent a lot of time in conversation these days, but Taylor knew that Holly was only good for quips while in between her naps.

      Today, however, what Holly said to her was so startling and caught her so off-guard that Taylor instantly swung around, put her hands on her hips and said, “Seriously, Holly, go screw yourself.”

      She would have liked to use harsher language, but it seemed that any time someone dropped an f-bomb, a pup would come out of the woodworks.

      Holly’s eyes remained shut as she responded, “It’s a shame, too. You were actually starting to look skinny.”

      “How about you go back to sleep? Just don’t be surprised if you wake with tar in your hair.”

      Holly’s lips quirked. “Putting tar in my hair won’t make you any less pregnant.”

      Taylor brought a finger to her mouth to shush her. “Stop saying that. I am not pregnant.”

      She couldn’t be pregnant. It just wasn’t possible.

      Okay, maybe it was technically possible. After all, she did have not one, but two mates in their sexual prime, and scarcely a day went by without one of them screwing her senseless, but there was just no way that either of them could have gotten her pregnant.

      There were rules to shifter pregnancies, and foremost among them was that there was at least a day or two of notice before her cycle peaked. Her mates would notice the change in her scent, it would drive them nuts until they couldn’t stand it anymore, and then they would haul her off to somewhere private where they could mate like animals for several days. Only after all of that had occurred could she then become pregnant.

      None of that had happened, so she couldn’t possibly be pregnant.

      She told Holly as much. “We both know that I haven’t been fertile once since the twins were born.”

      Rather than being a cause for concern, the absence of her monthly cycle had been something of a relief to Taylor. Giving birth to premature twins without the aid of a doctor or modern medicine had been a harrowing experience, and for a while she’d dreaded the idea of becoming pregnant again.

      Thankfully her son Shadow had nursed for well over a year, which seemed to have stalled her reproductive system. Just when Shadow had finished nursing, Taylor had adopted a two-week-old pup named Henry, and then just days later, a newborn, Belle. Henry had weaned himself shortly after his first shift, nursing only during the rare occasions when he took human form, but Belle was still actively nursing with three regular feedings each day, supplemented with pup food, a concoction made by Shadow that consisted of partially chewed venison and stewed quail eggs.

      Holly cracked open an eye. “Well, there was this one day, a few weeks ago, when you smelled like you might be fertile.”

      Taylor’s mouth went dry. “What?”

      “Yeah, I thought for sure that Hale would be packing you up and hauling you off, but then the next day you smelled normal again. I figured I must have been wrong, so I just didn’t say anything, but I guess I was right after all, because you’re definitely pregnant.”

      Taylor felt as if cold water had been flung onto her.

      She didn’t want this. Or at least, she didn’t want it yet.

      Sometime in between adopting Henry and Belle, she had warmed to the idea of a new pup. As the pups grew and became increasingly independent, she’d even begun craving the weight of a new pup in her arms. But in her mind, it was still a far-off thing, something that would happen in another year, or maybe even two, once she’d finally dispelled her loathsome moniker:

      Taylor Ha.

      Taylor Ha was a nickname amongst her pack mates, originating just under three years ago, when it had become apparent to her new pack mates that she was there to stay. She was sure it started innocently enough. Perhaps someone saw Taylor sitting around with nothing better to do, and had asked if Taylor would like to join the evening hunt. Then someone else, probably Holly, had exclaimed, ‘Taylor? Ha!’

      Over the years, it had become something of a running joke amongst her pack mates. One of them would mention a chore that needed to be done or something they needed help with, and their snarky companion would suggest asking Taylor, and that would be their cue to respond, ‘Taylor? Ha!’ It was a slightly less acidic way of saying, ‘Taylor isn’t good at anything.’

      Which was not true. Taylor Michaels was great at playing tennis. She was awesome at baking cupcakes. She knew how to write HTML, CSS, and JavaScript. She also spoke pretty damn good Spanish.

      Unfortunately, none of these things mattered or were relevant to her pack mates. In their eyes, she was just a tiny, scrap of a human female who couldn’t hunt, couldn’t run fast, couldn’t lift heavy things, sucked at fishing, sucked at sewing, sucked at wound care, sucked at cooking meats, sucked at plucking geese, sucked at climbing trees, and really she could go on and on because they were mostly right. She was not good at anything that they were good at.

      As Holly had once eloquently put it, ‘You’re really only good at having pups, so why don’t you just stick to that?’

      There were two problems with that. One, was that Taylor wanted to do more than just have pups. She didn’t want the sum of her existence to be sitting around being catered to while she gestated. Two, was that she actually wasn’t very good at having pups. She’d had two so far, both had been premature, and one of them had almost died.

      The only real claim to prowess that she had was that she was good at being a mom. There were days, especially lately, that she doubted herself, but every evening when her wonderfully diurnal children piled into bed with her, showering her with kisses and fighting over who got the prime cuddling position, she was comforted by the knowledge that she was doing a good job.

      Each of her four children were unique and had their own needs, and Taylor had structured her life around ensuring that those needs were met.

      But as much as she loved being a mom, she didn’t want the role to be her entire identity. If Alder and Hale could both be great fathers while also being excellent alphas, why couldn’t she wear a second hat as well?

      After two years of pondering this question, a solution had finally come to her in the form of an alpha named Shan.

      They’d met him only once, almost half a year ago when he’d delivered Belle to them, along with several large bags of seeds, which he’d instructed them to preserve until his return in spring. Since then, they’d received a single communication from him, informing them that he would be arriving in five days’ time. That had been five days ago.

      Taylor could count on one hand how many things she knew about Shan. His wolf form was extremely large, he was well-educated, he was the alpha of a massive pack, he wanted to bring agriculture to Halcyon Valley, and her mates really, really disliked him.

      To be fair, with Alder it was more of a general distrust. He was like that with any outside male that entered their territory, although unlike Hale, he could hide his feelings in favor of striking a diplomatic tone. Alder was genuinely interested in finding out what Shan had to offer, but he wasn’t keen on having a wolf in his territory that could snap his spine between its jaws.

      Hale was unequivocally opposed to hosting Shan. His argument against having Shan—that Shan could kill them anytime he wanted to—was flimsy when given even modest scrutiny. If Shan had wanted them dead, he would have had the opportunity while he’d been in their den last winter. And for that matter, he wouldn’t have sent advance notice of his arrival.

      Taylor had tried pointing both of these things out, but as usual, Hale was stubborn in his resolve. If he had it his way, Taylor and the pups would be squirreled away deep inside the den for the duration of Shan’s stay in the valley. Never mind Taylor’s feelings, or the fact that she had devoted nearly every spare moment of her life for the past several months preparing for Shan’s arrival and the valley’s agricultural revolution.

      There was only one person in all of Halcyon that knew anything about agriculture, and that person was Taylor.

      Not only had she lived on a farm for much of her childhood, but she’d also spent the past three years cultivating and expanding a sizable garden. She loved growing plants and she was damn good at it. By her estimation, she was the only member of her pack that was qualified to aid Shan in his endeavor, and she’d thrown herself into the task wholeheartedly.

      With help from her friend Sarah, she’d gotten several books on agriculture, as well as a few new composition books to take notes in and draw up plans. With Holly’s help, and usually with one of her mates shadowing her, Taylor spent a full month scouting every corner of Halcyon’s vast territory, both in the valley and in the mountain. She’d taken soils samples from each region, and with baking soda and vinegar—also compliments of Sarah—she’d tested the pH levels of each sample to determine the optimal regions for growing crops.

      Accomplishing all of this while also caring for her pups hadn’t been easy. There just weren’t enough hours in the day to accomplish everything she wanted to while also devoting herself to her children. In an effort to avoid cutting corners, she often stretched herself too thin, to the extent that she was worn out most days, sometimes skipping sleep and frequently missing meals.

      For those reasons alone, now was an awful time to be pregnant, but Taylor was more worried about the impact a pregnancy would have on her agriculture plans. The protective instincts of her mates were already stupidly high, but they skyrocketed while she was pregnant. There was no way in hell that they’d let her leave the immediate vicinity of her home and the den, let alone go anywhere near Shan once they found out she was carrying a pup.

      “I don’t feel pregnant,” Taylor said, giving Holly a plaintive look. “Remember last time? I was sick from the word go. I can’t be pregnant, or I’d be puking my guts up right now.”

      That was another thing that would not only wreck her plans, but also make it impossible to properly care for her children. She’d spent the first trimester of her last pregnancy debilitated by nausea and vomiting. She did not have time for that.

      Holly shrugged. “I dunno, I’m not a healer. All I am is the person with the best nose in the pack and, I might add, the one who told you that you were pregnant last time. Sorry you’re upset, but maybe you should go complain to whichever of your mates knocked you up.” She paused to snort. “Like you even know.”

      Taylor put her hands on her face and groaned. “I can’t tell them yet. I have a day or two until they notice, right?”

      “Probably, yeah.”

      The time frame might work to her advantage. If she could meet with Shan and her mates saw that he wasn’t a threat to her or their pack, they might be okay with her meeting with him again once the news was out.

      Taylor took a few steps back towards the cabin, and then stopped. “You’re not going to tell them, right?”

      Holly rolled her eyes. “Why would I do that?”

      “I don’t know. Because they’re sort of your bosses.”

      She rolled onto her back. “Yeah, but I’m your best friend.”

      Taylor blinked at her. “Oh my God, we are best friends. When did that happen?”

      When she’d first joined the pack, Taylor had spent all of her time with Lark and Glenn, the three of them forming a band of awkward outcasts. Then, Taylor had become Alder and Hale’s mate, thus elevating her status in the pack. Shortly thereafter, Lark had more or less betrayed the pack, and although she hadn’t been forced out, she had lost the confidence of everyone, Taylor included. Taylor had still hung out with Lark and Glenn from time to time, but found their antics to be less amusing once she’d had children.

      Since her first year in the pack, Holly had been assigned as one of her guards. Although Holly’s acerbic tongue had been off-putting in her early months in the pack, Taylor had come to enjoy the fox shifter’s dry sense of humor, especially when it wasn’t directed at her.

      “Slow down,” said Holly. “I said I’m your best friend. You’re not mine.”

      “I am seriously going to tar your hair,” Taylor said, continuing up the path to her home. She called back, “Remember, don’t say anything to anyone.”

      Taylor actually did trust Holly to keep her confidence, but there was no telling how long it would be until her scent betrayed her. As she neared her cabin, she braced herself for the first test.
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      Nestled in the foothills of the mountain and near to the lake, Taylor’s home had once been a single-room, four-cornered log cabin. There had been several modifications made over the years, including an expanded porch and a small washroom.

      Since her family had grown by two over the winter, it had been decided that once the weather warmed they would finally add an additional room. Taylor had been yearning for a bedroom and the privacy it would afford her and her mates for a very long time, but when the topic of another expansion had come up a week earlier, Taylor had brushed it off. Her list of things to do was already a mile long, and she wasn’t keen on adding construction plans to it, or dealing with the temporary move to the den that the expansion would necessitate.

      The quail coop that had once resided in her front yard had been moved behind the cabin. In its place was a hole that had been dug where she intended to put a pond—whenever she had time for that. Near to the cabin was a tree and strung from a thick lower branch was a swing made from a tire Lark had found in the river. Her mates had thought she was crazy when she’d asked them to put it up, and their aversion to the swing must have rubbed off on their children, because Taylor used it more than her pups did.

      Stepping onto the porch, Taylor grabbed the doorknob but hesitated in turning it. She turned her head down towards her shoulder and sniffed, as if her human nose could somehow parse out a hormonal shift in her scent. All she could smell was sweat.

      She opened the door quietly and stepped inside. Dark blue curtains hung over the windows, blotting out most of the sunlight. The light from the door fell on the kitchenette, but stopped short of illuminating the bed, which had been strategically moved to the left corner of the cabin for that specific reason.

      Alder was asleep on the bed, in the same position she’d left him in early that morning, when she’d gotten up to feed the quail and tend to her garden. Like his twin brother Hale, Alder was nocturnal, but after the pups were born her mates had begun sleeping in shifts, making sure that at least one of them was there to watch over her and the children at all times. Most alphas didn’t have such a luxury, and it was one of several reasons that they’d shirked tradition and decided to share a mate.

      Because Hale was completely useless after dawn, the morning shift was usually left to Alder. Alder was no less nocturnal than his brother, but he never complained about spending the day with Taylor and the pups. He would arrive at the cabin in the early morning hours, already appearing groggy from a night spent hunting and managing his pack. The first thing he would say after doling out hugs and kisses would be, “What can I help with?”

      Taylor would give him a short list of tasks, usually ones involving the pups that she knew he would enjoy, and then she would feed him breakfast in bed. On the rare occasions when there were no pups in bed with them, they’d spend the morning kissing, cuddling, and making love. But whether they had sex or not, Alder would inevitably pass out before noon, waking shortly before the end of his shift and always seeming surprised by how long he’d been asleep.

      Slipping out of her shoes, she tiptoed over to where he was sleeping. The last time she’d popped into the cabin, Fawn had been nestled in his arms. She was gone now, but the absence of her daughter didn’t worry Taylor. When her pups had learned to shift, Taylor had also learned that she couldn’t panic every time one of them disappeared. Nowadays, even the littlest ones came and went in spite of her best efforts to keep tabs on them.

      Not freaking out each time she realized she had no idea where her kids were was something she struggled with on a daily basis. In order to find a compromise between her maternal instincts and their animal natures, she’d put rules in place that they had to be home before dark and that they couldn’t leave the front yard without a grown up. To avoid conflict with Shadow’s independent nature, she’d put him in charge of upholding these rules and watching over the adults that were minding the pups. He took his job very seriously, and as a result rarely wandered off on his own.

      Alder didn’t stir as Taylor crawled into bed beside him. He’d been exhausted when he’d arrived that morning, having been awake all night and the day before as he’d prepared his pack for Shan’s arrival. Without any pretense of merely resting his eyes, Alder had slumped over in bed and still remained in the same position as when he’d passed out.

      Taylor placed a hand on his chest, feeling it rise and fall with his breath. His skin had a preternatural warmth to it, and a golden-bronze hue from late afternoons spent outside in the sun. Like most shifter males, he was powerfully muscled, but like his brother, Alder was an alpha male, making him taller and broader than any male in his pack and most human men Taylor had seen.

      Alder and Hale didn’t know their precise birthdate, but by their estimates they were either thirty or thirty-one now. At a glance, the rough lives they’d led in the wilderness did not show on their faces, which appeared smooth and unlined. Up close, however, and especially on Alder, Taylor could make out tiny lines around his eyes which became more pronounced when he smiled. She loved the little wrinkles, which she thought made him look more mature and distinguished.

      The first time she’d seen Alder she’d been stunned by how handsome he was. She could still remember the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach as she’d regarded him. At the time, her life had been in chaos but she’d still had time to throw herself a pity party. Men like him did not go for emotionally-stunted, overweight virgins, and never mind the fact that she was on the run for murder.

      To this day, she still had moments where she felt inadequate next to him and felt certain that in another life, one in which he wasn’t a shifter, Alder would have never looked twice at a girl like her. It was unhealthy as hell and she did her best not to cultivate the inferiority complex, but it did sometimes color her decisions, particularly when something she was doing might upset him.

      She couldn’t imagine her life without Alder. While Hale was exciting, funny, and just aloof enough to keep Taylor on her toes, Alder made her feel safe, secure, and cherished, three things that she’d been desperately starved for in her childhood. Had it just been Hale as her mate, Taylor would have long ago drowned under an ocean of insecurity.

      Respectful and ever-attentive to her needs, Taylor could always rely on Alder to support her. He knew how important the agriculture project was and unlike his brother, had also been aware of how much effort she’d put into it. Over the past month, Taylor had spent just as many mornings slumped over beside him in bed, compensating for her late nights spent doing candlelight research.

      Under almost any circumstances, she knew that Alder would have her back while she oversaw the valley’s cultivation, but she knew that a new pregnancy would be an exception. Even Hale, who had been distant for much of her last pregnancy, had been extremely overprotective of her during that time. Their protectiveness had intensified following an attack from Whiteriver, where Taylor had been—in their minds—nearly killed, and it hadn’t abated until the pups had been born and her mates had been forced to switch their focus to the tiny, fragile new people in their lives.

      Since then, she’d enjoyed a relative amount of autonomy within the pack. Although there was always someone on guard when she left the foothills of the mountain, she could move around her own little patch of territory freely, and her mates rarely put their feet down to interfere with her day to day wanderings.

      But if this pregnancy was anything like her last, then in the weeks to come both Hale and Alder were going to become overbearing control freaks. Though it would definitely piss her off and they were bound to butt heads, she knew that it wasn’t something they could control. Just like her children needed the freedom to run through the forests unhindered by their mother’s fretting, Alder ad Hale were going to fret over their mate and unborn child, regardless of how much it drove her crazy. It was simply part of what they were.

      As she ran her hand over Alder’s shoulders and up his neck, his instincts finally alerted him to her presence. Two eyes, one blue and one gold, slowly opened. He looked left, right, and then up at Taylor, a smile spreading over his gorgeous face.

      “Are we alone?”

      Biting back a smile, Taylor nodded.

      In an instant he had her on the bed and on her back, his mouth and his heavy body covering hers. She sucked in a breath as she felt his stiff erection nudging its way between her legs.

      “I was just dreaming about you,” he muttered in between kisses.

      “Me?” Taylor asked with mock surprise.

      In theory, she didn’t have to worry about either of her mates ever losing interest in her. In their own ways, they were both obsessed with her, and although she liked to think it had to do with her personality, she recognized that it had a lot to do with biology and instincts. She was the female they’d chosen as their mate, and as such, the only woman they would ever desire.

      Knowing this and accepting it were two different things for Taylor. Her feelings of insecurity meant that she routinely grappled with jealousy. It still came as a surprise to her that they could be so incredibly attracted to her, even after she’d had two babies. That was part of the reason that no matter how tired or stressed she was, she almost never denied them when they wanted sex. The other part was that she was equally, if not more, insanely attracted to the two of them.

      Alder’s firm hands went under her shirt and straight for her breasts. Unlike Hale, he wasn’t intimidated by them since she’d begun nursing. He knew just how to handle them without making her leak and while thoroughly pleasing Taylor.

      Sex with Alder was always a slow burn. If Taylor had to guess, she’d estimate that she had sex with him about half as much as she had sex with Hale. It wasn’t because she enjoyed being with Alder less. If ever there were a contest of who was a better and more generous lover, Alder would win, hands down. But his attentiveness to kissing and foreplay, when couple with the frequent interruptions of any one of their four children, meant that unless they explicitly planned sex, it was unlikely to happen.

      Realizing this, Taylor broke their kiss to say, “Door. Have to lock it.”

      Groaning, Alder briefly resumed kissing her, his fingers playing with the seam of her panties. It was a measure of how aroused he was that he was going straight for her underwear. She was so accustomed to him taking his time that the prospect of Alder taking her fast and rough sent a rush of anticipation through her.

      Parting from her, Alder muttered a rare expletive and got up. As he was on his way over to the door, Taylor heard the ominous sound of bare feet slapping on the porch steps. Alder had barely enough time to position his nude body behind the door before it burst open and Shadow came dashing in.

      ‘Fuck,’ Alder mouthed in Taylor’s direction.

      Taylor’s response was a quick pout, but she wanted to throw a pillow at her son.

      “Hi, Mom. Hi, Alder,” Shadow said on his way to the kitchen cabinets.

      Taylor mouthed, ‘Alder?’

      Alder shrugged and snuck back to the bed to grab a fur with which to cover himself.

      Shadow was growing at lightning speed, and would go through new developmental phases almost every week. A few days ago, Taylor had heard him call Hale by his name, rather than his customary, “Pa.” Hale had corrected him immediately, and when he’d asked why Shadow had called him that, his son had simply rolled his shoulders and said, “I don’t know.”

      It had worried Taylor then, and again now. She often wondered how the children made sense of having two fathers. To Fawn and the little ones, it was the only thing they knew and it would never occur to them to question it. But Shadow, who had gone with them to the Shaderunner pack and made friends with other pups, seemed to have caught on that his family was different. To what extent, Taylor wasn’t sure. Any time she tried coaxing him into a discussion, he would either stop talking or change the subject.

      Neither reaction was enough to cause alarm, as he was prone to doing both during any conversation. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that there were things going on in his little head that she should be better helping him to make sense of.

      His father said, “Shadow, what did we tell you about knocking?”

      “I did knock,” he said, referring to the quick peck he’d made on the door before pushing it open.

      Alder said, “Next time, wait to be invited in.”

      He was rarely cross with any of the pups, but at the moment Alder’s irritation was evident on his face. Taylor could practically see him counting down the seconds until Shadow had found whatever it was he was looking for and exited the cabin.

      “Technically, it’s my house,” Shadow said, half his body inside one of the floor cabinets as he rummaged.

      “Technically, it’s your mother’s,” Alder said.

      Taylor prepared herself for a drawn out debate on ownership, one of Shadow’s favorite topics as of late, but by some miracle he allowed his father’s logic to prevail.

      “Sorry, mama.”

      It amazed her that he was only two. She could barely believe that she’d still been nursing six months earlier. Ever since he’d stopped nursing and switched to solid foods, his appetite had been voracious and his already insane growth rate had increased exponentially. In spite of Alder and Hale’s reassurances that his growth would plateau, Shadow was now up to Taylor’s shoulders in height. Though neither of his fathers would admit it, Taylor was certain that even they were starting to become concerned.

      Taylor reluctantly got up from the bed. “What are you looking for, honey?”

      If she didn’t intervene, he was going to destroy her kitchen. Though mature in so many ways, Shadow was still clueless when it came to making messes and cleaning up after himself.

      He poked his head out. “Something that can clean up a lot of blood.”

      Taylor blanched. “Like, animal blood?”

      “Like, people blood.”

      Alder was at her side before Taylor could complete her next question.

      “Whose blood?”

      Shadow wrinkled his nose. “Henry’s.”
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      Taylor rode on Alder’s back to the river, her mate guided by their son, who would dash ahead and then wait for his father to catch up. There had been no time to ask questions before they’d been out the door and on their way, and Taylor’s mind swam with possibilities, each more horrible than the last.

      Of all of her pups, she worried about Henry the most. It was largely due to the fact that he’d been born with one arm, which meant that in his wolf form he had only one front leg with which to get around. Though he managed remarkably well, beside his siblings he was noticeably slower and a bit clumsier. She worried that the differences in his capabilities would become more apparent as he became older, and what that would do to his confidence and happiness.

      At the moment, he was an utter joy of a pup. He never gave her an ounce of trouble, and always listened to Taylor the first time she told him something. Unlike his similarly-aged sibling Belle, he got along with everyone and rarely fussed about anything.

      The problem, that apparently wasn’t a problem, was that he never shifted into his human form. Ever since he’d learned how to take his wolf form, he’d shifted into his human form only twice, and both times it had seemed more an accident than intentional. Though everyone assured her that this was normal, Taylor’s instincts said otherwise.

      She was so unaccustomed to seeing his human form that she barely recognized the leggy infant in Quinn’s arms as they arrived at the river. She hadn’t seen him cry since the week she’d brought him home, and that, too, was now unfamiliar to her. Noting the blood running down his arm, Taylor was off of Alder’s back before her mate had come to a full stop.

      “What happened?”

      She tried to sound calm, even as she reached for her baby with trembling hands. Quinn, who didn’t appear to be sharing in her panic, offered Henry up easily.

      “He and Belle got into one of their little fights and it got a bit too rough,” Quinn said.

      Quinn was a mid-ranking wolf among the pack, her position having been somewhat elevated since the birth of the pups. She and her friend Beka—one of Hale’s former bedmates—had swooped in from the start and established themselves as aunts to Shadow and Fawn.

      Far from being put off by their sudden insertion into Taylor’s family circle, she’d found them both to be extremely helpful, at least when compared to Lark and Holly. While Taylor had recovered from giving birth, Quinn had kept her cabin spotless. She still stopped by to clean at least once a week, and although they had little in common, she and Taylor could talk for hours on the subject of the pups.

      It was the same with Beka, whom much like Holly, Taylor had seriously disliked. That had less to do with the fact that Beka had been a bitch—which she had been—and more to do with the fact that Beka had clearly never gotten over Hale. It was tough to put her feelings about that aside, but she’d managed to do so, mostly because Beka genuinely adored the pups and was usually the best babysitter in the pack.

      Now, Taylor had her doubts.

      Beka was also at the river, holding Belle in her puppy form and rocking her from side to side to keep her settled. Taylor looked quickly between Beka and Quinn, and then down at Henry’s bloodied arm.

      Why were they not freaking out?

      “Where were you?” she asked, pinning the question to Beka.

      Beka said, “I was here.” Anticipating Taylor’s next words, she added, “We can’t stop them from fighting. It’s how they learn.”

      “How they learn?” Taylor tersely repeated. “They’re five months old. They’re babies.”

      She crouched down by the water as Alder arrived at her side. He set aside the bandages he’d been carrying in favor of scooping up a handful of water and rinsing away blood from Henry’s arm.

      “They’re not babies,” Beka said, now hovering behind them. “They’re pups. When are you going to get that through your head?”

      Taylor would have balled her hands into fists, had she not been using them to try to soothe Henry. The pale-haired little boy clung to her chest as he cried. Needed a sense of security, his head rooted for a nipple he hadn’t suckled from in weeks.

      Though inwardly fuming, Taylor’s voice was deathly calm as she looked over her shoulder and said, “That’s it. This is the last time I let either of you watch them.”

      She was far too upset over Henry’s injury and Beka’s cavalier attitude about it to feel any guilt as the color drained from Beka’s face.

      Quinn was up in an instant, running to Beka’s side. “Taylor, you don’t mean that. Please, just listen and try to understand. We—”

      Quinn may have very well said something that would have softened Taylor’s resolve, but Beka’s interjection ruined any hope of that.

      “You can’t do that,” she said, the color returning to her cheeks. “You don’t get to decide that we can’t see them. They’re our pups, too.”

      A flash of something that must have been rage overtook Taylor’s body. Her anger was so startling in its intensity that she didn’t immediately trust herself to formulate a sentence.

      “What?” she breathed.

      Beka doubled down, shifting Belle to her hip so that she could jab a finger at the air in front of Taylor. “What makes them anymore yours than ours? You didn’t give birth to them. You don’t get some special claim to them just because you fed them for a few months. If anything, they’re more ours than yours. You’ll never know them like we can.”

      Beka might as well have cracked open Taylor’s skull, forked out every insecurity she’d ever had about her babies, and then force-fed them to Taylor. Devastation and rage fought for control within her, making her torn between bursting into tears and charging at Beka to claw her eyes out.

      Taylor did neither. She refused to cry in front of Beka—she’d do that later, when she was alone—and she knew that barring Alder’s intervention, Beka would kick her pathetic, human ass.

      Her voice hoarse, Taylor said, “Give me my daughter, now.”

      Beka took a step back, her chin quivering. Her pleading eyes darted to Alder, and that she would even think to turn to Alder for support made Taylor doubt herself. She looked to him as well, terrified that he might overrule her.

      “Beka.”

      He said her name firmly, and with a stern look that brokered no negotiation. Taylor let out a shaking breath.

      “You know we’re right,” Beka said, her eyes welling with tears. “Don’t let her do this to us.”

      Passing the bandages to Taylor, Alder stood and went to Beka. He reached out a hand, not to pry Belle from her arms, but to squeeze Beka’s shoulder.

      “I think we’re all overreacting right now,” he said gently. “Give her to me, and we’ll talk about this later once our heads are clearer.”

      Taylor turned away from the pair and focused on binding Henry’s wound. Between the tears rolling down Beka’s pretty face and Alder’s tender gaze, the scene was too intimate for her to cope with. Beka had been the one to tell Taylor that she had no claim to her adopted children, yet somehow Taylor had become the villain.
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        * * *

      

      Shadow tried to run ahead of them as they approached the cabin’s porch. With a few quick strides, Alder managed to grab him by the arm. He gave his son a reassuring pat on the head, and then instructed him to go and find Fawn.

      Shadow frowned, his golden-brown brows drawing together. Voice low, he asked, “Is Mama going to be okay?”

      As soon as Beka and Quinn had departed from the river, Taylor had begun to cry and had not yet stopped, though she was making a miserable effort to hide it. Alder had done his best to console her in gesture, but preferred to wait until they were alone to talk.

      “Did I do something wrong?” Shadow pressed.

      “No,” Alder told him. “And I promise she’ll be okay. If you can bring Fawn home, I’m sure that the four of you can help cheer her up.”

      Shadow could question any issue to death, and Alder had learned that often the only solution was to give him a task.

      He set to it at once, shifting and dashing off towards the den. As he passed by his mother, he slowed just enough to rub up against her side, before accelerating again.

      Taylor had insisted on carrying both of the pups back. Whatever animosity had sparked between Henry and Belle, it had dissolved and in its place appeared to be a mutual concern for their mother. Both of them clutched tightly to her, their faces scrunched in bemusement.

      Though she cried often, at least compared to most females Alder had known, it was rare that Taylor allowed any of the pups to see her crying. She was so committed to shielding them from her sadness that she always kept a spare onion in the cupboard and would start cutting it up the instant her eyes began to glisten.

      He put an arm around her waist as she reached the porch and kept it there until they entered the cabin and she pulled away. With both pups still in tow, she went straight for the bed and sank down, holding them both tightly as she cried against the pillow.

      Alder gave her a moment of space before coming over to collect Henry. Taylor released him to her, and Alder took the pup into his lap and pulled back the bandages. The bite was not as deep as it had initially appeared, but it was pretty bad. Had Henry been older, he might have recommended stitching, but he wasn’t keen on threading a needle through such a small pup. He decided to re-bandage it and monitor the wound.

      “Was she right?” Taylor asked, punctuating the question with a sniffle. “Aren’t they mine?”

      Alder finished replacing Henry’s bandage and then tucked him into Taylor’s arms. Climbing over her, Alder got under the covers and pulled her to his chest, his arms encircling the three of them.

      “I think you both said some things that deserve reflection,” Alder said. “Beka shouldn’t have said that they aren’t yours. You took them in and nursed them and have cared for them every bit as much as you did for the twins.”

      “But?” Taylor said. “There’s a but, right?”

      Alder kissed the top of her head in hopes of softening the sting of what had to be said.

      “But, Beka and Quinn love them, too. Quinn has been watching Henry since before he even learned how to shift, and Beka is the only one besides you who knows how to get Belle to sleep. They adore them, and it’s not fair to them or the pups to decide that they can’t see them anymore.”

      “I never said they couldn’t see them again, I just…” She paused to wipe tears from her cheeks. “I was so angry and so hurt. I shouldn’t have said that, I know. But I also can’t have them watching the pups if they’re not going to intervene when something like this happens. Especially to Henry. He… Alder, that’s his only arm.”

      Alder knew they’d reached the crux of the issue, and he held Taylor close as a fresh wave of tears hit her. He waited until they subsided to say anything further.

      “I worry about him, too. But play fighting like this is important. It’s what will prepare him for the future when—”

      “When what? What is he going to be able to do out here, Alder? How is he ever going to be able to fit in with his pack mates when he can’t do the things that they can? Please, tell me because I have two good arms and I still haven’t figured it out.”

      Alder sighed and stroked her hair, willing her to calm down. It was already a complicated issue to discuss, and he had a tough time thinking straight when Taylor was crying. He envied Hale his ability to tune Taylor out when she cried. For Alder, each sob was like a kick to the gut, and the longer it when on, the more inadequate he felt for not being able to soothe her.

      “He’s a great pup, Taylor. There isn’t a person in Halcyon that doesn’t love him. I don’t know what role he’ll be able to fill as he gets older, but I have faith that he’ll always be surrounded by people that love him and have his best interests at heart.”

      Taylor tilted her head to look up at him, her big eyes glassy. “I’m sorry for unloading all of this on you. You’re right. About Henry, and about Beka and Quinn. But… I don’t think I can get over everything Beka said, at least not right away. Can we talk about it again tomorrow?”

      Alder kissed her forehead. “I think that’s a good idea.”
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      “What do you mean, he’s in Whiteriver? What the fuck is he doing there?”

      Fawn stirred in Hale’s arms, prompting him to inwardly berate himself.

      He still didn’t know how Fawn had made it all the way up to the den and into his bed that afternoon. Unlike her twin brother, Fawn was still small and in need of constant minding to ensure that she didn’t get hurt or lost. After taking a moment to cuddle with her, he’d gathered her up into his arms and gotten out of bed, determined to find whoever had been responsible for her and see them punished.

      Instead, he’d barely made it to the central chamber when he’d run into Fenix. The hawk shifter was fresh from a flight and had come to report that he’d finally scouted Shan.

      “I don’t know,” Fenix said. “I couldn’t hear what they were saying over the wind, but they seemed to have known one another.”

      “Was there anyone else with them?”

      “I saw Silas’s beta Olive, and two females from Shan’s pack. I think one of them was the girl he brought last time.”

      Hale didn’t like this one bit. Though their packs had a tentative agreement to share hunting grounds, Whiteriver was not their ally. Hale had no interest in throwing in with Shan either, but he sure as hell didn’t want Shan making any alliances with Silas. If Silas were able to turn Shan against them, it could put their pack in serious jeopardy.

      “We need to get over there and find out what’s going on,” Hale said.

      Before he could say more, he caught sight of Shadow entering the den. He glanced around, and upon noticing Hale, started straight for him.

      According to Taylor, Shadow was the spitting image of him. To Hale, his son looked exactly like Alder had when they were pups. He recognized that this was probably due to the fact that he saw Alder more than he saw his own reflection, but he still sometimes felt like he was talking to his little brother, rather than to his son.

      “What are you doing here, pup?” Hale asked. “Aren’t you supposed to be watching your mother?”

      When Shadow was still small, Hale would instruct him to guard Taylor to make sure that no Whiteriver wolves came and snatched her away. Taylor, of course, would have plenty of real guards posted to do just that, but the pretend assignment appealed to Shadow’s fondness for responsibility and kept him from wandering far from his mother. Nowadays, when Hale gave him the instruction to watch over his mother, it wasn’t a tongue-in-cheek order. In his wolf form, Shadow was nearly the same size as Glenn, and although he’d yet to be in any real fight, Hale had no doubt that he could hold his own against an attacker.

      That knowledge was one of the few things that terrified Hale. With each month that passed, Shadow was not only getting bigger and bigger, but also more mature. If his growth continued as it was, he’d be functionally an adolescent within the year.

      Shadow was scowling as he approached. “You tell me to watch mom, mom tells me to watch the pups, and Alder tells me to get Fawn. How can I possibly do all of those things at once?”

      As Shadow arrived at his side, Hale put a hand down on his head, mussing his hair. “Go tell him that Fawn is sleeping.”

      “I can’t,” Shadow said, swatting at Hale’s hand. “I need to bring her so mama will stop crying.”

      “Why is your mom crying?”

      Shadow rolled his shoulders. “I don’t know.”

      Recently, Shadow had gone from having an opinion on everything to feigning ignorance even when an answer was obvious. It annoyed the hell out of Hale, but he knew that in this case, Shadow’s confusion was likely genuine. Even Hale didn’t know why Taylor was crying half of the time.

      Hale rubbed the side of his face and looked to Fenix. “Do another pass over the valley. I want to know where they are and what they’re doing.”

      “On it,” Fenix said, before taking his leave.

      Though he’d grown up in a pack comprised exclusively of wolves, Hale could no longer fathom how any pack got on without an avian shifter or two. Fenix had unparalleled scouting capabilities and could deliver messages in a fraction of the time it would take any of his wolves by foot.

      “Come on,” Hale said, taking Shadow by the hand. He no longer had to bend down to do so. “We’ll bring Fawn together.”

      “You don’t have to hold my hand,” Shadow said. He struggled to free himself from Hale, but Hale only tightened his grip.

      “Shut up. I won’t be able to do this soon. You’re gonna be as big as me by your next birthday.”

      His son stopped struggling and perked up. “You think so?”

      Hale grinned. “Not a chance, runt.”

      Though he looked like Alder, Shadow reminded Hale of himself in his speech and mannerisms, more so with each stage of his development. Hale wasn’t sure he liked that. Unlike Alder, who always seemed so at ease with himself, Hale often did and said things without thinking and was exasperated by his inability to control his impulses. He hated to think that Shadow might inherit that quality from him.

      Just outside of the den was a bluff that afforded a broad view of the land below. To the left were the forests that they hunted in, miles upon miles of deciduous woodland that stretched on as far as he could see and extended up the mountainside. Hidden beneath the lush canopy was a winding river that fed into the twin lakes at the center of the valley. Beyond them was a long stretch of rolling hills, and past that, Whiteriver’s mountain.

      Years ago, when it had just been he and Alder, Hale would stand on the bluff and stare at Whiteriver, his insides burning with an unquenchable lust for more. Back then, it hadn’t mattered to him that he and Alder had acquired the largest and most abundant piece of territory in the region. All he’d cared about was that when he stepped outside, there was something within his view that didn’t belong to him.

      Nowadays, when he stepped outside, his eyes went straight for the cabin where Taylor resided. Three years ago, when she’d first come to the valley, Hale had been in the midst of a plot to take Whiteriver. It had required a great deal of planning and finesse, not because Whiteriver would have been difficult to take by force, but because Alder had been opposed to another pack war. Ironically, less than a year later, it would be Alder calling for war and Hale standing between he and Whiteriver.

      From the very first day he’d met her, Taylor had turned Hale’s priorities upside down. He could still remember returning home that day, confused by the scent of a human female in his den, and then pissed when he’d found her sleeping in his bed, the scent of sex still clinging to his bed furs. In an effort to get back at his brother for taking a female in his bed, Hale had climbed into bed with her and began a liberal exploration of her body. Thinking he was his brother, Taylor had reciprocated in earnest, and Hale had never been more turned on in his life.

      After that day, he hadn’t given two fucks about Whiteriver. All he’d cared about was figuring out how to get his brother’s human, and preferably without killing him. In that regard, very little had changed over the years, except that now he considered Taylor to be his mate, occasionally on loan to Alder.

      Fenix flew overhead, dipping low and then rising with the current as he made his way towards Whiteriver. Hale spared the mountain another glance, and then lowered his eyes to where the cabin was, nestled in the mountain’s foothills and near to the lake. He began walking again, his daughter slumped over his shoulder and his son trotting at his side.

      This was not the life he would have ever imagined for himself. He hadn’t wanted pups. He’d only wanted to have a lot of sex with her, and as often as possible, while allowing Alder to take care of any pups that resulted from said activities. Thinking back, he wanted to groan at how stupid he’d been when he’d told Taylor he’d make a better uncle than a father. Even before they’d been born, when they’d just been a tangle of little limbs squirming inside Taylor’s belly, they’d meant the world to him. Now, there wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for them. They, and their mother, were his life.

      “Will I be alpha of Halcyon when I’m big, like you?”

      Shadow was looking out over the valley as they descended the mountainside. The path from the den to Taylor’s cabin had become well-worn over the first year. The spring rains tended to make the descent muddy and slippery, so Hale had ordered rocks to be quarried to pave the pathway.

      “If you’re alpha, what am I doing?” Hale asked.

      “I don’t know. Being old?”

      “Smart ass,” Hale said. “Odds are, you’re not gonna want to stick around once you’re grown. You’ll want your own territory, and probably a mate, too.”

      Shadow wrinkled his nose, briefly looking more like Taylor than either of his fathers. “I don’t want a mate. And I’m not going to leave mama, ever.”

      Good answers.

      “That’s all in the future, kid. And as far as I’m concerned, Halcyon is yours if you’re willing to wait for it.”

      Shadow smiled at that, and then dove into a lengthy and one-sided discussion about all of the things he would do and change once he was alpha. Hale listened to every word, as he always did with Shadow. More so than with any of his pups, he felt responsible for being attentive to Shadow. His childhood was rapidly nearing its end, and Hale didn’t want to miss any of it.

      When they arrived at the cabin, Hale let go of Shadow’s hand to reach for the doorknob. Shadow grabbed his wrist to stop him.

      “You have to knock and wait for mama to say you can come in.”

      Hale gave him a dry look. “My territory, my cabin.”

      He grabbed the knob, twisted, and opened the door.

      The curtains were down, which usually meant that someone was sleeping. His eyes went straight to the bed, where Taylor and Alder were laying, Henry and Belle in their arms. Taylor was looking at him, her lips pursed and her eyes red from crying.

      “I told you to bring Fawn, not him,” Alder said, running a hand along Taylor’s side as he spoke.

      Sometimes, seeing Alder touching Taylor turned Hale on, but only because they were twins and he could imagine it was himself. Most of the time, however, it annoyed him. Particularly when Alder was knowingly baiting him, which was far more often that Taylor realized. She had it in her head that Alder was some sort of paragon of virtue, and maybe towards her he was, but to Hale, he could be a real fucking asshole.

      “She was napping,” Hale said, making his way over to the bed. He inserted his foot between Alder and Taylor, giving his brother a firm push with his heel. “Move.”

      If he didn’t listen, the next request would be a kick. He must have known that, because he acquiesced with only a roll of his eyes. Hale passed Fawn off to him and then settled in beside Taylor, who had turned to give him a look.

      “I don’t know how any of our children have good manners with you as an example.”

      “Shut up,” Hale said, grabbing her by the chin.

      Pleasure spread through his chest as he brought his lips down on hers. Hale had never been overly fond of kissing, but Taylor had the softest lips he’d ever felt, and it was rare that he could look at her without wanting to kiss her. In spite of her irritation, she kissed him back eagerly, though she kept a hand pressed to his chest, as she always did when he kissed her in front of the pups. Hale was pretty sure that it was her way of preparing to ward him off, should he lose control. It was insulting, but also amusing that she thought she was capable of stopping him.

      It had been two days since they’d had sex, and Hale felt a pang of frustration as he pulled away from her. The only time when he missed not having pups was when he wanted sex. Back before Shadow and Fawn had come along, he and Taylor, sometimes joined by Alder, spent entire days doing very little outside of fucking. Now, it was a challenge just to get her alone, let alone get inside of her.

      “What are you upset about this time?” Hale asked, brushing his thumb over the side of her face. It was something he saw Alder do a lot, and Taylor seemed to like it, especially when she was feeling sad.

      “Just…” She looked into his eyes, and shook then her head. “It’s not a big deal. Henry got hurt and I got a little emotional, that’s all.”

      Hale was certain that if Alder had asked her the exact same question, he would have gotten a lengthy account of whatever had happened, peppered with detailed descriptions of her emotional state at each point in the story. By his own admission, Hale wasn’t good at listening to her, but it also annoyed him that she didn’t trust him even with an abbreviated version of events.

      “Where’s he hurt?” Hale asked, propping himself up to get a look at Henry. “Let me see.”

      Henry was curled up on the other side of Taylor. Until then, it hadn’t occurred to Hale that the pup was sleeping in his human form, something that was quite unusual. His gaze fell on the bandage on Henry’s arm, and he felt his temper flare.

      Hale had distinctly different feelings for Henry and Belle than he had for Shadow and Fawn. Henry and Belle weren’t his pups, but they were pack. They were also small and vulnerable creatures in need of guidance and protection, and he cared about their wellbeing. However, he didn’t feel the same deeply intimate bond with them as he did with Shadow and Fawn. The one time he’d tried explaining this to Taylor, she had cried a lot and hadn’t spoken to him for over a day, and hadn’t had sex with him for almost a week. Since then, Hale had put in extra effort to be fatherly towards Henry and Belle.

      At the moment, he didn’t have to force the protective anger that swelled in his chest. Henry had only one fucking arm, and it pissed him off to think that anything had happened to it.

      Henry continued to doze as he unwrapped the bandage, revealing distinctly puppyish bite marks. The skin around them was pink and stained with blood.

      Before Hale could replace the bandage, Taylor pushed his arm back and sprang up from the bed. Dashing to the kitchen area, she grabbed the pail that she used for mopping, bent over it, and vomited.

      Alder was up just as fast, rushing to her side while Hale was still wrapping the bandage. Shadow joined them, and both males began rubbing her back.

      “It’s not that bad,” Alder said. “He’s going to be fine. It might not even scar.”

      Hale hated watching Alder comfort her. Whenever she was upset, she always wanted Alder. Just like with talking, she didn’t seem to think Hale was capable of soothing her.

      Getting up from the bed, Hale went and poured a glass of water, and then collected mint leaves from a jar on the counter. He went over to crouch across from Taylor, trying not to cringe from the scent of vomit as he offered up the remedy.

      Brows lifting, she accepted them both, taking a sip of the water and spitting it out, and then chewing on the mint leaves. As she did so, Alder pulled her into his lap, wrapping a possessive arm around her torso.

      “I take it Belle did that?” Hale asked. He passed the bucket to Shadow, who made a face but dutifully took it outside.

      Taylor nodded and leaned back against Alder’s chest, her body sagging with fatigue. She always looked so damn tired lately, and now she might be sick, too.

      “Brat,” Hale said in the direction of the bed.

      None of the three pups stirred. Lately, all of them had been making a slow transition to a more nocturnal schedule, something Hale knew would be difficult for Taylor, as she had trouble staying up through the night.

      To Alder, Hale said, “Fenix spotted Shan less than an hour ago.”

      Her mouth still stuffed with mint, Taylor asked, “Really? He’s here?”

      “Nope. He’s at Whiteriver.”

      One side of Alder’s face twitched, as it always did at the mention of Whiteriver.

      “Whiteriver?” Taylor repeated. “Why there?

      “No idea. Fenix is making another pass now.”

      “We should meet with them,” Taylor said, starting to stand.

      “We?” Hale asked, cocking a brow. “You aren’t going anywhere. Get back in bed and take a nap with the pups. You look like shit.”

      And now, she looked like she was going to cry again. Predictably, Alder came to the rescue.

      “You should stay with the pups,” he said to Hale. “I’ll take Taylor to go meet up with Shan.”

      Before Hale could say anything, Taylor was on her feet and beaming at Alder. “I'll get my notebooks!”

      Hale wanted to punch his brother in the face, both for contradicting him and for willfully putting Taylor in danger.

      Quietly, Alder said, “This is important to her. Don’t worry. I’ll keep her safe.”

      For once, Hale had little confidence in Alder’s reassurance. How could either of them keep her safe from a wolf that could swallow their mate whole?
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      An hour later, they had departed for Whiteriver, flanked by Laurel, Holly, and Karin. Taylor rode on Alder’s back, her stomach churning the entire way there. She kept one hand gripping the scruff of Alder’s neck, and the other clutched to her belly in an effort to keep herself from vomiting again.

      She tried telling herself that it was psychosomatic, that she hadn’t felt sick until after Holly had told her that she was pregnant. Of course, then her mind started dredging up little details from the past couple days, each of which had been benign by itself, but in hindsight was telling. There was the night when she realized that she hadn’t eaten all day, and then suddenly she was so overcome with hunger that she’d had to lay in bed and instruct Shadow on how to make stew. The following morning, she had overslept, and then needed a nap midway through the day. That was most worrisome of all, because during her first trimester with the twins, she’d been exhausted all of the time, sleeping more than she was awake.

      Her agriculture plans aside, there was one final reason that she didn’t want to be pregnant, and that was Hale. Alder and Hale had made an agreement that Taylor’s next pup would be sired exclusively by Hale. Finding this out had pissed her off, but once she’d gotten over her annoyance, she had warmed to the idea considerably. During her last pregnancy, Hale had been maddeningly aloof, and she’d been looking forward to having him take a more intimate and engaged role this time around.

      If she was pregnant now, the pup could belong to either of her mates. She knew that Alder would be ecstatic, but suspected that Hale would spend most of her pregnancy moping and insisting that she still owed him a pup of his own. Basically, she was in for yet another long and stressful gestation.

      She tried to put her potential pregnancy out of her mind as they neared Whiteriver’s mountain. The last time she’d ascended the mountain, it had been from the other side. It had been there that she’d first found out that the sexy and mysterious man who’d helped her flee from the cops was a wolf shifter, and the alpha of a pack. She had fond memories of that mountain, in spite of the fact that they’d been chased from it and nearly killed by Whiteriver wolves.

      They spotted a group of shifters as they reach the foothills of the mountain. Though they were far off, Taylor could tell Shan was among them. Even in his human form, he stood head and shoulders above the next tallest wolf, who must have been Silas.

      Alder and the others stopped at a patch of trees, where they shifted and dressed. Before they pressed on, Alder gave Taylor a quick kiss and put an arm around her.

      “Stay with me, okay?”

      Taylor stood on the tips of her toes to return the kiss. “Always.”

      The others were already aware of them as they emerged from the trees. The reception from the group was largely neutral, except from a young woman, whom Taylor recognized as Kalla. Kalla gave them an enthusiastic wave, and then looked to Shan before running over to greet them.

      “Taylor! It’s good to see you. How’s Belle?”

      To her memory, Kalla had been a lithe, young teenager when they’d met that winter. Their interaction had been brief, but poignant. Kalla had taken up the responsibility of caring for Belle, whose mother hadn’t been able to care for her herself. It was obvious that Kalla had grown attached to the little pup, and she’d been understandably distraught when she’d had to give her to Taylor.

      She must have gone through a growth spurt over the winter, because like pretty much everyone else, she was now taller than Taylor. This was particularly evident when she came in for a hug.

      “She’s wonderful,” Taylor said, squeezing Kalla’s shoulders. “I’d love for you to come and see her.”

      Kalla’s face lit up. She looked over her shoulder, to where Shan and the others were on the approach.

      “Can I?” she asked her alpha.

      Shan inclined his head. “Later. If it’s all right with Taylor’s mate.” He glanced at said mate and cocked a brow. “Alder, I presume? We’ve been waiting for you.”

      Taylor was surprised that he’d been able to tell the twins apart, and figured that it had to be a lucky guess. There were members of their own pack that sometimes got them mixed up.

      “You were waiting for us?” Alder asked.

      He stood tense at her side, but Taylor knew that it had less to do with Shan, than with Silas.

      There was no love lost between Alder and the Whiteriver alpha. Back when Taylor had been pregnant with the twins, Alder’s daughter Snow had come to visit Halcyon. In an attempt to coerce Halcyon into surrendering part of their hunting grounds, Silas had ordered his wolves to infiltrate Halcyon territory and capture Taylor. Hale had managed to thwart their efforts to take Taylor, though not before she’d been injured and permanently scarred. They hadn’t been able to save Snow in time, and she’d spent months as their captive while Alder and Hale had tried to figure out how to safely extract her.

      In the end, they’d managed to get Snow back and form a tentative peace with Whiteriver, but Alder had never forgiven the other alpha. He was not the sort to hold grudges, and his antipathy towards Silas was a constant struggle.

      “Your hawk has been tracking us since we entered the valley,” Shan said. “I assumed you’d be here sooner.”

      “I assumed you’d be coming directly to Halcyon,” Alder countered. “I wasn’t aware that you were acquainted with Silas.”

      Taylor didn’t have the preternatural senses of a wolf, and she didn’t need them to know that Silas was anxious. Over the years, she’d seen Silas interact with both of her mates, and his bearing was completely different depending on which he was talking to. With Hale, Silas tended to speak his mind and was even combative at times. With Alder, he kept his head low and his mouth shut. It was for that reason that Taylor knew he wasn’t a bad person. Bad people didn’t feel shame for the things they’d done.

      “We met last winter,” Shan said. “My pack mates were tired after we left Halcyon, and Silas was accommodating. We’ve been in communication about plans to cultivate the valley.”

      “Our valley,” Alder said. “This territory belongs to Halcyon. We just allow Whiteriver to hunt in the forest.”

      “Mhm,” Shan acknowledged. “About that. I’ve drawn up a rough estimate of the region’s territory boundaries. It seems that Halcyon’s territory is approximately four times the size that it needs to be in order to support your pack, and that’s just considering the hunting grounds, not fishing or potential agriculture. Were you aware of how this discrepancy impacts Whiteriver and your surrounding neighbors?”

      “No, I was not,” Alder responded.

      He sounded calm, but Taylor knew better. The way that his voice dropped made the hairs on the back of her neck stand. Alder was not quick to anger like Hale, but he tended to bottle his anger until it exploded. Still, she was relieved that it was him and not his brother there, because Hale was liable to have spat in Shan’s face.

      Shan went on, “The current distribution of territory is unsustainable. I won’t tell you to surrender your territory, but you should recognize that if you continue to hold such an excessive amount of land, then it is your responsibility to ensure that your neighbors are properly provided for. It’s my hope that what we’re doing here in the valley will alleviate the strain of food shortages throughout the region.”

      “Mine, too,” Taylor said, before her mate could respond. Alder might have been level-headed, but even he had his limits and she was pretty sure that Shan implying that he could order Alder to give up land surpassed a threshold.

      All eyes turned to Taylor as she dug the composition book from her bag.

      “We’re all really excited to start growing crops,” she said, taking a few steps towards Shan.

      She started to lift her composition book, but her hand froze as her head inclined to look up at him. The disparity in their sizes made her feel like a kid handing in her notebook to a big, scary teacher. Only, he wasn’t just scary. He was also really, really hot. How had she not remembered that about him?

      “Actually, that’s a lie,” she said as she met his eyes. “I’m really excited, but I know the rest of the pack will come around. I’ve been doing a lot of research and I think what I have will interest you.”

      Shan extended his hand, reminding Taylor that she hadn’t yet handed over the composition book. She gave it to him, and then laced her hands behind her back as he began scanning the pages.

      “They’re, um, plans and experiments with chemicals and things,” she said. “The notes are pretty good, so I’ll just let you read those and, yeah.”

      She shut her babbling mouth and began mentally preparing herself for later, when Holly would taunt her mercilessly.

      “These are really good,” Shan said, sounding as surprised as Taylor felt. “You tested the soil in all of these areas?”

      “Yeah,” she said, coming around to stand next to him. He had to lower the book for her to turn the pages. “And here, I have a few pages of notes on the different crops that can be grown in the region, and the best places to cultivate them based on soil and altitude. There’s a bunch of other stuff, too. You can keep this copy to look over. I have a copy of my own.”

      “This is really impressive,” Shan told her. “You’ve saved us a lot of time.”

      Taylor smiled in response, but really she wanted to jump up and down and squeal with delight. No one ever told her that she was impressive.

      “I helped, too,” Holly said. Shan glanced up at her, nodded, and then turned his attention back to Taylor.

      “We were actually just about to head back to the den,” he said, gesturing towards the Whiteriver mountain. “Would the five of you like to join us?”

      “Yes,” Taylor and Holly said in unison.

      “Not right now,” Alder said, his words slicing through Taylor’s enthusiasm.

      Though she wanted to stomp her feet and complain, she’d learned better than to do things like that in front of other packs. Dutifully, she returned to her mate’s side, while mentally plotting the verbal assault she would unleash as soon as Shan and Silas had departed.

      Shan said, “Then perhaps I can bring Kalla by later, and we can talk then?”

      He was addressing Alder now, and Taylor was somewhat mollified when her mate nodded.

      “Until later, then,” Shan said with a wave of his hand.

      While Shan and the others turned to go, Silas hesitated, indecision marring his handsome face. After a moment, he lowered his head and said a quick goodbye, which Alder didn’t return.

      Once the others were out of earshot, Taylor finally turned to her mate. She could practically feel him simmering with anger, but she was too upset herself to care that she was poking the beast.

      “I want to go with them,” she said, keeping her voice low.

      Alder’s response was firm. “I can’t let you do that.”

      Exhaling through her nose, she said, “So, if I start following them right now—“

      “Taylor…”

      “What are you going to do? Drag me back to Halcyon by my hair and lock me in the cabin? Throw me into some hole in the den?”

      “Taylor, it’s not just up to me. If I go back without you, Hale will come straight over here, and he will drag you by the hair if need be.”

      “Then just don’t tell him!” she said, throwing her arms up. “I’m not going to be in any danger. If they wanted to kidnap me, they wouldn’t have to lure me back to the den.”

      She saw in his eyes that she’d gone too far.

      “Thank you for that reminder,” Alder said, turning to walk away.

      The others kept their distance, but turned as well to head back towards the trees. Not ready to be done arguing, Taylor stormed after Alder.

      “I think it’s so stupid that the two of you can tell me what to do and where to go all of the time. You give Shadow more freedom than me. My two-year-old son has more freedom than I do.”

      Alder didn’t look at her as he responded. “Shadow has claws and teeth. He can defend himself and run from danger if he needs to.”

      “Oh, right, how could I forget? I’m just a weak, pathetic human.” Taylor said, her voice rising. “You know what? Screw that. Last I checked, wolves were living in holes in the ground while my kind was building the pyramids and ruling the entire freaking world. You know why? Because we’re resourceful. We’re diplomatic. We’re social. We can—”

      She was cut off abruptly when Alder swung around, his big hand wrapping around her neck.

      “And I can snap your neck with my bare hand,” he said.

      No one said a word in the ensuing moment. Taylor looked into Alder’s eyes, unable to hide her astonishment. Her mate appeared calm and remote.

      He said, “Humans derive strength from their numbers, and last I checked, you’re the only one in the valley. You’re not pathetic, but you are weak, and it’s my job to keep you safe.”

      He released his grip on her neck and moved to stroke her face. Taylor flinched away.

      “I’m walking back,” she said.

      Sighing and running a hand through his hair, Alder said, “It’s over an hour by foot.”

      “I’m walking back,” she said again. “And don’t you dare try to follow me.”
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      That would have been the perfect time to tell him that you’re pregnant. Can you imagine the look on his face? He would have been kissing your ass for a month.”

      Holly had been trying to make Taylor laugh for a while, and at that, she finally couldn’t resist a small smile.

      “That would have been awful,” said Taylor.

      “Yeah, but putting his hand around your neck was pretty shitty, too.”

      “Wait, you’re actually on my side?”

      Alder had relented to allowing Taylor to walk back without him, but only if Holly went with her. After a few minutes of walking, Taylor wished that she’d opted to swallow her pride and ride on Alder’s back. They couldn’t be more than ten minutes from her cabin now, but she wasn’t sure she could make it without stopping to rest.

      “I never said that,” Holly told her. “You knew you were pissing him off, and it’s not like he actually hurt you. He just reminded you of your place.”

      “And what is my place?” Taylor asked tiredly. “Please, enlighten me.”

      “You’re his mate, and before you go bitching, don’t forget that you have the cushiest position in the pack. You’re like Belle—the princess, not the pup. We all exist to serve you.”

      “You’ve seen Beauty and the Beast? I thought you grew up in the valley.”

      Holly flipped her orange hair over her shoulder. “Bitch, I couldn’t get out of this place fast enough. I’ve lived all over the states.”

      It occurred to Taylor then, the reason she’d developed a friendship with Holly. She was one of the most human people in the pack. When the two of them talked, Taylor sometimes forgot that she was talking to a fox shifter.

      “Why’d you come back?”

      Holly rolled her shoulders. “I used to come back every year to check on my mom. Bring her chocolate, magazines, and shit. Things to remind her of the outside world.”

      “But your mom was human, right? Why didn’t she just go back?”

      “She didn’t want to leave my dad. He’s buried out here. Under your cabin actually, right around where your bed is.”

      Taylor’s stomach gave an ominous lurch, but then she saw the twinkle of mischief in Holly’s eyes.

      “Screw you,” Taylor said, giving Holly’s shoulder a smack.

      Laughing, the fox said, “Actually, he’s buried out in Mistwood. Mom didn’t want him in the backyard. She thought she’d be too sad, seeing his grave every day.”

      “They were really close, then?”

      Holly nodded.

      They walked in silence for another moment, and then Holly gave Taylor a verbal punch to the gut.

      “I didn’t just come back for my mom. That’s what I said, but really, I came back for Alder.”

      Taylor swallowed. “You liked him?”

      “It was more than that,” Holly said, keeping her eyes straight ahead. “We had a thing. Don’t ask me to elaborate. It’ll only upset you.”

      “Okay.”

      Taylor wasn’t sure what more she could say. She knew many of the females Hale had slept with before she’d become his mate, but had always wondered about Alder’s past. He’d never spoken of whom he’d been intimate with, and no one had ever come forward to try to assert herself over Taylor. Still, if she’d had to guess, Holly would have been the last person she would have assumed to be his type.

      “I always knew he’d take a mate,” Holly said. “He made it pretty clear that he wanted pups one day. His biggest regret was that he hadn’t been a father to Snow. By the time he was old enough to start taking care of her, she’d already bonded with Sarah and Cain. So, knowing all that, I told him that what was between us… I told him that it wasn’t significant to me, and that I wouldn’t care when he took a mate.”

      Her face never changed, but something in Holly’s tone told Taylor that this had been a lie.

      “Anyway, don’t worry. I’m over it. I guess this is my way of telling you that I know him pretty well. Maybe better than you, because with you he always needs to be strong. I know that’s he’s beating himself up right now, for what he did to you. I know that he’s afraid, having Shan here in the valley, because he isn’t used to having any competition outside of Hale. I know that the reason he’s so protective of you is that he’s already lost one mate. Her death wrecked him for years, and he didn’t even love her as much as he loves you. You may not have known about his sad backstory when you decided to shack up with him, but you have to accept that it’s a big part of who he is. He’s not going to take any chances with you. If you died, it would kill him.”

      As Holly spoke, they’d come to a stop in a birch grove near the lake. Taylor was openly crying and making only half-hearted attempts to wipe the tears from her face. She leaned back against a tree, and then slid down to sit.

      “Sorry, I’m just really tired,” she said through sniffles.

      Holly sat down beside her and crossed her legs. “Yeah, well, you know how you get when you’re pregnant. You need to take it easy.”

      “I know,” Taylor said, rubbing her eyes. “Hey, since you’re apparently an expert on Alder, what are we going to do about Silas? Alder hates him, and I don’t blame him after what happened with Snow, but he’s our neighbor.”

      “Ah, that’s easy. Silas needs a mate.”

      Taylor looked up at her. “A mate? How’s that going to fix anything?”

      “Well, for starters, the main reason wolves don’t like other alphas near their territories is that they think they’re a threat to their mate.”

      “Wait, you’re saying Alder thinks Silas is going to try to take me from him?”

      Holly shrugged. “Not on a conscious level, well maybe, after what happened to Snow. But usually it’s more of an instinctive thing. Like a nagging feeling that having Silas near you is very bad. It’s kind of like when someone throws a ball and I really want to chase it. There’s no control, it just happens and I have to deal with it.

      “Anyway, back to the point. If Silas takes a mate, it’ll cool Alder and Hale’s instincts to drive him away. It will also mean that there will be another human in the valley. You’re going to want to be friends with her and the packs will have to get together. You’ll both have little pups that want to play together, and when they get older, they’re going to want to, well, you know.”

      Taylor narrowed her eyes. “Are you talking about my kids having sex?”

      “It’s going to happen, you know. And better they explore their bodies with the neighbors than—”

      Taylor slapped Holly’s knee. “Oh my God, shut up.”

      “Fine, fine. What I’m saying is, there are a lot of benefits to Silas taking a mate. It could be a great way to bridge the divide between the packs.”

      Taylor nodded as she considered Holly’s words. The idea of having another human in the valley was immensely pleasing. When writing to Sarah, she often tried sharing her human woes, but they didn’t seem to compute with the older woman. Living in a family pack without dozens of adults that could fill various roles, Sarah was a vital part of her pack’s dynamic and its most treasured member. She couldn’t exactly relate to Taylor’s griping about being excluded all of the time.

      “That’s it!” Taylor said, snapping her fingers. “Sarah. When I went to her pack this past winter, she mentioned to me that she sometimes connects human women with alphas that are wanting a mate. Maybe she can find someone for Silas.”

      “Actually, that’s a pretty good idea,” Holly said.

      “Yeah, but I doubt I’ll be able to write to her anytime soon. Fenix just got back from a trip. There’s no way he’s going to fly out again until next month.”

      Holly tapped the side of her face. “Well, it’s not exactly urgent, but we should get the ball rolling. The sooner Silas has a mate, the sooner we can stop enduring awkward stand-offs between him and Alder. If you write the note, I’ll get Fenix to send it. He could probably fly out tonight, if one of your mates okays it.”

      “Fenix would really do that for you?”

      “He owes me a favor.”

      “What kind?” Holly gave her a telling look, and Taylor’s eyes widened. “A sexual one? I thought you liked Glenn.”

      “Don’t judge me, Miss—“ Holly affected a high pitched, cooing voice, “—Oh, Shan, I’m so excited to see you. I have something that might interest you.”

      Taylor pulled up a clump of dirt and tossed it at her. Holly didn’t bother trying to dodge.

      “You’re one to talk. You practically begged to come with us today. Don’t tell me that’s because you suddenly have an interest in inter-pack politics.”

      “Fine, I want to fuck him. So, what?”

      “The man is a giant,” Taylor said. “I don’t think it’s physically possible for the two of you to achieve penetration.”

      Holly wagged her brows. “Probably not, but I wouldn’t mind letting him try.”

      The fox shifter extended her hand, offering Taylor an arm up. She accepted, but was still unsteady on her feet.

      “You want to hold my arm?” Holly asked. The offer seemed genuine, but Taylor brushed her away.

      “I’m good, thanks. I just need to get home and eat something.”

      Holly asked, “When are you going to tell your mates about the pup?”

      “When I’m sure that there is one.”

      “You’re really in denial about this, aren’t you?”

      Taylor didn’t answer. By now, she had little doubt that she was pregnant, she just didn’t know how to deal with the news. For now, she could keep it compartmentalized, but once her mates found out, her pregnancy would begin consuming her life.
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      Neither of Taylor’s mates were at the cabin when Taylor arrived. Shadow had been left in charge of the napping pups, though Glenn was nearby watching over the area. According to Shadow’s report, Hale had left shortly after Taylor and Alder had, saying that he was going for a run.

      Lark arrived just before Taylor began cleaning, carrying a heaping armful of dirty furs from the den and asking for help laundering them. As was often the case, she was oblivious to the level of her voice, and she’d scarcely taken two steps into the cabin before the pups were awake and running around the cabin, knocking things over.

      Holly stepped in, doing what Taylor didn’t have the energy for. She ordered Lark to take the furs to the lake and wash them, and to take the pups with her. Never one to trust Lark with sole responsibility of her children, Taylor chimed in that Glenn needed to go as well. It was the last thing she did before collapsing into her rocking chair, completely wiped out.

      While the little ones were happy to go outside, Shadow remained in the cabin. In his wolf form, which was starting to become too large for the cabin, he paced around Taylor’s chair, and then sat in front of her, putting his head in her lap.

      “You don’t want to go outside to swim?” She asked, rubbing behind his ears. “You know it makes me feel better, knowing that you’re out there with the pups.”

      Shadow nuzzled her thigh. With his head filling her lap, she was struck for the thousandth time by how quickly he was growing. Some days, it felt as though she couldn’t have possibly made him, and that there was no way he was the same little creature that had once fit in the crook of her arm.

      After a moment of resting his head, Shadow shifted and climbed up into her lap. Here, too, he was getting too big for her, but she didn’t complain. She grabbed the deerskin from the back of the chair and wrapped it around him, cuddling him close. As she rocked him back and forth, she was lulled by the squeaking of the chair and the soft clinking sounds from Holly washing the dishes.

      “Are you sick?” Shadow asked.

      Taylor stroked his hair. “No. I’m just tired.”

      She opened her eyes to find her son scrutinizing her, his brow creasing just like Hale’s did when he didn’t believe her. And just like Hale, Shadow had a knack for seeing through her bullshit.

      Taylor leaned down and kissed the crease. “Can I tell you a secret?”

      Eyes widening, Shadow hopped one step ahead of her. “I won’t tell anyone, I promise.”

      Grinning, she said, “Well, you’ll be able to tell people soon enough, but for now, it has to stay between you, me, and Aunt Holly, got it?”

      He nodded vigorously.

      After wetting her lips, Taylor said, “Later this year, you might have a new little brother or sister.”

      His eyes lit with intrigue. “Will we go get him like Henry, or will he be brought here like Belle was? And can he be a boy?”

      “What’s wrong with having a sister?” Taylor asked, laughing and tussling his hair.

      “Nothing, I just don’t want there to be more girls than boys.”

      “Well, I’m sorry to say so, but we don’t get to pick. This time we’re not going anywhere and the pup won’t be brought to us.” She took his hand and placed it to her belly. “It’s in there, growing. Just like you and Fawn did.”

      Shadow chewed his lip, seeming to contemplate the new information, and then bent down to put an ear to her belly.

      “Really?” He asked. “I don’t hear anything.”

      “Right now, it’s really, really tiny. But over the next few months, it’ll get bigger and bigger. And in a few weeks, I’ll bet you’ll even be able to hear its heartbeat.”

      Shadow lifted his head and gave her a quizzical look. “How did it get in there?”

      The question didn’t catch her off guard. She’d known he would ask it.

      Patting his head, she said, “That is something that your fathers should explain to you.”

      From her place in the kitchen, Holly snorted.

      Smiling, Taylor went on, “Just don’t ask them yet, okay? This is going to be our secret for another day or two.”

      Her son nodded. “How long until the pup will be here?”

      Taylor shrugged. “I’m not exactly sure. Eight or nine months. No less than that.”

      She hoped.

      Taylor couldn’t block out the sudden memory of the night that the twins were born. In spite of the pain and the unrelenting urge to push, she hadn’t believed that her babies were actually coming until Shadow had slid from her body. They were so incredibly small, and Taylor had been certain that they wouldn’t survive.

      Her stomach lurched at the memory, and she had to swallow back the rising bile.

      “Holly,” she breathed. “Can you get me some of that mint?”

      Holly was quick to oblige.

      “Are you okay?” Shadow asked.

      Taylor said, “I’m fine. This is just part of growing a pup. Sometimes I might be a little sick.”

      Or, if it was anything like the last time, she might as well go find a hole to hibernate in for the next five months, because she was going to be completely useless.

      Eyeing her belly, Shadow asked, “How is the pup going to get out of there?”

      Thankfully, Holly came to the rescue. “Through her bellybutton, kid. Now, stop asking so many questions.”

      Shadow folded his arms across his chest. “Questions are how I learn, Holly.”

      “That’s Aunt Holly to you,” she said, thumping him on the head.

      She passed the mint to Taylor. Taylor sniffed it, and then set it aside on the table, her nausea having subsided.

      “Technically, you’re not my aunt,” Shadow said matter-of-factly. “I looked it up. An aunt is a mother’s sister. You and my mother are not sisters. You’re not even related.”

      Taylor gaped at him. “Looked it up? Like in the dictionary?”

      She looked to the bookshelf, which was divided into two levels. The bottom was crammed with children’s books that she’d inherited from Sarah, while the top half—which was now well within Shadow’s reach—was filled with reference materials and a few well-worn fiction novels.

      Over the winter, she’d practiced reading with Shadow. As with everything, reading had come very easily to him, and for the first week he’d seemed intensely interested in it and would even talk over Taylor as she tried to read to him. Then, all of the sudden, it was like he’d forgotten everything and couldn’t remember more than the most basic words. After a few, frustrating nights, she’d decided to stop pressuring him and that she would try teaching him again when he turned three.

      “Shadow, have you been reading?” Taylor asked.

      She could see her son withdrawing before her eyes, and she worked quickly to keep him present. Running a hand down his back and stroking the side of his face, she made him keep his focus on her.

      “Tell me,” she said. “I was honest with you today. I gave you my biggest secret. Now, you have to give me yours.”

      Shadow lifted his shoulders. “I like reading. I do it a lot, when you’re sleeping.”

      She cupped his face. “Why hide it? We should be reading together.”

      “Sometimes, when things are easy for me, it makes you sad.”

      Taylor felt a lump form in her throat. “What do you mean, baby?”

      Shadow explained, “I liked reading with you. But when I got good at it, you seemed sad. And then, one night, I heard you crying about it to Alder.”

      Taylor put a hand to her face. “Oh, God.”

      She remembered now. It had been the night that she had decided to try a more advanced book with him. Her intent had been to read it to him, but when he’d begun to read it himself, she’d become overwhelmed. Taylor had remembered the first time she’d read that book. It had been in the sixth grade. That had been the night that she’d realized that her son was more than just a boy who was growing too fast. He was smart. Very, frighteningly intelligent, and all she could think was that he was wasted in the valley.

      Had he been born human and with his intelligence, he would have been labeled a prodigy. What else might he be good at? Math? Science? An instrument? Sports, certainly. Taylor could see infinite possibilities for him, and every single one of them was beyond his reach because of what he was.

      There was no way she could explain any of this to him. All Taylor could do was press her forehead to his, try not to cry, and say, “I’m so sorry. When you’re older, you’ll understand. For now, just know that I love you and I really, really want to hear you read.”

      Shadow rubbed his nose against hers. “Right now?”

      “Probably not a good time,” Holly said. She was standing by the window, her arms folded under her breasts. “Looks like one of your dads is on his way back.”

      Taylor tensed in preparation to see Alder again, but a moment later it was Hale who walked through the door. He must have taken a dip in the river, because his hair was wet and clung to the sides of his face. He wore only a loose fur at his hips, affording Taylor a generous view of his glistening chest.

      Patting Shadow on the back, Taylor said, “How about you run and get Belle?”

      “You, too,” Hale said, nodding towards Holly.

      Accustomed to being dismissed, Holly just shrugged and followed after Shadow. Once they were gone, Hale leaned against the door and stared at Taylor.

      “What’s this shit I’m hearing about Shan coming here?”

      Taylor said, “He and Kalla just want to check up on Belle.”

      “Then they should come to the den. I don’t want him here,” he said, pointing a finger at the floor.

      She rubbed the bridge of her nose. “What does it matter?”

      “I don’t want his scent on your things.”

      “We can meet in the yard if that’s better for you, but I don’t feel like going to the den tonight.”

      Hale pushed himself upright and sauntered over to her. He put a damp hand to her forehead, and then moved to touch her neck. It was something he must have learned from Taylor, as she often did it when one of the pups seemed unwell. But when his hand moved towards her neck, she instinctively flinched away.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      She wanted so badly to tell him what had happened between she and Alder, but she didn’t know how he would react. Either he’d be really pissed at his brother and start a fight, or he’d side with Alder and tell her that what he’d done was justified. One way would cause needless conflict, and the other would just upset her more, so she opted for redirection.

      Taking him by the wrist, she put his hand to her cheek. “I love you.”

      His hands moved down to beneath her arms. Lifting her up, he claimed her lips in a slow, sensuous kiss. His rough hands moved up and down the curve of her waist, but he made no move to grab her breasts, or to bring their hips closer together so that she could feel his erection. Paradoxically, his lack of initiative made her want him more.

      Mouth moving to her jaw, and then to her neck, Hale inhaled deeply, and then groaned.

      “Fuck, you smell good.”

      “I do?” Taylor asked, a little unnerved.

      He nipped at her delicate skin. “You always smell good.”

      His mouth closed around her skin and he began to suck and tease her with his teeth.

      “Don’t mark me.”

      It was a half-hearted protest. Her knees had already grown weak, and she’d closed the gap between their bodies, rubbing her pelvis against his. He was stiff and ready for her, as she knew that he would be.

      “You’re my mate,” he muttered against her neck. “I’ll mark you as much as I damn well please.”

      Now, she really wanted him. Whining, she smacked his shoulder.

      “The pups will be back soon.”

      “I can tell them to beat it,” Hale said, his hand going down to grasp her rear. “Holly can watch them.”

      It was so damn tempting, and any other time it would have sounded like the best idea ever.

      “We can’t,” she moaned. “Shan is coming soon.”

      The growl in Hale’s throat was not playful. “Fuck him.” He drew back from her neck. “I don’t want him here. And they don’t need to see Belle. She’s not their pup, she’s ours.”

      Smiling, Taylor ran her thumb along his jaw. “You’ve never called Belle or Henry ‘ours’ before.”

      Her mate rolled his shoulders and looked away. “I meant that she belongs to the pack.”

      Taylor leaned forward and rested her head against his chest. “Let Shan and Kalla visit. If you don’t put up a fuss, then tonight you and I will go away together, just the two of us.”

      The ensuing silence told her that her offer was being thoroughly considered.

      After a moment, he asked, “No Alder?”

      At the moment, Taylor didn’t think she’d let Alder touch her again for at least a week.

      “No Alder.”

      Another pause, and then he said, “I don’t know, Taylor. I really don’t want that asshole around my territory. It’s bad enough that he’s in the valley.”

      Taylor started to protest that Shan wasn’t a bad guy, but stalled her tongue. She’d tried that numerous times already, and she doubted she’d get through to Hale. At this point, the only thing that was going to change his opinion was if the two of them got to know one another better.

      Instead, she said, “Just do this for me, and I’ll not only spend the night with you, but I’ll have a surprise for you.”

      She looked up in time to see him cock his brow. “What sort of surprise?”

      Taylor knew at once that she had him. Just like Shadow, Hale couldn’t resist the temptation of the unknown.

      “I’m not even going to give you a hint,” she said, tapping his nose. “But I think it will make you very happy.”

      God, I hope so.
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      Shan held up Taylor’s notebook, his lips slanted with a grin. “With this, I think we’ll be able to break ground within the week. You’ve saved us a lot of time, Taylor.”

      Hale had been keeping it together for most of the evening, but he still flinched each time Shan used Taylor’s name. Though she didn’t know him well enough to say for certain, Taylor had the sneaking suspicion that Shan recognized this and was purposely screwing with Hale.

      She couldn’t blame Shan. Predictably, Hale had been a complete douchebag since Shan had arrived, though to his credit he hadn’t been outright hostile towards the other alpha. He had, however, taken every opportunity to insert himself between Taylor and Shan, to the point that he had literally wedged himself between them in the middle of their conversation.

      The sun had set a while ago. Save for a few of the scouts, nearly all of Halcyon had gathered in Taylor’s yard around a massive bonfire. The air was thick with the scents of roasting meat; venison, pheasant, and hare. Shan had supplied the venison, arriving hours ago with Kalla at his side and a freshly killed stag in his jaws.

      After some initial awkwardness, mostly caused by Hale’s silent, looming presence, they’d settled in to converse while the Halcyon wolves stripped the carcass and prepared it for cooking. The conversation was light. They spoke mostly of Belle, though Taylor managed to ramble about all of her children to some extent. Belle must have had some sort of innate memory of Kalla, because the usually standoffish pup had taken quickly to Kalla and the pair had ben inseparable all evening. Even now, they sat near the porch, away from the others and in their wolf forms, taking turns cleaning one another.

      Taylor sat near to the fire with Holly to her left and Hale to her right. Alder sat across from them, and acted as a neutral presence throughout the evening. Like Hale, he was garbed in white wolfskins and looked stupidly handsome, even though Taylor loathed to admit it. He’d barely looked her way all night, which she should have been fine with, but she wasn’t.

      “That’s great to hear,” Taylor said, having to lean forward to speak around her mate. “I’m really excited to get started.”

      “We’ll need to discuss the logistics,” Shan said, turning his attention to Alder. “Seeing as how there is less to hunt in Whiteriver territory, it makes sense that we employ the Whiteriver wolves in managing the crops.”

      Alder asked, “And am I correct in assuming that you’ll want to leave some of your own wolves here as well?”

      “Actually, only one,” Shan said. “Kalla has an aptitude for growing. If you can host her until harvest season, she can get Taylor acquainted with how to manage the fields.”

      “Taylor?” Hale said, finally breaking his silence.

      Ha, Taylor mentally added.

      Hale went on, “What the hell does Taylor have to do with this?”

      Taylor fisted her hands on reflex.

      “I assumed it was her intention to manage the fields,” Shan said, his brows lifting. “If that isn’t the case, then I can provide—“

      “No,” Taylor and Alder said in unison.

      She shared a look with Alder, who gave her the barest of smiles.

      Alder said, “Taylor would be perfect for the role.”

      In that moment, the lion’s share of her anger towards Alder melted away. But while her chest warmed with gratitude, her other mate bristled beside her. Hale said nothing, but he, too, shared a look with Alder, and it was scornful. In spite of this, Taylor wasn’t worried that Hale would contradict Alder, at least, not in front of Shan. Later, she would have to smooth things over with Hale in private.

      Directing his attention back to Taylor, he asked, “Are you familiar with the Whiteriver wolves?”

      She shook her head. “Not really, no. I’ve only met a few of them in passing.”

      “Tomorrow, I can introduce you to the ones that have volunteered to work the fields.”

      Alder said, “Karin should come as well. She’s one of my betas and a former member of Whiteriver.”

      “Excellent,” said Shan.

      “Exactly how long do you plan on staying here?” Hale asked.

      “No more than two weeks,” Shan said. “I only want to be certain that the seeds have germinated before I leave.”

      Hale didn’t respond, and Taylor was pretty sure it was because he didn’t know the meaning of ‘germinated.’

      Taylor asked, “So, why here? I mean, don’t you have your own territory you could be growing things in?”

      Shan said, “Of course. My territory is north of here. We’ve already been doing this for a few years now. We have an entire town built around agriculture.”

      Taylor’s brow furrowed. “A town? Like, with houses and stores?”

      “Yes.”

      Her jaw dropped. She grabbed Hale’s hand, cast him a quick, pleading look, and asked Shan, “Can I visit it?”

      By some miracle, Hale kept his mouth shut.

      Wisely, Shan responded, “Perhaps in the future, if your mates wish to come as well.” Tilting his head, he added, “In the meantime, if there are any modern amenities that you need, just let Kalla know. We have alliances with several human towns. There is very little that we can’t acquire.”

      “I’ll make a list,” she blurted her head spinning.

      The first thing that popped into her mind was toothpaste. Her last tube had run out over two years ago, and since then she’d been using the same toothbrush and brushing with bitter baking soda. Though she had mint leaves and had done a great deal of experimenting, she’d yet to figure out a way to make the toothpaste even slightly palatable.

      Razors were another thing she sorely missed. Early on, she would go through the painstaking process of shaving with a sharped blade, but she never managed to do it without cutting herself. Her mates didn’t seem to mind body hair in the way that a human male might, so she’d grown lax in her efforts over the years. The prospect of being fully shaven from her armpits to the ends of her legs had her fidgeting with excitement.

      As she continued creating her mental list, she occasionally picked up on threads in the conversation. Holly had gotten up and moved to sit next to Shan, and was now grilling him on the details of his plan.

      “Why are you doing all of this?” Holly asked. “What’s your motivation?”

      Shan said, “I want to move our kind into the future. It’s the 21st century. Humans have been to the moon. They have devices that can connect them to each other and to a vast repository of knowledge in an instant, and it fits in their pockets. Yet our kind is still living in caves. If we can be freed from the burden of having to hunt, having to struggle to survive, then we can be free to explore intellectual pursuits. This is precisely how humans moved from living off the land to mastering it.”

      “I get it,” Holly said. “But why you, personally?”

      Shan shrugged. “Because I can.”

      Holly looked him up and down, her gaze lingering on his chest. “Hm. You have a mate?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      Shan leaned down to whisper something into Holly’s ear. As she listened, Holly’s lips flattened and a blush spread over her cheeks. Taylor leaned closer, trying to listen in on what was being said, but Hale put the heel of his palm to her forehead and pushed her back.

      “Haven’t we stayed here long enough?” he asked irritably.

      Taylor said, “We’ve only just eaten dinner.”

      He smoothed her bangs and leaned in closer. “I want my surprise.”

      Laughing, Taylor tried to push him back. “Later.”

      Her mate wouldn’t budge. “Now.”

      “Where are you going?” Alder asked.

      Taylor turned to look at him, taking in his expression. Though he appeared outwardly neutral, she knew that neither of her mates enjoyed being left out. Alder was a bit more patient, though she suspected it was more out of necessity because Hale was fond of absconding with Taylor.

      In the afternoon, when she’d told Hale that they could go away together, she’d still been seriously pissed at Alder. Now that she wasn’t so angry, she felt a little guilty. Not about going away with Hale, but rather that she had planned to tell Hale about the baby. It felt wrong to tell him before she told Alder.

      With that in mind, she said, “We were going to go for a walk. Do you want to come with us?”

      If looks could kill, Hale would have murdered her on the spot. Taylor remembered her promise then, that it would be just the two of them, and struggled to find a way to explain herself.

      “I—um, just for a walk, and then—”

      Alder came to her rescue. “Don’t worry. I should stay here and continue to be a good host. You go.”

      Hale was already lifting Taylor up into his arms.

      She gave an awkward goodbye to Shan over Hale’s shoulders, and then tried to spy each of her pups among the crowd. Belle was still playing with Kalla, and Henry had joined them. Fawn was in her human form and having her hair braided by Cammie. Shadow was moving from group to group, snagging meat from his distracted pack mates.

      Taylor promised herself that she wouldn’t worry about them tonight. They were with their pack and with Alder, and they would be safe.

      Putting her arms around Hale’s shoulders, she pressed a kiss to his neck, and then another just beneath his ear. After receiving an appreciative growl, she settled her head on his shoulder.

      “I don’t like the way he looks at you,” Hale said.

      They had just entered the forest, and were far enough away that they wouldn’t have been heard over the cacophony of voices.

      “Shan?” she said. “What are you talking about? He doesn’t look at me any differently than anyone else.”

      At least, she was pretty sure that he didn’t. He was a lot nicer to her than he was to the others in her pack, but Taylor figured that was because she was one of the few people who didn’t treat him like an invader.

      “He wants you,” Hale insisted.

      “Oh, please.”

      “Why else does he want you helping him with this stupid fucking gardening shit?”

      Taylor groan. “Hale, I am not going to begin to address that question.”

      Abruptly, he released her, and Taylor had to grip his shoulders to keep from falling onto her ass. Taking her by the hips, he eased her onto the ground and then stepped forward, backing her against a tree.

      “I don’t care what the fuck he is, Taylor. If he ever touches you, I’m going to kill him.”

      Biting back a smile, she tapped the side of his head. “You’re such a brute.”

      All at once, he seemed to switch gears, his grim expression giving way to a sultry smile.

      “I want my surprise.”

      Taylor ran a finger down the center of his chest. “Not here, and not yet.”

      Hale frowned. “Then, where?”

      She tapped her chin pensively. “Hm. How about in the den, in your bed?”
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      In an effort to avoid his entries and any unwelcome distractions, Hale brought Taylor in through the side entrance of the den, where the only passageway led directly to his room. A waterfall blocked off most of the entrance, but Hale was careful to slip behind it without getting Taylor wet. Usually, he didn’t bother and would deliberately get her wet. It was an excellent way to ensure that she’d want to strip naked, something he always took full advantage of.

      Tonight, he didn’t need to resort to such tactics. It would be just the two of them. Hale was thrilled.

      Sneaking into the den reminded him of the early days, when he would sometimes abscond with Taylor behind Alder's back. Back then, she’d been so new and foreign to him, and his attraction to her had come with an edge of resentment. Ever since the night he’d found her in his bed, everything else in his life had become small and insignificant. A female that he didn’t know, didn’t trust, and that didn’t know him, had become the only thing that mattered in his world.

      Once inside the den, he stopped so that Taylor could climb from his back. Typically, when he shifted to his human form, Hale felt uncomfortably repressed and tense for the first few moments. Tonight, he eased into his human form, his body feeling invigorated. His claws were still retracting as he gripped Taylor’s hips and brought them to his, his mouth closing over hers. In his zeal, he was careless with his fangs, and Taylor jerked back from him a second before he tasted her blood on his lips. He braced himself for her to berate him, but she licked the nick and gave him only a gentle admonishment.

      “Slow down,” she said, putting her hands to his bare chest. “You’re going to have me all night.”

      Needing to feel closer to her, Hale rubbed the side of his face against her soft cheek. “I know. But right now, I need to be inside of you.”

      He lowered himself to her neck, carefully drawing his fangs across the delicate skin. She often complained when he teased her neck with his canines, but Hale knew that it was the surest and quickest way to turn her on. As much as she might bitch, Taylor liked her mating with an ounce of danger. Her concern had merit. While Hale would never—could never—truly harm her, it was easy for him to get carried away. In the heat of mating, he had left marks on Taylor that were far from playful.

      “I know what my surprise is,” he muttered against her neck.

      “I really don’t think you do.”

      Her fingers were knotted in his hair. Whenever he went too far, she always pulled at his hair. She believed that it gave her some measure of control over him, and Hale had yet to reveal otherwise.

      “You’re going to suck my—“

      “No!” she protested. “I mean, I can, but that’s not the surprise.”

      “Then what is it?” he asked, his hands sliding down the sides of her body.

      Taylor exhaled a soft moan.

      “You’ll have to wait,” she breathed. “Until later tonight.”

      Hale growled his acknowledgement. His curiosity was no match for the throbbing need between his thighs. Gripping her hips, he lifted his mate up so that her pelvis aligned with his.

      “Wait,” she said, tightening her grip on his hair. Hale was about to growl again, but then his mate said, “Did you want me to, you know, go down on you?”

      Hale’s mind briefly stalled. They almost never did that. It was probably his own fault. Whenever the opportunity to have sex with Taylor presented itself, Hale’s instincts drove him to bury himself between her legs as quickly as possible. In his frenzy, he often forgot that there were other options. He couldn’t remember the last time she’d taken him into her mouth. Usually, that was something she only did when Hale and Alder took her at the same time. It was a means for her to keep one male occupied while the other was taking her from behind. They almost never did it like that when it was only the two of them.

      Hale’s response was an affirmative purr. Knowing she wouldn’t want to have him in the passageway, he put his arms around her and began hauling her to his room. Her arms around his shoulders, she began kissing and sucking at his neck, setting Hale’s body on fire.

      By the time they reached his room, he felt hot, dizzy, and painfully hard. He practically stumbled onto his pallet of furs, and had to roll so as to break Taylor’s fall. She laughed as they came down onto the bed, and then scooted up his chest to place a sweet kiss on his lips.

      Pushing her back, Hale said, “One way or another, I need to be inside of you. Now.”

      It was dark in his room, but Hale could feel the curve of her smile as she kissed him again. Then, she began her meandering descent down his body, her lips leaving a trail of heat in their wake. As she pressed slow, nibbling kisses down his neck and chest, Hale contemplated flipping her over and taking her from behind. The primitive part of his brain had no interest in delaying gratification and wanted only to bury himself inside of her and thrust until he climaxed.

      Hale laced his hands behind his head, as if the action could stop him from grabbing his mate and turning into a savage. It worked, for a moment, and then Taylor reached his pelvis, her lips brushing against the springy hairs that led down to his turgid erection. A growl rumbled through his chest as she bypassed his cock and began planting kisses along his inner thighs.

      “Taylor,” he rasped. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      She drew her tongue along his hot skin. “Building anticipation.”

      Is that what she thought he needed? Anticipation? Didn’t she realize that he spent every hour of every day anticipating her? Yearning to be inside of her?

      Hale let out a shuddering breath as she finally gripped the base of his cock. She must have licked her hand, because her palm was wet and slippery. Her hold was tight, and it caused the blood that was pounding into his cock to pool at his swollen head. When her hot mouth closed over him, he let out a feral sound, his hips giving an involuntary jerk.

      The next few moments were a torturous sort of pleasure. Sweat broke out across Hale’s body as Taylor began working his cock, gently stroking his shaft while her lips and her tongue teased and sucked at his sensitive head. His feet moved restlessly as he struggled to keep from thrusting up into her mouth.

      He tried his best to keep from coming, more out of pride than anything else. But when her other hand moved from massaging his inner thigh to cradling his balls, Hale reached the limit of what he could handle. The assault of pleasure was too much, and his back bowed as liquid heat surged through his cock. Rather than moving out of the way, Taylor took everything he had to give her, and more. As she sucked the seed from his cock, Hale shot up with a moan, his hands going to the back of her head. He fisted her hair, but managed to keep from forcing her down farther onto his cock.

      By the time the last ebbs of his climax were passing over him, Hale was stroking her hair and the side of her face. When she finally released him, he pulled her up against his chest and then slumped on his side. He tried kissing her lips, but she protested, baring her neck for him instead. It was a fine compromise.

      “Ten minutes,” he muttered against her neck. “And then I’m going to fuck you so hard.”

      He felt her neck vibrate with her laughter.

      “Fine by me, big guy.”

      “I want my surprise now.”

      “Later.”

      Hale growled and nipped her neck hard enough to draw a pinprick of blood.

      “Jerk,” she said, smacking him.

      “You like it,” he said dismissively.

      He swiped her blood up with his tongue. It had always struck him as strange, how delicious her blood was. It tasted better than anything else he could think of, but by rights it should have been repellent to him. He certainly didn’t like to see her bleed, but there was something uniquely erotic about drawing her blood for himself. If it weren’t for the fact that she was human and scarred easily, Hale would have drank from her every night.

      “You smell incredible,” he muttered, nuzzling the inside of her neck. He could already feel himself beginning to grow hard again.

      “Do you notice anything different about my scent?”

      Hale buried his nose in her hair. “Different, how?”

      Running a finger down his arm, Taylor stopped at his hand, which was resting on her hip. She gently lifted it, and then placed it over her belly.

      Hale was so absorbed in his lust that he didn’t immediately understand. He started running his hand along her belly, intent on making his way up to her breasts. His hand froze, first because he remembered the last time he’d fondled her breasts and had ended up with milk on his hands. Then, her words and her implication finally set in.

      “Taylor…” He moved his hand back to her belly, his mind clearing in an instant. “You’re…”

      She covered his hand with her own. “I’m not one hundred percent sure, but close enough. Holly told me this morning, and she was the first to notice when I was pregnant with the twins. I’ve also been feeling sick lately, and maybe a bit more emotional than usual.” She hesitated, and then asked, “Are you disappointed?”

      Hale lifted his head from her neck. He glared down at her, more for his own benefit than for hers, given that she couldn’t see him in the dark.

      “Disappointed?” he repeated.

      Taylor ran a hand through his hair. “I know you were looking forward to having a pup that was just your own.”

      Hale felt his throat tighten as the news truly began to sink in. He leaned down to brush his nose against his mate’s.

      “Taylor, I already have two of my own. This one will be my own, too.”

      He gave her a slow, deep kiss. His body now thrummed with a new sort of pleasure, one that was equally primitive as his lust. He was going to become a father again.

      “I’m so fucking happy right now,” he said when they broke apart.

      “Really?” she breathed.

      “Yeah. I thought for sure that you were going to renege on your agreement to have another pup. Now, you can’t.”

      Taylor smacked his arm. “You’re terrible.”

      “And you’re fickle,” he said, leaning down to sniff her again.

      “I am not!”

      Hale thought he could smell it now. It was such a subtle change that he never would have noticed it if she hadn’t said anything.

      “Maybe we’ll have two again,” he said, rubbing her belly. He couldn’t wait until it got bigger and he could feel his pup moving inside of her.

      “Don’t say that,” she whined. “I want a normal pregnancy. No problems and nothing to complicate things.”

      She took his face in her hands. “I also want to keep working on this agriculture project. It’s very important to me, and being pregnant doesn’t change that.”

      Hale briefly considered her words, and then said, “Fine.”

      Taylor’s tone was decidedly skeptical. “Really? Just like that? You aren’t going to try to stop me?”

      “I don’t need to,” he told her. “You can do whatever the hell you want this year, because I’m not leaving your side for a minute until our pup is born.”

      Taylor laughed, as he was making some sort of joke.

      “Laugh all you want, but consider yourself warned,” he said.

      “You’re serious?”

      Hale rolled onto his back and pulled a fur up over himself and Taylor.

      “The last time you were pregnant, I wasn’t there for you,” he said “Not like I should have been. If I’d taken better care of you, then maybe…”

      Taylor placed a hand on his chest. “No, Hale. I don’t think that there’s anything that either of us could have done. It was just a difficult pregnancy.”

      Hale squeezed her hand. “This one won’t be. I’m going to take care of you. Nothing bad will happen.”

      He heard her sniffle, and when he brushed his thumb across her cheek it was wet.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      Taylor shook her head. “Nothing. I just love you. That’s all.”

      She said that to him often. More often than Hale thought he deserved. Alder was the one who was kind and tender towards her. The one who could hold deep conversations with her. The one who could make her feel secure. The one who could tell her a thousand times each day that he loved her.

      Hale didn’t know what the fuck he’d done to deserve her love, but he wasn’t going to question it. So long as she willing to give it to him, he was going to keep taking it.
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      Sleep kept trying to sink its claws into Taylor as she laid in bed with her family. Nestled in the crook of Alder’s arm, she was cozy and secure. Her gaze was fixed on the window nearest to the bed, where the sky outside was beginning to lighten.

      “Has Lark heard anything yet?” Alder asked.

      He was rubbing her belly, something he’d taken every opportunity to do over the past week.

      Taylor had missed out on the chance to surprise him with the news of the new pup. The morning after she and Hale’s private night, her scent had changed enough that Alder had noticed immediately when she’d returned to the cabin. Taylor had seen tears in his eyes as he’d embraced her, nuzzled her neck, and kissed her.

      In that moment, she decided that no matter what came next, having another pup was worth it. Both of her mates were ecstatic, and now that she knew that it wouldn’t interfere with her plans, Taylor was happy as well. She’d begun spending large chunks of the day imagining what the new pup would look like and what sort of personality it would have. She’d even begun proposing names, although they were inevitably shot down by her pack mates.

      It had been difficult not to think about the pup. Just like the last time she’d been pregnant, she was now sick more often than not. Fortunately, it was a general sort of nausea that could be briefly dispelled by throwing up. She also suffered from random bouts of fatigue throughout the day, which was what had led her to be in bed now, sandwiched between her mates and her children.

      “You should sleep more,” Alder said, kissing her forehead.

      “I can’t,” Taylor told him. “They’re breaking ground today. I should be there.”

      After a week of deliberations, they had finally decided on where to grow corn. At first light, Shan and the team of Whiteriver wolves would be gathering to tear up a large field to the west of the lake, and then they would spend the afternoon planting. It would be Taylor’s first time meeting with the Whiteriver team, and she felt a mix of nervousness and excitement.

      “They don’t need you,” Hale grunted. “You’re probably just going to be in the way.”

      Taylor was startled, as she’d been certain that Hale had passed out twenty minutes ago. He was laying on his back, his eyes closed and his arms spread wide to accommodate the pups, Fawn and Belle in one arm, Shadow in the other, and Henry stretched out over his broad chest.

      True to his word, Hale had not left her side all week. Rather than being annoyed, Taylor had found it to be very amusing. Hale had been trying all week to adopt her diurnal schedule, and to zero success. At the moment, he’d gone nearly two nights without sleeping and she doubted he would make it to the field with her without passing out.

      “I’m sure there isn’t much I’ll be able to do, but I should at least go introduce myself,” Taylor said.

      Alder squeezed her hip. “Well, if you’re set on it, we’d better go now. It’s almost sunrise.”

      “I’m taking her,” Hale said.

      “Can you even stand?” Alder asked.

      “Fuck you,” Hale muttered, turning his head away. “Go find someone to watch the pups and go on ahead of us. Taylor and I will meet you there.”

      Alder glanced at Taylor and lifted a brow. She smiled and gave him a shrug. “I guess we’ll meet you there.”

      “Okay,” Alder said, lowering himself to kiss her. It had been a few days since he’d shaved, and his beard hairs tickled her face. “See you soon.”

      Once Alder was up from the bed, Taylor rolled onto her side and scooted closer to Hale. She was secretly glad for the extra time because her stomach was churning ominously and she knew she’d probably have to throw up before she went for a ride on anyone’s back.

      Belle was nearest to her. Taylor gently extracted her from Hale’s arm and settled the baby into her own. Usually, when put near a breast, Belle could rouse from the deepest coma in order to feed, but as Taylor’s scent had changed that week, Belle’s interest in nursing had waned. She’d begun spending more time in her wolf form, particularly during meals where she would usually share whatever Henry was eating.

      Taylor spent a few minutes combing her fingers through the knots in Belle’s curly hair. She kissed each one of her pudgy cheeks, causing the pup to rouse long enough to cuddle closer to Taylor’s chest.

      “I really don’t want to go,” she admitted to Hale. “But we should.”

      Taylor waited for a response, but all she heard was the sound of Hale snoring. She reached out and brushed the hair from his forehead. His skin was cool to the touch.

      “My poor mate. Get some rest.”

      After placing Belle back into Hale’s arm, Taylor forced herself up onto her knees. She took a deep breath, trying to dispel the bout of nausea, and it worked to an extent.

      She continued to watch for the sun as she got up, dressed herself, and made tea from her stash of mint. Movement outside caught her attention, and she went to the window in time to see Beka emerging from the woods. Her stomach twisted again, but for a different reason.

      Ever since their fight by the river, she’d yet to work things out with Beka. Quinn had come to Taylor several days ago, apologizing profusely and begging to be able to see the pups again. She’d been crying and the whole thing had made Taylor so uncomfortable that Taylor had started crying, too. In the end, Quinn had gotten full pup privileges back, with the caveat that she had to intervene anytime it seemed like one of the pups might get hurt. Beka had yet to approach her, though Taylor assumed it was out of fear for her pride.

      Grabbing an extra fur to throw over her shoulders, Taylor went to the door and opened it quietly. She stepped out onto the porch and closed the door behind her. The morning air was thick and soupy with fog from the lake and the river.

      Beka was fully dressed, her blonde hair tied up in a high bun atop her head. She didn’t like shifting as much as the other wolves, and her clothes—jeans and a plain t-shirt, indicated this. Most shifters wouldn’t have bothered with such a constrictive outfit.

      Taylor held a finger to her lips as Beka approached the porch. She whispered, “Hale and the pups are sleeping.”

      Beka nodded her acknowledgment. Softly, she said, “Fenix just got back from Shaderunner. There was a letter for you.”

      “Oh!” Taylor said, breaking her own rule with the exclamation.

      In all of the hustle of the last week, she’d nearly forgotten about the letter that she’d sent to Sarah. In the letter, she’d explained the situation in the valley and described the tension between Alder and Silas. She’d mentioned Holly’s suggestion that Silas take a mate, and then asked for Sarah’s opinion, and if she knew of any women that might be interested in the young alpha.

      Only after sending the letter did it occur to Taylor that it might not be well-received. After all, Snow was as much Sarah and Cain’s daughter as she was Alder’s. She wasn’t sure that Sarah would take kindly to being asked to find a mate for the man who’d kidnapped her daughter. It was for that reason that Taylor accepted the letter with a measure of hesitation and anxiety.

      The letter was sealed in a white envelope, something that would have been a rare luxury in Halcyon. Taylor opened it and collected the letter from within, which was handwritten on two pieces of stationary. The fact that it was lengthy seemed to be a good sign, and she began reading.

      As her eyes scanned the first page, Beka fidgeted in front of her. After an awkward moment, she began to talk, each word sounding as if she had to force it from a too-tight hole.

      “I want you to know that I’m sorry. The way that I behaved last week, it was disrespectful. I only wanted you to see things from my perspective. I don’t think you understand how much the pups mean to me. The truth is… Your pups are the closest things I’ll ever have to ones of my own. I spend so much time with them. I know they’re not mine, but sometimes my instincts take over and it feels like they are. But I’m not trying to come between you and your pups. If anything, you should want me to take care of them, because I will always nurture them and protect them as if they were my own. I—fuck, are you okay?”

      Grabbing her by the shoulders, Beka caught Taylor in time to keep her from falling. She helped Taylor to ease down onto the step, where she slumped against the wooden porch railing.

      Her head was spinning. She tried to read the last few sentences of Sarah’s letter, but her hands were shaking too much and her vision was blurred with tears.

      Beka shook Taylor’s shoulder. “What is it? What’s going on?”

      Taylor passed the letter to her, and then put her head in her hands and began to cry.

      “What the fuck is this?” Beka said, making no effort to lower her voice.

      Taylor tried to explain through her tears. “I… Last week, I wrote to Sarah, asking if she could help find a m-mate for Silas.”

      “But this is…” Beka crumpled the letter in her fist. “No. Fuck that. How could she possibly think we’d be okay with that? Henry is ours.”

      Taylor reclaimed the letter, but didn’t try to uncrumple it. She would need it later, to show it to her mates, because there was no way she’d be able to explain things without crying again.

      Taylor said, “When she gave him to me, Sarah told me that his mom had wanted him, but that she couldn’t keep him, because of the way he looked. He’d never be able to hide among humans.”

      “Yeah, but that was half a year ago,” Beka protested. “She doesn’t get to waltz in here now and take him back.”

      Taylor let out another sob. “There’s got to be a way around this. Some sort of compromise…”

      “There’s nothing to compromise on. He’s ours. He doesn’t belong to her.”

      “But he does, Beka. He’s her son. She wanted him. She still wants him.”

      She looked back down at the crumpled note, and then squeezed it in her palm.

      Was she to blame for this? If she’d never contacted Sarah, would Sarah have reached out to her? In her note, Sarah had expressed how excited she was, as she was still in frequent contact with Carly, Henry’s mother. Apparently, Carly hadn’t been doing well since having to give up her baby, and she was desperate to be with him. Far from being put off by Taylor’s suggestion of finding Silas a mate, Sarah saw it as the perfect opportunity to reunite mother and pup. She’d even gone so far as to say how perfect it would be, because Henry would still be close to Halcyon and Taylor could see him frequently.

      Was Sarah being optimistic, or naive? Did she truly believe that Taylor would find the situation to be anything except devastating? Not only for her, but also for his siblings, and for him, too. He and Belle had practically been raised as twins, and he adored Shadow. How could they possibly separate the pups?

      It was that thought that finally had Taylor standing to vomit over the side of the porch.

      “I can’t think,” she said, once her wrenching had subsided.

      “There’s nothing to think about,” Beka said. “He’s ours. If she wants to come here and be Silas’s mate, then fine. But there’s no way she’s taking that pup back.”

      Taylor was inclined to agree. Surely, they would understand that Henry was better off with her, and with his siblings. Carly could visit with Henry, but it would be insane for her, a complete stranger to him, to take him to live with her at Whiteriver.

      Even as she thought this, though, Taylor remembered seeing Belle and Kalla together. Kalla had been with Belle for only the first two days of her life, yet the pair had somehow formed a deep bond. Would it be the same for Henry and Carly? Would he see her, smell her, and instinctively know that she was his mother? That all this time, the woman who had nursed him, had cared for him, had cuddled and kissed him, was nothing but a shallow impostor?
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