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      I don’t want you to miss new releases, so I have lots of ways for you to find out about new books.

      
        	Email List:  on audreyfayewrites.com, you can sign up for my new releases list.

        	Subscribe to my calendar:   my personal favorite, on audreyfayewrites.com, you can also subscribe to my calendar (works in Google calendar and most other calendar programs.)

        	Follow me:  on Amazon US or UK. (For those of us who live outside those two countries, I follow on the US or UK site, which gets me notified of new releases.  Then I just switch to my local Amazon to buy.)  For those of you on BookBub (US only), you can follow me there, too.

      

      Now welcome back to Ghost Mountain, where everyone is impatiently awaiting the birth of Fallon’s baby…

      xo Audrey
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      RIO

      It’s a good thing sentinels don’t have to catch new babies when they’re born.  We’re too busy catching everyone else.  Births stir up packs, and this baby’s arrival is going to be epic.  That day hasn’t quite arrived yet, much to Fallon’s disgust, but I’m already plenty busy—and I can see the tsunami coming.

      In this pack, it’s going to be full of dominants.

      My wolf winces.

      I sigh.  I can’t disagree with him.  There are likely to be teeth and claw marks in his fur before this is done.  Maybe even before this day is done.

      He sets his chin on his paws and takes pack inventory while he has the chance.  The submissives at the den are fine.  Resilient, ready, and amused by their growly packmates.  The submissives further afield are sad for all the small moments they’re going to miss, but they’re sending in food and tiny knitted things and soft lining material for the many nests we’ve built for our impending baby raven.  Even Rennie left some goose down the last time Ghost delivered a fresh supply of snacks.

      The snacks amuse Rennie’s wolf, who is a fine hunter.  Ghost and Ronan drop them off anyhow—and make sure they smell of pack.

      My wolf snorts.  It took two months before he could set foot on Rennie’s mountain without sending her into cascading fear.  Ronan just marched his polar-bear self right up to her cave, plopped down outside the entrance, and took a nap.  Or that’s the story he tells.  Hoot, who was with him, has a very different version.

      The exact details likely matter, and they probably thoroughly embarrass Ronan.  Maybe once things have settled down around here, I’ll have time to properly dig them out.

      My wolf snorts again.

      I grin.  Right.  We have a raven baby coming.  Things aren’t going to settle down for years.

      It’s a good thing midwinter was quiet.  Or as quiet as midwinter gets with a polar bear in your midst, anyhow.  Pack taking a four-month deep breath, one full of movie nights and popcorn and runs in the snow and community-college courses and consolidating our reputation as the best cookie bakers on the continent.

      Shelley didn’t even need help with that last one.

      My wolf raises his nose and sniffs, but the morning smells of cedar and smoked fish and wet bear.  No cookies.

      No blood, either, which isn’t always a sure thing these days.  Even our reasonably stable dominants are struggling.  Brown is mostly finished with the guest cabins and feeling the primal twitching of the hibernation he didn’t take.  Tara, angry matriarch of the Dunn clan, has been struggling since the day evil killed her mate, but a new clan grandchild on the way is making her soft in all of her most angry places, and no dominant softens easily.

      Fortunately, Dorie is a scrappy fighter.  And when Dorie isn’t enough, Bailey comes.

      I sigh.  Bailey has herself locked down in a way that worries the hell out of my sentinel.  She looks as calm, cool, and collected as Hayden, but they’re both lying through their very sharp teeth, and Bailey doesn’t have Lissa and Robbie to steady her.  Not the same way Hayden does, anyhow.

      My wolf grins.  Robbie attacked his alpha after breakfast, just as some of Hayden’s bubbling was about to break through to the surface.  Smart pup.  One who has absolutely and irrevocably claimed his dad, even though the mating ceremony has been put off until some unspecified date in the summer.

      Since the submissives have allowed it, I assume there’s an acceptable reason.  Alphas picking their timing, perhaps—waiting for when more of the pack might be able to handle the polar-bear delegation that will surely arrive, or for the moment when a mating ceremony will have the strongest impact on the pack dominants who need it most.  Or maybe just waiting for warmer weather.  My sentinel is uncharacteristically unsure.

      Fortunately, the mating ceremony isn’t his problem.  Bailey is, though.  And Milo.  And Ruby.  The strongest dominants of the former Ghost Mountain pack, broken in every way it’s possible to break a wolf.

      The one who had to leave.

      The one who couldn’t go and shreds her soul instead.

      The one who turned herself into the pillar her pack needed.

      All of them being reeled in by the impending birth—and they won’t come quietly.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      HAYDEN

      Well, Kel was half right.  I grin as Mellie nips at a tail that most shifters in North America would give a very wide berth.

      The tail retreats and gets replaced with a dark snout that licks Mellie’s head before it disappears back into the pile.  Mellie yips and jumps on top of the heap, which makes Hoot, in human form, slide off of the other side laughing.  Right onto Glow’s belly.

      That’s the part Kel didn’t mention, probably because he thinks his alpha isn’t entirely stupid.  My mom is indeed playing with pups in the snow—and most of the cabin construction team.  I’m pretty sure the brown fur at the bottom of the pile belongs to Brown.

      Good.  He needed some dominant play time.

      Reilly tosses Mellie up the pile again with his nose.  She lands on Brandy’s wolf, who has only been able to play in these fiercer piles for a few weeks, and promptly attacks Katrina, who is arguably the weakest dominant in the current heap and likely the one who started the snowball fight.

      Kenny, also in human form, shakes his head and lifts Mellie up by the scruff of her neck before he tosses her at Kennedy.

      I chuckle.  Teaching Mellie decent dominant manners is a full-time occupation.  There aren’t enough wolves in the pack that the furry part of her soul is convinced outrank her.  The teenage baby alpha who absolutely does has been delivering that lesson with gentle authority all winter, but sometimes Kennedy has to study or hide from a mug of healer tea.

      Mellie growls at her older and far tougher packmate and jumps back on the pile to lick Brandy’s nose.

      Kenny’s lips quirk.  “Need something, Alpha?”

      Most of the pile stops wiggling long enough to listen.  Our pack is short of dominants who are healthy enough to live at the den, but the ones who do are so eager to serve pack that I have to be careful what I wish for in their hearing.  I pitch my voice loud enough to reach ears that I’m pretty sure are underneath a grizzly bear’s fur.  “Mom, the video conference with the northern packs is about to start.  The one you could have done from the comfort of your own office instead of stealing mine.”  Which is currently one end of a couch, but whatever.  We’re wolves. Territories come with rules.

      A dark wolf wriggles out of the pile and shifts, reaching for the hoody that Kenny hands her.  “You have snow.”

      I roll my eyes.  “So do you.”

      My mother knows all about territorial rules.  “Yours smells different.”

      Reilly sticks his head through the neck of his t-shirt and giggles.  “She learned that from Ronan.”

      She ruffles his hair.  “Yes, I did.”

      Likely decades ago, but there’s no point trying to get facts in the way of polar-bear hero worship.  Most of the pack currently has a bad case, which is a good thing.  I’m not sure how we would have kept everyone occupied these last four months without Ronan’s never-ending supply of ridiculous stories and dumbass shenanigans.  Along with whatever ideas my mother has been quietly feeding the teenagers.  Adrianna Scott is a very big fan of the effects that marauding teenagers have on the health of their packs.

      She glances at Reilly again as she pulls on her boots.  “Ready to be technical support?”

      He beams.  “Yes.  I set up the call just like we do when Jules has a big meeting.”

      The most dominant alpha on the continent grins.  “Excellent.  She tells me you’re not afraid to mute a polar bear or two if they’re getting unruly.”

      I’m pretty sure the bears act up on their video calls with my sister just to achieve that objective.

      Reilly tilts his head like a raven.  “I think maybe someone else should have that responsibility today.  I don’t understand inter-pack relations very well, yet.  I might get something wrong.”

      Adrianna Scott’s wolf takes a good sniff at a young bear to see which way she needs to take this.  “Maybe you’d like to sit with Ebony during the meeting.  She could use help with the technology, and she has excellent inter-pack skills.  If you ask her to think out loud, you might learn some of what you want to know.”

      Reilly nods solemnly.  “Just like you do with Kennedy, sometimes.”

      Observant bear.  My mother generally does that particular out-loud thinking extremely quietly.

      She smiles.  “Exactly like that.  And then you can tell Kennedy all about the meeting afterward so she doesn’t have to sit through it.”

      The teenager pack is the tip of the spear of inter-pack relations and their leader will do anything she can to help that objective, but she’s needed elsewhere this morning, even if she’s got a sizable fondness for shadowing my mother.  I glance at Kennedy’s lithe gray wolf to make sure she’s still okay with her alternate assignment.  She wags her tail enthusiastically and bumps against Kenny’s knees, because like most alphas, she’s always working more than one problem at a time.

      He scowls.  “Meanwhile, if the rest of you unruly hooligans can be persuaded to do a little work, we need to bring over the rest of the shakes for the cabin siding.”

      The unruly hooligans all immediately shift and start looking for their clothes and boots.

      Brown shakes his head as they charge off, most of them barely half dressed, and whacks Kenny between the shoulder blades.  “Doofus.  We need a dozen more shakes.  They’ll probably drag the rest of the pile out here.”

      That’s his fault.  He’s the bear who split enough shakes for a dozen cabins and probably a couple of residences, too.  Jules is eyeing them all the way from her Whistler Pack tower.

      Kenny snorts.  “You’d rather equip them with hammers?”

      Building crews have not been short of volunteers this winter—and the wolf currently sassing a bear has been on almost all of them.  It’s been a good winter for Kenny.  He’s finding some peace and acceptance and ways to work through six years of heaping grief and guilt.  Which is important, because there are some very wounded dominants lining up to follow in his footsteps.
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        * * *

      

      KEL

      I glance up as my alpha strolls by, wedged in between two people who clearly understand that he’s their primary mission for today.  At least we have one dominant smart enough to ask for what he needs.  Hayden called Adrianna a few days ago and made a quiet request, and his wolf has had his paws a lot closer to calm ever since.  Which is absolutely fucking necessary when the pack’s first baby under his leadership is about to arrive and the biggest threat is coming from unstable claws and teeth.

      They would never harm the baby—but they might harm pack.  Inadvertently, but that won’t make us bleed any less, and it might make them shed the last blood they have left to give.

      I reach into the basket of unfolded laundry and sigh.  My paws need to fucking chill, too.  My wolf isn’t dominant, but assessing threats is his superpower and his curse, and knitting tiny sweaters and hunting down the softest moss in the woods have lost their soothing powers.

      Ghost pitches a pair of folded socks at my nose.  “You’re supposed to be relaxing.”

      Smartass beta.  “I’m supposed to be folding laundry.”

      She grins.  “Same difference.”

      Some days.  On other ones, seeing Jade’s favorite sweater or adding Kelsey’s flower leggings to the mending pile or scrubbing the stains out of one of Braden’s t-shirts is enough to flatten me.  They’re so small and so fragile and so very damn precious—and the packmate who is about to arrive will make our smallest pups look like a herd of elephants.

      “We’re ready,” says Ghost quietly.  “A bunch of us have visited the ravens.  We know what to expect and how to keep Fallon’s baby safe and how to keep our wolves from freaking out when she starts yelling for food.”

      It will be different when it’s our own pack’s baby and she’s so very new that she still smells like the journey she took to get here, but I don’t tell Ghost that.  It isn’t words that will get us more ready than we already are.  “You’ve done an excellent job of figuring out who should go on those scouting trips.  Martha’s hard to impress, and she’s threatening to steal you again.”

      Ghost grins.  “Martha’s a sweetheart.”

      Martha’s a cuddly grandmother who bosses pregnant ravens and dominant pups and fretting alphas with absolute clarity and economy of power.  She isn’t the beta or the midwife of her raven flock by accident.  “Have we figured out how to thank her properly, yet?”

      She doesn’t require thanks, but our wolves would never live with themselves if we left it at that.  Wrinkles will handle the logistics of this birth just fine.  The rest of the pack needs Martha’s sage advice and firm sense of humor and profound belief that tiny balls of black fluff aren’t nearly as fragile as they look.

      Ghost smiles.  “We think so.”

      The teenager pack has been keeping their ears to the ground.  They’re excellent spies—and sometimes, uncharacteristically quiet ones.  “Care to share with the rest of the class?”

      She snickers, probably because we’re actually in a couple of classes together.  Like most of the reluctant students, I wasn’t given a choice, although I’m not the officially registered member of any of my learning packs.  That’s likely for the best.  A grumpy soldier probably isn’t the community college’s favorite kind of student.  It was hard enough to convince them to let a very polite eleven-year-old bear sign up.  We didn’t tell them about some of the others.  I imagine that Kelsey working her way through art history would break their heads.

      It’s breaking mine.  I had no idea just how much cool art got made by people who were still fighting their wars with rocks and spears.

      I remind myself to read her a couple more pages from our textbook tonight so we’re ready for whatever Shelley learns in class tomorrow.  Then I need to go check on the guys in town.  This birth is stirring up trouble, and those guys need to stay far away from any of it.  They’re miserable, but none of them are ready to fix their situation in life, so they get to hibernate in their own misery a while longer.

      Ghost folds a pair of pup pants that were last seen trying to chase Dorie up a tree.  “We’re still working on the details.  We think Martha will like it a lot, and most of the pack will need to help, so our wolves should settle down a little.”

      Ghost understands the current state of pack affairs just fine.  “That would be good.”

      She laughs.  “It probably won’t settle your wolf down.”

      Mine knows how to get his ass in line when it matters.  “If it takes care of Ben and Cleve and Hayden, that would be a good start.”  Dads and grandfathers and alphas are generally the candidates for wolves most likely to lose their shit in the middle of a birthing mission.  We have a few other wolves that are probably going to join them, but they don’t get to a teenage beta until they go through me.

      Ghost takes the shirt I just put on the wrong pile and puts it on the right one.  “Those three, and Ronan and Brown, and maybe Rio, too.”

      The last name catches me by surprise.  It probably shouldn’t.  “Rio seems steady enough.”

      Ghost nods.  “He is.  For now.”

      That’s ominous.  “What do you know that I don’t?”

      She shrugs uncomfortably.

      There are still secrets.  Not very many, and that sometimes threatens to pull the remaining ones into the light.  Which isn’t the right answer.  Babies and secrets need to come out with they’re ready.  I offer Ghost some shadows in case she needs them.  “Did Myrna send off the latest video to Xander and Milo?”

      A silent nod.

      I start pulling single socks from the basket.  They never match up, but that somehow never stops me from trying.  “Did Hoot add the part she was editing?”

      Cascading snickers from the young beta who shot most of that video clip and never once considered rescuing Myrna’s knickers from the pups who were using them as superhero capes.

      I hide a grin.  It’s a pretty damn funny ninety seconds.  Myrna got a lot of ridiculous knickers for her birthday, and Braden can tie himself in knots faster than any pup I’ve ever met.  As pack gravitational beams go, it’s a fine one.  It’s also a deft reminder to a dominant wolf who barely remembers his own name.  The pups here are safe.  They’re protected.

      Because Ghost didn’t just record the fun.  She also recorded all of the watching eyes, official and unofficial.  The laughing ones of the baby alpha who supplied the knickers.  Rio’s dark bulk lazing on a nearby rock.  The barely visible eyes of sentries up on various ledges and Dorie in a tree.  And the watchful gaze of an old soldier who is still trying to figure out how he got seen at all.
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      BAILEY

      I glare at the innocent ball of yarn in my hands and try not to shred it with my teeth.  Brandy takes it away from me, which is probably smart.  I’ve left teeth marks on some really ridiculous things in the past few days.  My wolf is full-on losing it that I won’t let her chomp on the entire world just on principle.

      Fallon growls, which is a really funny sound coming out of someone who smells like a raven.  “If I can shift into my pants, I should be able to shift this baby out of my belly.”

      Wrinkles chuckles.  “Wolves have never managed it, and there are plenty of us who have tried.”

      Fallon scowls at the healer who went off mushroom hunting this morning, despite the absolute futility of finding mushrooms under a meter of snow. “None of you can shift into your pants without breaking your nose, so maybe you’re just doing it wrong.”

      Ben makes a wry face and rubs his nose.

      Kelsey giggles.

      The edginess in Fallon’s baby pack eases a notch.

      I try to get my wolf to join them, but she’s having none of that nonsense. Fallon insisted on a visit to their old base camp this morning, which is nowhere near the middle of the den where she belongs, and Brown is dealing with the last of the siding for the guest cabins.  Which means I’m assigned teeth and claws, in addition to the two unassigned sets prowling the woods around us.

      Instead of mangling yarn, maybe I could go chew on Reese.  Bobcat alphas should know better than to prowl through wolf territory unannounced, especially when we’re jumpy.

      Sadly, we would likely forgive him.  He’s managed to suck up to almost every wolf in this pack.  He sent mine a tiny bottle of sand from some beach in Mexico.  It’s really annoying how often she makes me pull it out so she can sniff it.

      Kelsey pats Fallon’s mongo belly, which would get the rest of us pecked.  “She likes it inside.  It’s nice and warm.”

      Fallon scowls.  “There are three hot pools she can swim in once she comes out.  They’re plenty warm, and that way she won’t have to wedge her feet in my ribs.”

      Watching those tiny feet kick turns my wolf into an absolute hellion—and I keep coming back so I can watch it happen some more.

      The first Dunn pup in five years.  It’s so incredibly hard not to pile all the hopes of our resurrection onto a small ball of black fluff, even though I know we won’t be saved nearly that easily.  My wolf is living proof, and she’s not carrying the worst scars.

      Wrinkles glances over at me, her eyes assessing.

      I pick up the lesson plan I brought to work on.  What ails me can’t be fixed with potions and teas, not even the really scary ones our healer knows how to brew.  I hope she’s got something for the hellstorm forming in the north, though.  Ruby’s fury has been shrieking like an Arctic wind these past few days.

      I need to take Ronan up there again.  Or maybe Rio.  Someone who won’t be quite as tempted to shred her in the fight that absolutely needs to happen.  Rio, probably.  He’s got a way of catching anger and folding it up like origami paper before he hands it back to you again, still yours, but less chaotic and more beautiful.

      We could sure as heck use a little less chaos.  The dominants of the Dunn clan are all hot messes, even if Milo and Ruby don’t technically have Dunn blood running in their veins.

      My wolf snorts, which is all any Dunn wolf has ever had to say about the stupid ways that humans go about determining their relationships.

      Fair enough.  I jot a note on my lesson plan.  Stinky is entirely confused about genetics, probably because he’s also still reasonably confused about the difference between a sibling and a cousin.  Maybe Shelley can show him how it works with plants.  Plants don’t choose their kin.  Then again, Kelsey’s might.

      Fallon mashes her hand against Ben’s face and pushes him away.  “Back off, buster.  No sniffing my belly.  No licking it, either.”

      Ben who isn’t used to regularly losing a grip on his wolf, looks down at his knitting sheepishly.

      Wrinkles’s lips quirk.  “At least you aren’t mated to a bear.  Brown was a disaster for the last three months I was pregnant with Cheri.  Constantly sticking his nose into my belly, even when I was sleeping, and rumbling so she would know that she was safe.  He was entirely unimpressed he couldn’t fit inside her cave.”

      Kelsey giggles again, delighted with the idea of big, ornery Brown trying to fit into a space as small as a belly.

      Brandy grins.  “It’s a good thing Hayden won’t let the polar bears visit.”

      I roll my eyes.  Ivan apparently considers this baby his godchild, or whatever the equivalent is up in the land of permanent ice and snow.  So far it seems to involve a lot of terrifying pronouncements.  To give Hayden credit, he’s taking the periodic threats to his pack leadership in stride.  If I didn’t talk to Lissa regularly, I’d almost believe he’s as cool as he looks.

      I sigh.  I’m eternally glad that Hayden exists, and perpetually cranky about what his existence demands of me.  I’ve spent this winter developing a very clear understanding of why so many soldiers fall apart after the wars are done.

      Fallon, who has fought plenty of her own wars, shoots me a look.  “Mik, is the food done yet?  My demon chick requires feeding.”

      Mikayla looks up from the pot she’s stirring over the fire.  The camp’s cook shack got moved to the main den long ago, but Brown’s smokers are still out here and so is one of the best cookfire rings in our territory.  Which all of us are capable of using, but the wolf who asked Mikayla if she wanted a break from lunch duty is still wearing teeth marks.

      I rub my ass.  The submissives of this pack are getting entirely reckless.  Almost like they know the dominants need some extra help keeping ourselves in line.

      The wind changes direction and blows the steam from the cook pot over my way.  My wolf drools at the smells.  Smoked-fish stew, with lots of herbs and spices that are supposed to be good for encouraging labor.  Or that’s why Fallon is supposed to eat it, anyhow.  The rest of us are just hungry.

      Although I wouldn’t put it past Wrinkles to be doctoring the rest of us, too.  I roll to my feet so I don’t think about that part too hard.  I brought a backpack with dishes and forks and whatever else Shelley slid in there while I wasn’t looking.  Something that smells like peanut butter.  Hopefully it’s in the form of cookies.

      Kelsey’s hands reach the backpack before mine.  Ready to help, always.  I yank on my wolf’s ears so she doesn’t growl at a submissive pup.  That might get her the fight she wants, but I’m still smart enough not to make Wrinkles mad.

      Even if Fallon would think it was funny.

      Fortunately, I no longer have to worry about what foolish dominant behavior might do to Kelsey.  She tapped on Hayden’s nose the other day when he was being ridiculous.  “I brought a bunch of regular plates, and the porcupine one.”

      Kelsey smiles.  “Ben should get the porcupine.”

      Several pairs of eyes widen.

      My wolf grins, amused at my niece and the interesting tangle she’s just made in her pack.  “Really?”

      Kelsey nods, her small fingers competently undoing the straps and buckles that will get her into the backpack’s main compartment.  “He needs some porcupine quills so he can poke them at Gramma Tara when she comes to visit and tries to get Fallon to take a nap.”

      Fallon’s eyes fill with a fierce light that isn’t entirely rational.  Ben winces.

      I tug on one of Kelsey’s curls.  Smart pup.  My mom can be a bit of a handful.  Ben does just fine at managing her most days, but equipping him with a little extra porcupine energy doesn’t seem like a bad idea, and if Fallon is amused enough, she might leave my mother’s eyes where they belong.

      I reach into the backpack and lift out the metal plate with the embossed porcupine that Kelsey found on one of her flea-market prowls with the ravens.  I have no idea if the rest of us are ready for Fallon’s baby, but Kelsey regularly rolls up her sleeping bag and spends the night with the Desolation Inlet flock.

      The first time she went was the night that the Ruby superstorm started brewing.  I’m pretty sure Lissa had to sit on Hayden, too.

      Nobody managed to sit on Kel.

      I shake my head.  The soldiers and dominants of this pack are so messed up.  We’re like the crazy uncles in all of the movies, only we have really sharp claws and teeth that have to extract themselves out of tree bark and other really embarrassing places.

      My wolf squirms.  She didn’t mean to bite the tree.  She heard a funny noise.

      Kelsey polishes a purple plate with the sleeve of her sweater and hands it to me.  “Here, you can put food on this one for Fallon.”

      I sigh.  It’s bad when a five-year-old submissive can tell that her dominant auntie needs a job to do or she’s going to lose her shit.  “Will do.  Dinner rolls and fish-and-lentil stew, coming right up.”

      My wolf wrinkles her nose.  She’s still not convinced that lentils are food.  They come out of strange bags that smell like dust.

      Kelsey giggles.  “Lots of dinner rolls.”

      Fallon snorts and gingerly pats her belly.  “I don’t think very many of them will fit in here, kiddo.”

      I dutifully hold out the plate towards Mikayla and try hard not to think about where the bread might fit.  There are parts of pregnancy that are entirely horrifying, and where a person’s internal organs go during the final weeks is definitely on that list.

      Mikayla looks up at the sky and cocks her head.  “Incoming.”

      My wolf scowls.  Noticing that is her job.

      I roll my eyes.  Mikayla is one of our best sentries, and unlike arrogant dominant wolves, she remembers to look up.  She also hangs out on ShifterNet with Emma Jean, who does most of the trading for the Desolate Inlet ravens.  It’s entirely possible that they planned a visit without bothering to notify any of the wolves who are most likely to chew on unexpected tail feathers.

      I eye the three dark forms winging their way toward us.  The sleek, sharp bird in the middle is definitely Tressie.  I don’t know exactly when she earned enough of Hayden’s trust that she can just drop out of the sky without checking in formally at the den first, but she takes full advantage of that privilege.

      This baby is special to her flock, too.

      Martha and Emma Jean complete the trio.  The midwife and soft, shy trader shift directly into their clothes almost as elegantly as their leader.

      Kelsey runs over with three sweaters.  “Here.  We brought these out for Fallon in case she got cold, but you can wear them.”

      Tressie crouches down and nuzzles her cheek.  “Thank you, sweetheart.  I like your new beads.”

      Kelsey’s eyes shine.  “Eliza showed me how to make them.”  She carefully detaches a clip of purple beads from her hair.  “We baked them in the oven, so they’re not as strong as glass.”  She holds one out on her palm to the raven alpha.

      Tressie picks it up with precise, careful fingers.  “It’s an honor to receive such a pretty gift.”

      Kelsie beams.  “The baby likes purple, too, but she likes orange best.”

      The raven alpha takes this knowledge entirely in stride.  She reaches into her own dark, straight hair and unclips a strand of shiny orange beads.  “Will you allow me to offer one for her birthing collection?”

      The wolf pup who comes back from every trip to the raven pack with at least half a dozen new beads nods solemnly.  “Thank you.  She’ll know that she’s a wolf when she’s born, because we all smell kind of furry, but this will help her know that she’s a raven, too.”

      Tressie nods in that regal way she has when she’s putting alpha power behind her words.  “Exactly right.”

      I grab my wolf before she tries to chomp on a raven.  Tressie’s flock has casually, persistently wrapped Fallon in belonging, even on the days when she does her level best to evade them, and they cheerfully volunteered up their toddlers to train ours on the proper way to behave around a packmate who resembles a screeching hairball.  If I need to chomp on something, that’s what prowling cats are for.

      Martha glances at Fallon and Ben, but she seems far more interested in Brandy’s knitting.  “Emma Jean, I think I need a shawl like that.  In red.”

      Emma Jean laughs from her spot beside Mikayla.  “Trade for your own soft things.  I want to know what spices went into this stew.”

      Wrinkles grins.  “Wolf secrets.”

      Martha’s eyes sharpen.  “The kind that might be useful for a fellow healer to know?”

      I back away slowly so I don’t get trapped in the midst of the wolves and ravens converging around the stew pot.  Anyone who thinks submissives are pushovers has never seen them negotiate a trading deal, and healers are always scary.

      Tressie joins me, chuckling.  “I’m a little more afraid of Martha after every visit she has with Wrinkles.”

      My wolf wriggles uneasily.  Alphas aren’t supposed to admit to fear.

      I roll my eyes.  My wolf has been spouting some truly ridiculous garbage lately.  Alpha shifters have at least as much fear as the rest of us.  They just sometimes manage to channel it wisely and not bite innocent trees.

      My wolf sticks her nose under her paws.  That was an inexcusable loss of control and she knows it.  Worse, she knows why she did it.

      She can smell the parts of her soul that aren’t the right shape.

      Tressie takes a shiny bit of metal out of her pocket and starts polishing it.  “It was about two years after I took over as alpha that our first baby was born under my leadership.  The birthing contractions caught the young raven who was pregnant by surprise.  I heard her cry out as I was flying over the inlet.  I promptly dropped all of my clothes and a brand new satellite phone into the ocean and crash-landed into the middle of a blackberry thicket.”

      My wolf winces.  Blackberry thorns are vicious, even if you have fur.  The rest of me is wary of the alpha who is apparently feeling a need to regale me with embarrassing stories.  “New packmates put everyone a little off their game.”

      A hand on my arm, from a raven who rarely touches.  “I’m sorry.  I’ve been practicing my storytelling skills and forgot that you’re not a wolf who appreciates them.  So I’ll say this straight out, just like I would to a fellow raven.  You have dominants far from the den who are struggling.  We fly, and we see.  If you ever need assistance, just wave at the sky.”

      That doesn’t sit any more comfortably than the embarrassing story did.  “Shouldn’t you be saying that to Hayden?”

      A sideways glance.  “I have.  But it’s you and the big black wolf who are most often out there.”

      I huff out another sigh.  Rio can’t keep his nose out of anything, even blackberry thickets.  I watch Tressie’s fingers as they polish a shiny trinket like she has nothing better to do than buff up a dull surface.  Practicing her storytelling skills, indeed.  “Tell your fliers to keep their distance from the wolf to the north.”  And probably the one coming in from the west, too, but I don’t want to flag Milo’s existence if the ravens haven’t spotted him yet.

      A small smile.  “That message has been clearly communicated to my flock and impressed on the teenager pack as well.”

      Smart raven.  “By you or by Kennedy?”

      Tressie chuckles.  “I’ll just say that I’m glad she’s on my side.”

      My wolf grins.  Good baby alpha.

      Reckless canine.  She should just go fight with Ruby and get it out of her system.  “I’ll tell Ronan to search for a satellite phone the next time he’s swimming in your inlet.”  He’s been taking Reilly on regular field trips to play with the resident Orca pod.  They apparently have fun circling the big white bear and the much smaller brown one who come to swim in their ocean.

      Tressie’s lips quirk.  “That baby is three years old now, but it’s always a good idea to clean up our messes.”

      Darn ravens and their metaphors.  “I’m trying.”

      A longer look this time.  “I know you are.  Do you mind if I share a small observation from a nosy alpha who has no business telling a very competent shifter what to do?”

      I shoot her a wry look, reluctantly impressed at the needle she just deftly threaded, right under the nose of my prickly wolf.  “Go ahead.”

      Her hand touches my arm again.  “When I see you out there in the far reaches, you’re strong and intent and very impressive.”  A slow exhale.  “And you’re always alone.”

      The deft thread cuts off circulation to several of my essential organs.

      The hand doesn’t move.

      I keep my claws sheathed.  Barely.  Which is far worse than biting a tree.  I close my eyes in shame.  She’s the alpha of a friendly pack—and she’s on her way to becoming a friend.  “Sorry.  My control is crap right now.”

      An amused snort.  “Your teeth don’t scare me.”

      My wolf growls, because she’s an eternal idiot.  Which doesn’t scare the raven beside me either.  “You’re more reckless than you look.”

      Tressie’s lips quirk.  “Remember that the next time you’re out there alone and you could benefit from assistance and I happen to be flying by.”

      Because one marauding alpha in my woods isn’t enough.  “You could go yank on a cat’s tail.  That would be helpful.”

      She grins.  “I could do that.”

      I roll my eyes.  “This baby needs to come before we start a regional pack war just to keep ourselves occupied.”

      The raven alpha’s eyes glint with mischief.  “We could recruit Reese and go harass some polar bears instead.”

      My wolf gives that serious consideration until she remembers how far away Ivan’s den is and how big Fallon’s belly is and how many trees she would eat if she wasn’t within protecting distance when the birthing contractions start.  “That might have to wait until next year.”

      Tressie slides the shiny trinket into her pocket and sighs.  “I never get to have any fun.”

      My wolf wags her tail and begs.  She knows how to playfight with aerial packmates, and this one is sneaky and fierce.  A worthy opponent.

      I roll my eyes again.  I also I roll to my feet, because my wolf isn’t wrong.  “Mik, can the stew wait until we pelt a really annoying kitty with pinecones?”

      She pulls the pot off of the fire, her eyes filling with glee.  “Dibs on Emma Jean on my team.”

      I scowl.  “There’s only one team.  All of us against a really annoying cat.”  Who will probably get Kel’s help, because our betas have terrible loyalty issues, but that should even things up just fine.  Well, except for our secret weapon.  We have the pregnant raven.  She has a wicked throwing arm and return fire anywhere near where she’s standing is completely off limits.

      Kelsey runs over to Fallon with an enormous bag full of pinecones.

      Ben takes his mate’s hands to help her up.  “Did we know Reese was coming for lunch?”

      Mikayla laughs and stuffs some stray pinecones into her pockets.  “Duh.  Shelley sent peanut-butter cookies.”

      My wolf pouts. That probably means she has to share them.
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      RIO

      I grin as the school bus navigates the tight turn into its parking spot without taking out a single tree.  Hoot won’t be old enough to test for her special bus license for another year yet, but she’s no longer terrorizing the forest when she practices.

      The door pops open and the student pack pours out.

      My wolf tries to count and sort, which is a lost cause.  There are at least three ravens who aren’t pack and a cat I don’t know and two humans who look a little dazed, which might be the company or the potholes they just spent the last hour bouncing into and back out of again.

      The school bus isn’t quite as maneuverable as my truck.

      Robbie, beside me, signs fluently at all of the packmates who are slamming him with questions to make sure no babies were born while they were learning about silent movies or hydraulics equations or the rebellious women of history.

      Kenny scowls as he joins us, but he ruffles Robbie’s hair.  “They already know the answers, kiddo.  We have at least three sat phones on the bus, and some of these idiots even know how to use them.”

      Those calm our humans.  They’re entirely inadequate at soothing the nerves of fretful wolves.  I eye the submissive elder who loads onto the bus twice a week and shepherds her charges into town.  Robbie was signing to her before the bus even came to a stop.

      Myrna watches his hands and translates for the small raven tucked under her arm.

      I blink.  “When did Devlin start taking classes in town?”

      Kennedy catches Robbie in a wrestling hold and grins.  “She isn’t.  She rode in with us to visit Elsa’s class so she could help explain the watering system in their new greenhouse.”

      I don’t bother to point out that flying here to take the bus into town is four hours of unnecessary travel, or that the head gardener for the cats likely has feline helpers who could explain their watering systems instead of recruiting a raven from the next territory over.  Learning packs are the most inefficient organisms I’ve ever witnessed when measured against those kinds of metrics.  “That sounds brave.”  Devlin is hands down the most timid shifter that Kennedy considers hers.

      Deep satisfaction gleams in a baby alpha’s eyes.  “It was.  She did really great.”

      That likely means a certain teenager wasn’t in her history lecture.  “Skipping class again?”

      Kennedy cuddles in against my sweater.  “Yup.  But Katrina took notes for us and Sierra did a recording, so we should be good.”

      I don’t think either of them are in the course on rebellious women in history, but Kennedy and Sienna run the learning packs with blithe disregard for such details.  I wrap my arms around a cuddly teenager who won’t mind that my sweater smells strongly of wolf.  Mostly me.  I’m having trouble taking it off.  I only got it a few weeks ago, and every packmate capable of handling complex colorwork knit a few rows.

      My sentinel grumbles.  We haven’t actually done the work we were supposed to do to earn the sweater.  He expected to spend half the winter tracking two wolves through the mountain ranges of the West Coast.  Instead, I’ve been eating popcorn and having the occasional video call with a couple of hawk alphas who are amusing themselves by keeping an eye on Myrna’s sons.

      I don’t entirely disagree with my sentinel, but I’m not giving the sweater back.

      Kennedy squints up at me.  “We’re fine.  Stop worrying.”

      I snort.  “Kel couldn’t make it, so I’m his stand-in.”  Greeting the school bus has become a pack ritual.  So has the worrying.  “Did anyone stay in town?”

      She shakes her head.  “No one extra.  Just Adelina and Katrina.”

      They’ll be spending the night at the apartment with Evan and Indrani so they can take morning classes before they come home.  Which likely means a wolf or two will head into town tonight to annoy whichever cat tracker is on protection detail.  Fortunately, the landlord’s sister is one of the human farmers who trades with Reese’s pack.  He thinks it’s funny that a polar bear peed on all of his trees.  Probably because that polar bear pays the rent.

      Reese tried to cover a share of it. Ronan just roared.

      Kennedy pushes off of my chest.  “Got any jobs for me?”

      Some of the students arrive home tired or needing packmate comfort.  This one is usually revved up after trying to sit reasonably still for too many hours.  “Yup.  Ebony needs a run.”

      A sharp grin.  “Does she know that?”

      Kel never misses a beat, even when he’s wedged inside of a snack tube trying to fix whatever got loosened in the drink sprayers.  “Nope.”

      Kennedy grins and scans the crowd one more time.  Then, satisfied that they don’t need her particular brand of interference any longer, she streaks for the forest, clothing and sneakers scattering in her wake.
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        * * *

      

      MYRNA

      I grin at Hoot as she climbs down from the bus, wearing my clomping boots that are good for driving.  “Nicely done.  I don’t think you terrorized hardly any rocks or trees this time.”

      She laughs, which might be because I’m funny or because Sierra just headbutted her ribs.  “They’re getting used to me.”

      I get a gentler hug from the cat teenager with wolf eyes.  “Thanks for helping me sort out what was wrong with my essay, Auntie.”

      I’m not entirely sure when I became an honorary cat auntie, but it’s not a hard job and it comes with an abundance of cuddles.  “You had it almost sorted yourself.  You’re just used to telling a story with visuals, where it’s easier to say more than one thing at a time.”

      She grins and kisses my cheek.  “That’s really smart.  I’m totally adding that to my essay.”  Her twin sister grabs her hand and starts tugging.  “See you on Thursday.”

      Maybe.  I’m not sure Fallon’s chick is going to time her arrival to fit neatly between our twice-weekly rides into town.  But Wrinkles put her foot down when we tried to switch to remote learning for the semester.  She says there will be plenty of time to get home in a safe manner if labor contractions start.

      Kenny will need to drive if that happens.  We’d like to keep most of the paint firmly attached to the bus.

      It’s a very pretty bus.  It showed up in early January, a surprise gift from Ronan to his cubs.  A sixteen-passenger antique school bus retrofitted to electric-vehicle standards by Hayden’s grandfather, who delivered it, and covered in painted flowers because a polar bear does not mess around when he decides to steamroll his pack into accepting a ridiculously large gift.

      I smile at the big bear and the five-year-old who are waiting patiently with buckets of soapy water to wash the mud and dust off of the bus.  It’s Kelsey’s absolutely favorite pack chore.  “There were lots of puddles this time.  I think one splashed all the way up to the roof.”

      Kelsey pats the furry white leg of her very cooperative ladder.  “That’s okay.  Ronan can lift me.”

      Shelley leans against another one of Ronan’s legs, her wolf fiercely glad to be back on pack territory and her human brimming with what she learned in class.  “Want help?”

      Kelsey eyes Shelley’s fancy jeans dubiously.

      I hide a chuckle.  A pup who knows that making the bus shiny can be a very wet and messy job.  The ravens and hawks and pirates who bring small buckets of fresh water to rinse off the soap bubbles don’t always have very good aim.

      Shelley leans down and kisses her cheek.  “Fine, but I’ll have you know that I learned a new method for growing beans and squash together today, so come find me when you’re done.”

      Several sets of eyes watch, full of pride, as Kelsey weighs the choices and opts to stay beside her bear.  It isn’t all that long ago that she would have put aside her own strongest desire in favor of the happiness of a much-loved packmate.  One who is very good at setting challenges of just the right size to allow that to happen.

      I pat the bus.  It’s a sturdy packmate, too, even if it has a strange growl.

      Kelsey surveys it with the dreamy eyes of a small pup who knows that she will ride on the big bus one day and go to the place where all manner of wonders can be learned.  Until then, she’ll stand watch over her baby cousin who isn’t born yet, and make sure all of the right people get on the bus, and shine it up when it gets home.

      I smile.  She’s very good at making sure it leaves with sixteen students aboard.  Not all of them are from our pack, but every seat is always full and Kenny hardly even winces at the noise anymore.

      Reese already plans to put both the bus and Kenny to good use in the forest-guardian program this summer.

      I give Shelley a push in the direction of the den.  Her wolf needs to settle some, and Fallon and Cori are both in the common room.  We can sit and knit with them a while and settle back into being elderly wolves.  Ones who had absolutely nothing to do with the farting cushion lying in wait on the far-back seat of the bus.
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        * * *

      

      RIO

      I grin as a bear nudges Kelsey closer to the bus.  She chatters as she scrubs, which keeps Ronan from pouncing on all of his cubs to ask how their lessons went.  Kennedy just punches him in the shoulder when he does that, but some of the others are still learning to manage the force of nature that adopted them.

      Which is a very small wrinkle in a constellation of learning packs that is working out remarkably well.  There are way too many wolves in these parts who are trouble when they have spare time on their hands.

      My sentinel snorts.  A bunch of the troublemakers aren’t wolves.

      Truth.  Although this pack shares the easy nomenclature of Whistler Pack.  Being a wolf is a choice, not a matter of claws and fur.

      He sighs.  There should at least be a singing requirement.

      I grin.  We had a pack run last night, and Reilly wouldn’t recognize perfect pitch if it sat down and gave him a physics lesson.  Sometimes Kennedy gently steers him to the right note.  Last night she had other things on her mind, like making sure Fallon didn’t trip over any tree roots.

      There are at least three trees with fresh teeth marks in them this morning.  Even Kennedy’s titanium control is no match for a baby alpha worried about an unborn packmate’s safety.

      A needle-sharp pulse of dominance taps my wolf on the nose.

      I don’t look over into the trees where it came from.  That’s the signal another alpha wolf with titanium control uses when she wants someone’s attention and only that someone.  Which is a hell of a thing to pull off under a polar bear’s nose, and even trickier when there’s a five-year-old psychic wielding a soapy sponge two steps away from where I’m standing.

      I back away from the bus slowly, doing my damnedest to think about nothing except mango gummy bears.

      Adrianna finds me as soon as I’m far enough away to be clear of a polar bear’s hearing range.  “Kendra will be here shortly.  Get to somewhere that she can talk to you and not be seen.”

      There are very few wolves I would trust with this kind of cloak-and-dagger bullshit, but she’s always been one of them.  I hand her the collection of backpacks I have slung over my shoulder.  “Get these to their owners?”

      “Of course.”  She fires off a couple of Kel’s hand signals as she melts into the trees, a warrior who will be on high alert until I tell her otherwise.

      That might take a while.  There’s no way Kendra is stirring up a stealth hurricane for kicks and giggles.  I head for a clearing that’s far enough away to screw with polar-bear noses, and hopefully not far enough to ping Hayden’s radar.  Which is the kind of stunt that a sentinel can pull, but he’d better have a fucking good reason.

      I squat down when I get there and put my hands on the earth.  I get murmurs from the den, but nothing urgent.  I widen my scan.

      An enormous hawk arrows in over the trees, skimming them closely enough to make my wolf wince.  She shifts to human twenty feet in the air and lands in a graceful crouch that would do a ski jumper proud.

      I glare at the naked woman who wouldn’t look any more fierce if she were clad in armor.  “There’d better be a damn good reason for this.”

      She rises to her feet, a predator furling her wings and meeting my claws in one easy move.  “It’s tricky, and I wanted you to have the choice of how to land it in your pack.”

      Crap.  There aren’t very many people who know when a sentinel is truly needed, but Adrianna Scott’s oldest and closest friend is absolutely one of them.  I stay quiet.  My words aren’t the important ones, and hawks don’t beat around bushes.  They obliterate them.

      Kendra huffs out a breath, which is as much acknowledgement as I’ve ever seen her give to the rigors of fast flight.  “Terrence will be here soon.  He’s spooked, and he’ll need you to catch him.”

      I squat down and put my palms back on the earth, scanning from the direction she came this time.  “I can feel him.  What happened?”

      “He was out at one of the wild beaches with two of my young hawks.  They were picking pretty rocks and hoping for some help with their poetry.”  Her eyes, still hawk, communicate exactly what an apex predator thinks of such silliness.  “Which was all well and good until Xander and Milo decided to go for a stroll on the very same beach.”

      Fuck.  I scan sharply toward the mountains two days’ journey away where they last were, but I know the answer even before I get the earth’s lazy reply.  “They moved.”

      A wry look.  “Yeah, they did.  Spooked the hell out of Terrence, which I assume you know more about than I do.  He fled in this direction.  One of my hawks kept eyes on him while the other one came to find me.”

      This pack has made some really smart friends.  I glue my sentinel’s attention to the thready signal from the panicked, exhausted wolf who generally can’t stay in his fur even for the full length of a pack run.  “He’s still headed this way.  I can’t get a read on Milo and Xander, though.”  Which feels like a screw-up of epic proportions, but it takes energy to do this and mine can’t always be pointed at two wolves who spent most of the past week lazing around and chasing bunnies.

      Kendra nods.  “Old energies on that beach.  Even my hawk could feel them.”

      I take a breath.  She did a flyby, and there’s no chance she didn’t lay eyes on Terrence, too.  “Who needs me?”

      “All of them.”  She shrugs a shoulder in Terrence’s direction.  “He’s almost here.  You’ve got time to catch him.  Xander’s built a fire, so I don’t think they’re headed anywhere fast.  I’ll go keep an eye on them and ping Addie’s phone if they move.”

      I wince.  “I have one.  Somewhere.”

      She rolls her eyes.  “We managed just fine before cell phones existed.  My juveniles did their job.  Now I’ve done mine and you’ll do yours.”

      It’s not nearly that simple, but I know better than to try to thank a hawk.  Or to waste her talents.  “Any advice?”  She’s been visiting Milo and Xander all winter, and my sentinel trusts her instincts almost as much as his own.

      Hawk eyes.  “No dominant wolves.  They’ll set Milo off.”

      That’s why she came for me.  “Terrence will be headed for his baby pack.  If you need to call Adrianna, let her know that’s where I can be found.”  They have at least two sat phones out at Teesha’s camp, and unlike me, they generally know where to find them.

      “I’ll take care of that.”  Kel apparates out of the trees and tosses me a carry sack for the clothes I’m already shedding.  “There are healer teas in the bag.  Teesha’s at her base camp and so is most of Moon Girl’s baby pack.  They were having a singalong.”

      Bless betas who know every damn thing—and who made us work out contingency plans for this months ago.  He’ll take care of security, logistics, and anyone with tingling pack sense.  “That works.”

      Kendra tips her head at one of the few people that her hawk entirely respects.  “I’ll let you know if the two on the beach decide to head this way.”

      Every edge of Kel gleams sharp in the waning light.  He knows exactly how dangerous Milo might be.  “Do that.”

      I don’t hear the rest of what gets said.  My big black wolf is already running.
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      RIO

      I glance over at the woman walking beside me.  She wouldn’t let me bring any extra teeth and claws to keep her safe while we try to sneak up on a scarred submissive and his very dangerous big brother.  She also isn’t blaming me that Myrna’s sons scared the crap out of a wolf in her baby pack who had finally left our territory for the first time in six years.

      Teesha punches my shoulder.  “Get over yourself.  Terrence wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near the coast.”

      I sigh.  Neither were Milo and Xander.  My sentinel is still kicking himself over that, but even if he’d sensed their movements, he wouldn’t have been able to do a damn thing about poor Terrence nearly turning to stone on a wild stretch of coastline.  It entirely sucks, though. Terrence managed to join our last couple of full-moon runs in his fur.  It will likely be months before his wolf recovers enough to do that again.

      I make a face in the dark and keep walking.  We needed to get a wolf close enough to Milo to judge the state of his control, but I intended for that to be someone armed with bribes, a plan, and the ability to handle getting drowned in irrational dominance juice.  Which was a short list of Kel or me.  Not our quiet, proud poet and his traumatized wolf.  “He did well to get himself back to base camp.”

      Where the leader of his baby pack was waiting for him with her teeth bared and all her protective hackles risen because sometimes being a wolf shifter has absolutely nothing to do with genetics.  Teesha doesn’t have a wolf and Terence may never have a reliable one ever again—and the pack bond between them is the size of a giant redwood.

      Which is why I’m not out here alone.  Terrence was terrified, but his wolf managed to offer up a single, almost-coherent thought.

      Milo smelled like pack.

      I’m not sure whether that makes him more dangerous or less, but he’s close enough to intercept and I need a better read than I’ve been getting from far-off glimpses, hawk intelligence, and inscrutable messages through the earth.  A task I was absolutely convinced was best accomplished alone, but Teesha tucked Terrence into a pup pile between Blaze and Moon Girl, plucked my truck keys out of my pocket, and let me know that she would be making the introductions.

      I look over at her again.  She’s a hard nut for my sentinel to read, but I think she’s out here for more reasons than because Terrence is hers and she likes to know the threat landscape.  “Milo isn’t yours.  We need to be clear on that.”

      Her lips quirk.  “Figured.”

      Sometimes she’s chatty.  Other times she’s as tightly zipped as Kelvin Nogues, and I generally don’t mean that as a compliment.  “Then why did you kidnap my truck keys?”

      We walk through another stretch of scrubby trees, the tang of salt in the air sharpening in our noses, before she answers.  “You needed help.  None of the dominants should leave until Fallon has her baby, and a submissive would want to pack Milo and Xander up and take them home whether they want to go or not.  So you get me.”

      She’s not wrong about any of that.  And she’s clearly at least partway decided that Xander is hers.  Which doesn’t make a whole lot of sense to my wolf.  His plan looked more like plunking Xander at the bottom of a pup pile in the common room until he ate enough cookies to realize that he had to stay, but my sentinel tentatively concurs with this new option.  Teesha leads the baby pack that struggles to be in their fur, and Kendra says that Xander spends most of his time in human form, trying to remind his big brother that he’s more than just fur and teeth and claws.  She also carries duct tape in her backpack and isn’t afraid to use it on difficult packmates.

      I shake my head.  There are lots of options.  What I need is information.  I’ll know so much more once my sentinel puts his paws on the sand and gets to see these two wolves up close and personal.  Assuming they’re still anywhere near this beach. He’s embarrassed that he can’t tell, but there’s a lot of very old, strong energy here, and it’s messing with his radar.

      It’s also probably why the brothers came here in the first place.  Seeking something powerful enough to interfere with the call of pack.  Which says some worrisome things about Milo’s stability—or some hopeful ones.  I exhale and try to give the woman who’s here for the other brother what she needs to do her job.  “Xander is touchy and lonely as fuck.”

      Teesha’s voice softens.  “Of course he is.”

      I wince.  I still don’t know all of her story, but she earned my sentinel’s respect ages ago.  “Sorry.”

      She punches my shoulder again, which is as much physical affection as Teesha offers unless you’re Terrence in a panic.  “You’re making sure we’re on the same page.  It’s cool.”

      My lips quirk.  Most shifters are at least a little bit in awe of sentinels, even if they try to hide it.  Teesha understands what I do better than most wolves, but she doesn’t have any doubt that she’s worthy of walking through this scrubby brush at my side.

      That’s good.  There’s no way just one of us is getting this job done, no matter how much arrogance I put on with my jeans this morning, because it’s a really hard job and a really immovable deadline.  We need to get these brothers home before Fallon’s baby comes—or we need to get them far enough away to safely ride out the birth and not lose their ever-loving shit.  This beach isn’t nearly far enough away for that, no matter how much ancient energy it holds.

      Teesha hops nimbly over a tangle of driftwood as she eyes the almost-full moon rising to our left.  “Wrinkles said that lots of babies come when the moon is full.”

      They do.  Full moons and storms, preferably blizzards.  Which is why they were one of the few events that could shake snowstorm-traumatized Whistler Pack.  However, Ghost Mountain’s semi-resident raven engineering intern can’t smell any incoming bad weather and our fully resident polar bear agrees.  I want to believe them badly enough that I haven’t looked.  “Babies come at the most inconvenient moment they can find.  Or when they suddenly decide they’re done.  Kind of like Braden when he takes a nap.”

      Teesha laughs.  He’s taken a couple of recent ones in her pancakes.  “He’s collected a nice pile of winter berries for the new baby.  I think he’s hoping she doesn’t like them.”

      The struggle of every young pup when an even smaller one arrives and pack instincts suddenly feel a lot more complicated.  “Who came up with the idea of winter berries?”  He’s been hunting for the dried cranberries in the crooks of trees ever since Hoot took him for a run and helped him find the first one.

      A silence, long enough to make me look.  Teesha tilts her face up at the moon before she answers.  “It’s a game Hoot used to play with Grady when they were little.  Aaron, our old alpha, made it up for them.  I don’t know if she remembers that or not.”

      My sentinel kicks himself for not picking up the undercurrents.  Or rather, for picking them up and assuming they just had to do with the impending birth.  Which is true, but it’s not complete.

      Kind of like the story of whatever spooked Terrence’s wolf.
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      HAYDEN

      Lissa cuddles up against me and steals more of my popcorn.  “There will be a quiz on this movie later.”

      Troublesome mate.  Trying to keep my attention off of the faint stirrings behind my eyelids.  Kel’s orders.  “Stinky will pass it for us.”  He’s currently the star of my learning pack.  Ebony’s too busy cleaning up the minor messes that the den dominants are creating every time we sneeze, accidentally leak dominance, growl at a plant, or forget how long division works.  Molly refuses to take the tests and so far we’re letting her get away with that because she does most of our homework.

      Lissa chuckles.  “That’s not how the learning packs are supposed to work.”

      There’s no possible way we’re going to pass our class otherwise.  Stinky didn’t know what astronomy was when he signed up, but I sit with him and read pages from the textbook every day, and one of us is doing really well at understanding what they mean.

      My human brain might have learned something, but I can’t find it under all the growly fur I’m living with these days.

      Lissa strokes her hand down my chest.  “Fallon’s fine, Hayden.  And so is everyone else.”

      I sigh and try to get a grip on my wolf.  I also try not to apologize, because that’s when my green-eyed wolf’s claws come out.  She thinks I’m being way too hard on myself.  “Kel figures that Ben deserves one of his medals.”  Fallon’s mate is currently sitting on the other end of our couch with a cranky raven in his lap and every dominant in the den less than lunging distance away.

      All of them except Rio, anyhow.  He’s off doing things I’m not supposed to think about.  Which is never calming.  I cuddle Lissa in a little tighter.

      The furry white ball in our laps whines in protest and resettles himself against Lissa’s belly.  Which would be a loud, blaring clue if the submissives in the den were paying attention, but they aren’t, and I’m doing my level best not to change that.

      This pack might be able to handle three babies on the way.  Their alpha absolutely can’t.

      I look over at Cori, who has handled being pregnant with the steady grace of a woman doing this for the second time, even though her mate is an absolute wreck.  Fortunately, he’s currently a sleeping wreck, curled up in a pup pile on the floor that seems to be mostly full of bears and Jade.

      Cori smiles at the far more awake pup who’s sitting in her lap and chatting merrily at a packmate she won’t see for another two months.

      My wolf sighs.  Mellie and Robbie are the only dominants cute enough to get lap privileges.

      Lissa chuckles.  “Watch the movie, love.  We picked one with lots of explosions to keep you and Kel distracted, remember?”

      They picked one with explosions that are ridiculous enough to make Kel mutter terrible movie reviews under his breath, which amuses the teenagers—and might get Kennedy’s homework finished.  She somehow got herself put into the film-studies learning pack.  I suspect juvenile-bear shenanigans.

      I do my best to focus on the very large screen and not eat any more of Lissa’s popcorn.

      She slides her attention over to the other wolf she’s been keeping an eye on tonight.

      My wolf tugs my attention over that way too.  I frown.  I know why I’m a mess, but Bailey is confusing me.  She isn’t growly.  For the first time in ages, she’s not even smelling furry.  She’s fretting, and that’s not something I thought Bailey Dunn knew how to do.  I’m pretty sure Lissa knows why, but I don’t think she’s planning on doing this particular homework for me, even though she’s in my forever learning pack.  There are some things a guy needs to figure out for himself.

      My wolf preens.  He figured out why there was a tiny new thread of light in the pack web this morning.

      I stroke the soft white fur of the pup wrapped around the nesting place of his new brother.  I suspect Robbie sorted out that mystery long before I did.  Hopefully he hasn’t noticed all of the other disturbances in that web tonight.

      Including the ones attached to another set of brothers.
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        * * *

      

      XANDER

      They come out of nowhere, two humans glowing in the dim light of an almost-full winter moon, standing where no humans should reasonably be.  Then my nose catches up with the shuddering wolf who is only letting me hold him because his sense of smell is far better than mine.

      They’re not random, lost humans.

      They’re pack.

      My eyes drop to the crouching wolf underneath me, his lunge arrested by some vestigial sense of control that had very little to do with the annoying presence of his little brother on his back.  Which is really fucking fortunate, because I’m shaking as hard as he is.

      Something inside of me that ossified six years ago trembles and threatens to turn to dust.  Milo stopped.  He’s not attacking.

      Maybe one day we can really go home.

      I shred that last thought before it fully forms.  This is nowhere near the kind of behavior that’s safe enough to take to Ghost Mountain.  It’s barely safe enough to not get us killed, because I somehow have no doubt that the larger of our two visitors could make that happen, even though I have no idea who he is.

      I have guesses, but I don’t like any of them.

      The two packmates in human form hold position in the last of the scrub before the beach opens up to nothing but sand and the stray detritus of an ocean that was here long before wolves.  They stand and they watch, and I can feel two sets of eyes drilling into my soul like my skin and bones and the dim light of the moon are barely an impediment to their sight.

      Milo drops, very slowly, to the sand.  Which doesn’t make him any less dangerous, but it puts the back of my hand in contact with the ground.

      Hello.  We’re pack.

      I jolt, but my arm is stuck under a very heavy wolf.

      Milo shudders.

      I wrap my limbs tighter around his ribs.  I have no fucking idea how the sand is talking to me, but it’s clearly talking to Milo, too.  I’ve spent six years banging my head against that particular wall, so anyone who can maybe make some progress in that regard is someone we probably shouldn’t chew on.

      A laugh.  One that I know.  “We’re coming closer, you idiots.  Don’t bite.”

      The sand repeats her message.

      Milo’s lips draw back from his teeth.

      I whack him with the hand that isn’t stuck under his ribs.  “That’s Teesha, you numbskull.  If you screw around with her, she gets even, remember?”  The words stab daggers in internal organs I wasn’t sure I still possessed.  I was a teenager when she walked into our old den, skinny and tough, and announced she was staying for a while.  Aaron laughed and fed her dinner and figured she’d be gone by sunrise.

      She stayed.  All these years, she stayed.

      Not me.  When hell came, I left.

      You left to care for a packmate.  She stayed for the same reason.

      I stare at the dark presence walking beside Teesha as they calmly stroll toward a wolf on the teetering edge of violence and the ineffectual guy clinging to his back.  We might be a couple of pretty shells on the beach for all the fear they’re showing.  Which I expect of Teesha.  It also narrows down the possibilities for the other shadow considerably.

      I’m Rio.  We’ve talked.

      I grimace.  Rio is a funny guy who sometimes answers the phone, always knows where my mother is, and has firm opinions on orange gummy bears.  He’s also the pack’s new sentinel.

      Magic wolves.  The ones who can heal lost souls.

      You don’t seem all that lost at the moment.

      I swallow and keep my eyes on Teesha’s boots as she strides across the sand toward teeth that could tear her apart without even trying hard.

      He won’t get to her.

      A promise, one that’s somehow delivered with absolute assurance and not a whisper of threat.

      Milo shudders again, just like he did when we finally got to the beach and put a damn mountain between us and the siren call of home.

      Teesha plunks down on the sand, her eyes watching me in the dim light.

      I can’t handle any of the messages I see in them.

      Rio sits down on the sand beside her and smiles like he just saw me last week and he’s mildly happy to have run into me again.  “I’m glad you still think of it as home.”

      Teesha shoots him a look.  “Way to start off all easygoing there, sentinel.”

      Milo’s ears twitch.  Apparently he’s been listening to Kendra’s stories.  Maybe there’s more than one reason he hasn’t chewed on the hawk alpha yet.

      I’ve considered it.  Having a really big bird randomly show up for tea is surprisingly annoying.

      Teesha looks at Milo and waves a little.  “Hey, big guy.  Good to see you again.”  Her eyes move casually back to me, picking up effortlessly on the sentinel’s cues.  Nothing to see here.  Just an ordinary meet-and-greet on the beach with some packmates she hasn’t seen in a while.  “You look kind of stuck.  Need some help moving the bigass wolf off your arm?”

      My skin crawls with several kinds of embarrassment, which is a far preferable emotion to being stupidly happy because I just heard a few words from someone who used to be a friend.  I yank my arm out from under Milo and plop down on the sand beside him.

      Rio’s lips quirk.

      Right.  Sentinels are assholes.

      Teesha shrugs out of a small backpack.  “We have cookies.”

      Of course they do.  Bait for a big, raging wolf and a scraggly, bad-tempered one who can apparently both be lulled into astonishing complacency by the smell of peanut butter.  Because the acid burning through my gut isn’t from my wolf.  He’s lying on his back with his paws in the air and his tongue hanging out and his brain entirely swamped by the presence of packmates.

      He forgets what we’ll need to do when the cookies are gone and the packmates walk away.

      You could come with us.

      Milo’s growl rumbles the ground like an earthquake.

      Teesha elbows Rio.  “Cut that out.  If you’re going to make them mad, talk out loud where I can hear you.”

      He makes a face.  “Sorry.  Xander thinks his only choices are crappy ones, so I invited them to come back to the den with us.”

      Teesha rolls her eyes.  “Very subtle.  I can see why they pick you for these jobs.”

      My wolf snickers.  Funny packmate.

      I don’t have the energy to disagree with him.  The fire in my gut has found several new spots to feed on, and I have no idea how to put it out.

      Rio doesn’t look at me, but the sand under my ass gets all warm and weird and calm, and I suddenly feel like I did when I was a little kid and broke my collarbone and they wheeled out the fancy machine at the hospital that let them see inside of me.  I swallow.  If a sentinel can do that, it’s over.  He’ll see the same mess inside of me that horrified Terrence, which is an awful look to witness on the face of someone who once treated you like a tiny cousin.

      Milo scared Terrence.  I’m the one who made him run.

      Milo angles his body in front of me, growling again.

      Rio smiles and looks straight into the eyes of my big brother and his incredibly tenuous hold on humanity.  “It sounds like Xander’s going to need some help coming home.  I was thinking cookies might do it, but those are apparently for you.”

      Teesha blinks.

      So does Milo.

      If I have eyes, they don’t work anymore.

      Rio reaches into his pocket and smiles at me.  “Let’s see if these will work for you.”  He sets something small onto the sand.

      I can’t see what it is.

      My wolf grabs for my skin.  He wants to know.

      Teesha sucks in a sharp breath.

      Milo’s nose inches forward.

      Rio rolls to his feet, and after a completely astonished pause, Teesha pushes up beside him.  They don’t say another word.  They just walk back the way they came, two hikers out for a stroll in the middle of nowhere on a dark winter’s night.

      It isn’t until they’ve entirely disappeared into the scrub that my eyes can look away, and the first thing they do is zoom in on the small, dark object Rio left lying on an overturned shell.

      I snatch it up just before Milo’s tongue does the honors.  Then I drop it again, but it’s far too late.  I know exactly what it is, even as the tiny, shriveled offering disappears down my brother’s gullet.

      A fucking winter berry.
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      ADRIANNA

      I chuckle as Myrna walks out of the kitchen with two mugs of coffee in her hands.  “Please tell me one of those is for me.”

      She snorts.  “See any other grandmothers heading for the warpath?”

      That isn’t what I thought I’d be up to this morning, but sometime in the wee hours of last night, the pack exhaled.  Even Kel.  And Kendra sent me a text from the depths of the hot bubble bath that was waiting for her at home.  A friend telling me to stand down, even if she couldn’t tell me anything more.

      I have some guesses, but even if they’re wrong, this is a lovely morning to spend with a wolf I enjoy very much. I take one of Myrna’s mugs and link my elbow with hers.  “Are we mad that they didn’t tell us, or should we just get on with our usual job of convincing Robbie that nothing terrible will happen if he detaches from Lissa’s belly for a little while?”

      Myrna’s happy sigh turns to mist in the crisp morning air.  “He’s going to be such a wonderful big brother.”

      I take a grateful sip of coffee.  This particular pirate elder’s grace no longer surprises me, but I cherish it, all the same.  “I might need some help with the grandmother-of-a-tiny-baby deal.  This is my first time.”

      Myrna chuckles.  “Like hell it is.  You’re just like the Dunns, adopting anyone that you damn well please.”

      That’s entirely true—and still, something terribly fragile flared to life inside of my wolf last night when she figured out why Robbie chose to sleep right where he did.  “It feels different.  Not more special, but definitely more alarming.”  Which is the kind of admission that Adrianna Scott can make to very few people.

      Myrna bumps against my shoulder, gently enough to leave our coffee where it belongs.  “You help us get all of the dominants through the birth of Fallon’s baby, and I promise to sit on you when Lissa’s time comes.”

      Submissive mamas in labor do not need the alpha of all alphas freaking out over their shoulders.  “That would be much appreciated.”

      We swing toward the path to the hot pools.  Lissa and Hayden snuck out half an hour ago for a little private time.  Which they only got because I grabbed Kennedy’s ankle as she set out to ambush them.  Baby-alpha radar is fierce.  She only stayed where we put her because Kel grabbed her other ankle and worked out a patrol route around the hot pools that let a couple of wide-awake teenagers play with his rappelling equipment.

      One of them waves at us from halfway down the cliff on our left.  Myrna signs something that threatens kitchen duty and promises fresh muffins, and gets the kind of annoyingly cheerful response that all good sentries provide at the crack of dawn.

      My wolf grins.  Katrina is always cheerful.

      I chuckle.  Katrina is a young woman with more layers than she usually shows, but she’s also a breath of fresh and bouncy air who knows how to apply herself in just the right ways to benefit her pack—and one of the few dominants who isn’t regularly strangling her wolf at the moment.  She’s far enough down the pack hierarchy to know it won’t be her teeth and claws this baby will need, so she can just figure out how to be useful instead.

      Distracting Kennedy from posting herself as a growly guard at the hot pools was an excellent use of those skills.  Especially when Kennedy’s wolf also thought it was entirely reasonable to wake up the other two pregnant mamas and herd them into one location to make them easier to guard.

      I do believe Kel was tempted to let her.

      Myrna raises a wry eyebrow in my direction.  “You’ve been remarkably well behaved since you got here.  Any tips on how to spread that around a little?”

      My reckless wolf takes that in her teeth and drags it where she wants it to go.  “You’ve had strong dominants in this pack before.”

      Her face tightens.  “Yes, but they were usually the ones giving birth.”

      I take a firmer grip on my mug.  Myrna doesn’t need comfort from me right now.  She needs space to speak her truth.  “That matters, but perhaps less than you think.”  The process of giving birth is a magnificently powerful one—and also earthshakingly vulnerable.

      She huffs out a breath.  “Our generation was easy enough.  We were a small, out-of-the-way pack and we didn’t have anyone dominant enough to think they always had to protect the rest of us.  We were bigger by the time the next wave of babies came, but Ruby would have chewed on anyone who tried to protect her, even when she was in the middle of labor, and most of the others who had pups during those years didn’t mind if she gave Wrinkles a hand.”

      My respect for the broken wolf of the northern reaches goes up another notch.  Most alpha wolves aren’t capable of behaving well enough for a good healer to tolerate their presence at a birth, and Ruby and Cody weren’t even the pack’s official alpha pair yet.  “I look forward to meeting her.”

      Sad, distant eyes.

      I don’t push any further.  My teeth and claws may be needed, and I won’t stint in using them on behalf of this pack I love nearly as much as my own, but this morning is about joy—and this elder knows so much about fully embracing those moments, no matter what might come before and after them.  “Have we picked out names yet?”

      Myrna chortles.  “We need to get Martha to drop by and give us a gender.”

      I think fondly of the fuzzy face of Kendra’s newest grandbaby, who shifts to boy or girl as they wish.  “Lissa might know.  I did with Jules.”

      A snort.  “Apparently all I was capable of making was big, strapping boys.”

      It’s a delight to hear her speak of them so easily.  “Oh, Jules made up for her lack of size with a stubbornness that’s still legendary.”

      Myrna grins.  “Terror of the nursery, was she?”

      I grin back.  “And still proud of it.”

      “We can hear you, you know.”  Hayden sounds mostly amused, which is a good thing.  Sneaking up on alphas who are expecting a new pack arrival any day and incubating another one isn’t something that even my wolf takes lightly.  “If you didn’t bring breakfast, go away.”

      Myrna eyes the two food sacks hanging from my hip belt as we round the last corner to the hot pools.  “I believe we’ve got that covered.”

      I’m not an entirely stupid grandmother.  I packed up two snack bags after my patrol run and tucked them into a basket by the door.  Which was well-laid planning for a private conversation with my son’s mate, right up until Hayden managed to drag himself out of his sleeping bag to join Lissa in her customary early-morning soak.

      The power of a few tiny, rapidly dividing cells and what they will become.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      HAYDEN

      My green-eyed mate looks over at the two incoming wolves, her lips quirking.  “I hope you brought lots of food.”

      Myrna’s eyes narrow at the shifter lounging on the other side of our pool.  “They deserve some privacy, don’t you think?”

      Bailey snickers.  “You’re just mad that I didn’t wake you up before I snuck out here.”

      There wasn’t a lot of sneaking involved.  Bailey only stuck her head into the common-room this morning long enough to count sleeping pups.  She spent most of the night skulking around with the sentries.  So did Kel.  I thought those two might finally get some sleep once Fallon’s baby arrives, but it looks like we’ll need to apply more drastic measures.

      Hopefully my mother has some idea what those might be.

      Or Rio, who so far hasn’t bothered to fill in his alpha about whatever emergency dragged his ass out into the dark last night.  My wolf should probably be thinking a lot harder about that, but he’s currently incapable of paying attention to anything that’s more than a centimeter away from Lissa’s belly.

      I tell him he’s got the rest of this soak to be an idiot.  Then we need to get our shit together.

      Myrna slides into the pool, letting out a gusty sigh of happiness as the warm water envelops her.  “That’s never not going to feel like magic.”

      My mom takes a seat on the edge of the pool and starts doling out the contents of her two bags.  I sniff at the first meat pastry that comes to me and hand it to Lissa.  “This one has green stuff in it.”

      She chuckles and takes a cautious sniff.

      Myrna watches her.

      I know that look.  “Did you get morning sick with Robbie?  Do you need something different to eat?”

      She grabs my wolf as he leaps from the pool to hunt whatever his mate needs to keep her happy and healthy and strong.  “I’m fine.  There were a few things with strong smells that made me a little queasy last time.  Grilled onions.  Pickles.  Beer.”

      Beer has so many layers of trauma attached to it in this pack that even annoying visiting cat alphas won’t touch the stuff.  “Pickles?  Seriously?  Aren’t you supposed to eat big bowls of those with ice cream and ketchup on top?”

      Four women laugh at me, which was pretty much the point.

      Myrna ruffles my hair and hands me another pastry.  A sausage roll this time.  They’re Damien’s newest creation.  We all knew he was practicing something in the kitchen and making Stinky and Reilly eat the failed experiments.  The first day he carried out a tray of meat pastries and laid them in the middle of the table, it was a contest to see if Eliza or Ronan dissolved fastest.

      I won.

      Lissa elbows my ribs.  “Trade you.  That one smells really good.”

      My wolf nearly drowns us all in his eagerness to feed her the desired snack, even though he’s quite sure a tasty bunny would be better.

      I scratch his ears.  Poor dude.  The den bunnies taunt him regularly.

      Lissa takes a bite of the sausage roll and hums happily, which sends four wolves into paroxysms of joy.  Even my mother, who is trying to look calm, cool, and collected as she digs into the food sacks to see if she maybe brought another dozen pastries of the right kind.

      My lips quirk.  “We should tell Damien to make more of those.”

      Bailey is halfway out of the pool before she gets a grip on her wolf.

      I snicker.

      She slumps back into the water and growls in my general direction.  “Don’t tempt me, Alpha.”

      Lissa laughs.  “No fighting in this pool.  Go drown each other in the hot one.”

      This is the cooler one where the pups usually hang out, which Wrinkles has declared safe for pregnant mamas as long as they use their heads and listen to their bodies.  As far as I can tell, Lissa’s body is entirely content, but I close my eyes to check on the tiny line of light that branches off from our mate bond anyhow.  It’s on the same side as Robbie’s branch, but I don’t know if that means anything useful.

      My mother leans over and kisses the top of my head.  “Congratulations, sweetie.”  She touches a hand to Lissa’s cheek.  “And to you.  I would apologize in advance for the terrible behavior of the Scott wolves, but I’ll probably be the worst of them.”

      My green-eyed wolf laughs.  “You’ve all been wonderful with Robbie.”

      I sigh.  This one is different, and not because of anything as silly as whose genetic material is growing in Lissa’s belly.  “Robbie was already fast and smart and willing to use his teeth by the time we met him.  This time you have to tolerate us all while the next Scott is still in your belly.”

      Bailey grins at Lissa.  “I have teeth.  I could chew on some wolves for you.”

      Myrna growls cheerfully.

      Lissa takes another bite out of her sausage roll, her lips quirking.  “It’s a good thing I can outrun all of you.”
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        * * *

      

      BAILEY

      I catch my wolf’s scruff before she leaps across the pool and drowns a sausage roll in her haste to protect the tiny ball of cells it’s trying to feed.  “Quit tormenting us, Liss.  You know better than to poke at dominants when we’re off balance.”  I eye Myrna.  “Or grandmothers.”

      Adrianna grins.  “Especially grandmothers.”

      My wolf watches the two of them.  One is very strong and related to the new pup by blood.  The other is pack and Lissa’s mother in every way except for blood.

      Adrianna shoots me a look full of arrogant dominance.

      I shoot one back that makes very clear what will happen if she tries to elbow Myrna out of the way, even if it costs me every scrap of fur I possess.

      Arrogance morphs into amusement.

      Lissa rolls her eyes.  “Are you two done?”

      Hayden manages to pull one eye off of protecting her sausage roll.  “Which two?”

      Lissa pats his chest.  “Bailey’s wolf is worried that your mom might try to impose some kind of hierarchy amongst the grandmothers.”

      Hayden grins at Adrianna.  “Can you wait until someone has a video recorder handy?”

      Myrna cackles.  “And my frying pan.  If we’re going to do this, I need all of my best weapons.”

      I sink down into the water and scowl at all of them.  “My wolf’s an idiot, okay?  You can all stop now.”

      Adrianna slides into the pool beside me and hands me a meat pastry, which puts her way too close to my ridiculous wolf and her unruly teeth.  “Your wolf knows that Myrna spent the last six years keeping all of the babies born into this pack safe until they were ready to come live with you in the woods.  She wants to make sure that gets the appropriate level of respect.”

      I stare at the woman who just neatly disarmed my wolf and made Myrna glow with pride, all in a couple of casual sentences—and they aren’t even true sentences.  There are holes the size of a polar bear in the story she just painted.

      But they don’t matter.  We can all feel the extremely sincere respect in what she just said.  If there’s a grandmother hierarchy, the most dominant wolf in North America thinks Myrna Landon belongs at the top of it.

      I sigh.  I really need to chew on someone, and all of my good choices are turning to dust.  Then my wolf’s ears twitch, and she perks up.  Maybe not.

      Rio comes around the corner bearing food bags that are a lot more full than the ones Adrianna brought.  “I heard that you need more sausage rolls.”

      It’s a good thing I grew up with psychic wolves.  “Those are for Lissa.  If anyone else eats them, Hayden will turn us into furry pillows.”

      Rio eyes her belly and grins.

      She rolls her eyes.  “Seriously?  Does everyone know?”

      He holds up a palm in entirely mock innocence.  “All I know is that Cleve took every last sausage roll out of the freezer and warmed them up and instructed me to deliver them.”

      I shoot Lissa a wry look.  It’s still early, which means she probably has time to eat another roll or two in peace before several dozen wolves lose their collective minds.  Best-friend duties are about to get interesting.  “Fallon will be grateful.”

      Lissa’s eyes fill with momentary worry.  Then they clear as her wolf remembers just how much our very pregnant raven hates being the center of wildly solicitous pack attention.  She’ll be absolutely delighted to share as much of that as she can possibly push at Lissa.

      Rio waves at the sentry rappelling down the cliff on a rope.  He sets a small bag on a boulder for her to grab and slides into the water, holding out a fistful of rolls in my direction.

      I scowl.  “Make Lissa smell them.”  My wolf will gut me if I eat one that she’d rather have.

      Lissa stares at me, perplexed.  “You weren’t like this when I was pregnant with Robbie.”

      We had other things on our minds.  Survival.  Hungry pups.  Stopping our pack from bleeding to death.  I lurch a little as I realize that my wolf’s ridiculous antics this morning are a luxury, and somehow my pack has gotten rich enough to afford the bill.  “Nobody tried to sneak spinach into our food back then.”  I let my eyes brighten, because no way does this day get to get mired in the past.  “Maybe you’ll really like spinach now that you’re pregnant.”

      Katrina snickers as she scoops up the bag of treats and starts scampering her rope-assisted way back up the cliff.

      Rio watches her go.  Then he smiles at me.

      My wolf finds something else to look at.  She’s not scared of his big, hairy ass, but there are messages in his eyes this morning, and she doesn’t want to know what they are.  He was off doing mysterious things last night, and I’m going to eat a fancy breakfast roll and be happy for a minute before I chew on his tail and find out what they were.

      I don’t miss the look he shoots at Myrna, though.

      Or the distinct sense that he’s also protecting this moment.
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      RIO

      I close the door of the school, trying to keep the cold air out—and the sense that my sentinel is off his game.  I missed Milo and Xander moving to the beach, and the new life in Lissa’s belly, and both of those are significant oversights.  The kind I don’t normally make two of in a year, much less in a couple of days.

      Bailey and Myrna glance at me from the low table where they’re setting up morning activities for the smaller pups.  The older ones will be doing chemistry with Ronan in the healing shack.  Which seems like something that should require supervision, but Wrinkles approved his lesson plan, and the healing shack is a work of art that even teenagers probably won’t blow up.

      My sentinel raps his knuckles on my brain and reminds me that there are good reasons I walked through these doors, and Myrna and Bailey are both getting more tense every second that I stay quiet.

      Damn.  Definitely off my game.

      I walk over to the low table and pull out a chair.

      Myrna eyes me as I sit down, but she doesn’t say anything.  Bailey just unsheathes her claws and threatens to spill my guts on the snow.  Or that’s how my sentinel interprets the look in her eyes, anyhow.  Which is a real issue, and one that deserves my attention, but it’s just going to have to get in line.

      I leave my guts to whatever fate awaits them and put every drop of love I have for Myrna Landon into my eyes.  “I saw your boys last night.”

      Her heart stops.  I hear it—and the titanic clash of joy and grief in the endless moment before it starts beating again.  “Where?”

      “Over on one of the wild beaches.”  The coastline where the ravens live has two very distinct sets of moods.  There’s a gorgeous, pristine bay where whales gather and otters play and our teenagers are slowly earning ocean swimming privileges under Ronan’s stern tutelage, and rugged stretches of rock and sand that are fierce enough to make even a polar bear reconsider his swimming plans.  “Terrence was out with a couple of the hawks yesterday afternoon, collecting pebbles.  They thought they were alone.  Then Milo and Xander wandered out of the scrub.”

      Bailey whispers a heartfelt curse.

      My sentinel nods in sharp, apologetic agreement.  He’s been meticulously planning first contact for months.  He fucked up.  He’d be happy to have her chew on his ass for that, but he’s pretty sure she’ll be trying to bite her own.

      Myrna takes a shaky breath.  “That will have frightened Terrence.”

      We can start there.  “Teesha’s got him, and she knows to ask for help if she needs it.”  I don’t think she will.  His baby pack rallied around him last night, even with their leader gone.  Maybe especially because she was gone.  I hung out for a few hours when we got back, but that was mostly because they had a nice fire going and I needed an excuse not to awaken my entire pack in the middle of the night.

      Fallon will likely do that soon enough.

      Myrna nods a little.  “Good.”

      My wolf whines.  This packmate likes touch.  He doesn’t understand why I’m still sitting in this silly chair instead of cuddling her until she feels better.

      I stroke his head gently.  He doesn’t understand human trauma.

      Bailey leans closer to Myrna and shoots dagger eyes at me.  “How are they?”

      Dominants, always ripping into things before submissives are ready.  Which needs to happen.  This isn’t going to wait until Myrna can find her balance.  “They recognized Teesha and didn’t chew on me.”

      A sharp look from a wolf who didn’t expect me to have taken anyone with me and is really cranky that it wasn’t her—and who is already sorting out some of the complicated reasons why.  I don’t know if they’ll keep Bailey’s teeth out of my ass, but at least they have her thinking.

      Quietly.  This moment isn’t about us.

      Myrna swallows.  “Are they still there?  At the beach?”

      I have no idea if her wolf will allow her to leave the den with three pups on the way, but if her human needs to go, I will do my level best to get her there, and I can see every line in Bailey’s body making the same promise.  “Yes.”

      Myrna’s breathing gets more shallow.  More thready.  Her head turns just enough to look at the four pups painted on the schoolhouse wall.

      Bailey sets a careful hand on damp gray braids.  “You should stay.  I can go drag their asses back here.”

      Myrna’s lips twitch.  “I seem to remember you doing that once or twice.”

      My sentinel exhales.

      An elder pins him to his chair with a look.  “Is that what we should do?”

      I try not to squirm.  It isn’t easy.  She’s gone from disintegrating glass to pirate queen in two heartbeats, and I’m not keeping up.  “I don’t know.  I got a far better sense of them than I’ve had until now, but I’m still not sure about the best way to bring them home.”  Or even if that will be our job.  Xander is interesting and fierce and far more complicated than I understood.

      Myrna leans back and crosses her arms across her chest.  “You’ll tell me.  When you know.”

      My wolf huffs out his relief.  He loves this elder and cherishes her trust, and if he’d had his way, I would have woken her up in the middle of the night to have this conversation.  “Yes.”  I take a deep breath.  I don’t have the answers she needs most, but I didn’t walk in here completely empty-handed.  “When Milo saw Teesha, his strongest reaction was a distinctly sheepish memory involving caramel apples and yellow paint on his fur.”

      Myrna’s eyes close, but not before I see the shattered gladness in them.  “He lost a bet right before Halloween one year.”  She leans against Bailey’s shoulder, her eyes still scrunched closed.  “I don’t remember the bet, but the winner got to pick the loser’s costume.  Teesha decided to dress up Milo’s wolf as a furry bumblebee.  She went after him with a can of yellow spray paint.”

      My wolf wriggles in embarrassed sympathy.

      Bailey’s lips quirk.  “She made him a set of wings, too.  Clipped them around his ribs and made him wear them all night.”

      Myrna elbows her, none too gently.  “And then you and Cody and Brandy all showed up in flower costumes, just to rub it in.”

      Bailey’s shit-eating grin doesn’t quite make it to her eyes, but I’m not sure anyone but a sentinel would know.  “Yup.”

      Myrna looks at me, full of pleading.  “He really remembers that?”

      He remembers it mostly as a wolf, but there’s a reason he didn’t attack, and it started with the remembered smell of caramel apples and a friend.  “He does.”

      She exhales slowly.  “That’s good.  That’s really good.”

      It’s bare remnants—but I’ve seen shifters find themselves again with less.  One of them was in the hot pools this morning making grandmother jokes and hoping the ghost of her mate was watching.

      Myrna swallows, her eyes drifting back to the painted pups on the wall.  “How is Xander?”

      My wolf tries desperately to lick her cheeks.  “He’s had a hard six years.  He’s got himself wrapped up pretty tight.”

      Bailey’s claws are out again before I finish my sentence.  “How do we help him?”

      Not like that.  “Your job is to help me with Milo.  Dominance will backfire on Xander.”  Wolf dominance, anyhow.  The kind that Teesha carries in her back pocket just might work, or so my sentinel concluded as he watched her boss her baby pack around before he took his nap last night.

      Myrna squares her shoulders.  “He’s gone rogue, then.”

      It’s how submissives usually manage to leave their pack, but that isn’t what the sand told my paws on a moonlit beach.  “No.  He’s done something far more complicated.  But I’m pretty sure the choice to come home and stay here is going to be up to his human.  Which is handy, given who has decided to claim him.”

      Bailey blinks—and then she smiles, slow and fierce, as some of the calculus she was trying to sort out earlier finally makes sense.  “He’s in Teesha’s baby pack?”

      My sentinel grins, partly from relief.  There was a solid chance Bailey Dunn wasn’t going to like that plan.  “Yup.”

      Her eyes widen as she works the rest of it through.  “And so is Terrence.”

      There are so very few accidents.  “Yup.”

      Myrna’s snort is more of a soggy hiccup.  “I guess I’ll be getting my exercise visiting their base camp, then.”

      It’s well positioned for that.  A couple of hours from the den, free of angry wolves and heartbreaking Dunns, and their resident poet seems like he could put some serious dents in Xander’s armor.  Which isn’t at all like the meticulous plan my sentinel had in mind, but Teesha didn’t ask his permission.  Leaders of baby packs generally don’t.  “I asked Tressie to keep an eye on them for now.”

      The faintest of lip quivers.  “I’ll send her some jam.”

      That risks a raven alpha breaking jam jars over Myrna’s head, but I’m smart enough not to say so.  “Give some to Teesha, too.  She can take it to the beach the next time she goes.”

      Bailey’s eyes narrow to slits.  “Alone?”

      I let her think it through.
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        * * *

      

      BAILEY

      I hate it when he pulls teacher tricks on my ass.  He gave me just enough information to work this out for myself, and now he plans to sit there and play with number blocks while I do it.

      The first part is obvious.  “No dominant wolves.  At least not until we’re ready to drag Milo back here.”

      Rio shrugs a little.

      I swipe the number blocks.  He’s messing up the math problems I set up for the pups.  “If Milo remembers the spray paint, he won’t hurt Teesha.”  I’m still mad at the guy who took her out there without knowing that, though.  “And she’s smart enough to not accidentally rile him.”

      Myrna leans her head against my shoulder.   “She’s a friend.”

      She is.  But she’s a friend who isn’t a wolf, even though she does a really excellent impression of one, and she’s solidly pack without being part of the core that blew up and put shrapnel into so many of us.  I sigh internally.  That’s why I can’t go to the beach until it’s time to rumble.  Milo will take one look at me and he sure as hell won’t remember spray paint.

      Rio keeps watching me, like he can see my work as it writes itself out on the page.

      Jerk.  “She’s good with wolves who can’t hold their shit together, and she’s learning stuff from Wrinkles, so she’s got some good threats she can use if either of them gets feisty.”

      His lips quirk.  So do Myrna’s.

      I can be a smartass until the end of time if it will help the origin elder of this pack get her paws back underneath her.  “We should get her some spray paint, though.  Just in case.”

      That gets an actual chuckle.

      I arrive at the part of my word problem where the diagram and the math aren’t giving me the same answer.  “She could probably get Xander back to the den if she had some time to work at it.  That would probably be better for him, but Milo isn’t going to wait.”  When the birth of Fallon’s baby turns push into shove, Milo is either going to run away and never come back, or charge in with his claws unsheathed—and given how close to home they are, the latter is the way more solid bet.

      Especially when my claws add their vote.  Myrna needs her boys to come home.  We all do.  I glare at the guy who better not say differently.

      Rio’s chin drops just enough that my wolf doesn’t yank out his eyebrows with her teeth.  “He won’t.  Which might keep a lot of us busy, especially if it happens when Fallon is in labor.  So I figure it’s good for Xander to have his own team.”

      I blink.  I missed a step.  Xander might have a baby pack, but other than Teesha, Rio better not be sending any of them to a wild beach while we wrangle a broken dominant.  “Team?”

      Rio smiles like he knows just how close my teeth are to his sensitive parts—and he still thinks I’m amusing.  “Kind of like one of Kel’s mission teams.  A temporary group of people who will be responsible for getting him out of the line of fire and sitting on him until his baby pack has him under wraps.”

      My wolf perks up.  She likes that plan.  Shadow-pack tactics.  “No dominants, and probably no wolves, either.  That way Milo’s dominance won’t mess with them.”  Which doesn’t leave a whole lot of options, but I can already feel the perfection of who they are slotting into place.  “Teesha.  Dorie.  Reilly.  Indrani.”  With Tressie and Reese lurking.

      Myrna pushes slowly off of my shoulder.

      I don’t want to meet her eyes, but I do anyhow.

      She swallows.  “Will it take so much?”

      This is the part that the big, strong sentinel didn’t want to say.  I don’t blame him, but I’ve spent the last six years telling Myrna the absolute truth and I can’t stop now.  “Milo is a mess who barely remembers he’s human.  He’s going to be dangerous, but that’s different than being complicated.”

      She swallows again.

      I wince and drag out the shit that I can’t believe I have to say out loud, but I will because it might help bring a friend home.  “Xander’s more like me.  He had to pull himself together fast so he could do the job that his pack needed him to do.”

      My wolf skitters.  We don’t need to say the rest.

      I sigh.  We really do.  “The thing is, when that job gets taken away all at once, the duct tape and baling wire falls off.  Then you just have a whole bunch of messed-up pieces again.”

      Myrna’s fingers wrap convulsively around mine.

      Rio tries to peer through the cracks I just showed him.

      I put dire warnings in my eyes.  This isn’t about me.  It’s about Xander and how we bring him home.  The submissives need to have their sewing needles ready and the dominants won’t be much help because we’ll be busy with Milo and Ruby, and most of us are entirely crappy at sewing anyhow.  Fortunately, I know exactly what my submissive packmates are made of.  “He’s held it together for six years.  He isn’t going to want to let go of his duct tape.”

      Fingers tug on the ends of my hair, so gently that my wolf somehow can’t mount a defense.  “Yes.  He’ll fight to keep it.”

      I glare at an annoying, interfering, doggedly stubborn sentinel.  He better be talking about Xander.  “He probably still can’t throw a decent punch.”

      Rio smiles a little.  “I might take that bet.”

      Myrna pats his hand.  “I think you would look very nice as a bumblebee, dear.”

      My wolf leans against a small, wiry shoulder and snickers.

      Rio rolls his eyes at both of us.

      Jerk.  Sadly, my pack seems to want to keep him.  “The pups will be back soon and you messed up all the math problems, so go away.  I have work to do.”

      Myrna pushes up off of her chair.  “We’ll need to get the cabins sorted and take a few things out to Teesha’s base camp.  Shelley will want to stock up their favorites in the kitchen, and someone needs to talk to Hayden.”

      I smirk at Rio, because it hurts my heart less than seeing how fragile Myrna still looks.  “Hayden seems like he should be your job.”

      He nods, even through I’m pretty sure he’s still trying to peer through my cracks.  “I’ll talk to him.”

      I ignore the sentinel crap and dust my fingernails on my shirt.  “Let me know if he wants to go with my plan instead.”  I’ve seen Hayden’s wolf right on the edge of heading into the woods to drag missing packmates home to the den more times than I can count.  I’m not sure what stops him, exactly, but maybe he’ll choose differently this time.

      Rio shoots me a wry look.  “He’ll want to, but his job for this next stretch is here at the den.”

      It is.  Standing at Lissa’s side and being our north star.  Because if the stories Kel and Ronan and Tressie and Martha tell about raven chicks are true, broken dominants and complicated submissives are just going to be side characters in our next chapter.

      My wolf hides her nose under her paws.  Pups aren’t supposed to have wings.  That defies all logic and sense.  “I’ll do raven-baby practice with the sentries this afternoon.”  Teenagers who can run across tree branches like cats are about to be absolutely necessary to our pack survival.

      Just like they used to be.

      I ignore the cracks that try to widen under that thought.   Xander might get to fall apart this week, and Myrna, and I’ll even give Hayden ten minutes to lose his shit.  It sure as hell isn’t going to be me.  Even if the sentinel eyes watching me maybe don’t agree.
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      BAILEY

      I came out here to chomp on Rio’s ass in private, because he left our territory last night to deal with a problem and a danger and a friend and he decided in his absolute arrogance that it was his job and not anyone else’s.  Except I can’t, because he’s out here doing another one of my jobs, and he’s got a look in his eyes that’s swallowing my wolf whole.

      She has no idea what to do with tenderness.

      Fortunately, he’s not looking at me.

      I come in upwind.  Rio’s sentinel has some moves, but I don’t underestimate his wolf, either.  And I don’t want to disturb Hoot.  She’s curled up on a sunny rock, staring down into the valley below, and I’d be giving her absolute hell for how little attention she’s paying to her surroundings, except this is a pack where it’s okay to let your guard down now.  Especially if you’re watching a wolf who used to give you mama hugs and read you stories at night and tickle your twin brother’s belly until he turned into one big giggle.

      Rio doesn’t move, but I can feel some of his attention joining mine.

      My wolf snarls.  Take care of Hoot.

      He moves sideways a little, making space on his flat hunk of granite.

      My wolf snarls again, but I remind her that she’s been running for two hours and he’s nice and warm.  He’s also occupying the second best perch for watching Ruby, and I’m not going to make Hoot leave hers.

      My wolf grumbles some more, but it’s a sound that’s less likely to imminently chew on a wolf twice her size.

      I shake my head.  She needs to behave.  This close, we could set Ruby off.

      A whisper of reassurance from the snow under my feet.

      My wolf bares her teeth.  She doesn’t need a sentinel to help with her control.

      The tender eyes turn in my direction.

      I scowl and kick my wolf and her furry attitude over to the warm rock before she gets cold.  I might well need Rio’s help before this week is done, and she’s just going to have to suck it up.  Besides, helpful dominants don’t chew on their packmates, no matter how much they deserve it.  Especially when they’re just trying to be nice.

      She snorts as she flops down against a big, black wolf.  He’s not trying to be nice.

      Idiot canine.  He’s out here in the snow watching Hoot, which means he’s tricky and he sees way too much and he messes with my equilibrium, but he’s also infernally nice.

      Pragmatic beast that she is, my wolf soaks in his warmth while she studies her niece.  Hoot feels Ruby in ways that none of the rest of the Dunns do.  Not a psychic connection, precisely.  Something a little more like what Wrinkles does.  Or the big, black wolf currently pretending he’s my heating blanket.

      My brain skitters away from those thoughts.  I used to deal just fine with the weird sensor arrays the Dunns have in abundance, but I’d way rather have enemies I can face with my claws and teeth.  All that psychic stuff was cool party tricks until it got welded to the weapon that was used to blow my family to smithereens.  Which means I’ll bring Lissa sausage rolls when Cleve says I should, but the rest I verify with my own eyes.

      My wolf points her nose at a clump of trees upstream from the bend where Ruby likes to fish.  That would look more like ice skating today, but Ruby isn’t out on the rocks.  She’s lying alert at the base of a big pine, watching something on the other side of the stream.  I can’t quite see what it is.

      The big, black sensor array with fur who’s half squishing me sets his head on his paws.

      My wolf grumbles, but she leans over his ears far enough to get a glimpse of the porcupine waddling through the shallow snow.

      I snort.  Walking pincushions might be the only thing with a legitimate case for not fearing the chaotic menace emanating from the wolf on other side of the stream.  Although Ruby doesn’t seem to be all that chaotic or menacing today.  None of the shrieking Arctic wind I’ve been able to feel all the way back at my base camp.

      My wolf whines.  She needs to be closer to know for sure.

      She doesn’t.  She needs to suck it up and consult with the big brute beside her.  Which is what I was going to talk to him about, right after I chomped on his arrogance some.  Sentinels might work alone, but wolves don’t, and we need better teamwork if we’re going to get Ruby and Milo through the birth of their new packmate and bring Myrna’s boys back home where she can cuddle them.

      Although from what Teesha said, Xander isn’t very cuddly right now.

      That hurts more than I want it to.  I don’t know how to fix what breaks in submissives.  I do a decent job if I can get my hands on them before they break, but after is too late for any of the weapons I know how to wield.

      A gentle bump from the big, black wolf.

      Yeah, yeah.  He’s got stuff.  I don’t want it pointed at me, but I acknowledge its value.  I have some idea of what he did for Cleve, and what he’s doing far more slowly and carefully for Rennie.  Delicate work that claws and teeth need to steer way clear of, and I am.

      Xander and Milo and Ruby aren’t going to be nearly that tidy.  Which means I need to suck it up and start behaving like a dominant who knows her place in her pack instead of expecting everyone else to figure out how to work with a fiercely independent walking pincushion.

      Amusement from the lurking presence beside me—and more of that scathing tenderness.

      I send the clearest mental image I can of my teeth firmly embedded in his skin.
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      RIO

      I don’t usually try to talk to Bailey while she’s in her fur.  It’s an interesting experience.  She still wants absolutely nothing to do with my sentinel, but she’s oddly comfortable with my wolf.  And working through the problem of hierarchy, as dominants do.

      It’s an interesting question.  I’m used to working outside of pack structures, but that presumes a pack with organized, stable dominants, and she’s correct that neither of us have taken a good enough look at what will be required when shit hits the fan and that isn’t the case.  Which isn’t the kick in the pants she came out here to deliver, but it’s one that I needed, nonetheless.

      My wolf grins.  She definitely showed up angry.  Cranky and sure she should have been at the beach, because for the last six years, every time a dominant was needed to serve and protect, the buck stopped at her door.  Sometimes she sent Ebony and sometimes she sent Kennedy and sometimes she bled because there was no one to send, but she made the calls.  All of them, the ones that belong in dominant hands—and the ones that Whistler Pack knew to let me make.

      I grab my wolf before he runs anywhere with that idea.  She isn’t wrong about his arrogance.  I might be the only sentinel in this pack, but I’m not nearly the only one who does sentinel work.  That’s cute and humbling and occasionally scary when it’s Kelsey.  It’s something different when it’s a woman who’s doing her damnedest to convince everyone that she’s fine.

      I wish I could tell her that she is fine.

      I wish I could tell her that this work we face with Xander and Milo and Ruby isn’t going to make her look deep into cracked and painful mirrors.

      She likely already knows that.  She sees her resemblance to Xander, and for most dominants, that would be the biggest stretch.  But for all her flaws and faults and scars and posturing and rumblings about her teeth in my ass, at the core of her, Bailey Dunn isn’t arrogant at all.

      I lean against the wolf who’s fretting about her piss-poor teamwork, and wish she trusted me enough to let me hold up some other mirrors for her to peer at.  Like the one that shows how she holds rock steady in the grid of seven dominant women we hooked up to absorb Ruby’s fury, and quietly supports every single one of them as they learn to stand for pack in that way.

      It’s not easy work.  I saw one of Ruby’s lightning bolts hit Teesha the other day.  I try not to think about what this pack would be like right now without that grid.  Sharp magic that Hayden insisted I could do—and Bailey permitted.  Mentored.  Strengthened.

      I need to remember that.  Even when she’s reeling from her alpha’s claws across her belly, Bailey stands for pack and I need to let her.  I don’t get to take that away from her just because I can feel the slow drops of blood she’s trying to shed where no one can see.

      My sentinel considers.

      I chase him away.  I don’t know why, but he’s not the right guy for this job.  I lean into the far simpler instincts of my wolf instead—and whatever the hell he puts into his eyes that makes Bailey Dunn shake.
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      RIO

      I tuck the last of the glass jars back up on a shelf and eye the healer who’s letting me help her put things back to right after Ronan’s epic two-day chemistry class, but who hasn’t said a word while we’ve done it.

      My wolf reminds me that she’s mated to a taciturn bear.

      Perhaps, but my sentinel doesn’t think this silence is nearly that innocent.  He thinks it’s a healer circling a sentinel and keeping her footwork nimble in case he decides to do something rash.  Which isn’t anything he plans to underestimate.  There’s a new packmate on the way, and the woman who has caught all of the babies born to this pack for the last several decades likely has at least as good a read on all of the brewing storms as I do.

      I straighten stools under a work bench that looks rough-hewn until you run your hand over its surfaces.  There are a couple of new dents from chemistry class, which will please both the healer who works at the bench and the taciturn bear who made it.

      Wrinkles takes down a couple of jars from the shelf that holds her tea ingredients and adds them to the ones already assembled on the far end of the center table.

      My wolf sniffs carefully.

      She chuckles.  “They’re not for you.  One of the ravens who gave birth in the fall is still struggling with postpartum depression.  Martha said that my last tea worked quite well, so I’m doing her up a new batch.”

      A very precious quarter of our greenhouse is devoted to growing medicinal herbs.  Dried ones lose their potency over time, so Wrinkles’s teas have been in hot demand by healers all over the continent as this winter comes to a close.  Which is just fine by the wolves of Ghost Mountain.  We’d far rather take a soak in the hot pools to cure what ails us.  “I’m driving deliveries this week, so I can add it to my list.”

      Her lips quirk.  “Already there.”

      Of course it is.  “I only forgot that one time.”  It was a very small jar of salve and I was distracted by the monster zucchini trying to breed in the back of my truck.

      She chuckles.  “I expect you would remember, but we’ve got a busy week or two ahead of us.  Someone else might end up driving, so Shelley is making sure that all of the lists are very thorough.”

      There are generals who have ransacked entire continents with less precision than Shelley Martins.  And Wrinkles isn’t wrong about the coming weeks.  “That seems reasonable.”

      A suspicious look from a healer who doesn’t quite trust me when I’m this biddable.

      I plan to stay that way until I figure out why my sentinel chased me in here.  It wasn’t to learn chemistry, and it probably wasn’t because he thinks I’m coming down with something, although he’s far less suspicious of healer brews than the rest of me.  “Is there anything you need me to be doing?”

      She lifts the lid off of one of her jars and takes a sniff.  “You could herd Layla and Miriam in here one of these nights.”

      My wolf snickers.  The healing shack is one of the few spaces in the den that’s warm, private, and has a bed.  Wrinkles has very clear ideas about how it should be used.  “Isn’t that your job?”

      She pours most of the contents of a tall, skinny jar into a stone bowl and pushes the bowl in my direction, along with the matching pestle.  “Crushed finely, please.  It’s for a salve, and it will irritate skin if it’s not done well.”

      That’s more responsibility than I usually get at this table.  Which could mean any number of things.  I sniff at the dried leaves, but I have no idea what they are.  I poke at them tentatively with the pestle.  The leaves disintegrate easily enough, but the stems and ribs stay intact.  I lift one up gingerly.  “Do I pick these out?”

      Wrinkles shakes her head.  “That’s most of the power.  Apply some muscle and they’ll crush just fine.”

      Muscles, I’ve got.  “What’s the salve for?”

      She grins.  “Diaper rash.”

      Right.  I apply the concentration of a trained engineer and architect to the work at hand so my wolf doesn’t bite me.  He knows just how loudly babies can howl if they’re not happy.

      Wrinkles pours a judicious amount of something else on top of the leaves and peers into the bowl.  “A little something to make it smell nice, and that should work quite well.”

      The words are simple enough.  The seeping pleasure that she can do this, that she can blend up what her packmates will need and give it a pleasant scent that any wolf could track for miles, is far less simple.  For six years, Wrinkles healed in secrecy and fear.  Part of what a taciturn bear carved into every surface of this shack is a reminder that she doesn’t need to do that anymore.

      She shoots me a stern look.  “Don’t you be getting all moody on me.  I just finished dosing Hayden with a balancing tea, and I’ve got plenty left.”

      Yikes.  My wolf sits up and tries to look like a guy who could walk across a tightrope while juggling and not break a sweat.  “What set him off?”

      Her lips quirk.  “Lissa went into town for groceries.”

      I wince.  She does that at least a couple of times a month, but this is the first time she will have gone with a piece of his soul growing in her belly.  “She decided to lay down the law early, did she?”  Smart wolf.

      Wrinkles chuckles.  “I believe she got some advice from Tara.”

      Tara’s advice tends to come with porcupine quills, but it generally hits where it aims.  “Did you also give Tara some balancing tea?”  She loves babies fiercely—and she’s so very scared to hope that the one who will arrive any day now truly comes into a world of peace.  She also fiercely loves the wolves who are most likely to shatter that peace.

      A pause that lasts several heartbeats.  “She helped me make it.”

      I keep crushing leaf skeletons, but my sentinel turns up his signal detectors to maximum.  The reason I got tugged in here just landed on the table.

      Wrinkles walks over to a dark corner and opens a cupboard that has a metal box inside.  She slides it out and sets it carefully on the work bench between us.  “My apprentices know what’s in here.  I want you to tell me who else might need to know.”

      I stare at a box that I’m just now realizing has a lock.  Which isn’t entirely unheard of in this room—there are a couple of locking cupboards to keep ingredients that might be poisonous to small pups out of their paws.  But this box is something more.  Opening it is meant to be a choice that is never undertaken lightly.  “What’s in it?”

      She sets her hand on the lid.  “Teas and tinctures in case we need to drug a dominant or two.”

      I keep the breath that wants to hiss out inside of me where it belongs.  I know she’s done it before, when there was no other way to keep dominants she loved from killing themselves on Samuel’s claws.  What I didn’t know until this moment was how close she came to poisoning two very bad men.  I meet a healer’s eyes and look deep into the soul of a wolf who would have killed for her pack if she could have been sure enough it would work—and who has to live every day with the knowledge that she didn’t.

      She drops her chin just enough to acknowledge what she’s let me see.  “I would rather not ask this of Katrina, and Teesha might have her hands full with Xander.  I was thinking Shelley might be a good choice.”

      Half of the wolves in this pack can dose a packmate with a tea or tincture if needed, but this isn’t about who would do the dosing.  It’s about who would open the box.  She wants to know which submissives could wield that power against an angry dominant packmate and suffer the least.  My sentinel sighs.  “Shelley, for sure. And Cori. And Cleve.”

      Wrinkles’s eyebrows fly up.  Then she considers, a healer who knows the storms of her pack very well and isn’t afraid to stir them up even more when necessary.  “Those two are ready to wield some claws, are they?”

      If necessary, but that’s not why I chose them.  “They have the most finely tuned radar for the difference between dominant anger that seeks to protect and the kind that seeks to harm.”  And the incredibly thin line, in some moments, that divides them.

      Wise healer eyes.  Sad, determined eyes.

      I wrap an arm around her shoulders.  No matter how broken Milo and Ruby are, and how dangerous, they continue to exist because she stitched enough of them back together that they could make it to this day.  “They’re orienting toward home.  No matter what busts loose, don’t forget that.”

      She snorts.  “I’ve been doing this longer than you’ve been alive, mister.”

      I tug on an unruly lock of gray hair, which is all she allows before she ducks out from under my arm and heads back to her teas.

      I go back to crushing dry leaves and stems thoroughly enough to touch newborn skin.  Hopefully they will be the part of today’s work that ends up needed, and the rest can stay tucked away in a locked box.
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        * * *

      

      ADRIANNA

      I look up at Fallon, who’s perched on a swing that Brown and Ronan hung from the ceiling of the knitting shack.  She used a ladder to get up there, and if she somehow falls off, she will land on three bears and probably a dozen wolves besides, but she’s out of reach of their noses and happy enough that she’s finally stopped dropping pinecones on their heads.

      I smile.  It helps that Lissa volunteered her belly as the pack soothing stone. There are many in this room who know something went bump in the night.

      Kennedy leans her chin on my shoulder and peers at my knitting.  “I have no idea how you do that.”

      I don’t have a wolf with a relentless need to move.  I glance down at the essay she’s working on in lieu of fighting with knitting needles.  “How are your edits coming?”  I’m honestly curious.  I thought her first draft was quite interesting, but human professors don’t always appreciate wolf-flavored insights.

      She scowls.  “Our teacher didn’t like the part about how the gang dynamics in the movie weren’t very realistic.  He says we need to give more credit to the psychology of the individual as a counterbalance to unhealthy group dynamics.”

      I’m not entirely sure what that means and I have an advanced degree in the subject.  I can only imagine how much it’s befuddling Kennedy’s learning pack.  “So you’re dealing with a professor alpha who has silly opinions, but he also has more power in this situation than you do.”

      Her lips quirk.  “Something like that, yeah.”

      I debate for a moment.  I get sent into the universities down south to talk to the professors of our students on a regular basis, but this seems like an interesting learning opportunity for a baby alpha who really did work very hard on that part of their paper.  “What are your choices?”

      She glances up, just in case Fallon decided to tumble off of the swing in the last two seconds and the polar bear knitting right underneath her somehow didn’t notice.  “I could send him a link to one of your articles on shifter psychology.  Some of them probably make sense to humans.”

      I swallow a laugh.

      She shoots me a mischievous look.  “Or I could make Hayden go talk to our professor, except he’s kind of growly right now.”

      I ignore her gentle and very well-aimed poke at her alpha.  “Not you?”

      She makes a face.  “Reilly signed Reuben up for the course, and probably this professor isn’t ready to hear about learning packs.”

      Not if he has a fondness for the psychology of the individual, whatever that is.  Most of the Ghost Mountain students are taking their courses on a special arrangement that Whistler Pack worked out with every college and university in the province years ago, but in my experience, most professors who are new to shifter students haven’t actually read the fine print.  “Those are three choices that all have issues, then.  Do you have others?”

      Her nose wrinkles.  “I can’t think of any.”  She picks up a stray ball of yarn that rolled our way and tosses it back to the wolf who lost it without bothering to look up from her essay.

      I hide a grin.  She might not be a knitter, but she knows what every single shifter in the craft shack has on their needles and exactly where they’re sitting, and she would be utterly perplexed by anyone who found that noteworthy.

      I’m so very tempted to show her just how to take judicious claws to the psychology of the individual.  However, this is a baby alpha with some insecurities in the area of academics, and dominant instincts aren’t the solution to every problem.  “Human schools tend to work a little differently than shifter ones.  They put more value on opinions that are backed up by experts.  You often get more credit if you can find someone well-respected in their field who agrees with your ideas.”

      Her nose wrinkles again, her wolf clearly befuddled by this idea.

      I smile and do the translation she needs.  “In wolf packs, an idea sometimes get taken more seriously if it gets spoken by an elder or a more dominant wolf.”

      Her eyes narrow.  “If it’s a good idea, it should get taken seriously no matter who says it.”

      I’ve written a lot of very fancy papers arguing the myriad benefits of that thesis.  “Indeed.  But you’re dealing with a professor alpha who doesn’t believe that.”

      A scowl—and then a baby alpha starts to think.  “So we can fight this battle by convincing him that our ideas are good, or we can find some elders who agree with us and then he has to argue with them if he thinks we’re wrong.”

      If it gets that far, Dr. Adrianna Scott might find herself rather motivated to weigh in.  Until then, I need to keep my nose out of community-college film-studies courses.  I navigate one of the more complicated stitches in the small blanket I’m knitting.  On the next row it will open up into a flower, and those make Kelsey smile and pat my knee.

      Kennedy tilts her chin up to watch a raven on a swing.  “Fallon probably knows some experts on how gangs work, but I maybe shouldn’t ask her right now.”

      I would love, so very much, to be a fly on the wall while her professor read a paper with such citations.  “There are researchers who have talked to gang members and studied their group psychology.”

      A disgusted sigh.  “Ugh.  That means I have to read some more.”

      There are times to encourage a wolf to do hard things—and times to show her how to use her very formidable strengths to navigate around them.  “Perhaps someone in your learning pack would enjoy that sort of hunt.”

      A sharp look from a dominant who will never tolerate anyone letting her off of any hooks that she thinks she belongs on.  Then she sniffs out the possibilities in my suggestion.  “I bet Glow would be really good at that.”

      Glow is a very quiet young wolf with a voracious appetite for interesting reading materials and fancy plumbing supplies—and who is still daunted by writing more than a sentence or two at a time.  Which is precisely why learning packs exist.  “I have a couple of books she might find helpful.  I’ll have Jules send them with the next hawk who’s coming this way.”

      Kennedy grins.  “Eady is sending more chocolate tomorrow.”

      Of course she is.  My mother believes that chocolate cures as many things as healer teas.  She also has almost as many teenage informants in this pack as I do.  “That will work nicely.  What are you sending back?”

      Kennedy signs something to Robbie about loud music and finding his drumsticks.  “Drawings.  Eady says your pups aren’t making enough of them.  And some chili-lime smoked fish, because it’s really good, and the last two jars of rose-petal jelly, even though Finn rolls his eyes when his hawks fly jars of water around.”

      Kendra’s mate would fly absolutely anything this pack puts in his pouches, and Kennedy likely knows what goes in every last one of them.  “That sounds like a very fair trade.”

      Kennedy laughs, mostly at a cute white pup who is growling at a couple of innocent pinecones.  “Beats me.  I’m not a trader.  I have no idea how Lissa and Myrna and Fallon figure out all of that stuff.”

      Kel shoots the top of her head a wryly amused look and goes back to his knitting.

      I make another flower in mine and enjoy this moment where I get to bear witness to a pack that’s raising a baby alpha with such grace.

      A small grunt of discomfort has every set of eyes flying up to the swing.

      Fallon grimaces and rubs a spot on her belly.  “She’s just kicking my guts again.  Everyone chill.”

      Myrna chuckles.  “At least it’s your guts.  Milo specialized in jumping on my bladder.”

      Smiles from the listening knitters—and heartache.  Word has traveled.  They know her boy is close and they know we can’t go get him and every heart in here loves their origin elder very much.

      Kennedy watches to see if her claws will be needed.

      Tara snorts from the corner where she’s teaching Hoot and Layla how to weave.  Aurelia sent a small loom.  “Bailey practiced those fancy side kicks on my kidneys.  I think they still have bruises.”

      The dominant quietly marking papers in the corner so that she isn’t quite so obviously guarding the unborn Dunn scowls.

      Myrna grins at me, an elder determined to let these memories live in the light, no matter how much they kick at her insides.  “I bet Hayden was quiet and well-behaved and didn’t cause a lick of trouble until he was born.”

      My wolf snickers.  “You’ve all seen him in a water fight.  What do you think?”

      Bright giggles from most of the room.

      Robbie starts signing rapidly to Reilly, asking if there’s a swimming hole inside Fallon’s belly.  A very smart bear cub looks around for the nearest mamas and starts asking questions.  Ronan sets down his knitting and signs their answers, mostly truthfully.

      Two furry wolves on the periphery watch his big hands intently.

      I bask in a grandmother’s pride.  It took a six-year-old boy to show us all just how well a language that’s danced, rather than spoken, communicates to our wolves and cats and hawks and ravens.  There are sign-language lessons happening all over the continent now, especially in packs that take in wounded shifters.

      Robbie tilts his head thoughtfully and asks another question.

      Fallon rubs her belly again.  A different spot, this time.

      I grin.  A baby raven who takes after her alpha.
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      BAILEY

      My wolf shoots another look at Shelley and Kel and tries not to snicker.  The two of them are standing in the snow watching the wild wolf pups with twin looks of goopy adoration on their faces.

      I tell her to snicker quietly.  Kel can totally flatten her without even trying hard, and Shelley’s got some surprising moves these days.

      Right now, the two of them are staying where they got put, which is intended to gently herd the wild wolf toddlers into the right light for the video shoot.  They’re the current stars of FollowTheCats.  Which really needs a new name, given all of the wolf and bear and bird channels that have sprouted up in the last six months, but saying so would likely get me pelted with snowballs.

      Hoot waves a hand at Reuben and Molly to move them in a little closer.  Molly has mad skills at getting close to the pups without upsetting their parents, so she’s handling the close-up work today.  There’s a lot of it.  Sierra and Sienna want enough raw footage for a special short documentary release.

      The amount of money they expect it to make made Lissa stutter.

      I keep one eye on the wild wolf dominant who’s guarding the pups, and my other eye on the woods.  Some of Reese’s cats usually show up in time to get their tails in the video footage.  I hope he sent smart ones today.  The wild wolves are hunting far too close to Ruby’s turf for my comfort.

      It’s interesting that she lets them hunt here.  She’d skin me for trying.  It’s also interesting that they try.  Wild wolves are usually fine with submissive shifters, but they’re far more wary of those of us who are dominant.  I spook them unless I’m extremely well behaved and keep my distance.  Ruby should render them catatonic.  So should the polar bear trying to look small and innocent as he traipses through the snow with a backpack full of gear and honey berry bars, but apparently I’m the only one out here who thinks Ronan is scary.

      Hoot elbows Reilly and signs something about video angles and zoom shots.  I think.  My signing isn’t keeping up.  Robbie was chattering about volcanos and igneous rocks and underground hot springs yesterday, and his teacher only followed about half of it.  I need to sit down the science geeks of this pack and lay down some rules.  Either they teach me the signs or they teach the volcanos unit.

      I sigh.  Hopefully the provincial kindergarten curriculum has one.  Otherwise Robbie will end up like the rest of my students, changing grades every three weeks so he can do the fun stuff.

      Kel shoots me a wry look, which either means I need to sigh less loudly or I’ve missed a cat tracker in the woods.

      I scan the trees.  Bobcats should be easy to spot in snow this deep, but wolves who believe that get their cookies stolen.  I pat the package of gingersnaps in my pocket.  Shelley doesn’t make them quite as often anymore, now that Cori isn’t threatening to puke all the time.  Teachers who like gingersnaps end up in the regular cookie rotation just like everyone else.

      My wolf rolls her eyes at my silly human complaining.

      As she should.  It’s a miracle that we have a regular cookie rotation.  I take a couple of steps sideways to get a better angle on the woods.  There are way too many low branches that look like cat tails.

      One of the wild pups tumbles off of a small boulder and lands on his sister’s head, dusting up clouds of snow and sending most of the video team into fits of silent giggles.  Not the ones holding video cameras, though.  They’re professionals who know their jobs—and they know exactly what they intend to do with the money from the short documentary.

      I don’t think they’ve told Adelina, yet.  She’s acing every course she’s taking this winter, and that’s no easy feat given that she was missing six years of math and science classes.  She’ll be headed to engineering school in the south next fall, fully funded by Ghost Mountain Pack video royalties.

      Much to the disgruntlement of Ronan, Scotty, and Jules.

      My wolf pouts.  She isn’t pleased with this plan, either.  She doesn’t want to lose one of her wolves, especially one who knows how to explain math to the others so that I don’t have to do it quite so often.

      I scratch behind her ears.  She’s fine with basic arithmetic, but she wants to bite calculus, and she growls at Lissa’s spreadsheets every chance she gets, no matter how often I explain to her that those numbers mean food for the pups and guitars for the baby packs and yarn for the elders and a sports-media subscription for the rest of us.

      That last part mollifies her a little.  She likes basketball.

      The wild pups have mostly managed to dig themselves out of the snowdrift they landed in.  Molly crouches up to her ears in snow filming them, and Hoot does a happy dance as she watches the incoming footage on her tablet.  I roll my eyes at the tablet case.  It’s felted pink wool with some kind of embedded wiring that keeps the precious technology warm, even when the rest of us are freezing our toes off.

      My wolf mutters.  Paws are warmer.

      Her paws would scare the wild pups in a heartbeat, or at least the wiser adults watching over them.  The two menaces running around with snow on their heads seem to take after Mellie.

      Or Milo and Cody and me.

      I yank my brain away from that kind of thinking and scan the trees again.  I finally spy a tail, but it doesn’t belong to a cat.  Ghost stays well clear of the filming and heads straight to Kel, sticking her cold nose into his hand when she arrives.  All clear.

      My wolf stands down.  I pull off one of the sweaters I’m wearing and wait for her to come collect it.  Boots aren’t quiet in snow, and she’s sneakier than I am even when she’s wearing some.

      She shakes her furry head in my direction.  Not staying, then.  Just a teenage beta who stopped by to catch a glimpse of pups who don’t have a worry in the world.  We’re all trying to do some of that.  Retraining ourselves so we’re not idiots when the new babies arrive.

      The last ones got taught to hide before they learned to walk.

      I huff out a misty breath into the cold.  It’s a really good thing we didn’t have a raven chick on our hands during those years.  When Hayden said that their babies sound like air-raid sirens, I thought he was just being a silly alpha.  Then I drove Ben and Fallon over to visit the ravens and a six-month-old ball of fluff hopped over to my boots, looked up, and screeched.

      I may never live down the photo that Reilly somehow talked Martha into giving him.

      Kel shoots me another look.

      I wince, but there’s no way Ghost got here without spotting whatever cats might be lurking in the woods.  I scrutinize the members of today’s video team instead.  Reilly’s fine.  Apparently puberty turns bear cubs into a furnace.  His only concession to the cold is the wool hat pulled down over his ears, and he’s only wearing that because Robbie made it.

      I smile.  Lissa’s son was so very proud of himself.  As he should have been.  Ronan was a very patient teacher, but Robbie knit every single stitch of that hat.

      I scan the big, scary polar bear next, but he’s just sitting on a nurse log eating a honey berry bar while he watches some of his cubs in action.  He likes to do that, and he makes really sure that every single one of them knows he’s proud of them and he loves them fiercely.  Which means I don’t let my wolf chew on him, even when he tries to teach calculus to the third graders.

      I catch a honey berry bar before it bops me in the nose.  Either a polar bear agrees with Kel’s assessment that I’m overly distracted, or he just thinks I’m hungry, which is more or less the same thing.  I take a good-sized bite.  Mikayla made these ones, and hers are always the best, no matter how many other people try their hand at them. This one tastes like eggnog, which seems a little out of season, but I’m not complaining.  Maybe it will warm up my toes.

      My wolf suggests several other activities that could accomplish that goal—and maybe get us a closer look at Ruby at the same time.  She’s been really quiet for the past couple of days.

      I chomp on my honey berry bar.  I need to talk to a big bad wolf about that.  Rio likes to mess with the grid he built to spread out Ruby’s fury, and this isn’t the time to be playing games.

      My wolf tugs my eyes back over to the wild pups, oddly diffident.

      I pay attention.  She doesn’t smell that way very often.

      She watches the pups and their silly dominant toddler games—and somewhere on the edges where she’s fraying the most, she yearns for the friends who used to jump on her with that same look in their eyes.
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        * * *

      

      HAYDEN

      I catch the burger patty before it slides off the kitchen island and lands cheese-side down on the floor.  They always land cheese-side down.  Which isn’t a problem when there are half a dozen pup tongues that are happy to do clean-up, but there’s a quota we have to fill for lunch.  Ideally with burgers a pup hasn’t licked.

      Braden carefully sets the patty I rescued on the bottom half of a bun.  He looks at Stinky, who is practicing his reading and pup-wrangling skills by keeping track of who likes what on their hamburgers.  Stinky hands over one of the laminated tags that Shelley uses to keep meal deliveries straight.  “This one is for Wrinkles.  She wants lots of mayo and some pickled beets and a nice, big mushroom slice.”

      I keep my eye roll to myself, even though no self-respecting diner burger has ever worn beets or mushrooms.

      Braden slides the wrapper carefully over to Robbie, who is in charge of the toppings crew.  He waits for Mellie to land the biggest mushroom slice she can find on top of the cheeseburger and then adds a judicious scoop of pickled beets.  They’re very pink.  Jade’s tongue nearly licks her nose as she carefully spreads a thick layer of mayo on the top half of the bun.

      Robbie examines their collective work and decides it passes muster.  He puts the top on the bun, gives it a good squish, and slides it down the counter to Kennedy and Kelsey.  Kennedy pulls the edges of the wrapper together over top of the burger and folds them, her five-year-old supervisor watching intently.  Then Kelsey tucks the ends under, carefully mimicking the moves that the nice lady at the diner in town showed her.

      Fallon’s favorite meal is as much about the presentation as the food.

      My wolf whines.  He doesn’t understand why we eat so many burgers wrapped in funny paper.  Tasty rabbit snacks would be so much better for the mamas with babies in their bellies.

      Poor dude.  More than Lissa’s eyes looked green this morning.  She didn’t even protest the tea that Wrinkles sent over.

      My wolf nods firmly.  He will hunt a tasty rabbit snack for the healer.

      I tell him to focus and make sure that hamburger origami keeps happening.  Any team with Stinky and Kennedy on it absolutely requires supervision.

      He grins complacently.  Kelsey is the supervisor.  He’s just claws and teeth in case any of the funny paper tries to escape.

      I don’t waste effort correcting him, since he mostly isn’t wrong.  I do shoot a quick look at Stinky’s list.  There are a dozen knitters out in the common room, and I think we’re almost done feeding them.  The rest of the pack will likely show up in small groups.  The betas assigned us all to work teams this morning, and this meal is less likely to overwhelm the kitchen crew if hungry wolves stagger their arrivals.

      I flip over the burger patties I’m cooking and add slices of cheese to most of them.  The jalapeño kind for Kel, who is in with the knitters, and boring yellow cheese for the rest of us.  Extra cheese on the patties that are made with beans and other mysterious plant stuff for the vegetarians amongst us.

      Stinky wrinkles his nose at a topping that either he can’t read or judges to be suspect.  Either is possible.  Hacking the hamburger-toppings list is one of the teenager pack’s favorite games.  Reese got spicy cabbage and pineapple bits the last time his pack made burgers.

      My green-eyed wolf giggled about that for days.

      Kennedy shoots the list a look.  Then she scans the pups to see who’s getting wiggly and rings the small bell in front of her.  “Berry Chomper, one burger with pink stuff and fungus for the maker of the stinky teas, order up.”

      Braden hops down off his stool, a proud pup ready to serve his pack.

      Kelsey hands him one of the simple wooden trays we use to feed people who aren’t sitting at a table.  That way the knitters don’t have to evacuate from their couches.  A wise choice, since some of them were buried under yarn the last time I checked.  Ronan unloaded a cupboard before he headed out to the woods with the video team.  I have no idea how his cupboards keep filling back up.  He must have cats smuggling him supplies in the dead of night.  I’m beginning to understand why my mother threatened to excommunicate the crafting guild several times a year.

      My wolf snorts.  That option isn’t available to me.  It would make Kelsey sad.

      Right.  I move the four cooked burger patties onto a plate until they cool enough for the pup assembly line.

      Stinky shoots the one with spicy cheese a careful look.  He mixed that up last time and nearly set Kennedy’s tongue on fire.  Which the teenagers thought was hilarious, but a juvenile wolf took away a different lesson.  He’s been paying close attention today.

      I let him see that his alpha has noticed.

      He smiles down at his list.  “This says Kel wants peanut butter and pickles on his burger, but I don’t think that’s right.”

      Good guess, kid.

      Kennedy grins on her way over to handle Braden’s duties until he’s back.  “I don’t know, that sounds kind of tasty.”  She puts the spicy cheeseburger on one of the seeded buns that Kel likes and slides it down to the toppings squad.

      We both keep an eye on Robbie.  His pack math is good, but this is a pretty complicated assembly line and she just threw a bunch of uncertainty his way.

      He smiles and signs at his toppings crew.

      Mellie adds three pickles on top of the cheese.  Jade spreads spicy mustard on the top half of the bun, and Robbie prepares a handful of lettuce to go on top of the pickles.

      Kennedy ruffles his hair.  “Nice going, cutie.”

      His wolf manages to drink up the attention without dropping the lettuce.

      I bump shoulders with the baby alpha who knows how to push Robbie in just the right ways to help him grow—and who is probably babysitting her alpha with the other hand.  She was sitting beside me this morning when Lissa turned green.

      She rubs her cheek on my shoulder and then scoots off back to her stool at the end of the line.

      I eye Braden as he walks into the kitchen.  He’s a smart pup who will have made sure to smell three bellies on his way back.

      Just in case.
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      RIO

      My paws breathe a sigh of relief as they cross into friendly territory.  Not pack lands, but the ravens like my big furry self and their earth knows it.  If they were wolves or cats, I’d leave them a fun scent trail to follow, but since their noses suck and I’m not even halfway through today’s outing, I set my paws on the fastest way to get close enough to check in on Milo and Xander without having to swim.

      My wolf scents fresh mouse trail and tries to convince me that he needs a snack before he runs that far.

      I snort.  Evan and Adelina were happy to share their really excellent pot of chili with the hungry guy who had just finished spying on the idiot dominants in their sad house on the edge of town.  They also shared with the two cats lounging in the tree outside of the apartment offering ribald suggestions for solving Adelina’s crossword puzzle.

      My wolf snickers.  The cats are funny and really bad at spelling.

      I roll my eyes.  The cats have Adelina knitting them fuzzy cowls, so they’ve clearly done a fine job earning the trust of the most prickly wolf we regularly send into town.  Not that prickles have ever perturbed a cat.  But one of them also rubbed her cheek when she stuck two bowls of chili out the window, and she didn’t growl at him.  Given how hard it is for our shifters to stay in town overnight with a pack baby due any second, that’s some impressive kitty gymnastics.

      I make a note to tell Lissa that we probably owe the cats another basket of dried fish.

      My wolf reminds me that he also smelled cat trails outside of the sad house on the edge of town.  Which they might have left just for kicks and giggles, but it’s more likely that they’re keeping an eye on our idiots, too.

      I inhale the smell of forest and snow and the mud it’s readying to become.  Sorting out cats is Hayden’s responsibility, especially when they’re quietly filling in where our teeth and claws might be stretched too thin—or busy trying to deal with the overwhelming knowledge that there’s a tiny pup in his mate’s belly and the world is never going to feel safe ever again.

      Which Hayden already knew, but some reminders are sharper than others.

      My wolf plays leapfrog over the small stream leading to the bigger one that heads in the general direction of the wild beach where Milo and Xander have decided to camp out.  Teesha took them burgers and marshmallows last night, which means my furry ass probably doesn’t need to be making this trip, but my sentinel is still jumpy after he completely missed them leaving the mountains, and someone needed to check on the guys in town.

      I sigh.  The idiots are a mess, but the dull, blunted kind of mess that isn’t going to cause any problems in the next week or two.  Which says a hell of a lot about the pack sense of two dominant wolves so broken that they quite often don’t remember their own names.

      Evan is antsy, too, even with a whole pack of cats messing with him.  I’ll ask Lissa to invite him over to compare spreadsheets or something.  He visits occasionally, but his wolf is still reticent to come home, especially when pack smells so riled.  He somehow hasn’t figured out yet that they settle when he comes around.  He’s walked his paws over to the right side of the scales, and we’re proud of him.

      Now we just need the rest of the idiots to make even a half-assed attempt to follow in his footsteps.

      I tell my wolf not to complain, and to leave the idiots well enough alone.  We can’t deal with all of the dominants at once, and the two that this birth will rile the most are going to keep me plenty busy.

      My sentinel snorts.  Three wolves.

      I sigh again.  He’s very convinced that Bailey is tangled up in the mess that’s coming.  Which I’m really skeptical about, because she has more than enough control to choose the time and place of her breaking and I can’t fathom her doing it when we’re staring into Milo’s and Ruby’s teeth.  But I try not to entirely ignore my sentinel’s instincts, especially when he’s this persistent.

      My wolf picks up a very fresh scent trail and tries to send me off after tasty jackrabbit.

      I roll my eyes.  At this time of year it would be a very stringy jackrabbit and damn hard to find unless I want to dig through a lot of snow.

      He snickers.  At least he doesn’t have to worry about a polar bear stalking him while he hunts.

      I snort. Ivan has interesting ways of addressing parole violations.  The wolves that Hayden banished aren’t going to be a problem anytime soon, either.  They’re too busy trying to stay alive to worry about anything else.  They didn’t prepare for winter.  Ivan isn’t letting them starve, but he’s heard enough from Reilly to be just fine with them getting really fucking hungry.

      Rumor has it that he occasionally leaves them a care package of fried earthworms.  Those don’t live up north and aren’t the kind of psychological torment a polar bear would normally pull, so clearly he’s got some accomplices.

      Hopefully Kel knows who they are.

      It’s entirely possible he’s their leader.
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        * * *

      

      KEL

      I try not to drool as I walk into the kitchen.  The guy making sausage rolls would try to feed me one, and I have a rep to maintain.  Whimpering over food that my wolf absolutely will not let me consume would be counterproductive.

      The kitchen is empty other than Damien, which is interesting, and not very likely to be coincidental.  He glances up at me and nods his chin toward the stove.  “Those ones have the spices that Lissa doesn’t like.”

      I have no idea who solved that particular problem.  I don’t think it was Damien, but I haven’t been able to sort out who deftly nudged the idea into his head.  There are two kinds of sausage rolls, now.  My human thinks they taste pretty much the same, but my wolf can absolutely tell the difference, and he cheerfully lets me eat the ones that make Lissa wrinkle her nose.  “Thanks.  Am I going to burn my fingers if I grab one?”

      A snicker.  “Would I do that to a nice wolf like you?”

      I cuff his shoulder on the way by.  “Smartass.”

      His wolf steadies.  He wasn’t shaking a lot, which is to his credit.  He’s hidden himself in the kitchen very usefully this winter.  He’s learned to make some excellent soups, but more importantly, he took the time to study what he could add to our pack menu options.

      None of us expected his sausage rolls to become a pregnant alpha’s favorite food, however.  Which has been a hell of a jolt for the guy hiding in the kitchen.  He’s not used to his pack having sharp expectations of him.  I eye the pastries on the cooling rack.  These ones look almost professional.  “Where’s Cleve?”

      Damien keeps mixing butter into lumpy flour.  “He went to see Rennie.”

      That’s interesting.  And more interesting that Shelley and Myrna also decided to leave Damien alone in this fire.  He gets all of the amateur sausage-roll helpers he can handle, but the wolves in this pack with enough skill to manage fancy pastry dough have spent a whole week carefully not adding the making of sausage rolls to their repertoire.  “Need any help?”

      He snorts.  “No.  Thanks.”

      Easy sarcasm, no edge.  My beta instincts tingle.  I lean back against a handy counter and go at this like he was any of the other folks who are good in the kitchen instead of a dominant who still spends too much of his time trying to be a doormat.  “You sure?”

      He looks up with clear eyes, checking in to see if I’m trying to send a signal that he missed.  Which is at least four different skills that he didn’t have back in the fall.  “I’m good.  I like working alone sometimes, and the sausage-roll helpers can be a little intense.”

      Damn.  Honesty and self-awareness and I didn’t have to dig either of them out of him.  I wasn’t sure he was ready for sharp expectations, but he’s standing up to them just fine.  “Try growling at them.”

      He shoots me a horrified look.

      That’s a decent response, but I think he’s got a better one.  “Not in a scary-asshole-dominant way.  In a helpful-packmate way.  We all need some help settling our wolves right now.”

      An assessing glance as he reaches for a marble rolling pin that could easily brain a pup.  “There are others who can do that.”

      I look around pointedly.

      He snorts.

      I consider growling at him to make my point.  “You’ve seen Shelley set boundaries in the kitchen.  Use that as a guide.”

      Damien dusts his hands with flour and pulls over a bowl of sausage filling.  “I’m thinking that I like my fur right where it is.”

      This conversation is already three steps forward.  A smart beta would probably leave it there, but apparently I’m not feeling smart today.  “You’ve maybe noticed that the strongest dominants in this pack are a little rattled at the moment.  That means there’s a gap.  One that those of you with less dominance can maybe step up and fill.”

      He full-on stares at me.

      Four months ago he would have cloaked himself in an arrogant smirk and assumed that I wanted him to flex his muscles.  It’s a damn good feeling to watch him feel the weight of what it is to be a good dominant and let it worry him.

      It’s an even better feeling to watch him consider taking it on.

      Someone needs to.  Sometime in the next few days, I’m absolutely fucking certain that we’re going to need every wolf in this pack on deck.  Even the ones with lingering doormat issues.

      He nods a little and looks down at his hands.  “Let me finish these up.”

      That’s not an answer, which is three more sizable steps forward.

      I chomp into the sausage roll that I figure I’ve earned.  Rio’s out checking on the dominants who would give my wolf trouble.  My job is to deal with the rest of them.

      I didn’t expect this one to surprise me.  Maybe we’ll survive this week after all.
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        * * *

      

      RIO

      My paws hurt.  Which is what a guy gets when he decides to do a circuit of every damn dominant within three hundred kilometers of the den and his truck is off visiting the cats.

      I considered detouring to pick it up on my way home, but it was more fun to zigzag randomly through Reese’s territory just to annoy his trackers.  I shake my head.  Dumbass wolf.  Thanks to his shenanigans, I’ll be checking on Ruby in the dark, which is an excellent way to get myself jumped by something far scarier than an annoyed bobcat.

      My wolf grins.  They were definitely annoyed.

      I angle along the ridge that will keep me upwind of Ruby and her stream unless the air currents decide to get difficult.  They might.  This afternoon the wind held hints of mud and spring.  Tonight, it has the kind of crisp edges that feel like winter intends to keep on rolling for months yet.

      The ravens could probably answer that question, but the closest I got to one was when Tressie flew overhead and dipped her wings at me after I finished spying on Milo and Xander.  Who were still at the beach, but they definitely weren’t lounging around eating marshmallows.

      Milo was an arrow readying to fly.  One with really fucking wobbly aim.

      My wolf scowls.  He should have stayed.  Xander needed his help.

      I don’t disagree, but my sentinel did.  I still don’t understand why, because aiming wobbly arrows is exactly what sentinels do.  Leaving that job in the hands of a submissive wolf who has been trying to put out a bonfire with a teacup for six years seems pretty damned brutal, even for the part of me that knows how to be absolutely ruthless.

      My wolf entirely agrees.  He’s really annoyed with my sentinel today.

      It happens.  Sometimes their instincts don’t precisely align, and it grates like a design that’s slightly off-center.

      I tell my wolf to focus on the packmate we’re headed toward instead of the ones we’ve left behind.  Ruby can change moods as fast as the winter winds, and she’s been oddly calm for two days now.

      The timeline snags at my fur.  Two days.  That’s when the pack learned about the new baby in Lissa’s belly.  I stop, plant my paws on the snow, and ping the barest outlines of a thought into the earth, listening for what it sends back.

      An echo, faint, but there.  A new thread of self-awareness from a wolf who is often only pure fury.  But sometimes she remembers that she was once in line to be alpha.  Today, she remembers that she was once a mama, too.

      It’s not a human thought.  It’s not even fully formed wolf instinct.  But it’s there.  The faintest echo of a new star forming in a galaxy of fury, and it wasn’t Fallon’s baby that set those energies in motion.  It was Lissa—alpha and mama.  The twin grains of sand that began forming the new star.

      I wince.  That’s terrible astronomy.  Stars aren’t pearls.  It’s also really inconvenient timing.  Maternal instincts, even really formless ones, aren’t going to unfurl inside of Ruby in any way that’s easy or simple to handle.  Not when a bunch of psychic Dunns might pick up on the echoes.

      But I can’t wish the star away, either.

      Perhaps I can help shape it a little.

      My sentinel plants his paws more firmly on the earth at my request, but he’s doubtful.  Resistant.  That would be very difficult.  I snort.  Since when does he think he gets the easy jobs?  Or even the medium-hard ones?  He sighs and sends the gentlest of pulses to the faintly forming star.

      You are seen.
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      MYRNA

      I finish dusting off the small shelf and nod at my helper.  “There, that’s all cleaned up and ready for you to put the special things back in their places.”  I don’t doubt that she can.  Kelsey Dunn always knows the places for the special things.  They move around, sometimes.

      She sets the carving of the small, sleeping wolf back in the center of the shelf.

      Presumably Brown hasn’t realized that someone rescued it from the fire.  I think he pitches his creations into the flames just to keep us on our toes.  I pat the head of a wooden pup that doesn’t look like any of us in particular, and therefore is all of us.

      Kelsey smiles and puts a pretty rock next to his nose.

      That rock sometimes lives on the nightstand over by the bed, but it hasn’t left the sanctuary cabin since its walls were erected.  I run my dust cloth over the wooden frames that hold a few of Brandy’s sketches.  Two of the frames have seamless joins, precisely square angles, and satin-smooth finishes.  The one in the place of honor in the middle is far less perfect.

      Brown leaves some of his tools out in the forest every night, just in case Grady wants to build another one.

      Kelsey touches it and hums a small, happy tune.

      I turn in a slow circle to see if we’ve missed anything, but the sanctuary cabin is as clean as two pairs of hands can make it.  It wasn’t a lot of work.  It’s not a large space, and someone comes by to freshen it up every couple of days.  Just in case.  We know that we might wait years for its first occupants—but when they come, we want the space to smell of pack.

      My wolf whimpers.  She doesn’t want it to take years.

      I tell her to shush, or Kelsey will have Wrinkles brew me a cup of tea.  My boys will come home when they’re ready.  Until then, I’ve got dusting and new chili spices and history homework to keep me busy.

      Cleve sticks his head in the door and smiles at Kelsey.  “I could use a helper out here, if you’ve got time.”

      It hits me, bright and sharp, when she stretches out her small fingers and wraps them around his.  He can’t always keep his guilt at bay around the pups, especially the one who looks so much like his youngest daughter, and he doesn’t reach for Kelsey’s fingers on those days.  On this one, his eyes are clear and his heart is glad and there’s dirt on his gardening gloves, because somewhere in the dead of winter, Grandpa Cleve found his optimism.

      He’s planting daffodil bulbs this afternoon.  They’re cheerful and sturdy and Rennie’s favorite color, and this is entirely the wrong time of year to plant them, but Kelsey has been singing to the bulbs for months and not a single wolf in this pack has any doubt that they’ll grow.  Keeping the bunnies from chomping on them is another matter entirely, but Kelsey has been having chats with them, too.  And if I don’t miss my guess, so has Rio.

      Cleve smiles at me, the dark brown eyes that have known me for so long lightly asking if I need a friend to stay a while.

      I shake my head.  An elder can only wield a dusting rag for so long before she needs to trade it for gardening gloves or a shovel or a pirate sword.  I follow Kelsey out the door into one of those sunny days that teases us at the end of winter and tries to convince us that we can jump straight into spring without navigating the season of mud first.

      I’m old enough not to fall for that trick, but I’m enjoying the sun all the same.

      My wolf wrinkles her nose.  She doesn’t like mud in her paws.

      I snort.  She can always try rubber boots.

      Kelsey looks up at me and laughs.

      Cleve squeezes her fingers.  “I don’t know, I think Myrna’s wolf would look quite fetching in rain boots.  Maybe an umbrella, too.”

      I grumble, loudly enough that they can hear me.  Darn psychics.  Funny ones, but still.

      Ghost looks up from the freshly dug flower bed, her eyes full of amusement.  “I saw a really pretty umbrella at the thrift store last week.  It’s probably still there.”

      Probably.  The humans who live in these parts don’t use them any more often than wolves do.  “That’s quite enough out of all of you.  You’ll hurt my wolf’s feelings, and then she might sneeze on the salad again.”  Which is a threat that would work on very few of the wolves in my pack, but I’m looking straight at three of them.

      An arm wraps around my head as an invading pirate kisses my cheek.  “Plague salad sounds awesome.  What are we doing to make that happen?”

      I dig my elbow into the ribs of the teenager who’s treating me like a bear cub.  “Unhand me, or I’ll make sure you get spicy lettuce with extra sneeze slobber.”

      Ghost and Kelsey giggle.  Cleve shoots them an amused look and a troublesome baby alpha a more assessing one.  “Are the lunch dishes done already?”

      Kennedy grins.  “Does licking them count?”

      She knows how to carry the weight of the world on her shoulders—and exactly when and how to escape it and come play with flower bulbs instead.  I tug on one of the braids she’s taken to wearing lately.  “Only if you’re Braden.  Wolves who burnt the oatmeal this morning need to make sure things get put back to rights before we need to make the next batch tomorrow.”

      She bats her eyelashes at me, which is a trick she learned from the cats.  “Hayden needed something to keep him busy.”

      She didn’t actually mean to burn the oatmeal this time, but she’s smart enough not to let a good accident go to waste.  And our alpha absolutely needs all the pack chores we can invent for him.  He holds himself to very high standards, and right now his wolf wants to bite all of them.  Which our teenage baby alpha deeply understands.  I had a chat with Bailey last night.  I think we’ve been underestimating how this feels for our dominants—including the one who taught Kennedy all of her control.

      I nuzzle a warm cheek and make a mental note to change the breakfast menu to pancakes.  Just in case.

      Kelsey reaches into the basket beside Ghost for the first of the bulbs they’re going to plant, singing the song that Teesha helped her write.  Her words stutter, and then a shudder travels through her as she rockets to her feet.  “Fallon needs me.  My baby cousin needs me.”
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        * * *

      

      RIO

      I didn’t think there was any force on earth that could compare to Adrianna Scott going wolf.  Watching her son get to Kelsey first, I rapidly change my mind.

      Which doesn’t make one fucking bit of difference.  I can’t move a muscle.  I have four paws slammed down on four ticking bombs, and I’m not sure I can stop any of them from going off.

      Brandy picks herself up off of the ground where a collision with Kenny landed her, fire pouring out of her as she charges the rest of the way to Fallon’s side.  Where she bristles with the kind of menace that nearly forces Eliza to her knees despite the wrench in her hand.

      Fuck.

      I try to gingerly take some weight off of the ticking bomb with Milo’s name on it so I can redirect the lightning in Ruby’s fury grid that set all of this off, because I was an absolute numbskull of a sentinel who was way too proud of his fancy magic to consider some of its more lethal vulnerabilities.

      My sentinel jams my paw back down.  The women in the fury grid will just have to manage.  He’s busy.

      He’s more than busy.  Milo is wet, dark, salty vengeance, lashing out at the demons that just tried to hurt the friend who brings him cookies.  Except he can’t see them, which is threatening to short-circuit every scrap of sanity he has left.  Ruby is awake from her nightmare now, but the echoes of her grief are jagged and raw and she can’t remember why she grieves.

      Grady only screams.  He remembers.

      Kel drops into a crouch by my head.  “Who needs me?”

      There’s only one answer to that question and I can’t give it to him.  It won’t make sense without words and I need four paws for four bombs, because if any of them touch the fifth bomb that Kelsey Dunn is holding at bay, I don’t know if a sentinel named Rio will make it out the other side.

      I keep my eyes glued to the small girl with her hand on Fallon’s belly, and I pour love into the bond that runs between her heart and mine.  I can’t spare her any of a sentinel’s power—but she can have every damn scrap of the rest of me.
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        * * *

      

      BAILEY

      Gods.  I wrap an arm around Hoot, who is whimpering and holding her head and presumably under attack by whatever just breached the den and hit even the mildly psychic Dunns with an anvil.

      She rasps out her brother’s name.

      I squeeze her in tight against my ribs.  “Ronan will find him.”  Nothing evades a polar bear’s nose, and more importantly, Grady trusts the big white bear.  Which is good, because given the look in Ronan’s eyes when he left, it might be days before he has the control to shift back to his human skin.

      The anvil landed on some of his cubs.

      Ghost runs over and slaps some kind of patch on my head where it’s bleeding.  That’s what happens when you crash into a polar bear as you both try to charge out a door at the same time.  She shoots Hoot a scared look and scans for blood or other fixable damage.

      I scan the lethal wall of vengeance formerly known as Adrianna, Hayden, and Kennedy.  They’re the only reason my wolf is keeping any of her shit together.  Nothing is getting through that wall.

      Except for what already did.

      If I knew what the anvil was, it would be dead already, but I’m pretty sure the only ones who know are a big black wolf who hasn’t moved a muscle and looks like he’s holding up the sky, and a small girl with a daffodil bulb in one hand and her pack’s sanity in the other.

      Kelsey makes a small, satisfied sound.

      My heart convulses.  I have no freaking clue what she’s doing.  I just know that Kennedy charged in here like wolf lightning with Kelsey clinging to her back, and Fallon stopped grimacing as soon as that small hand landed on her belly.

      Hoot whimpers again.

      My wolf rages.  She can’t fight this enemy.  She’s never been able to fight it.

      A hand lands on my shoulder.  Grandpa Cleve, gasping for breath, his eyes glued to his granddaughter even as he strokes his thumb along Hoot’s cheek to catch her tears.  “She’s almost done.  It will be all right in another moment or two.”

      My wolf rejects that utterly.  It won’t be all right until something bleeds.  Rivers of bleeding.  Oceans of it.

      Kelsey makes another small sound.  Then she smiles and pats Fallon’s belly.  “My baby cousin is fine now.”  She looks over at Kennedy’s wolf and smiles.  “We got here in time.”

      My bones turn to water.
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        * * *

      

      RIO

      Breathe.  In.  Out.  In.

      I step gingerly off of my bombs.  Quite a few of my sensors aren’t working anymore, but I don’t think any of the most dangerous explosives are still ticking.  Ruby is pacing the banks of her stream, easing into the awake part of her day.  Grady is nestled in the warmth of a big, white bear.  Nobody has managed to sit on Milo yet, but a hawk is pelting him with pinecones so he has something tangible to attack, and Teesha has managed to walk Xander back from the brink, or at least that’s why I assume she punched him in the gut.

      My sentinel sways.

      I tell him to suck it up.  His work isn’t done.

      Kelsey smiles sweetly at me.

      I keep the awe out of my eyes.  I don’t have many functioning sensors left, but I refuse to be the unforgivable asshole who puts a five-year-old pup up on a pedestal because of what lives inside of her.  I shift instead and pull on the shirt and sweatpants Kel tosses at my head.

      He won’t let himself tick until this is done.

      I check in with my legs to make sure they remember how to do this next part.  Then I walk, not at all steadily, over to a small girl and sit down on the ground at her feet.  Pack closes in around us, finding chairs and blankets for pregnant mamas and clothes for naked dominants and shoulders to lean on for legs that shake.

      Someone drops an enormous bag of gummy bears in my lap.

      Shelley sits down beside me and pats her lap in easy invitation to a small girl.  “Come and eat a few of these, sweet pea.  Kennedy and Reilly have gone to fetch some cookies.  When they get back, you can tell us what happened.”

      I chew and swallow.

      Shelley cuddles Kelsey into her steady comfort, which I’m not sure Kelsey needs, but the rest of us absolutely do.

      Kennedy wades through the sprawled circle of wolves with one arm wrapped around a bear cub’s head and the pack’s biggest cookie jar in the other.  “Okay, we’re here and we have all the cookies and Reilly is ready to take notes.”  She grins at Kelsey.  “I bet this is a really good story.”

      She isn’t nearly as calm as she looks.  Her wolf still has more adrenaline than blood running in her veins, and I have absolutely no idea how she’s keeping her dominance choked off.  But I know why she’s doing it.  A baby alpha with titanium loyalty knows that her pack needs her, and goofy teenager is the way she’s decided to help glue herself and us back together.

      A sentinel should probably help with that.

      He will.  Just as soon as he stops shaking.

      Wrinkles hands me a cookie, one of the ones with nuts and raisins and oatmeal in it that can be substituted for a healthy breakfast in an emergency.  She also shoots me a look that says if it isn’t in my gullet in the next ten seconds, there will be tea involved.

      Her next cookie is for Kennedy.

      Kelsey gets one of the fancy shortbread ones with icing that aren’t at all appropriate for breakfast.  Which tells my sentinel plenty, even with his garbled sensors.

      The hero of this hour is just fine.

      Shelley strokes Kelsey’s hair as she takes a tiny nibble of her treat.  “It seems like you had a chat with your baby cousin.”

      An easy nod.  “She needed me.  She was scared. Ruby was having a bad dream.”

      Hayden’s eyes impale me where I sit.  As they should.  The grid I hooked up to Ruby’s fury was supposed to direct that energy to seven grown-up female dominants so that it never touched the likes of Rennie and Grady and Kelsey ever again.

      Which I did, and it worked as intended.  I just forgot the small detail of also routing that energy away from an unborn Dunn.

      I sigh.  Kelsey probably can’t explain the full extent of my screw-up, so I need to stop eating gummy bears and take responsibility.  “Kelsey didn’t pick up the dream directly from Ruby.  She got it from her baby cousin.  Who is going to be loud and hungry and fuzzy and is also very psychic.”

      Kelsey nods, like that’s entirely obvious.

      The rest of the Dunn clan sucks in a collective pained breath.

      Cleve frowns.  “I’ve never heard of one of us doing that before we were born.”

      I sigh again as gummy bears allow a few more of my neurons to start functioning.  “None of you has ever been a raven before.  Unlike wolves, they shift a day or two after they’re born, which means they tap into the senses of their bird far sooner.  And ravens have something in their wiring that works a little like psychic senses.”

      Cleve’s eyes widen.

      He didn’t have enough information to put it together.  I did.  I look over at Ben and Fallon, who have somehow managed not to run me through with their swords.  “I’m sorry.  I should have worked it out.  She’ll be fine once she’s born.  The grid will protect her in the same way that it does Kelsey.  Until then, I’ll take care of it.”

      Fallon snorts in Adrianna’s general direction.  “Do all sentinels have such big heads?”

      Adrianna’s lips quirk.  “Sometimes.”

      Ben is listening to them—but he’s also watching his small niece eat her cookie.  And thinking, because Benjamin Dunn is a very smart wolf.  He smiles at Kelsey.  “The baby was kicking really hard, but she calmed down as soon as you touched Fallon’s belly.”

      Kelsey nods as she nibbles another choice bit of shortbread and icing.  “I told the bad dream to go away.  Just like Kel does.”

      Kel freezes.

      I swallow.  I’m still trying to process that part.  It’s what blew out most of my sensors.  They were trying to protect her.

      Reilly looks up from his notebook.  “How did you do that?”

      Kelsey shrugs and looks at me, a five year old who wants to eat her cookie and have me explain the hard stuff.

      I pick up the tea that Wrinkles left at my knee and down the entire mug.  It tastes like guilt and fear and helplessness.  Or forest fungus, which is pretty much the same thing.  I try to let it wash away the crap clogging my throat.  Sentinels are allowed to break.  Just not when their pack needs them.  “It wasn’t the dream she pushed away.  That isn’t what broke through.  It was Ruby’s dominance.” Or the psychic equivalent, anyhow, but for a Dunn, those are the same thing.

      I try to swallow the dust in my throat enough to keep going, because the horror dawning in Kel’s eyes is going to eat him alive.  Except I’m not fast enough.  A baby alpha with titanium loyalty gets there first—and she yanks the damn gravity beams out of my bare hands.  She doesn’t use them on an old soldier who is about to loose his shit, though.  She takes a big bite of her cookie and grins at Kelsey instead.  “No way.  You can do Kel’s trick?  The one where you tell bossy wolf juice to go away and mess with a skunk or something?”

      Hayden’s whispered curse slices through the silence.

      A second pair of hands, old and wise and tough as nails, reaches for the gravity beams.  Myrna cackles.  “Nice one, Alpha.  I don’t think the pups knew that one yet.”

      Kennedy smirks at our origin elder.  “We do so.  You taught us that one last winter when you dropped the big green rock on your toe.”

      Kelsey giggles.

      Our wrecked wolves orient to her song.  Happy pup.  Safe pup.

      Kel, who is the color of three-day-old puke, clears his throat.  “You can do my trick?”

      Kelsey tilts her head and studies him.  Then she climbs out of Shelley’s lap, walks over, and holds out the last bite of her cookie.

      Kel opens his mouth like a baby bird.

      She watches him to make sure he eats it properly before she finally nods.  “Dominance has those funny little points on it.  You squish them flat so they get all confused and don’t know where to go, and then they go back home to their wolf.  I’m not very good at squishing them, so I gave them something pretty to smell instead.”

      Kel stares.

      A very strange, squelched sound comes out of Adrianna.

      Kennedy snickers.  “You give our dominance pretty flowers to smell and it goes away?”

      Kelsey shakes her head, amused.  Silly baby alpha.  “It wasn’t a flower.  Wolves don’t think those smell very good.  It was a peanut-butter cookie.”

      Adrianna leans against her son’s shoulder and entirely loses her battle with an ocean of giggles.

      Hayden stares at a small girl, trying to process her words.

      Kelsey smiles at Grandpa Cleve.  “I can show you.”

      My sentinel sits up very straight.

      Hoot sucks in a painful breath.  “And Grady?  And Rennie?”

      Kelsey nods.  Then her eyes get a little sad.  “I don’t think everyone can learn it, though.  I think you have to be able to see the funny little points.”

      Cleve nods very slowly, like his head might fall off any second.  “I’ve always thought of them as pins in a pincushion, myself.”

      His granddaughter beams at him.  Then she takes a careful step away from Kel and looks straight at Kennedy.  “Try to boss me.”

      Kennedy turns the color of moldy bread.

      Adrianna sits up.  “I’ll do it.”

      “No.”  Hayden gets up, walks over slowly, and crouches down in front of Kelsey.  “I’ll do it.”  He smiles at the small girl he loves beyond measure.  “Just a little at first, so that Grandpa Cleve can learn.”

      I take a monster handful of gummy bears and jam them down my throat.  He’s not wrong to do this—I had my paws on the ticking bombs of so many of his reasons. But even contemplating this is absolute torture for his wolf.

      None of that shows in his eyes, however.  An alpha who will gladly slice his heart open if it will make his pack safer.

      Hayden turns on his dominance with a casualness that catches me by surprise, and judging by how many dominants in the vicinity have to frantically grab at their wolves, I’m not alone.

      Bailey rolls her eyes.  Which doesn’t hide the fierce, aching wish beating inside of her—or her readiness to gut her alpha if this doesn’t work.

      Kelsey makes motions with her hands.  The words of a song, almost, but in a language I don’t know.  Making the invisible visible enough that her grandfather can see.

      Cleve watches intently.  Makes a hesitant motion with one hand.  The other.  A slowly dawning smile. He can see it.  He can see the way.  Then he shakes his head.  Doubt.  It will not be enough.  He is not enough.

      Hayden winces.

      My wolf careens in a crazed circle.  My sentinel is still offline.  He can’t fix this.

      Adrianna calmly walks over and takes a seat on the ground in front of Cleve.

      Kel grimly positions himself to take a bullet.  Bailey and Kenny do the same, and they’re not this particular kind of bulletproof.

      The alpha of all alphas ignores them all.

      Cleve swallows.  Nods.

      Adrianna releases a fat, lazy bubble of dominance and floats it straight at his nose.

      Kelsey dangles an imaginary peanut-butter cookie under Hayden’s nose to keep him busy as she watches her grandfather.

      Cleve moves a hand.

      The bubble wavers.

      He smiles.  Moves his hand again.

      The bubble pops.
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      RIO

      I shovel a handful of popcorn into my mouth.  It’s the spicy kind that Mikayla makes for bears and other people who like to set their taste buds on fire.  I’m hoping it will give my wolf something to occupy him while the adrenaline still storming around in his bloodstream runs out of steam.

      I bump against the distressed bear cub who’s sharing my popcorn.  He forgot to turn the sat phone off during movie night, which means we got the video that Teesha sent just as we were finally beginning to relax.

      It took both of her alphas sitting on her to keep Myrna from hot-wiring the bus and charging off into the dark toward a beach on the far side of raven territory, and they only managed to hold her because Kel crouched down right in front of her nose and said what she already knew in a way that only a submissive wolf who was once a soldier that did the very hardest things could say it.

      Her sons have to choose to come home.

      I’m pretty sure Shelley and Lissa keep repeating that at regular intervals.  They’ve wedged Myrna between them so tightly that even a scrawny elder isn’t going anywhere, and if they fail, Cleve and Layla set their rocking chairs in front of the main door and Ghost and Ravi are playing some sort of game with strings in the doorway to the kitchen and only other exit.

      Because this is a pack where submissives guard the gates.

      I inhale and eat more popcorn.  My sentinel won’t ever forget Myrna’s harsh whimper as she watched the opening seconds of the video.  It grated on every nerve he has, and they were already on fire.

      The hazards of fried sensors coming back online.

      I tell him to remember that sometimes the sounds of breaking are good ones.  I’ve only gotten a chance to watch the video twice so far, and my wolf doesn’t think it smells right, but my human knows that it’s fourteen seconds of explosive goodness.  A dark wolf wearing the most tattered wool hat I’ve ever seen, and a rugged mountain man crouched at his side—both of them staring forlornly at an empty container that once held peanut-butter cookies.

      The kitchen probably won’t stop smelling like peanut butter for a week, and there are at least six new hats with holes for wolf ears currently being knit in the dark.  Pack therapy while we eat popcorn and pretend to watch a movie and get our shit back together so we don’t send Fallon into labor.

      My wolf whines.  This day has confused every instinct he’s got.

      Reilly pats my knee.  “It’s okay.  Wrinkles says that Fallon isn’t going to have her baby tonight, and she’s almost always right about that stuff.”

      Fallon growls.  “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

      Good raven.  Distracting her pack, which is a hard task tonight.  We were a mess before the video landed.  We’re still trying to process the disaster of a miracle that happened earlier today.

      Adrianna sighs against my other shoulder.  She worked her way up to aiming every drop of dominance she possesses at Cleve’s nose, and we all watched as he continued to calmly bat it aside.  Then she went and sat in Grandpa James’s trees and cried her eyes out.  Which is maybe something a sentinel should consider, too.

      Cori, who is sharing our popcorn, pats Adrianna’s knee and grins at Fallon.  “It might happen.  I can’t believe you ate some of Kel’s chili.”

      Kel can’t, either.  His wolf nearly had conniptions.  It was meant to be bear food.

      Fallon glares in the general direction of her belly.  “Wrinkles said it might get the demon chick moving, but she seems to like swimming around in lava.”

      She definitely had a wild swim today.  My sentinel agrees with Wrinkles, however.  A tiny raven is very content where she is, at least for the time being.  She might get bored soon.  There will be a lot less action with Kelsey and Grandpa Cleve standing psychic guard.

      I close my eyes.  No matter how much guilt is writhing around in my guts, I also have to bear witness to the miracles.  Cleve Dunn is guarding a pup.  Our most vulnerable pup.  Willingly and with pride in his eyes.  Whatever else I might feel about this day, I damn well need to feel that, too.

      Reilly perks up beside me.  “Maybe she’s a bear.”

      Mellie growls curiously at Fallon’s belly.

      Jade shakes her head firmly and taps Mellie’s nose.

      Kel scoops up the dominant pup, who has been getting a whole bunch of lessons lately on how to behave around small balls of fluff.  “I don’t think growling makes babies come out any faster, hawk girl.”

      Fallon snorts.  “She’s welcome to try.”

      Kel, who already made sure Grady and Rennie got their first lessons in how to render dominance useless, rolls his eyes.  “Bossy juice doesn’t work on raven chicks.”

      Nothing works on them.  They’re just adorable, elemental need.

      Ben leans in and kisses his mate’s belly.  “Hey, baby girl.  You stay in there just as long as you want, but know there are a bunch of us out here waiting to meet you, and the popcorn is as good as it smells.”  Then he touches Fallon’s cheek.  “You’ll have your wings back soon, sweetness.”

      Fallon sprouts embarrassed feathers out of the top of her head.

      Ben kisses the one nearest to his nose.

      My sentinel pulls enough of his exhausted, raw nerve endings together to lean very gently on Fallon letting Ben live long enough to see the dawn.  It’s touchy work, and probably in the gray area of the sentinel rulebook, but I like Ben, and I like that he dares his mate’s claws in service of her wholeness.

      Reilly slaps his hand over his eyes three seconds later than usual.  Trying to help his pack steady, even when his own legs are still wobbly.  “Are they done yet?”

      Kennedy laughs from over by the kitchen.  “Riles, we need to get you some kissing lessons.”

      Eliza pushes Ebony’s face away.  “Not from you.”

      Ebony scowls.  “I kiss just fine.”

      Eliza’s cheeks get rosy, even in the dim light, but she elbows the lanky beta wolf who’s been slowly romancing her and is still trying to recover from being all the way out at Moon Girl’s camp when Ruby’s nightmare hit the den.  “You ate the fire popcorn.  No kisses.”

      Myrna cackles.  “I know where Wrinkles keeps the tea that would fix that.”

      My sentinel exhales as his favorite elder lands back in the middle of pack mischief where she belongs.  She’ll watch the video again tonight, but it won’t slice through her like it did the first time.  I breathe into that, too.  Peanut-butter-cookie miracles come with lots of layers.  Kelsey’s new trick makes it safer for angry dominants with questionable control to come home.  There are silver linings in even the biggest sentinel fuck-ups.

      Kenny scowls at the room in general, which would be more effective if he wasn’t knitting a hat with wolf ear holes.  “Do any of you even know how to watch a movie?”

      A pinecone pelts him in the forehead.

      He scowls in the general direction it came from, which happens to be the couch I’m sitting on.  “That doesn’t help your case.”

      Adrianna chuckles.  “It was meant to help your arrogance, dear.”

      My wolf snickers.

      He’s recovering from this way faster than the rest of me.  I pick up the mug that I’m pretty sure came from Wrinkles.  Time for the big guns.
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        * * *

      

      KEL

      Fallon eyes the packmates closest to the kitchen.  “Could one of you get me a cup of Mikayla’s sleepy tea?”

      Four wolves leap for the kitchen door.

      I shake my head.  That’s exactly what the problem of today was.  Too many wolves all trying to solve the same problem.

      Ben rubs Fallon’s shoulders.  “Tired?”

      She snorts.  “The tea’s for you.”

      Lissa sets her head on Myrna’s shoulder and laughs.  “Good one. I need to remember that line.”

      Hayden sticks his head up from the middle of a pup pile that includes a bunch of formerly distressed wolves, some of them a lot bigger than pups.  “I heard that.”

      Moon Girl licks his nose.

      Hayden snorts.  Pack settles back into itchy, scratchy comfort—the kind that doesn’t quite fit, no matter how hard you’re trying.

      I hide a sigh.  The worst part of any mission is always the waiting.  A close second is false alarms.  I scan the mission teams that had one of those hard musters that make all good sergeants wince.  Several of them are nursing near concussions from how hard they ran into each other.

      That part was entirely my fuck-up.  We haven’t practiced nearly enough hard musters, and extracting Xander and Milo from a remote beach or dealing with Ruby’s wrath could easily get kicked into gear the hard way.  Especially if there’s also a raven baby making her entrance or the ghosts of traumas past rattling their chains.

      I growl under my breath.  I got too complacent at Whistler.  Too used to the luxury of good planning and teams that weren’t forged in the kinds of hell that cause some very predictable reactions in hard musters.  I eye the young beta beside me.  She did just fine this afternoon, but I’m not sure she believes that.  “Betas who think that they’re responsible for handling everything can be just as dangerous as dominants.”

      Ghost snorts.  “At least we don’t need so many ice packs.”

      “So far.”  Ebony plops down onto the couch beside us.  “The sentries are good.  They think the video is awesome.”

      It is absolutely that.  “I thought you were busy getting punched in the nose for trying to kiss your girl.”

      Ghost grins.

      I shoot Ebony a look.  It’s tempting to do what Hayden and Kenny and Shelley are doing and just keep herding everyone back into their comfort zones, but I think Ghost needs to work through a couple of things, first.

      I get a look back that says the kissing beta understands that just fine.  Good.  I scan the room again.  Fallon looks like she’s settling in for the night, even if it’s Ben drinking the sleepy tea.  In my limited experience with pregnant mamas, settled can change with stunning speed, but if the antics of the last few of hours didn’t do it, we’re probably safe until the next minor emergency or snowstorm.

      I asked one of the Whistler Pack healers once why babies don’t come at nice, convenient times.  She might still be laughing.  “Does anyone outside need a hand?”  Half of the wolves who normally inhabit the far orbits are huddled in nooks and crannies closer to the den tonight.

      Ebony shakes her head.  “Nothing urgent.  Moon Girl wants more practice with hand signs.  Bailey used one she didn’t know.”

      Bailey chats with Robbie on a regular basis, which means she’s soaking in a lot of signs that we don’t teach as part of sentry duties.  That was definitely another one of the fuck-ups.

      Ebony pins me with a look that says I’m dropping the ball we’re supposed to be tossing around.  She elbows Ghost.  “You’re thinking really loudly.  Out with it.”

      Ghost wrinkles her nose.  “You two are way better at being betas in an emergency.  I guess because you did all that soldier stuff.”

      We did it as adults.  She breathed in so many war-zone fumes as a kid that she still doesn’t really know what normal air smells like.  “There are all kinds of skills that are useful in an emergency.  If you step wrong, we’ll let you know.”

      That gets me an elbow in my ribs, which makes my wolf grin.  The rest of me wants to hear what she has to say underneath the insecurities.  “What did you notice today?”

      A grimace that I’ve seen on the faces of a lot of good sergeants.  “It was like what happened when the cats unloaded their greenhouse school.  Ryder opened the back of the truck and fifteen cats all jumped in at once and Sienna dropped a window on Reese’s toes.”

      I’m pretty sure they did that just to amuse Ryder, but Ghost isn’t wrong.  “Yup.”

      Ebony raises an eyebrow, questioning the lack of help I’m giving our youngest beta.

      I stay quiet.  Ghost will be a key member of whatever missions we end up running, and she’s more than capable of walking herself through this while I eat popcorn.  If she somehow isn’t, the wolf sneaking up on my six can damn well throw in a clue or two.  Assuming she’s stopped beating herself up for not being in two places at once.

      Ghost breaks off a leaf of the crispy kale she likes to eat along with her popcorn.  “Bailey reacted like she used to when there were emergencies.  Except there isn’t just one team now, and she kind of forgot about that.”

      Ebony, who knows exactly who is hovering behind my shoulder, winces.

      I nod calmly.  “She acted like a leader.  So did six other wolves.”

      Ghost makes a face.  “That doesn’t really sound like a problem betas are supposed to solve.”

      Like hell it isn’t.  “All good mission teams have betas.  Soldiers call them sergeants.”

      A frown.  “I thought you led teams.”

      Only when they made me.  “Sometimes.  But most of what I did was help the real team leaders be better at their jobs, just like we do most days around here.”

      A faint smile.  “Most days.  Orbital communications kind of sucked today.”

      Thank fuck.  A way to talk about this that doesn’t sound like a Special Forces debriefing.  “They did.  We can fix that.”

      The wolf on my six dissolves back into the shadows.  Apparently we aren’t screwing up badly enough to need her help.  Hopefully she’s headed off to haunt the guy who does.

      Ebony leans against Ghost’s shoulder.  “We can work on that some tomorrow.  What else did you see, besides dominants in disarray?”

      Eliza singlehandedly fixed a lot of that disarray by cuddling Ebony, making Kenny scrub dusty rocks, and threatening to hit Brandy with a wrench if she didn’t stop apologizing.

      Ghost exhales slowly.  “What Kelsey did matters.  What Grandpa Cleve did maybe matters more.”

      I huff out a breath.  This is why I listen to fifteen-year-olds.  Because she’s absolutely right, and I hadn’t let myself work it all the way through.  Cleve’s display with Adrianna was a really impressive magic trick, but that isn’t the part Ghost is measuring.  What he did took a mountain of his guilt about not being able to protect the pups, and an ocean of belief that his psychic sensitivity is a horrific weakness, and set them both on holy fire.

      I shake my head.  It took me torture-survival training, a dozen years of hell, and monumental arrogance to learn how to neutralize dominance, and I might not be as good at it as Cleve Dunn is.

      Ebony squeezes my shoulder.  She took Cleve up the mountain before dinner to show Rennie the new trick.  Bailey took Kelsey to find Ronan and Grady. Grady watched, but he didn’t really understand the power of what they showed him.  Not yet.

      Rennie did.  Cleve saw it in her eyes.  He gave his daughter that gift.

      Ghost sets her head on my shoulder.  A young wolf who is done thinking and has sorted through enough of her worries that she can let pack soothe her.

      She missed a few steps, but that’s what old soldiers are for.  I’ve already placed calls to handle some of them.  The lurking hawks and ravens and cats have official jobs now.  They all just snickered at me, but I’m a sergeant.  I need my troops in lines where I can see them.

      Next up on my list, there’s a really big furry ass to kick.  Rio damn near burned himself out today, and that’s something good sergeants don’t let slide.
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        * * *

      

      RIO

      The soldiers are doing mission analysis.  The submissives are steadying our heartbeat.  Baby alphas are herding stragglers back to solid ground, and it’s fascinating that Adrianna has included herself in that crew.

      I breathe and let myself float on the river of a pack setting itself to rights, even though a number of the smaller streams connecting into that river are anything but placid.  Ruby and the star that forms because of a new alpha baby.  An impending Dunn birth and dominant rage.  The terrible, soul-shattering choices that can come from loving a pup.  Submissives with fire-forged spirits and helplessness that eats at them like a cancer.

      It’s clear, as I float, that they aren’t separate rivers.  They’re a very reactive, messy, complicated unity.  One where the coming days are going to require the rescue of broken wolves by wolves who are still very much wounded themselves.  Some of them like to come across as wildly competent so that no one looks too hard a look at the traumas they carry.

      Until four eviscerating seconds this afternoon, I wasn’t aware I was one of those wolves.

      I try to breathe again, but my ribs don’t feel attached to the rest of me.  I’m doing more than floating.  I might even be drooling. I’m pretty sure I’m not sitting up anymore.

      Wrinkles definitely put something in that last mug of tea.
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      ADRIANNA

      The rain falls gently on my face as I walk, a soothing mist that cloaks the forest in foggy, solemn waiting.

      I snort.  That’s a lot of poetry for a woman who’s only had one cup of coffee.

      My wolf pouts.  She doesn’t care about coffee.  She wanted a run.  Hiking boots aren’t nearly as much fun as paws.

      Truth, but I suspect this morning is going to involve some conversations that are hard to have when your vocabulary is limited to growling and howls and the psychology of a creature who lives very much in the present.  And some days, a nice, wet walk in the woods is just what an alpha who usually has far too much paperwork needs to keep her whole.

      It will also keep me out of Hayden and Lissa’s way.  This pack has a very fine alpha pair, and they have work to do today.  I can better serve on the periphery.  Judging from the scent trails I’ve crossed, I’m not the only one who’s come to that conclusion.  Either that or Kel is bossing all of the dominants around this morning and not just me.  Which is fine.  My wolf is happy to take orders from Kelvin Nogues, especially when they line up with her own instincts.

      And this is one of the very few jobs in this pack that I can perhaps do better than most.

      I pause under a tall and particularly spindly pine.  It’s the marker Hoot told me to watch for, just in case I’ve lost my ability to find someone in the woods.  I suspect she unconsciously uses it a doorway—a polite spot to knock before entering so that the person who lives in these parts knows she’s coming.

      My wolf snorts.  She knows all about my plans to introduce Hoot Dunn to some interesting psychology professors.

      So she does.  But that isn’t the task of this morning.  I look up at the old and wiry pine tree that guards Hoot’s twin.  I don’t know if Grady will be able to hear me this morning—polar-bear fur is rather insulating.  But I’ll knock anyhow.  He’s got more reasons than most to be wary of the power that lives inside of me.

      I smile.  Watching an old man with a crotchety hip bat aside that power was a stunning, humbling, and absolutely precious experience.

      I step out from under the guardian pine and walk less quietly than before.  It doesn’t take long before the sounds of a polar bear’s sniffling waft through the trees.  I spy Ronan’s big head sticking up from what I thought was a snowdrift.  I don’t see any sign of stray limbs that might belong to a scrawny teenager in either of his forms, but there’s absolutely no doubt that Grady is in the center of that snowdrift.  “I come bearing breakfast gifts.  Bacon, and blueberry pancakes.”  I didn’t question what Shelley put in my rucksack.  She knew where I was headed.

      Ronan’s eyes glue themselves to my backpack.

      Silly bear.  “There might be some spicy jerky as well.”  Reilly packed that container, which will offer another kind of sustenance.

      Dark eyes swing back to me.  I earned the trust of this polar bear several decades ago, but he will never be anything but an apex predator, especially when he’s protecting a cub.

      His cub.  A gift it never would have occurred to me to give him.

      I brush snow off a fallen log and take a seat, close enough to be easily heard and far enough away to keep my wolf from smothering Grady’s.  Even in human form, what lives in me has never been hard to see.

      A rumbling polar bear sticks his nose down into his paws and fur.  Checking on his cub.

      A naked foot emerges and then tucks back into warmth again.

      I set down my rucksack.  I brought a sweater that Brandy just finished, if some of Grady’s limbs would like alternatives to fur.  I keep my moves slow and easy.  Ronan hasn’t been stuck in bear form for a long time, and spooking him won’t help anything.

      Stories might.  “Grandpa Cleve says that Fallon’s baby might be the strongest of the psychic Dunns.  Last night he spun her a tale of ravens with furry ears and paws and long tails that wag when they’re happy.  Evidently she thought it was quite funny.”

      A pocket opens up in a polar bear’s fur.  A cub trying to clear a tunnel so that he can hear better, perhaps.  “Kelsey thinks the baby laughed because Grandpa Cleve is terrible at drawing pictures with his mind.  She said the raven-wolf in his story looked more like a mountain goat.”

      I pull a piece of paper out of the rucksack and tuck it under the insulated breakfast container.  “Brandy drew what Kelsey described.  I think it looks more like a dragon, myself.”  It’s possible that Brandy took a few liberties.

      A polar bear’s head shifts back and forth.  Scenting.

      I hide a grin and pull out the container of spicy jerky.  “Reilly says this jerky might burn even a polar bear’s tongue.  I told him that I’d take a video if you have to run around and gobble snow.”

      Insult—and then amusement, as Ronan gets a little bit more of a grip on his bear.

      Good.  I pick up the breakfast container and loosen the lid.  Bacon fumes escape instantly.  “I’m going to walk this over in case Grady is hungry and doesn’t want to come out of his nice, warm, bear-fur sleeping bag.”

      White ears listen intently.

      My wolf sharply questions my intelligence.

      I tell her to use her own.  If Grady were upset, Ronan would know.  And if Ronan were upset, half the territory would know.  Polar bears do not do nuance.

      She grumbles, but she permits me to walk close enough that an apex predator could gobble me up without even trying hard.  I toss the jerky onto the snow where Ronan can easily reach it and set the drawing and open breakfast container on an enormous paw that will serve very well as a table.  The pancakes are cut into quarters and the bacon is bite-sized.  Finger food, for pups and other people who might not have a fork handy.

      I move away again, very slowly.  Walking toward polar bears is deadly.  Giving them enough space to hunt is even more dangerous.

      Primitive instincts flare in dark eyes and slowly subside again.

      I tell my primitive responses to pay attention to the human fingers inching toward pancakes and bacon.  My wolf might have strong opinions, but Grady is sensitive enough to pick up everything Ronan is feeling—and clearly one of the most wounded wolves in this pack is entirely convinced of his own safety.

      A soft brush of presence in my mind.

      Not Grady.

      I blink in surprise.  James.

      Echoes of my mate’s low laughter.  No.  Both of them.

      I somehow manage to get myself back to my log, which isn’t easy.  My legs aren’t altogether behaving.  I side-eye the trees surrounding a polar bear after I sit down.  My mate never did have a molecule of sense where apex predators are concerned.   He’s the one who convinced me to let Ronan stay.

      My wolf twitches her ears.  The pup is eating the bacon.

      I don’t know how to explain to her that Grady will never be a pup again.

      The strange sensation of invisible ears orienting.

      I swallow.  I came out here willing to have this conversation.  Now that it’s being invited, I’m not sure I can.

      Another gentle brush of presence.  Just James, this time.

      I let the tear that escapes run down my cheek.  There will likely be more of them.  My eyes look to the white snowdrift and the precious wolf it contains.  “My son felt his father die.  Just like you did.”

      Sorrow.  Fear.  Disorienting, hopeless emptiness.

      I nod.  “All of those.  They never go away.”

      Listening.

      I didn’t come out here to be a wimp.  “Some who feel those things choose to let go.”  I put the certainty of an alpha wolf into my voice—and the certainty of someone who once faced that vast, stark choice.  “I don’t think you’re one of them.”

      Shock.

      A sentinel once met this moment with unflinching gentleness, but Kel didn’t send Rio out here.  He sent me.  Grady Dunn is wrapped up in a polar bear.  He’ll handle my claws.  “I think you’re in the process of choosing what you’re going to do with that enormous wound inside of you and who you’re going to become.”

      Silence.  Then more crunching of bacon.

      My lips quirk.  Teenage boys.

      A snicker from somewhere deep in a polar bear’s fur.

      I manage not to sniffle.  “I look forward to seeing what you choose.”

      Thoughtfulness.  More crunching.

      I eye the bear who’s been listening intently.  I didn’t have a lot of choice about the setting for this conversation, but it hasn’t hurt to have it in front of the shifter who’s chosen to be Grady’s surrogate father.

      Bacon-tinted little-boy sadness.  A pup who still misses his father so very much.

      My heart breaks.  “I know, sweetling.  It’s so very hard.”

      Mountains.  Oceans.  Snow, vast and eternal.

      A young wolf who borrows imagery from his new father.  “Yes.  Some pain can never be healed.”  I try to find a metaphor worthy of standing alongside snow, vast and eternal.  My eyes settle on a patch of bulbous, gnarled bark on one of the nearby trees.  “It can be grown around, though.  Encased in new skin.  Honored, and allowed to shape some of the new form we become.”

      Silence.  Then a wordless question.

      I don’t try to answer it with words.  I just open so that the young man who shares Hoot’s face and Kelsey’s sensitive heart can feel how much I long for James.  How much I miss him.  How much I need him, still.  And how deeply all of those have shaped who I am.

      The whimper of a very small, very sad pup.

      I nod blindly, wishing I could offer part of this truth without the whole of it, but I can’t.  I feel Hayden in Grady’s pain.  He feels his mother in mine.

      Sorrow, and a question with hints of yellow fur.

      I nod.  Yes.  Hayden grew himself up around such pain.  I trust my instincts and let my thoughts brush against wolf instincts older than time.  Service.  Responsibility to pack.  My son can do the work he does now—as alpha, as friend, as father, as brother—because he let that pain shape him.

      A bear’s quietly huffed exhale.

      Acceptance—and an offering.

      He, too, has such a place.

      I bow my head.  I know.  It’s why he understood mine.

      Tears fall, from the eyes of a polar bear and those of a seasoned alpha, and from the hidden eyes of a young man who has not shed nearly enough of them.  I sit in silence as Grady’s tears are soaked up by the fur of a bear who will treasure them.  I’m not alone.  I can feel James wrapped around me as thoroughly as a polar bear is wrapped around his adopted son.

      When the tears begin to dry on my cheeks, I push off of my log.  The second job of this morning isn’t one that Kel assigned.

      I don’t think he sees it yet.
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        * * *

      

      XANDER

      I look up at the sky and shake my head.  “I’m pretty sure a hawk just mooned us, bro.”

      Milo isn’t paying any attention to me or the hawk.  He’s too busy romping in the waves.  They’re curling over, small breakers of white froth, and his wolf has decided they’re his new playmates.  Which is a little weird, but it beats the hell out of watching him tear innocent pinecones to smithereens.

      My wolf snorts.  I should have started throwing the damn things at Milo’s head years ago.

      Maybe.  It seems to have done some good.  He ate the cheeseburgers that Kendra dropped off this morning.  They looked like the cheap ones from greasy diners, but the burgers inside were really fancy and smelled like pack.  Most of them, anyhow.  One smelled like our new alpha.

      Milo made me eat that one.  It’s probably the one that’s been sitting like a lump in my stomach all morning.  Either that or I’m too old to eat spicy cheese.

      When I left Ghost Mountain, spicy cheese wasn’t even a thing.

      I growl at the nearest seashell, which foolishly doesn’t move.  I’m cranky as fuck and I know it, but a day that would have been a really good one for most of the last six years feels empty and inadequate.  There are no packmates and no stories and no chances to believe, just for a breath or two, that this might end in any kind of way that won’t break my mother’s heart.

      Milo makes a manic dash for a particularly frothy wave.

      I hurl a seashell and sigh as it gets blown around like a feather.  Story of my life.  I couldn’t do a damn thing to help when Milo lost it six years ago, or when history repeated itself last night.  This time I had to rely on the help of a human with bossy eyes and a hawk who yanked on my brother’s tail until the incandescent violence left his eyes.

      I still don’t really know what happened.  Teesha tried to explain.  Very quietly, while Milo was busy chasing a fish, because the explanation involved a name I haven’t said out loud in six years.  Ruby.  A wolf who might be even more broken than Milo.  They’ve hooked her up to some kind of energy grid to help keep her fury clear of packmates it might harm.  Watching Teesha shake as she got hit last night, I’m not at all convinced that my pack’s new leaders know what they’re doing—or that they even begin to understand what they’ve asked of the people they’ve hooked up to Ruby’s brokenness.

      I have some idea what it’s like to try to be that kind of shield.  I also know I’m cranky this morning because Teesha is clearly a lot fucking better at it than I am.

      And because the hawks won’t leave us alone.

      And because Milo ate the last honey berry bar.

      And because my new hat that came with the greasy-diner burgers smells like home.
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        * * *

      

      HAYDEN

      I work my fingers through Robbie’s soft fur, collecting what his wolf is shedding and adding it to a small bag for nest lining.  I’m pretty sure we don’t need it.  Half of the cupboards in the craft shack are full of bear fur, and my pack isn’t willing to trade any of it away to drooling birds until we’re very sure Fallon’s new baby doesn’t need more nests lined than any baby in the history of ravens.

      And the bears up north haven’t even start to shed yet.

      I’m not sure I can convince Brown to build a fur shack.

      Lissa bends down and kisses my head.  “Kel is back from his circuit.  Everyone’s fine.”

      There’s no possible way Kel said those two words as a complete sentence, but my green-eyed wolf knows how to interpret the data of her pack.  I’m not needed in the woods.  Which is good, because I’m absolutely needed here at the den.  Someone had to supervise burgers for breakfast.

      Lissa sits down beside me and snuggles in against my arm, which makes brushing Robbie significantly more complicated and everything else better.  “He also said that your afternoon plans are on hold.”

      I raise an eyebrow.  That’s careful wording, likely so that Robbie doesn’t run off to hunt up more gummy bears to help his friend Rio.  Kicking a sentinel’s ass was the only item on my afternoon list.  I frown.  Kel is capable of doing that job by himself, but he’s not usually dumb enough to try.  “What’s up?”

      An odd smile, one that says my mate has a couple of educated guesses, but she’s not saying anything until she’s more sure.

      My wolf grumbles.  He thinks it’s awesome that she’s really smart.  He just wishes she’d let him look at her homework sometimes.

      I scratch his ears.  Most of her homework these days is for a horrifically complicated college course on multi-currency financial systems.  It would give him nightmares.

      He grumbles some more.  At least it would give him something to bite.

      Poor canine.  Blasting Kelsey with dominance was the last thing on earth he expected me to ever make him do, and he was absolutely correct.  Right up until she turned to a baby alpha and asked for something that made Kennedy smell like pure fear.

      I saw my mother sitting with a very quiet teenager out on the rocks this morning.  Hopefully she successfully made the point that I tried and failed to make last night. Kelsey asked the right wolf to ride her to the rescue of her baby cousin—one who didn’t question if a small girl had the strength to hang onto her scruff or the weapons it was going to take to do battle against whatever had just attacked. In that moment, a baby alpha proved just how much she trusts a five-year-old wolf.  That’s why Kelsey chose Kennedy to blast her with dominance.

      I’m still trying to untangle whether I trust Kelsey that much, but as Lissa gently pointed out sometime deep in the night, it isn’t my job to leave the dangerous work to small pups, no matter how wise and strong and fierce they are.  Which is why I wouldn’t have carried Kelsey into battle—and then we wouldn’t know dominance has prickly parts that can be neutralized by a carefully wielded psychic peanut-butter cookie.

      My wolf grins.

      I roll my eyes.  I don’t think my canine has figured out he’s the butt of that particular joke.

      Lissa rubs her cheek against my shoulder.  “Maybe leave Robbie with some of his fur, love.”

      I look down at the pup lying quietly under my hands and wince.  “Oops.  Sorry, dude.”

      Soulful brown eyes look back up at me.

      I huff out a breath.  Trust is so potent—and so very fucking complicated.
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      BAILEY

      I glare at the backside of the guy who’s my project this morning.  I was intending to let him stew in his juices for another day or two, but I can’t handle any more mildly amused glances from my alpha’s mother as she sits in my classroom and pretends to be an innocent educational assistant.

      Sadly, she’s really good at the assisting part.  I left Adrianna in charge of wrangling the teenagers while they wade through plate tectonics without Reilly to lead them.  He’s busy taking some kind of special workshop with Scotty’s students.  Judging from the notes he was taking, it’s way more complicated than plate tectonics.

      My wolf shakes her head.  She loves that he’s a smart bear, but she’s not at all convinced that he wouldn’t be better off having a snowball fight.

      I eye a nice drift of snow and the back of Rio’s head.  There’s a thought.

      He turns his head far enough to make clear that his woodcraft is working fine and so is his snowball radar.  He’s just ignoring me.

      Which is a problem.  Adrianna nearly gave my wolf heart failure when she cornered me yesterday and told me that I had a friend who needed my help.  It took a while to work down my list of friends far enough to get to this big lug, but that’s just because I wasn’t paying enough attention.

      I should have known better.  I saw him throw himself on top of all of the grenades that Ruby’s nightmare caused.  I can always feel them, even if I can’t do a bloody thing to fix them.  Apparently I inherited just enough of the Dunn gift to keep me alive in dark alleyways.  Or whatever the shifter equivalent might be.  I haven’t spent much time in alleys, dark or otherwise, but I assume my wolf could handle them.

      The guy sitting quietly on a rock is another story, but Adrianna didn’t have a whole lot of advice on precisely what kind of help he might be needing or why I shouldn’t leave that job to Kel or Hayden or Lissa.

      I punch his shoulder. I assume she didn’t pick me because of my gentle bedside manner.  “Come on.  We’re on smoked fish pick-up duty.”

      His eyebrows slide up, but he gets to his feet willingly enough.  “Okay.”

      I toss a set of snowshoes in the general direction of his boots.  “Brown said we can clear out the top three racks of the far smoker.”  Or at least that’s what he said after he quit growling about annoying wolves who steal his pack chores.

      In my defense, I did try to offer him plate tectonics in exchange.

      Rio casts me a wry look as he bends down to strap on the snowshoes.  “You’re in a dangerous mood.”

      Accurate.  “Remember that when you get the urge to start throwing hunks of fish at my head.”

      His lips quirk.  “Noted.”

      Whatever’s eating him, he does a better job at covering it up than the wolves who usually need me to poke at them.  For better or for worse, my mother wears all of her emotions on her sleeves.  Which the wolves who dragged her off to the den to give a knitting lesson to Mellie are more than capable of handling, so I don’t have any excuses to avoid a hike in the woods with a sentinel and his mysterious ailments.

      Rio waits patiently while I finish fiddling with the fancy snowshoes that are far more difficult than paws.  When I’m done, I shrug into a small rucksack.

      He scowls and wisely doesn’t say anything.

      I can darn well carry three trays of smoked fish.  “Get moving, or we’ll miss lunch, and it doesn’t suck today.”

      He shakes his head as he turns toward the trees.  “Why do I have the feeling I’m going to regret this?”

      If he doesn’t, I probably haven’t done my job.  I wish I understood more about his sentinel stuff, though.  I know how to deal with dominant wolves, even the tricky ones that are young or broken or poisoned or crotchety.  Rio’s got a murky layer way beyond any of those.

      He glances over at me as we get underway.  “Should I ask who sent you, or will that just get me knuckles in my gut?”

      I consider tossing him over my shoulder just on principle, but that would probably get our snowshoes all tangled.  “Any reason you were sitting out here staring off at nothing and waiting for someone to get delegated to fix you?”

      His lips quirk.  “Nice offense.”

      He knows dominance, but he never reacts quite like I expect him to.  Maybe two can play that game.  “Ronan showed up for breakfast.”

      His eyes soften.  “I heard.”

      “Anything we should have done besides put extra honey in his oatmeal?”

      More softening.  “Nope.”

      So much for my vague plan to get Rio talking and then just periodically apply my boot to his backside when it seemed warranted.  “It’s harder for us to know what the four of you who came here from Whistler Pack need.  We’re still learning how you react when shit gets thrown, and what helps you settle after.”

      He stares at me, clearly surprised.

      I make a face.  “I’m not entirely bad at this pack stuff.”

      More surprise.  “I know that.”

      Probably.  My wolf is just being a brat.  I sigh.  “Help me out here, okay?  Kelsey scrambled all of our brains a couple of days ago and you look like yours are maybe still a little jumbled.  I’d like to help.”

      He angles around a pair of trees that aren’t going to let two of us pass in between them in our current formation.

      I listen to the thunk and shuffle that happens when one person knows how to use fancy snowshoes and the other one is still learning so that she can hang out with her friend Teesha in deep snow.  In between the shuffling, all I hear is the silence of a man who suddenly seems weirdly frail.

      Crap.  If I halfway clawed him by accident, I might as well finish the job.  “How close did you come to blowing up?”

      He looks over at me sharply.

      Idiot.  “I might not know what your every whiffle and ear twitch means like I do for most of the wolves around here, but I know what it looks like when someone has taken on way more than they can handle.  Although they usually aren’t standing around like a wolf statue when they do it.”

      A reluctant chuckle as the trees guide our paths back together.  “Moving wasn’t a good idea at the time.”

      I elbow him, which takes some delicate footwork in snowshoes.  “I got that much.  Now give me the rest so my alpha’s mom can stop running silent guilt trips on me for not doing the job that she gave me to do.”

      His eye roll would do Stinky proud.  “Someone needs to tell Adrianna she’s not my alpha anymore.”

      That’s pretty much the maturity level I’d expect from Stinky, too.  “She knows that.  But she’s got history with you, and blasting Grandpa Cleve wasn’t all that easy on her.  She needed to do something to make herself feel like a big, bad wolf again.”

      He glances over at me, his eyes sober.  “Every time I think I understand you, you surprise me.”

      I scowl.  “We’re talking about Adrianna.”

      He skirts around a rock that would mess with his pretty snowshoes.  “You understand her better than most.”

      It isn’t hard.  Her words shaped a lot of who I became.  “I read a lot of what she wrote, back when things got hard.  Tell me why she thinks you need someone to sit on you.”

      He huffs out a breath into the crisp morning.  “The day that James died, Adrianna broke.  Something very similar to what happened with Ruby.”

      My heart shudders.  I keep my focus on Rio.  He’s the friend who needs me today, and Lissa’s told me a few things.  “That seems like something a sentinel might get dispatched to deal with.”

      He stares off into the trees, but I don’t think he’s seeing any of them.  “Whistler Pack has two.  Soraya got to her first, but their connection has always been a bit tricky.  Adrianna’s wolf wasn’t letting anyone get near her.”

      She tore a minivan apart with her bare claws.  “But you did.”

      He shrugs and keeps staring blindly at the trees.

      The math suddenly catches up with me.  “Wait.  That was a long time ago.  How old were you—seventeen?  Eighteen?”

      Another shrug.  “Old enough.”

      I want to set his pack on fire for putting him in that position, but I have no right to judge.  I sent Kennedy into the teeth of hell more times than I can count, and I did it when she was a lot younger than seventeen.  “What happened?”

      “We saved her.”  Three quiet, brutal words.  “We got hold of her long enough that she could take a breath.  Then we pulled her back, one step at a time.”

      I’ve seen his work.  He would have let her choose every single one of those steps, even if eight hundred wolves were sitting on the scales demanding otherwise.  I put a hand on his arm.  “She made it back.  What happened to you?”

      He snarls.

      My wolf sits up sharply.
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        * * *

      

      RIO

      Fuck.  I really didn’t need Adrianna messing with me today.  Which I’d like to take out on Bailey, and that’s a pretty damn big flashing red light.  Sentinels know better than to ignore those, even when the wolves and humans they’re attached to just want to stick their heads in a handy snowdrift.

      I stop and face the wolf who came to find me and is applying her claws exactly where they need to be applied.  “Sorry.”

      She snorts.  “I can handle you, tough guy.”

      She can.  In more ways than I thought she understood.  I swallow.  “When we saved Adrianna, I went too far.  If she had chosen to let go, to die along with her mate, she would have taken me with her.”

      Bailey nods quietly.  “Yeah.  I figured.”

      I close my eyes.  There are only a handful of people who understand what I did that day.  There are even fewer who understand so deeply that they can simply accept and nod.  I meet her gaze again and give her the rest.  “I crossed a line.  Which mangled the line.  I thought I’d done a pretty good job of repairing it until Kelsey decided to save her baby cousin from a nightmare.”

      A long, stretched silence as a woman stands slim and fierce in the forest and studies my soul.  “Did Adrianna send me out here to kick your butt back across the line?”

      I manage to find a laugh somewhere.  “No.  I don’t think so.”

      Bailey makes a wry face.  “Good.  I haven’t been able to find it in years.”

      I roll my eyes.  “No shit.”

      She glares.

      Feisty, tender wolf.  I manage to wedge my snowshoes in between hers and envelop her in the hug I so badly need.  “Kel has nightmares about being too late.  After Kelsey’s stunt, I think I’ll be joining him.”

      She leans into my chest.  “Yeah.”

      I breathe in the scent of her.  So many of the wolves she loves crossed that line—but she didn’t.  She stayed where she was needed.  Which is part of the message that Adrianna sent to me today.  “I expected Hayden and Kel.”

      Bailey snorts against my arm.  “They’re busy.”

      Kel was making crayon art when I left.  Which might well be his assigned therapy for the morning.  Adrianna clearly isn’t pulling any punches when it comes to bossing around her former charges.  I take my life into my hands and nuzzle my cheek against the top of Bailey’s head.  “Thanks.”

      The punch lands just under my ribs.  “Don’t make me come find you next time.”

      My wolf snickers.  He likes her.  She’s fierce.

      She’s so much more than that—and all of it is capable of throwing a punch.  I give Bailey one last squeeze and set her free.  “I hear that we have fish to collect.”

      She heads straight for a steep hill that’s the shortest way to the far smokers.  “We do.  We also need to sort out some logistics so that the next time shit happens you only have one sentinel’s worth of work to do instead of six.”

      I wince and follow her.  “Kel’s already on that.  And it was probably only three or four.”

      She scowls back at me and somehow still manages to navigate around a tree in her path.

      I suck in a breath, because she’s running up the damn hill and I ate a lot of pancakes for breakfast.  “How’s your head?”  Smacking skulls with Ronan is never fun.

      She turns around and fires a snowball at my nose, cackling when I don’t quite duck in time.  “Fine.  How’s your ego?”

      I dive for a snowbank.  This is more like the intervention I expected.  “Large.  Whistler Pack snowball-fight champion, eight years running.”

      She snorts and narrowly misses my ear.  “Was anyone else competing?”

      I survey the terrain I’ve landed in.  She didn’t take her stand here accidentally.  I’m downhill, sorely lacking in ammunition, and the snow is way too deep to ditch my snowshoes.  I dodge the volley aimed at my other ear and scoop up a handful of snow.  “Yes.  There were prizes and everything.”

      She grins as a snowball nails me in the chest.  “Excellent.  That means I don’t have to go easy on you.”

      I toss a poorly made and even more poorly aimed snow egg in her general direction.  “Why start now?”

      She snickers as the egg lands on her toes.  “That’s just sad, dude.”

      It might be.  She’s not, anymore.  One of the pieces of the old Bailey Dunn that Lissa protected the most fiercely was her sense of humor, and I’m not above using it to help both of us step back onto more solid ground.  We need to get there.  A raven baby could absolutely pick our arrival at the far smoker as the bat signal to begin her entrance into the world.

      If that happens, at least I’ll be in a better place than I was when I sat down on a rock to sulk.  I can feel the lightness in my sentinel as I scramble to build a decent snowball cache—and his bemused pondering.

      I fire an orb that might manage to hit Bailey if she stands absolutely still, and wonder if she knows whose example she follows today.  Hayden invited Adrianna to come to Ghost Mountain in case we needed her strength.  Instead, yesterday in the woods, she offered her pain.  In between the snark and the snowballs, Bailey just did the same.

      Because, so often, it isn’t skills that heal, or strength.  It’s kinship.

      Which is a fucking hard thing for a wolf to offer when she has skills and strength in abundance.  I duck behind a skinny tree that’s the best cover this sad excuse of a hill has available and consider just how I might survive this most excellent demonstration of that abundance.  “If we leave the fish for too long, they might get overcooked.”

      Snorting laughter and a snowball that almost manages to thread a gap in the scraggly branches barely wider than it is.  “If we leave them for long enough, Ivan might steal them.”

      Not without leaving gold in their place, but I really don’t want to have to carry that back.  Assuming I could manage to wrestle Bailey for the rucksack, which isn’t anywhere close to a sure thing.  Maybe I can win it.  I study my arsenal.  Ten snowballs.  Not nearly enough, but it will have to do.  I dive left and fire two of them at her nearest hip.

      She spins—right into the next two that make round, snowy circles on her butt.

      Which is when I learn just how good Bailey Dunn’s aim is when she’s really trying.
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      HAYDEN

      I shake my head as yet another cat sidles out of our kitchen with a fistful of cookies.  Kel put our hawk and cat and raven friends officially to work, which they’ve all decided means they deserve our standard sentry rations.  That’s entirely reasonable, but the cats like to steal theirs.

      A pinecone hits Sienna’s head as she slinks away.  Russell, the older guy who’s on tracking duties with the cat teenagers today, looks up at the roofline and grins.  “Too late.  We got the last cookies with the chocolate chunks.”

      Kennedy grins down at him.  “You got the last ones with chocolate chunks and farting stuff.  I got the last ones that are safe.”

      My wolf snickers.  This is a good game.

      Sienna eyes the cookies.  “They smell fine.”

      Kennedy drops down from the roof, which is probably a behavior her alpha should discourage, but he’s too amused by her excellent tweaking of the kitties.  “That’s because your nose doesn’t work right.”

      Sienna snorts.  “It’s better than yours.”

      The absolute ruler of the teenager pack smirks.  “One of my best friends is a bear, remember?”

      Sienna laughs.  “Reilly loves me.  He wouldn’t let me eat farting stuff.”

      Kennedy lets loose a sigh worthy of a polar bear.  “Work with me here, See.  We’re trying to get him into more trouble.”

      Sienna giggles.  “We could take him out to go mess with the rogue cats.”

      Russell wraps an arm around each of their heads.  “Kennedy might be a lazy wolf, but we have work to do.  If we accidentally let a polar bear through the perimeter, we won’t get any more cookies.”

      That’s a legitimately serious threat in these parts—and an entirely unnecessary one.  The only thing the bobcats are letting through is the occasional skunk, and they even follow those in to make sure they only torment adult wolves who should know better.  I need to call Reese and see if he has any cats left in his territory.  I’m beginning to think they might all be prowling around in mine.

      Russell shoots me a quick look to see if I’ve got anything useful to add before he heads back to the woods.

      If I do, it gets thoroughly interrupted as two cats, a baby alpha, and a slightly slow yellow wolf all turn toward the incoming noise.

      Reilly runs around the corner of the school holding the pack sat phone out in front of him like it might be explosive.  “Just wait while I find out if the road is too muddy for a big truck, okay?  Shelley thought she might sink into the ooze the last time she drove back from grocery shopping.”

      I don’t worry about the phone.  I keep my eyes on the wide-eyed bear cub.  He handles almost everything that comes in on the sat phone, including Xander’s calls and high-court judges looking for my mother.  I haven’t seen anything stir him up like this in ages.

      He skids to a halt in front of me.

      Sienna hands him a cookie.  “Here, eat this.  Unless it smells like farting stuff.”

      Reilly gives it a quick, confused sniff.  “Nope.  Just chocolate and honey.”  He looks down at the phone screen.  “They smell really good.  We can save you one.  Or there’s pizza for dinner.  You like green stuff on yours, right?”

      This time I hear the voice that comes out of the phone—or her laughter, anyhow.

      My wolf’s ears perk.  He knows that voice.  I lean closer to the tiny screen.  “Ryder, why are you close enough to our territory to poison my pizza?”  I think she’s supposed to be delivering a fancy new school to some cougars in northern Manitoba.  “If you’re looking for Albatross Lake, you’re really lost.”

      “I’m not lost, jerkface.”  Ryder’s reply is loud and a little breathless.  “I checked out the road.  The truck should make it.   If I get stuck, I’ll call and you can send some bears to push me out.”

      Reilly looks proud and a little daunted.

      I shake my head.  Ryder has been known to drive her trucks on routes that would scare the crap out of most people in an all-terrain vehicle.  “You could leave the truck and arrive for pizza the old-fashioned way.”

      More laughter.  “Can’t.  I have a delivery for you.”

      I side-eye the phone.  “One that was too big for the hawks?”  They’ve been using every damn excuse they can think of to come visit.  Possibly because we’re paying their delivery fees in polar-bear fur.

      A slamming door that says Ryder is back in her truck.  “Yup.  I’ll be there in an hour.  Less if you fixed the big pothole.  HomeWild, over and out.”

      Reilly dances in place, his eyes shining.

      My wolf gives up on any thoughts of resistance.  The pups and cubs of his pack still aren’t used to gifts, and they like surprise ones the very best.  Whatever’s coming on that truck, he’ll just have to suck it up and deal.

      Kennedy grabs Reilly and Sienna.  “Let go find Indrani and Ree.  We can scout.”

      Russell shakes his head as all three of them run for the trees, frantically shedding clothes as they go.

      I chuckle.  “I’ll find you a couple of extra trackers.”

      He snorts.  “Please don’t.  As soon as Reese hears about pizza, our den will be a ghost town.”

      My wolf grins.  I probably won’t let him chew on Ryder, but I’ll definitely let him chase some kitties.  “Tell him we’re going to need more cheese.”
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        * * *

      

      MYRNA

      I look over at Shelley, who’s taking a short break from managing the cat invasion in her kitchen.  “What do you think it is?”

      “I don’t have any more idea than you do.”  She rolls her eyes.  “Probably a big enough kerfuffle to send Fallon into labor.”

      We can wish.  Whatever it is will be big, though.  It’s being escorted through the woods on the cart that Brown uses to transport boulders.  Reilly nearly ran over Reese in his excitement to push it out to the road.

      In fairness, Reese had just dropped out of a tree.

      Shelley elbows me and points her chin at a couple of black dots in the sky.  “Must be close.  That’s the aerial escort.”

      I remember a time when Shelly Martins wouldn’t have known the meaning of those last two words.  That was before she got permanently recruited to Kel’s team for pinecone wars.  “Did we make enough salad?”  The ravens have a fondness for it, and there are suddenly a lot of them in our skies.

      Shelley snorts.  “Elsa arrived with a rucksack full of cheese and avocados and headed straight for the greenhouse with Kelsey.  We probably don’t have anything left growing in there.”

      The cat’s head gardener wouldn’t be nearly that foolish.  Especially not with Kelsey supervising.  They aren’t picking lettuce anymore, though.  I can see Kelsey in her bright jacket right up at the front of the waiting crowd.

      It makes my eyes a little dusty.  It’s such a large crowd.  We have so many friends now.

      A bird much larger than a raven dives out of the sky and narrowly misses turning into hawk splatter as she lands.  A second hawk follows slightly more sedately behind her.  Finn shakes his head as he shifts.  “Seriously, Kezzie?”

      The hawk juvenile who spends the most time up here with our teenagers grins entirely unapologetically at her alpha.  “I stuck the landing.”  She braces herself as Hoot tackles her from the side.  “Did we get here in time?”

      Hoot dances in place, her eyes shining.  Nobody loves gifts more than she does.  “Yes.  Ghost says they’ll be here in two minutes.”

      Hayden scowls at Finn.  “I’m not getting any pizza at this rate.”

      Shelley snickers beside me.  She likes it when her alpha pouts and says foolish things.

      Finn touches his fingers to the cheek of the green-eyed woman standing next to the scowly wolf.  “I hear that congratulations are in order.”

      Lissa grins at him.  “They are.  So if you eat my pizza, a dozen wolves will turn you into nest stuffing.”

      They’d have to beat Finn’s mate to the job.  Kendra is the scariest bird I’ve ever met, and she really likes babies.  “If we’re making hawk stuffing, can we not chew on the tail feathers too much?  Kelsey likes them for her hair.”

      Finn’s eyes soften as he smiles at the shining girl in her bright jacket.  “I didn’t bring them with me this time, sweetheart, but we’re saving you the very best ones.”

      My wolf preens.  That was one of her better trades this winter.

      I snort and tell her to pay attention.  There’s a very big box rolling out of the woods, and she’s going to need her wits about her when it arrives.  Some trades have to be negotiated after the fact.

      My wolf ignores me, her attention glued to the trees.  The very large man pushing the cart is a scent she knows—and she wasn’t remotely expecting him to show up for dinner.

      Reese and Kel materialize from the shadows and start firing hand signals at frozen birds and cats.  I pat the shoulders of the ones I can reach.  “He’s a friend.”

      A rumbling growl of a voice blankets the crowd and freezes most of them right back up again.  “On behalf of the bears of Inuvik territory, I bring a gift to the shifters of Ghost Mountain who nurture new life in their wombs.”

      Tricky bear.  It will be almost impossible to refuse a gift for our pregnant mamas.

      Lissa steps forward with one hand on her still-flat belly, her body assuming the formal lines of a wolf speaking on behalf of her pack.  “Greetings, Ivan.  Our den is yours.  Be welcome in our territory.”

      A lot of cats and ravens stare at her.

      I hide a proud smile.  She’s just greeted two arriving alphas, and done it in exactly the way that they each needed to be met to feel properly welcome.  Even if one of them will definitely require some hasty additions to the dinner menu.  Most of us don’t appreciate smoked fish and dried jalapeños on our pizza.

      Ivan nods respectfully at Lissa.  Then he turns to Cori with something that almost approaches gentleness in his eyes.  “Reina adores the pillows you sent for her birthday.  She attempts to copy their stitches in her metalwork.  I hope you find such imitation a worthy compliment.”

      My eyes get dusty again.  Cori worked for weeks on the fancy hand stitching for those pillows, and the daughter of the bear who makes our couches is a very fine artist in her own right.  It’s a wonderful compliment.

      Cori squeezes her girl a little tighter and looks entirely, sweetly flustered.

      Ivan attempts an unthreatening smile at Jade, who beams at him.

      The cats and birds stare at the submissive pup who isn’t at all concerned by the enormous predator that just walked into her den.

      My wolf snorts.  None of our pups have any sense where polar bears are concerned.

      Ivan’s gaze finds Fallon.  Last, but so very clearly not least.  His eyes shine with something new.  The regard of one warrior for another.

      She rolls her eyes.  “You already sent more gifts than this baby needs in a lifetime.”

      Reese and Finn exchange grins tinged with awe.

      My wolf sits up proudly.  Her friend Fallon is a fierce packmate.

      Ivan shrugs.  “We do not send the gifts for your chick’s benefit.  We send them for our own.  To help us remember that the world is not only a place of strife and survival, but also one of soft gladness and new beginnings.”

      Reilly scribbles madly in his notebook.

      Ivan looks over at Ryder.  “If you would do the honors?”

      She holds up the fancy tool she uses to cut into HomeWild boxes.  Two quick slashes and the cardboard falls.

      I stare at the enormous recliner it reveals.  It’s wide enough for at least two wolves—three, if they’re scrawny like me—and covered in glorious red leather that looks butter soft even from here.  There are shiny parts I can’t quite make out, and the wood gleams in the late afternoon sun like polished gold.

      My jaw drops.  That isn’t just a gift.

      They’ve brought us a throne.
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        * * *

      

      RIO

      Rendering wolves speechless is a fair feat.  Stupefying cats is damn near impossible.  I eye the bear who has neatly managed all of that and more—and is standing beside the finest example of Phil’s work I’ve ever seen, waiting to see if it will be deemed a worthy offering.

      Reilly finally manages to clear his throat.  “It’s really beautiful.  Can you tell us more about it?”

      Smart cub.  We need the story—and Ivan absolutely needs to tell it.

      An entirely terrifying polar bear alpha dips his chin.  “We spent many nights drinking vodka and telling what we know of your pack and letting our thoughts form.  We wanted a gift that spoke of your strength and your softness, your resilience and your fondness for bright colors.”

      Kelsey beams at the glowing red recliner.

      Ivan’s insides crack like glacier ice in spring.  Fortunately, his outsides are made of sterner stuff.  “It’s the first chair Phil has ever made that is stuffed entirely with bear fur.  There is some from each of us.”  He smiles at Fallon.  “It is also heated.”

      The sound that escapes from a very pregnant raven who gets cold so easily is almost a whimper.

      Ivan’s ears quiver as they capture every note of that small sound for the audience he will have when he gets home.  Then his eyes find another target.  “That took some doing.  Ronan was kind enough to assist us.”

      My entire pack stares at the polar bear who somehow kept a secret of this magnitude.

      My sentinel stares at the generous, big-hearted engineer who was once sent away from the north by the harsh alpha who now stands before us.  That Ivan allowed Ronan to add his talents to this gift is a vast shifting of the ice.  That Ronan accepted is perhaps a bigger one.

      Cori’s sigh is pure delight.  “It sounds wonderful.”

      It is wonderful.  My designer’s eyes see some of details that my pack perhaps hasn’t noticed, yet.  The arms are wide and flat, perfect for a curled-up wolf pup or two.  There’s a strong perch on the back for ravens, inlaid with shiny stones and pretty pieces of metal.  And the carved paws on the legs and recliner mechanisms aren’t all wolf ones.

      A chair that will last for eternity and honors all of who we are.

      Also a chair that at least one pregnant mama needs to sit in really soon or Ivan Grigori, meanest shifter I know, is going to weep vast Russian tears.  I make my way forward to nudge Lissa gently.  I don’t get there first.

      Bailey wraps an arm around her best friend’s shoulders.  “That’s a really fancy chair.  I’m thinking that you should sit in it before Braden covers it in berry juice or Hayden farts in it or Hoot accidentally drives over it in Rio’s truck.”

      Half of the watching audience shoots a polar bear looks of pure horror.  The other half dissolves into fits of giggles.  Ones that are entirely drowned out by that polar bear’s roaring laughter.

      My wolf winces and covers his ears.  Ivan is a very loud polar bear.

      Lissa makes bossy alpha motions with her hands.

      Pack gently herds the other two pregnant mamas forward to join her.

      My wolf grins.  If Fallon sits in that chair, we might not get her back out again.

      She resists the herding long enough to reach out a hand and stroke the metal inlays in the raven perch on the back of the recliner, bright yearning in her eyes.

      I shake my head.  I missed that layer.  This is a very complicated gift.

      Ivan watches her fingers, collecting the details of the story that he will take back to the north.  Then he bends down and shows a hovering bear cub how to work the fancy buttons on the side that control the heat.  Reilly waves his mom over, because if there are wires in this gift, we all know who will be making sure that they continue to function.

      Cori wriggles into the chair.  Ravi says something gentle to Jade about taking care with her claws as she attempts to climb up the side.

      Ivan scowls at him.  “The leather is specially made to withstand bear claws.  It will develop character over time, but if a small pup does it any damage, we have failed miserably.”

      My eyes widen.  That leather is so precious I’ve never seen it leave the north.

      Ivan shoots me a look that says if I mention that small detail, my entrails will feed the earth just as soon as he can get me somewhere quiet enough.

      Which is a threat he entirely means—and it reinforces the true nature of this gift.  It’s absolutely glorious craftsmanship, made from the finest materials and the highest of painstakingly acquired skills.  But the most important part of the recliner is the same lesson that I learned yesterday right before I got buried in a snowdrift.

      It’s not skills or strength that matter most.  It’s kinship.

      This chair is enduring evidence that in some kind of magnificently strange way, the fierce bears of the north have become our kin.  Not mine, although I’m tolerated.  They’re kin to the submissives of this pack, whose survival and sacrifice has earned the polar bears’ respect—and a chair made of their softness.
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        * * *

      

      MYRNA

      It takes some doing, but pack has finally gotten Cori out of the chair and Fallon into it.  I wipe the dust out of my eyes yet again as Stinky adds his hand to the other two small ones already on her belly.  Hoot and Kelsey smile at him, three Dunn cousins making a solemn promise to the one who comes next.

      I snap a photo.  I promised a bear cub I would take them for our next edition.  I check to make sure I haven’t cut off anyone’s head, but it’s a good one.  There’s mischief in Stinky’s eyes and softness in Fallon’s.  I file it into one of the neatly labeled photo albums for safekeeping.

      And then, before I can think too hard, I also send it to my sons.
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      HAYDEN

      It’s moments like this that remind a guy his den is basically a common room, a school, and some tent platforms.  None of which seems to be slowing down the party in the slightest.  Reese’s crew managed to drag most of Dorie’s camp setup down to our main fire pit to create seating for the guests who get cold more easily than polar bears, there’s a steady stream of traffic to the hot pools, and I don’t want to know what’s happening in the guest cabins.

      I look over at the recliner, still sitting on a tent platform in all of its truly impressive glory.  Cori has snuggled there contentedly most of the night, much to the delight of the very scary polar bear who just finished telling bedtime stories to the teenagers.

      My wolf snorts.  Not just the teenagers.  Even the smallest pups were listening with wide eyes.  Maybe they’ll need some extra cuddles tonight.

      I grin.  Ivan was remarkably restrained.  Layla only had to clap her hands over Mellie’s ears once.  I’m less convinced that he intends to stay restrained, however.  I eye him as he makes his way closer to Finn in what he probably thinks is a subtle manner.  I expected him to deliver his gift and leave.  That he hasn’t has all of my alpha senses tingling.  Ivan considers Fallon’s chick his to protect, and even Wrinkles might be shaken by a polar bear roaring over her shoulder during a birth.

      Finn glances up from the marshmallow sandwich he’s carefully constructing as Ivan takes a seat beside him.

      The polar bear alpha nods.  “It is an honor to make your acquaintance, Finn of the hawks.  Your mate is well known to us.”

      Finn snorts.  “That’s because she used to regularly kick your asses.”

      Ivan’s grin causes several cats to wince.  They’re the most primally affected by his presence, much to their disgust.  Which I don’t expect to last for much longer.  Cats only have a few ways to deal with feeling uncomfortable, and all of them will be a serious headache if they happen in the middle of my den.

      Although given how often Reese and Kel have had their heads together tonight, that particular issue is probably under control.

      Kendra lands by her mate, her hair still wet from the pools.  “I’m nearly harmless these days.  Haven’t beat up a bear in ages.”

      I roll my eyes.  The ranks of elite shifter martial artists are small, and they still spar with Kendra extremely respectfully. She’ll be harmless a decade or two after she’s dead.

      Ivan eyes her with interest.

      Reese snorts.  “Behave, you two.  No fights or we won’t get invited back to pizza night.”

      Ivan’s lips quirk as he looks at one very brave cat.  “I wasn’t aware you were invited this time.”

      Ronan’s eyes widen enough to tell me that Ivan developing a sense of cat humor is a very new development.

      I sigh as all of the cats snicker.  That’s two deft and nuanced inter-species compliments Ivan has handed out in as many minutes.  Which he’s evidently capable of, but I still don’t know why he’s bothering.  Polar bears don’t do politics.  I cast a quick look at my mother to see if she’s got any idea of what’s brewing, but she’s busy showing Robbie the fine art of peeling the toasted skin off of a marshmallow so that he can make the insides crispy.

      My heart catches.  My dad loved the crispy insides.

      Lissa’s arm slides around my shoulders.  “Whatever trouble he’s causing, there are enough smart people here to handle it.  Take a breath and feel your pack.”

      I glance over at her green eyes, shining in the firelight, and my stomach does that weird turning-over thing it’s been doing ever since we discovered she’s growing a baby brother for Robbie.  “Is there a problem?”

      She laughs and kisses my nose.  “No.  Not at all.  Despite being seriously outnumbered by cats, ravens, hawks, and polar bears who don’t belong to us.”

      I take a minute and do exactly what she suggested.  I breathe and I feel and I marvel, because it wasn’t that long ago that having this many guests would have seriously dented my pack’s self-confidence.  Instead, we cheerfully put them to work, fed them vast quantities of smoked-fish pizza, and raided Ronan’s secret marshmallow stash.  “I guess people coming to stay in the guest cabins isn’t going to be a big deal.”

      Lissa chuckles.  “You presume that the ones staying in them tonight are going to leave.”

      I grin and nuzzle her cheek.  “Jules will chase them out.”

      Happy snickers from my green-eyed wolf.  Which is the point she came over here to make.  Our pack is happy.  Easy.  Pleased to have something meaningful to do, proud of the hospitality we can offer, and happy to include others in who we are.

      Which feels pretty damn good, even for a guy who didn’t live through the last six years.  I tug on my mate’s curls.  “You helped build this, Liss.  You’re its heart.”

      She makes a face.  “I just balance the books.”

      My wolf tries to lick her cheek.  “You’re a bookkeeper who greeted Ivan Grigori and calmly welcomed him to our territory.  Did you see the look on Reese’s face when you did that?”

      She looks honestly confused.  “Ivan is welcome here.”

      I touch her cheek.  “I know.”  Which might be one of the biggest reasons that a very scary polar bear hasn’t managed to leave.
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        * * *

      

      KEL

      I keep an eye on the last of the cat trackers as they melt into the woods.  Hopefully some of them are headed home, or we’re going to be testing just how fast Brown can smoke fish.

      A dark shadow passes by overhead, which means Finn wants to be seen.  He’s decided to stick around for a few days and do some woodworking with the ravens, which I suspect is code for taking the night shift in our skies.  Tressie likes him, so that should work out just fine.  We should probably send her flock some smoked fish, though.  Hawks eat like teenagers who haven’t seen food in a year.  Especially hawks who have been prowling and taking care of business in the dark of night.

      A beta should go do some of that, too.  There’s a polar bear who’s confusing me, and that’s never a good thing.

      My wolf perks his ears.  Incoming bear paws.

      I snort.  They aren’t Ivan’s paws.  He learned to walk silently in the same harsh school that I did.  Reilly does well enough, but his feet keep growing and messing with his skills.

      He emerges out of the trees a moment later, bright-eyed in the way of a bear cub who doesn’t intend to sleep before dawn—and walking like a kid who’s carrying a worry and doesn’t want me to see it.

      I lean back against a convenient rock.  “Let me guess.  Kennedy and Hoot got stuck together by marshmallows and you’re my new perimeter scout.”

      He giggles, so whatever’s bothering him isn’t deep enough to shake his sense of humor.  “Kennedy got stuck to Braden, but I think they got washed off.”

      Cleaning the pools later today is going to be an interesting chore.  “Did Braden fall asleep before or after the washing part?”

      Another grin, but a bear cub is gathering his courage to say whatever he came here to say.

      I wait.  It’s a luxury to live in a world where bravery can take its time, and I try really hard to remember that.

      Reilly sucks in a big breath and blows it back out.  Then he meets my eyes, bear-style.  “Ivan would like to help, just like the cats and hawks and ravens are doing.  I have an idea about how he could maybe do that.”

      I manage to keep my shock to myself.  Mostly.

      The kid doesn’t miss it, but he keeps going.  “He said to talk to you.  That you were a soldier and you would understand.”

      I understand plenty.  I want to be mad at a polar bear for using a cub as his messenger, but I speak enough bear to know that he did it to honor Reilly.  “I might.  I might not.  What’s the idea?”

      Reilly swallows.  “I think that he could guard Rennie until Fallon’s baby is born.”

      I start to tell him that’s the worst idea of all time.  Then I reconsider and borrow one of the cub-reporter prompts he uses to pry open shifters all over the continent.  “Say more about that.”

      A bear cub exhales his relief.  He knows how to tell a story.  “We’re worried about what might happen to her if Ruby gets mad or Milo comes home and she can feel too many things, right?  So maybe Ivan could sleep outside of Rennie’s cave.  Kelsey says he feels so big that she can hardly feel anything else when he’s close to her, and Rennie likes polar bears.  They make her feel safe.  She likes it when Ronan sleeps outside of her cave, but he can’t be two places at once, and it would hurt him to be that far away from Grady.”

      My wolf grumbles.  It’s not an entirely awful idea, even though he wants it to be.  And it takes care of a couple of very big loose ends that have had him worried.

      I roll my eyes and point out the very big loose end it would create.

      He nips at my heels.  Pay attention.

      I refocus on the dark eyes that are studying me.  Worried—but not losing self-confidence.  A bear cub who firmly believes that he has the right to offer up an idea in his pack, even a really dumb one.

      Which this isn’t.  Entirely.  I sigh.  “You can come out now.”

      Ivan walks out of the woods with a look in his eyes that says I came reasonably close to getting polar-bear claws applied to some appallingly soft part of me.

      Reilly looks a little surprised to see him there.

      Ivan puts a hand on his shoulder.  “Thank you for putting my request to your beta.  It carries more weight, coming from you.”

      I eye the big man who just did a very pretty job of justifying his eavesdropping.  Which he didn’t do because he doubted Reilly.  He wanted to keep an eye on me.

      He can keep right on doing that.  I can’t answer this alone, and if he doesn’t know that, he’s not getting within scenting distance of Rennie’s caves.  “We need a consult.”  I meet his gaze long enough for him to know it’s not a negotiable one.  Then I focus on our cub reporter.  “And you need to go to write your story.”

      Mutiny flares in Reilly’s eyes.

      I wait.  If a polar-bear alpha wants to stick his nose this far into my pack, he can damn well clean up his own messes.

      The slightest of nods, and then a very large hand squeezes a skinny shoulder.  “He doesn’t send you away, young Reilly.  He sends you to do an important job.  I have many bears waiting for your next story.”

      A bear cub parses that very carefully.

      Ivan’s lips quirk.  “They should get it first from a good source.  If they hear it from the cats or the hawks, it will stretch even the discernment of a bear.”
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        * * *

      

      BAILEY

      I glare at the two men who just invaded my nice, quiet forest.  “Unless you brought coffee, go away.”

      Kel holds up a thermos.

      I take it and scowl.  “Thank you.  Now go away.”

      Ivan holds up a second container.  “I’m told that there’s leftover pizza in here.  The kind with spicy peppers and sausage.”

      My favorite, which means someone in the kitchen is conspiring with these two.  “I’m not in the mood to be bribed.”

      Ivan manages to look insulted.  Which takes some doing.  I’ve got enough experience with our resident polar bear and the far less civilized ones on ShifterNet to know that bribery is a time-honored way of bear life.  He holds the pizza container like it’s some kind of talisman.  Or a weapon he’s not quite convinced will work.  “We come to offer companionship and politely request that you share of your knowledge.”

      Kel shoots him a mildly surprised look.

      My wolf cocks a curious ear.

      That ear will get us killed one day.  “I already taught the teenagers everything I know about plate tectonics.  If you want to learn more, go bug Scotty.”

      Ivan looks momentarily confused.

      Kel shoots me a look that says if I keep this up, he’ll make sure there’s avocado slime on my burgers for months.

      My wolf pouts.  Messing with polar bears is fun.

      Ivan clears his throat, which I think is meant to be polite.  It only rumbles the earth a little.  “I’ve requested an assignment in your pack until Fallon’s baby is born.  I believe Kel thinks you have knowledge that would aid my performance.”

      Another mildly surprised look from our most annoying beta—and he’s really hard to surprise.  Which probably isn’t what I should be focusing on when a polar bear is talking absolute madness.  I eye the guy who should have already made that crystal clear.

      Kel shrugs.  “It might be a decent idea.  I’d like you to weigh in.  If it concerns you at all, then Ivan will head home and we’ll think of another way to keep Rennie comfortable.”

      My eyebrows rocket up my forehead, which is a weird sensation as the rest of me tries to go furry and launch at a polar bear.

      Ivan drops his chin in a very decent approximation of a wolf who doesn’t intend to challenge my dominance.  “She is your sister.”

      My cousin, but bears are even worse at genealogy than Dunns.  “Close enough.”

      Dark eyes drill into my head.  “She requires a shield so that she can continue to do the brave work she does for your pack in the tumultuous days to come.”

      I gape at him.  So many people think of Rennie as broken.  Fragile.  Weak.  This bear, who I am absolutely positive has never failed to scent weakness in his life, smells something different.

      Kel shakes his head like a fly landed on his nose.  A very confusing fly.

      I keep my eyes on the dangerous, disturbingly insightful polar bear.  “We have that covered.”

      “Of course you do.”  A very Russian shrug.  “But if another could take over those duties for a short time, it would permit you greater enjoyment of the arrival of Fallon’s child.”

      The words are casual.  The power behind them is anything but.  And yet, I get the sense that Ivan really is asking.  Or trying to bend himself into that alien shape, anyhow.  I shoot Kel a quick look.

      The one I get back is about as informative as a black hole.

      I glare at the polar bear who’s making my life difficult.  “Why?”

      A long pause as Ivan assembles his words.  “To be of assistance.  We have found being parole officers to be fulfilling.  It gives us purpose, this serving of the greater whole.”

      Those are very pretty words and I think he means them, but they have nothing to do with Rennie.  “Try again.”

      His shrug is almost sheepish this time.  “Ronan says she is comforted by a polar bear’s presence.  That is a most unusual experience for our kind.  It would be an act of service to shield Rennie Dunn—but also a selfish one.”

      I stare at him.  Bears are so confusing.  “Most of this pack finds you comforting.”

      Something flickers in his strange, intense eyes.  “I know.”

      Crap.  I know how to deal with scary predators.  Complicated bears are a whole different kettle of fish.  “Ronan’s a lot more chill than you are.  I have no idea if Rennie will let you anywhere near her mountain.”  I let my wolf add a growl.  Just in case he doubts whose claws will try to enforce whatever Rennie wants.

      He replies with a smile that would probably give children in other packs nightmares.

      I get a better grip on my wolf and try to consider his offer from some perspective other than her furry, oversized ego.  I’m part of Rennie’s shield, but not the most important part, and I could be really busy with Milo and Ruby.  So could Rio, and after washing his face in a snowdrift and asking Adrianna some pointed questions, I have a better idea of just how willing he might be to put too much of himself on the line if it would serve his pack.

      Especially if Kelsey is any part of the equation—and Kelsey will be far easier to keep out of the hard parts of the math if Rennie is safe.

      My wolf growls again.  We should chew on the polar bear and make him go home.  He smells of nothing but danger.

      I entirely agree with her, but whether Ivan has enough control to be trusted in the middle of our pack when several hurricanes might be landing isn’t my call.  I suspect it isn’t Hayden’s, either.  I think it belongs to the guy leaning against a tree watching us like we’re an amusing halftime show.

      The part that Kel is clearly leaving up to me is whether Ivan gets to meet Rennie.

      Sadly, that isn’t hard to answer.  The instincts that would keep me alive in dark alleyways know how Rennie felt when Ivan marched Eamon Martins out of our territory.  I sigh and grab the food container out of his hands, because my wolf has a death wish along with her weird fondness for pizza.  “I can run you out there and make introductions.  See if she can tolerate you.  Then I have to get back to the school before Scotty convinces Myrna to let him teach physics to the littlest pups again.”

      Ivan blinks slowly.  “Do you not support such learning?”

      Kel chokes off a laugh.

      I aim a kick at his shin, which is only marginally safer than stealing food from a polar bear.  “You’re not the one who had to clean up the mess from Braden’s berry catapult.”

      Ivan’s lips quirk.  “This is a story I must hear.”

      Freaking bears.  I point in the general direction of Rennie’s mountain.  “Stories later.  Get furry and get moving.”

      Ivan shoots Kel an amused look.  “Your pack is fiercer than I expected.”

      The look he gets back says he needs to remember that—and that our pack also has some very quietly scary betas.

      That soothes my wolf.  A little.

      Ivan nods at me.  “Your consideration of my request will not be forgotten.  I thank you.  If Rennie is amenable to my presence, I will stay.”

      It somehow seems like there should be more logistics involved in parking an immense guardian polar bear on a mountain.  “Do you need fish?  Audiobooks?  A hawk to occasionally pelt you with pinecones to make sure you’re awake?”

      I’m suddenly looking into the eyes of the supreme ruler of the far north.  The very insulted supreme ruler.  “I will not fail in this duty.”

      Oops.  “I figured that much, or Kel wouldn’t be wasting my time.  But if you took some tea and cookies with you, Rennie sometimes likes to smell them.  She likes the new audiobooks, too.  Especially the goofy ones with the sexy men in kilts.”

      Kel somehow manages not to laugh.  Which is pointless.  Apparently the supreme ruler of the far north thinks I’m hilarious.
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      RONAN

      I grip the dried berries in my hand a little tighter, the better to soothe my bear.  He’s riled, even after all of the nice kisses Danielle bestowed on him this morning.  He left Ivan Grigori’s territory long ago, by choice and by alpha edict.  The large and watchful polar bear who has ensconced himself on Rennie’s mountain grates on every nerve in my body.

      As does my gratitude.

      He will keep Rennie safe, and while she is not my cub, she is perhaps something dearer.  A soul friend.  A fellow traveler of the loneliest roads.

      Ivan can be a terrible and implacable force of nature, but he will not break his promise.  Which means I can eat berries and go for a swim in the river and find some small playmates to brush my fur when it dries so that all of the nests of the den are freshly lined in case Fallon’s chick decides to make her entrance today.

      The ravens assure me that day-old fur doesn’t offend their noses, but it offends mine.  And it’s soothing to have the pups search out the softest patches to brush for their new packmate.

      My bear rumbles.

      I remind him that there are two pregnant mamas sleeping and Myrna will make me eat bland porridge with no honey for the rest of my natural life if he wakes them.  Cori and Lissa were up half the night for reasons that no one has shared with me.  They fell asleep in the heated recliner just before dawn.

      My bear settles.  He didn’t understand all of the work that I did with the chair’s wiring, but he knows it was a high honor to be asked, if not an entirely comfortable one.  And the sound Fallon makes every time she settles on the warm leather is balm for parts of his soul that I didn’t know were still raw.

      Perhaps I will nudge the chair a little closer to the center of the common room when the mamas are done sleeping.  That, too, soothes him.

      Sentry hoots sound from the high viewing ledge where our best eyes watch for invaders, visitors, and arriving hawks.  There have been very few invaders, which my bear is unduly pleased about.  He believes his presence might be a factor.  Visitors and hawks are a regular occurrence.

      It’s a hawk this time.  One I can’t see, just yet, but the hoots from the high viewing ledge are never wrong. I look around for a cub or two.  This kind of enjoyment is always better when it’s shared.

      Mikaela runs out of the kitchen with a mixing spoon in her hand, Jade on her shoulders, and a second excited pup nipping at her heels.

      I scoop up Mellie and bop her on the nose.  Which is all that a bear who often still has to rein in his own exuberance intends to say about wolf manners.  She calms in my arms anyhow, because she’s a very good pup.  Her eyes scan the sky, dominant instincts needing to identify friend or foe.

      It doesn’t take long.  Kendra’s beautifully lethal form wings over the mountain moments later, five juveniles in sharp formation behind her.

      My bear grins as Reilly captures their arrival for posterity.  It’s likely just the weekly chocolate run, but our pack doesn’t take such things lightly, and neither do the hawks showing off over our heads.  They wait until there’s an appropriately large gathering below, and then they land amongst us in a display of flying prowess that mostly gets lost in a sea of wolf tackle hugs.

      I keep an eye out, but Kennedy and Reilly neatly bracket the one juvenile hawk who isn’t used to such antics and make sure she gets tackled gently.

      Kendra turns to me as her newest youngster grins and lifts Jade up for pup kisses.  “Figured she could handle this crew.  It’s nice to be right.”

      In my experience, Kendra doesn’t err any more often than Adrianna when it comes to matters of those charged to her care.  “She had the prettiest landing of any of you.  Showed off her bright tail feathers to perfection.”

      Kendra’s bird preens.  The more human half of her soul rolls her eyes.  “Finn works with her.  The two of them are proper peacocks.”

      Finn Garibaldi is gregarious, funny, and always up for a good bit of mischief—and he knows how to love every part of his mate’s heart.  Which isn’t easy.  Kendra is almost as complicated as a polar bear.

      She bumps against my shoulder hard enough to toss an unwary bear on his ass, and ruffles Mellie’s hair.  “Want a ride later, cutie?  I need to go drop off a small delivery with the cats.  You can help me land it on Reese’s head.”

      The small naked girl in my arms claps her hands in agreeable glee and shifts back to wriggly pup.

      I set her down.  She’ll go eat some of the pup-safe chocolate that just arrived and play with her friends with wings until Kendra is ready to lug her around in the sky.  An arrangement which seems to suit both of them perfectly well.  I let a small moment of sorrow happen for the pup who will one day be too big for such things.  My bear knows that feeling all too well.

      “We’ll figure something out,” says Kendra quietly, watching the happy, playful melee as Mellie joins it.  “Flying lessons with Ames, maybe.”

      Hayden snorts as he joins us.  “Please tell me there’s another choice.”

      Kendra flashes him a grin.  “Ames is a well-qualified flight instructor.”

      Hayden rolls his eyes.  “She plays chicken with full-grown mountains and taunts polar bears in her spare time.”

      She gave one of them a way out of his deep unhappiness.  Flew him growling and snarling all the way to Whistler Pack, introduced him to her niece, and suggested that Adrianna might have some use for a budding engineer.  “At least the dents that Mellie puts in her plane won’t be very noticeable.”

      They both laugh.  As they should.  This pack has impressive talents where dents are concerned.  Rio’s truck has quite the collection, courtesy of half the pack learning to drive.  He won’t let us fix any of them.

      My bear settles a little more.  This is a pack that won’t permit itself to limit any of its members, even if their desires seem to flout tradition or common sense—and we’ll always make sure they can feel packmates beneath their paws and wings.

      A small hand tugs on mine.  I look down at Kelsey, who is holding up a square of chocolate just the right size for a bear.  “That smells delicious.”

      She beams up at me.  “It’s the new one with honey and spicy things in it.”

      Convincing the Whistler Pack business that makes pup-safe chocolate to expand their range to bear flavors was one of my finer accomplishments this winter.  I take the treat and offer Kelsey an arm if she wants a lift up.

      She grabs on like a monkey, her feet walking up my side as I let her practice several important principles of engineering.

      Kendra chuckles.  “I see you’ve been visiting some raven nests lately.”

      Kelsey settles on my hip and nods proudly.  “I help sing to the babies.”

      Kendra inclines her head respectfully, as she should.  Putting raven babies to sleep is no small task, and it requires much patience, especially from a wolf with tender ears.  I stroke the hair of a cub who isn’t mine, but owns my heart anyhow. “Perhaps I’ll take you to Whistler this summer and you can sing to Kendra’s new chicks.”

      Hayden tries not to look sick to his stomach at the thought of Kelsey leaving Ghost Mountain.  It’s a trip we’ve discussed.  Eady and Kelsey are fast friends, and sometimes pups need to visit new places and see new things and spend a few days where they aren’t quite so integral to their pack’s wholeness.

      Which is why I’ll be going with her.  I’m not sure I could handle several days of that particular hole.

      Kendra shoots Hayden a sympathetic glance before she smiles at Kelsey.  “If you come when the berries are ripe, Finn and Kezzie know all of the best places that the wolves never manage to find.”

      Hayden snorts.  “There are no berries in your territory that I didn’t find.”

      Kelsey grins.  She knows all about her alpha’s love for berries.

      My bear gladdens.  She loves to be on the inside of such jokes.  “Those would be the ones that I ate first.”

      Small-girl giggles, and an eye roll from the hawk alpha who never minded a hungry polar bear roaming her territory.  I always left fresh fish in payment, but there are many who would not have willingly made such a trade.  Especially in the early years when my manners were still struggling to form.

      Kelsey pats my cheek.  “We can sing to the berries.  They like that.”

      That, also, has been a delight of this past winter, if a somewhat confusing one for the apex predator who lives inside of me.  He’s entirely perplexed by the act of singing to his future food.  But even the best of the cat gardeners regard our greenhouse with jealous awe, and Kelsey insists that the growing things enjoy bear rumbles.
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      RIO

      I snort as my paws tell me what my eyes can already see.  Happy mayhem and a five-year-old who has a polar bear and a hawk alpha entirely under her spell.  Hayden is only escaping Kelsey’s enchantments because he saw Wrinkles melt away from the crowd and head in the direction of the healing shack.

      I fire off a stream of hand signals.  Cat tracker who ate too much spicy-pepper pizza, much to his chagrin.  Which I have more than enough sign language these days to say in complete sentences.

      Hayden’s lips quirk.

      Kendra shoots me a quick look and nods as if something has been decided.  Then she eyes Kelsey.  “I heard about your dominance trick, kiddo.  Think it works on hawks?”

      I keep my head shake to myself.  There are so many reasons a shifter would ask such a question, and almost none of them would be good.  Kendra Garibaldi is the rare powerhouse who would be delighted to discover a five-year-old submissive wolf can kick her ass.

      Hayden considers growling at her and changes his mind.

      I sigh and move a little closer.  I’m not truly needed here, but Kendra knows exactly what sentinels are capable of, and she’s likely assigning me this homework mostly for my own benefit.  Which is probably a good thing.  My sensors have serious calibration issues where Kelsey Dunn is concerned.

      Kelsey looks over at her grandfather and the two of them tilt their heads in matching poses that are more raven than wolf.  Cleve eventually shakes his head.  Kelsey looks less convinced.

      Kendra raises an eyebrow.

      Kelsey wrinkles her nose.  A pup who doesn’t like her answer.

      Unrelenting hawk eyes.  “You could do it, then.”

      Hayden bristles.  I send him another hand signal.  Kelsey needs to learn to flex her ethics, and no matter how scary Kendra can be, she will hear even the smallest peep of a refusal.  However, that’s clearly not what she thinks she sees underneath a small pup’s reluctance.

      It isn’t what my sentinel sees, either.

      Kelsey sighs.  “I wouldn’t want to.  It would hurt your hawk.”

      The respect in Kendra’s eyes mostly manages to hide her fierce pleasure.

      My wolf shakes his head again.  Hopefully Kelsey only gives that answer to big, tough alphas who can handle knowing that their dominance can be reduced to a party trick.

      Cleve comes a little closer.  “I don’t know what she can see, exactly, but I know why it would hurt.  You’re like Reese.  Your dominance is a part of your animal.  They aren’t a little bit separate like they are with a wolf.”

      Kendra nods, like being compared to a cat isn’t a mortal insult.

      My wolf grins.  The big, bad hawk knows better than to scare the elder who makes her favorite muffins.

      I chuckle.  The submissives in this pack wield so damn many kinds of power.

      Kendra dips her chin at Cleve.  “That makes sense.  We can’t turn our dominance off and on like a wolf can, either.”

      Truth.  Hawks just emanate various levels of born-to-kill.  Unless they’re teenagers who are being fed pup-safe chocolate and listening to whatever story Mikayla is concocting.  Those hawks look about as dangerous as well-fed sparrows.

      Kendra raises an eyebrow in Ronan’s direction, still talking to the small girl on his hip.  “Polar bears?”

      Kelsey shakes her head, with conviction this time.  “They don’t have dominance.  It’s something different.”  She waves her hands, forming signs.  Starry skies.  Oceans.  Bigness.

      My sentinel exhales a very quiet sigh of relief.  Nobody wants to see Kelsey test that particular trick on a polar bear, not even one who loves her.  But I’m really damn glad she has it.  My paws are getting very clear on what the earth thinks the birth of Fallon’s chick will bring.  As clear as dirt gets, anyhow.  There are a whole lot of operational details missing.

      Which means I need to talk to a hawk.

      Kendra catches my eye and nods.  She pets Hayden’s shoulder feathers, soothing him like she would a fractious juvenile hawk, and says something to Ronan that makes him smile.  Then she walks over to me, pulling some chocolate out of her back pocket.  “Saved us some before my heathens ate your whole supply.”

      I’m quite sure Eady plans for that eventuality when she packs our weekly delivery.  I lost track of what we’re trading in exchange months ago, and I’d bet several kilos of gummy bears that Kendra can’t name her delivery fee either, but it’s been a repeatable, predictable source of joy for so many people in a long, cold winter.  “If that’s the spicy kind, I’ll save it and use it to bribe Reilly to eat my salad later.”

      She chuckles as she slings her arm through mine, neatly guiding us far enough away from the gathered wolves and hawks that most of them won’t be able to hear.  Which is interesting math.  Some will listen, and she’s clearly okay with that.  When she wants to make a truly private report, she swoops down on me in the woods and gives my wolf conniptions.

      I pull some gummy bears out of my pocket.  She likes the yellow ones.  “How are Xander and Milo?”

      Kendra considers her words as she pilfers from my palm.  “Xander has company again.  Teesha’s been out there a lot.”

      I shoot her a sharp look.  Hawks aren’t usually subtle.  “Is that a problem?”

      Her lips quirk.  “No.”

      I’m missing something.  “Is she unhappy that far away from pack?”  My sentinel can’t read her very well, but he knows that she has as much wolf in her veins as any of his furry packmates, and no one is finding it easy to leave our territory with a new birth imminent.

      Kendra’s lips quirk again.  “No.”

      I give up and glare.  That generally works when yellow gummy bears fail.

      She snorts.  “You’re not usually quite so dense.  Why do you think a couple of youngsters are spending a lot of time together on a mostly deserted beach?”

      I blink as all of my sensors misfire again.  “They’re not that young.”  Which is a ridiculous answer, but it’s taking me a moment to untangle the rest and calibrate my level of concern.  It’s connection, always, that walks beside wounded shifters as they heal, but some kinds of connection are better for that than others.  The romantic kind is just as likely to blow up the whole damn road.

      Kendra shrugs.  “It’s early days, yet.  And Xander is resistant.  He doesn’t think he’s worthy.”

      I consider what I know of Teesha.  “That might buy him space for a few days.”

      The fierce hawk beside me chuckles.

      That’s all we need in this cauldron of a week.  “Any more bad news?”

      A stern look.  “It’s not bad news and you should leave them be.  You know a lot about a lot of things, but that kind of love has always been one of your blinder spots.”

      I blink again.  Very few people would dare say something like that to a sentinel, but Kendra has always been one of them.  Deservedly so.  She was there the day we pulled Adrianna back from the brink.  She’s the one who told me to pull—and who added her weight to mine when I didn’t quite have enough.  “Okay.”

      A head tilt that says she’s not quite done throwing roundhouse kicks at my ears.  “I see Bailey out in your far reaches quite often.  Watching Ruby.  She has Adrianna’s sense of duty.”

      My sensors issue a small bleep.  I ignore them.  I’m pretty sure they’re still cooked from rushing to Kelsey’s defense.  “And a similarly worthy best friend.”

      Kendra’s eyes soften.  “Yes.  Your Lissa wields her power very differently than a hawk, but she wields it very well.”

      In ways most hawk shifters wouldn’t begin to understand, but Kendra learned to see through wolf eyes long ago.  “Should I be more worried about Ruby?”

      “Probably.”  Kendra huffs out a breath that doesn’t quite hide her sadness.  “She’s a fierce fighter with a deep drive to protect, and she has very little control.”

      That isn’t news, but it isn’t comforting to hear from a woman who used to regularly mangle polar-bear shifters with her bare hands.  “We know.”

      A nod.  She isn’t questioning our judgment, just making sure our eyes are sharp.  “Bailey will try to be the one who takes her on.”

      I sigh. “We know that, too.”

      A bump against my shoulder.  “Good.”

      I take a bite of my chocolate, which has a cute bunny stamped into it because Eady is evil like that.  “Are there any other disturbing topics we need to cover?”

      “Foolish boy.”  Kendra flashes me a grin as she steals my last yellow gummy bear.  “Those were all one topic.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          18

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      BAILEY

      I scowl at the face on the sat phone.  “That’s a terrible idea.”

      Reilly grins back at me.  “Myrna said that Rio can help and it probably won’t be an unmitigated disaster.”

      Right.  Because sticking two wolves in the kitchen who don’t know how to use anything more complicated than a campfire to produce food will be so much better than just one of us.  “I’ll make flatbread and sausages.  I can manage those at Dorie’s camp.”

      Fierceness fills the eyes of a normally easygoing bear cub.  “No way.  Mikayla worked really hard on getting the special beans exactly right.  She says the last part is easy and the instructions are on the kitchen tablet.”

      I have no idea how to cook in kitchens that have their own electronic devices.  But he’s not wrong.  Mikayla takes great joy in gathering weird recipes from other packs and springing them on us, and some of them are really good.  More importantly, Fallon likes the special beans.  Probably because they have five hundred spices that all need to be added at just the right time, and she spent half the winter trading for them.  “Fine.  I’ll figure it out.  Don’t lose Robbie in the snow.”

      Giggles from a kid who is really hard to insult.  “That won’t happen.  He’s guarding Myrna so she doesn’t try to escape again.”

      I eye Reilly.  “That doesn’t sound like the geology lesson I sent you off to do.”

      More giggles.  “Oops, gotta go.  Signal’s getting weak.”

      The sat phone screen goes blank.  One troublesome bear cub, over and out.

      Moments later, Rio sticks his head in the school door.  “Please tell me you have some idea what coriander looks like?”

      I glare at him.  “No, but I can read.  Aren’t the spice jars in alphabetical order?”  That was supposed to be Braden and Stinky’s homework yesterday.  Mostly because I needed them to stop playing tiddlywinks.  The shiny pieces were driving Fallon’s raven crazy.

      Rio wrinkles his nose at the tablet in his hand.  “It’s says we’re supposed to use fresh coriander, finely chopped.”

      I eye the greenhouse suspiciously.  “Shit.”

      A deep chuckle that’s a lot closer than the door.  “Exactly.”  Rio holds out the kitchen tablet that spells out our doom.  “Also pink sea salt, which isn’t filed in the spice cupboard under ‘pink’ or ‘salt’, and fresh nutmeg, which is apparently an actual nut.  We’re supposed to look in the healing shack for a jar of them because Mikayla thinks Moon Girl borrowed it to try in one of the new salves.”

      I groan.  “How can a simple geology lesson get so out of control that they can’t get back here in time to make lunch?”

      Rio just grins.

      I roll my eyes.  “Right.  Wolves.”

      He consults the tablet and heads for the sliding glass doors to the greenhouse.  “Let’s find the green stuff first.  Then we can go sniff things in the healing shack.”

      I snort.  That way lies madness.  “You find the green stuff.  I’ll google what nutmeg looks like and head over to the healing shack.”

      He shakes his head, and I’m pretty sure at least some of the alarm in his eyes is real.  “No way.  Don’t leave me alone with the green stuff.  Wolves do hard things in pack formation for a reason.”

      There’s probably a metaphor in there somewhere.  “Plants have roots.  If they start the zombie apocalypse and try to eat you, at least they’ll be moving really slowly.”

      He shudders.  “Thanks for that.  Now I’ll probably have nightmares when they make me eat salad.”

      Silly wolf.  One who sadly knows just how to push on my love of snark and silly adventures.  “Fine.  Let’s go harvest the wrong thing and ruin the special beans and make Fallon sad right before she goes into labor.”

      Rio stares at me, the horror in his eyes entirely real this time.  “You’re just mean.”

      I shove him through the greenhouse doors.  “Get moving.  If the sea salt really is pink, Kelsey probably stashed it somewhere and we’ll have to search the whole den to find it.”

      Rio’s wolf whines.

      I elbow him in the ribs.  Poor guy.  He nearly got eaten by one of Ronan’s yarn cupboards yesterday, but this is absolutely not going to work if our wolves take their noses and run for the hills.  “How come sentinels don’t keep track of useful stuff like where pups hide things?”

      Rio’s lips quirk as he picks up one of the small sets of scissors the greenhouse-competent members of our pack use to harvest herbs.  “I ask myself that question at least three times a day.”

      I grab one of the cute harvesting baskets.  There are no ugly ones.  “Only three?”

      He grins and holds out the tablet.  “Google us some help finding fresh coriander, fearless leader.”

      Oh, no.  I’m not going down for this.  “If I’m in charge, we’re making campfire flatbread and sausage up at Dorie’s camp.”

      He looks tempted for the fraction of a moment that it takes him to remember which one of our packmates asked for the special beans.  Then he sighs and wraps an arm around my shoulders.  “Do you figure nutmeg is actually a nut, or is Mikayla just messing with us?”

      Someone is absolutely messing with us, but I don’t know if it’s Mikayla and I don’t know why.  “We’re two smart people.  We can figure this out.  If we can’t, Reese will probably take us in.”

      Rio snorts.  “He’d laugh for a week and sign us up for herb school.”

      I don’t think that’s what Elsa’s community-college class is actually called, but it’s entirely to blame for the eighty-three things growing in our herb patch, and this is just the small one.  The one that will get planted outside after the snow melts is terrifying.  “I need to make Elsa teach the botany unit in the fall.”

      Rio makes a face.  “What grade do I have to be in to avoid botany?”

      I head for the herb patch.  The sooner we start sniffing at things, the faster my wolf can get over herself.  “Any of the ones Reilly can’t hack.” At least he’s also figured out how to hack the reporting modules.  The last time I checked, he had a nice portfolio of work assembled for each of our younger students, neatly mapped to the learning objectives for a grade that the provincial authorities might reasonably expect them to be in.  I’d done the same for all of the older students, but he saved me a ridiculous amount of work and I never even saw him do it.

      Which means I can probably manage to hunt down coriander so I don’t make a bear cub sad.  I eye the tablet.  “There must be an app to help identify mysterious green stuff.”

      The wolf beside me chuckles.  “Probably.”
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      RIO

      I rarely get to feel her like this.  There are always pups around, or elders with sharp knitting needles, or learning modules to custom build for students who are so very far behind.  She’s let go of all of that for a moment and allowed herself to be goofy over a kitchen assignment.

      It’s soothing my wolf, so I keep my arm around her shoulders as she searches for an app that will fix some important holes in our joint knowledge.  I could have done that myself, or called one of the many gardeners we know, but kitchen assignments in this pack are rarely about the end result.

      Bailey curses under her breath and tries to position the tablet so it can be read in the streaming sunlight.

      That just makes all of the plant pictures on the screen look like harbingers of the herbal zombie apocalypse.  “Scotty’s working on the glare problem.”

      She growls.  “He needs to work faster.”

      So he’s been told.  Our pack uses our technology outdoors a lot more often than most packs.  That’s what happens when your indoor space is limited and some of your packmates struggle to be inside four walls.  “The fancy filter screens he sent for the laptops are working well.”

      Her eyes brighten.  “You’re a genius.”  She ducks under my arm and scoots back into the school long enough to grab one off of a learning laptop.  She tucks the tablet under the filter as she walks back over—and quickly discovers that the touch screen doesn’t work through a layer of fancy plastic.

      I only grin a little.

      Her growl has teeth in it this time.  “Not one word out of you.”

      I walk over to a corner that holds tall, skinny tools and return with a bright-green umbrella in my hands.  “We can solve this the way that the experts do.”

      Bailey looks up, her lips quirking reluctantly.  “Is that why we keep buying umbrellas at the thrift store?”

      I’m pretty sure the list of those reasons requires multiple pages, and none of them have anything to do with keeping rain off of wolves.  “I imagine this one got picked for its color.”

      Bailey rolls her eyes as she sits down on a small stool by the herb patch, an engineering marvel with eight levels that can all be rotated to access precisely the right sunlight.  It happened sometime in the depths of January when sun was scarce and the engineering interns were bored.  I open the umbrella and smile at a carved fairy in level six.  Brown hasn’t had a boring winter, but he sees Kelsey’s heart so very clearly.

      Bailey holds the tablet up to some bright leafy stuff and mumbles under her breath.

      I hold up the umbrella.

      More mumbles, accompanied by quick, competent taps on the tablet.  However this app works, she’s got it figured.  I can feel her satisfaction, and the pleasure of a mind that loves to learn as it untangles a problem.

      She leans against me, a wolf who doesn’t forget about her packmates even when she’s deep into her work.  Work she didn’t want, but Bailey excels at making herself into whatever her pack needs, whether that’s leader of the shadow pack or emergency mistress of the special beans.

      Even when her heart has no desire to be either of them.

      I frown at the sudden clarity that just snuck in under the bright-green umbrella.  I want to resist what it’s trying to tell me.  We know what Bailey Dunn wants.  She wants to teach.  She wants to be a good friend and read Scotty’s entire science fiction collection and howl at the moon with her pack around her, safe and whole.  This pack holds as much space as it can for all of those things, even when she’s not at all pleased with us.

      Uncomfortable clarity unfurls a little more.  Bailey is like the special beans.  She’s a complicated blend of spices that need to be added in at just the right time, and they need to be the freshly harvested or grated kind or the beans won’t be as special as they could be.

      My wolf cocks his head.  Greenhouses are confusing.  Thoughts like these are even more confusing.

      My sentinel shares his bemusement.  He’s been keeping an eye on Bailey ever since we arrived in these parts, but he’s not following the metaphor forming in the human part of my heart, either.  That’s not usually the part of me that finds clarity.

      My sentinel snorts.  Then he nudges me gently.  Fewer metaphors.  More paying attention.  It’s almost time.

      I sit up sharply just as Bailey whirls, rapping me in the ribs with her tablet.

      Ghost charges through the greenhouse door, her eyes wide.  “Wrinkles said to stay calm and not run around like idiots, but to get things ready.  And Fallon still wants special beans for lunch.”

      I manage to breathe.  Sort of.  “Is that a good idea?”

      “Don’t argue with the healer who knows where all the scary herbs live.”  Bailey eyes Ghost.  “Do you happen to know what coriander looks like?”

      Ghost waves a hand in the general direction of the herb patch.  “Level five, right in the front.  You can’t miss it.”

      My wolf tries to laugh at that.

      Dumbass.
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      KEL

      We’ve been preparing for this moment for months.  Which I honestly didn’t expect to render it any less chaotic, but even my drill-sergeant eyes can’t find a lot to fault in the buzz of activity greeting me as I rappel down from the viewing ledge.  The rappelling isn’t strictly necessary, but the pup with her arms wrapped around my neck likes it almost as well as hawk rides.

      I set Mellie on the ground and hold on long enough to make sure she’s in charge of her wolf.  She gulps and looks up at me, a girl who isn’t quite so small anymore and knows that the choices she makes today will matter.

      Betas exist to help with that.  “I bet there are clothes and boots scattered all over this den.  Can you find a crew and collect them up and put them on the schoolhouse porch?”

      My wolf grins.  He likes to watch who our fierce, tiny dominant recruits.  She’s spent most of the winter sorting out the complexities of a pack hierarchy where what she can smell doesn’t always match the true order of things, and it makes for some interesting crew choices.

      Mellie runs off, happy to have an important job to do.  I fire a quick hand signal at Layla, who’s closing in fast.  She rolls her eyes and angles away from her pup, trusting pack to handle a three-year-old who might not remember what her important job is ten seconds from now.

      She won’t be the only one, but judging from the eyes that I can see, even the wolves who didn’t expect a geology field trip to land them here at the den are finding a place in the choreography of getting ready for what might be a very long wait.  Raven babies don’t usually come quickly.  Which is ironic, given the speeds they tend to move at after they arrive.

      Hayden slaps a hand on my shoulder.  “Who needs their alpha?”

      That might be a little different than the list of wolves who can handle him at the moment.  His eyes are awfully yellow.  “Where’s Lissa?”

      He exhales, and his eyes go back to human brown.  “In the knitting circle with Brandy and Martha.”

      That’s a newly minted tradition, assembled from a blend of wolf need and raven ritual.  They’ll be knitting a blanket for Fallon and her chick as we wait.  “That explains why they threw you out.”

      Hayden’s lips quirk.  “I can probably manage three or four stitches without ruining anything.”

      They’ll be an important three or four stitches.  No matter how many feathers this baby will sprout, she’s also a wolf.  The smell of alpha hands in her nest will be soothing.  “Did the special beans survive?”  Checking on that was the last job I gave him.  Sometimes big dominants aren’t so different from tiny ones.

      Hayden grins.  “They taste fine to me.”

      I roll my eyes.  “Smartass.”

      He catches a raven whose landing narrowly misses his head and sets Indrani on her feet without missing a beat.  “Cleve is waiting on the last loaves of garlic bread.  Then we’ll start getting bowls of food out to everyone.”

      An embarrassed engineering intern tugs a sweatshirt over her head.  It’s a tight fit.  I think the last person wearing it was Mellie.  “I can help with that.”

      Hayden eyes her with a measuring stick that has nothing to do with food delivery.  “That would be great.  If there are other ravens or hawks who happen to be free, it would be really helpful if you could ferry beans out to the far reaches.”

      Indrani, who responds to wolf steadying as well as any raven I’ve ever met, straightens her shoulders.  “We can do that.  Should we run some out to Xander and Milo, too?”

      Some parts of this day got very carefully planned.  We knew that other parts would be judgment calls in the heat of the moment.  This one isn’t mine, however.  I nod my head in the general direction of the skies.  “Find Kendra and ask her.”  She’ll know if it’s a good idea, and she’ll know who to send.  Which is nuance that an engineering intern is picking up on just fine, even if her raven is a little overexcited.

      Indrani nods soberly.  Then she cracks the biggest grin I’ve ever seen on her face as she leans in and places a big, sloppy kiss on my cheek.  “We’re having a baby today.”  She dances away, feathers sprouting out of the top of her head as her bird gives up on Mellie’s sweatshirt and heads to the schoolhouse porch for some clothes that might actually fit.

      The next sloppy kiss on my cheek is from Shelley.  Her eyes glint with mischief as she does a fine approximation of Indrani’s dance.  “We’re having a baby today.”

      Hayden dodges the wooden spoon in her waving hand and grins.

      My wolf frets.  He doesn’t trust exuberance.

      I tell him to enjoy it.  This day has plenty of time left to get tricky and almost certainly will, but none of that should get to cork the joy.  Whatever else is coming—we’re having a baby today.
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      MYRNA

      I step into the healing hut slowly.  Fallon won’t stay in here, not during early labor, but I know why Wrinkles tucked her away when the first contractions hit.  This is warm, slow, sacred space.  Just right for beginning a journey into a vast unknown, and it’s a gift we’ve never been able to give to our birthing mamas in such abundance.

      Fallon looks up from the exercise ball she’s sitting on.  It’s a squishy and bouncy and a pretty metallic gold color.  Ronan hunted half the earth to find it.

      I smile and sign a welcome in case she’s a mama who needs wordless space as she gathers for what comes.

      Ben wraps a warm blanket around my shoulders.  “I’m going to go fetch us some more beans.  Don’t let her make a run for it.”

      Ah.  That’s a mood I’m better equipped to handle than most.  I tug on one of his braids as he heads off on an errand that will likely require someone intercepting the five other people who are trying to head this way with more food.  Our humans are almost convinced that Fallon has had enough to eat.  Our wolves will believe that shortly after a river of beans starts flowing out the door of the healing shack.

      Wrinkles looks up from her book.  “I thought we posted a guard to keep the riffraff out.”

      Fallon snickers, which brightens two old wolves who should know better.

      I settle my bony self in a comfy chair in the corner so I don’t do anything foolish.  I reach over to the curvaceous pedestal that was Brown’s answer to a decent place to set down a mug of tea, and run my fingers through a colorful mound of birthing beads that almost fills a pottery bowl made by one of the cats.

      Fallon shoots me a wry look.  “I’m still not sure what to make of those.”

      If it’s conversation she needs, she can have it.  “At least they’re not googly eyes.”  Kelsey might get over her fondness for sewing them onto pillows one day, but it hasn’t happened yet.  “Those are positively creepy.”

      Fallon laughs.  Then she winces and glares at her belly.  “It wasn’t that funny, kiddo.”

      Wrinkles chuckles.  “She’s just trying to figure out how the exit door works.”

      Fallon makes a face.  “She’s not the only one.”

      My wolf scrambles to tell a packmate what she needs to know.  I catch her scruff before she starts howling.  Martha has made quite sure our new mama has all the knowledge she’ll need for this journey, and she’s shared it in the way that these particular raven ears could best hear.

      My wolf sulks.  She knows how to sing very pretty songs.

      Wrinkles’s lips quirk.

      I roll my eyes.  I know just how many chats she’s had to have with her wolf lately.  She’s caught a lot of babies in her lifetime, but this one, arriving in a midst of a pack doing so much healing, is somehow channeling the traumas of all of the births that we couldn’t allow ourselves to fully feel.

      We aren’t here in this warm, slow, sacred space just for Fallon.  A healer is doing her own homework so that she’s ready for what comes next.

      I shoot her the look of a very old friend who will have her back if some of that homework should have to occupy an inconvenient moment or two.  Then I eye Fallon, who’s just coming out of a contraction she’s hoping we didn’t notice.  “I admit to being a bit envious that you’ve got a nice hot pool to go soak in while you do this.  My sons all picked the middle of winter for their arrivals, and my wolf insisted on laboring outside.”

      Fallon’s lips quirk.  “The pools are full of mermaids.”

      Of course they are.  The Whistler Pack crafting guild sent shiny fabric as a gift for the new baby.  I don’t think they expected it to turn into a dozen mermaid tails, but when Kelsey Dunn gets that particular look in her eyes, the rest of us do what we’re told.  I don’t know why this day might require a dozen mermaids guarding the hot pools, but it likely won’t be the strangest thing that happens as a tiny raven makes the last leg of her journey into the world.  “Last I checked, most of the mermaids were brushing Ronan’s fur.”

      Our polar bear needed a little calming time.  He was somewhat distressed to find himself more than paw’s length away from Fallon when she went into labor.

      Another contraction hits.

      I glance at Wrinkles.  Fallon grew up in a world where hiding pain became instinct, but that might not serve her well today.  Or it might.  My wolf finds herself dithering on that point.

      Wrinkles’s small smile says very little, but the old, competent hands wrapped around a warm mug of tea say more.  The tea smells of mint and honey, and that isn’t a blend Wrinkles drinks when she’s worried.

      Fallon blows out a breath.  Contraction over.  “Tell them we already have enough fur to line the nests of a hundred raven babies, and I’m only having one.”

      I grin.  “That’s what I told Wrinkles about three hours before my oldest was born.”

      Fallon shoots me a dire look.  “If we have another baby, it better be a wolf.”

      Ben eyes his mate warily as he closes the door behind him.  “I’m not sure we have any control over that, love.”

      She snarls.

      A very brave wolf walks over and squats down by her ball, setting gentle hands on her knees.  “You know how to fly and when to fall out of the sky into waiting arms.  You’ve got this.”

      Fallon’s eyes soften as she rolls on the ball, easing her hips.  “I just wish it would get moving.  I thought the last few weeks were hard, but this is harder.”

      Ben’s knuckles stroke her cheek.

      I smile.  Humans would want privacy for this moment, and perhaps ravens, too, but a tough raven who very much loves her mate is letting two old wolves sit in witness to her softening, because softness is the gift that Benjamin Dunn has given her.  Today, she’s choosing to lean on it to get through what comes.

      I take a deep, quiet breath and wonder if this is the day that I might need to make a very similar choice.  What comes for two of my boys today is perhaps as momentous as their births.
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        * * *

      

      RIO

      I flick my feet, using the mermaid tail they’re encased in to send gentle waves through the pool.  I can’t imagine Fallon will appreciate such talents, but she’s not here.

      I’m not sure why I am.  Maybe to chase the riffraff out of the pools if a raven in labor heads in this direction and needs more space than her pack wants to give her, but that’s not what tugged my feet this way after I grated what I dearly hope was nutmeg into the special beans.

      Something gathers, here in these waters full of shiny mermaid tails and laughing packmates.

      Kennedy shoots me a look that says she’s measuring the ether just like I am.  She has different tools than I’ve got, but either her gravity beams came to the same conclusion that my sentinel did, or our wolves are pulling a fast one on us.  It’s entirely possible.  They both really like the hot pools, especially when they’re full of laughing packmates.

      Laughing, farting packmates.

      A dozen mermaids giggle.  So does the wolf up on the viewing ledge.

      Kenny growls, which doesn’t fluster even Molly and Moon Girl.

      Mikayla grins.  “If you ate too many beans, I bet Wrinkles has a tea that would fix you right up.”

      Kenny glares at the world in general.  “She’s busy.  I’m fine.”

      The wolves who pride themselves on getting words out of our most taciturn beta pat themselves on the back.  Or the shiny mermaid tail, whichever applies.  The wolf up on the viewing ledge drinks up their pride in the same way that he did their laughter.

      Hoot glances up at the shadows that hide her twin, a little worried—and so very glad he’s here.  Which is most of the reason Grady came.  The rest of his reasons live in the same ether that tugged on Kennedy and a sentinel who ate too much garlic bread.

      It didn’t tug on a small psychic, however.  I lay a hand on a nearby boulder to check that Kelsey is still with Grandpa Cleve.

      I get a faint sniff of bananas and cinnamon in reply.

      My lips quirk.  She’s getting really good at that trick, but it won’t rebuff a sentinel.  The other three wolves in the kitchen will, however.  There’s no way anything is getting through Grandpa Cleve, Shelley Martins, and Adrianna Scott.

      Two new packmates arrive at the water’s edge.  Molly holds up a spare mermaid tail in welcome.  Bailey and Brandy growl at her in unison and Molly snickers.  The human part of her soul still hasn’t figured out that the Dunn clan has adopted her, but clearly her wolf has gotten the message.  She’s not scared of any of them, even when the dominant Dunns are showing their teeth.

      I keep my hand on the boulder, but whatever’s gathering hasn’t arrived with these two.  Brandy is here as self-care, a smart wolf doing what she can to relax and build up her resilience before her new niece starts to make things really interesting.  I push a touch of packmate pride her way.  She’s teaching her dominant wolf to live with an anxiety disorder, and that’s no easy feat.

      She shoots me a quick, wry look before she elbows Bailey.  “That tail looks just the right size for you.”

      Reilly wields his in an expert flick that shoots a fountain of water into the air and politely manages not to drench anyone on its way down.  “You can have this one if you want.  I’m on sentry duty soon.”

      He says it with such quiet joy.

      Kennedy, who knows just how hard he worked to earn that new role, and just how much the bears in this territory need to guard things today, wraps her arm around his head.  “That’s too bad.  I was hoping for a good water fight.”

      He escapes, spluttering and laughing and rolling his eyes.  “Nope.  That would splash all of the water out of the pools and then Fallon might get cold and we’d be banished to go live with Ivan.”

      Kennedy snickers.  “You’d like that just fine.”

      Reilly shakes his head slowly, his eyes suddenly solemn.  “I might like to go visit sometime.  Ivan said I could.  But I belong here.”

      His words pierce the veil my sentinel has been trying to peer through for hours, and I can finally see what sits at the center of the impending hurricane.

      Belonging.  Of course.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      IVAN

      It annoys my bear, this scent he can’t quite smell.  He leans into the wind, trying to catch what evades him, but it isn’t his nose that fails.  It’s the nature of the thing he scents.  A smell that isn’t a smell.

      He knows it, nonetheless.

      Such rage.  Such pure, destructive rage.

      And soon—it hunts.

      I bow my head, honoring what I can’t quite smell.  I will say a poem for the hunter.  And I will offer her a home in a polar bear’s vast lands if she cannot choose a path other than destruction.

      But I will not make that offer today.  Today, I stand guard and protect the wolf who sleeps at my back from the reverberations of that pure, destructive rage.  That is my duty in this moment and I will not fail.  But I have the scent of Ruby Dunn now, and I will not forget.

      My bear snorts.  The wolves here are fools.  There isn’t enough space here for what he smells inside of the broken alpha.

      I am not so sure of that.  My bear might not understand Hayden Scott, but Ivan Grigori, the man, is beginning to.  I do not believe that Hayden allows Ruby to stay because he is weak, or because he lacks respect for the destructive forces wearing her fur and teeth and claws.

      He is not the overgrown cub that he enjoys pretending to be.

      A shadow forms at the edges of my vision.  A wolf who wants to make sure that I’ve seen her.  Hayden Scott’s mother, who is also not weak.  Invited here by her son—and the only wolf I know who fully understands Ruby Dunn’s rage.

      Interesting.

      My bear lays back down.  To protect.  And to ponder.
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      XANDER

      Dammit.  I jam all my gear in the rucksack I was using as a pillow, cursing at the scattered paw prints in the sand that are all that’s left of my wayward brother.  I had almost gotten used to waking up without adrenaline spiking in my veins.

      I growl at the hawk wheeling in the sky over my head.  I don’t need a freaking breadcrumb trail.  For once, I know exactly where Milo is headed. I yank on the straps that will turn my rucksack into something a wolf can wear.  It’s a good thing I’m the faster brother.  It’s about the only thing I can beat him at, but it’s come in handy these last six years.

      Six and three quarters, but who’s counting.

      I gobble the muffin I’d planned to eat for my breakfast—slowly, and with a nice cup of coffee.  Teesha brought us some ground beans and a fancy glass press the last time she came to see us.

      I guess we’re coming to her now.

      I scowl as my wolf takes my skin and that thought feels entirely different than it did in human form.  He’s an idiot canine if he believes there’s any of that crap in my future.  I have no idea what life has in store for me after I deliver the remnants of my brother back to the territory that destroyed him, but I’m pretty sure it doesn’t involve a woman with steady, curious eyes and hands that dance while she talks.

      I yank on my wolf’s ears.  Focus.  I need to actually deliver Milo, or at least catch up with him before he crosses into Ghost Mountain territory.  Not that I can stop him if he decides to be an asshole, but this is not the time to brain myself on a tree because I was letting other body parts do my thinking.

      I scramble up a rock that might be the straightest line back home, but isn’t anywhere close to the smartest one.  Sadly, I can’t blame that on the damage Milo took in the blast that blew up our pack.  He’s always been a classic dominant.  Going around things instead of straight over or through them would dent his ego.

      Kendra swears pack is ready for him.

      Teesha said the same thing, but with more fire in her eyes.

      I want so badly to believe them.
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        * * *

      

      RIO

      Kel taught me to wake up hard.  Those lessons flee as my brain clatters around in my head, yanked awake from a nap I don’t remember starting.  The mug at my nose probably carries some clues, as does the teenage baby alpha guarding me like I’m a pup.

      But it isn’t Kennedy who woke me.

      She eyes me from her not-at-all casual crouch, a wolf who knows better than to go off half-cocked, but is still fairly convinced that she should.

      Hopefully we’re not quite that deep in the shit, yet.  My hands press flat to the earth, gathering info.  I fell asleep listening in on Cleve talking to his brother’s painted form on the schoolhouse wall.  Everything is quiet now, but it’s the kind of silence that hits right before a tsunami breaks on the beach.  I nod at Kennedy.  I can send messages along the necessary gravity beams, but she’ll do it better.

      This much, we have planned out.  Get the teams in place, which means gently waking a lot of dominants, sitting on them until the sleep cobwebs clear from their heads, and then doling out caffeine in really big mugs.

      The submissives thought that part of the plan was really funny.  They aren’t so impressed with the rest of it.  Today is going to put the dominants of the pack on the front lines for the first time since Samuel died, and that’s worrying a lot of people for a lot of reasons that have as much complexity as a pot of special beans.

      My wolf rolls his eyes. The beans were tasty enough, but he’d rather have bunny snacks.

      I roll my eyes right back. He knows all of the edicts that have been issued about our local bunnies, and none of them involve filling a sentinel’s belly.

      Kennedy eyes me a second longer to make sure I have my shit fully together.  Then she ambles off, presumably to make sure that the signals she sent down her gravity beams worked.

      I assume a retired soldier is out there somewhere, doing the same.

      I keep my hands pressed to the cold earth.  A baby comes.  That isn’t my work for this day—but I take a few moments to soak in the potent, chaotic, exultant energy anyhow.

      My wolf grins.  Strong pup.

      I remind him that she’s a chick.  She’ll be fuzzy and noisy and tiny, and one day far too soon, she’ll have wings.

      He just keeps grinning.

      A baby comes.
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        * * *

      

      WRINKLES

      I touch Fallon’s shoulders in the new ways that Martha has been teaching me.  Which are unnecessary with the raven midwife herself only steps away, but the baby in Fallon’s belly is part wolf, too, and I hold tight to the conceit that the touch of pack matters.

      Fallon shudders as another contraction grips her lithe body.

      She doesn’t labor as a wolf does.  Her bird is pushed down deep, or maybe up into the sky.  It’s very human exertion I watch as she dangles over the side of the birthing nest, her dark hair still wet from her latest trip to the hot pools, cursing a blue streak in a language that’s no longer one I know.

      I doubt that she knows it, either.

      Ben keeps his hand on the small of her back.

      Martha passes him a cup of the soup Shelley just delivered and issues the kind of silent order with her eyes that makes even a wolf who has melded himself to his mate’s pain sit up and take notice.  His fingers don’t quite work as he reaches for the mug, so Martha helps him steady it.  She tugs on the ends of his hair until he’s drunk it down and smiles as he feeds its warmth through his fingers into the small of Fallon’s back.

      I watch Fallon’s eyes.  It will be soon, and it’s always the eyes that know first.

      Her face contorts as another contraction hits.  Her bird breaks through enough to sprout tufted feathers over her ears, the very first ones that a hatchling grows.

      Martha strokes them tenderly and adds another bead to the string Fallon clutches in her fists.

      Ben sucks in a raw breath.

      I watch his eyes, too.  He isn’t the most psychic of the Dunns, but I remember Brown when our Cheri was born.  She came out with a translucent bear aura wrapped around her.  This father is no less connected to his child.

      A low howl begins in Ben’s throat.  Not the plea of some fathers, or a song of love.  A challenge—and a promise.

      Tears fill my eyes.  It’s the same promise that he once made to the tiny chick’s mother.  When she falls out of the sky, he will catch her.
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        * * *

      

      HAYDEN

      I have no idea how my mother does this.  Or any other alpha.  I can literally feel the fierce labor pains as they travel through my pack.

      My wolf whines.  His green-eyed mate is too far away.

      I sigh.  That isn’t going to change for a while.  Lissa is with the knitters, shaping pack resilience into blanket form.  I can feel the power of what she holds as they work, what she allows to move through her.  Submissive wolves understand surrender in a way that I never will.

      In a way that the taut, alert pup in my arms never will, either.

      Kel scratches behind Robbie’s ears.  I’m not entirely sure where he came from.  “Are you still good with Kenny taking him when the time comes?”

      I check in with my wolf.  “Yeah.  Kenny isn’t, though.”

      Kel snorts.  “No shit.”

      There aren’t a lot of wolves who can handle Robbie’s baby-alpha vibes when he get riled, and anyone else who can is going to be busy with much bigger dominants.  Kenny needs to stay the hell away from all of that until we get a whole bunch of wolves to a place where they can process nuance.  But he can take care of my son.

      We’ll patch up whatever wounds that duty opens later.  “Is everyone ready?”  I don’t bother adding the nuance that belongs in that question.  Kel knows better than to answer the question I actually asked.

      A small nod.  “Yes.”

      Annoying beta.  “Do they know that you’re proud of them?”

      He shoots me a look.  “Do you?”

      I roll my eyes as I get a better grip on the squirmy pup in my arms.  “Today isn’t about me.”

      Kel snorts.  “If you believe that, I’ve entirely fucked up.”

      He hasn’t.  And today still isn’t about me.

      Robbie peers up at me, his eyes pleading for six things he can’t have and probably can’t name, either.  There have been births in this pack since his own, but this is the first time he’s experiencing one in his fur, and his wolf is feeling the entirely unreasonable expectations that a baby alpha places on himself when his pack writhes with need.

      Kel strokes his fur.  Beta wolves aren’t all that reasonable when their pack is like this, either.  “We wait, little dude.  For Fallon’s baby and for the others who are coming.”

      Robbie’s ears swivel, listening.  Curious about the new dominants he can feel, and reaching for them with a pup’s innocent truth.  They are pack.

      I hold back the far-less-innocent thoughts of a guy who has seen prodigal wolves try to come home a time or two.  The details don’t matter.  Robbie has the right of it.  They’re pack.
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      MYRNA

      Oh.  Oh.

      Shelley puts a hand on my shoulder, but neither of us speaks.  We just stare at the woman in Ben’s arms and the tiny bundle cuddled against both of their chests and not a wolf nor a bear nor a cat in this pack can draw a single breath.

      The blanket we knit is big enough to wrap around our new packmate a dozen times over, and all I can make out is a button nose and a pair of wide-open eyes.

      Fallon’s head rests on her mate’s shoulder as she blinks, dazed, at the sunlight shining down bright on the three of them.  “It’s morning?”

      Wrinkles chuckles and guides Ben gently in the direction of the red leather recliner, which has been moved into a location that took more negotiation than most peace treaties.  Ravens and hawks glide down from ledges and tree branches for a closer look.

      My wolf’s heart twinges a little.  We will have to share this pup.

      My human heart knows just how blessed we are to have such friends.

      Ben plunks down into the recliner with a thwack that tells us all just how wobbly his legs are.  He looks down at his new daughter with panic in his eyes, but she just keeps staring out at the world, not at all perturbed by her father’s wobbles.

      We lean closer.  She should see pack.

      Our feet and paws stay rooted.  Fallon doesn’t like to be crowded.

      Ben touches his mate’s shoulder with tender, feathering strokes.  “Is it okay if they come closer, love?”

      A muffled snort.  “They’re wolves.  I don’t know who cast the magic spell that’s keeping them all this far away, but you can undo it now.”

      Wrinkles’s lips quirk.

      I hold up a hand as feet and paws unglue.  We’re wolves, and that means we do this right.  I nod at Cleve.

      He walks slowly over to the recliner with love swimming in his eyes and touches his palm gently to Ben’s cheek, offering strength to his son, even as his own hands tremble.  Then he looks down at the tiny bundle in Fallon’s arms and smiles from a place so achingly beautiful that my eyes blur.  “Hello, sweetness.  I’m your grandfather.”

      Bright eyes watch him, unblinking.

      My wolf frets.  Babies aren’t supposed to see so clearly.

      I snort.  Newborn wolf shifters spend their first hours trying to find the nearest pup pile and mystified that they can’t seem to get there.  Raven babies clearly have different priorities.

      Warm fingers slide into mine and tug me forward.  Lissa, doing what needs to be done next, which I would have remembered if I hadn’t gotten quite so lost in the look in Cleve’s eyes.  This next bit shouldn’t be done with me attached, however.  There’s an order that our wolves need in this moment.

      Lissa’s fingers grip mine more tightly.  Her other hand goes to her belly.

      My eyes blur some more.  She walks forward as alpha, but she clutches my hand as a wolf who needs the support of the mother of her heart.  Well, then.  I pull myself up by my bootstraps, whatever those are, and cloak myself in all of the reverence that a hoyden elder can find on short notice.

      Lissa says words that nobody hears, because the blanket moves.

      Fallon mutters something under her breath.  Ben chuckles as he gathers up his mate and the tiny, seeking fingers that have emerged from the swaddle of blankets.

      My heart wobbles fiercely.  I remember tiny fingers and the joyful overwhelm of touching them for the first time.

      Cleve’s eyes meet mine.  He remembers, too.

      My wolf tilts her nose up to the moon.  She will howl promises to those fingers, ones that will never be broken.

      I stroke her fur as gently as I can.  Our promises must be different this time.  Too many wolves broke trying to keep the last ones.  I look into dark eyes and let my words rise from that knowing.  “Hello, shiny girl.  I’m Myrna.  When you’re just a little bigger, I’ll be the one teaching you how to sneak a muffin from the kitchen and lifting you up onto a bear when you need a cozy place to take a nap.”

      Reilly squeaks in hushed delight.

      Hayden chuckles as he takes Lissa’s other hand.  “Getting her into trouble is supposed to be my job.”  He looks at Fallon with an alpha’s pride in his eyes.  “Have you chosen a name yet?”

      Fallon’s lips quirk.  “I did the hard part.  Someone else has to pick a name.”

      Pack grins.  Feisty raven.

      Ben strokes her hair.  “I think Grandpa Cleve has a name in mind.”

      Cleve shoots him a look of pure horror.  “That’s not for me to do.”

      Hoot presses against his shoulder and sniffles.  “She’s a Dunn, so she’ll probably earn herself a silly nickname soon enough.”

      Stinky pops his head up between them.  “Yup.”

      Pack laughs.
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        * * *

      

      RIO

      Births are earthquakes, inherently unsteady forces in a pack that can crack open so very many things.

      This pack is filling all of those cracks with tender, contented, riveted joy.

      There is more than that stirring, in individual wolves and collectively.  But wrapping gently around and through every yearning heart and fragile breath and shaky soul is a simple desire to stand in the winter sun and greet a new packmate and delight in her tiny toes and fingers and bright eyes.

      Cleve chuckles as he wraps up a small, escaping foot in his warm hand.  “You’re a wriggler, are you?  Just like your daddy.”

      Ben shoots his big sister a decidedly loopy grin.  “That must have been you.”

      Brandy snorts.  “Says the guy who still kicks off his blankets every night.”

      Ben makes a wry face.  “Only when there are fourteen of them.”

      Fallon elbows him.

      Kelsey giggles, but her eyes don’t leave her new cousin.

      Hayden lifts her up onto the arm of the recliner.  She pats the elderly hand holding the tiny foot and smiles.  “It’s a good name.  She likes the picture it makes inside her head.”

      The ravens murmur.

      I shake my head wryly.  Martha tells me that ravens often see words as shapes and colors.  I can’t even begin to guess what a tiny raven with the blood of the psychic Dunns in her veins might have going on behind those bright eyes.

      Kelsey pets the knitting that was finished less than ten minutes before it was needed.  “She likes how the blanket smells.  I think her nose is wolf.”

      The furry inhabitants of this pack swoon.

      Hayden shoots her an amused look.  “Just her nose, huh?”

      Kelsey contemplates his question with the seriousness it deserves.  “Her paws, too.  And some of her heart.  But her belly is raven.  It’s getting hungry.”

      Several dozen wolves sit up sharply and promise a variety of snacks ranging from tasty bunnies to berry bars to fish eyeballs.  That last one might have come from a bear.  My sentinel is having a hard time hearing over the psychic din.

      Wrinkles shakes her head.  “It’s like you all forget how babies eat.”

      Shamefaced wolves.

      Fallon looks a little alarmed.

      I send Hayden a discreet signal.  Wolves wouldn’t begin to want privacy for this next part, but a raven does.

      Kelsey holds up her palm, belaying my silent suggestion.  “She’ll be hungry soon, but there’s time to for us to sing her a song first.  With her name.”  She looks around at her pack, beaming.  “She would like that.”

      My heart joins the collective melting.

      My wolf grins.  I can melt later.  He knows marching orders when he hears them, and so does everyone else.  Bailey’s fingers slide into mine, linking to the energy of the bear cub who holds her other hand.  Glow’s quirky presence leans into my other shoulder, connected to Moon Girl and Kenny and Ronan.  A shaking wolf touches his nose to Ronan’s hand.  Grady will be leaving in another breath, but he offers this one to his newborn cousin.

      The pride of two alphas and an adoptive father wrap around him.

      Grady steadies.

      Kelsey raises her nose to the sky.  She begins with a glorious, undulating note of pure joy, and wolves all around me pile on as instincts older than time catch us in their grip.  It’s a pile that weaves itself into harmony with swift sureness.  This pack sings together often.

      Kelsey waves an imperious hand.  Cats and hawks and ravens add their voices from the sky and trees, and three bears shake the ground with their rumbling.  A fourth joins in from Rennie’s mountain moments later.

      My sentinel chuckles.  Some of our friends clearly weren’t expecting such an imperious conductor, but she’s right—they belong in this song.  As do the inaudible notes that come from beyond.  Xander, running at the shoulder of his driven brother.  Evan, who thought he didn’t need to be here, discovering that he does.  A wolf to the north of us, awakening from the relative peace of her morning nap.  Further north still, ripples in a frozen land, and off in town, discontent that can’t quite manage to form any ripples.

      All that, too, is pack.

      I let go of a sentinel’s work and let the instincts of my wolf rise again.  I meld who I am with Bailey, with Glow, with those beyond them, and drink in the harmonies that we form, liquid and sure, as our wolves howl a song of welcome.  It’s a complicated song, because we aren’t all wolves and not all who sing are pack.  But it’s poignant and compelling and beautiful, and it wraps our new packmate in her birthright.

      Belonging.

      Not all hurricanes are destructive ones.
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        * * *

      

      BAILEY

      My wolf listens as raven caws blend into wolf notes and bear rumbles and the even stranger sounds that cats and hawks make when they try to sing.

      It should be wrong.  So very wrong.

      It’s not.  It’s stupidly perfect and it’s doing funny things to my knees, even though I gave them stern commands as soon as the door of the healing shack opened.

      Rio’s fingers squeeze mine, because the big lug probably knows the exact status of my knees.  I try not to snarl.  My niece will learn that some of her packmates can be kind of cranky soon enough.  I put softer things into my song, against my wolf’s better instincts.  Babies deserve soft.

      A nudge from the big lug.  Give her truth.

      There’s time for that when she starts eighth grade.  Which will probably happen next week.  Bear cubs with administrator passwords are evil like that.

      Brandy’s eyes laugh at me and I realize my wolf has howled at least some of that into our freaking welcome song.  Which Robbie is translating for the bears and cats and ravens and hawks who don’t speak wolf, because this pack has no sense of propriety and neither do our friends.

      Fallon watches Robbie’s hands and cracks up laughing, which is not at all helpful to my attempts to improve my wolf’s behavior.  She strains against my hold.  She knows more funny stories that will make Fallon laugh and please the new pup with shiny eyes.

      I scowl.  The baby needs a name.  I think she already has one.  My wolf can hear it, but my human heart can’t, and I suddenly very much need to know.

      Kelsey beams at me, her hands dancing as she brings the song of our wolves to a close.  Heads crane to see.  Hawks and cats nudge neighbors who are better at sign language than they are.

      Puzzlement.  No one knows.

      Ghost grins.  Name sign.

      Awesome.  We’re making things up, which I often suspect the better signers of doing, but this time it’s official.  It’s a pretty name sign, with hints of wings and curiosity and temper.

      My wolf tries to fold herself into the shape of the baby’s name.

      Fallon, who is made of far sterner stuff than the rest of us, eyes Cleve sternly.  He holds up a hand and fingerspells, slowly and carefully.

      Flynn.

      Cleve starts to sign something else and falters, making a face.  He’s been working hard on his signing, but clearly whatever he’s trying to say is beyond his skills—or beyond his wolf’s ability to be the fierce center of attention of his pack.

      A hand settles on his shoulder.  Kel, who shoots a meaningful look at the big lug beside me.

      Words seep into me from the ground under my feet.  It’s Irish.  It means red.  A pause, and then a warm, glowing image that looks like a DNA helix mated to a fuzzy, red snowflake.  This is what Flynn sees when Kelsey says her name.

      Hoot exhales in awed delight.  “It’s us.  It’s the Dunns.  We have red fur and we’re all connected, just like that.”

      My heart tries to do things that it absolutely shouldn’t do while it’s still beating.

      A chuckle from the big lug beside me.  “Yes.  She carries her sense of being a Dunn right in her name.”

      I give my heart orders that it entirely ignores.

      Martha smiles at Kelsey.  “Well now, that seems exactly right.”

      Kelsey nods matter of factly and pats tiny, naked toes.  Then she looks up at Hayden.  “She’s ready to meet you.  She had to get straight on her family first, because that’s important to ravens.  But now her wolf wants to know her alphas.”

      Hayden eyes Lissa.

      She snorts.  “I saw what my son did when he met his alpha.  You go first.”

      I know my best friend—it’s killing her not to be holding that baby.  But the reason for her sacrifice is clear half a breath later, as a man with yellow wolf in his eyes reaches for a tiny girl and lifts her free of her blanket.

      The ravens collectively shiver as the cold touches her bare skin.

      The wolves wait for what will touch her skin next.

      Hayden cuddles her into his chest, humming softly.

      She stares up at him, a bright-eyed baby who is meeting this moment as wolf and raven both.

      Hayden smiles.  “Flynn Dunn, welcome to Ghost Mountain Pack.”

      They’re simple words—and they kick my wolf right in her guts.  The shadow pack loved our pups and cherished them, and so did the wolves of the den, even as they lived in the center of hell, but we could never offer them this.  Safety and home and unthreatened, untrampled, unrestricted space to be exactly who they need to be.

      Which should be absolutely tearing me up, but somehow Hayden Scott just wrenched that guilt out of my claws and hid it somewhere and I suspect I’m never going to be able to get my teeth on it again.

      Rio rubs his cheek on the top of my head.  “Good.”

      Freaking eavesdropping sentinel.  “Get out of my head.”

      He chuckles.  “I’m in everyone’s head and there’s not a damn thing I can do about it at the moment.  Sorry.”

      I scowl.  I don’t want to feel sorry for him, but I’ve paid attention this winter.  I’m pretty sure that living with a sentinel sharing your brain is a way worse deal than being a dominant wolf.  I lean against his shoulder.  “Does anyone need teethmarks in their fur?”

      His eyes stay steady, but something deeper inside of him doesn’t.  “Not yet.”

      Crap.  My eyes start scanning, looking for whatever it is that he can already see.

      He nuzzles the top of my head again.  “Soak this in, first.  You deserve every moment of this, and so do all of the wolves who will take their cues from you.”

      The first part of that doesn’t get him anywhere.  I don’t make decisions based on what I deserve.  I do what my pack needs.  Which is why the second part is an anvil that nails my paws to the ground.

      Kelsey clips a string of beads into Flynn’s spiky, fuzzy hair.  Judging from the reaction of the ravens in the crowd, it’s an act that ranks right up there with alpha wolves cuddling new pups.

      Hayden laughs as the baby’s eyes try to track the beads.  “Already coveting all the shiny things, are you?”  He kisses the top of Flynn’s head.  Then he nuzzles Lissa, who’s tucked in under his arm so that our newest arrival can smell both of her alphas.

      She strokes the baby’s shoulder, feather light.  Greeting her raven, too.

      I soften, entirely against my will, as my wolf touches her nose to a dream that won’t be named—not today, and maybe not ever.  Pups are so very fucking fragile.

      The big lug beside me is smart enough to ignore whatever he can hear.

      I toughen back up the places that got soft. Being a mother isn’t just about shiny eyes and sweet smells and tiny toes.  Sometimes it’s the worst kind of hell in the world.

      The place where Ruby’s fury grid connects into my gut tremors as if it can hear me.  I brace.  So does the guy beside me.  One breath, two—and then the wolf who is still living in motherhood’s deepest hells senses alpha hands on the newest Dunn and entirely loses her shit.
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      RIO

      It’s been a big week for my paws slapping themselves on ticking bombs.  Except these aren’t ticking.  They’re explosive devices already in motion.

      I growl.  I need some metaphors that aren’t so fucking warlike.

      Bailey, who took most of Ruby’s first blast through the fury grid, sends quick hand signals to the dominants who are already extracting themselves from the crowd.  Kel, who has never needed a blast to know where he needs to be, does the same, although he does it with the kind of steady casualness that makes it look like he’s organizing dinner prep instead of preparing for incoming explosives.

      Shelley puts a honey berry bar in his hand, because she handles incoming as well as any soldier.

      There’s a sharp tug on the energy flows as an enormous polar bear heads to the woods.  Ronan won’t need to go far.  I underestimated Flynn’s gravitational pull on Grady’s heart.

      Kenny catches a streaking white pup as Robbie’s ability to control his shift dissolves, and Myrna starts calmly herding knitters and teenagers and pregnant mamas into the common room.  Reese meets my eyes long enough to let me know that nothing will get through those doors until it’s been reduced to atoms by marauding cats.

      I wish him luck with that.  Kendra has a crew in the sky, and I don’t imagine she plans to leave anything for the cats to handle.

      Ebony, who is tasked with getting actionable information out of my sensor arrays, shoots me a look she learned in places I never want to visit.  “Who’s arriving first?”

      That isn’t as easy to answer as I expected it to be.  Ruby is lighting up my radar, but it isn’t energy that’s most dangerous today—it’s teeth, and hers aren’t the closest.  “Xander and Milo.  They’re coming in from the west.”

      Ebony rolls her eyes as owl hoots and a diving hawk confirm an outer perimeter crossing.  “Right.  Thanks.”

      I manage to get a hand on her before she’s out of reach.  I’m not entirely useless.  “They’re not coming here.  They’re headed for the old den.”

      A short nod.  “Good.”

      It’s better for containment.  It’s maybe not so good for Milo and Xander.  A lot of the ghosts that haunt them live on that ground.

      I find Hayden just as he drops a kiss on Robbie’s head.  Lissa is already in the common room.  Leaving them is going to hurt our alpha fiercely.  He straightens, and my sentinel relaxes.  Hayden’s eyes are clear and brown and calm.  He’s got this.  Whatever happens next, his paws have already anchored themselves in the truth that matters most.

      Some of our wolves are coming home today.
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        * * *

      

      XANDER

      I shouldn’t have eaten that last cheeseburger.

      I curse the hawks flying above us just in case they’re the same ones that have been making the food deliveries.  Probably not.  They look young, and they haven’t yanked on anyone’s tail like Kendra or Finn would do.

      Although maybe not today.  Milo has always been kind of intense, but the miasma rolling off of him as we streak toward the den is freaking out even my wolf, and he burnt out all of his nerve endings that are afraid of uncontained dominance long ago.  I have no idea what else Milo is leaking, but hopefully it’s nothing vital.

      Or lethal.

      Shadows form in the trees as we cross the perimeter, or at least where the old perimeter used to be.  Not wolf shadows.  Something smaller and way sneakier.

      Milo ignores them.

      I try not to puke.  We left so that my brother didn’t kill himself on evil’s claws.  After six years of that horror festering, he might be willing to let any claws he can find do the job.

      A wolf closes in on my left.

      I stare at the mottled gray shadow I’ve never met.  He’s a submissive—and he’s either the bravest idiot in the forest or the retired soldier Teesha told me about.  The one who’s teaching her how to throw guys who are being jerks over her shoulder.

      I think that was a warning.  I have a hard time not being a jerk these days.

      He moves in.  Subtly.  Closing off my angles.  Herding me.  The same shit I’ve been doing to Milo for the last six-and-three-quarters years.

      Brown eyes meet mine.

      More shadows come out of the woods near Milo.  Upwind.  Letting me see them, scent them.  I recognize Bailey, and Kennedy, who got a lot bigger since I saw her last.  Rio is there too, and a yellow-gold wolf whose alpha vibes seem to have entirely escaped Milo’s notice.

      Fuck.

      They herd Milo.  The mottled gray wolf herds me.  Separating us and speaking implacable wolf.  I’m not needed.  This isn’t mine to do.  I can’t help my brother.  My soul stretches, an elastic band about to snap in ways that are going to be absolutely permanent.

      Don’t be an idiot.

      My wolf jerks to a stop.  I can’t see the speaker.  It’s not the gray wolf, but he isn’t surprised.  I don’t have time to figure out if I’ve finally gone crazy, though.  Teesha steps out of the trees, and there are two people with her. Blaze and Terrence.  They block the way to Milo as she speaks.  “The dominants have him.  We get you.  Don’t make me pull out my fancy moves.”

      I try to glare, but I’m stretched so thin I don’t have anything left that knows how to be threatening.  And my wolf seems to think that the mottled gray dude who’s still in his fur could take him apart without even trying hard.  Assuming Teesha lets him.  I’ve already met her fists once.  They mean business.

      She tosses some pants and a shirt onto the ground in front of my nose.  “The food we brought will taste better if you shift.”

      I manage to find the controls that put me back into my human skin.  Which immediately starts shivering.  I yank the shirt over my head.  It smells like pack.  Bile rises in my throat.  “When did it get so fucking cold?”

      Teesha raises an eyebrow.  “It’s winter.”  She wraps my fingers around a travel mug.  “Drink this.  It’s from Wrinkles, so it probably tastes like boiled boots.  After that, you get the good stuff.”

      I take a careful sip.  It isn’t boiled boots.  It’s full of mint and cinnamon and sweet enough to make my teeth ache.  My eyes close as I drown in the scent of the special tea she used to make for my birthday.  I cuddle it to my chest, entirely unable to drink it—or let it go.

      Shoulders lean against mine.  Wolves holding me up and fencing me in, a standing pup pile that fills my weak human nose with the pungent scents of friends and memories and home.

      Something inside of me keens.

      Something far more brittle turns to dust.

      Footsteps in the forest.  My wolf tries to take my skin, to sound an alert, to protect whoever it is from Milo’s claws, but hot tea and the smell of pack has seeped into my bones and I can’t seem to move.

      Teesha growls near my left ear.  “Does Reese know you escaped?”

      The new arrival clears her throat.  “No.  I still know a trick or two.”

      Every fragment of backbone I have left vanishes as I pivot and collapse into wiry arms.  “Mom.”
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        * * *

      

      HAYDEN

      Rio shoots me a look that better mean we don’t have an absolute disaster happening behind us.  I can only imagine how I might feel if a bunch of arrogant assholes tried to separate me from Jules.

      Although anyone who tried should probably be more scared of Jules.

      My wolf spares a moment of pride for his tough little sister and keeps the rest of his focus squarely on the wild, intent eyes of the massive threat that just crossed our perimeter and barely noticed it or me.  Milo registered the wolves who came for Xander, but either Teesha’s presence was enough to push them off of his threat radar or whatever’s gripping those eyes won’t even let go of him long enough to come to his brother’s defense.

      I eye Rio, hoping for answers, but he’s just running along with his tongue lolling out like this is a normal thing that pack does when very scary wolves come home.

      Since my wolf doesn’t have any better ideas, I run, too.  At a respectful distance, but keeping my body squarely between Milo Landon and any kind of a line that might get him to the new den before hell could rain down on his head.  Which is entirely unnecessary alpha posturing.  Hell is already up in the skies and lurking in the trees and generally cluttering the hell out of my territory.

      My wolf grumbles.  His teeth are sharp and his claws are fierce.

      They are—and if this comes down to a simple dominance fight, I’ll consider myself really fucking lucky.

      It might.  There’s very little that settles dominant wolves faster, and Milo’s presence is tearing up the hierarchy around here every time that his paws hit the ground.  Which is often.  It’s a good thing I’ve been running with Lissa.  Milo’s fast—and he’s been on the move for hours already.

      Ebony emerges from the trees long enough to be seen and catch any signals that might be getting thrown around, and then fades back into the shadows.  Milo isn’t her job.  She was up here visiting Ruby when Samuel arrived.  If we’re really fortunate, some of the shredded fragments inside of Ruby’s rage might remember her old college friend.  Rio was oddly reticent on that point.  Protecting his alpha, maybe.  He thinks I don’t know just how close my mom came to turning into Ruby Dunn.

      A hawk cruises by overhead.  Kendra, who held Rio’s cape while he saved my mom—and who clearly intends to be a lot more involved today than general protection duty.

      Works for me.  Finn is guarding the common room with Reese, although I suspect they’ll make it look a lot more like practical jokes and terrible gossiping.  Kendra is a warrior, and I won’t turn down help from a single one of those today.  Not warriors with hearts like hers, anyhow.

      Or the wolf cruising the woods she helped Rio save.

      Officially, my mom has no duties today.  Unofficially, she needs to fix whatever breaks if I make a mistake.  I tried to have that talk with her, but she got a look in her eyes that I’ve never seen before, told me my dad would be really proud of me, and headed off into the trees.

      Milo hits what used to be the inner perimeter and pulls up short.  Scanning.  Sniffing.  Confused.  A wolf who has no idea where his den went.

      I consider shifting to provide that answer, but I want to live past today, and Kel made very sure that my training included trying to fight a wolf while I was in my human skin.  There are no good outcomes for the human.

      Kennedy angles in.  My wolf fiercely protested including her today, but we just don’t have enough strong dominants that Milo and Ruby might remember.  Hopefully they remember her as a kid with a big laugh and quick feet.  She’s got her dominance tamped down enough that they just might fall for that for a heartbeat or two.

      Until they see her eyes.

      She eases toward Milo, a lanky teenage wolf on a casual ramble that just happens to cross paths with a very dangerous renegade.

      I see recognition land—and more confusion.

      Fuck.  I need a wolf mindreader.  This pack has several, but apparently all of them are too busy to keep their alpha informed.

      I inch closer as a baby alpha walks a tightrope like it’s no big deal, all the way until she’s right up next to a bristling, confused, decompensating black wolf.  She bumps against his shoulder playfully.  Speaking wolf.  He should follow.

      Recognition flees, and maybe all remnants of Milo’s sanity along with it.

      Kennedy dances back from flashing teeth like they’re no big deal and sometimes packmates do that and she won’t bump his shoulder again until he’s ready.

      The thermonuclear warhead inside of my wolf stands down.  She’s more than capable of keeping herself out of harm’s way and I need to be smart.  I might win this fight, but that would absolutely not win me the war.  We need a way through today where Milo doesn’t lose, because losing is what turned him into the black menace currently crouched on our old inner perimeter, preparing to do battle with memories I can’t see.

      Or preparing to get swallowed by them.

      I know something about relentless memories.

      Rio moves in, sending Kennedy some kind of silent bat signal that clears her out of the way and puts two big black menaces next to each other.  My wolf is so alert I can feel every single one of his hairs shivering in the wind, but Milo doesn’t snarl at Rio or even appear to notice him.

      That can’t possibly be good.
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      ADRIANNA

      I know my job today.

      I’m here to make sure that my son picks the right fight.

      There are so many of them brewing.  These woods are a hot cauldron of dominance and pack bonds and wolves who are living, breathing embodiments of forces even more primal.  The anguished fury of a mother who didn’t protect her pup or her mate, sharing a soul with the corrosive guilt of an alpha wolf who didn’t seize leadership in time.  A loyal dominant who caved to a threat—and watched his pack die without shedding nearly enough of his own blood.

      I don’t know if Ghost Mountain Pack can hold Milo and Ruby—but it can’t even begin to try until two wolves who were torn out of the old pack as it imploded can find someplace to begin in the new one.  Which sounds simple enough, but eyes as skilled as mine can only see the dimmest of options, and my wolf is already raging at every one of them.

      They’re unacceptable.

      I don’t disagree with her.  But twenty-six years ago, I learned that even the immense power my wolf wields can’t make the world fair.

      I hold my ground as a red wolf hurtles past me.  Ruby Dunn, who felt an alpha claim a pup and is here to make sure that travesty never happens again.  It isn’t a logical fury.  She knows Hayden’s wolf.  She knows he’s loved by his pack.  She knows that the gentle young wolf who hoots like an owl and visits her often trusts him.

      She can’t feel any of that now, just as I couldn’t when I looked at the mangled van that had taken my mate.  I didn’t remember my pack, or my pups, or the promises I had made to so many.

      All I could feel was vengeance.  A need so big that I had no room for anything else.

      Ruby senses me as she passes, as I mean her to.  She doesn’t falter.  Her wolf’s logic has no place for an alpha with a mother, and my strength is meaningless as long as it stays behind her.

      Her death means nothing.  She expects to die today.

      The alpha will die first.

      I hold my wolf’s scruff in trembling fists.  My son already fought one battle to the death in these woods.

      Ruby slams into his side, a lethal bullet whose teeth leave gouges in Hayden’s neck as he tosses her toward the trees with the strength of a wolf nearly twice her size.

      She lands right in front of Milo’s crouching bulk.

      The world stops as two wolves who were once shattered by the same sword lay eyes on each other for the first time since it struck.  Vestigial threads of love and friendship and loyalty and pack struggle to weave themselves into something meaningful.

      The threads of vengeance take form instead.

      A traumatized pact that has been brewing for almost seven years.

      Two wolves who easily outweigh my son face him in snarling unison.

      Kennedy’s wolf strains beside me, knowing what needs to happen.  There are two dominants who need to be anchored to pack, and that can only happen with a hierarchy.  I can see the faster-than-light assessment in her eyes.  Her wolf is more dominant—but her wolf is also smaller.  So much smaller than Milo, and she doesn’t underestimate the poisoned maternal instincts in Ruby, either.

      A baby alpha who knows that this can’t be her fight, even though everything inside of her wants it to be.

      Good. I’m not entirely sure I could sit on her.

      Ebony, who barely knows Milo and loves Ruby and knows she can’t take either of them down alone, eases closer to Hayden.  She has made her choice.  She will fight at the side of her alpha.  Even if it means that two wolves can’t come home.

      Kel, who does battle math faster than any wolf alive, hasn’t picked a side yet—but every line of him is grim as he measures the glowing hate in Ruby’s eyes and the vow in Milo’s.

      I hold tighter to my wolf.  I remember, so very vividly, what lived in me when I decided a crumpled minivan needed to die.  I also remember that I didn’t expect to walk away from that fight—and I know what my claws did to the van.

      My wolf snarls.  Be in this fight, not one that’s long past and can’t be changed.  Hayden is strong, but he asked for her teeth and claws.  She will not let him down.

      I suck in a breath.

      She’s right, although he didn’t actually ask for my teeth and claws.  He asked for something even more important.  So I toss my frozen heart into the trees where James can tend to it as he always has, face the fight that intends to kill my son, and do what he asked me to do.

      I let him see the eyes of an alpha who believes he can win.

      Even though I have no idea how.  I just know that it needs to begin.  Stillness isn’t the way.  The circling hawk in the sky knows it and the retired special forces soldier knows it and the fierce instincts inside of me that are as old as my DNA know it.  A baby pack of need, feeling for the trigger, because Hayden can’t start this.

      It isn’t one of us who finds it.

      A wolf steps forward—her fur bristling in the taut lines of a formal alpha challenge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          24

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      RIO

      Hayden’s eyes fill with blank shock.

      So does my sentinel.

      Fuck.

      The earth under my paws is far less confused.  The old pack had a hierarchy.  Ruby was alpha-elect, but Bailey had a lifetime of practice beating up on Cody and Milo.  In the pure hierarchy of the pack’s dominant wolves, six years ago, Bailey Dunn was on top.

      Which means she thinks that they just might let her have this fight.

      Ruby and Milo snarl again, no room in their rage for the pack math Bailey has just asked them to do.

      I lash out with sentinel claws, making room.

      My sentinel jerks as a baby alpha adds her weight alongside his, using the grid that I gave her.  A connected web of female dominants.  Pack power that Ruby and Milo know.  Hierarchy, closing in around them, wielded by a baby alpha who isn’t asking for permission.

      She places her gravity beams.

      My sentinel adds as much glue to them as he thinks Milo will tolerate.

      Adrianna does something to the energy swirling around Ruby that shouldn’t be possible.

      Kennedy yanks.  Not with elegance or power or the weight of her place in the hierarchy of this pack, because Milo and Ruby might be able to ignore all of those things.  Instead, she tugs in the insistent way of a dominant pup who wants a cookie.

      Ruby and Milo contort with anguish and rage.  They chose to save a pup, once.  Everything else died instead.

      Kennedy pours titanium down the gravity beams.  It doesn’t contain any of her compassion or heartache or sadness.  Instead, she feeds them her dominance and absolute conviction that Bailey Dunn outranks her in this pack and always will.

      

      A baby alpha speaking pure wolf.

      Two furry heads lower a fraction, their eyes on Bailey.  Strong wolf.  Fierce wolf.

      They will accept her teeth of vengeance.

      They will accept slots in the hierarchy under hers.

      My wolf rakes his claws across all of my tender parts, but he can see the sad certainty in Adrianna’s eyes and the steely respect in the eyes of two soldiers who have thrown themselves onto grenades to save others.

      They don’t see another way, either.

      Intention blasts into the earth as Bailey Dunn channels six years of leashed dominant rage and hurls herself at Hayden Scott.  It’s not the attack of a shifter.  It’s pure wolf, and my insides turn to water as they finally catch up with the instincts of a couple of retired soldiers and the world’s foremost expert on wolfpack dynamics.

      Bailey’s wolf is all in on this fight—and she isn’t going to come out the other side of it any way but broken.

      Not broken in the ways that she is now.  Broken in ways that might never let her feel the wind in her fur again.  Because it will kill her to lose, just like it would have killed Milo or Ruby.  One final, lethal detonation of the blast that began almost seven years ago on this same patch of ground.

      The bloody battle where so many powerful dominants never got to fight.

      Never got to win.

      Never got to save their pack.

      Bailey’s human heart knows that she saves her pack and her packmates by losing this fight—but I see the truth in her eyes as her wolf lunges at Hayden’s throat again.  She knows that her wolf will never accept defeat.  It would be a hard stretch for any dominant.  It’s an impossible one for a wolf who spent six years denying herself exactly these kinds of battles so she could win the war.

      This challenge is wolf suicide—and she means every snarling inch of it.
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        * * *

      

      KENNEDY

      My wolf is making the kinds of noises that usually come out of scared pups.  I hold her tight.  This is really bad.  I know someone needs to win, but I don’t know what winning means in this kind of fight and Bailey just left some really nasty red streaks on Hayden’s ribs and I love both of them really a lot and I don’t know what to do.

      Adrianna keeps her eyes on the fight, but her hands flash me signals.

      It takes me a long time to remember what they mean.

      Trust.  Love.  Pack.

      I don’t really understand, and I’m not sure Adrianna does either, because her eyes are scared and she’s not just watching Hayden.  She loves Bailey, too.

      Everyone loves Bailey.

      They’re going to be really mad that she’s trying to die for us.

      A hawk screeches overhead, which is kind of illegal because you aren’t supposed to interrupt formal alpha challenges, but it makes Adrianna jerk like she got struck by lightning, and Ruby, too.  That’s a good thing.  Ruby’s wolf made a promise to let Bailey fight, but I think maybe there’s something else in Ruby’s eyes now, and it doesn’t think this fight is fair.

      She’s right.

      It isn’t.

      It isn’t fair for anyone.
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      KEL

      I’ve seen lopsided battles go all kinds of ways, and this one is headed straight for absolute fucking disaster.  Bailey might think she’s going to lose this thing, but she’s fighting to win, and I armed her with every last one of Hayden’s weak spots.

      He knows plenty of hers, too, but Hayden has a gigantic problem.  He doesn’t want to win.  He knows that he has to, or else a whole bunch of us are going to leave a lot of blood on this ground that’s already haunted, because the only thing that might break Bailey faster than losing this fight is winning it.

      Absolute.  Fucking.  Disaster.

      Disaster that I can’t do a damn thing about, because honorable fights have never been my specialty.  I ease a little closer to Ruby.  It’s going to hurt like fuck if I have to sit on her, even with Ebony’s help.  But she’s the bigger danger, no matter how disturbingly large Milo’s wolf might be.  Ruby has an alpha wolf inside of her.  This pack was meant to be hers, once upon a time, and sometimes wolves really suck at reading clocks.

      Bailey makes another mean charge with a last-minute feint at Hayden’s tail, just like I taught her.  Nothing throws him off his game as fast as a suggestion that his opponent might want to play.

      Her slashing teeth barely miss the nerve she aims at while he’s distracted by that possibility.

      At least I taught her that, too—and her human has finally fought her way close enough to the surface to insist that she use it.  Bailey doesn’t know all of the nerve blocks, but she knows enough of them that she has ways to win this thing without ripping Hayden’s throat out.

      All she has to do is rip out her own heart instead.
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        * * *

      

      RIO

      This is raw and vicious and primal and Hayden hates every second of it.  His wolf would give alpha to Bailey if she wanted it, but she doesn’t—and nothing in him wants to be the wolf who makes her bleed.  The leader of the shadow pack.  The red wolf who stood up because there wasn’t anyone else left who could do the job.  The woman who might as well be his mate’s sister.

      I channel the wolf version of all of that to Milo and Ruby.  Then I jolt Hayden, because he absolutely has to win this, and right now he’s doing a piss-poor job of remembering anything that Kel has ever taught him.

      I get back a look that says one thing and one thing only.  He hasn’t forgotten—and when he makes his move, I damn well better pick up every last piece of Bailey Dunn and put her back together.

      I meet the eyes of the ten year old who thinks I saved his mother and try to keep my doubt the hell off of his battlefield.  If Bailey allows it, I can catch the pieces, but the glue to reassemble them has never been mine to wield.  My sentinel will try, but acute trauma leaves doors that he can enter through.  Her kind of honed, reinforced trauma absolutely doesn’t.  Bailey’s suit of armor is perfect.

      And she’s choosing to die inside of it.

      Hayden readies in a way that isn’t visible unless you’ve spent decades being his sidekick.  Adrianna and Kennedy ease a little closer to their charges.  Alpha bookends, holding Ruby and Milo to non-interference if their shattered wolves forget the rules.

      I don’t think they will.  They might be two of the most broken wolves I’ve ever met, but they love Bailey Dunn—and they don’t understand yet that she’s about to lose.

      Hayden moves like the yellow lightning Kel trained him to be.

      Or not.  My wolf blinks.  That isn’t one of Kel’s moves.  It’s more snake than wolf, and it puts his teeth into Bailey’s shoulder right down to the bone.

      My sentinel reels in shock.  He’s hurting her.  Viciously.  That’s the kind of injury that leaves permanent limps.

      The entire pack shudders.

      My wolf yanks my sentinel up by his non-existent ears.  Help pack.  Healers can fix limps later.  Wrinkles has strong teas.

      That gets through my shock—and on its heels comes dawning understanding of Hayden’s strategy.  That wasn’t a snake move.  It was a cat one.  The kind of immobilization and damage wild cats do right before they torture their prey.

      Which is exactly how this next part is going to feel to a wolf who has no idea what surrender means.

      Hayden lets Bailey go.

      Ruby and Milo vibrate, their wolves losing containment.  They’re confused.  So confused.

      As they should be.  Only Hayden Scott would be crazy enough to try to win an alpha dominance challenge like a fucking cat.

      I push firm sentinel energy into the earth to help them hold.  Adrianna and Kennedy brush my help aside.  So does a hawk a hundred meters over our heads, who is apparently choosing right this minute to demand repayment for a promise that I made her long ago as we stared at a mountain of metal shards that were once a minivan.

      My sentinel snarls.  His skills are needed in this fight.

      My wolf utterly ignores him.  He’s too busy watching the magnificent, deadly attack that Bailey Dunn just launched on her alpha.
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      HAYDEN

      This is the kind of attack that only ends one way.  I know it, my wolf knows it, and so do the intent eyes of the red wolf who issued an alpha challenge that she doesn’t want to win and can’t handle losing.

      Which is a philosophical debate I can’t have right now or I’m going to be an unconscious puddle of yellow fur, because Bailey is frighteningly good at Kel’s nerve blocks.  She should be.  He had her practice most of them on my furry ass.  Which is an operational security loophole we can also discuss later.

      I dodge the follow-up that wants my wolf to think his guts are about to get spilled and keep my scruff the hell away from mean, sharp teeth.  I won’t die today—but I can feel every molecule of all of the other things that are going wrong.  The frantic, scrabbling weight of the pack loyalties Bailey set on fire when she launched her attack.  The collective psychic horror of the Dunn wolves.  A pair of broken dominants who are using this fight to judge if I’m worthy and rapidly convincing themselves I’m not.

      Oh, and my mom is watching.

      My wolf snarls.

      I remind him to stick with the plan.

      He snarls some more.

      Too fucking bad.  We aren’t going to win this fight thinking like a wolf.  We win by changing the rules, because otherwise the wolf that I need to defeat to settle the hierarchy in my pack is going to turn to dust and blow away on the next wind, and that just isn’t going to fucking happen.

      She makes a twisting dive for my throat that shouldn’t even be possible.

      I pivot—and do what I need to do.  I grab her shoulder again, the one that I already mauled beyond all acceptability. Even my wolf winces as his teeth sink to the bone, but his snarl is all alpha.

      Submit.

      The intent in Bailey’s eyes fractures, a thousand shards of exploding wolf as she realizes that she’s done and she can’t do a thing to stop what’s going to happen next.

      I can’t either.

      That’s why alphas have packs.

      So I hold on like hell, because my job has always been to sit on the wolves that come home, even if that’s not remotely what Bailey Dunn thought she was doing this morning, and wait for the help that is absolutely coming.

      Wolf song rises up around us, led by a small red wolf howling from as close as Kel will let her get.  Their notes collect up the two broken wolves wedged between Kennedy and my mother first.  Milo and Ruby know who Kelsey is, even though they’ve never met her.  A pup.  A submissive.

      Her high, sweet howl aims directly at the center of their pain.

      He is safe.  He is ours.  Good alpha.

      My wolf wants to add his own howl, even as he gasps for breath, but he can’t.  His teeth are too busy keeping Bailey Dunn right where she needs to be, because he knows pack will come for her next.  So he just thinks really hard instead, and trusts the psychics and sentinels of his pack to hear him.  Good pack.  Strong pack.  Pack that needs teeth and claws.  He has a job for Milo and Ruby, if they will do it.

      Kel shoots me a look of grim horror.

      Too damn bad.  He’s the one who taught me that what matters most is what happens right after the fight ends, and dominants need jobs.  I put alpha into my next thoughts, because he’ll absolutely hate them, and so will everyone else who ever spares a thought for perimeter security.  There’s a cabin.  A sanctuary.  A place where our most wounded will return.  It needs guarding.

      Kel’s wolf comes as close to mutiny as I’ve ever seen him.

      Bailey tries to join him.

      I clamp down on her shoulder and hope he gets the message, too.

      Milo and Ruby crouch, uncertain.  Pups.  They will guard the pups.

      Ronan roars.  A polar bear guards the pups.

      My wolf rolls his eyes.  This is the only pack on earth where that sound is considered soothing.

      Ruby’s ears twitch, listening.  Milo leans into her side.  He hasn’t felt the tremble of a polar bear’s roar before.

      Grandpa Cleve howls a solitary song into the reverberations.  One that doesn’t speak a word of polar bears or pups or the new trick he’s using to keep Milo’s and Ruby’s splattering dominance from touching any of his submissive packmates.  Instead, he sings a cheerful tale of muffins.  Guarding cabins is hungry work.

      Ruby sniffs, scenting the grandfather wolf who was there on the day that the world exploded.  She remembers almost nothing, but she remembers his fear.

      He doesn’t smell of fear now.  He sings within earshot of the two most dangerous wolves in this territory and croons to them of love and tasty muffins.

      My wolf stands fierce and proud.  This is absolutely why alphas have packs—and mine is magnificent.  I deliver the rest of the assignment that I came up with somewhere between Bailey’s first lunge and her last one, and hope it’s enough to save my ass from Kel’s wrath.  You must earn the right to be at the cabin.

      Scowling, snarling resistance.  Not from two broken dominants.  From pack.

      My wolf holds steady.  Milo and Ruby aren’t nearly ready to be that close to the den and they aren’t safe enough for us to allow it.  But they’ll be on Ghost Mountain territory, and I know what that means better than anyone.

      They’re home.  The rest can take all of the time it needs.
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        * * *

      

      RIO

      Holy hell.

      I sit on my furry, useless ass as Bailey hangs from Hayden’s jaws and the howling of pack wraps around us, elders and submissives and wily pups and bears saying what their alpha can’t because his teeth and claws are busy.  A love song to two broken dominants.  Go to Ruby’s river.  Help each other to be well enough to do the job that we need you to do.  The song swells as more packmates see the way.  We will visit.  There will be smelly teas to drink, and stories.  Ronan’s audiobooks.  You will listen.  You will remember.  You will eat muffins.  You will come swim, perhaps.  And when you are ready, you will guard.

      Two very chastened dominants listen to pack and stare into Hayden’s eyes—and somewhere in their fractured darkness, they agree to be each other’s keepers.  It isn’t a human agreement or even an adult shifter one.  It’s closer to a promise made by two wild wolf pups with snow on their heads.  But their radar is oriented as strongly toward their alpha as any two wolves I’ve ever seen.

      It’s an absolutely brilliant threading of an impossible needle—and I didn’t do a fucking thing.

      I couldn’t.

      I couldn’t look away from the wolf dangling in Hayden’s jaws.

      Gently, so very gently that she will absolutely hate him for it, Hayden extracts his teeth from Bailey’s shoulder.  She lands in a crouch that shrieks of pain and impending disintegration, her paws glued to the haunted ground that’s trying to swallow her whole.

      I won’t be doing a fucking thing about that, either.

      The dirt under my paws is very clear.  The calvary has arrived.

      Lissa’s wolf walks calmly past me, here because apparently even Kelvin Nogues and Adrianna Scott weren’t brave enough or stupid enough to get in her way.  I’m not sure they could have stopped her.  She’s not here as the voice of the submissives, or the heart of pack, or as Bailey Dunn’s best friend.

      Her green eyes shine with alpha power.

      Slowly, she walks forward to face a trembling wolf.  Then she shifts and sits naked on the ground in front of Bailey’s nose.

      No one moves.  Lissa doesn’t need our protection.

      Her hands begin to move in the language of her son, the one that speaks so very well to wounded wolves.  Her fingers shape stories.  Memories.  Two dusty girls sliding into the river for a swim on a summer day that they thought might last forever.  A skinny teenager disappearing so deep into the pages of a book that she came out speaking the words of elves and checked to see if her ears were pointy.   A small boy who couldn’t find his wolf, but knew how to lick his auntie’s nose.

      My sentinel exhales his awe.  A shifter who understands all of the shades and flavors of surrender, reminding Bailey that it’s something she already knows how to do.  Even the strongest dominants know how to soften and let go if the time and place are right.

      I watch as the lesson—the one that only a gentle alpha holding the fullness of her own power and hard-won knowledge could have offered—fall like rain on Bailey’s resistant, parched heart.  I stand in witness as it soaks into six years of ruthlessly constructed armor and asks it to remember who it protects.  Who Bailey Dunn is.  Who she could be if she sets the armor down.

      Because that’s the surrender her alphas ask of her.

      My sentinel bows his head in shame.

      There’s a reason this wasn’t his job.

      He didn’t have enough faith.
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        * * *

      

      ADRIANNA

      I shake my head at green eyes that hold a look in them I remember very well.  James wielded it with generosity, compassion, and lethal precision.  A submissive alpha who knew every millimeter of his own worth—and could use it to drive a dominant to her knees and lift her back up again.

      A wildly delicate dance that James generally did with a sentinel or two at his back.  Which means I have one more small job left to do today, because the big, black wolf on the other side of the circle has entirely missed his cue.  I gather up narrow lance of dominance and aim it at Rio’s nose.

      My wolf watches in satisfaction as it lands, the gentle tap of an adult to a pup who has momentarily forgotten their best pack manners.

      He shoots me the wry look of a sentinel who fully understands all the layers of what just tapped his nose, a wolf who knows just how much I love him, and a man who taught me that the only useful purpose for shame is to let the earth have it for compost.

      Then he turns every bit of all three parts of his soul toward Lissa and Bailey.

      The earth under my paws begins to hum.

      I get the faintest whiff of what’s coming next and I start to laugh.

      My James definitely had his hand in this.
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        * * *

      

      RIO

      I thought today was going to be about shaping myself into a rope that pack could use to pull shattered dominants to a place safe enough that they could stay.  A day of heavy demand for the usual options in the sentinel toolkit.  Sharpener of Hayden’s claws, translator of pack to broken wolf, holder of the metaphorical first cups of healing tea.

      Except Hayden’s claws don’t need sharpening and Cleve and Kelsey don’t need translators and Bailey will drink healer tea shortly after she eats one of the pack’s pet bunnies.

      I reach into the earth, seeking answers.  Direction.  Purpose.

      Haunted pain rises up to greet me.

      I blink, but I am a sentinel.  As we’ve done since we were first formed, I meet the need that rises with what I have been given.  This ground has been haunted for so long.  I come here often, to offer up solace and stories and sometimes tears.  A slow working.  Haunted ground doesn’t heal quickly.

      The ground writhes.  Lets me see the agony in its shoulder.

      Metaphor slices into me with razor-sharp claws.  This is ground that has stood for six years because there was no one else.  Ground that armored itself.  Ground that has no idea what it might become if it isn’t haunted, if it doesn’t hold itself ruthlessly in the shape of what it once needed to be.

      I say the words that come.  You’re so beautiful.  All of you.  The blood and the doubt and the memories and the strength and the softness and the armor.

      Deep, twisting agony.

      It tears into me.  The pain of lines and crossing them.  Of need that asks for more than exists, more than is possible, more than a soul has to give.  Of battles fought from a place of weakness because it’s the only place that was given.  Of keening hearts that don’t differentiate cousin from sister from friend.

      I gasp for breath as direction and purpose and clarity finally arrive.  And a lesson first hammered home in a snowdrift.

      It’s not skills or strength that matter most.  It’s kinship.

      Bailey won’t take my sentinel’s help and she doesn’t need it.  She needs my remembering of what it was to know that I wasn’t enough and that I would likely die—and choosing to act anyhow.

      She doesn’t need my sentinel’s herding or his deft touch or his hard-won knowledge.  She needs his cracks.  Someone to break open with her as she breaks.  I look down at my paws, standing on seeping mud and the last remnants of dirty snow, and whisper the words of breaking that are fountaining up from the deepest part of my soul.

      Spring comes.  What do you want to grow?
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        * * *

      

      BAILEY

      I know that Rio can do things to plain dirt that should be illegal.  I’ve just never felt my cells burn when he did them.  I thought Lissa already set me on fire, but the big, black jerk is doing something entirely different, and he isn’t even talking to me.  He’s talking to dirt that still reeks of the blood of Cody Dunn, chatting away like it’s one of his buddies.

      It might be.  Sentinels make some really weird friends.

      My wolf snaps her teeth at me.  Or tries to, anyhow.  There’s not much of her left.  Her alpha beat her fair and square, just like she knew he would, and now Milo and Ruby have a place in the pack and she just needs to crawl behind a tree and lick her wounds.

      I never expected defeat to hurt quite this much.

      More fire from whatever the big, black jerk is doing.

      I snarl.  That’s not helping.

      He offers cool water instead, from the stream that Lissa used to drag me to after we ran in the forest all day.  She was fast and bossy, even then.  I was just the only one who knew about the bossy part.

      Not anymore.

      The world sways.  Or my wolf does.  I don’t think she’s very steady on her paws anymore.

      A gentle lick on my nose.

      Not a real one.  My wolf is imagining things.  Remembering things.  Robbie, tottering over to me on wobbly toddler legs and wrapping his arms around my neck, greeting me in the way of wolves even though he had no idea where his fur might be hiding.

      My wolf snarls.  Those were safe moments.  Tiny moments out of time where I could be someone else.

      Green eyes stare all the way into me, and so do yellow-gold ones.

      My alphas, calling me a liar.

      Calling me something else entirely.

      More swaying.  Definitely me, this time.

      Fire radiates from my shoulder down into ground that will always hold the geology of trauma and the blood of a friend and the ghost of the woman I once wanted to be.

      The ground whispers Rio’s words back to me.

      Spring comes.  What do you want to grow?
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        * * *

      

      RIO

      Bailey’s head swivels towards me, so slowly that I’m not sure she’s in charge of where it’s headed.

      My wolf nerve-blocks my sentinel and tosses him aside.  Talking to dirt is no way to court a strong wolf with beautiful eyes.  He is embarrassed.  He will fix it.  He tips his nose up to the sky and gets started on things properly, with a howl that promises to tell of her fierce will and sneaky geology lessons and the way her ass looks in her jeans.

      I gape at him.

      I gape at her.

      He just keeps on howling, a rapturous song of red fur that glints in the sun and shines under the moon, of pups who read books in trees and walk silently in the woods because they learn more from the red wolf than geology lessons, of low kicks and a sense of humor when one from her opponent lands her in the stream.

      Kennedy snickers.

      Or maybe it was a cat.

      My wolf could care less.  He wants the whole planet to hear.  He doesn’t understand all of this talk of armor and breaking, but if she needs to fall, she can land right on top of him.  He’s big and squishy and he won’t mind at all.  He adds a flourish to that last thought and heads off into verse two.

      I don’t try to stop him, even when he gets to the line about gummy bears and lettuce.  I don’t think I can.  I just stare at Bailey, feeling like every stunned cliche in one of Ronan’s romance novels, and try to process a universe where the laws of gravity just rebooted and I don’t recognize a single one of them.

      She stares back.  Then she turns, blood streaming from her shoulder, and runs.

      Straight into a tree.
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      MYRNA

      Flynn sniffles, asleep on her daddy’s chest, and half of the knitters in the crafting shack drop a stitch.  I pat Adelina’s knee as she curses and tries to repair the unintended hole in her intricate lace.  It’s a brave knitting project for these times.  When Flynn isn’t sniffling, she’s opening her adorable beak and screeching for food at a volume that makes every wolf in the territory wince and cover their ears.

      She shifted for the first time an hour after her birth.  Martha says that’s very advanced and we should be proud.  Mostly, I think we’re still a little panicked.

      Ben sticks his nose into dark, downy baby hair and drinks in the smell of his newborn daughter.  Fallon is off flying.  Such delight there was in her wings as she took to the sky this morning.  Losing a thing for a time is a way to make it feel so much more precious when it returns.

      I sniffle a little, more quietly than Flynn.  I had breakfast with Xander out at Teesha’s camp, just as the sun was rising, and then Hoot took me for a run and I got to see Milo, lazing in the early morning sun on the sleeping platform that Eliza and Ebony built down by Ruby’s river.  We left a bag of his favorite carrot muffins with butter icing.  Perhaps he’ll share them with Ruby when she returns.  She wanders, still.  Chases the crows and snarls at innocent trees.

      But last night, when she had a nightmare, Milo curled up at her side.

      They were the best of friends, once.  Perhaps they remember.  I haven’t been brave enough to ask Rio, just yet.  He’s a little out of sorts.  His wolf’s courting song has become the stuff of pack legend.  Especially the part where his intended mate turned and ran herself headlong into a tree.

      Cleve thinks that Grandpa James put that tree right where it needed to be.

      I’m thinking that maybe Bailey’s wolf knows a thing or two about how to manage her human.  It was a lot easier for Wrinkles to get several mugs of tea into a woman with a woozy head.

      The rest will be up to Rio.  Although I wouldn’t bet against whatever Wrinkles put in those teas.  She can be a tricky healer, that one.

      Flynn makes a new noise, one that sounds like a belching beer drinker at the bar.

      Reilly looks over at her and giggles. He’s already well used to her noises.  He’s often in charge of figuring out where they’re coming from.  “I think she likes the spicy eggs that Kel made for lunch.”

      That isn’t remotely the diet Wrinkles usually recommends for nursing mamas or newborn babes, but a black ball of fluff stole some off of Kel’s plate and then hopped around insistently until he fed her more, and she’s been sound asleep ever since.  Seeing as how this is not a stupid pack, I assume Shelley is currently negotiating trades for all of the spicy goods available on ShifterNet.

      Ben makes a wry face.  “She sure did.  I think we should try honey ham next.  She might be a bear.”

      Reilly laughs some more.  So does the big bear in the corner, sitting by the jagged boulder with purple streaks that Eliza polished up for him when he chased Damien home.  We all carefully don’t look at the skinny boy beside Ronan, hardly bigger than Reilly, clutching two needles and trying to follow his adoptive father’s gentle instructions.

      Hopefully Grady isn’t watching Hoot’s needles.  She’s a fine knitter when she wants to be, but I think she’s dropping every second stitch today.  That’s okay.  This is a pack that knows how to fill in some holes and decorate others with googly eyes.  Holes don’t scare us.

      I turn my knitting around.  It’s a simple sweater in the boring navy blue that Bailey prefers.  There’s no real way to thank a person for being willing to die to save your son, but it’s a beginning.  One that will smell of pack.  I’m having everyone knit a stitch or two, even the wolves who growl at me.  I’ll add a little fancy work too, on the sleeves, maybe.  Some that matches what I did for Rio’s sweater.

      I’ve always used my knitting needles to poke where it’s needed.

      I’m not alone in that.  Somehow, humble yarn has become one of our pack’s superpowers.  Every time Xander tries to squirm out of his hats and sweaters, his baby pack sits him right back down and makes him put them on again.  They know that it’s the smells in his nose that will hold him steadiest.  It’s a sight to behold.  Especially the fierceness in Teesha’s eyes.

      I can’t believe I didn’t see that coming.  Mothers are supposed to know these things.

      My stitches blur, and I swipe at my eyes as clandestinely as I can in a room full of knitters who are scrutinizing every tiny movement and noise.  Most of them kindly pretend not to notice.  Kennedy leans in from behind me and sets her chin on my shoulder, because sometimes kindness looks straight at you and nuzzles your heart, too.  “I don’t think there’s enough purple in that.”

      This pack goes through outrageous amounts of purple and green yarn.  “I’ll add a little on the sleeves.”

      She snorts.  “Good one.”

      Kennedy understands Bailey very well.  Especially the strange footwork that a dominant has to do to balance her wolf with her softer instincts.  Which is why a teenage baby alpha is in here, even though knitting needles are her sworn enemies.  She stood fiercely for pack yesterday, her teeth and claws ready to contain my middle son if he couldn’t contain himself.  Today, she softens.

      She rubs her warm cheek against mine, taking what she needs and giving it, too.  “I helped Shelley make maple jerky this morning.  She said that used to be Milo’s favorite.”

      Shelley Martins never forgets anything.  “It was.  Xander said he likes cheeseburgers best these days.”  I didn’t understand all of what lived in my youngest boy’s eyes as he spoke those words.  The man who came back is far more complicated than the sunny prankster who left us.

      Kennedy strokes my hair gently.  “Rio says that the cheeseburgers help Milo remember.  And Xander, too.  They eat them and think about the ones that you used to make in your big frying pan.”

      My stitches blur again.  “Talked to Rio, did you?”

      She snickers.  “I tried.  He’s still in the school trying to glue his model together the wrong way.  He’s teaching the pups lots of new curse words.”

      The pups are flatly refusing to leave Rio’s side, likely because their five-year-old ringleader has made it so.  Which is conveniently stopping them from interrupting Flynn’s nap, so the adults will let them get away with their shenanigans for another hour or two.  Then there will be reinforcements.  “I think Bailey is supposed to be teaching geography later.”

      More snickers.  “Reilly signed you up to help with that.  So if you don’t know where to find the Sierra Madres, you should probably ask someone.  Kendra probably knows.”

      Smartass teenager.  One who has apparently stuck her fingers in all of today’s pies while I’ve been sitting in here knitting.  “I might need a helper or two if Bailey doesn’t show up.”  She might not.  Dominants don’t do well at showing weakness, and an arm in a sling is hard to explain as anything else.

      A soft smile against my ear.  “She’ll be here.  Lissa went to get her.”
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        * * *

      

      IVAN

      My bear turns for one last look at the stream where he just fished for his lunch.  The trout here are particularly tasty, and he will regret the loss of them until his next visit.  He shudders a little at the thought of returning.  The warm winds come.  It will be far too hot the next time I force him to venture south.  Entirely unsuitable for bears.

      I remind him that Ronan tolerates such temperatures without whining, and young Reilly delights in them.

      He quiets.  My bear has never understood those with softer hearts, but Reilly came up Rennie’s mountain to bring us fresh fish and stories, and those served to gain him access to parts of my bear that are rarely seen by anyone other than my daughter.  Even she would vouch that I am not truly built to be a parent, but perhaps I can become an adequate uncle in time.

      This pack seems to invite such possibilities.

      I ponder their singing of yesterday.  I had heard stories of wolfsong, of course.  But it was different to have the scent of it in my nose.  To see Rennie lean toward the sound, even as waves of rage buffeted her mountain.

      The second song made her laugh.

      I make a mental note to send Rio some goods appropriate for courting.  Bailey will be as tricky to court as any bear, and Rennie thinks well of Rio.  He clearly has more useful skills than his singing would suggest.

      My bear snorts.  Silly wolves.

      An impression furthered by his morning observations.  He saw Ruby chasing crows and Milo wearing a hat with holes for his ears.

      The human part of my soul noticed more.  Calm and contentment are difficult for bears to understand.

      I will check in on Milo and Ruby from time to time.  Their alpha watches them, and so does young Hoot, and Kel watches everything.  But I will also allow my bear to sniff down this way on occasion.  It seems like a suitable duty for an uncle.  And it will be a good excuse to come visit young Flynn.  My bear is still trying to process the vast sound that came out of such a tiny creature.  It was most impressive.

      I will miss more than the trout.
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        * * *

      

      LISSA

      I wave at my son, who is bouncing along at Adrianna’s heels.  She took the more exuberant pups and teenagers for a run earlier, which was most of them.  Robbie has apparently found his second wind.

      I grin and pat my belly.  Grandmothers are really useful.

      Hayden’s warm arms wrap around me.  “Hello, beautiful.”

      My wolf nuzzles his chin.

      He runs his fingers through my curls, which snag them and hold on tight.  I don’t know why my human hair gets all tangly when my wolf goes for a run, but it’s definitely a thing.

      Hayden kisses the top of my head.  “How’s Bailey?”

      She was my assignment this morning.  Rio was his.  “Cranky.  Wrinkles sent out a whole pot of tea with Kenny this morning.”

      Hayden chuckles.  “Did he know what he was transporting?”

      We’ve gotten to the point of lightly teasing Kenny, and it’s wonderful when his beard twitches when we do, but it’s no laughing matter at all that he was first in line to volunteer for Bailey duties at the crack of dawn.  Perhaps better than any of us, he understands just what she put on the line for her pack yesterday.  “I imagine so.  He was smart enough to also bring gingersnaps, so she only chewed on him a little.”

      Which made both of them feel better.  Dominants are so weird.

      Hayden kisses the top of my head.  “You haven’t told me what you think about Bailey and Rio.”

      I snicker.  “I don’t think any of us have a choice.”  Including maybe Bailey, even though she isn’t dealing very well with the one foolish dream she’s always held onto coming true on the day that she decided to sacrifice her wolf for her pack.

      Idiot.  She should have seen the look in Grandpa Cleve’s eyes when he realized what she intended to do.  Then he marched straight off into Grandpa James’s trees, because submissives get things done, even when the claws and teeth of our pack are being colossal numbskulls.

      Sadly, she’s a numbskull I really love.  “She drank the tea and didn’t shred the books Reilly sent, so that’s probably progress.”  I sigh and tell my mate the part that will hurt him.  “The physical healing is going to take a while.  She was pretty sore, even with the sling and whatever Wrinkles put in the tea.”

      Hayden winces.

      I wrap my arms around him a little tighter.  He spent his whole life learning how to win fights without causing permanent harm.  Yesterday he decided that Bailey would be better off with a hinky shoulder than a fractured soul.

      I asked Adrianna this morning if she could have made that same choice.

      It took her a long time to answer.

      My wolf took no time at all.  “You kept her here, Hayden.”  And pierced enough holes in her armor that the rest of us could get through.  “If she behaves and follows even some of the instructions that Martha left with her, she’ll heal up just fine.”  Apparently ravens have a lot of experience with bones and muscles that don’t attach quite right anymore.

      Not that Bailey is owning up to anything of the sort.  She marched back here with me to teach geology and said not a word of the fire in her shoulder.

      She had plenty to say about the painkiller-laced smoothie waiting for her in the school, though.

      I lean into my mate, thinking of the things that my best friend said far more quietly as she sat at her campfire, eyes soft and confused.  “She doesn’t know what to make of Rio.”  Or his wolf, who was so clearly in charge yesterday.  “His courting song was so full of the stuff that she doesn’t think anyone notices.”

      Hayden snorts.  “We have eyes.”

      I poke my elbow into his ribs.  “You spend time appreciating the way she looks in her jeans, do you?”

      He laughs and dances out of the way of my sharp elbows.  “No.  My wolf is a lost cause.  His eyes are entirely glued to your ass.”

      Reilly literally could not stop laughing when he wrote up that part of the long and complicated story of Flynn’s arrival.  Apparently our birth announcements are never going to be boring.

      Fallon and Ben are fine with that.  They don’t seek the limelight, and what lives between the two of them understands the stunned looks in Bailey’s and Rio’s eyes just fine.

      “They’ll be good together,” says Hayden quietly.

      It took me a while to decide.  My wolf is very protective of her feisty best friend, and Rio isn’t who either of us imagined when we sat our teenage selves down on handy riverbanks and told stories of the mates who would come for us one day.

      But on my way out to Bailey’s camp, I saw Kendra flying overhead and thought of gregarious, generous Finn.  I contemplated what I know of James Scott and how much sway he still holds over who Adrianna chooses to be.  And I reminded my wolf of the man who ran out of the woods, snarling and lethal, on the day that I needed him most.   Rio and Bailey aren’t a simple fit, and I think they both have plans to make it sharply more awkward.  But mates can hold open doors to parts of our souls that we can’t hold open ourselves.

      It will be an interesting spring.
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        * * *

      

      RIO

      I back slowly and very silently away from the small basket perched on a pretty patch of green moss.  The orange gummy bear sitting cheerfully on top of the fancy cheese seems like a spectacularly bad idea, but my wolf insists.  He’s quite sure that things will be far easier once Bailey gets back to being mad.

      He might not be wrong.

      About that.

      The rest is still up for discussion.
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        * * *

      

      Next up:  An apology, because I never, ever leave my readers hanging like this, but Rio and Bailey obviously need more than one book to sort themselves out!  So if you aren’t getting new release notifications from me already, go to audreyfayewrites.com and sign up for my email list or subscribe to my calendar so you don’t miss Shield.  Which is setting up to be full of raven-baby antics and very reluctant romance, but I won’t know for sure until it’s done—especially this time…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Audrey Faye’s Books

        

      

    

    
      I tell stories of hope, resilience, belonging, and finding what (and who!) matters.  I do that in a lot of different genres, but you’ll always get those things in an Audrey Faye book. :)

      

      Ghost Mountain (new series):  Come hang out with my wolf shifters. Cuddle a pup in your lap and walk with wounded hearts as they learn to trust again..

      

      KarmaCorp (seven books):  Meet the Fixers.  Their Talents—song, dance, potions, and whatever it is that shamans do. Their job—keep the galaxy in one piece.

      

      Dragon Kin (five books):  Dragons, ordinary heroes, and bravery that has to be earned one day at a time.

      

      Destinies (box set):  I recommend starting here if you’re new to my books.  Contains series starters for KarmaCorp and Dragon Kin, and priced to make this really easy for you to find your next Audrey Faye read.

      

      An Assassin Christmas Carol:  Meet two women with sharp knives and soft hearts.  The last thing they need are Christmas ghosts rattling their chains.

      

      Siren Song:  Holly Castas is a researcher who studies mythology, ducks the occasional catapult, and might have bubonic plague growing in her office fridge.  She’s also cursed.

      

      Read everything?  Go to audreyfayewrites.com and sign up for my email list or subscribe to my calendar so that you don’t miss new books!
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