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Praise for Carrie Ann Ryan….



Carrie Ann Ryan knows how to pull your heartstrings and make your pulse pound! Her wonderful Redwood Pack series will draw you in and keep you reading long into the night. I cant wait to see what comes next with the new generation, the Talons. Keep them coming, Carrie Ann! Lara Adrian, New York Times bestselling author of CRAVE THE NIGHT

Carrie Ann Ryan never fails to draw readers in with passion, raw sensuality, and characters that pop off the page. Any book by Carrie Ann is an absolute treat.  New York Times Bestselling Author J. Kenner 

"With snarky humor, sizzling love scenes, and brilliant, imaginative worldbuilding, The Dante's Circle series reads as if Carrie Ann Ryan peeked at my personal wish list!"  NYT Bestselling Author, Larissa Ione

"Carrie Ann Ryan writes sexyshifters in a world full of passionate happily-ever-afters."  New York Times Bestselling Author Vivian Arend

Carrie Anns books are sexy with characters you cant help but love from page one. They are heat and heart blended to perfection. New York Times Bestselling Author Jayne Rylon

Carrie Ann Ryan's books are wickedly funny and deliciously hot, with plenty of twists to keep you guessing. They'll keep you up all night! USA Today Bestselling Author Cari Quinn

"Once again, Carrie Ann Ryan knocks the Dante's Circle series out of the park. The queen of hot, sexy, enthralling paranormal romance, Carrie Ann is an author not to miss!"New York Times bestselling Author Marie Harte




Welcome to Ink Ever After





Thank you so much for picking up Ink Ever After! I love doing these projects in the Happy Ever After series because I get to go back to visit so many of my favorite characters. Each novella and short story in Ink Ever After and the rest of the Happy Ever After series goes back to couple Ive previously written and shows off another side of them. Sometimes the story isnt over after the happy ever after and here are a few of their stories.



For those of you new to the series, you should be okay starting here. None of these romances are full-length novels or even stand alone romances. They are all about characters that have already fallen in love and had their HEAs. But its nice to go back behind the scenes as well as see what happens when a couple or triad is ready to start a family, plan a wedding, or just have a night out after a long week.



Before each story, Ill tell you where it falls within the series if you love reading in order, however no matter what, you can read these after the series is over or in the middle or any time youd like.



I hope you love them as much as I do and thank you for picking up Ink Ever After!




Ink Ever After





From theNew York Timesbestselling author of theMontgomery InkandTalon Pack series comes an anthology filled with eleven bonus After-the-HEA novellas and short stories in most of her series.



Dantes Seduction (A Dantes Circle Novella)



Jace and Nadie see their dragon is in trouble and they have only one way to make sure he sees it too: seduction.



My Queen (A Dantes Circle Short Story)



Eliana is ready to take the throne but she needs her men by her side.



A Long Night (A Never Before Released Dantes Circle Short Story)



Eliana and Malik are in for a long night…until a special visitor arrives.



Their Wicked Future (A Redwood Pack and Talon Pack Novella)



Quinn and Gina are ready for the next step…they hope.



Choose the Night (A Talon Pack Short Story)



Brynn and Finns anniversary. 



Aftermath (A Never Before Released Talon Pack Short Story)



Ryder and Leah learn to heal.



Tattered Happiness (A Never Before Released Talon Pack Short Story)



The Alpha of the Talon Pack needs to relax and only his submissive mate is able to help.



Tempting Me (A Montgomery Ink Novella) 



Miranda and Decker are ready for one more change to their state of being. Hopefully.



Have Me (A Never Before Released Montgomery Ink Novella)



Meghan and Luc are nearing the end of her pregnancy and Luc wants to make sure she knows shes loved. 



Written in You (A Never Before Released Montgomery Ink Short Story)



Griffin needs to ask Autumn a very important question.



My Forever (A Never Before Released Montgomery Ink Short Story)



Its date night for new parents Callie and Morgan.




Dantes Seduction





A Dantes Circle Novella



Author Note: Dantes Seduction is a short story set in the Dantes Circle world. Jace, Nadie, and Dante are from the novel, Tangled Innocence and have been through a whirlwind before they finally had their HEA. Its meant for readers of the series and can be read at any time after, Tangled Innocence (Dantes Circle Book 4). I hope you enjoy Dante, Jace, and Nadies little slice of life!



ONE



Dante



There was an ache in my bones that refused to go away. Id lived through countless wars and seen civilizations rise and fall, and yet, I had thought the ache had vanished. Over the last few months, Id found my mates, ended a war, and created a new Conclave. Or rather, Id helped the Conclave find a new place and foundation so we werent killing everyone that went against us in a fit of rage. 

Since all of that was now behind me, I figured Id be able to sleep a little better and just…be. Only it hadnt quite worked out that way. Sure, I saw my mates, Nadie and Jace, daily and knew there was a bright future down the road; only I was too fucking tired to deal with it. 

I wiped down the bar countertop one last time and rolled my shoulders. A huge storm had blown in from the west and brought a late rush of people into the bar, a last stop on their way home. Usually, I would have had help, but Id sent everyone else home so they could be with their families. I honestly hadnt expected the rush, and now I was going to be late getting home back to my mates.

I dont know why I kept Dantes Circle open. But I loved the damn bar. Using spells and glamour, I had been able to own and operate it for over six decades. Before Nadie had walked into the bar and changed my life, I figured Id end up being a bartender for another few decades before setting up shop somewhere else. Or maybe I would have found a new profession. Id been a carpenter, a doctor, a scientist, and much more in my time. All the while, hiding the fact that I was also the blue dragon prince. 

Then Nadie had shown up, and finally, Jace had done the same, and my plans had changed. Id also been called up to be a Conclave member. One of two dragons who helped rule all the realms. The world Id lived in, the world Id made for myself was damn tiring. Between that, my mates, the bar, and the fact that every time one of our friends found their mateor matesI had to deal with a new edge of war, I was damn tired. Exhausted, really. I didnt know if I could keep up with running the bar as I was. Something had to change. I wouldnt give it up, not with the memories, but I needed to make a plan.

I let out a breath and clicked my tongue ring against my teeth. The last patron had just walked out the door, and all I wanted was to go home to bed. I was a ten-thousand-year-old dragon, and, apparently, a cranky one.

My phone buzzed, and I looked down to see that Tristan had texted with an update. I closed my eyes and tried to center myself. Another friend had found his mate, his true half, and now I had to wonder what would happen next. Would I lose my friends because of another realms pain? Would I lose my mates because of a war I couldnt predict?

My head hurt, and I knew if I didnt get out of this funk, Id end up worrying myself into a brain aneurysm or something. Instead of banging my forehead against the wall, I opened my eyes and finished closing up the bar. Id go home, hold my mates, and try to figure out how to relax.

My phone buzzed again, this time with a message from another Conclave member with a question. I sent a quick text back and headed to my SUV. By the time I made it home through the worst of the storm, I almost wished I had made a portal to get thereeven if it were a waste of energy. Or maybe I should have just shifted into my dragon form and flown home. It would have taken a fraction of the time.

I pulled into the garage and shut off the engine. Though I was practically dead on my feet, I shuffled upstairs, stripping off my clothes as I did. I left a trail in my wake and knew Nadie would scold me for it later, but I didnt mind. I kind of liked it when she got all angry and sported that cute little scowl. 

As soon as I entered our bedroom, the scent of sex filled my senses. I smiled. My mates had apparently been busy while I was at the bar. Theyd been in the bear realm for a date of their own, and thankfully, had come home instead of staying at Jaces familys overnight. I dont know what I would have done if they hadnt been there when I got home. Though I was naked, exhausted, and weary, I probably would have made my way to them in any realm, just so I could hold them in my arms. 

Jace lay on his side, Nadie in his arms as they faced one another. The sheet had fallen, leaving Jace naked above the waist. I was pretty damn sure he was naked underneath the covers, as well. Because Nadie was so much smaller, the blanket had slid under her ass so only her legs were covered. As tired as I was, my cock stirred at the sight of them.

Yeah, I was worn-out, but Id do anything for them. They turned me on, made me want them, made me love them. With each breath.

They made everything I did worth it.

I slid into bed behind Nadie and spooned her from the back. She mumbled something in her sleep and pressed her ass firmly against my cock. I smiled, knowing she was dead to the world but still needed my touch. Jaces arm came around Nadie and slid over my skin. I let out a sigh and wrapped my arm around them both. 

With a smile on my face, the tension eased out of me and I slept.

Finally.




TWO





Nadie



I pressed my lips together and tried to focus on the tablet in front of me. Why couldnt I come up with a decent plan? It was as if every single idea I had about what to do about the problem at hand had flown the coop of my mind. 

I rubbed my temples and scrunched my face. I could do this. I was a freaking succubus mated to not only a dragon but also a bear. This was my thing. My destiny of sorts.

But I needed a plan.

I needed to seduce my mate.

Oh, it might sound crazy, but it really wasnt.

Dante had been so freaking busy, we hadnt made love in a month. In a freaking month. Sure we kissed, and I had given him a nice day-starter blowjob just that morning, but hed been called away to deal with Conclave business so he hadnt even been able to get me off. Jace had helped me out, and Dante had looked like he wanted to hit someone on his way out of the house, but still.

A girl has needs.

And this girl needed her dragon.

Just take off your clothes and say, do me, Jace said with a grin by my side. Im really not understanding why youre thinking so hard about this. Hes our mate. He needs to relax. And I think a nice, sexy threesome for a weekend, no wait, make that an entire week, will be just the ticket.

I rolled my eyes and leaned into his broad shoulder. I want it to be special. We could have sweaty sex any night, but hes been so…tired. I just want him to be happy.

Jace sighed and lifted his arm to wrap it around my shoulders. He kissed the top of my head and leaned on me a bit. He doesnt know how to ask for help. And frankly, he doesnt know how to take help even if it shows up at his door with a freaking bow on it.

I sat up and smiled, an idea sparking. Oh…

Jaces eyes darkened. Please tell me youre going to wear a bow. And nothing but the bow. Ill offer to help you tie it so I can watch Dante unwrap you. Slowly.

I snorted then set my tablet down on the coffee table so I could straddle his lap. His cock pressed firmly against my heat and I grinned. You have the same dirty mind as I do, and I freaking love it. I love you, my sexy grizzly bear.

He kissed me softly and I opened for him, loving his taste on my tongue. My inner succubus woke up, and the never-ending hunger flared. I needed sex daily in order to survive. Usually, it wasnt a problem. But with the way Dante had been absent lately, Jace had been picking up the slack. But from the feel of him under me, and the look in his eyes, he wasnt complaining.

He just wanted Dante back, too.

Jaces hands covered my ass, and I rocked into him. Damn I loved the feel of this man. And soon, Id be able to feel our other man underneath me, as well. Id just wrap myself up all nice and shiny and turn off that damn phone of his. 

It was time to seduce my dragon, but first, I needed to make love to my sexy bear.




THREE





Jace



I ran a hand over my face and tried to remember that this was going to be fun. Eventually. Nadie just needed a few minutes to set up the bedroom, and that meant I needed to keep Dante distracted…and in the house. The bar was covered thanks to our friend Becca, and I might have hidden Dantes phone. If anyone needed us, they could call me, or they could use their powers and send a physic blast. 

Sure, phones were easier, but that was why we were in this mess to begin with.

So while Nadie wrapped herself up all nice and sexywithout me, I might addI got to get sweaty with Dante.

But not in a sexy way.

Okay, that was a lie. Because my inked, built, pierced, and sexy-as-fuck dragon was shirtless, wearing only a pair of sweats that hugged his hips low and tight. Yeah, super sexy. I wanted to bend him over and fuck him against the table in the gym that held our weights, but I knew that wasnt part of the plan.

So I willed my cock not to act like too much of a dickha!and rolled my shoulders. I wore only a pair of cut-off sweats and had let my hair down so it touched my shoulders. Dante had done the same, so now we truly looked like the dark and light angels Nadie called us. We might not be angels like our friends Shade and Ambrose, but we had the looks. Apparently. I was blond, where Dante had black hair with blue streaks. When Id first met the man, I had thought he dyed it to match the ink and piercings, but Id been wrong. Dante was a blue, royal dragon so the hair came with his human form.

Did I mention he was sexy as fuck?

So, you said you wanted to fight? Dante asked. He looked tired. And the damn man shouldnt be looking tired. Dragons could go days without sleep and be fine, but Dante looked as though he hadnt slept for far longer than that. He was trying to do too much and it was hurting him.

And as Dante was my mate, I wouldnt allow anyone to hurt him. Even himself.

I need to spar a bit, I answered as I rolled my shoulders again. I figured you could get rid of some tension yourself. I gave him a knowing look and he winced.

I know I havent been around. Im sorry for that. I just need to find a balance. He shrugged, and I wanted to rub those shoulders. And I would. After I beat the crap out of himor let him try to beat the crap out of me. It helped that we were both predatory shifters. We could let loose and just have fun while kicking each others asses.

And youre going to let Nadie and me help you. I didnt pose it as a question. There was no way I was going to let this continue. Not with all the shit wed been through. 

Dante met my gaze and nodded with a sigh. Ill let you both help me.

I grinned and cracked my knuckles. Good, then. Now lets kick some ass. I dove at my dragon and laughed as Dante moved as if hed had hours to make a decision. My dragon was fast.

I spun around and punched at him, making contact after the fourth attempt. Dante hit back, and then we were on. Sweat poured down my back and the sides of my face, and I had to blink it out of my eyes. I just smiled as we went at each other, sparring as if we had all the time in the world. 

When we wrestled to the ground, I let Dante pin me. Our dicks slid against one another, and I let out a groan. Dantes hair curtained my face, and I ran my hands up his back once he freed me. 

I love you, dragon, I whispered. Just thought you ought to know.

Dantes face softened and he lowered his head. When his lips brushed mine and sucked on the bottom one I about passed out. 

Dont do this again, I said softly. Dont shut us out.

I wont, he promised, and I knew it was the truth. 

A soft cough from the doorway pulled me from my thoughts, and we both looked over at Nadie.

I about swallowed my tongue.

She stood there with her blonde hair framing her face and falling over her shoulders. And there was a bow.

A bright red bow.

And only the bow.

It wrapped across her chest and stomach and slid between her thighs. How the hell shed done that on her own, I would never know, but I couldnt wait for Dante to unwrap her. And if I were lucky, shed let me help.

I figured you boys would be done soon. I could use some help with your present. She winked, and Dante pressed closer to me.

Our dicks pulsated, and I wanted to strip us both and get even more sweaty and dirty. Oh, so right.

When Nadie held out one arm and shook the jar of honey in her hand, I almost came.

Oh, and Jace, baby? I have a present for you, too.

I met Dantes eyes and grinned. 

Sex with my mates and honey? There really wasnt anything else a bear like me needed.




FOUR





Dante



I was an idiot. I had spent so much time making sure everyone could rely on me, I hadnt let myself breathe. And while I loved the way my mates took care of me, I knew I had to do better. For me. For them.

So, I made promises.

I would hire another manager for the bar.

I would meet with the Conclave and work on a plan so all of the workor most of it, anywaydidnt land on my shoulders.

And I would make sure I made love to my mates every fucking day I could. Because the night before hadnt sated me in the least.

I had a millennia or more in my future with my succubus and my bear, and I would be damned if Id let it all go to waste because I couldnt ask for help.

And I would thank the goddess every day that they knew how to stop him from sabotaging himself. Sex helped, of course, but it was their love and determination that made me remember who I was. What I wanted.

Are you ready to go, my dragon? Nadie asked. Shed put on a leather coat and knee-high boots to go with her jeans and tunic. I would make sure I remembered to ask her to keep the boots on later.

Jace tightened the backpack on his shoulders and grinned. Im ready if you are.

I nodded then shifted. The sensation of shifting into dragon wasnt painful. Or rather, it might have been, but now it was a warm ache of memory and truth. Soon I stood on four legs, my claws resting on the ground. I took up most of the clearing in the backyard. Nadie smiled up at me like I was her everything, and Jace did the same.

If only they knew they were my everything.

Well, perhaps they did know. I told them as many times as I could.

They climbed up on my back and I stayed still so I wouldnt jostle them. Once they were situated, I looked over my shoulder and nodded. They waved, all snug and warm on my back, and I knew it was time.

I took off, letting the wind flow over my scales and under my wings. 

They hollered and whooped in happiness, and I dipped and dived, making sure they were secure no matter what. That they were safe.

Theyd seduced me into happiness and into a world where I knew I wasnt alone.

They were my bear, my succubus.

And I was their dragon.

For eternity.




My Queen





A Dantes Circle Short Story



Author Note: My Queen is a short story set in the Dantes Circle World. Its a peek into the lives of Amara, Tristan, and Seth on Amaras coronation day. Its best of you read their book, An Immortals Song (Dantes Circle Book 6) first.











Are you sure we cant go back to the fae realm and pretend I dont have to do this? Amara asked as she ran her hands over her new ball gown.

She hadnt worn a ball gown since prom, and even then, it didnt really count as a formal. Not like this. Shed been too poor for anything nice and had worn whatever shed been able to find.

Today, however, she wore a sparkling lavender gown of silk and diamonds. It flowed to her feet and had a long train. 

While it wasnt her normal day-to-day outfit, it was her ensemble for her first day at court.

Yes, she, Amara Young, was going to court.

Not the kind with a gavel, but the kind where she ruled over her new people as their Queen. Shed already tried to pinch herself awake, but it hadnt worked.

Youre going to be fine, Tristan, her fae mate and a prince in his own right, said as she walked behind her. He wrapped his arms around her waist and brought her close.

She immediately relaxed, her body sinking into his. He wore a suit, coal-grey with a similar color tie. He looked professional. Like he knew what he was doing.

Thankfully, one of them knew because she was freaking out.

Shed become a siren only a few short weeks ago when shed mated Tristan and Seth. After a series of unfortunate events, shed become the Queen of the realm. It wasnt her fault that the blood in her veins happened to be royal. It also wasnt her fault that the former Queen had lost all sense of reality and had forced Amara to protect those she loved.

So now, instead of being home with her mates on a Saturday evening, she was wearing a ball gown and learning how to be a Queen.

You look lickable, Seth, her other mate, said as he prowled into the room. He wore a dark black suit with a green tie to match the teal of his eyes. She was so blessed that this merman loved her just as much as the fae didthat the two men loved each other, as well. 

She smiled at him and tilted her head. Are you talking to me or Tristan?

He grinned, that dimple of his peeking out. Yes.

She laughed then, realizing finally, after a long day of preparing for what she was going to do, what she was going to say that evening.

Theyd gone to her new palaceor rather the old palace that was now hersearly that morning and had sequestered themselves within her rooms. Those who had been part of the court for longer than shed been alive were preparing everything for her down below. Tonight, she would be formally introduced and would have to speak in front of a crowd.

And when that was over, the real work would begin. Shed have to learn each and every name of those around her. Shed have to form her own cabinet while continuing to learn the vast history of her realm. Then she would need to listen to the worries and fears of the tenants of the land while learning how to shore up her defenses in case there was ever an attack.

There were hundreds of little things for her to do, and yet she knew if she kept thinking about it, she might freak out even more.

Seth gripped her chin and brought his lips to hers. She sighed into him even as Tristans hands tightened on her hips. Her body ached for them, but there was no time…not yet.

You can do this, Seth said softly. I have faith in you, and will always be by your side. I am a warrior of my people, and now, I am your warrior.

Tears filled her eyes and she kissed his chest. Thank you, she whispered.

I am your prince, my siren, your aide, your right hand, Tristan added. Im not going anywhere.

She smiled at her men and took a step away from them, her chin rising. Im ready, she said finally. Lets do this.

Her men gripped each others hands quickly before letting go and ushering her on. She made her way through the open doors and down a hallway, her mates and fate following her. 

Or rather, she was following her fate.

When she entered the large throne room, hundreds of sirens turned to her, their voices silencing abruptly. 

My Queen, Tristan said softly. They are waiting for you.

She hadnt realized shed stopped moving. At Tristans words, my Queen, she raised her chin and went to stand in front of her throne.

Seth stood beside her, Tristan on the other side. My Queen, you are magnificent, her merman said under his breath.

She smiled then, knowing she could do this because she wasnt alone. Shed prepared a speech before shed come, and now she couldnt remember a thing shed written.

Thank you for coming here tonight, she said to the room, her voice stronger than she thought it would be. I know I came to you on a path that no one thought possible, but no matter where I came from, I am here now. I know some of you will resent me for that, and I understand. But know that I am still going to be here no matter what. For those of you who wanted change, I know this isnt what you thought would happen, but now that it has, I want to work together to ensure that our people, that the sirens, thrive.

She paused as some clapped while others nodded in assent.

I want us to be a people who are known for our strength, as well as our compassion. No longer do I wish us to be feared for what we are, but rather known for what we could be. I know this journey will be long, and we will make mistakes, but I hope that one day we will find a way to work together. Strong. United. And with a song of triumph.

The crowd bowed toward her, and she wiped a tear from her face.

These were her people; the men at her sides her future.

She wasnt alone anymore.

She was strong. She was a siren. She was loved.

She was a Queen.




A Long Night





A Dantes Circle Short Story



Author Note: A Long Night is a short story set in the Dantes Circle World. Its a peek into the lives of Eliana and Malik during a sleepless night. Its best of you read their book, Prowled Darkness. (Dantes Circle Book 7) first.







JONAH



Ive lived through wars, palace coups, a battle that took my leg, heartache, and a man who had become my best friend falling in love and having a child. Yet tonight of all nights seemed to be one of the longest of my life.

Baby Penelope hadnt slept two days, her tiny aching lungs screaming out in pain when they werent coughing. Her parents were beyond exhausted, and as much as they might not want me to, I knew it was time for me to step in.

Malik and Elianas child had her first cold. 

Pen was almost a year old now and a fierce little lion cub. But even the strongest lion could be felled by a cold. 

As could the cubs parents. Malik was the strongest lion I knew, the King and Alpha of their Pride. Eliana was a Phoenix. She had literally risen from the ashes after saving her mates life. 

And now, as I made my way through their living quarters in the large palace, I knew it was time to step in. 

Malik and Eliana needed to ask for help. And though either of them could have asked anyone in the palace or in most of the other realms, they hadnt. Pen was their child, and they would do anything for her.

So as Pens protector and Maliks second, I would do what they couldnt. 

I would let them sleep.

I walked into the nursery and held back a sigh. The room had been decorated in soft creams and yellows with bees and giraffes dotting the landscape. Why Eliana had decided to decorate a lion cubs room with prey was beyond me, but my Queen had an odd sense of humor. And whatever made Eliana happy, in turn seemed to make Malik happy.

Currently, my Queen was pacing back and forth with a very angry baby in her arms. She murmured sweet words to Pen, but nothing worked. Malik paced with her, a frown on his face as he followed his mate and child.

Jonah, Malik said, his voice a little hoarse. What are you doing here? Its your night off.

I just shook my head and held out my arms. Give me my charge and get some sleep.

Malik let out a growl. We can take care of our daughter.

Oh, lions. They just couldnt let someone help.

As I was a lion myself, I could understand that. But enough was enough.

You are exhausted and must meet with the Djinn tomorrow. You only have about eight hours left and you need to get some sleep. Let me hold the baby and you go hold your mate. You can trust me.

Id added that last part on purpose, of course. Nothing got Malik riled up like mentioning trust and honor.

How could you doubt my trust? Malik roared. He was a lion, after all.

And because her daddy had roared, little Penelope had to roar, as well. Only hers came out as a cough, and Eliana started crying.

She quickly wiped her face and handed her child over to me. The strength of this mother always awed me, and tonight was no different.

I dont know what to do, Eliana said, her tears drying. Seriously, her grace and strength surprised me daily. The medicine is working, but not fast enough, and I hate to see her in pain.

I nodded slowly while cradling Pen to my chest. Pen senses you two are exhausted and hurting for her. Go to sleep and come back in the morning. You said it yourself, the medicine is working. It just takes time. Let me help.

Eliana kissed my cheek, and thats when I knew Malik was beyond exhausted. The other man hadnt growled at the contact, and that told me about his state of mind more than anything.

Each of them kissed Pens head before staggering away to their bedroom. I hoped they just fell into bed and slept for as long as possible. They truly needed it. 

Now alone with my charge, I rocked back and forth with Pen in my arms. I wasnt the baby whisperer, and there were countless others that could do a better job than a lion with one leg and scars covering his body. 

But I was here, and now I could at least take the burden off my friends shoulders.

I would sing to you, little one, but I dont want you to cry harder, I whispered.

Pen kept sniffling, but she had stopped screaming. That was a plus, at least. Her face was a blotchy red, and she had snot and tears running down her face, but she was still the most adorable baby Id ever seen.

She tugged on my beard, and I held back my wince. She could pull as hard as she wanted as long as she gave her lungs a break. When she was distracted, I quickly moved to the changing table and wiped her face. She kept blinking up at me with wide eyes and opened her mouth to perhaps scream again.

As I didnt want her to hurt those tiny lungs, I started speaking. She quieted immediately as I told her stories from my childhood and folk tales my mother had told me when I was a young cub.

Hours later, I found myself with my own voice hoarse and rocking in the rocking chair in the corner, but Pen was sleeping soundly in my arms.

Of course, she wasnt exactly how her parents had left her.

She shifted! Eliana exclaimed as she rushed in. I didnt know she needed to shift.

She hovered over me, and I handed over her cub, exhausted myself, but happy I could help if only for a night. She held Pen close, though the cub slept on. Malik walked in, a carafe of coffee in his hands, as well as three large mugs. His eyes widened at the sight of a lion cub in Elianas arms, but he seemed to recover before Eliana looked at him. Now pride radiated off his face, and I knew they would be okay.

Bones achy and in need of a nap myself, I stood up. Shes been sleeping for a while now and should continue to do so.

Malik hugged me close, and I sighed. It was good to be able to help my friends. Thank you.

Youre welcome, but think nothing of it. I would like to think that one day if I find my mate and have a child as precious as yours, you would do the same.

Eliana blinked wet eyes at me. Of course, Jonah. You dont even have to ask.

And that was why we were best friends and trusted each other so simply. We never needed to ask. What was a long night after ages of having each others backs?

I laid a soft kiss on Pens sleeping head and limped my way out of the nursery. I had done my deed for the night, and perhaps one day, just one day, Id find that peace of my own.
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ONE



Quinn wanted to bash his head against the wall, but that probably wouldnt help much. It may help some of his aggression, but not all of it. And considering hed been born a wolf and had lived with his other half for a few decades, he should be used to the fact that his wolf kept riding him hard.

Of course, it wasnt every day he had to deal with a group of ten pups who decided that rolling next to the thorn bushand then into the thorn bushsounded like a good idea.

He still wanted to wince for those little ones and their sad faces as they pouted. The Alphas mate, Brie, had done her best to take care of each of them, but it had been he whod had to deal with their little cries.

He hated when pups cried.

Ginas arms wrapped around his stomach and he couldnt help but relax at her touch. Fractionally. 

Whats wrong?

Quinn sighed. Ten pups. Thorns. Whimpering. Tears. He paused. And after I got Gideon to stop crying over the fact that all those kids were whining at him, I had to deal with the kids tears.

Gina snorted and leaned her head against his back. Gideon doesnt cry, dear. You know that. He just sort of grunts and huffs like the Alpha wolf he is. Dads even worse sometimes. They were Redwoods, so Ginas father, Kade, was their Alpha, but Quinn had grown up a Talon and was good friends with the Talon Alpha and the rest of the family.

Quinn turned in Ginas arms and reached around to cup her backside with one hand. Even after sixteen years together, he couldnt help but love every inch of her. His hand felt right on her ass. Of course, it felt right anywhere he could touch her.

He let out a growl that reverberated in his chest, and Gina kissed his shirt, right above his heart. 

I guess were done talking if youre palming my butt as you are? Gina asked, laughter in her tone. 

Like him, Gina hadnt aged a day since theyd met. They were wolves, and would perpetually remain the same no matter how old they got. Yet he knew hed love every bit of her even if they did go old and grey. She was his. His mate, his future, his everything.

And he was so damned happy shed walked into his life and turned it upside down.

Quinn leaned down and licked the curve of her neck over the place where hed marked her all those years ago. She shuddered in his hold, and he couldnt help but growl. The mark might not show since it had healed soon after hed sunk his fangs into her flesh, but everyone in the Packany Pack for that matterwould know she was his. The matching mark on his shoulder spoke of the same ownership. They owned each other, just like mates were supposed to.

He was more dominant that she was, but only just. And since she was the Enforcer of the Pack while he was only a soldier, an enforcer for the Alpha but not the actual Enforcer, she held a higher place in the hierarchy. If hed been a little less confident in whom they were together, it might have been a problem. But he trusted her with his life and with the lives of those in his Pack, so there wasnt anything to worry about when it came to dominance.

Gina reached around and gripped his ass with both hands, arching into him. Wolf got your tongue? She grinned, and Quinn leaned down to nip at her lips.

This wolf is about to have your tongue.

Gina laughed, so he crushed his mouth to hers. She moaned into him and they rocked together, their wolves rising just enough to make it interesting. When he pulled back, breathless, he leaned his forehead against hers.

I hate that I have to head to a freaking meeting right now, he growled. His wolf was too close to the surface, and he had to take deep breaths so he could regain control. 

Im sure I can find a way to make a little quickie worth your while. Gina kissed his jaw and he swallowed hard.

You know nothing we ever do is quick.

Well, remember that time out in the woods on our way to the Talons for that Pack circle? Gina bit his jaw, sending a growl through them both. We had to be pretty fast then.

Quinn ran his hands up her back and let one palm cup the back of her hair. His fingers tightened and she let out a moan. Weve been quick before I suppose. He met her gaze. Weve been slow, quick, and everything in between.

Gina smiled up at him, her eyes brightening. I guess thats what happens when youve been together as long as we have.

Quinn smiled as well and leaned down to take her lips with his. I love you, Gina.

She kissed him back before pulling away. I love you too, Quinn. Now, why dont you tell me what else happened today.

He closed his eyes. Gideon mentioned that he and Brie are talking about having a baby.

Gina stiffened for a moment before relaxing, but he could tell shed forced herself to do so. Theyve been mated for over a year now. And the Alpha and his mate need to have children. She paused. And I know Brie will be a wonderful mother. Shes a submissive and so nurturing. And Gideon? Well, it will be fun to see him stumble around, you know?

Quinn cupped her face. We can try again, Gina.

His mate closed her eyes. We tried for five years, Quinn. And it didnt happen. It doesnt happen for everyone. I get that. We have Jesse. Jesse was Quinns son from his first mating, and Gina had helped raise him as her own. 

Quinn ran his thumb over Ginas cheekbone. And Jesse is everything. I know that. I also know that Walker, Hannah, and Mark have been working on a way to try and help us.

Gina sighed. We took a decade off, Quinn. A decade because I was scared. I got on birth control and we just…coasted.

Quinn cupped her face. There was nothing coasting about our time together. If you want to try again, we can. Because I know the Healers want to help, and I want you to be happy.

I dont need my own children to be happy, Gina said, and Quinn nodded.

I know. We can adopt, or we can do what weve been doing. Weve waited as long as we have because we are happy. But Ive seen the way you look at the pups and the way you look at the expectant mothers. He sighed. I look at them the same way.

Gina was quiet for so long he felt as if hed messed up by saying anything. I want to try again. Im scared, but I want to try again.

His arms tightened around her and he forced himself not to hug her too tightly. Sounds like a plan, he said casually, though he was anything but casual. 

And no matter what happens, I love you. And Jesse. Gina sounded a hell of a lot stronger than he did.

No matter what happens, shed said. No matter what happened, theyd be together. Theyd been through hell and had found their fate. Now they would take the next step. Again. Because he would do anything for the woman in his arms.

Anything.




TWO





Gina wasnt about to get her hopes up, but after ten years of living in a new kind of peace, she couldnt help it. She and Quinn had tried to have a baby for five years after their mating. When nothing had come of it except countless disappointments, theyd stopped trying. Shed gone on birth control, and theyd spent ten years protecting their Pack and raising Jesse. Shed watched the rest of her siblings grow up as well as her countless cousins, and shed never once regretted stopping the pain of trying. If she had continued to try, she might have gone down a dark hole she wouldnt have found a way out of. 

Instead, shed learned her new role as Enforcer of the Redwood Pack and had found a deep sense of happiness with her mate. 

Quinn was her everything, and nothing would change that.

And now, she had him by her side as the Healerspast and present from two Packsworked together to find a way to help her. Them. The three had come close in the past year or so since Finn, her brother and Heir to the Pack, had needed their help to Heal his wolf. 

Since Gina was a half-wolf, she couldnt go through typical fertility treatments like humans. And thanks to the fact that she was also half witch, sometimes typical Healer connections that went between a Pack member and the Healer went haywire. 

Dont be scared, Hannah said softly. Well take as long as you need. Ginas aunt leaned close, and Gina inhaled her honey and crisp apple scent. She loved that scent. It smelled of home and healing. You know it took me a while to get pregnant with the twins, and I had two men in my life.

Gina nodded and let out a breath, calming herself. I do, and I will always remember the way you held me after each time the stick never went the right color.

Quinn was there for you, too, and I know hell be right here by your side.

Gina knew that with every breath of her soul, and thats why she felt confident enough to do this. So, what does this entail? 

Were going to put you to sleep and try to find the connections between you and the goddess that might be fraying, Hannah said simply. We might be in a highly technological age, but were still of magic. And both of us are witches.

Gina smiled. Then lets do this.

Hannah kissed her temple. Lets do this.





All in all, she didnt feel any different. Shed gone to sleep one moment, and had woken up another moment with Quinns arms around her. She hadnt been awake for the chanting or candles or the way her bond to the Pack had been plucked and played with during the procedure. If shed been human, any of this would have sounded crazy, but she wasnt, and this was her life now.

Quinn kissed the back of her neck, and she grinned. You feel okay, little witch?

She rolled her eyes and turned in his arms. Im fine. Though I dont know if I should be. I mean, I did just let myself be put to sleep while people chanted over me.

Her mate chuckled roughly. Were a different breed. Thats probably why the humans are a little afraid.

Gina pushed the thoughts of the upcoming battles out of her mind and tried to focus on the present. Shed fought for her Pack and her son, Jesse, for so long, that she knew it was okay to be a little selfish now. 

Instead, she kissed her mates chin and bit down softly. He growled, and she couldnt help but shiver in his arms. Goddess, she loved this man, loved him more now than she had when shed first mated him.

As soon as she was about to push him against the wall and have her wicked way with him, someone cleared their throat behind them.

She closed her eyes and had to hold back a laugh. 

That damn pup of ours has horrible timing, Quinn growled.

Gina kissed her mates chest before turning in his arms to look at their son.

Jesse smiled softly at them, his dark hair in need of a cut and coming dangerously close to covering his eyes. Though no matter the hair, she could still see the secrets in those eyes.

Their son was hiding something. Something that pained him, and there wasnt anything Gina could do about it. He was of age now, an adult in his own right. She couldnt force him to tell her everything. He loved her like his own mother, even though his mom still lived.

Helena had been banished from the Pack during the initial stages of Gina and Quinns mating. Yet Jesse had accepted Gina, full stop, with no boundaries.

She would always be grateful for that.

Just as she would be grateful for the time when Jesse finally told them what was on his mind.

She had her son, her mate, and, she thought as she put her hand on her belly, one day soon, she might have another child to call her own.

She was happy.

She just hoped shed stay that way.




THREE





Quinn leaned back on the bed, his chest sweat-slick and his breath coming in pants. Gina leaned into him, her own body shaking. He couldnt help the smug smile from forming at how sated she looked. He knew how to take care of his mate.

Gina punched him in the side. For someone so sated, she could still hit pretty damn hard.

I know youre doing that grin of yours that tells everyone that can see it that youre a man and you made your woman come four times. Stop it.

Quinn reached around and cupped her breast. When she let out a little gasp, his grin widened. It was five times, actually.

Whatever. That third time was kind of small so I guess I just counted it as part of two.

Quinn let out a growl before turning over. The laughter in her eyes told him shed been joking, but now he had to prove he could get to six. 

She put her hands on his chest and shook her head. Oh, alpha mate of mine, Im good. I promise. She winced. And kind of sore, so maybe we should take a break.

Immediately, Quinn lowered himself to the side and petted her. Im sorry, little witch.

Gina sighed and Quinn tucked her close. Im worried, Quinn.

He kept stroking her. About having a baby? Weve only just started trying again.

She shook her head then stopped. Well, Im a little worried about that. But more about Jesse. Hes been acting weird. Havent you noticed? Hes hiding something, and its worrying me.

Quinn leaned back but kept his hands on his mate. I dont know what he could be hiding. Jesses always told us what hes thinking, what hes doing. Even as he grew up and turned into the man hes become, hes always let us in. Quinn didnt like that he couldnt tell what was wrong with his son. For too long it had been him and Jesse against the world. When Gina had come into their lives, it had been for the better, even if hed fought the mating at first.

Do you think its because were trying for a baby? Gina asked, her voice uncharacteristically small.

Quinn immediately covered Ginas body with his own, taking her chin in his hand while leaning on his other arm. Never think that. He always wanted this for us, even when he was a little kid and helping you learn to knit.

Gina blinked away a tear, and he kissed the edge of her temple. I sucked at knitting.

Jesse was better.

His mate snorted. I guess youre right. I just worry about him.

He kissed her nose then lay back down next to her. I worry, too. His wolf paced and he let out a breath. I think its time I confront him.

Gina sat up. We will talk to him. Not just you. And dont use words like confront. Well ask, well talk, well support. Confront might make him feel like were ganging up on him.

Quinn let out a growl and sat up next to her. Im a wolf. I confront.

Wolves also prowl and work as a Pack.

Our son will be okay, Quinn said after a moment.

Hell be okay, Gina repeated.





They sat together in the living room, going over the latest news reports from Washington as they waited for Jesse to come home. While Jesse could have moved out a couple of years ago, hed stayed with them after the Unveiling. Quinn liked having his son in the house, even if it took a little extra effort to make sure that whenever he and Gina wanted…to let out their wolves, they were alone. They had to be careful.

Though considering Jesse was a grown man now, Quinn just had to be thankful theyd soundproofed the bedrooms when they had.

When the front door opened and Jesse walked in, Quinn and Gina looked toward their son. While Gina tried to act casual about it, Quinn wasnt as good at that.

Jesse froze before raising his chin. He met Quinns eyes before lowering his head. While Jesse was a dominant wolf, he still wasnt as dominant at Quinn. That might change eventually, but for now, Jesse couldnt keep eye contact.

Whats up? Jesse cleared this throat and stuck his hands in his pockets.

Jesse, you need to tell us whats wrong, Gina blurted. She stood and gave Quinn a look he couldnt interpret. Im sorry. I tried to come up with ways to be all nonchalant and work my way up to it, but were wolves and Im not good at that. So, son, honey, tell us whats wrong. Whats put that look in your eyes?

Jesse opened his mouth, but nothing came out.

Upset that something was wrong with his boy, Quinn stood and moved toward Jesse. Tell us, Jesse. Youre hurting. My wolf can feel it.

Jesse sighed and leaned into Quinns shoulder. Quinn wrapped his arms around his child, and then his mate, as Gina worked her way to their sides. 

Helena is back.

It was a whisper, but Quinn heard it. Every muscle in his body tensed and he let a low growl escape him. Helena had broken the bond with Quinn so she could leave and be on her own. It had almost killed him; had shattered him, really.

And yet, he would have survived easily if it hadnt been for Jesse. The pain of what Helena did to their son was what almost destroyed him.

Her betrayal had almost killed Jesse.

Gina had saved him.

Gina had saved Quinn.

And now, Helena was back.

Why is she back? Gina asked. Shes banished.

Jesse shook against them, and Quinn held him tighter. I dont know. I saw her outside the wards when I was doing a perimeter check and she called my name. I ran, Mom and Dad. I ran, and I didnt look back. I ran, though I told my partner about her. No one could find Helena. It makes me a coward, right? A freaking coward.

Quinn put his hand on the back of Jesses head before pulling back. You are not a coward.

Your fathers right. You ran because of your instincts and nothing more. I dont know why that woman is back, but we will find out.

I dont know what to do, Jesse finally whispered. Im sorry I kept it from you.

Gina kissed Jesses cheek and met Quinns eyes. We will figure it out, Jesse. No matter what, you are not alone. You are our family. We will take care of that woman as a family. As a Pack.

Quinn couldnt have said it better himself. 

There was something hurting his family, his Pack, and they would find it and make it stop.

No matter what.




FOUR





Gina put her hand to her belly and tried not to hope. Being sick that morning and having a slight headache could have been nothing. Though for a wolf, it sometimes meant a little more.

It had only been a few weeks, but she had a feeling that whatever the Healers had done, might have worked. Again, though, she wouldnt try to hope.

Instead, she would roll back her shoulders and go with her son on another patrol. They hadnt found Helena, except for a scent that reminded Gina of her. Only the smell seemed worn, frayed…and slightly faded.

Jesse bumped into her shoulder, and she smiled at the man her son had become. It didnt matter that she hadnt been the one to birth him, he was hers. He called her Mom and came to her when he needed her. She couldnt have asked for a better person to call her son.

And soon, I will have another to join him, she thought to herself.

If not now, soon. She could feel it.

Are you ready? Jesse asked, and she nodded. 

A familiar scent reached them, and she looked over her shoulder as Quinn made his way over.

What are you doing here? she asked, suddenly on alert. I thought you were meeting with Finn.

Quinn shook his head. He and Brynn had a thing, so my meeting was postponed. I thought Id go on patrol with you two in case we catch her scent.

A thing? Jesse asked, and Gina laughed.

Quinn chuckled. Yes, son, theyre newly mated. You can guess what they were up to.

Jesse winced before leaning into Ginas shoulder. Its like being around you two, like all the time.

Gina punched his shoulder lightly and rolled her eyes. Shut it. Just wait until you find your mate.

Jesses eyes went dreamy. I cant wait.

Quinn pulled Gina close and whispered in her ear too low for Jesse to hear, I wonder if hes met someone.

Ginas heart clutched but then she smiled. I hope so.

They moved as a unit and did their duty, all the while talking softly about what was going on in their lives. From the protective look in Quinns eyes, Gina had a feeling he was wondering if she was pregnant, just as she was. They would have to worry about that soon.

When an all too familiar scent hit Ginas nose, all three of them froze.

Helena, Quinn growledlow, deadly.

The woman who had once been Quinns mate crept out of the shadows. Jesse and Quinn both moved to cover Gina, and Gina held back a growl of her own. She would let them protect her like this just this once. If it were anyone else, she might have bitten their heads off for that display, but they were in a different position now with Helena…and what might be growing in Ginas womb.

The other woman surprised Gina by going to her knees and baring her throat. What had once been a glorious woman with an inner strength that bordered on vanity, was now a pale shadow. She had grown dangerously thin, and her hair was cropped close to her head but not in a flattering fashion. Dark circles under her eyes emphasized the paleness of her skin.

What are you doing here? Gina asked. What do you need, Helena.

Helena raised her head but didnt meet any of their eyes. I…I didnt mean to scare him. She looked at Jesse before turning away. I just…Im afraid. Im afraid of whats coming with the humans and the way it is out here. I know I dont deserve to be here, I know I broke trust, but I need help.

If this woman hadnt tried to kill her son, if she hadnt tried to kill countless people to get her way, Gina might have felt more forgiving. But Helena had never once been sorry for what she did. She might be now, but it was because shed been put in a corner.

You should go away, Helena, Jesse said calmly. Much more calmly than Gina felt. Youre not welcome here anymore. You betrayed your Pack, and therefore, the Redwoods.

But Jesse

Quinn growled, cutting her off. Go, Helena. My son has spoken. We wont hurt you, we wont come after you, but you cant stay here. I know this is a time of unrest, but we cant be the ones to help you. There are other dens if you truly need a Pack, or you can live as you have, on your own.

Helena stood on shaky legs and nodded. I…Im sorry.

Gina sighed. I think you are now. But you killed your own for greed. If youve truly grown in the time since weve last seen you, then you can work with another Pack that might take you in. It wont be us, Helena. She looked at the other woman with pity. It cant be us. By all rights, you forfeited your life all those years ago, and again by coming near here. Dont test the strength of the Pack, Helena. Find a new home.

She hated sounding so callous, but this woman had caused the death of others. Shed risked the lives of the Pack for her greed. Shed almost killed Jesse when he was just a little boy. Helena might find her own resolution and safety, but it couldnt be with the Talons or Redwoods.

Helena nodded again before turning to leave. I understand.

Jesse let out a curse and moved forward. Quinn growled, but Gina put her hand on her mates back. Do you need money?

Helena looked over her shoulder. No, I have money. But…but thank you.

With that, she left, and Gina held out her arm. Jesse came toward her and gave her a hug.

Im sorry, baby, Gina whispered.

Jesse just let out a breath. I know. And I know we couldnt let her stay here. Not with so many pups that could get hurt because of her.

Quinn pulled them both close, and Gina couldnt help but relax somewhat in his arms. 

We should get back behind the wards, Gina said softly. Just in case.

Quinn nodded before he froze. His nostrils flared and he looked down at her before going to his knees.

Gina inhaled a sharp intake of breath. What is it?

Quinn looked up at her, his wolf in his eyes. Youre pregnant.

Jesse let out a soft whoop and hugged her close. Hell, yeah! Im going to be a big brother.

So much for her thought that Jesse would be worried about a new baby in the family.

Ginas eyes filled and she tugged on Quinn so he stood in front of her. He smiled that smug grin she secretly loved, and she fell in love with him all over again.

Were going to have a baby, Gina said softly.

Quinn picked her up and twirled her around. She wrapped her arms around his neck as Jesse stood to the side, keeping his attention on their safety, even as he celebrated with them.

Im one lucky wolf, Quinn said after hed put her down.

Gina kissed his jaw and put her hands over her belly. Im the lucky one.

We all are, Jesse put in, and she laughed.

So, little witch, what do you say? You ready to have my baby? You ready for our future?

Gina looked up at the mate who had been part of her life for sixteen years, and yet it only felt like a blink of time. No matter what happened with the world around them, she knew Quinn was hers and hers alone.

If our future is anything like our past, I cant wait.

And with that, her mate kissed her hard and Jesse let out another whoop just like he had when he was a boy.

This was their life. She had her wicked wolf, and now shed have her future, wicked and all.
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Brynn needed this date night to actually work out. In fact, she needed her anniversary with Finn to work out, as well. The fact that they hadnt been together for a full year, but rather a mere few months shouldnt matter. This night needed to be perfect.

Only Brynn wasnt the girly-girl the others in her Pack were, and had no idea how to plan a romantic date. She was more the bang against the wall typemoaning and howling while all sweaty. Finn, while more dominant that her by a mere breath despite being a future Alpha, tended to be the more romantic of the two of them.

And that was something she could not tolerate today.

Not on the anniversary of their mating. 

She couldnt lose to him in the romance department.

And that she needed to make this a competition spoke to the fact that she would one day be the future Alphas mate. 

And that she was stubborn. But shh, dont mention that.

It was just that after the courtship theyd had and the hell theyd literally walked through, she wanted to make sure her mate knew how much he meant to her. Because of what had happened when hed been a child, it had taken far more strength and sacrifice than most wolves endured for the two of them to even find a way to make their mating work in the first place.

Shed taken a leap into the unknown with Finn, the Heir to a Pack not her own, and the son of an Alpha newly brought into the world as a power. But she wouldnt take back that decision for anything.

However, now she had to show her very alpha mate how much he meant to her, and do it in a romantic way. As much as she knew he loved it when she slammed him against a wall and had her wicked way with him, shed already done that the day before during their break from patrol.

So, their six-month anniversary had to be a little more special.

With a sigh, she pulled her long hair up into a ponytail and got to work making lists. She wasnt like her sister-in-law with her OCD nature and ability to organize anything, but she could at least try to make a plan.

She could do a picnic lunch with him during their break, but that would require her to cook or ask a friend or family member to cook for her.

She could find him a present that would make him smile.

She could cook for him like she hadnt wanted to with the picnic, but if she stayed within the house, it meant less travel.

Or you could get naked and wrap yourself up with a teeny-tiny bow, a deep voice rumbled from behind her.

She twisted in her seat, crumbling the paper with her list in her hand as she did so. Finn, she squeaked.

Squeaked. 

Brynn Brentwood-Jamenson did not squeak.

Her mate cupped her face in his large, callused hands and lowered his lips to hers. She sank into the kiss, her body practically melting into him. Her wolf reared up, pushing at them both, needing the man, the wolf, in front of her.

They were bonded on more than a human level, they were linked on a soul level. Their wolves were bonded, as well; a true mating that spoke of generations of commitment, love, and magic.

When Finn pulled back and rested his forehead on hers, they both panted, trying to catch their breath.

Heck of a list, baby.

Her cheeks warming, she tried to pull back, but his hold on the back of her head kept her in place. You werent supposed to see that. She lowered her eyes, embarrassed, then cursed and met his gaze once more.

He kissed the tip of her nose, his green eyes glowing with need, with the power of his wolf. No need to lower your eyes for me, princess. You know better than that. Youre my equal. In wolf, in dominance, in life. Now, why are you embarrassed about that list?

She could have broken his hold, and frankly, he would have let her go if she moved. Hed never hurt her, never clip her wings. He was a dominant male, who loved his dominant mate. 

Argh. You werent supposed to see that list, she repeated. I wanted to be all romantic and find something to do with you for our anniversary, but I could only come up with cliché things that didnt seem like us. She nuzzled into his hand, her wolf stretching her claws, practically purring. And the fact that those romantic things didnt seem like us annoyed me. Why cant I be romantic, Finn?

To her horror, tears stung her eyes.

Finn immediately moved, forcing her to his lap as he held her close. Shh, princess. Its okay.

She wiggled, enjoying the way he hardened under her. I feel like an idiot.

You arent an idiot, he whispered as he kissed her temple. Youre my mate, and therefore, cannot be an idiot.

She snorted. Really? Thats your excuse? That seems a bit centered around you.

Well, Im a future Alpha, he said with a deep chuckle. Its kind of the point. He kissed the top of her head while his hand slowly roamed over her body. If he didnt quit that soon, shed be slamming him against a wall. Again. And Brynn? I dont care what we do on our anniversary, as long as Im with you. And you know what? This doesnt have to be all about what you can do for me. Maybe it should be what I should do for you? Or even what we can do for each other, with each other. Because I love you, mate of mine. Youre mine. Im yours. We chose each other when the world was against us, and you know what? Im going to spend every day knowing that youre mine, and Im yours. Showing you that.

Her heart melted, and she sank into him once again. 

Though I still think you naked with a bow might be nice.

She grinned wickedly and wiggled on his lap. Maybe we should get you a bow. I know exactly where to tie it.

He laughed before kissing her with the strength of an Alpha. Is it your turn or mine to be the one pressed against the wall?

Brynn licked her lips. Mine.

He wiggled his brows, folding his hands behind his head. Youre going to have to make me.

She growled low, though her wolf pleased by the challenge. Game on, mate.

Game on.

After they were sweaty and lying in a heap on the floor, Finns back a bit bruised from his turn against the wall, she curled into him, her wolf content.

So, she began, what do you really want to do for our anniversary?

You, he answered.

She punched him in the shoulder, but there wasnt much heat since hed taken most of her energy. Well, if we dont do something fun on our anniversary, then choose the night, Finn. Choose the night, and were going to play at romance and try something new.

Finn rolled so he hovered over her, his eyes dark, intent. Any night with you is something new, Brynn. But yeah, princess, Ill choose the night.

He kissed her softly, and she moaned.

I choose you, Brynn, he whispered once theyd made love once more. I choose you. Always and forever.

She closed her eyes, cherishing his words. She was his, and he was hers. And no matter how romantic she might want to be, she knew there was no greater romance than thisthan simply being with her mate.

She may not have figured out what they were doing to do for their date, but shed worry about that later. She had Finn in her arms, and that was all she needed.
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The wards hadnt fallen, and yet, Ryder was sure hed lost years of his life. He held Leah in his arms, her body cold to the touch, as he ran as fast as he could toward his home. He knew he should probably wait for Walker, but Leah had said she wanted to be home, and hed be damned if he refused her. Especially now.

Shed saved them all.

Again.

And now, she could die if he didnt get her warm; if he didnt find a way to make the mating bond feed her more energy. This had happened once before, of course, and that time, it had taken almost everything he had for Ryder to keep Leah alive.

Hed be damned if he lost her this time.

As soon as he got to the house, he held Leah close, used his palm print to get inside, and rushed to the bathroom and the giant tub they had for Leah to soak in nightly. She was a water witch and needed baths and swims to keep her powers replenished.

He just hated that she needed it tonight, but shed just about drained everything she had inside in order to save the Pack.

Instead of bothering to take off any of their clothes, he shuffled them both to the large, sunken tub and turned on the water to full blast and all the way to hot. Normally, it didnt matter to Leah what kind of water she soaked in, as long as it was clean, but she was so damn cold, he knew the heat was needed right now.

He slid his hands through her hair and kissed her forehead. Wake up, my witch. I need you to wake up.

Leah tilted her head back and blinked up at Ryder as she came awake. Ryder, she breathed, a smile forming on her face. Youre wearing your clothes in the bath.

His heartbeat steadily began to slow from the thudding pulse that had threatened to deafen him since the moment shed fallen into his arms on the battlefield. 

You scared the shit out of me, Leah. Dont do that again. You got me? I dont think I can take it.

She looked confused for a second at the tone of his voice before her eyes went dark, memories of what had happened coming back to her.

She turned in his arms so she knelt in front of him. With a flick of her wrist, a small wave of water reached out and turned off the taps to the bath. He would forever be in awe of her power, but right then, it scared the hell out of him because he knew she would use it all if she could. 

To protect those she loved.

When she cupped his face, his wolf pushed at him, needing her touch, needing to know she was his.

I cant promise that, Ryder. You know that.

He closed his eyes, taking a deep breath through his nose so he could control his emotions. His wolf had always been closer to the edge than others, a little darker, a little harder to control, and seeing his mates life in jeopardy just made it that much harder for him to rein in it.

I cant watch you almost die again, he whispered, his voice a growl.

She ran her hand through his hair, and he leaned into her touch. You wont. I knew how much I had left in my reserves, and I trusted you to know how to help me get out of the line of fire when I could no longer stand. She paused. I couldnt stand back and watch my people die because of ignorance. Every single able witch in this Pack helped, and because I was the strongest, I was the one out front. The one using what I could to take down that helicopter and then later to keep the wards up. I knew you wouldnt let me falter. I knew youd be my anchor in the storm. Youre my wolf, Ryder, my everything. I trusted you to guide me when I had nothing left.

He opened his eyes then, knowing his wolf was showing. Her words undid him, but of course, she knew that. Just like he knew his growl earlier had done the same to her.

I love you.

Her eyes brightened. I love you, too. And thank you for bringing me to our bathtub. I know you could have waited for Walker, but he should be with the wolves that truly need his Healing powers. And I know you could have taken us to our small lake, but then I wouldnt be able to do this. She rocked against him, and he growled.

Youre healing, witch. Dont play around. He gripped her hips, his cock hard and pressing against the seam of his fly. His jeans were wet, clinging to his skin, and he knew this was going to get uncomfortable quickly.

She leaned down, the long cascade of her wet hair draping both of them. Youre a wolf, darling. You like to play. She leaned up and cupped her breasts over her wet shirt. You know what this much healing energy at once does to me. You can feel it in the bond. She slowly stripped her shirt off her head, tossing the wet garment on the tile floor next to the tub. When she took off her bra, he let out a growl, his fingertips digging hard into her hips.

Temptress.

Im your witch, she said, her hands on her breasts. Make love to me, Ryder. Hold me and make me believe its just the two of us right now. I dont want to think about the world outside; about whats to come. I only want to think of you. You and me. Can you do that? Can you make me forget, if only for a moment?

Ryder straightened so he was sitting up with Leah seated directly over his cock. Though they both wore jeans, he could feel the heat of her through their clothing and the water.

Always, my witch. Always.

He tangled his fingers in her hair and brought his lips to hers. Taking off their clothing was tricky, but thats why he had claws, and she had magic.

And as they made love in their tub, her healing energy wrapped around them both, bringing them even closer than before.

Hed almost lost her once, twice, and now once more.

Ryder would be damned if he lost his witch again.
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Gideon fisted his hands at his sides and tried not to let the fact that his wolf was trying to push at him show. Of course, since it was his mate staring back at him, he figured he wasnt hiding it as much as he thought.

When she raised a brow at him and gently placed her hand on his chest, he knew hed failed.

He never could hide anything from Brie.

Then again, he wasnt sure he should.

What you are going all big bad wolf about? Brie asked, laughter in her eyes. The damn woman always seemed to know when he needed a kick in the butteven if he wasnt sure himself.

Gideon sighed and rested his forehead on his mates. She was so tiny compared to him, but they made it work. This time, she stood on the step coming off their back deck while he had his bare feet on the grass at the bottom of the stairs. 

My wolf needs a run, but I just had one. Hence why he was barefoot. Hed just gotten back from a solo hunt through their forest beneath their ever-weakening wards. Hed run as hard as he could, trying to beat down the inherent rage and fear running through his veins.

An Alpha could not show fear.

A good Alpha did not show rage.

Hed thrown on the jeans hed left on the side of the deck, and had stood under the moonlight alone for a full twenty minutes before Brie had come outside.

Hed almost been able to breathe again before he scented her, but as soon as she came near, his wolf slammed into him once more.

It wanted Brie.

He wanted Brie.

And though she was his, his brain wasnt fully functioning at the moment. He supposed thats what happened when his mate became pregnant in the middle of a war.

Brie slid her hands up his chest and cupped his face. Youre taking on too much, you know. Maybe you and I should take some time and just be the two of us, mate to mate, not Alpha and Alphas mate. She kissed his chin, and his wolf nudged at him. We could use a few hours to play big bad wolf and his submissive.

He let out a growl, his fingers digging into her hips as he took a deep breath through his nose. Of course, that just made him scent her more, and he had to let out that breath so he could keep from flipping her over and pounding into her like a crazed wolf.

Although they both liked it when he did that, so maybe he shouldnt be holding back.

Im thinking myself into circles, and my brain is going to explode. He let out a rough chuckle before pulling back so he could rub his neck. I think taking time off to be with you might be the thing I need most.

Brie rolled her eyes. Well, of course, my idea is the best idea. Its my idea.

He snorted. I thought submissives were supposed to be sweet and docile?

She let out a short growl that made his cock hard. He loved it when she growled. Ill show you whos submissive.

Gideon lowered his head and bit the fleshy part of her lower lip gently. Bries eyes dilated before the bright yellow ring around the iris brightened. Her wolf had come to the surface, as eager as his.

The big bad wolf is out to play again, she breathed once he moved his lips from hers.

Only with you, Brie. Only with you. He lowered his mouth to hers once again, needing her taste. She groaned, and he slid his arms around her, needing her close. Im going to make you come, Brie. Right here in our backyard with only the trees to keep us from view. Do you want that? Do you want my hands on you, down your pants, on that sweet heat of yours?

In answer, his mate rolled her hips toward him, and his cock pressed firmly into her belly. His mouth on hers, he deftly undid the button on her jeans before sliding his hand down the gentle slope of her abs and beneath the line of her panties.

She gasped into his mouth, riding his hand as he flicked his fingers over her clit and between her folds. He used his other hand to grasp the back of her neck and force her gaze to his. 

Come for me, mate. Come on my hand. Let me watch you fall over that edge.

Bries mouth parted, and she moaned as she came, her breaths coming in pants, and her inner walls clamping around two of his fingers.

Beautiful, he breathed. As her breathing calmed, he slowly removed his hand from her pants. He traced her lips with one wet finger before licking the rest with his tongue. Sweet.

Her tongue darted out and licked up the wetness hed left behind. He was pretty sure that action had to be the hottest thing hed ever seen, and they were both still mostly clothed. If he werent careful, hed come in his pants like a damn teenage pup.

You know, you go all wolf when you watch me do that, Brie said with a small laugh. More like caveman-wolf with the whole grunting and claiming thing.

He let out a growl and smacked her butt. She let out a gasp, and he grinned. You make me that way. Now, lets go inside so I can make you come again.

She rolled her eyes but didnt protest as he lifted her into his arms and carried her into the house. What about the whole outdoors thing? I thought you were going to take me there?

Gideon shrugged as he set her down on their couch. I changed my mind.

She cupped her face before he moved down to kiss her again. Feel better?

He nodded, knowing it was the truth. I just needed you, he whispered. No more running.

No more running, she whispered.

And when they made love there, and later in their bedroom, he knew hed been telling the truth. Hed only needed her to calm him, to think once again. His brain couldnt quite function without her, but that was okay. Thats what mates were for. Without her, his life had been a tattered form of what it could be, but now, hed found true happiness. 

And soon, theyd have another blessing, another form of fate.

Their child.

And when that day came, he prayed they would live in a time where their destiny wasnt in question, when a war didnt brew on all sides.

But for now, hed take his mate and his fate.

And that, Gideon thought, was all he needed.
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Crap! Crappity, crap, crap, crap, Miranda whispered frantically as she hopped on one foot. Praying she didnt fall, she leaned one hand on the bed and rubbed the ball of her foot with her other.

The culprit of her pain looked up at her, innocent, unyielding.

Why did Gunners toy have to be in the middle of the floor like that?

Gunner, their lovely mutt of a dog, walked in, his head low and his tail dragging. Their baby seemed to know hed left his Chompion in the wrong place.

Of course, the dog always left his things there since he liked to make sure they were near her and Decker while they slept. He usually tossed his big body on the end of the bed to snore away but kept his toys down below so he could protect them.

At the sight of his big, sad eyes, Miranda sighed and put her foot gingerly back down on the floor while holding out her hand for the big lug.

Come here, Gunner, she said, laughter in her tone, though she tried to sound stern. 

He lowered his head and dragged himself to her, sitting at her feet. Darn this dog for being so cute. How was she supposed to be mad at him?

It was much easier being angry at his dad. Though she wasnt sure she could keep that up with Decker either. The two males had her wrapped around their fingers. Or paw in Gunners case. Of course, if they ever knew that, shed be in trouble.

Hence why she needed to at least fake being stern with the dog.

What did I tell you about leaving your toys in the middle of the floor? 

He whined, and she knew her resolve would only last a few more minutes. 

He blinked up at her, and she knew shed lost. This puppy had her heart, just like his owner. Damn men in her life.

Be careful next time, okay?

He thumped his tail and put his nose in her palm. She grinned despite herself and knelt in front of him to rub down his now shaking body. He was just so happy to be touched and loved.

I love you, too. 

Look at this, my dog making time with my girl. Seems I shouldnt leave the two of you alone for too long.

She looked up at her husband, the love of her life, and her brothers best friend as he strolled into the bedroom. He wore only low-slung jeans and a smile. The damn man was too sexy for his own good.

And all hers.

All. Freaking. Hers.

Gunner left her arms at the sound of Deckers voice and raced to him, his tail wagging his entire body at this point. Decker rubbed him down and kissed the top of his head before looking up at Miranda.

She stood, her hands on her hips and a smile on her face. You clean up after yourself, so I dont think theres any worry that Ill leave you for him. Ill just keep you both.

Decker licked his lips and made his way over to her. She raised her chin and fell into him as he cupped her face with one hand and gripped her hair with the other. She shivered and blinked up at him.

Hi, she breathed.

Hi. He kissed her hard, the contact intoxicating and hers.

I need to go, she said softly. Im running late, and the teacher cant be tardy on a school day.

Her husband kissed her softly once more and reached around to pat her ass. Ill see you when you get home, pipsqueak.

She narrowed her eyes. I thought you stopped calling me that. She ran her hands over his chest, all muscles and man. 

I like calling you that, he said with a wink and pinched her butt before taking a step back. Love you.

It didnt matter how long shed been married, she would never get tired of the feeling of hearing him say those words. It had taken so much for them to even get this far, and yet, theyd fallen even harder for each other as time moved on. Decker might have started out as her brothers best friend, but he was hers in every way that mattered.

Love you, too.

He kissed her once more, patted Gunners head, and left her standing there with her gaze on his very firm butt.

She sighed and laughed as Gunner leaned into her legs, his wide eyes looking solemnly at her. I love you, too. And now Im really late.

She quickly picked up her things and headed out to her car. Her stomach rolled as she drove, and she put her hand on her belly, annoyed that it would choose now to feel off. Of course, she felt like she needed to throw up on the day she was running late. Why wouldnt she?

As she pulled into the parking lot, she waved at a few passing students as well as the staff who walked past. She tried to keep a smile on her face, but she really wasnt feeling well. Sweat pooled on her brow, and she had trouble breathing, her head hurting as she tried to keep from throwing up in her car. She probably should have called Decker at this point because he got a little Dom-y when she was sick, but first, she needed to get out of her vehicle and try not to lose what little she had in her stomach.

She could not get sick right now. 

On wobbly legs, she made her way into the school, past the teachers lounge, and into the staff bathroom without passing out. She figured that was a win. Frankly, she wasnt sure she could deal with making a scene once again; she was already the woman who had been stalked by another teacher. She hated being the center of attention.

Miranda went to the sink to splash water on her face but groaned instead.

Hell, she mumbled. She barely made it to the stall in time, doing her best to ignore the feeling of the cool tile under her knees. It might be early morning, but who knew what was on the floor.

When she finished emptying her stomach, she sighed and cleaned up, her body shaky. The first bell rang, and she cursed. She had five minutes to make it to her classroom and not look like a zombie walking.

Her skin was pale, you could tell she was clammy, and her hair was all frizzy. Definitely not the picture of professionalism. 

Her stomach rolled again, and she ran to the stall, pulling out her phone to text her fellow teacher as she did so.

This morning was so not going well.




TWO





Decker ran a hand over his face and cursed, remembering he had on his work gloves at the last minute. It was hot as hell outside, and they were in the process of removing a roof that would not die. Sweat slid down his back and face, and now that hed run his gloved hand over himself, he was even dirtier than he had been before. 

The sun beat down on him, and he was pretty sure hed lost a few pounds just from sweat and the fact that he hadnt eaten since breakfast. Hell, his quick bite of toast and egg whites with Miranda that morning seemed like far too long ago. Hed also eaten most of her portion because she hadnt been in the mood, but that only meant that she was probably starving, as well.

He knew shed packed her lunch that morning, and hopefully, shed take a break to eat when she could. She was just as bad as he was when it came to taking care of himself during a work day.

Drink this, Luc said as he handed over a bottle of water. Condensation had accumulated on the outside of it, and Decker grinned, knowing it would be cool on his hot, parched throat.

Thanks, man, Decker said with a grunt as he took the bottle from his brother-in-law and co-worker. He twisted off the cap and drank down half the contents in one go. His throat practically sighed in happiness at the pure taste. Later, hed have a beer and drink it much the same way after a day like this.

Its hot as hell out here, Luc said after hed finished off his own bottle. Im going to be happy when we can get back to our air-conditioned office. He rubbed his shoulder, and Decker winced for the man. The gunshot wound had healed, but Decker was pretty sure Luc would be sore there after long days for years to come. Im not as young as I used to be.

Decker snorted. None of us are. He looked around the roof and then back up at the sky. Not a cloud to be seen. Fuck. Okay, guys, take five. Get hydrated and put on sunscreen since I dont want you guys complaining about burns tomorrow.

The other guys nodded, sending out thanks and grunts before doing as Decker ordered. It was good to be the boss sometimes.

I could use another bottle of water, Luc said as he turned and made his way off the roof. Decker followed after hed guzzled the rest of his drink. Man, Im exhausted. Meghan was up half the night sick as a dog, and I didnt want her to be alone so we got like no sleep. Thankfully, shes working in the greenhouse today, so I know shes sitting down a bit.

Morning sickness? Decker asked. 

Yeah, apparently it hit her hard with Cliff and Sasha. But since I wasnt here then… The other man trailed off. I still cant believe I missed out on ten years with her.

Decker sighed. You lost ten years, but you have way more than that left. She got two kids out of the deal with that jerkwad ex of hers, and now the asshole is in prison where he belongs. You guys are going to have another baby soon, and your brood will keep growing. Losing ten years sucks, but hell, youre a family now. Love it.

You know I do. Luc looked out over the project site and cursed. And hell, theres my lovely wife now. Of course, she couldnt stay away, even when its hot as hell.

Decker grinned as Luc went off without as much as a goodbye to see his pregnant wife and best friend. While Luc had married his best friend, Decker had married his best friends little sister and didnt mind the fact that they all gave him shit for it. Of course, as soon as he saw the way Luc doted on Meghan, it just brought forth images of Decker doting on Miranda. Theyd only just started to try to have a baby, and he knew it would be a little while yet until he was holding her hair back during her bouts of morning sickness. But it couldnt come soon enough.

He freaking loved that woman, and couldnt wait to see her round with his child. Of course, it would be nice if she could take some time off since she was a little stressed these days. She worked too hard, but hell, so did every teacher he knew. There was no way hed tell her not to work, so theyd just have to find balance. They always did.

By the time the day was over and hed sent the crew home, he was covered in sweat and dirt, more than a few scrapes, and had a massive headache. But the former roof was gone, and they were ready to start the next phase. He drove home, Miranda on his mind, and in desperate need of a shower.

When he walked into the house he shared with his very adorable wife and dog, he smiled at the scent of cooked meat and vegetables. Though he needed a shower, he dropped off his things near the door and made his way into the kitchen where his sexy as all hell wife danced in front of the stove, stirring the contents of the wok with one hand and reading her Kindle from the other.

She wiggled that very delectable ass of hers around as she hummed to herself. How she could cook, read, dance, sing, and nod at the dog, who slept in the corner, all at once was beyond him. Yet he loved her even more because of it. So fucking much.

He also couldnt keep his eyes off her ass, and knew hed be fucking it later. Because, hell, they both loved when he did that.

When she set her spoon down, he cleared his throat. Hed have moved closer, tugging on her hips to grind his now hard cock against her, but he didnt want to startle her. He knew better than to sneak up on her after what had happened before.

He pushed those thoughts from his mind as she turned around, a smile on her face. She wore a tank top and very short shorts. And because the gods loved him, she wore no bra, so her nipples poked at her shirt, begging for his tongue.

Youre home, she said with a smile. Her gaze raked over him, her eyes darkening. And youre dirty.

Not as dirty as you, he growled and stalked toward her. He wrapped her hair around his fist, tilted her head to the side, and licked up her neck before gently biting down.

Decker, she breathed.

I want to fuck you. Lick. Suck. Bite. Kiss.

I need to turn the burner off first.

Lick. Suck. Bite. Kiss.

Let me get you off here, then well eat. Then Ill eat you. Then Ill fuck you.

Her head rolled back as he slid his hand under her shorts. He speared her, fucking her with his fingers as his thumb flicked her clit.

Decker, she breathed again as she came. He loved that she was such a quick trigger. His wife was a siren when she came, all sweetness, heat, and everything.

Love you, he growled.

Lick. Suck. Bite. Kiss.

Love you, too, bad boy. She kissed his chin. Now, go shower before dinner because youre not getting our chair dirty.

He chuckled then. Yeah, being married was nothing like hed thought it would be, and yet everything he wanted.

Perfection.




THREE





Miranda flushed the toilet one more time and sighed. If she didnt get over this stomach flu of hers soon, she was going to freak out on someone. It had been a few days now, and while she hadnt missed work or lost sleep because of it, she was pretty sure Decker would find out soon.

She didnt know why she was hiding that she was throwing up every morning from him, other than the fact that she didnt want him to worry about her.

Of course, hed asked her that morning why she looked pale, so he probably already knew. And the man had done his best to make sure she ate and was pampered, so really, he already knew but was pretending he didnt for her.

The damn man was way too perceptive. And too good for her.

And she loved him more each day.

She quickly brushed her teeth with the toothbrush shed brought with her to work and went back to her classroom. The final bell had rung an hour ago, and she would be in meetings with students and their parents for the next few hours. 

While most of her appointments were with students who didnt try and didnt turn in paperwork as well as their parents, there was one meeting that genuinely hurt her heart. This one student tried so hard, and yet no matter what he did, he just couldnt get it right. She helped as much as she could, and had even looked into other ways she could aid him in case it was a learning disability, but so far, shed come up blank.

Hopefully, after this meeting with his parents, shed figure out a new plan. Because there was no way shed let this student fail if she could help it.

As soon as she entered her classroom, she knew something was wrong. That student sat in a chair between his two very harried but perceptive parents. They smiled up at her sadly, but her vision went blurry.

She tried to open her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Instead, she went lightheaded. In the distance, she heard someone calling her name, yelling for her, but she couldnt quite figure it out. She fell to the ground, the darkness overtaking her.





She woke up to a frantic student above her, as well as a few teachers and parents. She blinked and tried to focus.

What happened? she asked and closed her eyes. She could really use some water.

You passed out, her student, Chad, whispered. Mom called the ambulance when Dad went for help. I stayed by you in case, you know, you woke up. You scared us.

She tried to reassure him, but she wasnt quite up to it yet.

Ambulance? she asked.

Yes, maam, Chads father answered. They should be here any moment.

Since you lost consciousness for a moment, it sounded like a good idea, Chads mother added.

Miranda sighed. Shed have argued with them, but she couldnt at the moment; not when she wasnt up to her normal self.

Okay, she said as the paramedics walked into the classroom.

What do we have here? the first one asked, and Miranda sighed once again. 

Call Decker, will you? she mumbled to one of her co-workers. Not the whole family because you know how they are, but call my husband?

No problem, honey, she answered back.

Miranda let the paramedics take care of her, even though shed rather have taken care of herself. It was only a little dizzy spell, she explained. Ive been sick for a few days.

They nodded but didnt stop their tests. By the time theyd put her in the ambulance and were on the way to the hospital, she was sure everyone was overreacting. She just needed to eat something or have a little bit more water to get hydrated. Now the school would be talking about this once again. Shed already had the school talk about her enough.

It took no time at all, surprisingly, for her to be settled into a private area in the emergency room and for a nurse to do a few more tests on her. She answered their questions, but all she wanted was Decker. Yes, she had an amazing family who could be overwhelming at times, but she just needed her husband now.

Hed be there soon, and then he could take her home.

After all, it was just a little flu.




FOUR





Decker slammed through the emergency room doors and ran to the front desk. Good thing there wasnt anyone waiting in line already, and there werent any small children around to see him act like a crazy person. When Mirandas co-worker had called him, hed almost had a heart attack and had run straight to his car. Thankfully, Luc had been there to explain things to the others. Soon, the other Montgomerys would be filling the waiting room because thats what they did. Unfortunately, theyd had far too much practice waiting for their loved ones recently.

I need to see my wife, Decker growled and stopped himself. He took a deep breath, trying to relax before someone called the cops on him. Miranda Montgomery. Theyd taken her name since hed been a Montgomery in every way that counted. If anyone wanted to call him out on it, they could take it up with his fists.

Or his wife.

But first, he needed to see her.

The nurse on shift smiled softly at him. Okay, sir, let me check and see. A few clicks of the keyboard. Here she is. Just follow me. Weve got her set up in the back.

He followed the nurse closely, doing his best to calm himself. He couldnt walk in there like this and scare the hell out of Miranda. Though she knew him better than most and would know it was stark fear riding him and not rage, he didnt want to put that on her.

The nurse said something as they pulled back the curtain, but he didnt listen. He could only see his wife. Miranda sat on a bed, wearing a thin gown, but there was a tired smile on her face. 

Miranda, he said quietly, his voice oh so low.

Hey, you, she said with that smile of hers, but this time a little brighter.

He cupped her face and kissed her brow. Whats going on, baby?

I dont know yet. Ive been sick

Yeah, he cut her off. I know. And the fact that I couldnt hold your hair because you were worried about me more than yourself is something were going to talk about. I know you passed out, and Im glad you didnt fight anyone when they told you to come here.

Like I could fight the horde. She smiled at him. 

He opened his mouth to speak but stopped when a doctor walked in. 

Mrs. Montgomery. Mr. Montgomery. Im Dr. Bartlett. I hear you had a rough afternoon.

Miranda laughed softly as she leaned into Deckers hold. You could say that.

Well, I have your test results here if youre ready.

Deckers grip tightened. Whats wrong?

The doctor just smiled. Youre pregnant, Miranda. Not too far along, but far enough that you got a little dehydrated. It sometimes happens in the first trimester. Well get you some fluids as well as prenatal vitamins to counteract that. But Im reasonably sure youll be on the mend in no time. Congratulations.

Decker blinked as Miranda let out a little squeak. He loosened his grip on her but didnt let her go.

Pregnant?

Really? Miranda asked, tears in her voice. 

Yes, really, Dr. Bartlett answered. Ill leave you two alone to talk, but the nurse will be in soon with what you need. Good luck, parents.

With that, the doctor left, and Decker tried to slow his heartbeat. He and Miranda had been trying to have a baby, but he hadnt expected it to happen so quickly.

He cupped her face and kissed her softly. A baby.

Miranda kissed him back a little harder. A baby. Oh God, Decker. Were having a baby!

He held her close as she kissed his face over and over again. He couldnt help but smile with her at the thought, even though his mind was going in a million different directions.

Im not going to be like my father, he blurted. He hadnt meant to say that, but apparently, it had needed to be said.

Miranda pulled back and cupped his face over his beard. I know. Youll be like mine. Dad pretty much rocks, and you have tons of other Montgomerys to ask for help. So, yeah, youre going to be an amazing father, and oh my God, Im going to be a mom!

Decker laughed, relief sliding through him at the idea of Miranda as a mom. He couldnt fucking wait to see their child, to see how theyd be as parents. Things were changing, but he knew, no matter what, he wouldnt be the man who had given him half his genes. 

Hed be a Montgomery, like the woman he loved.

And they were going to have a Montgomery of their own.

Hell. Fucking. Yeah.




Have Me





A Montgomery Ink Novella



Author Note: Luc and Miranda from Harder than Words (Montgomery Ink Book 3) are nearing the end of her pregnancy and Luc wants to make sure she knows shes loved. Its best if you read this story any time after Ink Enduring (Montgomery Ink Book 5).



ONE







Meghan resembled a duck. She was sure of it. She waddled like one. She quacked like one when she tried to cough. And she was pretty sure her lips had swollen just enough that she was going to have a bill any second.

This being her third pregnancy, shed thought she would be used to the ever-present duck stage, and yet, she couldnt quite remember it being this bad when she was pregnant with Sasha and Cliff.

Her ankles were swollen to the point she wasnt sure she had ankles anymore. She wore flip-flops everywhere she went, and they werent even her flip-flops. Shed been forced into wearing Lucs instead of her own because her feet had grown two sizes. Even putting her feet up for hours a day hadnt helped the swelling.

Her back ached no matter how she stood, sat, or slept. No matter how many times her very amazing and talented husband massaged her, nothing helped.

Her face had broken out with adult acne, and she was allergic to the meds that could help her with it.

Her wedding ring no longer fit, and shed been forced to wear it around her neck because she didnt want to let anyone else near it. Shed almost lost Luc once before, and she didnt want to chance it by not having her wedding ring near her.

The fact that her two younger sisters were also pregnant and in the same trimester as she was should have been a wonderful experience. Instead, she was forced to constantly compare herself to the perfectly petite Miranda had her perfect baby bump, and Mayas strength in her pregnancy. Her pierced and inked middle sister had even started doing baby Pilates since one of her husbands, Border, had introduced her to it. 

These were Mirandas and Mayas first babies, and they were perfectly content in every way.

Meghan was ready to rip the flesh off the next person who dared ask her when her twins were due.

She wasnt having freaking twins, thank you very much.

The blimp her body had turned into was only housing one fetus at the moment.

Damn people and their damn big mouths.

And now she wanted chocolate. Like all the chocolate in the world. The ones with the little rice pieces in them but not the store-bought ones. No, she wanted her mothers.

But shed eaten all of her mothers chocolate the day before, though shed sworn shed save some for the children. Instead, shed licked the damn container and moaned in ecstasy.

Luc had taken one look at her and handed over a glass of water.

The traitor had been worried about her sugar intake. But considering shed been eating healthier than either of her two sisters during the whole pregnancy, one day of chocolate binging wouldnt hurt her.

And yet, she wanted more.

All the chocolate.

In the entire world.

Gimmie. Gimmie. Gimmie.

She wasnt sure if that was her or the baby thinking just then, and it didnt matter. She didnt have any chocolate in the house, and it wasnt good for her anyway. Her blood work was fine, and while she was retaining water, her pregnancy was healthy.

She just happened to have every single side effect of pregnancy on the non-dangerous side.

Meghan rested her hands on her very large belly and sighed. Less than a month to go, and shed have her perfect baby girl in her arms. They hadnt meant to find out the sex, but shed caught a glimpse of the sonogram at just the right angle. It was easier for the family to plan shopping for the babies anyway since some of them had wanted to go pink crazy. Though knowing Maya and Miranda, their boys would have pink things, as well. Any color for any baby would work for them. And since they would all be virtually the same age, Meghan couldnt wait until they could grow up together.

She just had to give birth first.

However, she wasnt close to having the baby yet, and neither were her sisters. First, she had to make sure her other children were happy and well taken care of. The two of them were currently fighting over space at the kitchen table, though there was plenty of space for both of them.

It had just been a long day, and apparently, they were looking for any reason to fight. Boomer, their dog, was currently asleep under Cliffs feet, his head resting on her sons backpack.

She sighed, wishing Luc were home, but she knew it would be a couple of hours before that happened. Since she worked for the family and with Luc, taking time off because of the pregnancy had been easy. While she hadnt wanted to take time off so soon, her current predicament of being the size of a house wasnt really conducive to her job as a landscape architect at Montgomery Inc.. She still did some of the paperwork, but even that had been mostly taken over by their administrative assistant, Tabby.

The noise grew louder, and she knew she needed to step in and stop it. 

What is going on in here? she asked, fully aware why the kids were fighting.

I want space, and shes in my way, Cliff pouted. Not an attractive look for an eight-year-old.

Sasha sniffed, using her big, six-year-old eyes to their best advantage. Hes the one in my way.

Meghan rubbed her back. Just be nice to each other, okay? Im tired, and I know you guys want to fight, but I honestly dont have it in me. She hadnt meant to blurt that out just then, but apparently, her being truthful worked. Her kids swallowed hard before getting up to hug her.

Tears filled her eyes, and she did her best to kiss the tops of their little heads.

Were sorry, Mommy, Sasha said softly. She kissed Meghans belly, and Meghan fell that much more in love with her daughter.

Cliff kissed her belly, too. Were done with our homework. I can check Sashas if you want.

Meghan wiped away tears. Ill check it. Thank you for being so good to me.

We love you, Sasha said with a bounce.

The kids could make her feel as if she were on top of the world even when she was exhausted. They were such good babies.

And soon, shed have a third baby to join the fray. She wasnt as young as she had been with the others, but she figured she could do this again. It would be different, but shed be ready.

And at that thought, Boomer vomited on top of Cliffs backpack.

Gross! Sasha squealed.

I told you not to eat grass, Cliff admonished and reached down to pet his beloved dog.

The scent of dog vomit was too much, and Meghan waddled to the kitchen sink to empty her stomach. Her children petted her back, and she washed out her mouth and the sink. 

Ill clean it up, Mom, Cliff said solemnly. Go take a nap.

We have this, Sasha said with a nod. Daddy will be home soon to take us to my recital and everything.

A dance recital, Cliff sneered.

Dont make fun of my dancing! Sasha screamed.

Meghans eyes blurred, and she took a deep breath. Cliff, please take care of Boomer, okay? She looked down at the dog, who had sad eyes but honestly looked like hed just eaten too much grass outside. Silly dog. Shed be sure to keep an eye on him, though. Just in case. Sasha, darling, go get ready for your recital. Im going to take a quick nap so Im ready for it tonight. She couldnt believe she was actually taking a nap just then, but she needed to if she were going to make it through the night.

Her kids led her to the couch, and Cliff even put a blanket over her. She fell asleep before shed even hit the pillow.

In her dreams, she heard voices, her babies and Lucs deep drawl. Soft lips kissed her forehead, and she drifted off again.

When she woke up, a small light was on in the kitchen, but it was dark everywhere else. Panic seeped in, and she forced herself to sit, ignoring the dizzy feeling that passed through her.

How was it night?

She couldnt hear her children, couldnt see her husband, but Boomer sat patiently by her on the floor next to the couch, and she knew one thing.

Shed missed her babys first dance recital.

And the others had let her.

Meghan put her hands to her face and wept.




TWO





Three Hours Earlier 



Luc knew something was off as soon as he walked into the house. The children were remarkably quiet, and even the dog hadnt greeted him when hed opened the door. Panic slid up his spine at the familiar feeling of an unknown, but he pushed it away as soon as he saw Cliff and Sasha in the foyer, their fingers pressed to their lips.

He frowned and softly closed the door behind him. He was about to ask the kids what was going on when he spotted Meghan sleeping on the couch. How he hadnt heard her snoring like a freight train was beyond him. Maybe hed just gotten so used to it during her pregnancy that it just blended in with the background noise.

God, he loved his wife.

Boomer lay on his bed near the couch, sleeping away, as well. Apparently, one of the kids, or even Meghan herself, had put a blanket on top of her.

He ushered the kids back toward the kitchen, trying to keep quiet so Meghan could sleep. She didnt sleep well these days, so any shut-eye was a blessing.

Hey you two, he whispered before hugging and kissing each of the kids hello.

Mommy is sleeping, Sasha said softly even as she bounced. The kid always bounced, and he loved it. She wore a tiny pink set of tights and a tutu with some kind of onesie thing. He was sure Meghan knew the name of it, but he couldnt remember it for the life of him.

Damn it. Thats right, he needed to take them to the recital. 

I see shes sleeping, he said after a moment.

Cliff shifted from foot to foot. Shes been sleeping for a while, and we didnt eat dinner like we were supposed to.

Luc held back a curse. He should have taken the afternoon off, but Meghan had told him not to. He hated that he put so much on her shoulders.

I dont want to wake Mommy, Sasha said suddenly.

Lucs eyes widened. What do you mean? I thought you wanted Mommy to watch you dance. Sasha had been talking about nothing but the fact that she wanted Meghan there for months. Even with the new baby coming. 

Sasha shook her head, her eyes wide. Mommy needs sleep. I want her to sleep because the baby needs it.

Hell, these kids broke him more each day. 

I made Sasha and me sandwiches, Cliff added, his chest puffed. And I made you one, too. And Mom. Theyre in the fridge. I know how to make them since Mom asks for my help with school lunches.

Seriously, these kids were the best kids ever. Theyd taken him in without a second thought, even though he wasnt their real father. Since their actual father was an asshole who was going to spend a long time in prison, Luc was happy as hell being their father. But now they were taking care of each other and him and Meghan when they hadnt been able to do everything themselves.

Mom might be sad she missed it.

You can record it, Cliff said with a nod. We have to sit in back, though because some of the dance moms get cranky. Luc was pretty sure those words had come from Meghan, and Luc had to hold back a smile. 

Meghan was going to kill him, but she needed the sleep. The doctors had told her so. Hed leave a note, Boomer, her phone, and anything else shed need right by her side, but he was pretty sure she was going to miss Sashas recital. There was just no way he could wake her up when she was finally sleeping.

Okay then, he said after a moment. Lets get this done.

And, hopefully, Meghan would forgive him.





The lights were on when they pulled into the drive. That meant Meghan was up, and she wasnt going to be happy hed let her sleep through the recital. In fact, he had a feeling that was an understatement. Sasha had passed out in the back seat, exhausted from her day, and Cliff was silent, as well, probably lost in his head as he was prone to do. 

Luc squeezed the steering wheel before forcing himself to take a breath. Meghan would be okay. 

Mom wont be mad, will she? Cliff asked from the back seat. 

Luc turned off the engine, cut the lights, and turned in his seat to study his son. Cliff looked like a Montgomery, though he had a little Warren in him, as well. But now Cliff was a Dodd. The kids had formally taken his last name a few months ago when the adoption had come through. Their jackass of a birth father had lost all rights and signed them over when hed been put in prison on attempted murder charges.

Lucs shoulder ached at the memory, but he pushed it aside. Cliff and Sasha were his, just as much as the child growing in Meghans womb right at that moment.

He never thought he could love as fiercely as he did right then, but these kids surprised him more and more every day.

She probably wont be too happy at first, Luc answered truthfully. 

She was really tired. Cliff played with his fingers, looking like such a little boy that Luc wanted to hug him.

Lets get inside and get ready for bed. Ill make sure your mom is okay.

She wasnt this tired when she was going to have Sasha.

Luc reached out and tugged on Cliffs foot. The little boy had been far too young when Sasha had been born to remember anything about the pregnancy. It was far more likely that Cliff had heard one of Meghans family members mention it in passing.

Your Mom is fine, Luc said truthfully. Just a little tired. And a little older, but not that much older. And now we should go inside because Im tired, and were probably creeping out the neighbors sitting here like this.

Cliff grinned. We shouldnt creep out the neighbors.

Luc rolled his eyes. Only on Halloween, bud. Now lets go. You get the bags, and Ill get your sister.

Sasha rubbed her eyes. Im not tired, Daddy.

Luc leveled her a look. Well, I am. Lets get going.

He got the kids in the house and tried not to wince at the look on Meghans face. Oh, his wife wasnt happy, but the dark circles under her eyes werent as shadowed. The nap had helped, and now he just prayed he hadnt hurt his wife in the process.

Meghan didnt glare at the children, though. In fact, he wasnt sure the kids knew there was anything wrong at all. It was all in the eyes, and that look was just for Luc.

Well, hell.

Youre home! Meghan opened her arms, and both kids hugged her close. It wasnt the easiest thing with her large belly in the way, but she had practice. Did you have fun? You need to tell me all about it, okay?

Sasha pulled away and did a little twirl as if she hadnt just been sleeping minutes earlier. Meghans eyes watered, and Luc felt like an ass for forcing her to miss her daughters play. 

Daddy recorded it, Sasha explained. And you were really tired. Im the one who said it was okay for you to miss it. Ill dance again and again and again and you can come to those. Okay? I love you, Mommy! And with that, Sasha twirled her way up the stairs with a smiling Cliff trotting up the stairs behind her.

Luc watched Meghans face as she watched her two children go up to bed and sighed. Im sorry, Meghan. You needed the sleep.

The sound of a door closed upstairs, and Meghan whirled on him. You dont get to decide things like that for me.

He moved forward and cupped her face. That she didnt move away from him made him think he might not have screwed up everything. You needed the sleep, he repeated. You havent been sleeping for more than spurts for weeks, and you know the doctor was worried you werent getting enough sleep to begin with. I came home and you were out. Sasha wanted you to sleep, as did Cliff.

Dont blame my babies for this. It was a whisper, and Luc pressed his lips together.

Im not, and Im sorry. I was just explaining things and Im doing it wrong. He kissed away the tears that slid down her cheeks and she nuzzled into his hands. Im sorry, baby. Im so freaking sorry. Youre tired, and you need sleep, and I know it sucks but well get through this. Youll see Sashas other dances, and I even recorded this one.

It was her first one, though.

Shell have others. And Sasha is so excited about this baby that shell dance for you anytime you want, as long as you take more naps.

Meghan sighed and the baby kicked, nudging Lucs stomach. He couldnt help but grin and put his hand over where the baby had moved. 

This pregnancy is so much harder, Meghan whispered.

Im here. What was left unsaid was that her first husband hadnt been.

Im still mad, she pouted, but he didnt believe her.

You can spank me later, he mumbled, and Meghan laughed. 

I think spanking is how we got into this trouble in the first place. She rolled her eyes, and Luc kissed her hard.

She would forgive him, and that was all that mattered for now. Their child would be born into a family that cared so much about others they couldnt help but give parts of themselves up in the process.

Only a month or so to go, and the next step would be here.

Only a month…and Luc was afraid he wouldnt be getting sleep now…or then.




THREE





Meghan thought she loved being pregnant but after seeing Maya and Miranda prance around with their baby bellies and all that freaking energy, Meghan wasnt sure that was the case anymore.

She put her hands over her stomach, the feel of each kick and elbow jab from their little soccer player reminding her that while she might not enjoy this stage of physical pregnancy, she was going to have another baby soon. Another gorgeous infant to cuddle and feed and change and have around to keep her up at night. She couldnt wait.

Shed loved being pregnant with Sasha and Cliff, and if she were honest with herself, she had sort of pushed away the bad days from her memory. No, they hadnt been as stressful as the current ones, but this was a different pregnancy, and she was quite a deal older than she had been with the other two.

So shed take the swollen ankles, the sleepless nights, the heartburn, the acne, the fact that she was already missing important times in her childrens lives. Shed take it all and learn to like it, because soon, Sasha and Cliff would have another sibling, and she would be able to see the look in Lucs eyes when he held his child for the first time.

Her husband had never once held back with his love for Cliff and Sasha. Hed considered them his from the moment they were engaged. And she was pretty sure it had been even before that. He loved them more than her ex ever had, and while that killed her inside that the man who had fathered her first two children hadnt been a father at all, Luc had more than made up for that.

Cliff and Sasha would never doubt they were loved. Never doubt someone would be there for them. And this baby would be born into a family that truly cared for one another, even if they were a little tired.

She honestly couldnt wait to have this little one.

And she couldnt wait to not be pregnant anymore.

She missed being the Meghan who could stay awake throughout the day and not resemble a duck.

And this was probably why she resented her two younger sisters as much as she did at the moment.

Do you need more water? Sierra asked.

Meghan shook her head, holding up the bottle she carried around everywhere these days. No wonder she always had to pee. Im fine for now. Thank you. And you should sit down and enjoy the afternoon. You have to be exhausted.

Sierra gave her a smile that didnt quite reach her eyes and sank onto the couch beside Autumn. Leif had a little cold but is fine now.

You know thats not what Im talking about.

Sierra pressed her lips together and shrugged. Adoption takes time.

And from her sister-in-laws tone, that was all she was going to say about that. Having Colin had almost killed her, and though Sierra and Austin wanted more children, the adoption process wasnt the easiest.

Meghan could only imagine what it must feel like to watch her three sisters-in-law pregnant at the same time, but Sierra was stronger than any of them put together.

Instead of dwelling on it, though, Meghan changed the subject to Sierras shop and tried to ignore the fact that the baby was currently dancing along her bladder.

She loved the women in her family, she really did, but her body was ready for a nap, and her baby ready to do more summersaults. Sierra had turned to her phone to catch a Pokémon thanks to Leifs love of the game she had become addicted to. In turn, Miranda, Maya, Holly, and Tabby each took out their phones to catch the high-level rare thing that had apparently shown up in Mayas living room.

Autumn met Meghans eyes and laughed. The other woman was dating and living with Meghans brother, Griffin. Meghan had a feeling Griffin was going to pop the question any day now, though he was sure taking his time. She had a feeling Autumn didnt mind, though.

You dont play? Meghan asked.

Autumn shook her head. Between working for Griffin and the shop, I dont have time. I mean, I think Id end up spending the whole time trying to hatch the eggs and not work. I get a little distracted.

Everyone at the shop is playing except Autumn, Maya said as she danced around, belly and all. Its okay, though, since one of us has to be an adult.

Meghan snorted. Even Austin?

Sierra scowled. Hes beating me right now at it. Jerk.

Meghan threw her head back and laughed, ignoring her bladder for just a little bit longer. Now Im sad I havent played yet.

You still can, Miranda said as tried to flick a ball at a little fake Pokémon. Just download the app.

The baby took that moment to kick her rib, and Meghan gasped. No time. She sighed. And now I need to pee. Her eyes filled, and she blinked away the tears. It wasnt fair that Miranda and Maya were doing so much better than she was, but she wouldnt wish her symptoms on anyone. I need to head back home. I promised Sasha Id be there to watch her practice. Since shed missed the recital, she refused to miss anything else.

Do you want me to drive you? Sierra asked, sliding her phone away.

Meghan shook her head and hurled herself out of the chair. Luc will pick me up since hes really close. He doesnt like to be too far away these days. Ill just text him.

She quickly relieved her bladder after shed texted Luc to pick her up, then came back to hug her girls before going outside to wait for her husband. She hadnt been lying about him being close; hed only taken five minutes to make it to the house.

Luc waved at the others before pulling her into his arms. As soon as she felt the heat of him, she burst into tears.

He wrapped himself around her and kissed the top of her head. What is it? Are you okay? Do you need to go to the hospital?

She sniffed and shook her head. No. I just love you.

Luc pulled away so he could look at her, confusion clear on his face. I love you, too, babe. But whats with the tears?

She pointed down at her belly. Pregnant. Hormones. Crying comes with breathing.

Luc nodded, his eyes a bit wide. Youd think Id be used to that by now. He kissed her softly, and she started crying again. 

Seriously, this was getting annoying. Take me home?

Anything you want.

He led her to the car, and she leaned into him, needing his warmth. How about we stop for frozen yogurt on the way? Your parents have the kids since they want to spoil them a bit. That means well be all alone.

He wiggled his eyebrows at her as she levered herself into her seat. You know, if I wasnt so pregnant, Id take that as sexy times, but right now, that just means I get to have more toppings on my yogurt.

Luc laughed, shaking his head. Sounds like a plan. But I do miss the sex.

The baby rolled, practically taking a lung along the way. I would say I do, too, but…

Luc kissed her softly. No problem, babe. Ill miss it enough for the both of us.

He closed the door on her laughter, and she figured theyd be okay. Only a month to go, and theyd have a new life in their hands.

And maybe a few weeks after that, shed be able to remember sex.

Hopefully.




FOUR





Luc needed to get everything right. Meghan was taking another nap, but he knew shed be up soon. The kids were dressed and ready to go for their surprise, and Luc was an odd bundle of nerves. 

Sasha and Cliff were in the living room, balls of energy, ready to start. Well, Sasha was a ball of energy, Cliff looked like hed rather be anywhere else. But his little sister and Mom needed him, and hed stepped up to the plate.

Seriously, Luc loved these kids.

He took a deep breath and headed into the master bedroom where Meghan napped, an old throw draped over her. Hed heard her moving around a minute ago, so he hoped she was awake. Considering the whole point of what was about to happen was because they hadnt woken her up before, it would be silly to wake her up now.

He looked down at the bed and smiled when she blinked up sleepily at him.

Hey, she croaked.

He quickly helped her up so she was sitting and handed over the bottle of water they kept by the bed. He tucked her hair behind her ears as she drank.

Hey.

Whats up? she asked. Everything okay?

Everythings great. The kids and I have something to show you, though, if youre up for it.

Her eyes brightened. Really? What is it?

He shook his head. If I told you, it wouldnt be a surprise. How about you go use the restroom since I figure our little kicker is busy with your bladder, then we can go out into the living room.

She rolled her eyes but let him help her stand. So romantic, but yeah, I have to pee. Again.

He kissed the top of her head and watched her waddle toward the bathroom. Not that hed ever tell her she waddled. He was a man who cherished his life, after all. 

When she was finished, he led her to the living room and held her when she froze.

What did you do? she asked, her voice breathy.

We made you miss her recital. And though you needed the sleep, we felt terrible. He kissed her temple. So take a seat, put your feet up next to Boomer, and enjoy the show.

Theyd decorated the living room with streamers and paper stars, the same colors but to a much smaller scale of Sashas recital.

Their little girl wore her recital outfit and waved.

Are you ready, Mommy?

Meghan wiped tears as Luc helped her sit on the couch next to their dog. Im so ready, baby. You look so pretty! And Cliff! Are you going to dance, too?

Cliff wore a black shirt and his soccer shorts but had his head down. He looked up at her words and smiled. Sasha needed others to dance with her. But watch her okay? Shes great. I dont know what Im doing.

Meghan gave a watery laugh. Im sure youre perfect. She looked up at Luc. I cant believe you did this.

Just you wait. He winked and went to stand next to Sasha. Ready? he asked the kids.

Ready! Sasha giggled while Cliff looked a bit nervous.

Meghans eyes widened. You, too?

Luc winked again. Our baby girl needed help. Now watch the masters at work. He started the music and began.

Sasha pranced, twirled, and danced. Cliff did his best, not as bad as he thought he was. In fact, from the gleam of competition in his eyes, Luc figured the boy might want dance lessons soon.

As for Luc…well, he would never be the guy to put on tights and dance like he was meant to, but doing a few twirls for his wife wasnt a bad way to end the day.

When the music finished, and they did their bows, Meghan was a watery mess, clapping and cheering for them.

Id stand for an ovation, but I cant. She wiped tears from her face, her cheeks red. You guys are amazing. Simply amazing.

The kids went to her open arms, and Meghan hugged her children. Boomer, of course, had to be part of it, and Meghan opened her arms for him, too.

Luc met his wifes eyes over their childrens heads and knew theyd done the right thing today. In less than a month, theyd have another child in their lives, and new challenges would arise. Theyd face them like they faced everything else.

Together.

I love you, he mouthed, and she did the same to him.

Yeah, he loved her. Hed fallen for his best friend, and every day hed thank God for second chances. 

Hed caught his Montgomery, and there was no way hed ever let her go.
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Proposing to your girlfriend shouldnt be as hard as this, damn it. It wasnt as if countless others hadnt done it before to their prospective fiancées, but this was different. This was Autumn. His Autumn.

And he was Griffin Montgomery. 

A New York Times bestselling author who knew how to pen a word, build a world, and destroy one within the pages of a book. 

And yet he couldnt figure out how to ask Autumn to marry him.

They hadnt had the classic courtship that some of his siblings went through, so he figured he should try something different.

With a groan, he put his head in his hands so he wouldnt bang it against his desk. 

As if any of his siblings had dated their significant others in the usual ways. Each of the Montgomerys had gone a little crazy, a little head over heels, and a little…different when theyd fallen in love, and Griffin was no different.

The only real difference between him and his siblings was that he and Autumn had been dating far longer than any of the other Montgomerys dated during their initial relationships. He and Autumn had been together for over a year, and though theyd lived together for much of that time, neither of them had seemed in any great hurry to make it more…official.

They worked together. They slept together. They loved together.

And it had been enough.

Before.

Now, Griffin wanted Autumn as his wife. He wanted her to be his. To be a Montgomery. He knew his family already thought of her as theirs so that part would be easy. Shed only just begun to see her own family again recently, and because of that, she was becoming more and more settled.

Now, he wanted to be.

Of course, instead of just asking her like he should, hed spent the past three weeks trying to figure out how to approach her about it. He knew she loved him, and he loved her so much he couldnt breathe half the time, but he couldnt quite get it out of his head that she might say no.

His mouth went dry, and his hands shook.

What if she said no?

What if she decided that she couldnt deal with his messy and scatterbrained ways when he was under deadline? He knew he was a bit sporadic and not one of the sanest people around when he was deep in his book, and Autumn knew that firsthand. She was the one who had to deal with him on deadline, out of deadline, and near a deadline.

She knew everything about him, his deepest and darkest secrets, his ticks, his pain in the ass habits…everything.

She had every right to say no to him.

This time, he did smash his head against his desk.

Why the hell did he keep doing this to himself? 

They loved each other. They were practically married already. They just needed the damn piece of paper.

He banged his head on the desktop again.

Of course, it wasnt just a damn piece of paper. That was why he wanted to propose in the first place. He knew having her as his wife, having him as her husband, meant something more than signing a marriage license. 

He just needed to kick himself in the ass and actually ask her.

Soft hands slid over his shoulders, and he brought his head up suddenly, smashing it into Autumns cheek.

He cursed as she let out a short laugh, clutching her face. Fuck, Im an idiot. He stood up quickly and put his hand over hers. Im so sorry. How hurt are you? Are you bleeding? Do you need to go to the doctor? He put his other hand on her hip and tried to move her backwards.

She stayed put, resting her hand on his arm. Im fine, dork. You just caught me off guard. She put her hand down, wincing. Well, and my face, but you didnt hurt me too badly. I promise.

He kissed her cheek softly, once, twice, then a third time before moving to her lips. I hurt you. Im an idiot.

She kissed him back harder than he had kissed her and then moved back. Youre a little bit of an idiot, but so am I. Thats why we get along so well. Now, why dont you tell me why you were banging your head against the desk like that. Youre not near your deadline, and you finished your initial outline two days ago. Youre supposed to be resting and researching, not stressing. Whats wrong, baby?

Griffin cupped Autumns face, staring into those big eyes that always seemed to see every part of him. Her auburn hair lay tangled in curls around her head, though shed taken part of it to make a braid that had begun to fall apart on her run. Shed never been able to tame her hair, and he loved it. He traced his thumbs over her cheekbones, noting the redness on one of them and gently brushing it as if he could make the mark hed accidentally given her go away.

He was such a klutz sometimes.

Yet she loved him.

Every bit of him, it seemed.

Why was he so scared that shed say no? What could he lose if he asked her?

Hed lose more if he didnt.

Marry me, he blurted.

Well, that wasnt quite asking.

Her eyes widened, and he thought he might have made a mistake. What? she croaked.

He cleared his throat. Marry me. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and then opened them again. He still had his hands on her face, and her eyes were still wide. I love you, Autumn. I want you to be my wife. I want to be your husband. I want to wake up to you every day for the rest of our days. I know we already do that, but I want my ring on your finger, want my name as yours. I want the world to know that were together and that we always will be. I know its traditional, but I want to be that couple. I want that forever. I cant imagine my life without you, Autumn. Pick me, baby. Be with me.

Of course, she said with a laugh. Ive been waiting for you to ask me for weeks. Ever since I saw you talking to yourself over the ring I guess youre about to give me. You have no idea how hard its been to wait for you to pop the question. I almost asked you myself, but I didnt want to steal your thunder or ruin your plans. Though if your plan was to hit me over the head so I would say yes, Im just going to put the idea out there that you could have gone another way.

Griffin pulled away, laughing. You knew? All this time, you knew?

Of course, I knew. She rolled her eyes and put her hands on his hips. Im going to be your wife. I know everything.

He twisted around to reach for the ring hed once again been talking to before she showed up. He opened the top of the box and showed her the antique pearl ring hed found for her. Id say next time Id do better, but this is the only time. Youre my only, Autumn.

Tears filled her eyes, and she held out her shaky hand as he placed the ring on her finger. Only. I like the sound of that, Montgomery.

Only, he whispered then took her lips with his.

Only.




My Forever





A Montgomery Ink Short Story



Author Note: Its date night for new parents Callie and Morgan from Forever Ink (Montgomery Ink Book 1.5). Its best if you read this story any time after Ink Enduring (Montgomery Ink Book 5).











It was their first date night since the baby had been born, and Callie was pretty sure she was going to freak out. Katee was tucked in her bed, sleeping, and would soon be under Sloane and Haileys tender care. Her friends would take care of her daughter as if she were theirs. In fact, Callie had a sneaking suspicion the pair was practicing for a baby of their own when the time came.

So, yes, her close friends were going to watch her baby girl, and everything should be just fine. But, of course, Callie wasnt quite ready to call it that.

She pressed her lips together and stared at her reflection in the mirror. Shed added purple and blue streaks to the right side of her raven-black hair since she hadnt been able to really have fun with it when she was pregnant with Katee. Then, after shed given birth, shed taken a few months to get used to the idea that she was a mom.

A mom.

How crazy was that?

Were moms supposed to have funky hair and tattoos? Considering she was a tattoo artist, that might prove a problem if the answer was no.

Strong arms wrapped around her waist, and she looked up just a little in the mirror to look into her husbands eyes.

She freaking loved Morgan.

Not only did he have fucking fantastic inkif she did say so herselfbut he had that silver fox look that made her purr. She bit her lip as Morgans large hands slid up and under her shirt to cup her breasts. Her nipples ached and had been so sensitive since the start of her pregnancy that they hadnt been able to have that much nipple play during sex.

But now she was getting used to it, and she really wanted her husbands hands on her breasts.

Morgan kissed her temple before lowering his hands. She literally whimpered. Damn man always had that effect on her. 

Dont pout, Morgan chided. As much as Id like to bend you over the dresser right now and fuck you until we both come hard and end up sweaty and messy, I promised you a night out.

Callie let out a sigh before turning in his arms. You say that, but I think the fucking sounds better than leaving the house.

He smiled, his eyes going dark. And while thats a tempting offer, were going. Were going to be adults and get dinner and even a drink. Im going to whisper naughty things about your wet cunt at the dinner table, and youre going to blush and try not to squirm in your seat as I finger fuck you under the long tablecloth. Youre going to have to be good, though, Callie girl. You dont want the waiter to know youre about to come on my hand right in public, do you? No one else can know. So, yes, were going to go to dinner, and then Im going to come home and eat you until you come on my face at least twice. Its been too long since weve done any of that.

Morgan was damn lucky he was holding her hips just then because her knees went weak. 

Holy. Hell.

When do Hailey and Sloane get here? she blurted.

Morgan grinned like a cat about to lick up some cream.

In five minutes. He kissed her softly, and she moaned. Now, lets go hold our baby girl for those five minutes because its going to kill me to leave her, just like its killing you.

She smiled as they walked hand-in-hand to their daughters nursery. When Callie looked down at her sleeping bundle, she held back tears at how lucky she was.

Shed started off not knowing who she was but always looking for the next way to remain happy, and Morgan had slammed right into her, changing all her plans.

Now, she was married, had a beautiful baby girl, and was about to go on a very sexy date with the love of her life.

Kattee gurgled awake, and Morgan lifted her into his armsa tiny baby in such a big mans hands as he pressed their daughter to his chest.

Callie had found her forever, and damn if it didnt look like paradise.
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