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        Ren

      

      

      Naturally, the string of Christmas lights I’d been unraveling and hooking along the hedge ended exactly five feet before the hedge did. I glowered at the string and at the hedge, as if that were going to convince one to grow or the other to shrink. Unfortunately, neither gave a damn what the leader of all shifter kind would have liked.

      I stepped back into the courtyard of the avian estate and considered. Worse to leave a gap in my decorations or to have to go searching for another extension cord?

      The damp chilly wind swept over my hair, flicking strands across my cheeks. It wasn’t the biting cold I was used to from New York winters growing up, but at least in New York we’d have had a little chance of seeing snow. Aaron had told me it hadn’t snowed in December here by the west coast in as long as he could remember.

      Good thing I had three more Christmas celebrations after this to cover all the bases.

      Footsteps tapped across the courtyard, and my avian alpha’s sister, Alice, came to a halt beside me. She cocked her head at my handiwork.

      “We do have estate staff who can handle this kind of thing for you, you know,” she said in a slightly teasing tone. “There’s no reason our dragon shifter should be out in the cold, hanging lights.”

      I made a face at her. “It’s not really a strain stringing lights on a hedge. I’m staying off ladders as promised.” The dampness in the air filled my lungs as I dragged in a long breath. “All these celebrations were my idea. I wanted to show how much I value the support I’ve gotten from the kin. I’m not sure that’ll really come across if I sit back and make them do the work for me.”

      “I think they’d understand. You’re eight and a half months pregnant. Which no one with eyes would be able to miss, even if all shifter kind hadn’t been celebrating the news since you announced it.”

      I rested a hand on my rounded belly. As if in answer, my daughter prodded my bladder with an elbow or a heel—something knobby. She had an awful lot of knobby bits, I’d discovered over the last few months of squirming and kicking.

      Not yet, I reminded her. Sleep in there a little while longer. Not that I wasn’t looking forward to having all of her out where I could cuddle her without my internal organs getting bruised.

      “I’m fine,” I said, waving Alice’s comment off and patting my belly. “We’re a team effort. Believe me, I’ve already promised at least ten people that I’ll put up my feet the second I start feeling worn out.”

      Alice gave me a skeptical look, but she didn’t prod any further, just walked with me back to the front of the courtyard by the avian estate’s massive house, where I’d left the last string of lights. Possibly I waddled more than walked. Even my dragon shifter reflexes couldn’t completely offset the extra weight in front of me. It wasn’t a struggle to carry my growing child, but it did require a bit of a balancing act.

      “Have you decided on a name?” Alice asked. “Not much time left.”

      My daughter squirmed again, and I smiled. “I’ve thought about it,” I said. It was hard not to, with all those months feeling her grow inside me. “But I don’t think I’ll know what’s right until I’ve actually gotten to meet her.”

      “Fair enough. But you know all the kin will be waiting with ears perked for that announcement.”

      The wind settled down as we moved along the last hedge. We’d just positioned the last of the lights when a golden eagle soared by overhead.

      My heart leapt at the sight of my mate. Aaron dipped down around the side of the house—probably to land on the balcony of his bedroom.

      A few minutes later, the avian alpha strode out the mansion’s front doors in slacks and a wool coat. I hurried over to meet him. A pleased light lit in his bright blue eyes as he leaned in to kiss me, his hand coming to rest over mine where my fingers had instinctively smoothed over my belly again.

      “How are you?” he asked. Not exactly an unusual question, but I’d swear I’d been hearing it ten times more from the moment my pregnancy started showing.

      “Ready to kick things off,” I said. “Did you get everything set up out there?”

      The corners of his eyes crinkled with his smile. “Following your precise instructions.”

      “All right then. I think we can start letting people in.” I turned to Alice. “You want to help me see about some wine?”

      Aaron’s sister grinned. “Absolutely. Especially if I get to drink for both of us.”

      As the kitchen staff helped set up the beverage tables, the avian kin who’d responded to my widespread invitation to our Christmas festivities trickled in. By the time Alice finally got to partake of her first glass, the courtyard was buzzing with eager voices.

      I stepped back to survey the crowd. The faces of the assembled shifters were as bright as their voices. And more than a few bellies as big as mine showed in the crowd. A swell of sorrow-tinged happiness filled me at the sight.

      For the sixteen years before my return, with their dragon shifter missing and their alphas unmated, none of my kin had been able to have children of their own. I hadn’t seen any youngsters at all when I’d first toured the territories. They’d had to wait so long, but now there would be a whole lot of shifter children returning to our community alongside my own.

      A pair of large hands came to rest on my waist. I leaned back into the familiar brawny form of the man who’d come up behind me, and my bear shifter mate’s arms rose to encircle me just above my belly.

      “Keeping warm enough?” Nate asked in his low rumble of a voice.

      “I definitely am now,” I said, resting my arms over his and hugging them to me.

      “They really do get the best of all possible weather here, don’t they?” Marco said, sauntering up beside us. The feline alpha ran a hand through his spiky black hair and gave a shudder to match his mildly sarcastic tone. “Cold and wet.”

      “Poor kitty,” I said with an arch of my eyebrow, and he laughed.

      “Just as long as none of it touches my darling princesses,” he said more tenderly, giving my cheek a peck and my belly a brief caress.

      West had ambled over at my other side, his lean arms loosely folded over his chest. “I think our dragon shifter can withstand a slight chill.” The canine alpha’s dark green eyes softened as he studied my face. “As long as you’re comfortable?”

      I swatted him. “I’m fine.” But as irritating as the constant check-ins could be as the end of these nine months approached, I couldn’t deny that the way my four mates had been doting on me brought a flutter of pleasure into my chest more often than not.

      We didn’t often get to spend this much time all together, rather than each handling his own kin’s business while I traveled wherever I was needed most. For the next five days—the four leading up to Christmas and Christmas itself—they were all mine. Barring any emergencies, of course.

      The wolf shifter’s gaze traveled over the crowd of avian kin, the twinkling lights around us catching on the silver strands in his auburn hair. “Should we be heading out?”

      “Soon,” I said. “I think if you leave when we set off, you’ll get there right in time to meet us.”

      Nate’s embrace tightened. “Are you sure the flight won’t be too much of a strain when—”

      I turned to shoot him a look before he could even finish expressing that worry, and he hung his head apologetically. The alpha of the disparate kin still needed occasional reminders to rein in his over-protective nature. I rumpled his thick brown hair and bobbed up on my toes to press a kiss to his lips.

      “I’m a dragon,” I said gently. “I’m made to fly. And our daughter is too.”

      Aaron joined us, his pale cheeks and the tips of his ears flushed from the cold. “That’s everyone,” he said. “The last stragglers just came in. Do you want to give the directions, Serenity?”

      “Yes.” I gave Marco and West a quick kiss for good measure. “I’ll see you three in a bit.”

      Aaron’s staff had set up a platform at the edge of the courtyard, similar to the one I’d stood on to meet this kin group when he’d first introduced me as his mate. A hush spread through the crowd as we climbed up on to it. The avian shifters turned to see what I would say.

      “Joyful greetings to you all, avian kin!” I said, pitching my voice to carry. “It’s been an honor to work with you and for you over the last year, and I think after all the challenges we’ve overcome, every one of you deserves a fantastic celebration. What’s here is only the beginning. We’re creatures of flight, and I’d like the chance to fly with you all. Please shift with me and follow my lead to the main site of the festivities. There are warm clothes waiting for you there.”

      Eyes glimmered with interest, and curious murmurs carried through the crowd. I shed my jacket and knelt down in the dress I’d picked precisely because I didn’t care if it got ripped to shreds. My mates had raised a rather strong objection to the idea of me stripping down totally naked in this weather.

      The shift flowed through me as naturally as breathing. My body expanded, my neck lengthened, and hard scales sprang to the surface of my skin beneath the scraps of falling fabric. Fire smoldered in my throat. Vast wings flared from my arched back. And deep in my now much larger belly, my daughter somehow seemed to snuggle even closer to me, as if eagerly anticipating the ride.

      All across the courtyard, hawks and falcons, seagulls and pelicans, sparrows and doves emerged from crumpling clothing. I launched myself off the platform toward the darkened sky, and a flurry of wings followed me.

      Aaron, his golden feathers gleaming as brightly as his hair did, soared up over the estate right beside me. I reveled for a moment in the sensation of the wind buffeting my wings. Then I swooped over the forests to the south with a vast flock of avian kin surrounding me. The sound of all those wing beats carried through the air around me like a sort of music, and a grin stretched my dragon lips.

      The broad field I’d picked out lay just a few minutes’ flight from the estate, still within the property that belonged to the avian alpha. As it came into view, my breath caught.

      Aaron and the people he’d asked to help had set up the lights exactly as I’d sketched them—and they shone even more spectacularly than I’d imagined. Strands of them hung between posts set up across the field in interlocking lines, forming a pattern like a vast sparkling snowflake, one you could only fully appreciate from far above.

      I glided over it and circled around, wanting to drink in the sight for as long as I could. The avian kin followed me, keeping up with my leisurely pace. Right now, we might as well be the same kind of being, united by this act of propelling ourselves through the air and the love of the feelings that came with flying.

      My wings flapped easily against the damp air. These days, I could hold my dragon form for hours at a time without the faintest prickle of fatigue. But hundreds of bird shifters were wheeling over the field with me, and their feathered bodies didn’t come with quite the same inner heat source.

      I drifted through one last circuit of the field, and then I dove down to the grass at the end by the lodge.

      That building’s windows were already beaming with light. Stacks of clothes arranged by size stood on tables on either side of the door, which stood open wafting heat and the scents of the feast awaiting us.

      My three mates whose animal forms didn’t come with wings were waiting for me. I shifted as I dropped the last short distance, landing on the wooden boards of the porch with my human feet, and Marco wrapped a thick velvet dress around me. Nate was ready with a long wool coat to drape over that. West tugged a scarf around my neck and gave me a tender smile I’d never seen him offer to anyone but me.

      “This is some light show, Sparks,” he said.

      The avian kin had descended all around us. After they’d dressed on the porch with the ease of people who had to make quick changes on a regular basis, we poured into the broad open room on the other side of the doorway. I scooped roast beef and mashed potatoes and carrots drenched in butter onto my plate and then headed back outside to eat under the lights.

      The display was pretty spectacular even from below, if I did say so myself. I meandered deeper into the field, swiveling on my feet between bites and taking in the sparkling patterns all around me, even brighter against the stark black of the sky. The music Aaron had suggested was playing—the first lilting tune in an album recorded by a band composed of avian shifters. The speakers around the field pitched the spirited melody across the entire open space.

      The avian kin explored the field around me, murmuring to each other with unrestrained awe. Another grin I couldn’t contain crossed my lips.

      I’d pulled it off—everything I’d wanted this celebration to be. And I could see the pleasure it had brought this group of my people reflected in every face.

      But this was only the beginning. No getting cocky yet, not when I had three more epic revelries to pull off.
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      As the stacks of cleared plates along the edge of the porch grew, more and more of my fellow avian shifters got caught up in the rhythm of the music and started to dance. Watching them dip and spin under the arcs of glittering lights brought me back to the first celebration my kin had enjoyed with Serenity—one they’d organized for her instead of the other way around.

      It was hard to believe that had happened less than a year and a half ago. We’d all come a long way since then.

      I caught a glimpse of my mate whirling in the midst of the crowd, her dark brown hair streaming around her, one arm resting protectively over her belly. Beautiful, as always. I would have gone to join her if one of my attendants hadn’t hurried over to me just then.

      “She’s here,” he said, with a twitch of his head toward the far end of the field. “You wanted her to wait for you?”

      My pulse skipped with both nerves and relief. “Yes. I’ll go speak to her right now.”

      “Do you need company?” the attendant asked respectfully.

      “Did she bring any?”

      He shook his head.

      “I think I’m well covered then,” I said. My sister had already caught sight of us talking and was weaving her way through the crowd. Alice knew about the arrangements I’d made, and she did enjoy her role as bodyguard. I didn’t want to give the impression of distrust, not when the trust we’d managed to build so far was still somewhat fragile. “Thank you.”

      I skirted the edge of the field, and Alice fell into step beside me.

      “Do you think she’s really going to go through with this?” she asked.

      “I can’t see why she’d have bothered coming at all if she changed her mind.”

      “The fae aren’t exactly known for their transparent natures.”

      I had to laugh. “Fair enough. I suppose we’ll just have to see, then.”

      My sister rubbed her bare hands together in the chilly air. She’d never liked wearing gloves, even when we were kids. “I’m surprised you went for this idea at all. Mysticism and secrets aren’t usually your thing.”

      No, they weren’t. And that was why my stomach was knotting as we made our way toward the stretch of forest beyond the lights. But I kept striding on regardless. Because…

      “We can prepare in all sorts of practical ways as well. This mysticism served us awfully well last year. I can’t see how it hurts to prepare that way too. And I think it’ll mean a lot to Serenity.”

      Alice dipped her head. “That’s true. You don’t think we still need to be wary of the fae?”

      “Oh, I doubt it’ll ever be wise to trust them blindly. But they have proven themselves true allies since that battle with the vampires.” I glanced at my sister. “I wouldn’t be letting you join me if I didn’t think it was best to err on the side of caution and have a bit of back-up along.”

      “I’d like to think I’m more than a bit of back-up,” Alice said loftily, and bumped me with a playful elbow I returned with a chuckle.

      The music fell away as we stepped from the field into the thicker darkness of the woods. I didn’t need any more direction than my attendant had given me to find the woman we were looking for. A faint glow glimmered amid the trees up ahead.

      The fae monarch gave the two of us a measured look as we approached. She stayed where she was in her formal silvery gown, a shimmer of light rising from the fabric and her pale skin and hair. Her crown of vines was nestled on the top of her head, the leaves a crisp golden brown they’d stay until the trees’ first buds opened in spring.

      “Monarch,” I said, with a moderate bow that Alice echoed.

      “Alpha of the avian kin,” the monarch returned with a bob of her own. “Are you ready?”

      “You’ve brought the crystal?”

      She motioned to the thick folds of her dress. “Yes. You provided a temporary resting place?”

      “Everything is set up,” I said. “Will you join us, then?”

      She stepped forward to walk with us back toward the field. When we reached the first ring of lights, she paused, her dark eyes widening with reflected sparkles. I shifted my weight uneasily at her stare, taking in the huge gathering of my people in revelry, but the expression that crossed her face after a moment looked only like awe.

      Did the fae even have celebrations, or at least any that came close to this? There was still a lot I didn’t know about our nearest neighbors. As the tension in my chest ebbed, I made a note to myself to rectify those gaps.

      The more we knew, the more we wrote down for future generations to learn from, the less chance there was that we’d end up at each other’s throats all over again.

      Some of the dancers nearby glanced over, and their eyes widened in turn. They eased to the side to part a way for us through the crowd. As the path opened up and we walked along it, I spotted Serenity swaying with Nate by the center of the field.

      The attendants I’d given advance warning to must have gotten word. The music turned off. My mate lifted her head in confusion and went still when she saw me and our guest approaching.

      “Monarch,” Serenity said, easing away from Nate. She bowed, only a little, as one head of their kind to another. Her gaze slid to me, and I gave her a reassuring smile.

      “Dragon shifter,” the fae woman said with equal respect. “I hope I can contribute to your celebration here. Your alpha made a suggestion that struck me as wise, given the strides our two peoples have made toward a long-term alliance.”

      She reached into the folds of her dress and drew out a crystal so large and clear it was my turn to stare in awe. The carved stone, which filled her entire hand, caught the lights overhead and bounced them back in every color of the rainbow.

      I kept enough wherewithal to motion toward the low column set in the middle of the field. The slight indent on its top held the crystal perfectly when the monarch set it down. Serenity looked from it to me and back to the fae woman.

      “Your presence is welcome,” she said, not forgetting her role even in her confusion. “I’m pleased to take part in any activity that would strengthen the bond between our peoples.”

      The monarch gave her a thin smile that held about as much warmth as I ever saw any fae offer.

      “It’s to replace the one you smashed in the mountains,” I said quietly. “Just in case, if there’s ever a need in the future…”

      Understanding dawned on the dragon shifter’s face. When she spoke to the monarch again, her voice trembled, but her eyes had lit up. “We can do that? Recreate the magic that was in the other crystal, that will give another dragon shifter the flames of truth?”

      “We can,” the fae monarch said. “I believe the first crystal was put there for good reason—I believe you’ve proven that our ancestors were right to provide that option for times of need. If you would join with me in creating the power it will contain?”

      “Of course. You’ll just need to tell me what to do.” Serenity’s mouth formed a crooked grin. “I’ve never imbued anything with magic before.”

      The fae monarch motioned for Serenity to join her on the opposite side of the podium. All around us, my kin had fallen silent. Several breaths drew in around me with a quiver of anticipation. My heart was thumping fast, but it was all enthusiasm now. Yes, I’d made a good choice, arranging this ritual for tonight.

      “The magic will come from me,” the monarch said to Serenity. “You will contribute your flames. Let your usual dragon fire flow into the crystal, and I will shape it into the power to be claimed.”

      Serenity nodded. The crowd had stepped back enough to leave her room to shift. She shed her coat. I caught the eye of one of my attendants and signaled her to collect another change of clothes for our dragon shifter.

      The sight of my mate taking on her animal form still filled my chest with wonder. The lovely woman rose and lengthened with a gleam of bright red scales and a fierce glint in her draconic eyes. She held her narrow head at a regal angle and looked toward the monarch. The fae woman stretched her hands toward the crystal as if to say, Be my guest.

      There were shifters in the crowd who’d never seen Serenity let loose her flames. She hadn’t had much reason to use her dragon fire since we’d fended off the vampire threat the summer before last. When she bared her curved teeth and sent forth the first burst of flame, a collective gasp ran through our audience. Everyone stayed completely still, transfixed.

      Her regular dragon fire, streaked red and orange and yellow, coursed down over the crystal with a crackle and a wash of heat I could feel from where I was standing several feet away.

      The fae monarch made a scooping gesture with her hands as if to encircle the crystal and Serenity’s fire at the same time. A fizzing glow lit up around the top of the podium. A sudden wind gusted up, tossing the fae woman’s long silver-blond waves. A thrum of energy washed over me that tickled my skin and made my ears pop.

      The glow contracted around the crystal and seemed to pull Serenity’s fire with it. She raised her head, letting the flow of flames ebb. The ones she’d brought forth danced within the sphere of magic as it closed in around the crystal and then seeped into its polished surface.

      A sharper light beamed from inside the stone. It flickered and danced like a miniature flame contained within the gem. Which I supposed it was. A flame giving the power to uncover the truth and burn away to the heart of the matter, like the gift Serenity had earned for herself all those months ago.

      The fae monarch smiled, looking pleased, and lifted the crystal. Serenity dropped back into her human form, and I hurried forward with the dress my attendant had handed me. My mate tugged it over her head with a swift practiced motion. Her gaze stayed on the fae monarch as she accepted her coat.

      “Will you bring it up into the mountain?” she asked. “Or should we find a different place?”

      “I think the place of the two peaks still serves well for this purpose,” the fae monarch said. “None go there for any other reason. It will not be discovered unless another like you comes searching, seeking it out. That will be your legacy, to decide what guidance you leave behind. I will see this token conveyed there now.”

      “Thank you,” Serenity said before the monarch could go. “This—it means a lot. I hope no dragon shifter ever needs to use it, especially for the reasons I had to, but I’m glad we can support each other enough now to ensure that power will be there if any reason arises again.”

      “I’m glad too,” the fae monarch said, her tone unusually soft. She bowed to the dragon shifter a little more deeply than the first time. Serenity dipped in return, and the fae woman blinked out of sight like a flash of light, here and then not.

      I blinked as a murmur of surprise carried through the crowd. I was never going to get used to the way the fae could travel like that when they chose to.

      My mate turned on her feet to take in the revelers. “To our past, our present, and our future, and all the strength we’ll carry with us!” she called out. “More eating, more dancing. This is a celebration, isn’t it?”

      A cheer rang out all around us. The music started again, leaping across the light-strung field. As my kin launched back into their rejoicing, Serenity stepped closer to me. I moved to meet her, looping my arm around hers and squeezing her hand.

      “You didn’t tell me you were planning that,” she said, chiding but only lightly. Her face glowed like the crystal had.

      “Christmas is a time of surprises, isn’t it?” I said. “Consider it my first present to you.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “You’ve got more than that? I think that’ll be hard to top.”

      I laughed. “I think my fellow alphas might give it a try. We’ll have to wait and see.” I leaned closer. “I thought you should know you haven’t taken anything away from our people by claiming that power. You accepted the gift that was there, and now you’ve passed it on.”

      Her expression went momentarily serious. “Let’s just hope our people don’t need that gift again for a long long time, if ever.”

      “If that’s our goal, I think we’re well on our way.” The melody swept around me, and I reached for her other hand. “May I have this dance?”

      My mate’s smile came back. “Please do.”
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      Looking at the table only half covered with platters, I couldn’t restrain a groan. Nate ambled over with a frown. “What’s wrong?”

      “It looks strange. Maybe this was a bad idea.” I turned to take in the rest of the disparate alpha’s estate house dining hall: the polished wood tables dotted with tall candles, the exposed brick walls hung with evergreen boughs to add that Christmas-y smell to the air, the silky red and green streamers that crisscrossed the high ceiling. The dry breeze that traveled through the open windows was warm, because it was never going to feel like my kind of Christmas here in southern California, but I’d tried to recreate some of the atmosphere I loved.

      “Are you sure they didn’t think the request was weird?” I asked Nate.

      He set his brawny hands on my shoulders. “It’s fine, Ren. Everyone I talked to loved the idea. It’s not as if you put them out. We gave them a stipend to cover ingredients or just buying something outright—and everyone who joined in volunteered. We didn’t put them in any hardship.”

      “I just… I’m still figuring out the best way to relate to your kin.” In some ways, Nate’s people were the trickiest, because they were all the shifters who didn’t fit into the neat little boxes of avian, feline, or canine. They’d come together not out of what they had in common with each other but what they didn’t have in common with any of the other kin groups. That wasn’t the best recipe for cohesion.

      “I want to make sure I’m recognizing them for themselves,” I added.

      “And I think, like I thought when you first talked to me about it, that this was a perfect approach,” the bear shifter said. He dipped his head and nuzzled my cheek with a brief kiss. “You’re doing a lot this week, Ren. You’ve done a lot all year. None of our kin expects that the five of us will never make the slightest slip. Not that I can see any you need to worry about.”

      “Okay,” I said, closing my eyes for a second and trying to convince my nerves to settle. “Do you have the list? I want to put out labels for each dish so they know where to put them—and so everyone else knows who to thank.”

      I’d just finished arranging—and rearranging, and re-rearranging—the labels when the first of the disparate kin Nate had reached out to arrived. A petite couple I recognized as rabbits from their scent set a sweet carrot-beet salad in the place I’d designated and gave me a shy bow. “Thank you!” I said. “It looks delicious.”

      Next came minks and then voles, grizzlies and then boars. All in all, thirty families representing thirty different shifter animals had volunteered to contribute to our sort-of potluck meal. From the way they all deferred to me, you’d have thought I was doing them a favor by letting them help feed the party, not the other way around.

      More than one glance dropped to my belly. I’d been resting my hand on it again, just out of habit. My daughter kicked lightly against my fingers. Could she feel my touch already? The thought made me a little giddy.

      “Best wishes and safe arrival,” more than one of the kin murmured, as much to her as to me. A couple of the women were growing round themselves and shot me an extra knowing smile.

      More and more of Nate’s kin poured into the room. He must have told them they weren’t supposed to eat yet, although I saw a few shooting longing glances toward the platters and serving bowls. I shifted anxiously on my feet.

      To distract myself, I mingled, welcoming all of our guests and accepting their good wishes with a grin, making my way slowly to the table at the front of the room with just five place settings, reserved for my alphas and me. Aaron, Marco, and West were already waiting there, the eagle shifter and the jaguar shifter chatting about something that had Aaron looking amused and Marco sly, the wolf shifter standing a little stiffly at the other end. Nate turned up just as I reached them, with a nod to me. That was my cue.

      I came around the table and picked up my glass to tap my spoon against it. Nate loomed beside me with a meaningfully cleared throat. The shifters milling around the tables closest to us picked seats and quieted, and then the ones just beyond them followed suit, until the whole room had fallen into a hush. Hundreds of eyes fixed on me.

      “Disparate kin,” I said in the queenly voice I’d had lots of chances in the last year and a half to practice. “It’s wonderful to have you all here today as we celebrate the Christmas season and our first full year of peace since the long-ago tragedy that claimed my family.”

      Heads lowered respectfully at the mention of the attack that had left my alpha fathers and my two sisters dead, and my mother and me on the run. My alphas and I had taken down the leaders of the rogue group that had orchestrated that attack, and in the months since then, a steady trickle of their followers had come to rejoin the kin groups. Any others who still refused to live under an alpha’s authority hadn’t stirred up further trouble, which I’d take as a blessing.

      “It’s also to celebrate you and the way you show right here how different types of people can come together and create a beautiful harmony,” I went on. “I wanted to honor all the many traditions that make up your kin group. So your alpha and I asked representatives from various families to bring a dish they feel showcases their unique sensibilities to add to our feast. You can find those dishes interspersed with the ones from the estate kitchens all around the room.

      The guests craned their necks to peer at the serving tables with renewed interest before their gazes came back to me.

      “We shifters have always come together despite our different animal natures,” I went on, “and I think it’s those differences that make us so strong together.”

      A shout of agreement carried through the crowd, followed by a few whoops. I had to grin. The anxious twitch in my gut finally settled.

      “Now I’d like to give the families who contributed to our meal a chance to stand up and share with everyone the thoughts that went into their chosen dish. Only if you’re not feeling too shy, of course. Who’d like to speak?”

      A family of skunk shifters stood up and spoke for a minute about the history of their raspberry-glazed chicken. The brother and sister grizzlies followed, talking about the excitement of fishing their salmon out of the river near their home. Several more said their piece, until no one new stood up. My daughter squirmed, and my stomach rumbled.

      “Thank you again, everyone, for making this feast even more memorable,” I said. “Now let’s eat!”

      The kin held back as the alphas and I grabbed our plates and made our way to the serving tables along the edges of the room, but as soon as we’d started scooping up food, they streamed over to join us. The sight of so many different dishes, the mingling of all those delicious smells in the air, left me wishing that my daughter didn’t seem to be lying on my stomach right now, squeezing it to half its usual size.

      “Eat up, mother-to-be!” Nate said with a wink, nudging me toward a roast pig. I stuck out my tongue at him, but I kept heaping food into my plate. Our little one might move in ten minutes and then I’d be starving twice as much.

      “Well,” Marco said, cocking his head as he poked at a dish of shiny noodles mixed with seaweed and pumpkin seeds. “This experiment has certainly given us a wide variety of flavors, hasn’t it?”

      “I’m pretty sure there’s enough food here that you can find something that suits you,” I said.

      “Or maybe you could experiment a little and open up that refined palate of yours,” Aaron teased.

      “I’ll have you know that I’m perfectly capable of experimenting,” Marco said loftily. His nose twitched as he caught a scent. “But not when there are seared tuna steaks to be had. If you’ll excuse me…”

      “He’s really never going to get over himself, is he?” West said with what looked like a barely contained eye roll.

      “You should be used to him by now,” I said, bumping him along with my hip. “And, I mean, considering the patience we give you and your grouchy moods…”

      West glowered at me, but the heat in his eyes was far from irritation. “I don’t recall any recent complaints.”

      “Oh, I think you got in at least ten years’ worth of grumbling just in the first month I knew you,” I said, with an affectionate quirk of my lips. “It’s going to take a while to off-set that.”

      The wolf shifter made a faint growling sound in his throat, and then he was kissing me, quick but hard. He lowered his voice. “And every day I’m thankful for your patience then, believe me.”

      Marco had circled back around. “More eating dinner, less eating our princess?” he suggested in a wry tone as he brushed past us. West muttered something inaudible but clearly scathing under his breath, but he moved on.

      When we returned to our table at the front, I sampled everything I’d managed to squeeze onto my plate and then dug back into my favorites. I’d heaped the plate high enough that I only made it through about half of the food before I had to sit back with my hand lower down on my belly, where my stomach was achingly full. My daughter wiggled as if eager to come out and enjoy the offerings firsthand.

      Not yet, darling, I thought at her. Your time’s coming soon enough.

      I had enough time to settle down from aching to just very full, and then Nate’s attendants started clearing the tables. I stood up again, holding up my arm for the attention of the gathered shifters.

      “I think you were all told about the tree,” I said. “I hope you’ve brought your own item to add to it. Everyone and everything is welcome! Please come join me in the back yard.”

      Evening had fallen while we were eating. In the fading light outside, the air had turned not cold but crisply cool. Close enough to winter that it wasn’t too hard to picture the massive pine Nate had chosen for our purposes as a Christmas tree. The twinkling white lights that wound around it and the glittering star at its highest peak—courtesy of Aaron—made it all the more fitting.

      The shifter kin gazed up at it with gasps and murmurs, and then after a few encouraging gestures from me, they started walking right up to it and picking spots to hang the decorations they’d brought to add to our grand Christmas tree: glinting balls painted with symbols or scenes, toys and figurines hung from loops of ribbon, here and there a candy or a candle. Soon the lower branches were dappled with delights.

      “I think it’s still missing something,” Nate said, his voice playful, as he considered the tree. “There’s not enough of our dragon shifter on there.”

      I shot him a puzzled look, and he drew something out of his pocket with a grin. It was a silver dragon figurine, rearing on its hindlegs, fire blazing from its mouth. A black cord looped from its back. “For your strength,” my bear shifter said, and moved to add that ornament to the tree.

      The other alphas were all pulling out figurines from their own coat pockets. Aaron held a dragon that was glossy white with two amber gems for eyes, its head tipped in an authoritative pose. “For your integrity,” he said, and went to find a free spot to hang it.

      The dragon in Marco’s hand had been carved entirely out of a gleaming red gemstone, stretched out in flight with its wings spread. “For your passion,” he murmured, stealing a swift kiss. He hooked its cord over the tip of the highest branch he could reach.

      West’s fingers tightened around his for a second before he opened them, as if he were afraid his wouldn’t live up to the others. The dragon he’d brought was whittled from a fine-grained wood, its body looping around on itself as if it were reaching toward something or someone behind it.

      “For your compassion,” he said, so quietly no one other than me might have heard it.

      All of them in a row and that one at the end in particular left me choked up. “West,” I said.

      “You know how much I love you, Sparks,” he said, holding my gaze for a beat before he went to place his ornament alongside the others.

      “How much we all love you,” Nate added, hugging me close with an arm around my shoulders.

      I dug into the little purse I’d been carrying. My fingers closed around warm copper. “Great minds think alike?” I said, drawing it out.

      I’d commissioned the piece, so I doubted there was any other quite like it in the whole world. A wolf, a bear, a jaguar, and an eagle leapt from the design in different directions, but they were joined together in the center by an etching like a flame.

      “It’s beautiful,” Aaron said.

      “It’s us,” Marco declared.

      As West rejoined us, the four of them drew me into a combined embrace. I soaked in the heat of their bodies and their twining scents. I was aching again, but this time with gratitude for the path that had led me here, that had let me find the men I was meant to share this life with.

      Please let me never lose them.
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      I ran my thumb over the book’s cover, its new leather smell tickling my nose. It looked well bound to my unpracticed eyes, the pages inside crisp and the black text neat. Of course, the contents of that text were going to matter a hell of a lot more than how the type looked.

      I turned to Aaron, who’d left the Christmas celebration outside to come with me to the office that had belonged to every disparate alpha before me. When I held the book out to him, he took it gingerly.

      “Does it look well put together to you?” I asked. “You’ve got to have a much better eye for this sort of thing than I do.” The eagle shifter had never made any secret of his fondness for books and the information he could glean from them.

      Aaron flipped to the table of contents and then through several of the entries. “It’s come together really well,” he said, in a tone that was impressed enough that I relaxed. “She’s going to love it, you know.”

      “I hope so.” I swallowed down a twinge of worry as I took the book back from him.

      “Why wouldn’t she?”

      I grimaced. “I just can’t help wondering if it’ll end up upsetting her more than anything else. All those reminders of the past…”

      Aaron gave me a friendly pat on my arm. “Nothing in that book is about the painful parts of the past. Our dragon shifter lost a lot on the day of the attack, and every day after while she was forced into that secret life. This gift is going to take a large step toward replacing things she might never have expected to get back. I wouldn’t be surprised if she cries, but I guarantee they’ll be happy tears.”

      “I don’t really want to make her cry at all,” I muttered, and this time he gave me a playful cuffing instead of a pat.

      “You definitely know how she feels about you trying to protect her.”

      “Hey! I learned my lesson. I’ve been very good about not overstepping.” I tucked the book into a gift bag I’d set aside for this purpose—simple red paper printed with gold snowflakes, too pedestrian for what it contained? But it was too late to find anything else—and pushed away from my desk. “Thank you for all your help with the particulars. I might not have had anything to give at all without your advice.”

      I couldn’t say organization was exactly my strong suit, and bringing this book together had required quite a lot, from tracking down the best contributors across each of the kin groups to working out the necessary timelines for receiving their submissions to presenting the stories they’d offered in a coherent way. The eagle shifter had cheered the project on and offered much-valued tips from the start.

      “Oh, I’d imagine you’d have been fine,” Aaron said. “But I was happy to help. I can’t wait to see her face when she opens that up.”

      My feet hesitated before I reached the door. I glanced at my fellow alpha. “Do you think she’s all right—just in general?”

      Aaron raised his eyebrows. “What do you mean?”

      “Just—all the effort she’s been putting into these celebrations, running around, handling half the work on her own, trying to make each one of them spectacular… I know she’s enjoying it, but at the same time, it seems a little much. Considering...” I motioned to my belly area.

      Aaron chuckled. “You’d better not let her hear you suggest she should be taking it easy,” he teased. Then his voice turned more serious. “One of my healers on staff looked her over yesterday morning and didn’t raise any concerns. Hanging decorations isn’t pushing herself all that hard.”

      “Not physically,” I agreed. “And I suppose it makes sense that she wants to accomplish something major before she has to take it easy for a little while.” Even our dragon shifter would have to take some time to settle into life as a mother. It was going to be an adjustment for all of us—but one I couldn’t have been looking forward to more. The thought of finally getting to hold my infant daughter in my arms sent an eager quiver of excitement through me.

      “Exactly.” Aaron nudged me toward the hall. “Serenity knows her limitations. If she needs more from us than we’d naturally offer, we can trust that she’ll ask. I think what she needs most right now is to have all of us there by her side, celebrating with her.”

      Which was all the more reason we should get back to the festivities.

      We emerged into the back yard to the sound of voices raised and instruments blending together in harmony. As the final part of her celebration of our disparate natures, Ren had invited all those among my kin who performed music of one sort or another to play a song or two for everyone. Those watching the band of raccoon shifters playing now were swaying along in time with the melody. Ren stood near the front of the crowd, her face lit with pleasure as she took in the music.

      During the Christmas before this one—Ren’s first as dragon shifter—we’d still been so busy picking up the pieces and getting our domains back in order after dealing with fae and vampires and rogues that the holiday had passed with relatively little fanfare. I wasn’t sure how much she’d celebrated her last few years before we’d found her, when she’d been scraping by mostly living on the streets. But she’d occasionally mentioned the private holiday moments she’d shared with her mother while they were still together: sparkling trees and colorful window displays, curling up together in their apartment watching classic movies over hot chocolate.

      If the events she’d put together over this week filled even a little of that hole, I guessed I could understand why she’d put so much energy into them. My heart ached, in a good way, seeing the happiness in her expression right now.

      Damn, I really hoped I wasn’t about to break that.

      I caught the eyes of a few of the book’s contributors in the crowd and motioned them over. The white-haired badger shifter, the elegant horse shifter, and the wizened black bear shifter came to join me. Yvonne’s eyes sparkled as she smoothed back a silver mane no less impressive than that of her animal form.

      “It’s time?”

      “Seems like as good a moment as any,” I said.

      We let the raccoon shifters finish their song, and then I stepped forward with my hand raised for attention. “Ren,” I said, beckoning her. “You’ve given us the gift of this incredible celebration. Now I and my kin have a gift for you.”

      “Nate,” our dragon shifter said, glancing around as if checking that no unexpected figures were going to appear in the crowd like the fae monarch had yesterday night. She walked up to us and came to a stop in front of me with a curious expression. “I’m starting to get the impression there’ve been a lot of other preparations going on behind my back while I was busy with my own.”

      I couldn’t help grinning at that comment. “You’re not the only one who wants to honor the people you care about.”

      A flush colored her cheeks. Her gaze slid over the shifters who’d accompanied me. Yvonne spoke up in her clear smooth voice.

      “We disparate kin have many different natures and perspectives, as you pointed out so well in the dining hall. One of the beliefs we—and all shifter kind—can unite under without hesitation is the certainty that your mother, our last dragon shifter, was a leader we’re proud to have called our own. And we’ve been more than pleased to see how you’ve been following in her footsteps.”

      Ren blinked hard. “Thank you,” she said, and was that a wobble in her voice? Damn it, Aaron might be right about the tears. Hopefully on both counts and not just the first.

      “We can only imagine, as difficult as it was for us to lose an esteemed leader, how hard it was for you to be torn from your community and then to lose your mother as well,” the bear shifter said in a gentle tone. “Which is why, when our alpha asked us to help bring her back to you in the only form we can, we were more than happy to.”

      I offered Ren the gift bag. She eased it open with trembling hands. When she pulled out the book, she just stared at the cover for a moment, reading the gilded lettering there. A History of Haven Drake.

      “I asked kin from all across my people—and some from the other groups as well—who spent time with your mother while she ruled to share some of their memories from her time as our dragon shifter,” I said. “So you can get to know that side of her in a way you didn’t have the chance to before. Over a hundred of her people—and yours—sent me recollections.”

      Ren opened the book slowly, turning from the title page to the table of contents to the beginning of the first account, from an old wolf shifter who’d worked on Ren’s mother’s estate while Haven was growing up and who had helped organize the ceremony of her ascension. Aaron and I had decided to include the stories in chronological order, for lack of any better guiding principle.

      Our dragon shifter ran her fingers over the first few lines. The tears the avian alpha had predicted glimmered in her eyes. But the smile that came with them reassured me that they hadn’t been brought by pain.

      “Thank you,” she said again, nodding to the three shifters standing with me in turn. “I’ll need to thank everyone who contributed. And… thank you.” She threw her arms around me, still clutching the book, hugging me with all her dragon strength.

      Applause broke out in the watching crowd. I hugged Ren back and bent over her when she eased away to claim a kiss. If I hadn’t already been convinced, the enthusiastic press of her lips to mine would have told me I’d chosen my gift well.

      I motioned for the next group of musicians to jump in with their performance. Ren stayed tucked close to me as she looked over the book again.

      “The only problem is that now I want to abandon my own party so I can start reading,” she said.

      I kissed the top of her head, my heart swelling with so much love it threatened to burst through my chest. “I’m sure my kin can spare you for a little while.”

      She paused, and then she shook her head, tucking the book under her arm. “This week is about all of us celebrating together. And anyway, it’ll probably be better if I take those memories in gradually so I completely appreciate each one.”

      “Whatever makes you happy,” I said.

      Her arm tightened around me. “I am happy,” she said. “So much.”

      She did sound happy, but a faint tremor had crept into her voice as well, bringing me back to the concerns I’d mentioned to Aaron earlier. I didn’t think our dragon shifter was going to appreciate me asking yet again whether she was all right in front of so many of our kin. So I settled for resting my palm on her belly next to her hand, encircling her and our unborn daughter in all the steady warmth I could offer.
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      “What about the order from France?” I said into the phone. “Has that shown up?”

      The attendant of the feline kin estate gave a short sigh. “No, but the shipping company has promised it’ll be here in the morning.”

      I adjusted my position in the plane’s seat. The soft leather that covered most of the surfaces in the private jet that was carrying us from Nate’s estate to Marco’s was one of the most comfortable materials I’d ever sat on, but between my irritation and the weight of my daughter pressing down on me, I couldn’t enjoy it.

      “It’d better be there,” I muttered. That was half of the drinks for the feline kin’s Christmas celebration. “And that machinery I put in a rental order for?”

      “It showed up this afternoon, but apparently the delivery person realized there was a piece missing. He promised he’d get that to us tomorrow.”

      Great. I stifled a groan and tipped my head back in the seat. The plane had gone through a bit of turbulence earlier, but now it was cruising along smoothly with nothing but a faint vibration in the floor and the hum of the engine to match. Maybe I’d feel better if I got up and paced some of this frustration out.

      “Okay,” I said to the attendant, rubbing my eyes. My head was getting muggy from two busy days in a row. But we were only halfway through—and the feline kin had exacting standards. I couldn’t screw up there. “Thank you for the update. I’ll touch base with you in person in the morning.”

      “Happy to help!” the puma shifter said in that slightly flat tone the feline kin were so good at, that always left you wondering if they were actually being sarcastic no matter what they’d said.

      I shoved my phone into my purse and clamped my jaw against a yawn.

      “Hey,” Aaron said, leaning over from the seat across the aisle from me. “Don’t you think you’ve been working on this enough for one day? I don’t think much is likely to change overnight.”

      “I guess,” I said, and the yawn snuck out despite my best efforts, stretching my jaw. Well, that wasn’t the most convincing show of alertness either.

      Marco got up and held out his hand to me. “Why don’t you come to the back room and really get some rest? We’ll all join you.”

      I gave him an odd look. “It’s just the five of us. It’s not like we don’t have plenty of privacy right here.”

      He shrugged with a sly smile. “One more door if the pilot happens to peek back from the cabin. And also, I may have arranged a bit of a renovation of the back room.”

      He did know how to appeal to my curiosity. I hefted myself out of the seat and let him guide me down the aisle to the inner door just past the bathroom.

      When I’d come into the back section of any of the alphas’ private jets before, I’d found nothing more than a smaller room with similar seating to the front. Tonight, the first thing I noticed as I pushed open the door was the lack of any seats at all along the closer wall. Then my gaze caught the end of a broad footboard.

      The back room was set up as a bedroom. An oversized bed filled most of the space, two lamps glowing on the end tables at either side of it. A pearl gray duvet that looked deliciously airy stretched across the mattress.

      “Okay,” I said. “I see your point.”

      Marco laughed and nudged me toward the bed. I sat down on the edge and rolled my shoulders. The stress of the days ahead was still dragging at me. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to fall asleep.

      “I think our dragon shifter deserves to relax,” Nate said, his rumble of a voice even lower than usual. He dropped down beside me and applied his strong hands to my shoulders. A contented sigh escaped me as he started to work over the tensed muscles of my neck and upper back with his insistent thumbs.

      I sank into his touch, letting him support me while he continued his massage. Aaron and West climbed onto the bed, each taking one of my ankles and easing off my shoes. I hummed happily at the enjoyable burn of their careful fingers stretching the arches of my feet.

      Marco settled next to me and started to stroke his hand lightly over my belly. It wasn’t the same sort of release as the others were offering, but I wouldn’t have wanted much pressure in that area anyway. His caress sent delightful shivers over my skin.

      Nate worked his way down my back, and Aaron and West eased up from my feet to my calves. My eyes slid shut. I gave myself over to their ministrations, feeling every kink and knot smoothed away. For a few minutes, between the joint massage and the fluffy duvet beneath me, I could almost have believed I was floating.

      As Nate’s hands circled my waist so his thumbs could dig into the small of my back, a different sort of pressure formed between my legs. The heat flowed up to my chest and down my thighs. My heart thumped faster with it.

      My hunger for my mates had never completely faded, but I couldn’t say I’d felt all that much desire in the last month since my body had gotten increasingly unwieldy. But right now? Oh, hell, I desired. There were other kinds of knots inside me that only these men could release.

      My arousal must have scented the air. When I glanced down the bed, a spark had already lit in West’s eyes. He slid his hand up to my knee. “Can we do even more for you?” he asked, his voice so husky it made me shiver.

      “Please,” I said. “I want— Mmm, yes, that.”

      My wolf shifter had lowered his mouth to my leg, charting a course over the sensitive skin on the side of my knee. The stubble on his jaw in contrast with the tenderness of his kisses made the perfect mix of sharp and soft sensations.

      With a pleased thrum in his chest, Nate scooted closer to me, pressing his lips to the crook of my neck. Marco eased up my dress to bare my panties and belly. He slipped his hand up under the fabric and flicked his thumb experimentally over the tip of my breast. At my eager gasp, he grinned.

      Aaron kissed my hip as West continued his slow scorching path up my inner thigh. Nate cupped one of my breasts with a gentle squeeze while Marco teased the other nipple until it stood stiffly at attention. With all that pleasure coursing through me, the immense bulge of my belly didn’t seem all that awkward. After all, our daughter was a result of moments of pleasure like this.

      When West’s mouth reached my core, my breath shuddered. I arched up toward him as much as my body would allow. He swiped his agile tongue over my clit, sending a bolt of bliss straight through me, and dipped lower to tease over my opening.

      At the same moment, Marco lowered his lips to my breast and sucked the tip into the heat of his mouth. I moaned, every nerve quivering.

      West went back to devouring my clit. Every flick of his tongue sent fresh quivers of pleasure all through my limbs. He slicked a finger over the liquid arousal on my folds and eased it inside me with careful pulses. Another moan escaped me. I tried to push into his hand, wanting more, wanting him deeper. Wanting everything my mates could offer me.

      Nate trailed his fingers along my jaw and captured my lips with his. Marco tested the tips of his teeth against my nipple. Aaron was peppering kisses all along the side of my body. And West—West was summoning ecstasy with every stroke of his tongue and his fingers.

      My hands balled in the duvet, my breath breaking into pants. I kissed Nate back hard until his tongue twined with mine. Marco reached to fondle my other breast while he continued to have his way with the first. Then West sucked hard on my clit with a swivel of his finger, and I shattered with a cry of pleasure. The release rolled over me in a shimmering wave.

      The wolf shifter drew back with a grin. The heat flowing through me pooled again around my core. Some part of me wasn’t quite satisfied yet.

      “Aaron,” I gasped out.

      One look in my eyes, and my eagle shifter knew what I needed. He undid his pants with a jerk of his wrist, kicking them off to the side. His cock already jutted at stiff attention, so thick and hard my mouth watered at the sight and my sex dampened all over again.

      “You’re sure?” he murmured as he bent over me. Nate nuzzled my shoulder, still supporting part of my weight. I couldn’t have asked for anything more delightful than the feeling of all my mates so close around me.

      “Go gently,” I said. “I’ll be fine. She’ll be fine.” My hand drifted to my belly, just briefly.

      Aaron slid his cock over my folds, and I whimpered. A ragged breath escaped him as he pushed inside. Oh, God, yes, this was what I’d been missing. That fantastic heady rush of being completely filled.

      As the avian alpha moved in and out of me with measured thrusts, I realized I wanted to be filled even more. My mouth was still watering for the taste of my mates. I gripped Marco’s shirt, and he met my gaze with a lifted eyebrow. My hand slipped down to the waist of his slacks. His erection strained against the fly.

      “Oh, princess,” he rasped. With a few quick movements, he’d freed himself. I flicked my tongue over the head of his cock, and he groaned.

      Nate began stroking my breasts as I welcomed Marco into my mouth. He rocked into me with the same steady rhythm Aaron was setting between my legs. West swiped that sharp tongue of his across the recently massaged arch of my foot, sending a giddy tremor through me alongside all the other swells of bliss.

      I bucked to meet Aaron as well as I could, urging him faster. He let out another groan and followed my cue. Marco’s fingers closed around my hair as his hips jerked.

      “I’m there,” he warned in a shaky voice, so different from the feline alpha’s usual self-possession that it turned me on even more. I squeezed my lips around him to encourage his release.

      He came with a low guttural sound, a salty tang filling my mouth with a rush. Aaron clutched my thigh, torn between caution and desire, and I clamped my hand over his, rising to meet him even more deeply.

      “I want you,” I gasped out. “I want all of you.”

      He plunged into me again, and again. His cock penetrated me at just the right angle to hit that perfect place inside me, and my body exploded with pleasure. The sensation crashed through me, leaving me slack and trembling and smiling uncontrollably. Every inch of my body seemed to be singing with joy.

      Aaron followed me a moment later with a bow of his head and a harsh inhale. Then he was easing himself out and down onto the bed beside me.

      All four of my mates tucked themselves around me, so that every inch of me really was enveloped by the most joyful warmth I could imagine.

      “I love you,” I said with a sudden bubbling of emotion from the depths of my chest. “I love you so much.”

      “Oh, Sparks,” West said, tucking his head against my waist. “It’s an honor to be able to say I love you.”

      Nate brushed a stray strand of hair from my cheek. “You’re everything I ever hoped to have in a mate and more.”

      “The only woman I’ve ever loved and ever will,” Marco said, his voice almost a purr. “My Princess of Flames.”

      Aaron smiled. “Every time I think I couldn’t love you more, the feeling keeps growing. I’m not sure there is a limit.”

      Surrounded there by my mates, I let my eyelids slide shut. Just for that moment, nothing at all weighed on me, nothing at all could penetrate the haze of happiness that contained us. And in that circle of peace, I drifted off too.
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      “This isn’t my kind of Christmas,” Kylie said cheerfully as we tugged a satin tablecloth straight in the feline kin’s banquet hall. “Give me paper streamers and dorky plastic Santas.”

      I shook my head at her with a smile. “I can only imagine the looks of horror I’d get from these shifters if I dared to disgrace their alpha’s estate with anything even slightly tacky.”

      “Me too,” Kylie said. “That’s why I think it’d be worth it. Let them squirm.” She winked at me and straightened up, brushing her hands together. She must have recently re-dyed the bright pink in her hair, because her pixie cut gleamed almost neon under the crystal chandeliers. “Okay, what’s next?”

      My best friend had flown down from New York to meet up with us here in Florida even though she’d also be joining us for the final celebration on West’s estate, much closer to her home. “Why only have one Christmas with my bestie when I can have two?” she’d said. “Anyway, I know you. You’re going to need someone jumping in to make sure you don’t try to do everything yourself, mama-to-be.”

      I’d grumbled something about how I already had four alpha mates hovering over my every move, but I hadn’t really protested the idea. I didn’t get to see Kylie anywhere near as often as when we’d been making ends meet on the streets together. She was the one who’d really helped me get back on my feet after I’d fallen in with a bad crowd, stealing just for the privilege of getting to sleep on a concrete floor and share a little food. We’d finally gotten an apartment together, ready to build a new life, when my mates had found me.

      Of course, I hadn’t exactly left Kylie behind as I’d moved into my new new life as queen of the shifters. She’d fought alongside us in the battle against the vampires—and caught the interest of one of West’s lieutenants, a fennec fox shifter named Felix. West had sent Felix to New York to act as liaison with the new vampire king, and as far as I could tell Kylie and him had been honeymooning it up together ever since.

      “The candle sticks are in that box,” I said, hustling over to it as I pointed. “I’m thinking four per table, spread out at equal distances.”

      “I don’t think they’re going to measure the spaces in between them,” Kylie said.

      “Have you met these people?” I said, only half joking. “Some of them totally will.” The feline kin, like cats everywhere, didn’t take all that well to authority—especially when the person calling the shots for them wasn’t even feline. They gave Marco a hard enough time of it now and then, and he was one of them. They’d been skeptical of me and my questionable upbringing in human society from the moment I’d turned up. And calling them finicky would have been a huge understatement.

      “They’ve been going a little easier on you, haven’t they?” Kylie said as she grabbed a few of the silver candlesticks from the box. “I mean, you’ve been kicking butt since you showed up. What could they possibly complain about?”

      “Mostly I get the impression they’re still reserving judgment,” I said. “Which means, waiting until they find a moment that they can judge, when they’ll happily jump all over me for making a mistake.” Which was why I wanted this particular celebration to be absolutely perfect. Why wasn’t the wine here yet?

      But the tablecloths were almost as shiny as the chandeliers, and the wine that had arrived was an uber expensive Italian red that Marco had approved of, and the kitchen staff were whipping up all sorts of delicacies from rare ingredients I’d ordered in from around the world. The feline kin liked to feel they were a little superior—well, tonight I was going to cater to that sensibility completely. Other than the little surprise I had planned for the end, which I was hoping would appeal to a different side of their natures.

      This night had better work out without a hitch.

      As if echoing my anxiety, my daughter twitched restlessly inside me. I paused for a second with my hand braced against the table, the other rubbing the shape of her through my belly. Hey there. Settle down. And can we try to keep those heels away from my liver?

      “Are you okay?” Kylie said, her eyes wide, immediately on high alert.

      “Just a normal bit of kicking,” I said, straightening up. “She’s definitely a strong one—and she doesn’t let me forget it.”

      “Hmm. Sounds like someone else I know.” Kylie grinned, but her gaze lingered on the bulge of my belly, concern still shadowing her face.

      “Hey,” I said, giving her shoulder a squeeze. “I’m all right. Really. I’m pretty sure it’s the job of all babies to make their moms as uncomfortable as possible in the last few weeks so we’ll be looking forward to the part where they come out more than dreading it.”

      Kylie laughed. “Okay, okay. You know, you’re my first friend who’s gone the mom route. I don’t have any practice at the whole godmother thing yet.”

      “You’ll get plenty,” I promised, and then couldn’t help waggling my eyebrows at her. “And maybe I should be watching for you to ‘go the mom route’ sometime soon? You and Felix just seem to get cozier and cozier.”

      Kylie laughed again, but she also blushed. Ah ha. A year and a half was by far the longest I’d ever known Kylie to be hooked on or hooking up with a guy—clearly they had something special. Not that I could picture her totally settling down any time soon.

      “I was worried things might go off the rails when we moved in together,” she admitted, her voice dropping. “But… it’s actually been even better. Not that we never have little arguments or anything, but he gets me. And I get him. It’s the first time I’ve ever had that. With a guy, anyway. Obviously he’ll never replace you as bestie.” She tapped me playfully with her elbow and went back for more candlesticks.

      “You’ve been holding out on me,” she called over her shoulder. “What’s my god-daughter’s name going to be, huh?”

      “If I’m holding out on you, then I’m holding out on myself too,” I said. “I don’t know yet. I think I’ve got to see her before the right one will come to me.”

      Kylie made a disgruntled sound. “Since when are you indecisive? You’d better spill the beans as soon as you’re ready.”

      “Of course,” I said. My throat tightened a little. Maybe it wasn’t like me to waver over a decision for months. But my daughter would have her name for her whole life. She was the first person I’d ever given a name to. When I picked one, I wanted to be completely sure of it.

      As I fished out the candles themselves, elegantly tapered cylinders of pure white that gave off a pleasantly warm waxy smell, a couple of feline kin passed the doorway and peered into the room. They only paused for a few seconds, but their vaguely impressed expressions as they took in the décor gave me a boost of confidence.

      Maybe I could pull this off without any of Marco’s prominent families making snarky remarks about my tastes or approach. They were so good at getting in those subtle jabs. It was a delicate political dance, setting them in their place without seeming phased.

      Who would have guessed that maneuvering cat shifters would end up becoming one of my main concerns in life?

      Nate appeared a few minutes later holding a handful of forks. “Apparently each of these sets is equally fancy silverware,” he said, fanning them for my inspection. “I didn’t know which design you’d like more.”

      I blinked at them. “Of course the feline kin’s kitchen would have five different sets for fine dining. Um… Let’s go with this one.” I tapped the one in the middle, simple and sleek. When in doubt, going with a less-is-more philosophy had served me well so far.

      “Got it! I’ll grab the rest. And I think Aaron and West have settled on the plates.”

      Kylie shot him an amused look as he left. “You’ve put all your men to work too, huh?”

      “Oh, believe me, they insisted on pitching in however I’d let them. I had to give them jobs so that they weren’t following me around offering to take everything I’m doing off my hands.” But even as I said that, I smiled fondly. The whole parent thing was new to all of us. I couldn’t blame them for being nervous when I, well—

      I pushed that thought away before it could completely solidify in my head and hustled the candles over to the tables. By the time Kylie and I had one in every holder, Aaron and West had arrived with the plates. I glanced at them and gave a thumbs up before motioning for them to help us set them out.

      One of Marco’s attendants bustled into the room. “The French delivery is here!” she called. “Where do you want it?”

      Oh, thank God. “Bring it here—no. Sorry. Have them take it to the kitchens.” The serving staff would bring around the wine. The feline kin weren’t much into buffet style dining.

      The attendant nodded and darted away. I scanned the tables. “Glasses—we still need the glasses for putting that wine in.”

      “I think Marco was seeing about those,” Aaron said.

      “Well, where is he then?” I muttered. “The dinner is supposed to be starting in an hour.”

      West gave me a wry look. “I think an hour is plenty of time to set up a few glasses.”

      “More like two hundred,” I said. “Oh, and I should check the sound system. Crap.”

      “Hey.” Aaron came up behind me and rested his hands on my waist. “It’s all coming together. You’ve thought of everything important. And if anyone suggests anything else, Marco will bite their head off.”

      My mouth twitched at the image that provoked. My shoulders came down as I exhaled slowly. “I know. But I want them to have a good time because I pulled it off, not because he bullied them into pretending to enjoy themselves.”

      “If they complain about this set-up, then I don’t think even the queen of England could impress them,” West said, making a face.

      “Is anything else bothering you?” Aaron asked quietly. “Everything you’ve been doing this week—it is a lot.”

      I made a frustrated sound and turned to steal a quick kiss. “I just want everyone to have a great Christmas. Nothing so weird about that, is there? You don’t have to worry about me—I say for the hundredth time.”

      Aaron wrapped his arms around me. “We want you to have a great Christmas too, you know.”

      “I am,” I said firmly. “The last two days have been wonderful. So we’re going to make the next two amazing too.” And then the five of us could have our own little Christmas, before everything changed all over again.

      I just had to make it through two more days without melting down from the stress along the way.

      Marco came in at that moment with a few attendants in tow, all carrying platters of wine glasses. I gave a little cheer and jumped at the chance to get back to prep and away from conversations about my well-being.

      The feline kin might have believed in being fashionable in most ways, but they weren’t fashionably late. About fifteen minutes before the time on the invitations, the first guests started to drift in. I was crouched by the sound system, just finishing tweaking the volume. Faint strains of classical music drifted out into the air.

      I left the speakers to stand at my and my alphas’ table on the dais at the front of the room. As more and more feline kin arrived, I watched gleams of delight come into their eyes at the elegant styling. The highest families would get to sit with my mates and me at our table, but none of them had appeared yet. They wanted to make an entrance when enough of their kin were here to see.

      A smile crossed my lips as our guests took their seats amid the glinting candles and glossy tablecloths. My hand stroked over my belly. This place will be part of your rule someday too, I thought to my daughter. Even if they like to act as if they don’t need you. That’s part of the reason why they do.
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      The light from the chandeliers glimmered over Ren’s dark hair as I spun her in a gentle circle in time with the music. All around us, my kin were dancing on the floor now cleared of dining tables, but I felt I could say without a doubt that not one of them compared to my mate.

      I pulled her back to me and tucked my arm around her waist. We swayed with the graceful strains of violin and piano, the sort of refined classical piece that made even the snobbiest elitists among my kin perk up. Ren beamed at me, some of the strain I’d seen in her earlier gone from her face now.

      She shouldn’t have been worried. In the past year and a half, she’d gotten to know my people and their whims awfully well. Every element she’d chosen for tonight had been perfectly tailored to their tastes. I’d heard their exclamations as the staff had brought out each of the dinner’s delicacies; I could see the pleasure they were taking in the party in every expression around me, even if some tried to keep a poker face.

      Oh, my kin would be talking about the Christmas celebration that our dragon shifter had orchestrated for the whole rest of the year—while looking forward to the next one. It really couldn’t have turned out better.

      Her part of it, at least. Mine—that remained to be seen.

      “It seems like the dinner has gone over well,” Ren said.

      I smiled, dipping and turning her, careful of her balance in her current front-heavy state. “Understatement of the year, princess. Anyone you hadn’t won over before today I expect is ready to kiss your feet now.”

      She rolled her eyes at me, but they shone even brighter at the same time. “I can’t imagine many felines ever lowering themselves to foot-kissing.”

      “Possibly I was speaking in metaphors,” I allowed. “Don’t argue about it. Tonight was a triumph, Ren. Your triumph.”

      “It’s not over yet,” she said, with a sudden glint of mischief. She’d kept quiet about whatever she’d been setting up with a few of my staff—sworn to secrecy—over in the immense greenhouse attached to the mansion, where anyone visiting the estate could blow off steam in their feline forms without worries of being spotted by humans in the wilds beyond.

      “When do I get to hear about this secret plan of yours?” I asked, leaning close enough that my nose grazed hers.

      Ren grinned, apparently unswayed by my powers of seduction, formidable as those generally proved to be. “You’ll see when everyone else does. Don’t you like surprises?”

      “Not particularly,” I said.

      She tapped my chest. “Curiosity killed the cat, isn’t that what they say?”

      “Oh, if I have to wait, I suppose I’ll survive the suspense.”

      She eased closer to me again, and as the song petered out, I closed my eyes and just enjoyed the feel of her body next to mine. Her body and that of our daughter so soon to come contained within it.

      Straightening out affairs in the shifter realm after sixteen years without a dragon shifter and a interspecies war on top of that had taken a lot of work, with even more ahead of us. We didn’t have many moments where we could simply be together without any pressing responsibilities nagging at us.

      The melody of the next song swelled from the speakers, and a hand heavy enough that I knew who it belonged to before he spoke came to rest on my shoulder.

      “You can’t hog our dragon shifter the whole night, even if this is your estate,” Nate said in a genial tone. “May I cut in?”

      I let out a huff of breath as if offended, but grinned to show I didn’t mean it. “I suppose I should share a little.” I gave Ren a kiss, quick yet sweet enough to send a tingle down to my groin. “I’ll be back to reclaim you later.”

      She laughed. “Not if I find you first.”

      I left her in the bear shifter’s arms and wove through the crowd toward the tables bunched together at one end of the room. I did actually have one responsibility that still needed taking care of, even if it’d been a completely optional one. Our dragon shifter wasn’t the only one who knew how to put together a surprise.

      Stepping onto the dais that held the alphas’ table, I peered around the room until I caught the eye of Coreen, lion shifter and matriarch of the most established lion family among the kin. At the tip of my head, she left the friends she’d been talking with and came to join me.

      “I think this is as good a time as any to do the presentation,” I said. “Can you assemble the others?”

      “Of course,” she said. Coreen had been skeptical of our new dragon shifter at first, but after she’d watched Ren put down her husband’s murderer without hesitation, she’d been one of my mate’s most loyal advocates. Trust was not a concept that came easily among my kin, but I’d have depended on her through dire circumstances if need be.

      She slipped through the crowd, finding the other figures from families prominent enough to have gotten a seat at the alphas’ table earlier tonight: husband and wife cheetah shifters, a broad-nosed tiger shifter, mother and daughter mountain lion shifters, and another couple made up of two leopards. At Coreen’s gesture, they ducked out of the banquet hall and returned a few moments later each with a parcel wrapped in gold foil paper.

      I supposed I shouldn’t be surprised they’d decided to coordinate so their presents matched. That was the only way they could make sure none of them managed to top anyone else’s in appearance. Saying feline kin were image conscious was something like saying fish enjoyed living in water.

      My people weren’t big on public spectacles, though, at least not ones done in an overt way that outright demanded their attention. As the next song wound down, I didn’t make any big announcement. Instead, I found Ren in the crowd and peeled her away from the bear shifter. “Time for a little break from the dancing,” I said with a grin.

      Ren raised her eyebrows, but she followed me. I didn’t have to say anything—my kin around me noted my passing and that of our dragon shifter, and their gazes automatically tracked us to the front of the room. Without my calling any direct attention to what was about to happen, the dancers had already stilled and gone quiet by the time we reached the dais where the eight waiting figures stood.

      I wasn’t sure I could say that everyone in this room respected all of them, being the finicky bunch our audience was, but certainly there shouldn’t be anyone here who respected none.

      “Dragon shifter,” the male cheetah shifter said, pitching his voice loud enough to carry but not so loud it was obvious he wanted all eyes on him. “To pay tribute to you and your young one about to arrive, we hope that you will accept these gifts. Each was chosen with the most careful consideration.”

      His wife offered their wrapped box to Ren with a respectful bob of her head. Ren’s hands closed around its glossy surface. She glanced to me as if for guidance, and I gave her a hint of a nod.

      The paper peeled away with a jerk of Ren’s thumb. She opened the box inside, and a delighted smile crossed her face. She held up a red woolen coat and pants, the same shade as her dragon scales.

      “It’s the finest lambs’ wool you’ll ever find,” the cheetah woman said in an eager voice. “Soft for your daughter while she’s still so delicate—and thick to keep her warm through the winter of her birth.”

      “Thank you,” Ren said, running her fingers over the fabric with an expression of wonder. I wasn’t sure whether she was more amazed by the quality of the gift or the fact that my people where gifting her anything that had taken much consideration in the first place.

      I bundled the clothes back into the box and set it on the table so that Ren could receive her next gift. The tiger shifter gave his own small bow and held out his offering.

      “Mine comes with much the same thought,” he said. “My whiskers tell me we have a cold winter coming—as cold as it ever gets down here. Our littlest dragon shifter will need protection from chills. And she can dream of her first flight in the meantime.”

      Ren unfolded a blanket more than half her height from the opened wrapping paper. “It’s lovely,” she said a little breathlessly. The blanket was velvet edged and made from the same soft wool as the coat and pants, woven with an image of a dragon in flight.

      The mountain lion shifters stepped forward next. Ren unwrapped their present and lifted out a mobile of animal figures, each of them carved with the finest detail out of ebony and mahogany. They bobbed on their glittering strings as Ren turned it.

      “To hang over her crib and keep her entertained,” the mother said. “Because any dragon shifter child will have an active mind in need of stimulation.”

      Ren smiled, her gaze going distant for a second. “I know exactly where I can set it up. I’m sure she’ll love it.”

      The leopard shifters handed over their box, the contents of which required a little more explanation. I could tell Ren was fighting a puzzled expression as she examined the silky rectangle of fabric with its loose strips on either side.

      “It’s so you can carry her with you wherever you’d like,” the wife said quickly. “Light material so neither you nor her will get too hot and you won’t be weighed down. I thought you might want to always have her close by, even when you’re on the move. Let me show you.”

      With lithe fingers, she demonstrated to Ren how to arrange the carrier’s straps over her shoulders and around her waist. Ren let out a pleased laugh. “I’ll definitely be getting a lot of use out of this. It’s wonderful.”

      Coreen was the last to offer her present. The box was small, but Ren’s face lit up when she opened it. She drew out a silver rattle and mirror.

      “Those belonged to my own son,” Coreen said in her resonant voice. “They were his favorite things to play with when he was a baby.”

      Ren’s eyes widened. “Coreen,” she said. “Are you sure you don’t want to keep them in your family?”

      The lion shifter’s lips stretched with a smile. “Your daughter will be part of my family—part of all of our families. It has been too long since a dragon shifter was born into our people. She will be our kin as much as you have proven yourself to be.”

      For the second time in as many days, my mate appeared to be on the verge of tears. She blinked hard as I slipped my arm around her.

      “Thank you, so much,” she said, and then turned to the watching crowd. “Thank all of you for being here today, and for working with me since I came back to you, even though you weren’t sure of me yet. You know… We can have more time for dancing, if you’d all like, but first I’d like to show you something else. Would you all come with me to the greenhouse?”

      I tucked my hand around hers as she led the way into the hall, my kin following us with murmurs of retrained excitement. I was a little excited myself to see what our dragon shifter had cooked up. A couple of my attendants darted ahead of us, I supposed to get some part of the surprise in order.

      Ren bent her head toward me. “Be honest—did you tell them what presents to get, or was that all their own initiative?”

      “I suggested it might be a worthy gesture to present you with something,” I said. “The rest I left up to them. They did rather well, didn’t they?”

      “Yes. Yes, they did. I wouldn’t have thought—” She stopped herself with a smile. “I guess we really have come a long way.”

      We spilled past the greenhouse doors into the vast treed space. I drank in the floral perfume from the vegetation all around us. The lynx shifter next to me eyed the rock ledges along the glass walls as if he were itching for a climbing session.

      “I know Christmas in Florida isn’t the same as the Christmases I grew up with up north,” Ren said to the shifters assembled around her. “But I thought you might enjoy a little taste of my kind of Christmas too.”

      She motioned with her hand, and a whirring started from somewhere deep in the brush. A burst of glinting white dust shot out into the air over our heads—

      No, I realized as the first few flakes hit my cheeks. Not dust. Snow. She’d brought us a white Christmas.

      “Watch it, play with it—whatever you want,” Ren said, grinning. “Let the celebrations continue!”

      The lynx shifter at my side had already scrambled out of his clothes and leapt forward in his feline form. He swatted at the tumbling flakes and spun around in their midst like he was returning to his kittenhood.

      The growing flurry had stirred something inside all of my kin. Some of them hesitated, but as the first few dashed deeper into the greenhouse as their furred selves, others shed their clothes and joined the romp. My own jaguar urges tugged at me to spring into the artificial snowfall.

      Ren was looking my way. “Go ahead,” she said, affection shining in her gaze. “It’s for you too. I’ll get plenty of snow to play with later.”

      A chuckle broke from my throat, and then I was shifting into my jaguar self, muscles lengthening, tail swishing behind me. I bounded across the now-slippery surface of the path and swiped my tongue at the falling flakes. A giddy sensation swept through me.

      It was strange, wasn’t it, to feel so childlike when I had a child of my own almost here? But maybe that was the real gift my mate had given me.
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      “Do you think this is enough wood?” I asked Kylie, cocking my head as I studied the heap in the courtyard of the canine shifter estate. A pungent pine scent rose off the chopped logs.

      My best friend laughed. “Ren, it’s almost as tall as I am. Unless you’re planning on roasting a giant on that thing, I think we’re good. And maybe even then.”

      I mock-glowered at her. “I am going for epic here.”

      “Somehow I don’t think West is going to appreciate it if you burn down his estate in the meantime.”

      “Not going to happen,” Felix said easily, coming up beside Kylie and slinging his arm around her shoulders. “This place has seen lots of fire, most of it thanks to our dragon shifter here, and we all came out okay.” He grinned at me.

      I had to smile back at the fox shifter, but at the same time a twinge ran through my chest. Not everyone had come out okay. Shifters had died during our battles with the vampires and the rogues. Entire villages had been razed to the ground. Nate had almost died just a short drive from where we were standing right now. If we ever faced another war like that…

      I shoved those thoughts aside and spun on my heel. “We should get the tokens and the pencils ready—Felix, do you know where those ended up?”

      “I saw the boxes over in the storage shed,” he said. “We can get ‘em for you.”

      He gave Kylie a little tug, and she offered me a thumbs up before ambling off with him, tipping her head toward his shoulder. Funny to think that when she’d first shown up here, Felix had been skeptical of the idea of even having a human on the premises. Now I was sure he’d have been baring his teeth at anyone who suggested similar. I’d bet he’d gotten a bit of hassling from some of his kin over his choice in girlfriend, but I’d never seen him show the slightest doubt in that choice.

      Which was good. I’d pulled Kylie into this dangerous world of supernatural creatures and unpredictable magic accidentally, and she didn’t have dragon fire or claws to protect herself with. The rogues had already nearly killed her once. Even if I still felt a jab of worry every time we had to part ways, it was a relief knowing she had at least one shifter by her side most of the time.

      I checked that everything else we needed for the bonfire was in place, tugging my coat tighter around me against the wind. The air had a touch of ice to it now, but there wasn’t any sign of real snow yet. It’d be nice to get at least one properly white Christmas. The one I’d manufactured on Marco’s estate didn’t really count by my standards.

      The smell of roasting meat and vegetables was starting to carry from the estate house. I hurried inside, following that smell to the kitchen and poking my head inside. The staff were bustling around, pots clattering and dishes clinking. The head chef caught sight of me and dipped into a quick bow.

      “Dragon shifter. Did you need something?”

      “No, I just wanted to make sure—we’re on track to have dinner ready at six?”

      She smiled. “Everything is on schedule. No one will go hungry, I can promise you that.”

      “Okay, great. Thank you.” My own stomach rumbled, my mouth watering at the smells. How long had it been since I’d eaten lunch? Had I even eaten lunch? Suddenly I couldn’t remember. I’d had too many other things on my mind since we’d touched down here.

      Well, it’d be dinnertime soon anyway. I hustled from the kitchen to the dining room with its stone-lined walls and crackling fireplace.

      West’s home was the least posh of the estate houses, but I’d always found it comfortingly cozy. Most of my childhood memories came from the modest two-bedroom apartment my mother and I had shared in Manhattan, not the sprawling dragon shifter estate amid the mountains where I’d spent my first five years. Sometimes, even now, the fancy mansions that belonged to the alphas made me feel a little overwhelmed.

      It might have been nice to drop into a chair by the fire and soak up that wafting heat for a few minutes. But our guests would be here soon, and I wasn’t going to slack off on this final celebration. The canine kin deserved as great a party as much as the other kin groups had gotten.

      The thick wooden tables were already set, but I’d known that, because I’d been here helping make that happen an hour ago. I bit my lip as I scanned the room. Was there anything I was missing? I couldn’t ignore the itch nagging at me that there had to be something else I needed to get done.

      “There you are.” The canine alpha stalked into the room, slowing as he reached me. West wrapped his arms around me from behind and tucked his head close to mine. “It’s getting hard for even a wolf to track you down, the way you’re running all over this estate.”

      I made a face at my mate. “I just need to get everything ready. It’s almost time for people to start coming in.”

      “I’m pretty sure everything is as ready as it can be, Sparks.”

      My pulse hiccupped as a sudden thought occurred to me. “Aaron and some of the staff set up the lights in the trees, but I didn’t check to make sure they’re working.”

      I started to pull out of West’s arms, but he tightened them around me, holding me in place. “Hey,” he said, his throaty voice as gentle as I’d ever heard it. “I can get one of my attendants to check. You don’t need to do everything.”

      “It’s not everything,” I protested. “The celebrations were my idea—it’s my responsibility if anything goes wrong.”

      “And what would be so horrifically wrong about a few lights not turning on?”

      When I couldn’t think of a good answer to that right away, he shook his head at me. “You know, I do enjoy a good meal and holiday cheer in the air, but I’m starting to be glad Christmas will be over soon.”

      I could tell from his tone that he was mostly joking, but a lump of emotion filled my throat anyway. “Do you really think— Has it been too much? Am I just being ridiculous?”

      “What?” he scoffed. “You can be a lot of things, Sparks, but ridiculous isn’t one of them. Why does all this matter so much to you?”

      “It just—” I started, and the lump swelled, choking me. My eyes felt abruptly hot. I dragged in a breath, and it came ragged.

      “Ren.” West turned me toward him and cupped my cheek. His dark green eyes searched mine. “What’s wrong? You’ve been pushing yourself to the limit all week. These are just Christmas parties. People will have a good time—they aren’t expecting perfection. So why are you? What’s really going on?”

      I swallowed hard. Tears I didn’t want to let fall burned behind my eyelids when I blinked.

      West had been the last of my mates to trust me, for the same reasons that made him the hardest to brush off when he wanted an answer. And now that I had his love and loyalty, I knew I had every shred of them he had to offer.

      It couldn’t hurt him to admit the things churning inside me. The real problem was I hadn’t wanted to acknowledge them to myself. But I didn’t think he was going to let me sweep this topic aside now.

      My voice came out quiet. “Staying busy getting things ready for the celebrations—it’s kept me distracted. So I don’t have to think about—” My voice caught again.

      “About what?” West said softly.

      My hand went to my belly, to the shape of my daughter—our daughter—that I could feel in increasing detail through my own flesh. “I want to meet her. I’m so happy she’s coming. But I’m also—I’m scared for her, West. The last year has gone really well: no major conflicts, everyone getting along reasonably well. But what if that doesn’t last? I’ve never been able to count on keeping the things I care about. I don’t want to take the happiness I feel right now for granted, and then have it be taken away.”

      “Oh, Sparks.” My mate trailed his thumbs over my cheeks to ease away the few tears that had managed to seep out. I made myself meet his gaze again and saw nothing but love and compassion there.

      “I don’t think we should ever take our happiness for granted,” he said. “But I don’t think you need to be scared either. The last year has gone well because of the work you’ve done, the decisions you’ve made. You’re the best dragon shifter any of our kin could have hoped for.” The corner of his mouth quirked up. “Hell, you even managed to win me over, so clearly you’re doing something very right.”

      I couldn’t help snorting in amusement. “The biggest challenge of my rule.” The knot inside me hadn’t entirely released, though. “There are so many things I don’t know. I’ve never been a mother before. I haven’t even been a dragon shifter, really, for all that long. What if I do end up screwing something up?”

      “Then we’ll set it right again. We all start somewhere. Look at how much we’ve figured out as we go already. Life’s thrown a hell of a lot of challenges at us so far, and we’ve met them all.” He bowed his head until his forehead touched mine. “You don’t have to tell yourself there’ll be nothing but happiness from here until forever. Just trust that whatever comes, we’ll find our way through it. You can believe that, can’t you?”

      When he put it like that, his reassurance didn’t seem so hard to accept. My next breath came a little easier. I raised my head, seeking out West’s lips. He kissed me intently, as if he were pouring all the feeling he had in him into that embrace. I lost myself in it, in him, just for that minute.

      “Better?” he asked afterward. “I know I’m not always the most elegant with my words. If you need to talk to the others too to feel more secure…”

      I shook my head. “No,” I said. “I think I’m good now. Maybe I’ll want to talk to the others later, but you said just the right things.” Or maybe it was also that I’d said the right things. My chest felt lighter with those worries no longer unspoken.

      West smiled. “Come on, then,” he said. “Someone told me there’s some lights we really need to check.”

      I elbowed him, and he chuckled as we walked out of the dining hall.

      An hour later, as I sat with West and the rest of my mates at our table, filling my hungry stomach and watching so many of my kin doing the same, a sense of satisfaction spread through me in a warm glow. Laughter and upbeat voices carried from all the tables. Kylie and Felix had scooted close together, him offering her a bite of something off his fork. There was nothing in the air right now except the enjoyment of good company and an excellent meal.

      I had done well by my people—the people I hadn’t even known were mine until eighteen months ago. My alphas and I had accomplished an awful lot in that time. And when I stopped worrying about the future and let myself just look at what was here in the present, all I could see was happiness.

      Even if it didn’t last forever, the fact that we had it now counted for something. And I’d do my damned best to see that we had it for as close to forever as I could manage. That was all anyone could really ask from me.

      West leaned over when I’d taken my last bite. “Should I tell them to get the bonfire ready?”

      I nodded and got to my feet. This part of the celebration that I’d planned specially for the canine kin felt even more appropriate now. Time for all of us to take a little weight off our chests.

      “Everyone,” I called out to our guests. “Please join us in the courtyard now for a special bonfire.”

      The crowd followed us out to the courtyard. Flames were already licking over the heaped wood, sending tangy pine smoke up toward the darkening sky. The breeze nipped at my ears as I stepped outside, but the blaze chased the chill away as soon as I got close. Its ruddy light wavered over the faces all around the fire.

      “It’s been a good year,” I said over the crackling of the flames, turning to take in all of the kin gathered around me. “And I mostly want us to celebrate those good parts. But nothing good comes from sweeping over past hurts. Any of you who was here on this estate or in one of the settlements that came under siege last year had more than your share of pain. So tonight I thought we could let our old fears and angers go. Anything leftover that we don’t need to hang on to, to free up that space in ourselves for the next year.”

      I motioned to the containers of tokens and pencils that Kylie and Felix had set out on one of the wooden benches. “You don’t have to share it with anyone else—just write what you’d like to release on one of these wooden tokens and toss it into the fire.”

      I picked up one of the tokens myself, a sanded-smooth rectangle about half the size of my palm. As I stepped back from the bench where the containers were sitting, others gathered around. I printed carefully on the pale birch surface.

      Doubting that I can be a good leader. Focusing on fear instead of joy.

      I tossed mine into the fire. It disappeared into the red-hot depths in an instant, with a sizzle I felt as much as heard. A smile tugged at my lips.

      Around the fire, more and more of my kin threw in their own tokens. Their faces glowed now with more than just the reflected firelight. In that relief, I saw all the proof I could have needed that I belonged here.
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      My fellow alphas and I had all grabbed tokens of our own to join in the fiery ritual Ren had suggested. Aaron and Nate jotted down a few words quickly and let theirs fly. Marco smirked to himself as he scrawled something.

      I stared at the blank surface of mine, the hot sharp smoke tickling my lungs. My fingers had tensed around the pencil.

      “Having trouble thinking of anything to put?” Ren said teasingly.

      I grimaced. “No. I know exactly what I most need to let go of. It’s the doing it that’s not easy.”

      But I’d committed to this course already, hadn’t I, in a much more concrete way than writing a word on a scrap of wood? My body balked for a second longer, and then I scribbled the letters quickly.

      Prejudice.

      That covered it in a nutshell. I flicked the token into the flames to join the others.

      I wasn’t sure I felt all that much of a release. My gut was still tight when I left my mate and the other alphas to see where Felix had gotten to.

      I’d been a little worried I’d find him literally wrapped up in his almost-mate, that friend of Ren’s, but they were just chatting with a few of the staff near the fire. I caught the fox shifter’s eye and motioned him off to the side.

      “Should we head out to get him?” I asked.

      Felix checked the time on his phone. “He’s not supposed to meet us at the pick-up spot for another half an hour.”

      “It’s a fifteen-minute drive,” I said. “I want a bit of time in advance to scope out the lay of the land. He might be acting friendly, but he’s still a bloodsucker.”

      Felix shrugged. He was my main liaison to the vampire community in New York, helping keep the peace with them since we’d overcome their attacks last year, but he didn’t dispute my sense of caution. “We can go, then. You’re the one who invited him.”

      I glowered at him, and his jaw twitched as he lowered his eyes apologetically. But it was true. I’d invited the bloodsucker. I’d probably have felt a lot better if this whole thing hadn’t been my responsibility.

      Kylie ambled over to us. “What are you two discussing all secretively?” she asked, setting her hands on her hips.

      “Nothing anyone who doesn’t already know needs to know yet,” I said, and paused. “If Ren starts looking for me, tell her I’ll be back soon.”

      “Oh, yeah, I’m sure she’s going to be real happy with that answer,” Kylie said, but she didn’t push. “Make sure you bring my guy back in one piece, you hear?”

      I shouldered Felix toward the garage. “I think that depends more on him than me.”

      Felix gave her a little wave before loping ahead of me to the garage around the side of the estate house. He was already in my favorite car, the engine just rumbling into action, when I came in.

      “Are you sure it’s a good idea making this a surprise?” he said as I dropped into the passenger seat.

      “It’s not going to be a surprise to the guards,” I said. “They’re all prepared. I’ll handle the rest. I don’t think anyone’s going to be all that happy about the idea without the proper context.”

      I couldn’t say for sure they’d be happy about it even with the context, but I guessed that was on me too. This plan had seemed like a good idea when I’d thought of it, after Ren had started on her Christmas obsession and Aaron had mentioned to the rest of us his bright idea of reaching out to the fae monarch.

      Of course, the difference was that during last year’s battle, the fae had stepped up and helped us survive. The vampires had been the ones trying to kill us.

      Felix drove the car out through the side gate and along the road that rambled off farther to the northeast. The pines loomed on either side in pointed silhouettes.

      We stopped at the crossroads I’d suggested as the meeting spot, pulling up on the gravel shoulder. No one else was nearby that I could see. I stepped out of the car and prowled around the intersection, drinking in the air. Not a hint of that sickly undead smell reached my nose.

      No ambush. Everything was proceeding according to our agreement so far.

      I was back at our car when headlights gleamed in the distance. A sleek sedan glided into view and parked on the opposite shoulder. The driver got out—I couldn’t see anyone else in the car. We’d asked him to come alone, and it looked as though he actually had. The thump of my heart slowed just slightly.

      The vamp who’d come was a tall skinny guy with the usual pale gauntness to his face. He smiled tightly at me, standing as if he wasn’t completely sure he should leave his car.

      “Alpha of the canine kin,” he said in a thin but steady voice. “My name is Edwin. I come from the house of the king, and I can speak on his behalf.”

      “All right, Edwin,” I said, trying and failing to erase my instinctive gruffness from my voice. “Come on over. We won’t bite.”

      His jaw tensed, and I reminded myself that I was supposed to be aiming for diplomacy here. But the vampire envoy did cross the road and allowed me to usher him into the back of the car. I hesitated for a second there, torn between having to sit next to the bloodsucker or sitting up front knowing he was at my back.

      A show of bravery and good faith seemed like the better option. I shut the door and took my seat next to Felix again.

      “So, Edwin,” I said as Felix started the engine. I studied the vampire through the rearview mirror. “Why did the king send you?”

      “When your liaison extended the request, I volunteered,” the vampire said from where he was sitting stiffly on the aged leather.

      My eyebrows jumped up. “And why’s that?” I wouldn’t have thought any of the vamps would be in a hurry to throw themselves in with a crowd of shifters, but I managed to restrain myself from voicing that fact.

      “I’ve been pushing for us to make a greater gesture of good will for some time,” he said. “This seemed the ideal opportunity to put my money where my mouth is, as they say.”

      Ah. Well, that didn’t sound particularly suspicious. And it was only fair that I gave him a warning. “A lot of my people were hurt during the attacks. Some of the kin who’ll be there tonight lost friends or family. You’ll have to be prepared that not everyone is going to be all that welcoming.”

      “I was never led to expect anything else,” Edwin said dryly. He was silent for a moment, his gaze sliding to the dark landscape outside the car window. Then he added, “If it makes any difference to you, I was against those attacks from the start. I didn’t participate in them because at the time they were going on, I was confined in one of the former king’s prisons, awaiting trial for speaking against him.”

      Anyone could have said that to try to gain sympathy points, but his tone sounded genuine to me. I swiveled in my seat to look at him directly. “Thank you,” I said, and found I meant it more than I’d expected to. “You put yourself on the line for us—whatever your reasons.”

      The tight smile came back. “And my people never should have put any of your lives on the line. But all we can do now is move forward. If anything, I should thank you. It’s quite possible I owe my continued survival to your victory.”

      The lights of the estate came into view around the still dancing blaze of the bonfire. Felix moved to turn the wheel, and I shook my head. “The front gate this time.”

      “Whatever you say, boss,” he said in a voice that was a tad tongue-in-cheek. I decided not to submit him to another glower. Felix had a mouth on him, but he’d done good work.

      The guards at the gate tugged it open. We drove just inside, and I motioned for Felix to stop. If this went sideways, I wanted us to be able to escort Edwin off the premises as quickly as possible.

      I got out first and stepped to the back door to escort the vampire out. My kin around the bonfire had let their conversations trail off to peer over at us. Just barely in view beyond the flames, my mate was craning her neck to see. Aaron rested a hand on her shoulder, and all three of the other alphas started heading our way with her.

      “My kin,” I said. “We have a guest tonight who will be making only a brief appearance, who would like to take the opportunity during this celebration to make a gesture of trust and peace. He is here on my invitation, and I expect you to behave with that in mind. He has something to say to our dragon shifter.”

      I opened the door, and Edwin stepped out. I heard breaths drawn in sharply and a few rough mutters, but no one said anything loud enough that I could hear it.

      Ren paused where she’d been skirting the fire. Edwin’s gaze found her and then drifted to the wavering flames. His body went momentarily rigid at the sight.

      Fire was one of the few things that could kill a vamp.

      Before I had to say anything, he pushed himself forward, toward Ren and toward the bonfire. My kin had drawn back in the wake of the car, leaving him a clear path. I walked just behind him, scanning their faces, offering a show of confidence to reassure them.

      “We should toss him into the fire and be done with him!” someone called out, and someone else laughed.

      My head snapped toward those voices. “Insult my guest and you also insult me,” I said with a growl.

      There was only silence after that.

      The fire crackled and snapped as Edwin approached my mate. Sparks drifted in the air near him. He winced, only a few feet away from those flames now. After another step, he sank down onto one knee with his head bowed before our dragon shifter. Aaron, Nate, and Marco stayed at her flanks, poised to protect her if need be.

      But there was no need. “Dragon shifter,” the vampire said in a strained voice, “I’ve come here tonight because I want to show how committed my people are to ensuring the peace between our kinds continues—and strengthens. We’ve kept our distance out of shame and reluctance for far too long. We should be the ones to come out and meet you on your ground, to prove your forgiveness matters enough that we will lay our lives in your hands for the opportunity to receive it. Knowing what I do about what happened here and elsewhere at my people’s hands, I wouldn’t have blamed you if you had ordered me tossed into that fire. I thank you for your mercy.”

      Ren stared at him, looking momentarily speechless. Then she drew up her chin. “Did you come all the way out here just to say that?”

      It was haughty, but that was the attitude my kin needed to see. They needed to know she wasn’t immediately softened by his words. Pride swelled in my chest. This woman had grown into her role so well, so quickly. With the firelight washing over her, she looked every inch a queen.

      “No,” Edwin said quietly. “I am merely an envoy. My king wishes to express that if you would have him, he would attend to you to make apologies in person and to discuss how we might proceed in greater harmony, in the place and at the time of your choosing.”

      Ren’s eyes widened. Even I was a bit flabbergasted at that offer. The king of the vampires was lowering himself to being at the dragon shifter’s beck and call? I couldn’t think of when that had ever happened in any history I’d been taught.

      But then, they’d never before had such a horrifying crime to atone for.

      Ren’s voice softened in turn as she gave her reply. “I thank you and him for that offer. I’ll need some time to decide what would suit me best, but I will take him up on it. And thank you for coming to show there can be trust between us.”

      Edwin eased himself to his feet. “I’ll take my leave of you, then,” he said, “and convey your thanks to my king. I have no wish to disrupt your kin’s celebration any more than I already have.”

      He slipped back to the car, and I nodded to Felix. Enough tension had left me that I could watch the fox shifter drive the vampire back to his sedan without any emotion other than relief.

      When the gate had closed behind them, voices rose up again, most of them falling back into the same sort of chatter as before.

      “Hey!” Marco called out. “Didn’t I hear something about some glorious singing we were going to get to hear?”

      A few nearby shifters laughed, and several carolers assembled by the fire. They launched into a rendition of “Silent Night,” punctuated by howls from a couple of wolves who’d shifted. Ren sidled over to me and leaned against my chest when I tucked her into my embrace.

      “Well, that was definitely an unexpected present,” she said.

      “But a good one, I hope?” I said.

      “Yes. Very good. That is—” She looked up at me. “Do you think he really means it? The king?”

      I thought about the way Edwin had talked in the car. The fact that he’d shown up here at all. “Yeah,” I said. “I do.”

      A smile crossed her lips, so sweet and delicate I wished I could hold it and this moment close forever. Her hand dropped to her belly. For a minute, we just rocked gently from side to side in time with the singing. Then my mate’s shoulder tensed against me.

      “What?” I said, tensing in turn.

      She gazed down at herself, her hand completely still. Her fingers twitched. Her eyes shot back to me.

      “She’s coming soon,” she said with a faint tremble in her voice. “I can—I can feel it. We need to leave for the dragon estate now.”
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      West’s healers checked my pulse and my belly and down below, despite my faint protests. “I’m not having contractions yet,” I said. “It’s not happening right now. I can just tell it’ll start soon. If we leave now, we should be fine.”

      But I understood why they wanted to check first. It wasn’t as if I had any desire to give birth on a plane in flight, as appropriate as that might have been in a metaphorical way. I really wasn’t in labor, though. What I felt from my daughter was a sort of hum of energy, slowly heightening, that I recognized even if I hadn’t known to expect it and didn’t know how to put it into words. As if she were gearing up for her main appearance.

      “Are you sure we should risk it?” Nate asked. All four of the alphas had gathered around me in the healers’ room.

      “It’s only a two-hour flight,” I said. “A couple of the healers can come along if you’re worried.” I glanced around into my mates’ nervously excited faces. I couldn’t keep a quaver from coming into my next words. “I want to be home when she comes.”

      I didn’t know if it would sound silly to them. The dragon shifter estate had only been my home until I’d been five years old, and then for the last year and a half since I’d returned. And in that year and a half I’d spent more time traveling between my alphas’ estates and to other shifter settlements than actually there. But it sounded less silly than the desire that was really ringing through me, which was, I want my mother.

      I couldn’t have her. I’d lost Mom years ago. But the dragon shifter estate was the only place we’d been together while we were really ourselves, no secrets, no suppressed memories. Fragments of her presence lingered in the halls and the rooms.

      More than anything, I wanted that presence with me as I took this final step to becoming a mother myself.

      My mates gazed back at me, their expressions softening. West looked at the others. “The jet here can leave almost immediately. The healers confirmed that she isn’t in labor yet. If this is what she needs…”

      Aaron nodded. Marco brushed his hand over my hair. “Then she should have it,” he said.

      Nate still looked worried, but he tipped his head in acceptance.

      So a few minutes later, we hustled through the night to the landing strip. “Sleep on the plane, as much as you can,” the healer who came with us told me. “Once you do get really started, you’ll want to be as well-rested as possible.”

      In the jet’s back room, I curled up on the bed with my arms cradling my belly and closed my eyes. My nerves were jumping with so much anticipation that I wasn’t sure I’d managed to drift off at all when Aaron came to wake me for the landing.

      Something in my heart brightened at the sight of my estate, the windows all along the walls of that miniature castle gleaming in preparation for our arrival. One of my mates had called ahead for the staff to be ready, and they’d expected us in the morning anyway. The four alphas formed a shield against the cold wind as they ushered me into the house.

      I’d just made it to my bedroom when the first contraction came, like a pinch expanding into an ache that spread across the base of my belly. My breath caught. I sat down on the edge of the massive bed.

      “It’s started, has it?” said one of the healers from my own estate—a wolf shifter named Lydia whose face was lined and whose hair was slate-gray streaked with white. She’d helped my mother deliver me and my sisters, and she guided me farther up the bed with a knowing look. “It’ll take some time before we have any real work to do. Rest as well as you can until the pains start coming close together.”

      “What do you need from us?” Aaron asked me.

      I swallowed hard, feeling abruptly uncertain with the unfamiliar sensations starting to rise through my body. “Just—stay with me.”

      “Of course.”

      They all climbed onto the bed around me, surrounding me so I could nestle between their forms. I breathed in their combined scents, my forehead resting on West’s shoulder, one hand clasped around Nate’s fingers while my other palm stayed on my belly, and right then I didn’t feel nervous at all. My daughter was coming. My mates and I were here, ready to welcome her. I was simply going to do what every dragon shifter before me had done.

      Bathed in that warmth and reassurance, I did doze for a while. When I woke to dawn light streaming through the bedroom windows, it was with a sharper pinch that radiated all through my abdomen. A shiver ran through me. I waited for the next contraction to come, just a few minutes later, but I was ready for it. I could feel it. She was on her way.

      My mates stirred when I sat up. “Should I call for the healers?” Aaron asked, studying my face.

      “Yes,” I said. “I—” My voice hitched as I rode out another contraction. “I think it’s time.”

      Marco brought me a glass of water and rubbed my lower back as I drank from it. Nate slipped out and returned in a few minutes with an orange and some toast with butter. The younger healer who’d already arrived in the room nodded approvingly.

      “It’ll probably be a long day,” she told me. “Best to keep up your strength.”

      I gulped down the meal I didn’t really feel hungry for as quickly as I could. In between swallows, I practiced the steady inhale-exhale the healers had taught me during the birth preparations over the last few months. A restless urge wriggled through me.

      “I don’t want to just sit here.”

      “Walk around,” Lydia said. “Find a good rhythm. That often helps carry you through the earlier stages.”

      West had already been pacing the room. He fell into step with me as I wandered from one side of the room to the other, pausing here and there to brace myself against those deepening twinges.

      “Don’t look so fretful,” I told him. “You’re not the one about to propel an entire dragon shifter out of her body.”

      His tense expression broke with a chuckle. “I can’t argue with that. I’ve never been good with waiting.”

      As another rush of pain shot through me, an idea sparked with it. “You can get the water running in the tub,” I said. “I think I’m going to want that pretty soon.”

      He gave me a kiss and a grateful look before hurrying off to the en suite bathroom. Marco had started my phone playing the songs we’d picked out ahead of time—I’d almost forgotten about that. The sweet music of my mother’s favorite folk singer filled the room. It brought a fresh inspiration.

      “Her book,” I said. “Where’s my mother’s book—the one Nate’s kin gave me?”

      The bear shifter grabbed it off the side table where I must have set it down last night. “Do you want to read it now?”

      I pressed my hand to my belly as another contraction rocked me and then started walking again. “I don’t know if I really can. I feel better if I keep moving. Can you read a few of the stories to me?”

      He gave me that warm smile I loved and sat down on the edge of the bed, opening the book. His low voice washed over me as he read a mouse shifter’s account of seeing my mother when she’d come to the disparate estate for the first time to officially claim the alpha as her mate and be welcomed by his kin. I could almost picture her there, a younger version of the woman I remembered, telling the assembled shifters how proud she was to be the one to serve them, already preparing an even-handed resolution for some dispute.

      He was on to the fifth account, from a bobcat shifter, when my legs started to wobble with the intensity of the labor. “West!” I hollered. “Is that bath ready?”

      “It has been for a while,” he said from the other end of the room. I’d been so lost in the stories and keeping myself steady that I hadn’t noticed him coming back in. “Let me make sure it’s still hot enough.”

      I followed him in and paced on the tiled floor while he and then Lydia adjusted the water. With their help, I clambered into the tub. The warm water closed around my body in a liquid embrace that gave an immediate relief. I sighed, leaning against the polished side of the tub.

      My mates took turns sitting by the edge, stroking my hair, rubbing my shoulders. After a while, the contractions blurred together so much that I wasn’t aware of much except bracing myself for each new wave and gripping the hands that reached out to me. As the pressure inside built, my dragon’s claws started to extend from my fingertips with each rush. Scales broke out on my sides.

      “Partial shifting is normal during this stage,” Lydia said, unperturbed. She made me sip some fruit juice. The other healer added more hot water to the tub. Then all at once my entire body seemed to clench from the waist down. Tears sprang to my eyes.

      “I think she’s ready to come now,” I gasped out.

      “We can do this in the water or out, however you feel most comfortable,” Lydia said, her voice so calm and sure that the momentary flicker of panic wisped away.

      I tested my arms against the water and grimaced. “I think out.”

      My mates had to support me on the way back to the bedroom, where the healers had set down sheets. The stool they’d brought looked suddenly appealing. I hunkered down on it, panting, and my mates circled me, all of them holding me up together.

      The time after that was a total haze. I breathed and I pushed, and voices murmured encouragement all around me. My clawed fingers dug into the sides of the stool. A small puff of dragon fire slipped from my mouth. And then, with one last pang that echoed through every muscle, my daughter emerged into the world.

      The healers fussed over her for a minute, cleaning her and whispering softly to her as she started to wail. My gaze stayed glued to that tiny form as my body shifted completely back into its human state. My heart was already swelling with even more love than I’d already had in me for this life I’d helped create.

      Lydia brought my daughter to me and laid her on my chest so her little infant mouth could find its way to my breast. I cradled her, tears in my eyes, as she drank her first meal. A sprinkling of dark hair covered her round head. Her skin was so soft I was almost afraid my embrace would break her. But I could already feel strength in her too.

      She wasn’t just a baby. She was a dragon shifter too. And she would be a great one. I’d be there to guide her, every step of the way.

      “Have you decided on a name?” Lydia asked.

      I almost laughed, hearing that question again. “Not yet. I think I want to get to know her a little bit first.” Maybe just meeting her wasn’t enough. It felt like an even bigger decision, looking at the little person I was cradling against me.

      The sky had darkened outside the window. A whole day had passed while I’d been bringing this treasure into the world. With a sigh, I let my mates guide me to the bed. They settled around me again as I lay on my side, tucking our daughter close to me.

      She blinked, peering around at us with squinty eyes. “Looks like she’s got Marco’s hair,” Nate said, beaming.

      “Lucky for her,” Marco said, his voice just as bright. “And our eagle shifter’s eyes, it appears?”

      Aaron grazed his fingers over our daughter’s back with a fond smile. “I think all babies’ eyes are blue to start out with. But we can always hope it’ll stick.”

      “Because there’d be something wrong with her ending up with green ones?” West put in wryly, kissing my shoulder.

      I offered my other breast to our little girl, and she turned her head away with a grunting sound. Marco started to laugh. “Clearly she got wolf boy’s attitude.”

      Despite my exhaustion, I started to giggle. “Hey!” West protested, but then we were all laughing. In the midst of that blissful sound, our daughter snuggled closer to me and shut her eyes. I slid my arm around her protectively and relaxed my head into the pillow, waiting for sleep to take me too.

      The last thing I heard was Aaron’s voice murmuring, “Merry Christmas.”
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      The third time my daughter woke me up to feed, the sun was up outside. I’d stirred awake before she’d made much of a sound to her delicate face nuzzling at my breast. My mates were all still sleeping.

      I lay there quietly for a short while, letting her have her fill. A lot of my body was still achy, but my legs itched to move. I carefully eased myself off of the bed without disturbing the guys, holding our little one against me with one arm and then the other as I tugged on a night gown. My slippers were right there waiting for me to step into. Then I picked up a blanket that had been left folded on the dresser and wrapped that around both of us.

      The gleam of the sunlight called to me. I shuffled over to the glass door that led to my chamber’s balcony.

      Chilly air washed over me as I eased it open. I cuddled my daughter even more carefully under the shelter of the blanket before I stepped outside. She let out a contented-sounding sigh. Her tiny hand traced over my collarbone.

      My breath caught at the scene that met me. It must have snowed overnight. A white crust sparkled across the valley and the mountain slopes as far as I could see. Frost glittered on the balcony railing. We’d gotten our white Christmas after all.

      My daughter tipped her head toward my other breast, and I helped her latch on. I gazed down at her for a moment before raising my head again.

      “This is your home,” I told her quietly. “It was mine too, when I was your age, and your grandmother’s and your great grandmother’s before me, going so far back I can’t even count. No one will ever be able to take that away from you. I promise.”

      For the first time I could remember since the first moment I’d felt her growing inside me, a sense of certainty rose up inside me with those words. I could keep that promise. Whatever it took, whatever happened along the way. I knew that, down to my bones.

      The rogues were gone. We’d made peace with the fae. The vampires were doing penance. The future that lay ahead of us could be a beautiful one.

      When I looked down at her again, a smile stretched across my face that felt as brilliant as the gleam of the sun on the snow.

      She was here. My daughter. And she’d woken up more love in me than I’d ever have imagined my body could contain.

      The door rasped open behind me. My mates stepped out, one by one, to stand around me. West set his hand on the small of my back. Marco rested his on my shoulder. We stood there for a minute, taking in the snowy landscape in silence, one united family.

      “Have you gotten to know her enough to decide her name?” Nate asked gently.

      I brushed my thumb over our daughter’s cheek, memorizing every detail of that perfect face. My mother had been Haven. My sisters, Temperance and Verity. Myself, Serenity. Running through those names in my head, reveling in the swell of emotion inside me, I found I was certain about one more thing.

      “I have,” I said, my smile stretching even wider. “Her name is Joy.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        *  *  *

      

      

      Thank you for sticking with me all the way to the end of Ren’s story! I hope the finale brought some holiday joy into your life, not matter what time of year it is. :)

      

      If you’re a fan of reverse harem paranormal romance, why not check out Eva’s recent series, The Witch’s Consorts, which is now complete? You can grab the prequel story FREE here!  Or turn the page to find out more about my next RH book…

      

      Want access to early cover reveals, exclusive teasers, and more? Join Eva’s reader group, the Minions of Magic!
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        A Study in Seduction (Moriarty’s Men #1)

      

      

      Pleased to meet you. I’m Jemma Moriarty. Do as I bid, and we’ll get along just fine.

      

      My family expected me to play sacrificial lamb for their supernatural cult. Through a desperate bargain with a demonic fiend, I escaped—into a criminal underworld that saw me as easy prey.

      

      I’ve proven them wrong a thousand times over. These days, what I want, I get, by whatever means necessary.

      

      Now my fiendish friend is coming to collect its fee: my soul. I don't intend to pay. Unfortunately, the key to my freedom lies just beyond my reach. To steal it before my time runs out, I’ll need to con the finest investigative minds in London into executing a perilous heist.

      

      Sherlock Holmes. John Watson. Garrett Lestrade. Each at the top of their game; each with a weakness I can exploit. Each so passionate both in the field and between the sheets. I answer to no one and I left my conscience behind years ago, but the more time I spend with them, the more the edges of my steeled heart soften.

      

      We could rule the world if we worked together. But these men will never see the real me as anything but a villain. When the chips are down, I have to betray them—or I’ll lose myself to a greater horror than they could believe exists.

      
        
        Get it now!
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      Jemma Moriarty gets what she wants by whatever means necessary. Three brilliant, passionate detectives stand in her way. Prepare to be seduced by Moriarty’s Men, my new modern paranormal spin on the classic Sherlock Holmes characters. Here’s a sneak peek inside the first book, A Study in Seduction.

      
        
        A STUDY IN SEDUCTION

      

        

      
        1

      

      

      I slipped into the reception hall crowd like a lover’s hand easing up a skirt, half of my attention on the figures around me and half watching for the man I was going to ruin.

      The finest investigative minds in the world filled the expansive room, all decked out in their cocktail best. The light from the crystal chandeliers shimmered off silk and satin. Voices bounced off the high molded ceiling, their tones bright thanks to the champagne that was flowing so freely I could taste the bubbles in the air.

      The sequins on my violet evening gown whispered as I sidestepped between a few Australian sergeants and a couple of Peruvian detectives. I smiled demurely at the latter. One of the sergeants, who looked as though his suit was wearing him more than him the suit, took a surreptitious picture of the reception’s finery with his phone. This gala was a pretty far cry from a normal day for a cop on the beat.

      A waiter swept by with a platter of canapes, but I’d eaten before I arrived. The moment of action wasn’t going to catch me with my hands full of poached pear on brioche. The wine glass in my hand served as a perfectly good prop—especially since I could transform it into a weapon with a quick smash, on the off-chance I needed one.

      Even in the distinguished company, you could never be sure. And not all of my company here was distinguished.

      Ah, there was my man. If the cops and PIs around me had been half as good at their jobs as their being invited here should suggest, they’d have noted the recently released convict in their midst. The catering uniform fit the guy’s stocky form just fine, but there were telltale signs a few months out of the clink could hardly come close to erasing. The marks on his shoes. The hang of his hair.

      He’d been posted at the champagne table doling out glasses. That would make it easy to keep track of him.

      The guy could have used some lessons in subtlety. I followed his gaze to the Glasgow commissioner. The woman was flicking back her fluffy blond bob as she chatted with a younger female officer who’d dabbed on enough face powder to turn an elephant Honey Beige. My convict was just barely restraining a glower at her.

      The steady beat of my pulse picked up its pace in anticipation, but it wasn’t time for either of us to make a move yet. I drifted in the commissioner’s general direction. My mouth had gone a bit dry.

      Everything was in place. There was no reason to get anxious, even if the consequences of failure would be devastating. Better to simply put that possibility out of my mind.

      Another face caught my eye, this one from an interview I’d been perusing yesterday. I paused and turned toward it.

      “Professor Charleston, isn’t it?” I said, holding out my hand and beaming at the droopy-eyed man as if my life depended on this gambit. Which it very well might. “I’ve been following your work on trace evidence retrieval for years. It’s an honor to be in the same room as you.”

      The professor made a pleased sound, with a twitch of his suit jacket like a bird ruffling its feathers to show off its plumage. As he shook my hand with a brisk pump, he peered at me, from my face down to the narrow but precipitous dip of my neckline, and then jerked his gaze back up. A little skin could make a large impression if you picked the right part of the landscape.

      “I considered it an honor to be asked to lead one of the seminars here,” he said. “It’s good to know I have some wisdom worth imparting on the next generation.”

      “Absolutely! I’m dying to hear more about your recent strategies regarding gunshot residue. We’ll see if I can’t score a front row seat tomorrow.”

      My enthusiasm brought a flush to the professor’s cheeks. “I’d save you one if I could.”

      I waggled a finger at him. “I’ll just have to be resourceful. I’d better give the rest of the attendees a chance to talk to you before I embarrass myself with my gushing.”

      Professor Charleston chuckled as I gave him a little wave and glided onward. I continued smiling, now to myself. He might as well be tied up in a gift box with a bow on top.

      Skirting a cluster of Japanese officers who’d gotten into a hushed debate, I checked that my convict had remained at his table. Indeed he had, with a little tug of his pants that told me in an instant where he’d hidden the pistol. Excellent. Every part of this plan was flowing along smoothly, except… where was the most important part of my audience?

      A twinge of impatience had only just passed through me when the three I’d been waiting for strode into the reception hall. Half the heads in the room turned their way, which meant I could observe without looking unusually interested. This time I smiled only inwardly.

      The trio of men who’d been selected for this conference from right here in London made odd companions. On the left, Garrett Lestrade was a little fox terrier of a man with dark eyes and boyishly angular features—the youngest detective inspector in Scotland Yard. On the right, John Watson, surgeon turned army medical officer turned forensics specialist, sported the bright hair and upbeat demeanor of a golden retriever. And looming tall between the two of them, his lean face as sharply alert as a deerhound, walked Sherlock Holmes, consulting detective, all of twenty-eight and already hailed in some circles as one of the greatest analytical minds of the century.

      It might have been that reputation that drew so many gazes their way, but even an objective observer had to admit that the three of them were easy enough on the eyes in their differing ways. Watson bounded forward, a gleaming wooden walking stick offsetting his slight limp, already offering cheerful greetings and grasps of arms. Lestrade sauntered behind him, his hands slung in the pockets of his trousers and his chin raised at an angle that looked like a dare.

      Holmes proceeded at a more leisurely pace, studying the room from beneath the messy dark waves of his hair, his stance aloof but a pleased smile curling his lips when a couple of lieutenants from Cardiff came over to compliment him on this or that brilliantly solved case. With the great height of his slender frame and that detached attitude, he might as well have been a king accepting the reverence of his subjects.

      He had a dazzling mind to back up that confidence, absolutely, but even the mighty could falter. My heart thumped a little faster with a giddy shiver through my nerves.

      I would have him, one way or another. The great Holmes hadn’t yet tangled with the great Moriarty. Barely anyone even knew the great Moriarty existed, which was exactly how I liked it.

      Possibly by design, the trio had timed their entrance perfectly. As the initial round of fawning wrapped itself up, a burly man with a pinstriped suit and a head like a turnip walked up to the podium at the head of the room and leaned toward the mounted microphone.

      “Distinguished colleagues,” he said with a faint whine of mic feedback. The conversations around the room quieted. “I’m overjoyed to welcome you all to London for our first International Conference of Investigative Skills.”

      I veered toward the fluffy-haired commissioner as we all moved closer to the podium. As if by chance, I came to a stop just a couple feet to her left. A quick glance toward the wine table told me that my convict was on the move too. I adjusted my weight on my feet, ready to spring.

      Turnip-head at the podium went on with his speech. “I pride myself in thinking we’ve managed to assemble the top minds in criminal investigation from all across the world. You were invited because you’re at the top of your field, but I’m sure you made it to those heights through the understanding that there’s always more you can absorb. For the next ten days, you’ll be able to learn from other investigators as skilled as yourself in their specific areas of expertise.”

      A flicker in the light over his head caught my eye. When I glanced up, the glow streaming down from the chandelier shimmered with a texture like a filmy piece of gauze. I didn’t let myself visibly react, but inside my stomach tightened.

      The shrouded one had already tracked me here. What was it doing, playing with light effects?

      No one else appeared to have noticed anything off. It only wanted me to know it was here. Watching. Waiting.

      My fingers curled toward my palm, not quite a fist. I wasn’t letting that piece of supernatural excrement distract me from my mission.

      Turnip-Head rambled on about how lucky, dedicated, and wise we all were—I could claim the latter two out of three; not bad—and the catering convict edged into view through the crowd. He had his hand tucked close to his waist, close to his pistol. Well, technically my pistol, since I’d contrived to get it into his hands. And to get him in here. And to give him this opening.

      Fifteen years ago, Ms. Commissioner had been a sergeant who’d gotten him put away for killing a father of two in a bar brawl. The guy’s long-time girlfriend had left him. He’d lost a job he liked to brag about. He’d been happy to take an opportunity to get revenge.

      I couldn’t really take credit for ruining him. That honor belonged to his poor life choices.

      He could have ignored my offer. He could have walked away even now. But he didn’t. Instead, he lunged, whipping the pistol forward at the same time.

      All his attention had been focused on the commissioner, and none of it on me. Another poor choice.

      A shout of warning rang out. The commissioner spun around, her face blanching. I sprang between the convict and her in one smooth movement guided by years of physical training.

      Knee to the groin. Elbow to the ribs. My heel to his hand, kicking the gun out of his grasp.

      I giveth, and I taketh away.

      I pinned the convict to the ground, braced against his back. The flexible fabric of my violet evening gown pooled against his white catering shirt. Quite a few people were yelling. A security officer hustled through the throng and knelt down to snap a pair of handcuffs around the guy’s wrists. We were in a room stuffed with cops, but this one night they’d all left their equipment behind.

      “Oh my God,” the commissioner said, holding out her hand to help me up, the other pressed to her chest. “Thank you so much—you moved so fast. He came out of nowhere.”

      I’d give too much away if I looked around to check, but I hoped the London trio had gotten a good view. I stood and squeezed the commissioner’s hand with a small smile. “I saw the gun, and I just reacted. I’m glad you’re okay.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After toasts and exclamations over my heroics, I welcomed the stillness of my hotel room. The grand establishment hosting the conference boasted worn historic limestone and ornate arched lintels on the outside, but the innards had been tastefully modernized. Ivory walls, thick slate-gray carpeting, a sleek ebony desk against one wall, a king-sized bed with matching ebony frame against the other, a little table in the corner near the window.

      The window looked out over the back courtyard, dark now other than a few pools of light from the security lamps. I’d arranged a suite at the end of the hall on the second floor. The broad limestone sill outside would serve Bash just fine when he needed to drop in.

      I turned away from the view, and all my satisfaction drained away.

      A translucent white figure wavered in the glow of the bedside light. It formed a lumpy but vaguely humanoid shape beneath overlapping strips of ragged white fabric—at least, they looked like fabric. Sometimes I wondered if they weren’t swaths of dead skin.

      The only part the strips didn’t totally cover was the area that should have been a face. There, amid the folds of cloth, a haze of mist stared back at me, so deep that if I looked at it for long, I’d feel I were staring clear across the continent into a realm where no human had ever ventured.

      A chill raced over my skin, but I meandered across the room to the mirror over the desk as if I had no qualms about my visitor. “Hello, Bog,” I said. “What brings you here?”

      Bog wasn’t really the thing’s name. The shrouded folk had their own language that human ears couldn’t properly decipher. Bog sounded somewhat right, and it gave me a tiny shred of amusement to call the monster after something repellant, if I had to address it at all.

      I could still see it at the side of the mirror while I unpinned my hair. As the red waves spilled down over my narrow shoulders, the folds around Bog’s face quivered.

      “You are playing games,” it said in a voice as dry as desert-bleached bone and as distant as the mist it came from. “I thought you might need reminding of our agreement.”

      A pinching sensation emanated from the spot on the back of my neck just below my hairline where the magic of our contract had marked me.

      “Oh, I’m hardly going to forget that,” I said. “I have a month longer. Why shouldn’t I play during the time I have left?”

      “Why play here, bloodling? You are no ‘investigator’.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I think I’ve investigated plenty in my time.”

      “If that is what pleases you. Perhaps I will find something of interest in it too.”

      The shrouded one’s tone stayed perfectly even, like mine had. We were playing a game right now—the game where I pretended I didn’t plan to do everything in my power to escape the deal I’d made, and it pretended not to suspect me of that scheming. But those last words had been a warning.

      I shrugged and picked up my brush. “You can spend your time however you want.”

      The mist stirred. I could almost have said I caught a glint of a smirk.

      “Think more about how you wish to spend yours, bloodling. You received your ten years. In thirty days, your life is mine.”

      I smiled back at it through the mirror despite the tremor that ran through my chest. We’ll see about that.
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        * * *

      

      Want to read more of Jemma’s story? It’s free with Kindle Unlimited! Grab A Study in Seduction here.
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