
        
            
                
            
        

    
BABY’S FIRST HOWL


THE FIRST SHIFT
BOOK 1


LETTY FRAME



Copyright © 2023 Letty Frame

All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the author.

Editing: Homestead Editing

Proofreading: Kat’s Corner

Cover Design: Methyss Art


BABY’S FIRST HOWL


Secrets are dangerous, nobody knows that more than Maia. But when the secrets held involve decades old family drama… she’ll learn that blood may not be thicker than water.

One moment Maia Blake is a grieving fiancée, the next she’s got a plus sign on a pregnancy test. But just when she wraps her head around her new future, she uncovers something her fiancé, Ryan, hid from her.

He was a werewolf, and their newborn daughter is one too.

But that’s just the beginning of the chaos Maia finds herself in as she learns about the werewolf world. Maia finds herself the object of desire for four identical Alpha werewolves, each more possessive and growly than the last. Bound by destiny, they’re all fated to be hers.

As Maia navigates her new reality, she’s drawn into a dangerous web of pack rivalries and family secrets. But the biggest threat is Ryan’s family and their desire for full custody. They doubt her ability to care for Phoebe since Maia is human.

But Maia’s hiding a big secret of her own, that nobody—not even her new mates—can know about. She’s not just human, she’s also clairvoyant. Or at least, how else would she keep seeing the ghost of her dead fiancé?

Torn between her new mates, the safety of her child, and the lingering pain of the past, Maia stands at a crossroads. Can she trust her new mates, protect her daughter, and uncover the truth behind Ryan's death? Or will her revelations be the spark that reignites ancient feuds, plunging the packs into chaos once more?

Baby’s First Howl is the first instalment in the First Shift duet. This series is a medium-burn reverse harem romance, and there is a guaranteed HEA for our FMC at the end of the second book.
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This book is dedicated to the parents out there, who know what it’s like to need to adapt, learn to understand, and fight, for your child.

Children, werewolves or not, are extraordinary, and yours is undoubtedly a blessing.


A fucked up family, is a fucked-up family, whether or not werewolves are involved.

— KARRY VAUGHN, KITTY TAKES A HOLIDAY
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MAIA


Acrying baby. Check.

Leaky, sore tits. Check.

A sleep-deprived mum. Check.

Huh, it seems like I am a pro at this mothering gig. I never dreamed that at the ripe age of twenty-four I’d be a widow and a single mother. Eight months ago, I lost the love of my life, and a few days after that, I found out we were expecting.

A whirlwind romance ending in the death of my fiancé and the birth of our gorgeous little girl. Fate was cruel to my soulmate.

“Shh,” I soothe as I change her nappy. She’s not a happy girl, but unfortunately, I can’t feed her and change her nappy at once, no matter how much I wish I could. “It’s okay, Phoebe. Just two more minutes, and you can have all the boob you want.”

I dispose of the dirty nappy before getting settled in the bed with my nursing pillow. I haven’t bothered wearing a shirt unless we leave the house, giving her free rein. She latches almost immediately, and the tears stop as hungry suckles take their place. I wipe away the lone tear dripping down her cheek, a soft smile filling her face as I take in her clenched fists. Poor baby.

It’s very hard to distinguish whether she looks like me or Ryan in her facial features, but she’s most definitely got my dark hair. It’s something I was amazed to see on the scan and allegedly is the cause of all my heartburn during pregnancy.

True or not, I should’ve just invested stock in Rennie with how often I was buying them.

Once Phoebe is done on the left boob, I move her onto the right. We’re officially at cluster-feed o’clock, and it’s draining. Her prime time for this is 3am, rather than during the day, but I’m hopeful it won’t last too long. If Ryan were here… well, I have no idea what he’d have done.

Hopefully, he’d have brought me snacks and something to drink. He’d be there to hold her so I can have a wee in peace, and he’d soothe her whilst I have a shower that lasts longer than three seconds.

But he’s not. Because he’s dead. Because someone decided that drinking and driving was smart. Because someone decided after hitting my fiancé, they’d then drive over the top of him multiple times to make sure that he couldn’t survive and identify them.

My fiancé is dead, leaving my daughter without her father, because they didn’t want to call a taxi.

I try to burp my tiny human, blinking away the tears of my grief, but nothing comes up. I move her back onto the left because off she goes again, rooting as if her little life depends on it.

It’s adorable, even if it drains me.
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“So, how is she doing?” Dr Thomas asks as he reads through the information from the nurses at the hospital and from the community midwife that has come out and visited us at home over the last couple of days. I’m not worried. Phoebe has passed all her checks in the hospital, and we had an easy birth with no complications.

She has dipped a little from her birthweight, but that’s to be expected, and we’ve got no issues with her feeding ability.

I glance down at Phoebe and grin. She’s so beautiful, so healthy, so mine.

It’s crazy to think that not even a week ago, she was inside me, kicking around and taking up all of the available space, and now… she’s real.

“She’s doing great,” I say with a tired smile.

“And how are you doing?” he asks, spinning around on the chair and giving me his full attention. Dr Thomas is a new hire at my GP surgery, and he’s quite young—a few years older than me, maybe. He’s got dark hair, often displaying a sardonic grin, and his eyes are a mahogany colour that are wise above his years. I’m not sure what puts me on edge about him, but something does. “How are you coping on your own, Maia?”

“I’m doing okay. It’s hard, but we’re doing good, aren’t we, sweetheart?” I say, turning to baby talk at the end when my tiny girl looks up at me with her little grey eyes.

“Do you have any support around you? Anyone who can assist with the hardships of parenting?” He sounds a little condescending here, and I don’t like the implication that I’m not enough for my child.

I was alone my entire pregnancy, but I survived through it, knowing I’d have her at the end. A link between me and Ryan forever.

The insinuation that I’m not enough breaks me because I already question it myself every day.

“I appreciate the concern, Dr Thomas, but we’re okay. I know where to go if I need help.” Which is Google because I really don’t have any physical help at all.

My… Phoebe’s dad was an only child with no family around—by choice—and my parents died a week after my eighteenth birthday in, ironically, a car accident. Ryan and I only had each other, and now… I only have Phoebe.

Dr Thomas nods slowly, a distrusting look in his eyes as his lips tighten into an upside down smile. We move on to the healthcare portion of the exam, and he is meticulous as he checks over my daughter. His attitude might not be great, but he seems to be a very good doctor. He weighs her, and she’s the same as she was yesterday when the midwife checked her, a healthy six pounds and eight ounces, and is happy that she’s responding well to the tests.

Once he’s done dragging things out, I redress her and put her back into her car seat. She’s alert right now, and my boobs tingle, knowing that she’s going to be wanting a feed.

He sounds reluctant when he admits, “She’s perfect, Maia. You’re doing everything right.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“We’ll schedule another review at the four week mark,” he says, making a note on his computer so that the reception staff will book me in. “You’ll be discharged soon from the community midwife team, but your health visitor will then take over and do her usual checks.”

I’ve seen my community midwife twice since coming home from the hospital, and we’re going to see her again in a few days’ time.

She’s nice and sweet and has given me so many tips to survive the long nights alone.

I like her, and she doesn’t make me feel uncomfortable like he does.

“So why do I need to see you?” I ask with a frown. My tone is a little rude, but I don’t care. I’m five days postpartum and completely over the fact I’ve had to leave my nice, warm home to come here. Sure, it’s technically the start of spring, but since we’re only four days into March, the weather hasn’t gotten the memo that winter is over. “Is there something we should be worried about?”

“No, of course not. It’s normal procedure here for us to check in at the four week mark. We like to have a more hands on approach when it comes to our patients so that nothing slips through the cracks. It’s nothing to worry about—just a review for both mother and babe, and a chance for us to give additional support if needed,” he reassures me flippantly, and I nod slowly.

Phoebe starts to root around, her little hands clenched into fists, a tell-tale sign of her hunger, and I smile down at her.

“Go get her settled,” he murmurs, looking at us curiously. “And I’ll see you at the four week mark.”

I nod and lift her in the car seat, heading out of the room with an uneasy feeling stirring in my gut. He wasn’t super rude, but the feeling of not being good enough that he instilled in me was hard to deal with. I’ll see if I can see a different doctor next time I come in.

I pause at reception and ask if there’s somewhere I can feed her. I don’t care about feeding in public, but the waiting room is quite busy, and I don’t want my newborn around sick people longer than necessary.

After the appropriate cooing over Phoebe, I’m directed through to the baby room just off to the side. It’s really lovely, lot’s of animal decals on the wall, including a very big mother wolf with her cubs. It’s super sweet, but the best thing is that, in the corner, there’s a large, black arm-chair that seems perfect for breastfeeding in. There’s an armrest that can move from the left to the right side, which means when I switch her over, it’ll be easy. There’s also a matching ottoman that doubles as a footrest, despite the fact that the chair reclines, setting everything up perfectly.

I’ve never seen anything so comfortable looking, and I’m definitely going to look into ordering one for myself. Maybe if Phoebe had the four hands she should’ve, this chair wouldn’t be a necessary purchase, alas, it is.

“Come on then, sweet girl,” I murmur, undoing the straps of her car seat. I lift her out, taking a deep inhale of her scent as she does the cutest newborn scrunch, before cuddling her in close.

As I sink into the luscious fabric, I undo my bra and feed my boob through my top. Phoebe struggles to latch initially, despite the nipple being in her mouth, but she soothes herself as soon as the milk begins to flow.

I run my hand over her hair and close my eyes. There’s nothing better than this feeling.

Pregnancy was hard, doing it all alone, and the days were rough when I was both mourning and celebrating at the same time.

But everything is easier now.

Because it’s not just me anymore.
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Iplace Phoebe down in her crib in our living room, and a screaming fit ensues the moment I do. She wants to feed some more, and she’s not shy in making her needs known.

Tears well up in my eyes as I go to take my food out of the oven in the kitchen. It’s hard not being able to be by her side every second, but I need to eat to keep up my supply, and in turn, nourish her. But how do you explain logic to a baby who can’t grasp it?

As I pull the chicken pie out of the oven, her cries stop, and she lets out a small whine. I turn everything off and place the dish on the table, wanting to give it a few minutes to cool down before I eat it. But as I head back through to the suspiciously silent room, goosebumps race all over my skin.

The pit of unease only rises as I look at the bassinet in the centre of the room, and the reason why she’s fallen silent is clear. Horror fills me, a silent scream leaving my throat, as the tears reappear in my eyes.

Instead of my gorgeous, little baby girl laying in her crib where I put her… there’s a baby wolf, who softly blinks at me with bright grey eyes before letting out a howl.
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MAIA


Idon’t know how long it takes me to snap out of my panicked state. It might’ve been when the tiny wolf curled up into a small ball inside my baby’s crib, or it might’ve been when it howled softly in its sleep. But I do know that this fucking vermin needs to get out of my house.

Whoever took my child and left this... this thing, isn’t funny at all. It’s one thing being so pathetically low that you’d steal a newborn baby from its mother, but to replace it with a dirty, flea-ridden animal? You’ve got to be psychotic.

Seriously—a wolf? Where the fuck has a kidnapper found a baby wolf? One of this size probably has its own mother that will be missing it.

My thoughts are racing, my mind unable to truly focus on what is important, and it takes me nipping my arms to pull me out of the anxiety spiral. I can’t be drawn into the unstable current that is my emotions again. The longer I mess around, the further away that fucker can get with my baby.

I run through to the kitchen to grab my phone, my footsteps even heavier than normal, and immediately dial for the police. My hands are shaking, my eyes blurry, but the unmistakable nine is easy to click. I ignore the mild cramping in my stomach that reminds me that Phoebe is only five days old and instead try to focus on blocking out my fears. She can’t be far. It’s not been that long.

Right?

The phone rings three times before there’s a soft click, followed by a professional voice. “Hello, this is Amanda at the dispatch team. Do you require an ambulance, the police, or the fire brigade?”

“The police. I need the police,” I cry softly, clutching the phone desperately at my ear. My words are hurried, panicked, even. No matter how calm I try to be, I can’t ignore my worry. “She’s gone. Someone has taken my daughter.”

The tone of the lady immediately changes from distantly professional to alert. “How old is your daughter, miss?”

“Five days old,” I cry, and I hear her sharp inhale of breath as her fingers rapidly type on a keyboard. I hope she’s telling everyone and their mother that there’s a missing child. I need my daughter found. Now. “She’s gone. She was in her crib in the living room, I was in the kitchen for a second, and now… she’s gone. Someone has taken her. Please. Send someone. I can’t… I need her back. She’s going to be hungry, and they can’t feed her. She doesn’t take a bottle. Please. I need her back.”

“Are you in danger?” she asks, but I shake my head, muttering some kind of negative. She types some more before asking, “Is there someone at your property with you?”

“No. It’s just Phoebe and I,” I choke out. The word feels bitter, and my stomach churns. I shouldn’t have been alone. Ryan should’ve been here with me, he could’ve protected us. He could’ve made my food whilst I watched her. I nip my forearm again, drawing blood with the act, but it seems to push the panic further out of my mind and gives me the chance to refocus on this conversation. My voice is calmer when I speak now, although my heart is still pounding. “I’m alone, I think, and I’m safe. But my daughter is not.”

“An officer will be there momentarily,” she says, mirroring my calm. “We’re tracing your phone, and we’ve got units moving to your location now. What’s your name, Miss?”

“Maia. Maia Blake.”

“Okay, Maia. Where are you now?”

“The kitchen.”

“Stay in the kitchen, if that’s possible, just until the police arrive.” I nod, and I hear a click of her computer mouse. “Has anything unusual happened? I know that she’s gone, but are there any signs of…” She trails off, and I can detect embarrassment in her tone.

Was she going to ask if there’s foul play? As if my newborn baby could fight back?

Of course, there’s foul play.

I take a deep breath. “Um, they… there’s a wolf in her crib. They, whoever did this, took my child and left a wolf in her place,” I say before breaking down into tears once more. My heart physically aches as I sob down the line, and I can feel the coldness seeping in.

I lost my fiancé. He was taken before his time. Some say it’s not the length of the life but the quality of it, but Ryan deserved more.

And now my daughter—his daughter—is gone, too.

The world is too fucking cruel.

“There’s a wolf in my house where my baby should be,” I whisper through my tears. “There’s no baby. My baby is gone.”

She doesn’t complain when I repeat myself over and over, just continues to type away on her computer. Eventually, her typing stops, and we sit there in a deafening silence.

There’s a knock on the door that shatters the silence, and my scream escapes without my permission, a guttural reaction echoing the fear that is gripping at me.

The dispatch lady—Alice? Mandy?—tries to reassure me that it’s just the police, that it’s safe to answer. But it’s not until she utters that they’re here to help me find Phoebe that her words break through my panic.

I hang up on her, unable to even bring myself to say thank you, and drag myself through the living room to the front door, ignoring the soft whine from the wolf in the crib that’s going to need replacing once Phoebe is home.

My heart is pounding, and I’m terrified. Terrified, they can’t help. Terrified that she’s hurt.

Or worse.

Why would someone do this? Why would someone take her?

I yank open the front door, and I freeze when I see two identical officers standing in front of me. They’ve got short dark brown hair, an identical beard—even down to the trim length—and bright blue fitted uniforms with Police sprawled across them. They’re at least a head taller than I am, and their faces have similar expressions of concern etched into them.

My vision is blurry from the tears, and I can’t trust my eyes. Surely, they’re not this identical. Is this… am I seeing double?

Hell, maybe this is another hallucination. Maybe it’s all fake.

It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve seen someone who couldn’t possibly be there.

“Maia Blake?” the man on the left asks, pulling out a small pocket notebook. The fact that the other man doesn’t do the same thing proves I’m not seeing double. I’m just facing the most identical twins to ever exist, it seems.

“Yes.” My empty tone only mimics how I feel. It’s like there’s no more warmth within me, just an empty, dead soul. Losing Ryan destroyed me, but it never hurt this much. Losing the little girl I’ve grown, the only living thing that’s tied to the fiancé I lost… it’s indescribable.

“I’m Officer Patrick Daniels, and this is my brother, Officer Garrett Daniels. Can we come in, Miss Blake?” he asks, and I nod slowly, wrapping my arms around myself.

Why aren’t there more officers with them? Where is their car? Why aren’t they as worried as I am? How can they come to the house of a kidnapped infant and seem so nonchalant?

“We’re twins,” the second officer—Garrett—unhelpfully supplies. Obviously, I can see that. “We heard there was a wolf on the property that may need handling. May I…?” He trails off, and it takes me a second to figure out what he wants.

“It’s through there,” I say, pointing to the living room door. Garrett goes through to handle the rabid offering from the psychotic kidnapper, and I break down into sobs. Patrick reaches over to tentatively rub my back, offering soothing words. There’s nothing soothing here, but he’s trying, and that’s something I’m sure I’ll be grateful for once everything is how it should be.

Eventually, Patrick leads me through to the kitchen, going the opposite way through the house so that we don’t need to go past the living room. I sit down on the stool in front of the pie I had just pulled out of the oven before my entire day was ruined.

Steam is still rising off of it, so it couldn’t have been that long since she was snatched from her home. Patrick grabs me a bottle of water from the fridge and encourages me to take a few sips as he leans against my countertop. He’s so nonchalant, there’s no urgency about him.

My child has been taken. Why isn’t he bothered?

“I don’t need water,” I sob, shaking my head as I shove the bottle away from me. “I need you to find my daughter.”

“We have officers already casing the neighbourhood, Maia. But I need you to calm down and work with us so we can do our best to help your daughter, okay?”

I nod, even though I don’t feel okay. None of this feels okay. He gestures once more to the water and, in a deep voice, commands me to drink it. I don’t try to argue this time and snatch up the bottle to gulp some down.

It does help me calm down a little, although I won’t admit that.

“There we go. Can you recount what has happened?” he asks, and through my giant breakdown, I tell him everything from me returning home from the doctors until the moment he got here. He nods slowly, some kind of realisation hitting him as I speak, and somehow, he’s even less concerned than he was when he arrived.

Before I can ask what realisation he’s come to, Garrett comes into the room holding the wolf in his arms ever so delicately. The horrid thing is curled up as he strokes over it’s back, and bile rises in my throat.

He doesn’t even look my way, his tone urgent. “We need to call the Luna, Pat.”

“Get it out of here,” I screech, instantly losing my calm as I see the shitty offering the kidnappers have given me. “Take it away from me!”

“Maia, take a breath,” Patrick says, but I can’t. I can’t look away from the wolf with eyes as grey as my daughter’s. Vomit rises, but I choke it back, blinking away the tears.

I want it out of my house.

I need it out of my house.

“Look at me,” he barks, and surprisingly, my eyes snap to his. I can’t resist the pull, the kind of aura he’s emitting is dangerous. He’s irresistible. 

“Silence,” he adds in that same dominant tone of voice. The Northern accent in his words fades away here.

I fall to silence, my mouth opening and closing, but no words are able to come out. What the fuck? I scratch at my throat, the panic bubbling over, but my body physically cannot produce a sound.

What has he done to me?

“Relax.” That same magnetic growl to his words sends tingles across my body—and not in a good way. My body betrays me, and although my mind is still racing, the physical feelings of panic are gone.

“This wolf is your daughter,” Garrett says, lifting up the sleeping wolf so that it’s in my line of sight, and my mouth drops open. What the fuck? “I know you might not believe me⁠—”

Logically, I want to argue, to protest, and I know my body is fighting against the urge to panic, but I can’t. I eye Patrick warily, but he doesn’t even look my way.

“She definitely doesn’t.” Garrett’s twin sounds amused, with a smirk on his face.

“Fuck off, Patrick,” Garrett says without breaking eye contact with me. He’s got a stern expression on his face, but there’s some concern there, too. “We’re werewolves, Maia. Since you’re human, I’m assuming the baby’s dad is the werewolf. I know this must be hard, but we’re telling the truth. Werewolves are real, and your daughter is one of us.”

I open my mouth to speak, but words just won’t come out. I can’t speak, I can’t protest, I can’t panic. I wish I could argue.

“Where is your husband?” he asks almost kindly. He doesn’t let up on the intense eye contact, his tone demanding an answer from me. Alas, I cannot give one. I point to my mouth, hoping my eyes show him how badly I disbelieve him. “Patrick, if you could, please?”

The first Officer sighs, rubbing the back of his neck as he gives me a sheepish look. “Sorry. You can speak. Please answer Garrett’s questions, Maia.”

“What the fuck was that?” I demand, inching away from him and his weird fucking brother as soon as that weird hold has disappeared over my vocals. “I want you both to leave, and take that thing with you.” 

Garrett reaches for me, the wolf still in his hands, and I scream, scooting back off the stool. It clatters to the floor, and the fear that was hiding away at his command has come back in full force. My legs are trembling, and I don’t think they’re going to be able to hold me up for very long.

But then, there’s movement from the wolf in Garrett’s arms, and I lose all of the issues I had. Because my scream triggers the wolf in his hands to morph into something impossible.

Something not human.

The wolf morphs into my baby girl.

Whose cry has caused my tits to leak.

Fuck.

My head slams into the floor, and everything goes black.
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“She’s waking up,” a gentle voice says as my eyes fly open. My vision is a little fuzzy, with more black spots than actual vision. My brain is slowly waking up, coming out of the foggy sleep haze, and I hate how groggy I feel.

There’s a strong smell of something pungent, and I bat the hand away from my nose that smells like it. I look at the offensive thing, and it’s a small tube being held by a pale, masculine hand. I sit up and scoot away from it, not sure what’s going on.

I rub my eyes, seeing the vague outline of a man. He’s big, but crouched by me on the sofa, he feels a little less intimidating.

“They’re smelling salts,” the gentle voice continues, and I nod slowly. I look around the living room, spotting a police officer holding my daughter. My memory jogs to fill in the blanks, and I remember everything that happened.

Fuck.

I’m assuming Patrick carried me through here, which makes me a little uncomfortable. I don’t know how long I’ve been unconscious or what was discussed whilst I was out. I hate the unknown.

Phoebe’s being held by Garrett, I think, unless they swapped whilst I was unconscious. The other twin is crouched down beside me, a placid expression on his face.

Phoebe is content, which is strange because she was crying the last time I saw her.

When she changed from being a wolf to being my child.

Because she’s a werewolf.

Apparently, just like her daddy was.

Fuck.

“Look, little baby,” Garrett murmurs, moving the finger Phoebe is clutching onto to point to me. I try not to flinch. Those grey eyes of hers don’t budge from him, but mine are fully focused on her. “Mama’s awake, little pup.”

It wasn’t a dream.

It wasn’t even a hallucination.

“She’s a werewolf.” My voice is calm and steady, weirdly, just like my body. It seems that whilst I was unconscious, my brain has adjusted to the new status quo and doesn’t seem as panicked any more.

Get back with the programme, brain, this is fucking terrifying.

“She’s a werewolf,” Officer Daniels confirms. As he leans forward, I see the name “Patrick” engraved on his badge, not having noticed that earlier in my distress. He and his twin are young, maybe around my age, and quite handsome. You know, if you find a man in uniform attractive. They’re both built very strongly with broad shoulders and thick thighs.

Is that largeness a werewolf trait?

They both have easy smiles and calming personalities. It feels unnatural for them to be this identical. I wonder if their badges are a standard part of the uniform or if it was implemented specifically for these carbon copies.

Their poor… werewolf mother.

“And you’re not surprised,” I say, my tone still devoid of any emotion.

“No, Maia, we’re not.” I’m watching Phoebe, so not sure which of the twins replied since their voices are just as identical as their physical selves, but it makes no difference either way. Their answer is unwelcome.

“And why is that?” I ask, but I already know the answer. They’re just like her—like my daughter.

“Because we’re werewolves, too, remember?”

I nod quietly. I can feel the burning in the back of my throat, the sting in my eyes, but I shove those emotions down. I will not lose it again.

Werewolves are real. My daughter is one.

This is my new reality.

“So what happens now?” I ask, grateful my heart rate has remained steady despite my unease. I don’t want these men hearing my heart rate and thinking I’m weak. “What do I do the next time my daughter turns into a… into a werewolf?”

The twins share a look, and Garrett moves closer. He offers me my child, and I don’t hesitate in snatching her—you know, as gently as possible so that she doesn’t get hurt. She’s content as she comes into my arms, and I wonder how different she is from a human baby.

Can she smell me better? Can she see me better? Hear me better?

No, Maia, this isn’t the Little Red Riding Hood, for fuck’s sake.

She’s not going to eat you.

I unlatch my top, not caring about either police officer as I feed my nipple to her. She’s resistant at first, not because she doesn’t want it, but because she’s still learning how to feed and her latching technique is still a little slow.

As soon as she latches, I can feel the relief in my tits, and I cuddle her in close. I didn’t know I needed this, but having her back in my arms, cuddling close, soothes the pain I felt about losing her. I thought she was gone, that someone took her from me, but she wasn’t.

She was here the whole time. She was acting on instinct, but I didn’t know.

My baby is a werewolf… and I have no idea how to help her.

With a sigh, I look back up at the men. Garrett is on the other side of the coffee table, and Patrick’s on my side, just hovering. They seem a little unsure, but they most definitely have themselves together more than I do.

“This is above our pay grade, little mama,” Patrick says. I frown at the moniker and ask him who could tell me about this then. “Werewolves operate in packs of, well, other werewolves. We have leaders—our alphas and our luna. They’ll be the ones that can help you.”

“Alphas, plural?” That’s not something I’m used to hearing. Animals in the wild have one alpha, right?

Garrett nods. “Yes. Some packs may just have one, but for us here, we’ve got three.”

My frown deepens. “That makes no sense. How can you have three alphas but only one luna? Are they all equal to each other in terms of power?”

In the wild, there is only one alpha, and the same occurs in romance books.

You know, the kind of books that I used to believe were fiction.

“That is another thing above our pay grade,” Patrick says with a genuine laugh. “But our luna is going to be able to help guide you.”

“And why would she do that? What’s in it for her?”

“A few things, actually. The first is that, technically, your daughter is a rogue, and that’s a dangerous thing to be in this world. By taking you and her in and providing guidance, we’re eliminating that threat,” Garrett says.

A rogue? I’ve read my fair share of romance books, and rogues are usually dangerous wolves who were exiled from their pack.

Not tiny little babies who can’t even walk or speak yet.

“What threat?” I demand. The brother’s share a look, and as one, shake their heads.

“Our luna will share that with you,” Patrick says firmly. “You’re going to need extra guidance to know how to handle her in her wolf form.”

“That definitely wasn’t just a one-off?” The headache that formed from the very dramatic bouncing of my skull on the floor is growing in intensity, but I know we’re far from done with this, so I just need to suck it up.

They both shake their heads, but it’s Garrett who continues speaking. “As a babe, Phoebe is relying on her instincts to guide her. She’ll shift from form to form during highly emotional states. As she grows, she’ll get a better control over it, but the likelihood is she won’t have true control over herself until after her teenage years.”

“Adults can also shift by accident in highly emotional situations,” Patrick says. “But for the most part, she’ll be in control.”

“I see.” I rub at my temples and watch as the men do an awkward shuffle practically in unison. “Sit. Please.” Patrick gently lowers himself into the armchair, whilst Garrett drops down onto the other sofa.

“Now, where is your husband? We need some information from him,” Patrick asks a little more abruptly than I’ve come to expect from him.

“Fiancé,” I correct almost absentmindedly. I watch Phoebe’s soft suckles, wishing I could have her ignorance. “What kind of information are you after, specifically?”

The two officers exchange looks of confusion, but I leave them to their silent conversation and wait.

“His full name, his place of origin, any contact information for his next of kin,” Garrett says.

“I was his next of kin, but he doesn’t need one now since he’s dead.”

“Fuck,” Patrick hisses, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees. “He’s dead?”

I nod. “What else did you need again? Oh, yes, family information. He’s an only child and doesn’t have contact with his parents. They’ve been estranged since he was younger.”

“But you know about them?” Garrett asks, my gaze bouncing between the two of them. This is the first time I’ve noticed a difference. There seems to be some relief in Patrick’s gaze, whereas Garrett’s eyes are narrowed, his brows pinched together. “Do you know where they are from?”

“I know they’re alive,” I say slowly. “But that’s it. Why?”

“Because for him to be living here, he’d need to be registered as a rogue unless he was in hiding, and that’s just impossible. We’ve got no record of a rogue, and there’s no way we’d not have scented an unregistered wolf in the… how long had you been living here for before he died?”

“Um, we never lived here together. I moved here once Ryan died so I could have a fresh start. I’ve only been in this town for the last six months or so.” They exchange annoyed looks, but I can’t tell what their frustration is for. “Why are you mad?”

“As Phoebe was born here, in our pack bounds, we’re legally allowed to adopt her into our pack,” Patrick says slowly as if he’s unsure how much he can share with me. “But that can be contested by Ryan’s birth family during her first year of life, which is why we need to know who he is and where he came from so that our alphas and luna can decide on how to proceed.”

“Right.”

If this is the case, though, why would they—these mysterious leaders—offer to take her in as one of theirs in the first place? If Ryan’s family—his evil, abusive family—could contest this, surely, it’s easier to just send us on our way and wipe their hands clean of the situation?

“Look, let’s all head over to the alpha’s place. They’ll be able to answer your questions thoroughly and give you the information that we can’t,” Garrett says.

I consider it, and after a few more back and forth questions, I agree. One of my conditions is that I drive myself, and they’re not welcome in my car. The men simply laugh and reassure me that they’ll get a car dropped off, since they had run here in their wolf forms.

It seems that the people canvassing the neighbourhood never actually existed. Typical.

I let Phoebe finish her feed, refill her nappy bag from where we used things earlier at the doctor’s office, and then the four of us head out. The untouched pie is left on the counter, but I don’t feel hungry in the slightest.

I’ll reheat some once I’m back.

I lock up the house before heading to my car, carrying Phoebe’s car seat in one hand and her nappy bag on my other shoulder. Patrick offers to help, but I shake my head.

I buckle Phoebe into the car properly, and through the windshield, my eyes spot something impossible standing on my doorstep. An outline of a man who is grinning at me.

One so familiar my heart races in excitement. And when he waves, my own smile widens.

I quickly adjust Phoebe, rushing to make sure she’s correctly buckled in so that I can see him properly, this time. I slam the door closed, but when I look back at the spot he was standing in, he’s gone. My eyes rake over the area, trying to spot the familiar blond hair, but he’s nowhere to be found.

Another hallucination, then.

“What’s wrong, Maia?” Patrick asks, sniffing the air deeply through the passenger window of the police car.

“Nothing. I was just checking that I closed the bedroom window,” I murmur, and he nods as I get into my car. I push all thoughts of Ryan out of my mind and follow the police car in front of me as we head to get answers.

My daughter may not be human… but, on the positive side, this might all still be a hallucination.
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MAIA


“Luna Wolfe, this is the woman I told you about. Maia Blake and her daughter Phoebe,” Patrick introduces. “And, Maia, this is Julie Wolfe. She’s our pack’s luna and will help you figure things out with Phoebe.”

My legs are shaking as I clutch Phoebe’s car seat closer to me, praying that we get invited into the house soon because my teeth are starting to chatter.

My car is parked a few feet away, just off her driveway, and we’re standing on the small pavement outside her front door. Most of her front garden is grass, with beautiful flowers despite the fading winter, and I can only imagine how well-tended and pretty it’ll be in the summer.

“Maia, why don’t you come inside?” Luna Wolfe says, opening her door wider, with a warm smile. She’s a gorgeous woman, with short, dark brown hair, and a peaceful sort of vibe around her. I thought I’d be put off by her being a wolf, but she has the sort of aura that draws you in and makes you feel welcome.

Even if I am slightly nervous.

She’s wearing a pale pink summer dress, despite it being the beginning of March and quite cold outside. There’s a small tattoo of a grey wolf on her right forearm, and her ears are pierced once, with a small diamond—or diamanté—stud in them.

She’s elegant and so poised. Despite her warmth, there seems to be an assessing look in her eyes.

“I can only imagine how badly you’re struggling,” Julie Wolfe continues, keeping that sweet smile in place. “Your daughter is gorgeous. How old is she?”

“Five days old,” I whisper, and she tuts at Patrick, who hangs his head in shame. It seems she’s not here to blame me for not knowing about all of this… at least not yet.

“Shame on you, Pat. We could’ve gone to her to save dragging them out in this weather,” Julie says with a sigh.

“Shame on me?” he gasps, but I don’t hear the reply as we’re taken inside the house, and he was clearly not invited in. I hold Phoebe’s car seat close to myself to avoid banging her into their things. This time not at the risk of disturbing my daughter’s sleep but because everything in the passageway looks so expensive I’m terrified to damage anything.

Her living room looks like a showroom, but instead of cheap decorations, hers looks real, expensive, and old. The walls are painted a sage green, and there are lots of gorgeous plants that give off a natural edge to the environment. I can’t identify their kinds properly but wish I could since they smell so nice.

“Get yourself comfy,” Julie says, gesturing to the large, grey fabric sofa on one side of the room. There are two matching arm chairs, which I think recline.

She watches with an assessing eye as I get myself settled, and I tuck Phoebe in close to me.

“Like Patrick said, I’m Julie, and the man who has just come down to lecture Patrick is one of my husbands, George. We’re the only ones home today.” There’s a keen interest as she looks down at Phoebe, and it unsettles me. “Is the little one comfortable in there? Do you want me to get a Moses’s basket out for her?”

She moves from topic to topic so quickly but somehow does it with an air of grace that makes it seem normal.

“I’ll get her out, but she’ll just nap with me,” I say, completely overwhelmed. No matter how nice she seems, my nerves are rattled, and I think it’s going to take me a long while to truly process my new reality. “Thank you, though.”

“I’ll go make us something to drink, then. Tea? Coffee?”

“Um, a glass of water would be amazing,” I say, and she smiles before leaving.

I can’t hear her husband at the door, although it’s still open based on the bitter breeze, which is concerning. Is he telling Patrick off for how he handled things?

Can he do that as alpha?

How will he do that as alpha?

Julie returns by the time I’ve got Phoebe settled on my chest, and she places the glass of water on the coffee table in front of me. She doesn’t use a coaster despite how antique the table seems.

“I remember when mine were that little,” she says, sitting on the arm of the chair next to me, with a distant look in her eyes. Even perched on the edge of a sofa, she’s very graceful—almost regal, even. It’s a trait I don’t possess.

“How many do you have?” I run my hands over Phoebe’s dark hair.

“Six,” she says, and I gape at her, my eyes widening. Six? I’m barely managing with this one. She laughs, and it’s such a genuine, twinkling sound. “I’ve got a set of twins, and a set of quads. My boys are the light of my life, so strong.”

My mouth drops open at this point, and her light laugh is all I can hear. She gets up from the sofa and pulls down some of the photos from the fireplace. It’s an array of her children through the years, and they’re absolutely adorable.

In the baby photos, they’re tiny, the four little boys—I’m guessing based on the light blue baby grows they’re wearing—are maybe a month or so older than Phoebe, but the toddler girls are around three or four with big cheesy grins on their faces.

In every photo, they’re identical—both the twin girls and the quadruplet boys. Even in the later photos when they’re graduating school—college, I’m guessing—they’re still carbon copies of one another.

It’s crazy, and maybe just a little supernatural.

“They’re all still identical,” I say, and she nods. “Wow. Super mum. I’m struggling with just one, I’m in awe that you managed with six under five all at the same time.”

“I had a lot of help, but that’s what we are built for,” she says, as George, I’m guessing, comes into the room.

He’s a very big man, in both height and his frame. I’m not sure how much is fat, considering I can see the outlines of his bulging arms under his tight shirt. His thighs are thick, and I have no doubt he could bench press me—without the use of his werewolf strength.

His light caramel hair is windswept, and there’s a slight frown on his pale, chapped lips. His eyes are an icy blue, and they seem to have the same assessing look that his wife’s do. He’s got the same hair colour as the quadruplet boys do, compared to the twin girls with the bright blonde.

Like Luna Wolfe, he’s dressed for summer in a thin T-shirt and some shorts, despite the chilly air. Their home isn’t overly warm, I feel a bite to my skin. Is that a wolf power? Should I be more careful when dressing Phoebe so she doesn’t overheat?

The standard rule of thumb is they need an extra layer compared to us, but is that different for wolves? Is there a guide to learn these things, or is it like when you have a human baby and just learn on the job?

I can’t believe I’ve got to categorise babies into human and… not human.

“Now, I know that this is a lot for you to handle,” Julie says, and I bite back the urge to snap at her. What does she know about this situation and my abilities to handle it? “We’re more than happy to answer any questions that you have, but we’ve got some to ask you that take priority.”

“Okay.” Of course, they do.

“We’ve got some documentation you can have, too, to read up on our world. I can only imagine how overwhelming this is in your current state of mind, and we want to help in any way we can,” George says, sitting down on the armchair that Julie is perched upon.

I nod slowly, glancing down at Phoebe. She’s nestled between my boobs, a tiny smile on her face.

Gas, it’s probably gas.

But she’s so unbothered, whereas my world has completely shifted. And I didn’t mean that for the pun.

“Where is Phoebe’s dad?” Julie asks, going straight in for the hard question. “Patrick claimed he was...”

“Um, he is dead.” I don’t know why this couple sets me on edge so badly, but their questions are really frustrating me.

“I’m so sorry,” Julie says, her face paling ever so slightly. She eyes her husband, a wary look in her eyes, but he’s focusing on me.

“Thank you. We weren’t together very long, and clearly, I wasn’t trusted with all of this,” I say softly. You know, if a three-year relationship and an engagement wasn’t that long.

I thought we were preparing for a life together.

It seems only I was doing that.

“What pack was he from?” George asks almost too eagerly.

My goal is to give them as little information as possible whilst trying to appear cooperative. These people are dangerous. I have no idea of their skills or abilities, and I need to try and protect Phoebe the best I can.

I have a tight smile on my face. “I have no idea.”

“Where did he grow up?” George asks.

“I have no idea.” I shrug when he huffs.

“What was his full legal name?” George is trying to remain composed as he peppers me with questions, but I don’t know the answers to most of them.

Ryan had a terrible childhood, and I never, ever wanted to push him to share things he wasn’t able to share. We built a life around the memories we shared together because all that mattered was the life we were creating.

The past was where it belonged—in the past—and we were happy.

Until he was ripped away from me.

“Ryan Tartan is what I knew him by,” I say, a small smile gracing my lips. But the werewolves both frown, clearly not recognising his name. “But he was estranged from his family, so I’m not positive if that’s his family surname or not. He… he had a bad relationship with his parents and moved away so that he could avoid them.”

George nods, but I can sense his unhappiness with this. “And she’s definitely his baby?”

“Yes.” I sigh, the tiredness overtaking me, but that’s better than anger. How dare he insinuate I’m lying. What would his fake claim do? He had no life insurance, there’s no child benefit to claim… I shake my head, wanting to move past this inquisition. “Look, I called the police⁠—”

“We know, and thankfully, our people handled that. We’ve got men in place to handle any of our more… supernatural cases,” George says a little abruptly. His demeanour is putting me on edge, and I’m very close to leaving, their help be damned. “We can help you with your daughter, Maia, but you need to be honest with us.”

“She’s only five days old,” I whisper, taking in the gorgeous black hair she has and her tiny button nose. “She shifted into a freaking wolf. My mind is blown at the idea that this is real. But trust me, I want to ensure my child thrives and has the full life she should’ve. Sadly, Ryan is dead, so he can’t help us with this part. But I am not lying to you—surely, any secrets he had would’ve died with him.”

“You’d think,” George murmurs, frowning at my baby—I hope—because otherwise it’s my boobs he’s giving such a dirty look.

“I can only imagine how hard this is for you, and nobody doubts your desire to protect her,” Julie says. There’s a forced calm about her, as if she’s trying to appeal to me to understand their position. But how can I understand a world I don’t know anything about? “Unlike George, I wasn’t born a wolf. I knew before having my children, of course, and we made the decision that I’d turn⁠—”

“Turn?” I gasp, clutching Phoebe closer to me. She chose to turn into a werewolf? “Is that a common occurrence in your world?”

The front door opens, and I hear two—maybe—men joking around as one teases the other for embarrassing himself at the bar. I tense, and Julie’s face pales.

“Fucking shit,” George snaps, jumping up to his feet. “I’ll go kick them out.”

But before he can even move, the footsteps come racing into the room. The two men—identical twins—zone in on me, causing my heart rate to beat erratically. A cold sweat appears on my forehead, and I freeze in place.

They’re big, scary, and have an aura that warns me to back away.

Their hair is the same light caramel that George’s is, their eyes a bright hazel. They’re probably a couple years older than me, with facial hair that’s a couple shades darker than their hair. It looks good against their honey skin tone.

One of the men is wearing a suit without a jacket. The white shirt is tight against his body, the top button undone, with the sleeves rolled up to show off his forearms. The other is wearing a thin black, long-sleeved T-shirt and a pair of joggers. The first looks like he’s just untucked himself after a long day, whereas the other is holding himself together so tensely.

Their faces are identical, but it’s clear they’re very different personality wise. They both sniff the air, and I swear their pupils dilate as their bodies shudder.

“Mate,” they hiss in identical tones.

My eyes widen as one of them advances towards me, and I swear, with how loud my heart is pounding, they’re all going to hear me. I cringe into the sofa, holding Phoebe tight to my chest to try and stop him from taking her. Is this because she’s a wolf? Are they just going to take her from me?

My grip is as tight as it can be without hurting my daughter.

He crouches down in front of me, sniffing deeply, before tilting his head in confusion. A crease appears in his forehead, his button nose wrinkling. “Baby.”

“Ben, step back,” Julie says. Her tone seems unconcerned, but her lips are pressed firmly together as she watches him.

“Mate,” he repeats, his eyes a bright blue—fuck, weren’t they hazel just before?—as he leans in closer to peer at my little girl.

“Me?” I whisper, and he grins a toothy smile and nods. Dimples appear on both cheeks, barely hidden by the scruff of his beard.

“What’s your baby called?” he asks, still seeming confused about her existence.

“Phoebe.”

His eyes widen at my answer, and there’s an almost wistful look as he glances at her, before the confusion fills his face once more. “She’s a wolf.”

Is he okay? His brother is in the corner, his bright green eyes focused on us but has yet to say a word as he hovers so close to the door. I can’t tell if he wants to run away or if he’s just overwhelmed, but his reaction is more wary than practically sitting on my lap.

This one in front of me, well, he seems a bit strange.

“That’s what we’re discussing, Ben,” George says with a small frown. “Although we never expected your connection to Maia.”

“I don’t understand what you mean by a connection,” I say, eyeing both brothers before raising an eyebrow.

“May I sit?” Ben asks, motioning to the open sofa next to me. I nod slowly when nobody else moves. He gets comfortable, making sure to face me, and gives me a warm smile. “A mate is short for soulmate, and you’re mine—ours.”

“I’m not sure I believe in those.”

Ben chuckles, the sound so lovely as it vibrates through me. “I promise you, darling, they’re very real.”

I don’t believe him, but the tone of his voice, the honeyed layer he adds to it, has me wanting to trust every word that comes out of his mouth as if it were a law.

“Do you want to come and sit down, Seb, love?” Julie says, and I’m presuming she’s talking to the other man in the room. He just stays in the corner and doesn’t respond. She lets out a huff and turns back to me. “Do you want to go somewhere private to—” Two identical growls cut her off, and she sighs. “Boys, we’ve got a lot to discuss, and you’re not needed here for that. I understand you have a… connection, but⁠—”

“Like what?” Ben demands with a bite to his tone. “What do you need from my mate?”

“Benjamin Wolfe,” George snarls, spitting out each syllable of the name, “you do not talk to your mother in that tone.”

He’s emitting an aura that has me cowering away, my body recognising that there’s a dangerous predator in the room. There’s a tight pressure in my chest that physically hurts, but it doesn’t stop me from cuddling Phoebe in closer. She’s still asleep, not too concerned about what’s happening around her.

Can she feel their wolves? Can she feel the anger from the alpha werewolf? Does it hurt her like it does me?

“That is enough, Dad,” Seb snaps, and I jump. George nods once and that icky feeling disappears at the same moment George’s anger does.

That’s freaky.

“Wait, Mother? Dad?” I ask, and Julie nods. “The quadruplets?”

“Yes,” she says, smiling proudly. “Christopher and Alexander should be here soon, I’m guessing. My boys are very close together.”

George snorts, rubbing the back of his neck. “I should probably call the others home then, too.”

“Yes,” Julie says, nodding. “It’s going to get a little crowded in here, honey. Do you want⁠—”

“Bleeding,” Seb growls from the corner, and we all freeze. My head snaps over to him, as Ben takes a deep inhale. “Mate. Hurt.”

“She’s not hurt,” Julie says, glancing at me apologetically. “I’m so sorry about this.” She shakes her head. “If only Patrick had elaborated, we could’ve done this at your home and avoided all of this mess.”

Her words unsettle me for an unknown reason, and like I’ve had to do many times tonight, I bite back my frustration.

“Bleeding,” Seb repeats, his one word growl giving me weird feelings inside. Is he concerned about me? Disgusted?

Intrigued? Werewolves don’t like blood the same way vampires do… right?

“She’s just had a baby, you idiots,” Julie snaps. “Kitchen. Now.”

“I don’t understand,” Ben says, and I can feel myself blushing as he leans in, past what is considered acceptable when breaching a stranger’s boundaries. “What’s the precious angel got to do with my mate being injured?” He turns to me when Julie’s mouth just opens and closes. I’m pretty sure my face is the exact same way. “Do you want to lie down? I’m going to get the doctor to come over and check you over. We’ll not leave you to bleed out, darling.”

He gives his parents the dirtiest look, as if they were planning on doing that.

“Oh, no, you don’t need to do that,” I say, shaking my head profusely. Seb lets out a ridiculously loud growl that startles Phoebe from her sleep. She bursts into tears, and that sets both Ben and Seb off even further with their concern.

Ben growls at Seb, who is even more vicious than his brother. I ignore them the best I can, my priority is on calming Phoebe.

“Shh,” I soothe, standing up and starting to rock Phoebe back and forth. Ben watches in fascination, no longer growling at his brother. Seb inches closer, a curious expression on his face.

Strangely enough, even with their tall frames, I don’t feel nervous. They seem to be the same height, which isn’t all that surprising considering everything else is identical, which puts them both about a head or two taller than my five foot six inches self.

Julie heads through to the kitchen where her husband is, leaving me with the two completely strange men, and that only increases my anxiety. Phoebe settles almost instantly, her icy grey eyes peering up at me.

“Can I… can I touch her?” Seb asks, inching even closer. I raise an eyebrow, and he closes in on himself. Guilt immediately wracks my body, and I nod slowly.

“Um, I’ve not yet let anyone but me hold her,” I say, and a sad look overtakes him. “But if you sit, I’ll show you how to do it.”

He immediately moves to the armchair, and I watch as he gets comfortable. My heart is pounding as I move forward, preparing to hand over my baby. Is this how every new mum feels?

“Just rest your arms like that,” I say before gently placing her into the nook of his elbow. He beams down at my daughter, and for some stupid reason, tears well up in my eyes.

“You’re making her cry,” Ben snarls, glaring at Seb. “It’s okay, baby. I’ll make him give you back our angel before I beat him up.”

“Whoa, what?” I gasp, stepping closer to Phoebe. Our angel? Beat him up? “I think⁠—”

Phoebe turns into Seb’s arm, rooting for a boob. I smile, the weird moment with Ben passing as I watch her.

“She’s being weird,” Ben says, and Seb freezes as if he’s scared to move just in case it’ll upset her.

“She’s hungry,” I say gently, stepping closer. “Let me take her back so that I can feed her.”

“I can,” Seb offers—more like demands.

“No, you really can’t,” I say, giggling at the offended look on his face. “I breastfeed, Seb.”

“You breastfeed?”

I gesture to my boobs, and his eyes lock onto them. A slow smile appears on his face, and I roll my eyes. I step forward, gently taking Phoebe from him. My tiny human does the cutest newborn scrunch before trying her best to locate my boobs. Whether it’s normal for newborns to scent the milk this well or if it’s just a werewolf trait, it’s very cute.

I settle on the sofa and undo the snap on my nursing bra. I feed my nipple through the specially designed nursing top and latch Phoebe. With a relieved sigh—engorgement is no joke—I let my eyes flutter closed.

“What the fuck?” Ben whispers, edging closer to me. His pitch has risen again. “She’s feeding from you.”

“I know,” I say, opening my eyes to give him the weird look.

“But she’s a wolf.”

“I know that, too,” I say quietly.

“And you’re a human.”

“Again, I know that.”

Ben tilts his head, looking at his brother, who shrugs before turning back to me. “I didn’t know it was possible. All our human women turn before carrying a baby.”

“I see,” I say, although I most definitely do not. “Well, Phoebe has nearly regained her birth weight and is doing really well, so I think we’re managing just fine even with my… deficiency.”

“It’s not your fault,” Ben says, patting my arm sympathetically. Arrogant prick. I was being sarcastic.

“So perfect,” Seb says, and I’m unsure if he means me or Phoebe. “Sit there?” He points at the spot right near me.

“Um, sure,” I reply, and he moves faster than I’ve ever seen someone move. He perches on the arm of my chair, watching my daughter feed with a fascination that should be seen as creepy but is somehow sweet.

“Would you like a drink?” Ben asks, looking up from his phone. “You need to stay hydrated while breastfeeding.”

“I’ve got a glass of water on the table and some juice in the nappy bag,” I say, but he shakes his head, mumbling under his breath about hydration fruits and his mate deserving the best as he walks away.

“She’s so tiny,” Seb whispers in awe. He checks around, maybe seeing if we’re alone, before giving me a tentative smile. “I’ve never liked babies. But I already love her.”

“She’s my baby,” I say with a raised eyebrow. He doesn’t acknowledge my words at all.

“Can we talk about the blood now?” he asks, and I groan. “What?”

“Can you just not point it out?” He shakes his head, ignoring my exasperation. It seems Seb’s the type to ignore what he doesn’t like hearing. “Women bleed after giving birth. A shit tonne. It’s normal, and I’m fine.”

“This embarrasses you.”

“That a random, hot guy I’ve just met is asking about my postpartum bleeding? Yep. It’s very embarrassing.”

He laughs, tucking my hair behind my ear as Phoebe starts to drift off to sleep. I’m a big fan of contact napping when I can get away with it, but it’s a lot harder to do as a single parent. Being here, with people around and no chores to do, well, I’m not going to give it up.

“She shifted earlier,” he says, and whilst it should be a question, it’s not.

“Yeah.”

“I can only imagine how scary that was for you.”

“Terrifying, more like,” I whisper. “I called the police, frantic, because I thought she was stolen and some cruel person replaced her with a wolf.”

Seb growls, and Phoebe lets out some kind of adorable gargle. I lean forward, kissing her head, but it’s clear Seb’s reaction hasn’t upset her or even woke her.

“It’s insane that she can shift at this age,” I add, and he smiles.

“Normally, werewolf babies have werewolf mothers,” he says with a shrug. “She can shift and tend to her baby’s needs that way. The form doesn’t matter because the parent can adapt to whatever their babe needs.”

“So, you’re saying I’m not suited to be her mum.” Another non-question question.

“I’m saying that she needs more than just you right now,” he says softly. His hazel eyes are gorgeous, and up close, I can see the bright green flecks in them. His eyes change colour faster than his mood. “But luckily, now, she has that.”

“I don’t understand.”

He smiles, and I return it hesitantly. “We’ll explain it soon. Just give us some time to come to terms with it.” He blinks, and the intensity is gone. “The house is going to be very full with people in a few minutes.”

“I’m very overwhelmed,” I reveal, and I glance down at Phoebe. She’s still latched, doing the occasional suckle in her sleep. I’m not very willing to move her.

“My other brothers—Alex and Topher—are about to arrive. My sisters will be here along with my dads shortly.”

Christopher and Alexander. Topher and Alex.

“Is that, um, common in wolves?” I whisper, trying to not be rude, and he raises an eyebrow. “ Multiple parents?”

“Multiples are quite common in male wolves, and those with the sibling bond tend to form a harem, focusing around their mate,” he says, shrugging. “It’s the norm for us.”

“I see.” But once again, I don’t.

Phoebe unlatches, and Seb’s eyes zone in on my nipple. Men and boobs, I swear.

“Do you want me to take her?” he asks, and I can sense him itching to actually do it.

“You and Ben both called me mate earlier, and I’m guessing you don’t mean it in the friendship kind of way when you explained about soulmates,” I say instead of answering him, and he sighs and shakes his head. I get Phoebe settled on my chest before fixing my top. It’s a nipple, and it’s for feeding my baby. I won’t be ashamed about it hanging loose whilst I get her sorted. “Do you want to elaborate on that?”

“Once we’re all here, we can. It’s Topher’s job as the first born,” he says, and I nod. Because, sure, that makes sense. “Were you alone when you gave birth?”

“Yes.”

He lets out a massive growl that sends tingles through me. “I hate that. Mum said… she said that Phoebe’s biological dad is dead.”

“Yes.” When did Julie say that to him? I’ve been in the room since the moment they’ve arrived, and not once has she mentioned anything like that.

“I’m sorry.”

“Thank you,” I reply quietly.

The door opens, and there’s a lot of commotion as others come into the house. I don’t know if this is Alex and Topher, or the dads, or who, but they’re loud as they slam the door into the wall and bicker between themselves. The words are too distorted to make much out of, but they seem frustrated.

“Shut the fuck up, idiots. Phoebe is sleeping,” Ben snarls seconds before he enters the living room with a glass of green juice in his hands.

“She can sleep through anything,” I reassure him, but he doesn’t care. He hands me the smoothie that he’s made, and it looks both disgusting and refreshing at the same time. “Um, thank you.”

“I made a big jug of it for you. You can take it home with you,” he says, beaming at me.

“Thank you.” Is it drugged?

“It’s hydrating and will help with your supply.”

I nod slowly, so confused, and a little grateful. “What’s going on out there?”

“Oh, Toph and Alex have arrived. There was some trouble with my sister’s car, so my dads have had to give them a hand. Topher and Alex are coming in to see you, though, once they’ve been briefed on you,” Ben says, not looking up from his phone. Briefed on me? “Do you have a good diet? You’re quite slim, but you do have a bit of pudge around your mid⁠—”

My jaw drops. “I have a five day old baby,” I hiss. His eyes widen, and he drops his phone in his lap at my anger.

“Why are you mad at me?” There’s hurt in his tone, as if I’m the asshole here. As if he didn’t just call me pudgy.

“Surely, you’re not that obtuse?” I demand, being careful not to jostle Phoebe as I sit up and glare at him.

“You hurt our mate,” Seb snarls, giving his brother a dirty look. “Apologise. Now.”

“I don’t need you to defend me,” I counter, giving Seb a dirty look now. I turn back to Ben, raising an eyebrow. “You insulted my body⁠—”

“I did not,” Ben argues, shaking his head. “You’re beautiful, and your body is perfect. Your tits are huge, your hips are naturally wide, ready to birth⁠—”

“Please, shut him up,” I say, turning away from Ben as the anger increases. I can’t even dignify that with a response.

I’m positive this isn’t really happening.

“Come through here, darlings,” Julie says, leading another two men through to the living room. They’re identical to the two in front of me, but the difference is their attitude. Ben is excitable and tactless, and Seb’s quiet but obsessed with Phoebe.

Weird, but mostly positive.

These two are not. The first man seems angry, and the second seems disinterested.

“This is her,” the second one says, scrunching his nose up as he looks me up and down. “She’s definitely ours.”

He’s dressed similarly to Ben, down to the expensive loafers. But where Ben is relaxed and dishevelled—in a sexy, messy way—this man is most definitely not. His suit jacket is buttoned up, there’s not a single mark on him, and I swear his hair has recently been combed.

“Hm,” the first man says, raising an eyebrow. Just like the other unknown brother, he’s in a full suit, but the expression on his face is extremely stern and unwelcoming, rather than full of disgust.

Neither of them seem nice. Assholes, for sure, but the way they’re looking at me—and by extension my daughter—as if we’re scum on the bottom of the shoe, pisses me off.

“I’m definitely not yours. Not only am I not property to be owned, I wouldn’t be yours even if you paid for me,” I say, shaking my head as I rise to my feet. I don’t like being the shortest one here, and I hate it even more when I’m sat down giving them a clear advantage. “I’m here for one reason only. So, can we please make a plan to support my daughter so that I can take her home?”

“You’re not going back to your home,” the first man says with a firm tone of voice.

I’m not sure if that’s his natural tone or if that’s just the way he’s going to talk to me, but it sends my body into a frenzied state. My veins are burning, my throat stinging, and if I wasn’t clutching Phoebe, I’d probably think about swinging for him.

I settle for sneering his way instead.

“You’ll be moving in with us. No mate of mine will live unprotected and alone.” He eyes my child, and there’s a brief moment of something before it disappears. “And no child of this pack will ever be endangered.”

“How dare you—” I start, glaring at him.

“She’s a little easy to anger,” Ben whispers, avoiding looking at me as he addresses his brother. “Careful, Topher, or she’ll shout at you next.”

So dickhead number one is Topher—Christopher—meaning the other is Alexander. Lovely. At least now I can direct my insults to the correct man.

My blood pressure is surely rising as I stand here dealing with these idiotic men.

Julie’s lips are tilted up in amusement, but her hazel eyes are wary as she takes us all in.

“I think before we discuss anything for the future,” Julie says gently, “we need to discuss the past. Your daughter is a rogue wolf, Maia, and we need to start identifying her lineage and fast, in case her rightful birth pack comes knocking.”

“And her birth pack is the one Ryan belonged to?” I ask. She nods, and I shiver. “Then tell me what you need to know because that’s never happening.”

Ryan’s parents were abusive and cruel, and he ran away as a teenager. There is not a single chance that I’ll be allowing Phoebe to fall into their hands.

But I get the feeling there’s something about these Wolfes—the mate bond they claim exists aside—that I can’t trust. They’re helpful, almost too helpful, and it all feels entirely too neat for me.

Werewolves exist, and my daughter is one of them, so I need to figure out how we can exist in this world so she can have the stable upbringing she deserves.

But I won’t be a naive fool about this.

Not with her future resting on it.
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ALEXANDER


“Mate.” My wolf’s desperate plea echoes relentlessly inside my head from the moment we enter our childhood home.

Max’s plea is hard to ignore, when I can feel her presence calling me.

I can smell her, the human my wolf calls his own, and it’s the most delicious scent I have ever had the pleasure of coming across.

Fizzy orange and vanilla sugar.

Her scent is alluring and enthralling, the perfect blend of sugar and spice.

I could drown in this scent, and I’d die with a smile on my face.

I’m desperate to lay my eyes on her, to see her for who she is. I can smell our—her—pup, and the itch is already clawing at me to go to her, to take her, to scent her.

“Mate inside. Baby inside. Mate inside.” Max’s urgency in his voice matches my own desires, but where my wolf is driven by emotion, I’ve got to consider all of the possibilities.

I have no choice but to ignore him—to ignore what my soul craves. We’ve got a mate and a child that needs protecting, and we can’t just race into them. Not until we understand the full scope of what we’re dealing with.

Ben was just going on about how beautiful she is and how the baby is so small. Seb didn’t even bother to reply to mine or Topher’s attempts to communicate. Which left my mum and dad to fill us in, and they didn’t convey the best of news.

Topher’s eyes are flickering between the hazel we all feature and the bright gold of his wolf, and I can feel his own desperation to go and see our mate. His wolf, Orion, is going to feel the urges so much more than Max and I do, due to his status as the eldest.

But, like me, he composes his features into the perfect calm mask as we suppress our instincts and do our best to deny our mate.

We’ve got to hide our true desires from everyone else, for her safety. I can only trust my brothers—no other wolf. My brothers and I share a bond that no other sibling group has—the true strength of our bonds lie in the secrets we share, the blood on our hands that we don’t reveal.

I know that no matter how much I want to be in there with her, our mate is with our brothers, and she will be safe from everyone—even my parents. They’ll defend her and our pup until their last breath.

So, Topher and I need to do our part.

The two of us bypass the opening to the living room, ignoring the alluring scent of my human mate, no matter how hard my wolf cries when we turn from her. Now is not the time to see our mate.

I ignore Ben when he snaps at us for making too much noise, and go through to the kitchen where my mum and dad are sitting, drinking a cup of tea each. They’ve likely been theorising with each other, making plans that my brothers and I are unlikely to be clued in on, but both of them give Topher and I assessing looks as we enter the room.

My mum is the first to rise, the pink dress she’s wearing is ageing her a good decade or two, and I hold in my annoyance when she plasters that fake, big smile on her face.

She might love Topher and dote on the rest of us, but she’s a viper underneath her pretty outer layer.

“Topher, Alex,” my mum greets. Her hazel eyes are filled to the brim with curiosity, and it rubs me the wrong way. “I take it you heard from your brothers about your potential mate?”

“How true is it?” my dad asks with a raised eyebrow. There’s a sneer on his face, as if Maia isn’t good enough for him.

Fucking fool that he is. Maia is everything, and I’ve not even laid eyes on her yet.

“Go to mate. We need mate. Love mate. Touch mate. Mate!” Max is back to pleading and begging with me to get to see Maia, but I can’t give in. Not yet.

“We need to be smart, Max, we need to play this properly to ensure Maia’s safety.”

“Not too sure. I’ll need to see her first to make sure. Her scent is pretty diluted,” I say, and Topher echoes my uncertainty. I’m surprised by that. Topher’s the first born and should feel the pull of the bond far more intensely than Ben, Seb and I will. My wolf is going crazy with his need, so Orion will be even worse.

“She’s a strange one,” my dad says, and I have to bite back my growl. I’m not sure if he’s trying to test me, or Topher, or if he’s just being his usual blunt self.

“Kill him. Rip his throat out. Let him die for disrespecting our mate.”

I smirk, but quickly smooth it out when Topher gives me a dirty look. Instead, I try to reason with my reckless wolf. “We’re not killing our father, Max. Not only would it devastate mother and the twins, but I don’t think our new mate would be impressed.”

Max snarls, but doesn’t comment, instead huffing in our mind as he waits for his turn to meet our mate. He doesn’t favour our fathers very much. Max is of the opinion that our fathers are weak, and that they should hand the pack over to us so that we can handle our rivalry with our enemy pack.

Out with the old… and out with the even older.

“She’s strange in what way?” Topher asks, keeping a much tighter control over himself and Orion. His voice doesn’t even waver. I guarantee my elder brother’s wolf is not making it easy on him. Max seems to find that as funny as I do.

“She’s a mother, with no real life on paper that we’ve found. She doesn’t seem to work, and never has as far as we can find, yet her car is almost brand new, and both her and her daughter are wearing very good clothing,” my mum says, and I hold back the growl.

How dare she nitpick my mate this way? So what if she has nice clothes and no job? I’ll take her no matter what her life is like. I can financially provide, I have a home, I can give her whatever she wants or needs.

Both she and the pup will be taken care of.

“She’s moved around a lot, has no family ties, and so far hasn’t said more than two words about Phoebe’s dad,” she continues, checking off on her fingers as if she’s making a checklist.

“Phoebe is the baby?” Topher asks, and both my parents nod. Why the fuck didn’t Ben tell us the baby’s name? Asshole. “I see. Age?”

“Five days old,” my dad replies. “But if we can’t get a claim on her and Maia⁠—”

“Any claims to be made, are ours, and only if the shoe fits,” Topher says, injecting a deep growl into his words as he gives my father a stern look. “Mate or not, we do not talk about women as if they are cattle. Not in this pack.”

A silent standoff occurs between the two alphas, and their wolves are both putting them all behind it. Unsurprisingly, my dad is the one who looks away first—it’s been happening more and more often as of late.

George is the strongest of my three dads, and as such, he’s the one always butting heads with Topher. It’s becoming more and more apparent why.

Me and the rest of our quad are ready to take over the pack, but the old men won’t loosen the reins.

“What’s she like personality wise?” I ask, and Max perks up as he listens attentively.

“She’s polite,” my mum says, after thinking about it for a moment.

“I love a good mate who can beg so prettily and politely,” Max purrs appreciatively.

“But she’s also strong-willed with a sharp tongue,” she continues.

“Oh, a mate who can fight back and protect our pups,” Max says. “I love her already.”

“Pup, singular,” I point out, although my dick starts to get hard at the thought of her being round with more pups. I’ve not even laid eyes on the woman, and yet I can’t wait to fuck a baby into her. “We shouldn’t assume she wants more.”

“We will not settle for just one,” he says, boldly. “I’ll claim her as my own, and then fuck her⁠—”

“Enough,” I say, cutting him off. From the moment we went through puberty together, my wolf’s primary goal has been to find our mate so he can mate her, and then fuck a pup, or seven, into her. Topher has cautioned my dad that women aren’t cattle, and yet my wolf has the strongest urge to breed I’ve ever known. “She might not even be ours.”

“You would doubt me?” I can feel his hurt through our bond, the depth to it surprising me. I immediately shake my head, soothing my inner wolf.

I don’t doubt him—I doubt myself. A mate with a daughter? I’d never be so lucky.

“Of course not, but… she’s human, Max.”

“And you can smell her—both of them. Doesn’t the pup feel like yours? Ours?” Max is insistent.

“Well…” I trail off, not bothering to argue with him since it’ll only encourage him.

Of course I can feel the pup—we bonded from the moment I entered the house. The child of my mate is my child, too, and the pup will know it as she develops properly.

Phoebe is a strong she-wolf, the spirit inside her strengthening quickly despite her young age.

“She’s pretty,” my mum adds.

“Beautiful,” Max says, with delight. “Our pretty polite mate better be ready for us. We’re going to love her, and pet her, and spoil her and our littlest pup. We’ll make her so happy she’ll give us more babies, and shower us in her love for all of eternity.”

“Great idea,” I say, only half sarcastically.

“Go through, introduce yourselves, and verify this claim,” my dad says, and both Topher and I nod. As we pause in the hallway, Topher shakes his head, trying to get Orion under control.

He doesn’t want to scare our mate.

Admirable, if a little wasted. Topher’s sharp tongue will no doubt scare her more than the wolf inside will.

“Are you okay, brother?” I ask across our sibling bond. This is one only us four quads can access, instead of the pack bond or family bond that are open for wider communication. It means nobody can infiltrate it, and overhear something they shouldn’t.

“I’m trying,” he says. “But you know how it is.”

I do know, and I give him a reassuring look.

“Let’s go, boys,” my mum says, coming out of the kitchen and walking by us to try and take command of the situation. “You’ve made her wait for long enough.”

My eyes flash silver as I pass the mirror in the hallway, but I push Max back and refuse to let him take over again.

“But human, please, I need to see our mate!”

“We’re going to see our mate,” I promise him. “You just need to behave, so that we don’t scare her.”

“Scare mate?”

“She’s human, Max. She doesn’t know anything about our world and her daughter shifted, bringing it to her attention. She’ll be terrified and overwhelmed, and her hormones are likely all over the place,” I say, patiently, and my wolf truly does listen. “We need to be the good ones, okay? We need to be supportive and strong, offering her the comfort the others probably won’t. You know what the others are like. Topher’s a hotheaded prick⁠—”

“Ben and Fluffy are mentally confused,” Max says, and I snort.

“Which leaves Seb who probably won’t say a word to her,” I add, and Max shares his agreement across our bond.

“We’re the good mates. The best. We’ll love her the hardest, protect her the most, and fill her with our second⁠—”

He cuts off the moment we enter the room and my mate comes into view. I think my heart has stopped beating, my brain frozen, as I literally stop breathing.

She’s fucking beautiful. Stunning. Gorgeous.

My mum described her as pretty, but that word was not powerful enough—no word ever will be. It’s the same way a colour-blind person would describe the sky as blue, on an early morning day where the sun is just rising against the symphony of colours.

My mate is the sun, the sky, the moon, the stars… she’s everything. Her mere presence pulls me into her orbit, and I just know that I’ll do anything for her.

Her black hair is long and curly, the ringlets framing her face beautifully to show off that gorgeous face of hers. She’s got tanned skin, despite it being the end of winter, and her cheeks are a rosy red. Her nose is tiny and small, her lashes long as her baby blue eyes blink.

Her lips are so bright and full, and I’m desperate to sink my teeth into them, to taste her. I don’t know what would be brighter—the colour of her blood or them.

She’s got a perfect fucking figure, only accentuated by the tight-fitting outfit she’s wearing. She’s slim, with curves in all the right places, and Artemis, I can not wait to put my hands on her.

Her hips are wide, her breasts so fucking full, and I can only imagine how perky her ass is.

She’s perfection, and I’m a mere mortal who doesn’t even deserve to look at the beauty she is.

“This is her,” I say, scrunching my face up as Max screams in my mind. He’s far too loud, but I can’t deny him his celebration. “She’s definitely ours.”

Mine. Mine. Mine.

She’s mine.

“Ours,” Max protests, and I nod, giving him that. She’s ours. Mine and Max’s. Mine and the rest of my quad.

All of ours.

Ours to love.

Ours to protect.

Ours to care for.

“Hm,” Topher says, and whilst his overall demeanour looks unbothered, I can feel the restraint he’s barely holding onto. He’s controlling his wolf, stopping Orion likely from charging over there and marking her here and now.

I respect that.

Even if I wish that I was the first-born so that privilege would come to me first.

The tiny baby in her arms draws my attention as she lets out a tiny whine, and I watch as my mate effortlessly adjusts Phoebe to get her more settled in her arms. Maia gently rubs across Phoebe’s face, soothing our tiny princess, and my wolf howls loudly in my mind.

Maia was born to be a mother—born to be my mate.

“She’s our pup,” Max says, gleeful. “Do you see her? Do you feel her? She’s so strong. We have a female pup. A female, Alexander! Do you know how privileged we are?”

“A tiny little princess to protect,” I whisper, already enchanted by the little beauty before us.

She’s got her mother’s black, curly hair, and she seems so dainty and delicate. Tiny little arms, with even smaller fingers. She’s wearing a pretty pink outfit that hides her little toes, but I know they’ll be just as perfect as she is. I’ve never seen a baby as sweet as she is.

“She’s everything,” I whisper to Max, the profound sense of purpose already filling my heart.

Earlier today, I had nothing more than my revenge plot to keep me going.

But now? I have a mate, a pup, and the beginning of my very bright and fulfilling future.

“How dare you—” my mate spits, the anger in her voice startling me. She’s in a fury, and it’s a fucking vision.

Her baby blue eyes are wide, her lips quirked in a snarl, and she’s glaring at Topher as if he’s the devil himself.

“Our mate is not impressed with Christopher,” Max says, having been paying attention where I was not. “Orion is angry with Christopher, too. Our brother hurt our mate, Alex.”

“Then our brother will pay the price,” I silently promise.

Nothing comes above my mate—not even my brother.

She’s strong, and beautiful, and I’m already in love with her.

We just need to convince her to stick around and let us prove that we can be what she needs.

“I think before we discuss anything for the future, we need to discuss the past,” my mum says gently, and she emits her luna energy to try and soothe my mate. It doesn’t seem to work too much, though, because although Maia calms, she eyes my mum with distrust.

“She should not be soothing our mate,” I snarl, and Max laughs.

“You’re the one needing to calm down now, human,” Max says. He’s not wrong, even if it pisses me off.

But Maia is mine, and it’s my job to soothe her upset, and calm her fears.

My mother is stealing that job from me and doing a terrible job at it.

I am the protector of our family.

Not Topher, not Seb, and not Ben. Me. That’s my job as the second. If anything ever happened, Topher has the pack, and my priority is to protect our mate and children.

“Your daughter is a rogue wolf, Maia,” my mum continues, and I have to hold in my growls.

“My daughter is not a fucking rogue,” Max snarls, and I look away from the group as I try to get him under control. “She’s a babe—my babe.”

“I know, Max, I know. She’ll never be targeted or treated as such.” 

“She is a born female wolf,” he roars, and I take a few deep breaths, trying to rein the shift in. He’s so angry and so close to taking over. “She deserves to be protected and treated like a princess.”

“I know,” I agree, gently. “We’ll give her everything she could ever want in life and make sure she knows how to protect herself. We won’t ever leave her to struggle, Max.”

“Her biological father may have died, but we’re alive and she’s ours,” he hisses along the bond.

“And so, we need to start identifying Phoebe’s lineage and fast, in case her rightful birth pack comes knocking,” my mum finishes.

My nails shift into claws, and I draw blood from my hands. The wolves in the room notice—and probably my father, too—but nobody says anything because Maia doesn’t notice.

Thank Artemis for that small blessing.

“And her birth pack is the one Ryan belonged to?” Maia asks, and when she’s not angry, her voice is as smooth as butter. It’s sweet and lovely. Her voice is my new favourite melody. “Then tell me what you need to know because that’s never happening.”

“Everything,” my mum says softly. “We need to know everything about Ryan.”

Maia nods, and there’s a brief flash of uncertainty across her face. I inch forward, wanting to soothe that pain away, but I can’t.

“I met Ryan in my first year of university⁠—”

“What is your degree in?” Ben asks eagerly, cutting her off.

“Business,” she says a little curtly. My brother doesn’t seem to care, but both Topher and I notice the uncomfortable air she has with our youngest brother. What on Earth has Ben done to upset her?

“An educated woman to teach our pups.” Max is beaming with pride.

“And do you use your degree now?” my mum asks, raising one of her perfectly sculpted eyebrows. I give her a dirty look, holding in my anger the best I can. She’s already pointed out that my mate doesn’t work, so what the fuck is she poking at her like this for?

Family is important, Alex.

I fucking hate when my brain mocks me this way.

Yeah, well, we’ve already cut out more than half of it—what’s another few more?

Never stops me from arguing back, though.

“I do,” Maia says primly. My wolf howls in my mind, and I’m just as proud of my mate for standing up to my mum. “But these questions are about Ryan, to protect Phoebe, not me.”

“Yes, you’re right,” my mum says, bristling at Maia’s shut down. “Excuse my interruption, dear.”

Maia nods, but her face clearly says my mum is not forgiven. “Ryan was in my year at university, and we met during freshers week. We moved in together near the end of our first year. As far as I’m aware, we had a normal and human relationship. I had no idea about the supernatural, and no idea about his werewolf side or his pack life.”

The questions continue, ranging from his favourite place to go to what colour eyes he had. Maia was meticulous in answering, and it drives my wolf crazy knowing she knows another man more than she knows us.

That she loves another man more than she loves us.

“Did he ever attend events without you?” my mum asks. “These events would’ve been at least once a month and usually at a large gathering of sorts.”

Every wolf must attend at least one pack event per month as a way of checking in with our leaders. This is one of the most common rules a pack would have because it helps us remain grounded.

We need to be around our kind or our wolves begin to struggle. It’s one of the most common reasons that you get kicked out of a pack and made a rogue—it’s for your protection and that of the pack.

“Not that I know of, but we were our own people. He was allowed a life beyond me,” she replies tersely.

But why would he want one?

Why wouldn’t he want to spend every single moment with her?

“Because he is worthless,” Max says, and I nod in agreement. “He was a terrible man, and not worthy to be her mate or Phoebe’s dad.”

“Phoebe and Maia will never ever worry where our attentions may lie. They’ll wake up each and every day knowing they’ll be treated like the princesses they are,” I vow.

“It’s about time the Wolfe wolves were off the market,” Max says. “I’m excited to finally feel the touch of a woman.”

“You and me both,” I mutter, before cutting our connection off.

“I’ve got a box at home of his belongings that I can go through and see if there’s anything helpful there. When I get home tonight, I’ll get it sorted for you,” Maia says, and my mum thanks her.

Topher and I exchange a look, and we silently agree that we’ll be going through that box before our parents even get a look at it. Information is power, and I refuse to give my parents any more.

“I’ll pack it up for you,” Topher says firmly, and Maia’s dark eyebrows shoot up her forehead. “You will head to our home and get yourself and Phoebe situated. It’s already late, and you both need your sleep.”

“Hang on a second—” she starts, her anger rising once more. It’s a beautiful sight, the way her cheeks redden and she readies herself physically for a fight.

I might love it a little less when I’m the one on her bad side, but I don’t ever intend on that being the case.

“Do not argue with me,” Topher snarls, and our mate is forced under the weight of his dominance. I cringe, knowing this is going to upset our mate, but I also know we can’t stop Topher.

My wolf whines at seeing the choice stripped away from her, even if a small part of us both loves the idea of her and Phoebe coming home with us.

Maia is a human, and they’re weaker than us werewolves. Even without our enhanced strength and extra abilities—our animal magnetism cannot be denied, and she’s forced to succumb to whatever we demand.

It’s something we’d never use in the deplorable way some of our brethren may act but only in the big instances where we need her to follow our command.

I, personally, don’t think this is one of them. But we can get her out of here, and then argue about it until the sun comes up.

Not least of all because none of us can stand up to Topher in front of our mum.

We need to get Maia and Phoebe out of here, explain what we can, and find a way to get the pack from my parents.

Because if we can’t… Phoebe might become an orphan, and we’ll lose her forever.
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“We’re going to take Maia over to her place to collect her things,” Christopher says, and I glare at him. Who the fuck gave him this audacity? And, no, those bright gold eyes of his are not pretty. “Aren’t we, love?”

There’s an infliction on the words here as if he truly expects me to just agree. Fool.

“No. I will go back to my place—” I start, shaking my head.

“Not how this works,” he says, still with that placid look on his face. Asshole. “We’ll take you to your home, get enough supplies for the night, and organise the full move come tomorrow. I’d much prefer you and Phoebe were settled tonight.”

Oh, how benevolent of him.

“Phoebe will be much more comfortable with her own things,” Seb says quietly. I’ve noticed that in the short time I’ve been around this man, that he does everything quietly. He doesn’t speak much to anyone, unless asked a direct question, and the only time he’s really been vocal with the group has been in my defence or when he wants to engage with Phoebe.

It’s weird, and I don’t know what to make of it.

He seems… nice. Seb’s introverted nature sets me at ease—mostly—and if it were just him, I probably wouldn’t be fighting this weirdness as much as I am.

And yet, he comes as a set—literally, too. His other three brothers are rude, domineering, and so abrasive I don’t want to be in their company for longer than I need to be. No matter how pretty they may be.

“I truly can’t move in with you,” I say, glaring at all four of the men in front of me. They’ve got the same bashful expression on their faces, Ben going as far as shoving his hands in his pockets and avoiding looking my way entirely.

I hope my glare is as piercing as my tone is. “We don’t know each other, and honestly, I don’t want to get to know you any further.”

Seb looks devastated, maybe because I’m holding Phoebe and not him. His obsession with my daughter rivals his obsession with me, and if I couldn’t sense the purest of intentions from him, I’d be creeped out. The way he hangs his head causes a heavy knot to form in my stomach.

Instead of acknowledging my feelings, I turn to the other brothers. Ben, on the other hand, looks amused, and his eyes are darting between Christopher and myself. I’m not sure why, considering Christopher doesn’t get to decide whether I move into their house or not, but it’s almost like he’s waiting for a big blow up. He’s bouncing on the balls of his feet, his loafers getting a crease in them.

Alexander’s eyes are bright silver, and there’s a pout on his plump red lips, and whilst hot, it’s something I will not be submitting to. His sadness doesn’t have the effect on me he thinks it will. This man is nothing to me. Literally nothing. Why do I care if I hurt his feelings for maintaining a very valid boundary?

But, Christopher, well I’m trying to actively not look at him, either. You can tell he’s the oldest of his brothers because he’s got that older brother authority. The thing is—I’m not his to command. He has no respect for me, and all of our interactions have been negative. His eyes have no business being as magnetising as they are, and I do not want to be under his control.

I don’t know if he thinks that throwing on a tight-fitting and expensive suit is going to make me subject myself to his whims, but it doesn’t have the same sway over my brain as it does over my… nothing.

No part of me finds these men attractive. None, body, are you hearing me?

“If you want our help with Phoebe, you will,” Christopher says with a shrug like my refusal doesn’t faze him. We both know that it’s a lie, though.

“But I never said I want your help,” I say, shrugging right back at him. His eyes turn gold once more, and the glare would be enough to send a lesser person scattering. “I’ll manage my baby on my own, all without you, thanks.”

“No!” Seb whines, his head snapping up. His eyes flicker between bright green and hazel, and I can hear the distraught tinge to his voice.

“That is enough of the arguing,” Christopher snarls, and the hackles on the back of my neck raise as a pressure in my chest forms. I feel uncomfortable, and it’s almost as if little ants are running over my skin. I can’t argue with him. He stole my choice from me, just like the officers did. “You will do as we say and take us to your home. Are we understood on that, Maia?”

“Understood.” The word is dragged from me without my permission, and I can feel my heart racing as the lack of control gets to me.

These men claim we’re soulmates, and yet, they’re willing to rip me of all my freedoms. Sure, Christopher is the one to do it—but none of them have spoken up in my defence. None have argued with him for taking my autonomy from me.

In every story I’ve read, a werewolf adores his soulmate. They’re entwined, their very beings linked as one, and the love between them is pure.

It doesn’t make sense. None of it makes sense.

Then again, that is just fiction.

Their mum has a wide smile on her face as if this is the best reaction possible. She delicately tucks her brown hair behind her ears. “That’s excellent news. Why don’t we do brunch tomorrow? Just the five of us? We can catch up and figure out what to do next.”

“Six,” Seb corrects with a snarl. I ignore the way my heart warms as he makes it clear that Phoebe is invited.

“No, Mum, but thank you for the kind offer,” Christopher says. The growl in his words has disappeared, and so has that uncomfortable energy he was emitting. She frowns, and he pats her shoulder. “We’ll arrange something once we’re all settled.”

Even I can tell that’s a brush off.

She nods, pursing her lips. She is not pleased by this, but none of the men seem to care.

And neither do I.

“Let’s go,” Christopher says, giving no room for argument. “Give your keys to Sebastian, Maia.”

I frown and shake my head a little pettily. This is a choice he’s not yet stolen, and I won’t be reneging on it. “I’d prefer to be the one to drive. I know where I live, and I really don’t want anyone else driving Phoebe around.”

He sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose as if this is all a major inconvenience to him. His eyes flicker between hazel and gold before he finally nods. “Straight there. We’ll discuss this further at your home, since you don’t know where we live.”

“I can’t wait to show you our home,” Ben whispers to me, his excitement rubbing me the wrong way. There’s a grin on his face, his eyes that very bright blue colour instead of the hazel, and he’s practically bouncing as he stands. “You and Phoebe can share my room, and I’ll bring you snacks and rub your back. It’ll be a fun sleepover. You can even pick the movie. But it has to be a romcom. Or a⁠—”

“Time to move,” Christopher growls, shaking his head. I see his lips quirked up ever so slightly, and I frown. “I’ll drive over with Seb and Maia. Ben, Alex, can the two of you grab one of our cars and follow us over there?”

“Sure thing,” Alexander says, clapping Ben on his shoulder when he pouts at me.

It didn’t work on Alexander, and it absolutely won’t work on Ben.

I silently get Phoebe back into her car seat, and I don’t even put up a fight when Seb bends down to grab it for me. He also slings the nappy bag over a shoulder, somehow looking far more graceful than I do when I’m the one doing this.

I’m in a little bit of pain, and my pain relief is at home, exactly where I want to be, so I’ll let him be all macho, and carry the heavy things.

His mum gives me a hug, offering reassurances that I’m in good hands, and then we’re shuffled out of the house. I never met the two remaining alpha men or the twins, and I’m glad for it. If their sons are anything to go by, I do not have faith that we’d get along.

“Thank fuck that’s over,” Alexander mutters once we’re outside the house. Someone shushes him, and he shrugs, turning to Christopher. “We’ll not be long, so drop us a pin.”

Christopher nods.

Seb leads me over to the car, and I pull open the back door for him so he can put Phoebe inside. I clip her into the car properly, adjust her so she’s comfortable, and move backwards. I stumble when I bump into Seb. Tingles shoot through me—literal sparks—and my heart races faster than the swarm of butterflies in my tummy .

I did not realise he was so close.

“Sorry,” I whisper, mortification filling me. He’s smiling and simply steps back for me to get past. I scurry around the car and get behind the wheel.

Asshole gets into the front seat, with Seb sitting back there with Phoebe. The atmosphere is tense as I drive off, and that only increases when Christopher clutches at the handhold above his head for every turn.

“Enough of that,” I hiss when he sucks his lip in between his teeth, acting as if I’m going to kill him with my driving. “I’m a careful fucking driver—especially with my newborn daughter inside the vehicle. Sit quietly or walk.”

“You’re a terrible driver,” Christopher replies. “Now, shut up about it, and keep your eyes on the road.”

My jaw clamps shut, and I’m seething as I continue the journey home, but I’m not going to argue in front of Phoebe. Christopher is an absolute prick, and I want nothing to do with him or his brothers.

We pull up outside my house, and I rush around to Phoebe’s side of the car, not sparing either of the men a second glance as I wretch her door open.

She’s still fast asleep, and she’s so peaceful. I gently lift her out of the car seat, wrapping her in a blanket to protect against the harsh spring evening, and follow Seb over to the front of my house. Christopher doesn’t immediately join us, instead, sniffing the air.

Sniffing it.

He looks so strange right now. He’s in such a smart suit but has his head tipped back as he looks at the sky and takes deep sniffs as he walks in small circles.

“What are you doing?” My words are meant to be a sneer, but instead, come out dripping with my curiosity.

Fuck.

“Nothing. Get inside,” he snaps, turning away from me.

Fucking prick. Why did I even try?

At my direction, Seb gets the keys from the nappy bag and lets us into the house. He knocks each light on as we pass through the house, and I feel right at home. But as we come to the kitchen, I freeze when I see the countertop.

“What?” Seb demands, storming in front of me as he scans the area for whatever has me scared.

I take a deep breath, examining the scene in front of me to see if anything else is out of place. It’s exactly how I left it—pristine—except for one missing detail.

The pie I made… is gone.

Seb steps further in front of me, his arms going back to hold Phoebe and I within his reach, and lets out what I can only describe as a warning growl.

I don’t know what it’s meant to do, but Topher doesn’t come rushing in, so it wasn’t to alert his brother.

“What?” he asks again, this time in a whisper, as he turns to face me. I can see the concern etched into his face, his eyes flickering between hazel and green. He looks deadly, and I’d be terrified of him if I didn’t know that this fierce intensity was on my behalf.

“The pie.” I can feel his patience waning, and I grimace as I look up at him. “I made a pie before everything kicked off… and had left it out to cool. But it’s gone.”

He furrows his brow and looks around the kitchen as if it’s going to be hidden behind a flower pot or something.

“Hm.” He storms forward and opens the fridge door before shrugging and looking back at me. “There’s a pie in here.”

I frown, chewing on my bottom lip as panic starts to build inside my chest. It’s an uncomfortable pressure that just won’t go away because I know that I didn’t put it in the fridge.

Seb tilts his head. “Could you have put it here and just forgot in the fuss?”

“No!” I shake my head, and my eyes widen as he pulls it out the fridge. This is the exact one I made—minus the quarter of a slice that’s gone. “I didn’t eat any of it, either, Seb.” He raises a brow in question as if I would’ve forgotten. Whilst it might be in the realm of possibilities that I’d put the pie away and forget—I most definitely did not eat any of it.

I wouldn’t be this starving if I had.

We both look around the room, me warily and him with a keen eye, but there’s nothing to see. I can’t give him an answer.

The only thing I can think of is the police taking a slice, but when would they have had the opportunity for that?

They left when I did and wouldn’t have had the ability to get back inside without me here. What the fuck?

“Hm.” He tilts his head, and I’m not sure what he’s thinking or feeling since he doesn’t share. Instead, he closes the fridge and turns back to me. “Are you hungry?”

“Yes,” I murmur, looking down at Phoebe. My heart races, and my head snaps back in his direction. “But I don’t want that pie.”

Someone has been here. Whether it was one of the officers or a break-in...

But didn’t I overreact and think Phoebe was kidnapped?

Seb takes a hesitant step forward and places his hand in mine. Sparks tingle, increasing in intensity as we stand together, and I close my eyes, letting the comfort he’s offering wash over me.

I could’ve put the pie back in the fridge.

I probably did.

And honestly... I might’ve ate that slice, too.

It’s all fine. It’s all normal.

Seb’s steady presence helps me reach that calm state. “Once we’re home⁠—”

“This is my home,” I snap, and he nods.

“Understood, little mama,” he replies gently. He has a very soothing demeanour, but he’s also so powerfully intense. “Topher is not going to⁠—”

“What am I not going to do?” the man asks, walking into my home like he owns the place. He’s lost his suit jacket, and his sleeves are now unbuttoned and rolled up to his elbow. Honestly, it should be illegal to have forearms that look that good.

Unlocked a new turn on spot, have we, Maia?

Seb raises an eyebrow, and Christopher sighs.

“I love how you’ll talk to our pretty mate, but you refuse to speak to your brother,” Christopher whines, and my eyes widen as I see him adopt a playful energy. “Maia, don’t you think he should talk with me?”

I take a leaf out of Seb’s book and stay silent.

Christopher sighs, and I watch as his face changes. He looks frustrated and as if he’s adopted a brand new personality. I eye Seb, and he’s contemplative.

They’re identical in their physical features—down to the freckle on their left hand—but right now, they’re so different it’s startling.

“What do you need for the night?” Christopher asks, and even his tone has changed. There’s no niceness, nothing sweet or playful. He sounds a good decade older, and somehow… it makes me kind of tingly.

I clench my teeth together before sighing. “My brain won’t let me argue with you.”

“Because your brain thinks arguing with me won’t get you anywhere except dead. Humans are predictable in their self-preservation,” Christopher replies with a shrug.

“And yet, we’re mates, so shouldn’t I know that you won’t kill me?”

“Can’t claim that title until you believe it, and you don’t believe it since your brain thinks I’ll kill you,” Christopher replies, looking around the room with the same piercing intensity that Seb was a few moments ago. “Now, what do you need so that you can both get through the night?”

“Do you understand how inconvenient this is for me?”

“Do you understand how inconvenient you are for me?” Christopher says.

I don’t know why it hurts me to hear that. The pang of pain that hits me is undeniable, and I feel tears start to prick my eyes. “I get that you don’t know me⁠—”

“I don’t need to know you,” he says dismissively, going as far to wave his hand as if he can just swat me away like the fly he so badly thinks I am.

“Topher,” Seb barks, giving his elder brother a warning look. He growls under his breath, and his eyes go bright green. I’m intrigued at the way their eyes constantly change colour. Is it based on their mood?

How close are they to shifting into their werewolf form?

“What?” Christopher protests. Seb lets out a very feral sound—a growl, maybe, but it sounds so primal and dangerous that goosebumps appear across my skin. “Fine, I’m leaving.”

He scoffs, shakes his head, and storms away before I can even come to terms with what he said.

“Sit down, little love,” Seb murmurs, escorting me over to one of the stools. I maintain a tight hold on Phoebe and sit down. He rests his hand on my lower back, leaning over my shoulder to watch Phoebe sleep. It’s serene.

The front door opens, and I’m surprised that Ben and Alexander got here so quickly. They had to go to their home and drive here—how fast did they go? Were they safe?

Heavy footsteps come bounding into the room, and I’m not entirely sure who is in front of me. I think it’s Ben based on the excitement, but it could be Alexander or Christopher tricking me.

“Hi! Your house is a lot more boring than I thought it would be,” he says.

Well, that made the guessing game that much easier. Nobody else would insult me in a way they think is complimentary like he would.

“Hi, Ben.”

He grins, dropping down onto the stool opposite me. “Did you miss me? I went as fast as I could so that we wouldn’t be too far behind, but I definitely wasn’t fast enough.”

“Where’s Alexander?” I ask, not having heard him enter the house.

“Oh, he’s driving over,” Ben says flippantly. “And you should call him Alex. He much prefers it.”

“He does?” I scrunch my nose up.

“You call me Ben. What difference is it?”

“You were introduced to me that way,” I reply with a small shrug. Ben and Seb are not assholes, for one, and are not as formal as the other two brothers. It’s easier for me to separate them that way.

“Are you all packed? Alex wants to be in and out, and I’m really excited to get you home.”

I sigh and don’t bother wasting my time correcting him. Seb notices that I don’t, and I can see that it interests him, since I had no qualms about correcting him.

“No, I’m not packed. I need her crib, and I don’t really think we can dismantle that here and set it up at yours very easily.”

Ben shrugs, not letting that little inconvenience bother him. “Then we can buy a new one. Here—pick one, and I’ll get it delivered tonight.” He tries to hand me his phone, but I refuse to take it.

“I want some answers before we go anywhere,” I say, and Ben sighs.

“Toph!” Ben shouts before gasping and leaning over the table to try and look at Phoebe. “Did I wake her? Fuck, I forgot she was asleep.” His face drops, his hazel eyes filling with tears. The watery sheen brings out the blue flecks in his eyes that much more.

“It’s okay,” I soothe, reaching over to place my hand on his arm gently. His eyes widen, and I feel sparks shooting up my body. I quickly snatch my hand back, giving him a hesitant smile. “It’s okay. She’s still asleep.”

“Good. I’m sorry I was so careless,” he says with a sigh. “But please feel free to touch me more.”

Seb growls, and Ben rolls his eyes. I raise my eyebrow, and Seb just shrugs.

Well, then.

“What are you doing back without Alex?” Christopher demands as he re-enters the room with the same kind of annoyance that he did earlier. Ben just shrugs. “Maia, what do you need so that we can leave?”

“A discussion.”

“On what? What do you need to know?”

“I know nothing about any of you,” I say quietly. Tears prick at my eyes, and I hang my head as the day starts to catch up with me.

The tension in the air rises, and I can feel their gazes on me. The silence continues to stretch out, and their panic increases.

“Please, don’t cry,” Christopher says, and I raise my head slightly at the change in tone. His eyes are bright gold, and he’s breathing quite rapidly. “Please, mate, don’t cry.”

He steps forward and crouches down in front of me. My heart is pounding, and my palms are sweaty, and I can’t stop the tear that drips down my cheek.

His breath catches. “Please, mate, don’t cry. Let me fix it. Tell me what to do.”

“Orion, let’s give Maia a moment,” Alexander says, placing a hand on Christopher’s shoulder. I didn’t even hear him come into the house, but he’s here, and everything feels so much more out of control now that I’m surrounded.

“Who is Orion?” I whisper, not able to look away from Christopher. The man I’ve come to know as an asshole smiles, and it truly transforms his face. It’s so different from the carefree smiles Ben gives and the hesitant ones I’ve drawn from Sebastian.

These four men may share a face, but they are so beautifully different.

“Topher’s wolf,” Ben says cheerily. “Mine is called Fluffy. Alex’s is called Max, and⁠—”

“Pretty, pretty mate,” Christopher—Orion?—says, grinning at me. This is a full-toothed smile, and I can’t help but return it. “What does my pretty mate want? How do I make you happy?”

“I, um, I…” I trail off, looking up at Alexander for help.

“We are werewolves, but we are still separate from our wolf,” Alexander explains whilst watching his brother kneel in front of me with a wary look. “There’s two consciousness’s inside of each of us, and we work together to be one man. Our wolves are far more primal, they’re not the most logical and rely on us for that. Whereas we let them guide us a lot. The stronger the inner wolf, the stronger the instincts. Christopher is one of the strongest.”

“We’re strong,” Christopher—Orion?—says, nodding. “Strong and powerful to protect my pretty little mate. I will destroy all who are not worthy. Kill them. Bring you their hearts for breakfast.”

I gasp, and Alexander sighs.

“Yes, he means that literally, but that’s where the logic of Topher comes in, and he’d never allow that to happen,” Alexander says.

“So your wolf can just take over you at any time?”

“During strong emotional moments, it can happen, yes. We can also choose to allow it,” Alexander says. “That’s what is happening with Topher now. He’s overwhelmed, and Orion wants to meet you, so… here he is.”

“You wanted to meet me?” I ask, looking back down at the kneeling man.

He nods. “My mate is so beautiful.” He frowns. “But sad. You are so sad.”

The tears come without my permission, this time, and I hang my head, burying my face into Phoebe so that he doesn’t see them.

Orion jumps to his feet and pulls me in for a hug as Seb lets out a very loud growl.

“We’ve got you, pretty mate,” Orion whispers. His voice is deeper than Christopher’s, with a little less refinement to it. “I’m here now. I’ll make it all better.”

It’s got to be the postpartum hormones that make that something I crave.

I don’t need a man—or four of them—to take care of me… right?
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“Here you go,” Ben says, handing me the hot chocolate that Seb made, with only the pride a younger brother stealing an accomplishment could have. I take it, sniffing the drink, and smile as the chocolatey fumes tease my nose. A warmth fills me, and not from the heat of the cup in my hands, but because I have a drink, and I didn’t have to make it for myself.

It’s been so long since someone truly took the time to do something like this just because he can.

Christopher regained control of himself after our hug and herded us all into my living room, maintaining a solid five foot distance between me and him. I don’t think he’s even made eye contact with me since, which is very disappointing. I absolutely loved the small meeting I had with Orion, and I’m disheartened that it wasn’t longer.

It’s strange, considering they’re the same person, but Orion was much, much nicer.

Seb made me a sandwich, whispering a silent promise of something more once everything is handled. When I mentioned being cold, he even made me my hot chocolate without even a hint of complaint.

The five of us are now spread around the living room, Phoebe passed out blissfully in her Moses’s basket, and I’m avoiding looking at the men surrounding me because I don’t know what I’ll see.

I can feel the tension in the air, though, and it’s not comfortable at all.

“We’ve not really been introduced to each other,” Alexander says, inching forward on the sofa. He gives me a polite smile and nods his head. “So, I’m Alexander, I’m the second-born, and I much prefer to be called Alex. As already mentioned, my wolf is called Max, but I have no doubt he’ll make your acquaintance himself soon.”

“I’m Ben—Benjamin if you’re my mum—and my favourite colour is orange. Sometimes green, sometimes brown, but never purple,” Ben says, ticking them off on his finger.

The serious look in his eyes when he mentions purple makes me hesitant to admit that’s my favourite colour.

“I like most food and am the nicest of the four of us. I also have the biggest—” Alex, Christopher, and Seb growl here, and Ben makes a big show of winking at me. “Heart. The biggest heart.” He smirks, and the blue flecks in his eyes shine brighter. “Honestly, Maia, these dirty minds. How ever will we cope?”

“Ben’s had his turn,” I say with a small teasing tone to my voice. Mostly, I’m overwhelmed and want to get this over and done with.

Alex sighs, looking between his two brothers, but when neither of them speak, he takes over and does it for them. “Seb is quiet but loyal, and Topher is a dick but even more loyal. All four of us prefer our nicknames because, for some reason, my mum thought four very long names would be best so that we’d match.” He gives me a wry smile, but I’m hesitant to return it. “We’re all twenty-six, so a little older than you are, and obviously, we’re werewolves.”

We fall to silence, and I can feel Alex’s stare on the side of my face as he waits for me to say something. But what does he want to know that I haven’t already shared during the grilling that took place at his mum and dad’s place?

My nickname? I don’t have one of those.

My favourite colour? I’d much rather not be crucified by Ben.

“Well let’s move on, then,” Alex says with another sigh. I feel slightly guilty since he’s putting the effort in and trying, but it’s not getting us very far when I still know nothing of true value about them.

“I’m not sorry I took your choice away back at my parent’s house,” Christopher says. My head snaps up, and I know I’m glaring at the prick. He’s so unashamed, so fucking rigid, and still avoiding looking at me. “We needed to get out of there and not cause another scene like you did and deter the entire night further.”

He crosses his arms in front of his chest, kicking his leg up over his knee.

“I am so sorry my child shifting into a wolf ruined your evening,” I hiss. “Don’t you think that was terrifying to me? Don’t you think it ruined my day—my life?”

He shrugs. “A wolf is the best thing that could’ve ever happened to her. Phoebe is a very lucky girl.”

“Enough, Topher,” Alex says, giving his brother a piercing look, but the dickhead, of course, refuses to acknowledge it. Alex shakes his head, his frustration clear to see. “Maia, look at me. Ignore the others, just for a minute.”

It’s hard to do that. Christopher incites my anger, and Ben makes me cautious. He’s very overeager, extremely excitable, and has very little boundaries or understanding of social norms.

Seb’s hard to ignore because he’s so focused on my daughter that I can barely glance at her without catching sight of him, too. It’s almost like he’s on guard, patiently waiting for a threat to emerge before he shows me his dangerous side.

“We are in a very precarious state right now as a quad,” Alex says. “And whilst finding you is the absolute ultimate blessing, we wish we were more secure so that we can protect you—to protect you both.”

“I don’t understand. I’m not… I’m not a blessing.”

“You’re the ultimate blessing, Maia,” Alex replies, and his eyes are bright silver when he says this. There’s no voice change, like when Orion took over before, so I can’t tell whether the words come from him or his wolf… but they’re nice to hear, either way.

I take a small sip of my drink to avoid replying. This situation isn’t what I expected. Not at all.

“Our female birth population is low,” Alex continues. “Every single year as a species, we have fewer females being born, and whilst, to some, it’s not majorly problematic, it has become a status thing. The more born female wolves a pack has, the better its overall ranking.”

“I’m not keyed up on the politics of werewolves,” I snark. “So, you’ll need to dumb this down further for me. Why do we care about the ranking of a pack?”

“It determines everything,” Christopher says, looking straight over the top of my head. His perfect jaw is clenched, and I can feel his tenseness. “If my fathers were challenged tomorrow by an outside alpha, and they drew, the determining factor would be the ranking of our pack. If we were low ranking, we could lose our homes, our status as the future alphas, and even lose our pack completely, all because we’re not strong enough to care for our born females.”

“And whilst we’re not in the middle ages anymore, where that was a common occurrence, it does still come into play today. It affects our tradings, our democracy, and our wealth. We’ve got a modest sized pack—312 wolves—and of those wolves, we have nineteen born females.”

“Is that a good number?”

“Yes,” Alex says with a nod. “But that’s the reason that you’re in danger—that we need to protect Phoebe.”

My eyes widen as a chill runs down my spine. “She’s a born female wolf.”

“She is. There’s a current… movement in our world that we strongly oppose.”

“Strongly,” Seb adds with a deep growl. His eyes lock with mine like he’s telling me something. I just don’t understand what.

The spell between us is broken when Alex starts speaking again. “The movement is for all female wolves to be mated at sixteen to the most… virile members of the pack in an effort to take advantage of their most fertile times and try to boost our numbers.”

Panic fills me, and my eyes dart to Phoebe, who is sleeping so peacefully. Every so often she makes a little grunting sound as she adjusts herself, and it’s the cutest thing I’ve ever seen.

How could… how could that be her future?

She’d still be a child—my child.

“At sixteen they’re still children.” I’m mortified, and I can’t believe this is something parents need to worry about.

Fuck, I can’t believe this is something parents are considering.

“We know,” Alex says softly. “And we’re very opposed to the idea. However, there are other packs who are strong advocates for it, Maia. That is why you being with us is so imperative. It’s why we need to know about Ryan, so we can identify his pack and see if there’s a danger there.”

I frown and turn to Christopher, wondering if this is why he wanted us out of there so badly. “Your parents? Where do they stand on this issue?”

“Undetermined,” Alex says, and Christopher clenches his jaw. “There are quite a few… risky plans that are being floated around to try and raise our numbers, but none of the others are quite this illegal.”

“Why is the low birth numbers even an issue?” I ask, burrowing further into the warmth of my sofa. I’m clutching my hot chocolate but can’t calm my anxious stomach enough to take another sip.

“I, personally, didn’t think it was an issue,” Alex replies.

“Until?”

“Until a lot of babies born from a human and wolf match were unable to shift, and that trend has been increasing,” Christopher says. “Female numbers have been on a decline for the last fifty or so years, but it’s only been this last decade where they’ve been at an all-time low.”

“And if females are being born but aren’t turning into wolves…”

“We risk our entire species dying out,” Christopher says. Well, fuck.

“But you can turn people into werewolves, yes?”

Christopher sighs as if me having questions about a world I know literally nothing about is so inconvenient. I swear, if I was able to run, I’d punch that look off his face. “My mum is weaker than Phoebe will be—likely even by Phoebe’s teenage years. My sisters are weaker than a natural born female. My mum gave birth to twin human girls, and the likelihood is that my sisters will also only give birth to human girls. Each new generation will be weaker and weaker until, eventually, no babies will be born as werewolves.”

“But we cannot—and will not—force our female wolves into becoming breeding machines in the hopes that it would undo this phenomenon,” Alex says, and some relief fills me when each of the men nod. “And that’s a firm stance we’re taking, and will take, no matter what happens externally.”

“This all still feels very…” I trail off, not speaking above a murmur. I’m not sure how to put into words my feelings on this topic.

It feels like something out of a fantasy movie, where nothing is real. Surely, werewolves are held to the same laws as humans? Surely, these people are not considering forcing their children to be bred at sixteen?

Girls are most fertile from late teens… men are most virile in their late twenties. Surely, surely, people can see the issue with this.

My stomach churns, and I choke back bile. My eyes sting, but I refuse to allow the tears to fall. “I’m not sure I want to be part of this world,” I whisper.

“You don’t have a choice,” Ben says cheerfully.

“My brother lacks tact,” Alex hisses as Seb kicks Ben in the shin. “But he’s not wrong. Phoebe’s shift brought you into this world, and unless you will give her up⁠—”

“No!” I snarl louder than any of them could, and I don’t understand why they all smile. Well, everyone except Christopher.

“I didn’t think so. There’s more than just this negativity, Maia,” Alex says soothingly. “Our world can be beautiful. We’re passionate creatures—we love harder than a human male ever could. We will protect you, demand⁠—”

“Your pleasure,” Ben says, waggling his brows at me. I scoff, and he sighs. “I know I’m the runt, but I’m⁠—”

“The runt? You have runts?” I ask, cutting him off the way he has been doing to everyone else. He tilts his head, an adorable puppy dog expression on his face.

“Not in the way you’re thinking,” Christopher says, his lips quirked up when Ben pouts. “Oftentimes, there’s a weaker male in a multiple birth, and that’s been dubbed as the runt. It’s a colloquialism.”

I mean that was exactly what I thought the runt was. Why the hell are they smirking?

“So, you’re the weakest?” I ask, and Ben nods. He doesn’t seem put out by that, not even a little bit. “Is that because you’re the youngest?”

They all shake their heads.

“No, it just is,” Ben says with a shrug. “It makes no difference, though. None of the guys let me be bullied any more.”

“You were bullied?”

“Extensively.”

I’m not saying these bullies hit him a little too hard, but why is he smiling right now? Bullying is not a good thing.

“He might be an alpha’s son, but that only made the pressure to be perfect that much greater, and if you failed… well, people were willing to make their displeasure known,” Alex says quietly.

Once more, my heart lurches, and I look over at my daughter. Is this vicious life really something she has to be part of?

“Now, as exciting as this topic is, can we move on?” Alex asks. “You were upset because you don’t know us, right? We’ve told you some things about ourselves and the pack structure. I’ve even explained the danger. So, can we please take you to our home?”

I nod slowly. “It’s not just that we don’t know each other, though. You took away my choice.”

“You were going to make a terrible choice. I removed the need for that, and I won’t undo it,” Christopher says, leaning forward on his knees, with a penetrating gaze. His bored tone pisses me off, but after how sweet and caring his wolf was, I know that’s just part of him. I don’t understand why he keeps his sweetness hidden, but if I were given the choice, I’d absolutely choose his wolf over him. 

“You will not be safe staying here, and I won’t budge on your safety—on either of your safety,” Christopher adds.

I think back to the missing piece of pie and nod slowly. “For how long?”

“Forever and ever,” Ben says, clapping his hands. “We’ll have more babies and⁠—”

“For now, let’s just trial it out on a month by month basis,” Alex says, growling low in his throat when both Ben and Christopher go to complain. “We’ll reassess at the end of the month, okay?”

I nod slowly. “I suppose so.” It’s not like I have much choice.

But, honestly, I wouldn’t be staying in this house even if I did have the choice.

“Now, tell us what you need, and we’ll get it sorted for you,” Alex says, glancing around the room.

It can’t be that terrible of an idea to stay with them for a month, right?
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Iwatch the four men around me arrange Sebastian’s bedroom so that it’s more accommodating for Phoebe and I. I sit in the armchair in the corner of the sage green room, and I’m doing my best to emit only positive feelings whilst I hold my daughter in my arms.

She doesn’t understand I’m annoyed because four random men brought me here without my permission and have since made it one of the most annoying decisions I have ever been forced to agree to.

She can’t grasp the idea that these men could be serial killers, or rapists, or even just your run of the mill drug dealer.

She doesn’t get that. Instead, she picks up on my feelings and how I carry myself, and I won’t upset her just because I’m angry.

And terrified.

“Do you prefer pink sheets or purple sheets?” Ben asks, holding up two brightly coloured bed sheets. “We got the pink sheets for⁠—”

“I don’t think she cares right now, Ben,” Alex says, nudging his brother away from me. At least one of the Wolfe brothers is self-aware. “We’ll do pink this time, and then buy her some fresh ones so we can rotate them out, okay?”

Smart move.

My anger builds the more and more they make this room comfortable and homey, for me.

It’s irrational, sure.

I should be grateful they’re being kind enough to at least make me comfortable.

But I’m not.

My hormones are all over the place, and I can’t decide whether I want to cry or scream. I do know my body is struggling to contain the upcoming tsunami, and when it does unleash, it’ll be brutal.

“All sorted, princess,” Christopher says, and I grind my teeth together. “We’ll get⁠—”

“Out,” I say with a nod. “Sounds absolutely perfect.”

He frowns, but at Alex’s insistence, both he and Ben are shepherded out of the room. I don’t think any of them realised Seb didn’t leave.

But I did.

And just like earlier, when I met Orion, unexpectedly… I think it’s time for me to meet Sebastian’s alter ego.
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SEBASTIAN


“Sebastian?” my mate whispers, eyeing me warily. Her baby blue eyes are focused on me, an almost curious quality about them. But I can also smell the anger and exhaustion that’s entwined with her scent. The anger makes the usually sweet vanilla smell burnt, and her exhaustion dilutes the fizzy orange so I only get the occasional whiffs of it.

Her dark hair is pulled up onto the top of her head, a sort of messiness to it, with loose curls framing her face. I want to unleash it and run my hands through the silkiness, touching her in all of the ways my wolf and I crave.

She’s so beautiful, so fucking mine.

Her scent makes my mouth water—it makes my dick throb in fucking anticipation. The sparks between us are electrifying, and I’m tempted to spend all of my time holding onto her to nourish the connection between us.

I need her. I need her more than I need air to breathe, food to eat.

I never realised how bleak my life was before she entered it.

How much I was missing.

How dark everything was.

But with her here, with my mate and child in my space, in my life, in my heart, everything has changed.

“Mate,” I whisper back, a ghost of a smile on my lips.

But her face falls, her eyebrows furrowing, as her scent darkens once more.

She’s hesitant, and I hate to be the cause of her unease. It leaves a bitter taste in my mouth, and so I retreat into my mind and let Kane push forward to take over for us. He’s done it for most of our interactions thus far, even without anyone truly noticing, and I think my mate deserves to meet my wolf properly.

He loves her so inherently that I can’t deny him this moment.

“You are a kind soul,” Kane says. “Our mate will appreciate that when we raise our youngling.”

“I’m your mate, yes,” Maia says, and it’s almost like she’s placating us. I can scent her fear, and I don’t think she realised it was me acknowledging the claim, this time, and not Kane.

No harm will ever come to her from my hand—nor Kane’s. It goes against every instinct inside of us.

A mate is to be loved. Cherished. Desired. Protected.

And my mate? She’ll learn that nobody loves harder than Sebastian Wolfe.

“She will learn to love us both,” Kane reassures me, and his firm belief is hard to ignore. “Mate is strong. Mate is kind. Mate will love you. Love us all.”

He has confidence where I do not. Even if she doesn’t love me, even if she can’t, I’ll never venture far away. I’ll wait in the shadows, watching, loving, supporting. I’ll be her guardian angel, her unwavering protector, as I do whatever is necessary to give her the life she deserves.

Even if that life doesn’t include me—especially then.

“Mate does not believe she is ours,” Kane says as we step closer to her. He’s reassuring my fears and reassuring Maia at the same time. “But we will prove it to, mate. Over, and over, and over.”

A blush coats her cheeks, and she bites down on those plump, rosy lips of hers. She’s so fucking alluring right now—beautiful and sexy, all wrapped up in one delicate package. Maia releases her lip, and her head is tucked downwards. She can’t meet my eyes, which is the cutest thing.

She’s embarrassed.

“She’s adorable,” Kane coos, holding in the urge to reach out and touch her. He’s desperate to claim her as his own, but he knows she’s not ready.

Unlike my brothers’ wolves, Kane never needs corralling from me. He never needs to be lectured or restrained. He’s glorious, and we’re the best team that could ever exist.

He understands Maia isn’t ready for our mark, to accept that we’re mates. He even understands that she’s not ready for casual touches.

We can wait. We’ll bond with her, we’ll let her learn to trust us.

We’ll wait. No matter how long it takes.

But we won’t ever let her doubt her worth.

“I’m not sure how to reply to that,” she says with a very soft tone of voice. “Can you do me a favour?”

My heart races, and I feel myself nodding. I’m rewarded with her beautiful smile, the genuine way her baby blue eyes light up, and she hesitantly offers me our sleeping angel.

“Could you hold her? I’m desperate for a wee, and she… she likes you.” There’s so much doubt in Maia’s tone, and I don’t know why.

Phoebe likes me?

Seriously?

“She will love you,” Kane says in as gentle a tone as he can.

I nod once more, staying silent as she gently transfers Phoebe into my arms. I didn’t realise how short she was compared to me until now, but she doesn’t even reach my shoulders.

Maia watches the way I hold Phoebe for a moment and smiles before waddling through to the bathroom.

She must be really desperate.

I tense when Phoebe’s eyes open, the icy grey stare penetrating through my soul.

I rumble quietly, letting the vibrations soothe the little girl. She doesn’t do much other than stare, and since she’s not using her wolf vision, I have no idea how much she can see. She’s already starting to utilise her connection with me, though, and is sharing her needs.

She likes the sound of these low grumbles and likes the warmth I’m offering her.

We’re going to need to turn the heating on tonight, though. As wolves, we run hotter, but she’s still only small and doesn’t give off heat as much as I or my brothers do. Like her mother, Phoebe will never want for anything.

“Talk to her,” Kane demands.

I stay silent.

What would a baby want to hear from me? What could I say to make myself worthy of the connection we share?

“Tell our little angel how precious she is. Tell her that we’ll love her and protect her, and gut any male who even thinks they’re worthy enough of being hers. Tell her of the future, of how loved she’ll be.”

My wolf pushes forward, almost reluctantly, when I freeze under the spotlight.

“Hush, little angel,” he says, and her eyes dart to ours, recognising the change in my tone.

They seem to light up—like a glow-in-the-dark nightlight—and I know her wolf recognises mine. She’s reacting the way she can—instinctually.

She’s still too young to know whether her wolf’s eye colour is going to be this bright, almost translucent, grey, but it’s a striking colour, regardless.

“You are a strong wolf. A beautiful wolf.” My wolf is doting in the ways I don’t truly know how to be.

We hear the toilet flush moments before the tap turns on, and I smile at the little girl, barely noticing when Kane retreats.

“Your mum loves you so much,” I whisper, gently tracing my finger down her cheek. “And I hope, soon, you’ll let us all love you, too.”

I bend down and brush a soft kiss over her head, making my claim known to the wolf spirit inside her.

“Was she okay?” Maia asks, coming out of the bathroom. I nod and turn so she can see the awake little girl. Maia smiles—not the dazzling one from earlier, but a more carefree one. She loves with her whole heart.

“And soon enough, that heart will be ours,” Kane says.

“Will it? Will she really love me that way?”

“Pass her here so I can feed her,” Maia says, and I frown. My mate’s twinkling laugh fills the air. “Once she’s done, I’ll let you hold her again. But, for now, she needs her mama.”

I sigh, relinquishing my hold on Phoebe, but I stay close. Maia moves over to the bed—my bed—and gets herself comfortable. At her prompting, I hand her everything she asks for, and Kane and I eagerly watch what she does so that next time, we’re ready and can provide.

“Would you like a drink? Some of that green juice that Ben made or some water?”

“Water would be nice.” Her voice breaks, and I immediately crouch down next to her so she can’t hide her beautiful eyes from me.

“What’s wrong, little love?” Kane asks. Her upset breaks me, and I can’t cope.

I can’t smell her pain and fear.

I can’t sit here and do nothing whilst she cries.

What kind of male am I?

“A worthy one,” my wolf replies.

“I’ve been alone since I lost Ryan,” she whispers, avoiding my gaze the best she can. 

Neither Kane nor I like that she’s mourning another man, but I hate even more the way her voice trembles as she speaks. The way her scent murks, and she huddles in on herself.

But then she looks up at me and gives the most pitiful smile, and it heals a small part of my frustration. “And everything has gone to shit, and things are so different, but you’re here and helping.” She shakes her head, looking down at Phoebe again. “I don’t know what I can believe or what my future holds, but you’re caring for me.”

“You are so precious,” my wolf says.

“So precious,” I echo.

“I’m scared, Seb.” Her eyes meet mine now, and I can see the weight of her panic, feeling it drawing me in, as she flounders without a lifeboat. I need to be the support for her. “What if I’m not cut out for this? What if I’m not enough for Phoebe?”

“My brother was right—you are a blessing, Maia. You’re strong and have survived a loss so soul-destroying because you loved your daughter enough to let her future guide you,” Kane continues. “Don’t stop now. Don’t give up.”

She nods, blinking her tears away, as she steals her shoulders back. A spark appears in her eyes, and I can feel her determination through her scent changes. “I won’t.”

Strong. Steady. Prepared.

“Our girl has got this,” I say.

“Good girl,” Kane says, adding some growl to his words, deliberately, this time. Her eyes narrow, and she looks at us, her perfect lips parting as her brows raise. My palms go clammy, and I almost move away from her to avoid that look.

How can she already see me, when nobody ever has before?

“Hey!” Kane protests.

“You don’t count, and you know it.”

“How can I tell when you are you and when you are… your wolf?” she asks. “It was very clear with Christopher. He and Orion are so different. Is that the same for you all?”

I purse my lips but know that I can’t lie to her. “No.”

“You talk to her,” I plead.

Kane would be smirking if he wasn’t such a bastard. “Don’t call me names, human. You’re the one she wants to talk to right now.”

“You’re a coward,” I taunt. “Just tell her the truth.”

“No.”

I laugh, and Maia frowns. Fuck. “Sorry.”

“What’s funny?”

I hang my head in my hands, and Kane prods me to keep talking. “I’m never letting you out again.”

“Sounds good to me. I’ll stay inside your head and let you do all the peopling. I’m bored of that life.”

Bastard.

“I’m arguing with Kane.”

“Kane is your wolf’s name?” she asks. Her pitch raises a few notches, the soft curiosity so fucking sweet.

“Yes, mate,” Kane says, pushing forward to take over my body. Fuck. I am going to regret this. “It is so nice to meet you.”

“And you.” Phoebe unlatches, and Kane licks our lips as he spots the milk dripping off her tit.

“Not for us!” I hiss along our bond.

“There’s plenty.”

“Not for us!”

He rolls his eyes, since we can both feel my desire, too, but we know it isn’t time.

Maia eventually gets Phoebe settled on her other boob, and it takes the pup a few moments to actually keep hold of the nipple, her angry little grunts as she tries to latch but couldn’t be completely adorable. I’m not sure why Maia spent time patting Phoebe’s back, but that’s something I will research. I need to prove my worth—prove we deserve to be in Phoebe’s life.

I’ve never been around babies before.

But this one is so precious.

And that’s not just because of my connection to her.

“To answer your question properly about our personalities,” Kane says, and Maia’s eyes flash with curiosity again. She’s so inquisitive. “No, it’s not the same for us all. For Seb and I, we’re a lot more closely matched than, say, Orion and Christopher. Every bond between a wolf and their human is different.”

“At first, I thought your eyes gave you away,” Maia says, looking over at us with a scrutinising look. “But then you’ve been swapping back and forth for most of this conversation, haven’t you?”

Kane snorts and nods. “Yes. Sebastian is a little shy.”

“Shy?” she echoes.

“Shy?” I hiss.

“He’s too afraid to talk to you,” Kane continues, and if I were the one in control of our human body, we’d be gaping right now. “Stage fright and all.”

Maia’s eyes soften. “That’s sweet.”

“He’s a fucking liar,” I snarl, breaking through the restraint to take over the body. Kane’s laughs echo across our bond. “I’m just naturally quiet.”

Maia frowns. “So, just there, your eyes have gone from being bright green to their hazel colouring with the green flecks. So, you’re Seb now?”

I nod, once, and then let Kane speak whilst holding eye contact.

“Seb and I swap places a lot,” Kane says, and her eyes widen. “He is shy, but he’s also very… uninterested in most people, so this means we can still have the connection we need without either one of us suffering.”

“This is so freaky,” she whispers, hesitantly reaching out to touch me.

I lean into her hand, letting her brush against my cheek as a shiver races down my spine. Sparks fly between us both, and based on her hitched breath, I know she feels it, too. I let out a purr as the soothing connection between us flares to life. I’ve never felt something this powerful—this right.

“I didn’t see a change. I didn’t hear a change,” Maia whispers.

I shrug, not moving from her touch. “Kane is right. Humans don’t interest me. People don’t interest me. I talk, when it’s needed, to those who matter.”

“And I matter?”

“You’re the only person who does matter,” I say, turning my head to press a soft kiss to the palm of her hand. Sparks shoot across my lips, and I’ve never felt contentment like it. My eyes drop to the sleeping baby, and I grin. “Well, you and Phoebe, that is.”

“Good human.”

“Oh, fuck you,” I snap. “Telling her I was shy?”

“You are shy. I figured it was better to say than you were sociopathic.”

“We’ve been through this. I am not sociopathic,” I protest, ignoring his humour. “I just don’t like people. That’s normal.”

“We are pack animals, Seb. You’re weird,” Kane replies. “We like people. We thrive around people. You’re just missing a soul.”

“Then clearly you’re dysfunctional, too,” I say with a smirk. Maia eyes the action, but doesn’t say anything. “Because why else would you be paired with me?”

“You’re talking with him now, aren’t you?”

I nod. “Yes.”

“Can you elaborate a little more?” Maia asks softly. “If it’s hard for you, then don’t. I just… I don’t want to feel like we’re complete strangers.”

“Kane and I talk a lot.” I can give her that. I can give her anything she needs. “He’s part of me, but more than that, Kane is my best friend. We’re one, but we’re also not.”

She smiles. “Will it be like that for Phoebe?”

“Yes.”

She nods, and a contemplative expression fills her face as she looks at her daughter. There’s a peaceful aura surrounding her, a calmness that hasn’t been seen for more than a fleeting moment in the time I’ve known her. I like it.

A lot.

“Could you bring her bouncer upstairs, please?” Maia asks, breaking our calm quiet. “I want to take that offered shower and want to settle her in the bathroom with me.”

I frown and shake my head.

“No, you won’t bring it up for me, or no, I can’t shower?” Maia’s tone has turned frosty, and I know I’m treading on thin ice.

“Be honest with our mate. Tell her. Tell her the truth.”

“You can shower.” My heart fractures, and I can feel my legs quivering as they struggle to hold me up.

“Tell her!” Kane roars in my head, and I know if he were a person, he’d be shoving me forward.

“So I need to get the bouncer myself?” She phrases it like a question before shrugging. “Fine. Could you scoot over so I can get off the bed?”

I shake my head.

“Seb, I am seriously going to strangle you. Communicate. Use more than one word. Explain yourself.”

But how the fuck do I tell her that she can’t leave my sight? How do I plead with her to always be in front of me?

How do I tell the woman who is only here by an alpha command that she’s not even allowed to go shower with Phoebe without me there?

I can’t.

“For fuck’s sake,” Kane mutters.

He shoves me from the fore-consciousness and gives our mate a dazzling smile. “Please, don’t leave mate alone,” Kane pleads. “I’m sad and lonely. I will miss my mate. Will miss Phoebe.”

“You’ll miss us?” she says, sounding amused, and I know for a fine fact I couldn’t get away with this like he could.

“Miss mate.” He nods, pouting at her. “Let me watch Phoebe?”

“I’ve never… you were the first person outside me or the medical staff to hold her,” Maia reveals, and I flinch.

Fuck.

Kane’s mood drops, and I instantly push forward to take back control. He howls in my mind, rages at the injustice our baby has suffered. Maia’s none the wiser, but I am.

Kane is.

He’s broken at hearing our pup has spent the last five days in solitude.

“I was?” I ask, ignoring Kane’s silent howls.

This is the first time in over a decade that I’ve nearly lost control over him. He’s furious, and sad, and can’t process his emotions rationally. He hates that our pup, our babe, has been living without a pack.

I might hate people.

But she might not. Phoebe certainly doesn’t.

But not only that… Maia has been alone.

Maia’s had no village, no support system, no nourishment or love.

Ryan never should’ve left his family defenceless.

This never should’ve been their reality.

“Yeah. It’s hard to trust when you’ve never been given a reason to do so.” She’s watching Phoebe suckle in her sleep, and I can’t take my eyes off her. She’s so captivating.

I gently reach forward and cup her cheek, raising her eyes so she looks at me. The sparks fly, but this time, I don’t appreciate the pleasure. My eyes are hard, but my tone is gentle. “I’ll spend the rest of my life giving you a reason, little love.”

Her eyes fill with tears, but these ones, they’re acceptable. I move back, but she doesn’t seem pleased with the lack of contact. There’s less hesitance, this time, when she reaches out to touch me. I tuck her hand between my face and shoulder once she cups my cheek.

“Don’t leave.”

“I won’t,” she whispers, not looking away from me.

I don’t just mean now.

I mean forever.

I never want her to go.
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MAIA


“What are you wearing?” Ben demands the moment I’m in his line of sight. He’s wearing a pair of pyjama pants and nothing else. His bare chest is on display, and my eyes will not move away from that blatant display of skin, covered lightly with chest hair.

Is it disrespectful to ogle the man in his own home?

I hope not.

Because I could stare at him like this all day and still struggle to recall what colour trousers he’s wearing.

His broad shoulders taper down to thick, well-defined abdominal muscles that create a trail my tongue could trace, leading to that very deep V. He’s fucking hot, and based on the grin on his face, he knows it.

My mouth practically waters. His skin is a beautiful tan that only could come from spending a lot of time outdoors—it’s more honeyed than my own, which is just my natural colour.

“Maia,” Ben calls, sounding frustrated. I can feel my cheeks heating up, and instead of looking him in the eye, I keep my gaze trained on the photo frame behind him. It’s of four light grey wolves, identical, of course, except for their eyes.

Even without the eye colour, I could point out Kane and Orion very easily here, and it wouldn’t be too hard to distinguish between Ben’s wolf and Alex’s.

You know, if it’s not too bold to assume the wolf jumping in the air to try and catch a butterfly is Ben’s wolf.

“What was the question?”

He sighs, gesturing to my chest. “What. Are. You. Wearing?”

“Oh, it’s a baby wear,” I say, hopping off the last step. Phoebe barely moves, proving she’s strapped in correctly. “This way she’s cuddled into me and can have some bonding time whilst also working on her tummy time, but I’ve got my arms free so I can do what I need to do.”

A deep frown—the V only a little smaller than that lick-able one on his stomach—forms between his light brown brows, and he crosses his arms in front of his chest. The bulging muscles causes flutters to appear in my stomach, and honestly, I am so fucking turned on.

We need some house guest rules. 

At least until I get the all clear from my doctor.

“I can be your arms,” Ben offers with a cheeky smile. “I can follow you around all day and carry everything you need carried so that you don’t even need arms.”

“Um, I appreciate it—” Do I really, though?

“Amazing!” He leans in very close, and I take a step back as he tries to shove his face into my tits. Phoebe is there, inside the carrier, and I slap his chest so that he doesn’t come closer.

Sparks shoot up my arm—quite similar to those horrid electric shocks, except these are pleasant and soothing. I snatch my hand back like it was burnt, not just because of the sparks, but because his chest is so fucking warm… so so warm.

“What are you doing?” I hiss, wrapping my arms around my daughter as I give him a dirty look.

Good defence, Maia—let your anger hide your attraction.

“I was checking if she’s awake.”

“Why?” I do not understand this man.

“So I knew whether to shout or not,” he says, patting me on the hand, eliciting more of those sparks. It would be nice, if he wasn’t being extremely patronising. “Since she’s asleep, I shall go and tell my brother’s of our new development rather than just shout so they know.”

“How about we don’t?” I offer, scooting around him to try and make my way to the kitchen. “Where is everyone, anyway?”

“In the kitchen having breakfast. I made you a smoothie, and Seb made you some food, but then I ate it since you took so long, so he got mad and made you some more, which⁠—”

“You ate again,” Alex says as Ben and I enter the kitchen. Alex is sitting at the table with an iPad open to a crossword as he drinks some black tea. He’s wearing a pair of fitted navy trousers and a white shirt that stands to be less fitted, so maybe he works in an office.

We never really got that far in our get to know each other talks, but they were all—minus Seb, actually—pretty well dressed yesterday, too.

Christopher is decked out in a full suit and doesn’t even make eye contact as I enter the room. He’s typing on a computer, but the screen is turned away from me so I can’t see what he’s working on. His fingers fly over the keyboard, though, and his only acknowledgement of my presence is the way he takes a deep inhale.

Seb’s standing next to the oven, and he gives me a smile as I enter, his eyes flicking straight to my chest where Phoebe is nestled. He stayed in my room—well, his, I suppose—until quite late last night, and only left once both Phoebe and I were in bed and asleep.

I forewent the shower and had that this morning instead whilst Phoebe napped, since he really didn’t want to be alone. The others left us be, which shouldn’t have surprised me but did.

It’s easy to tell them apart this morning, despite the identical looks. I have no doubt the more I get to know them, the easier it’ll be.

“Breakfast?” Alex asks, and I nod. Seb turns and starts cooking, and Alex crooks his finger, beckoning me forward. I sigh but move towards him, stopping just outside his arm range. “What are your plans for today?”

I frown, not sure if this is a trick question. “I was going to go home and⁠—”

“You are home, Maia!” Ben says, nudging me. “Remember?”

“Careful,” Christopher barks without even looking up at his brother. “She’s smaller than you, weaker than you, and carrying a child.”

“Sorry, Maia,” Ben says with a grimace. “I forgot that you were a runt, too.”

I let Ben’s words wash over me and don’t bother acknowledging them. Seb kicks him for me. I try not to take offence with Christopher’s words because, honestly, I just want to punch the prick.

He doesn’t even try to excuse his asshole nature, and instead, just makes me feel unwanted and uncomfortable in an environment he has forced me to endure.

“Weaker, maybe,” I say, shooting a glare his way. “But, trust me—I don’t need to be a werewolf for my bite to be savage.”

I turn away from him and look back at Alex, who is fighting a smile.

“What do you need from your house?” Alex asks. I note the word house instead of home but don’t bother fighting him on it.

Alex seems to be the peacekeeper of the four of them, so I doubt he’ll want to engage.

“You needed that box of Ryan’s stuff, right?” I ask, and he nods. “Well, I was going to get that and organise more of mine and Phoebe’s clothes so that we’ve got enough without needing to do laundry every two days. You guys didn’t get much when you grabbed them last night.”

“Alex will go with you,” Christopher says.

“I’ve got a meeting at ten,” Alex says, checking his watch. “But I’ll be done by half past, if that works for you, Maia?”

I nod slowly. “Sure. I’ve got some appointments with the health visitor⁠—”

“With the what?” Alex asks. My attention is caught by Seb who flips a pancake very high in the air. Ben claps his hands when it lands, but Seb gives him a dirty look.

“Not my breakfast, I know,” Ben mutters under his breath. I can see the pout on his lips, but Seb doesn’t care.

“The health visitor,” I say, turning back to Alex. The wolf patiently waited and gives me a small smile. “She’s a nurse who comes out to check in on Phoebe’s development. I don’t want to try and explain why I’ve moved my infant daughter in with a bunch of men we’ve never mentioned before now, so we’ll need to be home for those visits.”

He nods. “Fair enough. Get those dates to me, and we’ll make sure someone is there for you when they happen.”

I clench my jaw. “Alone.”

“Not happening,” Christopher says.

“I’m not talking to you,” I snap, turning to glare at the rude as fuck wolf in the corner.

He pauses his typing, and he slowly raises his head, those hazel eyes of his firmly trained on me. I can feel a crackling in the air as his lips straighten. “That’s not how this works in my house, little girl.” My fury intensifies the energy in the air, and I take a step towards him. “I am the eldest. I make the decisions, and my brothers will support them. You will follow them.”

“And if I deign to not bow down to the mighty first born?”

Ben snorts, and Seb’s shoulders tense as he starts to plate up my food. Alex watches his brother, a pensive look on his face, as he waits to see how this is going to play out.

“Everything I do is to keep my brothers safe,” Christopher says. “That now includes you and Phoebe. Do not waste time arguing with me, princess. You don’t understand this world, and you don’t understand the ramifications behind decisions I will make. Trust me when I say I will keep you safe, but I cannot do that if you fight me.”

“I never asked for this,” I whisper, taking a step backwards as I look down at my little girl.

“We know,” Alex says gently. “I know we’ve not yet proved our worth as mates, but we will⁠—”

“We are,” Ben adds, surprisingly sombre. I give him a weak smile.

“In the meantime, we know it’s hard to place your trust in us,” Alex continues. “But some of it is imperative. Moving you here keeps our wolves calm, and it also strengthens the tie we share with Phoebe, so should their⁠—”

“A supernatural tie?”

“Come sit,” Alex says, closing his iPad. “We’ll answer your questions whilst you eat.”

“I’m not that hungry,” I murmur, eyeing the food Seb made me with wistful glances. My stomach is empty, but it’s in knots, and I know it’ll only be worse if I do try to eat.

“You are breastfeeding our… you are breastfeeding a child, Maia,” Alex says sternly. “You must eat and drink.”

“If you don’t, your supply will fall, and our tiny princess will starve,” Ben says, giving me a pleading look as his eyes water. “Please, eat so that Phoebe doesn’t die.”

Dramatic, much?

Seb growls, storming over to me, and I flinch. I wrap my arms around Phoebe in the sling, just in case, as the angry werewolf charges over to the table. His eyes widen before they flash green, and he lifts me into his arms. 

He sits down, keeps a tight hold of me, although he does adjust me in his lap, and yanks the plate towards us. I watch in slight awe as he angrily cuts up a bit of pancake and then brings it to my mouth. I gape at him, and I honestly can’t tell who is in charge of his body.

His eyes aren’t the same indicator as they are with everyone else, leaving me without that big clue.

“Open,” he growls, and I open my mouth for him to feed me the bite. I don’t think he took my choice from me—it didn’t feel like when it’s been done to me previously—but I’m also not impressed that my body obeyed him.

He purrs lightly, the sound vibrating through me in a soothing way, as he offers me the next bite. I don’t resist, and I can feel his body relax, knowing that I’m pleasing him.

“I want to feed our mate,” Ben whines, leaning forward. Seb looks up and growls, causing Ben to sigh and flop back into his chair. “Ben never gets to do anything fun. Not Ben. Not Fluffy. We just sit here like the scraps.”

“You ate our mate’s breakfast twice and likely would take this portion, too,” Alex says with a smirk. “Don’t worry. You’ll get your turn to feed someone, eventually.”

“Who?” Ben’s still pouting, his lips looking even fuller as he flutters his dark eyelashes.

“Phoebe,” I murmur, and his eyes light up as he turns to me. He doesn’t verbally say the really that he mouths, and I nod. “Sure. Maybe.”

Ben’s grin is sort of worth it.

“You can put me down. I’ll eat,” I say, looking up at Seb. He ignores me and cuts up more of my food, offering me the next bite. Phoebe starts to whine, so I reach under the wrap, much to Alex and Ben’s confusion, and undo the latch on my nursing top. It’s very easy to adjust her so that she can feed, and once again, my hands are free to do what I need.

You know, like, eat.

“I feed mate,” Seb says, and I narrow my eyes. “Kane feeds mate.”

“Kane is not out to feed his mate. Sebastian is feeding his mate,” Christopher says with a drawl. My head flies over to the eldest brother, and he’s smirking as he sees the situation we’re in.

“Your jealousy over me liking Seb and Kane more than you is quite problematic,” I say, turning back to Seb. I open my mouth, and he smiles as he feeds me another forkful of food. This one was bacon and scrambled eggs and very delicious.

And it tastes so much nicer with the glower that Christopher is throwing my way.

Food is nice. Petty food is even better.

“So, back to your question,” Alex says.

“I asked a question?”

“About the bond we share with Phoebe,” Alex says.

“Oh. Yes.” I did ask about that, didn’t I?

Alex smiles. “We do have a supernatural bond with Phoebe. Our wolves have bonded to the spirit of the wolf inside Phoebe, and as her wolf grows and develops alongside Phoebe, we’ll be the ones to help nurture that connection.”

“Shouldn’t that be my job as her parent?”

“It would be if you were a wolf,” Alex says.

“But you’re not,” Christopher points out unhelpfully.

“So, why does it fall to you?” I ask before frowning. I cross my arms in front of my chest—and Phoebe—and glare at Alex. “Because we’re mates.”

“Lose the air quotes, we are mates,” Christopher says.

“But, yes, that’s why. Our wolves have bonded with Phoebe since she is yours, and you are ours,” Alex says. His tone doesn’t waver, his face doesn’t change.

Such a grand declaration.

Dick.

“Eat,” Seb growls in my ear, sending shivers down my spine. My mouth opens, and he slides a forkful of food in that I chew without complaint.

“I don’t think I like that.”

“The food?” Ben asks eagerly, reaching over to take the plate. Seb growls at him, and Ben pouts at me.

“No. The bond the four of you have with my daughter.”

“Much like the bond we have with you, it cannot be broken. We are going to be in her life, biologically related or not,” Christopher says. “Now, I need to go. I’ve got a meeting in a few minutes. I’ll be back at five.”

He grabs his computer, eyes me up with a weird look, before shaking his head and leaving. I don’t know why it hurts as much as it did that he didn’t say bye, but the cold, detached exit sends ice running down my spine.

Phoebe unlatches herself and starts to cry, so I quickly undo the sling to get her out of it. Her little fists are clenched together as she bawls. There’s no tears, just loud cries.

And then it happens.

She morphs in front of my eyes.

Her tiny form shimmers and shifts faster than my human eyes can track. Fur sprouts out of her as the air crackles with some ethereal kind of magic, and then she’s no longer got two feet.

As my hand brushes against my child’s new form, the fur tickling my skin, I shriek and drop her. My breaths come out in ragged gasps as I clutch at my chest, and thankfully, Seb’s hands dart out to catch Phoebe so no harm befalls her.

My hands are trembling as I clutch at the sling still around me, and as Seb brings Phoebe into him, I scoot off his lap to get away from them. I can’t be around the… her.

The first time she shifted, I was terrified. Understandably.

But the second? I am still terrified.

She’s… she’s my baby, but she’s not human. A shiver runs down my spine as I stare at the wolf. My daughter, my flesh and blood, has changed into something so not human.

She’s so different from me.

So much more.

Fear, awe, and a deep longing for the life we used to live races through me, and I know my reaction wasn’t awful, considering… but I should’ve done better. I shouldn’t have screamed.

And, yet, I did. I freaked out and dropped her.

She could’ve been hurt if it weren’t for Seb.

“Come here, little butterfly,” Alex murmurs, gently tugging me from the table. The sparks are comforting across my skin, but I can’t tear my eyes away from the scene in front of me. Christopher rushes back into the room, and his eyes widen seeing the tiny wolf.

“Come through to the living room, princess,” Christopher demands, but I can’t move.

My baby is a wolf. She’s gorgeous. Light grey, similar to the colouring of my… of the werewolves in the room, with bright grey eyes. They’re still grey in this form, which surprises me since the quadruplets all have different eye colours.

I wonder if that’s just a coincidence or if it means something.

Seb’s holding her, a beautiful smile on his face, and she’s laid on his hands, her eyes trained on him. My heart is pounding, the echo sounding in my head and across my body, and I hate myself for reacting how I did.

“It’s okay,” Alex soothes, rubbing his thumb over the back of my hand. “You did amazing.”

“She screamed. Like a little girl. And ran away.” Ben eyes me with interest, and he cocks his head in the same way my daughter has just done. “Are you scared of all wolves or just the babies who can’t hurt you?”

“Shut up, Ben,” Christopher snarls, shaking his head. “Seb, are you good with Phoebe?”

He nods, not even looking at us, as he cuddles my daughter into his chest.

“Then you two, with me,” Christopher demands, not even pausing as he turns and storms from the room. I cling to Alex’s hand and let him tug me from the room. He holds onto me, providing the support I need as we move into the living room.

I sink into the sofa, and Alex wraps a blanket around me. I can’t decide who it smells like more, but it’s so soothing and nice that I cuddle it around me even further.

Christopher comes to sit on my right, on the same sofa, and shakes his head. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry?”

“For a few things, but in particular, for not saying goodbye to Phoebe. That’s what triggered this shift,” he says, and my eyes widen.

“How do you know that?”

He and Alex share a look, and Christopher eventually sighs. “I can sort of smell it and… hear it. She’s frustrated⁠—”

“You can hear her?” I whisper, my eyes filling with tears. “She talks to you?”

I can’t have this connection with her. I physically don’t possess the abilities. They’re forming bonds with her that I could only dream about.

How… how am I going to be enough for my child when I don’t understand the most unique part of her?

“Not in words you’re used to. We have a silent connection, a telepathic one,” Christopher says, holding back a grimace. His eyes are flashing between hazel and bright green as he holds Orion back, and I know he’s warring with himself because of my upset.

“She’s sharing images of what she wanted, and when I walked out the door without acknowledging her… she was upset.” He sounds reluctant when he admits this.

I nod, my lips trembling, as I try to hold back my tears. My infant baby is crying because she wanted this dickhead of a man to say goodbye to her, and I didn’t know. I didn’t think she cared about him, I didn’t know she thrived on that connection.

I knew none of this because I’m not cut out to be her mum.

Not when I don’t understand her.

Not when I can’t understand her.

“Maia, please—” Alex starts.

“Mate sad,” Orion whispers, reaching over to scoop me from the sofa into his arms like Seb did not too long ago. He wipes my tears and rocks me back and forth. “Mate is a good mum to our pup. Mate loves and protects and feeds. Mate is a good mum.”

I shake my head. “But I can’t talk to her like you can. I can’t understand her like you can.”

“And you spent five days without her shifting once because you can tend to her needs so quickly. Every new parent doubts themselves—fuck, we’re shitting ourselves because we didn’t even get the nine months you did to prepare. But you’re a good parent, Maia, and Phoebe is so lucky to have you,” Alex says, crouching down in front of me.

“Good mate. Pretty mate,” Orion continues, and when he kisses the top of my head, sparks tingle across my body. I curl up into his hold the best I can with the blanket wrapped around me and sob uncontrollably.

My heart is thumping, matching the racing of my thoughts, as the anxiety I struggle with everyday claws at me. The terrifying thought of not being enough tries to drag me under as my brain darkly whispers all of my failures to me.

Orion doesn’t move as he repeats his reassurances and compliments. I wish I could blame this breakdown on the hormones, but I know it goes much deeper than that.

Why can’t I be like the mothers who are so confident and natural? They don’t spend hours every day scared they can’t succeed. They don’t doubt that they’re doing everything wrong.

The weight of motherhood is crushing me, and I’m not sure I’m capable of rising.

“Beautifully strong mate,” Orion murmurs, wiping my tears away again. I raise my head hesitantly, and he smiles. There’s no judgement in his face, no annoyance that I’ve been sobbing. “Our little wolf can’t shift back yet, not without help, but she’s very happy right now with Seb. He’s shifting his eyes, and she loves watching it.”

“She does?” I sound so pathetic, my voice nasally and quiet.

Orion nods enthusiastically. “But she also loves her mum. We’ve felt her this morning, her contentment at being with you, at feeling your steady heartbeat. Her thoughts aren’t as articulate as ours would be, but that doesn’t make her love any less real.”

“I’m sorry I’m being so difficult.”

Alex laughs, and I look down at him, raising an eyebrow.

“We’re going to prove that we’re worthy mates, Maia, and that includes proving we’re worthy fathers.” Alex’s words hold a weight I never expected, and I blink back the overwhelmed tears.

The sincerity in his voice washes over me like a soothing balm, and whilst I don’t trust it… the depth of his words are close to convincing me.

“We might be wolves, but you are a human, and we know you don’t feel the bond the same way we do,” Alex murmurs. “But we’ll earn your love the human way.”

“Will I ever feel the bond?”

“Oh, yes. My mate will soon never know a day where she isn’t claimed by a Wolfe brother,” Orion says with a salacious smirk on his face. “You’ll have your mark, and you’ll crave my touch. You’ll feel the call to us just as we feel the call to you. Once we’ve proved ourselves as your men, no other will ever exist for you.”

A warmth spreads through me, and I know it’s not coming from the blanket.

I nod. “If she’s… if Phoebe needs this… if she needs you, are you going to give it to her?”

“We’ve all only kept our distance out of respect to you and the fact that you need time to wrap your head around this,” Alex says gently. “If you’re okay with us stepping in… we’d love nothing more than to deepen our connection.”

“We’d love nothing more,” Orion echoes. His eyes flash a brighter gold before fading to hazel. There’s a blankness to him now as Orion fades from consciousness. Christopher reaches up and wipes a stray tear away. “It would be our honour to be there for Phoebe. We’re not trying to replace you—we want to be there as well as you, princess.”

And for the first time, his nickname doesn’t sound like an insult.
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“What do you want me to do with this?” I ask, looking at the large box in front of me. The contents of it are all packed away neatly, and I’ve gone through to take out all of the items I want to keep that won’t help them much.

Sentimental things.

Personal photos of the two of us together. The ugly sweater he wore for our first Christmas together. The birthday cards he’d saved over the years, despite me thinking it’s silly. He always claimed that it would be good in case someone died so he had their handwriting. For what, I have no idea. But he’s the dead one now, and his sentimental desires are something I can’t bring myself to break.

“I’ll take it,” Alex says, and his voice is dry from not speaking in a while.

He’s been quietly working on his laptop in the corner of the room since we got up here, with Phoebe sprawled out on her mat in front of us both. I have the ceiling projector turned on and the lights dimmed lower, and she’s obsessed with watching the sea animals float around the room.

Alex has been pretty quiet, only speaking up when I talk to him, and I have no doubt the space he’s been giving me has been set out deliberately to let me process.

I’m grateful for it.

“To give to your parents?” I raise an eyebrow as my tone heavily implies the answer to my question should be yes. They’re the ones who make the decisions to help Phoebe, right? Shouldn’t they be the ones to have it?

He sighs, a small ‘V’ forming in the centre of his forehead. “No.”

“Then what are you going to do with it?” I’m not giving up my daughter’s things—Ryan’s things—for him to just mess around with for no good reason. The whole point of this is to identify Ryan’s birth pack so that we can... so that we can what?

What is the plan here? How is finding out her birth pack going to change anything? Phoebe is my daughter, sure, and she’s absolutely Ryan’s... so, they do have a claim on us. If females are as rare as the Wolfe men are claiming, then why would the pack give her up?

Why haven’t I questioned this until now? Why?

“Well, we want to know who he is and where he came from,” Alex says, seemingly unaware of my inner plight. “Chances are we’re going to recognise him or at least narrow it down, and Topher and I need that information before my parents.”

“Why?” I’m not sure if I’m questioning what he said or myself for being this stupid until now. Why didn’t I ask this yesterday?

“My parents are done being the leaders of this pack, and yet, they refuse to hand it over to us right now,” Alex says with a shrug. “We’re not going to sit back until we have our rightful place—as Alphas to this pack. We need to know the best way to protect Phoebe, and that includes not giving information to those we find inadequate.”

“I see. And who has the most resources to protect Phoebe from whatever you find?” Can he hear how brittle my words are? Can he smell my anxiety?

A manic grin seems to fill his face as his eyes turn silver. There’s an almost predatory look about him that I know for a fact is directed solely towards me. His wolf believes we’re soul mates, after all. “Believe me, little mate, there is nobody on this Earth who could protect you and Phoebe better than I. My hands will be coated in the blood of your enemies, your lives safe in my hands. There’ll not be a body left to identify once I get my hands on anyone who dares even think about harming either of you. You and the pup will be safe from any werewolf, human, or other because you are both protected by the best there is.”

I sit back on my heels and pray he can’t scent my arousal. How is that a turn on? “Um...”

“Um?” he echoes, smirking. I watch as he closes the laptop and then slowly walks over to me. There’s a swagger in his step, his eyes not blinking as they focus on me. I don’t move, I don’t even think I can, as he comes to sit right next to me.

His silver eyes are hypnotising me, holding me underneath his spell in a way I can’t—or more accurately, don’t want to—break away from. His large, warm hand gently rises and brushes across my cheek, sending sparks through my body. My lips part ever so slowly, and he leans in and brushes his against mine.

It’s a soft kiss, hesitant, despite the confidence he seems to be emanating, but oh, fuck, do I sink into it. My hands rise up to his light caramel hair, running my fingers through the softness of it, and he deepens the kiss at my probing. Alex tugs me into his lap, and at every spot that our bodies touch, those pleasure-filled sparks shoot across us.

It’s a pleasant current, pulling us closer together, deepening our connection.

Alex seems to be purring, his chest vibrating, and my core tightens, ruining the moment. I groan, and Alex immediately pulls away.

His hands are gentle as they run up and down my sides, his eyes piercing in their intensity. He scours my body for what could be hurting me but comes up empty.

“Mate hurt,” he whispers. “How is mate hurt?”

“I’m fine,” I murmur, shaking my head.

“Mate lies.” He brushes my hair out of my face and leans in closer. “My mate is beautiful. Beautiful, beautiful, beautiful. But a terrible liar.”

“I’m not talking with Alex right now, am I?”

The man smirks. “Mate didn’t kiss Alex, either.”

“What is your name?” I can’t help but smile back at him.

“Max.”

“Oh, a very strong name,” I say, and he grins.

“Nice try. Why is my mate hurt?” he demands, tightening his hold on me when I go to move. I sigh and look over his shoulder at Phoebe. She’s asleep now, and my boobs are starting to ache. “My little mate will not be released until she tells me.”

“What is your guys’ obsession with my body?”

“It’s gorgeous. Your skin is so soft and smooth, your hands so⁠—”

I shove my face into his chest and let out a groan, cutting off what is likely going to be a lot of compliments. My tummy flutters, and I know that my cheeks are bright red. “Stop.”

“Stop? Stop telling my mate how beautiful she is? Never.” He growls the word never. “My mate will never be permitted to doubt her own self-worth. She was made for me and my brothers, just like we were made for her. You are perfection in its purest form.”

“It’s hard to believe,” I say, losing the embarrassment as I sit back in his lap so that I can see his face more clearly. There’s less of the tension lines across his face as Max is the one... in control? I’m not sure the terminology is right.

“What is? My love for you? My devotion?”

“Well, yes.”

He puffs out his chest as if I’ve just handed him a challenge. “Then I will work infinitely harder until the day you don’t doubt me.”

“It’s not that I doubt you, it’s more that this whole concept of soulmates makes no sense to me. Are you not mad or resentful that your choice of a mate has been taken away? That you’re saddled with me?”

He laughs so freely, tossing his head back as true humour is displayed across his face. The sound of it causes Phoebe to stir, so I move away from him, ignoring the reaction as I lift my tiny human up off the floor and shush her softly.

I move to the chair Alex—Max?—kindly vacated and unleash the tits so that she can feed. Max’s laugh cuts off, and he watches me with rapt attention. I’m not sure if it’s because I’m feeding and he likes my boobs or if he’s curious because he’s never seen it before.

His eyes fade back to hazel as Phoebe latches properly. There’s instant relief in the pressure from her eager suckles, and she makes the cutest faces. My other boob is still engorged, and I can’t wait for her to be done for it to soothe.

“Alex,” I call, raising my voice. “Can you grab me my haakaa please?”

“Your... what?” His pitch raises, and he looks around the room.

“Just grab my nappy bag, please. It’s there in the doorway,” I say, gesturing to the light grey bag. He jumps to his feet and brings it to me. I pull the haakaa out and attach it to the other boob to catch the let down as Phoebe feeds.

My milk came in properly two days ago but still won’t stabilise for another few weeks. My midwife suggested this since it’s not an actual breast pump, but will help catch little bits of my milk as I feed her. It’s been quite helpful for the bigger feeds, just to take the initial edge off—and it saves my clothes being soaked.

I was very glad that Seb had left my room before morning, since I not only soaked my T-shirt throughout the night... I also have lots of milk stains on the bed sheets.

“What are you going to do with that milk?” he demands, and his voice is gruff for some reason.

“What?” I ask, looking up at him properly. His eyes aren’t on me but on the haakaa, and honestly, I have no shame about doing this in front of him. We’re in my home, in my bedroom, and I did sort of just grind all over him a few minutes ago.

“What are you going to do with that extra milk that you’re getting?” He frowns. “Can she even drink it yet?”

“Not from an open cup, but if I put it into a bottle, she could.”

“Oh.” He genuinely seems so confused and out of place. It’s very sweet.

I explain how my supply is still in firm overproducing mode and how it hurts when I get engorged. The fascination from him, and attentiveness, has me talking a lot more than I thought I would and opening up about things I ordinarily wouldn’t share.

“So you were in pain because of your milk?” he asks once I’m done speaking. I frown. “When we stopped, earlier.”

“Oh.” I look down at my hungry little girl instead of acknowledging his question.

“That look shows it was not. Why the pain, Maia?” His tone doesn’t allow for refusal, even without him commanding me with his wolfy powers.

“I have stitches, Alex,” I mutter, lowering my head so that my hair will fall down to cover my face from him. “On my vagina. They hurt.”

“So when we were...” He trails off, and I still refuse to look at him. I hear his footsteps just before he crouches down in front of Phoebe and I. “You were in pain.” I nod as the pressure builds back in my chest. I count Phoebe’s milk spots and pretend the giant man in front of us isn’t actually there.

“Oh, Maia,” he whispers, squeezing my knee in an affectionate way. “I didn’t realise, little mate.”

I shrug, trying to play it off. “It’s fine. Things are just a bit sore, and honestly, we needed to stop anyway. We got very carried away. I’m... I’m a widow, for fuck’s sake.”

Mortification fills me as I think about Ryan, about the way I’ve tarnished his memory. How I’ve betrayed him by kissing another man this soon. He’s been dead for eight months, and yet... I’m already moving on.

What kind of person am I?

I went through his things. I’ve spent my morning looking through the box of Ryan’s stuff, of the memories we shared, of the life we had together... and I didn’t even move far away from it before kissing another man.

“Do not feel guilty,” he hisses, but I shake my head as a tear drips down my cheek. Alex’s thumb darts out and wipes it away. “Ryan is gone. It’s devastating that he was taken so young, but you are allowed to live your life and move on. Moving on doesn’t mean forgetting. It doesn’t mean no longer loving. Moving past your grief just gives you the chance to experience your next stage of life without drowning in despair. Like a butterfly.” He clicks his fingers, startling Phoebe as a smile fills his face. “My beautiful little butterfly mate. Grief doesn’t have timelines, and it doesn’t just disappear. You’re allowed to be sad but never guilty, Maia. If Ryan was a good male, he’d want you to move on.”

“And you?” I ask, my voice husky from tears. I can’t acknowledge what he’s saying. Not right now. “Are you a good male?”

There’s a glint in his eyes that I can’t read, but he shrugs. “Depends on the definition of good, little butterfly. But to you, I’ll not just settle for being good—every single day I will strive to be better. With me, you’ll never need to settle for not knowing you are completely and utterly mine.”

Well, holy fucking fanny flutters.
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“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I mutter, reading the letter that has been sent from the doctor’s office. Phoebe is strapped to my chest as I go through the letters that were delivered earlier.

“What’s wrong?” Alex steps towards me as if he’s going to use his body to protect me. I see his eyes flash silver in the mirror, and a smile tilts up my lips.

“I’ve got a letter from the doctor’s office about scheduling another appointment.” His brows raise, and his lips tighten. I sigh. “I’m not the biggest fan of my current doctor, and it’s annoyed me how fast he’s chased this up.”

“Who is the appointment for? You or Phoebe? If it’s just for Phoebe, we can get her in with one of our doctors.”

I bite back the scathing remark, knowing that Alex is just trying to help, and I’m pissed off at Dr Thomas and not him. “Both of us, I think.”

He nods. “Then can you not call the surgery and request another doctor for your appointment?”

“I suppose so,” I say, dialling the surgery. Phoebe is nestled against my chest, fast asleep, and the receptionist books us in for the day after Phoebe turns four weeks so we can see a different doctor—a female.

“All sorted?” he asks once I hang up. I nod, and there’s an aura of pride emanating from him. “Perfect. Do you mind if I run this out to the car and make a quick call before we leave?”

“Of course not. I want to clear out the fridge, anyway,” I murmur, and he nods, not even questioning me as he leaves. I got a grocery delivery only two days ago, and I want to bring any fresh food over to their house so that the food doesn’t go to waste.

As I zip the fridge bag closed, I spot someone outside the house, just in the garden. My eyes widen when I see the familiar head of blond hair, and I charge straight over there. I’ve missed him every other time, not able to see more than just him.

This time, that won’t be enough. I yank the back door open, and his eyes widen in shock as he sees me. But he’s the same as I remember. His blond curly hair is as messy as always, and his blue eyes are bright, showing no signs of the lifelessness I saw the night I identified him. He looks healthy, vibrant, full of life.

But he’s not. He’s dead.

I was the one to identify his body. There’s no mistaking that he’s gone.

And yet… I see him here in front of me. Again.

“Ryan!” I gasp. “What are you… how are you here?”

My eyes widen, and my heart races as I take in the sight of the man I love standing before me as a… a spirit?

A whirlwind of emotions rushes through me faster than I can even identify, and I struggle to find the right words. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen him since his death, and it was one of the biggest reasons that I chose to leave where we used to live together.

I’d see him in the street, but then I’d blink, and he’d be gone. I’d be unlocking my front door and see him in the living room, but by the time I’d get inside the house, he’d have already disappeared.

His presence was fleeting, but I couldn’t move on, I couldn’t let the memory of him go.

I had no choice, but now… he’s back. Somehow.

And, this time, I can do more than stare at him. I can talk to him.

I thought ghosts were meant to be trapped to places that hold deep memories, to certain spots that they had emotional ties to. So, how is he here?

It’s almost like a shutter appears over his face, and he’s a completely different man from the one I used to know—the one I love. He’s hiding his feelings and doing a good job of it because I can’t pry it out of him.

“Isn’t it obvious?” He jerks his head towards our little girl, and my eyes widen.

He’s here for Phoebe? Ryan always talked about wanting kids. He made it clear how much he’d love them, no matter what. I never knew then, but I understand why he was so adamant about how he’d raise his daughter to be strong and sure of her place in the world, no matter what.

He knew, deep down, that he might not have a werewolf daughter. He knew she’d need to be strong, and fast, and confident.

Because he lived this life that I didn’t.

And if the reason he can come here is to see her, to help me raise her, to give me knowledge… I’m not going to turn it down.

Provided this isn’t something that could hurt her.

I thought… maybe… maybe that it was me doing this. That, maybe, he sensed how badly I needed him, and it was me who summoned him.

“You’re here so that you can see her?” I whisper, and he nods once. I step forward and lift her out of the carrier so that he can see her properly. His eyes light up, and he peers over my shoulder to see her. “I named her Phoebe, just like we talked about.”

“You did?” He speaks as quietly as I do, as if he’s scared to break the spell between us. I can hear the choked quality of his words, even if he’s not yet lifted the mask that hides his emotions from me.

I nod. “I know how much the name meant to you, and I wanted to honour your place in her life.”

He reaches his hand out but pauses and looks to me for permission.

“If you can, feel free to touch her,” I whisper, not sure if he has the ability to touch her in this corporeal form. But he gently presses the tips of his fingers against her cheek, and he gasps. “She’s... She’s really special, Ry.”

“She’s your daughter,” he murmurs, not even looking away from her. “Why wouldn’t she be?”

“How are you here?” I wrap my arms around Phoebe, scared to hear his answer. “Is this... is this Phoebe’s doing?” He looks up at me now, pulling the same confused expression he normally does, and tears fill my eyes. “Just look at her, we’re not sure how much time you’ll have this time.”

“What do you mean?” Ryan’s tone borders on hostile here, as if he can’t grasp having done something wrong. It used to drive me crazy, but now, it’s weirdly comforting.

“Well, every other time, you’ve disappeared before I got too close. I want you to be able to see her, and she deserves to be able to see you.”

“You’re the reason I’m here, Maia,” he says quietly, his eyes filled with a mixture of longing and regret. “I’m here to see Phoebe because of you.”

The tears prick at my eyes as joy fills me. He’s still here. But then, the confusion takes over, and the silly joy fades into the background. There’s so much happening, so many answers I need… so many questions.

“I don’t understand⁠—”

“Maia!” Alex calls, and his voice shatters this ethereal moment between Ryan and I, startling me. He reminds me that my future is still uncertain, that Ryan… where does Ryan fit in now? I turn to see where Alex is coming from before I feel a gust of wind, and when I turn back, Ryan is gone. Alex appears at the back door, and I can see the tension in his face. He’s such a sharp contrast to the peaceful aura that Ryan had that it only sends my emotions into a larger tailspin.

“What are you doing out here?” he asks, a rough edge to his tone, but the concern rings clear. He sniffs the air, and his eyes widen as a deep growl leaves his throat. “Who the fuck was here?”

“Nobody.” I don’t know why I lied. I could’ve… I could’ve just told him the truth.

“Someone has been here. I can smell them.”

I shake my head. “Nobody has been here, Alex.” Stop doubling down, Maia.

Surely, in a world full of werewolves, seeing the dead isn’t that big of a stretch. Right?

They’d be able to help me.

But deep down, I get the feeling this is something I can’t share, so I zip my mouth, giving him a tense smile.

“I see. Let’s head inside and get Phoebe into her car seat. I’ve got a meeting in forty-five minutes and need to get you both home.”

Once upon a time, this was our home.

But nothing ever lasts.
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CHRISTOPHER


Her scent is everywhere. The sugary vanilla and tantalisingly fizzy orange is like ecstasy to my soul.

It’s on the sofa.

The blanket she used yesterday is saturated with it.

The bannister that she’s touched has little whiffs of her.

The washing basket with her dirty clothes that I want to steal and rub all over myself.

Fuck.

“Are you good?” Alex asks as I clench my jaw. “You can’t hold yourself this rigorously, Toph, or you will snap. It won’t be pretty—especially if you continue denying Orion what he needs.”

“I’ll handle myself, and you just worry about you.”

“We don’t have the luxury of only worrying about ourselves now, Toph,” he says far too softly for my liking. “We’ve got a mate and daughter now. They’re the first and second priority. Always.”

“Mhm.” His words are irking me because they’re right.

“You know he’s right,” Orion lectures. “Stop being a prick and go love on our mate. She’s so perfect, and she thinks you hate her.”

“I don’t hate her.”

“You’re barely convincing me, and I can feel every emotion you do, I hear your thoughts, I am you.” Orion’s voice lacks any of the usual emotional inflictions. Somehow, that makes his words hurt me that much more.

Surely, she doesn’t think I hate her. I’ve protected her. I’ve given her space to come to terms with what we’ve done. I know I took a choice from her, but I explained why and how it kept her and Phoebe safe.

“You’re hopeless.”

“Did you bring the boxes over?” I ask, ignoring Orion and burying this doubt away. I don’t have the time to indulge in my feelings right now, not when we’re working against a clock.

Maia’s reasonable, and I know she will understand the lengths I’m going to.

She has to.

He nods, gesturing with his head to a box in the doorway that I missed.

I really am distracted.

Fuck.

“But we’ve got a problem,” Alex says, and I whirl around to face him. I furrow my brow, and he rubs the back of his neck. “She lied to me earlier.”

“About?”

“Someone was there, Toph. I was out front taking the box to the car and handling a call from Tate, and when I went back to her, she was standing in the garden with Phoebe. I could smell faint traces of an unfamiliar wolf on Phoebe’s dress, but nothing else. There was no trail, nothing to track. Just that one small scent.”

“Find mate! Go to mate! Protect mate and pup!” Orion roars in my head. “Someone touched our pup. She is unclaimed, Christopher. Our mate needs to bear our mark. She needs protecting.”

“What do you mean you scented nothing else? You couldn’t smell a trail at all?” I hiss, stepping closer to him. Alex rests back into a defensive position, crossing his arms over his chest as his eyes flicker between silver and hazel.

His wolf is feeling the danger of an angry Alpha and is both determined not to lose this fight and knows I’m angry with him.

“Danger, danger. Mate and child around a dangerous wolf.” Orion is losing control, and I can feel him pushing to try and take over. I can’t trust him right now, not when he’s this irrational. If we storm upstairs like he wants, we’ll scare Maia and Phoebe.

Maia won’t be impressed, and it’ll only make her more resentful towards us.

Alex shakes his head. “No. There was nothing. If there wasn’t that faint trace of it on Phoebe, I’d not have even realised someone was there. I got Phoebe and Maia out of there, despite her hesitance, and⁠—”

“You should have called Seb. He’s the best fucking tracker we have,” I snarl, unable to control the bite in my tone. “Your nose is fucking defective. Scents don’t just disappear, Alexander..”

“He should have called us,” Orion roars.

“I did call Seb,” Alex says, not rising to the heat of the argument. “He was there seconds after we left, and he found nothing, either. No scent, no track marks. Nothing. If it wasn’t for the fact that we could both smell the lingering scent on Phoebe, I’d have truly believed I made it up.”

“Seb! We need you downstairs. Without Phoebe or Maia.” I connect with my brother and call into his mind, bypassing the usual barrier he has in place. I can feel his frustration before he cuts the connection off, but he doesn’t argue.

He rarely does.

“Neither of you could find anything?” I ask, and Alex shakes his head. “Holy fucking Artemis. And she lied about it to you?”

“She told me she was there alone, despite me clearly knowing that it was a lie,” Alex says, shaking his head in annoyance. “But when I tried to push, she shut it down. What else was I meant to do?”

“Find mate. Ask mate. She won’t lie to us,” Orion says firmly. “We’ll protect her. We’ll keep her safe. Won’t let anyone touch her until she’s marked. Won’t let anyone see her until the world can recognise our claim.”

“No. She will lie to us, and unless I take the choice away from her and force an answer from her, then she’s going to stick with it,” I say, shaking my head. Seb comes storming down the stairs with Ben hot on his heels.

“What did you find at her house?” I demand the moment Seb is in my view. He’s got a pale green T-shirt on, that definitely belongs to Ben, and his usual tracksuit pants. There’s a faint scent of mud and wet clinging to his usual earthy vetiver and cedarwood.

There’s a scowl on his face, which is probably because I tore him away from Maia and the baby.

“Nothing.”

“Could you elaborate more?” I’m trying to not snap at him, since that makes him close off more, but, fuck me, this is one of the times I need my brother to use his words and actually communicate in an effective way.

“How can he elaborate on nothing?” Ben asks, grabbing my bowl of popcorn from the coffee table and plonking his ass down in the arm chair. He stuffs his mouth with a handful, thankfully, so I don’t need to stuff it with anything else.

“I think the best person to give us answers on who was there is Maia,” Alex says. “I didn’t push, but I think we need to.”

“Showering,” Seb says.

“What?” Ben asks, having barely swallowed that huge mouthful of popcorn. “Who is showering?”

“Let’s go see mate now. She can’t lie when her pretty body is on display for me to⁠—”

“No.” I cut my wolf off and refuse to budge on that. She still feels like a guest in our home, and I refuse to go and interrupt her shower.

It has nothing to do with the fact that she’d be naked, and... I try to subtly adjust myself.

“Please?”

Rather than answer, I just shut our connection off. A temporary measure, but one I need whilst my erection fucks off.

“Maia, obviously,” Alex says, throwing a rolled up bit of paper at Ben, who retaliates by throwing it at Seb. As my brothers get into a brawl over the paper ball, I go over and grab one of the boxes containing Ryan’s life.

I can’t question my lying mate, so instead, I’ll look into her lying, dead… fling.

He doesn’t deserve the fiancé title.

He doesn’t even deserve the daddy title.

“That’s the spirit,” Orion says gleefully. “He tried to steal our mate. He’s lucky someone else got to him before I could. The fact that he thought he could touch what was ours sealed his fate. Me? I’d have torn his throat out like the wolf he denied being. I’d have shred him limb from⁠—”

“I get it,” I say, shaking my head. I bat the paper ball away from my face, ignoring the multiple groans when I both refuse to participate in the game and end it so that they can’t play, either.

“No fair,” Ben whines. “You weren’t even playing, Topher. That was meant to hit Seb.” 

“We’ll go speak with Maia after the shower,” I reassure Orion as I tune Ben’s whines out. “She owes us answers, and I will make sure she understands how not providing them will harm Phoebe.”

“Do not threaten my mate,” Orion snarls across our link, and I can feel his rage as he once more tries to push and take control.

“It’s not a threat if it’s the truth,” I argue. I let out a small growl, which my brothers notice but ignore. We’re all equal, all alphas, but I am the strongest of the four of us. Orion is a very strong spirit for a wolf, and my control over him is not always as good as the other’s.

Ben quite often has many issues but in a different way to me, and Seb and his wolf are always on the same page as far as I’m aware. Kane’s as quiet as Seb, not often coming out to speak. Alex’s relationship with Max is near perfect, and it’s something I’ve always been envious of.

I’d never trade Orion for another⁠—

“As you shouldn’t,” Orion says smugly. “I am perfection. You’re the asshole. You need to learn how to address our mate properly or I will help her tear you from limb to limb.”

“I don’t need pointers from you on how to deal with our mate. Or to waste my time explaining how tearing me apart would tear you apart.”

“The difference, human, is that I don’t see our mate as something that needs to be dealt with,” Orion says before he pulls away from the bond and leaves me feeling like shit.

It’s not like I meant she was a problem.

She’s just... unexpected.

We had plans. Carefully curated, outlined plans, and she shows up with a daughter in tow, and now everything has changed.

“Are you just going to stand there all day, Toph?” Ben asks, raising an eyebrow at me. “You don’t make a good decoration. Much too scowly, and well, we all know you’re the ugliest of the four of us. If we were going to commemorate us, we should use Seb.” He laughs to himself. “You’re right, Fluff. The statue would probably say more words.”

Seb just smirks, and I roll my eyes as I bring the box over to the group.

“What’s the present for?” Ben asks, his eyebrows raising. “Maia? Can I give it to her? She’s been pretty moody today, so, hopefully, this will cheer her up.”

“No, it’s the things that I’ve got from Maia regarding Ryan,” Alex says. “We’re going to go through them and see what we can find out about him.”

“Let us help then,” Ben says almost regretfully. “Or should one of us go up and stay with Maia?” Seb turns to leave, and I roll my eyes.

“No,” Alex says, shaking his head, and Seb sighs, returning to the group. “Leave her to enjoy her shower. We’ll go get her when it’s time for dinner.”

“Fine,” Ben says grumpily. I roll my eyes and open the box up. There’s a lot of paperwork in here, but on a quick inspection, I can’t see how helpful some of it will be.

Alex takes a diary, and I grab a folder with “Important Documents” written on it. Ben doesn’t move from eating the popcorn, and Seb reaches over to grab something, but he’s too busy straining his ears to hear for our mate that he’s not going to be much help.

The obsession is real.

“And yet, you continuously deny her,” Orion says.

“Fuck off. We’ve got more important shit to handle right now,” I protest.

“Nothing is ever going to be more important than our mate.”

That’s not what I meant, and the bastard knows it. I mean that my feelings aren’t important. I’m not important.

Not when we need to do what we can to protect Phoebe.

I start with his birth certificate and grab my work computer so that I can access our systems. My brothers and I are the founders of Wolfe Security, a private protection firm, and we’ve quickly become one of the most renowned in the country for our skills. We grew in popularity after my sister convinced two of her mates to sign with us and now have a full workforce.

Ryan’s birth certificate is fake, just like we thought. If it wasn’t for the fact that he’s a rogue in hiding, I’d never have thought to look deeper at his life.

He’s got some skills, which is noteworthy, but we’re better.

His university degree—biochemistry—is under this fake name, but I can’t find any social media presence of him. He truly did leave the wolf life behind from what I can see, but that doesn’t explain why he took the risk he did with Maia.

Why would he knowingly impregnate a human when he knows she’s not his mate? It makes no sense.

Maybe we need to dig more into Maia, if we don’t find anything worthwhile on this Ryan. There might be a clue in her past why he chose her specifically—if he did.

“What have you found?” Ben asks, looking at me with interest.

“Birth certificate is fake. I’m going to keep digging to see what I can uncover,” I say. “Are you planning on helping?”

“I’ll swoop in at the end and find the answer,” Ben says, waving me off. “Once I’ve finished my popcorn, that is.”

“You’re such a lazy shit,” Alex says with a scoff.

“I put in more hours than you did last month,” Ben argues.

“I’d like to see that time card,” I say with a smirk. Alex snorts, and Ben rolls his eyes.

“Maybe the hours won’t be higher. But I absolutely made triple what he did, which is the most important thing,” Ben says, inhaling my popcorn. That argument I don’t protest, since it’s likely the truth.

I go back to my research, digging deeper and deeper to try and find out what I can. I can’t pull much more off it, so I toss it over to Ben, who sighs but starts digging. He’s more than capable when he applies himself.

“Wait,” Alex says with a frown. “This company, Fresh Fur Creations, comes up a lot in his journal.”

“Who the fuck keeps a journal these days?” Ben mutters as his eyes fly over the screen. “It’s not very smart, is it? Why bother hiding your identity if you’re just going to write it all down in your diary for anyone to find?”

“This isn’t a diary,” Alex says. “It’s his day planner.”

“Oh, yes, because that makes it better,” Ben says.

I laugh. “Let me see what we can pull up about this company then. What is he doing with them?”

“No idea,” Alex mutters. “He’s got it on his schedule for once a month⁠—”

“Once?” Seb asks, sitting forward. Alex nods, and Seb crosses his arms in front of his chest. “Pack meeting.”

“No, I don’t think so.” Alex shakes his head and turns the page in Ryan’s journal. “The date is the same every single month.”

“And?” I ask.

Alex shrugs. “We don’t host pack meetings on the same date every month, but we do have business meetings on the same day every month.”

“That doesn’t mean other packs don’t,” Ben says. “But the point is null, anyway. I found the company. It’s a small start-up, with roots in biochemistry⁠—”

“Which is what his degree is in,” I say, sitting back in my seat. “That’s coincidental.”

“Was he maybe working on something for them?” Alex asks.

“Oh, I don’t know, why don’t I locate a clairvoyant and ask them?” Ben says, sneering at Alex.

“Where would you find a clairvoyant?” Alex asks with a smirk. Ben shrugs and clicks down on the trackpad.

“The only information on here is a contact for one of the lead management staff—Melody McDonald. She’s human and married and has four kids. Boring. They’re all too young to kidnap one and hold it ransom.”

“Oh, yes, morals,” I mutter, causing Seb to snort. I reach over for the journal, and Alex hands it over as Ben continues reading random tidbits out about the company. I’m not sure if it’s the breakthrough we think it is.

We still barely know anything about the man.

Maia very unhelpfully took all the photos of him⁠—

“Do not insult my mate that way,” Orion snarls. “There may not have been photos.”

“Yes, right. A three year relationship and no photos? We’ve seen her take hundreds of Phoebe per day.”

“My pup is the cutest little wolf in the entire world. Why wouldn’t we have all of the photos we could?” Orion snaps. The amount of fucking hostility from a presence inside my mind is very draining.

I turn the page and finally see a true clue. I pull the scrap of paper out and smooth it out to rid it of the creases, and I’m very fucking grateful Maia didn’t show Alex any photos earlier.

She was smart to take them out.

But not smart enough.

“Fuck,” I whisper, looking at a photo of a man I know only too well wrapped around my mate. His lips are touching her cheek, and if he were alive, I’d carve him to pieces for even breathing on her.

“Dirty Wolfe,” Orion roars. “How fucking dare he. It’s a good thing he’s dead. Maia deserves better than him.”

“She does,” I say softly as I take in the genuine happiness in her face. Her baby blue eyes are wide and glistening in the snowy backdrop. She’s wearing a big coat that hides her figure, but her hair is healthy and shiny underneath a bright pink hat. Her rosy red lips are in the biggest, authentic smile I’ve ever seen.

She looks so young, so carefree.

Maia is gorgeous.

And I fucking hate that he recognised that, too.

“What’s going on?” Alex asks.

“We’ve got a very big problem.” Alex’s hands still, and he looks up at me. Seb leans over and sees the photo, letting out a loud growl that has Ben shoving his computer away and snatching the photo from me.

“Fucking hell,” Ben says, shaking his head. “Well, I did always say I was the more attractive version of us. At least Maia has traded up now.”

“Don’t say that in front of her,” Alex says, leaning in closer to Ben so he can see why we’re all reacting this way. Seb’s still growling, and I hope that it doesn’t disturb the mother and babe. We cannot have their presence here right now. “Holy fuck.”

“Why?” Ben demands. “I’m the one who should be upset. Maia fucked my cousin.”

“Fuck,” I whisper, closing my eyes to pray to Artemis that when I open them, this will all have been a joke.

“Our cousin. She fucked our cousin. Our enemy. She had a baby with our enemy.”

“Is he our enemy?” I ask, but it’s more of a rhetorical question than anything.

Ryan is not Ryan Tartan, not even a little bit.

Ryan Grey is practically our brother. You know, if you take into account the way genetics work with children of identical siblings. He was a Wolfe, no matter the surname that he’s claimed, until they destroyed our family.

Now, he and the rest of the Grey’s are nothing to me. They’re worthless, they’re spineless, and they deserve losing their son—their heir.

Ryan’s father—my Uncle—had fallen in love with another woman and broke away from the harem with my dads. When my mum came along, he rejected her place in his life, refusing to mate with anyone but my auntie.

The only reason it was permitted by my grandparents, despite breaking the spiritual bond that fate herself put into place, was because the woman he fell in love with was a female born wolf with no living mate. They’ve made a very formidable couple.

It was too painful for my parents to be around them, though—for my mum in particular—so he split from our pack and took over hers.

After a while, they managed to have an almost civil relationship as children were born. I grew up with my cousins, I knew them, I loved them. They were our family.

But they’ve since made themselves into our enemy. Anything we do, my uncle tries to do better. Any move we make, he tries to undercut and act like he and his pack are better than ours. He’s moulded Ryan into his image, and it’s one of the biggest reasons I won’t mindlessly obey my own fathers.

I am my own man, and I know how to fight for what is right. Ryan didn’t.

And when my uncle let her die… he solidified his fate and that of all his offspring.

They failed to protect her.

I won’t make that same mistake. Not with my mate. Not with my child.

Phoebe and Maia are everything, and I won’t let another Wolfe female fall to the same fate.

“Not now. Not ever,” Orion echoes.

“What the fuck do we do now?” Alex hisses, his eyes flickering colours as he holds Max back. “How do we explain this to Maia? How do we…” He trails off glancing at the photo.

Seb’s jaw is clenched, and I can smell the anger pouring from my usually reserved brother. Ben isn’t even hiding his, but I can also sense some curiosity from him.

We’re not impressed, and I just know this will be the final straw for Maia.

She already struggles with us and the bond… but to know we’re related to the man who… to know we’re related to Phoebe’s father, to her fiancé…

“We don’t,” I decide, sitting up straight.

“We don’t?” Seb echoes, his voice low and dangerous. He doesn’t agree.

“Nobody can know about Ryan being Ryan,” I say, looking at each of my brothers in turn. Ben’s nod is quick, Seb doesn’t react, and Alex purses his lips but dips his head ever so slightly. “We’ve always vowed that we would protect ourselves—that vow includes our mate and our child. We cannot share who he is.”

But worse than acknowledging it to Maia is acknowledging it to my parents and sisters. This changes the game completely, and we can’t let Phoebe fall prey to the wishes of the elders who have already run this family into the ground.

Nobody can know the truth, or we will have a fight on our hands. They’ll try to take her, I just know it.

“She still won’t let us call ourselves the dad,” Ben says with a frown.

“Just because she can’t understand the depth of our connection doesn’t mean we’re as ignorant. We know that Phoebe is ours, that she’s our pup,” I say gently. “Maia needs more time to get to know us, and to come to terms with our place in her life. But, in the meantime, that doesn’t mean we’re going to let them get their hands on another female wolf—on our pup. They harmed one Wolfe. They won’t harm another.”

“They won’t harm another,” my brothers echo.

How the fuck fate thought this would work out is beyond me.
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MAIA


“Maia,” someone calls as a gentle knock resounds on the doorframe. I don’t immediately recognise which of the quads it is and give a hesitant smile to the man in the doorway. He’s casually leaning against the doorframe dressed in a pair of faded grey joggers and a snug-fitting, branded T-shirt. His light caramel hair is wet from a shower, and the smile he’s giving me is sweet and kind.

The sweetness rules out Christopher.

The lack of mania in his eyes rules out Ben.

“My sisters have just called, and they’re wondering if it would be okay for them to come over for dinner,” Alex says. The multiple words said indicate it’s not Seb.

I glance down at my watch, and my brows furrow when I notice the time. “It’s already six. Isn’t that a bit short notice?”

Alex comes into my room and sits on the edge of my bed. “Maybe. For our family, the fact that she called in advance was her way of being polite. We’re a large family, and wolves are very social and pack orientated. This is sort of our norm.”

“I see.”

“We can say no, little butterfly,” Alex murmurs, his eyes raking over my face as if he’s looking for a clue as to how I’m feeling.

Good luck to him, considering even I can’t figure out my feelings.

“You’re happy with them coming?” I ask, scrunching my nose up slightly.

“Yes, of course. I love the twins and their mates,” Alex says, giving me a look as if I’m the weird one. “We’ve been busy lately and haven’t seen them in a while, so it’ll be nice to catch up.”

How was I meant to know that? Their mum asked for us to go over, and Christopher absolutely shit all over that plan. I don’t know them, not really, and their family dynamics are very strange to me.

“Oh. I have no complaints. I can sit up here⁠—”

“No,” Alex says, shaking his head as he unapologetically cuts me off. “The dinner is to include you and Phoebe. We’re not going to hide you up here like you’re a dirty secret. If this is too much for you, then we won’t do it.”

His thoughtfulness is sweet, but my heart begins to race as I think it over. “They want to see me?” I blurt out, my voice trembling. Why would they want to meet me?

Alex nods, and his small, encouraging smile only adds to my growing anxiety. “They were really excited to meet you yesterday but didn’t arrive in time. Like I said, though, this is up to you. I give zero fucks about my sister’s feelings when it comes to your comfort. If you’re not ready, I’ll tell her to go fuck herself.”

“A bit, um, aggressive, but okay,” I say sheepishly. He laughs, which only makes the butterflies in my tummy swarm that much more viciously. “Sure. I’ll meet your sisters.”

“Their mates will be here, too. Likely the kids, too,” he says, and my eyes widen at that bombshell. How many people are we talking about here?

“Kids?”

“Talia is mated to twins, and they have a set of twins themselves—both boys,” he says as if the mass amount of multiple babies in his family is normal. Then again, I suppose that’s because it is. “They’re six and very excitable. Iris doesn’t have kids yet but is mated to triplets, so they’ll likely be here, too. Two of her mates are professional footballers, in case that excites you.”

My head is spinning, and I’m struggling to keep up with it all.

“Um, no. I don’t know much about football,” I admit, my voice small and uncertain.

Alex groans, but his smile doesn’t disappear.

“We’ll teach you,” he offers with a playful wink. “We don’t support either of her mates’ teams, so it makes for a fun time when they’re playing against our team.”

“I can imagine.” My thoughts are racing, my pulse erratic, and honestly, I think this is the first time I’ve been grateful that I never had to do this with Ryan.

My parents were gone by the time he and I got together, so he escaped the in-laws and family meetings, and well, his were not available, so we didn’t do that on his side, either. It was just us, with no judgement, no extra people to meet.

“We’ll order some food and let them know that we’re on. Do you have a preference?” Alex asks, bringing me back to the present—to the living.

I shrug, glancing over at Phoebe, who is still fast asleep and absolutely no help. “Pizza?”

“Pizza it is.” He doesn’t immediately move, and I raise an eyebrow, waiting to see what else he wants. “Come here. Please.”

“I’m already here,” I say, my words coming out breathy. Alex smirks and reaches over, lifts me under the arms, and deposits me in his lap. “Oh.”

“Oh,” he teases. He leans forward and presses a soft kiss to my lips, giving me the chance to decline. He pulls away, grinning at me.

“Thank you. Max was feeling needy,” he whispers, and his breath brushes over my lips, sending shivers down my spine.

Fuck it.

I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him in closer. I deepen the kiss, even going as far to bite his bottom lip when he doesn’t give me what I crave.

His dominance. His control. His primal energy.

He’s being respectful of me, but I just need him to grab me, pin me down, and⁠—

“Oh,” someone says from the doorway.

I gasp, and Alex pushes his tongue into my mouth, finally taking over a little. Footsteps come into the room, and I see Seb standing beside us.

Alex sighs into my mouth and slows our kiss down before pressing a gentle one to my lips. He pulls back and smiles. “Thank you. I was feeling needy.”

I giggle before slamming my hands over my mouth in shock. A giggle? What am I? A teenage girl?

My tummy is full of butterflies, my skin still feeling the pleasurable currents from my connection with Alex, and the heated look in Seb’s eyes has my legs trembling.

But then Phoebe stirs, interrupting the moment again, and I remember why this is a bad idea.

Seb moves faster than I can and delicately lifts Phoebe into his arms. My daughter looks even tinier pressed against him, and tears fill my eyes.

“Give baby back to mate,” Alex—or more likely, Max—growls, and Seb’s head snaps up to look at me. His eyes are between hazel and green, and I’m not really sure who is winning between him or Kane.

“That’s not why I was crying,” I mutter. Alex stills, and I place my hand on his chest. “It’s just cute.”

“Cute.” He sounds the word out, almost as if he’s never heard it before.

“Cute,” Seb repeats with a smirk. He looks down at Phoebe and nods before turning to me. “Phoebe wants milk.”

“Milk?” I echo, and this time, I’m the confused one. Seb nods, gesturing to my boobs. “Oh.”

“Come on downstairs. I’ll get you set up on the sofa whilst we order food and wait for everyone to show up,” Alex says.

“Okay.” I don’t protest when Seb carries Phoebe down the stairs, and as they both get me settled, grabbing juice and painkillers, I don’t complain at all.

They make me feel safe.

They treat me like I matter.

Like they truly do care.
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“This is my sister, Iris. She’s here alone since her mates are sick of her and refuse to come with,” Ben says with a grin as the front door opens, and a gorgeous woman enters the room. She’s got a long black coat on, and her hat covers most of her long blonde hair. Her eyes are hazel, just like her brothers, and she’s pretty tall. There’s a kind smile on her face when she spots me, and there’s a familiarity to her, almost as if I know her. It’s strange when I know I’ve never seen this woman in my entire life.

“They are not sick of me,” Iris hisses, glaring at her brother. The warmness disappears, and a scowl appears on her face, transforming her from friendly, to very off-putting. “And my mates didn’t refuse to come. Aaron is on the road, and Brad has a game tonight.”

She shakes her head, turning to me as she pulls her coat off. She’s got a slim build, but her thighs are quite toned, and she’s very in shape. Is that a natural werewolf trait?

“It’s really nice to meet you, Maia,” Iris says, beaming at me. “I’ll apologise on behalf of my parents for your misfortune. It should be criminal that you’re stuck with these assholes, but at least you got Alex in that deal.”

Alex is very sweet, but so is Seb, and even Ben, kind of. Doesn’t she like her other two brothers?

“Ah, speaking of assholes… what about Cade? Why didn’t he join us tonight, if he’s not sick of you?” Ben asks, still holding onto the grin. She hangs her coat up and takes her hat off before walking towards us with purpose.

She kicks Ben’s shin, causing him to groan, squeezes my arm in what is a weird—but probably meant to be reassuring—gesture, and then heads through to the kitchen to banter with her other three brothers.

She barely acknowledged Phoebe, which was strangely unsettling.

“What was that about?” I whisper, not wanting her to hear me with her enhanced senses.

“Cade and her had an argument earlier today,” Ben says, not even pretending to whisper. It seems he wants her to overhear. “And she’s come here without him because she’s mad at him.”

“Ah.” Right. Couple drama. Lovely.

“Talia’s just arrived,” Ben warns, adjusting himself so that he’s closer to me. I don’t hear a knock at the door or anything to indicate her arrival, but I’ll take his word for it. “I’ll knock those fucking⁠—”

“You will not touch my nephews,” Iris snarls, coming back into the room with a can of diet coke in her hand. She’s frosty and is glowering at Ben once more. Is this a sibling thing or is this just her personality?

“You were going to hit six-year-olds?” I hiss, turning to face Ben, who immediately shakes his head. His eyes flash blue, and I know that Fluffy is just as displeased.

“No,” he scowls. “My nephews are my favourite family members. I would never, ever raise my hand to a child.” He waits until I relax before continuing to speak. “But Talia’s mates are annoying fucks. You’ll see and will hate them, too.”

The door opens and an identical copy of Iris steps through, but she’s immediately knocked back between two adorable little boys. They’ve got white blond hair and cute button noses, and their pants are covered in mud. Both boys have bright blue eyes, and my heart stops.

This is exactly what I imagined my child would look like if he were a boy.

With their bright blond hair—which is, of course, a very common hair colour—and their pale blue eyes… I shake the thoughts away and drop a soft kiss to my own little double.

A little boy who looked just like Ryan would be lovely. But my gorgeous little girl who has her own looks is so much more perfect.

“Where’s the baby, Auntie Iris?” one of them cries, a giant grin on his face. It’s so light-hearted, so carefree, that it makes me smile.

“Yeah!” the second echoes, a lot quieter. He seems far more shy than his brother, but both of them are practically bouncing on the heels of their feet at meeting Phoebe.

That’s sort of cute.

“You have to be quiet, boys, because the baby is sleeping.” Christopher says, coming into the room and commanding all of the attention. He crouches down in front of the boys, who immediately grin at their uncle, and it sends a weird wave of warmth through me. “But if you lower your voices and take your shoes off, you can go see my mate, who is holding the baby. Can you do that for me?”

I eye their very, very muddy shoes and think Christopher was smart in getting those off. I don’t know how they’re caked in it, since it’s pretty dry outside, but it’s just another overwhelmingly adorable thing.

“Yes,” the first boy says, grinning. He’s missing a tooth, and my heart swells as tears prick at my eyes. That’ll be Phoebe one day, with a missing tooth, and we’ll do the tooth fairy with her and take a thousand photos to commemorate.

Fuck. I am not ready for her to grow up.

“And Mum told us we had to be really careful with her because she’s so little,” the second boy adds.

“Well done, Liam,” Christopher says, ruffling the bright blond hair of the second boy. He stands and gives me a smile before giving Iris a side-hug. “Did you all come together?”

“No, we just got here.” Talia steps into the room with a warm smile directed towards her brother. Christopher steps forward and hugs her tight before nodding his head at the two older males who enter behind her.

The men have light brown hair, which clearly hasn’t passed onto their children, and they’re both built like brick houses. Like their sons, their shoes are covered in mud.

It’s eerie that I’m in a house with ten other people, and yet, there are only four different faces. I’ve never seen this many identical twins before and even rarer that the adults are still identical. None of them have different piercings or haircuts or tattoos. Or at least, not that I’ve seen.

“Do you want a drink?” Christopher asks, and I’m not sure if he’s addressing me or Talia and her mates, so I stay silent.

“I made you a new smoothie if you’re thirsty, darling,” Ben says, twiddling my hair as he glares at the other men in the room. I’m not sure of the drama between him and Talia’s mates, but if looks could kill, I’m sure they’d be nothing but a pile of ash.

“I’ll grab you a glass of it,” Christopher says, going to join Alex and Seb in the kitchen. I’m not sure why they’re still in there, but there are a lot of people in the room right now, so it doesn’t hurt that there’s one less dominant presence. Talia and Iris are talking quietly in the corner, whereas the other two men are just standing in the back of the room watching Ben and I.

Or maybe it’s Phoebe they’re looking at.

“I took my shoes off now,” one of the boys says, tugging on my sleeve. He’s got a little lisp, and I grin down at him.

“I took mine off, too, Finn,” Liam says, rushing over. “Please, can we see the baby now, Uncle Christopher’s mate?”

My face freezes at hearing me being labelled that way, but I try my best to relax and remember that he’s a child and made an association the only way he knows how.

“Only if that’s okay with you,” Talia says, giving me a warm smile from across the room. She reminds me a lot of her mum—a nice aura but a harsh intensity. “They’ve not seen a female baby wolf before, so they’re a little over-excited.”

“Ah,” I say, turning back to the boys as I try to hold back my grimace.

Is that a normal thing to just admit? To them, is it the same as saying it’s the first time they’ve seen a female baby? It’s not that I think these tiny six-year-olds are a danger to my child, but when all I’ve heard about this world is the risk she’s in, it’s hard to remember that.

“She’s really pretty,” Liam whispers, peering over the arm of the chair to look at her.

“She looks like you,” Finn adds, beaming at me.

“Why don’t you sit down, and I’ll let you have a turn holding her?” I offer.

“Really?” Liam whispers, his eyes widening. I blink in surprise when I see his eyes go from a pale blue, to an electric blue. It helps—having that difference in them from Ryan.

“Really,” I repeat with a small nod. They scramble to get up on the other chair, and Ben moves with me as I head over to the small boys. I keep my voice soft as I advance forward, and their little legs are literally shaking with their excitement. “Can you see how I’m holding my arms to keep a steady hold on her?”

“Yes,” Finn says, grinning at me. He mimics me, and Liam looks, then copies, too. “Are we doing it?”

“You are,” Ben says with pride. He sits down on the arm of the chair next to Liam’s side and grins at me.

“Who wants her first?” I ask, looking between the two boys to see if they’ll make the decision for me.

“Let Liam have her,” Finn says, and Liam smiles a big toothy smile.

“That was very kind of you, Finn,” Talia says, watching with keen eyes. It causes a shiver to appear down my spine, and I turn back to the boys rather than acknowledging the effect she’s having on me.

I gently lower Phoebe into Liam’s arms, and his eyes widen when she makes a grunting sound. Finn leans over, and it’s very, very sweet to see them cooing over her.

Seb, Alex, and Christopher come into the room, and it amuses me that the latter offers out the drinks and plays host, and Seb ignores it all and comes to stand by my side. He presses a soft kiss to my temple, and I ignore the gaping from his sisters.

“Are we getting an introduction to your mate, then, Alex?” one of Talia’s men asks. I glance over at them underneath my eyelashes and see Alex is standing with the twin men. Christopher is with his sisters, chatting quietly.

“You didn’t introduce her?” Alex asks, giving Ben a dirty look. Ben shrugs.

“Not wasting my time on those fools. I’ll just chat with my favourite nephews, instead,” Ben says, ruffling Liam’s hair.

“Careful, Uncle Ben,” Liam admonishes, glaring up at him with such fierceness.

“Yeah, Uncle Ben,” Finn echoes. “We have a baby.”

“She’s my baby,” Ben says with a frown, but I see the twinkling in his hazel eyes. The blue flecks catch in the light and are pretty similar to the shade of the boys.

“She’s my baby,” I correct and wink at the boys, who grin like we’re keeping a secret. “But you’re both doing such a good job at holding her.”

“You’re sweet,” Seb murmurs in my ear. I look up at him, and the smile on his face is beautiful. It completely softens his face, making him look more at ease.

There’s a loud knock on the door, and I jump in place. Seb’s hand falls to my lower back as he steps forward as if to protect me.

“Pizza is here,” Ben says with a grin.

“That was quick,” Iris says.

“They’re delivering to the future alphas. Delivery is always quick here. Why do you think I suggested coming here for dinner?” Talia says with a small laugh. It seems almost forced, and I narrow my eyes as the two girls exchange a look.

“Shall I go set up the heaters outside?” Ben asks, jiggling his legs. He reminds me of the boys a few moments ago with his excitement.

“The heaters?” I echo as Alex heads to the front door to get the food.

“We ordered some heaters that arrived today for the garden,” Christopher says, coming over to us. “Is that enough to keep you warm, or would you rather keep Phoebe inside?”

They ordered heaters. For me? For Phoebe?

Why would they do that?

Seb kisses my temple and disappears, and I shrug at Christopher. “I’ll do⁠—”

“Here,” Seb says, handing me Phoebe’s wrap and a little snowsuit. I don’t know how he grabbed those so fast, but I don’t ask.

“Thank you,” I murmur bringing them close to myself. The boys are still holding Phoebe, and I can feel a twitch as I resist the urge to steal her back.

“Boys, go put your shoes on,” one of Talia’s men says, taking a step forward. I step backwards, just the tiniest bit, but both Christopher and Seb step closer. “You can see the baby girl⁠—”

“Phoebe,” Seb interjects with a deep growl. The man’s eyes dart to Seb before he nods once.

“Phoebe,” the man corrects. “You can see Phoebe in a few moments once we’re outside.”

“Good thinking,” Ben says with some snark in his words. He gives me a dazzling smile before heading through the house. The two sisters follow, and Christopher bends down to take Phoebe from Liam.

The two men help the boys put their shoes on as Alex closes the door and takes the pizza outside. It smells delicious.

The boys cake mud all through the house, which Christopher sighs at, before the door closes.

“Fucking hell,” Christopher mutters with a shake of his head. He gives me a hesitant smile. “Are you okay bringing her out? The heaters should keep her warm, but we can bring her straight back in if she feels the chill.”

“Sure,” I say, nodding.

“Don’t worry about Kyle and Lyle,” Christopher says. I look at him blankly, and he sighs. “Ben’s a dick. Kyle and Lyle are Talia’s mates. They’re harmless but abrasive.”

I shake my head as I start getting Phoebe ready to go outside. Seb stands protectively by my side, and I’m surprised when Christopher heads to the shoe rack to grab my shoes for me.

Phoebe starts to stir as I get her wrapped up, so I help her latch on once she’s safely in the carrier. Seb wraps my cardigan around me before the three of us head outside.

I’ve not been in the back garden yet, but holy wow. There are three very large heaters that are all turned on and add a soft glow to the already beautiful landscaping. There’s a large decking area with enough chairs for us all to sit—a mixture of sofas and single seats—and a glass table in the centre. Even without their heightened senses, the air is rich with the scent of the flowers and plants that adorn the area.

It’s gorgeous, the colours of the flowers melding beautifully to create a serene garden oasis, and I know that come summer—provided I am still here—I’ll be spending a lot of time outside.

“This garden is one of Ben’s creations,” Christopher whispers in my ear as he moves past me. My eyes widen, and I look over at the cheery man, who is chattering away with the twin boys. It’s strangely very fitting for him to be the mastermind behind this.

“This is gorgeous,” I say, and I’m grateful that I can feel the warmth. I’m the only one wearing a coat—even Iris, who was wearing one when she arrived, hasn’t bothered—but I don’t ask why.

Alex passes me a plate of pizza, and things are mostly quiet as we eat. Liam and Finn are excited and bounce around each of their uncles, asking questions and chatting, and it’s very endearing to see the Wolfe brothers entertain their nephews.

Seb is quiet, but he changes his eyes three times for them to awe over.

“I’m just going for a quick wee,” I murmur once I’ve eaten a few slices of my pizza. Seb’s eyes narrow, but he’s brought into a game by the twin boys, so he can’t follow me inside the house.

“Want some company?” Christopher asks, surprising me since he’s the last one who usually wants to be around me.

“To the bathroom? No,” I mutter, shaking my head.

“Overprotective men, am I right, Maia?” Iris calls, and there’s some giggles from her sister. I muster up a smile and head through the house to the downstairs bathroom. I quickly do my business, but I can’t get the tap to turn on in the toilet. It seems stuck, weirdly.

I stop by the kitchen to wash my hands in the kitchen sink instead and hum slightly to the little girl on my chest. She’s still feeding, but she’s doing it in her sleep. A skill I shall forever be envious of.

There’s a flash of bright light out the window, and I catch sight of a familiar head of blond hair. I rise on my toes and peer through properly, but the figure has vanished.

I consider the possibility—it’s likely Iris or Talia fetching something from their car, since the figure was far too tall and lithe to be one of the twins. However, a gnawing doubt lingers. What if it was Ryan, and I’ve missed him?

Fuck it.

I head out the front door, just to check, and rather than seeing one of the twins at their cars… I spotted the very man I knew would be just across the street. His back is to me, but I know he heard me come out since he’s no longer running away.

“Ryan!” I whisper-shout, conscious of the wolves in the back garden. I do not want any of them overhearing this and coming out to look. If they can see him, it’ll bring a lot of questions, and if they can’t… it’ll bring even more.

Ryan turns around slowly, his entire body is tense. His pale blue eyes widen, and he shakes his head. A dark expression crosses his face, and he mouths something I can’t see.

“What?”

“Go back inside,” he calls over, holding his arms up when I try to come closer.

“But—”

“Trust me, Maia. Go back inside, and don’t tell anyone you have seen me tonight, okay?”

“I—” There’s a churning in my gut, and I can hear the erratic thud of my heartbeat echoing through my body.

“They’ll take her from you, if you tell them you can see me,” he says, and my eyes widen, and I clutch at the baby strapped to my chest. Who is going to take her? “Get back inside. Protect her. Promise me. Promise me you won’t say a word.”

“I promise.” The words are pulled from me without my permission, but I mean them.

“Go inside, Maia, and look after her.”

Like when Christopher took my choice from me, my body obeys without my permission. I turn around and head back inside. It’s only once I shut the front door behind me that I realise I didn’t feel the same sort of way that I did when Christopher did it.

I didn’t feel Ryan’s wolf. There was no evidence of his supernaturalness. Just the compulsion to obey. I had no choice, as happened last time, but there was no… fear? Is that the right feeling?

I shake my head, looking down at Phoebe. That’s not what is important. Ryan told me that they’d take my baby away if I told them that I could see him. Who is they?

My mates? Their parents? Someone else?

Do I just need to keep this secret to myself for the rest of my life?

I can’t lose her. Not now. Not ever. And if that’s what it takes, that’s what I’ll do.

I brought Phoebe into this world, and it’s my job to protect her.

Even from Ryan’s ghost, if that’s what it takes.

I just wish I knew exactly what threats I needed to protect her from.
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BENJAMIN


“Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you, happy birthday, dear Phoebe, happy birthday to you,” I sing, looking down at my little pup. She’s asleep, so I whisper-sing, being careful not to wake her.

I don’t want her angry mama getting mad at me for disturbing our pup’s sleep. I’m considerate that way.

“We are good dads. Where are her other dads? Sleeping? Pathetic. It’s our baby’s birthday!” Fluffy snaps, and I nod my head in agreement.

“That’s why Maia likes us the best. We’re sentimental, and she likes that. Did you hear about her ex’s stupid birthday cards from Alex? I’m going to write the best birthday cards to ever exist,” I say, deciding here and now that I’ll do everything to make her happier than he ever did.

“And dead. I like that he’s dead.”

“My only regret is that it wasn’t us to kill our dear, worthless, cousin,” I say, cracking my knuckles. And, you know, there’s the fact that Maia has had to deal with his betrayal. If Ryan told her the truth, if he made sure she knew exactly what she was getting into, then my mate wouldn’t be suffering the way she is right now.

Ryan’s terrible life decisions have once again affected me and mine. That’s fine. I’m a big boy who can handle it.

But my mate never should’ve had to. He has hurt her in the worst way possible, and Maia doesn’t even truly understand that.

Something I hate more than Ryan is that my brothers and I are doing the same thing he did by keeping secrets from Maia. Rather than telling her the truth and trusting that she’ll make the right decision, we’re lying and keeping a pretty big thing from her.

Phoebe whines, pulling me from my thoughts, and I bend over her crib to place my hand on her chest softly so that she hopefully doesn’t wake Maia up. A blurry image of her mama appears in my mind, and I smile.

“Our mate is so beautiful when she sleeps,” Fluffy says.

“A shame I have to disturb it,” I say.

“Maia,” I coo, reaching over to tug the blankets off of her. Her eyes fly open, and I scent her fear. Oh, fuck. “It’s me. It’s Ben.”

“Ben,” she whispers, relief filling her tone. She hesitantly sits up, rubbing the sleep from her eyes, and based on the rapid rising and falling of her tits—I mean her chest—she’s still a little panicked. I bend down to pick the disgruntled little wolf up and eye the scary, sleep-deprived human.

“Do you need a wee or anything?” I ask like the generous man I am. Her eyes narrow. “Don’t go getting any ideas, buttercup. I do not like golden showers.”

“I’ll take one,” Fluffy says. “Although, I’d prefer to be the one to mark her that way. Nobody will ever doubt our connection when they smell me on her.”

“That’s the spirit. Do it in wolf form, though. I don’t want my body tainted with piss—hers or ours,” I negotiate.

“I… I’m sorry, what?”

“A golden shower is where you wee on me. I do not like that,” I say, shaking my head. “Boundaries are important in a relationship, Maia, and respecting your partner’s likes and dislikes in the bedroom is a must. It⁠—”

“No, Ben, I’m not going to wee on you,” Maia gasps. Her eyes are wide, and her lips are parted ever so slightly.

“I think she underestimates how big we are,” Fluffy says. “There’s no way I could fit my dick in there.”

“Our dick.”

“I don’t like referring to my dick as a communal thing,” Fluffy protests.

“Then you get the wolf dick, and I get the human dick,” I argue. “It’s not like anyone other than me has touched this one anyway. You’re not missing out.”

“No, but eventually, I will be. Fine. We’ll share the dick.”

“We’ve shared worse things,” I mutter, and his amusement is felt through our shared bond.

“What are you doing in my bedroom?” Maia demands just as Phoebe starts to whine. My precious mate immediately transforms into mother mode and forgets about everything else. “Pass her here.”

“I was going to,” I mutter, handing the little bundle over. My arms feel weirdly empty without her in them, so I plop down next to Maia on the bed. My pretty little mate sighs, but I don’t think it’s in pleasure, especially not when I edge closer to her and Phoebe.

Being in her proximity is everything. Our bond isn’t very strong, not yet, but it’s building, and being close is the best way to encourage it.

“She’s so hard to please. I just want her to smile at us,” Fluffy says sadly. “Tell her how pretty her tits look. She’ll appreciate that.”

“Your breasts are magnificent in this lighting,” I murmur, and her eyes flash with anger as her head whips up. There’s a glare on her face, her rosy red lips pressed tightly together. Phoebe whines, and without breaking the stare with me, she adjusts our pup so she can feed better.

“Do you think that’s an appropriate thing to say?” Maia demands. She’s using her angry tone of voice, and I hunch in on myself. I didn’t know what I said was wrong, but she’s clearly unhappy, so I slowly shake my head, but I can feel my own frown, and that seems to agitate her further.

“I’m feeding my child, and you think now is the time to make crude comments about my body?” Maia hisses.

“Crude?” Fluffy demands, pushing forth to take control and battle it out with our mate. “You’d say complimenting my mate is crude? Your tits are magnificent. They’re full of milk, of goodness, as you feed our daughter. You would dare tell me I am crude?”

“That’s not a compliment,” Maia says, staring at my wolf with a sneer on her lips. “Or at the very least—it’s not a compliment I’m interested in hearing.”

“Oh,” I say. “I didn’t realise her boobs were a sore topic for her. We messed up. Should we have complimented her eyes? Her smile?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Do we apologise? Beg for forgiveness?” Fluffy asks me.

“I’m not sure who you’ve had in your bed,” she says quietly, “and I have no doubt those women would lavish⁠—”

“What the fuck?” My jaw would’ve dropped if it were me in the body. Does she really think that way about us? Does she think that in the years we’ve been apart that my brothers and I have been fucking around with other women? Honing our skills or getting our dicks wet with someone that isn’t her?

Is that truly how she thinks of us?

She’s our soulmate. Our lifeline.

Without her, I’d rather be dead.

“There have been no women,” Fluffy roars, completely losing his cool. His chest heaves with each breath, and our legs are trembling as we try to control our hurt. Maia’s lips part, and Fluffy regains control of himself.

I whine across our shared bond at the look on Maia’s face. Our mate does think that lowly of us.

She thinks we’re disloyal. No wonder she can’t trust us with our pup. How she can’t trust us with her love. 

“I would never, ever treat you that way. I’ve never been with another person—man or woman. You are it for me—for all of us.” Fluffy sits back on his heels, and gives her a look of true sadness. “It would be a dishonour for any werewolf to bed another whilst knowing their mate is out there for them. None of us would ever taint our connection like that.”

“Oh. So…” Maia looks over at Phoebe, and I can see the hesitance in her eyes.

“You are the only one that will come to our bed impure, yes,” Fluffy says gently.

“Impure?” My gorgeous mate scoffs and shakes her head. “Not only is virginity a social construct, the amount of men I’ve fucked is none of your damn business.”

“Don’t argue with her,” I suggest, recognising the angry tone once more. “Just thank her and move on.”

“Everything you do, little mate, is my business. The day our bond snapped into place is the day you became my everything,” Fluffy says. It would be sweet if he wasn’t so angry with her. “Every breath you take, every move you make, every thought you have—it’s mine to be aware of.”

“That’s not going to work for me,” Maia says, shaking her head. Her curls bounce around her face, and I so badly want to run my fingers through them, to touch her and have it be appreciated. “I never thought you’d be this… over-controlling.”

Fluffy frowns. “I’m being over-controlling?”

“You just said that you want to be aware of every single breath I take.”

“Well, not literally,” my wolf says before directing his words to me silently. “Did you think I meant I was going to sit and watch her breathe, Ben?”

“No, of course, not. She breathes all day long. We’ve got jobs.” My confusion grows, and Fluffy looks at my mate with narrowed eyes. “You meant if she was sick, we’d be there to help her and support her. Right? That if she wanted to go somewhere but couldn’t, we’d make it possible. That if she was anxious, we’d help reassure her. We’re not over-controlling. We’re supportive.”

“Why didn’t she see that?” he whispers, eyeing the woman opposite us.

“What are you two talking about?” Maia asks softly.

“You’re an idiot,” Fluffy says.

A small smile tugs at her lips, but she smothers it back down. I wish she wouldn’t—she’s beautiful when she’s so carefree. “I see. Could you elaborate a little more?”

“Clearly, we’re not going to sit and watch you breathe. That’s tiresome, and even if your tits would look good, we have work to do,” Fluffy says.

“I see. So, you didn’t mean that literally.”

“No,” Fluffy says, shaking his head. “If you wanted me to quit my job and watch you breathe, I could. I’d be bored, but I’ll give you what you need. But I really would be bored all day.”

She smiles once more, and both Fluffy and I grin. “I don’t think that’s necessary, but I do appreciate it.”

Fluffy fakes wiping sweat from our brow, and she laughs.

“So, we never got around to discussing why you are here at… one in the morning?” she asks, reading the time off her watch.

“Fluffy celebrates his pup’s birthday,” he says, leaning in closer to her and Phoebe. I get a small whiff of her orange and vanilla scent, and I can’t wait until the day Phoebe’s scent comes in.

“It’s not her birthday,” my mate stubbornly protests.

“No, but she’s a week old now.”

Her eyes fill with tears, and she looks down at our little girl. Phoebe’s eyes are closed as she suckles, and Maia softly runs her finger down Phoebe’s cheek.

“She’s a week old,” Maia repeats, not moving her eyes away from Phoebe.

“She is,” I whisper, taking control from Fluffy. I press my face close to hers to get a better view of Phoebe. “Well done, Mama, you’ve helped our pup survive for a whole week.”

“My baby,” Maia hisses, her eyes brimming with pride, despite the annoyance she directs my way.

Phoebe’s tummy gurgles just before she lets out a very loud fart. And, of course, she follows through. The stench burns my nose, but Maia doesn’t seem to care.

Maia pushes away from me to tend to Phoebe, and I love the way our mating sparks dance across my skin. She reaches over to turn on the lamp, which is far too bright for Phoebe’s eyes. I wait for a second to let Maia fix it herself, but she doesn’t. She seems at ease in the bright lighting.

Is she seriously going to leave Phoebe to struggle?

“Don’t be cruel. She’s not aware of our superior eyesight.”

“Lack of awareness on her mother’s behalf doesn’t mean our pup should suffer.”

“Reach over and turn the brightness of that light down, please,” I say, and when Maia doesn’t, I reach over and do it myself. Her jaw locks, and I know she’s getting annoyed at me again. Time and time again, I’ve ruined this night. We were meant to be celebrating Phoebe’s birthday, and all I’ve done is upset her mother.

“Look, I know your eyesight is dreadful, but don’t make Phoebe suffer because of it.”

“I have perfect vis—wait, what?” Her head snaps up to look at me, and I can see the fear in her baby blues. “How is Phoebe suffering?”

“Our pup has much better eyesight than you do—even with the limited vision she currently possesses—and the light being this bright will be straining her eyes.”

“Oh,” Maia whispers, and her voice is husky with emotion. “Thank you for letting me know. Is this a good setting?”

“Mate sad. Fix it. Fix it. Make my mate happy!” Fluffy roars in my mind.

“How the fuck do I do that without making this situation worse? I didn’t want to hurt her… I just wanted to help Phoebe,” I say quietly.

Fluffy sighs and takes control once more. “It’s perfect. You did good, little mate.”

As a tear drips down Maia’s cheek, he reaches over and brushes it away with his thumb. He then sucks his thumb, and we taste the bitter saltiness of our mate’s despair.

Her hair covers her face from me, but she whispers, “I’m truly not cut out to be her mum, am I?” I don’t think we were meant to hear it, but we did, and we can’t ignore something of this magnitude.

“You’re a wonderful mother, and you are more than capable of parenting her the way she deserves,” Fluffy says, gently tucking her hair behind her ears. Maia freezes, but since she doesn’t move away, Fluffy keeps in contact with her. Sparks fly between us in a soothing way, and I wonder what Maia feels when we touch.

“But, little mama, you need to stop shutting us out and let us be the wonderful fathers we’re capable of being, too. We’re here to help you with Phoebe, not sit back and watch you struggle. That’s not fair to you or Phoebe.”

“Or us,” I mutter miserably.

“You’re not her fathers, though, and I won’t entertain the thought of allowing you to take his place,” Maia says, reaching down the side of the bed to grab the nappy box thing. I don’t really know what’s the purpose of it, but she pulls out a clean nappy and some wipes.

“He’s dead. You can’t take the place of a dead man,” Fluffy says, twisting his face up. “But believe me, I’m more than willing to show you how much better I can be.”

“Fucking hell!” I roar, across the bond. “Those are inside thoughts! There’s nobody to fight, Fluffy. There’s no need to defend our place! Ryan is dead.”

“Get out,” Maia hisses as tears fill her eyes. She rifles through the nappy bag, pulling out a small grey pot and sets it down with the rest of her things. When neither Fluffy or I move, she glares at us.

I can see the depth of her unhappiness, the pain she’s feeling etched into her face, and it hits me right in the gut. We did this. We hurt our mate.

“I don’t understand,” Fluffy says.

“Get out. You don’t… Get out.” Maia starts to sob, and the sound only digs that knife further into me.

“Why does my mate cry?” Fluffy murmurs, leaning in towards her. Maia tries to bat us away, but he doesn’t budge. “Your eyes are so puffy, but your lips look so soft when soaked with your tears.”

“Please, stop,” she whispers, shaking her head. “I need to get Phoebe dressed, and I want to do it alone.”

“I won’t ever stop. You’re my mate. Mine.”

“But I’m not.” Maia fixes Phoebe’s clothes and sits back into her mountain of pillows. “I’m not your mate. I don’t feel this connection you talk about, and honestly, I don’t want to.”

“Why you must lie to yourself, I shall never know,” Fluffy says.

“What if… what if she’s not lying?” I ask quietly. What if Maia doesn’t want us? What if she truly can’t feel the bond? What if…

“Trust me.”

“It’s not a lie.” Maia’s on the defensive now, and she purses her lips. “I’m here for the month to learn how to take care of Phoebe so I don’t hurt her with my lack of knowledge. After that, I’m gone.”

“And yet, you are unwilling to let us⁠—”

“I am unwilling to let you replace her dead father. I’m unwilling to let any of you be her father’s. We do not know each other, and that is not your place to be,” Maia says firmly. She hunches over, wincing in pain, but still doesn’t lose her glower.

It’s horrifying that we’ve put her in this position, but somehow, another show of her strength.

“Are you in pain?” Fluffy demands, and Maia ignores him as she lifts Phoebe over her shoulder, cuddling her in close. I can smell the sweet lavender that accompanies my tiny pup because of her clothes, but soon enough, she’ll have her own distinct scent marking her as ours.

“No.”

“Lie to me again, mate, and I’ll take you over my knee and make you regret it,” Fluffy snarls.

Her eyes widen. “I thought with you being the runt that you’d be less…”

“Less?” Fluffy asks before shrugging. “Fluffy must be more to be seen as equal.”

We’ve never been handed anything, only had things stolen from us. From the moment it became apparent that I was the weakest link, Fluffy and I have had to fight for everything that we need.

Why should Maia be any different?

We may be a runt, but we’re strong, and confident, and more than willing to work for what we need.

“Oh,” she whispers, tilting her head ever so slightly. Her hand rubs over Phoebe’s back in a soothing manner. “I suppose that makes sense.”

“Mate needs pain relief. Fluffy will get it for his mate.” He leans forward and presses a soft kiss to Maia’s forehead before striding out of the room.

Space is probably for the best.

“Mate might be reluctant, but I will convince her,” Fluffy says, retreating into my mind.

The sudden shift makes me stumble in the hall, and I stay silent, hoping I didn’t wake one of my brothers. We share a soulmate, and we’re extremely close, but sometimes it’s nice to have moments just for ourselves. This is one of those times.

“We will convince her,” Fluffy repeats.

I pour a glass of her smoothie and cut off a slice of the chocolate cake. Whilst Phoebe is too small to eat it, my mate is most definitely not. I grab two tablets for her and plate it all up.

The box of Ryan’s things is sprawled out over the counter in a bit of a mess, likely from where one of my brothers was looking into things. I clean it up, like the thoughtful mate I am, so that Maia won’t need to see it in the morning.

“You don’t see the others doing that,” Fluffy says. “No, they leave the traumatising shit out for our poor mate to find. On our baby’s birthday, at that.”

“Assholes, Fluff. They’re fucking assholes.”

Mostly.

I pack everything up neatly in the box, making sure it’s still easily accessible for whoever had it pulled out this way. His journal is missing. I go through the contents again, in case I’ve misplaced it, but I can’t see the stupid thing anywhere. It makes no sense, unless one of my brothers has taken it upstairs to continue going over things.

Oh, well.

Not my circus, not my monkey.

Although, if we were in a circus, we’d be amazing at it. Alex would be the clown, of course, and Topher would be the man getting tied up onto a dart board so that knives could be thrown at him. I think some people would pay double just to have their own turn to try and hurt him. Seb might be a mime. Or at least, he would on day one, before getting fired for not being expressive enough.

“We’d be the ringmaster,” Fluffy says. “And I’m sure we could find something for Seb.”

“We’d have no choice,” I say, carrying Maia’s plate upstairs. “We can’t leave our family behind.”

“Hey,” Maia murmurs. There’s a tired quality to her voice, and the exhaustion lines are clear to see in her face.

“Hi, little mate,” I say, closing the door behind me. “I brought you some cake.”

“Cake?” She sighs. “I’m sorry, Ben, but it’s after one. I’m exhausted. I want to get her fed and then go back to sleep.”

I pout. “What if we shared it? It’s Phoebe’s birthday cake.”

Maia cracks a small smile before yawning. “Will you feed it to me?”

“Really?” I can’t tell who whispered this—Fluffy or me. “Yes. I can. Take your meds first.”

She nods and takes a gulp of the smoothie and tosses the tablets in before washing them down. I sit opposite her and spoon off a small bite of the cake. It looks delicious. I eat it and moan.

Maia’s eyes open. “You sneaky thief.”

“What? I was just… testing it wasn’t poisoned.”

“I’m sure you were,” she says with a laugh. Phoebe starts to cry, having let go of Maia’s perky nipple, and Maia sighs. She tries to get Phoebe to take it back in her mouth, but the tiny baby resists just before she shifts into her wolf.

Maia, to her credit, doesn’t scream like last time or rush away. She stills, and her breath comes out in small pants, but her reaction is notably more controlled.

“She’s still Phoebe,” I murmur. “But I’m going to let Fluffy take over again. He’ll be able to connect with her in this form better than I can.”

“Why don’t you…” Maia bites her bottom lip, and I patiently wait her out. Phoebe takes a few steps forward before laying down. She’s close to both Maia and I, recognising the connection we both share with her, and now the little wolf is content. “I thought the mother would shift.”

“She would.”

“So why haven’t any of you?” she whispers.

“Phoebe is still very, very young, and⁠—”

“No!” Fluffy yells. “Don’t blame her again.”

“Then what the fuck am I meant to say?” I demand.

“Fluffy prefers to be in human form to look at his pretty mate,” Fluffy says, shoving me out of the way.

“Then why hasn’t Seb ever shifted into his wolf?” Maia asks, raising an eyebrow. “I might be ignorant to the comings and goings of your world, but I’m not completely stupid.”

“I’d love you even if you were.”

“Who is talking about love?” Her breathing speeds up, and her eyes dart to the baby wolf before she looks down at her hands.

“Maia,” my wolf coos, lifting her chin up. “You are my soulmate. Love is just one expression of that. We’ll be the best of friends, the strongest of confidants, and the most passionate of partners. Our bond transcends normality, it goes beyond understanding. It’s soul-deep.”

“I’m not ready for this. Ryan’s only been gone for eight months. I’m not… I’m not ready to leave him in the past.”

Fluffy sighs. “The reason we don’t shift is that we don’t have a strong enough bond with Phoebe yet. Her wolf would be unsettled, and it would cause her distress. Make no mistake, the inner wolf completely understands who we are, but the human does not. That’s a decision you are making. So live in your ignorance and cling to the dead whilst knowing that not only are you hurting your soulmates, but you’re denying your child something she craves.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Is fair meant to be a consideration when telling the truth?” I ask Fluffy.

“And the other reason,” Fluffy says sadly. “Is that we’re too nice to scare you. Because whilst you’re only thinking about yourself, we’re doing our best to make you happy and show you how safe you’ll be with us.”

He rises from the bed, and Maia lets her tears fall. She doesn’t know how to argue, how to deny the truth we shared.

“I was excited for our meeting,” Fluffy continues, and his voice is devoid of emotion. “You’ve always been this future part of my life, always an intangible presence, but one I knew without a doubt I would love. You’ve been a someday for as long as I have lived, but now that you’re here, I don’t want to continue as a someday. I want it to be today.”

Maia nods, tears still pouring down her cheeks, but she can’t bring herself to speak. Fluffy sighs and retreats into our mind.

“I’ve said all that I can say,” Fluffy tells me. “It’s up to her to accept it or to continue pushing us away.”

“And if she chooses to continue pushing us away?”

“We show her how resilient we are.”

“Everyone always undermines me as the youngest,” I say, sitting back down. Her eyes dart up to me, and she must realise that I’m Ben again and not Fluffy. “They see the silly, goofy exterior and never really care to look deeper. You do. You did.”

“And yet, I’m hurting you.”

“Fate hurt us. She took your husband from you and then handed you four new men without even giving you the chance to grieve,” I say with a shrug. It’s not Maia’s fault she was fucking my cousin and he died. It’s not her fault her taste in men was poor before I entered her life. She had to settle for mediocrity, but now, she’ll never know the feeling of settling. “You’re following nature’s path, however it may line up.”

“I’m not sure I believe in fate.” She wipes her nose on her sleeve, and I pass her a baby wipe from the packet. She gives me a grateful look and blows her nose.

How the fuck someone can be so cute and delicate whilst blowing their nose, I’ll never know, but it might be one of my most favourite things about her.

“I wonder if she’s going to be willing to let us give her facials,” Fluffy says, watching the way Maia cleans her face. “I mean, I’m only going to be willing to do that once she’s already around with our child. I refuse to waste my seed that way.”

“That’s smart, and a facial is far better than the golden shower we negotiated.”

“You don’t believe in much, do you?” I ask her, and she shrugs. A dark expression crosses her face, and I reach over to place my hand on her knee. “That’s okay. Not all of us can live life seeing the rainbows and expecting the leopard or whatever at the end. Some people are content to live in the dark and be nothing more than a passerby.”

“That’s not fair, either.”

“No? You’re very concerned with fairness, but only when it works in your favour.”

Maia shakes her head and jumps in surprise as Phoebe shifts from her wolf to her human form. The shift was quick, and the tiny wolf has used up most of her energy doing it.

“That was quicker than the last few,” Maia murmurs, and I’m surprised she noticed.

“Soon, you’ll not even notice until she’s stood in front of you,” I say fondly. I reach over and lift the baby into my arms and inhale the lavender scent. She’s perfect, and the wolf inside sends me an image that I won’t be sharing with Maia.

Not yet.

“Phoebe’s wolf loves me already,” I say. Oh, well. I did try to keep it a secret.

“She does?” Maia whispers.

“She does. She also wants you to stop crying. The smell of your tears is upsetting her tummy,” I continue, telling a small white lie. It’s not nice of me considering I’m the one causing these tears, but fuck, they destroy me. My pup does want her mother to stop crying, but it’s my tummy that’s upset because of it. I can’t get rid of the giant pit, and I know that’s the cause.

“I heard what you said—what you both said. I’ll try.”

“Trying is better than this denial you’re currently doing.”

“You and Seb are very similar, you know,” she says thoughtfully. I narrow my eyes. “There’s so much hidden under your layers.”

“You’ll find we’re all very similar,” I counter before smirking. “Until you see us naked, that is. There’s three mediocre cocks, and one so⁠—”

“Do not talk of your appendage when you’re holding the baby,” Maia says, shaking her head at me. There’s no true heat to her words, and she even gives me a small smile. “But I think that I could stand to be a little less… uptight when it comes to you all and Phoebe.”

“I’d agree.” I pat the small infant on the back gently, like her mama was doing just before, and she lets out a very large burp in my ear. Definitely has her mother’s manners. “Uptight isn’t a good look on you.”

“It’s not?”

“Don’t go fishing for compliments. Not when you don’t like the way I compliment you.”

Maia lets out a laugh. “Compliments of the mind are so much better than compliments of the body.”

“But when one’s body is as perfect as yours, surely, some leeway must be given.”

“You’re a sneak, and I’m not putting up with it,” Maia says, wagging her finger my way.

“No?” I lean forward, still holding onto Phoebe, and tuck her hair behind her ear, cradling her cheek in the palm of my hand. “That’s what you say, but I get the feeling this is just the start of our next chapter.”

“Maybe,” Maia says softly. “I promised I’d try and let you in when it comes to Phoebe, no matter how hard it is and how much it goes against my instincts. I won’t go back on that unless you make me.”

“We won’t give up until she gives us everything,” Fluffy says.

“We won’t do anything to break this trust you’ve given us,” I say softly. She nods. “And, Maia? You doubt your ability to parent, but you’re one of the strongest women I know. That might not be worth much, since I don’t know many women very well, but you’re magnificent. The intrinsic way you protect Phoebe, your willingness to explore the supernatural despite knowing nothing about it… your stubbornness, and your empathy, and your bravery are things I admire about you.”

She blinks back tears and gives me a hesitant smile. “If it weren’t for the fact that you insulted her father—repeatedly—I think you’ve started Phoebe’s birthday out in one of the best ways.”

“You love him.”

“I do,” she murmurs before shrugging. “I’m so angry at him, so, so angry, and I don’t mean to hurt you… but I do love him, yes.”

I figured as much, and honestly, if he wasn’t already our enemy, this would solidify Ryan as top of the list. He’s already taken one Wolfe from me—he won’t take away another.

“We might not be the most demanding of the Wolfes,” I reply. “But we are the most patient. We can wait out her grief.”

“And then teach her how to truly love,” Fluffy finishes.
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“What do you need, little butterfly?” Alex asks, putting his pen down to give me his full attention. I’m hesitantly hovering in the doorway of his home office, and I can see how busy he is. I hate to interrupt, and I hate even more feeling like I need to ask permission for something.

Alas, this is the position I’m in.

“Um, it’s… I was meant to have an appointment on Monday, but they’ve moved it up to tomorrow,” I say, crossing my arms in front of my chest. His eyes drop down, and his eyebrows raise, likely at realising Phoebe’s not with me. “It’s our last appointment with the community midwife, and it’ll take place at my house.”

“Oh. Fuck.” He runs his hands through his hair, leaning back in his seat. It’s a very large office chair, fitting his frame perfectly, but doesn’t seem to have wheels. His desk is a large mahogany with three computer screens on it and lots of paperwork scattered in front. The scene reads stressed, the man very overwhelmed, and I hate that I’m interrupting for something I can easily do myself.

I have no idea what the paperwork is, or even what these guys do for work, but it’s clear that Alex is very busy.

He seems to pull himself together and nods. “We’ll make sure that one of us is going to be there with you, even just to sit upstairs. Time?”

“Eleven.” I sigh, looking at the state his office is in. “Do you need to be there?”

“Our presence will be needed if anything goes wrong with Phoebe. She shouldn’t be upset during the appointment, but if she were to shift, we’re going to need to handle that.”

“Fair enough.”

He nods. “Perfect. Do you need anything else?”

“No,” I say, shaking my head, and I move to leave. But then he stands, and I can see coffee stains covering the dark blue fitted pants. He’s very busy. “Do you need any help with anything?”

“Where’s Phoebe?” he asks, his voice more of a growl than human.

“Asleep in her crib.” I lift the baby monitor at him, giving it a little shake, but rather than satisfying him, he frowns.

“What is that?”

“A baby monitor. There’s one in her room, so if she gets unsettled, I’ll hear her and go back,” I say, and his eyes widen. “What do you guys do?”

He rubs the back of his neck, giving me a sheepish smile. “We leave a door open. If even the window in her room was cracked open, I’d likely hear her from town.”

My eyes widen. I don’t know where the town is from here, but even in the garden, I’d likely struggle to hear her. Phoebe’s hearing is going to be that powerful? Holy fuck.

“That’s amazing. I’d kill—” I’m cut off when Alex’s phone buzzes, and I stay silent as he fishes his phone from the desk. He groans when he reads the message, his shoulders tensing even further. I creep into the room. “What’s wrong?”

“Just a problem with a client,” Alex says wearily. He rubs his eyes and sits back down at his desk. “Can you do me a favour?”

“Potentially.”

That elicits a grin from him. “I was going to swap out with Seb soon, so that you and Phoebe wouldn’t be home alone, but I’ve now got to go into a meeting to help fix this, so I can’t swap with him.”

“What is this? What do you do?” I ask, moving forward to sit on the sofa. It’s not right near his desk, but I make myself comfortable there anyway. His nostrils flare, and his hazel eyes light up. But then a shocked expression crosses his face, and he groans.

“Oh, fuck.” He lets out a shallow laugh. “We’ve really not made time to get to know each other, have we?”

“No. With everything we’re adjusting to, it clearly hasn’t been much of a priority,” I murmur. I shrug, grinning at him. “Maia Blake, twenty-four. I’m an angel investor. Technically.”

“Technically?” Alex’s brows are close to his forehead as he watches me.

“I mean, it’s my parents’ money, and I’ve got a team and such who handles most of the in-person meetings. I just… share things around when I can,” I say with a shrug.

“So that’s how you use your degree,” he says, and I nod. “Have you invested in many businesses?”

“Why? Are you curious if I could loan you some money?” I tease, waggling my brows.

Alex rolls his eyes, but his quirked lips betray his amusement. “No. Although, if I don’t fix things with this client, we might come begging.” I narrow my eyes, and he winks. “Alexander Wolfe, twenty-seven. CEO of Wolfe Security.”

“Oh, what is that? Cyber-security?”

He shakes his head. “Personal security. Our company works in private protection for some big names. Aaron and Brad, two of Iris’s mates, are professional footballers, as I mentioned, and because of that, they’re in the human limelight a lot. When they went public with their relationship, Iris received some death threats. It increased until she was attacked one night—by other wolves.”

“Holy fuck,” I whisper.

“It wasn’t pretty. We took the case on and identified who did it, and since then, Aaron and Brad work with us for their security. Most of it is menial, just organising a bodyguard for personal appearances and liaising with their manager when it comes to any travelling. But once we worked with them, word spread, and we’re now doing really well for ourselves.”

“That’s amazing.”

He grins. “Thank you. I do most of the day-to-day running of it, but we’re all involved in some capacity.”

“We as in Seb, Christopher, and Ben, or your entire family?”

“The four of us. Seb’s one of the best trackers in the world, and Ben is a genius with computers. Christopher has handled a lot of the politics and the financial side with me, but he’s the most hands off, since, soon enough, the pack will be his priority.”

“That’s fair,” I say with a nod. “And he’s happy with that?”

“I’m not sure if Christopher knows how to be happy,” Alex says, pursing his lips. “He’s got a lot of responsibility on his shoulders, and he takes on more, but he’s content.”

I nod. “That’s sort of how I feel. I’m content with what I do. I’ve taken a bit of a backseat right now, obviously, but I never thought this is what I’d spend my life doing.”

“So, why do you do it?”

I laugh. “I’ve got a lot of money, and I invest specifically in companies that want to do good things. Advancements in the world, products that help people, but they lack the funds. My mum ran a charity, Howling Hope, and⁠—”

“Howling Hope?” he asks with a frown. I nod slowly. “They work with endangered animals, right?”

“Yes. My mum started it out of spite when she was a teenager, and I don’t have to do too much with it other than show up to a few galas.”

Alex laughs, a full on belly laugh that transforms his face. Some of the stress has ebbed away, and I feel pride for being the reason for that. “How can you start a foundation out of spite?”

“My grandfather, her dad, was an avid hunter, and it didn’t meld well with her beliefs. She was vegan, and they got into an argument. It evolved from there.” I grin. “My grandfather died when I was nine, but he and my mum were such opposite ends of the spectrum. He was very old school, very traditional. My mum was so free, so unrestrained. Their love for each other was clear, even despite that.”

“We’ve donated quite a lot to that foundation specifically for the efforts they do.” He raises an eyebrow. “So what made you choose to do something different?”

“I never wanted to work there. That was my mum’s passion, and it was already thriving,” I say, bringing my legs up onto the sofa. I turn to face him a little more as I get comfy. “I didn’t want to spend my life in her shadow, and she supported that.”

“I’m glad,” he says softly. “So, when do you plan on going back to work?”

I grimace. “Um... no idea. I’ve got the funds to not, and it might only be day seven, but I love being home with Phoebe.”

“We’ll support whatever you want to do,” he says softly.

“How are we going to go about this financially?” I ask.

He frowns. “What do you mean?”

“Well, whilst I’m staying here,” I start, but he growls low. I ignore it. “Whilst I’m staying here, I need to contribute towards the bills.”

“You will bloody well not,” he snaps, and between blinks, I realise his eyes have turned bright silver. “No mate of mine will be paying for anything whilst she’s caring for ou-her child.” He shakes his head when I open my mouth. “No, mate. No.”

“Max—” I start, and he growls. It’s kind of cute. I stand up and head towards him, grinning when he scoots his chair back. “I’d at least like to contribute to the shopping bills.”

“No.” He’s grinning, but his tone is serious.

“Phoebe and I⁠—”

“Will have your needs covered by us,” he says. He holds his hand out, and I sigh but take it. He pulls me into his lap, and I move around so that I’m more comfortable. “You seem tense.”

“You seem tense,” I correct, reaching up to place my hand gently on his cheek. He starts to growl low in his throat, and it’s a pleased sound. “Is there anything I can help with?”

He shakes his head, not moving from where I’m touching him. I don’t know if he can feel the tingles like I can, but they’re so pleasant and nice.

“You popped in at just the right moment.”

I smile, but based on the heated expression on his face, I think he doesn’t just mean me arriving at his office when I did.

I think he means when I arrived in his life.

Something vibrates on my leg, but I don’t even have time to ponder it because Alex’s head snaps away from mine in a panic. “Shit!”

“Breathe,” I murmur, slowly rising to my feet. He seems very reluctant to let go of me, but I don’t give him the choice. “What’s wrong?”

“I have a meeting in five minutes, and I’m not prepared,” he says with a shake of his head. “Can you go and pick Seb up for me? I’ll text you the—can you write your number in my phone? I’ll send you his location, and—” He cuts himself off with a groan. “It’s fine. I’ll see if Talia is⁠—”

“Easy,” I murmur, bending forward to press a hesitant kiss to his cheek. “Phoebe will be due for a feed soon, so I’ll get her up, and we’ll both go and pick Seb up from work. Pass your phone.” He doesn’t seem to move, his jaw a little agape, his eyes tracking my movements.

I reach down and take it from his grasp and attempt to unlock the phone. “Password?”

“2902,” he replies with a small smile.

I don’t make a comment about the date being Phoebe’s birthday. I can’t. I key in the numbers and add myself as a contact. Presumptuous, maybe, but I send the number to Ben, Christopher, and Seb, just so they have it, too.

“Sorted,” I say, keeping my tone soft. I hand his phone back to him and squeeze his shoulder. On the way past the sofa, I grab the baby monitor and head through to the bedroom.

Phoebe’s still asleep in her crib, but almost as if she sensed me enter the room, her eyes slowly open. She’s gorgeous, and that tiny smile she gives as she spots me in the corner is so sweet.

Even if it was directly followed by a fart so loud she scared herself.
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Phoebe is finally buckled in the car, and I head off to go pick Seb up. I’ve texted him twice to let him know that we’re delayed, and each time I got a very enthusiastic response. He’s a lot chattier over text, which is pretty adorable.

He’s going to meet me at a café, which is good, since Phoebe is a little unsettled. She had a very big feed before we left, but her hands are clenched so tight, I think she wants more.

The car always soothes her, so there’s only a small risk of my furry girl shifting into a form that I can’t control, but that doesn’t fully erase my anxiety. Especially not when I’m alone.

I guide my car into the pretty busy car park, grateful for the parent and toddler bays so that I’ve got the extra space. The cold wind nips at my cheeks as I gather Phoebe’s essentials whilst she’s still snug in her carseat. I wrap the baby wear around myself, and then start getting Phoebe settled.

I wrap her soft pink coat around her tiny frame, to protect against the fading winter, before strapping her against my chest. I can feel the warmth from her, which reassures me that she’ll feel it even more from me.

It’s a nice enough day—despite the chilly wind—with pale sunlight filtering through bare branches. We’re very close to the café. It’s connected to a larger supermarket, with a door from the car park to inside, and then there’s another one that opens up into the main store.

It’s a decent size, and I’ve been here a few times before I had Phoebe. It’ll be nice to bring her in and maybe see some of the staff who knew me when I was pregnant.

As I wrench the door open, the smell of coffee and sugary desserts fills my nostrils, but my attention is grabbed by the person leaving through the other set of doors. My heart starts to race, my legs trembling, as a shiver races down my spine.

Was that… surely not.

The hair colour is common. It could’ve been anyone.

Or… maybe… maybe I brought him here. How else would my dead fiancé be leaving a café he had no idea I’d be at?

I keep my eyes trained on the figure, but he never once looks my way, and when he disappears from sight, I know it wasn’t meant to be.

As my heartbeat slows down, the busy sounds of the cafe rush into my ears. My head is pounding, and I feel like I might throw up.

“Can you move out of the way?” a blonde woman snaps, and I move forward to let her leave through the door. It breaks the spell, and I’m overwhelmed with my own sadness.

I don’t know why I have the ability to keep seeing Ryan, but it destroys me every single time he disappears. I live in hope, desperate to see him, and then my heart shatters every time it was someone else.

Even just catching sight of his face helps with the grief.

The last two times, where I actually got to talk to him, have been a gift I don’t think I deserve. Even if the last time brought far too many questions.

I head over to the counter and order a decaf tea and one of their paninis. Seb said he’d come down as soon as his meeting finished, but I have no idea how long that will be, so I may as well get myself comfortable.

Phoebe starts to whine, so I bounce on my feet and shush her whilst waiting for my food. I don’t recognise any of the workers today, which is a little sad.

“Maia?” a familiar voice calls. I turn, and my eyes widen as I slap a smile on my face.

“Dr Thomas,” I say with a nod of the head. He sneers at me, which pisses me off, but stands up and comes over to me anyway. He’s alone, but there are three empty mugs on his table. I wonder how long he’s been here.

“It’s so lovely to see you out and about.” His tone of voice says otherwise. “What are you doing over this way?”

I frown. “I’m here for some tea. What about you?”

“Maia!” Seb calls, and I hate how my body completely relaxes. I know that everything will be okay now. I turn to look for Seb, seeing a frustrated expression on his face as he cuts through the crowd.

“It seems you’re now busy,” Dr Thomas says patronisingly. “I’ll see you in a few weeks for your checkup.”

“See you,” I say, not even watching him leave as Seb bounds over to me. He bends down low and presses his forehead to mine, breathing in my scent like a starving man. “Hi.”

“Hi,” he murmurs, his eyes flashing between green and hazel. Up close, I can see the little green flecks, and they’re so pretty. “Who was that?”

“My old doctor,” I say, and he grins. I roll my eyes and pat his cheek just as my name is called for food. Seb grabs it, and I lead him over to the seating area.

The only table left open is the one that Dr Thomas was sitting at. Everything has been cleared away, apart from a napkin that’s sticking out from under the little basket of condiments. I tug it out, and my blood runs cold.

Seb snatches it from me before I can read more than just my name, and he growls low.

“Who?”

“Dr Thomas was sitting here,” I whisper, and Seb gives one firm nod. “Is… is everything okay?”

He reaches over the table and cups my cheek. “I won’t let it be anything but.”

He cuts my sandwich in half and holds it out to my mouth so I can take a bite, and we continue the meal in a similar fashion. Seb’s attentiveness doesn’t erase my panic, neither does seeing how sweet he is with my daughter.

“You’re shivering,” Seb murmurs, pulling his jacket off. He wraps it around me before we leave, and on the way home, he drives.

I can’t help that the napkin was in his pocket. I can help the fact that I took it out to read it.

But I wish I didn’t. I wish I’d left it alone.

Surely, it was a coincidence having my name written down. A bigger coincidence to have Phoebe’s there, too.

But having Ryan’s name written down should be an impossibility.

Nobody—nobody—should know the name of her father.

Fuck.
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“You can’t be in the room,” I repeat, giving Christopher a stern look. He raises a perfectly sculpted brown eyebrow, and his lips quirk up in amusement. “This is for Phoebe and me, and I don’t want to try and explain who you are to the nurse.”

“That’s fair enough,” Christopher says. “Can I work somewhere upstairs so I’m not in the way?”

“Sure. I’ve got my room, or there’s an office, but not much is set up in it.”

He shrugs. “I’ll sit in your room. I’m not trying to overwhelm you, Maia. We’re here to help.”

I wrap my arms around myself, looking around my living room instead of at him. “It’s hard to accept the help when I feel like the only reason you’re offering it is to get in my pants.”

He snorts, and I can feel heat rushing to my cheeks. Phoebe’s on her play mat with some black and white cards of fruit hanging around her to try and stimulate her little brain.

“Maia, look at me,” he calls, but I refuse to turn and look at him. He heaves a sigh and comes to a stop in front of me. He gently lifts my chin up, and I look into his eyes. I expected him to be annoyed or maybe even still carry traces of his humour.

But there’s not. He’s very serious.

“You’re still healing, Maia, from delivering a very perfect little girl into the world,” Christopher says softly. “My goals are to support you, to protect you both, and to eventually figure out our mating situation. For now, my only goal is to get through each day without overwhelming you or making you hate me.”

I sigh. He’s so serious, so gentle, but so fucking intense. I lean into the sparks, into his warmth, and he squeezes the side of my face. “I feel guilty every time we get close.”

Now he frowns. “What do you mean?”

“Like when I kissed—” His jaw drops, and I slam mine shut, realising he didn’t know about the kisses I’ve shared with Alex.

“You’re kissing my brothers?” he asks, and I don’t know him well enough to understand what he’s feeling. “I see.”

His face goes blank, his lips tightening ever so slightly, as he steps away from me.

“Brother, singular,” I whisper. I might not understand much, but I can see that hurt from a mile away. “Chris⁠—”

“I’ll be upstairs,” he says with a nod.

I sigh as he disappears, and I ignore the pang in my heart. I fucked up here. I, stupidly, thought they talked about me like that. Every night when I huddle upstairs with Phoebe, they’re often together late into the night, talking and laughing.

Why on earth would I presume that I was the topic even just once?

Phoebe starts to whine, so I head over to her and start to softly sing. Her eyes try to follow the sound, and it’s very sweet. She’s still so tiny . Even at only a week old, I can’t imagine my life without her in it.

She’s so unburdened by all the stressors and is just content to grow and develop, and it’s my job to ensure that it stays this way.

I don’t know what happened with the napkin from yesterday, but I did call the doctor’s office this morning just to double check my appointment was still scheduled with another doctor. I really, really don’t like Dr Thomas, and the way he said he’d see me in a few weeks has my skin crawling.

Seb didn’t mention the napkin to me, which isn’t surprising, but none of the others did, either. I don’t know how to bring it up without admitting I read the note, and honestly, I’m so scared to even find out the truth.

Once again, I find myself angry with Ryan for dying. Angry he left Phoebe and I behind, angry he lied to us, and even more angry that he’s no longer here.

Phoebe’s life is at risk, and I don’t feel like I’m equipped to help her.

But I’m all she has.

I hear Christopher’s footsteps upstairs and sigh. “Maybe… maybe she has more than me, too.”
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“Where is she? She was meant to be here thirty minutes ago,” Christopher demands, coming down the stairs with a few heavy thumps. He left in a mood earlier after finding out about the kissing, and it’s clear that he’s sat stewing on it because he’s in an even bigger bad mood upon his return.

“I can tell the time,” I mutter with a deep sigh. Phoebe is nursing and has been pretty much since he left me to go upstairs, and I’m desperate for a wee. She’s not going to be happy to unlatch, and it’s not like I really want to leave her with the mega prick whilst I relieve myself.

So, misery it is.

“But I have no idea. Something may have gone wrong at her last visit, or maybe she crashed, or⁠—”

“You’re morbid,” Christopher says, somehow grinning nastily at me. “Have you tried to call her?”

“Not yet. I’ll give her another half an hour before chasing her up.” I rake my eyes over the man in front of me and appreciate the fact that he’s an identical quadruplet right now.

Christopher is very attractive, and the suit he’s wearing only highlights his broad body and his firm muscular components. But the sneer on his face is the biggest turn-off there is.

However, we’ll be going back to his place soon, where not one but three men await with identical bodies, and some of them have some very sweet smiles.

Why waste my time on the asshole when there are three—mostly—lovely men instead?

“What’s that look for?” Christopher demands, resting his hands on the back of the sofa. He cocks a brow, but his smile is replaced by a scowl. “She’s here. I’m heading upstairs. Try not to need me.”

“Asshole,” I hiss as the doorbell rings. I sigh, holding onto Phoebe to try and keep her latched as I head to the front door to let Polly, our community nurse, in.

“I am so sorry,” Polly says the moment my door opens. She’s wearing her usual navy work uniform, and her dark hair is thrown up in a messy bun. She’s at least ten years older than me, and whilst chaotic, she’s very nice and friendly.

I smile and lead her through to the living room. She’s carrying two large bags, one with the baby scales inside, and Phoebe starts to whine because she’s unlatched herself.

“Sh,” I soothe, bouncing on my feet as I rock her back and forth. Polly gets herself situated, completely at ease spreading all of her things around.

“So, how has she been?” Polly asks. She’s got a very strong Scottish accent, despite having lived in the north-east of England for the last fifteen years. “Is she still breastfeeding completely?”

“Good. She is. We’re doing pretty well with nursing for now. She’s feeding well and is mostly a happy girl,” I reassure her as Phoebe latches herself back on. Her hungry guzzles make me think it’s cluster feeding time, and I move to get myself comfortable on the sofa.

Polly beams. “Good. She’ll start having more and more wake periods now, and will probably be more lively within herself. I’ve got a list of baby classes nearby, a lot of them are free, if you want to socialise, but don’t feel pressured.”

“Um, yes, please,” I say, and she nods, rifling through her giant binder. She’s tossing the pages back and forth so rapidly I doubt she’s even reading them. I stay quiet, adjusting Phoebe as I watch, and finally, she finds them.

“Here you go,” she says, placing a leaflet out on the table. “There’s a list of when and where, and it’ll give you some things to do to break up the day. Often the best parenting tips come from other parents.”

She continues babbling away as she goes through her checklist, and my anxiety is simmering as it does. She wants me to strip Phoebe off so she can weigh her, but Phoebe just wants to feed. If I have to upset her, she might shift, and then everything will go to shit.

“Okay, let’s get baby weighed,” Polly says, smiling at me. “You keep it nice and warm here, so hopefully, it won’t upset her too much.”

I grimace, or smile, or make some kind of facial movement as I gently unlatch Phoebe from myself. She starts to cry, but all I can hear is the pounding of my heart as it echoes through my mind. I’m terrified and try to comfort the tiny girl, but she won’t stop crying.

My hands are trembling as I unsnap her sleep suit, button by button.

“Are you cold?” Polly asks as Phoebe screams even louder.

But then, there’s a loud howl that silences her and my heart. Phoebe’s grey eyes are wide, and her soft pink lips are in a smile. I know without a doubt that Christopher intervened for me there, and I am so, so grateful.

“Holy shit,” Polly gasps, jumping to her feet. She strides over to my window, peering through it, as I continue getting Phoebe undressed. “I can’t see anything, but wow, that was loud.”

“I wonder what it was,” I say as I cradle my naked newborn to me. “Want me to pop her on the scales?”

“Oh, not yet,” Polly says, grabbing a muslin off the side. “Let me balance them.” We quickly get Phoebe weighed, and then I start dressing my daughter back in her clothes. Polly clears things up and then marks it down on Phoebe’s chart.

“She’s gaining weight,” Polly says with a grin. “And you must be doing a lot of tummy time with her because I’ve never seen a baby with such good neck control at this age.”

“You haven’t?” My voice rises in pitch as my veins seem to turn to ice.

“No, but that’s a good thing, Maia!” She smiles at me. “You’re a terrific mum, and you’re doing your best for your baby. That’s all anyone can ever ask.” She packs her things up, and gives me a warm smile. “You’ll hear from your health visitor next week and see them from now on. Health-wise, we’re happy to discharge you both, but you know where to find us if you need support.”

“I do,” I say warmly. “Thank you so much.”

She waves and lets herself out, and I finally heave a huge sigh. “You nearly blew our cover, little baby,” I say, dropping a gentle kiss to Phoebe’s forehead. Her dark hair is getting longer each day, even in minuscule amounts, and I wonder if she’ll have my curls forever.

“She did,” Christopher says, coming down the stairs. “And now you’ll understand why we are needed, yes?”

“I don’t know what has upset you the way it has,” I say, giving him a piercing look. “But do not talk to me like that. I’m doing my best. Maybe you should try it.”

He sneers at me. “Trust me, princess, I don’t settle for trying. If I aim to do something, I will succeed.” He makes a flashy show of checking his watch and then nods. “It’s time to go. Get Phoebe in her car seat, and I’ll drop you off at home with Alex.”

“She’s feeding,” I say, shaking my head. “We’re not leaving until she’s done.”

He nods. “Understood. Give me a shout once she’s ready, and then we can leave.” He turns around and goes back up the stairs, and I hate that his bad mood is affecting me this deeply.

Is this jealousy or something deeper?
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“Your daddy left us in a little bit of a pickle, Phoebe,” I whisper, trailing my finger down her cheeks. She’s flat out, her chest rising and falling with each breath, her little suckles making me smile. “But I promise I won’t leave you. Not when I’m all you’ve got.”

We’re back at the guy’s place, and I’m upstairs with Phoebe. It’s late, nearly eleven, but after a bath, a two-hour feeding session where she drained me dry, and two clothing changes, she’s finally asleep.

And I am exhausted.

“You’ve got more than just Phoebe,” a voice murmurs, and I turn to see Christopher in the doorway. He’s not changed clothes from when we were out earlier, which is the only indication of who it is. “We’re not going to leave you to struggle, Maia.”

“And how long will it be before having a baby around will cramp your style?” I demand as tears prick at my eyes.

“Whoa, that’s some very strong hostility there.” He advances towards me, and there’s a tiny smile on his face when he looks at my daughter. “Talk to me about your concerns, princess, and I’ll see what I can do to alleviate them.”

“Oh, fuck off with that,” I snap, moving away from Phoebe’s crib. I keep my voice low, not wanting to upset her in the slightest. “I’m not a princess because I’m worried about my life, Christopher.”

“Topher.”

“Christopher. I’ve got an eight-day-old little girl who is a werewolf, and I’m absolutely terrified that I’m not going to be good enough to be her mum.” I wrap my arms around myself. “I’m human, and she’s extraordinary.”

“She’s perfect.”

I nod, smiling at my daughter, before giving him a dirty look. “You and your brothers aren’t going to be happy with us here for long, no matter what you keep claiming. Seb’s had to give up his bed, you’re all making concessions to your lifestyle, and she’s going to have me up multiple times a night, which you’ll all hear since you’re werewolves.”

“We’re going to want you here forever, princess,” Christopher says, taking another step closer. “This is only a temporary arrangement for you. I don’t lie when I say you’re our mate—it’s the only truth that matters.”

I scoff. “Sure. Until someone prettier comes along with less baggage⁠—”

“Do not ever refer to her as baggage again,” he snarls, and his eyes flash gold, but he doesn’t let Orion take over.

This is between me and Christopher.

“I meant the grieving of my dead ex-fiancé. Phoebe is not and will not ever be a burden,” I whisper, unable to deny the magnetism he’s emitting. He’s so defensive over my daughter, and it’s one of the most—only… oh, who the fuck am I kidding, most—attractive traits he has. The gold in his eyes are so bright, and I can barely bring myself to blink.

“Glad we can agree on something,” he says. “You’re in this room where you belong, and nobody gave up a bed for you—although we would have, if it was needed. Seb just moved from one room to another. This is just the only room attached to another, so we figured you would prefer it for when Phoebe is older and in her own room.”

I nod slowly, but I’m not sure how I feel about this. He’s planning for a future, and I’m stuck living in the past.

“The decorating will begin in the next few days so you’re happy here—we just need to arrange for some of us, you, and Phoebe to stay somewhere else so she doesn’t need to be around the paint fumes.”

My eyes fill with tears at how sweet he’s being, at how much he’s taking my daughter into consideration.

“I don’t trust this mate bond of yours. That’s just not how it’s done for humans.”

He pauses. “Is there anything I can do to prove it to you?”

“No.”

He sighs. “Then it looks like we’re doing this the old-fashioned way. I’ll tell you something about my brothers and I—we’re relentless when it comes to claiming what is ours, and you, princess? You’re ours in every sense of the word.” He advances towards me, not hovering above me, but he doesn’t intimidate me. “You’re made for me—for us. Every inch of you was designed with my brothers in mind. Your gorgeous eyes, your beautiful smile, your luscious tits⁠—”

“These were made to feed my child,” I hiss.

“You make more than enough milk to share.” My eyes widen, and he smirks. “Trust me, Maia, you are everything to us, and if it takes the rest of our lives for us to show you that, then so be it. But I can promise you that not a single day will go by where we’ll allow you to doubt our devotion to you.”

“Devotion?”

“Devotion. Worshipping. Loving.” His words are a promise, and they send shivers down my spine.

“I see,” I whisper, taking an unconscious step back. Things are too intense for just meeting these men. “Um, I need to get to sleep.”

I wanted to bring up the way he acted earlier, but I can’t. I can’t handle any other big declaration of emotion from him.

Christopher has been the only one of his brother’s that I’ve not known where he stood, and now he’s made it very clear.

The Wolfe brothers have told me what they want.

But me? I’m not sure I can give it.

“I’ll leave you to it,” he murmurs, bending down to softly kiss my forehead. My eyes flutter closed as his lips rest there for three entire heartbeats before he pulls away. “May I…?”

I frown, not sure what he wants, but I nod anyway. Tears prick at my eyes as he bends down over Phoebe’s crib and brushes the softest kiss against her head before turning and leaving the room.

I don’t know why that meant so much to me, but it did. It was everything.
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MAIA


Three weeks later…

“We’ve got the doctor’s appointment today,” I remind all four men, my eyes raking across each of them as they eat their breakfast. They were doing a work catch-up meeting together, but none of them have complained about me hijacking it for my own demands.

My anxiety is running a little high, although I know Phoebe is healthy and happy, and the appointment should go well. She’s four weeks old and has begun to have longer wake periods. She still sleeps for the vast majority of the day, and the night times aren’t as restful as I’d like, but we have a bit more activity from her, which makes up for it.

I’ve seen the health visitor twice, and she’s a decent enough woman. She makes it very clear that she’s here only to check the boxes and not for any other reason.

I miss Polly’s chaotic care.

“I’ve got three meetings today,” Alex says with a sigh. He pouts, fluttering his dark lashes. “Text me how it goes, please?”

I nod my head and look towards Seb. “Are you free to come?”

“I hate that he’s your favourite,” Ben mutters. He glares at the way Seb’s holding Phoebe, and I can feel the way he’s desperate to steal the infant from him. “Why am I not good enough? I threw our angel two parties. She’s only a month old! The one yesterday had confetti.”

Which I spent an hour cleaning up before Alex came home and finished for me. The glitter is still everywhere.

“I don’t have a favourite,” I reassure him, and Ben grins at me. He’s wearing a very bright shirt today with an Easter egg on the front as part of his month-long festivities. Apparently, he’s going to dress up as the Easter bunny for Phoebe to celebrate her first Easter.

I was assured he already had the costume, and the answers to all the questions that simple statement brought about are things I’ll have to survive never knowing because I refuse to ask him.

“But if she did, it would absolutely not be you,” Topher says with a smirk.

I give him a dirty look that he absolutely ignores. “It wouldn’t be you, either.”

“It wouldn’t?” Topher demands. “Surely, I would be your favourite.”

I snort. “Yeah, surely.” There’s laughter around the table, and Topher just lets out a huff. “Anyway, back to my doctor’s appointment.”

Topher’s eyes narrow, and then the four guys share an identical look that I have come to hate. It’s the one they share when they’re communicating without me. Sometimes they use their shared mental link, and other times they just communicate with body language and fucking eyebrow waggles.

It’s annoying, and rude, and⁠—

“There’s a reason you want us to come with you,” Topher says, leaning forward on the table, and my eyes catch sight of his bare forearms. They’re weirdly attractive, and I pray they don’t scent any changes from me.

I shake my head. “I’m just used⁠—”

“Don’t lie, little butterfly,” Alex says.

“Shit rhyme,” Ben says as he examines his nails. “And I still think butterfly is a shit nickname for her.”

Alex rolls his eyes, and Topher raises his eyebrow, giving me a stern look. “Maia?”

“I really don’t like Dr Thomas,” I mutter, crossing my arms over my chest. I don’t like that they sussed me out so easily, but they’ve got reason to be suspicious.

I’ve tried to get out of having a shadow every single time I’ve left the house. Mostly because I’ve seen the hours they work, and I hate feeling like a burden when I know they’re running a huge business. But, selfishly, it’s also because Ryan won’t approach me with them near.

I’ve talked with him twice, and each time was weirder than the last. He’s obsessed with Phoebe but is reluctant to talk about what life is like for him wherever he is. He comments on how good at parenting her I am, how nice it is to see me smile… how grateful he is to me for loving him. It’s hard seeing him and even harder seeing him leave.

He told me last time that he’s not sure how much longer he can keep coming to see her, and I had a nightmare about the day I identified his body that night. It’s been rough and even harder keeping it from the guys because they know something is up with me.

I’m constantly searching for him in the street, desperate to see that blond hair of his or his cheeky smile, and every time I don’t… it hurts me.

“You’re not seeing him, though, right?” Alex demands, and his words are very gruff. My heart races, thinking about Ryan, and my eyes widen. “Maia? You got the appointment changed from Dr Thomas to a different doctor, right?”

“Oh, yes!” I say, nodding quickly. They exchange another one of those shared looks, but I’m not sure what to say about it. “I’ll be seeing Dr Carson instead. She’s lovely.”

I glance around the table once more, and there’s a more serious edge to each of the men. Even Seb, who is holding Phoebe, is on guard, likely because of whatever they can scent from me. “So, who can come with us?”

I cross my fingers, hoping like hell it’s not Ben who agrees to come with me. He’s an amazing friend, and aside from a few overstepped boundaries, we’ve become quite close. I’m fond of the cheeky wolf, but he’s also very enthusiastic and has no tact whatsoever. I think he’ll only add to my anxiety, and that’s not something I want.

I also don’t want to verbalise that because I know it’ll hurt his feelings.

“Good, I’m glad,” Alex says with a firm nod. He looks around the table at his brothers, raising an eyebrow at Topher. “I can cancel my meetings if need be, and I can come with as well.”

“I’ll be there,” Topher says. His words don’t carry any room for argument, which is good, since I really don’t want Alex to have to cancel his day just to chauffeur me around. “Can I come into the room, or do you just want company to the surgery?”

“You’d want to come in?” I don’t know why I sound so surprised, but he doesn’t give me a hard time for it.

“If you’re comfortable with me being there, I want to be,” Topher says simply.

I nod, sliding into my seat a little. “I’m nervous.”

“Talk to us,” Alex demands, reaching over to squeeze my wrist gently.

“I know everything is being handled by you guys, and that you’re doing everything that needs to be done to ensure Phoebe’s safety,” I say quietly. Another look is exchanged between them, and I swear I see guilt flash across Alex’s face. “But I can’t shake the feeling that everything is going to go wrong.”

“We are doing everything to ensure Phoebe’s safety,” Topher says in that no-nonsense tone of his. “But if Dr Thomas is something that is making you anxious, then I’ll check it out whilst I’m there today. Hopefully, we’re in and out and won’t cross paths with him, but if we do, you won’t be alone.”

“I’ll give him a little look into as well once I get to work,” Ben says, and I give him a grateful look.

“By that, he means he’ll be able to tell you everything down to the colour of his underwear,” Alex teases. I try to laugh, but we can all see how half-hearted it is.

“I can come to the doctors with you and Toph as well, though, if that’ll put your mind at ease,” Ben offers.

Topher’s the one to shake his head now. “No. Going to the office and checking in on Dr Thomas from your standpoint will be best. If you’re nervous around him, Maia, there’s a reason for it.”

“Thank you for not just writing this off.” I bow my head when I say that, reaching over for my glass of smoothie. This one’s the nicest one Ben’s done, and he was pretty proud that it had only taken him two weeks to get a blend down that I really liked.

I’m not sure if it actually helps my milk supply, same with the cookies he makes, but it’s nice, and he really enjoys doing these things for me.

I tried to give back to them all one night by making dinner since they were all running late, but not only did I end up burning pasta so badly we had to bin the pan, I ended up crying for a good forty-five minutes because I was so exhausted.

I’ve not tried since then.

“We’d never write off any insecurity you have,” Ben says, giving me a smile. It’s very sweet. “Some of them aren’t even unfounded. Your toes are pretty ugly, and you’re a terrible cook, so once you’re done breastfeeding, you’ll never make Phoebe another meal again.”

I snarl, glaring at him, because he’s just lost the sweetness. Alex groans, but Topher’s expression barely changes. “Fuck you, Benjamin Wolfe,” I hiss.

He leans back in his chair and furrows his brows. He eyes his brothers up before turning to me, and I don’t know what’s put that excited glint in his eyes, but I know I’m not going to like it. “Do you mean that literally? Because I’m not sure I want my first time to be done in front of our child, but if it gets your hands on me…”

I let out a frustrated screech, unable to even explain why he’s an idiot, and instead, I angrily sip at my smoothie as I glare daggers at him.

“We’ll make it work, won’t we, princess?” Topher asks, moving the conversation along. I nod hesitantly. “Good girl. I promise you that everything will be fine.”

A tear drips down my cheek, and I refuse to look at him. “You can’t promise that, Topher.”

First Ben and his stupidity, and now Topher trying to get my hopes up.

My emotions can’t take this back and forth.

He reaches across the table and grips my chin in between his thumb and his index finger. “Do not hide your face from me.” I sigh and meet his hazel eyes. “Trust me, Maia, when I say that everything will be fine. I won’t ever make a promise I do not intend to keep.”

And although my brain is still chaotic, my body seems to submit to his dominance—or arrogance—and I relax.

Everything will be fine.

Right?
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Christopher

“Mate is scared,” Orion roars, trying to get me to let him be the one in control of the body so he can comfort her. Her fear is a stench I can’t ignore, the bitterness of the orange causing my stomach to churn and my throat to burn.

She should never be afraid. Not when I’m around to protect her.

“I know. And I’m doing what I can to keep her calm,” I say, keeping my annoyance tapered down. It’s not Orion’s fault that she’s distressed, but he’s not making things easier on me. “But she’s probably not going to settle until this appointment is over and done with, so we just need to deal with it.”

Maia’s in the passenger seat of my car, biting her nails, as she watches out of the window. Her curly black hair is tossed over one shoulder, hiding most of her face from me, probably in an attempt to hide her feelings. Phoebe is in her car seat in the back wearing a pastel pink dress but is fast asleep and blissfully unaware of her mother’s stress. 

We had a situation last week where Maia was out with Phoebe, and she only had the pram with her but was exhausted. We couldn’t grab her car seat since it was in Maia’s car, and only Maia had the keys. Now, all of the vehicles we own have a car seat in them just in case we need them.

Excessive, maybe, but it’s best to be prepared.

“Distract mate,” Orion demands, his voice sounding like scratches against my skull. “She’s scared, and since we can’t stop the car and cuddle with her until the panic fades, and there’s nobody here for us to kill, let’s distract her.”

“We have a child now. We cannot kill whoever we want,” I mutter, indicating to turn left. The roads are busy right now, and it’s agitating me that much further. Not that I expect for us to be attacked, but in my line of work, you don’t enjoy putting yourself into situations you can’t control without clear exit strategies.

“Oh, yes, that’s the reason we shouldn’t break the law. Not because we’ve got good morals or care about human life.”

“Your sarcasm is not welcome,” I snarl, reaching over to turn the music down. It’s a soft classical piece, but the violins are a little scratchy, and they’re annoying me.

Maia’s biting stills, and I gently reach over to place my hand on her thigh. I don’t go as high as Orion’s begging for but just squeeze her softly so she knows she’s not alone.

My brothers and I have been arguing for the last few days about the right time to open up about who Ryan is to us, about the connection we share with Phoebe’s biological father, with the man she loves. The deeper we connect with her, the bigger this omission will taint our relationship.

I’ve refused, arguing that she’s not ready, that she’d leave us if she found out now.

And I stand by that. Maia’s not ready for this. No amount of preparation would change that. But I’ve got some faith that she might not immediately run… and we need to be on even footings.

“It’s you who has not been ready,” Orion hisses.

“Yeah, well, I’ve changed my mind,” I argue back. It’s time for Maia to know the truth. Or... at least as much as I can bear to tell her. I already know that I’m going to take all of the blame so that any anger she feels is directed towards me.

“Towards us,” Orion says, softly. It’s the first time he’s not been a dick today, and I’m glad it’s in defence of our brothers.

“For our discussion tonight, we’ll talk about the importance of scents in infants,” I say, and Maia’s frown only adds to her allure.

She’s wearing a gorgeous, tight-fitting red dress that clings to her upper body but has a skirt that flares out when she spins. It makes her skin look more tan, and she has a radiant glow surrounding her.

She has a bright red lipstick painted over her plump lips, and her eyes are much darker than normal. Her lashes are longer or maybe thicker. I don’t know. They’re just sultry, and beautiful, making her eyes pop.

Her curls are soft and bouncy because it was a wash day yesterday, and they complete her striking look.

My mate is hot.

“So fucking beautiful,” Orion chimes in. “Luscious. Sexy.”

“Your prowess with adverbs doesn’t impress me,” I counter as I indicate to go left. The car turns smoothly, and I maintain the cautious speed so I don’t panic Maia more. I’m a very good driver, but it’s terrifying to drive with my child in the car, even more so when my mate scrutinises every move I make.

“What do you mean?” Maia asks, her brows furrowing together. “Is there a difference between baby scents and adult scents?”

“There are, yes. A child’s scent goes through many stages, and I think you’ll find learning about them really interesting,” I say.

“What’s so important about scents?” she asks. There’s a deep V in her forehead that I’m desperate to lean forward and kiss. I hold myself back, knowing that no matter how much progress we’ve made in the last few weeks, she’s still not ours.

In fact, I’m waiting for the upcoming fight about her moving back out in a few days, once the month is up. We all are, and that’s been the biggest reason for Alex and Seb wanting to open up about Ryan’s true identity.

If we’re honest, she’ll have nothing to fear from us, and she might stay.

I grin at her. “You’ve got to wait until tonight.”

Maia is voracious when it comes to learning about our world, and rather than letting her huddle upstairs each night alone with Phoebe, we have a family night where we discuss everything she wants to know. Alex coaxed her downstairs one night with the promise of knowledge, and it’s become my favourite nightly routine.

“Mine, too,” Orion says. “I love when she gives me love whilst glaring at you.”

“We share a body, you fool.”

“And yet, she kisses me, and doesn’t kiss you.”

I clench my fists tighter on the wheel and don’t bother arguing back. I can’t.

Maia has given Orion a good few kisses, but I’ve never had the courage, and she’s never given it to me.

“Just tell me one thing,” she pleads, and it’s the excitement in her voice that makes me give in.

“Yeah? Or is it that you’re weak to the desires of your mate,” Orion says teasingly.

He’s such an antagonistic little prick.

“When a baby is born, they smell only like their mother,” I say, and Maia’s eyes widen as she turns to face me properly. “But around the four week mark, they start to smell like their father, too.”

“Whoa,” she murmurs before she gasps. Fear fills her eyes, and I immediately realise my mistake.

I hope my face doesn’t show my guilt. We’ll tell her properly tonight, and I’ll take all of the backlash.

“I mean it was your decision,” Orion says. “But that’s not how it works, human. We made a decision as a team, and we’ll face the repercussions as one, too.”

“She’s going to be upset, and Seb cannot take being pushed away,” I say quietly, and Orion agrees. Seb’s not the only one who will suffer, but between him and Ben… it’s better that I take the blame.

Maia brings her legs up onto the seat, doing her best to hunch up and make herself even smaller.

“It’s helpful,” I say, trying to reassure her without outwardly pointing out her fear. “Until Phoebe hits puberty, she’ll be marked by her bloodlines, and it’s an added protection whilst she’s vulnerable. It marks her as a wolf, as one of us.”

Literally, too. She’s a Wolfe through and through.

“But her family lines aren’t something we want to be acknowledged, so how is this something for us to see as a positive?” Her voice sounds so small, so broken, and it causes Orion to howl in my mind.

Her tears are his biggest weakness.

“She smells like her dad, sure... but she will also smell like me and my brothers once her wolf accepts our claim fully.” She already has, but that’s not something I want to get into with my very… reluctant mate.

“Is that a big moment for a dad?”

I nod, thinking about the excitement we all felt yesterday when her scent came through properly. Seb noticed it the day before, but we’re not as strong with scents as he is. The four of us take every single opportunity that we can to smell her now, wanting to continue developing that connection.

“It is.” My voice is husky, and I cough a little to clear my throat. “The mother carries the pup, she has the connection from the moment of conception, and there’s no doubt that the pup is hers. But for the dads, our first spiritual moment of connection is when the scent comes in and that tie is formed.”

“I don’t really understand how it works.”

“We’ll try to explain more as a group, you little sneak,” I say, winking at her. She groans, throwing her head back on the seat.

“You’re terrible,” she moans. “This is interesting.”

“And you tried to sneak extra information out of me. You’re the terrible one,” I tease, squeezing her thigh again. “Don’t worry about her smelling like her dad. It’s not going to be that big of a deal.”

“I hope not.” She falls quiet for a moment, and the drive is a lot more at ease now, rather than her being overwhelmed with her panic. “I still feel so out of depth with this world.”

“You’ve been part of it for three weeks,” I say. “Of course, you are. You can’t learn an entire new culture in a few weeks. But you’re trying, and that’s the important thing.” She sighs. “Believe me, mate, you’re navigating it extremely well.”

She glances over at me, and I see her trying to look at my eyes. I turn to look at her, and her lips part ever so slightly as she sees that it’s still me in control of the body.

“So, since the topic of conversation tonight is infant scents,” she says, winking at me, “What can you tell me about adult scents?”

“Sneaky, sneaky, sneaky.” I’m overjoyed at the genuine smile on her face. “We can smell a lot.”

“I’m sure you can,” she says with a smirk. I grin and outline some of the things we can scent, and she’s as engaged as I am.

That’s one thing I really do love about Maia—she’s so inquisitive. She’s always so excited when it comes to learning about the differences between our worlds, and she often has a unique standpoint.

“What I don’t understand is how you’re all so identical,” Maia says, and I raise an eyebrow. “Are you telling me you don’t see it?”

“I mean, I know we’re identical⁠—”

“Not just you four,” she says, cutting me off as she eagerly turns to face me. “Every twin or multiple I have met is like a carbon copy of the other. Iris and Talia, Patrick and Garrett, even Liam and Finn.”

I burst out laughing, and she groans. “When I was fourteen, I was so fucking sick of looking like my brothers. The amount of trouble the four of us got into, and I hated when I was mistaken for one of the others. So, I cut off all my hair.”

She gasps as a sly look appears across her face. “I’d be down for you doing that again.”

“It grew back overnight.”

She gasps again, her baby blue eyes widening. “It what?”

“It grew back overnight. Ben tried for weeks to dye his hair, to scar himself, to change his appearance to be different from the norm, and it didn’t work.”

“I can’t believe it. That’s crazy,” she says, her red lips parted ever so slightly. But then she grins, the biggest and most authentic smile I’ve seen. My heart beats faster, seeing her this energised, and a wave of pride fills me.

“Well done, human,” Orion says. “You’ve intrigued our mate, made her so happy.”

“I don’t need you congratulating me for caring for my mate,” I protest.

“Considering you’re still bottom of the pack in terms of her favourite, yes, I do,” Orion says, and I hiss at him along our bond.

Sure, I’m lower on the totem pole than my brothers… but that doesn’t mean I’m not her favourite, right?

I shake it off and turn back to where Maia is at with her conversation, letting her finish what she’s saying about “werewolves existing, so of course, identical twins could exist despite going against the laws of science.”

“The theory behind it is interesting. When we’re conceived, we’re split from one egg and grow in unison with each other. A bond is formed, tethering us together, linking us as one. Every identical set of siblings is believed to be one part of a soul, shared between however many there are in the set.” Goosebumps race over my skin. “Why should our bodies be different when our very souls are identical?”

A shiver wracks down Maia’s spine, but she narrows her eyes. “But you are all different. Your personalities are so unique, and even the traits each of you share are so varied. You might look the same, but you’re not the same.”

“Because we’re one part of a soul—not the full soul four times,” I say, turning the car into the doctor’s surgery. “We’re not all going to have the same aspects of that, are we?”

She hums lightly. “That makes sense, I suppose. So you can’t have anything different from the others in your bond?”

“As far as we’ve found, no,” I say with a shrug. I drive around the lot again, trying to find a space. There’s such limited parking in this small surgery. “However, ask Seb about what differences he has tried to implement.”

Maia raises an eyebrow. “Do I really want to know?”

“You might,” I say as I find a space. It’s like a flip has switched on my darling mate, and the fear I managed to erase from her over the drive has come back in full force.

I pull into the spot easily and turn the car off, hating how strong her scent is right now. It’s a tantalising smell that’s alerting my wolf and I to her needs.

I fucking hate that I can’t fix it.

“We can. Kill him. Carve out his eyes, cut out his tongue, then slit his throat. Destroy him so he can’t ever hurt her again.”

I shove a barrier up between us, not wanting to hear his murderous fantasies. Murder can’t fix everything.

“Are we bringing the car seat in?” I ask, wanting to let her have the control so she can feel less overwhelmed. Maia thrives on control, I’ve noticed.

I just wonder how that’ll play out when we mate.

“You and me both,” Orion hums.

“Nah, we can just carry her inside,” Maia says, climbing out of the car. The move is so graceful, so enticing. “Can you grab her bag for me?”

“I see how it is,” I tease as I slam my door shut. “You’re getting the precious cargo, and I’m left getting the bags.”

She tosses a wink at me over her shoulder, and I grin. She gently lifts Phoebe out and uses the backseat to rest her down whilst she gets Phoebe’s coat on. The little pup is wearing a pink, frilly dress that is extremely cute, with bright pink pant things that go underneath. She looks warm and so fucking adorable.

I wonder when Maia will be okay with us buying clothes for Phoebe. So far, the only financial contribution we’ve been permitted is buying the groceries that feed Maia and, in turn, Phoebe.

“Wait, can you grab her for me?” Maia asks with a sigh. I nod as she passes Phoebe to me, and I cuddle the little wolf in close.

“I love you,” Orion murmurs to her, and I run my fingers down her cheek.

“You okay?” I murmur as Phoebe grasps my finger.

“Yeah,” Maia says. “Ben’s just demanding updates, and it’s easier to type when my hands are free.”

I laugh and grin down at the little baby when she clenches my finger tighter. I lock the car, and the three of us walk towards the doctor’s office. Maia’s ferociously typing messages to my brother—brothers, more than likely—and Phoebe’s being very cute as she chats away. Her images have gotten so much clearer as her eyesight improves, which usually makes it easier to identify what she wants, but this time, I’m stumped. I don’t really understand what she’s asking for, and rather than change up the scene, she’s just sending the same things over and over.

The doctor’s surgery is quite lively with a few toddlers running around. There’s lots of people, none of them wolves. It’s a very nice surgery with comfortable seats and brightly coloured boards with medical information on them.

Maia goes to check us in, and I move to one of the seats, placing the bag at my feet. Phoebe’s demands become more insistent, and I see her mum’s face. She wants Maia. I can feel the love both Phoebe and her wolf have for Maia, but she doesn’t want to be held or milk.

She doesn’t need a nappy change.

She wants—oh.

Maia gives me a weak smile as she approaches. Her hair covers her face, and her shoulders are held so high.

“Phoebe wants you to sing to her,” I murmur, keeping my voice low.

“Really?” I nod, and tears prick at Maia’s eyes. I reach over and press a gentle kiss to her temple. Phoebe’s settled in my arms, but Maia gets more and more nervous as we wait. Her voice shakes as she softly sings under her breath to our pup, and the feelings of love and contentment from Phoebe fill my heart in a way I’ve never felt before.

She’s called over by a receptionist a few moments later, and I frown. Dr Carson has been delayed by an emergency, so we’re seeing a different doctor. I don’t need to hear her say his name to know we’re seeing Dr Thomas.

Maia’s whole body tenses up, which is scary considering how tense she already was, and she gives a very sullen nod before coming back over to us. Her hands are shaking, and I hate that some man has this much control over my mate.

“I say we kill him. Send Maia and Phoebe home with Ben, and we gut him,” Orion says. “Destroy him for thinking he can hurt our mate. Sever his hands from his body, carve out his tongue, and⁠—”

“Let’s leave,” I say, putting a block up between Orion and I. He’s extremely worked up, and I need to be calm and focused so that I’m able to support my mate and daughter.

“No,” she whispers. “We need to get this done.”

“You’re shaking, princess,” I murmur, taking her hand in mine.

“I know.” Maia’s hand doesn’t leave mine, but she clenches her jaw, and I know she’s determined to see this through.

I’ve been wanting to meet this prick anyway, ever since Seb found that napkin at the café table. Maia and Phoebe’s names were written on it, along with a stitched on Ryan. It feels far too coincidental that the napkin would be monogrammed with the name of Phoebe’s father, the name nobody else should know.

But not like this.

Phoebe’s name is announced over the tannoy, and I let go of Maia’s hand for a brief moment as I grab Phoebe’s bag. I hold tight onto Phoebe and then take Maia’s hand once more. The sparks shoot between us, and I’m really grateful she doesn’t baulk at the contact.

It’s a testament to her anxiety that she doesn’t.

But my wolf and I need this contact, too.

“Where do we go?” I ask, trying to distract her, but she doesn’t answer as she directs me through the hallway.

We come to a stop outside door seven, and I squeeze Maia’s hand before letting go so I can open it.

But the moment I do, my senses are overwhelmed with something that should not be here.

A strong, pungent smell that makes my nose itch.

“Intruder!” Orion roars in my mind. “Wolf! Rogue Wolf! Rogue Wolf!”

I turn and gently place Phoebe in Maia’s arms and shove the bag towards her before letting out a very loud growl that has the doctor inside put on notice.

His head snaps up, the slimy scent of his strengthening as he recognises who I am, and I bare my teeth as I charge into the room.

The door slams behind me, and I pray like hell that Maia runs.
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MAIA


The door slams in front of me, and I nearly buckle under the weight of my tiny baby. My heart is pounding, my legs are shaking, and I don’t even understand what has just gone down.

Topher growled low in his throat before shutting a door with a doctor.

A doctor who has made me ill, and his vibes are creepy and uncomfortable.

A man who makes me feel like ants are crawling all over my skin.

Is he a werewolf, too? Is that what Topher sensed? But if that’s the case… why is he so mad? They explained a week ago about how the only wolves in this area belong to their pack.

Is he just lecturing Dr Thomas for scaring me ? For not telling their alphas about Phoebe being a wolf?

The unknown is terrifying me.

I’m terrified.

But I take a deep breath and try my hardest to compartmentalise. I can’t let this tsunami of anxiety overpower me when I’m alone with Phoebe in a potentially dangerous situation.

The soundproofing has cut off anything that I could see or hear in the room, but I know that something is going down.

I just don’t know what to do.

Do I leave? Do I hide? Do I run?

Should I wait in the waiting room? The car?

My hands are trembling, and I’ve got a tight grip on Phoebe. Her grey eyes are wide as she watches me, and I hate that she can sense my anxiety.

“I love you,” I whisper, pressing a soft kiss to Phoebe’s head before turning on my tail and fleeing the corridor. The receptionist glances over at me, and rather than try and explain, I rush into the feeding room instead.

I don’t have his car keys on me, and I don’t know if they’re in the bag or not. I don’t know what I’m meant to do.

The room is thankfully empty, and I nestle in on the very large and comfortable chair, praying that nobody will enter. I cuddle Phoebe into my chest as I let out a long, shaky breath.

A few seconds turn into minutes as I try to calm my racing heartbeat and soothe my daughter at the same time. My anxiety is still there, simmering away slowly, as I try to figure out what I should do.

What Christopher would have wanted me to do.

He didn’t have time to tell me, but I know he’ll have an opinion.

Leave. He’d want me to leave.

I bend down to rifle through the bag the best I can one-handed, praying like hell he managed to slip the keys in here so that I can sit in the car whilst I call.

But he didn’t. They’re not here.

There’s a burning in my throat as I hold the next wave of tears back, and I have no fucking idea what to do. I’m alone with my infant, and Topher’s just unleashed his wolf on the doctor. Which likely means the doctor is a wolf, too.

The slimy doctor who scares me, who has a napkin with my dead fiancé’s name written on it.

Fuck.

Phoebe whines a little, and I rock her back and forth. “Sh, sh, sh, baby. We’re okay.” I lean down and kiss her head again. “I’m coming up with our plan.”

Phoebe gurgles, and I jump before grinning down at her. “Call the others,” I murmur, grinning at her. “Clever girl. Mama’s just going to call for some help, okay?”

She doesn’t answer other than to give me a dazzling smile, but then I never expected her to. I pull my phone out, channelling a calm I do not possess, and immediately call Alex. He doesn’t answer, so I call Ben, since he’s next in my phone contacts.

It rings and rings.

And rings some more.

But then, finally, he answers. My stomach lurches, and I can feel the relief pouring through me. He’ll know what to do. He’ll be able to get me help. It’ll all be okay.

“Was I your first call? I bet I⁠—”

“Ben, I need your help,” I say, cutting off his teasing. He sounds so joyful, so upbeat, and here I am about to ruin his day.

“The better Wolfe brother is at your services, pretty girl,” he says cheerfully. “What do you need from me?”

“I need you to be serious.” I wait a second for him to agree. “Topher has just lost it. He growled at the doctor, and I’m scared. Phoebe and I are in the feeding room at the surgery, but I think…” I trail off, biting my lip as a fresh wave of tears overfill me. “I think Dr Thomas is a werewolf, and Topher seemed so angry.”

“Fuck,” Ben hisses. I hear movement on his end and huddle Phoebe in closer. “Call Seb and tell him it’s an emergency. Are you safe?”

“I think so.”

“Good girl,” he says softly. “Alex and I will be there in ten minutes, okay?”

“Okay.”

The line goes dead, and with shaky hands, I call Seb next. It rings once before he answers, and any other time, that would bring a smile to my face.

“Seb,” I choke out. One word. That’s all it takes for me to start sobbing down the line.

“Where?”

“The-the-the doct-ors,” I hiccup out.

“On my way.” The line goes dead, too, and Phoebe begins to cry. I wrestle my boob out of my top, letting her latch, and I move the chair slightly so I can see the door. Ben told me to stay put, but maybe I should’ve run outside before calling him. Maybe I should’ve gone to sit by the car or left the building entirely rather than staying here.

So many maybe’s, but not a single plan.

Phoebe’s mostly quiet as she feeds, her little grunts extremely cute, but my panic won’t disappear.

There’s a soft knock on the door, and I squeeze my eyes together as bile rises in my throat. I clutch Phoebe closer to my chest as the handle slowly bends down. The door opens, and sobs overtake me when I see him standing there in the doorway, and I know everything is going to be okay.

I don’t care which of them it is. Whether it’s an angry Seb or a tactless Ben, their presence makes me feel safe.

“Hey, hey, hey,” he murmurs, closing the door behind him. The silver tie brings out the silver flecks in his eyes, and as he crouches down next to me, I lean into Alex’s touch. “You’re okay now. You’re both okay.”

“Toph—”

“Shh,” Alex soothes, gently smoothing out my hair. “Take a deep breath for me.” I try to imitate his breathing, and he gives me a big smile. “Well done, little butterfly. You’ve done amazing. I’m so, so proud of you.”

I nod, and he wipes my tears away. “I think Dr Thomas is a werewolf.”

“I know, and Topher is handling that with Seb and Ben,” Alex says gently. “We’re going to leave as soon as Phoebe is done feeding, okay?”

“The keys, I don’t, I didn’t, Toph⁠—”

“I have keys,” he murmurs, leaning in closer to me. He’s rumbling low in his chest, and it’s very soothing. “It’s going to be okay, little butterfly.”

“I just don’t understand. Why didn’t he tell me?” I look down at Phoebe, her eyes closed, as she guzzles down her milk, and anger surges through my veins.

“Why didn’t who tell you?” Alex’s brows scrunch together.

“Dr Thomas. Why didn’t he tell me what Phoebe was? Why didn’t he tell your parents as the police officers did? Why didn’t he help me? She… I was terrified, and he could have helped.”

I squeeze my eyes tight so that the tears don’t get any funny ideas and gently stroke my finger up and down Phoebe’s cheek to try and keep her calm. I open my eyes once I’m settled, but I don’t think it’s going to last long with my mood like it is.

My mind is chaotic, my body trying to fight the confines of my control.

Alex’s jaw tenses, and his eyes flash silver. I watch as he wrestles with control from Max, and somehow, Alex wins. He blows out a breath of air. “I’ll answer that once we’re home.”

My heart stops, just for one singular beat, as dread fills my stomach.

He knows why.

How long has he known? Since today? Longer?

They don’t think I’ve noticed, but I can feel the tension between the brothers. The glares when I’m not looking or the uncomfortable atmosphere with angry men as I enter the room. They’ve been arguing about something for a couple of weeks now, and I can’t help but think these instances are linked.

“No. Answer it now.” I huddle Phoebe in as close as I can without disrupting her feeding, and I give Alex a dirty look. “I’ve placed so much trust in your hands. I demand to know whatever secrets you’re keeping from me.”

Alex sighs, and even though I can see how uncomfortable he is, I’m not going to stop probing him. Clearly, this is something I need to know.

“Dr Thomas is not a wolf from our pack,” he admits. “He’s from a rival pack, and unfortunately, his interest here seems to be primarily in Phoebe.”

I frown. “She’s four weeks old. How could he be interested in her when he’s only met her twice.” I feel sick to my stomach at that man touching my child, examining her, knowing her.

We place trust in medical professionals, and he abused that.

Bile rises in my throat, and I glance down at her. Is this… is this the forcible mating? Is he her actual mate?

“Let’s go, and we can talk about this properly at home,” he pleads.

I shake my head, and Alex rubs his face. He’s still crouched down next to me, but it’s clear that I’m making him nervous. His eyes flicker repeatedly between hazel and silver, and I’m curious what Max has to say.

Alex heaves out a sigh. “Dr Thomas is part of a pack we know, and...” He trails off and closes his eyes. When he reopens them, his eyes are bright silver, and I know he’s lost the battle.

“Mate sad.”

“Mate is demanding answers,” I say, giving Max a piercing look. “You’re not getting out of this by hiding from the truth, Alex.”

His mouth drops, and a big grin appears on his face. Dimples form on both cheeks, and I’m surprised since I’ve not seen those on any of them before. “You acknowledged that we’re mates.”

I nod slowly. “That’s not going to get you out of telling me the truth, either, Max.”

“Mate smart.” He narrows his eyes, giving me a flirty grin. “Too smart.”

“I’m terrified. I’ve spent all day anxious, and it’s become clear why.” I purse my lips and sigh when he doesn’t speak. “I want answers. Now, Max.”

Max nods, resting back on his legs. “The day you gave us Ryan’s information, we found out who he was.”

“You told me you didn’t know him personally.”

“We lied.” Max’s face betrays no guilt, and it’s like I’ve been stabbed in the chest once more. “We needed to. Ryan... he’s not a good guy.”

“He’s my fiancé and the father of my daughter,” I say, glancing down at said little girl. She’s asleep, and my heart breaks. “Who is he?”

“Our cousin.”

Our cousin.

“Ryan Tartan is actually Ryan Grey—Ryan Wolfe. His father left the harem with my dads for a wolf-born female before they all met my mum, and eventually, my aunt and uncle had Ryan. Like Topher, he was groomed to be the alpha of their pack before he ran away,” Max tells me. “He’s a weak wolf. A bad wolf. A bad Wolfe. We do not claim him, and we will not let him claim Phoebe.”

“And yet their doctor is somehow here and aware of her existence,” I say, rising to my feet with a delicate hold on my daughter. “So what the fuck do we do now?”

Max purses his lips and stands. He’s so much taller than me, and as he approaches me, I don’t cower away from him. He’s going to try to grovel, I can see it in the puppy dog look on his face.

But I’m not feeling very forgiving. Not over a lie as huge as this.

“I love you, my beautiful mate,” Max says, reaching for me, but I flinch away. “We kept this from you to protect you.”

“Just like when Topher stole my choices and made me move in with you all before I was ready?” I ask, cocking my brow. “It’s not fair to wield your love at me like that, and you know it.”

“Max loves his mate!” Max growls, glaring at me. “Max will protect his mate. He will love her and keep her safe.” He looks at Phoebe, and I tilt her away from him. “Max loves Phoebe and will kill anyone who tries to take her.”

I purse my lips and shake my head as I look up at the light to try and gather some patience. “You said we needed to go, so let’s go.”

“Mate is sad,” Max whispers, reaching for me one more time.

I step away from him. “No, Max. I’m fucking furious. So stop trying to touch me, and let’s leave.”

I kick Phoebe’s bag on the floor towards him, grateful when he takes the hint and picks it up, and then I adjust my little girl so that I don’t disturb her too much. I’m furious as I tuck my boob away, and I ignore the look of longing on Max’s face.

Whether he wants me, the baby, or my milk, he can go fuck himself. He gets nothing.

I storm out of the room and give the receptionist a quick thank you before leaving. I stride towards the car and get Phoebe settled into her car seat before sitting in the back with her.

Fuck Alex.

Fuck Max.

Fuck the entire werewolf race.

Phoebe is mine. Mine to protect, mine to love, mine to fucking raise. Werewolf or not.
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BENJAMIN


“Give me two minutes,” I say, picking my phone up despite the annoyance on David’s face. 

David’s worked for me as my assistant for the last two and a half years, and winding him up is one of my favourite things to do, even if he doesn’t find it as fun as I do.

He’s five years older than my brothers and I and ruthless when it comes to the business. His goal is ultimately to learn what I do so he can become me. Or at least, who wouldn’t want to be me?

“A fool,” Fluffy says, causing me to smirk.

“This isn’t the time for games, Ben. I came here for an important⁠—”

I fix him with a glare, and his mouth slams shut so fast his moustache bounces up and down. I might be the runt—but I’m still an alpha werewolf.

“This phone rings for one person—my mate. You could be bleeding out or in the middle of getting CPR from me, and I’d still stop what I was doing to answer that call. She is more important than whatever fire you need me to put out.”

David’s eyes widen as his tanned skin pales ever so slightly. His black pupils seem to pulse as they practically encompass the light blue iris. What a shame.

“As you should,” Fluffy says firmly, nodding at me. “Maybe we should make him bleed out just for the rudeness where our mate is concerned. I know that would make me feel better.”

I smirk as David takes a step back, and I reach over to grab my phone. I slide my thumb across the screen to answer Maia’s call and put it to my ear. I hope she called me first—Seb doesn’t deserve that honour.

“Was I your first call? I bet I—” I start, a grin on my face at the obvious discomfort on David’s face. His bushy brows are furrowed together, and he glances at the door as if looking for an escape.

“Ben, I need your help.” Maia’s voice rushes across the line, and she sounds almost excited. She’s breathless, and there’s a hitch in her throat.

“Oh, I like the sound of this. Do you think she’s masturbating?” Fluffy asks. I know if he were the one in control of our body, he’d be rubbing his hands together at the picture Maia’s small sounds are creating.

“With Phoebe in the room? Doubt it.”

He lets out a huff, and I smirk.

“The better Wolfe brother is at your services, pretty girl,” I say, winking at David. A red blush covers his unusually pale cheeks, and he casts his blue eyes downwards as he tries to pretend he’s not listening. “What do you need from me?”

“I need you to be serious.” Her voice breaks, and I hear what I first missed. She’s not excited or horny.

My mate is fucking terrified.

“Fuck!” I roar at Fluffy. “Where the fuck is Topher?”

My wolf is just as on edge as I am, and he doesn’t have the answers. “She’s not horny, Ben. She’s scared.”

“I can be serious.” I can be so fucking serious, she’ll think I’m a different man.

She presumably nods, and I can just imagine her huddling in on herself in the way she does when she’s overwhelmed. “Topher has just lost it. He growled at the doctor, and I’m scared. Phoebe and I are in the feeding room at the surgery, but I think…”

She trails off, and I hear her sniffling down the line. It causes my stomach to churn, and I’ve got to push back the feeling of my own anxiety so that I can focus on her.

My mate is terrified.

“I don’t know what the fuck Topher thought he was doing. Leaving her alone and not calling us for the emergency is stupid. He should’ve let us know what was going down, after he got her safe,” I rant. “She’s with Phoebe. Alone. She’s terrified and alone.”

“Fuck!” Fluffy yells, not even focusing on what I’ve said as he has his own meltdown. “Mate is in danger. She’s scared. Mate and pup need us.”

I’ve already stood from the desk, giving David a dirty look when he opens his mouth to protest again. Maia is trying to calm herself down, and I impatiently wait for her to tell me what’s happening.

She whispers so low a human would miss it with their inferior hearing. “I think Dr Thomas is a werewolf.”

“Fuck. Call Seb and tell him it’s an emergency.”

I storm out of my office and stride towards Alex’s, knowing I need him with me for whatever this may be. David is hot on my heels, but I don’t have time for my assistant right now. The business could burn to the ground, and I would not give a single fuck.

“Are you safe?” I ask.

“I think so.” She’s collected herself a little, but I can still hear the trembling in her voice.

My body is already in fight mode, and I’m shaking with the sheer intensity of my anger.

Topher’s on the list, not far behind the fucking doctor. I’m furious with my brother.

“I hope Topher saves us a bite of that doctor.”

“If he wants me to even hear him out after the way he’s handled this, then he better,” I snarl back.

“Good girl,” I say, keeping my tone as calm and soft as I can. She’s got the hardest job right now. She’s alone with my daughter in a very dangerous position, and instilling her with as much calm and confidence as I can is key. “Alex and I will be there in ten minutes, okay?”

“Okay.” Her voice is so meek, so quiet, and I hang up the phone, nearly crushing it with my anger. I jog up to Alex’s office and kick the door open. Fuck waiting around.

My brother jumps up from his desk, a scowl on his face, which fades into irritation when he realises it’s me. “I don’t have the time for this today. We’ve got⁠—”

“Make the time.” His mouth opens to protest, but I don’t give him the chance. I don’t often think that I’m an alpha, but I am. I’m an alpha Wolfe just like the rest of them, and they need to start taking me seriously. “We need to get to the doctor’s office. Now.”

David rushes in behind me, panting away like the unfit wolf he is, but neither my brother nor I pay him much attention.

“Why? What’s going on with Maia and Phoebe?” Alex grabs his phone and groans, looking up at me sadly. “She tried to call me.”

“He seriously doesn’t have her as able to bypass his DND?” I demand, and Fluffy snorts. “He’s such a terrible mate.”

“The doctor is a werewolf. Topher’s alone with him, and Maia is still on site.”

He curses. “Where exactly is my mate and child?”

“You never announced—” David starts, and I turn to face him, letting out a loud growl as Fluffy pushes forward to exude my dominance. David’s jaw slams shut as he averts his eyes in submission.

“Now is not the time for whatever bullshit you think you’re entitled to,” Fluffy says. David nods, keeping his neck on display. Fluffy turns to Alex. “She needs us—they both do.”

“Work with Addy and get our schedules cancelled,” Alex says to David as he grabs his jacket. “We’re going to have to run there. It’s faster.” I nod. “Have we got Seb looped in?”

“Maia’s calling him. He’s still got my number blocked,” I say as Fluffy retreats and lets me take over once more. “You ready?”

Alex nods, and the two of us leave his office, charging down the stairs as fast as we can. We shift into our werewolf form at the doorway and charge through the town, racing to find cover when we leave the wolf-only areas.

I know without a doubt that I’ve never reached these speeds before, but when it comes to doing something for Maia or Phoebe, an impossibility is just another limit I’ve not yet broken.

My legs nearly give way, and Fluffy has to push forward to regain control. I feel sick at the thought of my two girls being trapped there. The thought of this man even knowing them.

“She’s going to be terrified,” I say, hating how weak I feel right now. I’m trying to emit the alpha energy, I’m trying my fucking hardest, but I’m failing.

Because, deep down, I’m not strong enough.

“You are strong and capable. Ruthless and dangerous,” Fluffy says.

But we both know that’s him. As the runt, I’m far too emotionally led, and I’m not strong enough on my own.

“But Maia is. She’s strong. So strong. Our mate will protect our pup until we’re there to help her, until we’re there to take over and protect them both,” Fluffy says calmly. “And then we’re going to rip this doctor’s head from his shoulders to teach everyone what happens when they mess with our mate.”

“It’s time to shift back,” Alex says as we near the town. I give a bark of agreement and follow him into the trees. The two of us shift to our human forms, adjust our clothes, then run the rest of the way.

As promised, we arrived in around ten minutes, but I know, for Maia, it probably felt like an eternity. The room is chaotic and busy, and there are no unfamiliar wolves in the room I can smell. Both Topher and Seb have strong scents, the easily identifiable hint of Wolfe that we all share alerting me to their presence. The scent for Toph is faded, meaning he’s not been in the waiting room for a little bit, but Seb’s is very recent.

“How is Dr Thomas not a prevalent smell?” I demand of my wolf.

“Maybe he doesn’t come into this room,” Fluffy replies. “Or maybe it’s been a while since he has. Once Seb gets a lock on him, there’s nowhere that man can go without us knowing.”

“Where are you?” I ask, pushing my way into Seb’s mind. I can feel the annoyance from both Seb and Kane, but he doesn’t voice it. This is an emergency, and they know it.

“Room seven.” He immediately pulls away, which is the norm for my quiet brother.

“Maia’s in there,” I say, gesturing to the feeding room. Alex nods, his eyes locked on the door, and I know he’s going to be the best one for her right now. “You go handle our girls, and I’ll go find out what’s going on.”

“Good.” He strides up towards the door, and I move towards the room this rogue wolf is occupying.

I ignore the stare from the receptionist as I stride up the long corridor, and it’s a good thing that ours is at the very end. I come to a stop outside of room seven, and I’m surprised that it’s soundproofed.

Then again, for confidentiality reasons, I suppose it makes sense.

I push the door open and take in the scene in front of me. If you ignored the people, it would just be a standard doctor’s office. There’s a medical bed in the corner of the room, with some white paper over it, and a sink with some cupboards underneath.

In the opposite corner, there’s a large desk, with two small bookshelves on either side. There’s two chairs by the door for the patient, and a desk chair, which is currently in use.

In terms of the people in here, there’s a hideous man tied up in the chair with a shiner on his chin. It’ll probably be healed in another ten minutes or so, but I’m curious to know which of my brothers hit him.

Seb’s rifling through Dr Thomas’s things as Topher sits on the bed in front of the invader with a calculating look on his face.

“Welcome, brother,” Topher says, sounding a little crazed. His eyes are flickering between gold and hazel as he looks at me, and I know Orion’s probably feeling the same way Fluffy is—vengeful. “It seems our mate has some very good instincts, since she could sense the absolute filth coming off of him.”

“Her instincts are too good, one might say,” I say, stepping into the room and closing the door behind me. I lock it for good measure, not wanting any human to stumble across this scene. “Now what the fuck is someone like him doing in our territory?”

His scent is strong, and I can detect the disgusting underlying smell of his alpha and luna. You know those smells that have imprinted your brain for all the bad reasons? That’s his alpha and luna. They’re assholes, and their woodsy scent makes my nose burn.

But the fact that I can scent him here and not in the waiting room makes no sense to me whatsoever. His stench clings to everything in this room, the basil and rosemary agitating me and my wolf.

“You’re here just in time to find out,” Topher says, kicking the good doctor in the shin. The man flinches but stays silent.

“He’s a weasel,” Fluffy says as I eye the doctor up and down.

“He’s disgusting,” I reply. His hair is dark, and his eyes are an ugly brown. He’s wearing some expensive trousers, and his shoes are real leather, so he’s clearly got some money behind him.

He’s muscular but not overly so, and his wolf is a decent level. Sure, even I could overpower him, but we don’t know what hold his alpha and luna have over him.

We don’t know who is involved here, so we need to tread carefully.

“Tell me why you’re here,” Topher demands, and he and Orion are merged together, emitting a very strong, dominant aura that has even me cowering back and wanting to obey.

“To assess the parentage of Phoebe Blake.” The words are yanked out of the doctor’s mouth without his permission, and it doesn’t matter how hard he’s trying to resist the call.

“And who is the suspected parent?” Topher asks, still using his alpha voice.

“Ryan Grey.”

Well, this isn’t good.

“What happened to Ryan Grey?” Topher stands, advancing towards the wolf. The dark-haired man shakes as Seb coughs. I turn to see my other brother, and he gestures for me to come and look.

“Smell this,” Seb says, shoving the napkin at me. I frown, seeing how it’s identical to the one we found the other day. They’re not written on this time, but they’re the warm white and monogrammed with Ryan.

What the actual fuck is this?

“Smell,” he repeats, his word a demand.

I take a whiff and frown, turning back to Topher. The napkin smells like Dr Thomas, but there’s not a single hint of his wolf. I’m not as good as Seb⁠—

“No, you’re better,” Fluffy says confidently.

I roll my eyes. “My sense of smell is nowhere near as strong as Seb’s. It’s his only good trait, don’t get me wrong, but in this area, he is better.”

Fluffy harrumphs, and I snort before sniffing the napkin again. This is strange—more than that, it should be impossible.

“I don’t know how, but he’s dead,” Dr Thomas slurs.

I wave the napkin as one would wave a flag in front of a bull, and Topher snatches it from me and takes a deep whiff. His eyes turn pure gold, and I know that Orion has taken hold as he glares at Dr Thomas.

The lack of werewolf scents attached to it is an impossibility, so it’s scary that this exists. Even now, I can detect the pack scent, the werewolf scent, attached to him.

I look at Seb, who shakes his head, anger brimming in his eyes.

“Who organised his death?” Topher asks, and his words are backed up by Orion, forcing an answer from the doctor.

“His death was organised by—” Dr Thomas’s words are cut off by his scream of pain. The scent of copper fills the air, and my stomach rolls. Topher storms forward, driving the doctor’s head back, and growls low.

“The fucker has bitten off his tongue,” Topher hisses. His arms bulge as he clenches his fists together.

“He’s hiding something,” Fluffy says in a dry tone.

“No shit.”

Fluffy pushes forward, and I relent, wondering what he’s doing. He heads towards the desk and grabs a notebook and a pen. I frown as he advances towards Topher, and my brother steps out of the way to see what we’re planning.

“Shut the fucking whining,” Fluffy demands, and Dr Thomas’s noises cut off because he can’t ignore the command from an alpha. “Write out what you were going to say. Who organised the death of Ryan Grey?”

He makes noises, gurgles, really, but he can’t physically answer. Not orally or with the pen. Fucking prick.

I’m not strong enough to overpower whoever gave this command, which is only a little concerning. I may be an alpha, but I’m not the most powerful out there.

“Keep the pressure on him,” Topher says, and I nod.

“Who organised the death of Ryan Grey?” Topher demands, adding his power to mine. I can even feel the pressure.

Dr Thomas’s hand starts to move, and he scrawls out one word.

Topher and I lean forward eagerly to read it.

My brows furrow together at the word on the page.

Luna.

It’s not the most helpful now, is it?

“Luna who?” Seb snarls, grabbing the back of the doctor’s shirt as he shakes the man back and forth. He growls low, when Topher snaps at him to cut it off.

We watch with bated breath as Dr Thomas squeezes the pen in his hand and slowly starts to write on the page. His handwriting is messy, the letters not even in a straight line, but he scrawls out another two words ever-so-slowly.

I don’t believe it.

I really fucking don’t.

But there’s no way the good doctor could lie to us.

The name “Luna Julie Wolfe” is scrawled out on the paper.

It seems my mother has something to answer for.


18


MAIA


Our cousin.

Ryan is our cousin.

Why couldn’t they tell me this?

Knowing his identity and keeping it from me is one thing. But it’s not as if he’s just some random stranger that they didn’t know.

He’s their fucking cousin.

He’s a bad Wolfe Alex claimed. And they hid it from me. They never told me that they knew who my daughter’s father was, they never told me of their link to him.

The man who ran from his abusive parents and pack and lived as a human for years.

The man I see regularly.

The man I love.

They claim he’s bad. But he never treated me with anything but kindness, with love.

All this time, through all of my mourning and pain, all my regret at getting closer to them, all the uncertainty… they had so many opportunities to help relieve me of some of this pain. They could’ve trusted me, been open with me, but instead, they lied.

My anger builds as fast as my hurt does, and the more I sit here, trapped with my own thoughts, the less rational I become.

Alex’s fingers thrum on the steering wheel as we wait, and I’m silently seething. This time, I hope he can scent the changes in my mood. I hope he can feel the way my blood is boiling.

Phoebe’s asleep in her car seat, the vibrations of the car soothing her, and we wait.

And wait some more.

“They’re on the way out now,” Alex says. I don’t know when the switch between Max and Alex took place, but the man seems very unsure how to handle me. He keeps eyeing me through the rearview mirror, but I deliberately avoid making eye contact.

I don’t want to see the look in his eyes. I don’t want to know how he’s feeling.

Is he determined to uphold his righteousness? Is he going to feel guilty? Is he going to be sad? Angry?

I don’t want to know until I’ve processed my own emotions. I refuse to let him sway me, and I know he could, so easily.

I see the three identical men leave the doctor’s office and head towards the car. They’re tense, that much is clear, and there’s almost an air of danger surrounding them.

But right now, I don’t care about playing it safe to not anger the dangerous werewolves. I’m angry in my own right.

I clench my jaw, turning my head away as they advance, not wanting to look at them any further. The front door is yanked open, and one of the guys drops in . He turns to face me, but I won’t look at him. Instead, I give Phoebe my full attention. She’s asleep, but I watch her soft breathing and give her my attention.

“Are you okay, Maia?” That’s Topher sitting in the front, and he’s surprisingly less angry than I thought he would be. There’s some tension in his words, but for the most part, he seems calm.

That’s not what I expected after hearing about who Dr Thomas actually is. I would have thought he’d be furious, maybe even murderous. Is it strange that I’m actually disappointed by that?

Probably.

“Maia’s a little upset with us,” Alex says in a calm and soothing tone, and Topher groans.

If I were a violent woman, I’d smash my fist into his face and not feel an ounce of guilt for the way he’s acting, like I’m the problematic one here.

“Perfect,” he says with a heavy sigh. The only reason I don’t bother snapping at him is because he genuinely seems put out over it.

Let them wallow in their misery. Then at least we’re good company for each other.

Topher looks over at Ben and Seb, who didn’t get in the car, and I watch their interactions out of the corner of my eye. It’s strange, but I can’t tell them apart right now. Both are stern-faced and holding themselves in an identical position, and I saw neither man properly before they left this morning, so their clothes are no indication.

I hate this for them both. Ben and Seb are two of the most oppositional of the quadruplets, and it shows how much this situation has got to them, that they’re mirrors of each other.

Then again, why should I care?

“Ben, you drive Seb’s car home,” Topher says. He sounds exhausted. “Seb, see where he goes, but don’t make yourself known. Come home as soon as you can.”

“Why Seb?” I ask before I can stop myself. Four nearly identical sets of eyes dart my way, and I cringe at the intensity in their eyes.

“Seb’s a tracker—someone who is extremely good at following people’s scents,” Topher says almost gently. “We all have strong senses, and we’re all able to follow a scent, but Seb’s capable of learning so much more from it. Whether they’re a little angry or their wolf is weak. Whether they’re hungry or pregnant. He can follow someone no matter how faded the scent is. If there’s something there—he will unearth it. So if he can follow this “doctor”, we’ll be able to piece together a few things.”

I nod slowly. Seb sniffs the air, gives me a piercing stare, before turning and jogging away. His ass looks very good, but that’s all I’m going to admit to in my anger. However, I am surprised he’s wearing a suit today, considering his norm seems to be versatile clothing. It makes sense if he’s a tracker, but I wonder what caused the switch today.

“Are you going to be okay with these two, or do you want to come with me?” Ben asks with a pleading tone.

“I’m no less angry with you,” I mutter, and he sighs.

“I was under orders, baby girl.” He gives me a puppy dog face, even fluttering those long, dark eyelashes of his.

Fuck that. Not only has he kept a huge secret from me, but now he’s acting as if he had no choice in the matter.

I’ve had choices stolen from me. By these very men, at that.

“I’ll see you at home,” I say, and Topher leans forward and pulls his car door shut. Ben sighs and watches as we drive away with a very sad expression on his face.

I don’t feel guilty.

Or at least, I shouldn’t.

The drive is mostly silent, the only noises coming from Phoebe as she sleeps. My mind won’t quiet down, and unlike them, I don’t have a wolf to talk to who can help me rationalise what they did.

They’ve lied. By omission or not, it’s still a lie, and it’s one that hurts.

Phoebe is my daughter. They think they have a claim on her, and whilst they might in the supernatural world—they do not in mine. I’m human with the tiniest foot in their world—and her foot is so, so tiny—and they’re keeping secrets that could cost me my child, all because I can’t understand.

Sure, over the last few weeks, they’ve helped me with Phoebe. They’ve sat with her in my bedroom whilst I take a very fast shower, and they’ve supported me as much as I’ll let them.

I’m not permitting them to act as parents, but there’s no denying the connection they share with my daughter. They lap up every single scrap I throw their way, any form of attention I let them give my child, and they’ve never once complained.

They’re still here. Trying. Caring. Maybe even loving.

But how do I link those two things? How can the men who are so determined to be in her life, in my life, keep something so important from me?

Why would they do that?

How have they spent the last three weeks showing me this beautiful side of them, when deep down, they were lying, keeping secrets, and destroying the very fragile trust I’ve placed in them?

How am I meant to move past something like this?

“I can hear your thoughts ticking away,” Alex says. I recognise the streets now, and I know we’re very close to home—to their home.

“Very loudly,” Topher adds, looking at me through the rearview mirror. “Do you want to talk it out?”

I clench my jaw and stay silent. Whatever I say now will be said in anger, confusion, and without the context I need. They both sigh, identically, and we go back to the uncomfortable silence.

We’re home less than five minutes later, and neither man rushes to my door. I don’t let that bother me, even though it’s against their norm, and round the car to get Phoebe out. Topher grabs her bag from the boot, and Alex shuts the car door after me. I huddle Phoebe in close to me, wrapping my jacket around us to protect her from the harsh wind.

“We’re home,” Topher calls through the house, which startles Phoebe enough that she begins to cry. It’s not her soft ‘I’m hungry’ cry or the whine she does when she’s feeling uncomfortable.

No, this is the cry she does just before—and there it is. I don’t startle this time as the shift overtakes her, instead, I just adjust my hold so I don’t drop her.

“She’s gorgeous,” Topher says, leaning into me to offer the comfort that he can. There’s no hesitance about the act. I nod softly. “Why don’t you put her down?”

“On the floor?” I gasp, looking up into his hazel eyes. He nods, and I tentatively crouch down and place Phoebe on the floor in the passageway. Her nails are sharp, and they do a little tippy tap as she walks forward. She’s hesitant, her small frame seeming even smaller when she’s that low down, but there’s an almost eager energy surrounding her.

She slowly creeps forward, her little grey form coming to a stop in front of the mirror. I giggle as she watches herself, and in this moment, I would kill to have the connection the guys do with her.

To be able to hear her thoughts, to communicate with her.

She raises a paw and bats it against the mirror. She’s so cute, and my heart feels so full watching her.

“Would you be upset if one of us shifted to be with her?” Topher asks. He’s keeping his tone calm and soothing as if he’s talking to a wounded animal.

I’m not wounded. I’m pissed. There’s a difference.

Even if my tiny daughter is soothing some of the hurt away with her adorable behaviour.

I don’t even turn to look his way, too obsessed with watching her. “No.”

“Would you like to see?” Topher asks, and I nod slowly. He scoops Phoebe up and strokes her fur gently before taking my hand as he leads me through to the living room. The usual sparks fly between us, but my focus is on the soft licks Phoebe is doing to Topher’s hand.

He’s so gentle with her. So kind. It’s the sweetest behaviour, seeing the attention he lathers her with.

It sends tingles through my body, a heat builds in my core. I had an amazing dad, and seeing Topher… fuck, I hate my body for giving in.

Topher is also a huge fucking liar. That’s what is important.

How many hurdles do I need to move past when it comes to them?

“Can I be the one to shift?” Ben begs, giving me a smile from the sofa. He’s wearing the same suit from earlier, although he’s taken the jacket off and rolled up his shirt sleeves. His forearms bulge in a sexy way as he clasps his hands together. “Please?”

“Sure,” I say, after checking with Topher.

I watch in fascination as Ben lifts the heavy coffee table out of the way, shoving it up against the wall, and then he begins his shift. The first sign is his eyes shift to their bright blue colour, and he starts to grow taller and bigger. Fur spouts before my eyes, and he drops to four feet faster than my eyes can track.

His coat is a light grey, the same shade as Phoebe’s, and it looks so silky and smooth. The areas around his eyes are darker, highlighting the blue of his eyes that much more, and the tips of his ears are a darker grey, too. His head is level with mine, his body massive, but his eyes... they’re Ben. Well, Ben or Fluffy. They’re beautiful.

He is beautiful.

I thought I’d be terrified, like I was the first time Phoebe shifted—or the second, or the third. But I’m not. He’s a gorgeous wolf who seems to be making a conscious effort to not scare me. He’s staying still, keeping his eyes trained on me, and they’re so familiar that I can’t even begin to feel panicked.

“Are you okay?” Topher asks, and I nod slowly, unwilling to move my eyes away from Ben. “Can I put Phoebe down now?”

“Should we call her Phoebe when she’s in this form?” I ask whilst nodding and giving permission to put her down. Topher wastes no time in gently placing Phoebe down on her feet, and my tiny little wolf bounds over to Ben with an eagerness I love to see.

“Yes. We’ll call her Phoebe in both forms until she’s old enough to name her wolf. It’s a big milestone for us,” Topher says, coming to stand next to me. He doesn’t touch me, rather just hovers close enough that the sparks between us fly through the static in the air. It’s so potent it nearly takes my breath away.

I nod and turn back to watch the scene in front of me.

Phoebe reaches up on her back paws to play with the adult wolf, and it’s both terrifying and so sweet to see the way Ben reacts. He’s a huge wolf, easily able to hurt my tiny wolf pup, but he doesn’t. He’s gentle and careful and so tender in his movements.

She tries to bat at him with her paws, and he lets out a low growl, causing her to howl loudly.

I move over to the sofa and get comfortable, a smile permanently etched onto my face. I watch the two of them play, and my heart is so full of love. Ben is being extremely careful, but I can feel the joyous energy radiating from him at being able to bond with her in this way. He’s having a good time playing with my child, and she’s just as happy.

I’ve never seen so much life in the wolf version of her before, and it’s adorable.

They’re perfect, and just like earlier with Topher, it gives me feelings I don’t want to embrace. So, instead, I push them away and let the self-doubt creep in.

“You can give her so much more than I can,” I say quietly, a wave of sadness overtaking me. It’s strong enough to drag me under if I let it.

“No, we can’t, princess,” Topher says. “Sure, we understand her as a wolf, but you are her mother, and that is the most special relationship she will ever have. You know what she needs, Maia, you can give her the world, and you would. She relies on you, she loves you, she’s known you for so much longer than you have known her—because whilst she was inside you, she learnt your voice and heard your love, she learnt that you’ll do anything for her, and she knew from day one that you would protect her. You’re her mum, princess, and that’s something nobody can ever take away from you.”

I blink back the tears and turn to face him properly this time. “You can’t promise that, Toph. The whole reason I’m here is because we’re terrified Ryan’s family are going to try and take her away.”

“That is not the reason you are here,” he says firmly. Topher crouches down next to me, and his eyes are full of an intense feeling I refuse to acknowledge. “You’re here because you are ours, because there’s a future here, when you are ready to accept it and us. We want you, Maia, because you’re you—not because of anything else. Sure, you’re here so that we can help you learn about our world and can provide you help with Phoebe.”

He reaches for my face, gripping my jaw in his large hands, his touch surprisingly gentle. The sparks between us are frenzied as if they, too, can sense my upset. “But the reason you are here, Maia, is because you love your daughter so much that you’re willing to give her the pack and the support that her wolf needs, no matter the cost to yourself. You are a good mum, a beautiful mate, and one day, you’ll never doubt the love we give you.” He gives me a sad smile, and I can sense he wants to say something else, but holds himself back. “Phoebe is yours, and nobody will take her from you.”

I blink, and tears trail down my cheeks. I don’t know how to reply to that, not in my current mood. He’s trying so hard, and it confuses me that much more.

How is the man who says words as beautiful as this the same man who has kept such a huge secret from me?

“Your words are pretty,” I say, leaning away from him. Hurt flashes across his face for a brief second before he covers it with a mask. “But you can’t promise that, and you know it.”

“No, we can’t,” Alex says, reaching over the back of the sofa to hand me a glass of water. I take it with shaky hands and bring it close to me, using the cup as a deterrent for the touches Topher wants to lavish me in.

Alex moves into the room, a sense of confidence surrounding him, and it pisses me off. He’s taken his shoes off, and his socks have a small hole in the toe, and yet, he still seems like he’s in control of the situation.

He doesn’t get to feel this… secure. Not when I’m drowning the way I am, not when I’m so mad at them I could kill them and not even feel guilty.

At least, immediate guilt.

They broke my trust, and here I am playing nice.

I’m a fool.

They’re letting the cuteness between Ben and Phoebe calm me down enough that I’ll not be so mad. I can’t blame them, it’s a smart plan, even if it annoys me further.

“Can you encourage her to change back into her human form, please?” I demand, sitting up properly in the chair now. My tone is more tense, my words sharp, even with the added please. 

Ben whines, but I don’t back down. I can see the hesitance from his wolf, but eventually, he gives a small bark, and Phoebe lays down onto her tummy. She gazes up at Ben with pure adoration, and he leans in and licks the side of her face. I scrunch my nose up, but she lets out a delighted whine.

Then, in front of my very eyes, she shifts from her wolf into her human form. My eyes widen as I see the changes in her. Her dark hair seems a little longer, a little thicker, her grey eyes are a little bit brighter. The intense colour fades from them with a blink, but she’s still so alert as I crouch down to pick her up.

“Can someone grab her swing from upstairs, please?” I ask, bringing the little girl in close to my chest. I offer her a feed as Alex bounds up the stairs, and Ben shifts back into his human form, too.

His clothes are still in place, one thing I’m grateful for because I couldn’t handle a naked Ben right now. I’ve read up on werewolves—you know, for research… it totally isn’t something I’ve been reading since I was thirteen—and in a lot of the fiction, they lose their clothes. It seems so inconvenient when compared with the gift they’ve been given, and it was always the thing that annoyed me the most about those stories.

In the real world, I’m grateful it’s not like that. I’m extremely glad my infant daughter—my rare, female, wolf-born child—won’t be exposed to anyone that way.

Phoebe unlatches, and I take a moment to resettle her as Ben awkwardly shuffles on the heels of his feet. The nervous energy he’s emitting has my heart fluttering.

“Thank you for letting Fluffy and I play with her. It was thrilling, even if she doesn’t pose much of a challenge,” Ben says, his voice quite small, and I give a curt nod. 

Phoebe unlatches from my boob again, and it’s clear she’s just messing and not wanting an actual feed right now, so I fasten my top back in place. She gazes around the room, not settling on anything.

When Alex brings her swing down from upstairs, I place her in it, and then set up the vibrations. Without prompting, Topher turns on her projector, giving her something to watch, and the four of us settle in for what I hope is going to be an enlightening conversation, even if my heart hurts that Seb isn’t home.

No matter how mad I am, I really hope he’s safe.
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The mood in the room is sombre. Topher is sitting on the armchair, with Alex and Ben sharing the long sofa. I’m in another arm chair with Phoebe in my direct line of sight. She’s in her swing, watching the little sea animals float along the room.

Alex pulled the curtains closed, giving a darker tone to the room, making it easier for the lights to be seen by Phoebe. She’s enthralled, which means as long as we keep our tones quiet and calm, she won’t be disturbed.

Unlike me. I’m just pure disturbed.

Their words echo in my brain. The reminder of the connection they share with Ryan is so hard to ignore. It burns, and it hurts. My stomach is in knots, and I can’t bear to look at them.

The palms of my hands sting from the way my nails are cutting so deep into the soft pad of skin, but my body won’t obey my commands to relax.

The three men share a tense look, and I don’t know if they’re using their silent communication to talk about me. Doubt fills me as I peek at them under my eyelashes.

“I don’t know where to begin,” I say quietly. My words only increase the uncomfortable vibes in the room. A silent argument breaks out between the three of them.

I bring my knees up to my chest and let it play out. Alex is arguing on one side, Topher on another. Ben seems content to side with Topher.

I wish I could hear their silent words. I wish I could be included in the decisions.

But once more, I’m excluded, even from something like this.

Topher snarls, the sound causing goosebumps to raise over my skin, and Alex clenches his jaw but gives a curt nod. Ben seems relieved, and I don’t know why that rubs me the wrong way.

“It was my decision for none of us to tell you that we knew who Ryan was,” Topher says, leaning back in his seat. He acts so nonchalant, swinging his ankle up over his knee as he stretches out and makes himself a bigger target for me to focus on.

But I’m not an idiot. Their argument makes sense now, and I frown over at both Alex and Ben. One of them gets a full glower at how easy he was willing to throw Topher under the bus.

No matter how annoyed I am over these lies… it’s their fault as a group.

“And did you force your brothers in the same way that you forced me to move in?” I ask, giving Ben a piercing look before turning back around to Topher. The eldest’s eyes flash gold.

Topher opens his mouth, closes it, and then sighs. “No.”

I appreciate that he told me the truth, although I won’t voice that. I shouldn’t feel grateful for these little scraps of truth that they bestow upon me. That should be a given.

“So, your brothers had the choice you took from me,” I say, sitting back and looking towards Alex and Ben, who both lower their eyes, “but were willing to let you take the full weight of this punishment alone anyway.”

“And how are you going to be punishing us?” Alex asks. There’s frustration in his eyes, but more than that, there’s a heavy weight on his shoulders. He’s hunched over, despite trying to remain confident.

“Of course, I was,” Ben says, talking over Alex with an eager and rushed tone. He’s desperate. “Fuck that shit. I’ve been saying for two weeks that we should tell you. Topher was the holdout. I’m not going down with his sinking ship.”

“Well, that’s just as cowardly as the way you’ve all been lying to me.” I sneer at him, and Ben frowns, genuine confusion filling his face. “And, by that timeline, it still took you a week to decide I was worthy of hearing the truth about my child. That doesn’t get you off the hook, Ben, not even a little bit.”

Ben grunts, ducking his head, and hopefully, he regrets speaking up.

Topher loses the fake nonchalance and leans forward onto his knees. “I did what I thought was best, Maia.”

“But that’s the thing,” I say, meeting his actions head on, mirroring the exact pose. He doesn’t intimidate me. “You made a unilateral decision about my daughter. You sit here claiming you’ve got some mythical connection to my child and then decided to lie to me about information that endangers her. How is that for the best?”

I hate that my voice broke. I hate that tears are dripping down my cheeks.

I wish I wasn’t an angry crier.

It makes me look pathetic.

“Mate sad,” Max whispers, reaching for me, but I bat his hand away. It wasn’t a hard hit, but the sparks didn’t appear with that one smack, and I know that’s because I shouldn’t have done it.

“Control yourself, Alexander,” Topher snarls, but he’s looking at his brother and not me. He rubs his eyes and turns to me. “Ryan is a bad man, Maia, and acknowledging who he was… it makes it even more real.”

“He loved me.” My words are a whisper, and as much as I want to, I don’t follow it up with sharing how much he would’ve loved Phoebe. I don’t want to hurt them, I really don’t, even if they’ve hurt me.

But I still see the flash of pain that Topher quickly covers, and it causes bile to rise up in my throat.

They’re hurting me with their actions and their words. They’re judging the man I loved—the man I love?—from their interactions with him and think that they’ve got the ultimate authority on his character.

They saw him as a child. How can they form opinions over someone who had barely even lived? Even now, at only twenty-four, my life is not even halfway over, so when Ryan died at only twenty-five, what could he have achieved? What could he have done to deserve so much hate?

How can you judge someone full of childish youth? You can’t.

And yet, they expect me to just throw away my three years of history, to let them in, to let them replace the man I love.

But when I see him so regularly, when I get to spend time with him and let him meet his daughter… when Ryan still isn’t gone, how am I meant to just move on and forget?

“We know,” Alex says gently. “We didn’t keep this from you out of a desire to… deny the connection you two shared.”

“We didn’t? I only cared that my cousin fucked my mate,” Ben mutters, but nobody pays him any attention. He’s upset, and I know the tension is eating away at him.

And also, acknowledging him in this mood only eggs him on.

“At the time, the biggest reason for us denying we knew him was because we didn’t want to push you away. It was selfish, but we’re already on such uneven footing,” Alex says quietly. He’s maintaining eye contact, not hiding the pain in his words. “Our wolves hate Ryan’s connection to you. We can’t deny that.”

“And we hate Ryan for our own reasons, and we won’t deny that or even pretend otherwise,” Topher says.

“But,” Alex interjects, giving Topher a stern look before turning back to me, “We’re sorry for making that your issue. I beg one thing from you, even though I have no right to do so.”

“What is it?” I whisper, unable to gather the strength to talk any louder. Their actions and their words are two different behaviours, and I don’t know which to trust.

They confound me.

They’re beautiful, and kind, and gentle… and selfish, and willing to lie to get their own way.

But when their own way is getting me…

I bite my lip, looking up at the ceiling to collect myself. I hate the way my body betrays me, I hate how easy the last three weeks have been… I hate the cards I was dealt.

“We’re going to be sharing some family history with you, difficult family history, and we’re probably going to say some very mean things about Ryan.”

“I see.”

Alex grimaces. “Don’t take it personally, please. Don’t let it fuel your anger with us. We have our feelings, just like you have yours.”

“Even if you were conned by the ultimate—” Ben starts, but both Topher and Alex snarl. Ben pouts, crossing his arms over his chest as his hazel eyes meet mine. “I hate that his dirty hands have touched you. I hate him.”

“So I can see.” I’m exhausted. Mentally exhausted. With a deep sigh, I turn to Topher, and raise an eyebrow. “Start at the beginning, I suppose. Tell me… why do you hate Ryan?”

“Ryan is my cousin, through my fathers. Ryan’s dad, Henry, is part of the quadruplet bond with our dads—George, Edward, and Charles. Ryan’s father, Henry, fell in love with Ryan’s mother, Aurora, a year or so before my fathers found my mum,” Topher says.

My eyes widen. I thought when they said cousin, they meant on Julie’s side of the family—not their dad’s. I thought… with how they’ve explained it, the bond between the brothers born from one pregnancy means they share a soul, and thus they share a soulmate.

“We’ll get to your questions, little butterfly,” Alex says quietly. I nod, biting my tongue as I turn back around to Topher.

“Aurora was special. She’s the only child of the previous Alpha and Luna Grey, and thus her mate would be the alpha of their pack upon their mating. Sadly, her fated mate died when she was just young. Being a wolf-born female, which, of course, even back then, was rare, her allure was strong,” Topher continues. “She’s a few years older than my uncle and my dads, and he chose to leave the harem with his brothers in order to actively pursue her.”

I frown, not understanding how that’s possible. Ben explained how werewolves don’t form sexual connections when they know they have a mate out there. He implied that it was more than just bad form—that it was something their wolves couldn’t do differently.

How could this man both reject three quarters of his soul and his fated mate?

“But what about your mum?” I blurt out my question without even thinking and give Topher an apologetic look. He shakes his head, not minding.

“My mum came onto the scene, and my fathers immediately fell head over heels in love with her. But, by then, my uncle was already in love with Aurora. He took one look at my mum and denied the mate bond. He rejected her and chose Aurora.” My jaw drops, and Topher has a grim expression. “Their love might not have been fated, but to them, it was true.”

“It still is,” Ben says. “They’re still together, in all their fucking miserable love.”

“Any questions so far?” Alex asks.

I nod, repeating the things they’ve said to me about their souls being so entwined. “I just don’t understand how it’s possible. How could he do this when so many of you then just follow the path set out?”

I’ve never once doubted that the quadruplets want me. But if they could reject me and the bond… why haven’t they? I’m full of problems. I’m human, Ryan—their cousin—is the father to my daughter, and according to them, I’ve got a custody battle on my hands. Why would they force themselves to be with me when they could reject me?

My eyes fill with tears as I look over at Phoebe, and my bottom lip trembles. “Is it… did you⁠—”

“No!” All three Wolfe brothers snarl at once, and Ben launches himself off his chair and storms towards me.

He kneels in front of me and places his hand on my knee. “Do you feel those sparks where we touch?” I give one jerky nod and try to sniffle the tears away. “This connection is given to us by fate. She deemed you our perfect match. Why would we settle for some second chance when you exist in the world?”

“But you could.”

Ben rolls his eyes. “I didn’t remain a virgin to settle for some inferior woman. You were made to⁠—”

“What Ben means,” Topher says, cutting his brother off with an eye roll, “is that you’re it for us, princess. You and Phoebe are everything we could have wanted.”

“Because she’s a wolf?”

“Because she is half of you,” Topher says. “Sure, female wolves are so fucking rare, so important, and I’m thrilled that she is one. But I’m also scared.”

“We are scared for her,” Alex adds, his eyes flickering between hazel and silver. “Our world is dangerous right now, and for good reason. Phoebe is a miracle, Maia, but you are the ultimate blessing. You are ours.”

“And we’re so, so lucky to have you,” Topher adds, and Ben nods from his place at my feet. “You can’t feel the bond, but even the little aspects you can feel are immense, right?”

I nod slowly. Warmth spreads through me, and I can’t deny the truth in their words. Something, all this time, has been guiding us together. It’s hard to believe in the idea of soulmates when there’s no evidence.

I work in numbers and data. Tangible figures.

I’m banking my future—my daughter’s future—on a whisper of a promise.

“Now why would anyone ever give that up and settle for being less than whole?” Ben asks with a grin.

“Which is why you lied,” I say quietly. It adjusts the tone once more, and all three men deflate as one. Ben gets up from the ground and trudges over to the sofa, tripping on the wire slightly, before throwing himself down on the sofa next to Alex.

Phoebe begins to whine softly, and Topher gets up to fix her projector. He crouches down and presses a soft kiss to her head, but she’s lost to the floating colours and animals again.

“Which is why we lied,” Alex confirms. “Or at least, a big part of it.”

I nod. “So, your uncle denied his mate and moved on happily?”

“Sort of. For a wolf to deny their mate, it’s extremely painful for them,” Alex says quietly. “Our wolves want the other part of their soul, and they ache without it. There’s no way this was an easy decision for him, but it’s one he made out of selfishness anyway.”

“So, your mum was in pain?” I think about the ache without Seb here, and that’s so minimal. I’m not a wolf, there’s no bond, and he is coming back.

“She wasn’t a wolf at the time,” Topher says. “So, she didn’t feel the pain the way my uncle must have. From what I’ve been told, he was in agony for a very long time. Even after rejecting her, the ache apparently never goes away, and the emptiness of his soul will hurt him even with the bond he now has with Aurora. You’ll know more than us about how my mum felt, but I know she didn’t have it easy on her side, either.”

“Like you’re missing something, but you don’t know what,” I say softly. Seb not being here is not comparable, not even a little, but I can imagine she felt at least a little similar. “Like you’re complete but incomplete at the same time. Like part of you is gone, but it’s just so far out of reach.”

Like part of my soul has gone.

Because they’re my soulmates.

The three of them exchange excited looks, but it’s Topher who continues. “My aunt and uncle mated, which severed the connection completely for my uncle and mum, at least on her side. My uncle became the sole alpha for the Grey pack with my aunt Aurora, and my parents ran ours.”

“Where is their pack?” I ask.

“They’re not too far from here, only a town over.”

I flinch and look over at my little girl, who is still watching the lights move around the room, and I hate that this move has put her in danger.

We moved here at random. It was nearly two hours away from where Ryan and I lived, but it has good schools and such a low crime rate, and with the house we now live in being in such a good central location, it just felt right. I felt safe moving here as a single mother to a little girl.

How fucking wrong I was. 

“How is that possible?” I whisper, looking at each of them in fear. My blood feels cold, and a shiver wracks my body.

“Fate plays a messy game, little butterfly.”

I nod and want to move past it. “So, how did we get from their mating to you all hating Ryan?”

“Well things were amicable enough between our parents,” Topher says. “They bickered, they had arguments over pack policies and decisions, but they were family. My mum held no hard feelings towards Aurora, and my dads eventually mended the bridge with my uncle. I never knew of any of their history until we were in our teenage years. They got along so well that there was never any animosity or issues.”

I nod slowly when he pauses. I don’t know if he’s just letting his words sink in and give me the chance to catch up mentally or if he expects me to be able to connect these dots.

“Where does Ryan being a bad man come into this?”

“Henry and Aurora had a little girl.” Topher’s words are hesitant, almost reluctant.

I close my eyes as Topher talks because, deep down, I already know how this story goes. Comments Ryan had made over the years suddenly are heard in a new light, the fierceness of his protectiveness when it comes to vulnerable women… it makes sense if I’m right.

He had a sister.

“She was a wolf-born female. She was six months older than Iris and Talia, which was exciting for my mum and her to be pregnant together, but where Aurora had a wolf-born female, the twins weren’t born wolves.

“My parents were a little disappointed that their girls weren’t wolves, especially since my uncle produced a wolf-born female outside a soulmate bond, but everyone was still happy. Our families grew, and we had a good childhood. We spent so much time with our cousins, mingling with their pack, as they did ours, and despite the choices my uncle made, everything was as good as it could be.”

“But then she died,” I whisper, and Ben and Alex flinch.

“But then she died,” Topher says, his voice so broken and sad that I’ve got to resist the urge to offer him comfort. My heart physically aches for each of these men, and whilst my pain is not comparable, I know what it’s like to lose someone that you loved.

I had to say goodbye to the man I thought I’d spend the rest of my life with, and they had to bury their cousin, a girl they loved for their entire lives.

Their pain is still so apparent, so fresh.

My eyes fill with tears, and I duck my head, letting my curls hide my face. As discreetly as I can, I wipe my eyes.

“She was kind, and lovely, and so different to her parents, to our parents.” Topher’s voice is husky as he doesn’t bother trying to hide his hurt. “They raised her to be spoilt and rude because she was special. But she was special despite all of their poison. She wasn’t like them. She gave back to the community, she was a pure soul that was damaged by them.”

I gulp, scared to voice my question but doing it anyway. My hands tremble, and I lower them to my lap as I look over at Topher. “How did... how did she die?”

“That’s the question of the century,” Alex says when Topher’s jaw locks, and he looks away from me. The air is tense and uncomfortable. All three of the men are upset, and it’s a distraction to my own anger.

Their pain comes before my own frustration. Their lie was huge… but their pain is bigger.

I’m not so selfish that I can’t recognise that.

“She died on our lands,” Ben says, and now it’s me who flinches. I gape at him, not sure I heard him correctly. “Her family swore she was coming to our pack at the command of my parents. They argue that we failed to protect her, that it was all a ploy for us to hurt her. Her dad, our uncle, claims this neglect was out of jealousy for them being the stronger couple and birthing a female wolf where my parents couldn’t. It got nasty, and we’ve only got one side of the story.”

Biassed but likely still focusing on some of the truth.

“What do you guys think?” I ask softly.

“We know that she had an arranged mating with a man a decade her senior. We know that she was being denied her true soulmate because he wasn’t deemed strong enough,” Alex says just as quietly. But whilst his words are quiet, they’re full of anger, dripping with a venomous tone. “We know that she had a desire to run away so that she could be with her mate. But if that’s what happened that night, she wasn’t protected. None of them protected her.”

“She was the oldest, sure, but she wasn’t alone. They could’ve protected her—we would have protected her. They may go by Grey, but our cousins were Wolfes,” Topher says with a loud snarl. “Ryan let her die, and now he’s created another Phoebe to follow in her path whilst he took the coward’s way out and ran away with his tail tucked between his legs.”

Another Phoebe? What does he mean by another Phoebe?

Was… Ryan wanted to use the name Phoebe for a girl, that’s where my choice of name came from. I never loved it, not like he did, but with him gone, I wanted to honour the one choice he could still have in regards to her.

But now… acid burns in my stomach, and I try to push the pang of betrayal away.

“I understand you’re in pain, but do not talk about him like that in front of his daughter,” I say, keeping my voice firm but quiet. Topher jumps to his feet, a rage so scary on his face as his hazel eyes burn into mine.

I’m just as fast as I jump to my own feet and level him with a glare. There’s so much anger, so much vicious intensity in his body, but my child is in this room with us, and this discussion will not become loud or aggressive.

Not in front of her.

Never in front of her.

“Raise your voice, and we’re gone,” I warn, keeping my tone as civilised as possible.

He looks at Phoebe, the pain apparent on his face, and he turns tail and leaves the room. I’m not sure if he needs a moment to calm down or if he’s just completely done with the conversation, but I am relieved he listened to me.

I look between a stoic Ben and a very tense Alex, waiting for either of them to comment on what just happened. When they don’t, I sit back down, trying to calm myself.

The adrenaline rushed through me very quickly, and it’s going to take me a few minutes to calm back down. None of us speak, both Wolfe brothers alternating their glances between me, the door that Topher left through, and Phoebe.

“What was her name?” I ask once I’m a lot calmer.

“Morgan Phoebe Grey,” Alex says quietly. Relief floods through me, and it’s silly, I know it is, but I’m so glad there’s that little bit of separation. “She hated her name, said it was too boyish, and so we’d all call her Phoebe when we weren’t around our parents.”

The tears prick at my eyes, my throat closing up as I see my little girl, who, day after day, looks more like me. She has my dark, curly hair, and I have no idea where her grey eyes came from since Ryan’s were so blue, but she’s got so much of me in her facial features. But Ryan’s influence isn’t completely gone. She carries his genes inside her, his wolf.

She’s her father’s daughter, and the name he chose was to resemble and honour his dead sister.

A sister that died before her time.

Just like her brother.

It’s bittersweet in a way.

I purse my lips, trying to stop the tears from falling, but they won’t. My child’s got a strong legacy to live up to... but if these people lost their darling female-born wolf, wouldn’t it seem like fate is giving them a second chance by bringing them Ryan’s little girl who shares a name with the daughter they lost?

The daughter that—in their eyes—this family ripped away from them?

If they’re as spiteful and horrid as Ryan claims they were, then they’d take Phoebe just out of principle to hurt me and the Wolfes.

Fuck, Ryan, you’ve really left us in a pickle.
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MAIA


Phoebe is asleep, and we’re all sitting watching her. She’s so at peace, so content, and I’m anything but. They’ve just shared a huge family history with me, and I don’t know how to move forward.

They’re rattled. Ben’s so quiet, so still. He’s usually very restless and fidgety, but right now, he just seems so drained of life. The tension in the air seems to be impacting the youngest Wolfe brother a lot, and there’s a niggling feeling of guilt flickering away in my chest as I see the sullen and downtrodden expression on his face.

Not enough to have me being the one to fix it, considering he’s a liar and withheld information about my child that has impacted her safety, but seeing him so unlike himself is not something that sits right with me.

Is this behaviour part of his natural personality, the fact that he’s a runt, or just his way of expressing remorse?

I have no idea, but I hate that it affects me as deeply as it does.

Alex is staring at Phoebe, but I don’t think he’s actually seeing her. He’s lost in the memories of the past, and I can only imagine what is running through his mind. The distance in his eyes is not common for him, and neither is the hunched up way he is sitting. Alex is often so graceful, so warm, and it’s concerning how upset he is.

And me, well, the tension in the air is affecting me very deeply. They’ve shared a lot, and it’s going to take me some time to process it. I feel sort of numb, unable to actually understand the racing feelings inside of me. I don’t feel angry anymore at the lie, not really, but then I’m frustrated that I’m letting it go so fast.

My shock is overtaking my own pain and empathy for them, and I feel so lifeless as the constant what if’s float through my brain.

What if Ryan told me the truth about his family?

What if Phoebe never shifted into a werewolf?

What if the guys told me about Ryan being their cousin weeks ago?

What if, what if, what if…

I know for a fact that if they told me about Ryan, I’d have left. I wouldn’t still be here. They’d be in the agony they talked about, and so would I.

I can accept that as the truth, even if it annoys me. I deserve to know what is happening with any piece of information we have regarding Phoebe, and they kept this from me. Rightly. But not rightly, either, because she’s my daughter, and I need all of the facts to keep her safe.

But by keeping that secret… they gave me time to work with them and let them open up when the time was right.

If I’m being honest with myself, I probably wouldn’t have been that annoyed if they told me the truth themselves tonight, without Dr Thomas prompting me. I’d have griped about it but ultimately moved on.

But they didn’t. They were forced into telling me, and that is what hurts. After the last few weeks, they still don’t trust me.

But, Maia… do you trust them?

I look at both Ben and Alex again, my heart hurting at the pained expressions on their faces, the invisible storm cloud apparent over their heads. Today was a lot to go over, and there’s no denying that there’s a complex history between Ryan and my guys.

However, it also clearly shows that we need to figure out a way to move forward.

“Seb has just got home,” Ben says. His words seem to echo in the silent house, and I adjust myself so I’m sitting up properly. I’ve been worried about Seb, being out there alone with Dr Thomas, so I’m so glad he’s home.

I can’t bear the thought of him being harmed, so I hope he’s in one piece.

“Let’s order some food for dinner and make a plan for how we’re going to move forward,” Alex says, giving me an assessing look. “Seb’s been out chasing down Dr Thomas, so I need you to be prepared for whatever he has to say.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, narrowing my eyes. How can I prepare when I have no idea what I’m preparing for?

“He’s gone to follow the doctor, darling, and if the doctor has done something stupid, like reporting what has gone down today to whoever got him to be here, then we’re fucked,” Ben says, and his tone seriously implies that I’m stupid. “We’ll need to make some plans fast before we’re caught with our pants down. That’ll only piss off our dear cousin anyway, since our dicks are vastly larger⁠—”

“Your cousin?” I ask, and I know based on the way Ben lets out a snarl that I’ve focused on the wrong thing from his words. I don’t care about their cock sizes, not when he’s talking about another cousin.

If Ryan’s dead, and Morgan—Phoebe—is dead… which of their cousins are still alive?

Alex’s eyes widen, and he lets out a bunch of curses, panic filling him.

“What?” I demand, moving towards the edge of my seat in concern. Ben just rolls his eyes as if it’s all beneath him.

“We never… we’re idiots, and I’m very, very sorry.” Alex’s tone is so genuine here, and I nod slowly. “Ethan Grey is the soon-to-be alpha of their pack,” Alex says as the front door slams open, banging into the wall. It’s closed a lot quieter, but that doesn’t disguise the frustration from the man who did it.

Seb’s heavy footsteps can be heard as he storms through the house, and the tension weighing on him can be felt just as easily as my soul seems to relax. He’s home, he’s safe.

“Ethan is Ryan’s identical brother and is a fucking prick,” Alex says with a sigh as my entire body freezes. “However, sources say he’s been missing quite a few pack appearances lately, which doesn’t bode well for whatever it is that they’re planning.”

I feel like all of the air has been sucked out of the room.

Identical brother.

Ryan has an identical brother.

For months, I’ve been tormented by a dead man, doubting my own mind, convinced that I’m a powerful woman who can see ghosts.

But Ryan has an identical twin brother.

I can’t move, my entire being frozen. My head feels so heavy, like it’s impossible to hold up, my legs shaky and weak as the words bounce around my brain. I can’t bring myself to look away from Alex, but he’s not even looking at me.

Ryan’s got a brother. An identical brother.

Ryan is a twin.

And I am a fool.

“Are you okay, darling?” Ben asks, just as Seb charges into the room. My gaze darts up to him, the pressure inside me growing with every passing breath.

Seb’s eyes are bright green and oh-so-wide as they lock in on me, and I’m pinned even further into my seat. His clothes are a mess, lots of mud on the knees of his jeans and his shirt, and a rip across his chest with some dried blood on his tanned stomach. He doesn’t stop. Instead, he rushes to my side and lifts me from the chair into his arms.

His heart is pounding, I can hear the echo of it as he clutches me into his chest, but his isn’t the only one this loud.

Why does he get to be comforted when it’s my world that has been torn apart?

Ryan has an identical twin brother.

They’ve had weeks to come to terms with their decision of keeping Ryan’s life a secret. They’ve known for twenty-five years—a quarter of a century—to know that Ryan has an identical twin.

But this has just been dropped on me, and my entire world view has changed.

I shove at Seb’s chest, trying to release the tight grip he has on me so that these stupid sparks can stop and I can collect my thoughts. He growls and, instead, cuddles me tighter. His heart still hasn’t slowed, and neither has his breathing, despite the repeated gulps of breath as he takes in my scent.

I’m struggling to regulate myself, and I can’t, I need to be down. I need space.

But do you? my conscience calls.

“No, Seb, that’s enough,” I say as sternly as I can manage. My breathless tone makes it hard for him to take me seriously. “Place me down on the floor, now.”

“No.” He’s using a no-nonsense tone, one I can’t argue against, as he wraps his arms even tighter around me. It’s a tiny, tiny, squeeze away from being uncomfortable. “Please, mate, let me love you.”

Ugh, he’s so manipulative without actually trying to be.

He sniffs my hair, and I can feel him relax a little when I stop fighting.

“I’m mad.” I mutter the words, a pout on my lips, as I embrace the sparks fully and let him use my scent to calm himself down. I sort of need the hugs here, too.

“I know.” He sounds so sad and defeated in this moment here that I can feel how much he hates this. I relax in his hold and offer him comfort like the weak woman I so clearly am. He presses a soft kiss to my neck as I gently run my nails up and down the back of his scalp and neck.

“She’s mad at me, has called me mean names, and says I’m the ugliest⁠—”

“She did none of these things,” I snap, pulling away from Seb to glare at Ben over his shoulder. Seb whines, wanting the neck scratches, I think, but unfortunately, his brother needs correcting. “I’ve not once called you any names. And I really didn’t say you were ugly or the ugliest. How immature do you think I am?”

Ben pouts, dropping down from the sofa to his knees. He clasps his hands together and flutters his eyelashes at me. “Please, forgive me, darling. I’ll never lie to you again.”

“Put me down,” I say, and Seb sighs but doesn’t argue, this time. He lets the weight of my body slide down his. There’s so many tingles from where we touch that it soothes my panic that much more.

“Phoebe?” he pleads, and I nod. There’s a grin on his face as he bounds over to unstrap my tiny girl from her swing.

I let out a small sigh and turn properly to have all three men in my sights. Seb’s not looking at me, too interested in Phoebe, but both Alex and Ben are watching me warily.

“As a whole, the four of you have damaged the extremely fragile trust that I have placed in you,” I say, and when Alex opens his mouth, I give him a stern look that has him shutting up. “Can you hear me through there, Christopher?”

“Oh, fuck, the full name,” Ben whispers, not moving from his position on his knees. I don’t acknowledge him, knowing that’ll only make his comments that much worse.

But, fuck, could that imagery look so good if I—no, Maia. We don’t care how attractive Ben looks right now.

“Yes,” Topher says, and it’s only a second later that he comes through from the kitchen. His teeth are clenched together, his shoulders tense, but he gives me a nod that shows he’s willing to listen to whatever I have to say.

It’s about time.

“You four claim we are mates, and I won’t deny that I feel something. But your claims have not matched up to your actions. You claim you want to be in Phoebe’s life, in my life, for the long haul, and yet, you keep something like this from me,” I say quietly. I don’t need to raise my voice, not when all four of them are listening so attentively. Not when we all already feel like shit.

“It’s hurtful that you didn’t trust I could handle this, but you acted in a way that is not yours to handle. Phoebe is my daughter—mine—and right now, that’s the only way it’ll ever be.”

“We were going to talk to you about this tonight,” Topher says, and I can tell he’s doing his best to not sound like a prick.

“Oh, right, three weeks after the fact. Should I be grateful?” I demand, crossing my arms in front of my chest.

“Honestly, yes,” Ben says with a nod. He rises from the floor, almost bouncing on his feet as if it’s truly going to be this easy. “It’s hard finding things to tell you each night about our world without spilling this secret. It’s about time we can tell you the good stuff without tiptoeing around our lies.”

“Shut up,” Alex hisses, and Ben sighs, flopping down onto the sofa.

“No, Maia, you shouldn’t,” Topher says, pleading with me as he takes a small step forward. “But at the time of us finding out who Ryan was, you did not know us and could barely stomach being in the same room as us. This news was going to be something that pushed you even further away and would then leave Phoebe at risk.”

“I know that,” I say quietly. Tears prick at my eyes, and I look down at my feet. “But it hurts that you didn’t try. It hurts that it’s taken you three weeks to decide I’m trustworthy enough.” I wipe my eyes and look at Topher properly. “Where’s the trust? I’ve been trying to let you all in…”

“Not nearly enough as we’d like,” Ben says.

“I know that,” I say. “But I still have been trying.”

“I was the biggest holdout,” Topher says quietly. “Every day, we’re bonding closer, and it’s gone from just being something we kept from you to protect you and to keep you both with us… but it became a huge lie that I knew would hurt you. I didn’t want to add to your grief, Maia. I didn’t want to burden you with the truth of who Ryan was.”

I wrap my arms around myself, looking up at him with tears in my eyes. I’ve never felt so small, so fragile. “The Ryan I knew would walk women home at night from the library so they didn’t need to cross through the dark woods alone. The Ryan I knew did grocery shopping for our elderly neighbour because she had nobody close by who could.”

I look up at Topher as tears drip down my cheeks. “The Ryan I knew was gentle, and kind, and so full of positivity. He was the kind of man to put other people first, even at the detriment of himself.”

“Atonement is a rough path,” Alex says quietly.

I shrug as the sadness fades slightly. “Maybe it was atonement. Maybe he was trying desperately to get out of the shadow of his dead sister. I don’t know because he’s dead now, and I can’t ask him.” I toss my hair over my shoulder and give each man a piercing look. “But I do know that he was a child when Morgan died, and that no matter what—it was not his fault.”

There’s a stony look on Topher’s face, but it’s Ben who speaks up first. “I don’t hate him for Morgan,” Ben says with such a venomous tone that I’m shocked it came from him. That’s until I see his eyes are bright blue. “I detest my dear cousin because he put you and Phoebe at risk.”

“Everything in your world seems to put my child at risk,” I hiss before bursting into tears. Two sets of arms reach for me, but I push them away, moving backwards so that they’re not touching me.

I can’t do it.

I can’t have them comfort me when their touch burns with the weight of their hatred.

“Your world is scary. I’m a human on the outskirts with such little knowledge of everything, and any time I make progress, I’m still nowhere near able to keep myself afloat,” I say through my tears, through the hiccups and breathlessness that comes with this much despair. “And I relied on you all for information. Day after day, you have been my only truth about this fucked up world you all live in. And you destroyed the trust we were forming.”

“Baby, please,” one of them whispers, but I can’t see who through my tears.

I drop my head and wipe at my eyes, desperate to control my emotions once more. It’s hard. The box I need to shove all of this upset into just isn’t big enough to contain it all.

But I need to get my shit together.

“You told me that they’d try to take her from me, that Ryan’s family would take her if they knew about her.” I look up at Topher, and I can imagine how desperate I look, how small and broken. “How likely is this going to be now that you know who her family is?”

He crouches down in front of me and hesitantly reaches forward to place his hand on my knee. When I don’t flinch away, his touch becomes more firm, and he squeezes gently. “I think the likelihood is very high, princess. We’ve got a battle on our hands—a big one.”

I knew that was going to be the case even before he said something. You don’t leave home at the age Ryan did with no reason. Usually, losing a family member brings the remaining family closer together.

But in his case, he fled.

He never would’ve wanted his daughter to be raised by them, but… would he want them raised by his enemy, either?

Fate has thrown me into the middle of a feuding family, and I’m lost. I don’t know whether she intends for me to tie them together or sever the final threads completely.

The unknown scares me.

I furiously wipe at my eyes, hating that these tears won’t stop. I look so pathetic, crying my eyes out. I can’t lose my shit right now. Not when my daughter needs me to be strong for her.

Until she has a voice of her own, I am her voice. I need to be her advocate, her warrior, her protector. Being a parent is putting your child’s needs first because they can’t do it for themselves.

And these men—my mates—are the key to helping me achieve that.

I don’t trust the supernatural. I don’t trust anyone outside of this house, but I’m willing to work with the men inside it. Over the last three weeks, other than this one huge lie, they’ve done everything to help me.

Offering comfort, support, and knowledge.

They’re mine, even if I’m not theirs. Even if I’m not yet theirs.

But I can’t just blindly accept this life. Not when it’s Phoebe’s future on the line.

“Before we move on,” I say, rising from the armchair to once more look each of them in the eye, “before we get into everything else, I want a promise from each of you.”

“Anything,” Alex says, relief dripping from his tone.

“Yeah, no, don’t hold me to that. Alex is a fool. I won’t agree to anything,” Ben interjects, sitting forward with a scared look on his face. “I’m not falling into that trap. Give me your demands, wench, and I’ll agree if I’m okay with them.”

A smile tugs at my lips, but I smother it back down. “You made a decision that wasn’t yours to make when you took yet another choice from me. From here on forward, when it comes to Phoebe, we work as a team, and I get the final say.”

“Agreed,” the four of them say in unison.

“You do not use your alpha commands on me,” I continue.

“Unless it’s an emergency,” Topher interjects, despite the two glares from both Alex and Ben. I’m equally surprised and unsurprised to see Seb nodding as if he agrees with Topher. “I will not make that promise knowing I might break it depending on the situation.”

“Define an emergency. Because I’m not going to move forward when I’m going to be scared that my choices will be taken away at every opportunity that you deem emergent. You’ve stolen my autonomy once, you’ve hidden the truth from me, what else is there?”

Topher nods, and his eyes flash gold for a moment. “I’m the oldest, and I’m the one who has to make the tough decisions. Sometimes, there’s a split second where I need to decide, and that decision is often costly. But I still do make mistakes, Maia. I can promise that if I do fuck up, I’ll work my hardest to repair the damage I’ve caused.”

“And I appreciate that,” I say softly. “But that doesn’t answer my question or reassure me in the slightest. What do you constitute as an emergency?”

He sighs, but it’s Alex who answers for him. “I’d define an emergency as something life threatening, injury-inducing, or even just a very important decision that needs to happen within the next thirty minutes. If debating something back and forth could risk a life, then we’ll act and discuss it afterwards.”

I nod slowly. “This still seems like an unfair balance, but I can at least attempt to work with that.”

“When the roles are reversed, say a magic word, and we’ll obey,” Ben says, grinning at me. “It’s like a safe word, but not the one we’ll use in the bedroom.”

“Why would I need a safe word in the bedroom?” I ask, narrowing my eyes, as I try to hide my amusement. All four men, even Seb, who has been enamoured with Phoebe, exchange cheeky grins, and I get the feeling I don’t want to know what that look is for.

The way my vagina is fluttering has me thinking my body believes differently.

“We’ll discuss that later,” Topher says with a smirk. “But I’m agreeable to giving you a safe word where you can have the same balance.”

“Pick something you won’t use every day,” Ben says, waggling his brows at me. “So not “Holy fuck, Benjamin Wolfe, you are⁠—””

“Do not swear,” Seb growls, and Ben groans.

“Lavender.” I blurt the word out, needing to move the conversation forward.

“Perfect. Then I’m agreeable,” Topher says, and each of the men nod.

“Is there anything else that you’re keeping from me?” I ask seriously.

“Yes, but we’re going to get into that now,” Topher says. “Hopefully, by the end of tonight, you’ll know all of the important things.”

“Okay.”

“Is there anything you’re keeping from us?” Alex asks after I nod.

Far too many things. But how do I tell them about me seeing Ryan when I now know he has an identical twin—when it’s likely the man I’ve been talking to and engaging with, the man who followed me from my old town to this one… is the very man wanting to take my daughter from me? All the differences I see in Ryan, all the changes in his attitude and behaviour that I put down to him being dead could actually be the fact that he’s not Ryan at all.

I’ve been thinking I was special. That I had powers and abilities to see the man I lost. That I could bring him back in small doses to see his child.

That he died, but there’s still a chance for him to bond with her.

For her to know him.

But I think I’ve been played a fool. It’s far more likely I’m seeing Ethan Grey, the man consistently disappearing from his pack, than my dead fiancé.

“There’s one thing,” I say with a small shrug as they all frown. Just like their cheeky grins, their frowns are identical in everything but the eyes. “But… I need time.”

I need to figure out how to tell them without them losing their shit. I need to try and break it all down, to remember when I saw him and where. I need to figure it out so I can give them the full story because then they can help me.

They’ll figure out what’s been happening. You know, whether I’ve been seeing the dead fiancé I love so much, or his identical brother. The idea of not telling them, of keeping something so monumental from them, makes me ill. But I can’t let them jump the gun with something this huge.

We’ll need to plan, and tonight, their emotions are already running high.

And honestly, a tiny part of me also wants to have a confrontation with this Ethan. I’m not stupid enough to do it, not with Phoebe’s safety hanging in the balance, but I can admit that I need this closure, no matter how it comes.

There’s two growls, one reluctant nod, and one sigh.

“We took three weeks before opening up to you,” Topher says, making the decision for the group. “Take your time.”

A small part of me wished they pressed, wished they forced this issue here and now. I’m a coward and a hypocrite, and I think my omission is building so big I’m not going to be able to escape the downfall.

“But not too much,” Ben pleads, clasping his hands together again. “This tension is giving me a stomachache, and I’ve not eaten since we sat down to talk.”

“Wait, when did you have time to eat?” My brows furrow, and I latch onto this change in subject to try and hide my anxiety. I’m not sure how well it works when Seb narrows his eyes at me, but Phoebe makes a little whine, and his head snaps back over to giving her attention instead.

“In the time it took you all to get home, I ate a couple sandwiches,” Ben says with a shrug. “So, the faster we can order food and get on with it, the better. Your feelings are really cutting into my eating time.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose and move to sit back down. I’d also like to move on. “Where do we go from here?”

“What did you learn from Dr Thomas?” Topher asks, looking over at Seb.

He’s cradling Phoebe in his arms, and it’s such a sweet sight. My heart—and no other body part—flutters at the devoted look in Seb’s eyes. He drops the softest kiss on Phoebe’s head before a blankness fills his face. He turns so that he’s facing us, although his eyes are still focused on Phoebe.

“He’s gone.”

“Gone where?” I ask, a hint of panic in my words.

“Back to the pack,” Alex supplies, and Seb nods. “Which means that he’s going to be admitting his failure to my aunt and uncle.”

“And what happens then?” I ask.

“Depends, little love,” Seb says.

“On?” I’m frustrated that he doesn’t elaborate.

“On their grand plan.” Alex’s lips are tight together, a grim expression on his face.

“We’ve got more than just them to handle, though,” Topher says with a sigh. “We asked him if he knew who killed Ryan.”

“What?” I demand, snapping my head up to look at him. My legs are trembling, my heart pounding so loudly that I don’t even think I’m going to be able to hear his response.

“He claims… he claims my mum is responsible,” Topher says.

And I think that’s when my heart gives in, and the world goes black.

I’m not cut out for this life of secrecy.
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“Mate is hurt.”

I continue stroking Maia’s hair, and nod. “I know. But now, we can move forward without any more lies.”

“She has a lie.”

My hand stills, and I sigh. “I know.”

I cut off the connection with Max, not wanting to get into an argument. He made his feelings very clear when she was talking about it. He doesn’t believe she’s entitled to her privacy, but I completely disagree.

Her secret clearly involves Ryan, and we’re not the nicest men when it comes to⁠—

“That dirty weasel,” Max cuts in. “He’s scum and deserves the death he now has. I hope he’s rolling in his grave knowing that we’re the ones fate found worthy enough to be Maia’s men—to be Phoebe’s dad. We’re going to give Phoebe so many siblings and let her be raised in a safe house full of love.”

“But we’re not going to say this to our mate,” I warn.

He growls in my mind. “Mate was alone when she was vulnerable because of him. She was pregnant with our child, alone because he was weak. We’re strong Wolfes. Our mate will never be alone again.”

“Nice to know you agree to keep your thoughts to yourself.” I’m amused as Max retreats into his bubble of thoughts regarding a pregnant Maia, and I look down at my beautiful mate once more.

Doubt fills me, and I wonder if I’m the only one.

“She moved past her anger very quickly,” I mention. She’s flat out in my lap, her eyes still and steady as she sleeps.

She lost consciousness during her panic but came back around quite quickly. She was groggy and feeding off our panic and frustration and was quite unconsolable. Topher, somehow, managed to convince her to take a short nap whilst we waited for food, citing that she didn’t sleep well the night before because of the doctor’s appointment.

She chose to lay on the sofa with me and hasn’t budged as I run my hand over her beautiful curly hair. She’s so peaceful when she’s asleep, her eyes so still, her lips beautifully soft and plump.

There’s none of the strain in her face, no tension in her body. She’s so serene, so beautiful.

And the sparks between us are so tantalising. Minus the tension in the room, this could be our future.

“The only thing that would make this better is if her stomach was rounder,” Max says with a grin.

I roll my eyes just as his tone shifts in my mind. I can feel his anger across our bond, and my brows draw together as I try to figure out the fast shift in his mental state.

“Do not complain about her getting over her anger quickly, you fool,” Max hisses. “We don’t want her to leave us. Ever. You are right—this is our future. So shut up, be a good mate, and take what she gives us.”

“Then maybe we shouldn’t have been acting in a way that would have made her want to leave us,” I say. This has been my argument with Topher over the last couple of weeks. It didn’t work with him, so it’s not surprising that it’s not working on my wolf, either.

“Mate needs protecting. She needs to be safe. She needs us to look after her.”

“She does,” I reply with a nod. “But you can keep someone safe whilst also being honest, and we didn’t do that. We initially reacted out of fear, and it took us too long to fix it. She’s allowed to be upset over that.”

My wolf huffs. “I don’t get this independence shit. Let me protect her. I’ll destroy her enemies whilst keeping her round and protected. She’ll be happy and never see any of the darkness.”

“Far too quickly,” Topher adds, giving me a break from my wolf.

“I, for one, think that’s a good thing,” Ben says. “I don’t like her being angry at me. It hurts.”

“Not good,” Seb says. He’s still holding Phoebe, and despite the begging from both Ben and Topher, he hasn’t relented. I can’t complain because I get to hold Maia, and she’s so beautifully perfect sprawled across my lap.

“Not good,” Topher echoes.

“Then explain that to me. She’s not angry, we’re happy about that, why is this a problem?” Ben demands.

“We broke her trust,” I say softly. “She doesn’t have a wolf, Ben. She doesn’t understand how we think, how the relationship between us and our wolves actually works. She can’t grasp how we function. And so she’s at a disadvantage already in our relationship.

“But she put all that to the side and placed her trust in us anyway. She trusted us to be in her life, to protect her, to protect Phoebe. She’s put effort in, whilst we lied about knowing who Phoebe’s biological father was. We not only knew him, but we are his family.

“She’s been thrust into a tricky family situation where her child is at risk, and the only people she knows in this world are us, the police officers who blew her world up, our parents, and a creepy doctor who hopefully doesn’t manage to repair his tongue.

“She’s terrified, and in doing her best to do what Phoebe needs, she’s willing to forgive us. She’s moving past the damage we’ve done to our relationship because Phoebe needs it. Not because she forgives us, not because she believes we did the right thing… but because she’s putting Phoebe first.

“But it’s not good because what Maia is missing is that we don’t just want Phoebe. We want her, too. Maia’s our mate, our partner, our equal, and we want her to trust us wholly and unequivocally. Because, otherwise, our lives just aren’t worth living.”

Ben’s eyes widen, and he makes a comically large head nudge as he gestures to my lap. My eyes fly shut for a brief moment, and I take in the scent change in the dark-haired beauty.

She’s awake. Groggy still, but awake. Her heart has sped up, and there’s a hint of longing attached to her.

“Fool. But at least you were whispering the good things. That’ll make her happy,” Max says dryly.

“That was surprisingly sweet,” Maia whispers, and my eyes dart down to where she’s laid. She hasn’t moved from where I was running my hands over her curls, but she’s looking up at me now with a dazed smile on her face. “Things would be easier between us if you opened up more.”

“What do you want me to say? I can open up,” Ben asks far too eagerly.

“Kiss mate,” Max demands, pushing on the edge of my brain. “Fuck mate. Give her our seed. She won’t think we’re sweet when she sees⁠—”

“Stop!” I’m forceful in my push, and Max falls silent. “Do you want a quick fuck or do you want a lifetime with our mate?”

“Both.”

“You can’t have both. We can have her trust, her love, her entire soul… or we can have her body.”

“Human is sad,” Max says, and I can almost feel the confusion coming off him.

“Because we made the decision that we’d talk to her tonight, properly, and we waited too long and nearly lost her.” I run my hands through my own hair as Maia sits herself up. The lack of sparks flying between us causes my body to lose all warmth it had. It’s very symbolic of my life without her—cold, empty, not worth living. “We fucked up, Max, and nearly lost our mate in the process.”

“If we mark her, she won’t leave us. She’ll have her wolf then, and she’ll understand how it feels.”

“Maybe.” But I don’t dare even hope that we’ll get to that day.

“I don’t want you to say anything but the truth,” Maia says softly, and Ben grunts. She looks up at me, her hand reaching for mine. “Your words were very sweet.”

“And I meant them all,” I say firmly.

She smiles, giving me a knowing look. “I know. But to reassure you all—there are two reasons I’ve moved past my anger and hurt. The first is that you were open and honest with your reasons, and I truly can’t deny that I’d have left that first day if you told me the truth.

“I might have come back, but I can’t say for certain. You might’ve been forced into taking another choice away, for Phoebe’s safety, and it would’ve damaged things between us, maybe beyond repair.”

A shudder runs through me, and she squeezes my hand ever so gently.

“And the second is that we now have plans in place to move forward together. I’m still in a fragile mental state, and you gave me some more stability. There’s boundaries and rules, and I know what they are. You’ve levelled the playing field, so I can at least watch the game, even if I can’t yet play.”

“What game?” Ben asks, and Maia just giggles.

“It’s a metaphor,” I tell Ben across our shared quadruplet mind link. He nods and just shrugs.

“So you’re not mad?” Ben asks, and Maia shakes her head. “Thank fuck.”

“Thank you for sharing that with us. It’s very… eye-opening,” Topher says, and I can smell the confusion in his scent. He’s genuinely baffled that our mate is that forgiving.

I don’t blame him. I feel the exact same way.

Maia does a big stretch, and I flinch when her back cracks. “How long have I been asleep?”

“Twenty minutes or so,” I reply. “How are you feeling?”

“Better.” She wipes the sleep from her eyes and brings her knees up to her chest. “How long for food?”

“It’s just pulled up now,” Ben says, narrowing his eyes. “Could you hear that?”

“No?” My adorable mate scrunches her nose up and shakes her head.

“Hm.” Ben narrows his eyes as Topher goes to answer the door. We’ve got pizza from our local place, and the driver is a teenage wolf who is very eager to chat with Topher.

My brother doesn’t rush him along, and Maia watches the interaction with an expression I can’t decipher. Her lips are parted ever so slightly, her eyes a little wide, but there’s a twinkle in her baby blue eyes.

“See you later,” Topher says, finally escaping the chat. He closes the door, and Maia and Ben both grin. One because he’s now got pizza to eat, and the other at my brother.

“That was sweet of you,” Maia says, as Seb sighs. Maia’s head snaps over to him, a hint of panic in her gaze. “What’s wrong with Phoebe?”

“Milk,” he says with a pout. Maia smirks and takes her T-shirt off, nearly elbowing me in the head as she does.

“Sexy mate,” Max says as my gaze drops to her breasts for a moment. “Beautiful body. Perky tits. I like.”

“As do I, but her boobs are not ours,” I say as Seb hands Phoebe over to Maia.

“You’ve lost some weight,” Ben says, looking Maia up and down. “I like it.”

“Stop commenting on my weight,” Maia snaps as she narrows her eyes at Ben.

She undoes the strap on her vest top and helps Phoebe latch properly. Seb starts preparing Maia’s food from the bags, and Topher heads through to the kitchen to grab her a drink.

“Yes, stop commenting on her weight,” I say, giving Ben a glare. He raises his hands in submission and eagerly waits until he can grab food from the table. He’s tried twice, and Seb’s batted his hand away, refusing to let Ben eat before Maia.

“Mate is beautiful.”

“She is.” I watch in awe as she tends to our child. Maia’s full of love and contentment as Phoebe feeds, and those feelings are just as potent in our pup. Phoebe’s thoughts are only focused on Maia and the feeling of safety she provides.

The next ten minutes are a kerfuffle of us all getting organised before, finally, we get to sit down with our food and actually plan out the shit that we’re going to be dealing with over the next few weeks. Phoebe is still feeding from Maia, but she’s got her plate balanced next to her, the pizza all cut up, thanks to Seb.

I’ve got her juice bottle in between my thighs, so I can offer her sips periodically. She’s nursing our child, so it’s our job to make sure she gets her nourishment, too.

Maia makes a happy noise as she chews her slice of pizza, and despite the undercurrent of tension, there’s a peaceful aura surrounding us. We’re now on even footing—mostly—and we’re on the same page.

“So, your mum is thought to have killed my fiancé.” Maia’s words are a bullet straight to my chest, and whilst I flinch, her tone doesn’t falter.

“Apparently so.” Topher’s words sound dry, and Maia’s nose scrunches up, but he’s covering up his anger. I can smell it simmering beneath the skin, feel the desperation from Orion.

My brother is murderous on our mate’s behalf, but with our parents not even in pack lands, he’s got nobody he can truly target. Nobody but memories of the people we’ve made our enemies, that is.

“Is that something you believe is possible?”

“Mum’s always been a little psychotic,” I mutter to Max as I stay silent. I don’t want to be the one to confirm it with Maia.

“Unhinged, one might say.”

“Envious.” I cross my legs, getting more comfortable in my seat.

My mum might’ve gotten over the fact that Morgan was born a wolf where Talia and Iris were not, but she never once let the girls forget it. My sisters have spent most of their lives desperate to earn our mum’s affection and have yet to receive it.

She can be cruel and is a very talented manipulator.

But I never thought we’d add killer to her list of faults.

“I think it’s not out of the realm of probability,” Topher says diplomatically.

Maia nods slowly, looking down at Phoebe. She brushes a soft curl of Phoebe’s hair out of her face. “Where does the danger end?”

“What do you mean?” I ask, turning to her properly.

“It ends with us,” Seb says. Maia’s eyes rise to his, and he gives one nod. “You are safe.”

“Seb is correct,” Topher says. “You will never be harmed, if we can help it, princess. Not a single member of our family will get to you, or Phoebe, without our say so.”

She bites her lip, her eyes cast downwards, as the scent of her guilt fills the air. Ben’s mouth opens, but I slam against his mental barriers in warning.

“Do not push her,” I say with a firm look. He narrows his eyes. “It’s likely related to her secret that she’s keeping, and she needs to know we can trust her to come to us when she is ready.”

“That’s the stupidest thing I have ever heard,” Max says, and if he were in control of our body, I have no doubt there would be a pout larger than the one on Ben’s face on ours. “Maia is our mate. There should never be secrets between a bonded pair. She shares our soul. What secret could be greater than that?”

I don’t have an answer.

“So what happens next? Do we contact the police?” Her lip quivers, but she composes herself. “The werewolf police are subject to the whims of your parents, right?”

“Correct,” Ben says. “But a bounty hunter isn’t. I’m sure we can just⁠—”

“Our parents are not on pack lands right now,” Topher says, and her eyes snap over to his.

I breathe in the warm scent of orange and vanilla sugar that’s attached to my mate and let out a low grumble that should hopefully help soothe her. She’s frazzled.

“It gives us time to do a little investigating and prepare our plan of attack for when they return,” Topher says in a soothing tone. “They’re currently assisting another pack with some issues they’re having.”

“And how long will that take to resolve?” Maia asks.

“They’re expected back at the end of April—a month or so,” I reply, and tears well up in her eyes just as Phoebe pops off her boob and cries.

Maia’s voice is utterly broken as she murmurs, “Can one of you give her some love for a moment?”

I swoop in before Seb can, and I lift the tiny, precious bundle into my arms. Seb growls at me but comes to sit on the sofa after moving Maia’s food out of the way. He lifts her into his lap, as I adjust Phoebe so I can burp her.

She lets out a loud burp and settles down almost immediately. I press a soft kiss to her head, taking in deep whiffs of her scent. After her mother’s, Phoebe’s scent is the most potent in the world.

She smells of kin—of being a werewolf.

She smells like Maia.

She smells like Ryan.

But more than that—she smells like me, and Topher, and Ben, and Seb.

She smells like her daddies.

“You’re beautiful,” I murmur as I nestle the pup into my chest. She buries her face into my shirt, and I can see the little flashes of appreciation in her mind. She’s safe, comfortable, warm, and tired.

“Look how much our pup loves us,” Max says eagerly. “We’re amazing dads and amazing mates. We’ll love them both more than anyone else ever could.”

“Can’t you call them back sooner?” Maia asks.

“We could… but it would severely affect how we play things,” Topher says. “If we call them back early, they’re going to want to know why, and it’ll have them on the defensive.”

“We need to act normal,” Maia whispers, and Seb nods, rubbing her back.

“I’m sorry, little butterfly,” I say, and she nods. “No matter what, we will get to the bottom of his death, I promise.”

“And vengeance will be delivered.” Seb’s words are so much deeper than my promise was, and she shivers.

“Okay.” She leans heavily into Seb, who presses a soft kiss to her neck. There’s no jealousy as I watch him comfort my mate, and that’s not just because I get cuddles from the pup.

I can feel the love Seb has for Maia through our shared bond. I can feel his intentions, understand how badly he just wants to support her.

That’s what it boils down to—we all just want to support Maia the best way that we can.

“Can we just walk through the pros and cons of this?” Maia asks.

“So smart. So strong.”

“So fucking terrified,” I murmur back, keeping a keen eye on my mate whilst also listening out for any needs from the sleeping infant in my arms.

“Calling them tonight and asking for them to come home would be the logical step. However, my parents would know who Phoebe is and how you and she tie into Ryan and the rest of the Grey family. They’re still the leaders of the pack, still the rightful alphas and luna, which leads to us being… bendable to their will. It will unleash an entire can of worms. It may give us a head start against the Grey’s, but it will take the time away where we can get you up to speed and prepare you mentally,” Topher says, sitting forward.

My brother has a serious expression on his face, and I’m sure I look identical.

We’re in the beginning stages of this battle, and all my wolf and I want to do is protect our girls.

“In my opinion,” Ben says, and I cringe, waiting for what he’s going to say. “You’ll want to let us talk to you first, and then when it comes to dealing with my murderous mother, you’ll be able to advocate for you and Phoebe better with having this understanding.”

Maia nods slowly, and my heart slows down, surprised he wasn’t offensive.

“Because my parents are assholes and will try to take over and handle things their way,” Ben continues. “And you’ll be a weird little fish out of the water, unable to actually be helpful if you’re still ignorant of the issues.”

And there it is.

“Can’t I just be a normal fish out of water?” Maia asks, and Ben shakes his head.

“No.”

I facepalm, but Maia’s twinkling laugh makes up for it.

Whilst Phoebe sleeps tonight, Maia will protect her and look after her. My brothers and I will be starting the process here, doing what we can to protect them both.

Phoebe’s a Wolfe, just like Morgan was.

And where she failed, my daughter—Ryan’s daughter—won’t.
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Seb’s cuddling me close on his lap, and it’s so soothing having the sparks fly between us as it helps with my unsettled stomach. Alex is still cuddling with Phoebe, and she’s lost to the fairies. She’s tiny in his arms, and it’s so adorable seeing how attentive he is whenever she makes a noise in her sleep.

“So, what are our next steps going to be?” I ask, looking over at Phoebe.

“We’re likely going to get a summons to appear in court in the next few weeks. Maybe longer, maybe sooner,” Topher says. “But it’s not going to be the kind of court you know. This battle is going to take place amongst wolves.”

“That makes no sense,” I say with a frown. “How is this even legal?”

“It is legal,” Ben says with a nod.

“I’m not doubting the legality of it. I’m asking for an explanation in terms I’ll understand.”

“Law is not my speciality,” he says with a shrug. “I know how to operate within it and get it to work for me, but I don’t know much about the merger of wolf and human laws, sadly. I think I’d be a pretty good lawyer, though.”

Topher tries to explain, but it’s something that I’m not truly grasping. They have a separate legal system that runs concurrently with the human judicial system. Their laws were created years and years ago and have always been kept secret from most humans. That’s the basics, and I think in this area, I’m happy enough to accept it.

“Basically, what happens in this court will reflect in the human eyes, too,” Alex says, and I sigh and nod. “The only main difference is because you are human—you won’t be around your peers.”

“There’s no humans allowed in a werewolf court?” I ask with a frown.

“No human who is not a mate or child of a wolf will be allowed there, no,” Topher says. “But since this will be a custody battle and not a criminal case, the likelihood is you’ll be the only human.”

“So, are we doing the right thing by not being the ones to initiate? Are we not giving them an advantage?” I ask. My fingers itch to take Phoebe back from Alex, a desperation to just snuggle her close and let her tiny little gurgles fool me into believing it’s all going to be okay.

Seb must notice because he reaches over to take my hands in his, and he squeezes ever so gently.

“No,” Alex says, shaking his head. “They’re the ones arguing against you having custody, so they must bring the suit. As it stands, you’re her only biological parent, so you have custody, regardless of your species. They have a year to dispute your claim, and if they don’t, they never can again.”

“A year to dispute it, or a year to bring the case and fight it?” I ask with a frown.

“A year to dispute it,” Topher says. “But I can see where your thoughts are going. They’re not going to drag this out. Trust me.”

“I’m trying,” I say quietly.

“And we appreciate that,” Alex says, squeezing my hand. “We’ve got three lawyers in our clientele that deal with this type of case, and with your permission, I’ll contact them first thing tomorrow. This will let us start preparing whilst we wait for the summons to come through.”

“And that part is allowed?” They all nod. “Then do it. I’ve got the funds, so get the best person that you can find. I’m not going⁠—”

“You will not be paying,” Topher says, looking as if he’s just eaten a lemon. His hazel eyes darken as he stares me down.

“It’s not the important argument right now,” Alex says, effortlessly diffusing the argument before Topher and I can engage. “Reaching out to them is the important step.”

“They’ll be the best ones to answer your legal questions,” Topher says after a moment, and I nod. “We’re going to figure out what my parents know about Ryan’s death and whether they were involved.”

“If they were, they’ll be dead before the next sunrise,” Seb murmurs, and a chill races down my spine.

“But whilst we wait, what do you know about his death?” Ben asks. “I’ve already dug up all the official information I can find, but I want to know what you know.”

“Um, okay. He died nine months ago. It was a hit and run, just like my parents,” I murmur, looking down at my hands as tears well up in my eyes.

Nobody comments on my sadness, and I’m glad.

“He was just walking in the street. He crossed the road, and a car came zooming around the corner and hit him.” I choke the words out, both hating and loving the feel of Seb’s arms around me as he offers the comfort he can. “He was safe, you know? He didn’t cross a busy road or not check. He used the zebra crossing.”

I wipe my eyes on the sleeve of my arm, my breath coming out in heavy pants as I try and compose myself.

“Do you think it was an accident?” Topher asks. His words aren’t harsh, but they’re not gentle, either.

“I… I don’t know. I don’t think so, or at least if it was an accident, they knew what they did.”

“What do you mean by that, little butterfly?”

“The car that hit him didn’t just settle for that. They reversed and went over him again. And again. The footage showed it all, so there was no doubt that they did that part on purpose,” I whisper.

“Wait, footage?” Ben demands. I sniffle as he shoves his food out of the way and rests on his knees properly. “Have you seen this footage, Maia?”

I shake my head as bile rises up inside me. Did I watch the video of my fiancé being murdered? No, I most definitely did not.

“So, how do you know it exists?” he asks.

“I was told about it during an interview,” I say slowly. My stomach is churning, and I’m very glad that I haven’t eaten much. I look up at him, my curiosity overtaking some of my sadness. “Why?”

“Because I’ve not found any evidence of this footage,” Ben says, getting up from the chair to grab his laptop from his bag. There’s an eager tinge to his actions as he rushes back to the sofa. “Which means that there’s either none that exists and you were lied to by the officer on the case or it’s not in our archives.”

I frown, my stomach rolling once more. I take the offered cup of water from Seb and sip at it as the four men furiously engage across their silent mind link. I don’t interject, I can’t.

I don’t know what to say. Back then, I was in so much shock, I never questioned it. Not really. I didn’t beg to watch him die. I didn’t even consider wanting to see his final moments that way.

Who would?

Which is likely, if they did lie, what made me an easy target.

“How much of what I know is the truth?”

“That’s what we’re determining, darling,” Ben says with none of the tact my delicate heart needs.

“We’ll fix it all for you,” Seb murmurs, gently running his hand up and down my sides. “We can’t bring back Ryan, but we’ll get you and Phoebe some vengeance.”

I nod, my teeth starting to chatter.

“Put that away for tonight,” Topher demands, gesturing to Ben’s laptop. “We’ll start researching properly tomorrow.”

Ben pouts, lifting his head up to look at his brother. He’s already been typing away, his eyes flying across the keyboard. They exchange more silent words before Ben nods and puts his laptop to the side. He pulls the pizza box back into his lap.

“What did they tell you about who did it?” Alex asks, adjusting Phoebe in his arms. “Did they ever admit to finding the person who did it?”

I shake my head. “They told me that they found the car but not the person driving it. They still haven’t found who did it. I debated on hiring a PI, but...” I shrug, looking down at my lap, shame rising. “I wasn’t sure what they’d find, and I was pregnant and scared. My focus was on Phoebe and getting through the day. I couldn’t...” I purse my lips, trying to hold the tears back.

“Nobody is judging you for that,” Topher says, putting his phone down. “Not in the slightest. But would you be opposed to us hiring one now? We’ve got plenty who can start digging.”

“Will it help?”

“It will,” Seb says, and I nod. He squeezes my thigh. He’s been as quiet as I expected, only speaking up when it’s important. But having him at my back, giving me cuddles and kisses and the occasional scenting, has been so nice for me.

“Then do it,” I say, a wave of exhaustion washing over me. “I think I’ve had enough for tonight.”

“Are you ready for bed?” Alex asks. I shake my head without even thinking about it, but it’s not a lie.

My heart is heavy, and I know I’m going to spend the night tossing and turning. I’d really rather not be alone for a little while longer.

“Want to do our normal little informational chats? Take a breather from the heavy stuff?” Topher asks, and I scrunch my nose up and shake my head. I really don’t feel like diving into the unknowns of the werewolf world right now, not after uncovering these secrets.

My head hurts, my body is exhausted, and yet, my thoughts are whirling around a mile a minute.

“Oh, well, the fun little scent talk—” Topher starts with a little teasing injected into his tone.

“Oh, wait, yes,” I say, eagerly jumping up on Seb’s lap and cutting Topher off. He groans, adjusting me slightly. Topher winks at me as Alex laughs. “That sounds great. Let me go get Phoebe settled in bed, and then we can start.”

“No!” Max whines. He flutters his eyelashes at me, a pout on his pretty face. I already know I’m going to say yes to whatever he asks, but in the most desperately pleading tone, he begs, “Can she stay with me for a little longer?”

I laugh and nod. “Of course. She’s settled better there than she would in bed anyway.”

The pure delight that fills him causes a little bit of guilt to rise. I push it back down, refusing to let it eat away at me.

The guys love Phoebe. I know they do.

And we’re going to work on building the trust between us properly.

“She’d be more settled with me,” Ben says before taking a huge bite of another slice of pizza.

“You’ll get cuddles with her later,” I reassure him, and Ben grins at me.

“So, we were going to talk to you tonight about an infant’s scent,” Topher says, and I nod. “What can you remember about it from earlier?”

“That a baby takes on their father’s scent at four weeks old and won’t lose their parent’s scent until they’ve gone through puberty,” I summarise. Food has been pushed to the side for everyone except Ben, and I’m eager for this discussion.

“So the bare minimum then,” Ben says with a snort. “Scents are one of our most important enhanced senses.”

“Really?” I ask, narrowing my eyes. Seb’s chest rumbles at the perceived insult. “Sorry, I just… are you really telling me that scents are more important than superhuman strength or eyesight?”

“What does eyesight really tell you?” Alex asks. “It’s not like seeing further changes much. At the very least, our hearing is more potent than eyesight.”

I roll my eyes, and all four of them laugh. I relax further into Seb, appreciating that, despite everything, we’re still here together, and it’s nice to not be alone.

“If Seb were inclined to do more than just sniff your neck, he’d be the best to explain,” Topher says, giving the man at my back a pointed look. Seb’s reaction is to bury his head into my hair and take another strong sniff. “Well, that answers that question.”

Alex chuckles lowly. “A scent is another form of communication for us. It’s different to hearing or seeing. It’s one of the only things that can’t be taken away, not really.”

“Our eyes can lie to us, our hearing can be muffled… but our sense of smell? It’s never going away,” Ben says, and a smirk fills his face. “It’s how I can tell Phoebe has thrown up on you and rather than having a shower, you just wiped it off.”

I roll my eyes. “If I showered every time I was covered in bodily fluids from her, my skin would be insanely dry.”

“Good excuse for lack of good hygiene,” Ben says. I only don’t snap at him to watch his words because he actually seems to be sincere.

“Ben makes a good point about our sense of smell, though. It’s the best sense because it’s the one we can trust the most,” Topher says as he reaches forward to grab a beer off the table. He takes a sip from the neck of the bottle and takes his jacket off.

“Let’s start with Phoebe’s scent,” Alex says, with a warm smile directed at my sleeping daughter. “When we first met you both, she smelt only like you. There were wisps of her own scent, but that doesn’t come in properly until she’s bonded with her wolf.”

“Why does she smell like me for so long?”

Topher is the one to smile now. “It’s very uncommon for a wolf baby to be born to a human. I’m not saying it’s never happened until now, but you’re the person I know who has had a wolf child as a human—never mind that you gave birth to a little girl. In the first few weeks of the postpartum period, the mother is very connected to the babe.”

“It’s fucking scary,” Ben mutters. “Talia nearly killed me after she had the twins.”

“You can’t separate a mother from her pup. You’ll be hard-pressed to even be allowed to hold the pup,” Topher adds, giving me a wry smile. “A female wolf may even attack their mates in the early days if they get in the way.”

“Holy wow,” I whisper. “That sounds… dangerous for the baby.”

“Never,” all four men say at once. Seb’s word was said firmly in my ear, sending shivers down my spine.

“She could never hurt her pup,” Topher says. “Not even accidentally. A woman grows their baby for nine months, and I’ll never know what that’s like⁠—”

“But if out of the four of us, one would be growing a baby, Topher’s definitely the one who would do it,” Ben says, with a laugh.

“And that means?” I ask, cocking a brow at Ben.

“Um… that his dick is the⁠—”

“Nope.” I turn around in Seb’s lap to give Ben a dirty look. “I don’t want to know how you were going to finish that sentence. Finish your food, and only contribute if it’s helpful.”

Topher laughs before sobering up. “What I was going to say is that, whilst we can’t imagine how overwhelming it is, the way it’s been described is that this intense protective drive comes with further bonding and strengthening the connection between the pup and her mum.”

I deflate. This is just another area where I’ve deprived Phoebe of a need she has. It’s another way I’m deficient.

Seb lets out a low growl and lifts me up to turn me so I am facing him. He grips my chin, tilting my head so I’m looking into his hazel eyes with the bright green flecks. “Phoebe knows your scent. She knows her mum. She feeds from you, she is loved by you. Do not doubt your parenting.”

I frown. “How did you⁠—”

“Seb’s what you call a natural tracker,” Alex adds, and Seb hums under his breath and presses a kiss to my forehead. “His sense of smell is so much sharper than even an alpha wolf. Nothing scent wise can get past him.”

“Nothing,” Kane echoes very proudly. He smirks at me. “I can detect your hurt and sadness, even if it’s covered up by your bigger feelings.”

I try to nod, but Kane—or Seb—won’t let go of my chin, so I sigh. “I think learning about the norms for a werewolf baby is always going to upset me because I feel like I’m not doing enough for Phoebe.” I’m not brave enough to look him in the eyes as I admit this, so instead, I focus on his nose.

His beautifully shaped nose that apparently is just like being a mind reader.

“You’d be a terrible mum if you didn’t doubt yourself.” Ben shoves a handful of chips in his mouth, and Seb lets go of my face.

“That’s fair,” I murmur, and Ben grins. Seb grumbles, and I reach up, pressing a kiss to his jaw. His beard tickles ever so slightly, but it makes him smile.

“Seb’s sense of smell is slightly superior, but we’re all good at identifying the different traits in people,” Alex says. “We’ve touched on it already, but we can tell whether someone is tired or hurt. Whether they’ve got an infection or an open wound. We can sense mood shifts, no matter how subtle.”

“Werewolves give off so much more,” Kane adds. He’s playing with my curls, wrapping them around his finger, and then unwinding them. “We can tell whether someone is strong or weak, whether they’re from a certain pack. But I can tell if someone has been a rogue before or not. There’s a level of feralness that just never goes away.”

“Feralness?” I can’t help the amusement.

Kane smirks. “Feralness, little love. I can tell if they’re pure⁠—”

“Pure?” Ben scoffs, leaning in towards me. “What the prude over there means, darling, is that he can tell if they’ve been fucked.”

“And how good it was,” Kane says with no shame. His eyes meet mine, darkening past their usual bright green. Flutters appear in my stomach, and I’m scared to move, aware they all smell my arousal.

“But trust me, little love,” Kane murmurs, leaning his face close to mine. “I’ve smelt what a woman smells like when they’re sexually satisfied… and I have no doubt that after a night in my bed, you’ll be smelling that way for weeks.”

I gulp, heat rising to my face as I stammer out, “But I thought… I thought you were all⁠—”

“Virgins?” Ben asks, sounding extremely amused right now. “We are.”

“But that doesn’t mean we’re not going to be able to pleasure you,” Topher finishes.

My face is aflame as I scoot off Seb’s lap. Neither he nor Kane try to grab me, and I instead get settled between Seb and Alex. I refuse to look at any of them.

Alex taps my shoulder, and I whimper but raise my eyes to his. The silver in them is sparkling in the light, and he smirks. “I won’t tell you the things I would do to you, since I’m holding Phoebe, but trust me when I say that the neediness you feel now will be taken very good care of.”

My heart is hammering, my thighs squished together, and I can’t tell if the heat I’m feeling is from embarrassment, arousal, desperation, or a combination of all three…

“There’s more than just what we can get from people, though,” Topher says, taking pity on me. “We can get things from houses, cars, and other animals. We mark our pack lines, our pack members, our family. Scent-marking is a huge safety tool that helps keep everyone safe.”

“Our nose is the biggest safety tool we have,” Ben adds.

They continue to go into detail about the scents, about how they can detect Phoebe’s mood, her needs, her family lines, and even her wolf’s strength, all through her smell. They’ve talked about how it compares to an adult’s and how it’s an instinctual act for a wolf to smell each new person and catalogue the changes they find.

They cover all the ins and outs of scent-marking, and even how desirable your mate’s scent is, how life-changing. How vital it is for hunting and tracking, and even for the hierarchy in a pack.

To me, my sense of smell isn’t that important. I’m the human who has a blocked nose nine months out of the year. But to wolves, they’re everything.

Phoebe begins to cry, and Alex sighs but dutifully hands her over. I whisper soft lovings and murmurs to her as I unclasp my bra so she can feed.

Based on the time, it’s cluster-feed o’clock. It’s been a little earlier the last couple of nights, and I’m so happy it’s now and not at three in the morning.

She’s cuddling close, and her soft suckles are a firm reminder that all this stress and anxiety is worth it. She is worth it.

“You had said that Phoebe smells like all of you,” I mention.

“Correct,” Topher says. The excitement is so easy to see, he’s beaming at me. It’s so unlike him, but so like him at the same time.

“So she smells like Ryan and the four of you.”

“Yes. She does,” Alex says. Despite losing hold of the tiny human, his eyes are just as wide with excitement as Topher’s.

“Phoebe’s inner wolf understands that we’re her dads, too,” Ben says, grinning at my daughter.

“All because you’re my mates,” I say, and they all nod. “So what happens to Ryan’s scent?”

“It’ll stay with her until she goes through puberty, just like ours,” Topher says. He leans forward a little, an almost bashful expression crossing his face. He looks so attractive right now, with his sleeves rolled up, and his top few buttons undone.

There’s a comfort edge to him.

“We don’t replace him, princess. We’re there in addition to him.”

“Well, not technically, since he’s dead,” Ben mutters.

The pang of pain that hits me is immediate, and I flinch. Seb kicks Ben, who rubs his shin and mutters a worthless apology.

I know how he feels, but those comments don’t make me feel better. They hurt. Badly.

But no matter what I hear, it won’t change the Ryan I knew and loved. The man I planned my life out with, the man who gave me my beautiful little girl, the man who lost his life just as it was truly beginning.

I won’t forget the man I knew.

I’d like to think this future I have with these men is a future he’d both understand and encourage.

You know, ignoring the hatred he supposedly has towards them.

Ryan was truly that good of a man.

I yawn, and Topher grins at me. “I think it’s time you get yourself and Phoebe up to bed.”

“I will come,” Seb says standing up from the sofa. He holds his hand out to me, not waiting for any confirmation.

“Wait—” Topher starts.

“Seb can come,” I murmur, taking his offered hand up. Phoebe’s still latched, and I adjust my hold on her to keep that possible.

“Good night, little butterfly,” Alex says. Topher and a distracted Ben both offer their goodnights, and I follow Seb up to my bedroom.

I think I know why he’s coming.

I just hope he doesn’t judge me the way I’m already judging myself.
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MAIA


Seb and I worked together to get Phoebe bathed and ready for bed. I took a little bit of a step back and let him handle some of it on his own, and the rewarding smiles from them both made it so worth it.

She’s currently flat out in her crib, and the room is practically silent, except for the white noise and my heavy breathing. My tummy is in knots, and dread fills me at the thought of confessing.

But after everything we’ve talked about, I know I need to come clean. I want to come clean. I want the help. I want someone to lean on.

I even want someone to lecture me for keeping this secret in the first place. For not getting help or telling someone what I saw.

But who could I have told? What would I have said?

And that’s why I kept it a secret.

“I can smell your distress,” he murmurs. I’m currently lying on the bed, watching Phoebe sleep. Seb’s on the bed, too, and I’ve been hiding from looking at him. I was happy my daughter exploded in her nappy so I had to spend another fifteen minutes getting her changed, so I could try and figure out how to tell him.

It didn’t do anything but give me longer to go back and forth and make a bigger mental mess of the whole situation.

“Tell me what you’re hiding, little love.” I don’t know whether it’s Seb or Kane in control right now, and I don’t think it matters.

“I can’t,” I whisper, turning to face the man. I meet his eyes, and I can feel my body shaking. My teeth are chattering so hard it hurts, and the pit inside me is burning my stomach lining with how fast it’s growing.

“You can,” he insists. He moves so that he’s sitting on the bed, rather than lying on it, and opens his arms wide. I sit up myself and scoot a little closer, wanting his warmth but not being brave enough to sit on his lap.

“I don’t know how.”

His tone is so soft, so gentle. “You just tell me, little love.”

Tears fill my eyes, and I look down at my hands, letting them spill down my cheeks. “I’m a hypocrite.”

His hand darts out, brushing my hair out of my face. Sparks fly between us, and I sniffle as I wipe my tears away.

“Let me be the one to determine that, my mate,” Kane murmurs, the bright green eyes giving him away now. He moves closer so our knees are touching, and he cups my cheek. “Talk to us, my love. Tell Seb and I what happened. Let us help you.”

I hiccup and tell him the full story of how I’m an idiot. I tell him how regularly I see Ryan, how I’ve been talking with him and letting him see Phoebe over the last few weeks.

How I think I’ve been fooled by his twin brother.

“That must have been so hard for you,” Kane says quietly. His words only send me into another round of sobs, and he lifts me from the bed and cradles me in his arms. His large frame covers mine, offering protection and safety. His lips press to the top of my head as he holds me tight.

I’ve never felt more loved.

Seeing him was hard. Each time has been harder and harder. But I was absolute in not telling anyone in my decision to keep this… phenomenon to myself. I was scared I’d be locked up at first. Then I was scared I was going crazy.

But more than all of that… I thought I was special. I thought I was powerful, that I had the ability to see the dead. That whilst Ryan was gone, he didn’t need to fully be gone.

I stood by and willingly lied tonight.

And I deserve to feel shame for that.

I do not deserve Seb’s love.

Pushing from his chest, he lets out a small growl before relenting. My body moves back so I’m sitting on the bed, but I continue touching him with our knees because I’m so very weak.

“I lied,” I say, my voice huskier than normal with my tears. “And I endangered Phoebe.”

“You did not lie. Not really. And they already knew about her, little love,” Kane says, trailing his fingers down my cheek. “Clairvoyants are not a known supernatural creature. There are humans, and there are wolves. But there are many humans and wolves with claims of seeing the dead, of speaking to those in that otherworld. Who is to know if you possess that ability?”

“Which is your sweet way of saying I didn’t see Ryan,” I mutter, and he laughs. “Ethan, then?”

“More than likely. Ethan’s the only one still here, and he’s as identical to Ryan as I am to my brothers. He could pass as Ryan so easily, and any minor differences you noticed would be attributed to his… death,” Kane says. “Can you tell me next time you see him?”

I nod slowly, the antsy feeling not going away. I squeeze my eyes shut and rub my face before looking at him properly. “Is Seb okay?”

Kane sighs. “Seb’s angry, and I won’t let him come out until he calms down. But he’s okay.”

“Angry with me?” I whisper.

“Never, my mate,” Kane snarls, and I gasp. He cups my cheek and leans in close, pressing a heated kiss to my lips. I moan as I wrap my arms around his neck, letting our chests press together, and the delightful sparks fly between us.

His arms are so big, so steady, and he holds me so well as I practically devour his mouth. I’m raw, empty, and being with him lets me feel.

Sadly, he’s the one to cut it off. He doesn’t move far, just presses his forehead to mine. “Never, Maia. He’s mad at the situation, at himself, at the Grey’s. He is never mad at you.”

“I lied.”

Kane rolls his eyes. “You didn’t, but even if you did—so did we, and you forgave us. Alex will understand, Ben and Topher will not. But we’ll deal with it as a family, as a mating circle.”

“How?” I whisper.

“You rely on us. You trust us. You let us know when he visits, and you do your best to not be alone with him,” Kane says. “Clearly, he has ways of getting onto our pack lands without being seen, and that’s something we will need to monitor, but we’ll keep you and Phoebe safe.”

“What if you’re not around? What do I do then?” I ask breathlessly. I can’t tell if it’s because of panic or arousal.

“For the near future, you’re likely not going to be alone,” Kane says. “But if there is a day where you are, you yell, you scream, you do whatever it takes to get attention on you. He might not have hurt you or our—or Phoebe before now, but that doesn’t mean he’s not dangerous.”

I nod, my teeth chattering again. “I’m sorry I didn’t open up sooner.”

“Are you?” The change was fast, but his eyes have gone back to hazel, his tone adjusted ever so slightly.

“I’m sorry, Seb,” I whisper.

He leans in and brushes his lips against mine. It’s a soft and gentle kiss, full of emotion, and a tear drips down my cheek as he pulls away.

“You are so beautiful, little love. You feel so deeply,” he murmurs, wiping my tear away before sitting back down on his bum properly.

“At first… no, I wasn’t sorry for not opening up sooner. But now that I realise how stupid I was, yes,” I say sadly. “Ignore how pitiful I’m being. I know that I messed up. I just... seeing him, seeing Ryan and having the chance to let him see our daughter? It was everything to me. He wasn’t truly gone if I could still see him. I wasn’t alone in this.”

“Not alone.”

“I still feel alone.” I look up at him from under my lashes, and I see the frown on his face. “I’m terrified, Seb. It’s been so hard to figure out my feelings, to try and let you all in without dishonouring Ryan, and whilst tonight has really helped with that… for the last few weeks, I’ve been so out of my depth.”

“I protect mate,” he says with a firm promise. “I protect child.”

“You love her.”

“I love you both,” he corrects, leaning forward to press a kiss to my nose. “I love you, Maia. You and Phoebe are everything to me. Everything. Before the bond snapped into place, I was merely existing, surviving in a world with no true purpose. But now? I know my place. I know who I am and what I’m meant to do.”

“Is this Seb or Kane?”

“Does it matter?” he asks, and I shrug. “Mostly both, but we’re one in the same, little love.”

I sigh and lean into his touch. “What are you meant to do, Seb?”

“Love you both. That’s it. That’s my life’s purpose. To be the best dad, the best mate, the best husband. My job in life is to give you everything you need, want, and desire because without you, I’d be nothing.”

“That sounds so…”

“Obsessive?” he fills in, and I nod slowly. “My love is all-encompassing. It is an obsession. But you are worth it.”

I sigh. “I mean it’s not very healthy.”

He snorts, and I know for sure it’s Kane now based on the way his eyes are bright green. “If a wolf doesn’t love their mate this deeply, they’re not worthy, Maia. The mating bond is indescribable, and one day, you’ll understand, but for now, just know that you and Phoebe are the top priority in all of our minds.

“To me, to Topher, to Ben, and to Alex, you come first Maia. You’re the first thing on our minds when we wake and the last when we go to sleep. Our entire purpose in life is to bring you the most joy, the most fulfilment that we can.”

His hand brushes against my knee, and I look at him once more. “I love you. You were made to be mine, just like I was made to be yours. We’re one, little love. One beautiful, slightly damaged soul.”

“I thought I’d live the rest of my life alone. That I’d never be able to move on from Ryan,” I say softly, ignoring the low rumbles from Seb. “I didn’t think I’d find someone who could love Phoebe and I as much as Ryan would have.” I reach up and cup Seb’s cheeks. “But I think I might have found four people who already do.”

Four men who love me and Phoebe. Four men willing to fight for us.

Four men willing to let me grieve.

Four men who love me.

I press my lips to his, hoping he can hear what I didn’t say, feel what I’m trying to share.

We’re at the start of a huge battle, and it’s one I’m not going to be alone for.

Not anymore.
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“Why did he get to go up with our mate?” Fluffy is not happy at all, and usually I’d be on his side, but I also feel a little slighted. Of course, I want to be the one getting the cuddles with my mate and pup. She likes us best, so we would just be giving her what she’s too shy to admit out loud.

But right now, I know that we’re needed downstairs so that we can dig into all of this shit with Ryan and start figuring the shit out that my brothers are incapable of doing. They’re smart...ish, but without me, they’re useless. I have the true skills of our family.

“Our brothers need us, and we need to protect our mate,” I tell Fluffy.

“We shouldn’t be punished because our brothers aren’t talented enough to do what we can.” He’s so smug as he says that, and I cough out a laugh.

“What are you and Fluffy arguing over?” Topher asks, passing me a beer as he comes back in from the kitchen.

“We’re not arguing.” I shove the beer back at him, and Topher chuckles but dutifully snaps the can open for me. “However, Fluffy is upset that Seb is upstairs with Maia and Phoebe, and we’re stuck down here working.”

Topher nods, handing me the can once more. I take a sip, before putting it down on the coffee table, and start typing once more. Topher comes and sits on the sofa with me and levels me with a weird look.

I mean, to be fair, the look isn’t the weird thing. It’s his face.

“In a problematic way or a needy way?” Topher’s words are as caring as they can be, and I roll my eyes at the soppiness of it all.

“Topher really would be the den mother if he wasn’t an Alpha,” Fluffy says. “Do you think if we pretend we’re jealous of Seb, he’ll give us more time with our mate and pup?”

I smirk. “Doubt it. He’d probably make us spend more time with them, bonding and talking about our families.”

I turn my attention to Topher as I close out of the website I was on. “Needy. We’re not getting jealous over our brothers, Toph, don’t worry. We’ve all got our roles in her life, and I know mine.”

“Do you?” Fluffy asks, and I frown at the emotional tinge of his words.

“We’re not getting jealous, are we?” I demand.

“No. But I do wish I was upstairs with her. I do not want to kick Seb out of the bed.”

“Orion sometimes gets mad at you all,” Topher says. There’s a fond expression on his face as he thinks about his wolf, or our mate, or a combination of them both. I narrow my eyes as I take in the ease and contentment.

“He’s probably thinking about the way he masturbates with Orion,” Fluffy says dryly. “The big question is whose name Topher calls out. Maia’s or Orion’s.”

“I guarantee he’s done both.” I hide my laughter, and Fluffy’s amusement makes the situation even funnier.

My wolf is smart enough to give me some privacy while I tend to my needs. I do the same when we’re in wolf form, letting him have time to lick himself and hump some trees.

“I prefer bushes.”

I laugh, and Topher throws a glare my way. I forgot he was even talking, to be honest.

“It’s not because he’s jealous, Ben. It’s just because sometimes, well,” Topher rubs the back of his neck, pink tinging his cheeks. “He thinks you’re better than me at wooing her.”

“Wooing?” I ask with as straight a face as I can manage. Fluffy’s uncontrollable, his hysterics causing our bond to light up with glee.

Topher rolls his eyes and sips at his beer. “You know what I mean.”

“No, Toph, I don’t.” I plaster on the biggest confused expression I can and lean towards him, dropping my voice low. “What does this wooing business concern?”

“Oh, fuck off.” My brother chuckles as Alex comes back into the room with Ryan’s box of things. He puts it on the table before heading up the stairs. We never did hand it over to our parents, and I’ve scoured the things a couple of times over the last few weeks. There’s not much there, nothing that can really help me figure out what Ryan’s plans have been.

He was at uni, got good grades, had Maia and his perfect little life, all out of the spotlight. Alone as far as I could see. And yet, he’s been having secret meetings and working for private organisations.

I wish the bastard was one of the standard idiotic villains who wrote down their plan in monologue form, outlining all his backstory and his future, which would let us figure out exactly what he was doing. Alas, I’ve found barely fucking anything.

I’ve got the company—Fresh Fur Creations—under constant monitoring, and nobody can even buy stock in the company without me getting an alert. Sadly, I’ve not seen much of anything coming from them. At least, nothing that seems sketchy off the bat. It’s pissing me off.

I need more hours in the day, and I’d be unstoppable.

Ten dedicated purely to my mate. I can love her. Spend time with her. Maybe even convince her to let me do some... wooing.

Ten hours specifically to engage with Phoebe. I need her to understand I am the best of her dads. One is dead. One is too stern, one is too boring, and one is too... ugly, which leaves me. The best dad. The fun dad. The most handsome dad.

I’ll need five purely for eating and taking care of myself. This body does not create the beautiful sight that Maia adores without a little bit of effort.

“My effort,” Fluffy drawls. “More often than not, it’s me who is forced to go to the gym.”

“It works out your... aggression,” I counter, smirking.

“Soon enough, I’ll have a mate that will soothe away the aggression,” Fluffy says, excitement thrumming through him and me. “And then you can go to the gym yourself. I’ll be saving all of my strength for our darling mate.”

I snort.

“Something funny?” Topher asks with a frown.

I forgot he was there. Again. He’s just not stimulating enough when he’s in this kind of mood. Reflective, annoyed, drained... boring.

“Just Fluffy.” I turn back to my laptop and open up the website I was working on gaining access to.

I’ve been slowly compiling information from everyone at the company and cross-referencing their information with things we know about Ryan. It’s so far been a pretty dead end, but I’ve still got a few names to run.

I’ve not been digging into his death much, but now it’s important that I do figure out exactly what happened. For Maia’s sake, but for ours, too.

If my mother is found to have killed without a legal reason... our pack will be turned over to my brother’s and I.

We’ll be in a better position to protect Phoebe, and we’ll be able to provide Maia with a safe and large environment.

“Do you think there really was footage?” I murmur, my eyes raking across the screen.

“It would be hard for it not to exist,” Alex muses. He’s changed clothes and comes to sit on the armchair. “He lived in pretty public human areas, and there likely would have been security footage, even from a shop or some shit. Someone, somewhere, will have evidence of it.”

“Then I need to start digging properly,” I mutter. I zone out the debates Alex and Topher are having, and instead, get to work.

Every so often, Fluffy pipes up with something that helps, but for the most part, it’s just me, and my computer, and a whole fucking lot of nothing.

I groan, spotting that it’s nearly midnight, and stretch my arms, cracking my back. I need a minute.

Or ten.

“You okay?” Alex asks, peering over the laptop he’s working on to raise an eyebrow at me. I nod. “Good. I’ve managed to schedule a meeting with all three of the family lawyers for Maia, so hopefully, we’ll be able to move forward.”

“Good, good,” I say before groaning.

All at once, we’re hit with a pang of rage from Seb, and freeze. He’s upstairs with Maia and Phoebe, and yet, the anger raging through him is so intense it causes me to worry. What the fuck is going on?

“Go to mate! Find mate! Mate hurt!” Fluffy roars, begging for me to move from the sofa. The weight of Seb’s anger is like a crushing weight, dragging me down. I’m struggling to push it away and remember it’s not mine.

Topher and Alex aren’t struggling like I am, and Topher lets out a growl, snarling at Alex who has jumped up to go and do something.

“Breathe,” Fluffy soothes, trying his best to soothe me through our bond.

The issue is that I’m too weak to fight off Seb’s connection, I’m drowning under his feelings, that I can’t acknowledge my own. I can’t function.

I’m so fucking pathetic.

“You are strong, and sensitive, and you are the empathy that this group sometimes lacks,” Fluffy says, pushing forward ever so slightly, offering me his strength. “Our mate is safe, Benjamin. Our pup is healthy. Neither Seb nor Kane would be able to contain themselves if that weren’t the case. He’s still upstairs. She is fine.”

“Don’t move,” Topher commands, and Alex freezes. Moments later, I can feel a connection open between the four of us, and weirdly enough, it helps ground me a little.

“What is it, Seb?” Topher asks, holding his hand up as I move to get up now, too. No matter how confident Topher is, I feel a huge pull, trying to take me to Maia.

I can barely feel her, but through the bond with Seb, I can feel his worry, his upset, and his anger. Something has upset our brother, and I have no doubt it’s related to our mate. I hate that whatever burden she has, she’s chosen to share with him.

Then again, after my pathetic attempt⁠—

“Not pathetic,” Fluffy argues.

“I feel pathetic. I wish I was stronger.”

“She is sad,” Kane’s the one to reply, which surprises us all. “Big problem. I will share later.”

“No,” Alex protests, moving to leave once more. Topher doesn’t allow for it, snarling at Alex to sit down. Whilst Alex and Max could probably fight off Topher’s weak commands, he knows that it’s not the right move. “Tell us what is going on.”

“No,” Kane says. “Mate is distraught. I’ll fix her, then share.”

And then he’s gone, blocking the three of us from his mind as he tends to our “distraught mate.”

“What do you think has happened?” I ask weakly.

“Are you okay?” Alex asks, turning my way. I nod, and he returns it with a heavy sigh. “If she’s upset, I don’t want to go and make it worse⁠—”

“But it fucking kills me to sit here, knowing that she’s distraught,” Topher says in agreement.

“Please. Go to mate. Help mate.”

“Fluffy’s begging for me to go to her,” I say, hanging my head. Topher kicks my thigh, and I groan but look over at him. “What?”

“So is Orion. It’s not a weakness to love your mate, Ben.”

“It’s just a weakness to be crippled because your brothers are stronger than you,” I say, resting my head on the back of the sofa. I shove the laptop to the side and take the beer when Alex offers it.

“You’re so fucking dramatic,” Topher says, rolling his eyes. “You’re not weak. You’re just sensitive to our energies. It makes you one of the most important members of our little⁠—”

“Do not finish that sentence,” I say, giving Topher a grimace. “Your vocabulary needs some work, Mr I Need To Learn How To Woo My Mate.”

Alex sniggers.

We don’t pick the work back up, each of us taking the opportunity to poke and prod each other—Topher, we just picked on Topher—and wait for Seb to come down and fill us in on whatever we’ve missed.

It’s clearly big.

Unlike Ryan’s cock.

“Was that needed?” Fluffy asks dryly.

I smirk. “It most definitely was.”
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“Ethan has been tormenting Maia for the last eight months or so,” Kane says, glaring at each of us as if it’s our fault our cousin is a demented fucker.

The four of us are all sat in the living room, the lights on low. Maia’s upstairs asleep in bed, with Phoebe in her crib. We’ve got her door shut, and all of us would hear if she’d come down. There’s no chance my practically deaf mate would overhear something, but it’s best to be safe.

“He’s been tormenting us longer by even being alive,” I mutter, shoving a handful of peanuts into my mouth. I grimace. Who the fuck bought unsalted peanuts? It’s disgusting.

“No, I mean he has been tormenting my mate. He’s been following her around, showing up out of the blue, standing outside her windows, and overall just being a creepy son of a fucking bitch as he taunts our mate and makes her think she’s hallucinating her dead fiancé.” Kane clenches his fists, and the glare he has trained on each of us intensifies. “It gets worse.”

“Worse than him following her every time she leaves the house?” Topher demands, his tone as hard as his eyes.

“Much worse.” Seb grimaces. “He’s been here. To our home. And none of us fucking noticed.”

The temperature in the room drops a good ten degrees, and each of us are lost in our anger and confusion.

“Not possible.”

“Our mate is not a liar,” I reply with a frown. Relief fills me quite quickly, though. “But that just means Ethan has crossed pack lines, and his life is now forfeit. We marked him for death years ago. Now, we can legally follow through.”

“I don’t care about the law,” Fluffy says angrily. “I care about justice.”

“Don’t we all?”

“Inside?” Topher’s mouth is pressed in a straight line, and I can feel the dominance pouring off him in waves. It only powers Fluffy and me up that much more, and we’re practically vibrating with energy.

My shift is so close, and I’m about to hurl over the edge and become my wolf when Seb growls low. I freeze, waiting to see how he responds.

“Calm, brother,” Alex says, and I can’t tell if he’s talking to me, Seb, or Topher. We’re all just as reckless and agitated.

“No. Outside. But so were we. The night Maia met the twins, he came here to see her and Phoebe,” Kane says. “My mate was in danger, and none of us fucking noticed. Our pup was around that vermin, and nobody knew.”

“Maia is an idiot for keeping this to herself.” The words tumble out of my mouth without my permission, and despite Fluffy’s angry growl at me, I can’t bring myself to listen to him.

She is.

She’s put herself and our pup in danger by being this... stupid.

Did she really think she was seeing Ryan? Ignoring the fact that nobody would want to see that cowardly fucker, she really thought that seeing ghosts was a good thing?

She was pregnant. She had a baby.

Did she really think she was the peak of mental health when she’s fucking hallucinating?

“She would have been scared. She was alone because he left her,” Fluffy says angrily. “She protected herself and our pup. She kept them both safe until she came to us, and it’s meant to be our job to now keep them safe. We failed. All of us failed.”

“Do not dare say those words to my mate,” Kane roars, stepping forward, and I have no doubt that if it weren’t for Alex’s intervention, those clenched fists of his would’ve met my face.

“Our.” Alex’s one word has my head snapping over to look at him, just like Kane’s does. “Maia is our mate, and we’re all entitled to our feelings over our mate’s actions.” Alex waits until Kane nods before turning to me with a raised eyebrow. “What was she meant to say to us, Ben?”

“The truth? Hey, guys, I’m a fool who thinks I can see the dead. I’ve spent the last eight months hallucinating your dead cousin. Don’t worry, though, rather than invite him into the bedroom to watch me get myself off, I let our pup meet him, instead.” I clench my jaw and desperately try to hold Fluffy back.

Mainly because my wolf is likely going to want to hurt me and not anything else.

“She should have told us tonight,” Topher says, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “The moment she heard about Ethan and started putting this all together, she should have said something.”

“She never intended to keep this secret,” Seb says quietly. “Forgive her. Now.”

“Not how it works, brother,” Alex says, and Seb growls low. He storms over to the armchair and sits down with a heavy sigh. “Maia made her choices, and whilst we all will have a united front when we address them... we are allowed to be upset whilst we work through them. She did omit a very big secret, and it’s something that is hugely concerning from a safety perspective.”

“Which is why she was so scared to admit it,” Kane says, and I missed that change. He looks at Topher. “She knew you’d be mad. Ben, she wasn’t surprised about. But she thought you’d understand, Alex.”

Alex shrugs. “I do, mostly. I’m frustrated that, once more, our family has lowered the bar, yet again, and has hurt her. I’m concerned that if they’ve been following her for as long as they have that there was a reason Ryan was reckless enough to give our mate our baby. I’m scared that this ploy is going to end in Maia being hurt.

“And I’m fucking terrified that they’re hanging around, waiting to snatch our pup away from us. It would destroy Phoebe. But worse than that, it would kill Maia. Our family doesn’t have a good history of protecting the women in our family... so what hope does that leave when we can’t even figure out what the fuck is going on?”

I blink at him in surprise before dropping my head in my hands.

“She’s in danger. Our pup... our mate... what the fuck is going on, Fluffy?” I moan to him, not wanting to vocalise my words to anyone and cause more issues.

“Breathe. Our mate is safe. Our pup is in bed, asleep, safe with her mother. We won’t let them be harmed. We’ll figure it out. You will figure it out.”

“I don’t even know what I’m figuring out. That’s the issue. There’s some big plot underway, and I do not understand what it could be.”

“Well, I’m annoyed she didn’t open up to any of us.” I glare at Seb. “What made you good enough?”

Seb shrugs. “She likes me.” His face darkens, and a moody expression covers it. “But she won’t admit it.”

“I don’t think she realises it yet herself,” Topher murmurs.

“So Seb gets this mysterious love from her, and the rest of us are left to fuck ourselves?” I roar to my wolf as my hands shift into claws. My nails on my left hand dig into the sofa.

“She cares for us, too,” Fluffy says calmly. “I’ve felt it. You’ve smelt it. We know that it’s there. She might not admit it, and she might be so angry... but there’s a part of her that can feel the bond and is already letting us worm our way into her heart and earn her love. You have a place in her life, Ben. We do. We’re just as much a part of the bond as the others.”

“So you say. And yet she never wants us.” I clench my jaw before slowly letting out a breath. It doesn’t work.

The shift overtakes me, but rather than ending up on the floor, I’m standing on the sofa. I sit down on my ass and growl when there’s a sigh from Alex.

“She did the best she could,” Alex says. “We can’t be mad at that.”

“You might not be,” Topher says.

“And you are a hypocrite if you are,” Alex counters. He levels Topher with a look that has Fluffy whining. “Our mate did what she could to survive. She was pregnant, terrified, and alone. No matter how fucked up our cousins were, she loved Ryan with her entire soul. We need to accept that and move the fuck on.”

Fluffy growls, and all three of my brother’s look my way. I don’t know what they’re expecting. I can’t shift back, not when I’m so emotionally charged.

“Her past gave us Phoebe,” Seb says.

“And that’s something we’re all eternally grateful for,” Topher continues. He looks over at me in my wolf form before turning back to Alex. “She never lied. Not really.”

“I wish she told us about Ryan,” Alex says. “But it’s not like she truly understood what she was seeing. She was protecting herself in her own way.”

“I made it clear she is never to lie about that again,” Kane says, and I bark out my agreement. I rest my head on my paws and listen in. “That is dangerous, and no mate of mine will keep secrets about her health.”

“And, of course, you got away with it,” Topher mutters, and I laugh. It sounds funny in wolf form, but I don’t care.

“What the fuck do we do now?” Alex asks, looking around the room. “I don’t even know what is going on anymore.”

I shift and cross my legs. “So let’s create a mood board. It’s time to figure out our issues and what we know. Get it all on the same page.”

“Tomorrow,” Seb says.

I frown, and I’m not the only one.

“Maia shouldn’t be alone,” Kane says, and I nod. “Tomorrow, we’ll brainstorm, and then, we’ll get vengeance.”

“Vengeance for who?” I murmur, not sure what the answer is going to be.

Do we want vengeance for Morgan?

For Phoebe?

For Maia?

“For them all,” Topher says.

That works.
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“Are you okay?” Ben asks, kicking my leg to get my attention. I wince, since he managed to kick my shin bone right in the middle, and it’s stinging. He flinches, genuine upset filling his features. “I am extremely sorry, darling. I meant to nudge you, not kick.”

“It’s fine,” I say, waving off his concerns.

Seb told his brothers about me seeing “Ryan” at some point last night once I was asleep, so I woke up to a huge ambush from Topher. He not only spent the night preparing his argument, but he seemed to come up with every counterargument I may have and argued that side of things before I could. He was pleasantly surprised when I apologised and eagerly accepted it.

Ben, on the other hand, wasn't just upset with me. He was sad I didn’t trust him and worried for me. I’ve tried to spend more time with him this afternoon whilst he worked, just to give him some company, so if he did want to talk, he could.

He has. A lot.

“Are you sure?” He crouches down to look at my shin and grimaces despite the fact that there’s not even a red mark. “Let me kiss it better, for you.”

I cover the shin with my hand and laugh, waving him off again. “You don’t need to. Get up, it’s fine. I’m fine.”

We’re in the living room and sharing the large sofa together. Clearly, I wasn’t giving Ben the right amount of attention because he felt the need to resort to such drastic measures to get my attention.

The dirty look Ben levels me with has stunned me for a moment, thinking I’m here with Topher instead.

“No. I hurt you, darling, so I will make it better.” He gently takes my hand in his and presses a soft kiss to the palm of it before pressing another kiss to my shin. “I’m sorry.”

“Forgiven.”

“You could’ve got so much more out of me from down here than a little kiss for your shin,” Ben says, wiggling his brows at me. I groan, and he rises from the floor, pulling me with him. He steps closer to me, wrapping his arm around my waist. I press my hands against his chest, rubbing against the softness of his shirt, loving the business look on him. “I would’ve done so, so much down there with my mouth.”

“I’m sure that you could have,” I say, smirking at him.

“Topher might have first claim on your cunt, baby girl, but the rest of you is up for grabs.” I freeze, and he groans. “I think I messed up.”

“Oh?” I can’t help that my tone is frosty, not when he’s talking about my body parts and assigning them to his brothers as if I don’t even get a say on what he can do.

Sure, Topher and I have made leaps and strides in our relationship compared to the first few days, but that doesn’t mean the man has first claim to my vagina.

I am the only one who gets to decide what happens to my body and when.

“Um.” Ben looks up at me, biting his lip in an adorable way that doesn’t change my annoyance.

“How can you be this clueless?” I sigh, laying my head back onto the cushions, as a flash of hurt fills his face. “You’re not being sweet or sexy by talking that way. My body is mine, and if I want to have sex with you, or Alex, or Seb first, then I will. Topher does not get to claim first use of my body, no matter what you lot seem to think.”

Ben sighs, and he seems frustrated with me as if I’m the one who is out of line here. “It’s the way of the harem, darling. Topher must claim you first or our bond will not be able to form as a group. It must be done in order or the claim will be invalid and may not be accepted for each of us.”

“Claim me or have sex with me?” I ask, reaching up to rub at my neck.

“They usually happen at the same time.” Ben’s eyes widen, and he grins up at me, his hazel eyes so bright as if I’ve genuinely fixed all the problems in his world. “But you might’ve found a loophole.”

“Oh, wow, a loophole to provide me with body autonomy,” I drawl. He smirks and drops a kiss to my thigh.

I gulp, and he rises up on his knees, somehow now head to head with me, and he closes in, my breath unsteady, but instead of kissing me, he tucks my hair behind my ears, sending a shiver wracking through me.

“Oh, what have we got here?” one of the men says, coming into the room. I don’t look away from Ben, whose nostrils flare, and annoyance flashes in his eyes before he plasters a smile on his face.

“Nothing,” Ben says with a sigh. He presses a gentle kiss to my forehead before grabbing the notebook from the table that he wanted to begin with. “But I’m glad you’re back, Toph. Where the fuck is Ryan’s diary? I meant to ask last night, but we got a little”—he glances at me, before looking back up at Topher—“distracted.”

It doesn’t take a genius to work out what he got distracted with.

“His diary?” I hear an incredulous note in Topher’s voice and whirl around to see the eldest Wolfe brother.

He’s surprisingly not wearing a suit today, which is very rare. He’s wearing a pair of light grey shorts that hang just above his knees. They’re baggy, not clinging to him like his usual preferred ones. He’s got a black T-shirt on with large wet spots under his armpits.

His hair is dishevelled and a little damp at the front.

And despite knowing he’s been exercising and probably smells disgusting... the sight of him looking so wrecked has my own dampness occurring.

“I thought you had it,” Topher says with a frown. “I brought it up to Alex last night once you were asleep because we couldn’t find it, either.”

I look at Ben, who is frowning even deeper than Topher now. “No. On Phoebe’s birthday⁠—”

“She didn’t have a birthday yet,” I mutter, and two sets of eyes snap over to me. One pair of hazel with gold flecks and a deep intensity that has me clenching my thighs together. The others are bright blue, and he licks his lips, giving me an amused look.

Two identical but very different men, who inspire the very same reactions in me.

I have no idea where the arousal is coming from, but it’s been simmering and burning away all day long.

I can’t take it.

Not only am I not cleared to put anything inside my vagina, never mind very... large... things, this is also not the time. There are much more important things going on than me getting... well, the orgasms I so desperately want.

“Someone seems needy,” Fluffy murmurs, his words deeper and more primal as his eyes rake up and down my body. It’s like his very gaze burns, igniting a fire in me that I’ve not felt in so long.

Last night’s talk has really brought us closer, and I feel like a huge weight is now off my chest. There’s no more secrets, no more lies.

Everything that comes, we’ll face together.

And, hopefully, everyone comes, too.

“Not the time for this,” Topher snaps, giving me an apologetic look. “What happened on Phoebe’s birthday, Ben?”

“It wasn’t with the rest of his things,” Ben says, the sudden switch from him and Fluffy surprising me. “I came down at one-ish, maybe?” He looks over to me, and I shrug. It was about then, sure. “To get the cake I made, and I cleared up all his shit so that Maia didn’t need to see it. The journal wasn’t there then.”

“Which birthday?” Topher demands, an edge of urgency creeping into his tone. I step closer to him, his panic causing me to worry, but there’s no comfort being offered by the worried alpha werewolf right now.

“Her one week ,” Ben says. Unlike Topher, there’s a dejected look on his face. “We’ve not noticed it missing for three fucking weeks?”

But Ben’s anger is nothing compared to Topher's. I can feel it seeping out of him, the air practically rippling with the pure frustration pouring off of him. There’s an uncomfortable pressure on my chest, my body not yet sure how to handle it.

I know, logically, that he won’t hurt me, but my brain doesn’t. We see a predator, we feel a predator, and our instinct is to run, to hide, to keep us safe.

The coil seems to be tightening and tightening in my alpha mate, and I’m nervous about what will happen when it unleashes.

“What is it?” I choke out, the words sounding quiet and full of my nerves. My hands are trembling, the pressure intensifying.

“They’ve found a way into the fucking house,” Topher roars, kicking out at the coffee table. I flinch and dart back towards the wall as anger radiates from him, and the table shatters. Ben jumps to his feet, letting out a large growl, his eyes bright blue.

My heart is thudding, my head pounding. The wall isn’t doing a good enough job of holding me up, of keeping me calm.

Someone came into our home and stole Ryan’s diary.

I think I’m going to be sick.

“There better be a very fucking good explanation for this,” Alex roars, his voice even louder than the breakdown that’s going on in front of me. He steps to my side, cuddling me into his chest, providing me the support that the wall didn’t.

His wolf lets out soft grumbles, the vibrations aiming to soothe me just as much as the pleasurable sparks do. I don’t think it’s working.

Tears are soaking into his jumper, and I’m grasping onto him as tight as I can as heaving breaths leave me.

“They” broke into our home. They took what wasn’t theirs. They have been inside the house.

Was it Ethan? Did he... was it...

I gag and burrow my head into Alex even further, needing him—needing them—to fix this one for me. I can’t do it. I really can’t.

This one, this goes beyond me.

My daughter...

“Fuck, princess,” Topher gasps, and I don’t know what happens in the scene behind me, but Alex growls once, and the tension in the room starts to calm down. The anger is slowly fading away, but I don’t know what it’s being replaced with. “I’m—fuck. Baby, please⁠—”

“Maia, darling, we never⁠—”

“Calm the fuck down, because your wolves are only making this harder for her, and then tell me what’s happened,” Alex demands, keeping a tight hold on me. One arm is wrapped around me, supporting me, despite the weak knees, and the other is rubbing the back of my head. Max is close to the surface, the growls that are much deeper and more comforting.

“The night we brought Ryan’s shi—stuff over here,” Topher says, “Ben cleared it away once we were asleep. The journal? We thought he had it all this time.”

“But he doesn’t.” Alex has gone still, his hand just holding my head in place as I silently sob into his chest. The pressure in my chest has eased but not properly. They’re tense again, and the weight is even firmer now that Alex has joined in.

Three wolves furious at the breach of our home. Three alphas who are aware they’ve not protected their sanctuary.

What if... what if they did more than take Ryan’s journal? They could’ve... they could’ve taken her from me.

“No,” Ben says as calmly as he can. “I thought you had it.”

“Well, fuck,” Alex hisses. He growls low, and I can hear the anger in his tone. I let go and try to back away, but his bright silver eyes dart down to mine. “Mate will be safe.”

“I didn’t realise that I wasn’t,” I whisper, hiccuping out another sob. “They could’ve... Phoebe⁠—”

“Ethan clearly found a way into our house without us knowing,” Topher says angrily. He crosses his arms in front of his chest, and I try to calm myself down.

“It’s impossible,” Alex says, shaking his head. “There’s no way he could’ve got past us all. Not on a night we were all home.”

“The napkin.” Ben’s words are confusing, but he sounds so surprised.

“What fucking napkin?” Alex asks, and I flinch. He lets go of me but gently leads me over to the armchair, supporting me. He grabs a blanket from the back of the sofa that smells like the four of them and places it over my lap. “Breathe, little butterfly. We are going to figure things out, but we need you to be calm, first.”

I nod, trying to quell the shakes and the tremors. A plan will help. A plan will make it all better.

“Usually, it’s me who gets those stupid reminders,” Ben says, smirking at me. I roll my eyes, but I can’t joke the way he is.

My chest is burning, and whilst breathing is instinctual, it’s hard right now.

“Seb has Phoebe, and she is safe,” Topher says, crouching down in front of me. He takes my hand in his, the sparks flying between us. Alex sits on the arm of the chair and takes my other hand, and I close my eyes and let the comfort they’re offering through the barely formed bond wash over me.

They’re saying that Ethan broke in.

That he stole something of Ryan’s.

His diary.

“Do you... do you really think he came into the house?” I whisper.

“Our house,” Topher says, squeezing my hand. “But I think it’s a likely probability.”

“I don’t understand how he knew...” I trail off, looking between them. “Or how you missed it.”

“Don’t worry, darling, you don’t need to dig that knife in,” Ben mutters, rubbing the back of his neck. “That falls to me.”

“To us,” Topher says, turning to look over at Ben. “It shouldn’t be possible.”

“But it has been before,” Ben says, turning to Alex. “At the doctor’s office, there was a napkin with no werewolf scent attached to it.”

Alex’s grip on my hand tightens ever so slightly. “Impossible.”

“You guys are throwing that word around a lot,” I say slowly. “But couldn’t we easily hide a scent? Like with perfume or⁠—”

“You’re wearing some kind of honey body spray thing,” Topher says, and I nod. “And yet, I can still smell you. I know what you had for dinner last night⁠—”

“Because you were there,” I say.

He rolls his eyes. “No, Maia, not because I was there. I can smell it.”

I narrow my eyes, but it’s Ben who now speaks. He grins at me from the other side of the splintered coffee table. There’s a glint of something in his eyes, a wry smile on his face. “I know that you made yourself cum this morning.”

I gasp, my face going bright red, as I cringe into the arm of the chair.

Ben’s answering smirk annoys me.

It’s not like he’s wrong, but it is mortifying that they know.

“Nobody can disguise their scent this way,” Topher says, and whilst his tone is patient, I can see that his mind is whirring. His body is tense as he works this out in his mind. “There’s... I have no fucking idea. We need to lock the pack down until my parents are back and start asking the pack to report anyone unusual to us.”

“And that’s it?” I whisper, panic filling me.

We’re just relying on the townspeople telling us that they saw Ethan? How reliable will that be?

“We’ll be running patrols each day,” Alex says, and Topher gives a firm nod. “And we’ll be scent-marking the property. It couldn’t have been Ethan, but... it is missing, and we’re a little on edge.”

I freeze. My blood runs cold. My mouth is drying out. I choke out, “The pie.”

“The what?” Topher and Alex ask together, as Ben perks up.

“You made me some pie?” he asks eagerly. “What type? Apple? Cranberry? Cherry?” He gasps. “Or is it a meat pie? Chicken? Beef⁠—”

“The pie at my house. The day I... the day Phoebe shifted for the first time, I made a pie,” I whisper, closing my eyes briefly. “I left it out to cool when we went to your parent’s house, but when we got back, there was a piece missing, and it was in the fridge.”

The three boys tense even further in a way that can’t be good for them or their hearts.

“Seb knew,” I murmur, wanting them to know I didn’t keep this from them maliciously.

“Go get him,” Topher says, looking over to Ben. “Don’t worry our—don’t worry Phoebe.”

“What about my worry?” I mutter a little ridiculously. Ben leaves the room.

“It’s understandable why you’re so frightened,” Topher says gently. “But we’re not going to let anyone hurt you, princess.”

“But you didn’t even know he was here.” I look up at him, tears in my eyes. “He’s been here so many times before. How... how are we meant to stay safe, how are we meant to keep Phoebe where she belongs, if he can just sneak inside and take her.”

He growls and lifts me into his lap from the armchair, dropping down onto the floor so he can hold me properly. His hand gently trails down the side of my face before he grips my chin. When my eyes meet his again, they’re bright gold, and I know Orion is out to play.

My lips quiver, and I let out a hiccupy-sob. “Orion⁠—”

“My little mate will be safe.” His words are an angry but protective snarl as he doesn’t even blink. He’s so sure of himself, and I hate that I don’t have the same faith. “My pup will be safe with her mother. I will not allow either of you to be harmed. Do you hear me, little mate?”

I nod, but I can’t calm myself down. “I’m scared.”

“The sanctity of your home has been broken, twice now, at a minimum,” Alex murmurs, crouching down next to Topher and me on the floor. “We’re sorry for that. We’re sorry we didn’t realise. We’re so fucking sorry, little butterfly.”

“We’ll keep you away from him—from them,” Orion adds, pressing a soft kiss to my temple. “My mate won’t ever feel violated again.”

Violated? Is that how I feel? I take stock of my concerns, of my worries. It was so easy for him to follow me around. So easy for him to sneak into my house and take my food. To look through my things and make himself at home.

So fucking easy because I’m nothing but a weak little human with no special skills.

But my... the quadruplets... They’re powerful, and strong, and still didn’t notice.

Is this just a game of cat and mouse, where my daughter is the ultimate prey?

“I’m terrified,” I say as Seb and Ben enter the room.

Seb’s carrying Phoebe in his arms, her head pressed against his naked chest, and he doesn’t hesitate in coming to my side. Just like Topher, he drops down onto the floor, with no grace, but he protects Phoebe’s head as he does.

“Here,” he says, offering me the wide-awake infant. I cradle her in my arms as Seb places his hand on my knee. Alex is at my side, his hand on my lower back, and I’m in Topher’s lap. Phoebe reaches out to clutch my finger, and her eyes go from their usual grey to a darling bright version.

Ben takes the final spot next to me, his hand resting at my upper back, just on the shoulder blade, and with all five of them touching me, my heart finally begins to settle. The sparks are overwhelming, but not in a bad way. They’re full of love and support.

They’re a strength. A strength to me, to our relationship... to our future.

“Soon enough, we’ll face him down,” Topher murmurs, and I have no idea if it’s him or Orion speaking. “And when we do, there will be justice, princess. He’ll pay for tormenting you the way he has.”

Something settles in me, and I think I might be okay with that.
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MAIA


Three (ish) weeks later…

The dreaded letter comes nearly a month after Dr Thomas was outed as a werewolf and ran with his tail between his legs back to his pack—back to Ryan’s old pack.

I’m sitting in the garden, drinking my tea, as Phoebe lays on her play mat in the warm spring sun when I hear a very loud knock on the front door.

I’m not sure when I’m going to stop flinching every time that happens. I’m not sure when the panic will stop emerging, when my heart won’t race. Every knock at the door, every car driving past, every person that peers through our windows, has sent me into a panic over the last few weeks.

I’ve been terrified I would see Ethan. Terrified that he’d be inside the house, touching our things. For the first week, I woke up every single night drenched in sweat, terrified someone was taking my daughter.

After the third night, the guys started a rotation. Phoebe and I were never left alone overnight. Topher and Alex slept on the arm chair. Ben on the bottom of the bed.

Seb ignored all of that and climbed into bed with me, cuddling close, holding me tight. He got up with me for every night feed, every bum change was handled by him whilst I went for a wee or had some juice.

And from the next night, his brothers did the same. They didn’t hesitate, didn’t let me push them away.

They’ve just been there. Offering comfort, safety, and protection. Help.

It’s only been this last week that they’ve started going back to work properly. They’ve been just as unwilling to leave me alone as I have been to be alone. One of them, each day, is on patrols in the morning, another does midday, and one does night time.

Ethan has never stepped foot on our lands.

So, right now, despite my panic, I’m the only one home, and I need to get the post.

I’m waiting for a few things to come for Phoebe, and I hope this is her new play mat. At nearly two months old, she’s starting to outgrow the one she has, so I’ve ordered her one that’s meant to be a lot more engaging for her. The guys are confident Phoebe is not only aware of the world, but she’s taking stock of every object, colour, and person that she encounters.

So now that she can see properly, she likes bits that she can try and reach and touch. She’s close to rolling over, I think, which is so exciting, and I think she’ll have a lot more fun with the new mat once she can change her viewpoint all on her own.

“I know you’re having fun out here,” I say, dropping down to gently scoop her up. “But it’s time for us to get the post.”

I swear I can feel her annoyance. But as the door knocks again, I have no choice other than to cut through the house and answer it.

We’ve had such nice weather this week, and I’ve been taking advantage of the fresh air with Phoebe. The guys say it helps her strengthen her connection with her wolf, and whilst I can’t feel what they can, she really does enjoy herself.

And, you know, it helps that the guys are walking around topless whilst we’re out here, too.

“Maia Blake?” the man asks as I wrench the door open. He’s wearing a black suit and has a camera strapped to his chest. His dark hair is long and braided around his head. I’ve never seen him before in my life, and I do not like that he’s recording me.

I frown and nod.

He reaches inside his coat, and I gasp, but he pulls out a large brown envelope and hands it over to me. “You’ve received a summons to Family Wolf Court. Your local courthouse is at Lunar Hall. You are not permitted to leave the Wolfe Pack with the infant, Phoebe Elise Blake, and will face prosecution if you do not attend your appointed court date. Do you understand what I have outlined?”

“Yes,” I whisper as tears fill my eyes. My hands are shaking as I take the envelope from him, and he nods once before clicking a button on his camera.

“My name is Michael,” the man says, and his tone has changed from being so… empty, to having some feeling within it. I just can’t detect what it is. “Are you home alone, Maia?”

“Um, no,” I say, shaking my head as fear fills me. Why does he want to know if I’m alone? “My mate is upstairs.”

Can he tell that I’m lying? Does my heart give me away? The scent of the house?

Oh, no.

He frowns, his nostrils flaring as he takes a whiff, but ultimately nods. “Can you call them down? You’re shaking, and I don’t feel comfortable leaving you alone, right now. This is a huge shock, and I know you just want to look after your daughter, right?”

I flinch and drop the padded envelope by mistake as I cuddle Phoebe closer to me. He crouches down and picks it up with his slender fingers, giving me a strangely compassionate look. His eyes are a deep green, and he’s a good ten years older than me. He seems kind, despite his business for being here, but my brain can’t listen to my logic when we’re in such physical distress.

I can instinctively feel the presence of his wolf, and that’s the biggest issue for a human like me. He’s a werewolf, and that makes him dangerous. Dangerous to me and to Phoebe.

His eyes narrow, and he gives me a gentle smile. “I won’t physically hurt you, Maia. My job is done, but my mate would make me sleep in our dog house if I dared leave you alone right now.”

“Okay,” I whisper. I don’t know if he’s whispering, too or if my heart is beating that loudly that everything else pales in comparison.

“But we both know you’re lying about someone being home, so could you please call one of your mates to come back? I won’t come in or do anything else to hurt you,” he says softly. “You shouldn’t be alone right now.”

“I’ll call him.” My voice trembles, and I move into the house to set Phoebe down on the carpet in the passageway as I drop down onto the bottom of the stairs. I can still see Michael in the doorway, and I pull my phone out of my pocket to call for Topher.

Alex is in a bunch of meetings, and as much as he told me to contact him if I needed him, I know the last few weeks have likely wreaked havoc on their business. Ben’s working on a tough case and actually told me to not contact him.

Seb should be free, but he’s not the comfort I need right now.

I need pretty promises, and maybe even an ounce of tough love, which Topher is the best man for. I need him.

There’s only one dial tone before a crystal clear, “Princess, are you okay?” rings across the line.

“No,” I say, biting my lip so I don’t cry. “Can you come home, please?”

“I’m on the way. I’ll be fifteen minutes, okay?” I nod, and I can hear his grin in his next words. “You need to tell me you’ll be okay, princess. Nodding doesn’t count.”

“I’ll be okay.” My voice is more confident, this time, and my legs have stopped shaking. Michael has a wide smile on his face as if he’s proud.

“Good girl. Will Phoebe be okay?”

“She’s perfect.”

“So are you,” he murmurs before the line goes dead.

I look over at Michael, who gives me a nod. “I’m sorry I had to do this.”

“It’s not your fault,” I say quietly. “I’ll be okay now.”

“Are you sure?” he asks. “I really do not mind staying here until your mate returns. I know that I’d want someone to do the same for my mate.”

“I’m sure you can smell, but I’m human.” I grimace a little when he nods. “Your presence doesn’t soothe me, it kind of sets me on edge, and I’m already a little wound up.”

“I understand. I’ll leave you to it then,” he says with another nod. “Once I’m gone, close your door and wait for your mate to come home.”

He places the sealed envelope on the doorstep and retreats to his car, leaving me alone with what feels like a death sentence hanging over my neck. Phoebe’s content just laying on the floor, since she’s never seen this angle of the passageway before. I wait until he drives away before I move to grab the padded letter.

My heart drops, reading my name sprawled across it in such a bland typography, and I hate this so fucking badly. I hate Ryan’s parents for doing this to me. I hate Ethan for playing the games that his brother avoided.

It’s taken a whole month for them to come calling, but it still feels like no time at all. We’re not prepared. I’m not prepared. We’ve had a meeting with three different solicitors and found the one we liked best... but their whole plan resides on the summons coming.

We can’t prepare a case until we know what their angle is.

Which has only added to our unease.

“Maia,” a familiar voice calls. My blood runs cold as I slowly look over at the man I now know is not Ryan.

I don’t know how I’ve missed it all these months.

He’s got a swagger, an arrogance, that Ryan never had. He’s wearing a pair of faded blue jeans and a light grey hoodie. He’s clean shaven, with the same bright blue eyes I’m used to seeing.

But I know the truth, and I’ve come to terms with it over the last few weeks. This is not Ryan, and I don’t need to be nice.

“Fuck off,” I hiss. “We’re not playing this game any longer. I know exactly who you are. You don’t get to show up day after day and torment me. You don’t get to pretend like you are anything to her.”

“Showing up?” His eyes narrow, and he takes a step forward as if he’s genuinely concerned. “What do you mean showing up?”

I roll my eyes and allow myself to be angry. “You’re going to get caught one day, you know, and then you won’t be allowed to visit me, or the pack, and certainly not Phoebe. I know you, and trust me, Ethan⁠—”

“Ethan?” He growls low in his throat, and I freeze. My eyes widen ever so slightly, and I pray my racing heart isn’t something that would entice him into acting. “How do you know that name?”

I stay frozen, just for a second, and slowly raise my eyes to look at the man in front of me. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Phoebe whines, and I turn to grab her, giving him the chance to come closer. I turn back around as he snatches the envelope from my hands. He drops it almost immediately, his face paling.

“Get off that. It’s not yours,” I warn, taking a step back, further into the house. His eyes track the movement, but I don’t know if he’s truly seeing it or if he’s in shock.

“What the fuck is this?” he snarls, glaring at me as if I’m the one at fault here.

“Your family—and you—are taking me to court to get access to my daughter,” I say, keeping my voice as pleasant as possible as I give him the dirtiest look I can. I don’t want to upset Phoebe with my scorn, but, fuck, do I feel it.

I’m terrified. His energy is so much worse than Michael’s was. There’s danger, and my brain is begging me to flee, to hide, to protect myself and my baby.

Being around him, knowing the way I’ve let him manipulate me over the last ten months… it makes me ill.

“So you’ll understand why you’re not welcome here, yes?”

“Maia, you can’t let them take her,” he says urgently. He steps closer again, and if I wanted, I could reach out and touch him.

But I don’t. Because this isn’t Ryan, and any touch from this imposter would be nothing short of repulsive. This is Ethan. The brother that lives in their pack, on their lands, playing nice as they all plot to steal my daughter.

I’m not playing this game. I can’t.

I won’t.

“Go away,” I cry, cuddling her in close. She begins to stir, and I know she’s feeling my distress.

“Go away? I’m here to help you, Maia.”

I bite my lip, tears welling up in my eyes, as I desperately try to calm myself down. Ethan’s on edge, and I don’t know what move he’s going to make, but I know I don’t want any part of it.

“I don’t want to play these mind games anymore.” My words are pitiful, my heart hammering. “Please, just leave me alone. I need…” My body shudders, and Phoebe whines softly. I look down at my daughter, whose face is scrunched up, and I use her to ground myself.

She’s the important thing right now. Only her. Always her.

I let out a small breath, calming myself. “My mate is going to be home soon,” I say, “and I need you to go before he gets here or there will be problems.”

There’s very little emotion in my words, and he flinches.

“This isn’t a mind game, Maia,” he says softly. I hate the hold that Ryan still has on my soul because in instances like this, it hurts. “I’m not here to hurt you. I… I just want to help you move on.”

“Move on?” I reach up to wipe my eyes, struggling to hold Phoebe with just one hand. I jerk away when he reaches over to wipe my tears for me, his hands so deathly cold as they brush across my cheek.

His touch is repulsive.

Nothing like my mate’s.

Nothing like Ryan’s.

“Do not touch me,” I snarl. “You have no right to lay your hands on me.”

“I’m sorry,” he murmurs, taking a step back. He seems confused, hurt, even.

“You come here claiming to help me move on, as if that is your goal?” I hiss. “How is this torment helping me move on?”

I adjust my arms so that my wriggly daughter can be more comfortable. She still can’t sit up alone, but she has been enjoying it when I support her into an upright position and let her face outwards. She loves the view, loves being able to look around properly. Even, apparently, if the person she sees is her psychotic uncle.

“How is seeing his face every single time you show up helping me move on? I see you, but I thought I saw your brother. All those times I let you touch Phoebe and say hi and connect… I thought you were Ryan. I clung to that. I thought I was special, that I had magic to see the dead so that he could still meet his child.

“You’ve made me into this pathetic woman. I was so pathetically desperate, clinging to the face of my dead fiancé, pretending that he could love our daughter. That he could meet her and love her, even though he’s not here.

“You have caused me so much pain, every single day, because every time you left, I remembered that Ryan was dead. It made those feelings of grief stronger and harder to ignore. I have a daughter. Mine and Ryan’s little girl. I can’t be this much of a mess when I need to be here for her.

“So, no, Ethan Grey, you’re not trying to help me move on. I don’t know your motives, but it is not that.”

He reaches up to brush my tears away but stops himself just in time. Smart man, because whilst he’s the one with the sharp teeth, I’m the one at risk of biting him.

“You live at home with the very people my fiancé left. The very people that want to take my child from me,” I whisper, my voice hoarse as tears drip down my face. “You’re not helping me, Ethan Grey. If you were trying… you could’ve saved her. You could’ve helped us. But you haven’t.”

“I think we’re in a misunder⁠—”

“Do not try to tell me I am wrong,” I snarl. Phoebe babbles something, and I press a gentle kiss to her head. “I have no idea how you are here, but trust me, you are not getting into my house ever again. No more pie to steal, no more journals that belong to your brother for you to take. I wish we knew what secrets were hidden in there that you’re so desperate to protect. But you’re just a coward. A spineless coward.”

I hear the familiar hum of Topher’s engine, and I know he’s not far. A minute maybe before we’ll see him. A minute for Ethan to run away.

He nods once, but his face is troubled. I can read him just as easily as I could Ryan, and something I’ve said has disturbed him.

I don’t know what, and it annoys me that I’m still lost.

But he gives me a pleasant smile. “Seeing Phoebe has been a gift I do not deserve, and I never meant to harm you. I won’t argue my innocence. If you need me, Maia, I’m only a call away. I stand by you, and her, for as long as I live.” He reaches up to touch me, but when I flinch, he sighs. He cocks his head as a frown settles on his face. “Goodbye for now, Maia Papaya.”

I frown at the nickname, not sure how he’s ever heard that. Only Ryan called me that.

He turns and jogs away, disappearing around the corner just as Topher’s car appears from the other side. Just missing each other, yet again, but this time, will hopefully be the last.

Tears are still dripping down my face as he pulls into the driveway. The worry and concern on Topher’s face as he pulls up to a stop outside the house makes my heart burn in all the best ways.

The car shuts off, and I relax as much as my body allows now that he’s home. He climbs out, and I don’t even hesitate in not keeping this newest visit a secret.

“Topher, Ethan was here,” I whisper, and his face is filled with anger. He sniffs the air, his eyes darting around, and confusion fills his face. “That way.”

I gesture to the corner he went through, and Topher nods. The fury pours off of him, his eyes flashing gold.

He’s furious for me. For Phoebe. For the battle we’re about to face.

“Seb’s on it,” he murmurs. “Let’s get you girls inside properly now, okay?”

“That’s not why I called you home,” I say, and his eyes narrow. I gesture to the envelope. He jogs over, picking it from the ground, and hands it over to me.

I grab the envelope once more and shred it open, balancing Phoebe on my hip so that I can read through it properly. It’s nothing I didn’t already know, but it doesn’t take the sting of the pain away.

The date for the custody hearing has been set, and it just doesn’t seem fair how close it is.

“When?” Topher asks softly.

I can’t speak, so I hand it over to him to read for himself. His jaw clenches, his fiery gold eyes meeting mine as he tucks the letter contents into his inside jacket pocket. I can feel the silent promise from Orion when he ducks to kiss my head, and I revel in the sparks that fly between us.

Two weeks from today, we’ll begin proceedings, and I have no idea what the fuck we’re going to do. I know we’ll be together, but that doesn’t mean we’ll remain together.

If they have their way… I choke back a sob, looking down at my curly-haired infant.

Phoebe excitedly kicks her legs as she coos at Topher. He doesn’t hesitate in scooping her out of my arms, a soft grin appearing on his face. It’s the one he only ever uses on her, one so indulgent and authentic.

My abdomen tightens as I take in the adorable scene in front of me. My big, hulking alpha male dressed in an expensive suit showing off his muscular, toned body gently holds the most precious little girl to ever exist.

He’s so enamoured with my child, and she is him.

There’s love in his eyes, pure adoration, as he grins at her. He switches his eyes from hazel to gold, entertaining her in her favourite way, and when she babbles, he replies back.

There’s an uncomfortable pressure in my chest, and I hate my hormones right now.

“Maia, princess,” Topher calls in his higher-pitched baby voice.

“Yes?” He doesn’t hear the shaking in my tone, does he? He doesn’t smell the affect he’s having on me?

“Go take a shower, and I’ll watch over our little one,” he says, looking away from Phoebe to grin at me. I frown, not sure why I need a shower. “I think you need to cool off.”

“Having you here has helped.” I shake my head, dropping a kiss to Phoebe’s forehead.

“Oh, I don’t doubt that,” Topher says, wrapping his arm around my waist as he guides me away from the front door. He kicks it shut behind him and smirks at me. “But you’re definitely a little… dirty.”

I frown before groaning. Mortification fills me, and he laughs softly. “Breathe. It’s scary and hard, but we’re going to get through it. Together.”

“Toph,” I murmur, and he pauses, raising his eyebrow. “Didn’t you—can’t you…” I trail off, and he smirks.

“I wasn’t referring to your lack of orgasm, princess,” he says, dropping a gentle kiss to my cheek. “But since we’re the only ones home and there’s a baby that needs some attention, you’re on your own.”

I gape at him as he heads through to the living room, chatting back to Phoebe’s babbles.

And I suppose I should feel mad, but I don’t.

I’m relieved.

He’s home, he helped, he made me smile… and I trust everything will be okay.
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“How was your shower?” Topher asks, as I enter the living room. He doesn’t hide the sniff he does in the air, his lips quirking up in amusement. I roll my eyes, as he sprawls out even further on the armchair.

“Not only is that scenting thing of yours severely creepy, it’s none of your business what me, my hands, and my, well… shower do.”

“Oh, princess,” he murmurs, rising from the chair he was sitting in to stride over to me. My nerves light up in anticipation, and he doesn’t disappoint.

Topher comes to a stop right in front of me, gently cupping my cheek in his hand, the familiar sparks indicating our bond flying between us. They set the tone.

But the softness of his touch does not match the intensity in his gaze, the pure heat that seems to be leaking out of him.

“Everything about you and your pleasure concerns me,” he says with a smirk. He lowers his head forward and presses a gentle kiss to my lips. I sigh into it, loving the familiarity as his lips brush against mine.

I take every offered kiss, and then more. When we pull apart, I’m breathless, and he’s grinning.

“Now, Seb is handling our little... friend, and the other two will be back soon enough. Help me cook?”

“Can you cook?” I raise an eyebrow, my tone showing my humour, as I look him up and down. He claims to have talented hands, but I’ve seen no evidence of that.

He laughs. “You’d doubt me?”

“Considering you’re the only one who I’ve never seen cook in the entire seven weeks I’ve lived here...” I trail off and laugh at the outrage that flashes across his face.

The conversation of me moving out came up a couple of weeks ago, but it was shut down almost immediately. I didn’t try to put up much of an argument if I’m being honest with myself.

I like it here. Despite the break in, and the visits, it still feels safer than my home. There’s a warmth in the walls, a level of safety that I’ve never felt since I lost my parents.

“Hm, I definitely think that this is another area where you’re all talk.” My words are flirty, my grin teasing, but like his, I have no doubt my eyes are filled with the same desire.

His eyes darken, a dangerous, but playful aura emanating from him as he growls out, “You think I’m all talk?”

I bite my lip, my eyes darting over to where Phoebe is asleep in her crib, and I nod my head. At the shock on his face, I laugh and dart away from him, heading through to the kitchen.

It’s nice and clean, the dishes all dry on the drainer from where I washed them earlier on. There’s a hint of lemon and bleach from where I had scrubbed at the tiles, but the entire room gleams and glistens.

As expected, Topher is hot on my heels, and I never really thought my escape through. I dart around the island, grinning at him as he enters the room. Exhilaration fills me at the predatory expression on his face.

The shadows from the lighting fill his face, adding an edge of danger to the situation.

But my brain knows exactly who this man is. We don’t fear him—any of them—not any more.

Their predatory nature is there to protect me, not hurt me.

“What do you plan on doing now, baby?”

My heart flutters, and I glance at the back door, wondering if I’ve got the time to get that open before he can catch up.

“Try it,” he encourages, and whilst the enthusiasm should be a good sign… it’s clearly a trap.

I shake my head, clutching the table. “I think maybe⁠—”

“No time for maybe’s,” he says before lunging around the table. I shriek, giggling, as I turn to exit the kitchen.

Once more, he’s hot on my heels, not letting me escape. I gasp as he grabs me around the waist and spins around.

“Got you.” He sounds so delighted, and I relax into his hold, giggling loudly.

He presses me into the wall, slowly letting the weight of my body slide down his chest. My chest is heaving as he tucks my hair behind my ears the best he can. My curls are not contained that easily.

His arms are a cage on either side of my head, his chest close enough that I can feel the heat but far enough that I can’t feel our sparks. He’s trapped me in, and by the prideful look on his face, it’s clear he’s happy about it.

His hazel eyes seem darker with the light being blocked by his hulking body, but honestly, it could just be the level of desire he’s feeling. My tummy curls and tightens, the anticipation nearly killing me.

“Now, what other skills of mine are you doubting, princess?” His voice is low, his words practiced.

How on Earth this man is so calm, I will never know.

“Just, you know...” I feign coy as his eyes drop down to my lips before meeting my eyes. I don’t know if I’m giving off the blasé look I’m going for, but he seems into it. “You’re just a little overly... boastful.”

“About?” He trails his finger down my cheek, my breath coming out in pants, as I don’t dare look away.

“My pleasure.”

He coughs out a laugh, and he leans his head in closer, his breath warm against my cheek, the rough scratchiness of his beard tickling me as he murmurs into my ear. “Trust me, you’ll not leave my bed without screaming my name.”

“Because it was so bad?” I giggle and press a soft kiss to his jaw as his head snaps back in shock. “Trust me, I’ll teach you how to please me so that I’ll be screaming.”

“You will?” He raises an eyebrow, and I nod eagerly. “I can take instruction, Maia, but I won’t be needing it. My skills will blow your mind.”

“We’ll see,” I taunt.

“We will.” He steps away from me, and a general chill seeps in now that he’s not touching me anymore, and I try to ignore the disappointment as the flirtatious smile disappears and a calm mask fills the place.

I tilt my head, not sure what I did to stop our conversation. Was that not… did I go too far?

“But before we can get to the good parts, we’re going to be cooking dinner so that my brothers don’t starve. Anything in particular you’re wanting to eat?”

I shake my head, spotting the envelope on the kitchen counter, and I sigh as I move over to grab it. Topher doesn’t stop me, but he, too, sighs.

“What are we going to do, Topher? We’ve got two weeks before we’ve got to be there… before they try to take her.”

“Two weeks is plenty of time,” he reassures me.

I frown. “Really? You think that two weeks is enough time to figure everything out? Don’t forget, we’ve still got the situation with your parents, too. Do we really want to try and battle both of these issues at the same time?”

Ryan’s death being a murder by his family… it’s incomprehensible, but following the clues through and figuring out the truth, getting closure for me… it’s needed.

I need to be able to know the truth.

But I can’t lose my daughter. She is everything to me, and I know that if Ryan could say, he would choose her, too. She’s the priority.

I won’t be giving her up.

“My parents aren’t going to be a battle,” he says carefully. “But, for now, put all of it out of your mind. We’ll schedule a meeting with our solicitor now that they’ve sent the summons, and we’ll formulate a plan for Phoebe. She is the priority.”

“And Ethan’s visit?” I rub my face, groaning into my hands. “Ryan?”

We’re drowning in problems.

They’re coming at us from all angles.

Fate threw me into this feuding family, and even now, weeks later, I still do not know what she wants from me. Does she expect me to heal the hurt that losing Morgan caused?

Does she expect me to sever the ties completely?

Or was my being here the catalyst into sending Phoebe back to her birth pack?

I sob, rubbing my face again, hating my brain for tormenting me.

“Breathe,” Topher demands, gently pulling my hands from my face. The pads of his thumbs brush away the fallen tears, and he squeezes my face ever so gently in a comforting move. “Get washed up. We’re making some pizzas for dinner.”

“Pizza.” I give a hysterical laugh as tears fall once more. “Our solution to all our problems is to make some pizzas?”

“Our solution could be that I bend you over my knee and paddle your ass until you let it go?” He raises an eyebrow, but I can see the faint unease in his eyes.

He drops his hands, stepping back. His light brown eyebrow is raised, his lips quirked up into a cocky smirk.

“And if I said yes?” Do I sound as hesitant as he seemed?

I’m not sure if... no, I know that this isn’t the way I want to introduce intimacy into our relationship. The last three weeks have been filled with lust and flirtations. It’s been filled with bonding between me and the guys in a more romantic way but also a bonding between them and Phoebe.

The relationship they share with her is so beautiful when I don’t put any limitations on it.

We’re making so much progress.

But other than kisses and cuddles, we’ve not broached anything... else.

And since I got my all clear from the doctor... I’ve been a little too interested in the touches they could offer.

I look down at his clenched hands, his thick and long fingers hidden mostly from my view, and hate the full body shiver I have.

His words are husky, tortured, even. “Then we’d order in.”

I gulp and slowly walk over to the sink, avoiding all eye contact completely. I turn the tap on and run my hands under the warm water, not brave enough to turn around and see Topher’s reaction.

It seems I didn’t need to. He steps behind me and drops a gentle kiss to the top of my head, the warmth of his body relaxing mine.

“We’ve got forever, little mate,” he says, and I can’t tell whether it’s Orion or not who says it. He kisses my forehead once more, squeezing my hips, before leaving entirely.

His ability to switch between turned on and domestic startles me. I’m so envious… but also wondering if it’s as big a lie as it seems.

He strides over to the fridge and starts pulling out ingredients as I wash my hands properly with the soap. I let the water soothe the anxiety away.

I look out the window, watching the wind blow the leaves in the trees around, and just try to emanate the mostly peaceful atmosphere.

Once I’m all dry, I turn back around. There’s an array of ingredients set out on the table, and a very proud Topher stands next to them.

“We’re making our own dough for the bases,” Topher says, wiggling his brows at me. “Ready to get your hands dirty?”

I roll my eyes and laugh. “I am. But first, music. It’s not cooking if we can’t boogie.”

I walk over to the speaker in the corner and connect my phone, putting on my favourite playlist. I turn the volume down enough that we can chat without needing to raise our voices, and that hopefully even I can hear Phoebe if she stirs.

“Any more procrastinations or can we get started?” His words sound rude, but his tone is anything but. He seems eager, excited.

It’s very cute.

“Pass the scales,” I mutter, and he laughs, handing them over. The next few songs are filled with us getting to work on the dough, each of us uttering quiet commands to pass an ingredient.

I sing softly, just enjoying the presence of him as we work.

It’s soothing.

It’s nice.

Well, it was, until we got to the making of the bases. The dough is all settled, it just needs to be rolled out into circles. Does mine obey?

Of course, it doesn’t.

“You look like you’re struggling a little over there,” Topher says, and I don’t even need to look at him to know that he’s smirking. He’s got two perfect circles that look to be the exact same width all around, whilst mine is a weird triangle with super thin corners and a little mountain in the middle.

“How on Earth?” I gasp. Envy fills me as I glare at his perfect little pizzas. “That’s disgustingly cheaty.”

“Cheaty?” he mouths the word, the humour causing his lips to quirk up.

“You’re a cheater.”

He leans onto the table, and, I swear, he flutters his eyelashes. “Didn’t realise it was a competition.”

“Then you’re foolish and a cheater.”

He laughs now, no longer disguising his humour. I pout, crossing my arms as I gaze up at him. “I tried.”

“You tried very hard, princess,” he says, nodding seriously. “Let me help?”

“If you must.”

He rounds the counter and stands behind me, placing the palm of his hands to the back of mine. He puts a little bit of pressure on mine as he starts to help me knead the dough.

It’s strangely intimate, but I love the feel of him behind me.

“Perfect,” he murmurs after a few moments.

“You were, yes,” I reply, twisting around so that I’m now facing him, caged in against the table, unlike before where we were pressed against the wall.

The edge of the table presses into the middle of my back, but I don’t care as Topher’s mouth descends on mine. Our tongues battle for dominance, my grip on his shirt holding him close to me.

The door bangs open, disrupting Topher and I, and I dart back from him with a nervous look. That was a very aggressive entrance. My heart is pounding, and not with arousal like it was only seconds ago.

“Calm. It’s just—” he murmurs before his head snaps over to the doorway, and he charges away from me with a deep growl.

“What’s going on?” I shout just as Phoebe starts to cry. Of course, we woke her.

I’m hot on Topher’s heels but come to a sudden stop as I see a bleeding, shirtless man pushing at Topher, snarling as he tries to get past him. Phoebe is crying in her crib, and I’m frozen.

One of the Wolfe brothers—one of my mates—is hurt. Seb is shirtless, blood dripping down his chest, as he glares and glowers at his older brother.

“Sit the fuck down,” Topher hisses, keeping his voice low. “You’re hurt, and I need to get to our—to Phoebe. She’s just woken up, and she’s terrified.”

“What is going on?” I whisper, my face likely pale. I move over to where the men are, and Topher gives me a nod as he murmurs an encouraging demand to sit down. I can’t understand why he’s so calm when his brother is bleeding out.

“You sort him out, I’ve got her,” he mutters, giving his brother a dirty look. “Seb’s decided to get himself injured in the pursuit of our cousin and is throwing a fit because of it.”

Tears well up in my eyes as I drop down onto the sofa next to him. Seb’s shirt is missing, and he’s got a very large scratch across his collarbone. There’s blood dripping down his chest, but there seems like a lot compared to the small wound.

It’s quite thin—maybe a centimetre and a half—but pretty deep, and the skin around it is red. Or at least, some of it is. The rest is blocked by blood, and it makes it too hard to tell.

Seb’s face is scrunched up in pain as he glares at Topher. Phoebe settles in Topher’s arms, taking that weight off my shoulders, and I turn back to Seb.

“I don’t—” I reach over, scared to touch but desperate to do so. His skin looks so angry, and I don’t know what we should do.

Should we call a doctor? A wolf doctor?

Will this… is it something that can heal on its own?

“Maia,” Kane chokes out, his bright green eyes on me as sadness fills his face. “I’m so sorry, little love. I should’ve been faster.”

“Don’t be sorry.” I can’t speak louder than this whisper, my heart pounding as I take in the gash. I don’t know if he’s hurt anywhere else. His face is blemish free, but I’m tempted to tug his jeans off and get a better look at his thighs.

Could he have been bitten? His jeans are dirty but not ripped. That’s got to be a good sign, right?

I sit on my hands, trying to hide the trembling, but also to give them some warmth. But I don’t think I’m going to settle until the blood is all gone and Seb is okay.

“I let him get away,” Kane snarls, and I flinch. Phoebe stirs, but Topher has her, offering soothing words. “I fucking had him⁠—”

“Language,” Topher hisses before smiling down at Phoebe. “He’s so silly, isn’t he, little wolf? Silly Seb.”

The sight of Topher using baby voices as he talks to Phoebe is adorable, but my frown is prominent as I give him a dirty look.

“Don’t be mean to Seb or Kane. They’re hurt,” I lecture, reaching out tentatively to brush Seb’s hair off his forehead. He’s not too warm, but he’s clearly not breathing very well. “He was injured, Topher.”

Topher snorts, rolling his eyes. “Oh, that’s hilarious. He’s barely got a scratch, Maia.”

“Don’t be jealous, brother,” Kane taunts with a smirk on his face. He rests his head on the back of the sofa, letting me fawn over him. “I was hurt. I’m in a lot of pain.”

“I’ll get you some meds to help,” I say, pressing a gentle kiss to his cheek. He preens under my touch. “I don’t—I can’t do anything about your chest. Should we... will it...”

“It’ll heal,” Kane soothes, turning his head to look at me. “I’d like the pain relief, though, little love. You are so nice and kind to me in my pain.” He pouts, and I give him a chaste kiss, not wanting to hurt him.

I promise I’ll be right back and rush through to the kitchen. It’s exactly how we left it. Three pizza bases all prepped and ready for their toppings, and the last bits of dough waiting to be shaped. We’ll need to get those finished before Alex and Ben get home.

That can wait, though.

I grab the pain relief tablets from the cupboard and fill up a glass with some orange juice before walking through to the living room where the brothers are engaged in a silent argument.

Phoebe is no longer in Topher’s arms and is instead in her wolf form down on the floor. She’s having the best time, and I’m trying not to think about what happened to her dirty nappy with her in this form.

That one, I’ll let the magic of the shifting forms handle.

My human brain cannot grasp the logic.

Topher is giving Seb a dirty look, and I get the feeling their argument is not going well.

Seb no longer has bright green eyes, so it’s hard for me to determine if it’s him or Kane who is in control of their body right now. I offer him the juice, but he takes the tablets dry and closes his eyes for a brief moment.

I sit back down next to him and watch Phoebe play with one of her balls. She bats it around with her paws, and then chases it, letting out excited yips as she runs. There’s no hesitation in her movements anymore, just playful energy from the pup.

She’s adorable, her grey fur catches the light in such pretty ways, and I love seeing the way she develops.

“You let him go?” Topher asks. I can’t tell if he’s annoyed or not.

“I had no choice. He got to the boundary of his pack lands,” Seb mutters. The wound on his chest has stopped bleeding now, I think, but the skin still looks raised and sensitive. I wonder if it’s possible for it to scar.

“You found him?” I ask, confused. Kane nods. “Where were you? Did you chase him from home or what?” I look over at Topher, scrunching my face up, before looking at Seb. “How did you find him?”

“I cut him off,” Kane says with a grin. “I told you, little love, this is the part I’m good at. I just followed his trail.”

“Did he smell like his usual self?” Topher asks, and Kane gives a nod. “Well, that’s both disturbing and not.”

“Why is it disturbing?” I ask with a frown. Isn’t that a good thing, since it means that they can track him properly?

Phoebe yips, racing over to me, and howls once she’s at my feet. She jumps up on the sofa, nudging my hand as best she can, despite her tiny size. I look around, trying to find the issue, and grin when I see that her ball is stuck.

The weirdness of my life means I don’t even think this is that weird as I get up to grab it from where it got stuck underneath the arm chair.

I softly roll it for her, and she licks my arm before chasing after it once more.

Maia Blake, the human mother to a werewolf baby. Something that should be crazy but is weirdly my norm.

“Because someone should’ve noticed his scent,” Topher replies, and I startle, completely forgetting I even asked a question. “We’ll need to figure out how he got onto pack grounds and how he got here without anyone noticing because it should not be possible.”

“I’m on it,” Seb says, pushing up from the sofa. I grab his arm, giving him a dirty look.

“You’re hurt.”

“I need to protect you and Phoebe, little love,” Kane murmurs, his tone dripping with honey as he sits up properly. “You’ll stay here with her and Topher, and I’ll figure out what is going on, okay?”

“You’re hurt,” I repeat, angrily, this time.

“My wound has healed,” Seb says as Topher grabs a packet of baby wipes off the coffee table and passes them over.

“Look,” Kane says, gently wiping the blood away to reveal nothing but a thin pink line of skin. It doesn’t look anywhere near as raised or painful, and I bite my lip as he continues cleaning the blood away. “It shouldn’t take me long, okay?”

I nod tentatively. He presses a kiss to my lips before getting up with none of the pain or unease he was showing a few moments ago.

I don’t like that he’s leaving this quickly after being hurt, but I can’t deny the speed at which he has healed. He seems fine, perfect, even.

Seb lifts Phoebe from the floor, pressing a kiss to her head, and I giggle as she reaches out with her paws to try and scratch his nose.

“Get her back into her human form,” Seb says to his brother. “She wants milk.”

“So jealous of that skill,” I murmur as I get one last kiss from Seb, and he disappears.

“I’ll get her bum changed,” Topher says, giving Phoebe’s wolf a stare down, “whilst you run for a wee, and then I’ll go make you some tea whilst you feed her.”

“I don’t deserve you,” I murmur, heading through to do as he says.

I very nearly miss the words he says, but I’m so glad I didn’t.

“That’s not true, is it, little wolf? Your mama deserves the entire world, just like you.”
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“Our meeting with the solicitor is scheduled for first thing Friday morning,” Alex says, rubbing my shoulders. I nod, trying not to let my panic overwhelm me, since Phoebe is able to hear my heart rate, but that still feels like so long away.

Three more sleeps until we’re meeting with someone who can hopefully soothe this panic.

“Thank you.”

He squeezes my shoulders a little tighter before going back to the gentle massaging. “Are you okay?”

I laugh, but it’s not a humorous sound. “No.”

My stomach is in knots, my mind racing with the what ifs. Topher managed to distract me earlier, and it was great, but now I’m sitting here, and I’m unable to do anything except let my brain wander and demoralise me that much further.

“This time next year, we’ll be so happy and so stress free. Phoebe will be walking around, getting into everything, and you’ll be—” he cuts himself off, his tone having darkened near the end there. I turn to look up at him, being careful to not disturb Phoebe.

His eyes are flickering back and forth between silver and hazel, and he’s got a very tight grip on the sofa to stop himself from doing something—or maybe saying something? I frown, reaching out to try and touch him, but he groans, taking a step back.

“Alex? Are you okay?”

He gives a jerky nod. “Just arguing with Max. Don’t worry.”

I do a head-to-toe assessment and see nothing too out of place. There’s an almost pained expression on his face, and the restraint he must have when fighting with Max seems to be taking a lot out of him.

He’s—is he... I avoid his genital area and snap my eyes back up to his face, sure that I’m blushing.

“Do you have... do you...” I stop speaking and worry my lip, trying to think about how to ask this.

“I’m fine,” he grunts out.

I narrow my eyes, that answer was not very confident. He seems to be fighting whatever weird state of arousal he’s in, and I’m very concerned.

“Oh, don’t worry,” Ben says, coming into the room with a smoothie for me. “He’ll just be trying to stop Max demanding that he gets to fuck⁠—”

“Shut up,” Alex hisses, glaring at his brother over my head. The look on Alex’s face is mortification combined with annoyance.

Hm, this is interesting.

“You shut up.” Ben sticks his tongue out, and I hide my smile. “I’m not the one trying to hide my erection.”

“Oh, go fuck yourself,” Alex snaps, grabbing a pillow from the sofa to cover himself with. “Don’t be looking at my dick.”

“There’s no need to look at yours since mine is identical,” Ben says, with a smirk. “All I need to do is look in the mirror.”

“Oh, do that a lot do you? Touch yourself and think of me? There’s a word for that, baby brother—sick.” Alex’s words are a vicious snarl.

Ben laughs, not even flinching at the venom. “Oh, trust me, if I was imagining⁠—”

“Boys.” I drag out the ‘o’ sound, looking between them both as I put a little bit of my frustration into my words. You know, the fake frustration that needs to hide my humour at this “Are we actually fighting, here, or...?”

These moments either end in one of two ways: they both turn on me and tease me instead of fighting with each other, or they start actually fighting. The bond between them is so strong, but that doesn’t mean they don’t bicker and fight.

Bickering, I can handle.

Fighting, I most definitely can not.

“We’re not fighting,” Alex says, dropping a kiss to the top of my head before coming to sit down on the sofa. “Ben’s just being a dick.”

Ben hands my smoothie over, and I take a long sip and mumble a thank you. He chooses not to fight with Alex, which I am very grateful about.

Phoebe has been feeding for the last forty-five minutes, and it’s extremely draining. I’m not sure if she’s able to feel how I am, and reacting to my unease or if it’s just a coincidence, but I’m hoping she’ll be done soon.

“The pizzas are in, and I’ve got the chips in the air fryer,” Topher says, coming into the room. He looks around the three of us and sighs. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing.” He doesn’t seem reassured by my words and narrows his eyes. “Really. We’re fine.”

I place my smoothie on the table after taking another sip, and Topher comes to sit down on the arm of the chair. He looks back and forth between his two brothers before bursting out laughing.

The joke has gone over my head. As per usual.

Alex’s phone rings, and he groans after checking the caller ID. “I’ve got to take this. Give me five, and I’m all yours.”

“Mine,” Ben taunts, sticking his tongue out at me. I roll my eyes, not bothering to engage.

The door opens as Alex heads through to the kitchen, and I grin at Seb. His chest is clear from any wounds, the dried blood still coating his skin, but he’s practically glowing. His jeans are muddy, with a little tear on the left thigh, likely from a twig or something.

My very being settles now that he’s home and we’re all together again. He’s not hurt, he’s safe... I feel good.

He gives me a small smile, but my eyes aren’t on his face as he advances forward.

I’m unashamed as I rake over his half-naked body. Don’t get me wrong, I was hysterical and panicked when he was hurt, but seeing him like this now… it’s very, very attractive.

“You need to shower,” I mutter when Seb comes to a stop by my side. He narrows his eyes, and I shrug. “You’re covered in blood, and you’re not holding Phoebe until you’re clean.”

He grunts, giving me a pleading look as he watches Phoebe feed.

“I thought you preferred us dirty, darling,” Ben says, waggling his brows.

“She definitely prefers me dirty.” Topher smirks at his brother.

I groan. “Stop ganging up on me, and stop fighting.”

“You’re so fun to tease.”

“You’re all exhausting.” I roll my eyes as Phoebe unlatches. I lift her up over my shoulder, patting her back gently. She coos and gargles, and I kiss the top of her head as I fasten myself back up.

Nursing bras are the best things to ever exist.

“Aw,” Ben mutters. “I enjoyed the view.”

“I’m literally dripping milk right now. Go pour some milk, it’s the same thing.”

“It most certainly is not.” Topher’s words weren’t… husky, were they?

“I could’ve fixed that,” Ben argues.

I tilt my head, raising my brow. “And you’d do that, how?”

“With my mouth, of course.”

I moan, covering my face with one hand, the other still supporting Phoebe, as Seb and Topher both chuckle.

“Pass Phoebe’s nappy bag and stop talking about my nipples,” I say, gesturing my head to the grey bag near the door. Ben moves to do as I instructed. I look up at Seb. “Shower.”

“Fine.” Seb kisses my temple and turns and jogs up the stairs.

“No instructions for me?” Topher asks, cocking a brow.

“You’re all so bloody needy tonight,” I groan. I lay Phoebe down on the sofa and change her bum, grateful when Topher bins the nappy for me. But the moment she’s fully clothed again, she wants back on the boob.

“All of you,” I murmur, kissing Phoebe’s nose before unlatching my top once more.

I listen quietly as they tease and bicker, as both Alex, and then Seb, come back to join the group. It’s the most normal and relaxed I’ve felt in weeks, and weirdly enough, I think it’s because we got confirmation of the court date instead of it just hanging over my head.

Now if the door knocks or a car drives by… I don’t need to worry about someone coming to snatch my daughter. It could still be Ethan, I suppose, but there’s more... certainty now.

Any plans we formulate will be actual plans and not just hypotheticals.

“So, what have you found?” Alex asks, directing his words to Seb. He grabs two slices of the cheese pizza, a slice of the pepperoni, and one of the veggie and puts it all on a plate. He passes it over to me, and I nod in thanks.

We often sit around the table, but tonight, when Phoebe doesn’t want to stop feeding, we’re eating in the living room, having a more comfortable meal instead.

“Give,” Seb demands, holding his hand out. I frown up at him, but he just takes the plate.

“Hey, no, if anyone is getting Maia’s food, it’s me,” Ben protests.

“Nobody is eating her food,” Topher snaps, glaring at Seb, before realisation hits. “Oh, smart.”

“Shit, sorry, little butterfly, I didn’t think to cut it up.”

I shrug. “It’s smart. Less risk of dropping anything onto her head this way.”

Ben gasps. “Have you done that before?”

I press a soft kiss to Phoebe’s head, where, of course, I’ve dropped food, and shake my head. “Absolutely not.”

“If you did, would you still eat it?” Ben asks, looking around the room. “You know, hypothetically.”

“Of course, not,” I say, echoed by Alex.

I most definitely did.

“Back to the main topic we’re meant to be discussing,” Alex says once they all have their food. “What did you find?” He puts emphasis on the words, giving his brother a frustrated look.

“Nothing.”

“What?” Topher demands.

I use the fork to eat a slice of pizza. It’s delicious. It definitely tastes better homemade.

Seb shrugs. “Nothing. No scent.”

“But you were following a scent before,” I say, pursing my lips.

“Yes, little love, I was,” Kane says. “But when I went back, the scent was gone. All the way up until where we fought. I can smell him there, in his blood, but nowhere else. His scent has faded completely.”

“That’s—”

“Impossible,” I say, cutting Ben off with a small shrug. That’s all they keep saying whenever something clearly not impossible happens. “So, yet again, we have no idea how he got onto your pack lands?”

Kane shakes his head. “I’ll not be leaving your side ever again, little love. I will stay with you and Phoebe for the rest of our lives.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“It’ll keep you safe.” He levels me with a firm look. “Now, eat your dinner.”

I burst into giggles, being careful not to jolt Phoebe as I duck my head.

“She’s laughing,” Ben points out.

“Why are you laughing?” Kane demands, inching forward. “Little mate, why are you laughing at me?”

“Because you’re funny.”

He frowns. “I did not make a joke.”

“I think our mate seems to think that you did,” Alex says with a smirk.

“What was the joke?” Kane asks. There’s a hurt expression on his face as he looks at each of his brothers. “Does she doubt my commitment to keeping her safe?”

Topher nods, a very serious expression on his face. I sober up immediately, not sure I like the look that’s shared between them.

“I don’t—” I start

“Oh, no I think she does,” Topher says. “I think she really doubts your commitment to keeping her safe, Kane.”

“That is not what was so funny,” I say, letting out a huff when three of the men laugh. “First of all—you don’t get to dictate when I eat and when I don’t. Secondly, you following me and Phoebe around for the rest of our lives is both impossible and stupid. And third—he already hurt you once, what happens next time and the time after when you’re focused on protecting us and not yourself?”

I sit forward. Phoebe whines as she unlatches and makes little grabby hands to try and get my nipple back in her mouth. I help her get settled and raise an eyebrow at Kane.

“Clearly something is going on, and he’s doing something to mask his scent. No matter how impossible you say it is, it’s happening. We’re unsafe if he can just waltz onto pack lands any time he likes.” I look at each of the men, only Ben refuses to meet my eyes. “So what are you going to do about it?”

“So what are you going to do about it?” Ben mutters, scrunching his face up as he speaks in a high-pitched tone.

“Our parents will be back this weekend,” Topher says. “I think we need to tell them what’s been going on.”

“Is that wise when your mum killed Ryan?”

“What about bringing the company in?” Alex asks, turning to look at Topher. “We’re new parents of a werewolf daughter and a custody battle is on the horizon. It’s a smart move and doesn’t disclose the true reason we’re worried. We can get two security teams—one for the pack, and one for the house.”

“Dad will never go for it,” Topher counters.

“You’re the alpha right now,” Ben replies. “Big Daddy has no control.”

“Which one is Big Daddy?” I ask almost tentatively.

“George,” Alex and Topher say at once.

I nod. “Is that… doable?”

“Yes,” Topher says with a nod. “I’m going to call a pack meeting for tomorrow then, and brief the pack so they know.”

“I’ll liaison with the teams and get them set up on a rotation for the next month.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I say softly. “Thank you.”

“Do you feel safer now?” Alex asks, and I nod firmly. “Then it’s all worth it, little butterfly.”
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“Ilove you,” Seb murmurs against my lips, our breath intertwining, as he clutches me closer to him. The sparks are flying, flutters raging in my stomach, but I know with certainty that his words are true.

“I love you, too,” I whisper back before pressing my lips to his properly.

Phoebe whines, and I move off of Seb’s lap to grab her from the cot.

“Hi, pretty girl,” I murmur, bending down to rub my nose against hers. “Why aren’t you sleeping?”

She whines again, her little face scrunching up. I freeze, thinking she’s going to shift, but she doesn’t. She just turns her head and looks over at the window.

“Want to look?” I don’t wait for the answer that I know isn’t going to come and instead walk her over to stand in front of it so she can have a little look. “I know it’s dark, but can you see the moon?”

“I can see something better than the moon,” Seb says, and I grin, turning to look at him.

“I’m sure you can.”

“Me hold her?” Seb demands. He’s tried to frame it as if he’s asking, but his intent is very clear when he’s sitting with his arms out. I laugh.

“I need to go to the bathroom and get ready for bed, so you can have her for a little bit,” I say, and his eyes flash bright green as he launches forward to take her from my arms. He’s obsessed with my daughter in the same way that I am. It’s everything. “But you really need to learn how to share.”

“You’re her mum,” Seb says, cradling Phoebe so gently. He takes a deep inhale of her scent, his eyes pulsing even brighter as he looks at me. “But I’m her dad.”

“One of them,” I relent. I squeeze his shoulder as I walk through to the bathroom to get myself ready for bed.

I try to rush through my shower, even though I know she’ll be perfectly happy with Seb, just so that I’m not leaving him to do bedtime all on his own.

I change into my pyjamas and brush my teeth before rejoining them both. My eyes widen at the nearly dark room and the tiny baby asleep in her cot.

“Sh,” Seb says, and I nod, padding over to the bed. “Come lie with me.”

“Did she go down okay?” I whisper as he tugs the blankets back for me. He nods, and rather than make me crawl over him, he lifts me from the hip and places me down on the bed.

“She went down fine. I did a bum change and just rested my hand on her chest once I laid her down. She was asleep in minutes.”

“Oh, amazing.” I turn and cuddle into his chest, and he laces his fingers through mine. We lay there in silence for a little while, the soft thud of his heart soothing, as my eyes flutter closed.

Usually at this point, I’d be asleep, but something is keeping me up.

“You seem…”

“I seem?” I ask, my eyes flying open.

“Wound up.”

“Wound up?” I echo his words, my tone confused, unlike his.

“Very.”

“Very?”

“Yes. Are you just going to repeat me all night, little mate?” he asks, chuckling lightly. He moves back, dislodging me from his chest, and I frown at him in the dark. “Would you like some help?”

“With?”

“The tension you’re carrying.” His tone drops as his hand rises and cups my cheek. There’s a slight pressure there that has me squeezing my thighs together, rustling the sheets.

I know he knows that I’m turned on.

He can smell it.

He can feel it.

He knows.

“I, um,” I stutter.

“Trust me?” he asks softly. I nod, ever so slightly, but that’s all he seems to need. He pushes me back with one hand, keeping a hold of my head with the other, and settles me into the middle of the bed.

He grabs a hold of my shorts. “May I?”

“Yes.” A breathy whisper, but it was enough.

He tugs my shorts down so gently, his fingers leaving sparks in their wake, but I grab them once they reach my knees, stopping him.

“Phoebe,” I whisper.

“She’s asleep, and I’d hear the moment she even stirred,” he says softly. He lowers his face closer to mine, pressing a gentle kiss to my forehead. “We can stop if you want. No pressure whatsoever.”

“You’ll stop if she wakes up?”

He laughs, bending down to kiss me deeply. He smooths my worries away and pulls back. “Of course.”

“Okay.”

He goes back to pulling my shorts down, and then tugs them off properly. Seb grabs my ankles, gently pulling them apart, and kneels down in between. “I’m not going to stop until all this tension is gone.”

There’s a heat scorching my skin everywhere he touches, independent of the bond, and he brings the duvet up over his head as he lowers his mouth to me. The heat of his breath sends shivers up my spine, and I grip at the bedsheets as I wait.

“Your pleasure is mine.”

And with that, his tongue darts out and circles my clit, teasing and taunting. I’m writhing under him, and I whimper. I freeze and reach over to grab his pillow, covering my face.

Seb’s beard tickles against me, and I can’t decide if I love it or hate it. The scratchiness adds extra sensation as his talented tongue drives me towards the edge. He slowly presses one finger inside, and I tense, waiting for the pain, but it doesn’t come.

He wiggles it back and forth, getting the feel of me, and I cry out under the pillow. He slowly adds a second one, gently stretching me, as his tongue continues circling my clit.

“I’m…” I whisper as my orgasm starts to approach.

I can feel the tightening in my core, my grip on the pillow tightening as I hold it against my face, and he starts upping the ante.

I expected him to stop. To slow down. To not let me come at all.

But, no, Seb seems to be encouraging my body to climb higher and higher, the pleasure building that much more. There’s sparks flying between us, my nerves are burning with ecstasy, it feels amazing.

I grind against his face as his fingers curl and brush against that spot inside me, and just as I reach the peak, I don’t just fall… I explode.

I moan into the pillow, pressing it further into my face, as my thighs squeeze around Seb’s face. He doesn’t stop, he doesn’t slow down, he continues coaxing my orgasm out of me.

“Fuck,” I gasp, as the aftershocks wrack through me. My legs are still quivering, my inner walls squeezing his fingers as I ride out the final waves.

I shove the pillow away as he does a few big licks, cleaning up after himself. I whimper, the thought so hot, so arousing, but as I reach to touch him, he shoves the duvet back and sits up on his heels.

“Good?” he asks with a cocky edge to it.

“So good.”

I refuse to believe a man with no experience at all could make me come this hard, and yet… here I am, still seeing stars from just one oral session with Sebastian. His tongue is a work of art, his skill completely ungradable because it broke the record of every single person that’s touched me.

I’ve never ever come that hard, before.

And, oh, my days, I think I’m addicted to the feeling.

“I told you that you’re not going to sleep until I’ve wrung every single ounce of pleasure out of your body. If your brain is still working after that, I clearly didn’t do a good enough job,” Seb murmurs, pulling the blankets back up over his head as he scoots down the bed.

My hands dart down and grasp his hair just as his tongue touches my sensitive clit. Normally, I can’t stand to be touched down there this quickly, and he halts as I tighten my hold.

“Sensitive.”

“Oh, baby.” His breath tickles my clit, the warmth of it causing goosebumps to break out across my skin. “You don’t know the meaning of sensitive.”

I shudder and loosen my grip as his tongue brushes against me once more.

I wonder how many times it’s going to take before he’s done with me.
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MAIA


“Oh, my god, look at you rolling!” I gasp, watching in awe as Phoebe moves from her back to her tummy. She raises her head, her bright grey eyes looking at me, as she babbles. “You are so smart. Look at you go!”

I gasp again as I hear one of the guys shout at the other downstairs, and guilt fills me. “Oh, no.”

I jump to my feet, rushing over to the door, and shout for the guys to get up here. They stampede up the stairs, and I roll my eyes as I hear them fighting and pushing each other on the way up, but I don’t care. I move back over to sit down with Phoebe, beaming at her, not wanting to even blink in case she rolls again.

“What is going on?” Topher demands, getting into the room first. He spots Phoebe on the floor, on her tummy, and looks at me with a raised eyebrow. “Why the shout?”

“Why are you so excited?” Ben asks, sneering at me. “The only out of place thing is you.”

I give him a dirty look. “That was rude.”

He frowns. “How? Your hair is a mess, and you’re missing a sock. I was just saying⁠—”

“Maybe don’t,” I mutter, looking back at Phoebe, and the excitement fills me once more. “Anyways, I called you here to come and watch Phoebe.”

“Watch what?” Topher asks.

I gently roll Phoebe back onto her back and beam at the guys as if it’s obvious. To their credit, the four—three. Ben doesn’t try—of them pretend they’re interested and understand what I want, but I can see an identically confused face on each of them.

It’s actually quite comical.

“Show your daddies how you roll,” I say, beaming down at my little girl.

“She rolled?” Seb demands, barging over to come and crouch down next to her.

“Daddies?” Topher says.

“Fuck off,” Ben gasps, just as quickly coming to sit down with Seb and I. “Come on Pheebs, do it again. Show Daddy Ben how you roll. You are such a smart girl, able to roll onto her tummy. Show me, show me.”

“She’s not going to do it again if you’re all staring her down,” Alex says with a grin. He moves to sit on the edge of my bed and watches from up a height, but he is just as interested in the act as the rest of us are in seeing her move.

“Come on, baby,” I say encouragingly. “Show everyone how good you are at rolling over.”

“Show Daddy Seb,” Seb demands, inching down to make eye contact with her. She just giggles, trying to grab at his face.

Topher snorts and comes to sit on the arm chair. “She’ll do it in her own time.”

“She just did it,” I say, a little disheartened. “I feel so guilty I got to experience it and you guys missed it.”

“Well, you can go sit in the cupboard when she’s close to a next milestone, and it’ll make it even,” Ben says. He taps Phoebe’s hand, and she babbles to him. “Can you show me how you get onto your tummy? Look, copy Daddy Ben.”

He rolls from his tummy onto his back.

“That was the wrong way,” Topher says dryly. “Now you’re confusing the poor pup.”

Phoebe softly starts suckling on her hand, and I sigh. “She’s hungry, guys. No more rolls to be seen.”

“Aw,” Seb murmurs.

“Why didn’t you record it?” Ben demands, glaring at me.

I laugh. “I didn’t expect her to roll. It’s quite early, actually.”

“Early?” Alex asks, and I nod. “How early?”

“Most human babies aren’t usually rolling until around four months or so? Typically?” I shrug. “I’m not too sure. I’ll check with the midwife, though.”

“She’s just a smart cookie, aren’t you, Pheebs?” Ben says, beaming at her.

She clenches her fists, sucking on the left one that much harder.

“But it’s booby time,” I say, scooping her up from the floor. I move over to the bed, accepting the hand from Alex, and get us both situated. She latches pretty fast, and I narrow my eyes, looking at each of the guys. “Are you just going to watch?”

“No. Sadly, I’m in the middle of a meeting and should probably get back,” Alex says, with a heavy sigh.

I gasp, doing my best to cover my heated cheeks with one hand. “Did you leave in the middle of it to come and see?”

He shrugs. “You were excited. You come before any crappy meeting.” He leans in and kisses my temple before standing back up. “Give me a shout as soon as she’s done feeding and back on the floor. Or even better—bring her downstairs so I can watch and work at the same time.”

“I’ll move the coffee table for her,” Topher adds. I smile in thanks, and he and Alex leave. Seb kicks Ben, who groans and stretches out on the floor.

“You’re a dick,” Ben snaps.

“No fighting or you’re both being kicked out,” I warn, and Ben scowls but jumps up to come sit on the bed with me.

“What other things do you think she’ll start doing? She’s been a potato for the last seven weeks, just mooching about when she’s in her human form. I’m excited for her to start doing interesting things.”

Seb growls, and I glower at Ben. “Do not call my daughter a potato.”

“I thought I was her dad. Why can’t I call her cute names?” He pouts. “And she’s a really cute potato.”

“Dad or not, you’ll lose your tongue if you call her a potato again,” I say, shielding her ears. “In fact, you’ll lose it even if you use the word potato in a sentence with her name again.”

Ben nods thoughtfully. “But what if I’m asking if she wants some potato waffles or a jacket potato? Am I just meant to let her starve?”

I turn to Seb. “Get him out of here or you can cut his tongue out for me. Your choice.”

Seb sits up, a smirk appearing on his face. “Tongue.”

Ben shrieks and races out the room, causing me to laugh. Phoebe’s eyes fly open, and I smile down at her.

“Silly Daddy Ben,” I murmur, and coincidentally, I’m sure, she nods back at me as if she completely agrees. “I knew you were my favourite.”

“No scents today.”

I frown over at Seb, tilting my head. “I’m sorry, what? Who has no scents?”

His eyes flash green for a second, and he gets up off the floor to take the spot that Ben was just in. “The pack is safe, little mate. We ran patrols and reinforced the scent mark around our home. You are safe. No bad scents, no weird scents.”

“I’m glad.” Phoebe grabs my finger, squeezing it as her eyes fall shut once more, and my own tiredness takes hold. “Can you do me a favour?”

He nods.

“Can you clear the nappy stuff out of her cot? I’m going to try and grab a nap whilst she does,” I say through my yawn. “I’m wrecked.”

“Sleep.” He nods, his word a demand, as he gets up to clear the cot for me. “Good girl.”

I don’t know why I’m a good girl, but the words most definitely send tingles through me.

[image: ]


Christopher

“Maia’s exhausted.”

Seb’s words are said so heavily as if the fact that our mate is up multiple times a night, every single night, as she tends to our pup is a pain on his soul.

“So am I,” Ben says. He fakes a yawn, rubbing at his eyes. “I was up⁠—”

“Your one night does not compare,” I say, cutting my brother off. I turn to Seb, raising an eyebrow. “Your point?”

“She’s napping.”

How Alex is escaping dealing with both Seb and Ben today is beyond me. I had a pack meeting this morning and handled a meeting with one of our stockholders, whilst he’s hidden with his laptop and avoiding everything else.

I would do anything for my brothers, but on a day like today, where they’re both so much more uptight than usual, I can’t be fucked.

“They’re fucking idiots,” Orion huffs. “I say we take Maia and Phoebe and fuck the rest of the world off. We’ll be perfectly happy on an island that nobody can enter. They’d both be safe, and happy, and I’d be more than enough for them both.”

“You would be.”

“Don’t patronise me.” My wolf growls at me, and I roll my eyes.

“Your idea has merit, though.”

“What part?”

I smirk. “No need to be so sceptical.” I look around at my brothers, a plan starting to formulate. “We take our girls out on a date. Just the three of us.”

“Wining and dining before completing our bond? I can get on board with that,” Orion says excitedly. He’s practically salivating at the thought of it. No, it’s worse than that.

I shut my eyes as the imagery he is building floats over my brain. The positions he’s imagining her in, the scenes... they’re fucking twisted. Hot, but...

I can practically smell her, his pictures are that vivid.

My jeans are tight over my cock, so painful, that as my erection grows, it fucking stings as it presses against them. I clench my fists, holding back the urge to... well, to do what, I have no idea.

Race upstairs and bond her?

Kick everyone out so it’s me and her?

Pull out my cock and relieve myself?

“Stop!” I roar, throwing up the strongest barrier I can to block my wolf from me. I look away from the table, trying to calm myself down. I can’t sit here with him creating a fucking porno inside my mind.

“I’m so sick of you lot stinking up the room with your disgusting arousal,” Ben says, giving me a dirty look. “You’re an actual creep, Toph. We’re sitting at our breakfast table, for crying out loud. What’s so arousing about it?”

“Oh, for crying out loud. Shut up, and fuck off,” I snap, glaring at him.

I knock the barrier down in my mind, ready to set the plan straight with Orion, when Ben leans in closer to me, waggling his brows.

“But were you thinking about the sounds Seb caused her to make last night? Because I sure have been.” He adjusts himself under the table, and I rub my face in annoyance. “All. Day. Long.”

“I shut the door,” Seb says with a frown.

“I have a very active imagination.”

“So do I,” Orion says, tearing our barrier down. “Our brother got the first touch, but we all know that our bond will be cemented by us. Tonight is the night, human. We’re going to make our mate ours. We’ve been patient⁠—”

“We are not going to bond with her tonight.” My words are final, no matter how much Orion whines. “She’s only just starting to let us in and trust in the bond. We need to give her time. Time to let her love grow, time to adapt, time to decide. We will not force this decision upon herself.”

“Fuck giving her time. They’re trying to take our pup away. It will destroy her. Let us protect her the only way that we can.”

“Do not growl at me.”

Orion growls louder. “Do not try to dictate to me. You’re a fool, human. Let us show her our love by letting her feel our love.”

“Or we show her our love… by showing her our love.”

“Why are you and Orion arguing?” Ben asks.

“I’m going to take Maia and Phoebe out tonight,” I say, ignoring his question. I’ve got a headache forming, and I know for a fact it’s because I’m dealing with idiots. Ben absolutely has a higher IQ than the rest of us, so I have no idea how he can act so dimwitted. It’s very annoying.

“Where are we going?” Ben asks eagerly. “Is it for food? For a run? Are you⁠—”

“Not us.” Seb gets up from the island and grabs the bread out of the cupboard. I watch as he pulls out four bits of bread and puts them in the toaster before turning back around to stare at me.

The look is fucking creepy.

“Then who?” Ben is also following Seb’s movements, and I know for a fact he’s going to try and guilt Seb into giving him some of the toast.

“Maia, Phoebe, and I,” I reply with a little shrug. “She’s exhausted like Seb said. She needs some time off, but I know she’ll not feel comfortable enjoying herself if Phoebe is left at home with you lot, so I’m going to take them both out, and I’ll make sure Maia enjoys herself.”

“You look after Phoebe.”

“I like it better when Kane speaks for you,” Ben says, rolling his eyes at Seb’s caveman sentences. “But I could come? I’ll give Maia the fun whilst you⁠—”

“No.”

“Good human. We bond with baby and mate. Brothers get their own time with her.”

“I want time to connect with her properly, just me and her. You take her on a date another night.”

“Where?” Seb looks at me intensely, despite his toast just popping up. Ben’s staring at the bread in the toaster, and I swear, drool is forming.

“I was thinking about the Lunar Melt Fondue House.”

Ben’s head snaps over to me, and he gasps. “I’ve only been there once.”

“And you’re permanently banned from there.” I smirk. “But, luckily, I have not, so Maia and I will have a good time.”

The Lunar Melt Fondue House is an amazing restaurant in the centre of our pack lands. It’s wolf-owned, which makes it all the more impressive that my idiotic brother is banned. It’s a delicious fondue place with some very impressive courses. I have no doubt that Maia will enjoy herself, and it’ll give us a chance to bond a little more intimately.

“I hate you.” My youngest brother glowers at me and actually snarls.

“Good,” Seb says with a nod. “Mate enjoy.”

Ben and I exchange a look and burst out laughing. Seb rolls his eyes and turns around to sort out his toast. I will call the restaurant once I’ve calmed down and book a table for three.

“I come.” I narrow my eyes at Seb’s serious tone of voice.

“Let Kane explain,” I mutter, rubbing at my temples.

Their switch is so seamless I don’t even feel the energy shift. “You will be distracted. We’ll come keep watch and stay out of sight. My mate deserves a night off, and I will make sure she enjoys herself.”

Ben sits up straighter. “It makes sense. I doubt anything is going to happen, but with the house locked down as much as it is, the next best thing to do is target her whilst you’re on the move.”

I nod. “Fine.” I look over at Seb and nod once more. “Do not be seen. I won’t lie to Maia if she asks, but I know she’ll feel guilty and invite you in.”

“And you don’t want to feed your poor brother?” Ben asks, his tone dripping with mock sadness. “I see how it is.”

“Good. We all know you’d be the first I sacrificed if need be.”

He snorts. “Don’t worry, Toph, the three of us feel that way about you.”

I roll my eyes and head out of the kitchen to go and find Alex.

But Ben’s words might have been as much of a lie as mine... because we all know I would be the first to sacrifice myself if it would save my brothers.

“Ugh. I wish you would listen to me when it comes to self-preservation.”

“What you’re forgetting, O,” I murmur, dropping down opposite Alex. “Is that we’re nothing without our brothers.”
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The restaurant is busy, and I’m glad I booked in advance. I nod my head to wolves as we pass, and they’re all beaming in excitement at both seeing me and also seeing Maia and Phoebe out in public.

The hostess leaves us at the table and lets us know our server will be over in a moment.

The strong smells of cheese, chocolate, and meat is a little overwhelming and causes my stomach to grumble.

I’m ready to eat, but more than that—I’m ready for my mate to enjoy herself, get a good meal, and relax.

“You get yourself sat down,” I demand, giving my beautiful mate a very stern look. She’s frowning and eyes Phoebe in my arms before dropping down into the booth with a heavy sigh.

I smile. “Good girl.”

I sit down opposite her and cuddle Phoebe in my arms. Our infant is wearing a bright red dress that is absolutely beautiful. She’s got a matching bow in her hair, and the tights she’s wearing are a weird shimmery colour that entrances her whenever she sees her own feet.

When she and Maia woke up from their shared nap, I—with the help of my brothers—whisked Phoebe from her mother to let Maia shower and get ready for our date. Phoebe was a beautiful angel, as per usual, and had great fun playing with us in wolf form.

“You’re beautiful,” I say, trying to soothe my anxious mate. She’s nibbling on her bottom lip, her eyes trained on the hold I have on Phoebe.

Her nerves are overwhelming both me and Orion, but underneath that, there’s a genuine fear.

And, that, we cannot withstand.

“I can take her,” Maia offers. “At least when food comes, anyway.”

Like Phoebe, Maia is wearing a stunning red dress. It hugs her figure, and my brothers and I were stunned into silence when she walked down the stairs. Her curly black hair has a little tied up on the top, but the rest is hanging loose, framing her face.

The red dress cuts low, showing off⁠—

“Her hot as fuck tits,” Orion says with a grin.

I roll my eyes. “Don’t leer.”

“Have you seen what comes out of her tits? She’s impressive. Magnificent. She single-handedly provides our pup with nourishment. They’re wonderful.”

“It’s not me you need to convince.”

She’s wearing a pair of very tall heels, and I was in awe when she carried the car seat with them on. I’m a lucky man to have her on my arm.

“You fed her in the car a few moments ago, and she’ll be fine with me for a little while.” I reach over the table and grasp her hand in mine, squeezing it gently. “You’re not alone, princess, and you still act like it’s just you. We’re going to enjoy ourselves, and you’re going to let me share the parenting burden. The waiter will bring over your menu, you’ll find what you want to eat, and enjoy yourself.”

She nods slowly. “It’s hard.”

“What is?” I rub my thumb over the back of her hand, offering some comfort.

“I feel like a burden sometimes, and I don’t… as much as you are Phoebe’s dads, I just sometimes feel like I still need to do it myself.”

“A burden?” Orion snarls. “She is everything to us. We don’t do enough for her. What the fuck is wrong with our mate?”

He whacks me on the brain—not literally, but enough that I feel the ringing of his admonishing.

“You are a terrible mate if you let her doubt herself this way. Grovel. Get on your knees and lick her feet.”

“Why do you feel like you’re a burden, princess?” I keep my tone soft, keep my hold on her hand, letting our bond soothe her the way it can.

Phoebe is asleep, her soft breaths easily audible over the loud and busy restaurant, so I can give Maia my full attention.

She looks down at our joined hands and sighs. “Phoebe is mine. Mine and Ryan’s⁠—”

I growl, unable to control myself, and her eyes snap up to me in shock. “Sorry. Go on.”

“Why did you growl?”

I adjust Phoebe ever so slightly and lean back in my seat, letting go of Maia’s hand. “We’ve told you numerous times how much of a blessing you are⁠—”

She shakes her head, her earrings glistening in the light. “Oh, Topher, no.” She reaches back out for my hand, and I take hers as she gives me a warm smile. “I know how much you guys… I trust what you say about me. And I know that you all love Phoebe and how much that is reciprocated. You and the others are her dads. I’m not… I’m not disputing that.”

“But?”

“But she’s mine,” my mate almost growls. “I feel guilty or… I don’t know, like a burden, when I leave her care to you. I’m a good mum, I can watch her. You guys work so hard, and I just… watch her.”

I laugh. “Maia, love, Phoebe is ours, too. Our claim on you is only part of it.” I squeeze her hand, giving her a soft smile. “But, princess? I think that independent “I can do it all” feeling is just part of your personality. You are an amazing mum.

“But that doesn’t mean she can’t sit with me for an hour whilst you eat. It doesn’t make you terrible for letting me hold her as you nap. And it really doesn’t put us out. We adore Phoebe. I love her.

“We do our parts, but you take the entire burden on your shoulders. You’re the one up with her every single night. You feed her every single day. You are her mum, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to be a lazy dad and not do my share when I’m home and can help you.

“You’ve got the hard job, and you deserve to rest just as much as I do.”

I grin down at my pup and gently snuggle her onto my chest so my hands are free, and I beam at my mate across the table.

“You’re the prize, and Phoebe is the ultimate bonus.”

She nods, a warm smile filling her face. “I know. Okay, the food smells divine, and I am starving, and I’m done bringing the mood down.”

I roll my eyes, admonish here, and then beckon over the waiter, who has given my mate and I the time to talk.

“Hey, Matthew,” I say, nodding at the teenager as he approaches our table. His eyes are wide, his heart beating erratically.

He’s excited.

“Christopher Wolfe,” he says, his tone full of awe. “Are your other brothers here?”

I grin as Maia hides her smile. “Not tonight. It’s just me, my mate, Maia, and our daughter Phoebe.”

He looks at my pup for a moment and nods. He doesn’t acknowledge Maia, not wanting to offend me as his future alpha.

He just stares at me in awe, and I can smell my mate’s amusement.

“How are you doing?” I ask, keeping my tone as chill as I can.

“I’m good, I’m working on my applications for uni.” His wolf pushes forward a little, and he nods. “Sorry, I’m a little… welcome to Lunar Melt Fondue House. Here are your menus, and I’ll be back over to take your orders in a few minutes.”

I nod, and he walks away, practically running as he rushes to the bar where two other younger wolves are.

“He seemed sweet,” Maia mentions.

I grin at her. “He is. He and his twin brother both work here.”

“Have you been here before?” she asks, taking the menu I offer her.

I nod. “Ben is banned.”

She gasps, covering her mouth with her hands, her beautiful blue eyes so wide and expressive. “What?”

I nod, leaning in close like I’m sharing a secret with her. “He tried to steal their fondue machine.” I gesture to another table with two large pots on the table, and she bursts into giggles. “He’s not allowed back.”

“Typical Ben.”

“Typical Ben,” I echo, grinning at her.

“She’s so happy,” Orion mentions.

I nod. “We did that.”
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“Come to bed with me,” Topher murmurs. We’re home, and dinner was so nice and lovely.

He was sweet, thoughtful, and it was a genuinely perfect evening. Phoebe slept for nearly the entire thing, and the way he held her, how careful he was to not drop anything on her as he ate… it was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.

He’s a good man. And he’s going to be—no, he is—an amazing dad. He lavishes her with attention and loves her so deeply.

It’s arousing, seeing how good a parent he is.

Is that weird? Finding someone’s parenting skills a turn-on?

“But…” I trail off and look down at Phoebe. If we go to bed, after the night we’ve had…

I don’t think I’ll stop at just oral like Seb and I did.

I want Topher.

Food was surprisingly erotic with the way he fed me bits of bread dripping with cheese, or chocolate-covered strawberries and grapes. He made a show of wiping the chocolate off my face, licking it from his thumb.

Our lust has been building over the course of the night, and I’m genuinely ready to take the next step.

“I’ll take her,” one of the men says, and I can’t see him anywhere. His voice is low and gravelly.

I shriek, jumping back into Topher, who grabs me and manages to keep a good grip on Phoebe in the car seat.

“Where did you come from?” I’m clasping my throat, staring at the shadowy man exiting the living room. The red socks give away which man it is. “Alex, you scared me.”

“Sorry, little butterfly,” he says, walking over to us. He takes my hand, pulling me into his arms, and presses a soft kiss to my lips.

I relax into his hold, and the warmth of Topher at my back helps the panic fade away. Alex closes the kiss off as I try to deepen it, and he steps back from me.

The loss of his touch makes me feel so cold.

“When did she last feed?” His eyes flicker between Topher and I, and he seems to be communicating something.

“Just before we left,” I say.

“Then she should be good for a little while as she naps,” Alex says. He reaches over, and Topher hands her over in the car seat.

I bite my lip, hesitating.

“Remember what we talked about?” Topher asks, gripping my chin. I nod, and he tuts at me. “No, princess, we use our words tonight. There will be no misunderstandings between us.”

Flutters appear in my core, instant arousal flooding me as I wriggle slightly to press my thighs together.

“Yes, I remember.”

“If you’re okay with it, Alex will watch her in your room, whilst we go into mine.” Topher’s eyes darken, and a delicious smirk fills his face. “But only if you want to. I’m more than happy to curl up in your bed with you and our tiny princess.”

“I want to go to your bed,” I whisper, not looking away from him, despite the blush that is surely forming on my cheeks. My lips part ever so slightly, and his thumb brushes against my bottom lip, causing a shiver to wrack my body.

“I’ve got Phoebe,” Alex says, heading up the stairs.

“Come and get me if she wakes up and wants me?” I ask, not looking away from Topher.

“I promise,” Alex says, sounding amused but also very happy. “Go enjoy yourself.”

“Let’s listen to my very wise brother,” Topher says, still not moving from the hold he has on me. The eye contact seems to be building my need. I can’t look away even if I wanted to.

He’s hypnotising. So beautiful, so bold… so mine.

We listen as Alex walks up the stairs, my breathing quiet and steady, and as my bedroom door clicks, Topher grins at me, dropping his hold.

“Let’s go.”

He takes my hand in his, sparks flying between us, as my arousal builds with each step we take. We slowly creep up the stairs, my heart hammering, but nobody leaves their rooms to come and interrupt us.

Topher leads me into his and closes the door shut behind us.

It feels so final. So daunting.

“Relax,” he murmurs, dropping a kiss to my shoulder as I gaze around his room. I’ve been in here a few times but never really for more than a few minutes.

The first thing that catches my eyes is the large window on the far wall. It overlooks the side of our home and gives a good view of the forests and open land.

It’s quite dark already, despite it only being late evening in the early spring, and it casts an eerie shadow across the room.

He’s got a window seat, which has always surprised me. There’s a pair of navy curtains hanging on either side that complement the pillows that adorn it.

The colour scheme is a tasteful blend of charcoal, navy, and white, which is quite different to the rest of our house with its very light qualities. It suits Topher, though, which is the most important thing.

“Are you done analysing my bedroom?” he asks. His gruff voice sends tingles racing through me, nothing to do with the sparks that form whenever we brush against each other.

“I feel like your bedroom suits you.”

He coughs out a laugh. “Are you nervous, princess?”

I shrug, turning to face him. The lighting in the room is minimal, only offered by the window, so there’s a large shadow over my mate’s face. He looks darker, more dangerous, and his eyes are so much brighter.

The gold and hazel entwine, making his alluring eyes look practically luminous. Combined with the intense look, he’s pretty hot.

Dominant. Asshole-ish.

But hot.

“No.”

He grins, trailing his finger down my cheek, and nods. “Good.”

I cock my hip, raising a brow. “Are you nervous?”

He laughs. “Not even a little bit. I’ve spent my entire life waiting for you. Now that I have you… my life is complete.”

I smile, and he kisses the top of my head, murmuring about going to get himself settled. He heads out the room, going to the bathroom in the hall.

Unlike me, who has my own private bathroom, he has to share a bathroom with Ben and Seb.

I pull my tights off, dumping them in the laundry basket, and walk across the cool, natural oak hardwood flooring. His bed is in the centre of the room, dominating the space, and it looks very inviting.

The dark wood matches the floor, the duvet a perfect complement to the curtains.

I wonder if he was the one who decorated. It’s pretty perfect.

I debate on undoing my dress but get the feeling Topher would much rather do that himself, so instead, I get myself settled on top of his bed and wait for him to come back.

I’ve not had sex in ten months, and with having pushed a baby out of me, I’m a little nervous it’s going to hurt.

Topher has never done it before, and I sort of… I don’t want to ruin it.

What if it hurts? What if… what if it’s bad?

Seb was so talented with his tongue. Will Topher want to do that? Will I compare them both?

Will that upset them?

I’ve never once really thought about the logistics of having four mates to myself. Four men, four talented men, brothers at that.

There’s going to be competition. Right?

“What’s got you worrying over there?” my beautiful mate asks as he re-enters the room. He’s shirtless now, showing off his delightful abs and chest hair. His honeyed skin looks so lickable and tempting.

He’s swapped his pants for a pair of grey shorts, and he’s barefoot.

So sexy.

I lick my lips, sitting up straighter, as he pulls his phone out of his pocket and places it on the large chest of drawers to the left of the doorway.

“I’m not worried.” Liar. Maia Blake is a huge liar.

“No?” He murmurs, closing the door behind him again. “Reach over and turn that lamp on for me, please, princess.”

On both sides of the bed are some tall side tables, both with lamps. I knock the one on at my side, dimming the light slightly as it comes on so sharp.

It’s become a habit after Ben told me about Phoebe’s eyes, and I reach over and do the same on the other side.

It casts a warm glow in the room, offsetting some of the shadows, and it seems to set the mood beautifully.

At least for me.

“Before we do anything,” Topher says, walking over to sit on the edge of the bed. He’s diagonal to me, putting a decent amount of space between us. “I want to talk.”

I nod slowly, my heart hammering. I know I want him to be reassured. “There’s, um, there’s no pressure to do anything you’re uncomfortable with, Toph.”

Topher groans. “That was my line.”

I laugh, and some of the newfound tension starts to fade. “I’m sorry. I just know you’ve not done this before, and I wanted to offer my support so that you don’t feel… pressured.”

“I fucking love you,” he whispers.

“As I love you.”

He grins at me. “I am… I’ve never had sex before. Nobody other than myself has ever touched me before, and I’ve never touched anyone else.”

I nod slowly. “Okay?”

“But I’m not clueless about how it’s all going to work. I know how to do it.”

I nod, trying to not smile. “I did surmise you’d have an inkling.”

He nods, crossing his arms in front of his chest. The way the muscles bulge is so hot, and the intense look in his gold eyes has me squirming.

“Good. I know where your bits are and⁠—”

I groan, hiding my face for a second before looking back at him. He seems uncomfortable, off-kilter, even. “Christopher, love,” I say, inching closer to him. “I’m not going to make you prove that you can pass sex ed before you can touch me.”

He sneers now, the haughty look only increasing my amusement. “I guessed.”

His tone is so dry.

I snort. “Want a blowjob?”

His eyes widen, and I know I’ve managed to surprise him. It only lasts for a second though before a smirk appears on his face, and his eyes narrow. The confidence is back, and fuck, is it attractive.

“That’s not how it’s going to work,” Topher says slowly. He moves off the edge of the bed, and I don’t know how he got such dramatic lighting, but I can’t cope.

I genuinely think all he’d need to do is brush against my clit right now and I’d detonate. He strides towards me, his steps slow and calculating.

The temperature seems to rise a few degrees as he walks, my dress feeling so heavy.

“Um, how will⁠—”

“You’re a good girl, aren’t you, princess?” His voice has never sounded like this.

I jerkily nod.

“I thought so. Stand up for me.”

I’m on my feet before my next blink takes place.

He motions for me to turn, and I’m facing the window as he steps up behind me. I gasp as his fingers trace across my neck before he slowly slides my zipper down on the dress.

My skin erupts in goosebumps as his gentle hands move down the lines of my body, sparks flying.

My core clenches, and I have no doubt he can smell my arousal.

It’s mortifying and hot in equal quantities.

“Bend over. These knickers of yours are something I want a better view of.”

I turn my head to face him, not sure if he means it, but he narrows his eyes.

“Did I stutter?”

I whimper and bend over in one fluid movement, grabbing my ankles. His large hand palms my ass, and I hear the sharp intake of his breath.

“You’re fucking gorgeous, princess. And I’m a very lucky man indeed.”

They’re not sexy underwear. Not even a little. They’re black, cotton, and cover me fully.

And yet, the desire in his tone is as if I was dressed in lace, pretty and beautiful.

It sends warmth through me. Even when displayed like this, I feel comfortable and confident. He doesn’t allow for anything else.

“Rest your hands on the bed.” I move once more without thinking about it.

“I’m going to take these down now.” His fingers hook my underwear, and I gasp as he slowly lowers them down. “Lift up.” I lift the right leg, then the left, but rather than dropping them, he pockets them.

“What are you doing?” I turn around, rising from the bed.

He cocks a brow. “Did I tell you to move?”

I tense. “I’m not… I’m not submissive, Toph. You can’t just boss me around.”

He nods, his eyes darkening. “I think… I think I might be more… dominant. Tendencies. Not pain—never pain. But…”

“But?” I prompt, cocking my hip.

“But control.”

I nod. “Okay.”

“Do you trust me?”

I don’t hesitate in saying yes.

He whimpers, and I can’t tell if it’s from arousal or unease. He looks opposite me, towards the right wall, and I smirk.

On the far right wall, there’s a large bookshelf stuck to the wall, creating a C shape with the two ends on the floor. There’s a huge collection of books, and when I’m not so focused on getting my mate naked and having my wicked way with him, I’ll absolutely be examining it.

In the middle of the bookshelf, though, is a very large mirror with a dark wood frame. It’s levelled nearly perfectly so that I can see myself from here, but across the entire bed, too.

That could be very useful.

“Christopher.” I demand his name, and he turns back to look at me. “I’ve had a lot of sex. Don’t growl. I have. I know what I like, and I’m pretty confident that you can give it to me. I don’t think I lean submissive, but it’s not something I’m against trying.”

He nods once. “You’ll let me lead?”

I grin at him. “Don’t I always?”

He snorts, reaching up to run his hand through his hair. “You need a safe word. I know that you are a little⁠—”

“I was joking,” I say, sighing with exasperation. “I choose cactus.”

He nods. “Then… let’s do it.”

I laugh, taking a seat on the edge of the bed. I cross my legs, and his nostrils flare.

“Baby, you’re killing me here.”

“I’m killing you?”

“I want to have a serious talk before I get to touch you how you need.”

I frown, amusement filling me. “How I need sounds like an important distinction.”

A dangerous look crosses his face. “I’d say it very much is. A need is so, so different from a want.”

Now it’s me who whimpers, and since my legs are crossed together, there’s no friction to be gained.

“I won’t bond with you tonight.”

I freeze, my blood running cold. “I’m sorry?”

He curses, rubbing his face, before inching closer. I can see the tension in his body, and he gives me a hesitant smile. “Bonding you is something… well, first off, it involves me biting you, very hard, claiming you as mine.”

I shiver, and he smiles.

“But it’s something that, preferably, we’d do as a unit.”

I cross my arms. “You want to bite me… all at the same time?”

“No!” He sounds panicked, shaking his head. “No, most definitely not. But it’s a group effort. It’s a big moment.”

I nod, not sure if I fully understand. Arousal is still thrumming through me, my core wound up so tightly. I want him, and all the talking is only heightening my need.

An actual need—not a want.

“But also, when the four of us mark you, it’ll release enough of our… well, werewolf sides, into you, that you’ll start the process into shifting.”

I nod slowly. “I’m not ready for that.”

“I know.”

I sigh. “I’m sorry.”

His head snaps up, and he darts over and grips my chin, crouching down below me. It’s such a dominant move, and I’ve either just dribbled or I’m that aroused that his bedsheets are paying the price.

“You do not apologise for having a boundary—especially not one as life changing as this,” he hisses. I’d think he was angry if I couldn’t see the torment in his eyes. “You are more than allowed to need a little longer than a few weeks to come to terms with the werewolf world.”

“Thank you.” My words are soft, soothing, even, and seem to appeal to the troubled alpha werewolf. He lets go of me, rising back to his full height.

“I can restrain myself during… that it won’t be an issue.”

I perk up. “Actual restraints?”

“If we’re using handcuffs in the bedroom, princess, I can promise you they will not be on me.”

I laugh. “You’re overthinking things. I want you. I need you. Let’s just… give in and enjoy ourselves?”

He snorts. “Wouldn’t you like that.” I nod, pouting. I really would like that.

“You can give in?” he asks. “Let me lead?”

“I can do that.”

“Okay then.”

He leans in close, grips my hair in his fist, and gently tugs my head back. He connects our lips, giving me a very filthy kiss, as his other hand wanders from my thigh, up my body, to my boob.

He squeezes, and I whimper as he pulls away.

The mood has electrified, my body thrumming with energy as he drops down to his knees on the floor, next to the bed.

“This body,” he groans. He latches to my nipple, drinking milk, as his other hand trails down my stomach to my centre. His thumb brushes against my clit, sending shivers across my body.

“Toph, please,” I beg as he sucks harder.

His latch isn’t great, hurting slightly, but his fingers teasing between my folds is enough to make up for it. My body shudders under his touch, and I catch sight of myself in the mirror.

The pure lust on my face, the bright red in my cheeks… it’s very arousing.

“You’re beautiful,” Topher says, gently pushing me back onto the bed, as he rises up to kneel on the edge of the bed, and kisses down my body. “So fucking amazing, Maia.”

I shiver as his warm breath tickles me, and he takes it as a hint to blow on me.

“You said you’d teach me your body,” he mutters, his words sounding pained, before he blows on me again. I grip the sheets, throwing my head back on the bed.

I turn into the sheets, smelling nothing but Topher, and it’s the nicest scent in the world.

“But I know your body,” he says, his tongue darting out to lick my wetness. “I know you. I’ll listen to the cues your body tells me.” He reaches out and spreads me open with two fingers, licking a little deeper.

I gasp, tightening my hold on the sheets, as my chest arches up.

“I’ll give you what you need. Not what you think that you want.”

His thumb presses down hard on my clit, the pressure intense, as his tongue and fingers get to work. I can barely breathe with the speed he works me up to my orgasm, and I whimper and moan as he hurtles me over the edge.

“You’re such a good girl,” he groans into my pussy, the scratchiness of his facial hair feeling weirdly nice when combined with the sparks and aftershocks.

He pulls away, standing in front of me, as my eyes open up, and I give him a lazy smile. His shorts are still on, and he smirks at me when I notice.

“No need to frown, princess. Take them off. Free me.”

I clamber up onto my knees and drag his shorts off, letting them fall into a pile on the floor at his feet. He went commando, his dick swinging free. I freeze taking in the size of it.

“What?” he demands, looking at his cock, then back at me. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” That fucking monster is going to hurt.

He’s long, maybe seven or eight inches, and thicker than any man I’ve been with. Thicker than a Babybel, that’s for sure.

It’s going to hurt.

But, god, my pussy is quivering already at getting him inside me.

“Why are you drooling over my cock?” Topher demands. He sounds amused, but I can see the genuine confusion in his eyes.

“Can I taste you?” I flutter my eyelashes, and he groans but nods once. I lean in, letting my tongue swipe the pre-cum from the tip.

I moan, swallowing the head as soon as I get my taste. I’ve never tasted something so good. I refuse to believe that the mate bond isn’t at play here because there’s no way that cum tastes better than a milkshake.

No way.

And yet, there’s no saltiness, no bitterness.

Just pure ecstasy.

I groan when his fist grabs my hair again. He guides me further and further down his cock, and my gag reflex seems to have disappeared as I swallow him down whole.

I don’t know what magic this is, but I love it.

I eagerly work Topher’s cock, his moans and pretty compliments exciting me so much. I tease his balls, gently squeezing, as he starts to jerk in my mouth.

My other hand moves down towards myself so that I can join him for this orgasm.

“Don’t you dare,” Topher says, yanking my hair back. His dick leaves my mouth with a pop, and I pout at him. “Your next orgasm will be with me inside you. I want you to come all over my cock, baby.”

“Can I at least make you come?” I whine, reaching back for him.

“No. But you can climb on top of me, spread those pretty little thighs, and let me take you.”

Amusement lights up his face, and he moves onto the bed, my eyes following his naked skin. He gets comfortable resting against the pillows and I turn so I can see his beauty on full display.

“You want me on top?”

He nods, and I bite my lip, looking at his cock once before moving over to straddle his lap. His hands come to my waist, and he lifts me over him.

“Wet me properly,” he whispers in my ear. A tingle shoots down my spine, the anticipation building.

I grab his cock, ignoring the groan from him, and line him up so that when I rock back and forth, I’ll get his cock wet like he told me to.

I use his shoulders to steady myself and gently rock back and forth, stimulating my clit, and self, with his cock. He’s enjoying it as much, if not more than I am, and my eyes squeezing closed, my mouth parting, as my orgasm overtakes me.

I increase my speed, rocking back and forth faster and faster as I ride out the waves of my orgasm. He lets me use him, lets me stimulate myself as I need to.

But the moment I come down from the high, he smirks at me. It’s not a nice smirk. His eyes are dark, desire pouring from him, as his grip on my waist tightens.

“Oh, baby,” he says, tutting at me. “What did I say?”

“You wanted me to come all over you.”

He nods. “And did you?”

I giggle and quickly cover my face as his lips tighten into a straight line. I nod once. “Yes.”

My pulse is beating erratically, the butterflies in my stomach fluttering away as I embrace the sparks fully.

“Did I not specify that I was to be inside you before that would happen?”

A shiver at the dark tone wracks down my body.

But the days of me and my brain fearing Topher have disappeared. There’s not a single part of me that could be scared of this man.

All his words do is excite me.

I might not have come with him inside me, but if he doesn’t stretch me out soon… I’ll be making a second mess all over his cock, and I won’t be sorry for it.

“Trust me, little mate,” Topher says with a dark and a sinister smirk. “You will be paying for that later.”

That’s not meant to be something that excites me, right? Like my pussy shouldn’t shudder, wetness shouldn’t leak out of me at those words?

“Take me,” he says, leaning back to rest on his hands. The new angle shows off his chest in a much better angle, and I eagerly obey.

I lift up off his thighs and grab his cock, lining it up at my entrance the best I can.

“Gentle,” he soothes, his tone surprisingly delicate. “Take it slowly.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “I pushed a⁠—”

“A baby out of you. I know,” he says, reaching out to steady my hips. “And it’s likely going to hurt. We did the research. Now, be gentle, and take it easy, or I’ll take you over my knee.”

I groan, and nod, gently lining him up at my entrance. He thrusts up, gently pushing in, and I whimper at the sting. Tears prick at my eyes, and I duck my head, using his chest to steady myself.

It burns, the more I take, and I don’t know if that’s just his size or the fact that I’m a little sensitive.

“You’re doing beautiful,” Topher says as I take another little bit of him. He’s doing so amazing at staying still, at letting me guide it.

“I love the feel of you wrapped around me.” We’re two inches or so down now.

The look on my mate’s face is pure pleasure as inch three and four are taken. “You’re so sexy, Maia. So fucking good.”

I cringe as I push down further, and still.

“Clever girl,” he murmurs. “I’m going to sit up slightly. Tell me if it hurts.” I nod, and he moves. The angle changes, but it doesn’t hurt.

In fact, it feels good. I’m hovering over him now, half of him in me, and I feel so full. He reaches down with his left hand, his right one still holding me in place, and feels between us for my clit.

The moment he finds it, I relax, the pleasure overtaking the pain of the burn. He leans his face towards mine, capturing my lips with his own, and he urges my body to obey.

I slowly take more and more of him as he teeters me towards my orgasm. As it takes hold, moments away from unleashing, I try to take him all.

Topher’s grip is the only thing that stops me. “Oh, you are a bad girl,” he hisses, his fingers speeding up. I drop my head onto his shoulder, biting down into his neck as I do.

I cry and moan, and he growls low in his throat, still holding me in place.

A weird feeling rushes at me, painfully strong. It starts in my chest, expanding across my body, and I scream out as waves and waves of pleasure attack my nerves.

My grip on Topher has to be painful, my teeth buried into his neck, drawing blood, as I cry out my orgasm.

Topher adjusts us. Somehow. Maybe.

I’m on my back.

My teeth are still in his neck as he thrusts inside of me.

Feelings. Strong ones. Deep ones. All of them. They rush over me. Pulling me from side-to-side as Topher pushes into me fully.

My stomach clenches, and I release his throat on a whimper as he growls so loud it sends off another wave of pleasure.

My head is pressed into the pillows as bright gold eyes meet mine.

He fucks into me.

Fast. Hard. Painfully good.

I can’t look away.

I can’t breathe.

The pleasure, the pain, the feelings.

“You did this,” a voice snarls into my mind. “You claimed me as yours.”

“Yes,” I cry out, finally understanding.

The bond is true.

It’s formed.

At least between Topher and I, that is.
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CHRISTOPHER


“You’re doing beautiful,” I say as she takes me inside her.

I never knew a vagina was this fucking hot.

She’s so tight, gripping me so hard, I’m ready to come with only the tip inside of her.

“Don’t you dare.” Orion’s words are a threat, and it helps me hold back.

She’s perfection. So warm. So good.

The bond is electrified right now, and I can feel it pulsating between us. She’s fucking heaven.

“Then mark her,” Orion roars as I gently let my mate find her rhythm. She’s so fucking beautiful like this. Her blue eyes are lit up with her pleasure, her tits bouncing so beautifully.

Her entire body is a sight to behold, and I’m the lucky fucker that gets to see her this restrained.

Her hair is wild, her lips so rosy, her cheeks flushed.

Her scent is so strong, the orange so sweet and tantalising that my tongue is burning to taste it, the sugary vanilla scent so pure that I could swear she’s lathered it across her body.

“I love the feel of you wrapped around me.” It’s a feeling I’d sell my soul to her to feel every single day. My hand could never, ever compare to the way she grips me.

The way our souls sing in synchrony.

“Make her ours!” Orion demands as Maia takes more of me.

“You’re so sexy, Maia, so fucking good.” But as she halts, I can smell her pain, her unease, buried underneath the arousal.

She’s hesitant but so desperate to consummate our relationship.

“Look, her neck is bare,” Orion says, lowering his tone, trying to use a different tactic to appeal to me. “Bite her. Let her be ours. We’ll make her feel nothing but pleasure.”

“Clever girl,” I murmur, glad that she’s listened to her body cues. I give her a warm smile. “I’m going to sit up slightly. Tell me if it hurts.”

She nods, biting her lip, and I sit up as slowly as I can, giving her time to adjust to me moving. Her face is still pinched with pain, but her scent changes, the arousal deepening.

I reach down with my left hand, making sure that my dominant hand still has a strong hold over her, so that she doesn’t push past what she can handle, and force it between our two bodies.

Her clit is easy to find, the little nub so sensitive as I brush against it. She shudders, and her eyes darken once more.

I lean in and press our lips together, taking control, but letting her body guide our actions. She’s easy to manipulate when pleasure is the ultimate goal, and her skin hums as I touch her. I press harder, and she slowly takes more of me inside her as she moves in time with my thumb.

“Go on. Do it. It’s so easy. Bite.”

I can feel her tense, her walls clenching around my cock, trying to drain me dry, just as she tries to drop herself on me fully. I grip her harder, a bruise more than likely going to form from the effort.

I’m so very glad I remained in control.

My beautiful mate doesn’t know her own limits.

“Oh, you are a bad girl,” I hiss into her ear, my dark tone rewarded with her shivers. I speed up the circular motion I’m doing on her clit, and she drops her head onto my shoulder, burying her face into my neck.

I feel her teeth scrape at the skin on my neck.

“Bite me,” Orion groans.

“Bite me,” I echo just as her teeth sink into my collarbone.

I speed up even more, guiding her towards her peak, as everything in me silences. Orion pushes forward, merging with me, and there’s peace in us now.

She might not be able to mark us, but in our world, this is her claiming us just as much as we’re claiming her.

She’s mine. Ours.

“So beautiful,” Orion says. “Now make her scream.”

So I do.

I let out the loudest growl I can, letting my contentment show, as she shatters underneath me. Her teeth press into my skin even further as she drops down onto me fully.

I roar, my cum exploding out of me, as her teeth break the skin.

It shouldn’t be possible.

But she draws blood, and that’s all it takes for our bond to snap into place.

“Mate!” Orion roars in my brain.

“Mate.”

She screams out in pure pleasure, her teeth cemented in my neck, and I couldn’t fucking care less. I’ve never felt so fucking good.

My soul is nearly complete.

I gently lower her onto her back, moving with her, my movements careful and gentle. I don’t want to dislodge her teeth from my neck, and I’m still coming inside of her, so I can’t unleash just yet.

The bond between us is lit up with so many feelings, so fucking powerful.

I push into her fully once more, using the new position to start thrusting in and out.

I need her.

Desperately.

I need her more than I need air to breathe.

Her teeth dislodge from my neck, and I roar, letting the rut overtake me. I can’t control the movements as I fuck into my gorgeous soul mate.

Her tits are bouncing, her lips parted, and her pussy continues to quiver around me.

“You did this,” Orion warns her. “You claimed me as yours.”

“Ours,” I interject. “She claimed us.”

“Yes,” she cries out, nodding, as her orgasm covers her once more.

She understands.

She knows the truth.

She can feel the bond.

“I fucking love you,” I roar as I come all over again.

Our bond is formed. It shouldn’t be. It’s impossible.

She’s not a wolf.

And yet… I’m hers.
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Maia

Sweat covers us both as our chests heave with heavy breaths.

I’m exhausted, but that weird pressure that formed during is still there.

I roll onto my side and grin at Topher. “I can honestly say that was the best sex of my life.”

He laughs, his eyes wide, as he rolls to face me. “So was mine.”

“It feels… different.”

“You’re made for me, princess,” he says softly. He tenses, his lips quirking downwards as a heavy sigh leaves him. “You mated me.”

“Excuse me?” I sit up, ignoring the ache between my thighs. I can feel a pang of pain, and I know for a fact it’s not mine. It has my blood chilling as the feeling deepens.

There’s love there, too. Happiness. No, happiness is too weak a word to describe the pure euphoria that I’m feeling.

It’s a weird echo of feelings.

I can tell they’re not mine. But my heart feels them as if they were.

“What is wrong with me?” My words are a whisper, cutting off the peaceful aura that was coating us both and replacing it with my fear, too.

He freezes. “What do you mean?”

Panic claws at me, and I grab at my chest, my nails raking over my skin as that feeling of anxiety increases.

“Toph, make it stop.” I’m pleading with him, begging for the disconnect to stop.

“Make what stop?” As his tone rises, the feeling of panic does, too, and I feel like I’m drowning.

“That!” I clutch at my chest, tears filling my eyes. “Stop it. Make it stop.”

“Mate needs to breathe.”

I freeze, hearing the words in my mind that make no sense. The panic chills, leaving only mine, and a strong feeling of calm.

“Breathe,” Orion commands. His bright gold eyes are as firm as his tone, no softness or unease to be detected. “Come to me, little mate. Let my touch calm you.”

“I… I don’t think it can,” I whisper.

“Yes, it can,” he says. He lifts me from the bed, my naked skin not sparking when it touches his. His hands trail down my face, gently letting the curls tuck behind my ear, instead of being stuck to the sweat.

“I—”

“Sh,” he soothes, rocking me back and forth, as our skin touches.

“There’s no sparks.”

“Because you bonded with me, little mate.” He sounds so happy about it.

“But… I’m human. I… I don’t understand.”

“Neither did Topher during the moment,” Orion says, his chest vibrating in such a soothing way. It feels deeper, the feelings that it brings.

Calmness. Safety. Protection.

Warmth. Love. Comfort.

“You being human only makes the bond that much stronger since you initiated it.”

I frown, leaning back slightly in his lap so I can look at his face. “I wasn’t… I’m not ready for a bond.”

“You might not think you are, but your heart is.” My mate grins at me. “My beautiful, lovely, kind mate chose me. Bonded me. Loved me.”

I grimace, and he frowns. “I do love you.”

“You not want me?” He crosses his arms, nearly elbowing me in the boob as he does.

“That’s not⁠—”

He pouts, his lips looking so soft and full. “Mate not want Orion?”

“That wasn’t it,” I say softly. I fall for his dramatics and lean in close, brushing my lips against his. “I love you and Topher, so much. I just… I wasn’t ready to give up being human.”

“Mate won’t turn into wolf.”

“Ever?” I’m not sure why I’m so hurt.

“Not from biting me.” Orion grins at me. His eyes change back to hazel, and Topher smiles at me. “Orion’s loved up and can’t explain properly what’s happened.”

“Have I messed up?”

“Never.” His tone is forceful, and he leans in and kisses my forehead. His cock is pressed against my stomach, but it doesn’t even twitch.

It’s weird that I’m upset about that, right?

“To seal a bond, you need two things: intention and sharp enough teeth to maim the other person. Ordinarily, the bond is sealed by a werewolf. During… I was, well, my brain wasn’t working.

“But now, it’s clear to see. The magic between us, the bond… that doesn’t just exist on one end, princess. You’re a huge part of the equation, and when you bit me—well, when you bit us—you clearly had the intuition to claim us.

“To mark us as yours in some way. The bond knew, and it reacted. Then you bit me, breaking the skin, drawing my blood, and bonding us as one.

“You’re my soulmate. Mine, and Alex’s, and Seb’s and Ben’s. Just like we are yours. And tonight, you claimed me.” He beams at me. “You’ve fulfilled every single wish I ever could’ve had. Thank you for choosing me.”

I baulk, my eyes widening, my stomach churning. I don’t need to doubt the sincerity of his words when I can feel how deep the authenticity goes.

He means them.

There’s no room for disbelief.

I know without a single doubt that these echoes of feelings are his.

And how can I deny his love, how can I deny my worth, when I can feel the depth of his devotion?

Every single glance, every single act, every single promise he’s made, and I understand why.

Christopher Wolfe loves me. Undoubtedly. Wholeheartedly.

And it seems, I love him just the same.

“So what happens now?” I whisper, scared to break the trance. I need time, I think, to figure out how I feel without being overwhelmed by his feelings.

They’re so distinguishable from mine, but… it’s an extra weight I don’t want to carry.

“Nothing. Nothing needs to change.” He gives me a soft smile, an almost sad look to it. “I’m yours, and one day, you’ll be ready to let me make you mine, too.”

“Some day, soon,” I say softly. “I’m just still learning about this world, and I need more time. Selfishly, I know⁠—”

“You are the least selfish person I know. You give and give and give some more. Hell, your entire fucking career is based on you giving away funds and support.”

“I love my job,” I nuzzle into him, pressing a kiss to his neck. “And I love you.”

“I love you too, princess. More than anything,” he says, pressing his forehead to mine. “Thank you.”

“For?”

“Trusting me. Letting me lead. Giving in, in the most beautiful way.”

“Maybe…” I lick my lips, my tongue darting across his, too, with the closeness. “Maybe I might be a little submissive.”

He snorts. “No maybe about it.”

I reach out and squeeze his nipple, causing him to groan, but I can feel his amusement with my new secret spying senses.

“I know we should have the emotional chat,” I say, pressing my chest to Topher’s.

“Yes?” he asks.

“But…” I trail off, wrapping my arms around his neck. “Maybe we could do something else instead?”

He smirks, presses his lips to mine, and I make it very clear what I want to do next.

Him.
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MAIA


There’s a gentle knock on the door, and I still don’t understand how that works with the soundproofing that is in place. My eyes fly open, and I turn to see Topher laid next to me.

I can feel the contentment running through him, a very luminescent silver mark on his collarbone from where I bit him earlier, and a soft expression on his face.

It feels nice. I’ve not been asleep, just dozing, taking comfort after the orgasms he blessed me with. The bond heightened the effects, and I truly did submit this time, letting Topher lead it all.

He made me feel amazing.

There’s a second knock, and I move to get up, knowing it’s got to be important. Topher places his hand on my chest to stop me getting up, and the door pushes open.

A familiar head peeks around the corner, a non-judgemental expression on Alex’s face as he grins at me. “Little butterfly, Phoebe’s stirring, and she’ll be up soon. She’ll likely be wanting you for milk.”

“Coming.” My voice is hoarse, and I bend down to grab my dress from the ground. I feel a bit weird about going through with Alex now, considering what Topher and I just experienced.

Topher’s feelings haven’t changed, so it’s clear it’s just me who thinks this way.

Alex comes into the room fully and tosses a pair of shorts and a nursing vest top at me. I mumble a thank you, keeping the blanket in place.

“I’ll be right through.”

He nods, disappearing, as I quickly dress. I note that no underwear was brought through, and I can’t help but be amused.

“Can I come through with you?” Topher asks softly.

I nod, flashing him a smile. “I’d be upset if you didn’t.”

He breathes out a sigh of relief, and as I leave his room, he gets up, that beautiful dick of his swinging free, as he goes to grab something for himself to wear.

I freeze when I see Seb standing outside his door. The passageway is dark, and he stalks towards me, sniffing deeply.

The bright green in his hazel eyes is practically glowing as he sniffs my skin properly. I stay still, not sure what he’s doing, but he kisses the pulse on my neck and steps back, his eyes wide.

“He look after you?”

I nod slowly, not sure what the expression on Seb’s face is meant to mean.

He smiles. “He make you come?”

I shiver and nod.

“How many times?”

“Plenty.”

He scoffs, and before I can even blink, he lifts me into his arms and presses me against the wall. The heat of his body presses into mine.

“Can I touch you?” He whispers the words against my lips, his facial hair scratching at my cheek, as his arm keeps me lifted up.

I nod slowly, not sure how much time we have, or what he means by touch. It doesn’t matter. Seb doesn’t wait a moment to let me figure it out.

His hands dive underneath my shorts, easily reaching my clit. He teases it with his thumb, sparks of pleasure shooting through me, and I throw my head back with a moan.

I hear steps, and my eyes fly open, seeing Topher head towards us. The corridor is dark enough that I can’t see his face, but I can feel his desire. It’s pulsating in my chest, and I freeze, but Seb doesn’t stop.

He slides two fingers inside of me, no stretching needed after what Topher and I did. I whimper as Topher comes to a stop right beside us.

My eyes are wide, my lips parted, but Seb keeps going. His head is buried in my neck, his breath hot and heavy on my collarbone.

“You’re going to be a good girl for us, aren’t you, Maia?” Topher murmurs, leaning against the wall, his head very close to mine.

I nod slowly, not sure what the right answer is. He doesn’t seem mad, his feelings portraying everything but. He’s excited, aroused, and really intrigued.

“You’re going to let Seb make you come.” He smirks at me. “Aren’t you?”

I nod, and Seb ups the ante, his fingers doing a weird swirling motion as his thumb presses down that little bit harder on my clit.

My breath hitches. My legs trembling from where they’re awkwardly hanging on either side of his body.

An orgasm is building. I can feel it. Just out of reach.

“You’re such a beautiful girl, on display like this for us,” Topher continues. He reaches his hand out and brushes it against my cheek.

I shudder, my walls tightening around Seb’s delicious fingers. He presses a kiss against my skin, and I whimper. I reach up to cover my mouth, but Topher grabs my hands, stopping me.

“Ah, ah, baby,” Topher says. “Seb and I want to hear your pretty little moans.”

“But—” I’m cut off with a gasp as Seb adds a third finger and curls the three of them upwards. I scream out as my orgasm rolls over me.

Topher’s hands stabilise me in Seb’s arms as my orgasm washes over me with a force that knocks my breath out of me.

“You’re so beautiful when you let yourself go like this,” Topher murmurs, his soft words matching his soft kisses. “I love how much you give yourself over to us. So trusting. So perfect.”

His feelings only emphasise his words, and it makes the pleasure I feel twofold.

“So fucking sexy,” Seb growls into my skin. He doesn’t move his fingers or his thumb, keeping them both in place, to let me come down from my own high properly.

“Another?” Seb whispers the moment the aftershocks stop. My head feels so light, so empty. The sparks are in full force between the three of us, and honestly, I’ve never felt so good.

If this is what it’s like with two… how will it feel with four?

“Yes,” Topher says firmly.

“No,” I groan, shaking my head. I try to move back from Seb, but when the pair of them have me trapped against the wall, there’s nowhere for me to go.

“Oh, yes,” Seb says. He sucks on my collarbone, practically where I bit Topher, and I shiver.

“A quick one,” Topher warns. “Phoebe’s awake.”

“I can get her off in thirty seconds.” I know for a fact that was Kane. His words have a bit of a cockiness to them that Seb often lacks.

“Oh, god, no,” I mutter. “Kane, I can’t.”

“Oh, baby,” Topher whispers, his teeth dragging a shiver out of me as he gently bites my earlobe. “There’s no such word as can’t when it comes to your pleasure.”

In a move that I refuse to believe isn’t practiced, Topher lifts me higher up the wall as Seb drops to his knees.

My shorts are pulled to the side, and Seb’s mouth is placed against my centre. My eyes widen, my lips parting, and I’d shriek if it weren’t for the way Topher connects our lips.

Our kiss is dirty, but not as dirty as the way Seb’s tongue darts all over me. My orgasm does build rapidly, and I’m whining into Topher’s mouth as it does.

I’m not sure whether it’s the circling movement that Seb does with his tongue or the way Topher grips my throat, nearly hard enough to cut off my air, as he hisses at me to open my mouth.

I do, and he spits in my mouth, just as my orgasm launches me off the cliff. It’s not as explosive as the first, but it takes so much more out of me. Topher eagerly swallows my whimpers and moans, and Seb licks up every single bit of wetness from me.

They’re so cocky as I’m slowly returned to the floor. My legs are like jelly, but I feel so calm, so relaxed, so satisfied.

“That, brother,” Seb murmurs, patting Topher’s shoulder with a smirk. “Is exactly how she should feel every single time.”

Topher nods. “I see that now. I made her feel good.”

“You did,” I echo, stumbling slightly. Both men rush for me, but it’s Topher who grabs me. He lifts me into his arms and presses a soft kiss to my temple, letting the bond soothe me.

The sparks are gone, but replaced by his feelings, I find I don’t miss them very much. He’s a firm presence in my chest, in my heart, and it feels good.

“The difference?” Seb asks.

“What’s the difference?”

“My pleasure comes from seeing her reach hers,” Seb murmurs, giving Topher a weird look. I shiver, and Topher shrugs. “I can’t come if she hasn’t writhed underneath me with her own orgasms, if she’s not drowning in pleasure.”

Topher tilts his head. “Hm. I found my orgasm came from when I⁠—”

“Maia,” Alex calls, raising his voice slightly so that I can hear him whilst he’s in the bedroom.

“Can you walk?” Topher says, gently lowering me to the floor.

I nod, walking through to the bedroom on unsteady feet, as the two brothers debate how they best reach their own orgasms.

It’s kind of cute, having them giving each other tips, and I’m a little sad that I’ve got to miss out.

Alex grins at me. “Thanks for letting me hear that. You’re beautiful.”

“Ugh,” I groan, seeing my beautiful daughter in his arms. “I feel dirty touching her now.”

“Don’t be silly. There’s nothing wrong with you. You showered.” Alex hands Phoebe over and grins at me. “Your hands and your boobs are clean, and she doesn’t care about anything else.”

I nod slowly and adjust Phoebe in my arms, ignoring the slight whines she gives as I sit down on the bed in a comfy position. I can’t undo the strap so I just pull my boob out over the neckline of the top so she can latch properly.

“Was she okay for you?” I ask, and Alex nods. He’s wide awake, wearing a T-shirt that stretches across his skin, moulding to him.

“She was asleep the entire time. I changed her bum just now, and hopefully, she’ll settle straight back down with you.” He gives me a warm smile. “Did you enjoy your night?”

A blush coats my cheeks, and he laughs, keeping it low but still full of humour.

“I didn’t mean the sex, little butterfly.” He smirks at me, looking so much like Topher right now, I groan. “I heard how much you enjoyed that last part.”

I roll my eyes. “Yes, I really enjoyed my night. The restaurant was beautiful, and the food was divine.” I hear footsteps in the corridor, and grin. “And the company was decent enough.”

“Decent?” Topher demands. He doesn’t stop at the doorway, instead, storming over to the bed. He glowers at me. “Decent?”

I grin teasingly, but Alex’s words are sharper and faster than mine could’ve been.

“It’s not her fault that you needed Sebastian to step in and make sure our mate had a good ending to her night.” Alex winks at me. “Trust me, love, whenever I get the chance to worship you, I will not be needing an assist from my brothers.”

Topher snorts. “Trust me, no assist was needed, Alexander. But it was most definitely enjoyed by our mate. Don’t write it off too quickly.”

“I see.” Alex’s eyes darken with interest, and I squirm under their combined looks.

“Baby on the boob,” I say, gesturing to Phoebe. Both men’s eyes draw to my boob before meeting my eyes. I can see their confusion, but I can feel it radiating from Topher. “Rules are in force.”

“What kind of rules?” Alex sounds as amused as Topher looks.

I get more comfortable against the pillows, resting back with Phoebe on my chest. “No saying sexy words. No insinuating anything that is not PG. No husky voices or intense looks. Nothing that might even hint at being arousing.”

“No husky voices?” Topher’s eyebrows draw together, his eyes narrowing. “What does that even mean?”

“Intense looks?” Alex asks. “Surely, that’s something only Topher does.”

“Nuh-uh,” I murmur, my eyes fluttering closed. “You all stand there with those heated looks and dark expressions as you, like… you know, are all confident and intense and powerful. You smoulder me.

“It’s hot. And arousing. And not allowed when there’s a baby on the boob. Not now. Not ever. Not fair.”

Topher laughs low in his throat. “Understood, princess.”

“But when the boobs are away?” Alex asks. “Are we free to smoulder you then?”

I nod, a smile tugging at my lips. “If you must.”

“Go to sleep, princess,” Topher says, pressing a soft kiss to my forehead. “I’ll get Phoebe into bed as soon as she’s done feeding.”

“No, I’m fine dozing,” I say, and he sighs but doesn’t argue with me.

“Can I stay with you both?” Alex asks.

“Of course.” My words are soft, but his happiness is loud.

Phoebe finishes at some point during my drowsiness, and Alex and Topher get her into her own bed as I nestle into the middle of mine.

My eyes are shut, and I’m asleep before either man curls in beside me, but I’ve never felt so secure in doing so before tonight.

My future is bright… once we figure out the rest of our issues, that is.

[image: ]


Alexander

“He marked her!” Max roars.

I shake my head, able to fully see Maia’s collarbone. Topher’s traditional. He’d mark her there. Her skin is perfect but empty. “He has not marked her.”

“I can smell the bond.”

I eye up Topher as Maia dozes, and I smother my gasp as he drags his shirt down so I can see the mark on his skin.

“Fuck,” I whisper over Max’s whines of jealousy.

Topher brings his finger to his lip, and I nod once.

“We’re not done talking about this,” I warn.

He rolls his eyes, letting go of his shirt. “I didn’t realise we had started.”

I snort and connect with Ben and Seb to let them know a conversation is coming the moment Maia is asleep. I want a play-by-play, and honestly, I want to know how it all feels.

Seb’s a selfish prick who gave only one word when we probed about it. Honey.

Fucking prick.

Topher smirks at me as Maia sleepily hands over our daughter. I take her as Maia snuggles into bed, and we get Phoebe settled in her crib.

She’s just as exhausted as her mum, and I hope for Maia’s sake that Phoebe decides to sleep through the night.

We tiptoe out of the room and head down into the living room, where Ben and Seb are already waiting.

“Why the fuck wasn’t I invited to the corridor fuck?” Ben demands, no tact in his tone.

“Seconded.” Max sits up, paying more attention to the conversation. “We heard it, but I’d rather have felt it.”

Topher snarls, glaring at our brother, and I grab his shirt to hold him back, keeping a tight grip so that he stops.

“Maia mated with Topher,” I say, causing Ben to freeze and Topher to growl with pride. “Our brother is a little overprotective of our mate right now.”

“So rather than call it a fuck, I should’ve said why wasn’t I invited to the romantic and sweet coupling in the corridor.”

“Don’t be a dick or I’ll let him hit you,” I mutter, rolling my eyes.

“You should just hit him yourself,” Max sniffs.

I roll my eyes once more, dropping down to the sofa. “I didn’t realise she was ready.”

“Neither did I,” Topher says, sitting down as well. Seb offers us both a can, but I shake my head, as does Topher. “I want a clear head.”

“Did she say she was?” Ben asks curiously.

Topher shakes his head. “No. She admitted she wasn’t, and when we talked about it a little afterwards, she reiterated the fact that she wasn’t ready.”

“Did you talk about it?” I ask.

He sighs. “Not really. Briefly. She needs time to process. I could feel her unease over it.”

“The bond is fully formed then?” Ben asks.

“No,” Max says, just as Topher echoes it.

“Not yet. It’s there. It’s open, and pretty strong, but it’s not complete.” He looks at me. “I need to mark her, too.”

“She’s not meant to mark you first.” Ben’s tone is full of his confusion, and I know that he’s struggling with the change in the usual order of things. “You’re meant to mark her, and then we do to seal it properly.”

“I think the fact that she marked him first will still cement the bond properly with us all,” I say, slowly, because I’ve been wondering the same thing. I reach forward, ignoring Topher’s scowl, and yank his shirt down, showing the silver mark on his skin.

It’s beautiful, and apparently sensitive because he shudders when Ben reaches out to touch it. I wonder what Maia feels, since this is her claim.

“It’s beautiful,” Ben murmurs before sneering at Topher. “You’re ugly, and your chest is hideous, but the mark is nice.”

Seb snorts. “Pretty Topher.”

“Oh, fuck you.” There’s no heat in his words.

“Fate wouldn’t have formed the bond if the intention wasn’t there. Maia followed the customs. She marked the first born, she wanted the bond, she wanted him, but she also accepts us.

“She chose our bond, and she managed to make it form. It’s nothing to be concerned about, in my opinion.”

“And you’re… what, an expert in bonds?” Topher asks, and whilst he’s sneering at me, I can sense his unease.

More than that—when I push past him, I can feel Maia.

“No, of course not. But I can feel Maia along our shared bond,” I mention, and both Ben and Seb reach out to do the same.

“Mate!” Max’s shout is joyous as he pulls on her bond. She’s asleep, content, warm. I love the feel of her, even this minutely, and I can’t fucking wait for the day that our bond is sealed.

Seb’s lips quirk up, and I know she’s never going to get a moment of peace from him. Ben beams, pure joy radiating from my youngest brother.

“I can feel her, too.” He pats Topher’s knee. “Good job.”

“Ah, ah,” I say teasingly. “Decent job.”

Seb and I laugh as Ben frowns.

“How was it?” Ben asks. “Did it… was it good?”

Topher grins and nods. “The best thing ever.”

“The bond or the fuck?” Ben asks.

Topher rolls his eyes as I snicker.

“The act of making love, obviously,” Topher says, rolling his eyes. “It was… weird, but so fucking good.”

“Weird how?”

“It’s very hot. Like hot.” He shakes his head, bringing his legs up on the sofa, and we all get comfortable with him. “But it felt fucking amazing. She was tight, responsive… she submitted to me, letting me take control, even though she has more experience.”

“Good mate,” Seb says with a nod.

“I don’t want to take control.” Ben frowns, looking around. “Do I need to?”

I shake my head. “The only thing you need to do when it’s your turn, brother, is make sure she comes.”

Ben nods, almost committing it to memory.

“We won’t have an issue bringing our mate to orgasm,” Max says, “Not even a little bit. She’ll have multiple. So many she’ll see stars, and then, we’ll fill her with our pup. She’ll be so happy.”

“And, oh, is she responsive,” Topher says with a smirk. “She can so easily go from one orgasm to the next without even pausing. She’s made for us.”

“For me.” Seb’s words are firm, and I frown, getting the feeling he means more than just being possessive.

His words in the corridor as Maia came back to bed hit me. He needs her pleasure before he can feel his own.

Interesting.

I don’t think I’ll have that same issue.

“Which makes us better, knowing that our pleasure doesn’t come from self-serving interests.” Max is proud, and I roll my eyes at the next words. “So then, maybe she’ll let us⁠—”

“We’re not giving her a baby.”

“A pup.”

I snort, and my brothers laugh at the same time, so my argument with my delusional wolf is not uncovered.

Max has an obsession with getting our mate pregnant. With imagining her tummy round, with our pup growing inside her.

They’re talking about their kinks and what gets them off.

And I refuse to admit that I’m closer to my wolf’s desires than I feel comfortable with.
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“Miss Blake, Mr Wolfe, please take a seat,” the receptionist, Alexa, says after she signs us in on the system.

Today is the morning of the solicitor’s appointment, and I have been a nervous wreck. My anxiety has been simmering away, building steadily over the last couple of days.

My stomach is in knots, and I feel like I’m going to throw up. It’s not a nice feeling. Not in the slightest.

Alex has a hold of Phoebe’s car seat, our daughter asleep inside of it, and despite knowing she’s here, safe, with us, it doesn’t feel right.

This is a meeting where we’re going to discuss a strategy so that we can keep her. My daughter. My tiny, eight week old, little girl.

It shouldn’t be a concern that I’d lose her, and yet, it is.

“Thank you, Alexa. My brothers will be up in a few moments. Could you send them our way, please?” Alex says, pressing his palm into the small of my back. The bond lights up, the familiar sparks trying their hardest to soothe me.

It doesn’t work.

Topher’s been doing his best to keep me calm and reassured. Confident, even. He’s been trying to let the bond we have formed soothe me. Even on the drive over, all I could feel is his surety that this is going to go well.

And yet, I’m a mess.

Alexa nods and waves us over to the seating area. There’s two other people here who don’t even spare us a glance as we sit down opposite them.

If they’re anything like me, they’re probably terrified, too.

The guys and I had a pretty quiet and lovely day yesterday. They did their best to keep me busy so that my mind couldn’t wander, and the best part of it all was during Phoebe’s longer nap, where Ben napped in my bed with her in the crib… and Seb kidnapped me for his own bed.

Unlike Ben and Phoebe, I got no sleep, but it was worth it.

Alex and I are in a steady position with stolen kisses and some very sexy promises. I know Ben’s desperate for some alone time with me, though, and I feel the same way. He’s stretched thin at work, so I’m hopeful that tonight may be our night to connect a little.

“Maia Blake,” a familiar voice calls. My legs quiver as I rise back up to greet our solicitor.

Penelope Fawley is one of the partners of the firm, the only woman who is, and she used to be human like me. She’s got a vast knowledge of the wolf and human laws, and genuinely seemed to care about my case when we met.

She’s in her late forties and is a beautiful woman with a set of triplet mates. She’s got no children of her own, but her record shows how fiercely she fights for everyone else’s.

Today, she’s wearing a full suit, the red looking good against her dark skin, and her braids are tied up in a high ponytail. Her full lips are accentuated with the bright red lipstick, and honestly, I’d pay her another fee to wear this in court when she kicks their asses.

She’s fierce.

The electronic doors open once more, and Topher steps in first, with Seb and Ben flanking either side of him. The quadruplets—Alex included, even with being by my side—are a sight to behold.

They seem to have picked up on Penelope’s theme because they look determined.

They all often wear tailored suits that make them look like they’ve just walked out of a magazine, but today, there’s an air of power about them, a very obvious air, as they walk. Eyes are drawn to them, you can’t deny their presence.

My eyes in particular.

Their light brown hair is styled perfectly the same way, and they’ve even got matching silver cufflinks on their grey suits.

They’re hot.

And they’re all mine.

“Just in time,” Alex says, nodding at Topher. My eldest mate returns it, and the six of us follow our solicitor down into a meeting room. Mine and her heels click in sync.

Seb moves to my side, taking my hand in his larger one, rubbing at my skin with his thumb. Alex has Phoebe in one hand, the other resting at my back, as he all but propels me forward.

Ben and Topher take up the rear, and I feel safe.

I just wish my brain would get the memo.

“Now, I’m glad that you called immediately,” Penelope says, closing the door behind us. The meeting room is quite large, which is strange since there’s only us and one of her assistant’s in here.

We’ve met Lily before, although it was brief, and I’m not sure what she does for the company. Whether she’s a lawyer, too, or a paralegal, or just Penelope’s assistant.

She’s around my age, with bright green eyes and gorgeous ginger hair. We’ve got similar ringlets, although she’s a lot paler than I am. There’s beautiful freckles across her face, and she seems pretty quiet.

“Did you bring the documents you were served with for me?” Penelope asks, drawing my attention away from Lily.

I nod, and with shaky hands, I try to grab the bag from the floor. I fumble and drop it on my foot, tears stinging at my eyes as the panic truly sets in.

There’s no escaping it now.

Not until Penelope reassures me everything is going to be okay.

“I’ve got it,” Topher soothes, lifting the bag up and pulling the envelope out, as he sends a wave of love through our bond. He hands it over to Penelope before placing his arm around the back of my chair.

Seb’s standing near the doorway, with a good view of the room, whereas the rest of us are sitting down in the chairs surrounding the long table.

Phoebe’s on top of the table, still asleep, with Alex on the end. I’m next, with Topher, and then Ben, who is closest to Lily.

“Thank you, Christopher.” Penelope’s tone is cool and professional, and I’m worried that she seems so relaxed about the whole thing.

She turns to Lily and asks her to go make copies of it so that we can keep the original. Lily nods and scurries out of the room, her feet dragging as the heels click on the floor.

“Now, we’ve got two weeks until we’re due in court,” Penelope says, unbuttoning her jacket, before taking a seat at the head of the table.

“That’s right,” Alex replies.

“That gives us a good amount of time to prepare our defence.” She smooths out the wrinkles in her shirt and looks at me. “The first question that I have for you is: are you willing to enter into negotiations for shared custody with the family?”

“No.” My tone is hard, and I don’t waver in my eye contact.

“I know we discussed that in our first meeting, but it’s always smart to go back over now that it’s more real and double check,” Penelope says with a firm nod. “Mediation? Offerings of any visitation?”

“No.” It’s Alex who answers this time, and he places the palm of his hand on my knee. “We’re not negotiating, we’re not offering up any visitation. Phoebe is ours—Maia’s and ours. She’s the current heir to our pack, and⁠—”

“She’s not,” Penelope says, cutting him off. “You four are the heirs to the pack. Not Phoebe.”

“Does that affect things?” Topher asks, exchanging a look with Alex that I can’t decipher.

Penelope’s face stays in that same professional mask. “It’s no different than you were when I took the case. Phoebe, while in the line of succession, isn’t the direct heir to the Wolfe pack. That role falls to her future mates. It’s a crucial distinction for our case.”

My blood runs cold, and I let out a huff at the patriarchy. My daughter is not a male, so she can’t be alpha.

Are they seriously telling me I might lose my child because she’s the rare thing they’ve been needing all this time? That her worth has now all of a sudden decreased because she’s a girl?

I clench my fists and ignore the soft squeeze of my thigh from Alex. The audacity of this system… I can’t understand it.

I don’t think I ever will.

“It’s not that she’s a woman,” Topher says, smiling at me. His eyes are lit up in amusement, despite his worry I can feel hammering in my chest. “Phoebe is just not an alpha wolf.”

“We’re alpha’s,” Ben says, gesturing between him and his brothers, and I nod. “But not all wolves are. Phoebe was born to an alpha and has a very strong wolf, even for her age… she’s just not an alpha herself.”

“I see.” I purse my lips, not impressed. Fair enough, it’s not the patriarchy’s fault. That doesn’t make it any better.

“We’re in the position where a few things could strengthen Phoebe’s tie to your pack and ultimately help the case itself.”

“What?” Seb demands, his word a growl.

Penelope doesn’t even flinch. “The first thing would be if Maia cemented a mate bond with at least one of you. It would tie Phoebe to you properly and would give you a stronger connection to her.”

I blush, dropping my head, as panic fills me. A couple nights ago, I told Topher I wasn’t ready for that step, and then bonded him myself. I need more time before letting him claim me, since it comes with so many strings attached.

Having the full connection with him would be amazing, if this lite version is so… powerful. I can feel the longing at deepening our connection, but I hope that Topher doesn’t feel that from me.

It’s not a bad idea, outside of the fact that it would turn me into a werewolf. I’m not ready. I don’t ever think that I’ll be ready for that.

But if it would save my daughter…

“What else?” Alex asks.

The door opens, and Lily comes back in. She hands the envelope to Topher and gives a set of papers to Penelope before sitting back down.

“Sorry for interrupting,” she says softly.

As far as I’m aware, Lily has no wolf, but she’s definitely part of the pack.

“No interruption,” Penelope says. “The best thing, of course, would be to bond with all four of your mates and let yourself shift into a wolf. You’d be accepted immediately, and their claim would be denied.”

“How long does the shifting process take?” Ben asks, looking at me before turning to Penelope. “I’m positive it took a few weeks with Iris and Talia.”

“It did,” Alex says. “And we do not have that time. The hearing is in two weeks.”

“The shift does not need to be complete,” Lily says gently. “But the speed of the shift is dependent on the strength of the person being claimed. It should not take Maia weeks to shift.”

“The stronger the wolf claiming her, the more power she is likely to have when that happens, too,” Topher adds.

Seb makes a noise and I turn over to see him, but Kane’s the one in control. He grins at me, a cheeky one. “And trust me when I say, we are very powerful, little love.”

I hide my amusement. “I’m sure you are.”

Penelope clears her throat, giving Lily a hesitant look. I frown, noticing the exchange, but Lily nods, and Penelope turns back to us. “Now, the third thing that would strengthen things is making your tie to Phoebe official.”

I frown, as do my mates. But their frown is of annoyance, unlike mine, which is of confusion. “What do you mean by that? I thought they had claimed her, through the scent thing.”

My men share nervous expressions, and my heart cracks at seeing it. There’s another secret they’re keeping from me. Another big thing that could have helped us.

Will there ever be trust?

I feel Topher’s upset. His disappointment. Even his anger.

The bond that exists is now something tangible. It’s not just a something any more. And yet, whilst I’ve given them everything… given Topher everything…

I sniffle, reaching up to wipe the tear away.

“It’s more than that.” Lily’s soft voice is shaky, her eyes not meeting mine, despite her looking my way. “They can claim her wolf as theirs on a more… biological level as well.”

Topher sighs, turning to me in his chair. “We never brought this up because it’s not an option we’re ever going to consider. It wasn’t to keep it from you maliciously. It’s just never, ever been something we would consider.”

“Even knowing the bastard,” Ben mutters.

I frown, feeling Topher’s nerves. I know he’ll have felt my… whatever I felt. But his feelings only make my nerves worse, not better. “I’m not sure I’m following.”

He gives me a very tense smile. “This is often only used when a wolf pup loses both of its parents. There’s a type of adoption you can do to bond the pup to its new family. It’s something that isn’t often done, but it involves biting the pup and securing the ties to the new family.”

I shriek, shaking my head. “She’s a baby. You’re not biting her.”

“It wouldn’t hurt,” Alex reassures me. “It’s a spiritual connection.”

I sneer at him. How the fuck does a bite not hurt? I ignore the flash of hurt that crosses his face.

Seb strides across the room and shoves Topher’s chair out of the way without a care in the world. He crouches down in front of me, and I can see by the bright green eyes that Kane is in charge.

“There’s a reason we never once brought this up, despite our hatred towards Ryan, and it has nothing to do with the bite at all. By bonding Phoebe to us, she’d lose the scent of Ryan, of her birth dad.” I gasp, and I hate that more tears begin to fall at the realisation. He wipes the one that drips down my cheek. “It was never an option to us to do this. Phoebe deserves to have that connection to him, even with us in her life.”

I wipe my tears away, warmth filling me once more at the sincerity in his words.

They never intended to do this. To take him away—even despite their hatred towards him.

It’s not an option for us.

“How do you bite her without it hurting?” I ask quietly, once my pain fades away to more manageable levels.

“We won’t,” Alex says firmly. “We won’t take that from her. Not when there are other options to keep her safe.”

Seb lets out a low growl, kisses my temple, then storms back over to his spot by the door.

“The final option is one you’ll probably like even less,” Penelope says, sitting back in her seat. If I didn’t know better, I’d assume she was amused.

“What is it?” Ben asks.

“You get Maia pregnant with your baby.”

I gasp, covering my mouth in horror, as I stare her down. Pregnancy… bringing in new life… is not a tactic or a game.

I’d never, ever want to bring my new child into this world knowing that their creation was forced.

“What?” Alex’s voice is gruff, and Ben bursts out laughing. Topher’s disgust burns in my chest just as strongly as my own.

“This is the one that is easiest for them to counter if any of the parts are not set up,” Penelope warns. “But the court would never separate siblings. Especially not if the pups were potentially her alpha brothers.”

Penelope leans in close, lacing her fingers together. “It’s a strategy, though less ideal, involving pregnancy. It’s a complicated route, but the court wouldn’t separate siblings, especially in a pack as strong as yours. We’d play the Grey’s history against themselves, too.”

“But that depends on us being the leaders of the pack and impregnating our human mate,” Topher says. “None of these options are viable. We want to keep Phoebe, but we’d lose her if her mother died.”

Seb snarls.

Penelope shrugs. “A pregnancy would, at the very least, put the custody on hold until the baby—or babies—were born.”

“Can I…” I trail off, not sure how to ask my question.

“Can you what?” Alex asks gently.

“Not that I want to be pregnant, but can I be turned into a wolf whilst pregnant?”

“No.” Everyone says this at once, and I nod slowly.

“A human carrying a wolf is extremely risky, and we thank Artemis every single day that both you and Phoebe survived and had no complications. We would never do that again,” Alex says, reaching up to brush my hair off my neck.

It tickles, and I shiver, causing him to smile for a brief moment, before he sighs.

“But trying to turn you into a wolf during a pregnancy would be a death sentence for the babe,” Topher says. “You may survive, but the baby would not.”

“And we won’t risk that outcome, either,” Alex says firmly.

I nod slowly. “So, our best option is the first one, then, yes?”

“I can smell the bond between the two of you”—Penelope gestures to Topher and I—“is different to the bond between the rest of you. It’s not completed, but it’s there.”

“That’s none of your business.” Topher doesn’t even look at her as he snaps these words. His tone with me is far more gentle. “We’ll discuss it, but we’re not going to push you past your comfort levels.”

“How confident are you in winning without us doing any of those steps?” I ask, not breaking eye contact with Topher.

She shrugs. “No case is ever not winnable.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“And it’s a guarantee I can’t and won’t make,” Penelope says softly. “I’ll fight my hardest, no matter what, but I’d be a terrible lawyer if I didn’t give you the advice I had.”

“Can we have a few moments?” Topher asks, and she nods as both she and Lily clear the room. Seb locks the door behind them and comes to sit down at the table with me.

“We need to bond. At least on my side.” I look at each man, and I know deep in my soul that this is the right answer.

Ben reaches for my hand, his arm in front of Topher, and I clasp it. “Are you sure?”

I smile at him, hoping Topher doesn’t feel my hesitance. “You once told me that you’ve been waiting your entire life for me. You told me you were sick of it being a someday and wanted it to be today. Well, this is me listening and feeling the same way.

“Why risk losing my daughter and fracturing our bonds with my grief for the inevitable? I’m confident in my decision—and my decision is the four of you.”

Ben wipes a tear from his eye and beams at me.

“We’ll ask her if it’s enough,” Alex says, but he squeezes my thigh. “But I still want it—even if it’s not.”

“Our parents are back in a few days,” Topher says, looking at Alex. “That’s another step we’re going to be accomplishing.”

“What is?” I ask.

“Taking the pack over,” Ben says. “And we should probably ask them about Ryan’s death and all.”

I let go of his hand, giving him a dirty look. “Yeah. Probably.”

“The other options aren’t feasible,” Topher says, scooting his chair back when Ben tries to reach for me. “Not for where we are right now.”

“What if we lose her?” I whisper, my eyes filling with tears as I look at the way my tiny human sleeps. Her soft breaths and adorable little face scrunches.

I can’t bear to lose her.

It would break me.

“We won’t,” Seb promises. His eyes are hazel, the green bright enough that I can see it from here. He’s determined. Angry. “You won’t.”

“Our bond being formed will be an amazing help,” Topher says softly. “But she took on our case knowing where we stand. Penelope has faith she’s going to win this.”

“Should we…” I trail off, biting my lip.

“Should we what, little love?” Kane asks.

“Should we tell them about me seeing Ethan?”

All four men shake their heads, but it’s Alex who answers me. “No. We absolutely cannot share that. We still don’t know how he got onto pack lands, and we do not want to worry anyone.”

I nod slowly. “Okay.”

“Let’s see what else Penelope has to say, then we can go home, okay?” Topher asks, and I nod.

Seb goes to bring her back in, and I listen as Penelope and Lily outline the next steps. They’re going to go over all of the documents that we’ve provided so far and that the Grey’s have filed, looking for any errors, loopholes, or inconsistencies that she can find.

She reassured me that she’s going to craft the briefs using both human and supernatural law, making sure that my status as a human will not be able to be contested again.

Her plan really helps me feel better, and she sounds so confident and sure of the success of it as she speaks. She schedules another meeting two days prior to the court hearing so that we can go over everything properly.

It doesn’t feel like enough time, but everyone else is happy with that timeline.

“But, guys,” Lily says softly as the six of us move to leave. I freeze, turning to face her. “Remember that whilst this is focused on Phoebe, it is going to be hard and taxing for all of you, too.

“You are parents to a newborn, and that’s hard enough. We’re not just preparing for a legal battle—we’re ensuring the well-being of your family. If you need any support or resources, don’t hesitate to ask.”

We nod and leave the office. I’m not sure how confident I feel, but I do think they’ve got it in hand.
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“How did that go for you?” Alex asks as we drive away from the law firm. As it was on the way here, it’s just the two of us in the car, with Phoebe in the back.

The other three are in their wolf forms, making sure that there’s no interceptions.

I sigh and curl up on my seat, turning to face him rather than look out the window. It’s been a game I’ve been playing: can I spot the wolves.

“I’m nervous and terrified… and really don’t want to have to see them in court.”

He nods. “I’m sorry, little butterfly.”

“I know you are,” I reply. “I love you.”

His eyes widen, his eyebrows flying up, as his lips part in shock. “You do?”

I giggle. “I do. I love you and Max, and I am so lucky to have you in my life.”

“I love you, too, little butterfly.”

“We both do,” Max growls, pushing forth. He grins at me before turning back to the road. “I love you more than Alex does.”

“I’m sure that you do.”

“He drives worse than me,” Alex huffs, winking at me as he regains control of their shared body. “Seeing them in court will be hard for us all.”

“What about Phoebe?” I whisper, my heart cracking at the idea of causing my darling daughter any pain.

He sighs. “Her wolf… her wolf might recognise them as kin.”

I sit up properly. “What?”

Alex looks at me out of the corner of his eyes before turning back to the road properly. “We’ll want to be prepared for that, but it shouldn’t be a big deal. She’ll likely recognise Ethan, but potentially, even Aurora and Henry.”

I sigh, dropping back into my seat. “Well, that makes sense, I suppose.” I rub my temples, trying to ward this headache off.

“Lily seemed a little off, regarding the werewolf adoption,” I mention, moving the subject along. I don’t want to be trapped in my panic and upset any more.

“Lily was adopted by her parents. They raised her after her parents… well, after her parents weren’t able to raise her any longer,” Alex says softly. My brows draw together, but I don’t ask why. It’s not really my business, but I wonder if that’s why she’s working with a family law firm. “They moved away from their old pack when she was young. Four or five, I think, and they’ve been here ever since.”

I nod. “She seemed upset about it.”

“It probably brought up bad memories.”

I bring my legs up and look over at him. “I didn’t even realise she was a wolf. I thought she was human.”

He shakes his head. “No, she’s a wolf. She’s not met her mates yet so is still living at home. She’s lovely. Quiet.”

“What does she do at the firm? I wasn’t sure if she was Penelope’s assistant or⁠—”

“She’s a junior lawyer,” he says, peeking at me. “They did introduce her that way during the first meeting.”

“Ah.”

“She’s your age, I think. Maybe a year younger.”

I shrug. “She’s nice and cares about winning Phoebe’s case. That’s all that matters to me.”
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“Look at her rolling,” Ben says with a grin, nudging me as if I’ve not seen it before. Don’t get me wrong, I’m still obsessed with the act, but it’s not the first or even tenth time she’s done it. My baby absolutely loves showing off her new skills.

She’s a genius.

Or… is she just supernatural?

“Are there wolf milestones?” I ask as we watch her giggle to herself. She’s on the floor still and is now reaching out for one of her cotton mirrors. She tugs it towards herself and makes cooing sounds.

“Are there what?” Ben asks, not looking away from Phoebe. He’s waiting for her to do it again, but she’s pretty content looking at herself in the mirror, so I think he’s going to be waiting for a while.

His tongue is poking out the side of his mouth a little, his eyes wide and bright, and I can hear the excited hitch in his breathing. He’s obsessed, and it’s the cutest thing ever. We’re both sat on the floor in my bedroom, playing with Phoebe.

Or more realistically, watching her entertain herself.

“Human babies have milestones they’re expected to meet by certain ages. It’s a tool we use to determine if they’re developing correctly.”

“Oh. And is she developing correctly?” His concern is palpable, and he turns to look at me properly now. “Should we be concerned? Is she on track?”

“She’s ahead of the curve by human standards. That’s why I was wondering about wolf ones. I want to know if she’s… on track in your world, too.”

She’s rolling a lot earlier than expected. She giggles, coos, even sometimes babbles. Her eyes are always so alert when she’s awake, taking every single thing in. She’s only eight weeks old, but it’s as if she’s been here before. Clearly, the wolf side is having some impact on these skills. I’m just concerned about whether she’s on track.

He shrugs, no longer bothered now, and turns back to watch Phoebe. “We’d be able to tell if anything was wrong with her. We don’t need milestones to check that. She’s strong, healthy, and has a curious wolf. That’s all we care about.”

“So her speed at walking, crawling, talking, etcetera, doesn’t matter to wolves?” I ask with a tilt of my head. That seems weirdly inaccurate.

“Not really. I mean it’s exciting when it happens, but it’s not a matter of speed or proficiency. Pups do those things in their own time. It would be stupid to judge a regular wolf against an alpha. Or even a girl against a boy. You humans have such weird things.”

I frown but nod. I’ll ask his sister, Talia, about it later tonight. She’s got twin boys, surely, she’d know a little more about this than Ben will. My health visitor is human and is so lovely and kind, but she doesn’t know anything really about werewolves. I wonder if they have their own doctors and health visitors and a system to monitor their own babies.

“I can hear your brain ticking away,” Ben says. “What’s wrong?”

I ask him my questions, and predictably, he shrugs and has no response for me. His suggestion of asking his sister, though, is helpful, since that was my plan.

Iris and Talia are coming over this evening with their mates and kids, for them to all catch up. We’ve not seen the girls in a couple of weeks, and I’ve still not met Iris’s mates. I’m pretty nervous about it, since last time was so uncomfortable.

But as far as family relations go, I’d much rather this one than the one with the quadruplet’s parents. They’re back on Monday, and I’m very nervous about the confrontation and how that’s going to go down. I don’t think their mum is going to take it very kindly when we accuse her of murder, and honestly, I doubt her mates will, either.

If they’re anything like mine… well…

I shiver, looking over at Phoebe, seeing how peaceful and content she is. She’s never going to know the horrors, and the secrets, and the drama that has plagued her early days. I won’t allow it.

We’re going to win the stupid custody battle. The one that never should’ve even been allowed. I’ve got faith.

Good job lying to yourself, Maia.

“You okay?” Ben asks. He rolls onto his back, looking up at me with a concerned look. “Are you worried about these stone things?”

I grin and shake my head. “No.”

And it’s true. I’m not concerned about Phoebe’s development. She’s following her growth chart, she has plenty of milk, sleeps very well, and is, of course, hitting so many motor and physical milestones. She’s doing amazing. I do want to make sure that she’s developing correctly for a wolf, but not because I’m concerned she’s not.

I’ve never wanted to miss anything when it came to Phoebe, and whilst, so far, I’ve been present for the big things, I’m already missing out on a whole lot as a human parent of a supernatural baby.

I want to make sure nothing slips through the cracks. She’s beautiful and clever, and I would hate to fail her just because I don’t function like she does. She’s magnificent, and I could never live with myself if I was the reason she didn’t reach her full potential.

“I love you,” I say, leaning forward to press a soft kiss to Ben’s lips.

Rather than replying, he pushes me off him and darts to a sitting position. I tumble, my head hitting the side of the drawers, and I groan as it properly connects.

He bursts into laughter, and I roll from my back onto my knees and sit up properly to look at what he’s found so funny. Phoebe’s rolled—a few times by the look of it—and is playing with my sock on the floor. There’s a huge grin on her face as she plays.

Ben finds it hilarious. So hilarious that he ignored my declaration of love, shoved me, caused me to bang my head very hard on the wooden drawers, and hasn’t even realised I’m hurt.

Typical.

“I tell you I love you, and you give me a headache,” I mutter, getting up from the ground. I can feel the lump already forming, but there’s no broken skin.

“It’ll heal.” So dismissive.

“In a few days,” I snarl at him as I go through to the bathroom to get some painkillers. I down them with some water from the tap and try to get a better look at my bump through the mirror. I’ve got far too much hair, and I sigh in resignation.

I go back through to the bedroom when Ben calls for me, and I can’t help but laugh at the forlorn look on his face. He’s holding Phoebe in his arms, and she’s practically glaring up at him. His bright hazel eyes are trained on me, his full rosy lips stuck out in a pout.

“What’s wrong?” I look around, but the sock is still there, and I can’t see what would be the issue.

“Milk time.” His tone is pitiful, and I burst into giggles. “You traitor!”

“Well, it seems fitting that she’d choose my boobs over you after you chose a sock over me. Now, off you go. I’ve got a headache to nurse.”

He rolls his eyes but gently passes Phoebe over before readying me with all the supplies I need. I don’t often use my nursing pillow—it gets in the way more than it helps—but he sticks it underneath me, and I lay her on it. He hands me a cookie and places my juice on my side table before leaving.

He’s so thoughtful sometimes. I never need to ask—not with him, or any of his brothers—for help, or even just for the obscure little bits that I need.

I get Phoebe settled as Ben pops his head in and throws another pair of socks onto the bed. Warmer ones, and I roll my eyes before he’s gone.

He’s a dick. Funny, cute, adorable… but the biggest dick.

It’s weird that I like it.
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Iscoop Phoebe up from the bed, and the two of us head downstairs to join the guys. I’m not sure what time their family is coming over, but Phoebe should have a decent wake window here and should get a good forty-minutes or so of play.

“What time are—” I come to a stop, seeing one of their twin sisters already sitting in the living room. She’s on the long sofa with Alex, and I grin at her. “Hi.”

I hold a tense smile as I come to a stop in the doorway, and I try my hardest to not feel weird when she gives me an assessing look up and down. I don’t want Topher feeling my unease, but I also don’t understand why I feel this way.

Her long blonde hair is in a high ponytail, and her hazel eyes are narrowed into slits. There’s an almost smirk on her face, and I have to hold myself from stepping back. She’s got a full face of makeup, all beautifully done, and is wearing a tight, pink blouse with some fitted trousers.

She’s clearly just come over from work, which hopefully, is why she’s feeling a little… rude.

“Maia, come sit,” Alex says, grinning at me. There’s a calmness to his voice, and I desperately need that right now, so I don’t hesitate in nodding as I enter the room properly.

“Iris was nice enough to grace us with her presence early,” Topher says, and his sister laughs.

“I tried closing the door on her,” Ben says, winking at me. I laugh, but it quickly tapers off when nobody else joins in with me. It only makes the temperature drop, the atmosphere much more awkward.

“I just came over after I finished work. There was little point heading home, to then have to come straight back over here.” Iris’s tone is very monotonous as she continues to stare me down. I nod, having guessed that. “My boys will be heading over soon, though.”

“It’s no stress. We’re so glad to see you,” I say with a smile. I head over to Phoebe’s mat, which is in the middle of the room, and gently place her on it. I take the offered toys from Ben and set them up around her before taking my spot near Alex.

“She’s getting bigger.” Iris’s tone is quite bland as she looks at Phoebe, and I try to smooth out my frown.

The last time she saw Phoebe was seven weeks ago. Of course, she’s gotten bigger.

I’m happy to tolerate the rudeness towards me, but I do not appreciate the way she’s looking at my daughter.

“She can already roll over,” Ben says, sticking his tongue out at his sister. I love how excited he is when he shares this. I know if I could feel his emotions like I can Topher’s that he’d be actually lit up in joy.

Iris harrumphs, scrunching her nose up as if that is not a good thing.

Ben notices, and his tone is dangerous as he says, “Don’t be jealous of my daughter, Iris.”

“Well, she’s not really your daughter, is she?” Iris mutters, crossing her arms in front of her chest. I freeze as three growls are levelled her way. She flinches, her face paling, even under the makeup. “That is not what I meant.”

“But it is what you said, sister,” Alex says, tightening his hold on me. He’s trying to be soothing. Max’s low grumbles combined with the sparks usually do work. Right now, though, my blood is so cold I think I may develop hypothermia.

Alex levels Iris with an undecipherable look. “Maia is ours, and that is enough to make Phoebe ours. Do not disrespect my mate or daughter like that.”

“But more than that, our wolves have bonded. The claim is there, as you know.” Unlike Alex, Topher’s tone is completely hostile. “You owe my mate an apology for the rudeness.”

Iris’s back stiffens, and she’s gaping at Topher. I can feel the anger he’s feeling, but more than that is the disappointment. He’s weighed down by it, and on the offensive, as he gives his sister a stern look.

He’s not impressed, and I can feel his anger building as the seconds tick by.

I really, really do not want them to fight. Not in front of Phoebe, and honestly, not at all. I don’t expect the confrontation with their parents to go well, and the reunion with their aunt and uncle next month is going to go even worse… I just want this one family event to be nice.

It’s not too much to ask. Right?

“Um, it’s okay, honest, I don’t—” I start, desperate to keep the peace. Alex places his palm on my thigh, pressing down gently, as the sparks intensify.

“I’m sorry for the disrespect, Maia,” Iris bites out. Her eyes are narrowed into slits, and I can feel the venom in her words as she glares at me through her brother.

I give her a tense smile and pray that we drop the subject. I don’t know what her issue is, although she was a little hostile last time we met, too, but it’s clear that this isn't work stress.

She genuinely does not seem to like me.

And that’s okay. But I will do my best to keep the peace and cause no issues.

I’m an only child, and except for Phoebe, my family is all dead. The situation between the quads and most of their family is tense at best and downright murderous at worst.

I don’t want to be the reason that they cut off another member.

“That was not—” Topher snarls, and Iris seems to gear up for a fight. Topher’s emotions are even more negative, and it’s like the air chills.

Even Phoebe is quiet as she gazes up at us. I wish I could hear her wolf like the guys can.

“So, your mates are coming today as well?” I ask Iris, cutting off Topher’s angry words. I give him a pleading look, begging with him to drop it.

He nods once, his jaw clenched, as I turn to his sister with the biggest smile I can muster.

She nods, a sour expression on her face. “Yeah. Aaron and Brad are off for a week or so before they’re back out, so they’ll be over with Cade.”

“They’ll be done for the summer soon enough, and then you’ll be sick of them,” Alex says. I appreciate his effort to keep the peace and squeeze his thigh in thanks.

She nods but shrugs. “It’ll be nice to have them home. It’s getting longer and longer each time they’re away.”

They chat a little about football, and I’ve got nothing interesting to add, so I focus on the small circles that Alex is rubbing into my thigh and the coos from my baby on the floor.

She’s showing off her rolling skills and lavishing in the attention that Ben is showering upon her.

The conversation comes to a stop, and none of them make an effort to start it back up. I feel so uncomfortable as we sit in this tense silence, the only sounds from Phoebe and her toys.

Iris’s gaze flickers between me, Phoebe, and her brothers, and the tension just builds and builds. I’ve never felt this out of my depth before.

I look up at Alex, the pressure in my chest burning. “Where’s Seb? I didn’t realise he had left.”

“He’s been gone an hour or so,” Ben says, getting up from the floor to take the armchair for himself. He stretches out, getting comfortable, and it’s such a sharp contrast to how I’m feeling.

Phoebe is pretty happy down there, and other than the constant stares at us, she’s pretty engaged.

“He’s just finishing up patrols. We wanted to make sure things were settled before we all clocked off for the night,” Alex says, dropping a kiss to my bare shoulder. I nod.

“You’re taking this alpha thing very seriously,” Iris mentions.

“Yes. This alpha thing,” Topher says, rolling his eyes.

Ben smirks. “It’s a good thing your men are rich, Iris, because you don’t have the brains or the looks.”

I gasp, but Iris just flips him off.

“I’ve heard you’ve been really stepping up on the patrols, though,” Iris says, looking at Topher. “Why?”

He winks at her. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

“I can smell the scent of you, even here. You’re truly marking your boundaries around your home,” she continues. I don’t think it's a worry that I can hear in her tone, but she’s definitely unsettled.

Alex realises, too, and he sits forward, patting Iris’s leg. “Don’t worry. You and the pack are safe.”

“Is this because of—” Iris starts, but she’s interrupted by Phoebe, who grunts and then whines very loudly.

I lean over, getting ready to help her, but Alex places his hand on my chest and shakes his head. She’s struggling to roll over and is getting frustrated because of it.

She whines again, but instead of crying, she just shifts into her wolf and charges over to the ball that she wants.

“Oh, my gosh,” I say, sitting back slightly. My head feels light as I watch the little grey wolf bounding around. “She did that on purpose—right?”

Topher nods at me, a huge grin on his face. “Seb’s going to be so upset he missed this.”

“You little angel,” Ben says, dropping down to the floor. He lifts Phoebe into his arms, laughing as she licks his face. “You’re such a clever girl, aren’t you, Pheebs?”

“Oh, how… peculiar. She’s so little.” Iris leans in close, looking at my daughter in her wolf form as she clambers all over Ben with her tiny little paws. “She’s quite cute.”

Her words are nice. But the look on her face combined with that tone… it gives me an eerie feeling, and I don’t like it.

“Very cute,” Ben says, grinning at Phoebe. “Toph, toss me her ball back. She’s desperate to play.”

“You play with her with a ball?” Iris tilts her head as a knock at the door sounds.

“It’ll be Talia with her men, or maybe even Iris’s mates,” Alex says, pressing a kiss to my temple. “I’ll get it.”

I snuggle into the sofa a little more, feeling a little overwhelmed. Phoebe starts chasing the ball, and Ben is put out every time she bats it past him. She’s playing alone—not with him, despite how much he’s trying to be involved.

“Oh, hey,” Alex says. I peek over, but can’t see who is at the door from my angle. “I thought you were Talia and her lot.”

“No,” a pretty familiar voice answers. I sit up straight, turning to look at the door, as Alex moves back to let them come in.

Three very identical and familiar men enter the room. All three of them are dressed differently. One in a suit, one in a tracksuit, and one is wearing a red shirt with a pair of light grey shorts.

But that’s their only difference. They’ve got dark brown, fluffy hair and bright green eyes. They’re all very slender, and a little shorter than my mates.

Athletic builds and cheeky grins on the back two.

The one in the suit is far more uptight, a very intense kind of confidence surrounding him, whilst the other two are a lot more relaxed.

This is either a huge coincidence, or fate has truly been having fun playing with my life for a lot longer than I thought.
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“Oh, my god, Cade, hi,” I say, grinning at the trio of men. I’m very, very surprised that he’s here, and wave, since I have no idea which is which between the three of them.

Cade is a man I know—well, a man I’ve known for a little while—and whilst I’m guessing he’s the one at the front in the suit, I’m not too sure with the full trio here. It’s been a good few years since I’ve seen him, but he practically looks the same.

Two of the men give the one in a suit a weird look as he beams at me in return, and it’s pretty clear. That one’s Cade.

He strides over to me, coming to a stop behind the armchair that Ben was sitting on a few moments ago and rests against it. “Maia. How are you doing? Wait—” He looks around the room at each of my mates and gasps. “Fucking hell, what a coincidence.”

His voice is the exact same baritone, the Northern accent strong, but his words are polished. He’s uptight… until he’s not.

“You two know each other?” Iris is not impressed, and she rises from the sofa, glowering at her mate as if he’s done something wrong by being on friendly terms with me.

I don’t think that she’s jealous. In fact, I’m horrified to think she could be. Cade’s nearly ten years older than I am, and I knew him a lot during my teenage years.

“You know I’ve been involved with the Howling Hope foundation for years now,” Cade says, and Iris nods, not happy at all. She taps her left boot against the floor, the clicking sound making me cringe. “Maia’s mum was the founder of it, and Maia and I have run into each other a few times over the years at events and even in the offices.”

“I see.” Iris purses her lips, crossing her arms in front of her chest. It’s very obvious that she does not see.

“Let’s chat outside so that we’re not being rude to your brothers,” Cade says, narrowing his eyes at his mate. He gives my men a nod and pats my shoulder as he passes. “We’ll catch up soon, Maia, but it’s very nice to see you again.”

I smile as he and Iris head out towards the garden, but I’m not too sure what’s going on with them.

“Iris is in trouble,” Ben says, elongating the syllables with a smirk on his face. He rolls Phoebe’s ball, and she scampers after it as Alex shuts the door.

Aaron—or Brad—kicks Ben as they sit down behind him on the sofa. “Don’t be a dick to your sister.”

“Don’t swear in front of my child,” Alex replies, and the man laughs.

I look between the two triplets, unable to spot anything different between them except their clothing. “Sorry, I’m going to be rude, but there’s going to be a lot of identical people here soon, and I have no idea which of you is which.”

“Sorry, love,” the one standing says with a laugh. “I’m Brad, and that’s Aaron over there. It’s very nice to meet you.”

I smile. Red shirt is Brad, and the one in the full tracksuit is Aaron.

“They’re not used to having to introduce themselves,” Ben says, smirking at me. “You’ve just humbled their egos, darling.”

“Can’t deny it,” Brad says with a laugh.

“How do you know Cade?” Topher asks, raising an eyebrow at me. There’s genuine curiosity pulsating in my chest and a little bit of annoyance.

I’m still not the best at figuring out his feelings, but I don’t think that he’s mad at me here. I think those feelings are directed at Iris.

“We ran into each other a few times, like he said,” I say with a shrug, smiling at him.

Ben laughs. “And here we thought you’d prefer the professional football players.” He looks up at Aaron and smirks. “Seems you’re not the shit, yet again.”

“Language,” Alex says, glaring at Ben.

“Don’t worry, our nephews will be here in a few, and they’ll love us,” Brad says, waggling his brows at Ben. “Why would they care about you, when I get them⁠—”

Phoebe howls loudly, and both men jump, their eyes raking around the room to find her. I dart up from the sofa to see her scratching at the floor. I don’t understand why.

“Her ball is stuck,” Alex says softly. He bends down to grab it for her, and I nod slowly.

My heart is pounding, but she seems happy enough as she gets her ball back. She chases after it, her little tail wagging. I slowly sit back down, hoping my body will calm.

“I didn’t realise she was here,” Aaron mutters, shaking his head. “She’s fucking tiny.”

“Language,” Topher says, this time.

I laugh. “Give over, you swear plenty.”

He smirks at me, genuine amusement pouring from him. It lightens my anxiety, having him feel so good. “I’m her dad. I’m allowed to swear. Her uncles are meant to be the good ones.”

Ben rolls his eyes. “And what am I?”

“A dickhead,” Brad, Aaron, and Topher say at once.

I reach down and pat Ben’s head. “I think you’re lovely.”

“Oh, Maia,” Brad groans, his green eyes lit up in amusement. His face is clean-shaven, but he’s got dimples when he grins. “I thought we could be friends.”

“Her first red flag was liking Cade,” Aaron stage-whispers before laughing once more. It’s eerie that his laugh sends me back to the past, to when Cade would laugh like that.

The similarities between these carbon copy werewolves is freaky.

Phoebe charges over to Aaron and barks at him from the floor. He leans down, offering his hand out, and she nudges his hand with her head before tugging at his tracksuit pants.

“Can I lift her up?” Aaron asks, looking at me for permission.

I look at Topher, who laughs and nods. Aaron lifts her into his arms and strokes her head softly as she buries her face into his chest, letting out another small howl.

“She must like the way you smell,” Ben says, turning around on the floor to glare at Aaron. “What food you got hidden? She’s not allowed to eat yet.”

Aaron’s face lights up in amusement. “None. Clearly, she just likes me.”

He doesn’t even flinch as Phoebe shifts in his arms, he simply adjusts his hold. “Oh, she’s beautiful, Maia. Congratulations.”

I grin, a feeling of warmth filling me. “Thank you.”

“Who does she like the best?” Aaron asks, smirking over at Topher. “I bet it’s not you.”

“Maia,” my three men say as one.

“It’s not very fair when she’s the one with the boobs,” Ben mutters, and we all chuckle. Phoebe’s eyes are drifting closed as Aaron holds her against his chest.

“Can’t blame me for mother nature,” I tease.

He rolls his eyes and looks up at Aaron. “When are you lot thinking about kids?”

“None of our business, Ben,” I counter, and I’m the one to kick him this time. Brad gives me an appreciative nod, and whilst I have no idea why, I don’t ask.

It’s nobody’s business on whether a family is going to be grown other than the people who are making and growing the baby.

“It was just a question,” he mutters, leaning his head back onto my knees.

“She looks so much like you,” Aaron says, smiling down at Phoebe. “She’s gorgeous, Maia. You must be so proud.”

“I am.” I smile over at them, my heart feeling so warm at seeing Phoebe get a good and warm reception from her family members.

The door bangs open, and I turn to smile at Seb, but he doesn’t look at me as he pushes it shut behind him. Instead, he charges over to where Aaron is holding Phoebe, and Aaron looks up at him with a smirk.

“Mine.” Seb’s one word growl sends tingles through my body, goosebumps appearing on my skin.

He leans in and takes Phoebe from Aaron, lifting her up to his face. My heart literally melts when he rubs his nose against hers and lets out a soft purr. She smiles, and he lifts her to his chest, her head resting on his shoulder, as he glowers at Aaron.

“Move.”

Aaron laughs. “Find somewhere else to sit, bro, I’m pretty cosy here next to your beaut⁠—”

His words are cut off when Seb growls low, and most of the men start to laugh. Aaron does get up, moving to the empty armchair, and Seb comes to sit by me, beckoning me into his side.

“Dramatic much?” I tease, pressing a soft kiss to Seb’s jaw. I’d say he needs a shave, but that never works with the four of them.

I wonder if they did it all at the same time if it would take.

“Missed you.” I let out an audible aw and press another kiss to his skin, letting the sparks soothe him.

I rest my head on his shoulder, and he kisses the top of it before glaring at his brother’s-in-law.

I don’t know why his possessive nature is so… enticing, but I truly do love it.

“Talia’s here,” Ben calls just as the door sounds. Seb adjusts Phoebe so that he can cuddle with me without handing her over to me as Alex gets up once more to let the next group of people in.

The house gets full very quickly, and it’s not just Iris’s two mates who are disheartened that the twin boys aren’t here—mine are, too.

The men all start to chat, their boisterous energy changing the atmosphere, and not in a good way for me. Talia takes off her long coat and comes over to sit with Ben, Seb, and I.

Her long blonde hair is braided, and she’s wearing a very pretty pink dress that separates her looks from Iris. She’s so elegant as she sits and crosses her legs, and her smile is warm, but also a little tense.

“Where are my nephews?” Ben demands.

“They’re at a playdate,” Talia says, smiling at Ben’s pout. “Sorry, baby brother. Next time, they’ll be here, too. They’re desperate to see Phoebe again.”

Ben shrugs. “Just means Phoebe can get all of the attention this time then, I suppose.”

Talia nods, moving over to sit down on the empty sofa. She sniffs and looks around the room. “Where’s Iris?”

“Outside, getting yelled at by Cade,” Ben says with a smirk.

“He’s not yelling at her,” Aaron says with a roll of his eyes. He moves from the group of men and comes to sit down next to Talia.

Phoebe whines, and Seb moans but hands her over to me with a very reluctant offer.

“Sorry,” I say, laughing at my grouchy mate. I unzip the section of my dress that opens to my boob and unsnap my bra, feeding my nipple through the opening.

Phoebe latches immediately, and I look up to see Talia frowning at me as the men have all turned even further away.

I sigh and look down at Phoebe instead. It’s my house—sort of—I shouldn’t feel so uncomfortable. I don’t understand why I do.

Before they came over the first time, Alex told me how they were excited to meet me, and yet, the first time, they were a little hostile. More concerned with each other than me, and that’s fine.

It really was.

But today, it’s been a little more one-on-one, and it’s been rough for me having such hostility from Iris, and then from Talia. Iris’s men have been lovely, but Talia’s haven’t said more than a few words to me.

I hear the backdoor open, and Iris storms through, with Cade hot on her heels. I peek at her from under my eyelashes, and she comes to a sudden stop, anger still simmering in her gaze, before smiling at her sister.

They reunite, hugging and grinning, and the guys all roll their eyes. Seb tugs me in even closer to him as Cade enters the room.

He seems a lot less happy than his mate, but he greets Seb, Lyle, and Kyle before coming to sit near me.

“So, Maia, how the fuck—how the…” He trails off, narrowing his eyes as he tries to think over how to word it without swearing. “How did you find these guys?”

“We found her,” Alex says, winking at me.

“No, we found her,” Ben says, gesturing to Seb and himself. “You fuckers would’ve been oblivious if it wasn’t for me.”

“Oh, yes,” Alex says, snorting. “You could’ve kept her entire existence a secret if it weren’t for Seb being there and ruining it.”

“Exactly.”

I giggle, and Ben rolls his eyes.

“I didn’t even realise you were living up here,” Cade says. His gaze hardens slightly. “I’m truly sorry for your loss, Maia. I wish I was able to see you at the funeral.”

I give him a tense smile. “It was a busy day. I just appreciate you going.”

“I had great respect for your mum,” he says. “I wish I could have⁠—”

“Okay,” Talia calls, everyone falling silent. Cade sighs, mouthing “later” at me, again.

“Can everyone come and grab the trays from the car so that I can get dinner served?” She claps her hands, and I watch in amusement as most of the men get up to go grab food.

Seb doesn’t since I’m leaning against him with Phoebe, and Cade doesn’t move, either. Topher holds the door open, but everyone else heads out, chattering and laughing away.

“You three, too,” Talia says, giving the three men a dirty look.

“No.” Seb doesn’t even look up from Phoebe as he replies to his sister. I giggle.

“Don’t encourage him,” Iris snaps. I flinch.

“Iris,” Cade says with a warning in his tone. “We’re not doing this again. You will be polite to your brother’s mate and my friend.”

“Mhm.” She rolls her eyes and storms through to the kitchen, Talia hot on her tails. The guys start coming in with food items, and I keep my head bowed despite three eyes being trained on me.

“What’s going on with my sister?” Topher demands.

Cade sighs. “Nothing you need to concern yourself about. She’s just having a rough time with your mum right now.”

“Mum?” Seb asks, lifting his head up. He’s not the only one who is intrigued.

I can feel Topher’s merging with mine, and the two of us also peer at Cade.

“She’ll tell you if she wants to,” Cade says, shaking his head when Topher tries to press. “You know what it’s like trying to get in between the two of them. Your mum is lovely, to us, but she’s hard on Iris, and it’s not helping that⁠—”

He falls silent, shaking his head again. “It’s nothing for you to worry about.”

“I see.” Topher purses his lips together, understanding pouring from him. It’s strange because I’m only more confused by Cade’s vague words.

The door opens, and the men come in and out with trays, the rest of us sitting quiet as they do. I feel a little guilty that Talia did all the cooking when we could have ordered in or even prepared ourselves.

“Hey, what’s with the extra patrols?” Brad asks, dropping down onto the armchair. “Your house is securely marked, and it wasn’t like this the last time I was over.”

“Oh, fuck, I forget how little you guys are actually here,” Lyle—or Kyle—says, coming in from the kitchen. “It’s with all the reports about the rogues, right? They’ll be in their overprotective states with their pup and mate here.”

The twin looks to Topher for confirmation, and whilst Topher doesn’t visibly react, a pang of shock hits me so hard it knocks the breath out of me. He didn’t know.

“The rogues?” Alex asks, taking a seat next to me and Phoebe. He’s tense, despite acting nonchalant.

This is not something my guys knew about.

“There’s been a few reports of it over the last few months,” Lyle—or Kyle—says, tilting his head as he rests against the wall. “I’ve passed a few of them onto your dad myself. There’s been a few sightings of rogue wolves, apparently, but more than that has been the scent of them. Numerous trails appearing out of nowhere, leading nowhere. We’ve been chasing our tails, really, trying to figure it out.”

“The scent of them.” Alex’s words are bland, but if his emotions are playing as much turmoil as Topher’s are, I can imagine how unsettled he is.

“No trail?” Seb demands. He’s angry, and despite his gentle hold on me, I can feel the tension he’s carrying.

“That’s not why you’re running patrols,” Brad says with a frown. “So why are you upping the protection for the pack if you had no idea about this issue?”

“I thought…” Lyle—or Kyle—trails off, coming to sit down as well. He spreads his legs, leaning on his knees.

“We thought wrong, Kyle,” Lyle says, narrowing his eyes. He’s wearing the blue turtleneck, so at least I’ll be able to tell them apart now, too. “What’s going on, Christopher?”

“Nothing to concern yourself with,” Topher says. He can’t muster up enough to actually calm them. The bond is thrumming with his unhappiness, and I get the feeling that this is going to be another nail in the coffin that his parents are creating. “But rest assured, nobody has reported any concerns to us whilst my parents have been away.”

“They wouldn’t,” Kyle says with a guilty frown. “Your dad made me the person for that. Any sightings are to be reported to me, for me to pass onto him whilst he’s away. He wants to keep track of it all, and well…”

Topher snarls so loudly I jump in my seat. Phoebe’s eyes fly open, and she lets out a wail. Seb grabs her from me, pressing her into his chest, and kisses her head as he growls lowly to calm her.

I rush to cover my nipple as the kitchen door flies open and both Talia and Iris are standing there in shock.

“What is going on in here?” Talia demands, looking around at us all. Seb’s managed to calm Phoebe down, but Topher is the complete opposite.

“Our parents are fucking idiots,” Ben says. “How long for dinner?”

The girls exchange a confused look, but Talia tells him they’ll be about fifteen minutes. Ben nods, and they return to the kitchen.

“I want you to tell me everything you know and everything you’ve been keeping from us,” Topher says.

Kyle frowns. “I can’t do that. I’m under an Alpha⁠—”

“Then we will break it,” Topher snarls, glaring at his brother-in-law. “We’re the current leaders of this pack⁠—”

“For a couple more days,” Cade says with a frown. “But when you blow everything apart, are you going to protect them?”

Topher nods. “I promise you now, the pack will be ours before the week is out.”

“That’s treason,” Brad says lightly.

“And highly punishable.”

Topher smirks, and Ben and Alex chuckle. Seb’s the only one of my guys who doesn’t react, since he’s still calming Phoebe down. My eyes flicker between each person, and I don’t know how to react.

“Trust me,” Topher says with a devious smirk. “There’s nothing they can do to me. I will be the alpha of this pack, and I won’t be sitting around letting rogue wolves infiltrate our lands.”

Kyle nods. “Good to know.”

“So, sit down, let us break this command, and you can fill us in on what has been happening in this pack beneath my nose.”

I don’t understand what happened, but the dynamics in the room have changed, and even the atmosphere. It’s super charged now, tingles at the back of my neck as I look into the determined faces of every man in this room.

It’s as if something is going to go down and it feels deeper than just taking the pack from their parents.

The confidence radiating from Topher is immense, though, and I’m content to bask in it.
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Phoebe’s upstairs in her crib, and I’ve got the baby monitor in my lap, the remainder of uneaten food on the plate in front of me. Ben had promised he’d eat as much of it as he could so that I didn’t offend Talia.

I told him it couldn’t be that bad, and that, no, I’d be fine. After a few mouthfuls, I absolutely begged him to eat it. He agreed, on one condition. And, strangely enough, I’m looking forward to him claiming it.

Our little game has clearly fallen to the wayside now with the anger simmering in the air between the siblings. The last person had barely put their fork down before the argument started, and it seems like the twins are on their parents’ side of this rogue argument, my mates are on the other, and their mates are just trying to calm everything down.

Aaron was smart enough not to speak back up after Iris told him he’s never here so doesn’t get to comment, and Ben backed it up.

I was smart enough never to even open my mouth in the first place.

This is one argument that I do not want to be involved in.

“She will never think you’re good enough,” Topher snarls, glaring at his eldest sister. I flinch, not sure who she is, but the hurt that fills Talia’s face is enough for me to know this was a horrid jab.

They were arguing over the pack issues that’s been happening and the dangers of it all. But now, he’s getting personal, and I have no doubt that Talia and Iris will return it.

They’re vicious, and angry, and so, so unhappy.

I can only feel Topher’s feelings, but they feel like a heavy weight on top of me. Not enough to drag me down, but enough that I’m full of sorrow and a desperate urge to soothe him.

Talia crosses her arms in front of her chest, her hazel eyes narrowed into slits as she sneers at her brother. “I’m not trying to gain her approval, brother. I am my own woman.”

“Oh, but you aren’t. You’re so pathetic, sniffing around, begging her to love you. The desperation pours from you, and it fucking stinks.”

Talia snarls, her eyes flashing blue as her wolf makes a brief appearance. “Don’t you dare talk to me like that, Christopher. I’m a member of this pack, and my unhappiness over your little discussion here has nothing to do with me trying to earn mummy’s approval.

“I do not want to be part of plots to try and usurp our parents. They’ll hand the pack to you all when you are ready. You clearly aren’t, so stop throwing a little tantrum and trying to find ways that you can be so much better, when clearly, you’re just as desperate as I am.

“You may have reinforced your home, but you’ve not done that to the pack. Your protection is extended to your mate only, and if you knew nothing about the rogues, then why bother tightening security? My mates might not have questioned that, but I am.”

“That’s none of your business, sister,” Alex says, his tone far calmer than any of theirs. “But it’s got nothing to do with these rogue scents, and if we were informed on that issue, we’d have taken very different steps.”

“And besides, you’re crying about the fact that we’re going against our parents,” Topher says, using a whiny tone of voice when imitating his sister, “but I was strong enough to break George’s hold on your mate. So I’m at least stronger than one of our parents.”

Topher smirks at his sister, but it’s not a nice look. It’s one I don’t often see from Topher anymore, one so smug and full of himself, and I hate that this situation has brought this nasty side out of him.

His anger is so strong it’s starting to pulsate through our bond and overwhelm my system. I’m finding it hard to breathe through it, the burning edges of it causing my nerves to sting.

I clutch the baby monitor tighter in my hands, low-key praying Phoebe will wake up, and I can escape this little showdown. I’m not brave enough to get in the middle of this sibling argument, but worse than that, I’m not stupid enough to get into the middle of an argument with so many angry werewolves.

The food was nice. The conversation is even nicer.

But it wasn’t this venomous to start with, at least.

Now, they’re ready to rip each other apart, and honestly, I don’t think they’ll stick to the verbal insults. I’m not sure if my men would actually fight their sisters, but I don’t know the girls well enough to say if they’ve got the same restraint.

Iris’s men have already tried to intervene a few times on her behalf, and she’s taken their head off, but I have no doubt that if it were to get physical, the men would not be able to control themselves.

It’s a little worrying.

“I’m sure you are,” Talia scoffs. “But they’d be able to overpower you.”

“And I’m strong enough to knock our father’s on their asses.” Topher glares at his sister. “You’re acting like I’m doing this out of spite or some stupid little rebellion. The wolves won’t ever be content until the strongest is on top. Our pack is in danger every single day with our parents ruling and under-utilising us.

“They’ve been gone for a month without informing us of these threats that not only were they aware of, but they were actively working to keep from us. Actual threats. I’ve got a child now, Talia, and I’m appalled that you’d be on their side and not mine.”

My head hurts, and I can’t believe that this is another thing that’s happened with their family. I couldn’t… I grew up in a home where I was loved, where my family supported one another, no matter their views or their opinions.

My mum’s “spite company” still had the full support of my granddad, and despite them arguing over policies and politics, they still loved each other enough that they’d never act this way.

I know I come from a place of privilege compared to my men and their family.

I may have lost my parents, but it was to an accident, not to a… murder and a death. It’s not a comparison, but if it were, the guys would have won.

Ryan lived a hard life, but I don’t think his cousins have had it any easier.

And it’s hard to sit here and watch this. It’s so personal, so intimate, and so damaging.

“It shouldn’t ever be a battle of sides,” Talia snarls, and Iris nods, backing her sister. “And don’t ever doubt my love for my children. I’d do anything to protect them. You’re barely a parent, don’t try and tell me how I should be behaving.”

“Barely a parent.” Alex echoes her words, his face pale, his tone devoid of emotion. I wish I could feel how he felt.

Iris lets out a hollow laugh. “It’s fucking ridiculous that you’re sitting here so high and mighty when I know exactly who fathered your child. Who even gives a fuck about her?”

I flinch as numerous eyes fly my way. My stomach churns, and bile rises up in my throat, but I do my best to keep my face unbothered. Her words hurt so badly that I ache. It kills me to know she feels this way.

But the disgust in Topher’s emotions, the increase in his anger, and the absolute devastation in his feelings, prove to me that he does not feel the same way as his sister.

Ben and Alex have to grab Seb and hold him back because his snarl is so vicious. My men don’t feel the same way.

And whilst that’s nice, it kills me to know that Ryan’s entire family won’t ever love her. They can’t see past their history with her dad to love her for her.

Which kills me.

“You didn’t think we’d notice the scent, did you, brother?” Iris sneers, laughing.

“What are you going on about, peaches?” Aaron asks, looking between the men and his mate.

“They’re keeping secrets from us,” Iris says, laughing bitterly. “Ryan Grey, the pathetic cousin of ours, fathered their little pup. That entire branch of our family is toxic, Aaron. You remember, don’t you, Cade?” Her words seem to be upsetting her mate as well as mine. “They’re murderers with no morals, and here you are raising one of their children, acting as if she’s yours.”

Bile rises in my throat, tears pricking at my eyes. I hang my head, unable to let her words wash over me whilst hiding a reaction. I don’t understand her hatred, but that doesn’t mean she’s not entitled to it.

But now, it all makes sense, why she’s been so stand-offish since she got here today.

Doesn’t excuse last time, though.

“It’s disgusting,” Iris finishes.

My throat closes up, and I can’t bear to look at her. I can’t do it. I feel foolish for not considering the way that they’d feel.

“That is enough,” Cade snarls, glaring at his mate. “Maia has been nothing but⁠—”

“Oh, fuck off,” Iris hisses, glaring at her mate. “We all know how you felt about the fucking Greys. So, of course, you’d care about their newest spawn.”

My heart is pounding, sweat forming on my palms, as the tensions increase. My body is frozen, unable to get up and leave like my brain is begging for.

I can’t do this. I can’t sit here and take this.

And yet, I am.

Because I’m pathetic.

“Do not fucking dare talk about my daughter like that,” Kane roars, slamming his hands down on the table, after wrestling himself away from Alex and Ben. “My daughter is not born of her father’s sins. But more than that—her father has no sins.”

“He killed her,” Talia and Iris snarl at the same time.

“He was a child.” My words are a whisper, and everyone freezes, looking at me, almost as if they forgot I was there. I don’t look at anyone but Kane, his bright green eyes holding me in place, giving me confidence.

“My… Ryan was a child when you lost your cousin. He couldn’t have done anything. But what’s worse was it was never his job to. That fell to his parents, to the adults in her life. It was their job to protect their daughter. You shouldn’t have lost her.

“But that did not fall onto him, and what's more, it does not fall onto my daughter.”

“Ours,” Kane says, giving me a nod.

“Maia is correct,” Cade says, giving Iris a soft look. “We’ve had this argument so many times, love, and we can’t keep living in this grief. Morgan is gone, but we don’t need to keep up the life of hatred.”

“They killed her.”

The words “and your mum killed Ryan” is on the tip of my tongue, but I bite it back at Kane’s subtle head shake.

“That’s enough. All of you calm down, now,” Alex snarls, and I feel the pressure behind his words from Max working with him as everyone has no choice but to fall silent and relax. “Enough. I don’t know what you think you know, but you know nothing.”

He rises to his feet, his eyes looking between each person, and he sighs at the faces of annoyance and devastation. “A lot is going on that you girls know nothing about, and I’m not going to sit here and let you act like you do. Your words towards my child are not okay, and they will be dealt with. We’re not living like this.

“If you want to live the rest of your life full of anger and hatred, then you do that. But it won’t be in our lives, and it won’t be in this pack. My mate and daughter come first. You will always side with our parents⁠—”

“Daddy’s girl with huge mummy issues,” Ben mutters, his eyes narrowed into slits as he glares at Iris.

“Enough,” Alex warns as he looks at Ben. Ben nods, but he flips Alex off behind his back, so it’s clear he didn’t take the warning to heart. “We’re going to talk with Kyle about the rogue issue. We’re going to figure out what’s been happening and especially what has happened whilst we’ve been in charge. And then, we’re going to take it to our parents and most likely take the pack whilst we’re at it.”

Talia crosses her arms in front of her chest and nods once. Iris doesn’t even react. As much as I wish I had the bond to Alex so I could feel the way he does, I know for a fact that it’s for the best so that he can’t feel me.

“A lot has happened that you’re not aware of regarding Maia, and Phoebe, and their history with Ryan Grey, and I’m not going to sit here and let you disrespect either of them.” He sits back down and looks at his sisters in turn. “I love you both, I truly do, but Maia is my soulmate. And as my mate, I will not tolerate this behaviour towards her. Maia is not going to sit here in her own home and be glared at and insulted, and neither is our child.”

“Alex—” Talia starts, giving me an almost sheepish look before turning back to her brother.

“Oh, I know your feelings had nothing at all to do with Ryan Grey,” Topher says, and my eyes fly over to him. He looks his sister up and down and sighs, giving her a sad smile. “Your issues are because my mate gave birth to a female wolf, and you did not.”

“Oh, Talia,” Lyle says, his voice cracking as he reaches over to take his mate’s hand. Her eyes fill with tears, and she hangs her head in shame.

My heart goes out to her, but I make no effort to reassure her.

“Our mother is a dick, and we’ve told you that numerous times,” Alex says. “She’s never ever going to find you worthy. You’re doomed, either way. Get therapy. Get help for your insecurities.” He sits back in his seat, seemingly unbothered as Lyle comforts his mate, and I’m genuinely surprised by his cold attitude. “But do not ever behave this way again, sister of mine, or you’ll find yourself unwelcome in our home.”

Alex never raises his voice, his tone is always calm and pleasant, even his demeanour is relaxed. He’s so authentic, though, as he speaks, you can’t look away. The charisma combined with the absolute certainty that he will do this has Talia sighing and giving in.

“Mum loves us,” Talia says before sighing heavily. “But I know that our relationship isn’t healthy. I’m not…” She rubs at her face, sitting back in the seat. “As far as I’m aware, the rogue sightings are all bullshit. Nobody has actually seen one.”

Iris clenches her jaw, ignoring the look from each of her men. Whilst Talia’s “given in”, Iris has not, and I’m very concerned. Based on the tension each of my men are all carrying as they eye her, I know that they are, too.

“They haven’t?” Topher asks his sister, raising an eyebrow. The two eldest siblings from their own multiple sets start chatting back and forth. No anger, no hostility, no threats. They’re just calm.

My eyes widen, shock filling me, as I see how with that one action, they’ve all relaxed.

“Siblings,” Ben whispers to me with a knowing smirk.

“Only child,” I mutter back, in awe that this argument has now just dropped.

They were vicious towards each other, and now, they don’t even seem upset as they just adapt. It’s weird, and I can’t even begin to understand it.

“No,” Kyle confirms, finally finding his voice now that the siblings are no longer at each other’s throats. “There have been claims, but nobody has ever actually confirmed it. The scents, however, do exist.”

Iris is silent, as are her men, but based on their bright eyes, I’m wondering if they’re maybe communicating amongst themselves.

“And my dad thought it was better to not fucking tell us.” Topher glares at the table, his anger burning away inside him.

“If it helps, I don’t think many people know,” Kyle says.

“No, I don’t think it does,” Ben says with a sneer. “Because we’re not just anyone, we’re the future alphas and should be filled in on this sort of thing. Fucking idiot that you are.”

Kyle doesn’t bite, but I reach under the table to kick Ben’s leg. I missed and hit Seb instead. He doesn’t care.

Topher’s feelings are a lot less concerned now that he’s heard this, though, and I don’t understand it. He’s more relaxed, more focused, but also seems to have some form of understanding regarding these rogue sightings. Well, smellings?

He’s come to some realisation, I just don’t know what of.

“Let’s take this inside,” Alex says, and the rest of the table nod. Iris and her three mates don’t make a move, though. “We’ll break it down properly with who has seen what and when.”

“I’ve got the information,” Kyle says.

“I’ll clear this up whilst you guys talk,” I murmur, and Seb hangs back to help me, as everyone else heads inside. My boobs are aching a little, and I’m exhausted. The nights are long when I’m waking up numerous times per night with my tiny infant, and after socialising a lot tonight, my social battery is drained.

I really don’t want to be part of another heavy conversation. Especially this one, that, well, I don’t have to be involved in. I’ve got nothing to contribute and don’t really understand half of what they’re saying. Instead, I can hide out in the kitchen washing up dishes as they figure it out, and then, hopefully, I can go to sleep.
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“Our parents are fucking dickheads,” Topher snarls, glaring at Alex. The twins and their mates left only ten minutes ago or so, and my men have lost any little bit of calm that they possessed.

Well, Topher has. He’s furious and has barely taken a breath to pause in his tirade of why.

Ben escaped quickly to go to the toilet. I hope he’s not actually in pain from the dinner, but I don’t blame him for running from this conversation. Seb just walked out and didn’t say where he was going, but I’m not concerned about him, either.

I heard him enter my bedroom on the baby monitor, so he’ll be sitting with Phoebe, likely just keeping an eye on her, to keep her safe, with the concerns about the rogue scent thing.

The information shared by Kyle has really rattled them, but, from Topher’s kick off here, he seems to think that it’s just Ethan. Alex agrees, but neither man is sure how he’s doing it or what’s going on with his scent. Whilst they’re not too concerned about the pack’s safety, they are concerned about Phoebe and I.

However, that doesn’t mean Topher isn’t raging because his dads do not know that it’s “just” Ethan. To him, this oversight is an even bigger issue, and he’s furious at it.

“No arguments here. But let's reserve judgement until we actually get their side of the story, too.” Alex sounds tired, and I wish I could reach over and just soothe him.

“Their side of the story?” Topher roars, glaring at his brother. “There’s no side here. There’s just protection and reckless endangerment. They’ve had a huge threat hanging over their heads—over the heads of our pack—and rather than using their full resources to handle it, they’ve been hiding it from us.

“They’re cowards. The lowest scum of the alpha totem pole. Men who refuse to hand over the reigns long past their expiry date, and I’m mortified to know that I’m related to them. They’re weak, pathetic, and dangerous. What the fuck do they think they’re doing hiding something of this level?

“This behaviour should be impossible. Scents don’t just disappear. They don’t just fade away and lose track. Seb should’ve been informed. We should’ve been informed. We’d have worked our fucking asses off to do something about it.”

“I know,” Alex says.

“And yet you’re wanting to hear their side of things.” Topher snarls, whirling around to give Alex the biggest glower he can muster. “I’m honestly going to go over there immediately and⁠—”

“Enough.” My eyes widen when I realise it was me who spoke, and Topher falls silent.

“Sorry.” Topher sighs, rubbing the back of his neck. He’s embarrassed but still has adrenaline flooding through his system.

“You don’t need to be sorry,” I say softly. “But there’s no use shouting at Alex over it. Or any of us.” I scoot closer to the edge of the sofa and reach for his hand. “Could you go for a run or something? Calm down a little? We’re safe. Phoebe and I are home, and we’re unharmed. The pack is safe.”

He takes a deep breath and nods. “I’ll go for a run.”

“Run the patrols,” Alex says. “Check everything is okay. It’ll help Orion settle.”

Topher nods. He bends down and presses a kiss to my forehead before heading outside, not bothering to look back.

“Did you and Cade get much of a chance to talk?” Alex asks me, and I shake my head, getting comfortable against his side. “It’s a surprise that you both know each other.”

I rest my head on his chest and press a soft kiss to the bare skin. “It’s not like we’re friends. He was older—is older. But it’s nice to see someone familiar up here.”

“Have you known him for long?” He sounds pretty interested.

“Since he was about twenty, I think,” I say, trying to do the maths in my mind. It’s been about fourteen years or so. “He was always willing to help me do my homework when he was there. He started at first, just during an internship, and then once he started working for his firm, they were a big benefactor.”

He nods, pressing a kiss to my temple. “Interesting.”

“How come?” I ask, peering up at him.

“I’ve always thought he was the dickhead of Iris’s mates. He’s quite stern, very serious, and is the one who is… less willing to entertain Iris during her more dramatic moments,” Alex says, smiling wryly at me.

I push away, raising an eyebrow. “You’re mean to your sister.”

“After her kick off here tonight, you can’t say it’s not justified.”

I shrug, hating the tears that fill my eyes at her words. “I don’t know her, and so I can’t judge that. Your history with Ryan’s family is hard, and it’s… they don’t have me and Phoebe to work through it. Even you guys struggle.

“I don’t expect her to understand or to even accept it. Her words hurt. They hurt because of the way that she talked about Phoebe. The pure… nastiness. It hurt. She hates Ryan, and that was upsetting, sure, but my daughter.”

I sniffle, wiping my eyes, and I take the offered kiss.

“I’m so sorry, little butterfly.” He squeezes me tight. “I love you.”

“I know.” I rest my head on his chest again. “It’s not your fault. Tell me more about Talia and your mum.”

He sighs, but it’s one of relief. “My mum’s always had it hard in her eyes. You know about the issue with Aurora, with Henry choosing her over my mum. Then, and probably more importantly to my mum, there was the fact that Aurora had a wolf-born daughter, whilst my mum didn’t. She’s constantly been hard on the twins because of the fact that they weren’t wolves.

“It’s ridiculous, and my mum really should seek therapy and deal with her issues, but she’s content to blame the girls for being weak. So when Talia was pregnant, my mum was elated. In her eyes, this was her “fix”. Her way for Talia to reclaim the glory for our family.”

Alex sounds so pissed off here, and I know for a fact he doesn’t feel the same way that his family does. I love it. I love him.

“However, when Talia found out that she was having boys, my mum was horrid to her throughout the entire pregnancy, and even still, to this day, she’ll make rude comments and insult my sister for not being better.”

“Oh, wow.” My heart aches for her. Julie… she had it rough, but putting this much pressure on your children, for blaming them for being born… I can’t understand it.

“Iris has it worse,” Alex admits. “She hasn’t tried to start having kids, and in my mum's eyes, that’s an “even worse failure than Talia has done”. It’s… the twins are so desperate to earn her love that it can be difficult for them. They’ve never braved going against my parents, and it’s a shit situation.”

“That sounds awful,” I whisper, the sorrow I feel threatening to drag me under.

Alex grimaces, looking over at me. “I’m sorry for the way my sisters have treated you. I didn’t… the first night was harder to realise that they were so off-putting and rude. Looking back at it, I can see it clearly, but at the time, I ignored it. I’m sorry for how they treated you, and I’m sorry we let it happen.”

“Don’t be.” I genuinely mean that, too.

“You’re too sweet, Maia, but I am going to be sorry.” He gently cups my cheeks and leans in to press a soft kiss to my lips. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

“You’re exhausted,” he murmurs, and I nod with a heavy sigh. “Get yourself to bed. Phoebe will hopefully wake soon for a feed, and you can both get some good sleep.”

“Fingers crossed.” I yawn, and move away from him, stretching as I rise to my feet. “It’s Ben’s night tonight, isn’t it?”

He nods, giving me a warm smile. “I’m not sure if you’ll rid Seb from the bedroom, mind you.”

I laugh and shrug. I bend down and give him a soft kiss. “Then I’ll see you in the morning.”

I’m slow and sluggish as I head upstairs, and I need a good night’s sleep. Just one that will let me forget the hellish day this has been.

Because whilst the guys have all moved on to focusing on their pack… I’m a selfish girl who hasn’t. Instead, all that is playing on my mind is how much everyone hates me because I fell in love with a beautiful man who needed to learn that he was worthy of being loved without the shadow of his past hanging over him.
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“Hey, sorry we woke you,” I whisper, my voice hoarse with my tears. Alex just waves off my worries and charges forward. “What’s wrong? Why aren’t you in bed?”

“Pass her here,” he commands.

His voice is thick with sleep, and it makes it more gravelly than normal. It would be hot if I wasn’t on my second night of no sleep with a hysterical baby who seems to hate me, her crib, my boobs, and the dark.

She was very unsettled last night after Iris, Talia, and their mates went home, and Ben had a meeting this morning, so I sent him to his own room—reluctantly, but it was needed for his own sake.

I spent most of it walking her back and forth around the room, shushing her to sleep. Today has been hectic for my mates as they deal with the blowout of last night, so I’ve had very little sleep, and it’s starting to wear thin.

Tonight, Topher was meant to be my bed partner, but he wasn’t home when we got settled, and he’s not snuck in yet.

I’m a big girl. I can handle it.

It’s just hard.

“Babe, I’ve been watching you on that damn monitor of yours for the last few minutes, and it’s clear that you’re wrecked but weren’t planning on getting one of us to come and help. Sit your pretty ass down and let me take a turn with her.”

“Alex—”

“Now,” he says, and I sigh but obey him, even without him using his alpha voice. He’s right, even if it makes me feel guilty.

Phoebe’s cluster fed for two hours, draining me dry—literally and mentally—and now she just won’t settle unless I’m moving around the room. I’m happy to do it, but it’s exhausting when I’m running on empty. I pass her over to Alex and frown when she cuddles in and instantly closes her eyes.

“What in all of the magic?” I demand as exhausted tears well up, and he smirks at me as if he’s so talented.

I can’t even appreciate how attractive he is right now, dad-bossing it, because I just want to curl up in a ball and cry my exhaustion out. I’ve spent hours with her, trying to calm her down and soothe her unhappiness, and she has given me nothing.

But for Alex? Phoebe curls up and closes her eyes, acting like the little princess I know she is, taking the offered comfort and cuddles.

She’s a baby, and she’s not doing it to be vindictive. Logically, I know that. I can understand it. But right now, as I see her practically asleep in his arms, I’m filled with such anger. I’m exhausted. I’ve spent two whole days soothing her and loving her through this unhappy period.

And she doesn’t care. She chooses Alex over me. She thinks he’s better than I am.

And at this point, he probably is.

“Close your eyes, little butterfly,” he says, and I do, just as he starts humming a very melodic tune. I don’t know which of us is more into his voice, but both me and my daughter relax to it.

“She’s down,” Alex says softly, and my eyes fly open. How long has it been? “I’m going to settle her down in the crib, and you can come lay next to her.”

“She’s going to wake up,” I say, shaking my head mournfully. My voice is laced with my resignation, a bone-deep exhaustion filling my bones.

“Then she’ll cuddle with her mama in the big girl bed whilst I supervise,” he says, and I frown. “I know you’re against the idea of bed-sharing, but I promise you, I will not fall asleep. I’ll be sitting here the entire time, watching over you both until morning.”

“I… what if I hurt her?” My argument is weak, but I can’t shake the fear.

He moves towards me so impossibly fast my eyes can’t even track the movement, with his delicate hold still on my daughter.

“I’d never risk her, and I’d never allow you to, either,” he says, and I nod. Just like that, he’s got me in a trance. “If it would make you feel better, I can have one of the others sit with us, too, just in case I drift off.”

I shake my head, and he smiles. I move over to the bed and lay down, but I can’t figure out how to do this safely. What if I roll onto her? What if I put her on my chest, but she rolls off?

“On your side,” Alex says, and I hurry to obey. “And curl up into a c-shape.”

Once I’m in position, he gently places Phoebe in the gap between my arm, chest, and knees, and I relax when she cuddles in close. I smell her hair, the sweet baby smell overwhelming me, and I start to drift off, knowing that she’s okay.

When Phoebe starts rooting sometime later, I just tug my T-shirt off, throw it across the room, and help latch her to my boob. I fall asleep with her feeding, and it’s so fucking relaxing to be able to just sleep without thinking about anything except how adorably tiny her fingers are as they hold onto me.

I sleep better knowing she’s here with me, and she seems to settle better being with me. I don’t know how long the two of us sleep for, before I’m woken up again, but, god, do I feel rested. My eyes aren’t grainy, and my head doesn’t ache.

“Pass her here, love.” My eyes fly open, and I see it’s not Alex here with me, anymore, but Ben. Their voices are identical, as are nearly everything else about them—but their eyes are the only place where I can tell the difference. “She’s just finished another feed, and I heard a very loud trumpet sound, so unless you want to get that shit on your hands…”

I giggle and let him steal her from me. Alex appears with a glass of water for me, and I push up to a sitting position in bed as the two brothers start changing her nappy for me.

They’re adorable as they tag team it, and I’m curious as to how much their heightened sense of smell seems to affect them. Ben’s trying to hide his gags—since Alex told him off for showing such displeasure—but he seems to be genuinely affected by the smell.

My heart warms seeing it, and apparently, Phoebe really wants to make this a memorable morning for them both because, as they’re trying to tug the baby wipes out of the packet, they’re not giving her their full attention.

“Maia! Maia, help!” Ben shrieks, and I burst into laughter as she wees all over the mat and Ben’s hands. He was holding her in place, and I duck my head to hide my giggles.

Alex snickers at his brother, not offering any help at all.

“She’s going to need a whole new change of clothes now,” I say, nodding my head over to the chest of drawers on the back wall. I’ve got a few sleep suits and vests in there, to save me going through to her room where the vast majority of her clothes are, each time something like this happens.

Alex goes over to grab them, holding up options for me to choose, as Ben starts to clean her. Neither of them complain as they get her changed, Ben going as far as to tickle her chest and coo at her as he gets her into clean clothes.

It’s the sweetest thing.

I may not have chosen to have their child… but choosing to raise my daughter with them was a very good decision indeed.
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“Are you sure you can handle her?” I ask, yawning through my entire sentence.

Topher chuckles. “It’ll be good for you both. We’ve got her, and Alex has you, princess. Just rest.”

“Sleep,” Ben adds, giving me a tight hug before kicking Seb’s shin. “Get the baby, and let’s go.”

Seb frowns. He eyes Phoebe, and then me, before sighing. “Really?”

I laugh but nod. “Really. You guys will be fine.”

I’m so exhausted, I can’t really fight it. They’re going to take her for a short drive as they go to the offices. Topher’s going to stay there and get some work done in an effort to calm his anger at his parents, delaying their trip a little to return later today.

But after two nights of rubbish sleep—even if I got some help in the early hours this morning—I need a nap.

“I’ve got her,” Alex says, wrapping his arms around me. He presses a soft kiss to my cheek, and we wave off my mates and daughter.

“I thought I’d be nervous,” I say softly.

“And are you?” he asks.

I shake my head. “Not really. I miss her and feel a little bad that she’s not with me. But I know she’s with her daddies and will be okay. They can handle her, and I don’t need to worry.”

“Your trust means so fucking much,” Alex says, squeezing me tightly.

I turn in his arms, looking up at him with a big smile. “And your love and support means so much more. I trust you because you’ve earned it. You’re worthy of it. You’ll never know how much that means to me.”

We stare into each other’s eyes for a moment, the silver flecks in his hazel eyes seeming to swirl around, and it’s like time has completely paused outside of our little bubble.

Alex leans down and kisses me gently, his hand brushing through my hair as he does so. "Let's get some rest, okay? The others will be back soon, and I don’t want your brain worrying.”

I groan, taking his offered hand as we head up the stairs. “My brain only worries when there’s something to worry over. The fact that an anxiety attack threatens to overtake me at the mere thought of your parents…”

“That’s tomorrow’s worry. Today, just let us keep your mind worry free.”

I’m trying.

He pushes the door to my bedroom open, but rather than stopping in the room, I go straight through to the bathroom and get myself sorted.

Once I’ve had my wee, I join him in the bedroom, grinning at how he’s already dimmed the entire room and is lounging in my bed.

He lifts an eyebrow, looking up at me with that smirk that always manages to set my heart aflutter. "You don’t look like someone who is carefree."

“Shut up.” I mumble my words, climbing on the bed with him. “I’m not worried.”

“A master of denial, it seems.” His tone is teasing, and as he tucks me under the duvet and rolls onto his side, I reach out and flick his chest.

“Ah, ah, ah.” Alex grabs my wrists, the tight hold sending shivers down my spine as my core clenches in anticipation. “You, my little butterfly, are a menace. Close your eyes, stop talking, and go to sleep. We both know that sleep is what you need right now.”

"You're right," I say, nuzzling my head into his neck. "I'll try to let go of my worries for today.”

It’s just easier said than done.

His hands move under my baggy shirt, trailing up and down my back. Sparks are forming along the trail, and I shiver at each pass.

“I love you.” He brushes a soft kiss to my forehead, and I sigh into his hold, murmuring the words back.

We fall to a silence, my brain calming with each of his touches, the quiet of the outside starting to match the inside. It’s a nice kind of silence. The softness of our breaths, the niceness of his hold on me.

It’s soothing.

And I truly relax.

I press myself closer to him, and my brain comes back to life the moment I feel his hardness pressing against me.

“You’re feeling a little… off.” Alex’s words are almost amused as his touches become a little firmer.

“Feeling or smelling?” I mumble.

He laughs. “Smelling.”

“Of?” I ask, pulling back to look into his eyes.

He doesn’t disappoint, the brightness of his eyes meeting mine, full of amusement and desire. "Your arousal, little butterfly. The way you’re leaking, and I can smell it."

I blush, mortification filling me. “Sorry.” I try to pull away, but he tightens his hold.

“Sorry?” he growls the word into my ear and gently puts some space between us. He keeps my left leg over his, letting the position hold me open for him. He takes my hand, presses a soft kiss to the pulse on my wrist, and then places it on his neck.

He’s forming so many connection spots that the sparks are going wild between us.

Alex chuckles in my ear, and his hand moves between my legs, rubbing my still-damp core through my underwear. “Don’t you ever be sorry. I love smelling you, I love feeling you.”

My blush deepens as I try to focus on the words he's murmuring against my ear. His fingers expertly trace patterns on my clit, and I gasp as pleasure radiates through me.

I don’t think I need a nap. Not as much as I need him, anyway.

“We're not going to be able to sleep if you keep doing that,” I say, my voice breathy with arousal.

“Stop worrying,” Alex says, his lips finding my neck, biting down gently on the sensitive skin. His fingers move faster, teasing me, drawing out the pleasure.

There's no time left for words, just the sound of our ragged breaths and the thud of my heart against my chest, as my orgasm builds. He slows his pace, giving me a chance to catch my breath, and I can feel him hard against me.

“I want you to come, with me inside you,” he says, his husky voice as affected as I am.

I nod and reach down into his shorts, pulling them down slightly to free his erection from them. There’s a wetness from the pre-cum of his cock, and I can’t help but circle my thumb over his tip to get some of the creamy fluid.

I pop it into my mouth, and he groans, his eyes tracking the movement with pure desire pouring from him. I run my other hand up and down, tracing over the ridges and veins, as I pull his shorts down further.

He feels amazing, so big and firm. Just like his brother, he's thick and long, and my mouth waters at the thought of the taste of him.

Alex groans, his hands driving down to my hips, as he thrusts in and out of my hand. “I need you.”

I let go, moving closer, and positioning myself so that he can line his cock up properly. He does, pressing the head against my entrance, and he looks at me, cocking a brow, waiting for permission.

“Now.”

If it were Topher, he’d have done something deliciously punishing for my attitude.

But Alex is far more indulgent, and instead, slowly pushes into me, his eyes locked onto mine, our breaths in sync as he moves.

The slow glide is perfection, stretching me so beautifully as he goes, and it feels intense.

His thrusts become more urgent and intense as he picks up speed, pumping into me deep and hard. The pleasure is overpowering, my nails definitely having drawn blood from my grip on him, as I meet his every move.

With Topher, it was a surrender, letting him pull the pleasure from me, use me, mould me to his desires. He gave, but he took in equal spades, and the dynamic was hot.

With Alex, we’re on the same wavelength, equals, both needing and wanting to merge as one.

I can feel the bed moving beneath us, the frame hitting the wall as we move.

“I need more,” I beg, aching for him to go a little harder.

He obliges, picking up the pace, quickening as his breaths come out faster.

“I want you to come,” he growls, his voice low and rough.

“Then make me.” I hiss the words, and his hand slides between us, reaching for my clit.

He starts to move his fingers in circular motions, applying pressure, and a few flicks, as we continue to move, his rhythm increasing, our bodies slick with sweat.

“Come for me, baby,” he growls into my neck, his voice low and gruff, arousal lacing his words.

I start to unravel, the tension building in my core, his touch, the thrusts, the electricity between us, causing my whole body to hum with need.

“Fuck, yes,” he hisses, his voice strained with his own release being close. I can feel his erratic movements, and I know he’s going to fill me up. “Mark me, mate.”

And it’s like my orgasm just stops. My entire core freezes, my brain not liking that in the slightest. I cringe, doubt filling me, and he stops, too, his eyes full of confusion.

“What—”

“Is this… you don’t just want me to bite you because of… because of the court case, right?” I don’t know where the hesitation came from. The worries have been there on the back of my mind, and I’m a little ashamed at uttering them when I see the hurt on Alex’s face.

“How could you…” He sighs, holding onto my hips to stop me pulling away from him. “You’re worthy of my love, Maia. You’re an amazing woman, and I’m so fucking lucky to be able to call you mine. I’ve spent my entire life waiting for you, and I…” He trails off, his cock twitching inside of me. “You said it yourself in the court office. I’m sick of it being a someday. I want it to be today.

“You’re my mate. A beautiful miracle of a woman, and I couldn’t imagine someone more perfect. I want you. I need you. I’d have marked you on the first day if you were receptive to it. You mean so much to me, and I’m in awe that you find me worthy.”

Tears prick at my eyes, and I lean in to brush a soft kiss to his cheek. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to doubt you.”

“No, I know.” His large hands palm my thighs, and he pulls me in closer, his cock burying in that little bit deeper. I gasp, and he smirks. “Now, mark me, mate, and then I’ll use your feelings to guide me to give you the fucking you so clearly need.”

I gasp and nod.

He grips the back of my neck and pulls me to him. Our lips crash together, the kiss hungry and desperate. He uses my hips like a handle, as my hands wander over his body, leaving a trail of sparks in their wake.

With a low growl from him, I break the kiss and select my spot. It’s a little higher on the neck than Topher’s was, but I’m more nervous. I bite down, and he moans, begging me to do it harder, begging for me to seal us together.

I let the empowering words motivate me, and my teeth break the skin.

He becomes feral underneath me as the bond snaps into place. His soul merges with mine as he shoves Topher to the side to make space for him, too. White noise blurs through my ears, my vision short-circuiting for a brief moment.

When I finally come down from the huge high, Alex is still fucking me, not having stopped.

Our souls are now linked, our bodies working as one, to reach our pleasure.

With one final thrust, Alex's muscles tense, and he groans my name, filling me completely. The warmth and fullness are electric, and it triggers my own release.

He’s perfect, and now, we’re one.
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“Do you want more kids?” Alex’s words are as soft as his gentle touches across my shoulder and upper body. He doesn’t even seem to be thinking about his touch as his hands move around me.

We pulled our clothes off after our… mating, and I’m loving the feel of his bare skin against me. He seems the same way, so unable to stop touching.

I can feel his genuine curiosity right now at his question, but my brain is still reliving the amazing sex we had that I don’t even think I can think deeply about.

“Maybe.”

He nods, kissing my shoulder. “I want more kids.”

I roll to my side, facing him properly, and smile. “You do? How many?”

“As many as you’re willing to give me.”

I raise an eyebrow, and he shrugs. There’s a blush across his cheeks, and he’s focusing on my lips and not my eyes. “Max wants… I want…” He groans, shaking his head. “As many as you want.”

“What do you want?” I ask, moving us so that I’m straddling him. We’re naked, but I just sit on top of him, his dick sliding in nicely between my folds, as I rest my hands on his chest.

There’s a guarded expression on his face, a little feeling of embarrassment hidden underneath his contentment.

“Nothing.”

I tut at him, shaking my head. “Don’t lie to me, baby. I can see your cute little blush⁠—”

“I’m not cute.”

“And that adorable little pout⁠—”

“I’m not pouting.” He narrows his eyes, and it’s so funny.

I giggle, and he lifts his head, attempting to bite my wrist. I laugh even harder, pulling it away from him. “What do you and Max want?”

“We’ve got a bit of a breeding kink,” Alex mutters before reaching over to cover his face with the pillow.

“Oh.” I tilt my head, his words washing over me properly. “Oh.”

“Yes. Oh.” He groans into the pillow, and I smirk, rocking over him slightly. “What are you doing?”

“I could find a breeding kink a little hot,” I murmur, and he tentatively raises the pillow. His cheeks have a little bit of a blush, his beard hiding most of it, and his eyes are raking over my face as he assesses my truth.

But deep down, he can feel my intrigue, my eagerness, and my desire.

“You could?”

I nod, grinning at him. “I’m on birth control. But that doesn’t mean you can’t… try.”

He laughs a little. “That’s not how it works.”

I lean in closer and whisper in his ear, “So, if I begged you to fill me up with your cum, to put a baby in me? If I begged you to take me over and over until my entire inside was coated with your cum?”

He shivers, becoming putty under my touch.

I rock back and forth over him, feeling him grow harder under me. “It’ll be a shame,” I whisper, letting my teeth brush against his earlobe, “if I have to do all the work here, and this cum you’re going to give me gets wasted, now won’t it?”

His want is like a tsunami in my chest, I can feel it building and growing, and I reach down, pick up his hand, and rest it on my stomach.

He groans.

“Please, Alex, think how full my belly will feel when you’re through with me.”

And he snaps.

He grabs my hips, lines up, and fills me in one fluid motion.

I gasp but grin, and I’m very content to spend my nap time doing this instead.

Or really… doing him.
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“I’ve got her,” Kane says, gesturing for me to enter the bathroom. Phoebe woke up from her last nap of the day before bedtime and wanted to be fed. I obliged, even when she pooped all over herself and me.

I cleaned her, gave her more milk, and then cleaned the spit up, too. I’m covered in poo, sick, and honestly, probably some gravy from dinner.

I want a shower. I need a shower.

So I’m not going to argue.

I nod gratefully and go through, shutting the door behind me. I reach in and turn the shower on, letting the water warm up, and the steam fills the air. I pull my dress off over my head, throwing it into my laundry basket, and shimmy my tights down my legs.

I undo the zipper on my bra and toss that over there, too.

I don’t know why I’m surprised when the door opens a few moments later. I spy him through the mirror but at this distance can’t tell which one of them it is.

It’s not Seb, since he wouldn’t give up his hold on Phoebe after this little of a time. It’s not Topher, since he’s at the office, handling his plans for the grand confrontation.

I’ve been on edge all day today, worrying about the visit we were going to have with his parents, but they didn’t end up getting back until late afternoon and went straight into work mode.

Or at least, that’s the claim.

It pissed Topher off even more, and rather than give me a moment of relief, it’s only increased my anxiety. My fiancé is dead, and she’s believed to be the reason why.

I do not want to face her. Not even a little bit.

But then I’ve heard even more about her. The way she’s treated her daughters, the feelings she has on werewolves and their duty. She wants Phoebe in her pack because Phoebe’s a female born wolf and it adds worth, but I guarantee that she also wants us here because it adds more fuel to the fire with the Greys.

I still have no idea what fate wants from me. She’ll have our entire path mapped out, and I don’t know if she needs me to heal this barrier between the two branches of family or be the match that detonates it completely.

I’m scared to find out. Secrets are terrifying. It’s even worse when they’re formed because of decades old family-feuds involving a murder, and then some.

I need answers. I need them as badly as I need air to breathe.

And yet, I’m terrified to find out the truth.

There’s a loud cough from my mysterious invader, and a slow smirk appears on his face as I look at him properly. The man is shirtless with only a pair of grey shorts on, so it could be either Alex or Ben, and honestly, I’m not against staring him down, letting my eyes rake over every single inch of honeyed skin to see if a difference may emerge.

“Drop your pants, darling,” Ben demands, licking his lips. “You promised me dessert if I finished your crappy food from my sister, and I’m coming to collect on that.”

“I meant something like a cake,” I say with a laugh. I cross my arms underneath my boobs, loving the way his eyes follow the bounce. “It’s not like eating my food was that much of a hardship.”

It was. It really, really was. Talia was a terrible cook, and I’m not sure if she’s actually that bad or if she just did it out of spite.

I wouldn’t put it past her.

“My sister is a terrible cook,” Ben says, flicking the lock on the door. My heart lurches as butterflies form in my stomach. “I had two undissolved gravy granule lumps. Who even uses granules? They’re so unrefined.”

“I see. So you’re here to claim... me?”

His eyes flash a wicked blue as he strides towards me. I back up towards the counter, letting him cage me in. His hands run up my arms before trailing down my chest, lighting my body up with tingles and anticipation as he does.

He grips my hips, holding onto them firmly, and burrows his head into my boobs. Sparks fly between us where our bare skin touches, and I let out a small giggle.

“These fucking tits are glorious, babe,” he murmurs, pulling back and squeezing a boob in each hand. Milk drips out of my nipples, and his tongue darts out to lap it up on the left side as he squeezes more on the right. The milk drips down my stomach, and he switches to the right to clean me up.

“Fucking delicious,” Ben groans, taking a pebbled nipple in his mouth.

When Phoebe feeds, this is nothing more than a biological need. It doesn’t stir any true feelings in me—maybe pride for being able to provide nourishment for her, maybe even love for the strong connection we share.

But when Ben feeds from me this way, I’m overrun with desire. It’s absolutely crazy how much this simple action turns me on.

My nipples are now no longer as sensitive as they were before pregnancy, but wow, is it erotic imagining riding them when they drink me dry.

Oh, wow. I think I need that.

“Ben,” I whimper. “I was going to do bedtime with⁠—”

“Pheebs is with Seb and Alex and will be fine for a half hour whilst they bathe her and get her ready for bed,” he says, pulling away from my nipple to give me a serious answer. “Now, I had to smell how much fun that you had with Alex all throughout dinner tonight, so are you going to be a good girl and take your panties off for me or do I need to rip them off you?”

I moan as he holds my hips that little bit tighter. It’s not the punishing grip that Topher would use, but it sends flutters across my stomach all the same.

“Rip them off me,” I choke out, running my fingers through his hair as he drops down to his knees. He doesn’t immediately tug them down, instead, he buries his face into my crotch area, pressing soft kisses over the fabric.

I groan, not sure if the heat that fills me is from arousal or mortification, especially when his tongue gets to work, teasing me through the cotton. I whimper, my hands reaching up to grip his hair, to hold him in place.

“All right,” I say, my voice thick with desire. I’m holding his hair firmly, barely letting his head move away, as I speak. “I’ll make you a deal. You pull these panties down, and actually tease me… and in return⁠—”

I groan as he tugs my panties down my thighs, barely pausing in his tongue movements. My grip on his hair tightens as he connects with bare skin.

So bloody talented.

“In return, you get to come right after,” I pant, wanting to actually offer him the reward that I know he’ll want.

“Oh, darling, that was a given,” Ben coos, his tone so undoubtedly not him. I fan myself, and he laughs.

His hazel eyes sparkle with lust, the blue flecks darker than usual, and he pulls back momentarily, his hands gripping my knees and spreading them apart a little wider. I gasp softly, the air causing a chill over my sensitive area despite the heat of the shower, before he returns to his task.

His tongue moves in slow, deliberate strokes, building me towards that peak, as promised. I squirm against him, my grip on his hair weakening as the sensations build and build.

If it wasn’t for the counter, I’d be a puddle on the floor.

“Ben.” My word is a gasp as he sucks on me hard. My skin breaks out in goosebumps, and I throw my head back. It bangs on the mirror, but I don’t care.

“You’re so fucking wet for me,” Ben hisses. “I need to be inside you so fucking badly.”

“Then do it,” I plead.

“It’s such a good thing that your shower has a seat,” Ben says, his low voice so mesmerising. He runs his hands up and down my bare legs. Sparks fly between us, the intensity of them only pushing us that closer together.

“Why?” I’m breathless and weak at the knees, so, unable to follow along.

My cheeky mate laughs and lifts me into his arms. He stumbles slightly and gives me a funny look. “Are you putting weight on?”

I slap his bare chest, and he frowns. “Do not insult my weight, Benjamin Wolfe, or you’ll not only be banned from having sex with me for a month, but you’ll be forced to watch as your brothers take their turn.”

He freezes, a deer in headlights expression on his face, before it is taken over by something else entirely. Lust.

“Oh, yes, please,” he says, nodding. “Can I taste you afterwards?”

I frown. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Can I taste you, after they’ve fucked you? Can I⁠—”

“Let’s just stop this conversation now because my vagina is drying out to the point that if you keep talking, I think it’s going to seal itself back up entirely.”

“Can it do that?”

“You wanted the shower seat, why?” I whine.

The mood has shifted, a slightly less lust-filled atmosphere, and instead, it’s back to being sweet and even light. Ben’s not usually as intense as the rest of his brothers, and it’s nice for us to be able to have the comedy involved, too.

Or at least, I’m pretending it’s a comedy.

“So that I can go down on you while you sit comfortably on the seat,” Ben says, smirking at me. “You know, I’m magnanimous like that.”

“Do you even know what magnanimous means?”

He enters the shower and places me down on the seat. The stream of water hits my shins and feet but nothing else as Ben closes the door behind us.

“Personally,” he drops to his knees and grips my ankles tight in his hands, "I think it means that I like to spread your legs.” He does that, putting my entire naked body on display for him. “And get my entire fill of your body.”

Ben grins up at me wickedly as he buries his face in my core, wasting no time. I gasp, shivering as the cold tile turns my skin to goosebumps, but the heat from his mouth and the passion in his eyes every time they meet mine is relentless.

As he licks and sucks, teasing me with every swirl of his tongue, a familiar feeling begins to spread through me. My nerves light up, every single spark that connects us together stronger than the last, and I cry out his name as he pushes me over the peak.

He pulls back as soon as I detonate, and I whimper at the loss and the unfulfilling orgasm.

“What’s wrong?” he asks as I pant and look down at him. “Did I not do it right? I listened to everything Seb and Topher said.”

I grin as I rest my back against the cold tiles. “You followed the instructions, but, next time, you’re meant to sort of keep going.”

He frowns. “Going?”

“Like, during the orgasm, like…” I sit forward and bring my fingers to my clit, teasing myself, and Ben watches. My demonstration becomes an exhibition as Ben’s eyes never stray from the movement of my fingers, the heated look on his face driving me closer to the edge.

He groans in time with me as my orgasm builds, and it’s tantalising for me to watch him watch me.

“Like this?” I gesture, circling myself, and he swallows hard.

“Yes,” he says hoarsely, his own fingers twitching with the urge to intervene. "And then...?” His eyes are locked on me, and my desire builds.

“And then,” I echo with a breathless giggle. “You don’t stop until... Don't stop even when...”

“I won’t,” he assures me fervently. He understands now. “I swear, I won’t.”

“Good.” I stop touching myself right on the edge of my pleasure, and grin. “Want to try again?”

He spreads my thighs, gets into place, and shows me not once but three times how good he is at following directions.

I’m very impressed.

And, oh, so very satisfied.

He never once stopped with his tongue, barely even pausing to breathe. He was relentless, building me up, coasting me through, and then building me back up.

“See,” I manage to pant out between gasps when he finally sits back on his heels. “You’re a quick learner.”

His eyes glimmer with pride and something more primal, deeper. Desire. The sight of his darkened gaze sends a thrill of anticipation through me. I know what’s going to come next—or at least who—and my body arches towards him in silent supplication.

Ben doesn’t keep me waiting. I don’t even think he knows the meaning of delayed gratification.

Instead, he jumps to his feet and pulls me to mine, pressing our naked bodies against each other.

The water continues to pound against the smooth tiles of the shower, some of it hitting Ben’s legs, but the most of it is completely missing us. The steamy haze keeps me warm and adds a level to our intimacy.

I brush a kiss against Ben’s pecs, and he stills, looking down at me with a desperate intensity that takes my breath away. There’s a question in his eyes, an unspoken request for something.

“Please, please,” I beg.

And he moves. He reaches up, adjusts the shower head so it’s spraying on us a little more, and then sits down on the bench. He gently pulls me towards him, the water so warm and nice as I take in his beautiful body. Droplets of water are dripping down his chest, the veins on his arms pulsing with the rhythm of my heart.

The sparks flying between us excite me, and I step forward, letting him move me as he wants me. He positions me so I straddle his waist, his hands moving to grip my hips, and our eyes lock together.

My heart pounds, my inner walls tightening and relaxing in anticipation. I want him. I need him.

I never thought I’d be the kind of woman who could sleep with numerous men. I never thought I could love more than one man. When I lost Ryan, I expected to spend the rest of my life alone, unable to see a way past my grief.

But now… these Wolfe brothers have shown me that it is possible to still have a life. I can mourn Ryan, but I can move on and let myself be loved.

Ben is sweet, and smart, and quirky, and, sure, he’s often very rude, but he’s mine, and I love him.

I’m going to bond with him, my way, and I know for a fact it’s going to be just as euphoric as it was when I bonded with Topher and Alex.

“Are you sure?” he asks, pausing for a beat, his voice a deep rumble of concern and desire mixed together. Ben’s hesitance isn’t the norm for him, and I grin and nod towards him.

“Yes.” My word is whispered on a breath, which is then stolen from me the moment that he thrusts inside.

There’s no messing around. No playing. He guides himself into my entrance and thrusts up deeply.

I shriek as he bottoms out, our bodies connecting as one.

“Fuck, Topher was right,” Ben gasps. “You’re like a fucking inferno.”

I giggle breathlessly, leaning forward to rest my hands on his chest. “Is that meant to be a compliment?”

“I mean, sure,” he groans as his cock twitches inside of me. “If you think being like a volcano is a good thing.”

I smirk, rising up off him. “Oh, well, I suppose I can just leave.”

“Don’t you dare,” he hisses, gripping my hips and bringing me back down. He’s not gentle but not rough like Topher was.

Ben’s the closest to showing his inexperience. The guys are like gods, it’s ridiculous that people with no experience can move the way they do… but Ben’s fumbles almost make it believable.

He uses my hips as if I’m a set of weights, pushing me up and pulling me down, seeming to prefer the harder thrusts to the softer ones.

He pulls me in closer for a hungry kiss as the water continues to spray us in warm waves. The pitter patter of the water drowns out our moans and groans . We’re in our own world, nothing else existing but us, and it’s intense.

His hands are splayed across my back, pulling me closer. I tighten around him, and he groans into my mouth. His tongue explores mine, our breaths mingling. My fingers grip onto his shoulders, the muscles beneath taut with the effort of his moves.

“I love you,” I rasp, my declaration wrapped in a moan.

“I love you, too,” he grunts back, words punctuated by each deep thrust of his hips.

His thrusts become more erratic, and I reach down to help myself further along.

“Can I—” he asks, but I cut him off, reassuring him that he can.

But where I thought he was going to come, he’s not. He reaches down, taking my nipple into his mouth, and he starts to drink.

The action sends me feral, and I lean in, biting down on his neck. He reaches up and presses my head in further, and I don’t cringe as I bite into his skin.

Another bond forces its way into my body, and I scream out my orgasm as our souls tether even closer together.

My sight goes black for a few seconds as he unleashes his own orgasm. We clutch to each other, our souls forming as one, the love between us only growing stronger.

We fall back, gasping for breath, our bodies still entwined.

For a moment, all we can do is sit still, letting the bond settle, adjusting to the new feelings inside of us both. It’s amazing, and I love having him here. I can feel the depth of his love for me, and it brings tears to my eyes.

He’s so sweet.

So perfect.

And genuinely, now, he’s all mine.

Finally, Ben pulls away from me, gently easing himself out of my body and standing up, the water cascading down his body in such an alluring way. Despite just having come, his dick is hard still, a little bit of fluid coating him.

“Do me a favour,” Ben says, dropping down to his knees. I gape at him, confused about the desire racing through him.

“Um—”

“Please.”

I nod slowly. “What do you need from me?”

“Just spread your thighs,” Ben pleads.

“I’m so, so sensitive.” I try to ignore the desire and almost begging note to his feelings, but there’s a pout on his face that is so much harder to ignore. I push them apart ever so slightly, my legs trembling as I do.

He grins. “I’ll make you feel better.”

His tongue is gentle at first, but as he laps at my centre, practically sucking our combined fluids out of me, he becomes more insistent, more demanding.

I let out a soft, lazy moan, letting him do all of the work.

“Ben, oh, god, you're making me feel so good,” I breathe as my orgasm slowly builds.

“I want more,” he growls, practically shoving his face into my pubic bone. His tongue becomes sloppy, his lips pressing against me in an almost messy, wet kiss. It’s raw and primal, completely unlike any of the sexy acts I’ve performed with the boys so far.

“I’m going to come,” he grunts, and I whimper.

“Then come.”

He does, shooting all over the tile floor, and a little on my shin. I shove him away, panting. Despite not achieving orgasm this time, I’m done.

Drained.

Satisfied.

“Hm, I think I like tasting you like that,” he says. He leans in and scoops a bit of the cum from my thigh and licks it. He shrugs at my narrowed look. “I taste good, but honestly, when combined with you, it’s practically Artemis’s nectar.”

“Mhm.” I’m exhausted. I can barely function.

I have no doubt, tomorrow I’ll judge all his little discoveries, but tonight, I just want cuddles, some hot water, and then some sleep. Not necessarily in that order.

“Probably because we’re a perfect match.”

My energy is practically zero after having no sleep whatsoever and bonding with not just Ben today but Alex, too. Ben, on the other hand, is practically leaking energy, his excitement and just general demeanour is so overwhelmingly nice.

I love it. I love the differences between him and his brothers.

“I love you.”

Ben grins at me. “I love you, too. Now, let’s get you washed so we can go to bed.”

Ben gently grabs my hand and pulls me up to a standing position. At my insistence, he makes sure my head and hair are kept clear of the water, but he positions me in a way that the hot water cascades down on my body, washing away the aftermath of our coupling.

He lathers up a loofah and begins to clean my body, his movements gentle but firm, and I feel like he’s actually inspecting my body as he goes. For what, I do not want to know. It’s likely something odd, wrapped up in a neat little insult.

I’m not playing that game.

Once I’m cleaned to his liking, he gets out the shower, grabs my towel from the warmer, and then wraps it around me. He’s naked in the cold air but knocks the shower off before getting himself wrapped up.

It’s so tender the way he takes care of me. A gentleness I didn’t expect.

It makes me feel that much more loved.

He gently finishes towel drying me before handing over a pair of my pyjamas. “I’m not going to sit here and do everything for you. Get ready for bed.”

I roll my eyes, pull my pyjamas on, and take his hand.

Kane smirks at me as Ben and I exit the bathroom together. He’s sitting in the chair in the corner of the room, with Phoebe asleep in her crib. It’s a suggestive kind of smirk, and as he leans forward, clasping his hands together as he rests his weight on his knees, his muscles bulge in a very attractive way.

My mates are hot. Beautifully so.

And it’s not fair.

I ruin the moment by yawning, and Kane’s entire face softens.

“Get yourself into bed,” he says gently before winking at me, “lest I forget how exhausted you are and decide to see if you taste as good as you smell.”

“See,” Ben murmurs as he pulls the blankets back for me to get into the warm bed. “Seb also wants to taste you as you’re dripping with my cum.”

“No, no, no,” Seb, or maybe even Kane, says, shaking his head.

I’m only wearing a vest top and a soft pink pair of shorts, so I’m ready for bed, and Seb’s clearly gotten changed whilst we were indisposed. He’s only wearing a pair of bed shorts, and he’s definitely ready to spend time together.

“I don’t think he does.” I clamber across into the middle, leaving room for Seb on the side of the crib, and Ben on the other.

“You do?” Seb sounds curious.

Ben nods proudly. I reach over to knock the lights off and smile as Seb gets into bed with me.

“I do. I think it’ll taste amazing. I already like the taste of my own cum. But mine mixed with hers? It was delicious,” Ben says, tugging the blankets down on his side to get in next to me.

As per usual, he doesn’t hesitate in cuddling up as close as he possibly can, and he has no qualms about touching Seb, either. My grumpy mate doesn’t like that as much.

He’s not the best sharer.

“You tasted her and you together?” Seb asks. I’m curious as to whether it’s him or Kane here, since honestly, it wouldn’t surprise me if the one time Seb gets chatty is when it’s regarding my pleasure.

“Yeah.” Ben grins against my neck, pressing a soft kiss to my pulse point. My eyes flutter closed as their words wash over me.

It’s soothing.

I love them.

“Huh.”

“But what got me off more than anything,” Ben says before stopping as he yawns. He kisses my neck again, burying in closer, as he sleepily mumbles, “What got me off more than anything was imagining the taste of her after all three of you had fucked her. It’s hot, man.”

My groan is one of mortification this time, and Seb chuckles before taking my hand in his. I let myself fall asleep, knowing that they’ve given me as much reassurance as they could today in the form of their bonds, their love, and their touches.

Tomorrow is the day for answers, and then, we can finally move on.
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MAIA


“How are you feeling?” Alex asks, and I give him a tense smile before turning back to look out of the window. With the world passing us by this quickly, it feels less intense than the heavy and sombre mood of the car.

Alex nods, reading from my feelings exactly how much turmoil I’m in, and I’m grateful that he doesn’t push.

“We’ll be okay, little butterfly. I promise you, today is the day for answers.” He reaches over to knock his indicator on, moving us over to the left lane. “We’re going to figure out what happened to Ryan and how involved my mum was in that.”

“I’m okay, honestly. You don’t need to worry about me,” I lie, squeezing his hand, before letting the rush of green trees take my attention.

We’re on the drive over to their parent’s house, and I don’t think I’ve ever felt as nervous as I do right now. It’s only ten, and I’m already done with today.

Alex’s hand reaches back to my thigh, and despite the love and warmth I feel from him, I sort of miss the sparks that connected us, only because of the huge levels of cosmic desire there was. There was always a sort of intensity behind them that no longer exists since we’re bonded. Mostly.

“Calm,” Seb murmurs. He’s in the back of the car, and he reaches over the back of my seat to squeeze my shoulder just as firmly as Alex has my thigh. The difference between them is that the sparks fly between Seb and I, my skin burning where we touch.

It’s a beautiful feeling but is absolutely transcended by the bond with Alex. I can’t wait until the day that we’re all connected, the bond between all five of us pulsing and thrumming in harmony.

I nod and hold his hand over my shoulder. “Where are the others? I can’t see their car.”

“They’re here, look,” Alex says as we turn onto his parent’s street. Topher and Ben are both standing outside, waiting for me. Their car is parked in the driveway next to a big black vehicle, so Alex comes to a stop on the curb.

I’m not sure if it’s deliberate or not, but he blocks the other cars in.

Topher approaches the car, and there’s an air of confidence surrounding him as he does. He’s wearing a tailored navy suit, minus the jacket, and his hair is slicked back. He’s hot, and he knows it, but there’s a swagger that comes from his connection with Orion.

They’re both geared up for this confrontation today.

Ben, on the other hand, is far more dressed down. He’s in a pair of Seb’s black tracksuit pants and is wearing a thin white T-shirt. Both men are dressed for the warm spring day, but unlike them, I feel the cold for what it is.

I’ve got a thick pink cardigan over my dress with my coat fastened over me properly to prepare myself against the bitter wind once we’re back outside of the car. The sun is deceiving.

Unless you’re a werewolf.

Both men approach the car, a fierceness in their eyes that sends tingles down my spine. Topher comes to my side, and I can feel his relief at having me here with him. Ben goes to the boot and grabs Phoebe’s nappy bag, although he slams it a little harder than he should. Seb handles getting Phoebe out of her car seat, and I cling to Topher’s hand to let him help me out.

I’m on shaky legs, but I can feel the determination from Topher, Alex, and Ben, and I wish that I was as confident as they are. Whilst I can’t feel Seb’s emotions, I can see the same rigid intensity in him that is in his other brothers.

The four of them are formidable, and I’m lucky enough to call them mine.

“I’ve got you, princess,” Topher murmurs, raising his knuckles to run them down my cheek. He places his other hand on my waist, pulling me in closer to him, and he bends down to brush a soft kiss against my lips.

I sink into his touch, taking the comfort from him that I can before he steps back. I feel the regret in his chest, but I just offer my hand silently.

There’ll be all the time for kisses and touches once we’re done here.

But I need answers. I’ve been patient. I’ve prioritised. I’ve waited.

But now… now the desperation that’s been lingering inside of me is rearing its ugly head, and I need to know what happened to Ryan. Good, bad, or a combination of both. I need to know if Julie killed him.

“Do they know why we’re here?” Alex asks, and Topher shakes his head.

Well, fuck. I’m not sure this sneak attack is going to go down very well.

“You good keeping ahold of her?” I ask, and Seb nods. “Do you want the baby carrier?”

“Why him?” Ben whines, giving me a pouty lip.

“Can you hold your shift back should they say something offensive?” Topher asks, and Ben sighs but shakes his head. “Then, that’s why.”

I take Phoebe whilst Seb gets the baby wear on, and it’s the cutest thing seeing the excited glint in his eyes. Topher helps him adjust the sizing, since I was the one to wear it last, but there’s no hesitance in their movements.

They do it with an ease I did not expect since it’s always been me who has done it previously, and Seb’s silent demand for Phoebe makes me grin. I gently place her inside and help him adjust it even further so that it’s comfortable.

Seb’s so prideful as he carries her, and the six of us head inside the house. I can already feel the tension in the air, and, strangely, nobody came out to greet us. I can hear their soft voices in the living room as we walk through the house, but unlike the rest of the men, I have no idea if all of their parents are home or not.

We come to a stop in the living room doorway, and I regret not holding Ben’s hand since he’s at the back of the group. I could hide away with him instead of being right at the front with Alex and Topher.

The intensity pouring off the two eldest brothers has my heart thudding so loudly I can’t hear anything else, and the waves of their determination is so strong that it has my anxiety spiking that much higher to try and overpower it.

Julie’s sitting on the sofa with two of her men on either side of her, and the third is on the armchair close to them. There’s a lot of snacks and drinks on the coffee table, and the TV is paused on a football game. They all look over at us, and there’s a silent stare-off between my guys and Julie’s. The tension rises, and it’s only broken when Julie stands with a warm smile on her face.

“Aw, can I take a photo, Seb, love? You’re so cute with her,” Julie coos, smiling at Seb as if everything is okay.

The three of their dads share identical looks, and I hate that I don’t know who is who. I met George last time, and I’d be inclined to say he’s the one in the armchair, just based on the aura he carries. They’re all wearing similar clothes—shorts and T-shirts—and, of course, look identical with their broad frames and light caramel hair.

Their frowns are matching, and the icy blue gaze from three men who I think want to cause me harm makes my body shiver.

It’s strange seeing them now that I know who Ryan is and who Ryan’s dad is. They have his face, and it’s so jarring knowing that even without the mate bond, these people would be my daughter’s family just because of that.

“What are you boys doing here?” one of their dads asks, his frown deepening, as he sits forward. He’s on the sofa to the left of Julie and is wearing a red T-shirt. “We’re not meant to be meeting until tomorrow.”

Ben scoffs.

“We need to talk,” Topher says firmly. There’s another look exchanged between the men, and each of them seem to sit up properly as if they’ve been prepared for this.

“About what, Christopher?” his mum asks, tittering away. “Come, sit down. Why are you all standing in the doorway like this? I’ve really missed you boys.”

“Are all the windows shut?” Alex asks, not making a move to sit down. I don’t, either, despite my legs trembling.

“Are all the—what is wrong with you?” she demands, looking at each of us in turn. There’s a furrow in her brows, and she genuinely seems confused about why we’re here.

Surely, she’s not this good of an actress?

“Clearly, they’re here to talk about something important,” one of the dads says, giving me a kind smile. He’s wearing a green shirt, so I’ll have to start keeping track. “It’s nice to see you in person, Maia. I’ve heard some lovely things about you from my sons. I’m Edward, the middle one. Red shirt is Charles, the baby, and the blue shirt is George, the eldest of us three. Charles, go make sure everything is shut properly so that the boys can share their news.”

“It’s always me doing the grunt work,” Charles mutters under his breath but gets up to do it anyway.

“You don’t order us around in our own house,” George says, cocking his brow as he regards Topher.

“And yet, it’s happening anyway, Dad,” Topher says with a nonchalant shrug. There’s no waver in his feelings, he’s so confident that this is going to go his way.

I clutch Alex’s hand tighter, and he rubs his thumb over the back of my hand in soothing support. I feel like I’m moments away from throwing up, but I’ve been unable to eat anything so far today.

“Come sit down, Maia,” Julie says with a smile. “Do you want a drink or something to eat? The little one is getting so much bigger.”

I shake my head, not sure how to react to her kindness. Alex all but drags me over to the empty armchair, settling me in it, and he sits down on the arm of the chair. Ben comes into the room with two of the—I’m assuming—dining chairs. I didn’t see him leave, but he sets them up directly opposite the sofa, much to his mother’s surprise.

Seb comes to stand next to me and shakes his head when I offer to move over so he can sit down. It’s tense, and the stares from each of the men aren’t helping me settle, either.

Topher sits down, seeming so confident, so sure of himself. There’s a strong presence of Orion, and I know the two of them are practically merged as one. It’s not something I’ve ever felt from Topher, and it’s a little unsettling for me.

Ben comes to sit at my feet, surprising me by not sitting with Topher, but I’m grateful for it. He’s a much lighter weight inside me, his bond lit up with almost excitement. There’s annoyance and even distaste, but it’s like he’s been excited for this.

“All locked up,” Charles says, trudging back into the room. “Now, what do you boys want? I’d really like a hold of the baby, so can we get on with it?”

I flinch, looking down at my lap. His mate is the lead suspect in killing my fiancé—my daughter’s father—and he’s asking for baby cuddles. Baby cuddles.

Tears sting my eyes, but I blink them back and look over at Seb and Phoebe. He’s got his hands over her back, holding her to him, even with the carrier holding her in place. They’re adorable together, the dark hair of my daughter’s so similar to mine.

I hate the way my heart pounds at the thought of any of the quads’ family touching her.

They’re Phoebe’s family, too, and yet, they’re toxic and dangerous people.

What kind of birthright has she got?

“Mine,” Seb growls, smirking at his dad, who rolls his eyes.

“So possessive,” Charles says with a sigh as he moves to sit back down on the sofa. “He’s definitely yours, Ed.”

Edward mimics Charles and rolls his eyes. “What can we do for you, boys? I really do want to get on with it.”

“We know who Phoebe’s biological father is,” Topher says, and all eyes dart to me. I look down at Ben’s hair instead of meeting the intrigued gazes, especially since I know the moment he drops the news those intrigued looks will turn to anger, and even hatred, instead.

I’ve tried to banish the words of Iris and her feelings over Ryan, and I suppose I should be grateful she listened to my mates and didn’t run to tattle to her parents about Phoebe’s lineage, but it’s hard. Her words were hurtful and very narrow-minded, and I’m dreading having to see her again.

“Who?” George demands, and I spy under my eyelashes to see how angry he seems. Julie’s face has paled, and she sits down so demurely in between her two mates. Charles places his hand on her knee, much like my mates would do for me.

“You’re going to like the answer even less than we did,” Ben says far too cheerfully. “Ryan Grey.”

“You are kidding,” Edward says, and I’m surprised to see his jaw has dropped. “Surely, not?”

“I’d say smell her, but Seb’s not going to let you get your nose that close to her,” Topher says with a smirk. He sits back in the chair, and I know the nonchalance he’s displaying is false based on the tension I can feel inside of myself. George, on the other hand, can’t control himself and rises to his feet, snarling under his breath as his forehead pulses angrily.

“How long have you known?”

“The questions are not yours to ask, Dad,” Topher says, going as far to tut at the man. “Instead, we’re going to talk about how there’s been a wolf that is not one of ours on pack lands for at least the last eight weeks. How there’s been numerous reports of pack members smelling and seeing rogues. The scent of them that hasn’t once been shared with the best tracker this pack has.”

“Just a regular old bloodhound,” Ben mutters, and I squeeze his shoulder to silence him. Based on the flash of amusement he feels, I don’t think it worked.

“Wait, what?” Edward asks, his head snapping over to look at his brother, but George doesn’t look away from Topher to meet his gaze. Edward looks back to his son, furrowing his bushy brows. “How do you know that, Christopher?”

“I’ve had it confirmed from multiple sources, Father. From Kyle’s words, that I gained via breaking a command from George, to the encounter we ourselves had.”

“You had an encounter, and you didn’t say something?” George hisses, stepping forward. “You’ve found one of these fuckers?”

Alex clenches his jaw, leaning forward. “There was a doctor working at Maia’s doctor’s office. A Dr Rory Thomas, who belonged to the Grey pack, and was very interested in my daughter,” Alex says. His tone is devoid of emotion, and there’s a bubbling anger building inside him. “He terrified my mate, and you all had to go on your little journey as it went down, and we couldn’t confront you.”

“Confront us over the rogue?” Edward asks. He’s tense and giving his older brother a very dirty look.

“Oh, no,” Ben says cheerfully. “It gets worse than that, Dad.”

George’s eyes widen, and he drops back down to his seat.

“Dr Thomas fed us a very big... theory regarding the death of the Grey pack’s alpha heir,” Alex continues.

“Ryan Grey is dead?” Edward asks before realisation hits. “Fuck. Ryan Grey is dead.”

“He is, Father,” Topher says, shaking his head at the surprised expression on his parent’s faces.

Are they that good of actors? Or are they genuinely surprised by this news?

“I don’t understand,” Charles says, turning to look at George. “This is your domain. Are you telling me you’ve had not a single report that there’s a wolf here that shouldn’t be? Because you’ve not once mentioned it to us, and yet, the boys here seem to think you knew all along.”

“No, they thought we knew all along,” Edward corrects, as Topher and Alex nod. “So, George, what have you been keeping from us?”

George frowns and looks over at me with some very strong emotions before turning to his brothers. “I think this is a discussion the three of us should have in private so that we can get up to speed.”

“No, it is most definitely not something you should have in private,” Topher says, shaking his head as he swings his leg up over his knee. He’s acting so blasé, as if this isn’t an issue at all. “The time for the secrets and lies is over, Dad. You knew that there was a rogue here, you’ve had numerous reports of scents and sightings from worried pack members, and you had one of our family under a vow to keep your secrets for you.”

Alex shrugs, cuddling me in closer to his side. “I’m not going to be part of a coverup, Dad. We’re not going to run the pack that way.”

“I did not know for sure,” George snarls, jumping to his feet. Topher’s up on his own just as fast, and it’s very clear to me which one is more of an intimidating presence.

Their wolves are strong, and I can feel an uncomfortable pressure in my chest as I drop my head to hide from the feelings that George is stirring inside of me. The bond with Topher, Alex, and Ben does little to help soothe the effects away, but my body can’t resist the instinctual need to protect ourselves.

They’re both extremely powerful men, that much is easily felt, and every instinct in me is causing me to hide away, to make myself small, to let them—George—know I’m not a threat.

It hurts, even just to sit here. It’s like ants are racing across my skin, as if my body is being dragged to the floor by a weight or some form of quicksand. I can’t control myself or fight back.

I’m a weak human in a room with terrifying werewolves.

“Sh,” Alex soothes, wrapping his arm around me. He growls low, the vibrations weirdly soothing as he sends reassurance along the bond. I look up at him, and his silver eyes meet mine, a silent promise of protection. “Calm, little mate. You are safe. We will protect you.”

A quick glance at Seb shows me he and Kane are working together, and they’ve got Phoebe nestled safely with them. Ben’s positioned himself further in front of me but is still sitting down on the floor. I can feel their energies, nearly as strong as that of their dad’s, and I’ve got faith that if something did happen, they’d be victorious.

I just can’t have Phoebe caught in the crossfire.

“You did know for sure, though, or you wouldn't have gone to such extremes to hide it,” Topher snarls. “How many reports have there been, Dad? How many of our people have entrusted you with their safety, and you failed to protect them? Why would you hide something of this magnitude and act like it was nothing? You left the pack to us for a month, and yet, you’ve hidden and lied about the safety?

“How could you be so reckless? How could you endanger our people that way? The amount of wolves that could be pregnant right now, the amount of young pups that we have. The females we’re protecting and keeping safe. How could you risk all of those people for your own sake? You’re pathetic, Father, and I’m embarrassed for you.”

“You do not talk to me that way, boy. We’ve got it under control,” George snaps. “The pack is not yours yet, and I do not need to explain myself to you.” His words are harsh, and I flinch as I feel the power he’s emitting thrown out in them. My body aches at the force to stay upright against his power, but my eyes are forced close to stop the stinging, my heart beats so loud it echoes inside my head.

“And it won’t be yours for much longer if you don’t take care of it,” Topher snarls back, taking an angry step forward. “How many reports have there been?”

“None of your—” George starts.

“How many have there been, George?” Edward demands, lacing his words with the same power that George is emitting. It hurts, the pain of being in such a powerful presence overwhelming me so badly.

My jaw is clenched so tightly that my teeth ache, but I can’t stop myself.

“A few,” George bites out, his eyes flashing dangerously. I flinch again at the tension.

I look over at Seb and Phoebe, but she seems content to sleep as if nothing is happening. Maybe this is something I feel because I’m human. Because I’m not like them. I hope so because I really don’t want her to suffer like I am.

“Why the fuck did you not tell us?” Charles asks, shaking his head sadly. He sighs and looks over at his very tense mate, who is avoiding the confrontation and everyone’s eyes. “Did you know about all of this, love?”

Julie bites her lip and nods slowly, cringing at the identical pained expressions on the faces of her mates. “You all confide in me, and I don’t break your confidence with each other, Charlie. I was helping him.”

“That’s not a confidence you should keep, Jules. You’re not bound to keep secrets like that. It’s not a…” Edward sighs, shaking his head in sadness as he turns away from his mate. “That’s neither here nor there, but trust me when I say we’ll be coming back to this discussion later.” He turns to Topher, and I can see the frown on his face as he addresses his eldest son. “Why was he here, Toph?”

“To assess Phoebe’s parentage,” Topher says, and George’s face pales as Edward lets out a very loud snarl.

“They killed one of us, why the fuck would they think we’d give them another?” Charles roars, and I tremble under the weight of all their anger.

My body sinks into the sofa, my head feeling light and lofty as it lolls back, and I can barely sustain myself under the weight of them.

“Enough!” Seb roars, and I gasp pitifully. My heart is pounding, my body aching.

“The lot of you need to calm down,” Alex adds, giving Seb a grateful nod. “The anger and frustration is too much for my mate to bear. Calm yourselves, or I will do it for you.”

“You’ve dropped a huge bomb on us, son,” Edward says after taking a deep breath. He gives me another warm smile, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “But I am sorry that I lost my temper, Maia. I forget how gentle I need to be when it comes to you, and I won’t make that mistake again.”

I try to return his smile, but my teeth are chattering from the fading adrenaline. The house is freezing, or maybe that’s just me, and it’s a bone deep kind of cold.

“When did you find all of this out?” Charles asks, taking a seat back on the sofa. I have no idea when so many of them got to their feet, but everyone sort of scrounges around for their seat and sits themselves back down. “Have you already been approached by the Greys?”

“No, not properly. Only via the court summons,” Topher says with a shake of his head. “Phoebe’s scent came through last month, which is what he was wanting to assess. He was posing as a doctor⁠—”

“No, he is a doctor,” Ben says, shaking his head. “Fully licensed and everything. Believe me, I checked. He’s their pack doctor, and obviously, someone they trust.”

“Well, fuck, they must’ve been pretty confident then,” Edward says. His tone is full of emotion, but I don’t know him well enough to decipher what specifically.

“Did he get a smell of her?” Julie asks, and I’m surprised at how strong her voice is now. She’s so calm, so serious, whereas under Charles’s questioning, she was so timid.

“No,” Topher says with a shake of his head. “Maia got her out of there, and we handled it.”

“It or him?” Julie asks, still just as distantly. She wipes her lap as if that little speck of dust was the potential dead man.

“We didn’t kill him,” Alex says, and even whilst knowing that, it’s a relief to hear all the same. “We harmed him, but he left and made his way back to his own pack. We fortified and spent the entire time reinforcing our home, and we increased the patrols just in case.”

Understanding fills George’s face as I try to keep my expression clear. They’ve lied to their parents. Again. They’re not sharing about us seeing Ethan or how often he’s been on pack lands.

I just don’t understand why. I know the trust is gone, but at this stage, couldn’t George give some information to help, if he knew?

“But whilst we’re on the topic of murder,” Ben says, rising to his feet in a very dramatic move as he grins at his mother. “We’re here for a specific reason, mumsy dear.”

“You are?” Her eyes narrow, and there’s a degree of hostility in her gaze that hasn’t been present with any of her other kids.

Is that because Ben’s the runt, and therefore, perceived to be weaker?

“Did you or did you not order the death of Ryan Grey, Mum?” Topher asks, his tone calm and steady, his eyes focused purely on his mum.

“Christopher Wolfe, how dare you ask your mother something like that,” Charles snaps.

“Are you joking?” Edward asks with a frown. “This is a very serious time, Toph, and with everything else we’ve had thrown at us, we’re⁠—”

“I’m being deadly serious,” Topher says, cutting his father off as he stares his mother down. That uncomfortable feeling fills me once more as Orion pushes forward, and although it’s not painful for me, it still makes me antsy.

Since our bonding, this emergence of Orion—and Max and Fluffy—has incited feelings of a good nature, but now, it’s not that at all. I’m nervous about what will happen if Topher loses control of him.

I’m terrified a fight is going to break out.

Topher’s gaze is locked on his mother as he asks her a question, forcing the answer from her wolf. “Did you or did you not arrange for Ryan Grey’s death, Mother?”

“I did,” she whispers.

And that’s when all hell breaks loose.
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MAIA


The spring sun is bitter, the wind having a slight chill even with the barrier of my cardigan and coat. I hate that we’ve been sent to sit out here in the garden, even if it’s at the requirement for mine and Phoebe’s safety.

“Are you okay, darling?” Ben asks from across the wooden garden table. I nod slowly before sighing and shaking my head. “Yeah, me neither.”

The moment his mum confirmed she did arrange to murder my fiancé, her sons—Topher and Ben—started to shout at her, which caused her mates to retaliate in their mate’s defence. Topher was going at it with George, and from my viewpoint, it seemed that he was airing a lot of his grievances. Neither man cared very much about Ryan, their arguments and displeasure going into a much more personal tone.

On the other hand, Charles was lecturing Ben, who was attempting to interrogate his mum, and Ben was arguing back as a surly teenager would. They were winding each other up, both unable to control themselves, as they fought.

Edward and Alex seemed the most alike and were trying to calm everyone down. Edward appears to be the peacekeeper of his trio, like Alex is for his quad, and I’d be interested in exploring their family dynamics further, if things weren’t the way they are.

Their efforts didn’t work, though, when Seb decided to join in on the fight. My quietest mate is not someone who can be contained, and all of the attention turned to him, as he designed.

Seb was so gentle when he unstrapped Phoebe from his chest, and even more so as he helped me put the baby carrier on. His touches were soft as he secured Phoebe to me. He gave both of us soft kisses on our foreheads before he let loose a roar that silenced the room.

My mate let everyone feel his fury, as he and Kane merged together as one, just before they shifted into their very large grey wolf form. He lunged forward to attack one of his dads—George, maybe?—which resulted in Topher, Charles, and George shifting, to intercept the angry alpha.

The room is most definitely not big enough for four alpha wolves to fight, but even more so when it’s packed with furniture and people.

I was hustled out of the room with Ben, by Alex, before my heart exploded, and although I’m grateful to not be in that horrific atmosphere, I’m now sitting out here as my anxiety builds and builds, instead.

I’m trying to use the bonds to settle myself, to let their emotions and presence be my grounding force. But without a tie to Seb, and the majority of the feelings from Alex and Topher being rage, I’m not very confident.

Ben snuck back into the kitchen for some tea once I was settled out here, and we’ve been sitting out here in the cold for a good twenty minutes, sipping at our thermos, whilst they do whatever they need to.

The soundproofing of the house has both helped my anxiety and made it worse, but I don’t think I could sit here and hear whatever is going on every time their rage becomes murderous or a flash of pain emerges.

I hate not knowing what’s going on or what words are being shared, sure, but more than that, I hate not knowing who is hurt and how. I can feel the echoes, but I can’t feel enough. I’m confident that my mates are going to win this little battle with their fathers, they’re evenly matched.

But that doesn’t mean it’ll be a fight won unscathed.

Ben flexes his arms, his muscles impressive, and he knows it. He cocks his head to the side, his light caramel hair messy from the way he’s been running his hands through it, and it’s a very attractive sight.

His head cocks in the other direction, and I know he’s straining to hear something. I don’t think he can hear any more than I can with the soundproofing of their home, but he’s certainly trying. He seems restless, and maybe even unhappy about being outside with me and Phoebe instead of inside with his brothers where the action is taking place.

“Are you upset that you’re stuck babysitting me?” I ask hesitantly.

Ben shakes his head. “This is the most important job in the world, Maia. It’s a privilege to be sitting here protecting you and Phoebe.”

I can feel the sincerity of his words, the satisfaction that it was he who was chosen to be out here with me. But that doesn’t mean he’s happy.

He sighs deeper than I did and looks up at the sky. It’s still bright and harsh, the sun that is a little bit higher in the sky now. Phoebe’s strapped to my chest, and I’ve zipped my coat up over us so that she’s getting the warmth from my chest and the coat.

I don’t like knowing that he’s feeling so out of place, without understanding why, because it means I can’t help him.

“The fighting, then? It’s upsetting you?”

“Believe it or not, this isn’t the worst fight they’ve had. One time, when we were only fifteen or so, Topher and George went at it. It was embarrassing since Topher had his ass handed to him, but it was brutal.” Ben laughs. “This one is going a very different way.”

“You can feel that?” I ask with a frown.

“I can always feel my brothers . We’ve got a bond similar to the one we share with you.” He smirks, shaking his head. “Well, not really. Yours makes me want to fuck you. I can’t say I’ve felt that way about my brothers.”

I groan and decide not to talk about that. “So then, what’s wrong? I can feel how off you are, but I don’t understand why.”

Ben kicks out at the hard grass and sighs. “I feel weak, and I hate that.”

“Weak?” I frown, wrapping my arms around Phoebe. “In your words, you’ve been entrusted with the most important job, why would they give that to you if you were the weak one?”

He refuses to look at me, his bond darkening with his turmoil. It feels heavier in my chest, and I don’t know if the sudden urge to hug him and soothe away his upset is because of the bond or just me.

But it doesn’t matter.

My mate is upset, and I need to help him.

“I’m the runt, Maia, the weak link. I struggle to control my shifts, the bond between Fluffy and I is both stronger and weaker than the bonds the others have with their own wolves. It makes me a problem. I’m a liability in these hot-headed situations, and it pisses me off that I’m not good enough to be by their side.”

My frown only deepens. “How can your bond be both stronger and weaker than theirs?”

He stretches his legs out in front of him, stopping the jiggling that his leg was doing. I didn’t realise how annoying it was until it stopped. “Fluffy’s very powerful for a wolf shifter, on par with my brothers, for sure. He’s strong and has fought our entire life in my defence, to protect me from… myself, mostly. I’m extremely weak, on the other hand. I’m the problem. The bond between us is strong, but when I can’t control myself, he comes out and takes over. I’m then meant to be the controlling balance for him, but I can’t, and so he can’t control himself, either. We’re meant to be balanced, but we’re not because of me. I’m the weak link.”

“I know Fluffy well enough to know he won’t like what you’re saying about yourself.”

Ben grins over at me, and the blue in his hazel eyes twinkles. “You’re right, but it doesn’t make it any less true.”

“You know, out of all of you, you’re the most complex to me,” I say, rising to my feet to move closer to him. He scoots over so I can sit down close by on the table’s bench, and I feel the warmth spreading through me from where we touch. Our bond lights up, and a genuine happiness radiates from Ben. Me, too, if I’m honest.

I rest my head on his shoulder and start speaking once more, wanting to soothe him. “You’re cheerful, but also the quickest to fall into a bad mood. You’re clueless in social situations and yet so smart. You’re tactless but honest. You’re⁠—”

“A box of contradictions.” He sounds so sulky here, so annoyed that I’m seeing him.

“Maybe. Or maybe you and Fluffy work so well together because you are balanced out by one another. You’re quite oppositional in your extremes, but there’s enough crossover that you’re also so similar.” I turn to look his way, but he’s deliberately staring at the tree instead of me. “Your complexity is beautiful, Benjamin Wolfe, and I can’t wait to unwrap your layers and learn everything about you.”

He snorts, turning to me now. He brushes my hair out of my face, cupping my cheek before pressing his forehead against mine. His eyes are so beautiful, his lips parted ever so slightly. As I tilt my chin up to kiss him, he murmurs, “If you want to unwrap me, baby, I’ll make it easy for you and undo the buckle on my jeans. It’s really awkward, and I’d rather you didn’t⁠—”

“Ugh,” I groan, shoving at his chest. Ben laughs, and I roll my eyes. “I was being genuine.”

“I know you were,” he murmurs, wrapping his arm around my shoulders. He squeezes gently, and I rest my head on his shoulder. “But I don’t want to lose control and devour you the way that I want to when Phoebe is strapped to your chest. Sure, she loves your boobs, but so do I, and I’m not the best at sharing.”

His words send a shiver down my spine, and heat forms inside me.

I laugh. “Honestly, babe, I think she is the concern about sharing when it comes to my boobs.”

He smirks. “I can take my baby.”

I groan, reaching out to shove him. “We’re not talking about this anymore.”

“If you say so.” He turns and presses a soft kiss to my forehead, and I relax in his hold. “She still out?”

I nod. “How much longer are we going to have to sit out here whilst they... have their discussion?”

“Act like immature children, you mean?” Ben asks, and I nod. He sighs. “Wolves are very, very protective of their mates, as you know. The moment Seb growled at my mum, my dads lost their rationality, and with the rage Topher’s in, it’s clearly not going very well.”

“How do you know it’s not going well?”

“Because I know them. They’re going to still be fighting, battling for dominance and trying to establish the alpha. Once that’s happened, they’ll be able to move on to productive conversations. We need one of them to give in so they can all calm down.”

“So, how long will it take for that to happen?” I ask.

He sighs, rubbing the back of his neck as he unconsciously pulls me closer to him. “Depends. Topher’s rightfully pissed off, and Charles and Edward are raging at George so their wolves will be up for a fight, too. Honestly, if there wasn’t the, you know, I’d be tempted to drop you girls off at home and watch the bloodshed.”

He rubs his hands together like a manic little villain. “It would be amazing.”

I don’t feel as overjoyed as my mate does. Not even a little bit. My concerns are more on the line about if his mum actually did kill my fiancé, and if so, what do we do from here?

“Do you think she really did try to kill him?” I whisper, scared to voice the words too loudly.

That makes them real.

Ben shrugs, and I can sense his intrigue as he considers it properly. “Probably. She’s not a liar. A murderer, apparently, but definitely not a liar. If she said she did it, well, she probably did.”

He doesn’t sound very cut up over this.

“Lovely.” My heart hammers away in my chest, and I hate that Phoebe’s listening to the erratic sound. She doesn’t deserve to feel my stress, not over this. Ryan was her dad, and I hate that her family—his family—have done something this horrific.

“I—” I start to admonish Ben, but I’m cut off by the way my bonds electrify. There’s an almost audible crackle in the air as the energy around us seems to shift and intensify. There’s a strong presence in my chest, burning and growing, attached to my three werewolf men.

Ben moans, dropping from the chair to the ground in a kneeling position, his eyes bright blue, as his hands shift into their wolf claws. He drags them through the dry mud.

The change in the bond is clearly something that’s affecting him a lot deeper than it’s affecting me.

“Ben,” I gasp, reaching for my mate, but he throws his head back, letting out a very loud howl. I snap my head to look at the back door, but nobody comes out.

His body shudders as another howl leaves him, and I back away from him, not sure what’s happening.

Phoebe’s eyes fly open, and I look down at her as she lets out her own howl. Her eyes are the bright, luminous grey as she throws her head back against the carrier.

My heart is racing, not sure what is happening with my men, but then all of a sudden, it cuts off. Phoebe lets out an adorable yawn before cuddling back into me and going to sleep.

Ben jumps up to his feet, beaming as he turns to me. There’s an excited energy racing through him, pure pride floating through the bond. “Things are looking up, baby girl.”

“They are?” I ask, nowhere near on his energy level. I feel shaky and nervous, despite the way my body has relaxed. He nods, bouncing on the heels of his feet as if he can’t contain the energy that’s thrumming through him.

“Come sit,” he commands, and something in me obeys. I move back to sit down, cuddling into him, and I’m not sure I’m brave enough to ask what has just happened.

It feels like a good thing, across my bonds and in the changes with Ben, but the lack of understanding terrifies me. The way it drew from my sleeping baby, it can’t have been something positive, right?

Ben and I sit there together, looking over at the tree that rustles in the wind, the clouds slowly moving across the sky, and just take comfort in each other. I use the sound of his heart to calm my own. I mimic his breathing and even steal his warmth.

“Hey,” one of the guys calls. The words travel in the wind, and I turn and see Alex standing in the doorway at the back door. His shirt has a rip across his stomach area, and rather than showing off honeyed skin, there’s dried blood. I gasp, clutching Phoebe closer to me, as I take in the paler than usual skin of Alex.

I felt pain every so often, usually followed by extreme anger, and I wrongly assumed it was never this bad.

How could a parent do this to their child?

Alex smiles, his face softening, even from this distance. “I’m okay, little butterfly. This was from Seb.” Oh, because that makes it better. “Things are calmer now. If you want to try coming back inside, we can get our answers.”

I nod, and Ben groans about having to share me again but holds my hand as the three of us head into the house. My hands are freezing, which only makes his feel that much hotter in mine, but he diligently keeps hold.

My legs are trembling, and the warmth of the house doesn’t do anything against the bone-deep coldness that I have going on. I hold onto Phoebe as the four of us enter the living room.

I gasp as I take in the scene in front of me. One of the arm chairs is ripped but usable, the other destroyed beyond repair. The table is cracked, and one of the legs is missing. How it’s still standing upright is beyond me.

There’s a weird smell in the air, but that’s nothing compared to the tension pouring off each and every one of the people in the room. Seb’s gaze snaps towards me, and I give him as big a smile as I can muster.

He’s the only one of my mate’s who can’t feel me through the bond—although, Alex explained that they can feel a sort of echo of me through their shared quadruplet bond—and I know he needs the reassurance that both Phoebe and I are okay.

I try to reach for his hand, but Alex and Ben are gripping onto me too tightly. Instead, I give him a warm smile. He relaxes, marginally, but enough for me to relax, too.

Topher’s just behind his brother, and the glower on his face is terrifying. His eyes meet mine and flash gold as he takes a hesitant step forward. He’s wearing an off-white shirt that does not belong to him, and it’s quite loose over his body. He seems unsettled, both in his facial expressions and the bond.

I accept the kiss and awkward cuddle and hope like hell that the love I’m pouring down the bond to him is enough to help.

Their dads are in two groups—George, alone and miserable, and then Edward and Charles, who both seem determined and angry. Julie’s eyes are downcast, her body hunched in on herself, and she’s the most put together of the group, physically.

It’s clear a battle has taken place here. I just don’t understand who won and how.

Seb growls low, and I look back towards him, and he raises an eyebrow. I nod, and with a squeeze of both Alex’s and Ben’s hands, I walk towards Seb. He brings me into his arms and almost snaps his back as he bends low to take a deep inhale of my scent. He presses a gentle kiss to my pulse point before kissing the top of Phoebe’s head.

“Safe,” he murmurs.

I nod, letting him do what he needs to calm down.

“We’re going to move this into the dining room, princess,” Topher says so gently, despite the glower on his face. “Do you or Phoebe need anything before we get started?”

I shake my head, and he nods.

“Let’s go,” Topher snarls, and this time, his tone completely matches his face as he gives George a look of pure hatred. To my surprise, George follows Topher as he leads him through to the kitchen without a single complaint.

I frown, turning back to Seb, raising my eyebrow.

“The status quo has changed,” Ben cheerfully informs the room.

“Please, don’t—” Julie starts, but she gets cut off by a growl from Alex.

“I’m not sure I understand,” I say, turning in Seb’s arms so I can see Alex. I really don’t want there to be another fight, and it’s clear my distraction has worked because Alex’s face softens.

“You’re looking at the new alphas of the Wolfe pack, baby girl,” Ben says, grinning at me. “Topher has finally bested my dads once and for all, and they’ve been dethroned like the peasants they are.”

I bite my lip, not sure if I’m holding back a laugh or a grimace, and Seb’s arms tighten around Phoebe and I in an effort to protect us either way.

“Is this what happened outside with you and Phoebe?” I ask, and Ben grins, nodding at me.

“She sensed the change and was welcoming her new alphas, whilst honouring the change in her position, too,” Alex says with a smile.

“This will be a good thing for you and my boys, Maia,” Edward says. His tone is almost kind, and there’s no anger in his face as he nods at me. He doesn’t pause before going through to the kitchen with Charles, and neither men look back for their mate.

I feel so uncomfortable being part of this big family blow up, but it’s something that involves me and my daughter.

“Join your mates, Mum,” Alex says, and I’m surprised at how hard his tone is. “We’ll be through in a moment.”

Julie sighs but nods and scurries out of the room. She seems very sad, but I can’t bring myself to care. She admitted that she had a plan to kill Ryan.

Whether she carried it out and that’s how my daughter lost her father—how I lost my fiancé—or whether it was just a plan that never went anywhere, it doesn’t make a difference to me.

He’s dead, and she hated her nephew enough to plan his death.

That says all it needs to about the kind of person she is.

“Topher’s going to be a dick, and this conversation is not going to be easy, but it is necessary,” Alex says gently. “If at any point you need to leave or take a break, let me know, and we’ll stop. We’ll take the pause and figure it out together.”

I nod, and he squeezes my hand as Seb kisses my temple. Then the five of us head through to the dining room. It’s just as lavish as the rest of their home, the table a gorgeous oak, with enough seats to fit not just Julie, her mates, and their six children, but there’s enough to fit sixteen people around it.

Topher’s at the head of the table, which is another surprise for me, and his parents are down the left side. Alex slides into the seat next to Topher, and I sit next, with Seb and Ben sliding into the following seats.

I scoot my chair back slightly to make some room for Phoebe, and I keep my arms wrapped around her for the extra reassurance.

“We’ll be starting the transition into alphas immediately following this meeting, but just so you’re aware, Maia, from now until we pass the mantle to our own alpha child, we”—Topher gestures between him and the rest of my side of the table, including me and his brothers—“are now the leaders of this pack.”

“Meaning,” Alex says, turning to me with a gentle smile, “that we’re in a much better position when it comes to the custody battle.”

This is a big moment, even though I’m not stupid enough to miss that memo, and I’m so glad that it has happened. Penelope explained how good it would be for Phoebe’s case, but also, it means my mates can have a lot more resources at their fingers when it comes to protecting their pack.

“It’ll be really good for you, Maia, because now, my brother and his mate won’t be attempting to just take custody of their grandchild,” Edward says. His smile is gentle, his tone soothing, and I nod, listening intently. “They’ll also be attempting to take the heir of our pack. Your case has just been strengthened.”

I frown, not sure how that works, since they specified she wouldn’t be the heir of the pack, it would be her mates. But still—wait. I tilt my head. “But wouldn’t she be the heir to their pack, too?”

Topher shakes his head. “No. Their heir is Ethan, and whilst, sure, Phoebe and her mates would have a claim to the pack hierarchy, once Ethan finds himself a mate and has children of his own, they’d overtake her claim.”

“Whereas, since we are now the leaders, the only heir to our pack is through Phoebe,” Alex says. “It adds more weight to our side than theirs.”

I nod and press a kiss to my sleeping baby’s head and settle into the chair for what is no doubt going to be a long conversation that I’m not going to understand much of.

“So, Mother,” Topher says, lacing his fingers together as he leans forward. “Explain to me exactly how you planned to kill Ryan Grey.”


41


SEBASTIAN


“So, Mother,” Topher says, lacing his fingers together as he leans forward. “Explain to me exactly how you planned to kill Ryan Grey.”

“Nothing she says is going to be good enough,” Kane hisses along our bond. “Nothing she says is ever going to take the pain away from our mate. Nothing is going to bring back our daughter’s father.”

“I’ve thought about killing her for it a few times. I’d feel no guilt,” I say, stroking my hand up and down Maia’s thigh.

My beautiful mate is so tense, so uncomfortable. Her scent is so much more potent in this state, and I’m desperate to just whisk her away and lock her up so she’s safe. She’ll never need to worry, never need to be concerned with her safety, when I’m the one in control of it.

Who gives a fuck about a custody battle when they’d never find her or Phoebe to be able to take my little pup away from her mother?

I’d keep them both safe and happy. I’d make sure they were loved and protected. They’d live happily, with me and my brothers, and want for nothing.

“You’re not allowed to lock our mate away. She’d wither away in captivity, and we love her for her spirit,” Kane lectures, and I roll my eyes. “Besides, you’d run out of things to say to her after a day once you’ve used up your fifty words.”

My lips quirk up into a smirk as he pushes forward to take control. He leans in close to Maia and gently kisses just below her ear. A shiver races down my mate’s spine, and I can’t wait to recreate this moment in a much happier situation. A much more sexual situation.

She’s gorgeous, but I hate how pale she is. This situation is taking a toll on her, and that’s not something Kane or I can abide with.

“Breathe, little mama,” Kane murmurs, and she lets out a slow breath. “Good girl.”

Our three dads are watching us, and he snarls at them for intruding on our moment. Edward smirks, whereas George and Charles both look away like the little cowards they are.

“I can’t wait until the day we can feel her as strongly as our brothers can,” Kane says. I nod my head, agreeing.

“We’re waiting, Mother,” Topher says, clicking his tongue in frustration.

My mum bursts into tears, hiding her head in her hands, but I can smell her tears and her emotions. There’s no sadness, no unhappiness, just pure frustration. They’re crocodile tears, and it’s just embarrassing to sit here and watch.

“She’s an idiot, thinking we’re fooled by her tears,” Kane agrees. “I love her, but I’ll happily allow you to slit her throat if it’ll give our mate some peace.”

“I don’t love her.”

Kane rolls his eyes. “You need help, human.”

Charles reaches over to cuddle my mum into his chest, his wolf, Umber, pushing forward as they both work to soothe their unsettled mate. I wonder if she’s able to manipulate their bond to let them think she’s sad, because this is ridiculous.

Edward offers some comfort from his own seat, although his wolf doesn’t make an appearance.

My parents have always been affectionate, and my mother truly is the light of my father’s eyes, and they’ve never once downplayed or hidden their love. It would be nice to see, if I cared.

But, whilst their individual relationships are strong, and my father’s truly are devoted to my mum, the relationship between each of them is clearly shit. They don’t know how to function as a team, as shown by all the things they’ve been doing alone, and their bonds are tense because of it.

Even worse than that is that our pack is in a state of disarray because of their continued fuck-ups.

“It’s our time now, and we’re going to fix the mistakes of the past,” Kane says. We squeeze Maia’s thigh and lean back to continue watching the dynamics.

People are so simple. So stupid.

The amount of personal information they give off in their scent, the amount of lies they tell that their body betrays them for.

“You’re so humble,” Kane says.

According to Edward, the reason they’ve been clinging to the pack for so long is they wanted to fix things before handing it to us, and whilst he believed his words, it doesn’t make it any better.

Our pack finances are a lot lower than expected, our birth rates are very low—so low, in fact, that before Phoebe, the last wolf born on our lands was five years ago—and we’ve got no pregnant women to keep the pack going. Our numbers are dropping due to people leaving and not growing by new births or new members, and that’s not a stable place for a pack to be.

People don’t want to be in our pack, and it’s not hard to figure out why.

My father’s have made a huge mess of our pack over the last few decades.

“I’d be interested in knowing exactly when the decline started,” Kane mentions.

“We’ll be able to look into that properly now that we’re in charge.”

But being able to fix the damage doesn’t change my fury over the matter. I have a mate now, a daughter. A woman to love, to provide for, to support and provide a safe haven to. A wolf daughter, who needs the stability of a strong pack. She’s so young, so little, and needs her people around her.

And what do I offer her? A pack that’s barely hanging on, that has had at least two imposter wolves in our lands, and who knows how many rogues—because we’re still pretty sure that the rogues are Ethan—have been sniffing around.

There’s no young cousins or baby wolves for her to interact with.

She’s got nothing because we’ve not given her the right kind of system.

“We’ve failed her.”

Kane disagrees. “We’ve not failed our pup. We’re in the position now to do something about it. We’re going to give her the home and pack she deserves.”

Without Phoebe and Maia, my life would be nothing. And what do I give them in return for completing my soul and giving me the biggest blessing to exist? Nothing.

“The leadership was stale, and our pack wolves can feel the instability of that. The strongest were not at the top, and their wolves knew that and sought to find somewhere that could give them that protection,” Kane says, and I nod. “Trust in our brother. Topher will have known how dire things were, and he’ll have a plan. We’ll rally the troops, and we will provide our mate with the safety she and our pup need to thrive.”

“That doesn’t change the fact that it should have been done already,” I hiss across the bond with my wolf.

“Enough of the crying,” Topher says, slamming his hand down onto the table. Maia gasps, and I lift her from her chair into my own, letting my body heat and our shared sparks soothe her.

“Good,” Kane says. “Kiss mate, hug mate, love mate. But do not lose control, human.”

“Are you okay?” Maia whispers, her warm breath tickling my ear, and I nod. I press a delicate kiss to her forehead and glare at my mother for being so pathetic.

The crocodile tears have stopped, and she wipes her eyes delicately as she moves out of Charles’s embrace. It’s laughable how quickly she changes her tune. “Your cousin⁠—”

“Your nephew. My pup’s father. My mate’s… something. We don’t need to be reminded of the familial connection. Not when we know what he did and who he is. What we do need to know, though, Mumsy, is what you have done,” Ben interjects, sounding more stern than usual. I can hear the emphasis in his words, and I know he’s fighting Fluffy for control.

Unlike the rest of us, Ben didn’t get the chance to unleash his fury earlier. He’s sitting here with pent-up energy and a need to prove himself as worthy of being an alpha alongside us.

Maia doesn’t say anything about Ben’s flippant comment regarding her dead fiancé, but I can feel her tense up in my lap as he utters it.

The thing is, she can feel Ben just as much as I can, and he’s not feeling very angry about Ryan’s existence. Ben, like me and the rest of my brother’s, are coming to an understanding regarding our little dead cousin.

I massage Maia’s lower back as gently as I can, trying to soothe her with my touch. My family is fucked-up, and I won’t allow their taint to touch my mate and child.

“Neither of us will,” Kane promises me.

“I understand his connection to this family,” Julie says, shaking her head as she gives my brother a look full of sympathy. She’s acting as if he’s a fool, as if she’s better than him.

I am better than him. But she certainly is not.

“Anything I did was to protect our line, to protect the Wolfe’s from… from them and their poison,” she says desperately. “They were going to hurt us, and he was the leader of that. I did what I could—what anyone would.”

“She speaks for us all when she talks about these plans,” George adds. His words are gravelly, his tone almost reluctant. But he’s desperate to get that edge over Topher.

“Pathetic,” Kane and I utter together.

“We knew about your mother’s plan, boys. She wasn’t working alone on this,” Charles says, and Maia flinches, seeking more comfort from me. I press a soft kiss to the top of her head, annoyed that I can’t do more.

My heart is pounding in time with the way my veins burn with my fury. I’m scared to let go of my mate, to stop touching her. These sparks that occur when we touch are one of the only things keeping me sane right now.

I want vengeance, I want to fix Maia’s hurt, I need to fix her upset.

“There’s nothing that you can fix, human,” Kane warns, but it's a futile thing. I might not be able to bring him back for her—and even if I could, I’m not sure if I would—but I can send his killers out to go join him.

“No.” Kane doesn’t expand, but honestly, he doesn’t need to.

“If I can show her how far I’m willing to go in her defence, she’ll understand the depth of my love,” I argue. “She doesn’t yet have the bond with me that she does with my brother’s, but with this act, she’ll understand.” I kiss Maia’s neck, the softness causing beautiful goosebumps to appear across her skin.

“If I go this far… she’ll not believe that we knew about this plot.”

“She doesn’t already,” Kane soothes. “She has never once insinuated that over the last month. Whenever the topic has come up, she’s never once doubted us. She’s perfect, human, and she absolutely trusts us.”

“But that was before she heard it out of my parent’s mouths,” I protest. I lean down to kiss Maia again, needing to remind myself that she’s here, that she’s safe, that she likes my touch, that she loves me. “I can’t lose her, Kane.”

“You won’t.”

My dad leans in across the table as if he’s going to touch Maia. I snarl loudly, and Maia leans further into my touch and out of his grasp. With her left hand, she reaches for mine and squeezes so gently.

She’s so fragile, so delicate, and yet, she offers me comfort.

I’m not worthy of this love.

“Because she is perfect,” Kane says, enunciating each word. “And you are worthy of it, Seb. I understand the urge to hunt, to kill, to shed blood in our mate’s defence. I feel it, too. But she doesn’t need bloodshed. She needs answers, and we’re going to sit here and make sure she gets them.”

I nod slowly.

“Providing doesn’t always mean giving the easiest or most obvious thing,” my wolf continues. “This is the decision she needs, so this is the situation we’ll provide for.”

“We weren’t the ones to kill him, Maia,” Edward says gently. Maia flinches, and I growl once more, not liking how personal he is being. “We didn’t do that to you or to Phoebe.”

“You chose not to or your plan failed?” my mate whispers, but we all hear it anyway. Her sorrow is so obvious in her tone, the depth of her pain stinging my nose as the orange in her scent is so acidic.

Edward opens his mouth, likely to try and pretty up whatever plan they did have, but he’s beaten out by his mate, who has the most disgusting sneer on her face as she glares at my mate.

“Ryan Grey is a disgrace to wolf kind, and I wish my plan was a success. I wish it were me who managed to end his worthless life,” my mother hisses, and it’s clear to see for everyone now that those tears from earlier were fake. The disgust in her tone as she talks is so clear to see, the fury radiating from her inner wolf.

Her face scrunches up, her eyes darkening, and my true mother comes out to play. I’ve seen this side of her far too many times to count, and if she wasn’t such a vindictive bitch, it could be pretty powerful and a good asset for our pack.

Maia likely would never have seen this version, the deep hatred my mother harbours, but my brother’s and I all knew it was there.

“Envy is a deadly sin for a reason,” Kane says, eyeing our mother with as much distaste as I am. We’re ready in case she tries to attack. She’s never got violent before—not with us, or even the twins, but that doesn’t mean she’s not got it in her.

My mate will not be put in harm’s way.

My daughter will not be around this violence.

“It keeps me up at night, knowing that we were not the ones to rid our family line of that toxic boy,” she continues. Her eyes are focused on Topher, so I don’t need to intervene, but if she dares insult Phoebe—even indirectly—I won’t be held responsible for my actions.

Kane doesn’t argue, knowing that, in this instance, it’s a waste of time.

Topher’s face changes, and he hides the anger that’s brimming in his scent, as he softly asks, “I understand why you’d feel that way. What was your plan, Mum?”

Maia doesn’t react at Topher’s change, likely since she can still feel his anger through their bond. She rests her head back on me, her fluffy hair like a cushion.

George snarls, but Topher’s is louder as he gives our father a warning look. George is silenced, unhappily, and crosses his arms in front of his chest.

Edward and Charles exchange looks, but neither of them are a concern. They’re both far more level-headed, far less impulsive, and honestly, so weak that I could kill them both without breaking a sweat.

“You mean they love their pups and wouldn’t hurt them, so you’d have an easy advantage,” Kane says.

“Weak, yeah, that’s what I said.”

“What do you know about what Ryan has been up to since our Morgan died and he left the Grey pack, boys?” Edward asks as my mum regains control of herself.

She’s pushing her wolf down, locking the murderous urges back in her little box, as she delicately pretends that she’s not the unhinged one.

“You definitely got your sociopathic traits from her,” Kane says.

“Not much, outside of his life with Maia and Phoebe,” Topher says, causing Maia to flinch once more. Ben reaches over for her other hand, and whilst she doesn’t relax, her heart rate does begin to slow down.

“Ryan was a founding member of a company called Fresh Fur Creations,” Charles says, and I make sure to keep breathing in from my nose to see what their scent has to say about their words. “From our records, he started it when he was nineteen and somehow secured funding not long before his twenty-first birthday”—Maia releases a soft gasp, but based on the way nobody else reacts, I’m the only one who heard her—“which helped boost it off the ground. As it started increasing in size, we, of course, looked into it as a potential threat.”

She knows where the funding came from. I’m wondering if she gave it or if she was the one to organise it for him.

“Why would it be a threat?” Ben asks, leaning back in his chair, as he keeps a tight hold on Maia’s hand. “We’re familiar with it, but it’s nothing. A shitty little biochem company focusing on medications that help our kind, whilst advertising all of their human-led products.”

“What?” Edward asks.

Ben sighs as if the inadequate intellect of our parents is a burden on him. “Their whole business premise is hidden from the human eyes, but their goal is to alter human medications to work with our chemistry and make them work for us, too.”

“That was their cover story, sure,” Charles says dismissively. “But we know the truth. They’re not trying to help our kind, no, Ryan was trying to destroy it.”

“And likely, us,” George grunts out.

“You know how warped that boy was,” my mum says. She’s a master manipulator, but it’s been over a decade since we’ve trusted a single word out of her mouth. “He’s been gathering the supplies to take us out, to get revenge for something that was his fault.”

Maia tenses, and I hate more than anything that we don’t have the bond. I trust that my brothers are soothing her that way, and I focus on giving her calming touches and letting the sparks do their job.

“We had someone from our pack who was able to get a job there, and we never thought anything of it,” Edward says calmly. “Until he came to us one day with concerns.”

“Why would he come to you?” Alex asks.

“We’re his alphas,” Charles says.

“What was his concern?” Topher asks, and unlike Alex, his tone is full of impatience.

“He found out that there was a private project that the founder—Ryan—was working on, and it could be very dangerous for all of the wolf-kind. It was kept hidden from the humans, of course, but the wolves that worked there heard plenty of rumours, and a lot of them were scared.”

“And the project was…?” Alex demands.

“They were working on scent neutralising agents so that wolves could mask their scents and hide who they were whilst being in plain sight,” George says, and I let out a loud snarl as I realise the implications of what that could do.

I’m not the only one, with both Topher and Alex growling low. Orion and Max are likely as unnerved by this as I am.

This is dangerous. So, very dangerous.

And now… it all makes sense.

“They’ve done it, then,” Kane says. “We know for a fine fact that this is the only thing that makes sense. How else would he get on pack lands?”

“They’ve been playing us for a fool.”

Maia sits up, and losing some of her touch sends my anger even higher. She was grounding me, but I’m desperate to go over to the pathetic Grey pack and wipe them all out.

Ethan’s been using this little scent neutralising agent of his brother’s to get onto our lands, to try and take my daughter away.

I’m not sure if he’s been doing more than that, and honestly, I don’t care.

I’d give the pack over in a heartbeat if it meant I kept Maia and Phoebe. I don’t care about the wolves.

“No, you may not,” Kane says with a heavy sigh. “But we’re not handing over our pack to anyone. We’re alpha's. We need a pack around to ground us. We need to provide. We’d go insane otherwise.”

“I’d provide for my mate and child.”

“And where would you do that?” Kane sounds so amused. “In a pack where another alpha is in charge? Of course not. You’d be unable to function with someone else in charge, you’d be unfulfilled, and very unhappy.”

I’d kill Kane, too, and not feel any guilt.

He snorts.

Maia’s frown can be felt in her entire body as she looks over at Alex for answers. “I don’t understand what the big deal is with this.”

My mum rolls her eyes, letting out a little huff.

“We’ve told you about how important scents are to werewolves,” Alex says, and Maia nods slowly. She brings her bottom lip between her teeth, her eyes so focused on Alex, and I groan as she wriggles slightly on my lap.

This is the wrong time for an erection, but I can’t help that my mate is the most beautiful and sensual woman to ever exist.

“Yes,” Maia says softly.

“She can’t understand the difference,” my mum scoffs, pursing her lips.

“No,” I snarl, glaring at my mum. She frowns at me, confusion pouring from her idiotic self.

“I think Seb’s telling you to not insult his mate, love,” Edward says, and I nod firmly. I hold onto Maia’s thighs and glare at my mum, making it very clear where I stand.

My mum shakes her head, fake shock filling her, as she appeals to my mate. “I’m sorry, Maia, honey. I didn’t mean to act like you were inferior. I just meant that, as someone who also used to be human, you won’t realise the difference of how much better you are as a wolf until you’re in the situation to appreciate it. I had all the knowledge before I was turned, but it didn’t make a difference to my actual understanding.

“You can’t grasp the level of power you’ll have, how much stronger and better you will be, once you’re a wolf, too. Right now, in your human body, you’re limited. But as a wolf? You’ll have power at your disposal that you wouldn’t even dream about.”

“I don’t care much for power,” Maia says softly. My mum’s eyes flash with shock, but Maia turns back to Alex. “So removing the scents would take away part of someone’s identity, yes?”

Alex nods, hiding his smirk. “Yes. Depending on how adept these neutralising agents are, the person using them could do so much damage.”

And we’ve already seen the evidence of what can be done with them.

Maia sits up even straighter. “They could steal a pack’s scent and intermingle or even try to imitate a familial one. They could pretend to be human and hide away completely,” she muses, and whilst my dick hardens at her intelligence, this knowledge only puts Kane and I on edge.

My superior scent tracking ability is one of the biggest things I can provide to my mate. I can smell danger, I can protect her in ways the others can't.

I might not be as much of a cyber genius as Ben, or a political genius as Topher. I don’t even have Alex’s ease or abilities to remain in control despite everything happening.

But I can sense enemies as far as a few miles away. I can scent the rogues that would seek to harm our pack, or I could determine if anyone close by was feeling hostile towards her.

This is my job.

I’ve been failing it over the last few months. I’ve been missing the signs, unable to track them, and keep her safe.

“With their new agent, they seek to take our biggest strength from us,” Kane hisses. “They seek to incapacitate us. But for what end?”

“These kinds of advancements are dangerous.”

“Criminal, one might say,” Kane says, losing some of his anger. “This can’t have been something that we’d approve of. Which would make his death… justice.”

Well, fuck.

Maia notices the way my body has shifted, and her soft blue eyes rake over my features, trying to figure out why. I bring her close and kiss her forehead before she turns back around to the group.

“And that’s the danger we’d face,” Edward says softly. “We’d lose our biggest advantage, our biggest built-in protection. If we can’t even trust our noses, what can we trust?”

“So you decided to kill him,” Topher says, raising an eyebrow, although his statement is said simply. He doesn’t have any judgement in his tone, and I don’t blame him. If they had proof of this, it wouldn’t be an illegal kill within the bounds of our laws.

And even if they didn’t have evidence… that can always be doctored after the fact.

I’d know. We’ve done it ourselves plenty of times.

Killing isn’t hard for us, as long as you operate within the werewolf laws, and they’re pretty open for the most part. We are beasts, after all.

“We realised he needed to be neutralised,” Charles corrects, shooting Maia a nervous look. My mate looks sad, as if this is bothering her, but I can smell the intrigue in her scent.

I can pick up the small hints of curiosity buried just underneath her despair, smell the layer of anger she’s trying to hide.

“Smart mate,” I say.

“Incredibly smart. She knows something—hopefully, that’ll be able to help us,” Kane says.

“We had two goals,” my mum says, now relying on this information drop to try and get us back on her side. “The first was to take out Ryan so that the progress on the project would stop, and the second was to demolish the company so that nobody else would resume something as dangerous as he attempted.”

“And did you have a whole plan on how these goals of yours would be achieved?” Alex asks.

Our four parents exchange looks, but my mum is the one who nods.

“Two years ago, as you all know, I went to our biannual meeting with the Lunas in our area, and, of course, Aurora was there with Ethan.”

“I remember,” Topher says, sneering at our mum. “I was there, too. I didn’t realise you were using that very important platform to try and launch your assassination attempt right under everyone’s noses, though.”

She rolls her eyes as if the death of her nephew is nothing. As if flaunting it in front of said nephew’s fiancé and child is nothing.

Maybe Kane’s right, and my distaste for people came from her. At least I got something handy from her, rather than her stupidity.

“You already know that I’m always right, human,” Kane says.

“I’m a woman, Christopher, I can multitask,” she says, and Topher rolls his eyes. “Whilst we were there, I met up with a neutral member of our society who was willing to… fix this little issue for us.”

Maia’s heart is pounding, pure devastation leaking out from her scent.

It destroys me having to sit here and act like this isn’t an issue.

Like the blasé way my mum is talking about her dead fiancé is nothing when my mate’s very soul is screaming out for help.

“You found a rogue willing to kill Ryan,” Topher says, and Maia gasps. Julie nods as if this is nothing. “And what happened to him, since he clearly didn’t try to kill Ryan?”

“No, he did. Unfortunately, the attempt was thwarted by Ryan,” George says. “And the rogue we contracted ended up dead.”

Maia’s doing her best to appear calm and collected. She’s trying to hide the pain that she’s in.

“It’ll not be easy for her to learn that the man she loved was targeted numerous times and could never tell her. His life was in danger. He nearly died, at least once, but more than likely numerous times, and yet, she never knew.”

I kiss her neck once more, wrapping my arms around her and our sleeping infant, hating the truth of my wolf’s words.

“Coincidental,” Topher says, eyeing up our parents. “And what did you offer the rogue in return?”

“Absolution from his crimes, of course,” my mum says sweetly.

Topher growls low. “You’re foolish. The lot of you.”

“Ryan didn’t know who was behind the attempt,” Edward says, trying to salvage the conversation.

“I bet he didn’t,” Kane snarks.

“We figured out after a couple more failed attempts that it wasn’t going to be as easy to take Ryan out as we first assumed,” Edward says, and it’s embarrassing that he once again gives my mate an apologetic look.

As if his little sad eyes are going to undo the hurt she’s feeling.

And they say I am the one with no people skills. Pathetic.

“So, instead, we started focusing on the company itself,” Charles continues.

“So you tried to kill him numerous times. Each attempt failing, which is just embarrassing for everyone involved,” Ben says. “It’s quite a boring tale, really. Three powerful alphas, past their prime, failing at life day after day, being thwarted by a little baby wolf with no mate, pack, or true resources behind him.”

I raise an eyebrow, waiting for my brother to get past the dramatics and share what he knows or ask what it is that he needs to know.

“What I want to know is, how you learnt about this situation in the first place,” Ben says, scooting his chair back from my right and kicking his feet up on the table. The sound of it dragging across the floor grates on me, and the smell of mud on his shoes tickles my nose. “It took us some digging to find the link between Ryan and Fresh Fur, and even still, we didn’t realise he was a founding member. All we knew was that he attended meetings with them.”

Maia looks up at me, silently communicating something with me, and I hate that I don’t know what. I cup her cheek, pressing a soft kiss to her forehead, mouthing the words “not here” across her forehead.

Whatever knowledge she has is not going to be put in my parents hands.

In us securing the pack leadership, they’ve lost the ability to command us, and in their failures, it becomes our job to figure it out.

But that doesn’t mean my parents aren’t going to fight against this new status quo. It doesn’t mean that they don’t still have their own agenda that they’re going to try and push underneath our noses.

We just need to be ready for it, and in doing so, we’re not going to give them any information they could use to undermine us.

“As mentioned, our pack member who worked there was aware of who the founder was. It was with luck that they recognised Ryan as being a Grey,” George says. “They came to us with the information, and they asked if we’d like them to leave, since they know about our bad blood with the Grey pack.”

“And, of course, you wouldn’t have wanted that if it meant you lost eyes on the competition,” Topher says, and George shrugs.

It’s not like he can argue otherwise.

“How did you know it was Ryan?” Maia asks, the question slipping out by surprise, it seems. She’s tensed back up, and I’m not sure what she expects from them.

“Well, who else would it have been?” George asks her with a scoff. “Ryan was the only one with the ability to do it.”

I frown. “They’re not being honest. I can smell his deceit. Hear the way his heart sped up ever so slightly. He’s lying. He’s been lying for a while.”

Kane pushes forward and gently places Maia onto her own chair as he takes control of our body. I’m more than happy to let that happen, and I sit back in the chair.

“Liar,” my wolf hisses, the word echoing around the room. My three dads flinch. “How did you know about Ryan and Fresh Fur Creations?”

They can’t ignore the command, the pull of information.

Because my wolf is stronger than theirs.

As one, they all whisper, “Henry.”
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“Henry,” the three identical men say. Their voices are in sync, the word a quiet but deep growl.

My heart drops, and it takes me a second to remember where that name fits into the picture. Henry. Henry Wolfe. Henry Grey.

“Ryan’s dad told you to kill him?” I ask, far more hesitant than they were in asking. The weight of my daughter on my chest feels monumental in this instance, and I’m torn between racing out of here and bursting into tears.

What on Earth is going on with this family? It’s bad enough that aunt and uncles were plotting to kill their nephew, but to know Ryan’s dad was in on it, too—was the catalyst of it?

From everything that’s been shared so far, I can’t understand why Henry would reach out to his brothers, or even more, why they would listen. How is this the norm for these people?

We’ve sat here, and all they’re doing is defending their actions… they’ve not shown remorse or guilt for trying to kill their nephew. She mentioned that she went to an event two years ago to contract his killer, but Ryan founded Fresh Fur Creations six years ago. Sure, I didn’t manage to help him get the funding from Howling Hope until he was in his final year of uni, but that’s still a good two years of a fully functioning company before she admits to trying to kill him seriously.

How long have the death threats been happening? How long have people been trying to hurt my fiancé?

It physically hurts to find out that he’s spent so long being targeted, harmed, attacked, and because he couldn’t tell me what he was, because he couldn’t share the horrific details of his past… he couldn’t share this burden with me.

I couldn’t help the first love of my life with the horrors he suffered.

But I’m determined to get justice for him.

“What Ryan was doing, what his company is behind, it’s not a good thing for any of the wolf-kind,” Edward says, leaning across the table to give me a soft smile. It doesn’t soothe me the way he seems to think it will. He seems to think that by dumbing it down and patronising me over my lack of understanding that he’s helping.

Instead, it just makes me feel that much worse. They’ve decided an action Ryan is doing is worthy of death. I’m not sure I can agree.

They’re acting like they’re the jury and the executioner. Like they have the right to just murder my fiancé. But nobody has the right to take another’s life, not in this way.

That might be my ignorance, maybe in their laws they do, but that doesn’t make it any better. We outlawed the death penalty because it’s an inhumane thing to do.

Killing Ryan, killing their nephew, it makes me sick.

I understand the negatives this scent adjuster thing could do. I’ve seen it firsthand with the way Ethan has been managing to get onto pack lands and disguise his scent. It’s scary, and dangerous, and well… it’s no wonder they’re feeling a little murderous.

The damage it could cause to packs, the things rogues could do with it… it’s terrifying. Imagining the way fifty or one hundred people could use it, blend in and launch an attack or invade somewhere.

But with that said, I can imagine that the vast majority of people using this scent neutraliser wouldn’t be doing it to kill people or to take over packs. They wouldn’t be doing it to harm others.

There’s so much good that could come out of it, and I have not a single speck of doubt in my entire soul that Ryan’s decision to create this wasn’t one of malice.

He wasn’t dragged down by hate or revenge. He had a purpose, but it wasn’t to harm.

I know him. I knew him.

He was a good man.

“We talked about the negatives,” I say, leaning back in my chair. Seb breathes my scent in, and I give him a gentle smile, knowing that he’s struggling. “But what about the positives that come from this? With no scent to identify, Phoebe would never be found by those who want to take her. I wouldn’t be at risk of losing her because they couldn’t confirm her scent. People could be safe when travelling from pack to pack.

“Children wouldn’t need to rely on their scent for safety—they’d be hidden from anyone who sought to hurt them. People could hide what didn’t need to be shared for their own protection. These scent neutralisers would allow people to blend and ensure safety.”

George laughs bitterly. “You think this drug of theirs is going to stop my brother from taking your pup? They know about her now, girl, and they’re going to want her no matter what she smells like.”

Girl? I’m not wasting my breath arguing with a man like him. Let him insult me, let them patronise me, because at the end of the day, they’ve lost their pack, they’ve lost their sons, and hopefully, they’ll lose the control they’ve got over their daughters, too.

I don’t need them to sit here and like me. They’re toxic, dangerous, and unhinged.

Words that are never used to describe people who are safe to be around an infant.

“Well, if you’re good enough friends with these people to plot to kill their son, surely, you can just tell them to back off and leave us alone?” I ask, raising an eyebrow, as I use the sweetest tone I can muster.

“I like your spirit, Maia,” Charles says. He sits back and rubs his face, sighing. “But, unfortunately, we’re not friends. We’re barely even allies. Our words carry no weight with my brother.”

Barely even allies is enough to prompt these people into organising an assassination of their nephew. It’s good to know how loose their morals are.

Bile rises, the acidity burning both my stomach and my throat. I hate how much this situation affects me, when they don’t even seem to care. It’s almost as if the bigger inconvenience is having to waste their precious time explaining to me what they’ve done over the damage they’ve caused.

Whilst they weren’t successful, they tried enough times that Ryan would’ve been looking over his shoulder to keep himself safe. That he’d have been working so much harder to look out for me without alarming me.

My fiancé was so confident he’d survive that he could have a life where someone loves him and depends on him. He was always so upbeat and kind and thoughtful.

And all the while, he was avoiding attempt after attempt as his so-called family tried to kill him.

I see the dark edge to Julie’s face, the anger in George’s hazel eyes, the blatant self-assurance radiating from Charles. There’s a sad aura surrounding Edward, sure, but even he doesn’t show any kind of remorse for his part in this whole assassination.

They don’t care.

These people would’ve been my family through my marriage to Ryan, and even still, they’d be Phoebe’s family. They share blood with her, but I have no doubt that if she didn’t suit their goals, they’d wipe her out, too.

I understand why Ryan left his pack, why he ran, and would never open up about it. If his parents are anything like these four—and it’s already been shown that at the very least, Henry is—then I’m surprised he turned out as lovely and kind as he did.

When these people are nothing short of monsters. They’ve got dark hearts and a soul to match, and it kills me to know this is what he had to endure.

The quadruplets have some of their parent’s darkness. I’ve seen it—heard it in their words and how they react to situations. They’re intense and dominant, and I have no doubt they skirt the edge of the law—likely both human and wolf—to achieve their goals.

But they’re not evil. Not that I suppose I can claim Julie and her mates are, either. I don’t really know them, even if the little bits that I keep uncovering are terrible and toxic traits.

My mates, though, they’re not their parents. They’re good men. The quadruplets love hard, and their intensity can be scary because their love is possessive and all-encompassing. They’re obsessive, but there’s not a doubt in my mind that they’re good.

I loved Ryan, I still do, but even he never showed me this level of dedication and love. It’s like they can’t function without me, like my sadness is theirs, like my problems exist only for them to solve.

They’re not bad men. Not to me.

But how they emerged from this den of vipers and became the strong, protective wolves, I’ll never know.

“He came to us as alphas,” Edward says, and I forget I even asked them a question, it’s taken them this long to come up with their answer. “Not as his brothers. Once he told us about everything, well, we couldn’t deny him, not after… not after what Ryan did to Morgan, either,” Edward says quietly. He doesn’t have the gall to look me in the eyes as he admits this last part.

Because, oh, yes, I have some very strong feelings. The sixteen-year-old child is the one responsible for the death of Morgan, an adult who was failed by her family.

Surely, it’s not the adults in her life or the huge pack that was meant to protect her, it was her brother—brothers—a mere child.

It’s so easy to blame Ryan and Ethan, so easy to throw them to the wolves and let them be the spearhead of any revenge plots. Why should they take accountability for failing to protect her? Why should they admit that the biggest fault lies with them for putting their daughter in the position where she needed to run away?

Because, of course, the fact that the adults in her life are trying to mate her off to an old man isn’t the problem. It’s the sixteen-year-old twin boys who should’ve protected her.

There’s something wrong with these people.

“Are you saying that Henry thinks Ryan was the one to kill Morgan?” Topher asks dryly. I can’t get a read on Topher, not properly, even with the bond. He’s mostly blank, his anger and annoyance covering up anything less intense.

But I don’t think he believes what his father’s are telling him.

“Yes,” George says.

Ryan is the most loving man I’ve ever met. He was kind and sweet, and I refuse to believe he killed a woman—killed his sister.

Not on purpose.

And any accidental death is not his to be blamed for. He, and even my guys, were children. They’re not to blame for this.

“There’s too much evidence to ignore,” Edward continues. His voice shakes slightly, an edge of unease to it.

“Did he apologise for blaming our pack then, since he’s found the culprit?” Ben asks, his words smarmy and full of the same mocking that he feels.

“Not in so many words,” Charles says, shaking his head.

“But we’re sure Ryan had a hand in her death, and that’s enough for us,” George says. “This wasn’t about reconnecting with them but about avenging Morgan and fixing a very big problem.”

Is there any evidence of Ryan’s supposed murder? They’re so quick to admit to theirs, so where’s the proof of Ryan’s?

“There’s not enough female wolves being born,” Charles explains to me, once again using the patronising tone like I’m stupid. “Losing one in a vicious attack was a horrendous loss for our family.”

Fury rages inside me, but I don’t bother saying something to attempt to change their minds. They’re unhappy at losing a female wolf-born Wolfe. Not at losing family members, but at the value Morgan carried for being a woman.

These are people who tried to kill Ryan rather than calling the police or whatever sort of law enforcement they have. They decided to handle it themselves.

They think so highly of themselves that it actually makes me sick to be in their presence, breathing in the same air as them, as we sit in their house. And, even worse, is the fact that my daughter—my wolf-born daughter—is here with us.

She’s sitting amongst the people that tried to kill her dad. Sure, they weren’t successful, but that doesn’t mean that Henry didn’t have other plans in the pipelines. For all I know, he was the one to organise the successful hit on Ryan.

I wanted to know the truth. I wanted answers on how my fiancé died. I wanted to know everything they did, and then make sure that I got justice.

But they didn’t actually kill him, and I’m not sure what to do from here. My mates will, and I trust that they’ll handle it.

In the meantime, Julie and her mates have information me and the guys could use, information that could help figure things out about Ryan and help us keep custody of our daughter. This is all I want from them.

Seb places his hand on my thigh and squeezes gently. He’s so focused right now, his green eyes locked on Phoebe, but every time his nostrils flare, I know he’s categorising the scents in the room.

He’s keeping track in the way he can . I can imagine he has some strong feelings on the scent neutraliser, and I’m curious as to what they are.

But we won’t air that here in front of their parents.

“Nobody argues that it was a terrible loss,” Alex says. “But what evidence do you have that he was involved?”

“Do you remember the foundation Howling Hope? Morgan was working with them as one of their volunteers, remember?” George asks.

My blood runs cold, and I hope that nobody on their side notices the change in my behaviour. She worked at my mother’s company?

Fate truly is a tricky bitch.

I look over at Alex, who doesn’t even react, but he told me how they donate regularly to my mum’s charity. Was that because of Morgan’s involvement?

Why didn’t they mention Morgan’s involvement? Well, what difference would it make?

“Not really,” Topher says, shaking his head. His feelings are unclear, but he seems to be telling the truth. “I don’t keep track of what she used to be involved in. She did a lot of community work, and it was a decade ago that she passed away.”

“Barely,” Julie hisses, and I flinch at her tone.

Morgan died a decade ago, around the same time that Ryan left home, and it’s obvious the two events are related. She would’ve only been twenty when she lost her life. I blink back the tears and avoid looking at any of the people opposite me on the table.

The timings are murky, but from what they’ve admitted, they plotted to kill their nephew when he was barely a year older than their niece was when she died.

What on Earth is wrong with these people? They’re out here attacking people who are barely past being children.

My heart physically hurts at the level of disregard for life, but even more so, the fact that it’s Ryan’s life that they targeted. The man who would fill up hot water bottles every single day of my period, who would make sure my fridge was always stocked with my favourite snacks, every night during exam weeks, the man who would walk women to their homes late at night so they’d be safe.

The man they wanted to kill was not the child they knew, and I don’t understand how nobody can see that.

“She did do a lot of charity work,” Julie says softly, and the fast change in her personality is startling. Her lips are down-turned, her shoulders hunched in, but her eyes don’t portray the same level of sadness. “She was the best of that family. Strong, kind, and beautiful. She would’ve had some truly powerful baby wolves, if her life wasn’t viciously snatched away.”

I eye Seb, but he’s not looking my way, and nobody else really reacts to her words and the problematic tone of them. I wrap my arms around Phoebe in the carrier, breathing in the soft new baby smell, and I purse my lips together.

I’m not sure if Julie is thinking about the words she’s saying right now, before she says them or if she’s just speaking whatever comes to her in her distraught state… but she’s not coming across very well right now.

They’re acting as if Morgan’s only worth was the fact that she was a female wolf. They only seem to care that she’s got potential as a woman to continue the line.

I know that they’re all concerned about the lack of female-born wolves, about them losing their power, and about the survival of their species. I understand their concerns, even if they’re not my own.

But that doesn’t mean their behaviour is acceptable. It doesn’t mean that female-born wolves are just meant to be breeders.

“So what does Howling Hope have to do with any of this?” Alex asks, and even though his tone sounds bored, his feelings display the complete opposite. He’s nervous and intrigued and is trying to hide it from his parents.

There’s no way he forgot our conversation about my parents. No way he forgot the connection that I have to Howling Hope. Yet, his tone sounds so disinterested, his face showing nothing but boredom.

He’d be a good poker player.

Topher is as tense as he has been for this entire conversation but just as unbothered by the current topic as Alex sounds. He’s less intrigued.

In comparison, Ben is very curious about what is being shared. He’s writing something down on a piece of paper, as he has been for most of this conversation. He’s taking notes and keeping track of what’s been said.

“A large portion of the startup costs for Fresh Fur Creations were invested by Howling Hope, and they share numerous stock holders. They still partner together on quite a few projects, as shared in the media and in our world, and Fresh Fur Creations donate numerous free products to Howling Hope every year for their own use,” Edward explains.

My heart drops, and I can feel Alexander’s eyes dart my way. I was the one to facilitate the funding, as I’m sure he’s guessed. Ryan had amazing ideas, and I knew that he could do so much good if he just had the funds. My main trust fund wouldn’t be released until I was twenty-one, and I didn’t want to pull out of the family businesses, but I was the one to facilitate the meetings and to organise for Howling Hope to help him.

He needed it, and thanks to their support, he thrived.

Ryan had nobody. Barely any friends, no family, no support system. He was a consistent First student across the board, never failing an exam or not giving his studies his all.

He was dedicated and smart. Sure, at the time, he never told me the full truth of what he was doing… but even now, I can’t tell if it’s truly such a bad thing.

Just because bad people could take advantage of these scent neutralisers, it doesn’t outweigh all of the good that can be done. So many good and endangered people could benefit from them, too. The tool itself isn’t bad, it’s how people use it.

Ryan’s ideas were beyond my understanding, even now, but the passion he had, the vision… I knew it was something that my mum would’ve been interested in. Something she would’ve supported.

Her foundation focused on endangered animals, and Ryan’s research, his vision… it could’ve really, really helped them, too.

So, of course, I organised it. I don’t regret it. Not even now.

I’m annoyed with his family. Outraged at their behaviour. Dismayed that they couldn’t see the brilliance in him. I’m disgusted that he’s lost his life due to his brilliance.

The work he’s done, one day, could’ve helped my daughter, and I hate that he’s been penalised for that.

“Okay, thanks. That gives me something to go on,” Ben says. Alex and Topher glance at each other before gazing at Julie, but their eyes are bright silver and gold, respectively, and I know what that means.

Their wolves are out to play. I just don’t understand why.

“How did Henry find out about the company in the first place?” Ben asks, not looking at anyone as he makes some scribbles on his paper.

The three men exchange looks, but it’s Julie who speaks.

“He claims that he was fed bits and pieces from Ethan, who, as we know, is his only son remaining at the pack,” Julie says, rolling her eyes. “He might be one of the weakest of her lot, but at least he’s not a murderer or a traitor.”

“Ryan was neither of those things,” I snarl as my composure finally breaks. I rise to my feet, looking around the table at each of them, letting the full weight of my disgust show. “What happened to Morgan was terrible, and I’m so, so sorry for your loss. But the four of you were planning on creating a loss like that for me.

“You planned on killing the first love of my life, and that is something I can never move past. I’ll be fighting your brother in court, and believe me, the pair of them will not be getting their hands on Phoebe.

“And honestly, neither will any of you.” I look down at my beautiful little girl, whose bright grey eyes slowly open. She peers up at me, and rather than crying, she just looks. “She’s a special girl, and not just because she’s one of your rare female-born wolves. She’s special just because she exists, and none of you seem to care about that.”

Ben slowly claps as everyone looks at me in shock. There’s a smirk on Seb’s face, his hazel and green eyes lighting up in amusement, but I’m too scared to look at Alex and Topher, or I’ll burst into tears.

Their pride radiates through our bond, though, and that’s all that matters.

Julie jumps to her feet, and I can practically feel the fury radiating off of her. Her face is red, her eyes narrowed into slits, and I truly get the feeling that if I wasn’t holding Phoebe—or more likely, if there wasn’t a table in between us—that she’d have attempted to put hands on me.

“You are a fool,” Julie says, scoffing. “You were given the biggest boon you could ever receive by birthing someone of her calibre. You could get pregnant again and again and help give our pack the standing it deserves. You’re the most selfish and self-centred woman. I regret even trying to drive you closer to us. You’re nothing.”

“Shut your mouth so you don’t imply my mate is only good at popping out babies,” Alex says, standing and coming closer to my side. His hand goes to my waist, and the warmth from him is almost as soothing as the waves of love and pride that he sends through our bond.

“Phoebe is worth more than just her wolf,” Ben adds quietly. He’s serious right now, and his words are backed up with a deeper tone from Fluffy.

“But you won’t ever see her that way,” Topher says, his tone laced with heavy disappointment.

“Stop.” Kane utters the word, and everyone looks at him. His eyes are bright green, and he crosses his arms in front of his chest. “What did you mean when you said that you regret trying to drive my mate closer to us? What did you do?”

“What did you do, Mother?” Topher echoes.

She shrugs, acting like nothing is amiss. “Before I knew she was your mate, I got the Daniel’s twins to go back to her house and terrify her.”

“You messed with the pie,” I whisper, and Seb snarls.

“The pie,” Ben echoes.

“A female wolf is everything,” Julie says. “What else was I meant to do other than scare you enough that you’d trust us?”

“And we’re back to this, huh?” a female voice asks. I turn, spotting either Iris or Talia hovering in the doorway. I can’t tell which one it is, but the expression of hurt on her face is immense. “What did we do today to offend you, Mother?”

Julie rolls her eyes as if the sight of her rightfully upset daughter is an inconvenience for her. “Nothing, Iris, love. You know that I don’t blame you and your sister for not being strong enough to carry a normal wolf.”

I gasp, but nobody pays me any attention. She thinks her children were too weak to have wolves? What?

She herself was a human turned into a wolf. She never had a “normal” wolf. She’s punishing her children, her daughters, for not being the exact same thing that she wasn’t, either.

If they were too weak, then so is she.

I look up at Seb, and he shakes his head once, mouthing the word “later”. I nod slowly as I choke back the frustrated tears.

She got the police officers who helped me to invade my home, to terrify me, to steal from me. I’ve debated whether I was going crazy, whether it was Ethan, or whether there was something worse happening.

But all along, it was Julie trying to manipulate me.

I feel sick.

“Well, I have no idea what shit I’ve interrupted, but, unless it’s important… I’d like to know about how the dynamics shift occurred. We all felt it, but nobody has approached the pack yet,” Iris says, glancing between us all with a hesitant look.

“There’s nothing more to say,” Ben says with a shrug. “Our parents are toxic and not fit to run the pack. That’s nothing new. I’ve got a few bits of information to chase down, so I’d say this little meeting has been a success.” He nods at his parents mockingly. “Thanks for the help, guys. It’s good to know you’ve got some worth.”

He shoves his chair back, and I flinch at the sound. The screechy noise makes Phoebe cry, and I immediately turn away from the table as I lift her out of the carrier.

“Shh,” I soothe as the room quietens. I cuddle her in close, and Seb bends down to grab her nappy bag.

“Come,” he says, taking my hand and leading me out of the kitchen. Iris and Topher immediately get into it, as their sister starts demanding answers to the questions she’s asking, but as Seb leads me up the stairs, the chatter fades away.

“Are you okay?” I ask, as Seb all but drags me down the corridor. It’s quite a narrow corridor, with Seb and I not being able to walk side-by-side, and all of the doors we pass are closed, except the bathroom, which is at the end.

He doesn’t reply as he opens the third door on the left and practically shoves me inside. My eyes widen as I take in the bedroom. He closes the door behind us and nods to Phoebe.

“May I?” His voice is quiet, hesitant, even.

I nod and hand her over to him. He moves towards the bed and gently lays her down. She gives a soft whine, but he places his hand on her chest and growls softly as he uses his free hand to unpack the nappy bag.

This bedroom has the colour theme of dark grey, and it’s very sleek. There’s a big board with photos on them, and I edge closer to see who is on them.

There’s a bunch of the quads in various stages of their lives. One of them is of the four of them at a wedding—Iris’s, I think, based on the groom—and I pull it down off the board, not sure what I’m seeing.

“Seb, love, when was this photo taken?” I ask, not looking away from a familiar woman in the background. My four men are standing in front of a random table, grinning at the camera. Behind them is a large table with a couple of familiar faces on it.

“Bring it here,” he says as Phoebe starts to cry. I walk over and wait until he’s soothed my daughter before showing him the image. “Talia and Iris’s weddings. They had them on the same day. It was awful.”

“I’m sure. But when was it?”

“It was nearly eleven years ago now?”

I frown, looking at that woman once more, my eyes narrowing. “What date?”

He gently places Phoebe over his shoulder, kissing her temple, and looks at me. I can see the concern etched into his face, but I can’t voice this aloud.

“May.”

“What date?” My tone is more urgent now as tears prick at my eyes.

He shakes his head, shrugging. “Turn it over.”

I do and see the date scrawled out in feminine writing. It’s not one I recognise, sadly, but the date is devastating.

“What’s wrong?” he demands, reaching for the photo once more. I pull it out of his grasp and turn it back over so I can see her face once again.

“I don’t know how this is possible,” I whisper.

“How is what possible?” His tone is frantic, and I’m not sure if it’s currently him, Kane, or a combination of them both.

“Who is this here?” I ask, pointing to another woman who is sitting at the same table. She’s got bright blonde hair, bright grey eyes, and is chatting with the woman sitting next to her with a soft smile on her face.

The thing is… I recognise them both, and I’ve got the feeling I now know exactly who the blonde is.

But it’s not possible.

Because as far as I’m aware, one of these women is alive… and the other is dead.

“That’s Morgan,” Seb says quietly. Chills race down my spine, goosebumps appearing over my skin, as I look at the genuine smile on both women’s faces.

“I see,” I whisper, and I don’t understand how I didn’t see it before now. I point to the woman next to her, my heart echoing inside my brain. “Well, that’s my mum.”
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“That’s your mum?” Seb takes the photo from me, his eyes raking over the image.

“Yes.” I move to sit down on the bed, letting Phoebe grasp my finger as I lean in close to him. He kisses my cheek before turning back to the photo.

“Why is she here?”

“I mean, she knows Cade,” I say slowly. “He was working at the company, and she’d have been invited.”

He nods, still frowning. “Is your dad here?”

I look over the image and shake my head. “Not that I can see. But the seat next to her is empty, so maybe he’s getting drinks or something.”

Seb hums but doesn’t acknowledge anything. “She and Morgan knew each other.”

“That’s the thing,” I say as the bedroom door is opened, and I jump in shock.

“Sorry, little butterfly,” Alex says softly. He’s giving me a hesitant look. “We’ve got to go, guys. Topher’s called a pack meeting to let them know about us taking over the pack and to reassure them.”

“But—” I protest, looking over at Seb, who still hasn’t lifted his eyes from the photo.

“We’ve got to go talk with the pack, Maia,” Alex repeats gently. “They weren’t prepared for the sudden shift in power, and it’s something we’re going to need to explain, and fast, to help with their upset. Usually, these things are done delicately, and the pack is fully informed about the ins and outs of the hand over. They’re very worried since that has not happened this time.”

I frown, feeling torn at the huge change. “Oh. Um, this is important.”

“What is?” Alex asks, stepping in closer. I grab the photo from Seb and hand it to him. Alex’s eyes rake over the image, and he cocks a brow. “This is from Talia and Iris’s mating ceremony, right? It’s a bit different from a human wedding, I’m sure, but it’s not that important right now, little butterfly.”

“That’s not what I’m on about,” I say, reaching back for the photo. I point to the blonde woman, and his eyes fill with pain. He immediately looks at me instead. The weight of his despair fills me, knocking me back onto my bum.

It feels harder to breathe, and my eyes widen as I take in the tortured expression on his face. My body tenses up, and the words catch in my throat.

I suck in a deep breath and utter the words that I know are going to change everything. “This woman⁠—”

“Morgan,” Seb and Alex say as one.

“Morgan. Yes. I know her.” I can feel my heart racing, my hands clammy as I avoid looking either man in the eyes. I feel sick, my vision slightly blurry, as I blink back tears.

“You do?” Alex asks. He lets out a deep breath and nods slowly, clearly sensing something from inside me. “I… I can’t hear this right now.”

“Can’t hear what?” I can’t bear to go through this again, to ruin everything.

“Whatever it is you’re going to share. I can’t, Maia, love. I can’t do it right now.”

His hands are trembling as he reaches out for the photo, and he delicately folds it before shoving it into his pocket. He turns to Seb. “Get Phoebe ready and let’s go. Five minutes until we’re leaving. We’ve got this pack meeting, and Topher wants us to get there first.”

With that, he turns and leaves the room, his footsteps far heavier than normal.

I can feel the turmoil inside of him, the unease, the pain, the sadness. He’s overwhelmed, drowning in the current of his emotions, but he’s determined to not let them phase him.

“He can’t afford to lose it in front of the pack, little mama,” Kane says, and I’m surprised that he’s taken over for Seb. He starts packing up her nappy bag, putting the wipes away, before putting the dirty nappy into a disposable bag.

I sniffle, wiping my tears away delicately. “I know, but⁠—”

“But what you’re going to share is going to be big, right?” he asks as he stands from the bed. He puts the bag over his shoulder and bends down to lift our daughter into his arms.

“Yes. I know Morgan, the woman in the photo,” I say, and he nods once as he gets Phoebe settled. “Kane, Seb, listen to me, we need to discuss this.” He cocks his head, waiting. “She’s not dead. Morgan’s not dead. I know her, and she’s alive.”

He freezes, and I can see his body tense up as he processes my words. I wish I could feel what he could because the expressions fly across his face too quickly for me to decipher. He gradually releases his breath and the tension he was carrying, letting my words wash over him.

He turns around fully, giving me a piercing stare with hazel eyes. “Later.”

And then he breezes out of the room with Phoebe in tow, completely compartmentalising the news I’ve shared. With a heavy sigh, I walk over to the big photo board and see so many photos spread out. She’s in numerous different ones, her age varying, but they’re always happy.

I pull another one down off the board, seeing my guys once more, but this time, there’s two other boys in the photo that I recognise just as easily. Ryan and Ethan are on either side of my mates, all six of them beaming at the camera.

I don’t know which is Ryan and which is Ethan, but I don’t think it truly matters.

“What happened to you all,” I whisper, tracing the boys in the photo, seeing their genuine happiness. The photo cuts off on the side, but the tinges of blonde hair belonging to another are clear to see. A pit forms in my stomach when I see it because I know exactly what happened.

Morgan. Her “death” happened, and it destroyed them all.

“Maia, it really shouldn’t take you this long to walk down the stairs. I know you’re slow, but we’re all waiting for you,” Ben shouts from the bottom of the stairs, and I roll my eyes, and pin the photo back up on the board. Casting a longing glance at the rest of the wall, and the secrets it may contain, I turn and head down the stairs to join the others.

Phoebe is in the back of the car with Iris and Seb in the front seats, and I’m hustled into the back. Iris surprisingly chats away to me. I don’t know what’s changed in her behaviour or if she’s only playing nice because Seb has forced her to, but it unsettles me more than what I’ve learnt about her parents.

All I can recall every time she talks is the vicious and nasty words she said about me, my daughter, and Ryan.

As she chats about the people we’re going to meet, and who she likes and who she doesn’t, it goes in one ear and out the other.

Gossip about people I don’t know means nothing to me.

Not when my head is full of important secrets.

***

“She’s gorgeous,” Cameron murmurs, twirling her long, dirty blonde hair around her fingers, as she looks down at Phoebe with a warm smile. “How are you finding being a mum?”

I grimace but feel my lips quirk up into a smile anyway. “Well, the werewolf world has been a huge shock, but parenting itself is amazing. She makes it so easy.”

She grins at me and nods. “I luckily met my mates before we had babies, so I didn’t have as big of a reality shock as you did, but, Artemis, mine were not easy. Terrors, the lot of them.”

“But you’re a wolf now, right?” I ask. She hasn’t outright said, but she’s got children, so I’m sort of making the assumption.

She nods. “We agreed I would turn, and I took their bite during our first time. All of us wanted children.” Cameron says it like having children was the reason she decided to turn, as if it was some foregone conclusion.

I frown. “Why do children make a difference in it?”

“It’s just the safer way. A werewolf baby is strong, and it would make the pregnancy really difficult for both the human and the pup,” she says, smiling at me as if this is all just standard. “It’s a blessing that both you and Phoebe were healthy.”

I nod, keeping a tight smile in place. Phoebe and I were healthy. There were no real issues with the pregnancy. My morning sickness was rough for the first few months but settled in the second trimester. There were no complications or true risk factors, despite the fact that everyone says there should have been.

Well, you know, other than the fact that, clearly, she was a werewolf.

Cameron is really lovely, and I’m very glad she was the first to approach me once we arrived at the pack gathering. Not only has she kept me company, but she’s also mostly kept everyone else away. There’s been no judgement from her, no rudeness, just true happiness that her Alphas have found their mate.

She’s not been weird around Phoebe, unlike a lot of the people I’ve met so far, and has a pleasant aura surrounding her. She’s just, overall, really nice.

Cameron is in her late thirties and very chatty, but she seems to mean well. She’s got one set of ten-year-old twin boys, and an eight-year-old girl who isn’t a wolf. Not that I think it matters, but she made that distinction clear when telling me about her kids.

I know without a doubt I’d love a human-born female just as much as a werewolf one. Phoebe is special, but any other children we have would be just as loved and just as special.

Children are a blessing. No matter what.

We’re in a community room, attached to a bar, which is owned by one of the wolves here. Jared, I think, but the names have quickly disappeared from my brain as fast as they’re mentioned. Ben told me how they often host the pack meetings and pack get-togethers at places like this so as to not stand out amongst the humans, but they do keep it to wolf-owned.

Cameron used to work at a daycare for the wolf pups but transitioned into after school care when her position was no longer needed. It explains her knowledge on babies, and she’s provided quite a few tips as I’ve asked.

Wolves do have milestones, just like human babies do, and she’s promised to get one of the health care workers to arrange a visit with one of my guys, so that they can come over and give Phoebe a wolf assessment. I’m very excited about that. Cameron is honestly just nice.

Phoebe’s asleep in the carrier, and I’m sitting at one of the tables with Cameron as the guys handle their people. It’s been lovely seeing this side of Topher again. Every time he interacts with his people, he truly seems to shine. He loves it, loves being such a figurehead for them, and he gives them all the time of day.

He’s had endless patience as he’s tugged from conversation to conversation. He’s been firm, understanding, and even nice as he talks with each person. He doesn’t seem to falter as he reassures each of the wolves that they’re prepared for this change in leadership and that he and his brothers have the pack as their top priority.

He’s confident, strong, and so sexy. I like a leader, and he’s got the dominance and arrogance in spades.

I think his next two weeks are fully booked with meetings with members of the pack, and yet, he doesn’t turn a single person away when they ask to talk. He’s had a very big queue wanting to chat with him, but he takes his time and doesn’t rush through. I have no idea if this is the norm at their pack meetings, but he’s not the only one answering questions and dealing with a queue of people.

He’s just the only one with a table and full set up.

Alex and Ben aren’t standing at one spot like Topher is, they’re moving through the crowd, stopping at each table and checking in with people that way. I can see them answering questions, mingling, and taking admission, and it’s like they’re born for it.

Seb, on the other hand, is currently hovering behind me, standing against the wall. Every time I’ve looked his way, he gives me a wry grin but makes no effort to move. He’s not strayed from his position or even talked to anyone, and I feel his eyes on me... often.

Seb’s behaviour hasn’t surprised me in terms of the way he’s handled the pack aspect, but I am a little shocked with how he’s handled the security he’s clearly doing for Phoebe and me. I would have thought he’d have been right by my side, not letting anyone close. But other than his hovering, he’s mostly left me alone to socialise.

He’s letting me explore and chat and hasn’t once tried to intervene. It’s nice, and whilst surprising, I truly love it.

This room won’t fit all their pack—probably only eighty or so of them—but they’re doing one meeting today and one tomorrow to go over the changes that have taken place with the change in leadership. This one hasn’t yet started, despite us being here twenty minutes, and I’m a little hesitant about what I need to do once it does. I don’t know the protocol and really didn’t think I should be here for it.

But the guys were insistent, no matter how many times I offered to sit in the car, and so I followed along so that I can do my part.

“The meetings aren’t usually this intense,” Cameron says, and I nod slowly. “I’ll introduce you to some of the mums at one of the next ones. But there’s some lovely people in the pack that I think you’ll get along really well with, and whilst nobody has babies Phoebe’s age, there’s a lot of us who remember exactly what it was like, and we can offer tips.”

“I’d like that,” I say softly. I glance down at Phoebe’s dark hair as she turns her head from the left to the right, taking in all of the people, and grinning. “I’ve spent most of my time with the guys, but I like the idea of a larger community.”

“Unsurprising.” She giggles. “The early days... well, nothing else matters except each other.” I blush, causing her to laugh harder.

“Okay, everyone,” Topher calls, and I can feel Orion’s presence through his tone of voice. As I look over at him, his eyes are still hazel, but I know that Orion is present from the shift in our bond.

There are changes in the way the air sits, a tension I can feel emanating from him. It’s weird, tingles shooting across my skin in such a nice way, but I think I’m the only one who finds it so pleasant. Everyone seems to stop what they’re doing, their eyes flashing from their usual colour to their wolves and back as they pay attention.

“I think everyone who wanted to be here for this one is here, so can we all find a seat please?” my mate commands, his words cutting through the air with ease.

Everyone begins to move towards seats, and the room grows in volume. There’s shuffling, murmured chats, and still that powerful energy in the air. Seb appears at my side in between blinks, and I look up at him in surprise.

“Come,” he murmurs, and I give Cameron a little wave as I’m all but dragged away from her by Seb. She smirks but leaves the table we were at and returns my wave as she slides into a seat next to a tall man who takes her hand in his.

“That was rude,” I say, looking up at him, and he shrugs as he leads me over to the front table. Julie, George, Charles, Edward, and Iris are all sitting here, and my heart is pounding as Seb gently pulls a chair out for me. There’s three empty seats, and I’m surprised when Iris’s mates sit down.

Cade winks at me, and I smile as everyone turns to the front where my mates are standing.

As people find their seats, the room gets quieter and quieter. As I look around, I’m unsurprised that everyone’s focus is on my four men, but there’s such an intensity in their gazes. He didn’t force them to sit, but the respect they’re giving him is so... strange. It’s an aspect of this world I never even thought about.

It’s nice to see, though, nice to be part of.

It’s interesting as well that there are more men here than women. Probably because the men are born in multiples, so there’s less women in general within the pack, but I never realised it was to this level. Phoebe’s the only child in the room, too. I’m not sure if that’s the norm, but for meetings like this, it makes sense.

“Thank you all for coming on such short notice,” Topher says. “We’ll be doing another meeting tomorrow over at Gemma and Owen’s place, so if your mates or any other family missed today and want to check in, they can. It’ll be at two pm.”

He waits until there are a few nods before continuing to speak. The aura surrounding him is familiar to George’s the first day I met him, so much energy radiating from him, but it’s not as uncomfortable as it used to be.

In fact, it’s nice. I feel safe and warm, and the bond is pulsating with our love for one another.

His… dominance doesn’t affect me so badly any more because our souls are joined as one. My body isn’t scared, my brain doesn’t need to try and protect me. Christopher is mine. My eyes rake over each of the brothers, and a slow smile appears on my face.

They’re mine.

There’s so much to handle, so much going on… but they’re still here, trying, protecting... loving. I’m so lucky that fate found me worthy enough to be theirs.

The four of them are dashing in the shirts and fitted trousers, and if it weren’t for the slight difference in colours and the feelings of our bonds, they’re so identical right now, I’d struggle to tell them apart. They look so powerful, so sexy.

Their shirts are tight across their upper arms, the sleeves all rolled up to their elbows, showing off their tanned forearms. It makes them seem that much more confident, much more formidable.

And the only thing sexier than their forearms is their asses when they turn around. I can’t decide whether I prefer them in tracksuit pants or suit pants…

“We made the decision that it was time for my brothers and I to take over leadership of the pack,” Topher says, and there’s a bunch of cheers and hollers. I flinch at the noise, and Phoebe’s eyes fly open.

She’s unsure, but I can see her grey eyes scrunch up just before she lets out a small wailing sound. Seb’s by my side in an instant, and Topher regains control of the crowd. I’m not sure if it’s because he wants to help Phoebe settle or just because he doesn’t want them to be so rowdy, but I appreciate it nonetheless.

“It’s been a long time coming,” I hear Topher say, but his words fade out as Phoebe cries again.

I can feel eyes on us, both from our table and from the wider pack, and I’m terrified she’s going to shift into her wolf. Sure, everyone can scent the wolf within her, and we’ve not denied that she’s wolf-born, but that doesn’t change the weird way that people react around her.

And that’s just been family.

I don’t want her shifting in a space like this and having her be on display when I don’t know how the response will be. I feel uncomfortable with the idea of it.

“Take her out of the carrier,” Seb murmurs, and I nod slowly. My hands are shaking, and even when he gently places his hand on my lower back, it doesn’t stop the nerves. I’m struggling with the weight of my anxiety, and I can’t get her out properly.

He leans in and kisses my temple before undoing the straps himself. He lifts the crying little girl out of the carrier, and she settles as soon as she’s in his arms. Just like me—she’s got a weakness for these men, and she smiles at him when he kisses her forehead.

Her tears stop, and she watches in fascination as Seb changes his eye colour back and forth for her. It’s one of her favourite things to watch, and I think I’ll cry the day she’s no longer interested in it.

Seb crouches back down, keeping a tight hold on my infant, and leans in close.

“Breathe, little mama,” he murmurs, his breath and beard tickling my ear. “Can I?”

He gestures back towards the front, and I nod. He wastes no time in cuddling Phoebe in, and heading back to the front. Ben pouts, giving me a betrayed look, and I grin half-heartedly. I undo the rest of the baby carrier and gently place it on the table in front of me, ignoring the way both Iris and Julie follow Seb with their eyes.

I know they’re not focused on him, and it turns my stomach.

I feel bare now—exposed. I’ve got nothing to hide behind, nothing to hold onto, when around all these new people. I feel empty without her.

“We’re a community,” Topher says, and there’s some more cheers. Phoebe doesn’t seem bothered this time, but I am.

They might be a community, but outside of my men, I have no part in it. I’m human in a room full of werewolves. Werewolves with terrifying ideologies, and I’m worried about how many people here have clean hands.

I bite my tongue to cut off the tears that were starting to form. This is not the time to lose it.

It’s just frustrating that it’s never time to lose it.

Topher’s words fade into the background, even as Alex and Ben join in. Seb nods, but he never says anything, instead, focusing all of his attention on Phoebe. I don’t look at the crowd, not wanting to know how many people are also focused on Phoebe.

Today has been long, and the anxiety as I left the house hasn’t gone away. It’s only gotten worse the more revelations that have been shared throughout the day.

First with Ryan, then with the boys’ family as a whole… and then with my mum sitting next to Morgan at the twin’s wedding. They’re a lot younger than they are now in the photos, and based on the date on the back, they’d either be nineteen or twenty.

Clearly, this was shortly before Morgan died.

Or at least, that’s what the werewolf world thinks.

I didn’t see my dad in that photo, but the fact that my mum is smiling her real smile towards Morgan shows they knew each other. That my mum cared for Morgan.

But I knew that as the truth already.

Because Morgan Phoebe Grey is someone I knew well, someone I know well.

But her name isn’t Morgan.

And after everything I’ve learnt, it’s clear she left this world for a reason. I just don’t understand how my mum played into it.

What was she doing at a wedding full of wolves? Where was my dad?

And most importantly... how is the woman who was meant to be dead—my daughter’s auntie at that—running my mother’s foundation?
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Ihold the photo up in front of me and point to the woman we all know. “You say she’s called Morgan Grey, but I know her as someone different. Emily. She’s someone I know well, and I’m not out here trying to get your hopes up. I’m confident they’re the same woman.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Alex says. His tone is empty, his eyes a bright, glowing hazel where I can see the silver flecks so clearly, but the bond shows something else entirely.

I can feel how terrified he is that I might be telling the truth. How much it physically hurts him to know that, all this time he’s mourned his cousin, she’s been alive, living her life, without letting him know.

He’s in agony, and rather than accepting the act he sees as a betrayal, he’s content to be in denial.

It’s obvious that it’s Alex who is upset right now and not his wolf.

Max hasn’t fought to make an appearance, but I can feel his contentment thrumming alongside the turmoil that Alex is in.

“I do know what I’m talking about,” I argue, trying my best to keep my tone soft. “Just because my reality is different to yours doesn’t make it any less true, love.” I step forward and reach out for him. I won’t force myself on him, and he doesn’t accept my touch.

“She’s alive, Alex, and whilst it hurts, it’s still the truth. Morgan is not dead.” I tuck my hair behind my ears and try not to grimace. “I don’t know what happened, and I don’t know how, but one day, you’ll see this as a good thing.”

“No, I won’t. Stop, little butterfly.” His voice cracks, tears filling his eyes, as he shakes his head. “I’m begging you. Please, shut up and stop. I can’t… I need you to stop talking.”

He turns away from me, and I hear him take a deep breath as tears fill my eyes. His agony is washing over me, and I’m trying my hardest to remember that he is not me.

That Ryan is not Morgan.

I’d be elated if I was told Ryan faked his death. I’d be angry and hurt, but eventually, I’d be so overwhelmingly happy that I’d be a completely different woman. The grief, the mourning, the loneliness, the constant stream of what-ifs would be over.

He’d be back. He’d be whole.

Phoebe would have her father back in her life, and she’d be able to bond with him.

And I want to argue that with Alex, I want to point out all of the good things. I want to continue my argument and try to bring him out of the pain and sorrow he’s feeling.

Ben steps forward, giving me a patronising look. I examine his feelings and frown at the dry, almost mocking tinge to his sadness.

“People can look similar, Maia, you know that better than anyone.” I flinch at the patronising tone, at the rude jab, but don’t back down from his gaze. I know Ben, and I know he’s not trying to be malicious. “She can have somebody out there that looks like her but that person is not her. Morgan is dead, darling. We’ve come to terms with it, and we don’t need to dredge up the past.”

“She’s not dead,” I protest, reaching for him. Ben takes me into his arms and presses a soft kiss to my temple, his breathing heavy, and his heartbeat erratic. “Ben, love, I can’t ever imagine how hard this is⁠—”

“No, darling, you can’t.” His words are from a broken man, and he holds onto me like he’s scared I’m the one who is going to disappear next.

“She might not be living under the same name anymore, but that doesn’t mean she’s gone. Ryan got out of there. He escaped. He got to start a new life. If it happened with him… why couldn’t it happen with her, too?”

He breathes in my scent, a few droplets of tears soaking my head, before he steps away from me. No matter how much he hides his emotions on his face, he can’t hide them from my soul.

We’re one. We’re joined together, and I can feel exactly what he does.

His disbelief is almost as strong as Alex’s, but where Alex is feeling so negative and destroyed, Ben has hope.

His eyes flash blue, and he steps back once more as he lets the tears pour from his eyes.

“Enough,” Topher snarls, letting out a very loud growl. I flinch, and Phoebe starts to cry over the baby monitor. We all freeze, nobody even breathing, as she lets out another one.

I turn tail, racing up the stairs faster than any of my men react, and fly into the bedroom. She’s crying hysterically in the crib, her eyes bright—almost glowing in the dark—and I turn the lamp on as dim as it goes.

“Hi, baby,” I soothe, lifting her up into my arms. She quietens almost immediately, and I cuddle her in close. “Did you get a little fright?”

“She did.” I turn to the doorway, seeing Topher there with a hesitant look on his face. “May I come in?”

I shake my head, tears dripping down my face, as my anger builds. He reacted in a very angry way, and that scared her enough that she woke up.

He caused her panic.

But then his face falls, sadness and regret filling his side of the bond, and I sigh.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper.

“Breathe, princess,” he soothes.

The bedroom door was closed. Her windows are closed. Sure, she might’ve felt his anger and woke up because of that, but the likelihood is that she didn’t.

I’m placing blame for no reason.

I cross over to him and pass my daughter over into his arms. She settles completely as she grasps onto Topher’s finger, and he smiles, leaning down to kiss her nose.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, and Topher looks up, giving me a soft look. “I was angry and blamed you, but no blame was needed.”

“I’m sorry, little pup,” Topher says, his voice a little higher than normal as he talks in such a gentle tone. I feel rude standing here watching this adorable moment, but I can’t bear to even blink and miss a second of this cuteness.

“I’m not mad at mummy,” Topher adds, leaning down to brush a kiss against our daughter’s forehead. “Silly daddies.” He laughs. “No, little pup, you’ve got Daddy T tonight.”

“What?” I ask, confused.

He smirks, looking up at me. “I’m not saying she has a favourite, but you really need to cut Seb off. I refuse to have her beg for a different daddy when I’m the one here.”

I laugh as tears fill up my eyes, and I turn away from him to try and compose myself. Today has been rough, and I’m not sure how much else I have left to give. I’m exhausted, and my heart hurts.

The secrets continue, and for every answer we get, more questions form. I don’t know how any of the guys are still upright and coping.

They’re so strong.

I hear Topher’s footsteps as he comes to my back and gently places Phoebe into my arms from over my head. She nestles in close, and he wraps himself around me, softly kissing my pulse.

“You’re positive?” he asks quietly. It doesn’t take a genius to know he’s referring to his cousin.

“Pretty sure. The similarities are profound. She’s practically identical, other than the slight signs of age.” I tremble slightly, and he tightens his hold around me, and Phoebe’s smile is so beautiful as she looks up at us both. “I met her a few times throughout my childhood, always calling her Auntie Em⁠—”

“When was the first time?” he demands. His tone is abrupt, and I press back into him, sending love along the bond.

“She babysat me when I was… ten or eleven?” I say, thinking about it. “I met her a few times over the years, for dinners and at events. When I did my work experience at my mum’s foundation when I was sixteen, she was the one I shadowed.”

“I don’t understand how any of that is possible,” Topher says quietly. “We saw her dead body, Maia. It was her.”

“No chance she had a secret twin like Ryan?” I ask almost bitterly.

He shakes his head, sighing deeply. “No. She was a solo birth. I just don’t understand how it could’ve happened. I trust you, and if you say she’s out there, then she’s out there. I just can’t cope with the lack of answers.”

Phoebe gurgles, and Topher relaxes at my back as he peers over my shoulder at her.

“She’s beautiful,” he murmurs, trailing his finger down her face. He kisses my cheek, before moving away from me. “Morgan is called… Emily in your world?”

I nod, turning with Phoebe in my arms to see Topher properly. “She avoids the media, always has. I never understood it, but she claimed that all she wanted with her life was to do charity and to give back to those who need it, to those who can’t defend themselves, and that she doesn’t need to be in the spotlight for that to be the case.

“Since taking over Howling Hope once my parents died, she hired a brand new PR team who took over that sphere of the foundation, and she just runs the place. She’s been in charge since my parents died, and she’s done such amazing things for the foundation.”

“So that would have been since around your eighteenth birthday, right?” he asks, and I nod. “So six years ago.”

“Yes.”

He nods slowly. I move over to the bed as Phoebe starts to get a little restless and sit down against the pillows. He sits on the edge of the bed, on the opposite corner, and there’s a deeply reflective expression on his face.

“I’m curious as to what happened in those four years, then.” He eyes me nervously, but I beat him to it.

“My parents, or at the very least, my mum, clearly knew something. The simplest explanation is oftentimes the most accurate one. She was involved in at least part of Morgan’s fake death. I don’t know how. I don’t know what she did. But she knew.”

“It seems that way.”

I sigh, looking up at the ceiling, breathing slowly and deeply to try and regulate myself. Alex and Ben are still huge messes downstairs, and I can’t let myself lose it and make it harder for them.

“I wish I knew how deep this all went.”

“Me too, princess, me too.” He rubs the back of his neck before jolting. His head snaps over to me, his eyes wide. “And you asked for Morgan’s help for the start-up funds for Ryan’s company?”

I flinch but nod. “I wasn’t hiding that. I was going to say it to your parents, but Seb said not to, and then it felt more appropriate to tell you about her being alive than that. But, yes, Em was very excited about the potential ideas for the foundation, and she…” I trail off, my eyes widening. “No. She refused to meet with him at first. I mentioned his products and his ideas, and she was very interested.

“But then I showed her a photo, and she shut it down. She was scared and refused.”

“What changed?”

“I don’t remember. She called me up and asked for me to get in touch with them. I liaised with Ryan to make it happen. All I did was intro…re-introduce them.”

I gasp, tears filling my eyes. “I… I could’ve ruined her life.” She faked her death to get away from her family, and there I went, bringing Ryan back into her life.

“Maybe,” he says softly. “But she took that step herself. You didn’t do anything wrong, Maia, you didn’t. Morgan was always brave and headstrong and far too forgiving for her own good.”

I’m exhausted. My head hurts, and I just need a break.

“What do we do now?” My words are a whisper, and he sighs.

“Losing Morgan destroyed our family,” he says. “And if she’s still alive… things are going to get worse before they get better. Alex is betrayed, Ben’s desperate for it to be the case, and Seb’s so closed off I have no idea how he feels.”

“How do you feel?” I ask.

He grins at me, and it takes my breath away, even if it’s full of sadness. “I feel like I might finally be able to heal from the past and forge a stronger way forward.”

I nod slowly, warmth filling me at his declaration. “As lovely as that is, that doesn’t answer my question.”

“I’m always the one with the answers, but I don’t have any right now.” He gives me a tight smile and gestures with his head towards Phoebe. I see that she’s fallen asleep as we’ve been talking.

I lower her back into her crib, and she doesn’t even stir.

“I’m going to go talk with my brothers,” Topher says. “Do you… could you stay up here? I think it’s going to be messy, and I…”

“I understand.” I walk back over to where he’s standing, coming to a stop right in front of him. He looks down at me, and I smile. “I’m your mate, but you still have history that I’m learning about, a life before me that you’re coming to terms with. I’m not upset that you guys need time together to process, not with something like this.”

He nods, the relief flashing across his face. “I love you.”

“I love you more,” I say, reaching up on the tips of my toes to kiss his jaw. I’d have preferred his lips, but I’m too short.

“I, um, have some photos if you’d like to see them?”

His nod is jerky now, but I reach over for my phone, my chest brushing against his. He hisses, and I hold in my smirk as I flip through the photos. I pull up the “Emily” contact, and show him a few photos of the two of us over the years.

There’s a few where I’m young, and she’s likely closer to the woman he was used to, and some of us dressed up for events, and even just a lovely family shot.

“Fucking hell,” he hisses once more, but this time, it’s not due to arousal. He drops down onto the edge of the bed, continuing to look through the photos on my phone. His face is filled with so much pain, but I can feel the small amount of joy across the bond.

He’s relieved, but I think that like Alex, he’s betrayed. He’s devastated.

And he feels guilty.

“Do you want a hug?” I ask softly when he puts the phone down. He doesn’t speak but opens his arms for me. I take the two steps forward and wrap my arms around his neck, letting him tug me closer.

He breathes in deep, and I squeeze that little bit tighter. His arms are wrapped around my waist, and I can hear each one of his breaths as he breathes in my scent.

“Thank you.” His words are breathy, and he pulls back from me.

I can feel the heat rising up my cheeks as he looks at me. There’s such a heated intensity in his eyes, and I tenderly cup his cheeks and lean in close for a kiss.

Having him sitting on the edge of the bed and me standing puts me taller than him, so I bend my head down and press my lips to his, shamelessly pressing my body closer, angling my lower body near his hand in the biggest hint I can muster.

Topher pulls me forward gently, our cores connecting, as our kiss deepens. I moan into his mouth, lost in the moment with him. His hand slides down to my hips, pulling me as close as possible, as our bodies mould together.

He doesn’t pause, he doesn’t take a second to breathe, he just devours me as if it’s his god-given right.

I whimper as his teeth brush against my lower lip, and he smiles into the kiss. His hand rises up to grip my hair, and he tugs my head to the side as he leaves heated kisses down my jaw to my neck. He sucks and nibbles, teasing and taunting me.

I roll my hips against his centre as his teeth graze my neck. I moan as he actually bites me, but unlike when I bite him, his is far too soft and gentle.

The air is supercharged with our passion, and yet, I feel so empty.

“More,” I whimper when he pulls his teeth away to give me a soft kiss instead. “Please, Toph.”

“What do you want, princess?” he murmurs, the scratch of his beard against my neck causing goosebumps to appear across my skin.

“Bite me. Please.” I don’t know where the plea comes from, but I mean it. I want him to bite me. I want him to fill me with his cock, to take the emptiness away.

I can feel the bastard smirk, and the fury only turns me on that much more.

“Beg me for it.”

I freeze, and he kisses my neck, running his hands up and down my sides, every so often, brushing against the side of my boobs but never hovering.

“You heard me, princess,” he says. He sounds so unbothered, and yet, not only are my panties drenched, I’m panting like a dog in heat. “Beg me for it.”

He grips my hair tight, but not enough to truly hurt, and pulls me back so I’m looking in his hazel eyes. “You’ve been spoiled by the others, princess, but with me, you know the score. You obey, and I’ll give you exactly what you want.”

I gasp, and as he cups my cheek, his thumb presses against my lips. “Suck.”

I fucking obey.

I suck his thumb like it’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted, making eye contact with him the entire time, fucking living for the prideful look on his face.

I rock against him again, this time, my wetness engages with his knee instead of his erection, and his smile widens, dimples forming amongst his beard.

“Now, beg like the good little girl I know you are,” he demands, giving me a grin.

“Beg for what?” I whimper, rocking again.

He lays down on the bed, gripping my hips tight, positioning me properly over his cock. The hard length presses against me, and I whimper once more.

“Beg me to make you cum,” he says, and my eyes widen. My heart pounds in my ears, and the door opens.

“Oh, shit,” the man says, and whilst Topher groans, I groan even harder.

“I hate you,” I groan.

My heart rate begins to slow as I ungracefully scoot off Topher’s lap to sit on the bottom of the bed next to him. He makes no move to get up, and I move my foot back from where it was still touching him.

“No, no, don’t stop on my account,” Ben says, smirking at us. He’s only wearing a pair of black shorts now, and there’s a huge bruise down his left side. It wasn’t there this morning, but it’s already a greenish-yellow as if it’s fading.

I frown, my arousal dimming. “What happened?”

He waves his hand, shrugging it off. “I’m the runt. I tried getting in between Seb and Alex and broke my ribs. I’m all good.”

I gasp, kneeling up on the bed, reaching for my mate, but Ben stops advancing forward. I grumble and get up properly, moving forward to examine his body. He’s tender where I touch, despite the bruises fading.

“Do you need a doctor?” I ask softly.

“He’s fine, princess,” Topher says, reaching over to place his hand on my lower back. “I’ll go down now, and we’ll smooth things over, okay?”

“Not too sure about that,” Ben says cheerfully. “Seb’s left.”

I gasp again, and Topher now tenses up. I can feel his frustration along the bond, but more than that is his fear.

“Where the fuck has he gone?” Topher demands, and I flinch at the tone of his voice. My eyes dart over to where Phoebe’s sleeping, and she doesn’t stir.

“No idea.” Ben shrugs, peering between us. “So were you going to let her suck your cock, Toph? I’d really like to watch. It would be better if you’d fuck her, and then let me eat⁠—”

“No. I am going to go downstairs, and tell Alex to call⁠—”

“Oh, he’s gone, too,” Ben says with a shrug. I squeeze my eyes tightly shut as Topher’s anger intensifies. I can feel the tension in the air, the presence from Orion, as he fights for control.

“I see.” There’s footsteps, and Topher comes to my side. “Open.” He didn’t force me, not truly, but my eyes fly open without my permission. “Good girl. You are safe here.”

“I know.”

“Good. Ben and I are going to track down the other two, but we can wait until you’re asleep if you’d like.”

I shake my head. “I’ll be fine.”

I look down at my hands, avoiding the intensity of his stare. There’s an uncomfortable air in the room, but I’m pretty sure it’s one of my own creation.

“Are you sure you don’t want to talk about anything?”

“I’m sure.” My heart is racing out of worry for my two missing mates, but I have faith that Ben and Topher can manage them.

I’m exhausted, and I need sleep. I need time to recharge, time to let my brain reset.

“Okay,” he says, nodding. He leans in and brushes his lips against mine in a soft kiss. “Be good. Look after Phoebe. Call if you need us, okay?”

“I will.”

He nods, and then the two of them leave the room. I hear them muttering quietly to each other, but I can’t discern the words and can’t tell which one of them is speaking at which time. It doesn’t take long, maybe five minutes, before they’re gone. I heard them locking the doors, but my heart doesn’t settle.

In fact, I actually feel worse. I thought I’d be fine. I know they’re all okay. I know I’m safe.

But now that they’re gone, there’s a coldness seeping into my bones that is too hard for me to ignore. It’s horrible, and combined with the pounding of my heart and the pit of dread in my stomach, I don’t want to be here.

I’m tired.

But more than that, I’m so lonely, it hurts.

I hate that in a way, I’m the reason that two of my men are out searching for the other two. That I shared something so huge on the back of so many secrets and big drops of information, and I’ve caused this sort of tension.

Not because it’s not true. Not because it’s my fault. But because it’s such a huge change, a huge shift in their lives, and I’m the catalyst for it.

Between Phoebe, who is Ryan’s wolf-born daughter, and the ties we share with the Grey pack... to now having even deeper ties to the family dramas that have plagued them for the last decade, it’s an immensely hard reality to process.

Phoebe begins to stir, and I sigh, pushing away my drama in favour of tending to my little girl. Bum change, boob, cuddles, sleep. Bum change, boob, cuddles, sleep. Bum change, boob, cuddles⁠—

“Hi,” a voice whispers. I can’t see very well, not now that the light is off, and I hear them come into the room. I’ve been tossing and turning for most of the night, but I am so glad that they’re home. “Maia?”

“I don’t know which one of you it is, but it’s late, and I am desperate to go back to sleep,” I mutter grumpily. There’s a soft laugh, ruling out Seb and Ben. It doesn’t matter how well I can see, they’re fucking identical, and in the dead of the night, their clothes are the same colour. The man comes into the room on soft feet and gently tugs my duvet back.

I groan at the cold air hitting me, move over so he can get into the bed, and roll onto my side so that I can face him. The darkness doesn’t help, and since his eyes are just his human ones, I can’t differentiate in the dark.

“Which one are you?” I demand. There’s no tact here, only exhaustion.

“So rude,” he teases, brushing some annoying hair out of my eyes. “It’s Alex, little butterfly. Get yourself to sleep.”

I nod and stifle a yawn. “It’s four in the morning. Did you just get back?”

“Yes,” he says. “Go back to sleep, though. I’m here now. You’re okay.”

“Never stopped me sleeping in the first place,” I mutter, rolling over to face the crib so he can’t see the lie on my face. I’ve been drifting in and out of sleep every time the house makes a noise, worried it’s them coming home, but even deeper, worrying that it’s not.

I feel his warmth at my back as a soft kiss is pressed to my neck, and I fall asleep so much easier knowing that he’s home, that I’m not alone.

I don’t feel as empty, as lonely, or as soul-deprived, now.
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Iroll over, my head connecting with the metal of Phoebe’s crib, and I groan. I tentatively reach out for her, not bothering to open my eyes, but my heart drops, and my blood stills when I feel nothing.

My eyes fly open, I lurch up into a sitting position, and I see the crib is completely empty. My daughter is not there.

“Topher!” I scream, darting my head over to look at the door, but it’s closed. I don’t hesitate in jumping out of bed, charging to the door, and shouting once more for him as my heart pounds inside my chest.

“What the fuck is going on?” I blink, and Topher—I think—is in front of me, followed closely by Ben—I think.

“Phoebe,” I croak out, tears filling my eyes. Instantly, both men deflate, and I let the sobs overtake me, reaching out for whichever man is in front.

He wraps his arms around me, murmuring soft sh sounds, trying his best to comfort me.

“Oh, darling,” Ben says, laughing a little. His amusement is felt so clearly that it only makes me cry harder. “She’s downstairs getting doted on by Seb and Alex. She didn’t want you this morning, so we took her instead and have given her a lovely morning with her daddies.”

“Go downstairs,” Topher says to his brother as he pulls me into his arms properly. I’m sobbing, full hysterics, and Ben’s amusement is just making me feel so much worse.

Orion pushes forward once Ben’s been kicked out, and he slowly walks me over to the bed. “Don’t cry, pretty mate. Humans are stupid. They should’ve told you we took our pup. Idiots. I’ll crush them for you and let you have all the puppy love.”

I laugh slightly through the tears and let Orion dote on me as he effortlessly soothes away my distraught. He wipes away my tears, kisses my forehead, and gives me a very tight cuddle.

He’s wearing a pair of tight-fitting grey joggers, and a dark grey hoodie that is now covered in numerous wet spots from my sobs.

“Sorry. I just...” I trail off, not sure how to finish the sentence.

We both knew exactly what my worry was. I was terrified that they, Ethan, had snuck in whilst I slept and stole my baby.

“Mate is clever,” Orion says, pressing kisses across my face and neck, his hands roaming and soothing me with the firmness of the touches. “She called for the strongest alpha to save her. I will always come and protect mate.”

“No protection was needed,” I remind him.

He lifts me up into his arms properly as he rises to his feet. I don’t protest, not because I enjoy being carried from room to room, but because they whine so much when I don’t allow it, and right now, his hold makes me feel so incredibly safe.

His chest seems to puff out, and his grip on me tightens. “I will crush all of your enemies, princess. Bleed them out, break them, and then destroy them. Nobody will ever cross you and live to tell the tale.”

I grin as he brings me into the kitchen with my other three mates. It’s quite easy for me to tell them apart this morning, even without their superior noses.

Seb’s back is to me as Orion gently lowers me to the floor, and I’m surprised that he doesn’t even turn. He’s got a pair of black joggers on and a white T-shirt. He’s the only one of the men wearing shoes, and I frown at the mud on them. Has he been out this morning?

Or did he maybe not return home at all?

Ben’s wearing only a pair of pale blue pyjama pants, and I refuse to even look at his beautiful, tanned chest because I cannot take the arousal this early in the morning.

Whilst my body is trying to trick me into thinking we’re ready to mount one—let’s not lie to ourselves, Maia, all four of them together—of them, my head is a mess from yesterday’s explosive discussions, and I want to make sure we’re on the same page before I beg one of them to help me expel this energy.

Alex, surprisingly, is holding Phoebe and is directly across from Sebastian. He’s wearing the same clothes he was yesterday, and I know that because he came straight home to my bed, and then clearly hasn’t gotten changed before kidnapping my infant.

“You terrified mate,” Orion says, advancing over to Alex. He gives him a sneer, and I hold in my giggles at how different he is to Topher. “Terrible male.”

“I wanted you to have a lie in,” Alex says, giving me a smile as he ignores his elder brother. “She stirred an hour or so ago but was content to spend some time in her wolf form with us, so we let you have a lie in.”

“Oh.” I don’t know why I’m so hurt about that, so I plaster a fake smile on my face. “Thank you. Next time… I want to say leave me a note, but I’d panic before I’d even have looked for one.”

“I’m sorry, little butterfly. Next time, I’ll wake you, no matter what,” he says. I move to sit down on the empty bar stool and look up at Seb, who is focused on my tiny infant. Phoebe’s eyes spot me, and she starts to whine. Alex grins. “She missed her mama.”

He gets up and brings her over to me, and I take the little bundle into my arms. She settles almost instantly but starts to root, nudging her head in at my chest. I smirk and unlatch the clasp on my vest top and guide the nipple into her mouth. Relief fills me at the instant relief to the engorgement, and I relax. It wasn’t a nice way to wake up, even if I am fully refreshed after the restlessness of last night, and my body is slowly losing the panic it had.

I wish the same could be said for the men in this room, though. There’s a deep-seated tension, and I can’t tell which of them it’s emanating from the hardest. None of them are happy, and I have no idea what went down last night.

“Are you okay, Seb?” I ask, and he gives one firm nod. I hate that I don’t have the bond with him because he’s the most closed off this morning, and his lack of reactions is extreme, even for him. “Are you lying to me? Because, usually, you’re begging to hold Phoebe, and if not Phoebe, me, and today you’ve not even rounded the counter to give me a good morning kiss.”

“Feeling needy, are we?” Ben asks almost eagerly. “I can hold you both so much better than he can. Come sit in my⁠—”

There’s two growls, and although one comes from Seb, I missed which of the men let the second one loose. Alex’s jaw is clenched, but Topher’s outwardly glaring at Ben, so it could’ve been either of them.

“I take it we’re still a little unsettled?” I ask, looking around at each of them.

“You did tell us that our cousin, someone we’ve spent the last decade mourning, is alive and living out a brand new life far away from us,” Ben says, reaching into the centre of the table to grab some grapes from the fruit bowl. The rest of the table is clear, not even a mug of tea or coffee in sight, which should be another indication that something is wrong.

They’re early birds, all of them, and I always come downstairs to breakfast either fully made or at least in the process of. And yet, today, I don’t think anyone has eaten.

“We’re in a very precarious position as a group right now,” Topher says, and I can hear the undercurrent of anger in his tone. “One of us wants to track her down and demand answers from her. One of us wants to watch her from afar, judge the truth, and just make sure she’s safe. Another wants to go pummel the alpha and luna of the Grey pack, and the final one of us wants to sort out things for the pack meeting this afternoon.”

I sigh and turn to Ben. “Tracking her down and demanding answers isn’t going to be the smartest way to handle things right now. She’d likely flee if I arrived with you all, but also... there’s a much more inconspicuous way to handle it.”

Ben sighs, muttering about how patience isn’t his strong suit, before shoving half a banana in his mouth.

I turn and look up at Seb after adjusting Phoebe so she’s more comfortable. “There’s a gala coming up on the thirtieth of May. It’s one of the annual events that the foundation holds that I attend, and I’ve already agreed to go with Phoebe. Emily is always there, despite not being a public figurehead for the foundation, and we’re meant to be meeting up.”

“Has she met Phoebe yet?” Alex asks, and I shake my head.

“No. She knows I’ve had her, and I’ve sent a few photos...” I trail off and sigh. “Emily and I aren’t extremely close. We used to have dinner at least once a month when I lived in the area, we’d chat on the phone, and keep up over text, but since I’ve moved here, we’ve not seen each other in person. She’s excited for me, of course, and she’s in love with Phoebe, but she’s not met her yet.”

“So she doesn’t know that Phoebe is a werewolf.” Alex’s words are filled with even more tension now, and I shake my head, giving him an “of course not” kind of look.

I also only pieced together who Emily—Morgan—was yesterday, so why on earth would I tell a woman I assumed was human that my daughter can turn into a werewolf?

I’ve not told anyone for the exact same reason I hid my “visions” from everybody, too. I do not want anyone thinking I’ve got mental health issues that would risk me losing Phoebe.

“Well, fuck.” Ben’s the one to utter these, but it’s echoed by both Alex and Topher.

My heart skips a beat, and I tighten my grip on Phoebe. Seb takes a step closer to the counter, resting his hands on the edge of the bench, and the concern across his face matches what each of my three mates that I have a bond to feel.

“What?”

“Morgan might have no claim over the pack, but after Ethan, she’d have the biggest claim to Phoebe,” Topher says, eyeing up his brothers, before giving me a soft smile. “It’s been a very long time since we knew her, and she’s clearly spent the last ten years in hiding. As much as we’re happy to find out she’s alive... it does bring far too many questions and concerns, especially where our daughter is concerned.”

“Which is why we should face the Grey’s head on,” Alex hisses, and I gasp, looking between him and Topher.

I thought it was Topher who wanted to do that irrational plan.

“We’ve got four weeks or so until this gala of yours, right, princess?” Topher asks, and I nod. He smiles in response before turning a keen eye onto his brother. “Then we can get through today, and then make a plan, Alexander. Like it or not, we took over as alphas to this pack, and they need our support right now.”

“And you just want us to pretend like our world hasn’t fully shifted?” Alex snarls, and I flinch at the venom in his tone.

“Lose the attitude.” Seb’s words are flat, but they don’t leave room for any argument.

“You’re one to talk after what you did last night,” Alex says, rolling his eyes. I clutch Phoebe to my chest as Seb lets the loudest growl loose and slams his hands onto the counter. Topher’s at my side immediately, moving me and Phoebe behind him as Alex and Ben jump to their feet.

The latter is breathing raggedly, his eyes flickering back and forth, and I press myself further into Topher, not sure what’s happening right now.

Seb seems furious, and there’s concern in all three of my mate’s emotions. I’m not sure what’s going on or why they’re acting like I need defending from Seb.

I know that he’d never hurt me. That none of them would ever hurt me.

“Enough,” Topher commands, his tone calm and steady. “I thought we handled this last night or I’d never have allowed you to talk with our mate and daughter present.”

“You’re not the only one who gets to make decisions, Christopher,” Alex says, crossing his arms in front of his chest. Alex is usually the peacekeeper of the group, so I’m a little confused that he’s being so aggressive here.

Alex gives me a soft and apologetic look. “I’m sorry, little butterfly. I’m not trying to upset you or cause any extra stress for you. We’re not dealing very well, and we can’t identify a good enough plan of how to move forward.”

“I can never begin to understand how hard this is for you all,” I say, keeping my tone soft. The men in front of me move out of the way slightly, and I make a move back to my seat.

“No, you can’t.” Ben’s words are simple, and I ignore the flash of hurt I feel.

“But with that said,” Alex says, his tone changing as he stops addressing me and glares at his brother. “You’re being an asshole, and you know it. It’s not your way or the highway, and we need to come up with a proper plan.”

“You’re not the only one reeling from a shock, Alexander,” Topher snaps. “Get your head screwed on and look at the bigger picture.”

“Go,” Seb says, looking at me sternly. His brows are furrowed, and not a hint of a smile graces his lips.

I frown, an uncomfortable pressure building in my chest as I look away from his eyes and take in the angry stance of each of my mates. Whilst I know they’d not harm me or Phoebe, there’s a tension in the air that I’m not used to existing.

“Go,” he repeats, and a shiver wracks down my body. “Not safe.”

“What isn’t safe?” I whisper, my heart pounding.

“Me.” He steps closer to me, gently tugs me out from behind Topher, and slowly turns me towards the door. “Us.”

“How?” Phoebe whines, and I adjust her from the left side to the right, and nobody even seems to breathe as I do. I pull away from Seb and look at each of them. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” Alex says, and whilst the words should be reassuring, they’re firm and hard, just like his stance. His arms are crossed in front of his chest, and there’s no hint of warmth in his hazel eyes.

“Why don’t I... why don’t Phoebe and I head back to my place for the night?” I say slowly. “Let you all have some space.”

Topher growls and spins around to face me. “No.”

“I don’t want to be here if you’re all just fighting. It’s not good for me or Phoebe to be around this stress.” I look over at Alex, the one who is usually trusted to be the most reasonable, and repeat my worries to him.

“This is a family matter,” I add softly. “And whilst I am your family, and the future is ours, this is an issue from the past. It’s one that’s beyond me, one that you need to focus on together.”

“Not safe,” Topher says, his eyes bright gold. I’m not sure if it’s him or Orion in control of their body, but his worry is overwhelming.

“If she shifts, I will call you and let you come over to help. I’ve gotten better at handling her in wolf form.” Mostly. As long as she’s got a ball, she’s quite content to chase it back and forth. “Take the day. Process. Handle the pack meeting, then we can make a plan.”

“Then we’ll make a plan,” Alex echoes.

“What if Ethan shows up?” Ben asks, raising an eyebrow. I flinch. “Will you be inviting him in for tea? To share your bed?”

“Not warranted,” Topher snarls, coming to my immediate defence.

“Not kind, either,” I say, giving Ben a stern look. “I thought he was my fiancé.”

“Oh, yes. Because that’s so much better,” Ben says, rolling his eyes. I flip him off and take a seat back at the table, shuffling Phoebe so she’s more comfortable.

“I don’t like it,” Topher says, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “The pack is not secure, not properly.”

“You guys need to shout and break some things and process your emotions, without worrying about me,” I say.

“You’re our mate. We’re always going to worry about you,” Topher says, moving over to sit down next to me. I rest my head on his shoulder, taking the offered kiss to my lips. “I love you. We love you.”

“And as I told you last night, this is a huge family affair.” My tone is gentle and kind as I turn to face him, and he sighs, sensing the seriousness radiating from me. “I don’t have the same problems that you do. I’m concerned, but... you guys know this world more intimately than I do. Whatever the plan you create, I’ll trust it and follow your lead.”

“You trust us?” Seb asks, but I know it’s Kane, even though his eyes haven’t shifted.

“Yes, Kane. I love you. I trust you. I know that I’m safe with you,” I say softly. “We’re in this together, no matter what.”

“One night,” Alex says almost hesitantly. “We’ll figure out a plan and discuss it tomorrow with you.”

“One night,” I echo. I look down at Phoebe and smile. “Just us tonight, baby, whilst your daddies have their big, strong alpha night.”

Topher grins at her over my shoulder. She’s not bothered, the only interest she seems to have right now is how much of my boob she can fit into her mouth at one time.

“Okay, breakfast,” Alex says, rubbing his hands together. “I’m starving.”

“You’re starving?” Ben demands, gaping at his brother. There’s no more bananas in the fruit bowl, most of the grapes are gone, and there’s only a bruised up orange left as Ben shakes the bowl at us. “Fruit is not sustenance! I am a growing boy. I’m dying. I’ve had to sit here and waste away whilst you all have your big feelings.”

A lot of the tension fades out of the room as I giggle, and Alex even winks at me. It’s startling how quickly they’ve seemed to bury their annoyance—well, from everyone except Seb. He’s still standing there as if his entire world has been destroyed, and I hate the expression of pure loss on his face.

His eyes are unfocused, his expression blank, but he’s gripping the edge of the table so tightly that the skin around his knuckles is white.

“You’re dramatic,” Alex says, rolling his eyes as he heads over to the fridge. He yanks it open and starts pulling eggs and bacon out of the fridge as Topher goes to fill up the kettle.

Phoebe whines, unlatching herself, just before letting out a loud fart. Her face turns red as she grunts and groans, and whilst it’s obvious she needs a bum change, Ben starts to gag.

“So dramatic,” I say with a laugh. “I’ll go get her changed and come back down once we’re sorted. I expect food to be done, or I’ll be joining Ben in the wasting away category.”

“Okay, little butterfly,” Alex says, not turning around from where he’s organising the breakfast items to start cooking.

“Please all be in one piece when I get back,” I plead.

“We will,” Ben says, rubbing his hands together as his tummy lets out a loud grumble. “Only because Alex makes the best french toast, and I’m desperate for it.”

“Who said I was making it?” Alex teases. The two brothers start to bicker, and there’s a genuine ease in their voices. It’s so soothing, and so much better than the tension that they’ve been carrying.

I lift Phoebe up to rest her head on my shoulder as I get off my stool to head back upstairs. Three of the Wolfe brothers are bickering away, and Seb shoots one forlorn look my way. I beckon for him to follow, and he shakes his head.

“Come, Seb,” I demand, one step away from stamping my foot when he shakes his head again.

“Don’t coat the table in your semen, Seb,” Ben immediately says before dissolving into laughter. Seb glares at his brother before turning and following me up the stairs.

Ben’s smug pride radiates in my chest, and it makes me feel the same way.

Having the bond to the guys really is so much easier to determine their feelings.

I can’t wait until mine and Seb’s is cemented, too.
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Each step Seb and I take makes my heart feel heavier, and as we go into my bedroom—his old room—a shiver wracks my spine. I gently lay Phoebe on the bed and go to grab her a clean outfit and the nappy caddy so that I can get her sorted.

“Are you going to sit down?” I ask, raising my eyebrow at my unsettled mate.

Seb sighs, closing the door behind him as if it greatly pains him to do so. This is so against his norm that it truly concerns me. He trudges over to the edge of the bed and turns Phoebe towards him, holding his hand out for the nappy caddy. I shrug, handing it over, and let him change her bum.

I’m not going to fight him over who gets to change the dirty nappies. Most definitely not. Especially when the poop has exploded out of the nappy, up her back, and down her thighs.

That can be a daddy’s job.

I place the clean outfit down beside him before sitting cross-legged on the bed next to him. He refuses to look away from what he’s doing, and I don’t have the patience to wait him out.

“So, you’re upset.” I reach over to touch him, but he tenses under my hand, so I pull away from him.

He needs space.

“No.”

“I might not be fluent in Seb, yet, but I’m learning.”

I get up from the bed and move over to open the wardrobe. I start rifling through for an outfit for the day so that he doesn’t need to be subjected to the stare that I would be levelling him with. We fall to silence, and I’m going to give him a few before saying something else, just in case he’s trying to organise his feelings.

Phoebe whines, and I grab her favourite rattle from the floor where it had fallen throughout the night, and she brings it to her mouth.

Seb’s changed her bum and got her in a new outfit by the time I’m dressed, and neither of us has said a word. With a sigh, I steal my daughter from him and put her in her bouncer. Seb sets up one of her toys in front of her so she can track it moving back and forth.

Effortless. Easy.

He knows what I need even without me asking, and yet, I can’t even get him to open up about what he needs.

“I hate knowing that something is bothering you, and you don’t feel like you can talk to me about it,” I say softly. He shrugs. “Is this about last night?”

He nods, but it’s a jerky movement, and I’m grateful we’re not bonded so he doesn’t have to experience the smug shoot of pride that I just felt.

“Are you upset with me for Morgan?” I hate that my voice trembled here.

He shakes his head, reaching out to hold my hand. One day, I’ll learn how to read his body language like a book.

For now, it seems we’re playing the guessing game.

Seb sighs deeply, and when he turns to look at me, I can see the bright green eyes that are a tell tale for Kane being in control of their body. “We hurt mate.”

“When?” I ask softly.

“When we tried to kick you out of the kitchen.” He turns to face me, and I move slightly closer so our knees brush together, and there’s the most minimal of sparks shooting between us.

“No, you didn’t hurt me. You shocked me, and I was very confused. I still am. You’d never hurt me. None of you would.”

“Not on purpose.” He sounds so surly, and it’s adorable.

“Not by accident.” I reach up and cup his cheeks, leaning in close to brush a soft kiss against his lips. I don’t deepen it, pulling away when he tries to, and I shake my head. “You’d cut out your own heart before you hurt me or Phoebe. Don’t ever think otherwise.”

“I’m hurt. Angry. I was…” He trails off, glaring at the lamp on my side table as if that’s the reason he’s so unhappy.

“Scared?” I murmur, leaning forward to touch his arm. He instead grabs me under the arms and tugs me into his lap, cuddling me in close. I wrap my arms around him as he breathes my scent in so deeply I’m almost scared to see what he’d sense. “It’s okay to feel scared, Seb.”

“I’m not scared,” he snaps. But his sharp tone is ignored in favour of the gentle kiss on my forehead. “My brothers and I have mourned her, we’ve spent years and years learning how to live in a world without her. We’ve struggled to find a new normal, to deal with the new enemies we have, the new pain and emptiness. We started to move on, started to heal piece by piece, and now… this.”

I reach my hands up, cupping his cheeks, my legs falling on either side of his thighs as I straddle him. “It’s okay to be angry at her, too, you know. You can be happy she’s alive whilst also hating the lengths she had to go to for it to be so.”

“How can I hate her?” His tone is full of despair as he pulls back to look at me properly. “However she survived, she did it because going with him, with the man her parents chose for her... it would’ve been a death sentence. She did what she had to do to protect herself, and I can’t ever be mad at that.”

I flinch, my eyes darting over to Phoebe to check she’s okay. It’s silly, since I know nothing could or would hurt her in this house, but knowing that there’s people out there—her biological family at that—who would want that life for her... I just need her close by.

I need to know she’s safe, and breathing, and happy. I need to know that the venom of this world can’t touch her.

“I know he’s older⁠—”

Seb shakes his head, his body tensing underneath me. “No, little love, it was more than the fact that he was practically a fucking pedophile. He was abusive, dangerous, and so fucking warped. He would have killed her within the first year.” Seb’s jaw hardens, and as my hands drop from his face, he looks at Phoebe with a hardness in his eyes that I’m not used to seeing from him. “I did what needed to be done, and I don’t regret it.”

“What do you mean?” My heart beat becomes erratic, my breaths fast, as I take in the confident but slightly unhinged version of my mate.

He gently cups my cheek, this time, reversing the roles as he presses a soft kiss to my nose. He’s so gentle, so soft and sweet.

But as he leans back, giving me a truly distant look, I’m awed at the vast differences in his personality. “I tracked him down on the first anniversary of Morgan’s death and killed him a few days before he could wed another teenage girl. I decided that scum like him doesn’t deserve to exist in the world that my cousin is no longer in.”

Bile rises in my throat, but I choke the acidic liquid back down as tears sting at my eyes. My heart is heavy, but not as heavy as his despair. “You... you saved someone else?”

He nods once and leans in closer. I can see the green flecks almost pulsating amongst the hazel iris, and there’s a hard expression on Seb’s face. I can feel the nerves pouring from him, despite his effort to contain them. “You’re not upset with me?”

I cringe. “Not really.”

I probably should be. I should probably be horrified.

But to me, what’s horrific is knowing a man that old was out there practically buying teenagers from their families and that said families were all too willing to hand over their extremely precious and rare daughters to scum like that.

That’s what disgusts me.

That is what will keep me up at night.

He snorts, and I blink in surprise as Kane takes over. “I told human you wouldn’t be. Seb has no self-confidence. He’s—” There’s a small shudder, and Seb’s lips flatten as he pleads with me to ignore the wolf within.

I giggle and hug him tight before the serious mood fills me once more. “So... you killed the man who was going to be wedded to your cousin.”

He nods. “Topher says she’s lived a good life in her hiding. I don’t want to ruin that. I don’t want to take away the thing she’s built all on her own.”

I brush his hair out of his eyes, a sad smile taking over. “You can’t ever ruin her life by being in it, Seb.”

His laugh is humourless as he attempts to return the favour and tuck my curls behind my ears. “I’m a terrible male. I’m too selfish to let you or Phoebe go, but unlike my brothers, I’m nothing but dark.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re sweet, and understanding, and kind-hearted⁠—”

“I’ve killed more people than the years you’ve lived.” I try my hardest not to react. “Do you think Topher and Ben were chasing me down yesterday out of concern for me being out in the dark? They were scared I was going to go kill an alpha, Maia. They chased me down and spent most of the night tearing into me to try and keep me under control. They were concerned for the safety of those around me.”

And now, his fears about being dangerous this morning are clear to understand.

He’s breathing heavily, his eyes flickering between green and hazel as he battles with Kane.

Right now, I know Kane and I are united, both of us seeing the good within Seb, even when he’s clearly unable to see it himself.

“Okay.” My tone is soft, calming, and very soothing. I run my hands up and down his chest, keeping my touch gentle. “Were any of the people you killed good people?”

Bright green wins out, and there’s a sneer on Kane’s face.

“Didn’t you argue yesterday that there’s an entire law enforcement team who should handle that?” Kane asks, cocking a brow at me. “Don’t you think Seb and I are disgusting and evil? Don’t you think we should be kept away from Phoebe and you for your safety?” He leans in close, and I can feel his warm breath against my cheek. “Don’t you worry that we might just snap, and you’ll be the one to get hurt?”

“No, Seb, I don’t,” I whisper, tears filling my eyes as I rise up on my knees so we’re eye-level. I don’t know who is in control right now, but I know Kane asked those questions specifically to let me know how Seb is feeling.

He shuts his eyes, and I cup his cheeks, pressing a soft kiss to his lips. “Even in your darkest rage, you could never hurt me.”

“I’ve hurt others.”

“You’re not alone in that,” I murmur, furiously wiping away my tears before he sees them. But his eyes snap open, and he uses the large pad of his thumbs to chase them down. He pops it into his mouth, and I grimace.

“I don’t like it when you cry, little love,” Seb says.

“And yet, you think you’re going to hurt me?”

He shrugs. “I just need to know that she’s okay.”

“Would it...” I trail off as Phoebe whines. Seb laughs and moves me off his lap to adjust the moving penguin for Phoebe. It got stuck in the corner and couldn’t get back out, and it unsettled her.

I move to grab my phone off charge and wait for Seb to come back over to me.

“Would it, what?” he asks, looking at the phone with trepidation.

“Do you want me to call her?”

He frowns and shakes his head. “Not today. But... I think… I think, soon, we’d like that.”

“We?” I ask, not sure who he means.

“We,” he confirms, gesturing to the shut door.

“Okay.” I smile at him, and he relaxes. But his eyes are very intense as they rake over my body. “Anything else you want to talk about?”

He shakes his head, his eyes narrowed as he continues to stare at me.

“Then stop staring, it’s making me uncomfortable.”

“I just wonder...”

“Wonder what?”

His eyes quickly flash between green and hazel, and he rests on his elbow, giving me a grin. “How sweet your moans sounded last night for Topher before Ben interrupted you.”

I can feel the immediate flush fill my face, and I cover it with my hands letting out an embarrassed moan.

“But what I truly wonder,” he murmurs, wrapping his arm around my waist as he tugs me closer to him, “is whether you’d moan just as sweetly for me if I were to finish what he started?”

“Probably,” I whisper, still dying of mortification.

“Hm.” Surprising me, he lets go, and I drop my hands in confusion.

“What was that?” I demand, my tone breathless.

“Your body betrays you, little mama,” he says, and I frown, not understanding. “You might feel like you want to see... but you’re hesitant because Phoebe is in the room. I won’t invite myself into your bed until you completely and utterly want me there.”

I gape at him as he smirks at me. He leans in close, desire flashing in his hazel eyes. “But trust me, the moment she’s napping? Your bed is mine.”

Then, as if he didn’t just say something that sets my entire body on fire, he gets off the bed and saunters over to the bouncer. He unstraps Phoebe and cocks his head at me, an amused smirk coating his lips. “Coming for breakfast?”

“I’ll be at breakfast,” I mutter, feeling a little confused. “But there won’t be anyone coming.”

He laughs so freely that I find it hard to be frustrated.

***

“Open your shirt,” I say, grinning at Seb. He’s sat in his office chair, and scoots back from the desk. He raises an eyebrow, spreading his legs so I can step between them. His eyes narrow, but there’s a small grin on his face. “Pretty please.”

I flutter my eyelashes, and he groans before a salacious smirk appears on his face. “You.”

“I’ve got to open it?” I ask, and he nods. “Hm, it’s dirty work, but I’m sure I can rise to the challenge.”

I step in even closer and reach up to cup his cheeks. I let my fingers gently stroke down his neck and upper chest, grinning at him as he turns his cheek to kiss my fingers. “Stay still.”

He gulps, the sound echoing in the quiet room. I reach up and undo the first button, quickly followed by the second and third. I lean in and press a soft kiss to his bare upper chest, and I can’t help but feel powerful when a shiver runs through him.

I undo the next four buttons before crouching down low for the last two. My arm grazes against his dick—accidentally, of course—and he hisses through his teeth. I smirk and undo the penultimate button.

“Oh, this one is stuck,” I murmur, gently dropping to my knees. I peer up at him, enjoying the tortured expression on his face. “Don’t mind me.”

I touch his dick multiple times as I wrestle the “stuck” button out of the slot, and I pretend to not notice the wet spot that’s appeared on the grey joggers he’s wearing.

“Got it,” I say, beaming up at him. “Now, could you take it⁠—”

I giggle when he rips the shirt off his back, launching the pieces across the room. He holds his arms out in a “take what you need” kind of way.

I use his thighs to steady myself as I rise to my feet, and I peer under his nipple. “Oh, wow.”

“What?” His words are the pout that he won’t let form.

I shake my head, hiding my amusement. “Nothing. Thank you for showing me.”

He grabs my wrist as I go to leave, and I burst out laughing when he yanks me over his lap.

“You won’t be laughing soon, naughty mate,” he murmurs, his large hand cupping my ass, as I continue to giggle. “You’re going to go be a good girl and close the office door, and then come back over here so I can lay you across this desk and explore your body.”

Now, I’m the one to gulp, and I turn my head awkwardly to see if he’s being serious.

“Go.” His words are a growl but not an alpha command. Not that you’d know with how fast I raced across the room. The door slams shut, and I spin to face him, a big grin on my face. My heart is pounding, my legs trembling, the anticipation strong.

“Did you mishear me, little love?” he asks, smirking at me. I shake my head, and he points to the desk. “I want you here. Naked.”

I lift my dress over my head, my legs quivering, as I bend down to place it on the floor. His eyes darken, a low purr leaving his throat, as I reach up to undo my bra. I’m less delicate with this and just let it fall to the ground.

The lick of Seb’s lips cause me to squeeze my thighs together.

“Ah, ah, ah,” Seb warns, and I freeze. “It’s my job to give you pleasure, little love. Leave your knickers on. I want to take those off myself.”

I nod and slowly walk over to the desk, my heart pounding in time with my steps. He doesn’t hesitate when I get in reach and lifts me from the floor, laying me across his desk.

He rises from his chair. His tanned skin, those delectable abs, his nipples all on display for me to look at.

Seb sniffs the air, a grin on his face. “You smell delicious, little love.”

I whimper, half from embarrassment and half from desire. “Please, Seb.”

“Oh, trust me, you’ll be saying that a lot before I’m through with you, little mate,” Seb says as he hooks his fingers through the sides of my knickers and tugs them down. Rather than dropping them onto the floor like I did with my dress, he delicately folds them and puts them into his pocket.

He puts one knee over the right side of his desk, and one over the left, fully displaying me.

My breathing is heavy, and my heart races as his bright hazel eyes travel down my body, taking in every single crevice. He spends an uncomfortably long time looking at me, and a blush coats my cheeks and chest, but I imagine that the look on his face is similar to that of a blind man who has just seen the world for the first time.

Even though I’m blushing, and he’s stirring a reaction from me, he makes me feel beautiful, confident.

Sexy.

“You’re so beautiful, little love,” he whispers as his fingers trace the curve of my hip. A shiver races down my spine, sparks following the trail of his touch. “Perfect in every way. I’m so lucky.”

He’s not doing anything explicit, and yet, I can’t help but let out a small moan at his touch, the softness and tenderness causing my anticipation to build.

His fingers trace the line of my thigh, moving ever so close to where I’m most sensitive, but he pulls away just as I’m about to beg for more.

“Please, Seb,” I whisper, barely above a breath.

He chuckles, his hands still moving over me, teasing me in a way I’ve never experienced before, but I can see the delight in his face. His touch is gentle yet undefined as if he’s taking his time to learn every inch of me, savouring my reactions, learning what sparks me the best.

His fingers move further inwards, caressing the delicate skin of my inner thigh before he reaches my centre, pressing down on my clit with his thumb.

My hips buck up involuntarily, seeking out the contact that I so desperately crave. Seb’s eyes lock onto my movements, and a happy grin spreads across his face.

“Do you want more, little love?” he murmurs as his fingers gently trace the outline of my entrance. My eyes flutter shut, and I let out a whimper as I nod. “Then more you shall have.”

With his thumb firmly pressed down on my clit, he rotates his hand and gently slides two fingers inside of me. He doesn’t hesitate.

My hands grip the sides of the desk as I try to remain still so that I don’t fall. “Yes, please, Seb.”

“I want you to come for me,” he murmurs, his eyes locked on the movements he’s doing with his hands. The pleasure on his face drives me even further because he truly gets off from making me feel good.

He adds a third finger, thrusting gently but firmly, as his thumb continues to apply pressure to my sensitive clit. I can feel his fingers brushing against that spot inside me, and I arch my back off the table, moaning loudly.

“Oh, Seb, that feels—” I gasp as his fingers repeatedly hit the same spot. “That feels so good.” I moan, unable to contain the pleasure that’s coursing through me as my orgasm builds.

He grins, pride radiating from him, as he speeds up his movements. He presses his fingers in further and leans down to kiss my neck. “That’s the idea. Let go, little love. Let me show you just how good it can be.”

My hips buck and writhe against his hand, the pleasure building.

“Seb, I’m cumming,” I cry out, my voice shaking as my orgasm crashes over me. My body trembles beneath his touch, and my pleasured moans fill the room.

He keeps his fingers inside of me, allowing me to feel the aftershocks, as he continues to stimulate me. His other hand gently strokes my hair, his eyes wide with pride.

“You’re so perfect, sweetheart,” he croons. “You’re always so incredible.”

My bliss-filled body goes limp, and he slowly pulls his fingers from me, his eyes scanning my face for any reactions. He watches as I try to catch my breath, and a small smile touches my lips.

“I want more.”

“I can give you as many orgasms as your body can take, and then some.”

“I want my next orgasm to be with you inside me,” I say.

He grins, tugs his pants down his thick thighs, and steps between my legs. His beautiful cock is hanging free, although my view of it is covered a bit. Somehow, his waist is level with mine, even though he’s still standing. He positions himself at my entrance, and I can feel the heat radiating from him.

“Are you sure, little love?” he asks, looking me in the eyes. “This is a big step for us, and I want…” He looks up at the ceiling before looking back down at me. “I want to bond with you.”

I grin up at him, wiggling my hips slightly atop the desk. “What a coincidence. I want to bond with you, too.”

“Okay.” He lines up properly, and ever so slowly guides himself into me. My muscles clench around him, eager to feel every inch he has to offer, and something in me settles with the sparks that touch.

“You feel amazing,” he groans as he bottoms out inside of me properly.

He begins to thrust into me, and I whimper at the look in his eyes. He moves slowly at first, but his pace quickens as he finds his rhythm. His eyes never leave mine, and I can feel his love for me with every thrust.

Unlike the others, Seb’s motivated simply by my pleasure. Every move he makes is made purely to make me feel good. It’s an overwhelming feeling, to be such a priority from someone else, but Seb’s love and devotion is unmatched.

He’s so sweet and sensitive, and it’s incredibly sexy when he empowers me this way.

Seb’s thrusts get faster, and his breathing becomes ragged as he adjusts himself over and over, to drive me wild. His hands leave the sides of the desk and grip onto my hips, urging me to meet his movements.

“Seb, please, harder,” I plead, my body already building towards another orgasm.

He responds, increasing his pace, and I wrap my legs around him, pulling him closer. He grabs my hips, using my position on the desk to his advantage.

The tension builds, and I can feel my orgasm nearing, my body so sensitive from the previous one. Seb’s eyes never leave mine, and I can see that he wants me to come just as badly as I want to.

“Are you ready, little love?” he pants, his hazel eyes burning into mine. “I want to feel you. I want to feel you come around me.”

“I’m close.” He reaches down, putting pressure on my clit, just as he thrusts hard into me.

“Oh, Seb, so good, so good,” I chant, my hips meeting his as I match his rhythm. I cry out as my second orgasm washes over me, my body trembling, and my voice echoing throughout the room.

I grasp onto Seb’s forearms, my nails digging into his skin, and he thrusts into me over and over, letting me ride out the orgasm on him.

“Are you close?” I ask, almost shyly once my core has stopped clenching.

“Not really.” His chest flushes. “Kane and I want you to bond us before we…” Seb shudders, and Kane takes over. “I want to bond mate. I want to feel you, to be able to hear and feel your needs and desires the moment you do, and experience how much stronger it’ll make our connection.”

“This position won’t work,” he grunts, lifting under my arms to lift me from the desk. He holds me tight against his chest, the sparks practically lighting me on fire.

He moves over to the desk chair, not letting his dick pull free as he drops down into it. My hips slam hard down on him, and I bury my head into his neck, moaning out at the deep thrust.

“This is better,” he says.

“So much better,” I groan, rocking my hips back and forth.

“Ah, ah, ah,” he says, reaching to grip my chin. He tilts my head up, an almost amused expression on his face. “You take the pleasure, I give it. You don’t need to do any of the work.”

“I like to make you feel good, too,” I murmur, my voice as soft as his touches.

He smiles. “My pleasure comes from yours, little love. Now your one task is to bite me hard enough to form our bond whilst I work your body up into another orgasm. You deserve more than I’ve given.”

I shiver, unintentionally clenching down on him. But as I hear his gasp, I do it again, and again.

His hazel eyes glint with determination as he starts to thrust into me harder, his large hands gripping my hips tightly. The sensations are far more intense now that we’re on the chair and not the desk, our bodies pressed so much closer together.

The sparks that appear when we touch are in a frenzy, knowing that we’re moments away from forming our soul bond. The pleasure is far more intense than anything I’ve ever felt, and I’m whimpering and moaning with every single movement.

With the harsh and powerful thrusts, I know I’m getting close to another orgasm, but I refuse to let it happen until our bond clicks into place.

I lean in, finding the spot on his clavicle where I’ve bit each of the others, and I sink my teeth into his flesh.

He groans, his chest vibrating, as his movements speed up. I bite down harder, desperate to draw blood, as my orgasm comes closer and closer. I can feel the build, almost as much as I can feel the desperation from Seb.

One of my teeth nicks the skin, and the bond slams into me as my orgasm overtakes me.

My sight disappears, my head lolling forward, as the final soul bond forms. My system is in overload, Seb’s presence merging with the others.

My eyes flutter shut, and I’m pretty sure I black out for a moment. I come back to consciousness with Seb’s cool hands on my face, carefully guiding my head up.

I’m still in his lap, but there’s no sparks between us anymore. Just pure joy and concern from my mate.

“There you are, little love,” he murmurs, his tone tinged with relief. “How are you feeling?”

“Empty.” I rock on him slightly, arousal still pooling in my core.

He groans. “I was worried.”

“No need to be worried,” I say softly. “It was intense, and I finally feel…”

“Complete.” Seb sounds awed.

I nod. “Complete.”

“I can’t imagine how different it will be once the bonds are sealed on our end, too,” he says.

“Well, since that isn’t happening today, can we instead please… finish?”

He chokes out a laugh, his green eyes raking over me. “Are you sure?”

I snort. “I’ve never been more confident of anything, love.”

I’m not sure if it was my words that convinced him or my feelings, but he lifts me from his lap and turns me around, sitting me down on the edge of the desk. I spread my legs open, my feet braced against the desk chair, as he steps into place.

His hands move to grip my hips, holding me in place as he thrusts into me in one fast movement. It takes my breath away, and I can’t deny how right it feels to have him here.

I wasn’t lying when I said I felt complete. It’s like I was missing something, living an empty life, and now… I’ve got everything.

It’s crazy and so euphoric.

As he starts to move, I’m in awe at the differences.

The intense sensations from our new bond only amplify each touch, each thrust, each moan. Our combined pleasure builds faster as if the first coupling was just a warm up getting us ready for this big show.

“Seb, this is...” I gasp at the move he makes and cry out when he does it again and again.

He’s using the way I feel to adjust and draw even more pleasure from me. His thrusts become more urgent, and his hands grip my hips tighter. My orgasm is just out of reach.

“Seb,” I plead, my voice hoarse, “please, I need... now.”

“I’m so close,” he adds. His hand slides between us, and he fumbles for my clit.

The moment his fingers touch my sensitive clit, my body responds instantly, the sensations overpowering me, as I hurtle off the edge.

I drag him along with me as my muscles clench around him, and I can feel him thrusting harder as he drags out his own release.

I can feel his cock spurting inside me, filling me with his cum, and I embrace the combined pleasure we’re feeling.

It’s like nothing else, having the echo of his desire and lust fuelling my own.

It’s powerful.

It’s fate.

As our orgasms subside, we both collapse onto the desk, our breaths ragged and our skin glistening with sweat. I can feel him inside me, his usual silent broodiness completely gone now that I’ve got a psychic connection to him. Anything he feels, I feel as a powerful echo, and it’s going to open the doors into understanding him so much more.

“I love you,” I whisper, my heart swelling with love and gratitude for this incredible man who knows exactly how to make me feel safe, loved, and desired all at once.

He smiles and kisses me gently, his lips tender and full of affection. “I love you, too, little love.”

There’s a loud knock on the door before it’s shoved open. Ben groans. “Why is it always me?”

“Why is what always you?” I ask, crossing my arms to give myself a little bit of dignity. “It’s always me who is getting interrupted.”

“Yes, but the last time you got interrupted by someone who wasn’t me, they got to join in,” Ben says pointedly. “Why am I the one always sent away when I don’t get to join in? It’s my ultimate dream to fuck you after my brothers have, and yet, I’m the one ruining the fun.”

I groan, turning back to Seb, dropping my face into his chest. He laughs.

“You’ve got fifteen minutes to shower and get sorted before the pack meeting,” Ben says. Seb grumbles, and I’m not far behind him. “Get moving.”

He leaves the room, grumbling about the taste of cum and wondering if his brother’s tastes differently to his does. I dissolve into giggles, feeling lighter than I have in a long while.
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MAIA


The sun is high in the sky, flowers starting to bloom, as the final month of spring comes to a start. The outside of my bedroom window shows a beautiful and serene day. I hope that the calm vibes continue.

“We’re on our way over now,” Alex says, the phone crackling slightly on his end since he’s calling me on the car speaker as they drive over here from home. “We’ll probably only be fifteen minutes or so. Are you sure you still want to go out for lunch? We can just head home if you’d rather and make something so you and Phoebe can get settled.”

I nod before verbalising it so he can hear that I do still want to go out. I’ve missed them so much, even if it was just one night.

We went to the second pack meeting yesterday after I bonded with Seb, and the guys dropped me off at my place so they could “sort themselves out”. There were some very heated goodbyes, and honestly, anyone watching would assume I was sending them off to war.

We were a tad dramatic.

I half-expected at least one of them to crawl into bed with me at some point through last night and put an end to my miserable tossing and turning. When the morning light came and nobody was here, I was pretty disappointed that they didn’t.

But I did wake up to numerous texts from each of them—Seb the most, followed by an eager Ben—and promises for a nice lunch before we tackle the rest of their family drama.

The bonds have been stable, their feelings ranging from amusement to brief annoyances, but mostly they’ve just been content. Since they’ve got in the car to come and get Phoebe and I, though, they’ve felt determined and full of joy.

It might be a bit over the top, but I feel the exact same way.

Despite my soul feeling so empty, I’m very glad that they seem to be on the same page. All the messages have been confident, and even when chatting to them, they’ve been calm and prideful.

So I’m glad to know that they’ve figured the plan out. It’s great, and it means that now they’ve come up with the plan, we can go ahead and enact it.

I’ve got faith that whatever is going to happen regarding Emily—Morgan—is something that they can handle properly, but it also means that we can get on the same page for dealing with the Grey family as a whole.

The custody battle is soon approaching, and we need to figure that out, too. Getting it laid out, prioritising, and⁠—

“Enough,” I hear from who I think is Seb. “Stop.”

“Stop what?” Ben, I think, asks.

“Worrying.” Topher leans in closer to the speaker. “We’ve got a plan, princess, and we’ll go over it. But, first, we’re going to have dinner and pretend that your mates don’t come from a very fucked up family.”

“We’re not fucked up, though.” Ben laughs. “Actually, maybe some of us are.”

“Which ones?” I ask, letting their teasing ground me.

“Seb.” Three men say it at once, and I giggle. We chat for another few minutes, their jokes and calmness helping soothe me.

“I’m good now.” My words are timid, but they can feel the confidence in my chest.

“Are you sure, princess? We can stay on the line until we’re there.”

“No, I’m okay, honest. I’ll get Phoebe sorted and meet you outside the front.”

“Okay, little butterfly. We’ll see you soon,” Alex says. “Love you.”

The phone goes dead, and I grin down at my happy little baby. She’s been full of smiles all morning, even during her second bath of the day. “What do you say, my love? Shall we go and see our daddies?”

She doesn’t react, even when I wish she would, and I sigh as I head through to start locking up the house. After the whole pie incident, I thought I’d feel weird being here, even though I knew it was Julie, but I didn’t.

Realising that the unknown I was so afraid of was just my murderous mother-in-law really made it so much easier for me to be here.

Everything has been the exact same each time I’ve visited, and it was no different yesterday. The only true panic was about being alone when I’m so used to having my men there.

I lock the back door, double check the windows in the kitchen are locked properly, and then start getting Phoebe into her car seat. She’s very content and doesn’t whine as I do the fastenings up.

I’ve got no idea where the guys are going to take us for lunch, but she’s due a nap—as always—so hopefully, she’ll sleep throughout the meal so I can eat. My guys have been even more amazing than usual since my dinner with Topher as we each rotate through who entertains her during meals.

I take the brunt of it, since I’ve got the boobs, but she’s often very entertained by her daddies.

Every day, it becomes more and more normal for the guys to just step in and do what she needs or what I need. They’re acting like my partners, like her daddies, and I know that’s because I’ve been allowing it.

The early days were hard. The first month was even harder because, whilst we made progress, I still kept them at a distance.

But this last month… it’s been perfect, even with the outward problems. Sure, we’ve had our moments where we’ve bickered, and we’ve got multiple big weights hanging over our heads… but our life can be so good.

There’s not even a single whine as I tighten her straps, and I grin down at my daughter. “You’re such a good girl. Your daddies should be here soon, and we’ll go get mummy some food.”

She gurgles, and I grin, before lifting her up from the floor. I carry her out, along with the bag, stumbling ever so slightly. The guys should be here in a few minutes, and it’s a nice enough day that we can wait. I lock the front door, bending down to put the keys in the bag, and freeze. There’s a shift, so subtle I don’t know what alerts me to it, but I just feel it.

The hair on the back of my neck rises up, and there’s a warning feeling in my chest.

“Hi, Maia.” A familiar voice accounts for my panic, and my stomach seems to fill with lead.

“Why are you here?” I whisper. I can feel the palpations, my legs tremble with the way I’m half balancing, and I quickly rise to my full height before spinning around to face him. My height is nothing compared to his size, but it makes me feel better to be at a smaller advantage. I take a few steps forward, hoping to keep his attention on me and not Phoebe.

The guys are on their way.

It’ll be okay.

I just need to stall.

I hope they can feel my panic and get here faster but without risking themselves.

He’s standing at the edge of my street, a good three or four metres away, with a pair of shorts on that are a washed out black. His blond hair is windswept, and there’s a few specs of mud across his white T-shirt. There’s no difference in this man than there is in Ryan.

It’s how he fooled me for so long.

How he took advantage of me.

But just because Ethan thinks he’s entitled to see me, it doesn’t make it true.

“You told me that you’d come if I needed you,” I say, ignoring his look of confusion. My tone doesn’t waver, I’m confident and firm. “I never called for you, Ethan.”

“Where did you hear that name?” he asks, and I roll my eyes.

“You tried that bullshit last time,” I say, crossing my arms in front of my chest, hoping the confidence is what wins out, and not the panic, in my scent.

I do not want him thinking he’s got the upper hand.

Even so, it’s very obvious that he does.

“Last time?” His eyes narrow.

“Don’t do this, Ethan. Why are you here?”

“I came to see you.” His voice is gentle, so much like Ryan’s. It makes my stomach turn, the acidity burning my throat. “And to see Phoebe.”

“Don’t look at her,” I snarl, anger filling me as his eyes snap back up to me. I’m not playing these sick games with him any longer. “Do. Not. Look. At. Her.”

“Maia, what—” He has the audacity to look shocked, as if I’m the one who is being unreasonable here.

“Phoebe is mine.” She gives a soft whine but doesn’t start to cry, so I don’t turn to look at her. I can’t let him out of my sight. I’m already at a huge disadvantage. “Mine and Ryan’s. We made her. Not you. Not your horrible family. None of you have a claim to her, Ethan. So just leave us alone. Please.”

Anger fills his face, the fury so powerful that my heart stops just for a second. I can feel my nerves coming alight, my whole body preparing for a fight. I bury the fear deep, knowing that Phoebe only has me to protect her right now.

Ethan might not be a bad guy, you know, a tiny little possibility that there’s some goodness inside him even after the way he betrayed his brother.

But he lives at home, with his parents, who are not good people, and my daughter will never be around them, no matter how badly they’re trying to steal her from me.

“You want me to leave you alone? You’d deny me seeing her?” There’s a broken note to his voice, and I can feel myself softening.

Stop it, Maia. This is not Ryan.

This is Ethan. The coward who has tormented me. The man who is working to take my daughter from me. The man who wears the face of my first love but is a rotten soul.

“She’s not yours!” I hiss, and I hate the flash of pain across his face.

“She’s family.”

“Yes. My family. She’s not going to be around the toxic people that Ryan escaped from. She has nothing to do with you.”

He scoffs, glaring at me. “You know nothing about Ryan’s life.”

“I’m glad you’ve given up the pretence of being him. Are you going to keep up the pretence of not being Ethan, too?” I whisper, shaking my head as his eyes flash. “Why would you do this, Ethan? Why would you punish me this way? Why can’t you just—” I choke out a sob and take a breath to try and calm myself. “Why can’t you just leave me alone?”

“Punish you?” His eyes narrow, and he takes a small step forward. “This was never about punishing you, Maia. Not in the beginning, anyway.”

“And now?” I glare at him, trying to gather the confidence I held, rather than sobbing.

“He loved you. My brother truly fucking loved you.” There’s a sneer on his face, one I’ve never seen on Ryan. The bitterness that laces his tone is so strong it breaks my heart to hear it.

Not Ryan. This man is not the one you love, Maia.

“I love him.” I cross my arms in front of my chest, a soft smile filling my face as I think of Ryan. “No matter that he’s gone, I still love him.”

“You’re a liar!” Ethan roars, his voice echoing through the near silent streets. “You’re moving on, Maia. You’re leaving him and his memory behind, believing whatever shit they tell you. You’re letting my brother’s memory be tainted by their poison.”

I try not to let his words hurt me. I try to pretend he isn’t wearing Ryan’s face as he hurls these hateful words at me.

But I fail.

Because his words are accurate. I am moving on. I am leaving the ghost of my fiancé in the past, and I’ve bonded with my future. I won’t ever forget him, and I’ll spend the rest of my life aching with where he’s gone… but I also won’t wallow in my grief.

Not just because I have four men here determined to make me happy but because Phoebe shouldn’t have to live a life where her mother knows nothing but sadness and grief.

Her biological dad died. He was murdered and taken far before his prime. But fate always has a way, and Ryan and I weren’t endgame, no matter what we believed.

And I can’t understand why Ethan can’t grasp that, either.

I stare at the man in front of me with venom in my eyes. “How am I the villain just because I moved on?”

I purse my lips as I feel his anger pouring at me, and my lips quiver.

“Because he loved you,” his brother spits at me, the venom strong enough to burn. “Because you’re living with his enemies. With the people who cost us him.”

Him.

Not her?

Not her.

“Ryan is dead, and I owe him nothing.” Don’t I deserve to be happy? I glare at the carbon copy, letting my anger take force. “I loved him, Ethan. I still love him. I won’t let anyone—not you, not your family, and certainly not my mates—try to twist me against him. I know exactly the man he was. But I also deserve to live. He’d never, ever have expected me to spend the rest of my life in mourning.

“We have a daughter together, and I know the kind of man Ryan was. He’d want me to give her stability, and happiness, and show her the good things that exist in this world. He couldn’t tell me about the werewolf world, not whilst he was trying his best to live without it.

“But now that I do know, I know he’d want me to protect her from your family. He’d want me to protect her future and keep her safe from the toxic people in your world thinking her only worth comes from being a female-born wolf. I know who Ryan was, do you?”

He looks like I’ve struck him, his eyes wide, his lips parted. “Maia⁠—”

“And yet, you’re over here, playing the games you have been, showing up here pretending to be him, messing with my house, and stealing my things⁠—”

Ethan freezes, his skin looking abnormally pale. “What?”

“Acting like it hasn’t been you sneaking around doesn’t change the truth,” I hiss, stepping away from him. Phoebe’s silent, and I’m scared to turn around and check on her because it gives him another advantage, so for now, I’ll keep him in my sight. “You are a vile, horrible man who needs to find a better hobby than harassing a widow.”

“Maia, I’ve never⁠—”

“Save the lies!” I shriek, the sound stinging my throat with how screechy it was. He shakes his head and gives me Ryan’s soft smile.

“I’d never fuck you around like that, sweetheart,” he says quietly. “Ryan would’ve had my ass for it.”

“Yeah, well, Ryan is dead.” My head is pounding, and I shake my head as tears fill my eyes. “So I suppose now you can taunt his widow, steal his child, and just pretend to be the man you think he was. But Ethan? You’re never going to match up. Ryan was kind, and smart, but he was also a man who didn’t hide in somebody else’s shadow.

“He wouldn’t sit back and be your parent’s puppet. He’s the type of man to know the world isn’t perfect, but rather than accept it for what it is, he works actively to change it. I wouldn’t have accepted anything else.

“Much like your enemies. The men who have bonded with my soul, warm my beds, and helped me raise your niece are more like him than you ever could be, even with sharing his face. Ryan was pure, and now that I know about this world, I completely understand why he wanted to leave it.

“So, please, just fuck off, and leave me and my child alone.”

I break down into sobs just as the car pulls up, and my mates arrive. Phoebe’s in the car seat at the doorway, and I don’t know which one of them stays inside the car, but I do know it wasn’t Seb based on the way he charges over to me.

He sneers at his cousin but dutifully wraps me up in his arms as another one of them darts behind to grab the car seat.

“You’re wrong, Maia,” Ethan says, his words carrying through the air. “I’m not and never will be my parent’s puppet.”

“No, you wouldn’t be,” Topher says, closing the car door as he strides over to where we’re standing. There’s a blank expression on his face, but anger is simmering away inside of him. “Because we fucked up here, princess, and I’ve led you to believe something that wasn’t actually true.”

“I don’t understand,” I whisper, clutching onto Seb as the tears continue to drip down my face. Seb’s angry like Topher, but not because of Ethan. He’s angry because I’m so distraught.

“This isn’t Ethan, little love,” Seb says quietly. He rubs circles into my lower back.

My teeth start to chatter, and my legs nearly give way. Seb’s grip is the only thing keeping me up. “Ryan… Ryan is dead.” I can’t look away from the blond man. “He’s dead.”

“Yes, he is,” Ethan—or… not Ethan—says. His tone is sad, empty, even.

“But Oliver is not,” Topher says quietly.

“I don’t—” I start before, as always, my eyes roll in the back of my head.

I didn’t want to be awake for this reveal, anyway.
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CHRISTOPHER


“We’ll discuss it after lunch,” I say, looking out the window as the trees and buildings pass us by. Ben sighs in the back of the car, but I ignore him. He’s been whining all night because he’s been missing Maia and Phoebe.

He’s not the only one that’s sad that they weren’t home with us, and I’ve hit my limit with his whining.

Seb’s been far more grouchy than usual, since he’s missing his mate and child, and even Alex has been less rational than usual. We can feel every single emotion she experiences, every wave of happiness, every sour tinge of panic.

The bond we share is amazing in that regard.

“And yet, it lets us feel the distance,” Orion whines. It’s a little embarrassing to admit that my wolf has whined far more than Ben has.

But he’s correct. We can feel the difference now that she’s not right next to us. Before the bond, it was a slight hum, a niggle of discomfort, any time that we were apart.

And now, it’s like a part of me is in agony, ripped away, missing. It’s like my limbs are not gone but empty, full of static. Having her not by my side whilst I’m gone for work is bad, but Orion and I know that we’re coming home to her.

But with her not even in the house? It’s been hard.

Especially with her rollercoaster of emotions since we’ve hung up on her. She’s up and down, and I don’t understand the anger and the confusion. We’ve tried calling, but she’s not answered us yet.

Some of this tension that my brothers are feeling can be blamed on the situation with Morgan as well, though. We’re on oppositional sides, and each of us have our own feelings to process.

“Some of us are crying like little bitches that she moved on without us,” Orion says. “And some of us are logical adults.”

Last night was a much needed regroup. We got the tension off our chests, had a play around in our wolf forms, and then started digging on Emily Jacobs—Morgan Grey. We didn’t find much, other than her payslips and one photo of her mostly hidden by an umbrella. The bright blonde hair was there, though.

She’s got a team that handles the public side of Howling Hope, like Maia told us, whilst our cousin runs everything in the background. The foundation's reach has grown since she became the head six years ago, and it’s amazing to know that she’s been so successful.

Even if she had to fake her death to make that happen.

“You good?” Alex asks, and I nod, not bothering to answer him.

“Liar. We miss mate. We need mate. Mate and pup. Pup and mate.”

“We’re going to get them now, O,” I say, not arguing with him.

“It’s time for us to mark her.”

“No, it is not,” I hiss, clenching my fists as my teeth elongate. The feeling burns my gums as an ache fills me.

Orion and I have been at odds all night long.

He wants our mate marked and bedded. Claimed as ours. So nobody can dispute it. So that she feels the full force of the bond. So that she finally becomes one of us.

He’s not happy enough to accept that she wants us, as proved by her marking us.

But Maia is not ready for that, and I won’t push her past what she can handle.

“Are you okay?” Alex asks once more as he turns the car down onto Maia’s street.

I nod, not trusting myself to speak, as I wait for my teeth to shift back. Orion’s trying to fight me, but he’s not going to overtake me.

I have Maia’s best interests at heart, and my wolf knows it. No matter how selfish he’s feeling, he won’t ever manage to overpower me when she’s my motivating factor.

“I’m not selfish, human, I want to protect our mate,” he argues. “She loves me. Let me show her how much I love her.”

“Showing her you love her should start with respecting her body and her mind. She’s not ready for us yet, and we both know it. She brought us a daughter, she gifted us her soul. Be grateful for that, and wait your fucking turn.”

“Another child to a wolf mother would be a boon.”

Maia’s still grieving. She loves us, that’s abundantly clear in the way she feels and even in the way she talks. Ryan is her first love, but not her only. I fully understand that there’s a place in her heart for all five of us.

But she’s still grieving him. She’s still in survival mode as she tries to make it through each day. She’s relying on us, letting us in, but she’s also giving so much of herself to us as she works through these problems we’re facing.

“It would not be a fucking boon when the mother hasn’t fully fucking healed,” I roar, and there’s stunned silence as I realise I shouted it in the car for all of my brothers to hear.

“Max is the same way,” Alex says after a beat of awkwardness. He continues driving and keeps his eyes on the road. “He’s adamant that you mark her so that we can and that she becomes a wolf. Then, once it’s safe, we fill her with as many babies as we physically can.”

“We all know your wolf wants to fuck another pup into her. That’s not a surprise,” I say, trying to sound humorous, despite my annoyance.

“You’re not wrong, and honestly, Maia rolls with it.” Alex’s chuckle relaxes me slightly.

“She knows?” I ask, confused.

He nods. “Maia’s willing to enable the breeding kink that Max and I have because she’s perfect.”

“Fluffy and I just want to be with her. To smell her. To cuddle her.” Ben leans between the two front seats and grins at me. “To let us fuck her after you three have.”

I snort, shaking my head as he sits back in his seat. “So, we’re all fucked, huh?”

“For her? Always.”

We approach Maia’s house, and I freeze as we get closer, and I see a man in her driveway. She’s not alone, and the emotions that I’ve been feeling from her make a lot more sense.

As we come to a stop outside her house, my fury builds. I can’t see his face, but the blond hair makes it very fucking apparent who this is.

Ethan fucking Grey.

Alex stops the car, turning the engine off, and the three of them immediately vacate the car. I take a pause and examine my mate properly.

“Get to her!” Orion roars. “Protect her.”

She’s fucking beautiful, but the fear that thuds in my chest is only overpowered by her anger. I hate seeing the tears dripping down her face, the redness of her eyes. I hate the strong, bitter scent of her turmoil, and I want to crush the bastard who has done this to her.

Her rosy lips are plump, and I guarantee they’re so soft from all the tears, but this isn’t a pain I can kiss away.

But that only angers Orion and I further.

“Kill him. Our mate is not his. Gouge out his⁠—”

“Enough.” I can’t go forth and keep my calm when my wolf is ready to unleash our murderous side.

I reach over and grab the keys from the ignition, pocketing them, and climb out of the car. Alex might not have been thinking about our cousin’s escape strategy, but I am.

I sniff the air, my eyes narrowing as I realise the biggest issue we’re facing.

“Fuck!” Orion roars in my mind.

I take in the way Maia’s relaxed into Seb’s hold, letting him support her, the way we’re meant to. Alex has Phoebe’s car seat in hand, and I relax knowing that both of my girls are safe.

Ben’s tense as he fights with Fluffy, but I know that the two of them will merge together as one when the time calls for it.

This situation was bad when I thought it was Ethan here, accosting my girl.

It’s worse now that I know it’s Oliver.

Oliver Grey, the forgotten triplet who has hid from the world for the last decade, or at least… that’s what we thought.

Oliver’s a name that hasn’t been mentioned since the night Morgan died. He was always shoved to the side, never included, all because of his… differences.

Whilst disappointing for the survival of our species, it’s common—far too common—for females to be born without a wolf spirit within. It’s the norm in our society, and it’s so rare, almost a miracle, when that’s not the case.

But for a male to be born without a wolf? It’s practically unheard of.

And whilst Oliver was born as part of a triplet set and carries the scent of a wolf, he does not have one.

He can’t shift. He can’t speak to his wolf. He’s… worse than human, really. He’s deformed, with a leg in both worlds, but he doesn’t belong in either.

And he’s here, intimidating my mate, harassing her, trying to take Ryan’s place because he doesn’t have one of his own.

Well, not on my fucking watch, he won’t.

I let Orion push forward, claiming his strength and dominance as my own, as Oliver shivers at the shift within me. He can feel the danger in the air. He knows there’s predators who want to harm him.

He’s useless, unable to truly do anything. But he is a man who vastly outweighs my mate, and if he wanted, he could harm her past the psychological damage he’s been doing.

His brothers are cowards, one dead, and one so far up his parents ass that he’d need to be birthed again. Oliver, though, his deformity is the reason their trio set is so weak.

Oliver tries to plead with my mate, fully aware he’s lost the upper hand. “You’re wrong, Maia. I’m not and never will be my parent’s puppet.”

“No, you wouldn’t be,” I drawl, slamming the car door as I stride over to where my mate stands. I need her to understand how sorry I am, and I hope she can feel it.

If I knew, if any of us knew that he was here, that this impossibility was actually a reality, we’d have warned her about Oliver. We’d have shared his existence with her, made her aware.

But unlike Ryan, who left of his own will, Oliver was banished from his pack. The words uttered towards him were cruel, but I always figured he’d at least be happier amongst humans who couldn’t tell the difference about what he was. They wouldn’t see him as defective.

And honestly, Morgan’s death was the only thing I cared about when everything went down. Fuck Oliver and Ryan, the traitorous bastards, and fuck Ethan, the ass-licker.

I never reached out to try and find Oliver because, honestly, at the time, I didn’t care what happened to him.

“Because we fucked up here, princess, and I’ve led you to believe something that wasn’t actually true,” I say, coming to a stop next to Maia. Her blue eyes are full of confusion as she looks up at me.

Tears drip down her cheeks as she clutches at Seb’s arm. I’ve never been so grateful to him for providing her the support that she needs.

He’s the one she often clings to when she’s overwhelmed—often followed by Alex—and whilst I’m a little resentful that it’s not me, I just love how much she relies on us.

How much she trusts us.

“You’re only a little jealous she isn’t choosing you?” Orion snorts, and I hold back the eye roll.

“Only a little, yes. I’m mature.”

He snorts again and tries to push forward in my mind. “Come on, you’re making jokes. You’re not taking any of this seriously. Let me out. Let me at him. I’ll fix it all.”

“I don’t understand.” Maia’s words are so quiet, so timid. I hate how she cowers in front of this bastard. How weak she feels.

Maia is perfection and should never, ever feel out of place.

“This isn’t Ethan, little love,” Seb says.

She sways, and Seb grabs her before she can go down. My jaw clenches as I take the sight in. Her emotional pain is clear in both her demeanour and her scent. The tanginess of the orange burns my nose, the weight of her despair is so hurtful for my wolf and I.

“Ryan... Ryan is dead.” Her teeth are chattering, the words hard to discern. “He’s dead.”

“If he wasn’t, I’d make it so for the pain he’s caused her,” Orion says. “I’d never let that spineless⁠—”

“Don’t. We’ve been through this. Our cousin has done nothing wrong.” It’s taken a long time to come to terms with that, but I can accept it for the truth—and not just because Morgan’s now alive.

Maia’s helped us see past the grief.

They were no more to blame than we were.

It’s just taken us far too long to realise it, and we’ve lost our cousin in the process.

“Can you see the way he’s fidgeting?” I mention, as Oliver fidgets.

“Obviously. I see what you see.”

If I could punch him, I would. “Are his hands trying to shift?”

I sniff the air at Orion’s prompting, but there’s no scent of wolf like I thought there may be with his reactions. As expected, Oliver still does not have a wolf spirit. He still can’t shift.

So then, why does it seem like my cousin is holding one back?

“Yes, he is,” Oliver confirms. He sounds sad about it, as if this is the most devastating thing in the world.

“He lost part of his soul the day his brother died. Sucks to be him, I suppose,” Orion says.

“So kind.”

“My mate is my only concern right now. She’s devastated. We need to make her understand the truth, and then keep her and Phoebe safe from that... family,” Orion says. “His lost piece of his soul is not my problem. Their trio was already fucked up.”

“And our relationship will be if we can’t explain to Maia how this was a genuine fuck-up. We never once meant to keep this from her.”

“Our mate will listen.”

Yeah, I fucking hope so.

“But Oliver is not,” I say gently. I enunciate his name, praying that she’s going to be able to hear me out.

Her eyes widen, and I hear her heart skip a beat as she starts to speak. But unfortunately, she collapses into Seb’s waiting arms before she can finish her sentence.

Her heart rate begins to slow, her eyes fluttering under their eyelids, as he lifts her into his arms.

“Get Phoebe into the car,” I command, and Alex doesn’t hesitate into moving to do what I said. I look over at Seb, raising a brow. “Can you lay her down in the car or would it be better inside the house?”

He eyes the car, and then the front door, before charging towards the vehicle. It’ll be less panicky for Maia to wake up knowing Phoebe is with her. She’s usually only unconscious for a few minutes in moments like these, but she’s often out of it for a little while afterwards, too.

Being with some of her mates and her daughter should be enough to stave off the panic and let her relax.

“I didn’t mean to—” Oliver starts.

“Do not talk to me like we’re friends,” I say, merging with Orion so that he can hear the growl in my words. He deserves to feel small. Scared.

Terrified that I’ll hurt him.

Because over the last few months, that’s how he has made my mate feel.

“Because we’re definitely not,” Ben says firmly. He comes to stand by my side as our other two brothers care for our females. “My mate has seen your dick, and that’s⁠—”

“Not mine!” Oliver immediately shakes his head, cupping his dick.

I groan, but Ben smirks, the scent of his amusement filling the air. “You’ve all got identical dicks. So you’re already going to die today for that alone.”

“I didn’t do anything,” Oliver protests, and his words send me back to the past for a brief moment. Nostalgia is a weakness. “Look, I’ll leave⁠—”

“And go tattle to Mummy and Daddy that Phoebe, indeed, is your brother’s pup?” I ask, tilting my head as I let out a snarl. Orion tries to push forward, but I don’t allow for that. “That’s not happening, Olly. She is our daughter, and whilst you fucked things up with your own⁠—”

“I was a child!” He roars, his eyes flashing grey for a brief moment before returning back to blue as he breathes in and out slowly. He’s trying to calm himself down.

But I don’t understand why. It’s not like he can do much but shout at us. He doesn’t have a wolf, for fuck’s sake, and yet, it’s almost like he’s trying to hold back a shift.

“What the fuck is going on with our cousin here?” Orion demands.

“I’m interested in knowing the answer to that question, too. This shouldn’t be possible, but the way he’s acting… it’s as if there’s a wolf spirit inside him trying to break free.”

“He still smells of the faint traces of canine and the strong richness of the earth,” Orion says as we discreetly sniff the air. Oliver’s breathing is ragged as he fights to control himself, and he’s giving us time to inspect him. “Which means he’s not using whatever scent neutraliser they’re working on.”

“Or maybe they are, and it’s this advanced already. Maybe it’s so powerful it can hide the fact that he now has a wolf.”

“I hope not.”

“I wasn’t referring to your sister,” I say, stepping closer to him to see if we can feel any difference in his systems. “We fucked up all those years ago. Losing her destroyed us all, and rather than bonding us closer, it tore us all apart.”

He sneers at me, and if he had a wolf, he’d feel my anger and could never manage to meet my eyes. There’s no way he’d be strong enough to go toe-to-toe with me. “And what, you’re now having this little epiphany all these years later? After you killed Ryan?”

Confusion fills me, Orion and I frowning as one. After we killed Ryan?

“After we killed Ryan?” Ben demands, voicing my thoughts. “I wish I did. That fucker fucked my mate.”

Oliver frowns. “I feel like we’re fighting against two different topics.”

“And on two very different sides,” Ben says.

“You’re not to blame for Morgan,” I say. “None of us were. We were children, and we loved her. It fell to our parents to protect her, and they didn't.”

“Fucking cowards,” Oliver and Ben say as one.

“But you’re not a good man, either,” I say angrily. “You’ve spent months and months tormenting my mate. You’ve been fucking her over, thinking that you’re entitled to do so.

“She’s not yours, Oliver. She was Ryan’s, and now she’s ours. I don’t know what game you’re playing at, but you can’t blame being a child for this one.”

He steps towards me, his face lighting up in fury, embracing his anger. “Do you really think I’ve been tormenting her?”

“We don’t think you have, dickhead,” Ben says.

“We know it,” I confirm. “Seb listened to her sobs as she thought she was going crazy for all these months as you showed up time and time again.”

“Speaking of that—” he starts.

“And if that wasn’t enough, you’ve started dabbling in science to fuck us all over. Losing Ryan wasn’t a big enough clue that you should stop that project?” I demand.

“How did you know about my involvement?”

I roll my eyes as Orion snorts. “Because I’m not a braindead fucking idiot. It doesn’t take much to put two and two together. But, seriously, cousin, messing with our sense of smell? Only someone like you could not understand the level of⁠—”

“Don’t speak about what you do not know,” Oliver hisses. He gives me the dirtiest look he can muster, the sneer on his face is one that’s familiar from back in the day.

“All it does is piss me off that much further. He’s a tiny little boy acting like a big man. Shame, really. I was just thinking we could move past it all.”

“The only shame is he doesn’t have the goods to back it up,” I reply, cracking my knuckles.

“We’re not dabbling in science for our own gain, you self-righteous fucking idiot. We’re doing it to help women. To help female-born wolves hide in plain sight. Do you really think that after Morgan we just moved on?” His laugh is bitter, and I freeze. “We’re not like you four. We didn’t cower away from what happened. We didn’t hide or pretend she never existed. And we certainly didn’t decide to follow mummy and daddy like you fuckers did. We mourned her. We made a plan, and we fucking followed through.

“So whilst you sit here catering to what your parents wanted, we are making waves. We are helping protect the next generation, and the one after that. Morgan’s situation was an unavoidable casualty because we were children.

“But now, we’re not going to settle when there are people out there who need our protection.”

“Holy fuck,” Orion says, regarding Oliver. “Cousin’s finally got some balls.”

“He might. But I wonder if he has the evidence to back it up.”

“You being on our lands is a direct break to our treaty. You’re dishonouring your family.” I mention the last part deliberately, as his jaw clenches.

“My family is in tatters. I can count on one hand the number of people I trust. But my family, including the two girls in your car. Maia is Ryan’s⁠—”

“She was never his,” Alex roars, charging towards Oliver as he jumps out of the car. I debate on stopping him, but as Alex swings for our cousin, I decide not to. The crack of his nose fills the air, blood dripping down his face. “Maia is ours, you fucking bastard. She’s not your anything.”

“She’s not yours, either,” my cousin cackles. “I sense no true claim.”

His blood smells weird as it drips down his face. Almost like it’s tainted. Poisoned.

There’s the hint of canine, the strong scent of his bloodline, but there’s that underlying sort of bitterness.

It’s tangy and hurts my nose, and I don’t understand it.

“It’s wrong,” Orion agrees. “Not decaying, so he’s not dying. Sadly. But there’s something off about him.”

“Our mate might not want him dead.”

“No, I doubt she will,” Orion says, and my eyes dart over to where Maia is sitting up now in the backseat of the car. Seb’s glaring at her, in his own way, and she’s likely begging for information.

“Do you sense much?” Ben asks his cousin.

“Do you, runt?” Oliver replies, cracking his nose back into place. The blood has stopped pouring, but he doesn’t bother wiping it off his face.

Alex swings his hand back, ready to hit him again, but I grab it, shaking my head. “Don’t.”

“Why?” Alex demands.

“Because there’s something deeper happening than we can sense,” I say, and he frowns. “He knows Morgan’s not dead.”

“No shit.”

“I’d rather be the runt than defective,” Ben replies with a shrug. He’s the one least fazed about Oliver’s return, likely since they were the closest two as children. “And we haven’t claimed our mate, Oliver, because, unlike you, we respect her, and we’re content to have the marks she has given us.”

“What do you mean?” he demands, and Ben tugs his shirt down, displaying the silver scar. “That’s… wow. That is what she meant when she claimed you were bonded.”

“We’re giving her time to grieve our cousin,” Ben continues. “As horrifying as that is.”

“And yet, he was a vital part of the creation of our daughter,” Maia says, her voice strong as she gives Ben a warning look. Three identical glares are hit towards Seb for letting her get out of the car, but he’s getting Phoebe out of her car seat so he doesn’t even give a fuck.

“Bastard,” Orion says, and I can’t argue.

“Do not insult him.” Maia’s tone is stern as she takes a step towards us, and it takes me a second to realise she’s not referring to Seb, but Ryan. “I understand you’re all wolves—at least sort of—but I’m not, and I’m very cold. So can we please take this discussion inside?”

“He’s not to be trusted, Maia,” Ben says, shaking his head.

“And you’re telling me four incredibly strong werewolves can’t contain the half-werewolf thing that he is?” She cocks a brow, looking between us all with a feigned confusion.

It would work if we couldn’t feel what she does, and so strongly at that.

Orion pushes forward, letting a pout settle on my face. “But, mate, we don’t like him.”

“And?” Maia laughs, a twinkling laugh, as she approaches me. “Regardless of your feelings, I want to know how this entire situation is even possible. Seb mentioned that Oliver has been exiled for not being a wolf, for not being like the rest of you, despite being part of the triplet bond. I want to at least hear his story.”

“Oh, he’s got some tall fucking tales,” Alex says, turning his glare back towards Oliver. “He’s a traitor. He’s an embarrassment to his family. And he’s⁠—”

“Phoebe’s uncle,” Maia interjects. “If he’s been exiled, it’s not like he can go tattling, now, can he?”

“He still talks with Ethan.”

“Ethan is a good man, and we’re working together,” Oliver hisses. He shakes his head, turning to Maia.

“You’re working together?” Maia asks.

“Yes. We’ve been working with Ryan for years,” Oliver continues. “In fact, we even knew about Phoebe from the moment she was conceived.”

“Wait, what?” Maia stops, and a blank expression fills her face. Her emotions are too hard to pick out of her already turbulent feelings. Her scent is just as overwhelming. It’s the best thing to ever hit my nostrils, but when it’s as overpowering as it is, I can’t wade through it as easily.

“We’re a third of a whole, Maia. The moment you conceived with Ryan, we knew,” Oliver says, rubbing the back of his neck. A blush fills his face.

“Ryan knew? He knew about Phoebe?” Maia demands. She glares at Oliver as tears well up in her eyes. “Do all wolves know when they have a child?”

Oliver freezes at the four growls directed his way before a slow, mischievous smirk fills his face.

I won’t stop Alex if he tries to punch him again.

I won’t even stop him if he decides to kill Oliver for breathing our air.

“Yes,” Oliver says.

Fucking cunt.

I don’t need help wading through her scent now. It’s dripping with despair, with anger, with betrayal. The pang hits me so hard that I stumble back.

“I see.” Her voice is shaky as she tries to hold her tears back.

Seb reaches for her, but she moves to the side and doesn’t take my offered hand, either.

“I need…” she trails off, releasing a slow breath. “Phoebe needs a feed and to get settled. Cancel the lunch plans because I’m not—” She cuts herself off and turns to Seb, who has Phoebe. “Pass me my daughter.”

I flinch, the words a harsh sting in her current mood, but Seb dutifully hands Phoebe over. Maia cuddles Phoebe in and takes the keys to let herself back in her home.

Nobody moves until the door clicks shut—but not locked—and then the four of us turn our anger onto our deformed cousin.

“Bad move?” he says with a hint of amusement in his words.

“Fucking terrible move,” Ben replies as he shifts and launches himself towards our cousin.

“My turn,” Orion begs, and I pull back, letting my wolf push forward.

Oliver doesn’t back down.

But honestly… I hoped he wouldn’t.
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MAIA


He knew. All this time.

They claim that Ryan knew about Phoebe’s existence.

I was barely pregnant when he died, but they say he knew from the moment she was conceived.

I can’t… I can’t process that.

I can’t imagine a future where he didn’t die, and we lived out our lives, and none of this—the guys, the secrets, the discoveries—happened. Is that bad? Am I a terrible person for no longer being able to imagine a future with the man I loved?

I don’t even know how Ryan would’ve played this. Was he going to wait and let me find out about Phoebe the human way? Was he going to be excited when I shared the news? Would he have been upset over it?

I never… I hate that they—that he—shared this with me. I hate that Oliver was the one to share this piece of news, that he wielded them as a weapon designed to hurt me.

All this time, I’ve had to live knowing Ryan never knew about her. That I was blessed with the most perfect miracle after losing him, and it was almost like fate made it happen. Phoebe was meant to be here, she was part of me, and him, and just... everything. A perfect happenstance.

But that’s not the case at all. Ryan knew. He may even have manufactured it to happen.

And I don’t know how to cope with that.

“You are perfect, lovebug,” I murmur, looking down at Phoebe as she sleeps. She’s lying in the middle of my bed, completely lost to her dreams, and she’s grounding me here in the present with her bliss.

She’s wearing a pale pink sleep suit with bunnies on it, after needing another change. She’s so tiny, and lying on the huge bed only makes her seem that much smaller.

There’s a gentle knock at the door, and I sigh, but beckon for whichever of my guys it is to come in. The likelihood is they’ve sent Seb up—not that he’d need much convincing—to try and smooth the waters before they all apologise, and honestly, it’s a waste of time.

There’s nothing at all that they need to apologise for. Leaving them downstairs, rushing away, was space I needed for me to be able to process.

But I’m not annoyed with them. Whether they kept this from me on purpose or not, it was a blessing. I think… deep down, as cowardly as it is, I’d have liked to know he died not knowing about her.

Because now it means when he was murdered, he knew what he was leaving behind. He knew it was more than just me. He knew that he had a child he’d never see.

The door opens, and I smile up at Seb but falter when bright silver eyes meet mine instead.

“Alex,” I say before shaking my head as he lets out a small growl. I can’t help but grin at him, loving the cuteness from his wolf. “Sorry, Max. Are you okay?”

“No. Mate is mad at me,” he says, striding into the room to come sit on the edge of the bed. The door is open a little, and since I don’t know where Oliver is, I’m a little nervous about whether he can overhear what we say. Max’s words are deeper than when Alex speaks, and there’s a little pout on his face as he stares at me .

Warmth spreads through me as giggles burst forward. His pout deepens, frown lines appearing near his lips and across his forehead, but I can feel the amusement across our bond. I duck my head, covering my lips, and let my hair cover my face as I try to calm down.

Surely, this is just hysterics from the sudden shock because there’s no way that I find the situation now this funny.

“Stop laughing at me,” Max mutters so petulantly that I snort, trying desperately to smother my giggles. But when I peek over at him, he’s crossed his arms over his chest, and has a pet lip. It’s hilarious. “Mate mean. She’s mad at me, and instead of letting me kiss her and make it better, she laughs.”

And that sobers me up. I reach over to grasp his hand, and even in his pouting, he gives it eagerly. I squeeze gently, giving him a soft smile, hoping he can hear the sincerity in my tone. “I’m not mad at you, Max.”

He frowns, opening his mouth to argue, but I shake my head, squeezing his hand once more.

“I’m not mad at Alex or the others, either. Not really. You’re working through the things with me that I need to know, and in the grand scheme of things, that one little bit isn’t a huge thing. I get why it was missed, and honestly, even if it was on purpose, I don’t care.”

I brush my hair out of my face, hating the swell of emotions that surge inside of me.

“Tell me, mate.” He somehow manages to make his growled command cute.

“I just... I’ve spent her entire life, and even the pregnancy, imagining his reaction and thinking about all the what ifs for our future. I planned out how I’d tell him, I imagined all the ways he could react.

“And it’s just hard to know that he always knew about her, and it was me who was in the dark for those first few weeks. I can’t imagine how we’d have moved on past this now that I have you guys and this whole timeline has played out. I can’t play the what-if game any more because I know that my future is you and your brothers and not him.

“But that means I’m stuck in the past, imagining all the thoughts running through his head when he died. My brain is stuck going over and over the horrors he endured. The attempts on his life, and ultimately, the successful one where he knew what he needed to survive for… and he couldn’t.”

I sniffle, wiping the tears away. “And more than that, it hurts to know the man I loved so deeply kept so much from me. It’s stupid, I know that, but it hurts.”

I wrap my arms around myself, hating the way I feel so broken, so empty.

My feelings right now are silly because, without sharing he was a werewolf, there was no way Ryan could’ve told me he knew about our baby. How could he have told me we conceived?

I was on birth control and wouldn’t have believed it was possible.

So it’s illogical that I’m hurt... but I am. We both knew at separate times, but we never got our chance to celebrate together, to share the joy, to be happy.

“He lived a very hard life,” Alex says, and I nod, sniffling. “I’m sorry, Maia. We didn’t keep this from you deliberately, but I hate the way it was shared.”

“So do I.”

He pulls me into his lap, being careful not to disturb the sleeping infant, and his hand trails up and down my back. “None of your feelings are stupid, little butterfly.”

At his encouragement, at the deep understanding I feel from him, I let my sobs overtake me.

I’m moving on with them, I am. I’m working through my grief, and I’m truly trying to be happy because I know I deserve it.

But the thing about grief is that it isn’t linear at all.

I just needed time to process this pain, to let myself feel the hurt, and then I could deal and accept the truth.

“You weren’t his mate,” Alex says quietly. “But that doesn’t mean he didn’t love you. It doesn’t mean that you couldn’t have been happy together.”

I sob harder, wrapping my arms around him. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” He kisses the top of my head, holding me as tightly as I need. “I wish I could take this pain from you.”

“Honestly,” I hiccup out a laugh, “me, too.”

But now the question I have is: was Phoebe’s birth one he orchestrated?

And if so... why?

I brush my tears away, hating that I won’t ever be able to hear the truth from him. So many family members who contain our answers are dead. My parents, Ryan, and even Morgan, for a while.

But there’s someone here, in my house, who might have some answers. I look over to the cracked open door and sit up properly on Alex’s lap.

“Is it safe to bring her downstairs?” I murmur, not meeting Alex’s eyes.

“Ah. Our guest. That’s something else I wanted to talk to you about,” he says. There’s a hesitant look on his face, and his eyes flick to the doorway before giving me a small grin.

I cock a brow. “What have you done to him?”

“Nothing he didn’t deserve.” If I didn’t know better, I’d think it was Ben who answered here, with how petulant he sounds.

“But you have done something?”

He shrugs, but I can see the amusement dancing in his eyes. “He’s fine. Just a little bloodied up. Roughhousing between cousins is normal, you know.”

I cover my face with my hands, groaning into it. That was not the way to go about this. Not in the slightest.

It’s hard for me, being around Oliver, and seeing the ways he’s so like Ryan. It’s a mental struggle, trying to keep the two men separate, even with having a little bit of time to prepare for it.

It should be easy. Ryan is dead, and Oliver is the one who has been tormenting me for months.

He’s been showing up and following me around, coming inside my house… fuck, for all I know, he’s taken more than just the diary. He’s been a constant shadow, a presence messing with my mind and tormenting me day after day.

And yet, the two brothers share a face, they share a voice, they’re identical… Oliver is so similar to Ryan that even being around him is hard to remember there’s actually a difference.

I loved Ryan, and my heart is struggling to process the fact that Oliver is not him.

I’m not going to lie, Oliver deserved a punch or two for dropping that bomb on me in such a painful and spiteful way. But Oliver is someone who could be an ally.

Or at the very, very least, he knows things, and he could share them.

It’s so frustrating that my men haven’t thought about the fact when they decided to beat their cousin up.

“What’s running through your mind?” Alex asks, brushing my hair out of my face. The strands are sticking to the trails of wetness on my cheeks, and it’s a bit gross.

“That you and your brothers are idiots.” I cover my mouth, surprised that I blurted that out.

Don’t get me wrong—it’s the truth.

Oliver doesn’t have a wolf, so I think he’s already at a disadvantage when it comes to this roughhousing of theirs. They’re beating on a man who can’t even defend himself—not really. It’s cowardly, for sure, but it’s also just plain wrong.

Ignoring the unfairness of it all, though, they’re also in a position where Oliver may be willing to help us.

Even a little. He seems to like me, and he loves Phoebe.

If he could share bits, anything, really, it would be more than we already knew, and it could help us figure some of the things we’re stuck with.

The questions are building, but we’re running out of sources for our answers.

So how did they talk things out with him to try and get us some information? They used their fists.

Or even worse than that, they used their claws and teeth.

“Oliver is… he’s not under his parent’s thumb,” I mention. “He knows about Ryan and I. He knows about Phoebe. He talked about the company and how he’s worked with Ethan and Ryan… he knows lots of things—things we don’t even have the answers to. And you guys are beating him up as if he’s not worth anything, as if he’s just a way to expel your annoyance.

“I know he deserved it. I know… I can’t begin to understand how you all feel, even with our bonds that let me in on it. But I think it’s so stupid of you to just… beat him up.”

Alex laughs, and I narrow my eyes at the hulking figure.

“What?” I snap a little too defensively. Does he think I’m stupid? Did I say something wrong?

I scoot off his lap and cross my arms in front of my chest.

“You’re not upset we hit him, but you’re upset that doing so may have cost us an opportunity?” There’s a huge smirk on his face, and I’m reminded that he’s related to Topher, too, with that act.

I can feel the heat rising to my cheeks, and I look at Phoebe instead of Alex as I shrug. Is that wrong of me?

He laughs loudly, his amusement ricocheting around my chest. “I fucking love you.”

I stick my tongue out at him, refusing to look his way.

“Now, come on, little butterfly,” he cajoles, leaning in towards me. His tone is dripping with his amusement, and I can feel the vibrations of his chest as he tries to stifle his laughter. “Share your violent thoughts with me, baby.”

I grimace, looking at him through my eyelashes. “You’ll judge me.”

“Oh, I most definitely will not.” There’s an almost flirtatious tone to his words, but when I just look back down at my daughter, he huffs out a laugh before getting up.

To my surprise, he carefully lifts Phoebe from the bed, cradling my tiny infant in his bulking arms. He gently lowers her into her crib, and I watch in surprise as she doesn’t cry. He waits a moment, resting his hand on her chest, offering her comfort, but she doesn’t move, doesn’t even stir at the location change.

There’s a proud look on his face, but it disappears as he gets himself settled on the bed. He lays on his side, the full length of him down the bed, and he crooks his finger at me, trying to get me to come and lay next to him.

He’s very beautiful, and he knows it. But annoyingly, so does my body. My tummy flutters at seeing the way he’s so confidently sprawled out. His head is supported by his arm, the thick muscles probably not providing a very comfortable pillow.

“Are you comfy there?” I cock my brow and let my eyes rake up and down his body. Who am I to not take advantage of the very beautiful sight of my mate?

“I’d be comfier if you’d come and lie with me.” He pats the soft mattress, fluttering his eyelashes at me in what is meant to be an alluring way.

And whilst I’m a little tempted, we’ve got bigger things to handle right now than selfishly enjoying the company of each other.

He pats the bed again, and I sigh. “There’s far more important⁠—”

“More important than me?” He pouts, the soft, begging look in his bright silver eyes twisting me on the inside so badly. He’s so beautiful, so hard to resist, and I’m barely holding onto my willpower at seeing the big, bad alpha giving me puppy dog eyes. “Please, give me some love, mate.”

“You’re a twisted—” I start, and he grins so widely. I sigh, leaning forward to brush a soft kiss on his nose. “I’m… I want to sit and cuddle and just pretend like we have no worries…”

“But mate is too nervous,” Max says, taking over for Alex. The pout deepens, his tone rising, as he mutters, “I let Alex handle it, if mate promises me kisses and cuddles later tonight.”

“I promise.” I laugh as he holds out his large hand, bending his pinky in front of me. I don’t move, and he wiggles his brows, nudging his head towards his finger.

With another laugh, I connect them, letting him force a pinky promise from me.

“Repeat after me: I, Maia Blake, the most sexy and smart woman to ever exist, promise to—” He’s feigning sadness as he speaks.

I roll my eyes, cutting him off. “I, Maia, promise to dedicate my evening to giving Alex and⁠—”

“Just Max.”

I cover my mouth, trying to not let him see my smile, but his own is so wide I know he felt it through our bond.

“I, Maia, promise to dedicate my evening to giving Max plenty of kisses and cuddles.”

“And nobody else.” Whilst there’s a teasing glint to his words, the stony look causes my amusement to fade away.

“I can’t...” I trail off, feeling the pulsing of three other bonds inside me, and he pouts, but he nods. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Alex says, the change shocking me as the hazel-eyed man takes the place of his wolf. “Max had no right to try and exact that sort of promise from you. Not to excuse it, but we’re just... thrown. Between Oliver showing up and our conversation about Ryan, he’s struggling a little, and he wants some extra love.”

“You’re both struggling?” I ask, tilting my head to look down at him properly.

His face doesn’t change, and neither does the firm hold he has on his feelings, but I bet his scent does as he gives one small nod. “All of us will be, I think.”

I pat my lap, and he comes to lay his head in it.

“I’m sorry,” I murmur, slowly running my fingers through Alex’s light caramel hair. He purrs ever so slightly, and it’s very soothing for me, and likely for him. “We need to figure this out with Oliver. I want to know everything he does so that we can adapt our plan.”

“It’s hard when we have a lifetime worth of history to share with you… and in a family as fucked up as ours, it’s even more so.”

“You’re not messed up,” I murmur, looking down at him. His eyes are closed, an almost serene expression on his face. I bend down gently, pressing a soft kiss to his forehead.

“Oh, baby.” His eyes fly open, and he gives me a sad look. “You don’t even know the half of it.”

“I don’t care about your past, Alex. I care about the man you’ve shown me to be—about the man you’ll continue to be.” I brush his hair back once more and smile. “You’re doing a pretty good job so far.”

“No matter what happens, I can always promise that I strive to be my best for you and for Phoebe. You girls mean everything to me.”

“I know.”

He nods and gets up from my lap. “Now, let’s get the tiny human, and we can go and see my cousin.”

I look at how peaceful she seems and grab the baby monitor instead. “Can we leave her here? Let her sleep?”

“It’s up to you, little butterfly. She’s safe and happy here but will be just as happy with her mama. So whatever is most comfortable for you.”

I shrug and take his offered hand. I leave the door open slightly so that the werewolves in the room can hear if she starts to move before the baby monitor catches her crying, but leaving her up here is for the best.

It keeps her out of a tense atmosphere and makes it so I have one less thing to focus on.

I want answers.

I need answers.

And I’m not going to be against letting my mates encourage Oliver into sharing them, if he decides to hold them in.

After all, what’s a little payback for the torment he’s caused me?
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Alex and I walk through to the living room, and I gasp as I see the bruising on Oliver’s face. It’s dark purple around his eyes, and there’s a huge bruise on the left side of his jaw.

There’s a pang of pain, some concern, and a little bit of annoyance, but I push that down.

This man is not Ryan, and I shouldn’t care the way I do.

Not that that difference means it’s okay that he’s been beaten up, but I shouldn’t be this bothered by seeing the evidence of it.

He is still a prick who has taunted me for months.

“I’m fine,” Oliver croaks in the same kind of way Ryan would.

I sway on my feet, and I can feel the weakness in my legs. I clutch at Alex’s arm, hating myself for letting the tsunami of emotions try to drag me down, and let him give me the support I need.

“Come sit, little butterfly,” Alex encourages, and when I don’t move myself, he gently leads me over to the big armchair. I lower myself into it as gracefully as I can, and when Alex moves away, a coldness seeps into me.

I’m tired. Exhausted, really. I feel like, ever since I’ve met the guys, it’s been non-stop drama. It would be so easy to blame the guys. To let Topher take the blame—the man would willingly assume it. It would be so simple to lash out at Ben—he’d take it and ask for another. Seb and Alex...

But, really, this goes all the way back to the beginning. It goes to Ryan, who I fell in love with. It goes to my “Aunt Emily”, who faked her own death.

It goes back to my parents—my mum, at the very least—who knew this family.

These secrets are deep seeded, and so many families are entwined in them. At this point, I think I have a bigger tie to all the conspiracies and dramas than the guys do.

And sadly, it’s from more than just my connection with Phoebe. Every single thread we’re exploring ties back to me in some way. As if I’m the centre of the conspiracies and secrets.

Maybe Fate was onto something when she thrust me into this world.

But my parents are dead, and Ryan’s dead, and Emily—Morgan—well, that’s too much to handle right now. I have nobody I trust that I can ask for answers.

So, Oliver will have to do. He’s already proven he won’t just lie or curb the truth to protect my feelings. I just hope he’ll share what he knows, even if it doesn’t follow the plan he’s created. I hope it doesn’t come to my guys needing to threaten or harm him.

But I can’t say I’m against it.

“Really?” I ask, raising an eyebrow at Topher, whose smugness is practically drowning me.

“It was well-deserved,” Topher says, a smirk on his face. Seb and Ben nod, each agreeing.

Oliver groans, and I glance over at him in time to see him shrug. “Can’t argue against it, really, Maia Papaya. I do wish your savages could’ve settled for breaking my nose once, though. I’ve got appearances to keep up with, and I do not heal as fast as they do.”

“It would be better if you were dead like—” Ben falls silent, looking at me, before glaring at Oliver. “It would just be better if you were dead.”

“Like Ryan?” Oliver taunts.

I hiss, and Oliver’s head snaps my way as two of my men growl. Seb is one of them, since he’s in my direct line of sight just behind Oliver, he can’t hide it, but I miss which of the other men acted up on my behalf.

“I loved him,” I say, glaring at Oliver. “No matter what story you’ve concocted from your creepy stalker days, I loved him. I won’t tolerate any disrespect towards him from my mates, and I most definitely won’t tolerate it from you.”

“He loved you, too, you know,” Oliver says softly. I flinch, and he leans forward. He doesn’t get off his seat, just rests his elbows on his knees, as he clasps his hands together. “You were never a game to him, Maia, never a passing fancy. He loved you with his entire soul.”

I frown, taking in the words from Alex earlier, the truth I know about werewolves and mates. “But if he were a wolf⁠—”

“No if, Maia,” Oliver says, shaking his head. “Ryan was a wolf, just like Phoebe and these pricks. He still loved you.”

I bite my lip, confusion filling me, and there’s hesitance from Alex and Topher. Ben’s amused, and Seb’s indifferent, and I’m curious about what they know.

Only one way to find out, I suppose, is to ask.

“But then... what about his... your... mate?” I avoid looking in his eyes as I ask the question, and the atmosphere in the room shifts.

Oliver sighs, leaning back in his chair, and he looks over at Ben with a defeated expression on his face. “You tell her. At least it won’t sound so pitiful, then.”

Ben cackles and grins at me. “Oliver’s deformed state means there’s no mate for any of them, darling. The fuck up of the family broke his trio’s soul so badly that there’s no mate out there for any of them.”

I gasp, my hands covering my mouth in horror. My brain can’t even begin to process the words Ben said, the descriptions he used for his cousin.

They’ve got no mate.

Oliver clenches his fists, breathing fast and heavy, before he relaxes. “I figured you deserved those little jabs for the runt comment I made earlier. You’re a cunt, but you’re not wrong.” He turns to me and shrugs. “Without me being a wolf, the bond the three of us brothers share is incomplete, so there’s no mate that we can claim.”

My brows draw together as I cock my head. “So you need to get your wolf to bond with Ethan, to then bond with your mate?”

Oliver nods.

“So, can’t you just get Ethan to change you?” I look around the room, not sure what I’m missing. “You’re an adult now, so if there were safety issues⁠—”

“The only thing that can turn a human into a werewolf is a mating bite,” Topher says softly. “It’s probable that a female wolf could claim Oliver, and Ethan by association, and attempt to turn him... but since they’re not fated mates, that wouldn’t happen.”

“I don’t understand. Why can’t a parent or a sibling do it?”

“Science, Maia Papaya,” Oliver says.

“Do not—” Topher snarls, anger filling his eyes as he feels my pain.

“Please, don’t,” I echo, and Oliver flinches. “I... how do you even know that he called me that?”

“He called you Papaya?” Ben scoffs.

Oliver’s eyes drop to his lap, and there’s a sheepish expression that covers his face.

My eyes widen, my mind racing to fill in the blanks as to what could cause this sort of reaction from him. Surely, gossiping with his brother—oh. Disgust fills me, my stomach rolling, and my head fills in the gaps.

I stare at the man so familiar—so fucking familiar—as bile rises up in my throat. I can’t stop it, and I launch myself up from the armchair, racing through to the toilet. I drop down to my knees on the cold tile just as my breakfast starts coming back up. A warm body drops down beside me, rubbing my back and offering gentle words as I gag and retch.

My throat is burning, my eyes stinging.

They swapped places. Or at the very least, Oliver became Ryan, didn’t he? They shared the fake role of Ryan Tartan, and I was the fool they played.

I gag again, my body in agony, as I can’t stop vomiting. The retches are loud and painful, and I can’t even pause to thank whoever is holding back my hair.

They betrayed me.

He betrayed me.

He’s kept so much from me, and like the fool I am, I’ve forgiven his memory over and over again. He’s gone, and the forgiveness has surely been for me… but I’ve given it so freely.

More gags, even louder retches. Nothing is coming up any more. My stomach is sore. Empty. My head hurts as the pain rolls around it.

Was it just during everyday life... or was it... did they...

I grip the toilet, trying to force myself to continue throwing up. I need it gone. All of it.

I can’t feel this way. I feel dirty. Disgusting.

They played me.

“Stop,” a hard voice commands as I continue forcing myself to throw up. It’s not coming, no matter how much I try, and I’m gagging so hard.

“I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.” I’m sobbing, and I have no idea when the tears even started pouring, but I can’t contain myself. I can’t do it. The hiccups and sobs are stopping me from speaking properly, the gags and retches burning my throat.

“Stop. Crying. Now.” The words are a forced growl, and I fall back on my bum, my eyes wide as I stare towards the doorway. My mind is still racing, but the hysterics are just cut off, as if Topher himself flipped the switch. “Calm down.”

He’s stolen my panic, and I know I should be mad, but I’m not.

“Thank you,” I choke out through my burning throat.

My eyes are wet and sore, my cheeks swollen and covered in tear tracks. I need to brush my teeth and probably change my T-shirt.

I’m a mess.

“What happened?” Alex asks softly. He’s the one on the floor with me, and it’s Topher in the doorway.

I bite my lip as tears well up in my eyes again, and I shake my head to try and stop them from falling. “He… they…”

“We did nothing,” I hear Oliver shout. I freeze, looking at Topher, whose eyes are narrowed in concern. “We never swapped places, Maia!”

“You thought they swapped places?” Topher’s gaze is wide, his feelings portraying nothing but shock, as I nod pitifully.

“Oh, little butterfly,” Alex whispers, tugging me into his lap. He wraps his arms around me tightly, and I’m torn between crying and pushing him away so I can go hide.

“We never did that!” Oliver shouts again.

“We can just kill him,” Topher offers, and I know that he means this genuinely. “Then we don’t need to determine if we can trust him or not. I’d make it brutal. Send body parts back to his family, you know? Organise it properly.”

I giggle slightly, my head and stomach still reeling, and Alex presses a soft kiss to my forehead.

“Breathe, princess,” Topher demands. “We’re figuring it out.”

***

“Ryan never knew what love was until he met you,” Oliver says softly. I can’t look at him. My face is red, and I’m full of shame at my actions from earlier.

The garden is so beautiful, so serene, and yet, I’m a huge mess, inside and out. My guys were hesitant about letting Oliver and I come out here alone, but I wasn’t as nervous. There’s a small part of me that trusts him.

I don’t find him a big threat. He loves his brother, that much is clear, and he’s got affection for Phoebe and I. He’s not a wolf, and whilst I have no doubt he could hurt me, I know my guys would get here before that could happen.

I’m safe, and I want to hear what he’s got to say.

“He never had it easy, none of us did, really.” He stretches his legs out and looks around the garden. I’m trying not to focus on him, but I can’t help seeing the little movements out of the corner of my eye.

Tracking them in an effort to keep myself calm, even though there’s no true risk from him.

“I don’t know what they’ve told you, what Ryan told you, but we all had it hard living in that toxic household. Phoeb—Morgan was the favourite. She was special.”

“You’re all special.”

He grins at me, his eyes lighting up, before sighing. “I’m glad you think so, Maia, but in our family, nobody was except her. But being the favourite meant being paraded around men fifteen years your senior, even as a young girl. It meant your achievements being shared across multiple packs in an effort to secure the highest bidder for you. It meant that rather than punishing you for acting out, your brothers would take the beating instead.”

I flinch, dread replacing my embarrassment, and I turn to look at him properly. “I can’t imagine.”

“Ryan was meant to be untouchable since he was the future alpha. Morgan was untouchable because she was the girl. But Ethan and I? It wasn’t good for us.” Oliver shifts slightly in the chair, turning his body so that he can see me just as well as I can see him. “But you were right about Ryan, Maia. He would never, ever sit it out. He’d take the attention to him, beg for the punishments to protect me and Ethan, and even Morgan, in a way.

“My parents would make Morgan watch and bully her so she knew that if she acted out, that this would be her. They’d blame their abuse of us on her and justify it all. But Ryan never once faltered. He protected us all the best he could. He’d pretend to be us where he could and agitate our parents so badly it was him to take the beating.

“Morgan was the oldest, and she tried her hardest to thrive, but they worked so hard to eradicate that from her. They hated her having a brain, they hated her having a life that wasn’t organised by them. They hated us all.”

“I’ve heard she was the best of you all,” I say softly.

“She was. My parents would have you believe it was because she was a wolf… but it was just her. She was kind and sweet, and if given the chance, she would’ve been an amazing luna for our pack, for any pack.”

“But that was taken from her.”

He sighs and nods. “Our parents are fucked in the head. Don’t get me wrong, your in-laws aren’t much better, but they’re all so fucking unhinged. A lot… a lot has gone down that you don’t know, and we’re running out of time to get you up to speed.”

“Are you in danger?” I ask, feeling the urgency of his words, the undercurrent of panic building inside of me once more.

“No. But Ethan is,” he says, and then he sighs deeply. “And on the subject of my older brother, we need to talk.”

“About?”

“You mentioned a visit we had, earlier today, where you said that if you had need of Ethan, he’d come.”

I nod slowly, chills racing down my spine. “You came to me on the twenty-second, nearly two weeks ago.”

He sighs, rubbing his face, and shakes head. “No, Maia, I didn’t.”

Hope builds for a brief second, so brief I hate how much it hurts for it to be shattered so quickly. With Morgan back from the dead… my heart wishes Ryan was, too.

No matter how confusing it would be.

“Ethan,” I whisper.

“Ethan,” he confirms, leaning back in his seat. “We’ve gone about this so wrong.”

“Gone about what? None of this makes sense to me.” I bring my legs up on the chair. “I barely had time to come to terms with the idea of Ethan, and now there’s you. I don’t understand what’s been going on over the last few months or what your plan was. I don’t understand why you have been following me and showing up time after time.

“I don’t understand where you fit into any of this, Oliver, and I want to, but I can’t unless you tell your side of the story. Unless you reveal what you’re working on and what plans are underway. Until you explain exactly what you know.”

“I’ll tell you everything,” Oliver says. “But first⁠—”

There’s a shift in the air, so minute, as a loud whistle sound echoes through the quiet of the outdoors. Oliver’s eyes seem to sharpen, his body radiating adrenaline as he listens.

“What was that?” I demand.

“Trouble,” he hisses, jumping to his feet.

I freeze and shout for my mates as an identical double of Oliver appears in front of us, a good few feet away. His eyes are bright, his body tense, and whilst I doubt either would hurt me after Oliver’s words… I’m scared.

“Maia, trust me,” Ethan calls, his voice deeper than usual. His wolf is clearly out to play, and that adds to my terror. “Move away from Oliver slowly.”

“Don’t do this, Ethan,” Oliver says, and it almost sounds like he’s pleading with his brother.

I hope my fear is enough to call my guys because I’m scared to move, scared to react. My brain recognises the shift in the atmosphere and won’t let me do anything.

“No, brother, I told you not to do this,” Ethan says. “This isn’t the time. We’re not ready. You are not ready.”

“I had no choice,” Oliver roars, and that danger fills the air once more. The one where I’m around a predator, a wolf, someone who is going to hurt me.

Or at the very least, someone my brain thinks is going to hurt me.

The issue is, it has intensified since the original presence when Ethan arrived.

Because my brain recognises Oliver as the predator, as the one who is going to hurt me.

“You said you weren’t a wolf.” My words are nearly silent, but both men hear it and turn to face me. My panic increases, and in a desperate move, I tug on the bonds inside me, screaming out for help, pulling as hard as I can so that I won’t be alone.

“I’m not,” Oliver says, his voice deepening, his eyes brightening. He takes a step forward, ignoring the shout of, “No!” from Ethan. He seems bigger, wider, stronger.

I take a step back as the back door flies open, and with another shout from Ethan and a blink from me, the man in front of me is gone and a light grey wolf is in his place. He looks different to the guys, his form bigger, more… dangerous.

His eyes are a bright grey, like Phoebe’s, and he lets out the loudest howl I’ve ever heard. Goosebumps race over my skin, my heart beating erratically, as he launches towards me.

I scream as five other werewolves charge over to us, the sounds of their combined feet pounding as loud as my heart. It’s overwhelming, and I’m so unsteady on my own legs.

But they’re too late.

Oliver launches towards me, his teeth sinking into my forearm. The bite goes so deep I’m sure he touches bone before he withdraws. Agony shoots through me as my body begins to burn up. My nerves are on fire, my blood feeling wrong as it is pushed through my body.

I clutch at my arm, my legs giving way, followed by my body. My head lolls to the ground as five werewolves pin the sixth to the ground, barks, whines, and bites are all I can hear as my body screams out in pain.

Oliver howls and cries, but he doesn’t fight them off. He lets them do what they need to do.

Seb is the first to shift back, and he races over to me, followed quickly by Alex and Ethan. My eyesight starts to blur, my head pounding, as the toxin that Oliver released into my bloodstream continues to be pumped through my body.

My head is moved into someone’s lap as the world goes silent.

My back arches, my mates and Ethan trying to pin me down, to stop me from moving, to stop me from making words.

My mouth opens.

My hands scratch at the grass, at the people near me, as I try to release some of this energy.

I let instincts take over.

And I howl.


THE END… FOR NOW
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