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About the Book:
After having all her memories wiped away, will Taylee rediscover her love for her destined mate and the father of her kids all over again?

 

 Taylee

 

A horrific accident erased Taylee's memories, leaving her in a terrifying situation. Not remembering who you are is particularly distressing when you have a dependent newborn, an adopted daughter who needs your love, and a shifter mate who now feels like a stranger. Well, at least he's drop-dead gorgeous.

 

Despite Taylee's belief that Kier deserves someone better, he adamantly refuses to accept rejection. As Taylee endeavors to reclaim her old life, find inner peace with her bear, and navigate the challenges of motherhood and partnership, a threat from her past emerges.

 

Regrettably, she cannot recall ever knowing the man who now poses a threat. To make matters worse, he seeks not only her but her entire clan.

 


Kier

 

Kier's greatest fear is losing Taylee, even more than her amnesia. Determined to reignite her love for him, he patiently awaits her choice as her mate.

 

Therefore, when her past jeopardizes everything they hold dear, Kier is prepared to do whatever it takes to protect Taylee, their daughters, and the secrets of their shifter clan.

 

Will they reclaim what was lost and discover true happiness and peace?
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Prologue
Taylee
“Have you ever been in a fog so thick it felt suffocating? Like it might smother you because it’s so thick it’ll wash everything else out, including oxygen?”
Clay snorted. “Relax, Tay. I can see fine.”
Fine might have been an overstatement, but that was Clay. Her oldest brother was one of the most unsettled people she’d ever met, but he’d go to the ends of the earth to protect his family and members of his clan.
“I don’t think so. It’s more than a wall of white. It’s like we’re travelling through a tunnel that has no end. But on a mountain road. It’s kind of unnerving.”
“Look, I know the way. We’ve travelled this road more than a few times since we moved out here. Seattle’s not far. The fog will break up as soon as we’re off this winding bit. Just around the corner. Five minutes.”
She tensed and leaned back against the bench seat. The truck was so old airbags weren’t even a thought when it was constructed, and it was more rust than sheet metal by now. The seatbelts did function, thank goodness. That was all she’d be able to rely on in a wreck.
Taylee’s nails curled into her palms. She waited until she felt the sharp sting and then pressed a little harder and held her breath. She’d done that whenever she was nervous. Everyone thought she was just being patient, counting internally or something, but no. She just needed to force herself to breathe through whatever she had going on. She was doing that now, trying not to make it obvious, but her brother could probably smell her fear.
“We’re going to be fine. Besides, it’s a good omen.”
“How do you figure that?” she snorted, but she did uncurl her fingers and relax her hands slightly. The fog rolled past the truck, cotton candy wisps, but thick and unknowable. It was like venturing into another part of the world, shrouded by the hazy passing of time, years liquified into a different state, turned into misty vapors.
“Well, we’re going to pick up Misty. It seems like a good omen to start the journey off like this.”
“It’s fog, not mist.”
“Close enough.” He glanced over at her for just a half a second. He had the wheel in an easy grip. He wasn’t panicked at all by the lack of visibility.
Rain and fog, sleet, grey skies were all common here in Washington, just outside of Seattle, in the mountains they now called home. It was quite a change coming from Texas, but this had been their home for a little over a year now.
“I didn’t know you were into balancing your chakras and consulting oracle cards.”
“Jesus, Tay. I’m just trying to make you feel better.”
“Okay.”
It was supposed to be Kier and her going to Seattle to pick up the daughter they were going to adopt. Apparently, after adopting his brother’s children, Samuel, alpha of Greenacre, had hired a PI and done some research. He was aware that there were shifters out there, maybe even living close by, and that some of them didn’t have a clue who and what they were or what clan they might belong to—or even why they were the way they were. If there were members of the Greenacre clan out there, relatives of shifters, no matter what generation they were from, he’d been determined to find them.
The PI was another shifter, one who didn’t have a clan and roamed the world without ties or restraint. How Sam found the guy, no one really knew because he’d never admitted how it came about. Maybe Lily knew, but no one was going to pry that information from her. Maybe the how wasn’t important. Sam didn’t want to give anyone false hope or create chaos where it shouldn’t exist, so he hadn’t told anyone, not even his closest friends. Kier knew nothing of it until a few months ago, when Sam admitted to him and Tavish that he’d found a little girl.
Eight years old, the granddaughter of a shifter from the generation before Sam. Knox died of cancer almost twenty years ago, and the girl’s father had gone down the same road. He’d stayed in the human world, raised by his mother. The PI couldn’t find any information on whether he’d ever known he was a shifter, but then, he would have kept it a very close secret. How he’d done it away from his clan, Taylee couldn’t imagine. Her clan was everything. Her family was everything. The girl’s mother had died giving birth. Shifter births were hard. Had she known she was having a shifter’s child? Tay felt the pain of it deep inside of her.
Her birth, in her own clan, with her mother and the clan’s midwife looking after her, had been long and painful, and if she was honest, there were moments where she’d been utterly terrified. Where she’d wanted Josephine at Greenacre and her modern medicine and her experience. But she couldn’t betray her clan. Not that they’d forced her to have the baby with them, but she felt deep down that it would have been a betrayal of the women she loved the most and was so proud of. If things had gone wrong, she knew they wouldn’t have hesitated to take her to Josephine or go and bring her to Pinefall. They would never have put her safety or the baby’s safety above their pride.
“I’m so happy,” she whispered, clutching her hands tightly in her lap. “Onyx is going to have a big sister. Sam did all that work to find her, and the instant he did and found she was in care, he started the adoption process. He’s a good man. The clan couldn’t ask for a better alpha, and Lily is a good mate to him. She’s so kind.”
Clay’s brows inched up. “You’re excited, then? To move in with Kier over there?”
She might have had Onyx with her clan, in the home she shared with her parents, but once she was born, she’d promised Kier that she would move in with him in Greenacre so they could be together as a family. He gave her all the time in the world and hadn’t forced her or made her pick one over the other. He’d just made his wishes known gently and she’d made the promise herself. She loved him. He was her mate. They might have started out seeing each other in secret—a chance meeting of two shifters keeping watch over clans that bordered each other but wanted very little to do with each other—but it had quickly become more. At first, Clay and Jem, her other brother, were furious. Her father too, and her mom wasn’t pleased either. No one was. Her clan hadn’t opened up like Kier’s, and no one appreciated the secrecy and sneaking around.
When it was discovered that she was pregnant, Clay had gone over to Greenacre with the intent of doing some real harm to Kier, but when he found out that Kier knew nothing about the baby because she hadn’t even had a chance to tell him yet, he calmed down. He did what he was rarely ever able to do and listened. He didn’t pound the snot out of anyone. Kier might be big, but Clay was an animal. In the end, once he found out that Kier would do right by her, he gave him the chance to prove himself.
“I’m very excited.”
“It’s a big change. You already have a newborn. Now you’re taking on an eight-year-old girl who has been in the system for years.”
“She’s going to be wonderful, Clay, I know it.”
He grunted. “I hope so. I’m worried about your safety. And Onyx.”
“It’s going to be okay. I have a feeling about it.”
He grunted again, but it was a different pitch. She understood those grunts because she’d heard them literally all her life from him. When she was younger, her brothers used to give her a hard time about what they called her premonitions. They weren’t that. She sometimes got a feeling about something, and it just about always came true. Those sensations couldn’t always be put into words. Right now, when she thought about Misty, the little girl she and Kier were officially going to adopt as soon as the paperwork went through, she felt warm and safe.
“I don’t care if it’s a challenge at first. All good things are worth working towards and all people deserve however many chances it takes to help them find their path in life. We aren’t always born on the right road. Sometimes we have to take the twisty, terrible, scary ones to get to the ones filled with less holes and washouts.”
“You know I hate poetry.”
“That’s not poetry.”
“It’s a metaphor or something.”
She smiled even as she huffed. He was just bugging her. Trying to take her mind off the fog, which seemed to be getting even thicker.
Kier was supposed to be driving with her to pick up Misty. They’d looked forward to this day for months. They’d made the decision when Sam asked if they might consider expanding their family when she was four months pregnant. They’d talked about it together for a few hours, but they both knew this was what they wanted. That was the same night she’d promised Kier she’d move to Greenacre, leaving her clan behind, so they could be a family once the baby was born. They weren’t sure when they’d officially be able to pick Misty up at that time, but if it was sooner, she would have moved in with him before Onyx was born.
“I already know Onyx will love her.”
“She loves everyone. She’s the most content baby I’ve ever known. Sure caused a fuss in Greenacre, her being a girl.”
“That’s because they haven’t had a girl born in generations. It’s pretty crazy.”
“You’re not a human, though. You’re Bear. You have Pinefall genes in you and they’re strong. We have no problem making girls.” Clay was so, so proud of their clan. He was also proud of his own daughter. While most warrior type men wanted a son, Clay had always wanted a girl.
Taylee had only met Glendy after she and Clay were divorced, and she came to live at Greenacre with Emma because she was mated to a shifter there. Emma was a big sister too. It might seem weird that in all the years Glendy and Clay were together, she’d never met her own sister-in-law, but Clay had gone off on his own. 
“I’m Bear and I’m proud of my genes. Misty doesn’t know who she is. She’s right on the verge of her transition years. This is an important time in her life. I might be going to live in Greenacre with Kier, but I’m only a few miles down the road. You’ll always be my brother, even if I’m not living on our clan land.”
“I know I’ll always be your brother. You can’t get rid of me that eas—”
“Clay!”
Out of the fog, like a shifting wraith, a shape appeared. Right in front of the truck. It was too late for them to try to stop, but Taylee swore she heard the screech of tires, the skidding of gravel, right before the truck twisted and spun, right before the collision with the moose never happened, the sick thud of the animal hitting metal that never occurred because Clay twisted the wheel violently, sending the truck straight into a ditch they couldn’t see. For a second, there was only air, then the impact, the heart racing sickness of fear spreading through her whole body, the split-second feeling of rage as she wondered why she hadn’t had one of her feelings to warn her, or why she hadn’t listened more closely to her fear, and then her body lurched forward. There was nothing, a great gap of space, then the crunching impact of her whole body striking something.
Then blackness.




Chapter 1
One month later
Taylee
The woods were quiet. Calm. Soothing to the deep cuts that the past month had left on her soul. She knew with a certainty in the marrow of her bones that she’d always felt this way when she was out here alone. She knew, but she just couldn’t remember.
Except she wasn’t alone.
Her ears pricked and her skin prickled at the undisguised sound of footfalls.              
Who would it be this time coming to check on her? Coming to ask her if she was okay? What did they mean? Was she okay in that very second, or was she okay overall? Because the answer to overall felt like it would forever be I have no idea. I have no clue who I am. I don’t remember anything about you or me or anyone or anything, so how can I be fine? Will I ever remember? If I don’t, then I’ll never be okay.
She turned and looked over her shoulder. Her body prepared for defense, like the newcomer was a threat.
Kier.
She hadn’t known him the first time she’d opened her eyes after the accident, but she knew him now. She knew by the scent of his shampoo, which wasn’t masculine and sharp, but soft and earthy. She knew him by the way he filled up the woods, not just as a large man, but with his presence. She knew him by the way her body reacted, adrenaline preparing her for fight or flight when neither of those were the appropriate response, but she didn’t know how to respond. When he was near, her brain was a vacuum. This was a man she was supposed to feel for. A man who had been her mate, who insisted he was still her mate, a man who sent her body into chaos and her mind into confusion.
He lifted his hands when he approached, smiling as softly as he always had, ever since she’d first seen him in the clinic in Greenacre after waking up. She scented maple, the warmth of it matching the highlights in his short cut mahogany hair and the warm, syrupy notes in his soft brown eyes.
“Pancakes,” she whispered.
“Yes. I made them this morning for Misty. She loves them.”
Misty. Her face got hot with shame. Misty, the adopted daughter they were supposed to be raising together. The sweetest girl with the soft auburn hair and the startling green eyes.
Kier was the one raising her. The one providing. The one giving love and opening up his life. He was the one taking the great risks, because he believed that was the best way forward.
When she inhaled deeply to stop a sob, she smelled the fresh air trapped in Kier’s hair and on his skin. The smoke from the fire he kept going around the clock because that’s how he heated his small house. And the rough, masculine scents of a shifter. Both animal and man in one body. He didn’t smell the way any males smelled in her own clan. She was sensitive to noticing things like that.
He kept his palms open to her like she was afraid of being out there alone with him. She wasn’t. She just wished he would move on and leave her alone.
This wasn’t fair to him. It wasn’t fair to her either, but he was the one who remembered the before. He was the one who had lost everything, even though she was the one who had no past.
He looked like a statue, so she made herself move. She walked to him, dodging past low hanging branches and the thick trunks of ancient trees. She stopped near a huge pine. Ponderosa. That name came to her out of nowhere, where others would not. She held back a sigh of frustration. Sometimes things came to her, and it was like waking from a dream—for a split second there was clarity, and she could remember a smell, a sensation, or a name. But then when she tried to hold on to that thought, to pull it out from the recesses of her subconscious, it vanished once more. Receding back into the depths of her mind, and try as she might, it had gone with no trace that it had ever existed.
“Kier.” His name felt wrong on her tongue. She dropped her eyes and studied the forest floor.
“Taylee. I just wanted to…” He trailed off. It was obvious what he wanted. To check up on her. Because she was just an obligation. If the past month had taught her anything, it was that.
“Make sure I’m alright?” The rage that was running hot through her evaporated when she noted the way Kier’s strong shoulders slumped. He was made entirely of granite. A huge male like all the males of his clan. Six five and as heavily muscled as any shifter she’d ever seen.
She couldn’t remember a thing about him from before the accident, but she’d learned a few things during the past month.
Kier might be a hulking man with a permanent shadow on his carved out jaw. He might have that deep brow, but his eyes were just about always that soft butterscotch.
He was rarely cold. He always wore a thin plaid jacket, jeans, and work boots, even in December. If it was raining or sunny, he chose the same things.
He was kind. She’d been at his clinic in Greenacre for over a week following the accident, although she was pretty much out of it for two straight days of the nine she spent there—but she’d seen enough of him to know he was good and soft spoken despite his huge size.
He was patient. He didn’t mind taking orders from the human doctor who ran the place, or from his alpha. The men who were his friends thumped him on the shoulder, or gave him the kind of looks that said there were close bonds between them. The bonds forged from a lifetime. If that wasn’t enough to tell her that he was loyal, the fact that he refused to give up on the idea that they were mates, even though she had no memory of him at all, proved it.
He was a man of his word. He’d explained everything about their life before. How they met in secret and loved each other in secret. How they decided they were mates and promised their lives to each other. He told her in painstaking detail every memory he had of her pregnancy and of her giving birth. He told her about the life they were supposed to share, his house, his friends, his clan, the daughter they’d agreed to adopt because she was a shifter in a human world and she needed a family. And then he’d told her as much as he could about her clan. He’d brought her brothers in, her parents, friends she no longer knew, even their clan alpha to do the same.
All of it just made her feel like she was less of everything.
“Don’t worry. I haven’t wandered off. You don’t need to check on me. Clay was just here ten minutes ago, making sure I haven’t lost my mind completely and gone off somewhere.”
“That’s not what he thinks. It’s not what any of us think.”
“You think I’m a child that has to be watched, like Onyx.”
“No.” The denial wasn’t flimsy.
“Where would I go?” She looked around. “The woods have always been home anyway. I’ve always hated the city. That’s a feeling I have. Not a memory. It’s funny how the fear and loathing of something stays with you. Even the thought of all that stuff made by people is terrible. I’ve always been more at home in what was made of the earth. Clay told me that. And Jem. And my mom. They’ve all been out here this morning.”
Clay had said she’d always loved what was alive and not dead. What had a spirit in it. He’d only just left and she’d shed angry tears as soon as his back was turned, dashing them away, steaming hot against the cool wind whipping through the trees.
“Where could I go when I have no idea who I am? I barely know my family. I have a feeling that I’m safe with them, but other than that, there’s nothing. I’m still learning everything. I’m completely displaced. I guess I can understand one thing about how Misty feels after coming here. Confused. But Misty has a past. She remembers, even if she shouldn’t, even if she cries at night.” That was something Kier had explained to her a week ago. “I know I should be there for her. You bringing her here isn’t enough. I should, but I just can’t.”
“I know. It’s not your fault. None of this is your fault.”
Her hands curled into fists. “That doesn’t mean I don’t have a right to be angry about it.”
“You’re absolutely correct. You can be angry if you want.”
“With you?”
“With me, if it helps.”
She wished he would fight with her. No one would. They all treated her like she was made of glass. When she’d been cleared to leave Josephine’s clinic, she’d refused any offers of seeing a specialist. It didn’t mean Kier would ever stop trying.
“Josephine found someone. Someone who she trusts deeply—”
“No.”
“Please, Tay, will you at least—”
“No!” Her voice rang through the woods, echoing into the empty silence. “No,” she repeated evenly. “I’m not going to the city. You know it’s not a good idea. My family thinks it’s not safe. They wouldn’t let Josephine take me there or call anyone else when the accident happened. If I’d had a say during those two days when I was unconscious, I wouldn’t have agreed. You know I can barely control my bear right now. Everything is new, but that’s new too.”
She’d never felt more out of control when it came to the bear, probably not even when she’d first started shifting. “The fact I even am a shifter had to be explained to me like I’m a child. All of our history. My mom and dad sat with me for a whole day, telling me everything, filling me in. I know the bear is in here.” She tapped her chest. “I can feel her. She’s not fighting with me. She knows I’m hurting. Maybe she’s hurting too. But can I trust myself not to shift when I shouldn’t? When I’m stressed or in pain or the bear feels like I’m in danger? No. I can’t do that. I’m never going to agree. Josephine said that things like this happen. You get a knock on the head and your brain gets hurt and it might take forever for things to come back. They all might come back at once. They might never come back. Even specialists, with all their tests, don’t know anything more than that, really.”
Kier didn’t sigh or act defeated. He did take a few steps closer, until there was less than a foot of space between them, but then he stopped. “I understand. I’m here, no matter what, no matter how long it takes, or if the memories never come back.”
“I’m just a question mark,” she snapped, tears burning her eyes. “It’s been a month since that accident and I’m still just this giant black hole.” She still cried every single night. She belonged to her family. She belonged to her clan. But did she truly belong anywhere? Even the woods seemed to be silent and devoid of answers, or maybe she was just looking for clarity, a way out of the fuzz in her head, in the wrong places.
“I’m just so thankful Onyx wasn’t with us. And I’m glad we hadn’t picked Misty up yet. There are so many things I’m thankful for. I don’t want to be ungrateful because it could have been so much worse, but you have no idea what it’s like to wake up not knowing anything or anyone, not even yourself. Not even your own child.”
“When you first woke up, Josephine was there. She needed to care for you, and she put you at ease. You knew you were in a safe place with her. Even though she had to check you out first, she okayed us to bring Onyx to you and you loved her at first sight, just like you did when she was born. You felt that protective instinct, even if you didn’t know that you were a mother.”
“How sad is that. Not to—”
“It’s not sad. It’s understandable. Completely. Everything you’re going through, we all understand.”
“You don’t,” she hissed. “You can’t possibly know what it’s like.”
Of all the things she’d levelled at him over the past month, of all the times she’d lost her temper, shown her frustration, even cried in front of him, of all the times she’d tried to push him away, deny him, set him free, he’d shown a remarkable fortitude. All he’d give her was patience, compassion, and empathy.
But now, that hurt flickered over his face, softening his hard features. He scraped a hand over his jaw and looked up towards the sky. There was no sun out, only grey clouds past endless branches.
She wished it was night. Darkness was like a shield for her now. She’d always liked the night. She knew that too. Clay said she’d known all the stars once, but now she’d be hard pressed to name anything but the big and little dipper. Apparently, only the most rudimentary of stars had stayed with her. Jem told her she was good at growing things. She’d wanted to be a healer at one time, but she’d changed her mind and just helped with the plants and flowers and keeping watch. She was a really, really good guard. Her mom had said that with such pride and more than a little wistfulness.
She leaned against the trunk of the huge pine, digging the shoulder of her parka into the bark. Trees had memories. Even cut down, the wood was still alive. She wasn’t like a tree. She wasn’t half as wise before. Even her gift—her mom had told her about the sensations she used to feel—was gone. There just seemed to be emptiness inside her. She was a sinkhole. What was there to love? The daughter, the friend, the sister, the aunt, the mother, the lover, the mate… They’d all vanished.
Clay had told her that she used to say there wasn’t peace in his soul. She got that now, what he felt. That frayed, broken, obliterated, jittery feeling.
“Do you want to see Onyx?” she asked, a peace offering of sorts.
Kier’s eyes got misty, like the grey surrounding them. “Of course!”
She felt a tremendous rush of love when she thought about her daughter. She felt that she’d always wanted to be a mother, the first time after the accident, when she’d held her daughter. It was like she had no parents, no brothers, no life, and no love. She was entirely without purpose. But her daughter. God, she loved her daughter. If that was all she had to offer now, she’d make sure it was enough, for Onyx.
“Alright. We can go see her.” She was with her mom right now. She’d never met a prouder grandma. Or had she?
Fuck. She hated that saying about everything happening for a reason. She’d heard it recently and it made her feel like hot coals had been sewed into her stomach.
“You must be so angry,” she said into the silence.
Kier’s face blanked. “I’m not angry. Not with you.”
“I can’t be your mate this way.”
“You are my mate in every way.” The deep rumble of his voice soothed the raging storm inside her. She felt defenseless against him, but that wasn’t all she felt. She felt an inexorable, inexplicable pull, the pulsing of energy between them whenever Kier was near. She felt like he would give up anything to save her, even if it cost him his soul. There was something in his eyes that told her, whenever he looked at her, that she was his and she was perfect in his eyes.
It took her breath away, but she resisted that feeling.
“You should reject me.” It was the first time she’d said it out loud. “You should find someone else to love.”
He seemed truly mystified, and the deep lights in his eyes only glowed brighter. “Why would I do that when I could fall in love with you all over again?”
“It’s too much effort.” She ripped her hand away from the tree and stepped back. She couldn’t think when Kier was so close. “I’m not worth it.”
He shook his head. “You’re worth everything.”
She tapped her chest. “I’m nothing. I’m hollow in here. You’ve been coming here, to Pinefall, to my clan, for three weeks now. You keep coming, you keep talking to me like you expect me to just remember you and resume the life we planned to have. You can tell me about it all you like, but I don’t remember and I can’t do that.”
He was surprised at that. Not at the sharpness of her words, but what she said. “I don’t expect that. I don’t expect you to fall back into any role. I certainly don’t expect you to leave your family and your support system right now. Greenacre might be just down the road, our lands might border Pinefall, but you need your family. I don’t come every day to pressure you or force you. I just want to see you and talk to you. I want to be a friend. We made a commitment to each other, no matter what happened, and I’m going to honor that. We don’t take vows like humans. When you mate with someone, you mate for life. It’s a connection we’ll always share, even if we’re not living together. I know you don’t understand that right now, and I’m not asking you to. I’m not asking you to give me anything at all. I’m just trying to be here for you in the ways that you need me to.”
“What if I told you to stop coming?”
“Onyx is my daughter, so that’s not possible. Misty is your daughter, so it’s also not going to happen. We need them. They need us. We’re a family, even if the pieces of us are broken right now. We’re going to find a way.” He tapped his own chest again. “All of you is still in here.”
“I think it’s hopeless.” She bit down on her bottom lip until it stung, but not nearly as bad as her throat and eyes did.
“I don’t feel hopeless.”
“I feel useless. I’m treated like a child. Like I’m made of glass. Like I could hurt someone or myself.”
“I’m sorry. We’ve tried to be helpful, but we don’t know how to help. That’s the problem.”
Kier was a beautiful man. He was older than her by a few years, or so he’d told her last week during one of their conversations. Any woman would be more than lucky to have him. Physically, she was attracted to him. She felt the pull of desire in her belly, the stirring in other places. She felt her blood heat up at the sight of him, every single time. But he was beautiful in so many other ways. Had there ever been a more wonderful soul? Somehow, last year, she’d found him, and he’d wanted her. He’d loved her body. He’d loved something inside her. She was most afraid that all the things he’d wanted and loved weren’t there anymore.
He smiled, apologetic and lopsided. Her heart pounded inside her chest. “No. I’m sorry. You’re doing your best. All of you. You’ve been so kind and patient. I’m sorry everyone has to endure this because of me.”
“There’s no because of you.” He lit up with fiery denial. “We all love you. You’re a part of your clan and you’re a part of mine now too, because you’re my mate. We have two children. Our lives are always going to be intertwined.”
She thought about the first time Kier brought Misty.  She’d been awake for a few days, still confused, but she’d had days’ worth of explanations. She expected the tiny, solemn little girl with the startling green eyes to be afraid of her, hooked up to machines and in a hospital bed in a clinic that smelled like bleach, surrounded by people she didn’t know, but Misty had rushed to her and draped herself over her, hugging her tight with her little arms. She didn’t smile or cry. She hadn’t said anything. She’d just held on tight. To a stranger. Because even though their situation was a mess, they were her parents and the whole of Greenacre and Pinefall was her new family.
Misty was rushing bravely, headlong, into her new life, discovering who she truly was. Taylee respected the hell out of her for it. She admired the young girl. If only she could be half that brave herself.
She looked towards the sky. The grey should have scared her. They’d crashed Clay’s truck because a moose stepped out of fog so thick they hadn’t been able to see a thing. Clay told her that, but she couldn’t remember, and so she wasn’t afraid of the bleak, dreary sky now.
“I want to relearn the stars again. Everything else has changed—but they haven’t. They’ve always been a constant, the constellations illuminating our night as they did our ancestors.”
Kier’s smile was better than all of the stars. She didn’t like seeing it. She didn’t like that she liked it on him. She should be strong enough to push him away. To make him understand that the parts of her that were his mate were gone. He might be the father of her child and she might always be connected to him, but that didn’t mean they had to be together. Would he get tired of waiting for her? Of waiting for her heart to relearn what it was like to love him? He deserved a better woman than she was. He deserved more than all of this.
She knew he wouldn’t accept her argument right now, so she kept quiet. He’d wait and he’d wait and in time, he’d learn that they couldn’t be together. There was no them in their future the way he wanted. Then maybe he’d accept the freedom she offered.
“They’re so much bigger than all of this,” Kier said gently. “I’d love to come watch them with you, if you’d have me.”
She wanted to say yes. This attractive, kind man who was so insistent on not leaving her to whatever her fate was. But she couldn’t. That would just give him false hope and at the moment she was still so scared that she would never remember. It wasn’t fair to him. “Thank you, but I’d rather just do it on my own.”
He nodded, but he wasn’t put off. She knew it would take more than her trying to shove him away. She’d been cold and distant, and he’d grown used to forgiving her for it. “You once told me that when we became souls, we’d find each other up there. In the Great Bear, Ursa Major.”
She’d been such a romantic. It sickened her, made her want to laugh, but it also made her want to cry. The old Taylee sounded like she was very much in love. She sounded happy and wise. Everything everyone told her about who she used to be, just made her more certain that she couldn’t ever live up to that person. It made her feel more and more like shattered glass inside, broken beyond repair.
“I feel so ridiculous.” She didn’t want to be saying this, but she couldn’t stop herself. “I hate wanting what I can’t have. I don’t even really know what that is. I just want there to be more than nothing behind me.”
“I’m here. We’re here for you. Don’t get frustrated. Or get frustrated if you want, but let it pass. I promise you, we will always be here. You’re my mate. True mates are a promise that will never be broken.”
“Maybe we aren’t true mates.” If she said it often enough, maybe he’d believe it.
He just shook his head, but didn’t press. He stood there, as steady and steadfast as that damn pine tree beside her.
But even trees could fall. Nothing lasted forever. She turned so she was facing the direction of her parents’ log cabin. She’d lived with them before. Her and Onyx. She hadn’t made the move to Kier’s home yet because Onyx was so small. She had planned to, the week after Misty arrived. Her mom had to help her unpack all her bags and boxes.
“Let’s go see Onyx. I promised I’d only be out here for twenty minutes while she napped. She’ll be happy to see you.” Nothing was certain anymore, but she knew that was true. She’d never seen a man more in love with his daughter than the one before her.
Even if one day he lost the idea of their being mates, he’d still be in her daughter’s life. That thought shouldn’t hurt at all, but it did. Maybe the most of anything yet.




Chapter 2
Kier
Taylee’s parents lived in a small log cabin, with two smaller cabins nearby. Unlike Greenacre, which had the markings of a village, the cabins sprung up around Pinefall’s land seemingly out of nowhere. Clearings in the forest were pretty much the only indication that a cabin was going to appear. Being as he’d had a hand in building all of them, along with most of the other men from Greenacre, Kier knew where all of them were located. He’d mapped out the area in his head. The land had once belonged to Greenacre, but when another clan reached out about purchasing the land in order to relocate and escape detection, they voted on it as a clan and Sam had signed off on the purchase. Picking up and leaving was hard for anyone, but an entire clan? It was a massive process. They’d paid for the houses to be constructed. They had a few members in Greenacre who were experts at carpentry and construction who oversaw and planned the projects, and there was no shortage of labor.
Lifting felled green trees or even building with the timber Sam had brought in might have been a big issue for regular people, but not for shifters. They’d worked together and it was incredible what could be accomplished in a short amount of time.
The cabins weren’t large, but they were big enough for a family to live comfortably. This one had two bedrooms, a fair-sized kitchen, and a larger living room. They were all equipped with running water and power, although those services were hooked up later, when Sam could arrange for it to be done. To the outside world, this was just a string of vacation homes or cabin rentals being built. No one asked any questions. Not when the area was a hot spot for tourism.
Jem and Clay had taken the two smaller cabins not far from this one. Most of Pinefall lived by family or extended family. They were a clan, but more than that, they were family units within that clan. It took a surprising amount of time to gather that information, given that the whole clan was so secretive about their lives.
“Can you wait here for a second? I just want to talk to my mom.” Taylee turned and asked as soon as he stepped through the front door.
The place smelled like freshly baked gingersnaps, and sure enough, there were a number of cookies cooling on a wire rack on the counter by the stove. Taylee’s mom was crafty. She’d sewn the lace curtains at the windows, braided the rag rugs at the entrance and in the middle of the living room, and she’d painted all of the artwork hanging on the walls.
“Of course.”
“My dad went out for the morning. He’s cutting wood with a few of the other men.”
The fireplace had a fire roaring so that the cabin was a few shades warmer than he liked. He could already feel the sweat rolling down the back of his neck.
It didn’t appear that Onyx was awake yet. The cabin was so quiet. He nodded and walked across the room to sit down on the leather couch. Taylee gave him one final parting look that was half apprehension and half a strange longing that she tried to stamp out before she raced up the stairs.
He heard her knock at her mom’s door and the sound of it opening. Taylee’s soft steps retreated, but being a shifter, he had really good hearing. It could be a blessing and a curse. He tried not to listen, but he still picked up snippets of the whispered conversation.
“You look wild. What happened out there?” Grace asked, a little shocked.
“Nothing.” Taylee’s voice was guarded and edgy.
“It’s clearly not nothing. Onyx is still sleeping. I’ll wake her up, though, now that you’re back.”
“I can’t feed her.”
“That’s nonsense. You have formula and bottles. You can go get one ready and I’ll change her diaper.” More soothingly, Grace’s voice dropped even further. “It’s alright that Kier’s here. You know that. You don’t have to be guarded like this. We’ve accepted him. He’s never going to be one of us, but he’s Onyx’s dad and he’s proven that he’s a good man.”
“That’s the thing. I’m afraid of him.”
“What?”
Kier tensed as he waited for Taylee’s response. His gut felt like shards of ice were churning around on the inside, cutting him to shreds.
“What do you mean you’re afraid of him? He might be bigger than your brothers, than any man here, but all of the Greenacre shifters are huge like that. He’s gentle. He would never—”
“I’m not afraid of his size.”
“My little bird bones. You’re so tiny. You’ve lost so much weight this past month, and you were already so thin.”
“That’s just it,” Taylee ground out. “I hate that I know what that reference means, but I only remember you calling me that since the accident. I remember how you explained to me that you used to call me that all the time. You all did. But there’s nothing there for me when you say it. There’s no special resonance. So, no. It’s not his size I’m afraid of. It’s the weight of his expectations.”
“Sweetheart.” A few soft steps across the room. “I don’t think he expects anything from you. None of us do. We’re just so glad you’re here with us. We know it’s going to take time. We know you’re frustrated.”
“I’ve tried to reject him as a mate. I’ve tried to get him to reject me. He won’t do it. You said mates can be broken. I asked you a few weeks ago. It’s not fair to him. I want him to be free to choose someone who remembers him. Someone who feels what she should when he’s near, someone who has a shared past. I can’t be the mate he needs.”
Kier dropped his head into his hands. If he could, he’d give his life so Taylee could remember hers. He knew that wouldn’t help anyone, and he knew how foolish thoughts like that were. He just wanted all the things that he couldn’t have. He’d wanted Taylee like that once before. The first night he saw her. Pure and beautiful, at home in the woods. Strong, even though she was so tiny. Fierce in her own right. He was all brute strength that most people would equate with violence, which made him a good guard because most people had no idea he’d never use it. Taylee was pure joy, pure life, pure everything. He remembered feeling that fever at that first random meeting. They were never supposed to bump into each other. Never supposed to have crossed paths.
But they did. And he couldn’t stop thinking about her.
She’d thought about him too, though she’d refused to admit it, because two nights later, she’d shown up in the same spot, where their clan lands bordered each other. Like she’d been waiting for him, though she was casual about it. All denial. His heart had been more than feverish then. He’d asked her if she’d walk with him to do their watch, and she’d only nodded.
It took more than a few meetings for her to exchange more than a few words.
He’d been so stunned and astounded the first time, a week later, when she’d just stepped into him and pulled his face down to hers and kissed him without warning.
He’d known from the first moment he saw her that he would spend the rest of his life loving her, protecting her, doing all the good and the bad with her, if she’d have him.
“I think you need to give yourself some time. You’ve already relearned so much,” Grace urged.
Kier dropped his hands away guiltily. He had no right to show despair. If he did, he had to save it for private moments. He knew why Taylee was trying to reject him. Because she was good and selfless. She always had been. It made his heart ache. He couldn’t let her do that. Not unless it was truly what she wanted. He didn’t think it was, and so he wasn’t going to give up.
“I’m not going to relearn how to love him. He shouldn’t have to wait for that. It could take years.”
A thin wail interrupted their conversation, but he didn’t breathe a sigh of relief. He hadn’t breathed one for a month. Not since Clay’s call, telling him that his mate had been seriously injured. He could have lost her. Maybe he was losing her as she chose to pull away, day by day, because that’s what she thought was best.
Even above Onyx’s wail, which grew increasingly demanding with every second, he still heard Taylee’s mom respond to her. “Love takes a lifetime to mature. If you ever stop learning how to love, then you’re doing something wrong. It’s like personal growth. There’s no end. Not until we rest our heads for good. Now. I’ll change Onyx. Will you prepare her bottle, please?”
A short pause, then Tay’s strained response. “Of course. I’ll let Kier feed her. That always makes him so happy.”
“Any time he spends with her makes him happy. He’s completely and utterly in love with this little girl. He’d do anything for her.”
He held his breath and his heart slowed. It felt like it stopped entirely, but then Taylee walked down the stairs. She ignored him as she made the bottle in the kitchen, mixing up the formula. He caught sight of her face for a brief glimpse and saw guilt there. He didn’t like that he also saw anger. And pain.
He couldn’t imagine how she felt when her milk dried up. She’d tried to breastfeed a week after the accident, and it just wouldn’t happen. Taylee had said it felt like her body had forgotten too—not just her brain. It had forgotten how to be a mother.
He knew that wasn’t true. Every single time she looked at Onyx, every time she held her or talked to her, or did anything with her, it was very clear that she remembered. She moved with such an easy grace, but even though she was little more than five four—small for a shifter woman—and so lithe and petite, she had the protective air of every new mom. He had no doubt she’d take on an entire army if Onyx was ever threatened, and even in her human form, she’d be deadly.
Clay was a warrior. A fighter. Jem was probably pretty good in that department too, though he’d never seen him in action and no one ever said anything about that. The brothers had similar builds. Taylee was a heck of a lot smaller than either of them, but she had that warrior spirit in her as well.
“Here.” He startled when he found her right in front of him, holding out the bottle. Despite the conversation she’d just had with her mom, her face was soft. His fingers closed over the warm glass. “Mom’s just changing her. They’ll be down in a second.”
“Sure.” His throat was rough, recalling what Taylee had said up there. If he told her that he’d heard, would she be even angrier? Would she feel like he’d invaded her privacy? He wanted her to believe him when he told her he didn’t want anything from her. That he could wait. That he didn’t have any expectations. That when two people were connected, their lives were forever intertwined and that belief in the most ancient instinct of all kept him going. “Thank you.”
She settled uneasily on the loveseat across from him. She tucked her legs up, folding them at an angle. Her mom was right. She’d lost a lot of weight this past month. His worry spiked. The pain too. He wanted his mate to thrive. He wanted her to be happy. He wanted their old life back, but he’d tamped down his rage at fate the best he could, and he’d accepted that it might never happen. That he only had now, and he was damn thankful he even had that. He’d never, ever take it for granted.
What he wanted to tell Taylee most of all was that he was just trying to hold it all together. He wasn’t strong or brave or kind or extraordinarily patient. He was just taking it minute by minute, doing the best he could for her, and for their daughters.
The gnawing ache of despair quieted inside him as soon as Tay’s mom walked down the stairs. She was always so self-assured. Quiet, but gentle, and wise. She passed over the well swaddled bundle. Already two months old, his daughter was still so tiny. She was a miracle to him. Even more so because she was a girl. The first to be born to a Greenacre shifter in almost a hundred years.
Onyx had the same jet-black hair as her mom, and lots of it. She had eyes as black as inky midnight. Right now, he couldn’t see a bit of himself in those tiny, delicate, perfect features, and that was okay. He was proud that she was as beautiful as her mom. She was peaceful too. Even from the start, she’d barely cried. She was a beautiful, content baby.
It felt like the entire world shifted when she was set into his arms. The noise inside his head turned right off. Onyx reached out, waving her fists at him. She made a sucking motion with her lips, her tiny mouth working already. It was clear what she wanted, and he brought the bottle to her. She latched on immediately and started powering through that bottle.
Taylee’s laugh was like seeing the northern lights after a lifetime of waiting. He looked up and her smile pulsed through him, lighting up the darkness that had seemed so heavy lately. The look of love on her face made him melt. He was so happy to see her happy. He could also tell that she was absolutely smitten with her daughter. The love there was strong and powerful. He wasn’t surprised to feel the sting of tears and he quickly looked down at Onyx again. His one hand supported her neck and head, the other held her bottle. She was so tiny in his arms. So tiny and so right. He’d never felt a purer joy than he felt in every smile, every dimple of those chubby cheeks, every kick and wail, every purse of the lips, every blink of those long, dark eyelashes. He’d never met anyone more perfect than this child he’d helped create.
“She loves those things,” Taylee said. “Even if I don’t like that she has to have them.”
She meant the bottles. “I know you don’t. I know that’s hard.”
She nodded, biting at the corner of her thumbnail, tears filling her eyes suddenly. “It’s just so…”
“There aren’t words for it.”
“No.” She tapped her head. “And not because I don’t remember.”
He didn’t want to push her, but he thought she could use some hope. Another reason to smile and laugh. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately. Okay, I’ve been thinking about it since the accident.” He might as well be honest. “I’d like to set up a schedule. Not because I think you need regularity or it’s some form of secret treatment, but because I think Misty needs it. And Onyx. We’re not living together. There’s no pressure to do that. I don’t expect you to make the move now after what happened.”
“Okay,” she said softly, and it looked like she believed him. “I’ve been thinking about that too. Misty’s eight. She has school and new friends and she’s starting a new life, and it’s all overwhelming. Getting her into a regular routine would be so helpful. She’s had a lot of trauma in her life. Abandonment. I don’t want her to feel like I’m not there for her. I don’t remember making that commitment, but I’m making it now. I made it the second I met her. All children need to be loved and she’s had a giant vacuum in her life where that emotion should be. I want to do what’s healthy for her. For both girls. It’s been on my mind a lot.”
“Mine too. I’m going to get them to set regular hours for me at the clinic. And regular hours doing watch. Tavish understands. Sam too. They’re both dads. We’ve been thinking about training a few of the younger shifters to do guard duty. And training another for the clinic, now that Greenacre is growing. I’ll have regular times when we can get together as a family. For the girls.” He sputtered through that part, but Taylee didn’t appear pressured. She’d just confided in her mom how she felt crushed by expectations that no one meant for her to feel, so he didn’t want this to be another one. “Maybe in the early afternoon, so Onyx can still get to bed at a regular time?” She was still basically a newborn, but Taylee and her mom tried to get her on schedule right from the start.
“Yes. Maybe right after Misty is done with school for the day? I’d like to be there for her. Maybe I can get my dad or Clay or Jem to drive me over there every other day and the rest of the time, you could come here? Same time on the weekends too?”
“That would be great.” Greenacre kids went to school all year round. It wasn’t like regular school. There were only a few teachers and kids of all ages went. They learned together and helped each other out. Obviously, they didn’t just learn the regular stuff either. There was a lot of training done there on what it meant to be a shifter.
Grace came up, interrupting them. Their conversation wasn’t private, and she dropped into the other side of the loveseat. She set a hand on Tay’s shoulder and Tay gave an unconvincing smile in response. “Lyric’s been coming by a lot. I can’t make excuses for you forever. She’s your best friend. And Melody.”
Kier didn’t know Tay had been avoiding her friends. It made sense, though. She’d always been so strong. She’d had a lot of pride, but she never let it get in the way. Was she tripping over it now, or was she just scared that she’d have to hang out with people she no longer knew, but who knew everything about her? It would be unnerving, to say the least, if he was put in that position.
For Taylee, the whole world was now full of strangers. Everything had been wiped clean out.
“Mom,” Taylee hissed. “I know.”
“They keep asking me when you’re going to start painting again.”
“Ugh. I don’t—I can’t.” She hung her head and something terrible roiled through Kier’s gut. He felt like this pretty much every moment of the day now. Powerless to fix any of this. Powerless to do much except the rudimentary basics. “I’ve forgotten everything. I can’t just pick up the brush and do everything I used to do. It’s gone. All of it.”
“You don’t know that,” her mom argued. “Why don’t we sit down together tonight and give it a try? After Onyx is in bed.” Her eyes flicked across to Kier. “If you and Misty would like to come over for dinner, maybe she’d like to paint too. I taught Taylee. I wouldn’t mind teaching them both again.”
“Mom!” Tay gasped.
Kier just about gasped too.
Onyx made a gulping noise at her bottle, and he realized she was finished. When he moved the thing away, she screeched at him, flailing fists through the air. His warrior daughter. She had her mother’s spirit. He set the bottle on the coffee table and put his daughter up to his shoulder. He’d learned just how to pat her back, lightly, and then rub, to get a burp. She wasn’t stingy with them, and she blasted one that would do a full-grown man proud.
He hid his surprise at the offer with a grin at Onyx. He settled her on his lap, so she could face her mom, but also so she was fully supported by his arm. She still felt so impossibly tiny in his arms. He felt terrified and thrilled and so much astounding love every single time he held her. She’d been a shock to them both. He hadn’t heard it from her. He’d heard it from her brother, who wanted to kick his ass, but in the end, it was all fine. They were all excited. For the notorious Pinefall clan to tell him that he could come around and see their daughter, that was a huge deal.
Kind of like Tay’s mom’s offer.
“We’d love that,” he said, but hesitantly, because he didn’t want to answer for Taylee. Maybe she wouldn’t love that. Maybe this would be just another thing that made her frustrated.
“We can invite Lyric and Melody too. They’d love to meet Misty, I’m sure. And Kier. They haven’t even met him yet.”
“That’s because we don’t mix. Everyone’s said that a hundred times. Really, it’s getting boring, hearing that so often. Why not? We’re all shifters. Why are we being snobby when we could be making friends, getting along, having more people in our corner. It’s hard enough being a shifter. We don’t have to make it worse.”
“We’ve just always…this is how it’s been done,” her mom stammered. She was the type of woman who was kind, but who also knew how to get shit done. “But just because it’s always been done, doesn’t mean it’s right. We gave Clay permission to go out and live with Glendy when they were dating and when they were married. Not that he needed it, but he wanted to do that, and we supported him.”
“He never brought Glendy back here. You told me that when you told me everything about them.”
“No, he didn’t. But things are changing. Slowly, but they are. Misty and Kier are your family. They’re Onyx’s family. They’re shifters. They’re not outsiders. They already know our secret and it’s their secret too. We’re more protected here than we were in Texas. If I say that Kier and Misty can come over and paint, that we’re all painting, then that’s what we’ll be doing. Clarence has already okayed Kier coming here, and Misty too.” She looked up at him, a little beseeching. “You wouldn’t consider moving here, would you?”
“Mom!” Taylee stood up, hands balled. “That’s too much! We’re not going to move in together and set up a house when he’s still basically a stranger to me!”
Kier patted Onyx on the back. She’d made a little snort of fear at the outburst. Taylee immediately softened, her eyes filling with tears. “I would consider moving here, but Taylee’s right,” Kier murmured softly. He watched the utter relief on her face, but at the same time, it was like stepping on a nail and feeling that puncture go straight into your flesh. How would he ever be able to reconcile that he wanted anything and everything for Tay, but that he also wanted her to want him too. He wasn’t going to ever put that out there or rush her, but he missed the past. Not the old Tay. She wasn’t an old or a new version of herself. He just missed the affection. The trust. The way she used to look at him. The way she’d melted for him. The fact that she’d known him better than anyone else. The intimacy they’d shared. The plans and dreams and hopes they had. “Greenacre isn’t far and I’m more than happy to try out this arrangement. It’s probably better for Misty too, that we stay in our house while she’s adjusting. She’s just getting to know the community and her way around.”
“That does make sense,” Grace admitted. “I just hoped—”
“We’re fine for now, Mom,” Taylee ground out. She forced another smile for him that just wasn’t her at all. He missed the real thing. So freaking much. “I think Misty would love learning how to paint. I’ll take one for the team for her.”
“You might find that you like it. There wasn’t anything more you loved in the world than your art. There wasn’t anything that frustrated or challenged you more either. It will be good for you. It might jog things.”
“Probably not. Don’t get your hopes up,” Tay groaned. “You promised you wouldn’t.”
“I’ll always have my hopes up. Hopes for happiness and health for you and for all of us. I’m your mother. That’s what mothers do. They love their children and their grandchild no matter what, but it’s never going to stop us from wanting the best for them.”
“What if the best is me just—”
“Being here, pushing forward, giving all the love you have in you to give to that precious baby girl right there and Misty, who needs you so much? Absolutely. That’s what you were put on this earth to do, Taylee. To love. You don’t need your memories to be able to do that.”
Tay’s eyes flicked to him. Yes I do,
they said, before skittering back to her mom. “It’s just painting, mom. Not a miracle. That’s all I’m saying.”
“I don’t know. You found yourself in it before. You found a passion and a love for it.”
Kier had never seen any of Taylee’s paintings. He knew she painted, but she’d always brushed it off. He had no idea where they were. She was secretive about the work, just like when they’d met, it took her more than once to trust him and months to be able to tell him much about herself at all other than the basic facts. They’d always had a powerful physical attraction, but the friendship and the opening up, the letting him into her life, had taken a while. The night she pointed up at the stars and named so many of them, giving him a history lesson right then and there, letting him in on one thing she loved, he’d felt like he’d been given the keys to the universe. That moment was true bliss. True happiness. She’d given him the stars and then she’d shifted and they’d run wild, chasing each other, play fighting, challenging each other, and then they’d shifted, naked as when they were born, and they’d loved each other as those stars watched on from above.
“You never know,” Grace insisted stubbornly. “It might be just what Misty needs.”
“So this is all about her and not trying to heal me?”
“It’s about healing all of you. At the very least, it might make you smile again. Not just that fake stuff you’ve been giving everyone. We all know this is hard, but there’s a time to stop moping and get on with life. You’ve been given a wonderful one. Don’t give me snark about not remembering. It’s a fact. I’m informing you. Start learning how to relive it and discover it and you might just find that you can be happy, even if you never remember.”
There was a terrifying second where Kier thought that Taylee would lose it. That she’d break down and start bawling, that those words would be taken as cruel and cutting, that her frustrations would boil over, that she’d just up and leave and disappear into the woods.
Maybe what she needed was some tough love from her mom because she slowly unclenched her hands, and then her body relaxed. She didn’t smile, but for the first time in a month, he saw that sassy sparkle in her eyes again.
“Alright,” Taylee sighed. She bent down and made a funny face and Onyx, which made her giggle and wriggle in his arms. “Alright, Mom. We’ll paint, and even if I never remember the other stuff, I’ll remember this.”




Chapter 3
Taylee
The minute Kier and Misty walked through the door, Taylee took in all the little details of them both, as if she could make up for lost time by overanalyzing everything she could. She bounced Onyx in her arms, savoring the warm weight of her, her special baby scent, the little coos she made. She sounded like an owl with her little hoos and hoots.
Kier’s hands rested confidently on Misty’s shoulders. At eight, the little girl wasn’t so little. She would be just about as tall as Taylee in a few years’ time. She was starting to fill out too. Kier had mentioned multiple times that she had a great appetite and Taylee remembered how just yesterday, Kier smelled like maple syrup because Misty loved pancakes so much.
The first time Tay saw Misty, her cheeks were so pale, her skin that milky white that wasn’t quite healthy, but probably also signaled a life of not much sun, and she’d been so thin. She looked good now, her skin a shade darker from all the time she’d spent outside, even in the winter sun. The first thing Kier did was take Misty to Lily for a haircut. She did all the boys’ hair and Sam’s too, Kier had told her. The lank, lusterless strands turned into a bob which now shone. Only her dark green eyes had always been alive right from the start. Those hadn’t changed. They were still huge, limitless, and straight up gorgeous.
Misty was always so quiet, but she lit up as soon as she saw Onyx, and Onyx responded by kicking wildly. She just about socked Tay in the chin and her babbling went off the hook.
Misty left the safety of Kier’s side and walked right up. She held out her arms and smiled at Onyx. Taylee didn’t hesitate. She knelt down and carefully passed Onyx over. Misty had the natural grace and care of someone twice her age. One hand cradled Onyx’s bottom and the other wrapped around to create a little space for her head and neck to rest.
“That’s great, Misty. ” Kier said, his deep voice holding so much warmth and encouragement that it bloomed inside Taylee like a field of new spring flowers.
“I’ve made snacks!” Taylee’s mom announced. “Puffed wheat cake, monster cookies, popcorn balls. Or if you want, I can put chicken fingers in the oven. Make a batch of grilled cheese. Whatever you need, honey, we have it!”
Misty looked to Kier, a little panicked.
“Oh, thank you, Grace, but we had dinner just before we came,” Kier said. He patted his stomach. “I could handle a few cookies myself. Misty? You got room for anything?”
Taylee couldn’t begin to understand Misty’s silence. She probably had the opposite problem she had going on herself. In her head, there was just a bunch of walls and blank space and black. But Misty’s was likely overcrowded with memories, and who knew how many of them were bad.
After that first time she’d met Misty, Kier discreetly came to visit her in the clinic that night while Sam and Lily had Misty over with their boys. He’d brought Misty’s file and gone over it with her. She knew about her parents and when she’d lost them. How she’d gone into care so very young, young enough that she likely had no memories of either of them at all. She knew she’d been in four different homes already.
“Taylee?”
Misty’s tiny, quiet little whisper shook her to her core. She was still kneeling down, and goodness knew what kind of expression she was wearing. Misty looked scared. Uncomfortable. But mostly, she looked sad. Taylee’s heart plummeted. “Yes, sweetheart?”
“Do you not want me here?”
Oh god. It took her brain a second to catch up, but her face burned hot with shame immediately. Guilt too. She didn’t have to punish all those around her with her anger and rage. It was clearly seeping through, and now Misty thought that somehow, this was her fault. She was sensitive and tender, and she’d been through so much. She didn’t need this on top of everything.
Kier made a noise and moved towards Misty, but Taylee’s mom also moved at the same time, making a motion behind her that no doubt held him back, because he stopped.
“No, honey!” Taylee was still kneeling, and she wrapped her arms around both girls at once. Misty was stiff, but Tay didn’t let up. When she still hadn’t softened after a minute, she set her hand on Misty’s hair and one hand on Onyx’s head. They both looked at her with huge eyes and solemn expressions. “No,” she repeated firmly. “I’m so glad you’re here. I’m so sorry that I was acting…well, that I haven’t been very nice sometimes.”
“You’re nice,” Misty said, and because she was so sweet, it didn’t sound rote or obligated.
“No, I haven’t been very nice at all,” Taylee admitted. “You’ve had a huge adjustment coming here. You’ve just found out that you’re a shifter. Our life didn’t go how we planned it to go, but you’re very much wanted. I’m sorry I’ve been having a hard time. You’re not at all responsible for that. I am so, so excited that you’re here. My parents are, my brothers are, everyone in Greenacre who you’ve already met is so happy that you’ve come back to the clan, where you always were meant to be.”
“But you got hurt,” Misty whispered. Her arms trembled and Kier did step forward then, lifting Onyx easily and patting her back.
Taylee took Misty’s hands in hers. They were so cold. All of Misty’s earlier color in her face was gone. “I did get hurt, but I’m going to work hard to get better. Even if I never get all my memories back, I want to make new ones. With my family, with you, with Onyx, and with…Kier.”
She couldn’t look at him. The brave man who was holding their family together without her. She’d tried to push him away and he’d withstood it. If she dug to the bottom of that intent, it wasn’t because she truly wanted him to leave and he probably knew that. She was scared. Hurt. Wounded. She was trying to protect herself by shoving back at him. Was it easier to be noble and release someone from their promise than pushing herself to find what she’d lost? Had she been trying to take the coward’s way out and calling it the right thing to do?
From this day forward, she’d stop shoving him away and try to start welcoming him in her life, not just as Onyx’s father, but as her mate. She’d relearn and she’d try, and she’d make the effort to find that emotion again. If she honestly couldn’t, then she knew he’d release her as a mate. But she’d had it once. She’d been so deeply in love with him that she’d made him her path. She’d had his child. She wanted to start a life with him. She was willing to leave her clan and family and go live with his.
“I’m so sorry that I’ve been grouchy and unhappy. That was never with you. It was only me being frustrated with me. But I mean it with all my heart that I’m glad you’re here. I don’t honestly remember talking to Sam and Lily that night we agreed to adopt you, but I remember waking up in the clinic and meeting you for the first time and I loved you on sight.”
“But I’m not yours,” Misty protested sadly. “I’m not like Onyx.”
“That doesn’t matter.” Taylee squeezed her hands and looked the little girl right in the eyes. “That doesn’t matter one bit. You’re mine now because we signed the papers to adopt you. Both me and Kier. Things happened and we have a lot to work out, but your adoption isn’t anything that’s in doubt. You’re our daughter now, and we are so, so lucky to call ourselves your parents. I’m relearning everything, Misty, and that’s how to be a mom. I know I’m not your birth mother, but I hope you’ll come to me as someone who loves you and will protect you no matter what. I want to guide you and be your friend. You don’t ever have to call me mom if you don’t want to, but I’m always going to think of you as my little girl.”
And that was true. She’d been so absent, so caught up with herself, so busy trying to fix her head and figure things out, that she hadn’t been around as much as she should have been.
“Every single day we’re going to make sure we spend time together as a family, after you’re done school,” Kier told Misty. He rocked Onyx, who was starting to get fussy with being held still for so long.
“And on the weekends too,” Taylee promised.
“But you aren’t going to live with us,” Misty said.
“Not yet,” Tay responded. “But that’s something that we’re going to work on. It’s hard being in two places, but our clans border each other. I know you’ve spent most of the time in Greenacre so far, but we’re going to work on that too. You’ll meet everyone here at Pinefall. My brothers. My family. My friends. I might not remember these people so well, but I’m trying. You’ll have to forgive every stumble I’ve made since we’ve met. That is only me trying to find my way and you are not to blame for one bit of that. We want you, Misty. We want you so much and we love you so much already.”
“Welcome to our family, Misty,” Taylee’s mom said from behind her. She produced a few brushes as if from nowhere, grinning broadly. “We’re very happy to have you here. Taylee is a great artist, but she has no idea. She doesn’t remember. I’m going to help her get that back, and I’m so happy you’re here to help and learn.”
Misty’s eyes widened in disbelief. They flicked to Kier. “Do I really get to paint?”
“Of course!” Grace took Misty’s hand and guided her to the table. She sat her down in front of the place she’d prepped earlier.
Taylee hadn’t helped because she kept telling herself this was silly and it wouldn’t make anything right. She’d been petulant and stubborn, but now she found herself staring at the empty spot with the blank canvas, the rows of paints in tubes, and the neatly arranged brushes that her mom prepared, and her insides got warm.
Misty sat down and looked over everything eagerly. She seemed to have accepted what Taylee told her as the truth and wasn’t worried about not belonging anymore. Taylee vowed she’d do her best to make sure this sweet girl never, ever had to worry about one thing again.
Kier took an empty chair and settled himself there, bouncing Onyx every so often. The baby was fascinated watching what was going on and she was content with her dad there to hold her and shelter her and love her.
Misty took everything in, smiling shyly, but then with more strength. She sat there and soaked up the love in the room like a plant soaking up sunlight.
Taylee felt a tremendous wave of trepidation well up in her chest as she sat down in front of that canvas. What if she was useless at this? What if she couldn’t do it?
But then, what did it matter? This was just something fun they could do together. It didn’t have to be about her. It didn’t have to be about her memory, or what she could or couldn’t do. It wasn’t about her. It was about family. It was very clear that she couldn’t make it without them.
She was never going to try to do that again. She wanted to be a plant too, soaking up all the love that was offered to her. From this moment on, no matter where she was living, no matter what she’d forgotten, she was going to make sure she made the kind of life for Onyx and Misty that she’d wanted for them before—the best one possible.




Chapter 4
Kier
“This is starting to become a habit. Third time you’ve been in in as many months.”
Rory shrugged. “Hazard of my profession, I guess. Being a butcher, you work with sharp implements all day, every day.” He didn’t seem to mind that Josephine was putting yet another row of stitches into the palm of his hand.
Tavish was the one ribbing him. Rory, Sam, Tavish, and Josephine’s mate Trace were all around the same age as Kier was. They’d grown up together, raised hell together, had their first shifts pretty much the same year or the year after. It was strange how they’d found their mates around the same time too. Well, maybe that wasn’t so strange given that Sam had decided to open up Greenacre to human women to be with the men they loved. Before that, it had been pretty closed off. 
It was crazy to think that this time last year, he’d been secretly seeing Taylee for a few months. He had no idea what was coming for them, and he didn’t mean that all just in the context of her accident.
“If you daydream any harder, you’re going to stick that syringe where it don’t belong.”
“Shit.” He lowered the needle Josephine had used to numb Rory’s hand. Why on earth was he still holding it instead of disposing of it?
He walked across the room and took care of the clean up just as Josephine was putting in the last stitches.
“Take care not to cut your hand off next time,” Trace said dryly.
It was a slow morning at the clinic, so when Rory came in, they were all eager to help out. Probably much to the annoyance of Josephine, but she never tried to pretend that her clinic in Greenacre was like what she was used to in the city.
“I’ll do my best not to. I’d like to keep both of them attached, and all other parts of me.”
“Keeping the blood inside your body would be a good idea too,” Tavish said. “Then again, the place always looks bloody.”
“I’d expect nothing less from a butcher shop,” Rory responded with equal dryness. He grinned at Josephine. “Thank you kindly yet again.”
“No problem, Rory. It’s the least I can do given how many times the twins took your house apart. And because I’m a doctor, here to take care of anyone who needs me.”
Rory and his son used to watch Josephine and Trace’s twins during the day, before they were old enough to start going to the Greenacre school, which the kids started attending a heck of a lot younger than five. 
“Goodness, no. They’re good boys.”
The twins were unholy terrors, and everyone knew it. But children were the most precious and amazing gift, and even the oldest, most crusty, or surliest of them loved all the young in the community.
“How are things going for you?”
It took Kier a minute to realize that Rory was talking to him, and everyone had turned and was looking at him expectantly. Kind of like that bomb about to go off, eggshell stepping kind of expectant.
He thought about last night, how both Misty and Taylee had come out of their shells. Misty loved painting. She enjoyed playing around with colors, trying different brush strokes. And Taylee, she was incredible. She created a masterpiece without any effort, like her body remembered even if she couldn’t. She’d shocked herself, but Grace wasn’t so surprised. He’d just enjoyed seeing her transform. She was radiant
last night.
“They’re improving, I think. I rearranged my time off so that I can be there when Misty gets off school and Taylee can be with us too for a few hours. One of her brothers or her dad will bring her over to my place every day. It’s good for Misty and Onyx.”
“I’m sorry, man, that’s tough.” Trace clapped him on the shoulder. “Although we’re all so glad that Taylee is doing better.”
“Is she, though?” It was only because they’d known each other forever that Tavish was asking.
“I think so.” After last night, something had changed in Tay. Something she’d realized when Misty asked her that awful question. “I think it’s going to keep getting better and better.”
“It’s early days,” Josephine cut in. “Are you sure she won’t see my friend?”
“Maybe.” Kier didn’t want to come right out and say no. If he asked Taylee again, would she be more open to the idea? “She’s worried about controlling her bear. She hasn’t shifted since the accident.”
The room went dead silent.
“Does she want some help?” Rory offered.
Something ugly and primitive reared its head in Kier. He barely stopped himself from going at Rory and taking him by the throat.
“Whoa,” Tavish set a restraining hand on his other shoulder. “Sit down, man. You look like you’re going to fall over.”
“You looked very much the same way when you thought January was going to stay in Phoenix,” Trace reminded him. “You moped around this clinic every single day until she came back.”
“And you were once an asshole who lived out in the woods who thought cutting logs was entertainment,” Tavish clapped back.
“You once thought being a bachelor was a great thing.”
“Boys,” Josephine warned. “We’re trying to help Kier and Taylee. I don’t think she needs any help with her shifting from any of us here in Greenacre. She has her own clan. Family. Friends. And her mate, who looks like he wants to strangle all of you because you all go into alpha comatose rage states when it comes to anyone getting in the way of your mates, but you have human mates. They don’t and will never shift. It’s different with Taylee. Kier doesn’t want you helping her with that because it’s sacred. You’re men. You can shift together and wrestle and playfight together, but it’s different with women. You don’t understand because right now, we have no females who are old enough to shift here at Greenacre.”
“You’re right,” Kier said, he was pretty impressed with how much Josephine had figured out about shifter dynamics, especially since she was a human woman, and it was true—they’d never had much experience with shifter women until the Pinefall clan arrived. “I just lost my head for a minute. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t apologize.” Rory got up from the table and nodded. “I didn’t mean anything by it, but I can kind of see how that was offensive. I just wanted to help.”
“Us too. We see how lost you are since the accident. Or not lost, but how hard you’re working. You have a new baby and a new daughter just getting used to life here. You’re working the same number of hours you always have. It can’t be easy—and then there’s what happened to your mate on top of all that,” Tavish said. He finally took his hand away and Trace did the same. They both stepped back, and Kier stood up out of the chair they’d crowded him into.
“I want to do something for Misty,” he confessed. “Something that will make her feel special and more a part of this clan. But what does an eight-year-old girl like?”
“A party?” Josephine suggested with a raised brow.
Trace wrapped an arm around her shoulder and kissed her forehead. “That’s my mate. So darn freaking smart and always amazing all of us.”
“Has she ever even had a birthday party?” Tavish asked.
Kier frowned. “I don’t know. What if asking upsets her?”
“She’s eight. If she’s never had a party before, that would be pretty upsetting. Has she said anything about the homes she was in?”
“I asked her last week, now that we’ve gotten to know each other a little better and she knows how supportive everyone is here, if she was hurt in any way in any home and she said no. I believe her. She did say that some of the other kids were mean, but mostly they stuck together. None of her foster parents were abusive. They were just overwhelmed, it sounds like, and didn’t make a lot of effort for any one child. They had too much going on, but it wasn’t anything like some of the stories you hear.”
They all let out a collective breath.
“Thank god,” Josephine whispered. “I’m just so glad that Sam had the idea to start a search.”              
Tavish nodded. “It’s still ongoing. We might have more children, or even full-grown shifters join us in the next few years if the guy turns up anything.”
“Has Sam said anything?” Trace asked. He was probably Sam’s closest friend, but Tavish and Kier were his guards personally and for Greenacre, and they saw him just about every single day.
“Not to me,” Kier said. “But then, Lily is pretty much on his mind constantly. At least that’s all he wants to talk about, other than the boys. How she’s glowing and how the baby is going to be born in t-minus a hundred or so days. I guess no news means there really isn’t any news yet.”
“But the guy is still looking,” Tavish added. “If he wasn’t, Sam would have told us. He just hasn’t found anyone since Misty.”
“But back to the party,” Josephine said, focusing their attention like she was so used to doing. “What does Misty like? What’s she into?”
Kier was puzzled by that. “She likes pancakes.”
Josephine smiled at him encouragingly when Tavish and Trace snorted. “That’s a start. We could do a community thing, like a pancake breakfast, but have it in her honor as a welcome party, get the kids to add their own toppings.”
It was hard not to be floored by the suggestion. “That’s an excellent idea. I think she’d really like that. She’s so used to blending in and not being seen. Yeah. I think it would be something she remembered forever.”
“What else? Ponies? Magic? Unicorns?” Tavish prompted.
“Science. She really likes science. She talks about it all the time.”
“I’m a doctor and not a scientist, but maybe I could wear one of my old white coats and we could get some beakers and get Connor to help us with some experiments.”
Connor probably had enough on his plate as one of the only teachers at the Greenacre school, but he loved his job and he was good at it. The kids adored him.
“As long as they involve fire and things exploding just a little, I’m in.”
Trace elbowed Tavish. “You’re such a goober. How does January put up with you?”
“Very well, thank you.” 
“If I talked to Connor, do you think it would be too much to ask?” Kier said.
“Not at all. He’d love that,” Trace responded.
“I think so too.” Tavish gave his vote of approval, and Rory nodded.
“If we make it on the weekend, I think everyone would come. There’s nothing like a good feast of pancakes and a reason to gather to get everyone excited. Maybe we could even do it at the school, in the gym or something, so there’s room for everyone. I’m sure the whole community would come out and everyone would be willing to help.”
“Would Taylee come?” Tavish asked cautiously.
The room went dead silent. Before last night, Kier honestly wouldn’t have been sure. She would have been uncomfortable. Overwhelmed. Shy. But now?
“I think that if it’s for Misty, she’d be happy to come.”
He didn’t want to get into the details about what happened the night before, when Misty asked Taylee if she wanted her there, and how both their hearts had broken at the little girl’s words, and how Taylee seemed to have shaken herself and made a new vow right then to try and accept what had happened, and carry on with life as best she could. He’d watched the anger evaporate like smoke clearing off a smoldering fire and saw some of the lightness come back into her.
“Great! We’ll plan a science, pancake, welcome party!” Josephine sounded like there was nothing else more important in the world, and every single one of his friends nodded as if it was now the top mission in their lives.
It filled Kier with warmth yet again to know he was part of such a wonderful clan. He wasn’t just proud to call these men fellow shifters or friends. He truly thought of them as brothers. They were here to support him and his family. They’d been his backbone when he’d felt crushed by the past month, and now they were going to do this for him, or at least help him do this for Misty.
“Are you…are you crying?” Tavish asked, shocked.
“Leave him be,” Josephine chided.
“It’s perfectly acceptable to cry over one’s child,” Trace said. “I get teary eyed all the time over the boys.”
“Probably because they’re beating the shit out of you, biting you, climbing on you, tearing your hair out, trying to burn your place down, getting up to all sorts of general evil and no good.” Tavish elbowed Trace in the ribs and he grinned.
If there was proof of the power of family and love, it was Trace. He’d once been one of the most withdrawn men Kier had ever known. He was wounded by his past, but Josephine and his twins healed those wounds when no one else could. It didn’t matter that the boys were extremely
full of energy and shockingly mischievous.
Trace laughed that off. “Oh, no doubt. I wouldn’t have it any other way. Those boys are the light of our lives.”
“I thought being a doctor was my calling,” Josephine said, lighting up when Trace’s arm tightened around her. “But then I met Trace, and we had the twins and I realized that having a family was equally important. We’re happy to make this happen for you, Kier. You and Taylee.”
“And anything else you need, you just ask,” Tavish tacked on, all joking aside.
Trace and Rory nodded solemnly.
Any shifter in Greenacre would make the same promise to him.
Kier felt like he’d watched Taylee be reborn last night, not just when she was painting, but when she was with Misty. He watched her transform the first time she held Onyx after giving birth. Again when she held her for the first time after the accident. He’d never seen himself have one of those moments because he’d never looked at himself from anyone else’s eyes, but this was one of those moments when he felt it, inside and out, that light of something new and wonderful happening.
This time, he didn’t bother blinking back the tears. It was perfectly acceptable to cry for any reason, but this time, it was out of happiness, and god knew, he needed the sun to start coming out after a hard month of storm clouds blotting out the skyline.




Chapter 5
Taylee
The silence of the woods came from all angles, pressing in on her and Onyx. Her daughter was preternaturally still in the baby sling she’d strapped to her chest. She loved being outside, but she didn’t make a sound amongst the trees. She just listened and stared, studied and learned.
When she realized that she was humming a song she didn’t even remember, but somehow knew, and knew where it was going—not the words, but the tune, she paused. Her voice breaking off like a gust of wind. She stopped too, but then she started walking again, humming as she went.
After she’d woken up for the morning, Onyx was fussy. Pushing a stroller through the woods wasn’t an option, or at least not an easy one, so Taylee strapped on the baby sling and they headed out together.
“You’re going to get to see your big sister again this afternoon,” she told her daughter in a whisper as she walked along a path of her choosing. There were no paths carved into the woods or into their land. She picked her way through with care, dodging branches, roots, fallen trees, old logs, boulders that sprang up from the earth, and the slippery moss that grew over everything, no matter what the season. With all the rain lately, the forest floor was boggy and released an earthy aroma with every step.
“You had so much fun yesterday.”
Onyx didn’t respond with any of her usual baby babbling, so Taylee went back to humming.
Yesterday was the first day they’d gone to Greenacre. Clay was kind enough to drive them and pick them up. He was still nervous, she could tell, taking anyone anywhere after the accident. He was struggling with that too, she knew. His guilt about something he couldn’t have helped. It certainly wasn’t his fault. There were a thousand things they both wished they’d done differently that morning, but it couldn’t be changed. Their mom always said it just had to be born and he might as well get back up on the horse and take her in the used truck he’d got in Seattle the week after the accident to replace the ancient one.
She’d been nervous and shy going into Greenacre, and Clay had been visibly uncomfortable, but he wasn’t late picking her up and he made enough small talk on the way home to distract both of them. She’d had a wonderful time. Onyx did too. Even though it was pouring rain, they’d sat at Kier’s table, and she’d done her best to give a lesson on sketching. She’d come armed with a bag her mom packed full of pencils, charcoal, sketchpads, and more. She’d taught and drawn from something inside herself. It came to her spontaneously, her mind connecting with her soul and her talent and her hands.
Even Kier attempted a drawing, Onyx bouncing on his knees, grabbing at the pencils and the charcoal the whole time.
“I think you’re going to be a wonderful artist, baby girl. Your grandmother sure hopes so. She’s going to have you painting before you can even walk, just wait.”
A little stream of babble answered that statement, and Taylee took that for excitement. Onyx was always so animated whenever she saw any kind of art going on—though it was more the activity all around her, rather than being able to make any sense of what was happening on the paper that got her so excited. She might just be a baby, but Taylee could tell the difference in her reactions. She loved mealtimes, toys and the outdoors, but they didn’t compare to how animated and overjoyed Onyx was whenever she saw people. She truly loved her grandma and grandpa, her uncles and the other people in the community. Taylee still hadn’t made an attempt to see her friends, but she would. She was going to make an attempt to do everything
now that her anger and self-pity weren’t holding her back.
Out of everyone in the world, though, Onyx got crazy happy to see her daddy and Misty.
Yesterday, when Kier walked her to the car, he’d explained to her about Misty’s surprise party. They were having a village-wide pancake breakfast, which she knew about, but she didn’t know that it was in her honor. Everyone would be there at nine to set up, but he’d told Misty it started at ten, so everyone would be there already.
“It’s going to be so wonderful.” She brushed her hand over the fuzzy little pink beanie Onyx was wearing. She was bundled up in a sweater her mom knitted, wearing little booties and warm fuzzy leggings that her dad had picked out online and ordered. “Misty’s going to love it. You’ll love it too.”
She was still nervous about being surrounded by everyone in the Greenacre clan when she wasn’t a part of that, but she had to get over that. She was a part of Greenacre, and so was Onyx. It was all just new and intimidating and it was okay to have nerves about that, but she’d never let that get in the way again.
Her eyes burned as she thought about Kier explaining to her at the clinic that he’d never known his human mother and his dad had passed away in his sleep just the year before. He still wasn’t over the grief, but he’d also said that wasn’t uncommon for Greenacre shifters to have older parents and not know their mothers.
She couldn’t imagine. Her mother was the backbone of their family. The women were so vital to their clan. There was no way she could ever think of Onyx growing up without a mom.
Their clans were so different from each other, but somehow, she’d forged a real connection with Kier. Before. She was going to work her ass off to find it again. Even if it came slowly, even if it wasn’t romantic at the start, she was no longer thinking about running away or driving him away.
“Taylee.”
She whipped around, her heart skittering to a stop. One hand launched itself protectively over Onyx, her arm splaying out to cover and shield her daughter, while the other reached for the knife she kept in her boot. Her mom was the one who had pressed it into her hand as soon as she’d come back home. She’d told her that she hadn’t gone anywhere without it before.
A lean, tall man stepped from the trees. Middle aged, sharp jawline, eyes as light blue as a pale winter sky.
Her body reacted all at once, her emotions crashing together and piling up like ice jamming in the spring. She angled her body away, wanting to flee, but above all, wanting to hide and protect her daughter. There was something not right about this man.
He triggered something inside her that felt a lot like fire and acid, churning and scalding her from the inside. Her breathing shallowed out. He wasn’t a part of their clan. How he’d gotten out here without being spotted by the guards who walked the perimeter, she wasn’t sure.
How did he know she’d be out here? Where to find her?
How did he know her name?
She didn’t know him. She wouldn’t because she couldn’t remember. It didn’t matter. Every cell in her body screamed that he represented danger.
Her hand didn’t uncurl from the knife in her boot. She stayed half turned, half hunched. She’d spring if she had to. Just because she didn’t remember the skills from her past life before her head injury didn’t mean they weren’t there. She could paint. She could draw. She could probably fight to the death and win if that’s what she had to do.
“What do you want?” Her voice was high and sharp. Not afraid, but more like a warning.
This man smelled off. He wasn’t human. And he wasn’t a bear.
There was the longest pause. Something close to a smirk twisted his already too lean face. He looked half-starved. “I know what you are.” His voice sent a chill up her spine.
Onyx made the smallest noise, but then went quiet.
“You loved me once.” His voice was so deep. It didn’t seem like it was actually even coming from him.
Was this really even happening? Was it real? She was alone out here with a man who she was sure was an enemy.
Her jaw opened and closed but no sound came out. It was best not to dignify that with a response. It couldn’t be true. She loved Kier. He was her mate.
“I know what you’re thinking. That I’m a liar. You’re wondering how I could possibly know what I know. I know it because it’s true that you loved me. You made me a promise. I heard about your misfortune.” He brought his hand up to indicate his head. Meaning hers. Taylee thought she might actually be sick right on the spot. “It’s not important how I found you. I tracked you all the way from Texas. Spent lots of time and effort.” He sighed, his shoulders riding up and down in the black hoodie he wore. Black combat pants too. He wasn’t even trying to hide. It wasn’t night. “I know your family has money. Your clan. Fact is, Taylee, I need some. You promised me anything once. The world.”
“I promised you nothing,” she hissed.
Onyx mewled, sensing her fierce, frozen posture, the anger and biting tone she used.
“No, you promised me all of it. Your body. Your heart. Your future. It was our secret. You kept us from your family. They wouldn’t have let you see me.”
“You’re lying.”
The world roiled and her head pounded fiercely. A driving stab of white-hot light went through her, cutting behind her eyes so that everything went black for a second. She sucked in a breath as the other being in her body, her bear, roared under her skin. She heard the echo in her head like it was out there in the distance. She felt like she was being torn in half and she focused all her energy on keeping herself as she was. She had to control it. She couldn’t let the bear out. Even if she needed to shift to protect herself and that was her natural instinct, she couldn’t do that. She couldn’t trust the bear right now. She could barely trust herself. She had to protect Onyx above all. Could the bear do that? It seemed far more likely that the margin for error was fucking huge when it came to letting out a grizzly around a newborn.
She took one step back, back towards the direction of home, but she knew she was way too far gone into the woods. If she tried to outrun him, it would be impossible. Not with Onyx strapped to her chest and something told her not to expose her back to him.
“Don’t scream and don’t move,” the stranger hissed at her. He was in command of the situation. There was no doubt.
She wanted to scream something back. She wanted to attack. She wanted to rip this man who dared threaten her and her child until he was a mess of bloody pulp. The rage in her caused the bear to rile and seethe and she knew she had to abandon that emotion before she self-destructed or before she shifted.
She eased her hand away from her boot and straightened. She couldn’t pull a knife when she had a baby attached to her body. What had she been thinking?
She couldn’t kill this man either. She couldn’t really tear him limb from limb. Even in her bear form, that would be murder. It would be taking a life. What was wrong with her? How could she even have contemplated that?
She still saw red when she thought about this man hurting her daughter.              
That was how. She was a mother.
From the back pocket of her jeans, her phone dinged. She didn’t move.
“Answer it,” he encouraged her, and what was left of her blood that was still heated, froze in her veins.
She reached out woodenly, because what else could she do? She wanted this over. She wanted to run and get back home and make sure Onyx was safe.
She gaped at the screen when she saw the private number and the little video that popped up. Her. On the ground. A field. Evening. Naked. She didn’t have to press play to know what it was. She didn’t have to have a memory of it either. It was her and she had no doubt that she was about to shift. This fucker had video evidence of her turning into a bear.
“I have debts,” he went on, that horrible, scraping sound of his voice echoing in the silent woods. “Big ones. I owe money to the wrong people. You’re going to get me ten grand and you’re going to get it for me within twenty-four hours. I’ll send the information. If you refuse, the video goes viral.”
That word pierced through her. She knew what it meant. An image of a laptop and a phone, her watching a video and laughing at it, her brothers commenting that it was impossible it had millions of views because it was so dumb.
The memory blanked out as soon as it came on. With it, her temples started to throb. Trying to remember was exhausting. Her brain was exhausted. Her head was going to ache soon. It was going to feel like her brain was splitting itself in half.
“Don’t try to find me,” he said. “You won’t anyway, but I’ll always know where you are.” He pointed at Onyx. It made Taylee gasp, and she dropped her phone and wrapped both arms around herself and her daughter. “Cute kid.”
He had the last word. The bastard turned and walked away. Sauntered. Right through the woods. Her woods. Clan property.
She was so shocked she couldn’t breathe or move. But then she did. She grabbed her phone, supported Onyx with her arms, and walked as fast as she could back in the direction of home.
How did she know him? Would she have truly loved someone like this?
From what she’d learned of the Pinefall clan since losing her memories, it was that they didn’t mix. Kier had told her how much it had taken for her family to accept him because he wasn’t part of their clan—so would she really have had a relationship with someone who wasn’t just not a clan member, but also clearly not a bear shifter?
The pain was now lancing and brutal in her head, but she forced herself to think anyway.
She couldn’t tell her brothers about this, even though that was the first thing she thought of. They’d do what she thought of doing. They’d find this guy and murder him. She couldn’t go to her parents either. Not yet. 
She had a stronger impulse. An image of a man’s face, strong and kind, with lovely butterscotch eyes.
Kier.
She needed him, and the impulse was so strong she nearly stumbled. She stopped, panting, bracing herself with her hand on the rough bark of one of the huge trees. What she felt wasn’t a sexual need. It was something so much more intimate, refined, yet raw and animalistic at the same time. It wasn’t desire. It was something that felt as old as the dawn of time. Something stitched into her body, woven into her being.
It felt a lot like the purest form of trust.




Chapter 6
Taylee
There were so many thoughts racing through Taylee’s mind that she felt the pressure starting up at her temples that signaled one of the headaches she’d been having since the accident. She didn’t have a concussion, Josephine had ruled that out. Though had said if she wasn’t willing to go to the city for further tests, then they wouldn’t know what was causing the pain.
The doctor also couldn’t tell her when, or if, she would ever fully recover her memory. She was making new memories which she said was good—and she’d retained her skills, which was also a good sign. But she couldn’t say when her memory would return. Head injuries had a lot of unknowns and uncertainties in humans, and Josephine had no idea how head injuries would impact on shifter physiology. Maybe she’d always have the headaches. It was a lot of sharp pains and pressure that felt so much different than any headache she’d ever had. As to how she knew this, she didn’t know.
How was it possible that someone seemed to capture the sunshine in their skin, their very essence, even in the middle of the gloomy, murky winter months?
Of all the thoughts, that one took precedence when Kier got out of his truck.
She raced out the front door, confident that Onyx was safe with her mom and dad for an hour. As soon as she’d returned from her walk she’d told them that she really
needed to talk to Kier. They thought she was having a moment. A relationship moment, so they’d offered to watch Onyx right away for her and she’d called Kier a few seconds later.
Can you come here? I need you. Please. Now. If you can.
She’d no doubt sounded so unsettled that the urgency came over the phone because he’d okayed it with the clinic and would be there in twenty. He texted her two minutes after she hung up to let her know he was on his way.
She didn’t give him a chance to get out of the truck. She raced at it, her hair flying out behind her like a cape. She wrenched open the door and tumbled in to face Kier’s seriously worried expression.
“Taylee—”
She latched her seatbelt into place. “Can you drive?”
“Where?”
“Just anywhere. Please, just anywhere. I just…no one else can know about this. Only you.” She wished she could telegraph the rest because she couldn’t say it. I’m sorry I’m a problem. I’m sorry this is what your life has become when it comes to me. I’m sorry all I have is bad news. I’m sorry I’m destroying our life right when I’d decided that the only way to live was to pick it up and put it back together.
She watched Kier back the truck up and head down the road. He inhaled sharply, like someone had kicked him in the gut, but he didn’t say anything. She watched his side profile, and suddenly, at the most inopportune time, she saw him.
She’d noticed the details before—but they hadn’t sunk in the way they hit her at this moment. She was barely holding back her tears. They shimmered in her eyes, blurring hm, but it didn’t make much of a difference. She knew
he was muscular. That every bit of him was as hard as stone except for his soft eyes and his even softer heart. But now?
She’d never really seen anyone fill out a plaid jacket or a pair of jeans the way he did. His hands looked sure and sturdy on the wheel. His skin was that natural gold tone of someone who sunbathed, which she knew he didn’t do. She was all heat and raw nerve endings. Her body burned. She had the craziest urge to launch herself across the truck, clear the middle console with the plastic cupholders and probably receipts and junk in it, and cling to him. She wanted his strength to consume her. To cover her. To wrap around her and protect her from whatever was happening.
Was she brave enough to ask for it? She had to be. In a few minutes, he’d pull over and he’d ask her what was going on. She was scaring him. She’d offered no explanations. He’d come. He’d come for her, and he’d done what she asked and she knew if she told him that she didn’t feel safe and she needed that from him, he’d do anything it took to give it to her.
The rising pain inside her drowned out the heat just a little.
She could focus on what the hell had happened in the woods and not just on Kier’s hands and what they’d feel like on her body, or his arms and how strong they’d be closing around her. He’d stand between her and that man and the rest of the world if he had to and he’d do it gladly, but unlike her brothers and probably her dad too, he’d use his head first.
Kier finally pulled over on a back road that branched out from the gravel road that led from Pinefall and Greenacre back to the city. There were many turn offs, and he picked the one that looked the most deserted. Lined by trees, she felt sheltered and safe. Unseen, except by him.
When he shut the truck off and turned to her, she nearly melted as his eyes swept over her. There was no heat on his end, though. Only worry.
It was too late to decide if she’d done the right thing involving him or not. Of course she had. If she kept this to herself and he found out later, he’d be so hurt. As her mate, he had every right to know and to be the first one she talked to. The acid was going to burn inside her, and she was going to feel uncomfortable no matter what she did.
She inhaled deeply and told him everything. Everything the man in the woods said to her. She described him. Described how he’d sneaked up on her, how he had her number, how he knew where she lived and even what had happened to her. He seemed to know everything about her, which was not just creepy, but also incredibly frustrating, given that she couldn’t remember most of it herself.
“Kier?” she whispered after she was done.
It was cold outside, only slightly above freezing, and a fine mist was starting up, coating the windshield from an iron-grey curtain that had become the sky above the trees. It was dark out, almost like night, it was so overcast.
The sky pressed down on her. It felt like the whole truck was pressing down on her. Maybe the rest of the world too.
“I’m so sorry.”
“No.” He’d listened so patiently and calmly, but now his face grew stormy. “You don’t need to say you’re sorry. You’ve done nothing wrong.”
“I’m sorry that I can’t remember. I’m sorry that I have no way of knowing if what he told me was the truth. I’m sorry that I ever kept this from my parents and my family if I did, although I can imagine how they would have reacted, even back then. My brothers would have wanted to find him and beat the shit out of him. He was an outsider. He never would have been allowed or even welcomed into Pinefall. He says that I loved him and that I promised I would do anything for him, and I’m sorry if I ever did. He has that video of me and it’s real. I shifted in front of him and let him film it like an idiot.”
“I don’t think you let him. You probably didn’t know.”
“How could I not have known?”
“He could have hidden a camera somewhere, for all you know. It probably wasn’t even from a cell phone.”
“Oh.” She hadn’t even thought of that. Had he tricked her, then? She’d promised him so much, but how did it end? Her feelings had obviously ended for him, or she never would have taken Kier as a mate. She knew that about herself. There was only room in her heart for one person at a time. “I never took him as a mate,” she whispered. “He never said that.”
“Were you young?”
She was about to say she didn’t know, then she thought about the video as she shifted. Really thought about it. “Yes. Yes, I was. It was probably…ten years ago at least, maybe fifteen, but that’s just a guess. My parents showed me photos of myself in the clinic from all stages of my life to see if they brought back any memories.”
He didn’t sigh with relief. He didn’t sigh at all. He didn’t look at her like she’d betrayed him by having a past.
“I’m sorry I never told you about this before. Before…when we decided to be mates.”
“Tay.” He shifted in his seat and undid his seatbelt when it didn’t allow for a great range of motion. He turned to her. “You didn’t have to tell me about everything that happened in your life before. We met later. We were both over forty. I knew there were lovers before. You knew I wasn’t a virgin either. That’s what happens when you meet someone mid-life. You both have pasts. And that’s okay. All those songs out there talk about how the past prepares a person for the present. How it makes you grateful for all the things that hurt you back then because you appreciate the present so much more. How it built you up and made you strong—or taught you how to be sensitive and understanding. Life prepares us for our mates, and I want to take what I can from my past to be the best mate possible. Learn from the things I did wrong and my mistakes, or just from my experiences, good or bad. We felt the same about that. We didn’t need to talk about past lovers. It was done. That was over. We accepted each other in the present.”
“That makes sense.”
“I’m not going to lie, Tay, when you called me at the clinic and you sounded like you were in danger and our daughter might be in danger or like there was something horrific that had happened, my bear nearly ripped right out of my skin.”
“I put our daughter in danger.”
“No. This man is not right. There’s something seriously wrong with him. He hunted you down. He tracked you.”
“He’s not a bear. His scent was off. I could tell.”
“But was he human?”
She froze. Something hit her hard. Something, but she couldn’t name it. It was batting at her mind, but it was like there was a shield up there to keep it out. “No, that much I could tell. What other shifters are there?”
“Wolves, for sure. We’ve had some run-ins with them in the past. Probably so many others that we don’t know about.”
“Jesus.”
“This smacks of wolf behavior. If this guy had no money, how did he track you? He couldn’t have hired someone. Either he’s really good at that himself, he knew the right people, or he’s been keeping tabs all along, and even then, he’d still have to know the right people to talk to.”
“I don’t know that he doesn’t. A wolf? What are the chances of that?”
“They don’t always live in clans like we do. There are so many of them that are—”
“Lone wolves?”
“Yes. As corny as that is. Maybe that’s why you never told your family?”
Tears of frustration rose to the surface, and she brushed them away roughly with her knuckles. “I don’t know. I can’t remember. It would make sense, but it would also make sense if he wasn’t. Then again, from what I was told I was scared of telling my family about you, and you’re a bear shifter—based on that, if I was seeing a wolf then I would have definitely kept that from them.”
“I think we need to take action. That’s the only way this is going to stop. It’s the only way to ensure you, Onyx, your family, and your clan are safe. This is a clan issue now. It’s a Pinefall and a Greenacre issue. We can tackle it together or separately, but it’s all of our problem because this guy has a video. It’s potentially dangerous, even if people say it’s edited. Even if it’s shit quality, there’s always that one person who might believe. Someone who just won’t leave it alone, sensing a big payoff. Imagine breaking a story like that. That other species exist. We’d never come back from it.”
The tears did fall then. A fresh batch, hot and wickedly angry. “I’m sorry.” She hated herself for crying right now. For letting any of this happen. For putting everyone in danger by being so careless. “I never should have let this happen. I never should have gotten involved with someone like this.”
“People can be deceptive. Shifter or human. This could happen to anyone. In the past, not everyone from our clan was careful. Not everyone was from yours either. Sometimes we’re not always as cautious as we should be when we’re young or when we’ve been living sheltered in our clans. I mean that about shifters from Greenacre too. Not just your clan.”
She bit her lip as the tears kept coming. Her stomach spun like she was going to throw up. “You can’t find him and kill him. Promise me. That’s not how we fix this. Not with you going to jail for the rest of your life. That’s why I didn’t go straight to my family. Because my brothers would hunt him down. He’d become the prey. They’d tear him apart. They would tear his heart out. Jesus, no.” She shuddered. Why had she thought of something so specific as that? “No. I don’t know. They’d just beat him to death or something equally as awful. Tear him apart as bears. Jem would probably do that. But not Clay. He’d use his fists and his body as a weapon. They can’t go to jail because of my stupidity either.”
She was still waiting for Kier to be angry or disappointed with her, but he wasn’t. He just looked at her with naked understanding. “I do want to find this guy and rip him apart, I’ll admit it, but that’s just my rage and protectiveness in the moment. I’m going to get a handle on it. I’m mated to you, it’s my natural response to want to protect you. Onyx is my child. And Misty. I want to protect them both as well. My clan. I’m a guard. That’s what I do. I guard people against danger. Invaders. Threats. I’m trained for this and I’m good at it, but I’m not going to let it get the best of me.”
“What are we going to do?”
“I think that, for starters, you need a bodyguard. If you’ll accept me. I want to keep you and Onyx safe, and to do that, I do think you need to be with me. Even if you wanted to fully reject me, I’d still want to keep you safe. I think you need to move into the house with me and Misty, even if it’s not permanent. Then, we need to come together as two clans—or if not, then at least we need to go to Sam and Clarence with this. Alphas should know first, since this guy is potentially a threat to the whole clan. Then we figure out how best to deal with it together. Cooler heads will prevail. Your brothers will be tied down to keep them from being rash if that’s what needs to happen.”
“Clarence is too old. He’d never order that.”
“I’ll tie them down myself, then. I’ll make sure nothing happens to either of them until their emotions cool.”
“They won’t thank you for it. Clay would beat you bloody.”
“Then he beats me bloody. We fight as bears. I don’t care what it takes, I won’t let your brothers go to jail over this prick. Keeping you safe means keeping your family safe.”
Had she ever felt as strongly for this man as she felt for him right now? Monsters lived everywhere. They didn’t just exist in the dark. But her mate was brave and strong. He was understanding and wise. He’d keep her safe. He’d keep her safe even if he had to sacrifice his body to do it. Even if it meant keeping her safe from herself, or keeping her family safe from themselves.
She’d felt so exhausted when she’d arrived home. Not physically, but mentally. Her heart was sick. She was weary down to her bones of all the shit that life kept throwing at her. But now, she felt hope. Hope that somehow this would all be okay. She no longer wanted to curl up in a ball and weep. She no longer felt that she was just this huge problem in everyone’s lives. She didn’t have to live with all those regrets coming at her. She didn’t have to hate that black hole in her head. Kier had come. He’d come and he’d filled it up. He’d filled up that horrible vacuum in her chest as well. Replaced it with goodness. She’d had her guard up so high, but he was here, tearing through it with his unflagging kindness.
She didn’t really know what she was doing, but she was still wearing her seatbelt and she slipped it off. The click sounded so loud in the silent truck. Kier’s breath audibly caught.
She was moving before she even thought to hold herself back. There were no thoughts of holding back. She didn’t want to do that anymore. She’d gone from being a thing of pain, to having a body that ached. There was only one solution for that ache.
Kier.
He was right here. She didn’t push him away. She found joy in reaching for him instead.




Chapter 7
Kier
Kier’s breath caught as Taylee came tumbling from her seat, across the middle of the truck, and straight into him. There wasn’t much room in the truck to begin with, so she had to angle sideways between him, the dash, and the wheel. He reached for her, and she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled herself in close. He could barely believe this was real. She’d flayed herself open, coming to him like that. After the accident, she’d been closed off while she healed, shutting him out. He wasn’t offended, but he was used to giving her distance and time.
She hadn’t shut him out with this, and she wasn’t shutting him out right now. It felt more like she was coming home than ever, but they weren’t there yet. He knew it was way too soon, but he couldn’t stop himself from cupping her face, his thumbs sweeping over the smooth skin of her cheekbones. He kept going, until his hands reached the soft strands of her hair.
She burned bright at his touch, her cheeks flushing, the lights coming on in her dark eyes. He felt her energy filling up the truck and he could scent her desire. She smelled like fresh flowers, like a citrus grove, like the wind and the rain and the forest. He felt the energy of her like the sun had been thrust into the truck with them.
She gave him the softest, shyest smile he’d ever seen on her and then her fingertips skimmed over his lips. First the top, then the bottom. Hers parted and her pupils blew out. She leaned in and kissed him.
He wanted to control himself and let this just be a kiss, but even their first kiss had been wild, and this one was no different. Taylee kissed him like she’d missed him, but she also kissed him like it was the first time. It was wild and uncontrolled. All passion.
Kier had so many memories. Happy and sad, ones full of excitement and thrills, ones where he stood in silence and awe. He remembered the first time they’d kissed like it was just a few minutes ago. He had that same shivery, bigger than himself feeling now. Like all the knowledge of the world had been dumped into him and then stripped away just as quickly, leaving him buzzing and half crazed, and in a perpetual state of blissful wonder.
The kiss overwhelmed him. He loved the taste of his mate. He’d needed this so badly.
No matter how much he needed this, the physical connection he’d longed for and hoped for and thought that he might have lost forever, his mate urging him close, pulling him to her, frantic with the need for him, he still needed, above all, to make sure she was okay.
He pulled back and looked her in the face. Her eyes were pretty much all black. He kept his hands in her hair. They trembled slightly. No, more than a little. He was shaking all over.
“What’s wrong?” Taylee panted. She didn’t move or look betrayed. She wasn’t angry. She leaned in and kissed him gently, lingering against his lips long enough to make him groan, but she did pull back. “You think I’m not in my right mind. That’s what’s wrong, isn’t it? Or maybe I’m doing this wrong. Maybe it’s not like it was before and you liked it better before and you don’t like it now.”
“No.” He kissed her because he couldn’t not and still be alive. “No, it’s not that at all. It’s just that I don’t—I just want to be sure.”
“I’m sure. Are you not sure?’
“I’m always sure when it comes to you, but we’re both emotional right now.”
Taylee flung herself back, hit the dash, winced, and angled herself back into her seat with a thud as her back hit and her head slammed against the headrest.
“You think I can’t know what I want.”
“Tay. That’s not what I meant.”
“I get it.” She blinked at him. “I went from wanting to reject you so I could self-destruct to kissing you. That probably says I don’t know what I want, but I think that I do. Even if my brothers were perfectly rational men and wouldn’t have done a single thing other than inform our alpha and await his decision to act and go on guard to protect us as a family, I wouldn’t have told them first.” Her eyes burned and glistened. She blinked furiously to clear them, and he felt the pressure growing in his chest. It slayed him that he’d had to deny her. It hurt him even more than she might have suffered even a sliver of hurt or seen that as a rejection.
She pushed a stray strand of hair back, then tucked her hands into her lap. She never stopped looking right at him. “It was you I wanted. Out there in the woods, when I was running back to my parent’s house with Onyx. As soon as I got there, it was you I wanted to call the whole time. Not because I need you to solve my problems, even if I can’t do this on my own, but because I wanted you near me. I wanted you as part of what makes me whole. I wanted you on instinct. That didn’t come from my mind. It came from something so much deeper running through me. I know I hardly have any of my shit together. I don’t have my bear or my brain or my life under control, but I know I wanted to kiss you right now.”
“I just want to be respectful. I don’t want you to get hurt.”
“Okay.” Her lips wobbled and she turned to stare out the window.
“I didn’t mean to offend you or imply that I don’t want this. You could probably feel that I did.” She’d been pressed upright against him. He wanted to adjust himself even now because he’d never been so hard in his life. He could feel his face heating up. It must look ridiculous on a man as big as he was. A man who looked like he was meant to inflict physical damage.
She turned back to him. “I know. I know you remember me before and I can’t. I know you’re trying to make sure that I’m sure. It must be so unnerving, being with someone who is nothing like the old me.”
A low, animal sound escaped his throat. “You’re so much like the old you. You might not have access to your memories, but you feel like you. You still have so many of the same mannerisms. You still think like you, in that you’re kind and selfless. You love your family. You love being out in the wilderness more than being indoors. You love the smallest things. You’re so empathetic.”
“I’ve been selfish and—”
“No. You haven’t. I understand.”
He wanted to reach for her with everything he had, but right now, there was a threat out there that could harm them all. He had to think clearly. The first thing about guarding Taylee and keeping her safe was to figure out who was behind it, put a face to the man she described, and research him in and out. He could do everything in his power to keep Taylee, Misty, and Onyx safe, but he couldn’t do it alone.
“Kier?” A note of uncertainty entered her voice, raising the pitch.
“Sorry. I was thinking that we need to go to our alphas. Have a meeting with us, together. If you’ll let me, I’d like Tavish and Trace to sit in as well.”
“They’re your closest friends. You work with them. And Sam is your alpha.” Her lips compressed, but she nodded. “Okay. I agree. I’d like to have Onyx with us, though. All anyone will think is that we had a moment out here and that we’re going to spend time with Misty a little bit early. We can meet with Sam and Clarence, if he’ll come to Greenacre, and then we’ll go from there.” She sucked her bottom lip into her mouth and chewed at it while she thought. “Half time?”
“Half time?”
“I know you want us with you, but as soon as we tell Clarence, he’s going to want to alert the rest of the clan. It’s inevitable that it’s going to happen. I know that if he says that my brothers can’t go after this guy, they’ll have no choice but to obey. They won’t go off in a blistering, murderous rage. Well, they might, but they’ll just go somewhere private like the woods and work it out. Shift it out. Do whatever they have to do, but Clay and Jem are both loyal. My mom and dad too. They would never disobey Clarence’s word. If I ask him to say that no one can hunt this guy down or cause him harm, that we have to proceed carefully, he’ll give the order. He won’t want any of us committing murder, so it won’t be hard to convince him. There have been so many half-cocked, wild moments that our clan has gone through. This will be just another one that we handle. But now, we have allies. We have you and the whole of Greenacre at our backs.”
“I know our clans have never acted on anything together, but maybe this can be a start.”
“Yes, and however awful it is. But I was going to say that I’d like to stay with you half the time. It would be too much to ask you to guard us the entire time. You need to go to work. I’ve stolen enough of the normal out of your life as it is. You need the clinic, your friends, your clan. Plus, I’d like to keep things as normal as we can for Misty. I don’t want to scare her with this. I know that our clans will double up security as it is. I’ll be okay. The girls will be okay. But I’d like it to be more subtle for Misty. I don’t want a guard shadowing her every step. It would be overwhelming. She’s a sensitive little girl.”
He couldn’t say that he liked the idea, but he wasn’t going to steal Tay’s freedom away from her. Plus, she was right. He needed his clan and she needed hers. They couldn’t pull each other away from either one. Hopefully, they would truly be able to come together and figure this out as a unit.
“If you’re sure that you’ll be safe from now on, I’ll agree to that. But half time, and you spend some nights with us? You and Onyx?”
She nodded solemnly. “Yes. If you’re okay with that.”
“I’m more than okay with it, but are you going to be comfortable doing that?”
“I know your house is small, but I could take the couch. Onyx just has her bassinet. We’ll explain what we have to explain to Misty. Whatever Clarence and Sam tell us they’re okay with. Probably what everyone else is going to tell their children.” She blinked suddenly, the fight seeming to evaporate out of her like steam. “Oh my god, Kier. I’m so sorry again this happened. It’s because of me that now both our clans are at risk. Our friends. Our loved ones. Our families. Not just our own children, but all our kids. It’s wrong. It’s wrong in every single way.”
He found her hand and clasped it tightly. He felt how she was still trembling. “No one is going to blame you. We’ve faced these threats before. Tavish shifted in an alley in the city last year. Sam’s little brother needed Trace to go to the city and rescue them because they did some shit party drugs and they were afraid they couldn’t control their shift. Your clan left Texas because some hot heads didn’t just run their mouth, but kept getting into altercations. Members of our clan in the past have done things too. Shifters live out in the human world and humans know our secret.” He kept his hand over hers, hoping she could draw some comfort from his presence. He’d do anything for her. He hoped she knew that. “We’ll talk to our alphas and let them take it from there. Everything is going to be okay eventually. I promise.”




Chapter 8
Taylee
After the day she’d had, it was no wonder exhaustion set in hard and fast.
The confrontation in the woods, the frantic flight, the worry, the meeting in the truck with Kier, the private moment they’d shared together, the afterwards, when they were both brought back to reality with what they needed to face and to do in order to keep their children and clans safe. One long meeting with two alphas, then two separate meetings with both clans and the majority of people in them, who would spread the word. Worry about Onyx. Worry about Misty. Checking in with Lily, Tavish, and January, who took turns watching Misty, confronting her parents and facing her brothers after. It was all just too much.
The clans were on alert. They’d tripled security, ordered cameras, and installed others that they’d been stalling on. Sam had contacted that PI he was using and given him the guy’s description according to what she could remember, and she remembered every single detail of the meeting that morning. Her brother Jem had offered to see if he could get anything from the video she’d been sent, maybe give them an idea when and where it had been filmed. The whole area was on high alert. She expected to be met with anger over her actions, but no one was angry. She’d been shown only love and support the entire time.
She hadn’t so much as walked into Kier’s house as stumbled in. He had Onyx on his shoulder. She’d fallen asleep, freshly fed and changed by Taylee’s mom before they left Pinefall, on the ride over. She hadn’t woken up when she brought her in. Someone had procured a bassinet for her. Somewhere along the way, they’d told Kier not to worry about having to bring one. He’d relayed the message and it reached her as if she was in a fog.
She’d had just enough fight left in her to hug Lily, who was surprised at the contact as much as she was, tuck Misty in and kiss her goodnight, and to crawl under the blankets that Kier had set on his huge leather couch for her because she’d absolutely insisted that he sleep in the bed. She was half his size. The couch would do just fine.
Except, maybe it wouldn’t.
Or maybe it was the obvious trauma and trials of the day that woke her up in the middle of the night.
At first, she was groggy. She looked around sharply, sending shooting pains up her neck, thinking that something was wrong. Onyx was still sleeping soundly in her bassinet. The house was quiet. Nothing was wrong.
She relaxed and drew in a deep breath. When that didn’t help, she moved to lean on her knees and put her head in her hands, and focused on massaging out the headache that had been with her for hours. Probably nothing to do with the other kind she got from the accident. This one was all stress.
Taylee heard a noise down the hall and carefully spread herself back out on the couch, closed her eyes, and counted her breaths, making them deep and even. She didn’t want Kier to worry about her. Correction. She didn’t want him to have to worry more. He’d been pulled in a thousand different directions all day. By the time they got home, he looked as exhausted as she did, but he still made sure she was comfortable and promised her she was safe. He’d still helped tuck Misty in and had kissed Onyx’s forehead carefully so he didn’t wake her up. He’d offered her water, an extra pillow, his bed at least six times so he could take the couch, and finally she had to insist that he headed to bed.
She kept counting her breaths as she heard his footsteps. A door opened. Closed. The creak was soft and soothing. A minute later, she heard water crank on.
Her body flushed under the quilt. She didn’t want to think about Kier in the shower. Naked. Wet. She didn’t want to think about all the ridges of his muscle. She’d felt some of those when she’d been pressed up against him in the truck. He was a good kisser and tasted so good. She’d felt instinctively that if she were to strip off all her clothes and pull him against her, her body would remember what to do. They’d be a perfect fit.
She didn’t want to keep thinking about that, not when she was out here on the couch. Not with Onyx sleeping half a foot away and Misty down the hall.
She gave up and let out a sigh of frustration, which she smothered with the pillow. Whatever. It wasn’t like she was going to be getting any sleep anytime soon anyway.
The breath counting thing helped calm her down fractionally, at least until she heard the door creak open and Kier’s footsteps in the kitchen.
She peeked out from the blanket because the couch faced the small kitchen, the cupboards curling around on three sides, stove on the left, fridge on the right, sink in the middle.
There was one small lamp switched on in the living room in the corner. The kind that had the tiny chandelier bulb. The stove light clicked on. Kier instantly went from a dark shadow to gold. She nearly gasped because he was shirtless, and his jeans slung low on his hips. Without a t-shirt or shirt covering anything, she realized how perfect his ass was. How those jeans fit the bulges of his leg muscles. She noticed a heck of a lot of other things too. The Adonis V, the tight, hard abs, his broad shoulders rippling with every movement.
He wasn’t just a man or a bear. He was a masterpiece.
He was her masterpiece.
She slipped out of the quilt before she realized what she was doing.
He spun around and when he saw her, his eyes widened. They were already shadowed, with fine little lines around them that pulled tighter when he saw her. Strain. Stress. He didn’t look like he’d slept yet.
She’d only had maybe two hours, but they helped. She didn’t feel like a walking zombie anymore.
Her body was decidedly un-zombielike at the moment unless it came to her lungs, which were refusing to work. It felt a little bit like she could stand here forever and look at the beauty of this man. At least until she realized that she was staring and felt her face heat up and dragged her eyes away towards the fridge and then slowly back. She realized Kier was holding a glass in his hand. He hadn’t filled it with anything yet.
“Did I wake you up?” The lines around his eyes deepened. She couldn’t stand seeing regret there. Pain. Worry. She wanted to make this all better for him.
“No. I woke myself up. I thought something was wrong, but nothing’s wrong. Everything is fine. I just…I guess it’s hard to sleep after all of that. I was so exhausted I just collapsed when we came home, but a few hours’ sleep was all I needed to recharge.” She wanted to reach out and touch him. His hair was wet, dripping down his neck in a single, straight line. The urge to put her mouth there and lick him was so strong that she could have doubled over. “You…haven’t slept yet?”
“No. You wouldn’t think it, but I’m hungry. I forgot to eat pretty much all day.”
Her stomach rumbled loudly. She covered her mouth with her hand to hold back a laugh. “Me too, I guess. The last thing I was worried about was food.”             
“Everyone else was here taking care of Misty, your parents fed Onyx, we were all over the place.”
He glanced at the pot rack hanging from the tongue and groove blonde pine ceiling above the sink. “If you think we can make something to eat without waking the girls, I’d be happy to.”
“Sandwiches?”
“All I have is cheese. Or peanut butter and jam. Oh, I guess there’s honey. Peanut butter and honey is alright. Or pasta. Plain macaroni with butter and salt. That’s always a great option. Maybe not late at night. There’s cereal. Or Misty’s favorite, pancakes. A salad? Steaks? I actually have lots, now that I think about it. I just don’t know if most of that can be made silently.”
Kier’s smile was catching, and she found herself nearly laughing. “Cheese sounds good. I think I could grill us a mean sandwich without waking anyone up.”
She noted his glass again. She walked over and he seemed to shy away without even moving. He inhaled sharply when she closed her hand around the tall, bubbled cup. “Can I get you some water?”
“I can get it. Don’t worry, Taylee. This is my house. I can take care of all of it.”             
“I’d like to. I’d like to make you a grilled cheese and get you a drink. You’re tired. Sit down. Let me help, Kier.” I’m your mate. I want to. I want to do this for you. Will you let me?
Kier crossed the room and pulled out a chair at the table. He didn’t say anything, but he did reach for a deck of cards at the other end of the table, slipped them out of the cardboard pack and started to shuffle them, methodically and quietly. Just card over card, end over end, not the divide the deck and make a big noise kind of shuffle.
He was agreeing. Giving her control over his kitchen. He was stepping aside because she’d asked him to. He was willing to let her take care of him in this small way, and to her, it meant the world.
She pulled things out of the fridge as quietly as she could. Her mom made grilled cheese into an artform, and she was determined to do no less. She pulled out a jar of banana peppers, found a tomato, got the brick of aged cheese, found Kier’s bread, something with lots of seeds, and then she found the pickles and a bottle of southwest mayo. When she smelled it, it went right up her nose in the best way, and instantly flooded her mouth with saliva. Her stomach twisted with hunger.
Kier watched her while pretending he wasn’t. She appreciated the effort.
She’d never been quieter in her life as she cracked jars, assembled sandwiches, and got the pan heating.
“There are olives at the back of the fridge,” Kier whispered casually.
She found them easily, then spun around and nearly dropped the jar when she looked up at him and found him lounging in the chair, muscles bulging all over the place, abs bunched together. She wanted to abandon the sandwich and have him instead.
She was honestly debating doing that when the softest voice cut through the kitchen.
“What are you guys doing?” Misty rubbed the sleep from her eyes. She was adorably wild haired, blinking into the soft kitchen light.
Kier dropped the deck of cards. “Making a midnight feast. Are you hungry?” He patted the chair next to him. Misty walked over and sat down. She rubbed her eyes again with both fists then glanced over to the stove and counter with interest.
“Yeah. But I don’t think I like olives.”
“That’s okay.” Taylee shoved the jar aside on the counter.
“Or tomatoes.”
“That’s fine.”
“Or pickles.”
Tay laughed softly, smothering the bigger sound that wanted to come out so she didn’t wake up Onyx. Misty was just so darned cute, especially sitting next to Kier in her pink pajamas with the green alien cats all over them. “Just cheese it is.”
“Can I actually just have cheese sliced up?’
Kier raised a brow. “No bread?”
“No, if that’s okay?”
“Absolutely,” Tay responded, already reaching for the cheese.
“And melted?”
This time, she and Kier laughed at the same time. “In the microwave?” Tay asked.
Misty hesitated. “No, in the pan.”
“Oh goodness. Fried, burned tasting cheese is the best, isn’t it?”
“Yeah.”
“No problem. Fried, melty, gooey cheese coming right up.”
She slipped Kier’s sandwich out of the pan, put some olives and extra pickles on the side of the plate, and set it in front of him before she attempted to try to cook just cheese.
It turned out it was easier than she thought. She just scooped up the mess onto a plate and gave Misty a fork. Watching her go to town on it, shoveling it in and fighting the strings as it dribbled from her fork, blowing on it to cool it down and trying to get it into her mouth, brought Tay so much joy.
“Can Onyx sleep in my room? ” Misty said while Taylee was throwing her sandwich into the pan to toast.
She turned slowly. “Oh, honey, she wakes up in the night.”              
“I don’t care. At the homes I was in, I never really slept that much.” A string of cheese dribbled off the fork and stuck to Misty’s chin. She picked it off with two fingers and put it in her mouth. “There were other babies. I didn’t mind being woken up by them. Sometimes I’d hold them. I liked it. Or other kids would be crying. Sometimes I’d cry. The little ones would get in bed with me. Before, there was a girl a few years older than me. She’d sometimes hug me if I was too loud and woke her up. I liked being hugged. I know babies get hungry at night or need their diaper changed. I can help. I promise.”
“Sure, if you want to. I feel bad, but if you want Onyx in your room beside your bed in her bassinet, that’s more than alright.” She appreciated Misty’s enthusiasm and kindness towards Onyx so much, but her heart just about broke into pieces hearing the little girl talk about the children’s homes.
“I like my room a lot,” Misty whispered, then hesitated. “But I’m kind of lonely.”
Kier put his hand on her shoulder. “I love that you love Onyx and want to help out with her. I didn’t realize you were lonely. I should have thought about that.”
“It’s okay. I’m really happy that you’re going to be here more.” She looked at Taylee. “With Onyx. That’s so exciting. I can’t wait until she’s a bit bigger and I can teach her things, I always wanted a brother or sister to play with. She’s so fun now, but she’ll be even more fun soon.”
“That’s right.” Kier took a huge bite of his sandwich and stuffed half a pickle into his mouth.
“If Onyx sleeps in my room, then we have enough rooms for everyone. You can sleep in the bed together.”
“Oh!” Taylee nearly flopped her sandwich off the flipper and right onto the floor. “The couch is okay, honey. I don’t mind.”
“But people only sleep on the couch when they’re mad at each other.”
Kier smothered a laugh and Taylee shot him a look from under lowered lashes. “We’re not mad at each other. I promise.”
After looking at them both pretty hard, Misty seemed to accept that.
“Are you okay, sweetheart? You’re not afraid after today, are you? You know that we’ll do anything to keep you safe.” Taylee took her sandwich and sat down at the table by Misty. They’d had to explain to Misty what was going on, but had kept it to the absolute minimum.
The girl’s eyes were absolutely huge. “I’m not scared. I know everyone here will keep me safe. I wasn’t scared at all.” She frowned and picked at the little bit of cheese left on her plate. “I’m mad at that guy, though. He’s not nice. He’s a bad guy. He frightened you.”
“I’m alright.”
“And he scared Onyx.”
“He’s never going to be able to scare either of them again,” Kier cut in. “We’re going to find him and make sure that he…gets some help.”
“What kind of help?”
The beginning of an idea started to form in Taylee’s mind. When Clay had told her about Emma being abducted by a member of their own clan as a warning when her mom Glendy moved to Greenacre and started dating a Greenacre shifter, he’d also told them how Sam and Clarence had started a program for anyone in the clan who needed somewhere to go and talk things out. It was good for them, because it also explained to her why they’d moved from Texas. Troubled shifters going out in the world was never a recipe for anything good. People deserved to live in peace inside as well as in their environment.
“He’s clearly troubled. Sometimes, people do bad things because bad things have been done to them. Often, since they were kids. They didn’t have a chance to have a good life. ” Kier said, and it was like he was speaking the words right from Taylee’s heart.
“Sometimes people are mad,” Misty whispered. “That’s what makes them bullies.”
“Yes. That’s exactly right.” Kier munched the rest of the pickle.
Taylee hadn’t touched her sandwich yet. She was too busy thinking. Trying to put a plan together in her head.
People might call her crazy. Her brothers wouldn’t understand. There were people from Pinefall who wouldn’t understand either, but forgiveness was so much harder than anything else. Harder to understand, harder to find, harder to practice and live.
“Are you okay?” Misty asked. “You look funny.”
Tay wrinkled her nose, held up two olives in front of her eyes and stuck out her tongue. “I’m absolutely okay, honey. Just fine.”
Misty roared with laughter before she remembered Onyx sleeping and quickly bit down her bottom lip.
Tonight, Tay would sleep here, in Kier’s house, for the first time ever. It might not have been how she once imagined it would be, but they were safe. She believed in the clan’s protection. She had Kier here not far away, in his room, and his presence was comforting. She had Misty and Onyx, and they were healthy and safe. This morning, she’d been afraid that everything she loved would be taken from her, but here she was, more blessed than she’d ever known. Tonight, she was here.
Tomorrow, she’d go to Clarence and discuss her idea for the man who had threatened all of them.
If he could be found, maybe he wasn’t beyond redemption.




Chapter 9
Taylee
“Surprise!”
Misty gaped at everyone gathered in the small Greenacre community hall building. Situated at the end of the main street, with the big square fake frontage in the classic western style of every town hall from every small town everywhere, it was designed to be the focal point of the village.
They had originally planned to have breakfast at the school gym, but it was actually smaller than the town hall and Sam had suggested using it instead. Plus, it was already set up with a fully functioning kitchen for events, which made churning out dozens and pancakes, sausages, and hashbrowns so much easier.
Rows of tables were set up with the typical folding chairs on either side, but almost no one was sitting.
There was a big cheer and then it seemed like the whole town converged on them.
There was Sam, with his arm around Lily. Her little pregnant belly was so freaking adorable in the sweater dress she had on—she was almost seven months, but her small dancer’s build made it difficult to tell. Their boys were off with the other kids, streaking blurs in full motion around the room. Glendy and Thaddius stood to the left, Emma in front of them and their new baby in Glendy’s arms. January and Tavish were closet to them, their little boy bundled up in his arms, face resting on his shoulder, he was the same age as Onyx, and Taylee wondered if they’d become friends. Even the clinic was closed down for a few hours so that Trace and Josephine, as well as their twin boys, who must have been off tearing around the place equally as fast as Sam’s kids, could come and enjoy the celebration.
Taylee also recognized Rory, the butcher, and his son. She didn’t know very many other people, and the majority of the room was men, but it was filled with smiling faces. The shifters of Greenacre were overwhelming huge, but those men didn’t look like brutes. They looked like the kind of men who thought that it was important to come out and be a community, a family, and celebrate a little girl.
Kier told her about the idea of bringing a scientist to the party, because Misty loved science so much, and so she wasn’t surprised to see an entire table set up at the back of the room filled with beakers and burners and all sorts of things.
“Kier!” Misty tugged at his hand and pointed eagerly. “Look!”
He dropped down to one knee in front of her. Taylee couldn’t help but feel awkward for a second, just standing there holding Onyx. She was wide awake and hadn’t made a sound while Clay dropped them off, while they got ready, and then as they drove over. The loud yells hadn’t startled her when they’d walked in either—she was such a chilled baby. She just studied the room with the most adorably round eyes and awed expression.
“This is all for you, honey,” Kier said. “This whole thing. It’s a surprise welcome to Greenacre party.”
“Oh. I-I’ve never been to a surprise party before.” Misty pointed at her chest. “Really? It’s for me?” Her mouth dropped open.
Taylee’s chest felt like mush. She no longer noticed all the sets of eyes on them. She was just looking at Misty and at Kier. Their smiles were twin suns, and so it made sense that the rest of the room revolved around both of them.
“Can I go see the table?” Misty could barely stand still. She was hopping from one foot to the other with excitement.
“You sure can. It’s all set up, just for you.”
“Me?”
“Well, for you and the other kids too, but we knew how much you loved science, so we wanted to do something special.”
Misty sniffed and Tay thought she was choking up, but she was still grinning. She was sniffing the delicious scent of sweet syrup, fried dough, and salty meat sizzling in the pans at the back. “And pancakes!”
“That’s right. Because they’re your favorite.”
“But everyone has already said hi. They didn’t need to do it again.”
“We sure did. We wanted to welcome you properly. Your place is here. It’s always been here, even if it took a few years to get you back to us. You’re a part of Greenacre now and you’re always going to be. It was official since the day you were born.”
Tay’s eyes started to water as Kier led Misty over to the table. He looked back at her, and she smiled just for him, encouraging him to go off because she’d be fine.
Even if she was starting to feel overwhelmed by how stuffy it was in the building and how many bodies were in there. How many shifters she didn’t know.
“Hey.” Lily appeared at her elbow.
It was only a second before January, Glendy, and Josephine closed in. January was bouncing her son, but Thaddius was now walking around with Glendy’s baby, patting his back as he went.
“Hey,” Taylee said. She shifted Onyx so her arms wouldn’t get tired.
“Can I hold her?” Glendy motioned to take the baby, and Taylee handed her over.
A thousand apologies sprung to her tongue, but Glendy seemed so happy. She wanted to apologize for never having met her before, when she was with Clay. For their clan keeping her separate and away because she was human. For not helping her out more when she and Clay divorced, or after, with Emma. For not even being able to remember any of that and having it all secondhand from her brother a few weeks ago.
“It’s overwhelming, I know.” Josephine motioned around the room. “But it’s good. Everyone here is good people.”
“Lily nodded, rubbing her belly. “God, I really popped this week. Now people can finally tell that I’m pregnant from the outside, not just while I get kicked and battered on the inside.”
“Are you still dancing?” Tay asked, more to be polite, because she knew that’s what Lily did in Greenacre. She taught dance.
“I am. At least while I can still keep my balance. Might have to shift to yoga soon.” She said while laughing.
Glendy bounced Onyx, which made her coo happily. She didn’t even mind when she grabbed one of her curls and tried to devour it.
“Here.” Taylee pulled out a pacifier from the diaper bag slung over her shoulder.
“There we go, little miss.” Glendy helped Onyx pop it in her mouth and they all laughed when the baby gave a few exaggerated sucks and then baby giggled and cooed adorably.
“She loves that thing,” Taylee admitted. “But I guess as she’s just a couple of months old, that’s probably okay.”
“I can’t imagine having twins,” Lily groaned, looking at Josephine. “You must have been showing practically right from the start.”
Josephine nodded. “Yeah. It was rough trying to hide it at work. I didn’t want anyone to know for as long as it was possible. I’m so glad that I can be here, working and living in Greenacre. I thought my life was the city and the clinic there, but handing it over to be run by really good people wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be. I’m where I was always meant to be.” She turned her gaze straight at Tay. “We’re all where we’re meant to be.”
Taylee suddenly burned under that kind expression, so she turned away to try to locate Misty and Kier. Misty was surrounded by a huge group of other Greenacre kids. Kier wasn’t far, talking with Tavish, Trace, Sam, and a few men Taylee didn’t know.
“It’s amazing how many friends Misty has already. I’m so glad that so many people wish her well.”
“We all do.” It sounded like Lily, as the alpha’s mate, spoke for them all, and Taylee believed her.
They were close in Pinefall, but in that room, Taylee felt a different kind of closeness. Something that could never be put into words. Many people here didn’t have living parents or didn’t even know their family—whereas in Pinefall, they lived together in family units. So the community of Greenacre was family. The community clearly had a hand in raising everyone.
That made her happy. It made her so hopeful that not just Misty, but Onyx, would grow up here as well, or at least partly. From what she’d learned of the Pinefall shifters she never would have seen herself finding someone outside of her own clan, but she was so thankful that her old self had been brave enough and wise enough to take that chance.
“I can take her back,” she offered as Thaddius saddled up to Glendy. He put a hand on her back. Something subtle and blazing passed between them when they looked at each other. It hit Taylee right in the gut.
“He’s hungry?” Glendy asked.
“Just about. I give him two minutes before the screams are heard all the way to Seattle.”
Taylee took Onyx back, who was looking sleepy. She was one of those babies that loved when things were going on. She was only ever not so content when she was bored. It didn’t seem possible to overstimulate Onyx. There were never too many people around, or too much going on for her.
“I should probably get to helping Sam in the kitchen,” Lily said, excusing herself.
“And I should probably go find my boys. It’s frightening that I can’t see them at the moment. Who knows what they’re getting into.” Josephine wandered across the room, tapped Trace on the shoulder, and they went off on the hunt together.
Tay was alone, but she still felt the warmth that circulated through the place. Both the physical and the not so physical.
She felt flushed with happiness, but then suddenly, her body went cold.
A spike of ice pierced through her stomach and a shiver crawled up her spine. The room was blindingly bright and then…it wasn’t. Dark shards etched themselves into the corners of her vision, getting closer and closer together until it felt like she was staring through a tunnel. The packed room went from being loud and bright, and filled with voices, to being empty and dark and dull.
Her head started to buzz. The buzz turned into a roar. It was like a distant train, so far away at first and then so close that the ground started to shake. She was still in that room full of people, but she seemed so alone. So far away.
Her stomach twisted. She was ice cold in a room full of bodies where she’d felt close and almost clammy a few seconds ago. Control was slipping away from her second by second.
What was happening? Was it stress? The deadline had come and gone. Those threats had been made and it was over. Clarence and Sam both were adamant about not giving in. They wouldn’t be blackmailed. Sam’s man was still working at finding the guy, but so far, he’d had no luck. All she’d thought about since those hours had passed was that doom was going to happen.
That she’d survived her accident only to have her choices and her past bring them all down. If that was true, fate had played a cruel, twisted joke on her. But wasn’t fate also wrapped up in choice? It was her. Her decisions. Her choices.
She was going to fall over. Her stomach twisted and whirled. The fog in her head felt like a thick, grainy static.
“Taylee?”
Warm hands, strong and a little rough, cupped her face. Her legs buckled as the pressure stabbed at her from all angles. She’d just been plunged into deep, dark water. She was sinking. Getting sucked under. She tried to fight whatever was happening, but it was fighting back hard.
“Kier?” she cried out, screaming in her head, but in reality it was probably nothing more than a hoarse choking noise that came out.
“Taylee. It’s okay. It’s okay, just hold on.” She could feel those strong hands gently taking Onyx from her.
Noise. Voices. A thousand splintering voices piercing at her skull. Before the blackness drowned out the color, she was swept up. She felt her body rising. Clouds. Air. No, it wasn’t clouds. She wasn’t falling up. She wasn’t ascending. She was only being lifted. Carried.
She reached out, trying to steady herself, grasping for whatever solid hold she could get. Skin. Warm skin. Kier. Shoulders. Neck.
Her fingers processed that information, sending it directly to her brain. No, it would be the other way around. It should be the other way around. Nothing made sense. What was happening?
The bear. It hurt. She hurt. All over. Her whole body felt like it was going to fracture apart. Her skin was going to burst open. She was going to crack down the middle.
“Kier!” She cried out for him. Calling for him in the dark.
“I’m here.” His arms tightened around her.
She gasped like she’d just kicked her way from the deep, up to the surface when the cooler air hit her face. They were outside.
“What happened?” She wanted to open her eyes. God, the sun was so bright. Even just little slits hurt like fire on her retinas. She squeezed them closed again. They were moving at a fast clip. She sensed the forest, the sound of branches rustling, the wind like a cool caress on her skin, the fine mist dampening the tip of her nose and wetting her lashes. She stuck out her tongue and ran it over her dry lips to get some of the moisture into her mouth.
“I think you were about to shift.”
“What?” She should have gotten a handle on this already. “Onyx. Misty.” God, what about her daughters? Were they safe?
“They’re okay. It’s okay. The bear wouldn’t hurt them. There’s no one in that room that would be shocked to find a shifter turned into a bear, even in the middle of the town hall.”
“Jesus Christ, Kier. Yes, they’d be shocked.”
“No. It happens.”
“I’m not a new shifter. I could have hurt people. I could have destroyed everything. The bear only comes out like that when it feels threatened. As a protective mechanism.”
“That might be true most of the time, but not always. I don’t think your bear would hurt anyone. I know your bear. My bear knows your bear. I trust her.”
“I should have practiced before now. I was too scared. I was avoiding this and now look what’s happened. I’ve ruined Misty’s party.”
“You haven’t. She’s still in there celebrating. Sam or Lily have told her already that we needed to step out for a second, or maybe a few minutes. All that happened was you started swaying and went a little pale. You looked like you were going to pass out. It was hot in there, crowded. I thought you just needed some air. As I was walking out, I told Sam I’d be a few minutes. He told me to take all the time I needed. Misty is with all the other kids and Onyx is getting loved by every single person there. They’re all taking turns. Our children are fine. You don’t have to worry.”
“This is just the worst.” She buried her face in his shoulder and hung on tightly to his neck. “I can’t control it. I have zero control over anything lately. It’s too overwhelming. I don’t know if I can do this. I know that I have to, that I have to be strong. I have two girls who are depending on me. My family needs me to be okay. You need your mate back. It’s so freaking much.”
“Breathe, Tay. Just take a few deep breaths.”
“That’s not going to help anything.” But when Kier’s chest rose and fell, she echoed the movement. She did it again, slowing things down. That air getting to the bottom of her lungs, so fresh and cool, felt good. Remarkably good. She inhaled again and again, and each time it felt like her chest expanded a little bit more and some of that pressure building up inside her was released.
“I need to get a handle on this,” she whispered past her raw, scratchy throat. “If I’d gone full on berserk in there, it wouldn’t have been good.”
“You wouldn’t have. There are a ton of mature shifters in there. We would have handled it. Taken you outside or helped you shift back. The bear isn’t unreasonable. You had no reason to be afraid in there. I think she just wants to come out. It’s been a while. She’s part of you and she’s been pretty caged in. She’s not trying to fight back, she’s just asking to be seen and heard.”
“Are you—aren’t you afraid?”
His voice was warm and deep right next to her ear. “Not at all. Not of you. Not of your bear.”
She was still hanging on tight to Kier’s neck. Too tight. Her nails were digging in at the back. It had to hurt, but he made no sound of complaint. “Help me,” she whispered, begging.
There was zero hesitation. “Anything you need.”
“I need you. I need you to help me shift. Help me with the bear. I need your bear. I need us the way we used to run together.”
“You remember?” He was startled and hopeful.
It hurt to stick pins into that bubble of elation. “No. You told me when I woke up.”
“Right. Yes, I did. I want you to remember. Not those times, not if you can’t, but the times that we’re going to create. We’ll make time. I’ll ask someone to watch the girls and we’ll go out, tonight if you want.”
“It’s not safe. There’s that guy out there.”
“It’s safe. We have guards. The whole area is more than secured.”
“I don’t want anyone around. What if I’m embarrassing. What if I fail? What if I can’t shift back? What if things get out of control? What if I hurt you?”
“Not possible.” His warmth seeped into her. Where she was overheated just a few seconds ago, she was cold now in the chilly mist and wind and she welcomed that heat of his body. “I’ll make sure it’s private. We can do it here. You and Onyx are staying the night with me, so I know who’s going to be doing guard duty for every single hour. I’ll ask them to make sure the area we’re in is secure, but not to intrude.”
“Can they do that?”
“Absolutely. I know you’re uncomfortable and we don’t need added pressure, so I’ll make sure no one comes along. The cameras are pointed out at the perimeter of our land, not inward. Any of them in the woods, I’ll make sure they’re temporarily turned off where we are.”
“Sam won’t allow that. It’s a big risk.”
“We used to walk the whole perimeter of our land every night. I know you don’t remember and you haven’t done any guard duty since your accident, but we could handle it all. We didn’t need so many guards because we had good senses. We’d know if something was off. No one is going to sneak up on us. No threats and no friends. It’ll be just us out there.”
“What if I can’t? What if the bear doesn’t want to come out? What if she doesn’t want to obey? I don’t know what she was doing in there just now, but she wanted to be the boss.”
“It’s okay.” He soothed her, splaying his hand over her arm. “I told you that Tavish once just about shifted in the middle of everyone in the city. Sometimes the bear just pops out. There was a loud noise, but the difference was, he was with January. His mate. The bear shifted in order to protect her. At least, that’s what we think happened. He had just about no warning. It came out of nowhere, when he was perfectly in control and in sync with his shifting.”
“That doesn’t exactly give me hope.”
“Okay. Well, I’m confident we’ll be just fine. You’ll be just fine. You and the bear.”
“Are you sure I didn’t ruin anything for Misty?”
“I’m positive. We’ve only been out here for a few minutes. I’ll walk us back inside.”
“You’ll put me down before we get there so I can walk in myself?”
“Whatever you need, I’m here for you.”
Taylee believed him. She didn’t have a single doubt about Kier or his words, his commitment, his emotions, or his heart. His abilities as a shifter, mate, guard, guardian, and father were unquestionably dependable.
It was only she herself that she questioned. Had she ever felt secure in her own body? Was she ever half as dependable? If she was, she missed that.
Maybe sometimes not being able to remember was a good thing. It would only make it harder now if she knew how badly she was failing, or how big those gaps were between then and now.




Chapter 10
Kier
“Ugh, it’s useless. It’s not going to happen. I’ve been trying for hours.”
Kier walked up behind Taylee and put his hands over her eyes. She tensed, but when he gently tilted her face up and removed them, she let out a sigh of wonder.
“I’ve missed them,” she whispered, speaking of the stars. “I know I used to know most of them by name. Probably when which constellation would be visible at night during a certain season or time of year. I probably knew their myths and folklore.”
“You could relearn it.” He felt her shiver. Felt her tiny bones beneath the swaddling cocoon of his coat over her thin frame. The jacket smelled like him. It was embedded with his scent from years of wear. No amount of washing would take it out. He’d spilled oil on it helping Trace change a chainsaw blade years ago. Probably just about everything else on earth had spilled or rubbed off on it too, over time. The thing was at least a decade and a half old.
After tonight, he had no doubt Taylee’s scent would be the strongest of any in those fibers, even his own. When he put it on, he’d smell the sweetness of wildflowers.
“I could,” she whispered, then she sighed. “It’s so frustrating.”
“We’re not in a rush. Just take your time. If you don’t shift, you don’t shift. It’s all good.”
“The bear can try to come out in the middle of Misty’s party over pancakes and people laughing, but not now? Not when I’ve made time for it, in a safe place?”
He made a noise in his throat and felt her stiffen. His hands bracketed her shoulders. He could feel the frustration rolling off of her like smoke from a wildfire. “I think you might still be a little bit tense. Sometimes, when something is forced, it just won’t happen. Maybe I had the wrong idea about coming out here. Maybe we should just forget about the shifting and just watch the stars. Just sit or lie in silence. Or we can talk, if you want.”
“Don’t you think that we should get back to the kids? Lily and Sam are great people, but I feel like I’m asking a lot of them, to watch a two-month-old and then Misty on top of their own boys.”
“Lily was absolutely delighted to have the girls. She and Sam both. The boys adore Misty. They’re good for her.”
“I’m just worried it’s too much. They have the whole clan to look after. They probably don’t need us thrusting our kids on them.”
“They love it when people thrust kids on them. I never met a couple who loves kids more than they do, and that’s saying something because everyone in Greenacre loves their young, whether they’re theirs by blood or not. As for the bear, there’s no use stressing either of you out. The bear will come out when she wants.”
“Yeah, probably during the most inopportune time.”
“I don’t think so. I think if we just take the pressure off tonight, it’ll happen.” He motioned to the ground. It was damp from the mist, but he didn’t think Taylee really minded. He’d brought a blanket too. It was one of those good camping blankets, with a waterproof coating on one side and a softer side on the other. Excellent for all those middle of winter, wet ground, star gazing, trying like heck to shift
adventures.
“Why don’t we just relax for a minute and see? You’ve told me some things about stars before. We never just sat and watched them together, but we did walk. Mostly, we talked about other things. We still had to keep up our jobs, guarding and walking our clan’s lands, but we did it together. This might not be so bad. Just sitting for a few minutes of quiet.”
Taylee’s lips twitched, but she sat down right there on the ground beneath the huge pine. The green needles had protected most of the earth from the dampness. His jacket on Taylee would keep the wet and cold from seeping into her. She folded her legs, showing no signs of noticing or minding the weather. The mist had cleared, leaving the sky clear and bright. It actually seemed to have warmed up despite the cloud cover moving off. He couldn’t even see his breath.
“Let’s see. Folklore. Stars. What’s the difference between astronomy and horoscopes?”
He’d meant for her to laugh, and she did. The soft sound carried up through the branches of the tree above them. “I think we’re doomed.”
“Hang on now. I think they’re pretty closely related. I remember you once told me that astrologers are the ones who read the stars and predict events and give meaning to signs.”
“I suppose they do,” she responded without thinking, then paused. “That’s another thing I just know. It’s so weird.” She moved her hair to one shoulder and ran her fingers over the ends. “Do you think it’s ever going to come back?”
“I don’t know, Tay.”
“Do you hope it does or it doesn’t?”
“I hope for whatever makes you happy.”
Her smile was a noble thing, half forced, but for his benefit. “I want to be able to make myself happy, no matter what.”
“I know. I don’t think most people know how to do that, full memory or not. It’s a hard thing. You’re doing great.”
“Am I?” She turned, her frustration showing clearly in her stiff posture. “I feel like I’m just failing over and over. Bringing trouble to us all. We’re out here instead of with our girls again because my bear just about tore out earlier, and now she’s refusing. I have very little wisdom to give. How can I be a good mom when I’m a faulty shifter, I have this huge empty space where my past should be, and I’m like a child, having to relearn everything?”
“I think that’s sometimes exactly what children need. I’m so sorry to say it, but at the very least, you’ll understand their struggles. For me, it’s been more than thirty years since I had my first shift. For you, it’s going to be tonight, or whenever it comes. Misty will be going through that soon and you’ll know exactly what it’s like, it’ll be fresh in your memory. There aren’t many women in Greenacre, and all of them are human. She’s going to need your clan to teach her, but she’s going to need you most of all. Onyx too. You don’t know how incredible a thing it is, and how shocking, to us that not only did we find Misty and she’s a girl, but that Onyx was also a daughter.” He let that settle for a moment. “Sorry. We’re supposed to just be sitting, not stressing you out more.”
She snorted. “Telling me the things I already know doesn’t stress me out.”
“It’s probably just more pressure than help right now.”
“I appreciate the sentiment either way.”
He wanted to be calm for her. He wanted to be her steadying presence. What he shouldn’t do was lean in and kiss her. He knew her body so intimately and she no longer knew his. He was like a stranger to her that way. She’d have to relearn everything, and the thought of her hands doing that memorizing as he pleasured her had him so hard in his jeans that he could barely stop himself from reaching out and pulling her even closer.
He wanted to let her come to him.
She turned to him, a question on her face. She could smell how aroused he was, no doubt. His scent always changed. No human would notice, but she’d notice. Doubly so because she was his mate. Even if she didn’t remember or understand, she was sensitive to those things. He noticed the second she noticed, which only made his body spiral all over again. It took all his strength to keep his ass rooted to the mossy, needle strewn floor. The slight dampness was seeping through his jeans. His boxers. Into his skin. He concentrated on that instead, where he’d barely noticed it before. It still felt like he was vibrating and painfully on edge. He was fighting a losing battle, but that was no reason to keep resisting.
Whether this force of will drew her close or whether she just leaned in, Tay was there suddenly. Her shoulder brushed up against his. Her mouth was just a few inches from his. Just a few inches and he’d be able to put his lips on her. Kiss her. Bite her. She’d bite him back. She was tiny, but she liked it that he wasn’t. Sometimes she liked to be treated like a lady, and other times, she wanted him to be anything but gentle.
She moved first. Like in the truck, she was fast.
This time, he felt the air shift. He felt the world move. There was no hesitation. Nothing in the air that told him she might not want this. There was no sadness. No uncertainty. She wasn’t leaning into him for comfort. He could smell her desire and it overwhelmed him. That’s what had been missing in the truck a few days ago. It was why he couldn’t give her what she wanted. He’d had to stop and clarify for both of them. He’d die before he hurt her in any way, or before he was a regret to her.
Her hands swept over his shoulders and closed around his neck as she straddled his outstretched legs.
“Taylee,” he groaned, banding his hands around her waist.
“Kier.” The way she said his name was so sweet. A whole world of need packed into one syllable. There were no questions this time when she leaned into him. He knew she was sure.
He brought one hand up and swept it over the incredible curtain of her hair. He was going to maintain control above all. He was still going to let her lead. He knew what she’d liked before, but he wasn’t going to make assumptions now. She could tell him and show him, and he’d do whatever she asked.
“Can I kiss you?” he groaned, probably loud enough for the whole forest to hear. His cock drilled at the fly of his jeans when she leaned down, her heat so close above his that he wanted to grind into her.
“Jesus, yes!”
He kissed her hard, too eagerly. He tried to pull back, but she wouldn’t let him. Her hands raked through his hair and she held him there, taking it and taking it and then kissing him back like she was starved for it. Her nails dug into his wool sweater, through the fibers, into his t-shirt. She was so tiny and soft, but she kissed like a wild animal. It brought out the animal in him. They hadn’t shifted, but they were kissing like their bears were out and going to war with each other, but in that playful, needy, desperate to be with each other way that pulled each other close instead of pushed back. It was a fight of desperate want and need.
She was the one who bit his lip first. She sunk her teeth in, and he was so shocked that he pulled back slightly, which only made the sting worse because she went with him, but then she licked at the pain, and he groaned. She was doing everything she could possibly do to unleash the beast at the core of him. Not shift. There were other beasts inside of him besides his bear.
Tay might be nails and teeth, but she was incredible sweetness too. It shot through him like a bullet, but a bullet made of sunshine and warmth, healing instead of tearing at flesh.
Taylee tore her mouth away and kissed along the line of his neck. She whimpered against his skin, her breath a hot fog, and then she bit him there too. It actually hurt because she did it hard enough to mean it, but it made the blood roar inside him. The pain was the most delicious thing he’d ever felt in his life, and he wanted more.
He tangled his hands in her hair and licked at the seam of her lips. She whimpered against him, parting, and god, she was so sweet when his tongue met hers. She curled her hands into the wool sweater, but she didn’t pull. He felt her knuckles grind against his chest. It was so hot. She was so hot. She gyrated in his lap, and fuck, that was hot too. It threatened to make him lose control, her moving against him like that.
She tore her mouth away again, not because she was teasing him, but because she wanted
to taste him. Her teeth skimmed down his neck and then she yanked a handful of his sweater out of the way she sunk her teeth into the juncture of shoulder and neck. It stung and made him hiss. He just about lost it then, his cock kicking uncontrollably in his jeans.
She rocked against his hips again and pure heat shot to his groin. He groaned, his hands finding her hips, and he rocked her against him again. She could feel all of him even through his jeans, he was sure. He couldn’t feel her through the clothes, though. He could smell her. Her arousal. She was soaking wet. But he couldn’t feel it and that was just wrong.
He needed to feel her, taste her, be inside her. He had to close his eyes before they rolled back into his head. He needed to chain himself to the ground before he grasped Taylee by the hips, stripped her naked, and had his tongue buried inside her before he flipped her back on top of him to ride him.
They’d had some pretty wild and athletic experiences
together in that regard, but he was going to slam on the breaks. Going too fast would scare the shit out of her.
Wouldn’t it?
The air buzzed around them. The night was no longer the least bit cool.
It was white hot. Just like his desire for her.
He wouldn’t ask her to tell him what she wanted, but he needed to wait for her to do it. He wouldn’t do a single thing unless she asked. It wasn’t enough for her to guide him, or her to ball her hands in his sweater and kiss him aggressively. He needed to know that he wasn’t going too far.
He kissed her again, then broke it off. “Tay?”
“Kier…”
“What do you want? Is this okay?” Damn it, he wasn’t going to ask. He didn’t want to force her into telling him anything.
He had his hands splayed over her hips and she rocked against him again. She hadn’t moved from her secure hold on him. The only way they could be closer was for them to shed their clothes and—
“I want you inside me. It’s the first time for me, which should be weird, knowing that you remember and I don’t, but it’s not weird. It’s just hot. I just want you.” She read his thoughts. She knew his mind. “I’m sure.”
She tore his jacket off like she couldn’t get it off fast enough, then slipped that lightweight sweater off, and fuck. That bra. That black lace bra that he could see every detail of despite the dark. His vision was normally excellent, but tonight it was hyper focused. Every sense on overdrive.
Taylee’s hands swept over her breasts, her fingers splaying over the full orbs before she slipped her hands back and took off her bra.
She was on his lap, undressing for him, and he was paralyzed. He could only gape at her as she brushed her fingers over her nipples. She circled them and pinched one lightly, teasing herself, but watching him. He shook himself and realized she was watching his every reaction. He was captivated. 
“Tell me what you like,” Taylee whispered. She took his hand and brought it to her hair, threading the fingers through the strands so that when she moved her head, it pulled just a little. She pinched her nipples at the same time, watching him. “Tell me what you want to do.”
Oh god. That would be everything. And it would end up being nothing if he didn’t get it under control. He’d never been so dangerously close to coming in his life.
He couldn’t say anything. His throat was too dry.
“I’ll tell you what I want you to do.” She was surprisingly not shy at all. The old Tay hadn’t been shy either. She’d known what she wanted, and she hadn’t been afraid to ask for it. “I want you to put your mouth on me.”
He did, because she asked him to and that set his blood on fire. He was now hyperaware of every bit of his body too.
He took her nipple in his mouth and slowly sucked it. He closed his eyes and heard the blissful sigh that escaped her throat.
“We’re out here in the forest,” he whispered in front of her nipple. His tongue circled the bud because he had to taste her sweet skin again. Nothing had ever tasted so good in all his life. He thought he’d remembered her exactly, but maybe his mind couldn’t possibly conjure up the real thing. “I should take you home. Take you to a proper bed.”
She actually laughed. “Oh my god, Kier. No. I don’t want that at all. In bed, we’d be careful and quiet, and I don’t want either of those things. I’ve missed you. My body has missed you. I can feel it.”
“Before, even if we were apart for a few days, it would be frantic. Loud.”
“Did we ever do this as bears?”
He nearly choked. “Uh, I…”
“Okay. Wow. That’s hot.” She laughed again when she looked at his face. “Don’t worry. I come from a clan of shifters. I’m not surprised that two shifters would seek pleasure in both forms. It makes sense. It’s beautiful and special. Humans can’t have that. I feel bad for the ones who are mated to human women. They’ll never know the joy of being together in all ways.”
Privately, he agreed, though he thought it likely that all of his friends who had human mates probably never felt that way. They were in love. They accepted their mates as who they were, and they celebrated them. They didn’t mourn their differences and the things they were missing because their hearts and lives were full in their own ways.
But for him, he knew Taylee was right. Or maybe it was only because she was his mate that he felt that perfection. If she’d been human and not a shifter, he would have loved her with all his heart just the same.
“I want to be together.” She leaned forward and scraped her teeth over his jaw. “Here in the woods. Under the stars.”
“It’s cold, Taylee.”
She laughed softly again, the sound rushing through his skin since her lips were on his neck, and then, dear god, her tongue. “I have no doubt we’ll stay warm enough.”




Chapter 11
Taylee
Frantic wasn’t the right word for how fast they tore their clothes off.
Taylee’s hands had never moved so fast. Her leggings were torn away. The thong she wore underneath. Kier’s sweater. His t-shirt. His worn-in jeans that felt like frayed clouds against her palms. His boxers. There was a frenzy of kisses.
It didn’t feel weird to be naked. It didn’t feel familiar to her either, but her brain wasn’t chanting out a litany of what she should know and what she didn’t. Kier might be familiar with her body, but she’d changed. They hadn’t been together this way since she’d given birth. She was healing and then the accident happened, and she had to heal from that too.
Would she be different? She’d looked at herself naked in the mirror after showering so many times. She felt like a stranger in her own body most of those times, but she was getting used to it.
Her belly was surprisingly flat for just having had a child a few months before. She could even see her abs again. Probably because everyone commented on how much weight she’d lost since she’d been hurt. Her breasts were round and firm. Probably on the small side, but she only wasn’t okay with that because it still stung that her milk had dried up. She couldn’t even remember the joy of feeding her own child. Every single time she’d looked at herself, she couldn’t tell that she’d ever carried a baby. There were no marks anywhere. She found her body tight and lithe and muscular. Sleek limbs and a hidden strength in a small frame.
She shivered violently when Kier picked her up and set her down on the pile of their clothing. He was worried that she was cold, but that was the last thing she felt.
She buried her hands in his thick, dark hair and pulled until it probably hurt. She pulled him down to her as she spread her legs. Maybe she should have felt shy, but she didn’t. The only thing she wanted was her mate. She wanted a little bit of pain with that pleasure. Kier was all gentle and goodness, but she wouldn’t mind if he was a bit rough with her. She was thrilled by his size, how fucking huge he was. The rawness of her emotions flayed her open. She wasn’t just desperate for him, her body wanted to be used and pleasured, desired and fucked. She might be in human form and she and her bear might not be on the best terms, but at the moment, she thought about the thrill of being outside, on the ground, of it being just them, naked in the woods, elemental and rough, like animals.
She pulled on Kier again. She wanted him covering her. He was naked, and he was just staring down at her in awe, and she didn’t want him to hesitate. She dragged him up just enough that she could get her hands on his huge shoulders. She sunk her nails into the muscles, clawing at him.
“Kier…”
“Don’t want to hurt you,” he groaned. “I’m afraid I’ll hurt you, I want you so bad.”
“That’s okay. I know. It’s okay if it hurts a little.”
“You’re—are you okay?”
“Yes. I’m fine. I’m fully healed. At least my body is. We know the other part is a work in progress, but all of me wants this. All of me wants you. I’m not going to regret it later. I’m not going to get hurt the way you think. Did I like it like that before? A little bit…wild?”
“Yes.” He was so close. So deliciously close. Heat poured off his body. She felt so small beneath him. “Yes, you did.”
“Then I still do.” Goosebumps broke out all over her skin. She still wasn’t cold. Shivering, but she was burning up. “I already know you’re in love with me, Kier. You never stopped. I’m learning how to fall in love with you too. It’s going to take some time for me, but I understand that you’ve felt that way for some time. I’m sorry I’ve challenged it. Tried to stamp it out. Tried to tell you it wasn’t good enough and tried to be not enough. I’m sorry I wasn’t brave. I get that it isn’t going to go away. You’re going to love me for the rest of my life. Even if we weren’t together, you’d love me as the mother of your child, as a friend. Maybe you’d never stop longing for me. I don’t want to find out. I don’t want you to pine for me. I’m not going to break your heart. I’m still falling, and that’s okay. Because wherever I am right now, I’m so fucking sure that I need you. I need you inside me right now, filling me up, fucking me into the ground.”
“God, Taylee. Jesus.” It looked like he was physically tormented. She knew it was only because he was holding back that he was hurting. She understood that well. She was hurting too.
The tension in her body was the most painful thing that she’d ever felt. There was so much pressure. She couldn’t remember ever being satisfied. She couldn’t remember how her body reacted to pleasure. She was going to put all her faith in Kier to guide her through.
She dug her nails harder into his shoulder, until he relented and dipped his head.
“Show me what I liked. If I don’t like it now, I’ll tell you to stop or change it up. Nothing is wrong. Nothing, Kier. I don’t want any barriers. There are no limits. Just us, relearning each other, discovering each other the same way I’m going to relearn those stars.” She looked past him, up to the night sky. There were so many sprinkled up there, like snowflakes dusting a soft black blanket. That blanket was airy and never ending, unlike the ground beneath her, which was so hard and earthy, damp and cold. It was all perfect and welcoming. She didn’t need a bed. She didn’t want a bed. She just wanted this. It felt like home. It felt like she was coming home to Kier and to her own body. She no longer felt like such a stranger, living in a shell of meat and bone and blood, a spirit that didn’t belong.
As if he sensed that moment of elation for her as that new sensation became a corporeal thought, he bent his head and bit her breast. She gasped at the sting, but he suckled the mark and ran his tongue over it. He skimmed over her nipple. As soon as his tongue found the bud, her back arched off the ground. She made an animal sound, a half scream that caught in her throat.
She dug her nails harder into his shoulder. She wasn’t going to be gentle either.
His mouth felt so good. She opened her legs, wrapping them around his waist. She could feel his hardness pressed into her belly, the wetness there. She let her hands roam over his arms, and then she got bold. She reached between them, curling a little, and as he claimed her mouth in a brutal kiss, she wrapped her hand around his cock. He was long and hard, throbbing, spilling moisture all over her palm.
She shifted against him, all hard muscle, all hard ground beneath her. Her eyes were already closed when she fitted him to her entrance. He felt so big there. Impossibly big. She ached thinking about him pushing into her. Spreading her wide open. Physically, they seemed like an improbable match, but she imagined taking all of him.
She kept rolling her hips, driving him crazy, gyrating against the length of him. He bumped against her clit once. Again. She lapped at his lips, making strangled noises. She was all raw need. It wasn’t enough to tease herself like that. She spread her thighs wider, until they trembled around his hips. She moved until the head of his cock was at her entrance again, but this time, there was no teasing. This time, he moved, flexing his hips so that he pushed inside her.
It did hurt, but her body stretched around him. She wanted more. She needed to feel all of him. Deeper. She needed to feel that fullness, feel herself clenching around him. She wanted him to feel it too. She wanted him to be driven crazy because he was inside her. Inside his mate. She wanted him to lose control. To thrust and buck and split her in half with the force of how badly he needed her. She wanted to fuck him back just as badly, to move like she was going to die if she didn’t.
She felt like she was going to die now if he didn’t let her take him.
She was all movement, pumping her hips, and Kier couldn’t restrain himself anymore. His hips flexed against hers, diving in another few inches. She clung to him—nothing left but sensation. She felt like this was what she was made to do, like her body was made for this man, because he was perfect. He was a perfect fit, even if he was huge. Even if it hurt and she ached, it was good too. And then it stopped. When he was fully inside her, the pain stopped and she was just liquid hot pleasure. She melted against him a different way, kissing him desperately, but with a new softness.
She bucked up, her feet falling away from his sides and meeting the ground. She moved, and that pleasure shivered through her, infusing all of her until she thought she might actually evaporate.
Suddenly, Kier sat back. He took her with him. He changed the position, wrapping his hands around her hips. Her upper back and neck stayed on the ground, but he lifted her hips, holding her there. He was on his knees and she was wrapped around him. He was still inside her, throbbing as she clenched around him so tight, but then his fingers found her clit. He didn’t even begin to thrust. He just circled her clit and all the nerves in her body screamed at her.
She was pretty sure she screamed too, just because she couldn’t hold the sound in. Her hips pumped wildly. His one hand dug into her ass cheek and the other kept circling her clit.
He was so deep inside her and he kept circling and circling and circling.
She was going to break into a thousand pieces.
“Come for me, Taylee.”
She was afraid. She was afraid that if she did, that would be it. She didn’t want it to end. She didn’t want herself to end and him to begin. She wanted to stay like this, as one entity, giving each other pleasure, a part of each other, for as long as possible. She couldn’t stop it. Kier knew her body. He knew what he was doing. If he wanted this, she’d give it to him. All of it, just for him, knowing that he was giving all of himself just for her.
He gave all of himself as he was so close. He moved his hips, flexing them and stroking inside her, thrusting at just the right speed. He gave all of himself because he cared about her pleasure first.
She didn’t want there to be any distance between them. She reached for him and he shifted position, stretching out on top of her without ever leaving her body. She melted into him, melted into the ground. She met his mouth, hot kiss for hot kiss, breath for breath. His strokes increased in intensity, growing more furious. Faster. She tilted her hips up and down, rocking to his rhythm, rocking until they were one and she lost all the parts that were distinctly herself and became part of him as he became part of her.
She was giving him a part of her soul and she was never going to get it back.
No, she’d already given that. She’d given it long ago, the first time she’d lost her heart to him. She had no memory of it, but maybe she didn’t need it. Did she have any memory of her past lives? Would she have a memory of this one when it was over, and she was up there in the stars? Would Kier find her up there? Would he find her wherever she went?
She desperately hoped so.
Kier and her family, Onyx and Misty, everyone who mattered in this life. She wanted them all to be stars, up there shining back down, guiding the ones who would come. One day, she’d be an ancestor. But all those years were still coming.
She lost herself in Kier in the now, lost herself some more, until there was nothing left to lose.
He tilted her hips with one hand and drove into her. She dug her heels into the ground and let him, meeting him thrust for thrust.
She was just at the right angle. He was so strong and brutal and gentle above her. He was everywhere. Inside her. Around her. In her blood and bones and breath.
“Come on my cock, Taylee. I can feel how close you are. You’re shaking and it’s so hot. I can feel you clenching around me. You’re soaking. I want to feel you coming apart all around me. Just let go. Come for me.”
It took her a few seconds to follow that command, but that was all the control she had left. She couldn’t stop the surge of pleasure from washing over her. The first orgasm she could remember overtook her, shaking her apart. Her teeth rattled together. Her fingers clenched into Kier’s muscles. His body strained above her, flexing, strong, an artform. He drove into her as she came, the pleasure tearing at all the seams that bound her together. It tore into her sanity and scratched the surface of all the dark and light places she’d discovered and all those yet to be found.
She hung onto Kier and trusted in his strength. Hung on as he found his own peak. He pulled out at the last second, spilling himself on her belly. He ground against her, his hips moving, a feral groan tearing from his throat for more than a few thrusts, and every single one sent hot jets across her skin.
He was still shaking when he bound his arms around her, pulled himself to the side, and shielded her body with his. She loved being engulfed by him. She felt so safe. Nothing could reach her with him protecting her like that, not even the dark or the unknown. No threat was strong enough to get through him.
“That was… I should have… I didn’t plan for it, I’m sorry,” he whispered against her hair.
“No. Don’t say sorry.”
“But you’re not on the pill or anything. I would have brought something if I’d thought that—”
“It’s alright. I don’t have my cycle back yet.” He still tensed “We’ll be more careful in the future.”
“We weren’t taking any precautions before. You hadn’t had a cycle in almost four months, and we thought the chances of getting pregnant were low.”
“Oh my god. I can’t believe that you know that, and I don’t.”
“I’m sorry. I should have told you sooner. Clearly you were just fine when it came to ovulating. You did tell me you’d never had a regular cycle. They were all over the place. Sometimes you wouldn’t have one for six months or more. We were together like this often. Again, we thought there was pretty much no way you’d get pregnant, so I never pulled out.” The way he said that, she could hear the embarrassment in his voice. It was absolutely adorable.
“Did we talk about children? Did we discuss the future?”
“We said that we would like to have kids if it was possible, but that we’d be okay if we couldn’t. We’re both middle aged, and you were concerned about your fertility. We’d only been together for a few months when you got pregnant, so having kids was more of a hypothetical that we both wanted.”
“How did I find out?”
“I don’t know, but Clay picked up on the morning sickness and confronted you.”
“Right. He told me how he drove to Greenacre to make you take responsibility. Clay can be rather convincing, but you were so overjoyed when you found out, mystified but overjoyed, that he refrained and changed course. I’m sure that when I told him, I also told him that I’d taken you for a mate and that I hadn’t told you yet, but he can be kind of…well, he does what he wants.” She traced her finger over Kier’s knuckles. “That’s another reason I want to do half time at my parents’ house. It’s to keep an eye on my family until this guy is caught.”
The silence around them wasn’t the fractured, nightmarish darkness that she’d known in her head before she’d opened her eyes in the clinic. It wasn’t the stressed darkness of sleepless nights filled with worry. At the moment, she knew only peace.
And then…cold.
A shiver that ran bone deep, even though she was with Kier.
A sudden tiredness that pulled her under. A change in everything, her perception, her reality. Her bones. She sucked in a breath, and it went in wrong and came out wrong. Her eyes were wide and wild, but Kier was there. She understood the words and heard his voice clearly, even though it sounded like it came from a universe away. The ground trembled, or it seemed to, but she knew those tremors were just coming from deep inside herself. She tried to open her eyes again, but there was only darkness. Darkness and a bright light that was shining from inside herself. Gold streaked across an internal midnight sky.              
Her head ached. There was buzzing. A swarm of hornets trapped in her skull. In her chest. In her bones. Her heart was beating too fast. It hurt, it was going so wild. She tried to breathe, but she choked and then coughed and breathed in too hard. It was like being underwater. She choked again.
“It’s okay, Tay. Let it happen. I’m right here. Your body knows.” Kier’s voice, from the darkness. “It’ll take you through it. You’ve done this so many times before. Trust me. I’ve got you. I won’t let anything happen. Trust your bear. She’s here to take care of you. I’ll run with you. We’ll run together. Don’t fight it. Just let go.”
She wanted to do what he was telling her to do. She wanted to trust him. She’d let down her guard and let him in. She’d clung to her family because they were all that she had left, but then she’d found that she had a whole clan and she had Kier and his clan too. She thought her life was over, and that’s when she’d discovered she had so much to be thankful for. That it was really just starting. She hadn’t done any of that alone.
She wasn’t alone now.
Kier was there. Her bear was there with her. She’d been there all the time, waiting for this moment. Waiting until they both felt safe enough to make this shift happen.
Instead of clamping down and going to war with herself, she did her best to relax.
The cold feeling left first. It was like a numb limb going back to normal. Everything started to tingle. That tingle turned into a rocket of white-hot pain that flew up her spine. She gasped, arching into it, but still not fighting it. Some pain was okay. Some pain was necessary. She’d learned to embrace this. Learned to live with it. As an experienced shifter, she’d probably grown so used to it she barely noticed it. It was only because it was so new to her all over again.
Her body bowed in half as the pain sawed through her, the white heat tearing at her joints, her bones, her tissues, and all her cells. Her brain. It was there, but so was Kier’s voice. She realized he’d been speaking gently to her the entire time.
“Just surrender. I’m here. We’ll do this together.”
She did what he asked her to do and the human parts of her shut down, but the animal parts took over. The pain was gone, and so was her human form.




Chapter 12
Kier
He’d never run so hard in his life. His lungs worked, breath raw and cold, fiery and overheated. 
The smell of his mate. Just ahead of him. Running.
She stood on her hind legs and growled, the sound loud and fierce in the night. He stood up too, but didn’t roar back. Instead, he shook himself, then bounded after her.
She cleared the forest at an astonishing speed. He was larger than her, but he could barely keep up. She ran with the joy of not having run like this in months. She ran with the newfound joy of freedom. She let out another roar and this time, he responded.
She didn’t stop when she reached the creek.              
It was hardly ever cold enough for the water to freeze. The stream was always running, always moving. Gentle splashes, not more than a few feet wide.
She bounded through it. Silver droplets of water sprayed up everywhere, coating her thick, dark fur. She plunged her face into the deepest part and snorted out water. Did it again. Another roar. One huge paw slapped at the surface, and then she dove under. The creek wasn’t deep enough for all of her, but she dove and rolled, surfacing to take a massive breath, puffs of breath steaming out into the night.
He stood on the shore, absorbed in her joy, his own breath so hot that it was a white fog as well. When he couldn’t take it anymore, he bounded in after her.
She met him in a raw embrace, knocking him back, plunging him into the icy water. It went through the fur that protected him and he gasped. Sucked in water. Choked. Came up for air, releasing the moisture in a cough. She plunged him down again, but this time he was ready. He wrestled her, thrusting her up out of the creek and onto the damp bed. She chuffed at him and charged. They wrestled, locking arms around each other, biting and snapping, growling and snarling, but they knew each other’s limits and it was half dance, half play fight, and all joy.
Two bears. Mates. United in form.
They wrestled for what felt like hours. When she’d had enough, she curled up in the moonlight along the edge of the creek. He stood guard a few feet away, watching her as her breathing evened out and then steadied. He heard the animal moan, the sound of a beast in pain, and then it changed to a human cry as large bones reshaped into smaller ones, as a thick coating of fur disappeared to leave soft, vulnerable skin. As that big, lumbering shape turned into a tiny, lithe human woman.
He waited to make sure she was watching. That she was going to be okay.
She blinked those huge, black eyes. Water droplets starred her lashes. She was beginning to tremble now that the cold was setting in. She was soaked. Naked. She had no cover.
He made sure she could watch as he shifted. His body changed the same way hers had. The transition was slower. Bones reshaped. Fur became skin. One huge form became one smaller.
When Kier looked up from his hands and knees, he found his mate smiling at him, soft and shy. “Your eyes,” she whispered. “Your eyes stay exactly the same. Did you know that?”
He stood and walked to her, nodding slowly. “I did. It’s strange, that was my exact thought about you.”
“It’s not strange at all,” she whispered, entwining her arms around his neck and leaning into him for more than just warmth. “When destinies are connected, it’s more than two paths that intertwine. It’s two souls, and from those two souls, there’s a whole world. Children. Families. Friends. Two lives come together and they’ll keep coming together over and over again, in so many different ways. I finally believe that.” She shivered and he wrapped his arms tighter around her.
He’d brought extra clothes for her in his backpack, just in case. He hadn’t expected her to strip down and then attempt to shift, so he figured the set she had on would be toast. He realized he’d forgotten shoes, but hers had been off at the time. She actually didn’t need the extra clothes unless she wanted them.
“Kier?”
“Hmm?”
“That was…it felt very, very right.”
“I’m so glad.”
“Honestly, me too. I feel like this massive fear and stress is just gone. I’m so excited to get back to the girls. I know it’s late, but we can carry them home. Have a midnight snack if Misty wants. If not, I’ll just be so happy to watch them sleep. I feel so at peace.”
He’d thought the happiest moments of his life had already happened. When he’d first met Tay. The haze he felt for days after. The ache until he could talk to her again. The way he’d fallen for her. The torture and the bliss of it. Their first shifts together. The first time they loved each other. The first time she’d told him she loved him out loud with more than just her body. When she’d found out she was pregnant, and when they’d had Onyx. Those were always going to be some of the happiest moments of his life, but there was room for so many more. They could be infinite and without end, he now realized. They could take so many shapes and forms.
This wasn’t a battle or a small victory.
This was huge. Those words, coming from his mate who had worked so hard to fight and claw and battle her way back here. Who had to relearn what it was to do the fun things too, to be gentle, to laugh, to have patience, to love.
Her staring up at him, her face painted in silvery dusky moonlight, her eyes huge, her lashes still clinging together, hair dripping down her back, their bodies giving off heat that bled into each other, studying him with hope and lightness and tenderness—this was a moment he’d remember forever too.




Chapter 13
Taylee
“Clay? Mom sent me over to—” Taylee stopped abruptly.
She’d knocked and no one answered, but she knew her brother was there. She sensed him. Not with human or bear senses, but just with a feeling. Like his presence filled up the tiny little log cabin just a short distance from their parents’ larger one. Jem’s was back there too, just to the left, but it was Clay that her mom sent her for.
Lyric and Melody had stopped by. Kier and Misty would be arriving soon so they could all do another painting session.
It was so strange getting to know her best friends again, but they were patient and as sweet as most everyone else had been. They were gentle with her. While Melody was her age, Lyric was younger. She’d never had a mate. She was beautiful. Blonde, which was a rare thing for shifters born in their clan. Her eyes were as breathtaking as the rest of her. She was beautiful in every way, including her laughter and her spirit. It was pretty obvious, just watching her over the past few days, that Lyric had a bit of a hopeless crush on Clay.
Their mom played it up too. She loved Lyric, but then, everyone loved Lyric, and she wanted Clay to be happy. If it had been Jem, she would have done her best to play matchmaker for him too, but for whatever reason, Lyric wanted Clay. She was shy and sweet about it and had never said anything or pushed or even so much as blushed when he came into the room, but everyone knew.
Clay liked to ignore her.
It was only going to annoy him that she’d been sent to get him with the excuse that the kitchen sink wasn’t draining properly.
It happened to be draining fine, but she wouldn’t tell him that, in solidarity with her mom, who would just invent some other excuse for him to come over.
She stopped as soon as she walked into her brother’s darkened kitchen. He was sitting there in the pitch black, hunched over the table, the eerie blue light of his laptop painting his features like something supernatural. He looked harsh and stone carved when he turned to look at her.
He blinked when she flipped on the lights.
“What the heck are you doing?”
“Nothing.” He snapped the laptop shut.
That nothing was a very clear everything, but I don’t want you to know about it, and I’m not going to tell you. What wasn’t so clear was whether it was his business or hers. If it was his, then she’d leave it alone, but she had that instinctual churning in her stomach that told her it was something to do with her.
“You’re looking for him, aren’t you?”
“Who?”
“The guy. The guy from the woods.”
Clay blinked. “No. Of course not.”
“Then why do you look guilty?”
“I was thinking about making this online dating profile, okay?”
“What?” That was straight up bullshit. She knew when her brother was lying to her, and he was doing it now. “No. You aren’t. You wouldn’t.”
“Emma is old enough now. Glendy’s moved on. Why not find someone?”
“Outside of our clan?”
“You did.”
“He’s a shifter too.”
Clay shrugged.
“Mom sent me to get you because she’s trying to match you up with Lyric.” She watched her brother tense further, and this time, it was all about her parents’ endless meddling. They might mean well, but Clay wasn’t interested. He wasn’t interested in dating anyone, as far as she knew. Especially not another human woman he’d possibly fall in love with and have to leave the clan for. A sudden gust of emotion swirled around the kitchen. Bitterness, like regret. She knew it still bothered Clay, what happened with Glendy. Whenever he talked about her, he sounded so sad. He just seemed so disappointed in himself. Maybe even guilty that their marriage had failed. He took responsibility for things like that. Clay was more sensitive than anyone would guess. “If you don’t want to, Clay, just let her down easy. Let them all down easy. She’s my friend. She was my best friend before, and she’s a great person. She’s so kind.”
Clay bristled. He pushed up from the chair. “I would never hurt her.”
Taylee studied the laptop. He would never leave her with it unattended. “So if I were to happen to check your search history just now, I wouldn’t find out that you were trying to get involved with a man who is no doubt dangerous?”
“It’s been more than a few days. The deadline has way the hell come and gone. It’s been almost two weeks, Taylee. Our alphas weren’t interested in giving him money. We’re all keeping watch, not just on clan land, but on you and your family. We’re all wary. The sooner we find this guy, the better.”
“Clay!” She’d known it days ago, when he started acting cagey. She should have known it wasn’t just the deadline that was bothering him. It wasn’t just that his daughter was under threat, like the rest of them were. They were all waiting to see what would happen.
Clay paced the kitchen, but she sat down. She watched every single move he made, feeling as agitated as he was now. “What have you found out?”
“Nothing.”
“Clay.”
“Not really.”
She sighed. “Is Jem involved?”
He wasn’t going to commit to that one way or the other. “Sam’s guy hasn’t found anything. No one has found anything. We’re just hoping he was bluffing about leaking that video. The fact that we haven’t heard anything yet says that he hasn’t done it, or he tried and no one took him seriously. Old cell footage? He hasn’t found a receptive audience yet. But when he does… No, not when. There isn’t a when. He won’t get that far. Jem and I think he’s in Seattle. We want to go one night and try to hunt him down ourselves.”
“Jesus, Clay!” She hadn’t realized it had gone so far with him. “If anyone should be doing the hunting, it’s Kier and me. Maybe Tavish too, because they’ve been guards together for so long and they work as a team.”
“No. Not you. Never you. You have two kids.”
“And you have a daughter, and it doesn’t matter that Jem doesn’t have any kids yet, he’s just as dear to all of us and all of us would miss him if something ever happened. Did you ever think that it’s a trap? That this guy wants us to come out and come to the city, where we’re unprotected?”
“Yes.” Clay nodded. He grasped the edge of the counter, his knuckles going white. “We both think it’s likely that he’s set some kind of trap. A physical one would be the most beneficial to him. If he could cage one of us, then he could physically prove, through tests, that we are something else. He could force a shift. If someone saw it in real time, they’d absolutely take notice. The whole world would change,” he paused. “How could you get involved with someone like him, Tay?”
Taylee just stood helplessly. If she knew why, then she could have sorted out this whole damn mess.
As if realizing her anguish Clay added, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to say that. I know if you could remember, then you’d tell us—and I’m sure you had a good reason not to tell us about him in the first place.”
“But do you really think he’s capable of doing that?”
The strain showed in the lines around Clay’s mouth and eyes. He looked like he wanted very badly to tear apart the kitchen. However satisfying that might be for him, he’d refrain. He hadn’t found an outlet for his anger as good as the fighting ever was, but he had the woods. He had his bear. He had the clan. He could shift and be free here, unlike when he lived in the city. At that time, he’d had no way to be a part of anything more than his human form and the stress that caused, well, he’d needed the cage for it.
“I don’t know. I think he’s desperate, but who knows what that means. No one risks coming out here to blackmail someone unless their back is up against the wall in the hardest of ways—and if he is a shifter himself, then doing something like that would put him at risk of getting discovered. I think he might be running from more than just us. He said he needed money. He didn’t get it. That means his own deadline has likely passed too. He’s probably lying low somewhere for more than one reason. If he thinks he’s hunting us, he’s also being hunted, and not by shifters. More like loan sharks, and they don’t play nice. They don’t give second chances.”
Taylee bit down on her lip to smother the gasp. It hurt her to think about that level of violence and pain. Someone had turned this man that she’d once possibly cared for into an animal. But underneath that, he was a person, and while he was still alive, she believed he wasn’t so far gone that he couldn’t be redeemed.
Now probably wasn’t the right time to express that sentiment, or to tell Clay what she’d gone and talked to Clarence about.
She had to get her brother to give her an honest answer.
“You’re not going to go to Seattle, are you? You just want to do it. That’s all, right?”
His eyes were wild. He looked like he was ready to go into battle, but she stood up and walked over. She wasn’t afraid of her brother. She put a hand on his shoulder, feeling the muscles bunch under his t-shirt. He tried to angle away from her touch, but she wouldn’t let him do that. She grasped his wrist, holding on.
“Clay. You and Jem are not going to leave here, are you? Not for this. Not in secret. Please. Promise me.”
“Alright. I promise.” It sounded true enough. He wasn’t one to mess around with semantics. Not usually. He better not be doing it to her this time.
Her eyes strayed back to the laptop when she realized that’s exactly where Clay was looking. “But you’re going to keep looking for him.”
“Yes.”
“And if you find him? What then?”
“The only thing that’s saving him so far is that he’s probably a shifter too. Even if he’s a wolf, everyone is reluctant to take down one of our own kind.”
That no longer surprised her. They’d talked about wolf behavior. The guy could be something else completely. Who knew what was out there? Everyone had their secrets.
“Just promise me that you won’t go after him if you find him. That you’ll tell us. Me. Clarence. Kier. Someone and everyone. Please!”
“Taylee…”
“You can’t just beat the shit out of the guy. What’s that going to accomplish? And if you get your ass caged up and sent to a lab, that’s not going to help anyone. Think about Emma. Think about Jem. If you want a fight, there are clubs in Seattle, I’m sure. Join one. Kick someone’s ass that way, in the cage. If you’re looking for pain, then let them kick yours. I wouldn’t say these things, but I know you. I can see that you want this so fucking badly, and it’s not just for my sake.”
She’d shocked both of them with that. It wasn’t a memory. It was an observation, but there it was. Maybe it was just the honest instinct telling her what was true at the moment and her need to protect her brother that made her say it instead of tiptoeing around it.
“What do you want me to do, then? Just let him go free after he nearly wrecked the only thing we have worth anything? Our lives?”
“I don’t expect that. I just want you to tell me so that we can all decide what to do together.” She let go of her brother’s wrist. She didn’t need to be holding onto him to know if he was telling the truth. She didn’t even look at him. She studied the ground, giving him time.
“Yes. I’ll tell you.”
She kept a straight face at the lie she heard in his voice. “And mom’s drain? You’re going to come fix that?”
“Is it even really clogged?”
“Oh yes. I watched her pour bacon grease down it this morning and this afternoon she mashed the leftover pasta down.”
“Good lord.”
“She was anticipating tonight.” She looked back up. “You’ll let her down easily, won’t you? Lyric is so nice. She’s a good woman.”
“I’ll be gentle with her. You’re right. She’s kind. It’s not her fault I’m not interested in romance. I’ll probably never be.”
That, at least, was the truth.




Chapter 14
Kier
“Look! She loves it!” Misty was utterly absorbed in waving a purple stuffed lion with a bright pink mane in front of Onyx. Taylee’s dad held her in the crook of his arms. She’d been asleep when they walked in, but she was wide awake now, giggling wild baby laughter every single time Misty made the roaring noise with the lion. She swung it back and forth, roaring and roaring.
If Onyx laughed any harder, she was going to give herself hiccups that wouldn’t go away, and that would be utterly adorable.
When they’d walked in ten minutes ago, Kier had been informed by Grace that Taylee was just getting Clay to fix the sink. He’d offered to look at it, but Grace wouldn’t hear of a guest doing it.
Kier thought it had more to do with the sly looks that Grace kept sending over to Taylee’s friends. Melody and Lyric shared the loveseat in the living room, both of them utterly enchanted by the play going on in front of them.
They were all smitten with the baby. For someone so small, Onyx soaked up all the attention in the room. Everyone hung on every single giggle and goo, every kick and wave of her fist, those sweet dimples and her huge eyes.
“Smells good in here.”
They all turned at the sound of Clay’s voice. He went straight to the kitchen and didn’t give any of them a second glance. He looked like he wanted to make as fast an escape as possible.
Taylee was beyond beautiful in her purple hoodie and leggings. The hoodie had a rearing unicorn in front of a full moon. He hadn’t seen it before.
She smiled as soon as she saw him, but when she watched Misty and the lion, her eyes got that lovestruck look they always did. Not just when she looked at Onyx. When she looked at Misty too. She’d fallen instantly in love with both of them. Love at first sight did exist for some people, not only in a romantic sense. The kind of love he felt for her had only grown. He hoped it was always growing and getting deeper as he was wiser with the years that passed.
“Goodness! You’ve got her just roaring too.” Taylee swept in, holding out her arms. She sniffed Onyx and winced. “I think it’s time for a change.”
“I didn’t even smell anything,” her dad protested.
She grinned. “No worries, Dad. I’ve got it. Kier? Could you help me?”
“What about me?” Misty raced up to them eagerly. “I can change diapers.”
“Oh, thank you, honey.” Taylee balanced Onyx and put her hand on Misty’s hair. “That’s very sweet, but if you could help my mom set up for our painting, that would be great! We’re all going to paint tonight, even Kier!”
“Oh?” He cocked a brow. “This is the first I’ve heard about this.”
Taylee winked at Misty. “You can set up his spot for especially for him. I’m so excited to see what he comes up with.”
He followed her to her room at the back of the cabin. She had a bassinet in there. Setting Onyx down gently in the middle of the bed, she grabbed a diaper from the basket in the change station a few feet away. The thing of wipes also came with her.
“She’s fine,” she whispered. “I just needed to tell you something.”
“Oh?” He got down on his hands and knees and made a face at his daughter. She squealed with laughter again.
“My brothers have been looking for the guy. I guess I’m not the only one who keeps thinking about the expired deadline. He’s just out there, this nebulous threat. They’re not going to let it stand. I made Clay tell me that he wouldn’t act on his own if he finds him.”
“How are they going to find him?”
“Honestly, Kier, I’m not sure.” She undid Onyx’s onesie from the bottom, snap by snap. “I don’t really know the half of my brothers, it seems. Maybe they were always good with computers. I can’t remember, but it’s not like they’re going to tell me that they can creep on someone like that, or find people that don’t want to be found. They’re probably doing things that aren’t even legal.”
“Okay. So, if they find him, what’s the plan?”
“If they find him, I’m hoping I can tell by the way they look. I know when they’re lying. I know when they’re keeping something from me. I’ll watch them more closely. I get those feelings sometimes. Either through that, intuition, or raw animal sense, I’m hoping something warns me. I know they won’t want to talk to you about it, but you’re my mate. Will you check in with them?”
He wasn’t sure how forthcoming they would be with him either. He’d always be an outsider to Tay’s brothers, but he’d try. He’d do anything she asked him to. “I’ll make time to talk to them. Tonight?”
“I’ll set something up either tomorrow or the next day. As my mate, you have a right to this guy before they ever do. I hope they know that. I hope they can be convinced to come to you, if not to me.”
“I love that you want to protect your family before anything.”
She sighed, then slipped a clean diaper onto Onyx and rolled up the one that probably was only an hour old. She did the onesie back up slowly, then tickled Onyx’s foot and grabbed her toes, which made her laugh and wave her fists in the air again. “Always. There’s no but when it comes to that.” She turned her gaze up to him and he hated the clouds of doubt in her eyes. Those shadows shouldn’t be there. He felt so hopeless when he knew she was thinking about this douchebag and his threats. “I just keep thinking about that deadline and what’s happening out there. The worst is not knowing. Is it horrible to wish my brothers actually find this guy so that he can be brought to justice?”
Not beaten up. Not pounded or shredded apart. Justice. She wanted this guy to be punished, but in the way the clan saw fit. Her clan and his combined. She knew that they held life sacred in their clans and that if this man truly wanted to become a better person, the clans would help.
It seemed impossible to some. Clay and Jem probably didn’t believe very strongly in mercy, but what their alpha said was law. The key was just getting this guy into that judgement before anyone could decide to become the law themselves.
“Not horrible at all.” There wasn’t a single part of him that didn’t long for her. He wanted to comfort her, though, and that didn’t involve any of the longing he’d burned with since their night in the forest.
Just standing next to her alone was a special form of torture. It made his blood hot and his stomach knotted, and all mixed up with that was the anxiety he felt rolling off of her in waves. She’d had a lifetime of worry in just the past few months. She’d endured more than anyone else should ever have to endure. He wanted to be her strength so he could have a break.
“I’ll figure out a way to keep your brothers form doing anything rash.” He’d do anything to keep that promise.
She smiled weakly at him, but even then, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever known. “Thank you.”
He put his hands on her shoulders. She leaned into him and closed her eyes. It looked like pure bliss, and maybe she’d longed for another moment alone as well. That touch turned into a hug. It was what she needed more than passionate, burning kisses. He would have liked to give those too, but he settled for a soft, quick stamp of his lips against hers. It was far too brief, but it was also the only thing he could do to keep himself in line. They were at her parents’ house and Onyx was on the bed right in front of them. He had a responsibility to behave like an adult and think rational thoughts with his brain, not with other less trusty parts of his anatomy. No matter how he might ache for his mate, there’d be a moment when they’d be alone again. A night or an hour, and it would be special for all the tortured minutes of waiting that they’d both endured apart.
He picked up Onyx, swaying her and bouncing her in his arms until she laughed and reached for him. He put his hand in hers and let her wrap her fingers around one of his. Her grip was strong. She was going to be as strong and as beautiful as her mama one day.
When they emerged, Clay was already gone.
Grace had the table all set up. Misty was already seated, as were Lyric and Melody, side by side. Lyric looked like she was trying to both hide and swallow her disappointment. Grace looked like she was trying to swallow her own embarrassment and disappointment as well.
“Clay fixed the sink right away. Turns out I shouldn’t be throwing leftover lunch down it. You’d think I’d know that by now, but somehow, I guess I forgot.”
“No harm done, then,” Taylee said, casting a sad look towards Lyric. Her mom’s face burned brighter.
“I see you really did set up a place for me,” Kier noted. He wasn’t the least bit excited about embarrassing himself artistically in front of everyone, but he could take one for the team.
His mate painted so beautifully that it was worth humiliating himself just to sit in her presence and watch. He was also doing this for Misty. She loved being here. The more people she met, the more people who loved her and she felt truly loved by, the better. He had no parents of his own left and he was more than happy that his daughters get to know Taylee’s and be close to them. He had no siblings. She did. So, he’d sit here and paint terribly for as many nights as he was ever asked to sit here and paint terribly. He’d do it out of love. It certainly wasn’t out of obligation.
“I can take her,” Tay’s dad offered. He opened his arms on the couch. The TV was tuned into some ancient gameshow. He had one heck of a fondness for them.
“Sure. Thanks.” Kier set Onyx in his arms. She tuned right into the TV, laughing and smiling like she knew what was going on.
It probably had more to do with the fact that Taylee’s dad kept subtly tickling her and making the silliest of faces every single time she looked up at him.
She’d be asleep in no time, and Taylee’s dad would just hold her and study her and love her. He wouldn’t tell anyone to come put her down in her bassinet. He’d just hold her all night if he could.
It made Kier’s throat burn. He would have loved for his own dad to have lived long enough to see his children. His dad would have loved to meet his granddaughters.
He thought about the stars Taylee was learning to love all over again.  Before the accident, she’d talked so many times about their ancestors and loved ones being up there, about finding each other up there when they passed on. Was his dad up there, one of the many stars twinkling in the sky each night, always there, even if they couldn’t be seen?
Taylee sat down at the table, taking the spot beside Melody. That left the seat between her and Misty open for him.
“Tonight, we’re going to be building on what we’ve been working on so far with the acrylics. I know this is the first time for some of you, so I’ll break you in gently.” Grace probably would, but it wouldn’t make a difference for him. His art was always going to be terrible.             
Taylee would probably insist on him bringing it home and proudly displaying it on the wall next to the paintings Misty had already made.
Maybe one day he’d be able to convince her to take it down and replace it with one of her masterpieces.
No, probably not.
For Taylee, it was always the experience that counted. The process. The journey. She’d never been about the endgame. Even before she couldn’t remember her past, she’d been into living each day on its own terms.
He picked up a brush and gave Misty a here goes nothing, prepared to be horrified look. She smiled back and picked up one of her own brushes.
“Don’t worry,” she whispered. “I’ll help you, Dad.”
Dad. She’d called him dad. Usually, she called him Kier. He never expected her to call him Dad. Even if he thought of her as a daughter and always would, he knew he wasn’t her blood father. He didn’t want to ever pressure her into something she wasn’t ready for.
He checked to see if Taylee had heard, and she obviously had because she was sitting there, looking like a kid on Christmas morning, her eyes filling up with the happiest tears. His were a little bit wet too.
If he hung up his painting, he’d probably never take it down. It would always and forever remind him of this night.




Chapter 15
Taylee
“Look at you go, kiddo!”
Misty beamed with pleasure at Kier’s words of praise. She fitted another piece into the puzzle.
“At this rate, we’ll be done in five minutes.” Taylee was still working on a section of blue. It was the hard part, the sky. All blue, endless blue.
Misty was doing the bottom half, all different cats lounging on a patchwork picnic blanket, hiding in the basket, sitting on a lawn chair, and playing with balls of yarn and in the grass. Kier was working on the rest of the grass and trees in the distance, and he was having about as much luck as she was with all those different shades of green.
“I feel like you’re taking one for the team.” Kier noticed how she was struggling.
She looked down hopelessly at the mountain of green pieces he had to sort out. “Maybe we both are,” she said. “Although, it’s okay to be bad at this. I’m still having fun.”
“I’m having so much fun!” Misty slapped another piece into place and followed it up with another and another after that.
“My gosh,” Taylee sighed. “A genius.”
Misty flushed at that. “I can help you with the sky, if you want.”              
“Oh, sweetheart, thank you. Maybe when you’re done there. I’ll keep plugging away at it until then.”
“Hey! Where’s my grass and trees help?”
“Here!” Misty took a few pieces, and after staring at them for a few seconds, arranged them into the top of a tree.
“Well, I’ll be darned.” Kier gaped at Misty in genuine admiration. “You’re a pro at this. We should enter you into puzzle building competitions.”
“And it’s a thousand pieces too. Most people your age are probably barely doing fifty or a hundred.”
“It just makes sense to me,” Misty said. “I don’t know why.” She shyly reached for a few more green pieces and shaped them into a big section of grass.
“I think I had better get working on snacks. It’s just about bedtime. Anyone have any requests?”
“Quitter,” Tay mumbled, but she smiled secretly at Kier and then winked at Misty. “That’s okay, Kier, don’t worry. We’ll just finish up here. No need to keep plugging away at the grass. After the sky kicks my butt, I’ll just move on to that.”
Misty giggled. “Cinnamon and sugar toast?”
“Oh geez, that does sound good.” Tay’s mouth watered. A distant memory pricked at the dark space in her brain. She’d had it before, she was sure. She could taste the buttery flavors combining with the sweet sugar and spicy cinnamon on her tongue.
“I have fresh bread, compliments of Glendy and Thaddius.”
“How does she find time to run her store, look after a baby, as well as Emma, and still bake?”
“I think it was more Thaddius. He grows a lot of our food in the summer and forages in all months, but he’s also really good at canning and preserving and baking too.”
“I should learn how to make bread.” Taylee sighed.
“I think that would be fun!” Misty looked at her eagerly. “Do you think we could learn together?”
Suddenly, not knowing how to do something didn’t seem so bad. Not remembering if she knew how to do it wasn’t even that bad either. She would love to do that with the people she cared about. “Yes! I can get my mom to show us. Or someone here, if they wouldn’t mind.”
“Maybe both! We could learn all the things!” Misty was all eagerness and wide eyes.
A sudden squeal came from the direction of her room. They all froze.
“Well. That’s early, but hopefully if we feed and change her now, she’ll sleep for a few hours yet.” Kier took off to go get Onyx from her bassinet.
Misty fumbled a few pieces awkwardly. “Did I wake her up? Was I too loud? I’m sorry I got excited.”
“No way.” Taylee put her hand on Misty’s tiny shoulder. “Don’t ever apologize for being too excited. I love seeing you happy and eager to learn new things. It brings so much joy to all of us. Babies just wake up. They get hungry. Cold. Lonely. They need a change. Sometimes it just goes like this. I can move her with me if she’s waking up too much. You have school tomorrow.”
“It’s okay. I’m sure she’ll be fine. Can I help feed her?”
“Sure. If you want to sit down on the couch, I’ll make her bottle.”
They left the puzzle and Taylee worked at mixing up a bottle. When Kier came back out with a sleepy Onyx in his arms, she blinked at the bright light, but she wasn’t fussy. She even gave them all a small smile, like she knew she wasn’t supposed to be awake at this time and she was milking it for all it was worth, having a great time keeping them all guessing.
Kier brought her into the living room and started doing swingy acrobatics with her. He raised Onyx above his head and lowered her, kissing her on each cheek. She kicked her legs and flailed her arms, reaching for him. He let her grasp his nose before raising her again, tickling her sides.
“I don’t think I’ll ever get her settled back down if she’s practicing her flips and flying all night,” Taylee complained, but she didn’t really mean it and they all knew it.
Kier grinned and set the baby in Misty’s arms. She kissed her cheeks, and then played a game of peek-a-boo with her until her bottle finished heating up.
Kier passed over the flannel receiving blanket he had on his shoulder. They tucked it under Onyx’s chin to catch any drips.
They both watched as Misty carefully helped, holding Onyx up just right so she could latch onto the bottle and guzzle down the formula. After, she even lifted her to her shoulder and patted her back until she got one heck of a burp out of her.
“That was well brought up,” Kier chuckled, using the old line.
Wait. The old line? How did she know that? It was another frustrating thing to add to the list of strange and bizarre things that had stuck with her, but by now, it was less frustrating and more just another thing to note.
He stood and stretched, patting Misty on the shoulder as he walked by. “I’ll get that bedtime snack ready and then you can brush your teeth and get into your pajamas.”
She sat with Misty while Kier did the cooking. The smell of toasting bread was divine, and by the time it was ready, they were all practically salivating. He took Onyx from Misty and started rocking her, patting her bottom and back softly to help her settle down. Surprisingly, as they ate, she settled pretty much right away.
“I’ll go put her back down,” Kier whispered. “I think she’s out.”
Misty stood up and looked over his shoulder, where Onyx’s tiny face was sticking out. “You’re right! She’s fast asleep.”
Once they were done, Taylee went to the bathroom with Misty. After forgetting her toothbrush the first time, the second time she came, there was one in a package waiting for her. It stayed there now. She picked up Misty’s hairbrush, sparkly with bright pink bristles, and combed through her hair. She was gentle, starting at the ends, holding up top as she worked her way through. Misty’s hair was thick and lovely, but it was just about always snarled up at the end of the day. It took Taylee a good five minutes, but when she was done, Misty’s hair gleamed.
“Thank you,” Misty said, eyes wide. “Not many people have done that for me.”
That was a lance through Taylee’s heart. Everything she did for Misty, the little girl was so thankful for it. “No problem, sweetheart. I loved that. Maybe tomorrow we can practice doing a braid before you go to school?”
“You know how to braid hair?” Misty nearly leapt up and down on the spot.
“I… Yes. I do.”
Another bit for the list. She just knew she could do it.
“Yay!” Toothpaste nearly flung all over the bathroom as Misty tried to apply it to her toothbrush in her excitement.
Taylee laughed. She loaded up her own toothbrush and they brushed together, rinsed, and spat.
They were quiet going into Misty’s bedroom. The little girl tiptoed in. Onyx was fast asleep in her bassinet, her lips pursed, little hands tucked up beside her angel face. Her onesie was yellow tonight, with little fuzzy ducks on the chest and fuzzier ducks for the feet.
Kier and Taylee both left for a few minutes to give Misty time to get into her pajamas. She opened the door when she was ready to be tucked in. They sat on either side of her bed. Kier smoothed the blankets down and Taylee leaned in and kissed Misty’s forehead.
“Good night, sweetheart. Have a wonderful sleep. And if Onyx is ever disturbing you and you want her to sleep with us, you just let us know.”
“Okay.” Misty yawned. “Can we finish the puzzle before I go to school?”
“If you want to, we can work on it at breakfast.”
“Okay! Can you get me up early enough to do it?”
“Sure,” Kier promised. “I’ll do that, if Onyx doesn’t wake you both up first.”
Misty had an uncanny ability to fall asleep pretty much on the spot. Even as Taylee sat there, she watched Misty’s eyes close and then her breathing became more rhythmic, and it was clear that she was fast asleep. She had long, full days. A lot of time for school was spent outdoors, as they trained for their eventual shifts, or went through the process again and again with new shifters, and spent more time in their other forms as more experienced youth who’d been shifting for years.
They tiptoed out of the room together and Kier shut the door, but not tightly. The house was small, but their hearing was keen. One tiny whimper from Onyx and one of them would be right there with her. She still woke up several times a night, and maybe it was the mother-daughter bond, but Taylee usually woke up before she even heard the first cry. She usually didn’t even have time to cry before Taylee was there, lifting her up and holding her.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t make up the couch yet,” Kier said as they moved back into the living room. “We’d planned on doing a movie before Misty suggested that puzzle she borrowed from the school and I—”
“I thought that maybe we could…maybe we could try and sleep in your room tonight?” Taylee picked up their plate. It was scattered with crumbs from their snack.
After the longest pause on earth, she got brave enough to look at Kier. Her cheeks were so hot. Kier’s cheeks were flushed a little pink too. The lights shone in his eyes. He looked so gentle and hopeful that she nearly dropped the plate and flew at him. What would he do if she leaped on him now and started tearing at his clothes?
Probably catch her and the plate because he was athletic like that, wheel her straight to the bedroom, and fuck her senseless in the quietest manner possible because there were children in the house.
She nearly did it, but she exercised control. She put the plate in the sink instead and then turned and gave him the lifted brow look. Did he have protection here? Would it be just sleep? They’d share a bed until morning. That in itself would be so intimate. She hadn’t stopped thinking about Kier in that way since they’d had sex out in the woods. How could she not think about him like that? She pretty much craved him constantly, but she’d wanted to put a little bit of space between them. First of all, because they couldn’t just attack each other all day and night. They had responsibilities. They had children to care for. There was still an ongoing threat out there. Secondly, because… well, see the first point.
She’d restrained herself and acted like she didn’t want to jump him every single time she saw him. She’d managed to content herself with a few touches, a special look here or there, and nothing more, but now she needed him.
“I’m sorry,” Kier said, letting out a long exhale that seemed like he was emptying his lungs for the next lifetime it went on so long. Her heart sank for a second. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize that was a question, but you’re still waiting for an answer. We can sleep in my room tonight and every night that you want to. It would be a pleasure and an honor to have you there.”
When she raced at him, he caught her and lifted her up as easily and effortlessly as she’d just imagined he would.




Chapter 16
Kier
With what little brainpower he had left, he figured it was a good idea to direct them down the hall to his room. There was a line with the PDA, and he drew the line at anything more than a gentle kiss or a hug.
He felt like he was a little bit drunk and he probably walked like that too, careening all over the place instead of walking a straight line. It was hard to walk when he was busy licking and kissing, warring it out with Taylee, who didn’t kiss him gently. He had to support her too. That didn’t throw him off balance, but the kisses did. They were the same kind of wild kisses she’d given him in the woods. Like they were going to war, but this was probably the only good kind of battle there was.
She scraped her teeth over his lower lip as he burst into the bedroom. He shut the door and twisted the lock. They both paused for just a second, but the house was silent. Misty and Onyx were still fast asleep.
Taylee’s teeth found his bottom lip again. She bit harder this time, then captured his mouth before he could hiss out at the pain. The kiss was half madness, but the other half was sweet, like ice cream on a hot summer day.
He propelled them towards the bed. The room was just about black, so there were some awkward steps to find it. He had a small touch lamp on the nightstand, one of those ones with the fancy glass shades that looked like a mushroom with a brass stem. Very nineties. He didn’t for the life of him remember where it came from originally, but he did remember that his dad had it in his house, and when he’d passed, he’d brought it here. It wasn’t that he liked it all that much, but it was sentimental.
One tap at the base and a soft light, barely there at all, sent a soft golden glow through the room. His tallboy dresser cast a long shadow that danced in the mirror of the shorter one across the room from it. His bed was right in the center. It was fairly unimaginative as far as the layout went and uninspired in that the furniture was all just basic. He hadn’t had a wooden set made, like some of the people in Greenacre had. These ones were the ones he’d picked out with his dad when he’d moved out of the house he grew up in. They weren’t pretty, but they were solid. They screamed eighties,
but that was okay. He remembered the morning he and his dad took the pickup into Seattle and got it at a garage sale. That was before anyone in Greenacre had the internet, but weekend sales were always a sure bet.
They’d stopped for coffee. Got the apple fritter doughnut his dad had a weakness for. Even though neither of them were overly comfortable in the city, it had been a good morning.
“Kier?”
“Sorry.”
“No. You don’t have to be sorry. You just looked a little lost. In a good way. Like you were thinking about something wonderful.”
“Actually, I was thinking about the morning my dad and I went to buy this bedroom set. We got it at a garage sale. I was thinking about the lamp too, at his house, before he passed and I got it. I don’t know why, I just…sorry. Totally zoned out.”
“I wish I could remember all the cool things I did with my family. And everything else.” She sat on the edge of the bed, her hands clasped between her knees. “But at the same time, it’s so nice when they tell me, and I get to relive it all over again. They look like you just looked now. They infuse all the telling with love, and that’s such a sweet and wonderful thing. If I can’t have the memories, what they’re giving me is definitely a close second.”
She patted the bed beside her, and he sat down and took her hand. The heat from a few seconds ago was gone, but he’d never felt so much tenderness towards her.
She reached for him, and he reached for her. They came together at the same time. He threaded one hand through her hair, and she pressed her palms flat against his chest.
He kissed her softly, until she whimpered against his lips.
He was the one who groaned when her lips broke away and kissed the side of his neck. She used her teeth and then her hands balled into fists and flexed, relaxed and flexed again. Her nails dug into his plaid shirt before her fingers moved, finding the buttons and popping them loose.
She pushed the fabric off his shoulders. Watching her dip her head in the golden light was so fucking erotic. Especially because she tilted her head down and put those sweet lips on him. She skimmed them over his chest, over his shoulders, to the base of his neck. She tested the limits of his control, until he buried both hands in her hair and tilted her face back up so he could kiss her fiercely.
He pulled her into his lap, arranging her so that she was kneeling on the mattress. She arched into him, her breasts pressing into his chest, her hands at the base of his neck. They still had most of their clothing on, but he could still feel the heat of her. He could smell her desire. It filled up the room. His heart boomed out one thunderous clap after another.
He wanted to go slow, but his hands found her hips and curled around her bottom. He rocked her into him. She had jeans on this time, which were a heck of a lot more substantial than her leggings had been the last time. He rolled her hips like she was thinking the same thing, grinding down harder to try to find him through the layers.
She kept grinding against him hard enough to make him breathless. She kissed him too, holding his face tight between her palms like she could anchor him in place that way. Their bodies moved together through their clothes until he couldn’t stand it a second longer.
He flipped her over, onto the bed, kissing her hard as he wrangled her out of her clothes. The shirt came first. Her bra. Her jeans. He had to tug at those, but she was tugging too, so they were no match for the both of them. He spread her legs, arranging her on the bed. She had the sweetest light pink pair of panties on. They had little scallops at the edges, white satin frills, and a tiny bow in the middle of the waistband with a little floral rosette. They were so dainty and delicate that he was almost a gentleman and took them off properly.
Almost.
He had his fists resting on them, and when he took them and pulled, he meant to pull down, not pull apart, but they shredded in his hands like they were made of air and raw silk strands.
Taylee gasped.
It was the I think that’s hot kind of sound, and not the kind that said she was royally pissed that he’d destroyed a favorite pair of panties.
He had no choice now but to make it up to her.
Even if she giggled quietly. “You’re that eager?”
“You have no idea,” he grunted, settling between her legs.
“Oh, I can imagine. It’s been a tremendous challenge, not being near you the way I wanted to be. The way I craved.”
“You felt the same way?”
“I did. I do. Almost all I thought about was you. Even when I had to be thinking about something else, it was still you, underneath all of that.”
His heartbeat accelerated. It felt like every nerve ending in his body had been taken apart and put back together to fire at double the pace they were firing at before. His blood had never felt so hot. His heart had never beaten so fast. He’d never been half that hard before. It was probably relative, like pain, where you could never reconstruct the experience properly, but he did know that right now, he was experiencing some full-on, excruciating agony as his cock punched against the zipper of his jeans.
He needed to make this good. He’d just shredded her panties. He needed to get a handle on himself. He found one bare breast, presented to him like a gift, the nipple hard and peaked towards the ceiling. He’d imagined closing his mouth over that nipple since last time. He’d imagined suckling her and biting her, and so he did both.
She moaned and writhed on the bed, her hips bucking up to find only air because he was too far away. He did the same thing to the other nipple and she wriggled again, trying to be close. She was naked and so, so close beneath him, but he had to have control. No matter how much it fucking hurt or how insane he felt trying to hang on to it, he absolutely had to keep it together.
He knew Taylee didn’t remember the things they’d done together before, and he wanted this experience, the first one she would remember doing this, to be ultra-special. He’d wanted to taste her last time. Hadn’t had enough control. He shoved down the raw animal need to take his mate and make her come apart, make her scream his name, and instead kissed a gentle path over her ribs, her flat belly, and further down.
He gently moved her thighs apart. They weren’t locked together. They opened for him. She was glistening already. Her hand landed on his shoulder and quickly travelled up to his hair like she needed a handhold.
He should have started slow, but his control broke at being so close to her like this, at her scent reaching him. The first lick made him want more, and after that, it was just more and more and more. He licked her clit. Her folds. Her entrance. She buckled wildly, trying to take him closer, trying to pull him into her. She turned her face into the pillow and whimpered her pleasure. Her hand in his hair was going to pull out every single strand that she had her fingers wrapped around, and that was okay. God, it felt so good. She tasted so good.
He got carried away. He was being too fast, too aggressive. Taylee didn’t care. She thrashed against him, moaning and whimpering, her hips riding his face shamelessly. She wasn’t embarrassed at how much she wanted him. There was no doubt about how much she wanted him.
She was getting closer and closer to shattering. Did he want to let her do that? Did he want to let her come apart all over his face, his tongue, his fingers? Yes. There was no doubt he wanted it, but would it be sweeter if she came all over his cock?
Did he have to choose? Couldn’t he have both?
He’d have both. He’d have both from her and for her.
She wasn’t waiting for him to give her permission to come. She was just waiting for him to hit the exact right spot and stay there. He licked her clit, swirling his tongue like a weapon over that sensitive bud, and then he filled her with two fingers.
Turned out, that was the magic combination. He was a little surprised by how fast it happened, but he loved it. He loved that he could feel her pulsing around his fingers like she never wanted them to leave. That she was so wet and slick as he licked her sweet pussy from top to bottom. He licked around his fingers, which made her cry out and quickly turn her face into the pillow. He licked her and thrust gently and slowly, dragging out the pleasure. It trembled through her, her muscles twitching. Her breaths were all over the place. She made the most adorable little howling noises, smothered with the pillow, that eventually just turned into ragged little whimpers.
She finally opened her eyes, and when he looked up, she was still throbbing around his fingers. When their eyes met, she gasped. “I closed my eyes for that,” she whispered like it was a crime, or like she was disappointed that she’d somehow missed something vital.
“That’s okay. I think it feels just as good either way.”
“I had to close my eyes for most of it. It felt too good. I couldn’t keep them open. I got lost in it.”
“Yeah. I know what you mean.”
“But I’d like to keep them open. At least for a little bit. I want to watch you, Kier.”
God, she was going to kill him. Either his heart was going to explode, his brain was going to detonate, or his cock was going to shred itself against his fly. That probably wouldn’t kill him, it would just seriously hurt. It did seriously hurt already. He had to get his fucking jeans off.
He turned her around in response. Flipped her over on the bed and raised her hips in the air. His shirt was already off, but as he struggled with his jeans with one hand and supported himself with the other, he leaned in and tasted her from behind too.
She made a sound that was pure animal and barely got it caught in the pillow. It was the most delicious sound he’d ever heard. He wanted her to make that noise again. Over and over. He was so hard. He wanted her so badly.
He had to back away for a minute to pull his jeans off. His boxers. She turned and watched him undress. When he took himself in his hand and ran his palm over his cock, her eyes widened. She was so wet. He got behind her and ran his hand between her legs. She soaked his fingers. He spread her apart and tasted her again.
She pressed back into him, panting in her eagerness.
When he pulled away, it was only because he needed to be inside her, and he couldn’t ignore or stop that need any longer. He palmed her ass. “I still didn’t buy any damn condoms yet,” he confessed. “I can…do what I did last time.”
“Yes. Kier. Yes. Now.”
“This isn’t the right time to ask. Neither of us is thinking clearly. This is how accidents happen.”
“Unplanned blessings, you mean?”
He grinned and she turned around. “Well, yes, but we both know shifter pregnancies and births can be hard. They take a lot out of anyone. I know you’re strong, Tay, but we haven’t talked about how many more children we want.”
“As many as nature gives us,” she said with ease. “I’m not just saying that because I want to have a pregnancy and a birth I remember. I’m saying it because I love children. I would love to have a huge family, if we should be so blessed. I had two siblings growing up. We might have had our clan, but we were always a family unit first. I’d love for Onyx and Misty to have that same experience. I’d love for them to have a brother, but if they get another sister, that would be perfectly fine as well.”
“Are you sure? Onyx is only two months old.”
“I don’t think it’s going to happen anyway. My cycle is so all over the place, according to what you said, that it’s a miracle we even got pregnant with Onyx.”
“A miracle, but not an impossibility. I just want to make sure you’re okay. That you’ve had enough time to heal and recover from Onyx’s birth. And the accident. Jesus, you’ve been through so much. If you were to get pregnant now—”
“Other than not remembering, I’m perfectly healthy. Even Josephine said that a week after I left the clinic. You know how fast our bodies heal as shifters. My mom told me that after I had Onyx, I was pretty much entirely healed in ten days. Humans take much longer, from what I’ve read. At least a few months.”
“That’s true, but I just…if I ever did anything to hurt you, including not be responsible now, I’d never forgive myself. I just want to make sure you’re okay if something should come of this.”
“I’d be more than okay.” She was all softness and love. “I’d be so happy.” She suddenly paused, her body tensing up. “But what about you? Maybe you don’t want more children. If you don’t, that’s okay. We can stop right now and get something.  Or wait until we have them, since that’s the more likely outcome, as I don’t see either of us banging on anyone’s door this time of night.”
“Don’t underestimate how much I need you. Tavish or Sam would get a late-night phone call. If they didn’t have anything, they’d know someone who does.”
“And I’d die of embarrassment.”
“We’d be okay. That’s the thing about shifters. We’re so much more comfortable with our bodies than humans seem to be. We learn from an early age that nudity is just a part of life. We’re always naked when we shift back. Other people see. Other people in the clan. I guess it hasn’t been much of an issue for us here because most of us are male. But in your clan…”
“In our clan, there are separate things for men and women, but sometimes we all come together for celebrations and shift. We just end up in different spots, private and away from each other before we shift back. You’re right, though. Nudity and the body, we’re not ashamed of anything.” She shook her head, but then forced a smile, like she was trying to remember to find the goodness in everything. “I’ll experience it eventually. That’s just one of the things my mom explained. I feel like she sat down and gave me the whole clan history in a single afternoon. She should be a historian. She’d be so good at it.”
“Your mom has so many talents. She’s an amazing woman. She’s raised an amazing daughter. You’re raising amazing daughters. If we have more kids, I would be overjoyed. The whole clan would. But if not, that’s okay too. We’ve been so blessed with Misty and Onyx.”
“Yes. We have.” She wriggled her hips playfully. “So, we’re good? We don’t have to go on a condom hunt?”
“Lord.”
She giggled. “If that wasn’t the world’s most awkwardly necessary conversation, I’m not sure what is.”
“I’m happy to have had it and I’m even happier it’s done and I can be inside you now, feeling every inch of your tight pussy closing around me.”
Tay’s cheeks went bright red. “Oh. We’re dirty talking now?”
“Only facts.”
“I didn’t know pussy was a fact.”
“It’s a fact that I love it, and, okay, maybe I love talking to you like that in here. But if you don’t like it, I won’t do it.”
“I like it.” She relaxed completely in his hands. She trusted him with her body, her pleasure, her future, her family, her life. There was nothing better than that. Nothing better in his life. No achievement or milestone he’d ever reached.
He was soaking wet now too. He palmed his cock and rubbed that wetness down the length of his shaft before he brought the head of his cock to her entrance. She stuffed her face in the pillow, which raised her hips up another inch and opened her up just a little bit too, which just about made him come right there before anything even happened. He gave himself a few seconds to recover and then he pushed inside.
She was so hot, all that heat wrapping around him. Her walls immediately clenched him. She took him, inch by inch. He was scared of hurting her, because this position opened her up so much, and he could literally feel how deep he was going, but she made noises that said she wanted more. More and more. He gave her more. He gave her everything. He filled her and then he pulled her back up against him, so that she could take that final inch of him. She didn’t move at first, savoring the feel of their bodies so close together. He didn’t move either. He felt the same way. He was still trying to get himself under control. She was so tight. So good.
When he did pull out and thrust forward, Taylee tilted her face into the pillow and moaned.
It was half howl, half scream. Most of the sound was cut off, but the rest went straight to his balls. 
She moved with him as he started to thrust harder. Her hips came back, pushed forward. She was amazing. She gasped and she rocked. She took all of him again and again.
She pulsed around him as he thrust. So tight. So fucking tight. She was made for him. He had no doubts. She was as wild as he was. She finally grabbed the pillows and pushed herself so abruptly into him.
“Come for me, Taylee,” he said with a growl. “Come for me now. You feel so good. Just let go. I’m here. Yes, that’s right. That’s…”
She didn’t need any further encouragement. She shattered, and god, it was incredible. The best thing he’d ever felt in his life. Every single second of this was. Her taste, her scent, her body, her sounds, her trust. He drove into her hard, so relieved that he could finally lose control as well. She sent him over the edge with the way she felt coming around him. He chanted her name as he pulled out and came hard. So fucking hard.
After, he had to go to the bathroom to get a warm cloth and a towel, but he made sure Taylee was completely clean. He was so careful with her, since she was so sensitive, but then he slipped one of his worn-out t-shirts over her head, pulled on a pair of boxers, and tucked her close.
She fell asleep without saying anything, with her head on his shoulder and her body curved around his. She looked so happy and sweet as she fell asleep, and if the world wasn’t already perfect, if he didn’t already have a thousand blessings and then some to be thankful for, he did now, as he watched the love of his life fall asleep.




Chapter 17
Taylee
Clay hadn’t been comfortable in his own skin in a long time, but he’d never looked like that before. Miserable. Face twisted in agony. Bones bent at odd angles. Covered in bruises. His spirit utterly broken. He stared out at her through the bars of a cage, more animal than human, eyes glassy and vacant. Where was her brother? Was he even in there?
In the cage beside him…Jem. Broken and beaten. Bloody. A heap of bones covered in skin on the floor of a filthy cage.
“No!” Taylee shot upright, her heart hammering.              
She knew it had been a dream, but she still smelled the biting metallic tang of her brother’s blood. Those eyes would haunt her forever. They’d been caged. Beaten. Experimented on. They were a lab secret. A government secret. Their DNA held the answer to so many mysteries and riddles. They healed faster. They were stronger. They could change their form. Unlock that, and a person had the potential to do so many things.
She didn’t like the way her heart refused to settle. Didn’t like the creepy sensation that filtered through her blood, chilling her. She couldn’t catch her breath.
The last thing she wanted to do was go and wake up her mom, but she did it anyway. She shook her gently by the shoulder, and Grace’s eyes flew open. She’d never been a heavy sleeper.              
“I’m worried about Clay. I had a dream. I have a feeling. I need to go check on him,” she whispered. “Can you watch Onyx?”
Her mom slipped out of bed without a word. She grabbed her housecoat and threw it on, the ancient floral thing so worn in it was pretty much threadbare, but her mom refused to give it up. She had others, but this one was the only one Taylee had ever seen her wear since she’d come home from the clinic. It was probably the only one she’d worn for years and years.
“Go, honey,” Grace urged. She believed in the feelings Taylee got. If one of her children was at risk, she wasn’t going to tell her she was being silly and to go back to bed.
Back in her room, Taylee slipped out of her pajama bottoms and threw on a pair of jeans. She added a thick purple hoodie over her tank. Had it really only been a single day and half a night since the one she’d spent with Kier? Last night. She’d spent all of it with him. She hadn’t seen this coming. She’d felt so safe. Like nothing could touch her. Her body blissed out, wrapped up in his. She’d let a false sense of security creep in when she knew all along what was happening in the background.
Her mom was at the door of her room waiting when she slipped out. “Thanks,” Taylee whispered.
For not telling me that I’m crazy. For never once giving up on me. For your endless and effortless kindness and goodness. For being my mom even when I’m an adult. I still need you. I’ll always need you.
Grace touched her shoulder as she walked past. She didn’t have time for words, and her mom understood that. She slipped into the room and left the door open a crack.
Taylee knew Onyx would be perfectly safe, so she could fully concentrate on her brothers.
She slipped out the door and raced towards Clay’s cabin, but stopped at the last minute. She changed course on some ancient instinct and veered towards Jem’s cabin.
She pounded on the door over and over, and when there was no answer, she pushed it open. It wasn’t locked and it was obvious that Jem wasn’t there.
Hot tears started to burn her eyes as she flew towards Clay’s cabin. She was not going to let this happen to them. She was going to stop it. She wouldn’t let them fall into anyone’s trap. She’d never let her brothers become lab animals.
She slammed her fists on the door of Clay’s cabin when the handle wouldn’t turn. She beat on it, until it finally creaked open.
She didn’t breathe a sigh of relief on seeing her older brother. She stumbled in, noticing that he was dressed entirely in black and it was obvious that he hadn’t been sleeping. She inhaled deeply but couldn’t find her other brother’s scent there.  “What’s happening? Where’s Jem? Why isn’t he here?”
His eyes flicked to the ceiling. He wouldn’t look at her, and that was a dead giveaway in and of itself. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Bullshit. That was all bullshit. He didn’t know about the dream, but he could see how shaken she was. “I just had a nightmare. That he was gone. You were with him. In some lab. In cages. Broken. Bloody. I can still smell it. I can still taste the despair and hopelessness.”
“It was just a dream, Taylee.” He sounded shaken, though, and his voice lacked conviction. He didn’t believe himself.
“Where’s Jem?” she asked again evenly. She wouldn’t go until he told her. He knew, she was sure of it. She’d seen them both in cages. He was in on this.
“I don’t—”
“I know you’re lying to me! You weren’t even asleep. You haven’t been sleeping. Oh my god. Oh my god.” She careened across the room. She barreled into her brother and balled her fists in his black t-shirt. “Clay! He can’t do this! I know you know where he is. You have to tell me. We have to stop him. Together. I’ll call Kier. We’ll find him.”
“He’s gone to the city.”
“No! No, no, he can’t!” Her heart was pounding. “He found him. He found him and he’s gone and you’re going to meet him somewhere.”
This time, Clay didn’t bother denying it. “Yes, we found him. You have no idea how good Jem is with a computer. This guy was confident in himself. He made just about zero effort to cover his tracks other than using a fake name and a fake ID. Jem finally cut through all that this week. After that, it wasn’t any trouble to find him. He’s in Seattle. He’s been in Seattle for weeks. The fucker never left. He’s just waiting to come back and haunt you here because you didn’t wire the money. Waiting to find you out in the woods alone again—or go for Misty or Onyx or one of us. It’s disgusting. This guy is a predator. Nothing about him was genuine. He’s evil to the core. He deserves what Jem is going to do to him.”
“No!’ Cages. Laboratory. Her brothers’ lives over. It would be no better if they ended up in jail. That would be just another cage.
“We traced his history. Mapped out his movements. He hasn’t stayed in a single place for more than a few months in the past ten years. He’s conned others. Gambled it away. He’s shady. He’s done work for all the wrong people. All the ugly, terrible things you don’t want to know about. Not murder, but he’s fucked people up for a few dollars here and there. It’s wrong. He threatened you and my niece. He threatened all of us, which means he threatened my daughter as well. I won’t stand for it.”
Taylee was cold all over. She dropped her hands away from Clay’s shirt because they felt numb. “Oh my god. He’s bringing him back here, isn’t he?”
“He’s a shifter. A wolf. We’re sure of it. Just his origins are so sketchy. One thing for certain is that no one is going to miss the piece of shit condemned house he’s been squatting in. Not when Jem burns it down with all his shit inside. All the shit he had on you. He may have it backed up somewhere, and that’s why Jem is bringing him here. He won’t have the nerve to ever threaten one of us again when we’re done with him. I’ll get every bit of it from him. Passwords. Information. We won’t kill him because I promised you we wouldn’t do that, but we are going to make sure he never harms anyone again.”
“You can’t torture him! Jesus Christ, you’re a human being too, Clay!” She wanted to throw up. Her stomach twisted violently. “You and Jem aren’t animals. You’re my brothers. I can’t let you blacken your souls like this.”
“It would hardly be called black. This prick is responsible for threatening my entire clan and my child. That means Glendy and her new baby too. It means every single person you love and care about. He might think he’s untouchable, but he’s a shifter like us and if he knows what’s good for him then he’ll back down. If he exposes us, then he puts all shifters at risk including himself—unless he’s got a death wish or something.”
“Then don’t torture him. Challenge him to a fight. You know the rules. If you win, he’s indebted to you for life. You’ve done this before. We didn’t want you to do it, but when Emma was taken and you could have killed a member of your own clan… He’s become a friend for life now. That’s our law. He’s going to be forever in your debt. That’s shifter law.”
“Bear shifters. It doesn’t apply to wolves. They have no moral code. Hence how this bastard has lived his life. Look at what he thought he could get away with. I’m not going to let this happen to anyone else.”
“You won’t be able to control yourself. Not as a human. Not as a bear. You and Jem, or just you or Jem by yourselves, you’ll kill him. You’ll go too far. A wolf is no match for a bear, and no one in human form could beat you. I can’t let you murder another person, no matter what they’ve done.”
“I’ll stop. You have my promise.”
“No. Let me fight him.”
Clay stared at her like she’d just gone for her own jugular. “Are you insane? I’m not going to let you do that. You’re my sister!”
“If he’s a shifter, then I have every right. I’m just as fierce as you.”
“You don’t even trust your bear right now.”
“Yes, I do. I’ve never trusted anyone or anything more.” She didn’t know that until she spoke the words, but now that conviction burned inside her. “I know myself. I do. I might not have all my memories back, but I know who I am. I know my heart and soul and spirit. I have my gift back, or at least something. I dreamed what Jem was doing. That dream warned me. It happened for a reason. Please. You can’t do this. It has to be me. He came for me, so let me be the one to deal with him.”
“I can’t let you get hurt.”
“You could always step in if something goes wrong.” Was she really proposing this? “But you and Jem have to promise you won’t interfere unless I truly need it, and only then if things go terribly wrong. It’s my right. I’m the one who has been most wronged.”
“That’s not our law.”
“I don’t care. This was also because of me. I brought this on us. Let me fix it.”
Clay bristled. “I wish we could put this guy in the ground,” he hissed. “It’s where he belongs.”
“It’s not up to us to make that judgement. We don’t know his story.”
“You can’t possibly mean that. You can’t possibly be showing compassion for this piece of shit.”
“It’s not up to us to judge,” she stated again, so firmly that every word came out with its own hard breath. “No one is past redemption. We don’t kick people out of this clan. We get them help. That’s what we believe. That’s our code.”
“This guy isn’t from our clan. He’s not even a bear. That doesn’t apply.” Clay spat out.
“He might not be a bear, but he is a person, and we’re all a member of the human race too. If we lose that, then what are we? I thought the worst thing on earth was losing my memory, but it isn’t. It would be losing my humanity.” Taylee said, hoping something in her words would get through to Clay.
“I don’t like this. We might not bloody our hands, but you think Kier won’t kill us for this when he finds out I put his mate at risk?”
“Kier will most definitely not kill you or anyone else. He might be angry, but in the end, he’ll understand.”
This time, Clay balked so hard he took a step back. He shook his head vehemently. “He’s your mate. He’s going to lose his fucking mind.”
“If we don’t do this, then one of you is going to take it too far and you’ll have to spend the rest of your life knowing you took a life. That you committed murder. Even if this man won’t be missed. Even if everyone else would rather have him gone. Even if no one finds out. I cannot let you do that. I refuse to let any of us live like that. Clay. Do I have your word that you’ll help me?”
“I’ll help you.”
“And that you won’t go and get Kier for any reason.”
“I won’t go and get Kier.”
She had to spare him, no matter what. Part of being mated to someone was keeping them safe. Having their best interests at heart. She’d thought bringing Kier into this would be the best solution. She’d been ready to call him from her parents’ house, but now that she thought it all out, she was actually sure that keeping him away was the best way to keep him safe.
He’d want revenge against this guy as much as her brothers. He was rational and kind and calm and gentle, but if anything happened to her, or if he saw her squaring up with this guy, even going into battle, he’d lose his mind. He’d shift and there would be blood. He’d tear this guy limb from limb. At that point, he’d be in protective mate mode and there wouldn’t be anything rational remaining to stop him or slow him down.
“That you won’t take a life,” she said to Clay, prompting him to parrot the words back, but mean them.
“That I won’t take a life.”
“That you won’t let Jem take a life either, or anyone else.”
“I’ll stop you if you go too far as well. You have my word on it.”
“No accidents either. Do I have your word?”
He thumped his chest, and she could tell that he believed in and meant what he was saying. “You do. You have my word.” 




Chapter 18
Kier
There had never been a single time in his life where he’d been more afraid.
That was a lie. He’d been scared to death right after Taylee had the accident. When she was unconscious and so small and frail in the clinic’s bed. He’d been even more afraid when she’d woken up and hadn’t known him. He made a promise right there to himself that no matter what came for them, he’d support her. He’d love her the way she needed to be loved, whether that was as the mother of his child or as a romantic partner, or as the mate of his heart and life.
Very few people got to experience real love the first time around. Now, he’d fallen in love with her twice. Or she’d fallen in love with him twice—he’d never stopped loving her so he’d never had to start all over again.
His heart was a misfiring motor as his truck screamed down the road. He was driving too fast. He couldn’t help it. He couldn’t stop.
Clay’s text played over and over in his head.
Thank god he always heard his phone, even in the middle of the night.
Jem found the bastard. He burned down his house and planned on torturing him half to death until he gave up passwords to any stored information and made a promise never to fuck with any of us again, but Tay found out. She’s coming with me to the old, abandoned farmhouse where Jem took the guy right after he set that piece of shit house he was squatting in on fire.
He could hardly even believe what he was reading. Of course Tay’s brothers got involved, but he didn’t think they’d actually be able to find the guy. Even Sam’s PI hadn’t located the creep yet. How had Taylee found out what her brothers were planning to do? If she’d known, she would have told him.
That didn’t seem so important. He thought about the rest of Clay’s text.
She’s not going to let us touch him. She wants to do this herself. She thinks we’ll go too far and she’s probably right. She said she’s the one who was most wronged. She’s right about that too. She made me promise not to go get you, but she didn’t make me promise not to text. We’re leaving now. It’s not right to keep this from you.
Because Clay was a good man, smart beyond what anyone else saw, not just a warrior or some guy who got in the cage and used brute strength to pound other men into bloody messes, he’d sent a pin. All Kier had to do was click on it and the location of what was probably an old farmhouse appeared. It looked like a lot of nothing on his screen.             
That didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was that he was getting closer. His phone flashed in the dash holder, illuminated in the dark cab as he drove at dangerous speeds. He needed to slow down, but he couldn’t.
All he could see was his mate, in danger.
Even if her brothers were there, it was no guarantee that she wouldn’t get hurt. That they wouldn’t get hurt. That the piece of shit who threatened them all wouldn’t be obliterated. Tay didn’t want it to happen, so she was going too. She was putting herself in danger, not because she saw this as being her fault, but because she was correct. It was her right.
He had to deal with that.
She didn’t want him there because she didn’t want him to interfere. She didn’t want him to go into full-on mate mode and destroy that waste of skin either. She was trying to protect him like she was trying to protect her brothers, her family, and her clan.
She’d face down the man who had scared her, invaded her life, stolen her privacy, stalked her, threatened her, tried to blackmail her—a man who wanted to take everything from her.
He was scared as hell, but he was proud as fuck of her too.
This was his mate. Strong. Courageous. Incredible.
His foot pressed down on the gas a little bit harder, and his heart hammered just a little bit faster to match. The adrenaline was already brutal. He felt how close he was to losing control of the bear. He couldn’t let that happen. He was coming because he needed to make sure Taylee was safe, not because he wanted to take away from her what she felt like she needed to do. He’d promised to support her, not overpower or control her.
Even if it took all of his control to step aside and give her room to do that.
After Clay’s text, he’d exploded out of bed and called Sam. His alpha was over at his place in less than ten minutes. Misty was sleeping and he didn’t want to wake her up. It would only scare and worry her that he was leaving. He was determined to bring her mom home safely with him and her uncles too. After tonight, the threat would be gone. None of them would be in danger, at least not from someone like this.
He didn’t have to worry about Misty when she was with Sam or any other member of Greenacre. He just hoped he’d be back shortly, that they all would.
That flashing dot finally closed in with the second moving one. His headlights swept over a tumbling down two-story clapboard house, the kind of thing built a hundred years ago, greyed out, worn out, barely still there, beautiful history and decay that somehow stood through the years.
This was the place Jem chose. Out in the middle of nowhere. Far enough from Greenacre, and way the hell away from the city.
Kier had been so afraid of what this man could do to his mate and to all of them, but as soon as he sprung from the truck and raced towards the house, that fear changed. It turned into admiration as soon as he slowed down and edged through the door. He stayed in the shadows, unseen.
In the middle of that room, they’d found a chair sturdy enough to hold the prick down. He wasn’t a big man, just average build. His features were twisted into an ugly sneer, but there was no blood on him anywhere that Kier could see. Jem might have subdued and tied the bastard up, but he hadn’t beat the shit out of him. Clay had restrained himself too—at least so far.              
That chair was like a ship in a sea of debris. There wasn’t much left of anything. The plaster was gone from the lath in the walls. An ancient couch had long since lost most of its stuffing. The remains of a decrepit mattress sent rusty metal springs staring up at a ceiling that had partially collapsed.
A single lantern—the kind a person took camping—was set in the middle of the room right by the chair. Clay and Jem stood on either side of the room, their arms crossed over their chests.
And there, right in front of that man seated in the chair, was his mate. He could only see her back, but she looked powerful. She looked ready for a fight. Her spine was straight, and he didn’t scent her fear because there was none to breathe in. She was entirely made of determination. The only fear he breathed in belonged to the guy who’d been caught.
It was all wrong, though. Twisted. An ugly, sour scent that was nothing like the raw, pure form of adrenaline that came off a regular human.
Kier had never encountered a wolf in his life. Was this what they smelled like? Was this guy really one after all, or was he something else?
Jem’s eyes shifted as Taylee stepped forward, and he caught sight of Kier. He didn’t react. He didn’t give him away. His brow lifted a fraction, but he remained impassive otherwise. Kier didn’t move. It was very clear to him that Tay had this under control. He’d been so worried about her safety, but now he was more worried that he might have to step in and stop her.
Jem’s eyes were hard and cold as they swept back to the animal in the chair. Animal in human form.
“You tried to take everything from me,” Taylee whispered. Not harsh. Just a fact. Emotionless. She wasn’t going to let herself be this guy’s victim. “We could take everything from you in return. Your freedom. Your health. Your life. My brothers could kill you in a single swipe. You have to know that. You didn’t think we’d find you, but we did. You thought you could get money from me, make me live my life in fear, but I have a clan. I have people who love me and will always have my back. I have people who would die for me, if that’s what it takes.”
Kier
was one of those people. He’d die for this woman in a second. He could hardly breathe, watching her. The adrenaline shooting through him made him want to growl, made him want to surge forward. He could barely hold himself back, but restraint was key. He couldn’t take this away from Taylee. He had to let her do this on her own, no matter how hard it was to hold himself and his bear back.
“I realize how hard it must be to have nothing.” Tay’s voice changed, it was gentler. Emotion crept in and it sounded a lot like sympathy. Compassion. He could sense that this was genuine—she wasn’t just giving lip service to the words in order to get this man to talk. She truly empathized with him. Kier’s mouth dropped. “Even when I thought I had nothing, after the accident, even when everything was gone, I still had family. I had friends. I had so many people who loved me. I have my daughters. I have my mate. I might not have had my memories, but I had a full, rich life. It was never gone. It was just waiting for me to rediscover it. I refuse to let you take that joy from me. I refuse to let you steal the goodness in my life or my family’s lives or from anyone in my clan.”
Kier had never been prouder of this woman. Having the courage to save a life instead of wrecking a life was so much greater than anything anyone could imagine. Facing down the man who had haunted her and forgiving him, that was just… He didn’t have words for how incredible that was.
He wanted to get close to Taylee. He wanted to take her in his arms, bury his nose in her hair and breathe in her sweet, clean scent. He wanted his hands on her skin, her sighs as she leaned into him, letting him take her troubles. He still wanted to get in front of her and block out that creep’s horrible stare. He wanted to make sure that fuck could never look at his mate again. He wanted to let the bear out and rip the asshole apart.
But that’s not what Taylee wanted.
She wanted to forgive. She wanted life. She wanted them to be free instead of haunted or hunted.
He wanted to give Taylee everything, and so he forced himself to stand there and get his shit together and under control.
“You came to me because you wanted ten thousand dollars. That was the price of my happiness. That was what my life and all our lives were worth to you. That was the price of our secret.”
“No, that was only the price of the debt I needed to cover.” He didn’t seem sorry.
“And what would you say if we’d agree to cover it for you?”
Jem stiffened. He and Clay exchanged looks that said they’d rather wipe the floor with this guy’s dismembered body parts. They still didn’t understand what Taylee was doing, even though he did.
“We’ll help you. Because you’re a shifter. We already know. My brothers know everything about you. They know everything you’ve done. They know what you’ve done to stay alive. You’re not like bears. You don’t have anyone. Or if you did, they’re gone now. You either lost them or you pushed them away. I don’t know what you’ve lived through, but it must have been awful and painful. I don’t believe anyone is beyond redemption if they want help. Do you want help, Sebastian?’
A snarl came out of those twisted lips. Kier realized that even though the guy’s hair was jet black, his eyes were so pale blue they were almost silver. Unnatural, especially in the lamplight and shadows.
“We can give you money, but that won’t solve any of your problems. That’s just putting a bandage on a wound that’s festering. It’s ignoring a limb that needs to be cut off to keep from poisoning the whole body.”
“That’s what your brothers want to do. Tear me apart.”
“They do, but that’ll fade with time,” Taylee said evenly. “We’ve helped other members of our clan. People who the world would say were beyond redemption. Our clans have resources. We’re trying to find a way to help our shifters work through their issues.”
“Jesus Christ, I’d prefer it if you just killed me before we all sit around a campfire singing kumbaya. This is exhausting.”
Kier’s hand reached out silently and grasped what was left of the crumbling doorframe. He could have burst the thing apart with the pressure he applied. He needed to control his anger too. There was no place for that here, not when he needed to be rational.
“I don’t have any mommy or daddy issues. No one hurt me. I had a perfectly good childhood. I left all that behind. I do what I do because I enjoy it. I like hurting people.”
“Fuck, Tay, let us put this guy in the ground,” Clay growled. He cracked his neck from side to side and rolled his wrists like he wanted nothing more than to put one of his fists through Sebastian’s sneering face.
“Clay, stop.” Taylee didn’t move. She just tilted her head towards her brother. “He’s just trying to make you angry. I know he doesn’t believe that.”
“Oh, I’m being perfectly honest. I tricked you into falling in love with me back when we lived in Texas. I knew what you were. I’d heard from a friend some nonsense he was talking while he was drunk about bear shifters being real—we thought you guys were just a myth or extinct. He’d met someone one night who was absolutely wasted, and he talked, said there was a community living in the state. He believed it. I didn’t, because really? There’d been no grizzlies in Texas for over a hundred years and if there was a shifter clan around then surely there would have been some sightings. But then he started talking about this place outside the city, all tucked away. I went there, trying to get some video, because anything like that could be big money, and that’s when I saw you. I started watching you. When you went to the city alone, that’s when I bumped into you. Not by mistake. I stalked you. I planned you. I made you into a victim. You seemed so lonely. You had that starry-eyed innocent, sweet look about you. I knew it wouldn’t be hard to make you fall in love with me. Spill your secrets.”
Jem surged forward. “I’m going to—”
Clay slammed a hand into his brother’s chest, holding him back. Barely. He was barely holding himself back.
So was Kier. He was fighting a battle he was going to lose soon. He was going to throttle Sebastian. He wouldn’t kill him, but he’d do some serious damage. Tay would know he was there, and she’d be so disappointed that he’d done it.
Because out of everyone in that room, she was the only one not moving. She was the only one standing her ground and not losing her shit.
“Maybe that’s true, but what you felt was real.” She was so unnaturally calm. She angled to the side just a little and Kier could see her face, bathed in golden light. She looked like an angel. Like a supernatural being. Her eyes glistened. “I’ve always had this gift. I thought it was gone, but I get feelings about things. And I can feel your pain right now. Shifters have keen senses. I can scent it. You’re so used to talking around it to cover it up. So used to doing what you need to survive, but that’s not you. I did love you because I saw past that. I saw the person you never wanted anyone else to see. You couldn’t help yourself. You wanted a family, you wanted someone to see
you. You wanted someone to know your soul.” She paused and looked at him. Sebastian’s eyes seemed to shine in the dim light. “That video you took of me shifting? You didn’t keep it all these years because you were waiting for the right moment to out us. You kept it because it was the only memory of me that you had left.” Kier saw something flash over the man, wolf or whatever it was sitting in the chair. However, his mate remained calm as she spoke. “If what you say is true and I made you a promise, then I’ll keep my word. I’ll honor it by protecting you now. I’ll honor it by saving your life. In our world of shifters, that indebts you to me forever. I’m offering our clan to you, as family. I’m offering Pinefall as a home. There isn’t a bit of me left that loved you and I don’t know why I stopped—but that was years
ago. I’ve found a life out here. Love. I have children. I want to be the kind of woman they’d be proud of. A woman who chooses mercy and goodness over hate and evil.”
“You can’t…” Jem’s voice trailed off. He struggled against Clay. “You can’t offer this trash a place in Pinefall! He’s a wolf! They’re our enemies.”
“I already talked to Clarence about it,” Taylee responded calmly. Her face was still glowing. She was soaking up all the light in the room and reflecting it back. That was the force of her spirit. The force of her own light. Kier was paralyzed by it. He was shocked, but he was so awed by his mate as well.
He wouldn’t have had the strength. But she did. She’d chosen forgiveness the entire time.
“He gave his permission.”
“We can’t trust him! We turn around once, and he’ll stab us in the back!”
Clay nodded. “I agree, Taylee. This isn’t smart. We have kids. I’m never going to sleep again, knowing this prick is roaming free around them.”
“He won’t be free,” Taylee said. She tilted her face again, away from Kier. “Clarence suggested that you would both be great guards, of sorts. You could help him acclimate to our clan. Not by beating him into the ground every day, but by truly helping. We’d all be accountable, but he did say it would be a good job for you both. Clay, you’ve been looking for something since we left Texas. At least this would fill up some of those empty hours. Neither of you are at peace inside. I think Sebastian knows what that’s like. He might be a wolf, but that just makes him a shifter, and if we’re going to survive in the world, then we need to stick it out together. Enemies are only enemies until they’re friends. It’s just a term. It’s just the way we see things. Maybe we can see it differently.”
“Until he gets out and kills one of us. Or kidnaps one of our children. Or burns something down. Takes off with more evidence.”
“Absolutely. I wouldn’t hesitate to do it.”
Taylee sighed. “I know you’ll change your mind.” She touched her chest. “Finding peace, that stillness, that goodness and freedom in our souls—once a person has that, they don’t want to lose it. You can just lay it down, Sebastian. All the bad. All the struggles. All the fighting and the pain. With us, you can lay it down and move past it. You might be angry now. You might have to be under a sort of house arrest until you can be trusted, and I’m sorry about that, but eventually, you’ll find that forgiveness and that freedom.”
“Oh my fucking god!” Jem exploded. Instead of going for Sebastian, though, who was still fucking smirking, he turned and launched himself through the house in the other direction. His thudding steps could be heard plodding through debris.
Clay just stood there with a shocked expression. He was all resistance, giving off some seriously pissed off vibes, but he said nothing. His alpha had decreed that he had a new job and he wasn’t going to fight it, as much as he didn’t like it.
As for this man, this twisted, dark, horrible being, Kier would just have to trust that his mate and her alpha knew what they were doing. He didn’t know Clarence well enough to trust him, but Taylee? He trusted her with all of his being.
He was standing there, swelling up with pride and love for his mate. One second, Sebastian was tied to the chair, and the next? Kier had never seen anything like it. A wolf didn’t shift like a bear. There was no great big stretching of skin and knitting of bone. It was like the molecules that held Sebastian together simply vanished and reformed as something with long silver-grey hair, flashing teeth, and cold ice-blue eyes.
The wolf was huge, and it moved even faster than Kier could. His heart stopped, but the rest of his body was in motion. He had to get in front of Taylee. He had to protect her from that open maw springing at her. There was a shout as Clay leapt forward as well, but they both stopped at Taylee’s hard command.
“No!”
The room was frozen. The air was frozen. It burned in Kier’s lungs like ice shards.
He blinked because he couldn’t be seeing right.
Clay had the same reaction.
Sebastian as a wolf hadn’t gone for Taylee’s throat. He was sitting at her feet and her outstretched hand was between his teeth, but he hadn’t bitten down.
In a motion so slow it was as if she wasn’t moving at all, she removed her hand and set it on top of the wolf’s head. The thing looked like Sebastian did. Half-starved, mangy, shaggy, and unhealthy in every way.
“You’ll go with my brothers now,” Tay whispered, stroking the unkept fur. “This isn’t the end of everything, it’s the start of it.”
Clay was already there with the rope he’d untied from the chair and Jem came crashing into the room. “Come here, you bast—”
“Gently,” Taylee urged. “Jem. Gently. He didn’t hurt me. You know how sometimes we shift in order to protect ourselves? The wolf had to come out, but even it hasn’t hurt me.”
“He’ll probably tear our throats out, or try on the way out, if we don’t restrain it.”
“Just a tie around the neck, please. He’ll go with you.”
“He’ll go trussed up or not at all,” Clay responded with a growl.
The wolf gave one back.
“Around the neck,” Taylee urged. She knelt down in front of the wolf, who looked back at her with the most soulless set of eyes Kier had ever seen. 
“Around the neck, then. And Clay sits back there with him while I drive. If he shifts again, he can subdue him in human form—make sure he doesn’t try anything funny.”
“He won’t. All anyone wants is a place to belong. A family. To know love.”
Jem slipped the noose over the wolf’s neck and pulled tight, but not tight enough to hurt or even begin to restrict airflow. The beast sat there stoically. He didn’t even look real anymore, he was so still. It freaked Kier out. “Some people aren’t capable of that.”
“That’s not for us to decide. It’s for Clarence, the rest of the clan, and time.”
“I don’t like it,” Clay stated, speaking for all of them.
Taylee touched her brother on the shoulder. “I know. But we’re going to have to learn to live with it anyway. Thank you for doing this. Both of you. I wish you would have come to me first because I would have told you what I’d talked to Clarence about, but everything worked out.”
“All because you had a dream,” Jem remarked, but he looked a little bit spooked by his sister’s ability.
Kier was stunned by it too. She’d had feelings before about things, but when had that changed? Was it waiting for the right time to manifest itself, or had the accident taken some things away, but given others in return?
Sebastian the wolf was led out by a very reluctant, surly, and wary set of brothers, which left them alone. Taylee turned to him slowly. “I knew you were there,” she whispered, her lips wobbling at the corners. Could it possibly be humor and not annoyance in her voice? “You can’t hide from me. Not even if you want to. Not when your scent is so clear and strong that I can practically breathe you in even when I’m in Pinefall and you’re in Greenacre.”
“I’m sorry. Your brother—”
“I know. He gave me his word he wouldn’t go and get you, but he never said he wouldn’t text you, which I figured out as we were driving here, but then I knew you’d want to be here. It wasn’t right to keep you away. You’re my mate. Your life is my life. Our fates are always going to be interconnected. You didn’t interfere and I want to thank you for that.”
“You’re not angry?”
“No, I’m not angry. I’m not angry that you have my back. I was just worried that you’d do what Clay and Jem wanted to do and tear Sebastian into pieces. I was trying to protect everyone. You and my brothers from flying into a rage and Sebastian from being harmed.”
“He might still try to harm one of us yet.”
She blinked and walked towards him. He opened his arms and she stepped into them. She took his face in her palms, and when he looked into her eyes, they were glowing brighter than he’d ever seen them before. She didn’t have her memories back or any of her past, but she looked more at peace and at ease than he’d ever seen her, even before.
“Let’s not worry about that tonight. Right now, all I want to do is go home and get Onyx and drive over to Greenacre to be with you and Misty.”
“Do you think she’d mind if we made pancakes a little bit early?”
“No. I don’t think she’d mind at all. Is Sam with her? Or Lily? Or both?”
“Sam.”
“I figured he would be. Him or Tavish.”
He fell into her touch, fell under her spell, and loved her with his entire being. He could finally take a breath again. Deep ones, which made his heart stir and beat faster and stronger. “Let’s go get our daughter and get home to our other daughter. We can tell them the story of tonight. We’ll tell them as many times as it takes. Or at least I will. How brave and strong and kind their mother is. How she’s merciful and has the world’s best heart.”
“I don’t know, Kier, I’m far from perfect.”
He set his hand on her chest, palm down, right above her heartbeat. “It’s perfect for me, Tay. I’m so happy I’m here.”
Her eyes glistened. “You are. In every single beat.”




Epilogue
Six months later
Taylee
Family dinner was held around Taylee’s parents’ table.
Mom, Dad, Kier, Misty, Onyx in the highchair she just graduated to using, Jem, Clay. There were moments when Taylee felt sheer panic, thinking it almost didn’t happen. That dream she had that night nearly six months ago could have come true. Her brothers could have been gone. Caged. Jailed. Their family could have been split apart forever—their lives fractured.
It could have happened, but it didn’t.
Just like her accident could have taken her life, but it didn’t.
Her memories hadn’t returned, and she didn’t know if they ever would, but she had something just as good in their place.
She had her two daughters. She fell in love with her mate all over again. She relearned the love of her family. She got to experience everything brand new, as if it was the first time. Once she got over the frustration of that, it was sometimes fun. A lot of work. Some tears. Some heartache. But mostly laughter and love and the eagerness to learn.
“If I have to spend another hour in Sebastian’s company, I’m going to end up throttling the guy,” Clay said as he grabbed the salt and doused his mashed potatoes liberally.
Their mom frowned at him. She said her cooking was so good it never needed salt. The potatoes certainly didn’t. She pre-salted everything and Taylee realized Clay was just pouring out his frustrations and not paying attention. He was going to be thirsty later.
“You pretend to hate it, but you don’t.” Jem nudged Clay with an elbow, which only increased his fury. His frown darkened.
“I certainly do hate it. The guy is insufferable. He’s the asshole of all assholes if I’ve ever met one.” Their mom cleared her throat and scowled at Clay, who flushed. “Sorry. Language. I’m sorry everyone. I’ll moderate. That a-s-s-h-o-l-e is such an a-s-s-h-o-l-e to the extreme that I can barely stand it. He’s never going to get better. He’s going to be an a-s-s-h-o-l-e for life.”
“I know how to spell,” Misty piped up cheerfully.
Onyx giggled like she knew how to spell too. She dug both fists into her mashed potatoes and glopped them into her mouth, all over her face, hair, chin, and clothes. They were already smeared in just about every single direction, including up and down and all over her highchair.
“Just because he’s haughty and acts like an epic jerk all day long doesn’t mean he’s too far gone to turn it around.” Jem wasn’t helping anything at all, and he knew it.
Somehow, he’d gotten off Sebastian guard duty and the job had landed pretty much all on Clay. Sebastian was under a sort of house arrest, and if he went out, it had to be with Clay. He was watched and guarded at all hours of the day. He had to go to mandatory therapy every other day. He could exercise and participated in select clan activities. He might be a wolf, but he was no longer bothering to wear sheep’s clothing—if he ever had—and everyone knew what a loudmouth he had. Given what he was like, Taylee wondered what she had ever seen in him. Though she knew ten years ago she had probably been a different person, and maybe he was her way of rebelling. Or maybe back then he’d been a sweet guy? But, unless her memories returned the nature of their relationship would have to remain a mystery.
Sometimes, Taylee worried Clarence would be sorry for taking this on, but then she could see, just like they could all see, how much Sebastian was hurting under that mouthy, tough guy exterior. He was only an asshole to cover up the deep pain that lay beneath the surface.
Clay had already admitted that there were a few times when Sebastian had messed up and some of the story of his past escaped. It wasn’t nice. Not at all. They’d all grown up in a loving family, in a supportive clan. Sure, there might have been tough times and scary moments, but it was nothing compared to what Sebastian had been through, and there was so much he had locked away. Compared to Sebastian, Clay’s bristling discomfort and restlessness looked like nothing.
“I was thinking about having another paint night with Lyric and Melody,” their mom cut in, changing the subject.
Clay groaned. “Mom, come on. I’ve already said I’m not interested probably a million times. I’m busy now with Sebastian. I’m happy. I don’t want a mate. Lyric deserves a better one than I would be anyway.”
“I was just thinking about including my whole family in one of my passions,” Grace said, pretending to be hurt.
“Or you were planning on pouring macaroni down the sink drain again,” Clay grumbled.
Jem laughed. “Count me in.” He grinned at Onyx, who waved grubby hands back at him. “If Onyx is in, I’m in. She made such a masterpiece last time, it was great. I’m not sure she got the memo about the paint going on the paper and not all over herself, though. She was the masterpiece in all the photos.”
They all laughed. That was true. Taylee had been scrubbing paint off her daughter for days after that night, but it was good. It was fun. They’d used kid safe paints and Onyx had made messy handprints—maybe she was too young to know what she was doing, but she loved the colors and she’d enjoyed herself so much.
Misty was really coming along with her painting as well. She didn’t have natural, raw talent like Grace said Taylee always seemed to have, but her art was becoming skilled and beautiful. She followed direction so well and took all of Grace’s lessons on technique to heart. If she stuck with it, she’d be making gallery-worthy masterpieces soon enough. Not that they weren’t already. Taylee and Kier proudly hung all of their girls’ artwork in their house, as well as Taylee’s, and the few paintings Kier had been forced to do. They were going to run out of wall space soon, and lately, they’d been working on more complicated pieces that took weeks and months to complete.
“Could you pass the gravy, Clay? My meat is a little bit dry.”
Grace shot her husband the world’s foulest look, which made them all roar. “My meat is never dry,” she hissed. “You’re just trying to work me up.”
Their dad shrugged and hid a grin. “Nevertheless, gravy, please.”
Kier passed it over. He looked sheepishly at Grace, as if in apology for being an accomplice.
“Clay has enough to worry about watching Sebastian. He has a full-time job,” Taylee said. “Plus, I think Lyric’s moved on. She doesn’t have anyone in mind, but she’s happy. She’s over her crush. She never asks about Clay anymore.”
“That’s because she’s keeping it all bottled up.”
“No, Mom. I really don’t think that’s the case.”
“Hmph.” Grace sniffed.
Clay rolled his eyes. Jem huffed out a laugh. Kier was going to burst if he had to contain it any longer. Only their dad was managing to keep a straight face. Onyx scooped up another handful of potatoes and licked them off her fingers. Misty kept laughing at her, then she borrowed Kier’s phone and started to take videos of the massive mess going on.
Those videos would be priceless later. They already watched the ones of Onyx from when she was just a few months old over and over again, and she wasn’t even a year yet. Time passed way too quickly, but enjoying it so that it seemed to fly was so much better than having it drag on and on because life was filled with misery and pain.
Taylee took Kier’s hand under the table. “We wanted to invite you all to Greenacre, whenever you have a free evening. To our house, but mostly to the woods. Kier bought a telescope, and not just a regular telescope. An amazing one. We’re going to spend a few nights with the girls studying the stars together. I would love it if you could join us. I know you’re busy, but, Clay, you do get relieved every night from guard duty, so there’s no excuse. Jem, just saying you don’t want to because stars are boring isn’t good enough. Mom and Dad, you have to come.”
There was a moment of hesitation, like everyone was taking a collective breath, but then it was released.              
Clay groaned. “Alright, I’ll come.”
“Me too,” Jem said, pretending he hated the idea.
“We’ll gladly come.” At least her dad was supportive, and her mom beamed at them all.             
Greenacre hadn’t just started to open up to the human world. Pinefall was still cagey about allowing anyone into their clan or onto their lands, but they’d slowly started trickling over to Greenacre, on invitation, for special events. Now that she was living with Kier, her parents came over more often, and even her brothers could sometimes be convinced. Melody and Lyric often came to visit, and Taylee privately thought that Lyric had her eye on someone in Greenacre. She wasn’t saying who, but her crush on Clay really had passed.
They’d bought the telescope with plans on teaching the girls everything they knew about the stars, which she was still relearning. It wasn’t a small expense, but they all shared it. Some nights, it was Sam and Lily and their brood. Other times it was Tavish and January and their baby who would come out. Glendy and Thaddius brought their kids once every so often, and Trace, Josephine, and the twins often made time to come star gazing. When they were looking up at the night sky, it was just about the only time those boys ever settled down, and everyone thought that was a miracle, but maybe they’d just found something they loved and were so passionate about, it took up all of their focus.
“We’d be happy to have you all,” Kier responded. He meant it. Her family was his family. He loved them and he’d do anything for any one of them.
Misty nodded so hard that she had to rub her neck after.
The weeks following her accident were a bit of a dark place for her, and Taylee hadn’t foreseen herself being so happy in such a short amount of time, that she couldn’t possibly wish for anything else. But she was now. She knew true happiness and she only wished her brothers, her friends, and the rest of her clan could find love like she had, have a family to cherish like she did, and have a lifetime’s worth of good memories built in less than a year together.
Later, when she and Kier were helping with the dishes, he lumped a bunch of suds on top her head, which made a now freshly wiped down, bathed, and changed Onyx scream with delight. Misty snorted from where she was sketching at the kitchen table. Jem and Clay had gone home, and her parents were in the living room relaxing while they worked on cleaning up. It was a big job, given that a huge meal had been prepared.
“You look extra adorable like that,” Kier said. “Like a little gnome. My star loving, nighttime princes.”
“More a nighttime fairy, you mean,” Taylee corrected. “I never did like the thought of being a princess. But fairies. They’re so cool.”
“They are,” Kier agreed. “If shifters are real, who knows. Maybe they’re a thing too. Maybe they just keep themselves hidden like we do.”
Misty looked oddly amused at that idea, but she didn’t say anything.
Kier kissed her cheek. “Whatever you are, fairy or gnome, princess or just you, I love you.”
Misty’s grin grew wider, but she didn’t look up. Onyx’s laughter grew louder as Kier leaned in and kissed her other cheek for good measure. The girls were both used to seeing hugs and kisses. Tame ones. The rest they saved for private moments, but it was important to show their daughters what affection was and teach them what love was. They were their parents, and they were the ones who would prepare them for their future relationships with future mates.
There wasn’t a single man on earth who would go as far as Kier had gone for his family. At least, Taylee didn’t think so. Although, she hoped they were out there, more men like hers. More shifters like hers. More mates like hers. Men who would do anything for their daughters. Men who would change their whole life for their mate. Men who always had room in their great big hearts for everyone—clan and family and the rest of the world—if they needed to.
“I love you,” she whispered back, swiping at the bubbles running down her forehead. “I love you, procurer of telescopes, teacher of stars, attempter of art, father of the year always, and the mate of my heart forever.”
“Maybe you’re actually a wizard. You have this magic way with words.”
She shoved his shoulder, throwing a scoop of bubbles back that soaked his shirt, but she smiled so freaking wide it hurt. She might be able to put some of the things she felt into words, but it wasn’t even close to all of it. If she could do a little magic, she’d never hesitate to do so. They’d never hesitate to keep creating magic together either.
-The End-
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