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      For those who kept asking when the next coyote book was coming.

      And to Tatum who turned up in Coyote Whispers and showed me who Dale was.
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      December 22

      
      Dale followed Tatum into Steve’s home office and closed the door behind him. “You’re not going to make this easy for me, are you?” he asked.

      She turned to face him, one eyebrow arched in disbelief. “Should I?”

      If he was honest, and he had to be for both their sakes, not to mention the babies she held safe inside her, he didn’t deserve for her to make it easy for him. With a large measure of guilt and regret he shook his head. “No. You shouldn’t.”

      Tatum sighed, her shoulders dropping a fraction as her chin lowered to her chest. “I didn’t come home to cause you trouble.”

      “Fuck, Tay, you think I don’t know that? You never cause trouble. Always the one smoothing things over, taking care of⁠—”

      “I didn’t do a good job after Cade.” Her gaze met his, her eyes glassy with unshed tears, and her chin wobbled. “Stupid hormones,” she muttered as she used both hands to scrub at her eyes.

      “Tay.” He didn’t know what to do. What to say. He’d gone back for her. To beg her to come to Whispering Springs with him, remind her what they were…

      He’d fucked that up when he realized he wasn’t as ready as he’d thought. And now she’d turned up here—pregnant.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Hard to speak to someone when they sneak out in the middle of the night.”

      He closed his eyes on a groan. Not his most shining moment, that’s for sure. “I’m sorry. So, so sorry. I told you that over a hundred times in voice mails and texts. You never returned one of those messages.” The last message he’d left only a few hours ago.

      “I could probably accept an apology via phone if it was one time, Dale, but you left me twice. Twice.”

      “I needed⁠—”

      “I don’t care what you needed. You. Left. Me.” She turned her face away. “I’d already lost Cade…”

      Grief tightened his throat, yanked at his chest. “We both lost Cade.”

      She turned back, anger sparking in her eyes now. “Yes, we did. And when we should have pulled together, should have leaned on each other, you ran.”

      “I had to get my head on straight. I had to…” He tried to explain but words failed him. He’d been so lost in those first months after Cade. And watching Tatum’s grief had only driven him deeper into the darkness choking him.

      He’d taken leave from his job and returned to the mountains where he’d spent the early years of his life, more often than not with Cade by his side, and found some peace—hope.

      “I’m sorry. I needed to be close to Cade.”

      “And I didn’t?”

      “I didn’t say that. I just…” He shrugged. God. He was fucking this up. “I wasn’t good for you. I couldn’t help you if I couldn’t help myself.”

      “So what, you came here, took a new job, and forgot about me!”

      “No. Never!” Dale took a step toward her.

      She held up a hand. “Don’t.”

      He froze, muscles vibrating with the effort to hold back. He wanted—needed—to hold her, except he’d given up that right. Given up so much when he’d left her behind. He’d never meant for their separation to be permanent but he hadn’t told her he was leaving, never mind why or that he’d be back.

      Nodding, he murmured, “Okay.”

      She jerked, her hands going to her swollen belly and rubbing gentle circles. “Dammit. I need to sit down.”

      “You need to lie down.” He risked her anger and moved closer. “Here. Let me help.”

      Tatum snorted. “Sure. Now you want to help.”

      “I never would have left if I’d known.” And if he hadn’t been up in his own head which happened to be shoved up his own ass, he would have known they’d finally managed to accomplish their greatest wish. He scooped her into his arms and walked to the couch.

      “Jeez, Dale, put me down, I weigh a ton.”

      “You’re light as a feather.”

      She thumped his chest. “Don’t lie to me.”

      “Fine, you’ve got about twenty pounds extra on the last time I picked you up.” He sank to his knees and lowered her to the couch sideways so she could lie back and stretch her legs out. His gaze was drawn to the mound of her belly. Swallowing hard, he lifted his gaze to hers and asked, “Can I…?”

      “What?” she eyed him warily.

      “Touch you,” he said, tipping his chin toward her stomach.

      “You just did. Without asking permission I might add.”

      “Tay. Please.” He couldn’t keep the emotions out of his voice, the slight edge of desperation that sliced through him like the deadliest blade.

      “Fine.” She reached out and grabbed his hand. “Here. Someone’s having a hell of time attempting to kick their way out.”

      She placed his hand low on her right side, just above where her hipbone use to be before her belly grew round with his children. He’d barely made contact when he felt the first thump, a dull punch to his hand as though his palm had been injected with local anesthetic.

      God. That was his child in there. Well, one of them anyway. Pressing closer, he cupped this new curve of her body with both hands and waited for more.

      Dale had no idea how long they stayed that way, Tatum lying back, eyes closed, letting him feel their child—children—move within her. It wasn’t until he heard the delicate snore he hadn’t heard in months that he realized she’d fallen asleep. He didn’t make a move or sound, just sat on the floor beside her and took her in.

      She was beautiful. Even exhausted, with dark shadows beneath her eyes, fatigue etched into the edges of her mouth, she was gorgeous.

      He remembered the first time he’d recognized her as his. Cade stood beside him; they’d returned from a run with the pack, when the newly shifted teens came bounding into the clearing. Within seconds everyone shifted to human form and Dale had taken one look at Tatum and lost his breath.

      Cade had done the same.

      He’d known Cade for as long as he could remember and sometimes Dale had thought they were one person. They weren’t blood related but from the moment they’d met, they were inseparable. Always doing the same things—wanting the same things.

      It had never been an issue until Tatum.

      They’d been nineteen at the time, Tatum fourteen.

      They’d known they were too old for her—that she was too young to be facing a mate, never mind two. Known they had to stay away, but when a coyote found its mate every instinct pushed to claim.

      Two years they’d held off.

      Two years of watching and waiting and slowly going out of their minds as every eligible boy in Whispering Springs tried to catch the eye of their Tatum. They hadn’t known it then, but all that worry had been for nothing.

      Tatum had set her sights on him and Cade long before her first change.

      The death of her father had shaken them all and sent his life in a direction he’d never considered going.

      Mrs. Brant—stricken with grief—had packed up and gone back to the city she’d grown up in, taking Tatum and her siblings with her. For Cade and Dale there had been no choice.

      They had to follow.

      Tatum was barely sixteen and they’d somehow convinced her mother to let them move in with the family—date Tatum. Mrs. Brant’s crippling grief helped their cause. She hadn’t cared what any of her children did and spent most of her time in her pjs, either in bed or lying on a couch in the living room.

      It had fallen to Tatum, Cade, and Dale to see to the raising of Tatum’s younger brother and sister.

      On Tatum’s eighteenth birthday, they’d gone to the local courthouse and acquired the necessary paperwork to make their union—his and Tatum’s—legal. Dale couldn’t remember how he and Cade had decided which one of them she’d marry. It didn’t matter. It didn’t change the fact they weren’t a couple. They were a trio.

      A trio that had fallen apart when a drug dealer—a stupid kid of fifteen—sent three bullets into Cade’s chest in a dirty alley.

      Dale lowered his head as tears of anger, frustration, guilt, and grief filled his eyes. They’d lost so much more than Cade that night. They
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