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            EASY PEASY

          

        

      

    

    
      Reeva

      

      “Reeva, you have to take some actual clothes, you know.”

      I look up at my best friend, Elaine, my hand stopping mid-air as it holds the massive tome on the influence of second-century Dark Forest architecture on world literature that I’m about to pack in my suitcase.

      She shakes her head hopelessly. “Your suitcase is full of books. I don’t think you’re going to want to run around the Green Mountain University campus naked. Though… it might be a good idea. I hear the guys there are hot!”

      “I’m not going for hot guys. I’m going for my degree.”

      “You have a degree,” she argues. “Two of them, to be exact.”

      Well, she’s technically right. I have two degrees, and I don’t regret a moment I spent at Dark Forest University, juggling two majors for two separate undergraduate degrees in literature and history. Every minute of it was fascinating. The professors there are great, the best in the kingdom. But the chance to study history in a whole new kingdom with an entirely new catalog of historical knowledge…. I’m not going to pass up this opportunity.

      “I’m getting a master’s degree,” I explain for at least the fifth time. “I don’t have one of those.”

      “For all the books you’ve read, I think you qualify for a master’s in every subject.” She frowns and flips through my stack of books again. “Except suitcase packing. At that, you suck.”

      “I love you too.” Again, she’s basically right. All these books are going to make my luggage heavy, and I’m not going to be surrounded by servants there like I am here in the castle. I do need to prioritize clothes and toiletries.

      I shake my head, staring at my bags. She sighs and walks across the room, opening my closet. “Now, this is where you need to be. If I had as many cute outfits as you do, I’d be stuffing my suitcase with most of this wardrobe.” She pulls out an emerald-green dress and holds it against her. “This one always looks so good with that jet-black hair of yours.”

      “I do like that one,” I have to agree.

      “So, this is in, and that monstrosity of a book is out.” I can’t disagree, but I also can’t help the frown on my face as I stare at my book.

      But she just laughs at me. “Girl, your sister is the Luna Queen over there. I’m pretty sure she has a book or two you can borrow.”

      I laugh. “You and I both know she’s no bookworm, though I do imagine the castle has a really good library.”

      “See? Problem solved.”

      “Not really.” I grimace at my suitcase, reluctant to leave any of my favorite books behind. “I have no idea what books they have there. I’ll die if I get all the way there and wish I had one of these.”

      “Reeva, my beautiful bookworm of a friend,” she begins before letting out an exasperated sigh, “Look, just make a list. Send it to your sister. She’ll have someone see if they have everything, and if not, they can order it. Consider it your way of improving the literary tastes of your new kingdom.”

      “It’s not my new kingdom. It’s Trisha’s.” But it is a good idea, so I grab a notepad and start writing the titles as I take them out and stack them back on my bookshelf. “I’m not staying there forever. I’ll be back on breaks and after I graduate.”

      “Seriously? You have a chance to explore a whole new kingdom, and you’re just gonna bury your face in books and come back after a couple of years?”

      I know she sees my eye roll. “I’ll miss you, too.”

      “I’m not trying to get rid of you,” she insists. “So, um… maybe once you’re there and meet some hot guys, I can join you, and we can be roomies.”

      That definitely makes me laugh. “Okay, now I see your true motives.”

      “Well, we’re running out of cute guys around here.” She folds up a shirt and throws it in my suitcase. I’m not even sure I want to take that one.

      “Hardly. We’ve just run out of ones that you haven’t dated.”

      She sticks her tongue out at me and throws the shirt she just grabbed in the closet. I duck just as the door opens, and my dad gets a pink tank top right toward his face.

      With fast reflexes, he catches it mid-air.

      Her eyes go wide. “Um… sorry, Alpha King Reece.”

      “Hey, Dad.” I give him a wave and go back to writing my book list. Reece is my biological father, though I have three more dads… Tristan, Mark, and Eli. My siblings and I call them all “Dad” interchangeably, though we use first names when we need to clarify who we’re talking about. It can be confusing being the daughter of four Alpha Kings and Luna Queen Rose.

      “Next time, roll it up in a tube like this.” He demonstrates the most effective way to fold a piece of clothing to make it airborne and passes it across the room like a football. My dad tends to get goofy around my friends, especially Elaine, since her dad passed away from an unexpected illness.

      On cue, Elaine giggles. “That does work better. Oh, and thanks for letting me stay here sometimes and use the library while Reeva’s gone.”

      “You can come over anytime,” he assures her.

      “Just don’t rearrange my books.” I give her a serious ‘best friends’ glare. “When I get back, I want to be able to find them. But wear anything in the closet you like.”

      She rests her thumb on her chin. “Hmm, maybe I’d better not send you off with your best stuff.”

      This time, I throw a pillow her way.

      “I’m kidding!” she cries, blocking the throw.

      “I didn’t know we were doing a pillow fight.”

      We both turn toward the voice as my mom enters the room, and Elaine picks up the pillow and fluffs it. She’s always been in awe of my mother. I guess the story of going from breeder to Luna Queen is pretty impressive. But to me, she’s just Mom.

      “Hello, Elaine,” Mom says. “You look so lovely, as always.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” my friend says, still clearly mesmerized by the Luna Queen.

      Mom walks up to me and strokes my hair. “My baby is leaving,” she says. “What am I going to do without you?”

      “The same thing you did when I was in school here in Dark Forest,” I tell her. “I wasn’t home then, either.”

      “But this time, you’ll be so much farther away,” she argues.

      “So is Trisha,” I remind her. “If I need anything, she’ll be there. So don’t worry. I’ll be fine. What could go wrong?”
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        * * *

      

      *Matthew*

      

      With the farewell party over and Reeva gone, dinner feels pretty... quiet. My other siblings aren’t here, either. Trisha is gone for good, of course, busy being a Luna Queen in Green River, and Ethan and Rylee have just gotten settled in at Beach Pack. His biological dad is Alpha King Eli, and Beach Pack is theirs, just like Rapids Pack is mine and my dad’s from before our dads became two of the four Alpha Kings. Ethan will be running things there until our dads are ready to pass the torch of the whole kingdom onto us.

      That leaves me alone with my four fathers and Mom, who looks like she’s ready to cry into her dessert. And since it happens to be a double chocolate decadence pie—my favorite—that’s a damn shame.

      “Mom, she will be fine.” I try to assure her, knowing it won’t make much difference since all four dads have been trying to console her ever since Reeva waved goodbye a couple of hours ago.

      “I know,” she says for the dozenth time, at least, though she follows it up with a little sniffle this time. Dad Reece, who should be equally upset but is doing a pretty good job of hiding it, wraps his fingers around her hand.

      I would worry more about Mom if she weren’t so well taken care of by my four dads. As it happens, Reece will stay with her tonight, and since they have Reeva’s leaving in common, I’m sure by morning, Mom will feel reassured.

      Most people might feel weird about knowing their parents have a bedtime schedule that involves switching partners, but in this castle, it’s normal that Mom takes turns spending the night with each of our dads. It’s always been that way, so it is completely natural.

      It’s also important to know who’s available, because I might need a late-night discussion with one of them about the problems of the day. It’s a lot of work ruling over such a large kingdom, so there are bound to be last-minute problems that need attention at all hours of the night.

      That’s my job—to handle the night shift and deal with anything that needs to be addressed right away. At least, it was. I’ve spent the past two nights rearranging my schedule to daylight hours so I can be in sync with the Chestnut Pack when I get there.

      Their lands are far to the southeast, where a recent deluge has caused widespread flooding, forcing people out of their homes and ruining their crops. We’ve sent an army’s worth of workers ahead of me to start emergency repairs on the dam, but I’ll be leaving first thing tomorrow to oversee the full recovery.

      With Mom seemingly calmer, Mark, my biological dad, turns to me. “The supply trucks are ready. We’ll keep runners posted so you can reach us through the mind-link if the pack needs anything else.”

      Mom looks up from her pie, which she is still just picking at with her fork. “I’m so proud of you, Matthew.”

      I shrug. “Those people need help. There’s not much of a choice. And I’m sorry I have to leave now, with Reeva leaving today.”

      “The Chestnut Pack needs you,” she insists. “I can’t imagine what they’re going through now with all their crops gone and so much destruction. They need the best man we can send to help them, and that’s you.”

      “I appreciate your vote of confidence, but I’m sure just about anyone you send would do a good job for that pack,” I tell her.

      “I might be biased as your mother, but I’m positive I’m right,” she says.

      I smile, letting her have her moment. Reece shoots me a grateful gaze.

      Since my brother Ethan and I have been old enough, it’s been the six of us—me, Ethan, and our four dads—who help take care of Mom and my two sisters. Don’t get me wrong. Luna Queen Rose is a powerful force in this kingdom. She’s loved and admired by everyone, and she can hold her own in a crisis. Trisha has always been a spitfire, and Reeva is smart and competent. All three of the women in our family can take care of themselves.

      It’s just that things have changed quickly in this kingdom since the days of forcing its poor women to be breeders, when Mom got caught up in that mess through no fault of her own. Now, there’s no shortage of misogynistic males who think things should go back to the way they were. So, the six of us make sure anyone who acts like that straightens up fast and realizes the value women bring to our world.

      Sometimes, that’s easier said than done, but we’re all committed to making sure our kingdom works for all of us.

      There might even be one or two guys in the Chestnut Pack who need straightening out, but I should be able to handle it. All I have to worry about is overseeing reconstruction and making sure everything is right with that pack. I’ll be back home in no time.

      Piece of cake.
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            UNWELCOME ARRIVAL

          

        

      

    

    
      Freya

      

      The snap of a twig has my ears twitching, and I turn my nose to the scent. ‘Due east,’ I announce to my hunting party in the mind-link.

      ‘Got it,’ Hendron, one of our younger warriors, answers.

      ‘I’ll flank,’ I say. Even the Beta, Alfred, who probably should be the one giving the orders, doesn’t argue with me.

      But moving into position without the deer sensing me will be tricky. With the flooding, the herds have moved uphill, compressing their territory. No one is comfortable in a new place with strangers around.

      I make sure my paws alight on the forest floor gently, finding my footing in the moist underbrush carefully before moving on to the next step. When the buck tilts its head, I freeze, barely even breathing.

      He wrongly assumes that it’s nothing, that he was just hearing things, the harmless leap of a rabbit, perhaps. He’ll soon learn, too late, that a pack of hungry predators has him surrounded.

      Settling into the perfect spot, I give the signal. ‘Now.’

      We race out of our hiding spots, and the chase is on. Adrenaline surges through me. I’m so hyped, I can nearly hear the rush of blood in my veins.

      Finally, we bring down the large buck, and the Beta steps in for the kill.

      Our pack will eat well tonight.

      Alfred shifts back to human form. “Well done!” he says.

      I shift as well, turning to face him just as he tosses my shorts and tank top my way. “That’s teamwork,” I say calmly, giving him a shrug.

      He nods, his long hair catching in the breeze. He’s older than the rest of us, with touches of gray around his temples, a sharp contrast from the rest of his jet-black hair. He has always treated me like a younger sister.

      Now, we have work to do, and a chorus of sighs from the group emphasizes the fact. We’d ventured far with our land overwhelmed by flood waters, and it’s a long haul to the makeshift raft so we can head back home with our dinner. So, we get to it, each of us grabbing a leg to drag the deer down to the water’s edge.

      There was never a river here before the flooding. Now, water laps against tall grass at the bottom of the hill. But since the dam broke and the river overflowed the packlands, this has become our means of transportation.

      Working together, it’s not long before we push off and begin paddling toward home. We don’t exchange words. The hunting party’s thoughts have turned to home, food, and family. Most of them have mates and children waiting for this feast.

      For me, having not yet met my mate, and with even the idea of children a distant future concern, just knowing that I’ve helped provide for our people is enough.

      But as we round the corner toward open water, I spot them: the Alpha Kings’ guards and a group of people who have come to fix the dam. They’ve trampled through our already half-ruined village with their modern cars and equipment, splashing mud even further than it was before. The place reeks of gas and exhaust fumes, and the machine they’ve powered up sounds like a herd of sick moose.

      “It shows on your face, Freya.”

      I’m startled by the sudden words, but I try not to show it when I face Alfred. “Why don’t they just leave it alone?” My tone is more bitter than I intend, but I don’t apologize.

      “What do you mean?” Hendron chimes in.

      “I mean,” I say, turning to him, “that our village did much better before the dam, and we’ll thrive without help from a bunch of royals who don’t understand our way of life.”

      “You don’t mean that,” Alfred says. “The irrigation for our crops has been a game changer.”

      “Maybe,” I admit. “But my grandfather has told me about the way things were before the dam. It was quiet and peaceful. Now that the bloody thing has dilapidated, we should focus on going back to our roots instead of depending on the ‘kindness’ of Alpha Kings to come... fix things. We have enough people to carry water to the fields.”

      “But now those people can do something else with their time,” he suggests.

      “Like what?” I whip around to face him, again with more edge to my voice than I should show our Beta. But I can’t help myself. “Everyone has become soft. They all want to be like the royals, lazing around doing nothing. We can barely scrape together a hunting party anymore. Everyone says they have something else they want to do, but it usually involves a chair and a mug of ale. We’ve lost what it means to be shifters, and we can blame the royals for that.”

      “Come on, Freya,” another warrior, Silya, says. “Tell us how you really feel.”

      The smirk on her face tells me it’s time to shut my mouth. I seem to be the only one left who longs for the old ways my grandfather told me about, a time before the Chestnut Pack started worrying about what the kings of these lands were doing.

      All they want is balls, castles, and gold filling up their hallways. It doesn’t matter how we want to live or how we want to run our packs. I can’t believe my father invited them all here.

      Alfred studies my face but doesn’t say anything else as we paddle toward what we now call the shoreline, which used to be our main road through the village.

      We’re dragging the deer up to the central cooking area when my stepmother comes out to greet me. She’s holding her skirt above the mud with urgency in her eyes.

      Luna Andrea’s gleaming butter-blonde hair stands out among the sea of dark hair that is common in our pack. The way her eyes dart around all the time tells me she’s uncomfortable here. But she’s trying, and that’s enough for me.

      My mother, Luna Helen, left some larger-than-life shoes to fill.

      “Freya, we haven’t much time,” she says. “Come into the house so we can get you presentable for the prince.”

      At that, I stiffen. I can feel the air thicken around the hunting party, and all eyes are averted. I won’t argue with Andrea in front of them, so after a beat, I nod and follow her while everyone else carries on with preparing the deer.

      “Andrea,” I begin when we’re inside and away from prying eyes, “I’m not going to primp just because the future Alpha King is arriving.” I slip off my muddy shoes by the door but gesture back to it. “We just brought in dinner. I really should assist with the preparation.”

      She shakes her head. “But we don’t have much time,” she argues, reaching around the corner of the room and pulling out a garment bag. “I’ve picked out a lovely gown for you. We’ll be inviting Prince Matthew to dinner.”

      I can’t help but cringe inside, and it takes everything in me not to show it. I understand that Andrea thinks it’s her job to wine and dine royalty for our pack’s sake.

      “Andrea,” I say calmly. “I don’t think a gown is quite... appropriate right now. You’ve seen the mud outside, everywhere, all over every building that’s left of Chestnut Pack.”

      Her smile fades into dejection, and it sparks an ache of guilt in me. “Oh,” she says softly. “But maybe you could just try it on? I chose the green one because it really brings out your beautiful eyes.”

      I relent, not because she’s flattering me, but because I know my mother would want me to help my father in any way I can. If that includes putting on a dress Andrea picks, then I’ll do it.

      I’m walking up to her to take the dress when my father comes in with Alfred and some of his advisors. I can’t help catching the end of their conversation.

      “Rumor has it they’ve been digging for it,” Alfred says before he’s hushed by a wave from my father.

      I won’t ask now, but I know they’re talking about the thieves who have taken advantage of the floods to steal our precious archeological finds on the outskirts of our territory. I’ll pick Alfred’s brain about it later.

      Right now, all I see is the gleam in my father’s green eyes when he catches sight of me and Andrea. When his gaze flicks solely to her, I see much more than happiness. His emotions open like a book, with love and admiration clear in his demeanor.

      Alpha Dawson has given that look to two women in his life: my mother and Andrea. It’s clear that the latter is his true second-chance mate, and I won’t do anything to upset that balance.

      Well, I’m definitely wearing this ridiculous gown, for his sake. I’ll probably look foolish in it, but I’ll get over it.

      When their gaze breaks, it’s almost comical the way my father makes all the men take off their shoes to enter the packhouse... and the way they do so without complaint. I suppose they want to see my father happy just as much as I do.

      “I suppose I’d better get dressed,” I say.

      This immediately gets a pleased smile from Andrea. “Wonderful! I’ll help. I have to get my dress on as well.” She turns to my father. “Dawson, the prince should be arriving soon. I have everything ready in the reception hall! You should get ready as well.”

      “Of course, my love,” he says, stepping forward to take her hand and kiss her knuckles adoringly.

      I don’t need to stand around and watch that exchange. “I’ll... be in my room.” Whirling toward the stairs, I hurry up.

      I’m glad my father has a new mate, but some of their public affections get to be a bit much.

      She joins me a few minutes later, and we help each other fasten our much-too-fancy gowns at about the same time that we hear more cars approaching.

      “Oh!” she exclaims. “He’s here!”

      I glance out the window to see a procession of black SUVs approach. “Great, more mud-stirring.”

      “What’s that?” she asks.

      “Nothing,” I say.

      But I steal another glance out the window, and a strange spark jumps across my nerves.
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            TO THE DORMS!

          

        

      

    

    
      Reeva

      

      Despite Elaine’s teasing that had me unpacking my books, I did sneak one of them into my carry-on, thinking I’d have plenty of time to read on the flight to Green Mountain. I even chose the book I’m reading now about Green Mountain, figuring I could use the knowledge.

      But I’d forgotten how fascinated I am by flight. Everything about this airplane, from the number of rivets holding it together to how fast it can fly, amazes me. So, I spend zero time reading for the entire flight and just sit here in awe of it all.

      So much for productivity.

      I don’t even have time to think about school during the flight, but it all hits me at once as soon as the pilots lower the landing gear. And now, I’m questioning my life choices.

      Can I really do this alone? I’ve always known just about everyone at my school. Most of my high school friends went to the same university as I did in Black Forest.

      Here, I know no one.

      Well, my sister is the Luna Queen of the whole kingdom, but she’s not at the school, and she certainly has her own life to live. She can’t come hold my hand and introduce me to friends.

      And I don’t want her to. This is a new start in my life, a fresh challenge. I’m going to do it all by myself... somehow. Besides, it’s school, the one place where I’m completely in my element. This should be easy.

      I keep telling myself that, but somehow, I don’t believe it as I’m stepping off the plane.

      I inhale deeply, walking down the portable ladder they’ve pulled up to the jet. I’ve been here before for Trisha’s wedding and on a couple of quick trips after that.

      But it’s a new experience every time. Even the air is different here. It feels... lighter, and the scent is different. It’s probably just the elevation, which is higher than it is in Black Forest in these interior regions.

      Before I can even get used to the difference, I see a woman standing by a car holding a sign with my name on it.

      “Hello,” I say as I approach her. “What’s your name?” I remember Mom’s insistence that I get the driver to identify herself first so that I know she’s the right person. It’s funny how I don’t want to disobey her, even thousands of miles away.

      “Hello,” the woman says pleasantly, pushing a strand of her blonde hair behind her ear. “I’m Gloria. Are you Princess Reeva?”

      “I am,” I confirm, happy that she’s the person I was supposed to meet, according to Trisha.

      She folds her arms in a cross over her chest, the sign of respect in Green Mountain, and hurries to take my bags. Now, I’m glad I listened to Elaine. I would have felt horrible making her lug around suitcases full of books for no reason.

      I step in to grab the last one, but Gloria tries to wave me off. “Please, Princess Reeva. I can get this.”

      “So can I,” I tell her. “I may have grown up in a castle, but I know everyone needs to pull their own weight. I appreciate that my sister sent you to give me a ride. But I really want to be just like any other of the new university students here.”

      She nods, her eyes a bit wide. “I’ll never get used to the women of your family,” she mutters before pausing, her eyes going wider as she faces me again. “Oh! I didn’t mean anything bad by that. I promise! I just meant that since your sister became our Luna Queen, ordinary people like me have gotten a lot more respect.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, giving her a reassuring smile. “You don’t have to explain yourself to me. I didn’t take offense. Hey, I’m from Black Forest, which used to be considered an enemy here. I’m just as amazed that you treat me well.”

      “Thank you,” she says, closing the trunk. “I guess there’s a lot of new experiences happening lately. Anyway, are you ready to go to your dorm?”

      “I am. Let’s go!”

      Back in Black Forest, I’d stared at the map of Green Mountain for hours, and one of the things I liked to do was follow the route from the airport to my university, the first road I’d take to start on my new adventure.

      I knew my journey wouldn’t be as exciting as what Trisha had done. She’d snuck off and gone on a whole ocean voyage all by herself, running into her mates along the way. But to me, a new university, as well as a chance to study a place that is completely new to me, is a dream come true.

      The map back home never showed the true beauty of this place. It’s clear why they call it Green Mountain. The steep Dekkon mountain range juts out of the landscape with sharp peaks, surrounding the entire continent except for its east coast. There, it gently slopes from the foothills down to sea level.

      To the north, the mountains are fully blanketed with snow, while only the tips are capped with white to the south. Everywhere else is solid green, in hundreds of different shades with all the lush foliage in every direction.

      It’s beautiful here. I can see why Trisha wanted to stay... well, aside from her three mates.

      We’ll both be twenty-two in a few months. But so far, neither Matthew nor I have felt the slightest hint of our fated mate bonds. Maybe he and I are destined to be single, while Trisha and Ethan are meant to handle all the ‘continuing the family line’ business with their respective mates.

      That’s fine with me for now. I have far too much studying to do to worry about all those hot guys Elaine said would be here.

      I giggle at the thought. She’s so silly. I miss her already.

      Eventually, we reach the campus, and it’s breathtaking. The university covers the entire top of a large hill in the center of town, its sturdy stone buildings rising high against the blue late summer sky. The architecture is from the early Green Mountain period, so the tallest buildings feature smooth stone columns across their entryways and intricately carved wolf motifs at each corner.

      It’s hard to ignore the construction going on everywhere, and I’m glad Trisha warned me about it in advance. They’ve decided to add four more dormitory buildings to accommodate more students from Black Forest who want to study here. Mom and the four dads will work out the details of providing scholarships for students from all over Black Forest.

      Integrating these two kingdoms—finally—will mean a brighter future for all of us.

      Gloria pulls up to the dorm building on the left. “I’ll bring your bags up. Don’t worry about those. Just get yourself checked in and settled in your room first.”

      “Okay,” I say reluctantly, draping my carry-on bag over my shoulder and heading to the main office.

      My hands shake with the awe I feel walking through these ancient halls of learning. The historic buildings still have the original mahogany trim and maple wood floors, all polished to a shimmering finish. The décor is charming, and it makes me think of all the students who have come to study here over the years.

      But the main office doesn’t seem to be where I remember it according to the map. I pull it out of my pocket, slowing my step while I try to figure out what went wrong.

      A pair of men’s shoes passes me in a slow, steady gait. I see them out of the corner of my eye but keep my gaze fixed on the map. I think I might be in the wrong hallway, so I make a left turn.

      But as soon as I do, another feeling washes over me. It hits like lightning, and I almost need to grab the wall next to me to keep from falling over. My heart pulsates like a jet engine, and I can feel the blood pumping faster through my veins.

      The footsteps of the man who’d passed me pause for a moment.

      A couple of deep breaths later, I’m walking again, headed toward a hallway where I’m sure I’ll find the main office. I hear the man continue on his way as well.

      Well, that was... weird. I even feel a stir from my wolf, though I have no intention of shifting here in the hallway on my first day at university.

      Maybe I just need something to eat.
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        * * *

      

      Finally settled in my room, armed with a stack of papers to review from the university office and a sack of assorted goodies from the takeout counter in the university dining room, I finally get the chance to thank Trisha for her help. The castle is too far away for the mind-link, so we settle for a phone call.

      “Reeva!” she squeals, and it’s so loud, I have to take the phone away from my ear. I set it down and put it on speaker instead. “I can’t believe you’re here! What took you so long?”

      I chuckle, shaking my head. “I got here on the exact plane you booked at the exact time you scheduled. Anyway, I’m happy to be here, too. I’m glad you sent Gloria. Even with the maps, I would have felt lost without her.”

      “I’m so sorry I didn’t come myself.” I can hear her frown in her words. “I had to go help with the festival in Shreevale. I wish it hadn’t coincided with the beginning of school, or I would have been there jumping up and down and hugging you madly.”

      She always makes me laugh, so that’s what I do. “It’s fine,” I assure her. “Like I said. Gloria was very helpful, and everyone is so nice here.”

      “Aren’t they, though?” she asks. “I’m just so in love with this place. Even if I weren’t the Luna Queen, I think I’d move here instantly.”

      “Well, you have three mates, and they’re all here, so I’m guessing you would.” I rummage through my carry-on. “Shoot. I thought I’d bought a bag of apple chips. I guess I need to go down to the vending machine.”

      I’m expecting her to keep talking like she always does, telling me all about her life with her mates. But instead, there’s a few moments of silence where I can feel the tension from her.

      I throw my bag to the side. “Trisha, what’s wrong?” I ask. “I promise it’s okay that you weren’t able to come see me yet. You’re the Luna Queen, and your people come first.”

      “No, that’s not it,” she says. “I’m just debating whether I should tell you this now or wait until I see you in person.”

      “Tell me what?”

      “Um... that I’m pregnant,” she spits out.

      I nearly choke on my popper, but I save myself with a cough. “What?! Trisha, that’s wonderful! I mean, it’s only been a few months, but I guess with three mates, the odds are kind of in your favor, aren’t they?”

      “Well, that’s the next thing,” she says slowly.

      I don’t know what could be more earth-shattering than finding out I’m going to be an aunt... until she spills the rest of it.

      “I’m sort of... well, I’m pregnant with three babies!”
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