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Valentin glared down at the four sweet,
innocent faces looking up at him. It took serious effort to keep the
glare from morphing into outright laughter. “What,” he said in a very serious voice,
“is Dima doing with your gang?”

Sveta, Fitz, and Arkasha looked at each
other
before Sveta stepped forward. At seven, she was the oldest of the tiny
gangsters by about six months. “He wanted to play with us.”

“Yeah,” Dima piped up on a puff of white
dust,
long-lashed dark eyes peering out of a dusty white face.

Valentin pointed a finger at him. “Quiet.”
Then
he looked back at Sveta. “He’s three.” He had a very good idea what had
happened, but he needed one of them to tell him. The cubs could be very
loyal to each other even when they were fighting, and that was a good
thing. But as with every member of StoneWater, they also understood
that lying to their alpha was verboten.

Trust in the alpha was the foundation of a
strong pack.

Sveta gulped then seemed to say to hell with
it
and threw down her hands. “But Mishka, he wouldn’t let go!” Her tone
wasn’t a whine—it was pure aggravation. “He put his hands on my leg—”

“Like this!” Fitz dove down to clamp his
hands
around Sveta’s ankle in a mini-explosion of white dust, his body
prostrate on the floor.

Sveta attempted to move, managed an inch or
two. “See!” It was her turn to glare at Dima. “We had plans!”

Of course the tiny gangsters had had plans.
He
could see their plans all over them. Each and every one was coated in
flour from head to toe, though Dima was the worst off. Even his
eyelashes were dusted with the evidence of the crime. Valentin couldn’t
see even an inch of his actual skin, the intense deep brown eclipsed by
what looked to be the fine baking flour he’d seen Chaos use when he
made cakes.

Now, Valentin pinned the cub with his gaze.
“We
talked about this.”

Dima the Barnacle lowered his gaze, as
bashful
a bear as you’d ever seen. But Valentin hadn’t been born yesterday. “I
told you what the punishment would be if you did it again to another
cub.” Adults and juveniles, all far bigger than little Dima, were fair
game, but he was to behave with his age group—and the tiny gangsters
fell into that general category.

Eyes going wide, Dima gulped.

Beside him, Fitz got off the floor and said,
“What’s Dima’s punishment?”

Sighing dramatically, Valentin went behind
his
desk—which was pristine because he rarely sat at it—and picked up a
small ball and chain, complete with a tiny ankle manacle.

All four cubs gasped.

“It's okay,” Sveta said quickly. “We don't
want
Dima punished.”

Fitz and Arkasha as quickly voiced their
agreement with Sveta.

Valentin’s heart swelled with pride. Yes,
his
clan grew good cubs. But it also grew very naughty cubs who
had to be taught that bad habits had consequences. And three-year-old
Dima was old enough to have learned never to do his barnacle impression
with the younger cubs—so he knew full well he wasn’t supposed to do it
with Sveta and the others too.

“No, this is Dima’s responsibility,” he said
with utmost solemnity, and crouched down in front of the miscreant.
“You going to take your punishment?”

Dima’s lower lip quivered for a second
before
he squared his shoulders and nodded.

Biting back the urge to hold him close,
Valentin clamped the manacle around his small ankle—the fur would
ensure it did no harm to that tiny ankle the short time it’d be on.
“How does that feel?”

Dima shrugged, then grinned. “No problem,
Uncle
Mishka!” At which point, he tried to move…and couldn’t.

Grunting, he strained, but the heavy ball
would
not budge.

“How will Dima go pee?” Arkasha whispered.

“How was Sveta meant to go?” Valentin asked
with a bearish rumble deep in his chest.

Dima stopped straining and blinked dusty
lashes, his mouth rounding in an O. Then he looked at Sveta. “Sorry,
Veta,” he said, not yet at an age where he could properly pronounce
Svetlana’s nickname. But that he was sincere couldn’t be doubted.

Dima was naughty, not bad.

Sveta took Dima’s hand in hers in silent
acceptance of his apology. Craning her neck around afterward, she
looked at the ball. “That’s so heavy, Mishka.”

“Yes.” Rising to his feet, he folded his
arms
and left Dima to consider his plight, as he turned his attention to the
other three. “Now, explain to me what you were doing in the kitchen at
four in the morning?” A time when it was mostly empty.

Mostly
being the operative word.

Stasya had gotten the fright of her life
when
she’d wandered in to make some coffee and come face to face with “four
tiny ghosts”—who’d all screamed when they were busted. Valentin’s
sister was probably still laughing into her coffee at the thought of
Valentin having to handle this.

“Is Mr. Chaos birthday,” Arkasha whispered,
his
big blue eyes sad. “We wanna make him cake.”

“Because he makes the cakes for everyone,”
Sveta put in.

“Yeah,” Dima added, while still trying to
move
his leg, his face scrunched up in pure determination. “Papa makes cake.”

“No one makes his cake,” Fitz said, his lips
downturned.

In actual fact, Chaos’ cake was usually made
by
his mate—a.k.a Dima’s mother. Nova was no professional, but she knew
enough to do a good job. And Chaos always got a goofy smile on his face
when he saw those cakes. Aside from how he’d looked the first time he
held Dima in his arms, it was the only
time Chaos could be said to be goofy in any way, shape, or form.

But the fact these tiny cubs had thought of
Chaos, made the plan to get up early—how
they’d done it, he had no idea—and been underway with their plan until
the flour disaster, it made Valentin’s heart expand and expand.

Hunkering down, he said, “That was a kind
idea,
but you know you should’ve asked an adult first. You’re not allowed in
the kitchens alone.” There were too many ways for unsupervised cubs to
get hurt in a busy clan kitchen.

Four solemn nods.

“Sorry, Mishka,” they said as one, their
heads
lowered.

“We go to the salt mine now?” Arkasha asked.

Lips twitching at the reference to their
previous hard labor in the kitchen, these three particular tiny
gangsters as thick as thieves, Valentin said, “Well, you’ll have to
sweep up the flour. As for the rest… Wait here.”

He stepped outside to call Nova. His sister
was
awake and in the infirmary. After checking on her patients, she planned
to head to the kitchen to bake the cake as was tradition. When he told
her what had happened, she said, “I left Dima sleeping like an angel
with Chaos asleep in the next room. I should’ve known he was up to
something when he didn’t squirm into bed with us last night.” There was
laughter in her voice.

It was the only way to survive being a bear
mama.

“Of course the escape artist and his
felonious
little friends can help me bake the cake,” she added, then said,
“You’re a good alpha, baby brother. The cubs have such big hearts
because you have such a big heart.”

Valentin scowled to hide that mushy heart.
“Don’t call me baby brother.”

She laughed at his half-hearted growl. “When
are the small criminals coming to join me?”

“Soon. We might as well dust them off in the
kitchen.”

He entered the office quietly…and there they
were, all the three bigger kids trying to roll the ball so Dima could
move. When he cleared his throat, they jumped up as if on springs.

“You three. Outside.
Don’t move from there.”

They knew that tone. All three
skedaddled…though they looked back at Dima with worried faces.

Dima, meanwhile, stood up straight when
Valentin came to loom over him, his little head bent back to stare up
at Valentin. “Dima no cook Papa cake?” The question was a little shaky,
but he didn’t cry.

“Have you learned your lesson or do you need
more punishment?” In truth, Valentin had never intended to leave the
manacle on for long. Dima was three. A few minutes was a lifetime to
him.

His nephew took a moment to think about it
before nodding firmly.

Flour dust flew around his head.

“Hmm.” Valentin rubbed his jaw. “Second
strike
warning. Get to a third, and you have to wear the ball while sitting in
the Cavern while everyone else is playing.”

Pure horror on Dima’s face. “Dima no strike
three, Uncle Mishka,” he promised.

Crouching down, Valentin unhooked Dima from
the
furry cage. His nephew gave a dramatic sigh and fell against him. “Spasibo. Is so hard
punishment.”

It had been approximately four minutes.

Shoulders shaking, Valentin fought to keep
his
voice solemn. “You have to understand the consequences of your
behavior. What aren’t you going to do?”

“Hold other kids.” His eyes glinted.
“Grownups?”

Valentin winked.

And Dima grinned in pure glee as he put his
small, warm hand in Valentin’s and they walked out. Outside, Arkasha
took his other hand, while Fitz took Arkasha’s, and Sveta went around
to take Dima’s.

Then Valentin and his coterie of tiny
gangsters—plus one tiny gangster in training—headed off to the kitchen,
to bake a cake. Leaving behind a trail of small white footsteps. Adding
to Denhome’s laughing memories of tiny gangsters past.
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