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Chapter One

 


“Oh! Oh! Look!” Leah
exclaimed as she rushed to the window. “The snow came!” The excited
young lady parted the coverings, allowing the view to brighten the
expansive living room. Resting her hands on the windowsill, she
bounced in place as she turned to flash a brilliant smile at the
adults gathered in the home of Mason and Charity Wegi. Leah’s
parents, for all intents and purposes.

Snow in December wasn’t uncommon in
many parts of the country. Snow in southern Arizona, however, was.
Or so Irena had been told. An unusual storm front was passing over
the desert, and the greater Sierra Vista area was quickly becoming
blanketed with pristine flakes. Two days until Christmas and the
winter flurries were making the holiday season feel that much more
festive.

Irena, an Arctic fox shifter,
certainly welcomed it, along with her mate, Roberto, a mountain
lion shifter, who craved the colder climate right around this time
of year. Although they resided in Tegucigalpa, Honduras, they
regularly escaped to higher elevations to enjoy not only the snow
but also the tranquility.

This year, though, they
weren’t minding in the least being among many. Many being six other adults along
with the precocious and adorable Leah. Irena and Roberto had been
invited to spend the holiday in Arizona by Mason, a hawk shifter
and now tribe leader of the Tohono O’odham. They’d come to know him
by way of Max Collier, a wolf shifter and Mason’s fellow tribe
member.

Much had happened over the last six
months since Max had come through Honduras, seeking help from other
shifters. Roberto and Irena had been eager to assist, knowing the
success of his mission meant safety for all in the shifter
community. What had started with Mason and Charity at Ft. Huachuca
continued with Brennon, Max, and Mikki in Guatemala, and ended with
Max and Caterina in Honduras.

Yes, a lot had certainly happened.
Irena loved her new friends and the relationships they had quickly
and solidly forged. And when invited to spend the holiday in their
company, she and Roberto hadn’t hesitated to accept.

“Are you ready to bundle
up and go play?” Irena asked of Leah.

“Absolutely!” The girl,
who at the age of seven more often acted as if she were seventeen,
ran through the room, no doubt heading toward her own to gather her
outerwear.

While everyone chuckled, Irena kissed
her mate on the cheek before standing. “Anyone else care to join
us?”

Moans and sighs reached Irena’s ears
as Charity spoke. “I think I’ve put nearly everyone in a food coma
with that late lunch.”

Affirmative murmurs
followed.

“And while you go nap,”
Mikki said to the very pregnant Charity, “Brennon and I will clean
the kitchen.” She began to pull her mate up off the
couch.

Brennon, Mason’s cousin
and also a hawk shifter, playfully pouted as he allowed Mikki to
pull him along. “What about my
nap?”

“Later.” She winked. They
disappeared into the kitchen and the sound of running water was
immediately heard.

Mason stood and easily scooped his
wife into his arms. “Let’s go, love, time to rest.”

“I can walk, silly. I’m
not that tired,” she said, even as she nestled her head onto
Mason’s shoulder while her arms looped around his neck.

“You know I’ll find every
reason to have you in my arms.” He kissed her forehead.

“Mm-hmm,” she murmured. “I
think I’ve heard that more than a few times. But I won’t complain.
My hip has been bothering me a bit more lately.”

“Taking the strain of the
baby’s weight,” Mason said.

Charity had a prosthetic right leg,
having undergone an amputation just above the knee years ago due to
being caught in a bomb blast. Prior to her desk job with her
civilian employer, she’d been an active operative in the service.
Now she continued her analyst skills with a company that contracted
with the government.

“I’ll gladly bear your
weight, m’lady,” Mason added.

Irena gazed at them, seeing the
abundance of love they had for one another. The couple had married
in September, a ceremony Irena and Roberto had the pleasure of
attending. Charity was due with her first child in less than two
weeks, and in spite of her incredible strength, the past month had
begun to wear on her. Irena was happy to know Charity was already
on leave from her work at Ft. Huachuca, allowing her to take it
easy before the birth.

Leah was technically Charity’s niece,
but after the death of Charity’s brother, Jake, she and Mason were
now the child’s parents through and through.

As the couple disappeared down the
hallway, Irena turned to Max and Caterina who were cozied up in
each other’s arms. “Will you two also be taking advantage of a
siesta?” She grinned.

Caterina lovingly patted Max’s cheek
before extracting herself from his side to stand. “I’d love to go
out in the snow. I doubt it will last long given this type of
weather doesn’t happen very often here. The elevation—”

“Is four thousand six
hundred and eighty-eight feet,” Leah proclaimed, skipping into the
room and stopping at Caterina’s side. She’d put on a coat, hat,
scarf, and gloves, and was grinning ear to ear. “I hope it’ll last
at least through Christmas! Wouldn’t that be fantastic?”

Caterina smiled at the child. “It
definitely would.”

Leah peeked around Cat to look at Max.
“Aren’t you coming outside? Doesn’t your wolf want to play in the
snow?”

Max chuckled. “He certainly does.” The
tall shifter stood gracefully and bowed before sweeping his hand
toward the door. “Lead on, fair maiden.” He winked at Leah and
earned a giggle.

The young girl rushed to the door,
opened it wide, and sprinted outside. Irena could hear her excited
squeals and caught a glimpse of the child dancing beneath the
snowflakes. Irena then turned to Roberto and raised her brow in
question as she nodded toward the open door.

“Si, si, mi
amor, the snow is a welcomed sight and the
cooler temperature will be invigorating.” He unfurled his large
form and clasped his mate’s hand. The four adults joined Leah
outside, all smiling at the girl’s delight. Although the snow had
barely accumulated an inch, she’d laid herself on the ground and
proceeded to make a snow angel.

“Come join me!”

Max joined hands with Caterina and
they did indeed join Leah on the ground, laughing while catching
snowflakes on their tongues. Irena pulled out her phone and started
capturing the moments with her camera. She walked over to stand
above them, snapping picture after picture of their smiling faces.
Suddenly, Leah rolled and jumped up.

“Want me to take a picture
of you and Roberto?”

“I would love that, thank
you, Leah.”

The young girl beamed when Irena
handed her the phone. Irena then dashed back to Roberto, curling
into his side. After hearing the phone take a few pictures, Roberto
surprised Irena by sweeping her up in his arms. Her laughter rang
out as Leah giggled but continued taking more shots. Roberto then
gave her a vigorous kiss before releasing her.

“I got that kiss, too,”
Leah said, smiling broadly. She handed the phone back to Irena.
“Are you going to shift?” she asked, looking at the adults one by
one. Leah was of course very familiar with the shifter community
and was used to Mason and others shifting at their home. Mason had
a designated area in which any shifter could place their clothes
and transform. Being used to the wonderment was one thing, but Leah
didn’t need to be exposed to naked adults at her young
age.

“If you’re sure you don’t
mind?” Irena said.

“Oh, no, I’d love it! I
love seeing you all in your animal form.”

“Cat and I will head
around first. We’ll be right back.” Max linked hands with his mate
and started to walk away. That was until Leah’s words stopped
them.

“Are you shy? I mean, I
can close my eyes and you can all change at once.” Her gaze swung
from one couple back to the other as they chuckled.

“Some of us are still
getting used to shifting around others,” Caterina said
kindly.

Irena knew the little fox shifter
still had reservations about herself. About being exposed to anyone
other than Max, her mate. She’d lived a life of captivity and
suffered at the hands of a deranged man. Her body bore scars she
would never able to heal from. But Irena also knew Caterina had
grown stronger and more confident in the six months she and Max had
been together. That was what the power of love could do and she was
extremely happy for the two of them.

“Oh, okay,” Leah said,
smiling instead of questioning further.

As Max and Caterina walked away, Irena
smiled down at Leah. “How about you sit on the porch and close your
eyes while Roberto and I shift? We’ll leave our clothes at the far
end of the porch.”

“Okay!” Leah ran back to
the porch, sat down, and lowered her head into her hands. “I’m not
peeking!”

Irena and Roberto chuckled as they
walked to their spot, undressed, and made quick work of shifting.
While Roberto ran out into the snow, joining Max and Caterina who
had reappeared, Irena walked to Leah and nuzzled her side. Leah’s
head came up and her brilliant smile returned. Irena licked the
girl’s cheek and Leah reached out to run her gloved hand over
Irena’s head and along her back.

“You’re so beautiful,”
Leah whispered.

Irena nuzzled her again before
bounding away to join the others.

Just as Leah stood, Brennon and Mikki
stepped out onto the porch. “God, I’m so jealous,” Mikki teased.
She and Charity were the only two out of all the mates who were not
shifters. Mikki had unfortunately been kidnapped and experimented
on by those trying to manipulate human and shifter DNA, and
although she had gained heightened senses, she was unable to shift.
She’d been rescued by Brennon and Max whose mission had been to
shut down the laboratories that were discovered through Intel
Charity had
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