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Chapter One


“And this is our new student Karson.” Hazel nudged a little boy forward. “Karson, why don’t you join the group for circle time?” 
The boy looked back at her and growled. Hazel kneeled in front of him, meeting him eye to eye. “It’s not nice to growl at Ms. Hazel.” 
The boy paused as he met her gaze, and his mouth opened in a slight ‘o’ like he realized something about her. He darted off to the circle of kids on the rug where her classroom aide was sitting with the nine other children. Hazel let out a long sigh because, just like the little boy realized something about her, she realized something about him. 
He was a pup. 
A young werewolf. 
She hadn’t been aware that there was a pack here. That was one reason she moved to this small town. Nothing had ever hinted that there was a pack here. 
And now she had a pup in her class. The aide would stay blissfully unaware because humans had no idea they existed. Hazel walked to the circle and sat down in front of the children. Karson watched her closely, his brows drawn together like he was going to pounce on her at any moment. 
He was going to be an issue. 
Sophie started reading a book, and Hazel refocused her attention on the entire class instead of the pup trying to stare her down. 
“Boom boom, oh no!” Sophie gasped as she got to a certain page. 
The kids all giggled, and Hazel noticed that Karson had gotten up and wandered away from the circle. She stood up and followed him over to the center he stopped at. 
Karson looked at her with one of the big car’s tires in his mouth. Hazel gave a small smile. “Karson, we don’t put tires in our mouths.” 
He opened his mouth and let the tire fall to the floor and grinned at her before taking off toward the circle again. She picked the tire up and threw it in the basket that said ‘wash’ on the counter before following him back to the circle. 
Instead of sitting like she hoped he would, he bounded in two-foot hops behind each of his peers, making them squeal and giggle, and one girl glare and shush him. 
“Karson, you need to sit down,” she cooed at him, and he finally sat down and flopped on his back. 
She sat back down, making sure to stay near him. 
Sophie closed the book and then clapped her hands, singing a silly rendition of ‘line up, line up’ as all the kids ran to the door, and Hazel guided Karson to the line, trying to keep him on task and get him outside. 
Once he was outside, she knew he’d be more at home. The moment Karson’s feet hit the playground, he ran. She smiled, watching him going through different playground equipment. A small ache formed in her chest as she realized she missed watching the pups play back home.  
Rhys sat in his office, looking over the different properties they were renting out. A new tenant moved into one just a month ago, a new teacher at the school. Everything was doing well, people were keeping things clean, nothing was breaking, and the people he hired managed the property like they should. A quiet schoolteacher sounded like a much better tenet than some of the local hoodlums he’d made the mistake of renting to last time. 
His office door flung open, and Diana came rushing in. He could sense her agitation as she started pacing his office without saying a word. Sometimes his wolves just needed to be near him to settle their own beast inside. He could feel the same emotions coming from Diana’s wolf that her human form was putting off. 
“Diana? You’re going to wear a path in my carpet. Why don’t you go for a run to help?” He suggested. 
She let out a long sigh and dropped her arms to her side, giving him a helpless look. “I dropped Karson off at preschool today. With humans.” 
“Because you start your new job today?”
“And we don’t have anyone here to watch pups yet, and my sisters are all busy with their own jobs and mates and I… I don’t have a mate to help and… and what if he bites his teacher today?” She was yelling by the end of her little rant. 
Rhys stood and let his alpha abilities leak out just a little. Enough to calm her and her wolf, but not enough to be forceful. “Diana, he’s going to be fine. He can’t change anyone with his bite yet, and I’m sure they trained the teachers to deal with being bitten.” So he hoped. 
She took a deep breath. “We don’t usually put our kids in a human school until they are older.” 
“I know, I know. We’re a small pack here, but we’re family. If you aren’t happy with Karson there, bring him here, and I’ll watch him while you’re at work.” 
She met his gaze. “You have too much on your plate as Alpha. I can’t do that to you. I’ll see how his first day is.” She hesitated slightly. “I need you to pick him up. I won’t be off work until later tonight.” 
He nodded. “I’ll get him, don’t worry.” 
She sighed. “Okay. I’m going to try not to worry about him.” 
“Enjoy your first day at work.” Rhys smiled. “You’re going to do great.”
She gave him a brilliant smile. The first he’d seen since her mate died in an attack a few years ago. “I’m going to try.” 
“Good.” He nodded. “Now go, the bank wants their new manager.” 
She rushed out of his office, and he watched through the window as she got in her car and drove down the road the led off pack land. 
His heart ached at how small their pack had gotten in the last couple of years. Hunters had taken out a few of their members when they were off helping another pack. Many of the widowed and widower mates had moved on to other packs to find peace. Rhys let them and tried to hold together what was left of the pack and integrate them into the city more, to bring less attention to the community that lived in the mountains. 
He let out a long sigh and set a reminder on his phone to pick up the little tike at the end of the school day so that he didn’t forget. Eventually, he’d like to find a nanny for the pack again, but not everyone was good with pups. 
Hell, at this point, maybe integrating more into the human society would shed fewer suspicions on him and his people. He leaned back in his chair. Sometimes, the idea of letting humans know they existed was appealing. But then he had images of the people hunting them all down. 
He couldn’t risk them all like that. Not as Alpha, and not as someone they actually trusted. 
At the end of the day, Hazel stood outside on the playground watching Karson run around as they waited for his mother to show up. She saw a car pull up and called for Karson. 
“That must be mom.” She smiled. 
Karson bounded to the gate, and she swore he sniffed the air. A look of disappointment crossed his face. “Not mama, it’s just Rhys.” Karson tried to take off to go back to play, but Hazel scooped him up. 
“I don’t think so, mister. This Rhys fellow is on your pickup list, so I get to send you home with him.” She shifted Karson to her hip and walked to the gate. She froze as the man got out of the car. 
His brown hair stopped near the tip of his ears, and the same dark hair dusted his jawline, making her swallow as something inside her stirred. 
Something she hadn’t felt in a long time. Her wolf. 
He turned hazel eyes to her and smiled. “You must be the new teacher.” 
“Um, yeah. I’m Ms. Hazel.” 
Karson chose that moment to sink his teeth into her shoulder. She swallowed a yelp of surprise and put Karson on the ground. She got on his eye level, grateful for the distraction from the look in Rhys’ eyes. “Karson, we don’t bite Ms. Hazel.” 
Karson grinned at her. “You taste like a wolf!” 
She smiled at him and put a finger to her lips. “Our little secret, okay? But Ms. Hazel is a friend. We don’t bite our friends, do we?”
He tilted his head to the side, causing the small curls of his hair to tip. “Mmm not at school.” 
She swore she heard Rhys choke. She glanced up at him and then stood. “He’s a bit of a wild one, huh?”
“I’m sorry he bit you.” They both reached for the latch on the gate at the same time. A shock went through her, and it tried to call to her beast, but she was locked away, causing her body to ache. 
Rhys took a deep breath, and she knew he felt it, too. She couldn’t do this. She could feel the alpha in him. She didn’t want a pack. She’d hoped that this small town wouldn’t have wolves, and now she stood here staring at the alpha. 
Karson made a huffing noise and climbed the gate, jumping on Rhys. Rhys caught him. “I’ve got you, buddy. Mom’s at work. She’ll be off in a couple hours.” He looked at Hazel. “Ms. Hazel…” He seemed to hesitate in his words. 
She wouldn’t give him a chance to comment on what had just happened. “I’ll see you tomorrow Karson. I have to go clean up the classroom now.” She turned her back on the two and went back inside the building, refusing to look back at Rhys. 
Fuck. 
Fuck. 
Fuck. 
She was so screwed. Her wolf was so tightly locked away that she hadn’t shifted in months. She leaned against the wall and put her head against it. She couldn’t join the pack because she had no true wolf anymore. The thought was enough to bring tears to her eyes. She took a deep breath and wiped her hand across her eyes to rid herself of the tears. 
She’d have to resign and relocate again. And she would as soon as she could find a place, and until then, she was going to avoid Rhys. She’d just gotten settled here, and she was going to have to uproot again. 
There had to be somewhere in this blasted country that didn’t have a wolf pack in it. If she could, she’d just live in a cabin alone for the rest of her life. She’d had enough of wolf packs. 
She pushed off the wall and cleaned up the classroom. Picking up trash and putting books back, cleaning centers. With each motion she felt better, and her wolf was no longer pushing against the barrier that held her back. 
If Rhys was going to pick Karson up every day, though, it was going to be an issue, because clearly the alpha in him called to her wolf. 
This was going to be a disaster. 
Rhys buckled Karson into his car seat and looked at the boy. “You do not bite your teacher.” 
Karson pouted. “She’s a wolf, like me!” He blurted out, throwing his hands in the air. “Ms. Hazel is the bestest teacher ever!”
“Then don’t bite her,” Rhys reminded him. 
Karson glared at Rhys. “I wanted her to play, that’s why I bit her.”
“That’s how it works when you’re in your wolf form. Were you a wolf?”
“Nooooo.” 
“Was she a wolf?”
“Nooo. Fine, Karson doesn’t bite Ms. Hazel.” 
Rhys laughed. “Thank you.” He shut the door and took one last look over at the door where Hazel had disappeared. She’d run off pretty quick after they’d touched. She had to feel the shock too, if she was a wolf. He’d felt his wolf howl in response, with one word on his mind. 
Mate. 
Except that he couldn’t feel Hazel’s wolf. Not even as an alpha. It was like something had buried the beast deep within her and only a small trace of it remained. He wanted to go back in there and demand she tell him about her wolf, that she come to pack lands where he could protect her, because without her wolf, she was helpless. 
He saw her moving around the classroom through the glass door, but he forced himself to get into the car and start the engine. 
“Ms. Hazel is wolf,” Karson said after a moment. “She’s friend.” 
Rhys nodded. “But remember, that’s a secret. Humans don’t know about us.” 
“Secret,” Karson agreed. “I’m hungry.”
Rhys smiled. “I’m sure. We’ll get you a snack when we get home.” 
“If Ms. Hazel is a wolf, will she come to our pack land?”
Rhys took a deep breath. He wanted her to, but he couldn’t… no, wouldn’t force her to join the pack against her will. He saw the shock on her face. Almost as if she wasn’t expecting to run into any wolves here. It wasn’t like he could advertise that he had a pack here in the human newspaper. 
The wolf in him whined, wanting to go back, but Rhys forced himself to drive away from the school and towards pack land where he could get Karson his snack. 
As he drove through the small town , he wondered where Hazel had come from. It wasn’t like a wolf to not seek a pack, and she seemed like she wanted to avoid them. She’d been in town for at least a month because she was the new renter of his property in town. The landlady should have known that Hazel was a wolf, but hadn’t said anything. 
He pressed his lips together. The full moon wasn’t far away. Maybe he could track her down then and get her to run with them. 
“Hooommme,” Karson yelled out as Rhys turned onto the dirt road. 
“That’s right kiddo, almost home.”
He parked the car in front of his house and got out. Karson was squirreling in his seat as Rhys unbuckled him. The moment the kid was free, he jumped out of the car and rushed off to run. 
“So much for that snack.” He laughed and shook his head. 
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