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      Ashwood Falls’ leopard Alpha, Keegan Andrews holds onto the pain of his deceased mate as his own personal hell—a reminder that not all things are what they seem. The Pack Scribe, Addyson Lewis is no exception. She’s intrigued him like no other since the day she stumbled into Ashwood territory about twenty-five years ago. When he discovers that just being near her calms the storm inside him, he can’t stay away even if it means exposing her to the evil she tried to escape.

      Over a hundred years of psychological torture at the hands of the rogue Onyx Pack has left Addyson with no memories of her life before captivity and with the inability to control her psychometric nature. Anything or anyone she touches sends her into their darkest past and secrets, causing her pain she wouldn’t wish on anyone. Without the ability to control it, she’s forced to deny her leopard the connection she craves from the Pack that welcomed her with love and without judgment. That is, until the day Keegan involuntarily touches her bare skin and she finds the peace she’d craved for far too long.
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      Thirty-seven years ago

      Keegan opened the door to his home and was met with silence, although it wasn’t unusual to come home from patrol to a quiet house or an empty one. Cate often visited with other Pack members and had her daily routines.

      He stepped inside the foyer, taking in the scent of peaches and Cate. She hadn’t been gone long, he guessed. Entering the kitchen, he felt his lips lift in a small smile as he saw the note on the counter.

      Hello, Lover. I went for my walk early so we could have the evening to ourselves. Be back soon.

      Love you always,

      Cate

      A wicked thought entered his mind involving Cate naked and panting beneath him.

      He moved to the refrigerator, opened it, and assessed its contents with a frowned. There was an empty milk jug, jar of jelly, and several “mystery” items that he wouldn’t open to save his mate’s life. He closed the door and wondered why she hadn’t gone shopping. It wasn’t like her to forget things like that, or at least it wasn’t until six months ago when they lost their third child.

      Keegan shook his head, trying to ease the painful tightening in his chest and turned toward the living room.

      A knock on the front door brought him up short. He wasn’t expecting anyone. When he crossed the foyer and opened the door, he was surprised to see Brock, one of his sentries, on the other side.

      “Brock.” Keegan gave him a short nod and stepped aside so the male could enter.

      The sentry came in and offered a wry smile. Keegan opened his telepathy to allow him to hear Brock’s thoughts. All Keegan heard was Brock reciting Mary Had a Little Lamb over and over. Gritting his teeth, Keegan turned to the living room.

      “What is bothering you, Brock?”

      The male peered at him as if confused for a brief moment, then shrugged and looked away. Yeah, something was definitely up.

      “How is Beth?”

      Brock looked back at Keegan and smiled. “My mate is good. A little annoyed that Dani had put her on bed rest until after she delivers the cubs.”

      Keegan’s heart warmed at the thought of new life. Beth and Brock were excepting there first…well, first set of cubs. Beth was due to deliver the twins in a few weeks and Danica, the Pack Healer, had put the female on light to no duty. Keegan could just imagine how stir crazy the dominant female was going.

      “Brock?” Keegan asked when the male seemed to lose himself in thought, still reciting the damned nursery rhyme in his head.

      “Huh? Oh. I was wondering if it would be okay if I take some time off rotation.”

      “Sure. Take as much time as you need. I have a few junior soldiers who need the experience.”

      Brock relaxed, but only a little. By the way the male rocked on his feet and peered around the room, Keegan knew something else was bothering the sentry.

      “Speak your mind, Brock.”

      Brock swallowed, but met Keegan’s gaze. “Is Cate home?”

      Keegan didn’t stop a low growl from escaping. “She is on her walk.”

      “I mean no disrespect. Beth and I love your mate and would never want to…”

      “Speak,” Keegan said through gritted teeth.

      “Last week when Cate came to visit with Beth…well, my mate said Cate didn’t smell right. Beth said she had a scent on her that was not Pack. I thought that my mate was just having one of those pregnancy side effects or something and paid it no mind.” Brock fell silent.

      Keegan counted slowly in his head before saying, “Continue.”

      Brock took a deep breath. “I saw Cate the other day, coming in from her walk and wanted to thank her for stopping by to visit with Beth. I smelt it, too.”

      Keegan was still counting, still trying to reign in his control and not hit the male standing in front of him for even suggesting what Keegan believed he was. Thoughts of that morning when he used his gift on Cate to ease a nightmare entered his mind. She was dreaming of the Alpha of the rogue Pack Onyx. That couldn’t be it. She was only having a dream, wasn’t she?

      Keegan studied Brock, who looked as pale as bleached sand. Keegan didn’t blame the male for being nervous. After all, according to their laws, it was a crime to accuse the Alpha’s mate of betrayal, or anything for that matter.

      “What did you smell?”

      Brock peered at his feet. “The scent of a rogue.”

      Keegan growled, making the male flinch slightly and reached out again to touch Brock’s mind. This time the male let him in to search for the memory. Search for any hint of a lie. What he found made his heart ache and confused the hell out of him.

      Brock believed what he said and was also confused by it.

      Why would Cate have an encounter with the rogues and not mention it to him or the enforcers or sentries?

      Keegan withdrew from the male’s thoughts and turned toward the French doors that led to the backyard. “You are excused. Take all the time you need to be with your mate.”

      “Sir, I only told you because I was concerned. If she’d been fighting them on her own…”

      Keegan peered at him from over his shoulder. “Thank you, Brock.”

      The male nodded and left Keegan alone with his thoughts. Over the past six months, and since they lost their third child after being attacked by a mutant—the half-human, half-animal pawns of the rogue Onyx Pack—Cate had fallen into a deep depression. She forgot things like buying food for the house, and her walks became a little longer each day. Most the time she’d return within an hour. Other times Keegan would have to go search for her only to find her swimming in the creek not far from the outer wards of Ashwood territory.

      One thing he didn’t consider until now was the possible reason why she trained with the soldiers. At first he thought it was to keep her mind busy. After all she had trained to be an enforcer as a teen and up until she became an adult and Keegan made his intensions of mating her clear.

      Keegan hoped Cate had been using her walks and “alone time” to hunt down the rogues that took their child from them instead of betraying the Pack like her dream suggested. Both scenarios sent a jolt of panic though him that quickly turned to anger.

      He’d told her of the dangers of fighting alone. Hell she knew the dangers from her own training and from being the Alpha’s mate.

      The front door opened making Keegan whirl around and cast a hard stare at his mate as she entered the living room. Her dark brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail and there was a hint of surprise in her grey eyes as she met his gaze.

      “Oh, you’re home.” She smiled and moved to the hallway. “I’m going to shower and change then start dinner.”

      He was in front of her before she took her next step, drawing a gasp from her. He inhaled deeply, taking in her scent and the scent of a rogue. But not just any rogue, no it was Felix, the Onyx Alpha. The same man that order the attack on Ashwood and many other Packs in the southeast region of the United States.

      The one male Keegan wanted to bring down and make suffer for destroying his Pack about two hundred years ago. The male that was responsible for the suffering of the members of Ashwood and the loss of his and Cate’s little girl.

      “What have you been up to, Cate?”

      Fear entered her gaze and she swallowed, hard. Shaking her head, she backed away from him. “Nothing. I…”

      Wrong answer.

      He growled and stepped forward, his leopard rising to the surface. “Don’t lie to me. I can smell Felix on you.”

      Tears sprang in her eyes and overflowed her lips to spill down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry,” she said on a hiccup before she launched forward and grabbed his gun from his holster. Shock froze him in place for a brief moment, but it was all the lead she needed.

      Cate flung the back doors open and ran toward the forest. Keegan gave chase. A blanket of fog drifted in heavy and thick in the darkening forest, making it hard to track by sight alone. He scented the air and picked up on her sweet, peachy scent.

      His fear fueled the possessive rage building inside. She'd been with Felix.

      Keegan couldn’t shake the thought that she might have betrayed him. The thoughts he stole from her mind that morning fueled the panic that settled in his chest. His chest tightened and became hard to breathe through his own fear of what his mate might have planned to do with that gun. Shoving aside the sick feeling deep in his gut, he pushed his legs to run faster to catch her before she did something stupid.

      “Cate!”

      A twig snapped in the distance to his right, followed by a soft cry, and he turned toward it, desperate to reach her. When he broke through the thick brush, he saw her pushing herself up from the ground. Her watery gaze locked with his, and she raised her shaky hand with the gun in it and pointed it right at him.

      He skidded to a stop and held his hands up, palms facing her. “Cate, hon, we can talk about this. Whatever you’ve done, we’ll work it out.”

      She shook her head, her long brown curls swaying around her shoulders. “I betrayed you and the Pack. I told Felix our secrets. I didn’t mean to. I mean, I don’t know why I did. I hate him. Oh, God, what have I done?” She broke out into sobs and looked away from him.

      Keegan took a step forward. Cate snapped her gaze back to him and thrust the gun toward him in warning. “Stop. Don’t, please. I must die. It’s the law! I can’t let you do it. I love you, and I’m so sorry for being a disappointment to you and the boys.”

      She moved the gun to her temple and Keegan screamed, “No,” as she fired. He rushed over, catching her limp body, and fell to his knees with his dead mate pressed into his chest. Tears ran down his face and his chest felt like it was being pried open as he cried, hard. He let out a painful roar as he felt her soul rip from his own, severing their mating bond, leaving him empty and alone inside.
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      Present day

      Keegan gasped as he sat straight up on the sofa he slept on. His body was covered in a sheen of sweat, and his heart pounded painfully behind his ribs. He scrubbed a hand over his face and peered around the room.

      The safe house. He was in the safe house and not back in the woods the day Cate had died.

      Fuck. It was just a dream.

      No, a nightmare of a memory.

      Pulling out his phone, he checked the time, and his eyes lingered on the date. No wonder he dreamed about that awful day. It was the thirty-seventh anniversary of her death.

      What he still didn’t understand was why. Why had she believed she had to die? There was always a loophole in the law. All she had to do is trust that they’d work it out.

      She had believed death was the only punishment for her. He’d picked up on the thoughts that morning as he watched her sleep. It was the only time he was able to read her thoughts, although he never did it on purpose. He considered it too much of a violation of his mate’s privacy. However, that morning, she’d muttered the word onyx. And after everything the rogue Pack had done to them, he couldn’t stop himself from slipping into her thoughts. He opened his gift to ease the nightmare he believed she was having.

      What he found tore his heart out. She talked with the Onyx Alpha as if they were friends, revealing that Keegan and Blaine would be away from the den that afternoon. It was never okay to reveal Pack secrets or any information to another Pack Alpha. To feed information to the one Alpha who wanted to destroy Ashwood and the other Packs in the southeast region of the United States, was an act of treason.

      And punishable by death.

      Fury mixed with hurt from her betrayal made him withdraw from her thoughts, and he’d pushed the emotions away and refused to believe that his mate would betray him. For all he knew, it could be her own mind creating the thoughts from a dream she had.

      Regret washed over him. If only he’d woken her and asked her about it while he wasn’t armed. Maybe he could have stopped her from ending her life…

      The rustling of clothes and a soft shuffle of feet against the hardwood floors drew his attention to the opening of the hallway. Addyson Lewis, Pack Scribe, stood wringing her gloved hands in front of her. She’d changed her hair color again right before they’d come to cabin three days ago. The thick straight stands were now blond with purple streaks that made her violet eyes stand out more.

      She was beautiful.

      He peered into her worried gaze and offered a weak smile. The way she hung back, careful not to come too close to him, and the way she shifted nervously from foot to foot told him she’d sensed his dark mood. She smiled back in that timid way that said her snow leopard was a submissive, but she didn’t move from the spot where she watched him.

      Addyson fled to Ashwood just about twenty-five years ago when she’d escaped captivity from Onyx. Generally submissives weren’t scared of others. Cautious, yes, but they didn’t run unless the dominant pushed their cat into total submission. That was rare within a healthy pack because the submissive shifters were the ones to calm and bring peace to the dominants that protected them. They were the backbone of the Pack and a vital asset in keeping the balance within the den.

      In Addyson’s case, she’d had a hundred years of hell at the hands of Felix and his rogues. So, yeah, she had a right to be extra cautious.

      With a sigh, he held out his hand. “Come here.”

      She stepped into the living room and sat in the chair across from him. He felt his lips twitch at her small defiance and dropped his hand. Leaning back on the sofa, he studied her closer. “Did I wake you?”

      “No. I’ve been up for about an hour.”

      He frowned. It was still early morning, only 7:00. “Why didn’t you wake me?”

      She shrugged. “I read until I heard you stir.” Her gaze drifted to his bare chest then back up to his face. A hint of pink colored her cheeks, and her strawberry scent intensified a little. She cleared her throat and asked, “Did you have a bad dream?”

      He nodded, not wanting to lie to her. He never liked lies or sugarcoating shit. God knew there’d been enough of that shit while he’d been mated. With Addyson, Keegan knew that she preferred the ugliness along with the beauty that life offered. He was free to speak his mind without worrying about offending her or scaring the shit out her.

      “Today is the anniversary of my mate’s death.”

      Addyson didn’t gasp like most submissive females would. Instead, her face softened in a caring way. Then again Addyson wasn’t like any female he’d meet. “Thirty-seven years,” she offered softly.

      He nodded, not surprised she knew or remembered the date. She was a Scribe, and from what he understood about them, they never forgot anything. Besides the date of Cate’s death was common knowledge within the den, and to most outsiders as well. Only everyone believed rogues had killer her. Shot in the head trying to save her mate.

      Yeah, did he say he hated lies?

      Well, some lies are meant to protect. This one held up the walls that blocked in the uncontrollable rage that lived inside him. The rage that had taken him three years to contain. The lie also honored her memory to the Pack that had loved her as much as he did, and still did.

      “You care to talk about it?”

      He snapped his gaze to Addyson’s at the question. She was trying to help, and he so didn’t need her kindness right now. “No.”

      Unfazed by the clipped word, she stood just as Will, the fifteen-year-old that had lead a group of rogue assassins into the den two months prior, walked in the living room. Will wasn’t very tall, maybe five two at the most, and he was much too thin for a shifter his age. At first glance the teen looked to be around twelve. Although he had started to fill out in the months he’d been with Addyson.

      The kid immediately went over to Addyson and hugged her. She froze for a moment then relaxed and wrapped her arms around him. Her expression softened almost as if relieved to have the touch of another shifter without pain. The two of them had explained that Scribes couldn’t pick up on each other’s psychic signatures.

      It was one reason why Scribes didn’t mate with other shifters and lived in pairs or groups within the den they were connected to.

      Addyson and Will had both been ripped from their families and made to serve the rogues. They were forced to use their psychometric powers to pull secrets and histories from objects. Without the protection of another Scribe to buffer the ill effects caused by the emotional backlash from the visions they’d go insane.  Keegan was amazed that Addyson hadn’t lost her mind. Instead she lost the ability to shield the emotions and the pain that came with them.

      Pulling back from the hug, Addyson ruffled the boy’s blond hair and smiled. Will rolled his eyes playfully. Keegan felt his own lips lift at the exchange between the two. “What do you want for breakfast?”

      Will stole a quick glance to Keegan before answering. “Can I have an omelet?”

      Addyson smiled and nodded. “Sure, hun.”

      Keegan watched her and Will walk toward the kitchen, which was a few feet away. When they were out of eyesight, he dropped his head into his hands. What the fuck was he doing?

      He was hiding out in a two-bedroom cabin in the mountains.

      This was crazy. He was the Alpha, damn it. Well at least until he transferred the power to his eldest son in a few hours.

      He’d brought Addyson and Will to the safe house to protect them. He was sure Onyx would look for Will or at least discovered that Addyson was alive.

      He stood and made his way to the kitchen, leaned on the doorframe, and watched Addyson carefully flip the omelet. Her blond and purple hair was now tied back with a black ribbon. She was smiling, making her look angelic and otherworldly, almost elfin. As if sensing him, she lifted her gaze and met his stare. Her smile faded, and disappointment washed over him.

      He stepped closer and studied her as she turned back to the omelet. Keegan ground his molars, took a deep breath, and calmly asked, “Do you like it here?”

      She peered back at him, her eyebrows bunched together before she smoothed out her features in that practiced control she used around others. “It’s not home, but it’s nice. I don’t need much, Keegan.”

      He took another step toward her. She turned the stove off and handed Will his plate. The boy stood, watching Keegan as if he would harm Addyson. It made Keegan proud of the kid that he’d want to protect her.

      Without looking at the teen, Keegan said, “Will, take your breakfast in the living room and eat before it gets cold.”

      From the corner of his eye, Keegan saw Will peer at Addyson. When she gave him a nod, he left them alone. Keegan took another step forward, stopping inches from her. He heard her heart beat speed up and smelled her strawberry scent intensify, but not in fear. She was turned on by his presence.

      He inhaled deeply, taking in her scent. His leopard rubbed up against his chest, trying to feel Addyson. He’d never imagine in the past thirty-seven years that he’d find another mate. Then Addyson stumbled into his life about twelve years after losing Cate. He wasn’t ready then, the pain still too raw to acknowledge what the leopard tried to make him see.

      He’d finally started to accept it, accept the fact that Addyson had a place in his heart and in his bed.

      That was exactly where he wanted her every night.

      “I have to leave,” he said in a low whisper.

      Her shoulders dropped, and she let out a sigh. “I know.”

      “There will be two sentries, Tanner and Kirk, coming to watch over the cabin. I have to go to the den and transfer the Alpha power to Blaine.” He watched her eyes shift from deep purple to almost a lavender as she studied him for several moments. God, he wished he could read her thoughts, but her mind was one of the few he couldn’t enter. Not even in sleep. He’d tried once, about a year after she’d arrived at Ashwood, but it wasn’t for selfish reasons. He’d wanted to help her mind heal from the trauma she endured at the hands of Felix and his rogue den.

      She didn’t have any mental shields, yet she was unreadable to him. In fact his whole telepathic ability seemed to dull around her.

      She narrowed her eyes and said, “You’re not coming back.”

      He sighed. “Not here. Tanner and Kirk will move you and Will to a new location. Can you make sure you’re ready at a moment’s notice?”

      “Of course. Do you expect an attack?”

      He gave a nod, and she removed the glove from her right hand and cupped his cheek. They’d discovered a couple of months ago when he visited with her to see if she could pick up something from a journal that belonged to Graham’s ex-lover, that his touch didn’t hurt her. Addyson had a way to read an objects energy without touching it. That way she’d know if the object held dark emotions and could gage how much it would hurt to read the object. When she went to stand to get him a drink, he grabbed her arm to stop her. She’d said she hadn’t had a vision when he touched her. Even though he was still careful with her, he could sense that his gentleness annoyed her at times. Yet he still didn’t understand why his touch didn’t affect her. Why she couldn’t read his psychic energy like she did others.

      Looking into her violet eyes, he asked, “Is this causing you pain?”

      “No. It’s like when I touch Will. There’s no transfer of energy at all.” She averted her gaze shyly and he had the urge to kiss her.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      Closing his eyes, he covered her hand with his and pressed his forehead to hers. Complete silence and calm. He didn’t understand how her touch could shut off the low hum inside his head due to his telepathic abilities, but he was selfish enough to enjoy it.

      “Be safe, my Alpha,” she whispered then pulled away and lowered her eyes so he couldn’t see her face.

      He didn’t have to see the emotions she tried to hide behind that wall of control she clung to. He could smell them. Fear and sadness were a mixture of sour and sweet that came together like spoiled fruit. His leopard growled and clawed beneath his skin, wanting out so he could comfort the broken female in front of him.

      No, Addyson wasn’t broken. She was scarred on the inside so deeply that she hid from the world around her.

      Why? Keegan didn’t know for sure. He might be the only one, besides Rhea, the head den mother that ran the nursery, and Shayna, Keegan’s daughter, that were close enough to Addyson to be considered her friends, but that didn’t mean he knew anything about her. Sure he knew she’d spent most of her life held captive by Onyx, and they’d forced her to use her psychic gifts to feed them information—like which Packs were the weakest and any Pack secrets she could glean from stolen items.

      When her mind finally broke, tearing down all her natural shields that protected her from the painful emotions she received from her visions, and she was of no use to Onyx anymore, they set her free, only to hunt her down like an animal.

      Keegan ground his molars together at the memory of the day he’d found her, beaten, bloodied, and crazed out of her mind. She’d crossed over Ashwoods’ wards as she ran from the mutants hunting her. Keegan’s sentries and enforcers destroyed the half-animal assassins while he wrapped Addyson in a blanket and brought her to his home, where he discovered that he couldn’t read her thoughts, nor could he help repair her mind.

      She had to do that on her own.

      Coming out of the past, he studied her for a moment, then asked, “Will you be okay while I’m gone?”

      She cut her gaze to him. “I’m not a child. I’ll be fine.” She lifted her chin and left the kitchen.

      He couldn’t stop the smile from forming on his lips as she walked away from him. She had a hidden fire inside her, and he was going to enjoy bringing it out.
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      Addyson sagged in relief as a knock sounded on the door and drew Keegan’s attention away from her before he could chase her down. He was too close in the kitchen. His heat caressed over her body in sensual waves, calling to her. She had the overwhelming need to rub up against him like a needy house cat just to see if a full body skin-on-skin shorted out her senses. It’d been way too long since she’d let another touch her or even be as close as Keegan had been the last few weeks.

      God, his wild, earthy scent drove her mad.

      She peered at the door as Keegan opened it to the two young sentries. Each nodded to Keegan in greeting then flicked their gazes to her. Tanner Raines, Luna’s youngest son, offered her a gentle smile. She relaxed a little more.

      Tanner was a strong, yet quiet, wolf. He was also very handsome like his brothers, Dane and Hayden. Tanner’s dark auburn hair fell over his ears and reached his jaw line, framing his young face. His boyish good looks and his quiet nature told nothing of the power inside him.

      He was telekinetic—able to move and control objects with his mind—and from what Addyson heard, his ability was very powerful. Shay, Keegan’s daughter, had told her once that Tanner’s gift went beyond just moving objects. He could bend them, break them, and even shatter glass with his mind.

      She smiled back at Tanner then at Kirk, who was always a little too serious. “Hello, boys.”

      Kirk grunted, but she swore she caught a slight twitch at the corner of his mouth. The sentry was a leopard shifter. Underneath that hard exterior, he had a gentle soul. His family had survived the first wave of attacks on Ashwood over two hundred years ago. He’d been there when Keegan found her outside the den. God, how long ago had it been? Twenty-five years, give or take.

      “I’m hardly a boy, ma’am.” Kirk took a step toward her with his hand raised as if he was going to touch her. It was an automatic response for shifters. In fact touch was as important to them as breathing. When they greeted a fellow Pack member it was customary to touch a hand or shoulder.

      It was something Addyson couldn’t allow no matter how much she craved it.

      She took a step back and Keegan moved to stand in Kirk’s path, halting him and drawing his gaze from her to his Alpha. A moment later Kirk lowered his head in a submissive way.

      Addyson’s heartbeat kicked up for several beats. None of the sentries or the enforcers was submissive by any means. Each one held a dominant power that was unique.

      She wanted to tell Keegan it was okay, but she remained motionless. Mistakes like the one Kirk was about to make could get him killed. And not from the Alpha who protected her in a way she didn’t quite understand.

      No, in the field, if Kirk forgot the dangers for even a split second, he’d lose his life.

      With his head still lowered, he lifted his gaze to hers as if waiting for her reaction and spoke to the Alpha. “I will go back to the den and have Blaine send a replacement.”

      Silence filled in the space around them for far too long. Addyson wasn’t sure how much longer she could stand it. The childish urge to knock over furniture or a lamp or something to break the silence made her palms itch. She’d had enough of the cold quiet during her hundred years as the Onyx’s pet.

      Finally Keegan spoke, easing her tension a little. “Be at ease. Your comfort with Addyson is the reason you’re here. However, be warned that if you forget about what touch can do to her again, you will know exactly what she feels.”

      Kirk lifted his gaze to meet Keegan’s and nodded. “Understood.”

      The sentry didn’t even flinch at the warning. However, she did, even though she knew that the Alpha was law and if he didn’t have a handle over his soldiers, then he’d be seen as weak.

      She stepped forward until she was a foot from Keegan and offered her gloved hand, first to Tanner then to Kirk. Each gently squeezed her hand before releasing it. She dropped her hand. “Thanks for babysitting me.”

      She didn’t bother keeping the annoyance out of her tone. She was still mad at Keegan’s too-careful, too-fathering tone in the kitchen. She wasn’t a child, damn it. She sure wasn’t some helpless submissive that needed coddling.

      When she was around Keegan, she had an uncontrollable urge to spar with him, in more ways than one. The male just brought out a side of her she didn’t recognize. A side that was a little naughty. She wanted to misbehave so he’d stalk her and make her be good.

      Keegan turned to face her, and she knew her skin was flashed from the thoughts running in her mind. His brown eyes narrowed as if he was trying to read her, but she didn’t feel the dull pressure that usually came with a telepath shifting through her thoughts. After a few moments he lifted his hand, knuckles facing her as though he was going to caress her cheek, but he dropped his hand and stepped away from her.

      She frowned. She’d thought Keegan had shared the information that he could touch her. Pushing away the tinge of hurt she had no right to feel, she turned her attention to Will, who came up beside her and wrapped an arm around her waist. She smiled at him and ran a hand over his hair.

      Keegan touched her gloved hand tentatively, and she lifted her gaze to meet his. “Be ready in an hour.”

      At first, his statement confused her, and then she remembered what he’d said in the kitchen. Tanner and Kirk were moving her and Will to a new location.

      “I will. Thanks.”

      Keegan stared into her eyes for several moments before he turned, walked out the door, and disappeared into the forest surrounding the cabin.

      Her heart ached as she suddenly felt alone. She pushed the feeling away, straightened her shoulders, and studied the sentries still standing on the front porch. “What now?”

      Tanner cleared his throat. “Umm, we’ll just search the perimeter until it’s time to go.” He spoke low enough that only the four of them could hear, most likely in the event spies were lurking about.

      She nodded, and Kirk held out a small walkie-talkie. She motioned to Will next to her. “Give it to Will.” Even though she could take the device with her gloves on, she just didn’t fell like dealing with it. No, she had to think of a way to break down the walls around Keegan’s heart.

      Kirk handed the walkie-talkie to Will without question, and the two sentries took off in separate directions.

      Addyson slid the door back into place and dropped her shoulders. There was something Keegan wasn’t telling her. She could feel it in the air, a muted electric current that had nothing to do with the desires Keegan rose in her. No, this energy was dark and evil.

      There was something out there. Something waiting for them to make their move.

      “I’m picking up on something dark,” Will said.

      Addyson ran a hand through his blond hair and rested it on his shoulders. “So am I, hon. I feel it, too.”
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      Keegan turned the Jeep onto the narrow dirt road that appeared to humans like a walking trail. Once he drove through the wards surrounding Ashwood Falls, the path opened up to a road that was big enough for one vehicle at a time. He didn’t have to worry about humans too much. The wards gave them a false sense of unease, making them turn away from the property. In many places, like entry points, the wards also held an illusion spell that changed roads to foot trails and buildings appeared to be run-down.

      The wards also served as an alarm system of sorts. Keegan and his enforcers and sentries would instantly know if anyone crossed through them with the intent to harm.

      It didn’t, however, stop Onyx from sending their soldiers to test out the added security.

      No, the rogue bastards didn’t care. They’d come through them anyway and meet with the force of Ashwood’s sentries, who wouldn’t hesitate in the slightest to bring down any threat to the Pack.

      Over the last few months, Keegan and Blaine along with Luna—the wolf Alpha—and her son, Hayden had worked to increase the security around the perimeter of Ashwood Falls’ territory. They’d doubled the amount of sentries on patrol by putting their strongest soldiers on rotation.

      He rolled to a stop at the security gate, and Alec, his youngest son, stepped out of the small building, gave him a nod, and then opened the gate. Keegan waited for his son to come around to the passenger side and climb into the Jeep before stepping on the gas.

      Alec punched him on the shoulder. “’Sup, Pops.”

      Keegan laughed and grabbed Alec’s forearm, relishing the instant connection to his son. God, he’d missed his sons and Shay. A weaker shifter would have gone crazy without his Pack for two weeks.

      This whole thing sucked sewer water, but his plan had to work. He gave Alec’s arm a little squeeze, then drove through the gate, taking the left toward his home. “It feels good to be here.”

      Alec growled and turned to peer out the window. “I don’t like this plan of yours. We should stand together, whole like the powerful Pack we are.”

      Keegan ignored Alec’s growl of disapproval as he pulled into the driveway of his house. Blaine’s truck, along with Cameron’s and Graham’s cars, was parked under the carport. He lifted a brow at Alec. “I take it I no longer have a home.”

      Alec grinned. “The trio and I swapped. I’m staying at Cam’s old apartment. The house has more room for the kids.”

      Besides the house isn’t the same without you here.

      Keegan caught Alec’s thought, knowing his son had deliberately left his mental shields down, the shields that blocked Keegan from “picking his brain,” as Alec usually called it.

      His chest tightened.

      Yeah, this sucked.

      The front door opened, and Blaine stepped out with Max, his three-year-old stepson, on his hip. Keegan smiled at the sight. He knew one day Cam and Blaine would bless him with grandchildren, but the sight of Blaine holding the small boy still amused Keegan. His eldest son was such a hardass that he forgot the softer side that Blaine showed only to his family.

      Shutting off the engine, Keegan opened the car door and stepped out, and a smile spread wide on his face. He couldn’t stop the smile if he’d wanted. It felt too damn good to be home, even if it seemed his house had been taken over.

      Blaine pulled him into a one-arm hug. Keegan hugged him back, tight. He inhaled, taking in the scents of home and family. He was doing the right thing. The transfer of power was for the better of the Pack. They’d all be stronger for it. All he could do was pray that he wasn’t setting himself up and walking into a trap.

      Tiny tugs at his long black hair drew his attention to Max. The toddler grinned at him, his blue eyes bright. Keegan touched a finger to Max’s cheek. “Hi, little man.”

      “Hi, Grandpa.”

      Surprise hit him and quickly turned to a mushy lump in his chest.

      Fuck.

      Blaine clasped him on the shoulder. “We’re at war. It’s time to shift power and tactics.”

      Keegan peered into his son’s eyes and held his gaze for a long moment. He was right. Blaine was one in a triad, a very powerful triad that would provide the Pack with the will and strength they needed to win this war.

      With a nod, Keegan agreed. “You’re right. Seven hundred years is a long time to be Alpha.” He offered a lazy grin that made Blaine roll his eyes as he lowered Max to the ground.

      Blaine popped Max on the butt gently and said, “Go find your sister and get ready for the party.”

      Max let out a squeak then laughed while babbling “party” over and over as he toddled off into the house. Keegan’s smile widened, and he shook his head. “Fatherhood fits you.”

      Blaine turned to peer into the house, which was possible because Max had left the front door wide open. “Yeah. Those kids are great. Max is hell on wheels, and Sammie is so smart.” Blaine narrowed his eyes and crossed his arms over his chest. “Have you heard from K?”

      Keegan shrugged and held Blaine’s stare. “About three weeks ago.” Blaine set his jaw, making a tic form in his temples, and raised a brow in an ‘I’m listening’ kind of way. Keegan let out a sigh. “It wasn’t face-to-face. He left me a message at the usual place that said there was something worth my attention.”

      Blaine growled low and spoke through clenched teeth. “You’re doing this just to go into Onyx on a wild goose chase?”

      Keegan growled back and inched closer to his son. “I’m doing this to protect the Pack, Addyson, and Will. I’ll find out what the source has to report and decide then.”

      Blaine inhaled deeply and blew out the breath. “He didn’t tell you what it was?”

      Of course Keegan’s spy had told him, but he wasn’t about to share the information with Blaine, at least not yet. “Nope, but I’ll find out and then decide if it’s worth pursuing.”

      Keegan turned to go inside the house, stopping any other questions Blaine might have about the spy Keegan had placed inside the Onyx Pack almost ten years ago. It was risky, but worth it. In the beginning, they’d received good intel on the Pack structure and valuable information on the mutants, the creatures that were forever frozen in mid-shift.

      However, in recent years, the lines of communication were becoming further and further apart. In fact, three weeks ago was the first time Keegan had heard from the spy since nine months before.

      Stepping into the living room, Keegan smiled at Cam lying against Graham’s chest and Max curled up in her lap. They were watching some cartoon show. Keegan’s chest tightened again.

      He missed the days when the kids were small and he and Cate had cuddled on the sofa while the boys played on the floor or sat with them to watch a movie.

      The memory of him holding Cate against his chest while he rubbed her pregnant belly flashed in his mind. She’d been six and a half months along with their third child. A girl, according to Dani. They’d given up hope in having another child. Their sons were grown and had been in their Pack roles for well over a decade before Cate got pregnant. They were excited beyond belief when they found out. He and Cate had sat on the sofa and watched Blaine and Alec discussing enforcer training exercises. They were arguing over how to make them more challenging.

      Cate loved throwing in completely off-the-wall suggestions, making them all laugh.

      He broke off the memories and walked to the kitchen to grab a beer out of the fridge. He couldn’t let himself to go there. It was too painful because that night had been the start of the end.

      After dinner, Cate had gone on her walk like she had every night since he’d known her. She was very independent, and Keegan respected that half of her. Besides it gave her the much-needed time to be without the pressures of the Pack and being the Alpha’s mate.

      When she didn’t return in her normal thirty-minute timeframe, he got worried and set out to search for her. It had taken him only a few seconds to reach her. She lay on the ground in a ball, covered in blood, and sobs shook her body.

      Dread and fear like nothing he’d ever felt before cut through him as he lifted her in his arms and rushed her to the medical center. Her pain was almost too much for him to take.

      It was an agonizing hour later that Cate’s nurse came out to tell him the baby had died.

      Damn it.

      He shook his head to clear his thoughts. He clenched the bottle so hard he swore he heard it crack. Damn K for bringing back one of the memories Keegan had buried a long-ass time ago.

      The spy had said that Keegan’s daughter hadn’t died, and K had proof she was still alive and living inside the Onyx den.

      His curiosity had gotten the better of him. It was most likely going to hurt like hell, but he couldn’t walk away if he wanted to. He had to know if his daughter was still alive and bring her home. Where she belonged.

      Thirty minutes later, Keegan stood inside the Pack circle with Blaine and Luna, the wolf Alpha and co-Alpha to Ashwood Falls. Her long red hair was braided down her back, and her green eyes held wariness in them. She didn’t like Keegan’s plan. She’d told him as much several times, but she also said she’d stand by his decision.

      Luna stepped forward and spoke low enough that only the three of them could hear. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

      He held his hand out, palm up. She hesitated, but placed hers over his. He circled his fingers around her hand. “I’m certain. I’m tired, and Blaine, with his mates, are much stronger than I am.”

      She tugged her hand from his and stepped back. “I don’t believe you, but I trust you.”

      He smiled at the thought she sent him. “Thank you, Lu.”

      She snorted at the nickname he always used when she tried to be stern with him. He studied her as she moved to stand beside him and faced the crowd. Luna had fast become a great friend. He was glad she’d had his back over the past thirty years as they’d built a solid Pack out of two broken ones. A Pack that no one thought would work because wolves and leopards were generally rivals and not allies.

      “Hello, all my beautiful people, felines, and wolves.” Luna’s voice rang into the sunny afternoon, quieting the conversations around them. “Today marks a new beginning. Keegan Andrews, leopard Alpha for a little more than seven hundred years, is passing his legacy down to his eldest son, his Heir, Blaine. Keegan will take his place as an elder and adviser for the Pack.”

      Keegan felt his lips twitch. Leave it up to Luna to keep him at the top of the Pack’s hierarchy. Elders were past Alphas, Marshals, and other titled Pack members who’d passed their positions and powers to their successors. In the old days, before the war with Onyx, the elders had sat on a council that kept the histories of all Packs and enforced the few, but important, rules they must follow.

      The number one rule was secrecy from humans.

      Luna turned to face him and took both his hands in hers. “It’s been a pleasure ruling beside you over the years. Thank you for everything you’ve done for my wolves and opening your doors to merge the two Packs.”

      Keegan squeezed her hands gently and spoke to the Pack. “I know this may come at what seems the worst possible time. However, I believe that it is a positive step into the future. I may be stepping down from Alpha of Ashwood, but I will be taking the first seat of the Council of Elders in over two hundred years. We will rebuild what was lost and gain the advantage in this war. It’s not going to be easy, and it won’t happen overnight, but I’m not going to lie down and allow Onyx and their supporters win.”

      A rain of whoops and cheers poured from the Pack members standing around the circle. Power rose up all around him, warm and electrifying. With it came the unconditional love and respect each one had for their Alphas. His chest tightened, and a lump formed in his throat. They might still have issues between the younger wolves and leopards, but it was times like this that reminded him those differences were a part of growing and learning to trust one another.

      Keegan stepped back so he could move to stand behind Blaine. Gripping his son’s biceps, Keegan leaned in and whispered, “Whatever you do, don’t fight it.” Blaine’s muscles tensed under Keegan’s hold, and he smirked.

      The warning he gave Blaine was more than his own father had given him. Keegan wasn’t always an ass.

      Keegan shifted his legs so they were spread apart to balance his weight evenly. Blaine was about three inches shorter than him, which would make this transfer a lot easier for both of them. Taking a deep breath and exhaling, Keegan spoke so the Pack could hear. “Blaine Andrews, Heir of the Ashwood Leopard Pack, do you accept the burdens, challenges, and full responsibility of being our Alpha?”

      Blaine stood a little taller and lifted his chin. “I accept.”

      “Will you be their judge, executioner, friend, and father?”

      Without hesitation, Blaine answered loud and proud as the born alpha male he was. “I will be all those things and more.”

      Keegan struck hard and fast, sinking his elongated fangs into Blaine’s shoulder while wrapping an arm around Blaine’s chest to keep the male from jerking away. Blaine hissed out a curse, and Keegan tightened his grip in warning.

      The hairs on his arms stood on end as power washed over both of them. The air around them was alive with magick and coiled around them
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