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      Alec’s eyes fell on Rhea as she played in wolf form with the kids. Her copper-colored coat shone in the sun. He loved watching her, being near her, but he couldn’t have her. It wasn’t because he didn’t want her. She was his. The mating urge surfaced a little over a year ago even though he’d known her much longer.

      She was hiding something. That made him hesitant to start the mating dance. If his leopard had his way he’d have claimed her a long time ago, consequences be damned. Whatever those might be.

      They were in the center of the large field that was part of the neutral zone just outside of Ashwood territory. Located northeast of Pack land, the four-acre stretch of meadow and forest was the perfect place to let the kids run, hunt, and play.

      Kids’ laughter echoed through the air. Half of them were in their animal forms, and the other half ran around half naked. Nudity was a natural state of being for shifters. Since their clothes either dissolved or ripped off their bodies during the transformation from human to animal, they didn’t have the human sensitives about the naked body. Therefore, they didn’t teach it to their young.

      Rhea let out a playful growl, making the kids laugh and yip and meow louder. Alec smiled, his heart filling with pride and love for his Pack and his mate.

      They were in recovery since the deaths of Felix and Savannah—the Alpha couple who ran the Onyx Pack and started the war. The rogue pack was no more, but those who survived had scattered. Alec feared they’d reorganize and avenge their dead Alpha, putting Ashwood Falls on the top of the list of targets.

      So far, that hadn’t happened. It’d been a couple of months and all was quiet. For the first time in Alec’s life he actually thought about a brighter future. One that included claiming his mate and maybe settling down. But he couldn’t shake the feeling in the darkest parts of his soul that the war had just begun. That there was something out there, waiting to strike.

      “What are you thinking, brother?” Ana nudged him with her shoulder. The contact calmed him slightly.

      He’d formed a bond with Ana long before she was born because he would come home from his Beta duties and read to her while she was in his mom’s womb. Ana would respond to his voice with kicks. Their sibling connection was stronger than his and Blaine’s.

      Glancing over at Ana, he still felt like it was a dream. That she wasn’t really there. Her long black hair was braided down her back and she wore a black long-sleeved cotton shirt and blue jeans. She looked so much like their mother it hurt his heart while filling him with love at the same time. It was sad she never got to meet their mother.

      “I don’t like how quiet it’s been.” Alec scanned the open area of the neutral zone like he was expecting some mutant to pop out and kill them all.

      “Yeah, I know what you mean.” Ana shifted from foot to foot and watched the kids closely.

      The last few months Ana had fallen into her role as the Pack’s leopard Beta like she’d been doing it for years. She was still shadowing him, learning all she could to protect and care for the Pack.

      A tug at his loose-fitting blue jeans drew his attention to Sammie, Blaine’s stepdaughter. She offered a small smile and took his hand. Her touch was warm, but she trembled slightly. Anxiety flowed from her hand to his and he could feel her puma’s uncertainty. Sammie had shifted for the first time a few weeks ago and was nervous to be out with the other kids.

      Alec knelt to be at eye level with her and took both her hands in his. “You have nothing to fear or to be nervous about. We have all been through our first shift and that’s why we’re here.”

      She let out a small sigh and shrugged, finally averting her gaze to watch the other children who were either in their animal or human forms. “What if I can’t shift? I haven’t done it again since the first time. What if it was just a fluke?”

      A soft chuckle escaped him, and he leaned in and kissed her on the forehead. “Why don’t you try now. Nobody’s watching. It’s just me and Ana.”

      “Okay.” Sammie took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Her trembling stopped and her aura let off a soft glow.

      Alec let go of her hands. A moment later she shifted into a beautiful golden mountain lion, or puma as they were commonly called among their kind. She glanced up at him and the corners of her mouth lifted, showing her teeth. The smile lit up her eyes. He patted her head. “See there, I knew you could do it. Now go play.”

      She let out a meow and ran off.

      “You’re really good with the kids,” Ana said.

      Alec rolled his eyes. “Don’t start. You sound like Shay. She’s always bugging me about Rhea.”

      Before his sister could comment on the latter, he shifted into his leopard then darted off to play with kids. He didn’t want to talk about Rhea or mating with his family. What made it worse was Shay worked with his mate at the nursery and used every opportunity she could to talk about her. His sisters were starting to gang up on him

      Things were complicated. Rhea was complicated. He was sure she was placed in his life to challenge his resistance. Maybe it was to drive him insane with need because the female pushed and pulled him like a yoyo. The Fates could’ve also wanted to see how he’d handle a female as headstrong as he was.

      Sammie spotted him sneaking up on the Russel twins and crouched low like she too wanted to pounce. But she waited for Alec’s lead. On silent paws, Alec inched closer and closer. The twins were in their wolf forms and had their heads together as if plotting their next prank. They were always stirring up some kind of chaos by playing jokes and pranks on others. It drove their older sister and guardian, Jasmine, crazy.

      With one more step forward, Alec sprang in the air and came down in from of them, snarling playfully. They jumped a few feet into the air, yipping and barking. Alec lost it. He laid on the ground and laughed, the looks on their wolf faces was priceless. A little payback was good for them. Plus, they were all in the neutral zone for training.

      The kids ranged from ages six to fifteen, and each had shifted for the first time within the last few months. Even though they lived in a secure, healthy Pack, they needed to know how to hunt and hone their animal senses.

      Typically, training was done in doses to familiarize themselves with their wolves or cats and to harmonize the two halves of themselves. Because of the war, they hadn’t been able to do much training, not like they needed it.

      The only way the adults felt comfortable bringing the kids out today was that the Sentries and Enforcers ran the parameters of the neutral zone and surrounding areas. That was why he and Ana went with Rhea and the kids. Technically he wasn’t an Enforcer, but he’d use any excuse to be close to Rhea.

      Luna, the wolf Alpha, lead one team of Enforcers while Kieran, Ana’s mate and Pack Elder, lead another. Blaine and Graham refused to leave their home because their mate, Cameron was in her last trimester of pregnancy. She was carrying triplets and was supposed to be on bedrest.

      Catching Rhea’s scent nearby, he left the twins to stalk after Rhea. He didn’t bother being quiet because he knew she heard him. Her ears twitched, indicating so. She glanced over her shoulder and he swore he saw a smirk in her eyes, a wickedness that sent a jolt of desire for him.

      Damn, she was hot.

      He crouched low, getting ready to pounce. But just as he lounged into the air, two bodies slammed into him knocking him over. He recognized the Baker twins immediately. Brenna and Bryce were the niece and nephew of Christa Baker—the wolf Marshal’s mate. The twins were two of the junior Enforcers and came along to help protect the younger kids. Their sibling bond as the strongest Alec had ever witnessed. He rarely saw them apart.

      Alec jumped up on his paws and charged after the twins. They ran laps around the other kids. Suspicion told him they were up to something. Before he knew it, he was surrounded by small wolves and leopards. So they were ganging up on him. He let out a roar, then ran into the forest.

      Rhea howled, indicating the hunt was on. The kids echoed with howls and roars of their own right before they gave chase. The hunt begins. They would have to use their training to track and catch him.

      Sammie was the first to find him in under five minutes. Impressive. He put his head against hers and rubbed—an affectionate display of approval usually given to a child by their parents. In this case, uncle.

      ”Well done,” He said to her telepathically.

      She beamed and pranced. Soon the other kids found them with Rhea and Ana following close behind. As soon as the kids realized they’d been beaten in the hunt, some groaned while others cheered Sammie on.

      “Good job everybody,” Rhea said. She had shifted to her human form to direct the kids. Alec had to fight off a groan as he watched her, trying like hell to keep his eyes on her face instead of her naked body. Nudity had never been an issue among shifters. They were taught from birth that it’s natural part of being who they were. However, Rhea was his mate and it was hard to control his body’s reaction to her when they were out on Pack runs and playing with the kids.

      Rhea met his gaze as if knowing where his thoughts had gone. She rolled her eyes and addressed the kids. “Everyone gets an hour of free time, then we’ll head back to the den. We’ll meet at the nursery first thing in the morning.”

      The kids scattered, running and playing. Ana’s gaze jerked to the side and her body tensed. Alec went into a defensive stance, waiting for an attack. Ana relaxed moments before her mate, Kieran, stepped out from behind a group of trees. Ana let out a sigh and stepped into his arms. Alec shook his head and headed toward the open field of neutral zone.

      He caught Rhea’s lavender scent and he met her stare instantly. She was back in wolf form and beautiful. Her scent drove him crazy. When she caught up with him, she rubbed her body against his. He groaned and playfully nipped at her. She walked few feet in front of him then laid down in the grass. It was an invitation for him to come with her.

      He stretched out beside her, loving the way his cat and her wolf connected. However, this was as close as she allowed him—casual touches and a stolen kiss when he caught her off guard.

      He shifted back to human not caring that he didn’t have any clothes to change back into. He stared down at her and ran his hand through her silky copper fur. Words failed him when it came to telling her how he felt, what he feared. What secrets do you hide from the world, Mate?

      After a few long moments of him stroking her fur, she shifted to human form and stared at him, her brows drawn. “You seem a little too serious today. What is it?”

      He lifted one shoulder and lowered his head to claim her lips. The kiss was soft and quick. He didn’t dare deepen in it. After all, they were in a clearing with the kids nearby. “I can’t shake the feeling there’s something coming. That we are in a false sense of peace.”

      Rhea nodded. “I feel it too. Addyson said Will had a vision while they were on a walk the other day. He picked up a rock and started shaking, saying mutants over and over. She said she’d never seen him so fearful.”

      Rhea shivered as if the thought of mutants sent cold fear to her core. Alec moved closer to her, drawing her into a hug. His cat purred with satisfaction of having their mate in their arms. When she didn’t push him away, he sighed.

      Addyson was his stepmother. Will was her adopted son, making the teen Alec’s brother. A tightness formed in Alec’s chest. He hadn’t taken the time to get to know the kid. In fact, he hadn’t really made an effort to welcome Addyson into the family.
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