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​Chapter 1: The Shift That Changed Everything
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Aria

My feet are killing me.

I’ve been standing for eight hours straight, serving coffee and eggs to people who don’t even look at me when they order. My lower back aches. My waitress uniform smells like grease and maple syrup. And I’m pretty sure I have ketchup somewhere in my hair.

But I’m here. At Maya’s school. For parent-teacher night.

I push through the elementary school doors and immediately feel the stares. Other parents are dressed nice—the moms in pretty dresses and heels, the dads in business suits. They smell expensive. Clean. Put together.

I smell like a diner.

My wolf stirs weakly in my chest, uncomfortable with all the attention. She’s been so quiet for years, barely there at all. Sometimes I forget she exists.

I smooth down my stained uniform and walk down the hallway, following the signs to Mrs. Patterson’s classroom. Room 4B. Maya’s classroom.

The other parents whisper as I pass. I catch fragments of their conversations.

“Is that the Bennett woman?”

“I heard she works at that greasy spoon on Fifth Street.”

“Poor thing. Raising those kids all alone.”

I keep my head down and walk faster. I’m used to this. Six years of being the outsider. Six years of being the single mom nobody knows anything about.

Better that way. Safer.

Maya’s classroom is bright and cheerful, covered in colorful artwork and alphabet posters. Kids are showing their parents drawings and projects. Maya spots me immediately.

“Mommy!” She runs over, her dark curls bouncing. Her golden eyes—so much like her father’s—light up with joy.

My heart squeezes. She’s so beautiful. So perfect.

“Hi, baby.” I kneel down and hug her tight, ignoring the pain in my knees. “Show me what you made.”

She grabs my hand and pulls me toward a wall covered in paintings. “Look! I painted our family!”

The picture shows three stick figures—a woman with long hair, a little girl, and a little boy. We’re holding hands under a big yellow sun. No father figure. Just the three of us.

“It’s beautiful, Maya.” My voice cracks a little.

“I used real paint, not just crayons!” She’s so proud.

Liam appears at my elbow. My son. Maya’s twin. He’s quieter than his sister, more serious. He looks just like Damien—the same strong jaw, the same intense eyes.

“Hi, Mom.” He hugs me around the waist. “You smell like pancakes.”

I laugh. “Sorry, kiddo. I came straight from work.”

“It’s okay. I like pancakes.”

Mrs. Patterson comes over, smiling. She’s a kind woman, human, doesn’t know what we really are. “Ms. Bennett! So glad you could make it. Maya has been so excited to show you her work.”

“Thank you for having me.” I try to sound normal, professional, like I belong here.

We talk about Maya’s progress—she’s doing well in reading, struggles a bit with math, loves art class. Liam wanders off to look at the class hamster. Maya stays glued to my side, happy I’m here.

Then Brandon Carter walks over.

I know Brandon. His parents are wealthy wolves from one of the established Silver Falls families. They look down on everyone, especially single mothers with no pack affiliation.

Brandon is seven, a year older than the twins, and he’s already learned his parents’ cruelty.

“Maya’s mom works at a restaurant,” he announces loudly to his friends. “My dad says she’s poor.”

My jaw tightens. Maya’s hand squeezes mine.

“Brandon, that’s not appropriate—” Mrs. Patterson starts.

“My dad also says Maya doesn’t have a daddy.” Brandon smirks. “That makes her a bastard.”

The room goes quiet.

Maya’s hand trembles in mine. I can feel her heart racing through our connection—not a mate bond, but a mother-daughter bond, just as strong.

“Brandon, apologize right now,” Mrs. Patterson demands.

But Brandon isn’t done. He walks right up to Maya and pushes her shoulder. “Poor girl with no daddy. Poor girl with no—”

“Stop it!” Maya shoves him back.

“Maya, no—” I reach for her, but it’s too late.

I see it happen in slow motion. Maya’s emotions spike—anger, humiliation, hurt. Her little body starts to shake. Her eyes flash gold.

No. No, no, no.

“Maya, calm down. Breathe, baby—”

But she can’t hear me. She’s only six. She hasn’t learned control yet. The twins weren’t supposed to shift until they were at least ten, maybe older. We’ve been so careful. So hidden.

Maya’s body convulses. Bones crack and reform. Fur sprouts across her skin.

And then my daughter isn’t a little girl anymore.

She’s a wolf pup.

Right there in the middle of the classroom.

Someone screams.

Parents gasp and stumble backward. Kids start crying. Mrs. Patterson’s face goes white with shock.

The wolf pup—Maya—is small and trembling, her fur a beautiful golden-brown. She whimpers, scared and confused.

My heart stops. Six years. Six years of hiding, of being careful, of keeping them safe.

Gone in seconds.

“Oh my God—”

“Did that child just—”

“That’s impossible—”

Parents are pulling out their phones. I hear cameras clicking.

No. This can’t be happening.

I drop to my knees and scoop Maya into my arms. She’s still in wolf form, shaking like a leaf. I wrap my arms around her furry little body.

“Liam!” I call out.

My son appears instantly, his face pale. He knows what this means. He’s always been the smart one, the one who understands danger.

“We need to go,” he whispers.

“Ms. Bennett, wait—” Mrs. Patterson blocks my path, her hands raised. “We need to discuss this. I’ll need to file a report about special needs accommodations for shifter children—”

“Move.” My voice comes out hard, sharp. My wolf surfaces just enough to make my eyes flash.

Mrs. Patterson steps aside.

I rush toward the door with Maya in my arms and Liam right behind me. Parents scatter out of my way. I hear their whispers, their shocked voices, the clicking of phone cameras.

This is bad. So bad.

Brandon’s mother blocks the hallway. “You can’t just leave! That... that creature attacked my son!”

“Your son pushed my daughter.” I don’t stop walking. “Move.”

She moves.

We burst out of the school into the parking lot. The cool evening air hits my face. Maya shifts back to human in my arms—naked and crying.

“I’m sorry, Mommy,” she sobs. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry—”

“Shh, it’s okay, baby.” I grab the emergency clothes I always keep in my car—old t-shirts, sweatpants. I dress her quickly while Liam keeps watch.

My hands are shaking. My mind is racing.

They saw. Everyone saw.

Word will spread through the shifter community like wildfire. A six-year-old with enough power to shift from pure emotion? That’s rare. That’s special.

That’s dangerous.

I buckle Maya into her booster seat. She’s still crying. Liam climbs in beside her, holding her hand.

“It’s going to be okay,” he tells his sister, but his voice is scared.

I slide into the driver’s seat and my hands fumble with the keys. The car is old, beat-up, barely runs. But it’s ours.

Come on, come on, start—

The engine sputters to life.

I pull out of the parking lot too fast, tires squealing. In my rearview mirror, I see parents standing outside the school, phones still out, staring after us.

We’re blown. Completely blown.

My wolf whimpers inside me. She’s so weak, damaged from the wolfsbane poisoning years ago. But even she knows what this means.

Danger. We’re in danger.

“Mommy, where are we going?” Maya asks between hiccups.

“Home. We’re going home.” I try to sound calm, but my heart is pounding.

Think, Aria. Think.

We can’t run. I barely have enough money for rent. Our apartment is tiny, cheap, but it’s all we have. I can’t just pack up and disappear with two kids.

Besides, if I run now, they’ll know I’m hiding something bigger.

But staying means exposure. It means people asking questions. It means—

Oh God.

It means Damien might find out.

My hands tighten on the steering wheel. I’ve spent six years making sure he never knew about the twins. Six years keeping them hidden, keeping them safe from his mother, from his world, from everything that could hurt them.

And now, because of one moment, one little boy’s cruelty, everything I’ve built could come crashing down.

“Mom?” Liam’s voice is quiet. “What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know, baby.” Honesty. That’s all I have right now. “I don’t know.”

We drive through Silver Falls in silence. The town is small, split between the human side and the supernatural side. We live on the human side—safer, quieter, anonymous.

I pull into our apartment complex. The building is run-down, paint peeling, but the rent is cheap and the landlord doesn’t ask questions.

I park in our spot and help the twins out of the car. Maya has stopped crying but she’s clinging to my hand. Liam carries her backpack.

We climb the stairs to our second-floor apartment. Number 2C. Home.

As I fumble for my keys, my phone rings.

Unknown number.

My wolf suddenly stirs—really stirs, for the first time in six years. A warning. A recognition.

No. It can’t be.

My hands shake as I pull out my phone and answer.

“Aria.”

That voice.

Deep. Commanding. Haunted by years of searching.

A voice I haven’t heard in six years.

A voice that still makes my heart stop.

Damien.

“We need to talk.” His words are careful, controlled, but I can hear the emotion underneath. “I’m outside your apartment. I’ll wait.”

The phone goes dead.

I look down at the parking lot.

There, parked under the streetlight, is a black SUV.

And leaning against it, arms crossed, eyes glowing gold in the darkness, is the Alpha King.

The father of my children.

The man I ran from six years ago.

Damien has found us.
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​Chapter 2: The Alpha King At My Door
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Damien

My wolf is going insane.

I grip the steering wheel of my SUV so hard the leather creaks under my fingers. My knuckles are white. My wolf is pacing inside me, snarling, demanding I get out of this vehicle and go to her.

MATE. MATE. MATE.

After six years of silence, of emptiness, the mate bond is suddenly screaming at me.

She’s here. Close. So close I can almost smell her.

I force myself to breathe slowly. In and out. Control. I’m an Alpha King. I don’t lose control.

But my hands are shaking.

The apartment building in front of me is a dump. Peeling paint. Cracked sidewalk. Rusty railings on the balconies. This is where she’s been living? This is where my mate has spent the last six years?

My wolf snarls in fury.

I should’ve found her sooner. Should’ve searched harder. Should’ve torn apart every city in North America until I tracked her down.

But she blocked the mate bond. Completely. Like severing a limb.

I remember the morning I woke up and she was gone.

Six years ago, I opened my eyes and reached for her. The bed was cold. Empty. I sat up, calling her name. “Aria?”

Silence.

I checked the bathroom. The closet. Her clothes were gone. Her bag. Everything.

Panic set in fast. I ran through my estate, searching every room. My wolf was howling, frantic.

Then I felt it—the mate bond dying. Fading. Like someone was cutting the strings that connected us.

I fell to my knees in the hallway, gasping for air. It felt like dying.

My mother found me there. “Damien? What’s wrong?”

“Aria. She’s gone. The bond—someone’s severing the bond—”

“Oh, sweetheart.” My mother knelt beside me, her face full of fake concern. “I’m so sorry. She must have been a gold digger after all. Got scared when things got serious.”

“No. She wouldn’t—”

“Sometimes these girls from nowhere try to trap powerful Alphas. When it doesn’t work, they run.” Her voice was so convincing. So caring.

I believed her.

I shouldn’t have. But the pain of losing the bond made me weak, made me stupid.

I shake off the memory. That was then. This is now.

And now I know the truth.

My phone sits on the passenger seat, still showing the video that changed everything. Marcus sent it to me four hours ago with a simple message: You need to see this.
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