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Drops of rain turn into a downpour, obscuring the road and soaking everything in its path. Amber eyes flecked with gold take it all in while her forehead goes numb from resting against the cold of the window glass. The slight murmur of voices on the radio fills the cabin to make up for the silence of its occupants.

Amara doesn’t move except to flick her eyes sideways where she catches a glimpse of her parents. Her mom is hyper-focused on the road, waist-length dreads half piled on top of her head in a bun while the rest flows free; Caramel skin so similar to Amara’s cast in shadows from the rain clouds. Her dad has his dark chin-length dark blonde locks tucked behind his ears and a slight furrow to his brow as he taps away on his phone. The blue light from the screen illuminates skin the color of the California sand dunes they explored when Amara was a kid.

Amara holds back a sigh and returns to observing the blurring landscape. It had always been them, a tight nit trio. Unfortunately, life is ever-changing, and apparently, it is their turn to begin anew. Perhaps life is like the rain. It morphs in the blink of an eye, droplets becoming storms and touching everything caught in its wake. It can devastate just as easily as it can cleanse and bring about new growth. Which do they have in store for them?

It had been a miracle that they stayed this long on their own and she is well aware of it. For the portion of her twenty years that Amara can remember, they had never settled down with a pack. Wolf shifters are pack animals. That is where they thrive; working as part of a whole with clear dynamics. Despite that, her parents had been happy to remain isolated...until now. Something changed, she could sense it in the muted tension that tinges the air tasting bitter on her tongue.

“Kid, are you alive back there? Maybe Rik should sing, it’s impossible to ignore that shit” her mother's husky voice teasingly breaks through Amara’s thoughts. Ulrik balks at his wife’s playful insult then turns to look at his daughter who is attempting to hide the amused smile on her lips. “You love my singing, don’t you cub?” he questions, humor lighting up his stormy eyes.

“I love it as much as mom loves someone talking to her before she has coffee in the morning” she shoots back with a grin full of mischief. The comment earns a cackle from Elsie who reaches back to fistbump Amara, sharp brown eyes never straying from the road.

“You both wound me so” Ulrik pouts and slumps back into his seat. The familiar banter soothes some of Amara’s nerves. No matter what challenges lie ahead of them, this will remain. Their family will remain. That is all the reassurance she needs and they gave it without even realizing it. Peeling herself away from the window, Amara fixes the curls that are slightly disheveled from her previous position and happily leaves her melancholy behind in favor of listening to her most important people lovingly bicker, fiddling with the pendant on her necklace.

“Can you guys stop being so gross and in love right in front of me?” Amara quips with a raised brow. Ulrik winks at his wife who gives him her best deadpan face and looks at her daughter through the rearview mirror. “Put up with it brat. You’ll be dealing with our fuckery til we’re gray and old” Elsie retorts and honestly, Amara wouldn’t want it any other way.

It isn’t very long until they are pulling up to a roadside motel. They had decided to stop and freshen up in a room before arriving. They had been on the road for days and first impressions are supposed to matter. Amara tucks the pendant back beneath her top and keeps her focus on grabbing her overnight bag and walking with her parents up the worn concrete steps leading up to their room. Her mind wants to dredge up her earlier anxiety and she struggles to simply stay in the present and hold on to the ease from before.

The hotel is obviously old, still sporting remnants of décor from way back In the seventies. The sign flickers, the letters advertising their free WiFi are missing the w and the e have been replaced by 3’s. Walking into the suite is like a blast from the past that Amara was not even alive for. The walls are covered in water-damaged yellow and brown paisley wallpaper. The carpet might have been orange at some point but is now a faded brown of some kind.

“If we leave here with smallpox I’m torching the place” Elsie snarks, lightly kicking the bed frame which creaks ominously from the tap. Amara shares a skeptical look with her mom who is getting pushed along to the bathroom. She will have to wait her turn so she passes the time by checking her phone and resolutely ignoring the spider making its residence in the corner of the room.

Their little family had always moved too much for Amara to make lasting connections. They were nomads, traveling where they wished and keeping their possessions to a minimum so they could pick up and go without a hassle. Sometimes, Amara would watch groups of students walking along together or riding in a car and wonder. 

She loved their lifestyle, it had exposed her to all kinds of culture, food, and people. She had worked a bunch of different jobs and enjoyed the experiences. Inevitably, though, they would pack up and leave all of it behind.

What would it be like to look at her phone and have messages from friends? There are a few that kept in touch right after she left but slowly the communication would lessen until they completely stop. It would never work anyways. There was too much about herself and what they are that needs to stay hidden. Real friendships, strong ones, can not be built on a foundation of lies even ones by omission. But now...maybe now will be her chance to experience it all. The seed of excitement helps push away the creeping anxiety once more.

At record speed, they all shower and change so they can be back on the road for the last of the drive. Amara throws on one of her favorite outfits before she can freak herself out by imagining fake scenarios where a shoe breaks and she falls on her ass in front of everyone or some pretend cliché mean girls scoff at her and she is forever branded a loser before even getting to know everyone. How very high school. It is so beyond the realm of realism that it is easy to push them away. Still, the well-worn black jeans, white tank top paired with an army green bomber jacket, and beloved high tops are security blankets.

“Come here Mara” her mom waves her over to where the mirror is. Amara admires Elsie’s style. She is wearing wide-legged pants with a geometric pattern over chunky heeled black and white boots and a white oversize dress shirt tucked into the pants. The older woman's dreads are now tied up in a bun and her makeup is light and effortless.

“You know, my mom isn’t supposed to be hotter than me. Could you try to be a little more frumpy? Maybe pick up a mom jean and ugly sweater or two?” Amara wisecracked and gets a playful swat to the arm in return. “You’re more than fine brat. If anything, I’m just trying to keep up. Now let me fix your hair and you can use some of my makeup if you want” Elsie turns her and gets to work.

Amara didn’t have time to go through her wash day routine so Elsie just uses a mix of water and leave-in conditioner in a spray bottle to bring the curls back to life. They now lay nicely down to her mid-back, parted to one side so a few curls dangle in front of one eye. The younger woman got her love of a good red lip from her mom so she carefully applies the liquid lipstick to her full lips then dobs a little concealer under her eyes and finishes with some subtle bronze eyeshadow and a coat of mascara.

“Time to go min blomster” Ulrik points out, pointing to his watch. Elsie mutters something about no one rushing her but still gives her husband a quick peck on the lips before she and Amara clean their stuff up and they hop back into their car, Ulrik taking the driver's seat this time, leaving the smell of paint thinner and wet carpet behind.
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At some point, Amara must have zoned out because the next thing she registers is their arrival to the secluded lands of the Onyx Moon pack. There are two wolves, one on each side, waiting there to lead the way towards what the amber-eyed girl assumes would be the pack house. They are both beautiful with almost identical coats of auburn fur. She is made painfully aware of just how wrong she had been in thinking that they were close by when countless miles have passed and the family has yet to reach their final destination. She opens her mouth but gets cut off by her dad’s velvety voice answering her unasked question. "We only have about ten minutes so just sit tight cub, we'll be there soon".

Just like he said not ten minutes later the beautiful scenery full of lushes meadows and trees that thrive, seemingly having been there for ages, give way to a clearing where the pack house is situated in the middle of woodland. The mansion is modern meets log cabin with large windows and brick detailing. It looks luxurious yet warm and inviting. There are people outside, most likely the Alpha waiting to welcome them. The anxiety creeps back in and Amara breathes in deeply while momentarily clutching the pendant hidden under her top to keep herself anchored.

Elsie and Ulrik exit the car which prompts Amara to move. Her parents had told her a little about the Alpha of the Onyx Moon pack, Maddox Kahale. Nothing they said could have quite prepared

the twenty-year-old for the reality of the man standing before them. His powerful aura is almost palpable and she has to shove her hands into her jacket pockets to keep them from shaking.

The man has the stance of a seasoned warrior and his eyes roam around, seemingly assessing her family. Amara can't help but want to squirm and hide when they land on her but at the same time, it seems impossible to look away. It feels as if all the energy around them is being sucked away from every living thing and inanimate object and directed towards him and his immense presence.

Amara had never seen eyes quite like his, green and endless like the spirit of nature itself is trapped in his gaze. Stern and mysterious almost unfathomably unreadable which irked her to no end. She wanted to get a hint, even a slight one, as to what he is thinking as he scrutinizes her. Electricity fills the air and it is nearly suffocating. Amara is practically choking on it until Elsie places a reassuring hand on her daughter's shoulder which breaks up the moment.

Daring a look around, she realizes no one else must have picked up on whatever that was and she is incredibly thankful for that. Risking another glance at Alpha Maddox, she watches the fierce observance break. The fiery glare turns playful and mischievous, lips turning up into a lazy smirk surrounded by rugged facial hair, dark left eyebrow- cut through by a faint scar- lifting. His tall stature and broad shoulders are still imposing but there is a roguish swagger that replaced the earlier stoicism as if we passed some silent test none of us were aware of.

Maddox steps forward and clasps hands with Ulrik. “I am Ulrik Johansen and this is my wife Elsie and daughter Amara. Thank you for allowing us the opportunity to join your pack” he speaks diplomatically, voice smooth and full of an authority that Amara has rarely seen. The Alpha lets go and tips his head in acknowledgment before turning to Elsie who clasps hands with him as a warrior would. If he is taken aback by this, Maddox does not show it and Amara’s eyes shine with pride in her mom. The Alpha’s smile has an amused edge and mom returns it with a fierce one of her own that pulls a deep chuckle out of the man. “I have a feeling you will be much more trouble than your husband ever will” he comments and the fierce woman just winks and smirks while Ulrik throws his head back and laughs.

Amara is watching on, fighting back giggles, distracted enough that it takes her by surprise when the captivating leader turns to her and she swallows an embarrassing eek. The younger woman squares her shoulders and does her best to channel her mother's confidence and ease before offering her hand to Maddox. His eyes gleam knowingly but he carefully takes it in his much larger one. He pulls her slightly towards him, making her breath hitch.

Amara wants to say something witty and cheeky to somehow impress the man that she will probably not see outside of functions again. Unfortunately, all she manages to do is spend long enough trying to come up with something that she loses her chance and mentally curses her sudden awkwardness. Apparently, her social skills are taking three to five business days to arrive.

“Welcome to the Onyx Moon pack, Johansen family. We are honored that you have chosen to make our pack yours. As we already decided Rik, there will be a probationary period to determine if this is the best fit for everyone. We will have a meeting before dinner to make introductions but I didn’t wanna overwhelm you. Make yourselves at home. Sina is one of the pack caretakers, she will be showing you to your section. I look forward to seeing you tonight”. With a nod and parting words, the Alpha turns and walks away towards another man who has been waiting on the sidelines.
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Maddox has to force himself to leave without giving anything away. The Alpha had smelled Amara before he even laid eyes on the curly-haired beauty. The smell of freshly bloomed honeysuckle mixed with the subtle scent of cinnamon. It's an alluring mix, slightly different from the one he remembered. The sweetness from before is now accentuated by the more womanly spicy undertone.

The twenty-eight-year-old man isn’t shocked that Amara has no recollection of meeting him. It was seven years prior and she had not seen him. The shifter had just lost his father and been handed the pack. It had all been too much all at once and he took off in wolf form. He needed to run, to be free, to forget. If only for a few moments. He had no recollection of how long he had been gone after handing the reins over to his wolf.

It took longer than he would like to admit before he realized what had snapped his consciousness back to the forefront. He was in a dense part of whatever forest he had found his way to. The entire area was laced with the most alluring aroma. His wolf called to his destined mate and Maddox wasn’t sure how to react. As silently as possible, the ebony wolf padded closer to where the scent was the most potent. Playing there among the fauna was his young mate. He could tell she was too young to make the connection considering mating links only show themselves after you come into your majority at twenty-one.

A man and a woman who must be her parents are within range and Maddox’s wolf makes eye contact with the man whose eyes look like the ocean during a thunderstorm. The new Alpha makes no move to get closer and the mother spirits the girl away, leaving the man to address each other. The discussion was tense at first once Maddox shifted back into his human form.

The men came to an understanding. It would be years before Maddox could claim young Amara as his mate and he wanted her to live and grow before then. Their age difference, while not huge, still put him at an advantage along with his position as leader of one of the oldest and most powerful packs. To meet on more even footing, it was agreed that Maddox would leave her be. Amara would continue to mature without him by her side so she could come into her own. He wanted to see who she became. What kind of woman she would turn into.

Ulrik conceded to sending updates from time to time to appease Maddox’s instincts as much as they could be under the circumstances. The older man was given direct access to reach the Alpha at any time should they need assistance of any kind. Whenever the small family was ready, he made it clear that they would be more than welcome amid his own. Then the wait began. It tore him apart to walk away then, but it was important for him that he do what was best for his younger mate. It would be healthier for them in the long run. That knowledge did not make the separation any easier but it did strengthen his conviction.

In the years following, he did his best to live up to his position. Knowing he had a mate to make proud helped drive him through the more tumultuous times in the beginning as he made changes. They were better for it and eventually things settled and everyone found their place and peace in his ranks. The pack, his family, his work. It all kept him busy but he was always aware of the years passing by and bringing him closer to his mate. Hopefully.

The call from Ulrik requesting a place in his pack was a balm to his nerves that he had not even realized were fraying the closer they got to Amara’s twenty-first birthday without any definite plans being made. He is not even ashamed to admit his eagerness and insistence that they come as soon as possible. There were still months before Amara reaches her majority but it will allow her to get to know him and grow comfortable within the pack before their connection is revealed.

Maddox is not a stupid man. Impulsive and brash at times? Sure. But never stupid. He knows there is more to the situation than meets the eye. He can smell secrets from a mile away and the married couple seem to carry some heavy ones. He is keeping an eye out as well as having his most trusted keeping tabs. His instincts don’t set off danger bells so, for now, he will allow them their secrets as long as they are not putting Amara or his pack in harm's way.

When the moment he had been yearning for finally arrived, the anticipation of standing close to his mate had Maddox on edge. He trained his features carefully as to not give anything away. Pushed his wolf back to keep himself from doing anything reckless. Wrestled with his instincts and the burning need to take her in every way. The Alpha’s body was right there with him, growing hot and eager but he tamped down on it as quickly as possible.

Amara’s scent only grew stronger as he approached her, enticing the older man. When she stepped out of the car, he could have stared at her all day. Eyes the color of the first rays of dawn, hair chestnut and alluring only making her eyes stand out even more. Lips sinfully juicy, painted the color of a fresh strawberry. She's small in stature, bringing up images of how she'll fit against the warrior that he fights to erase.

After meeting the fiery woman who raised Amara and seeing a glimpse of their family dynamic, Maddox could not wait to get to know the young woman who would hold his heart and soul. A fact she doesn’t know yet. Her status will remain a secret for now except for his closest friends and advisors, Min and Carter, as well as his Mother Fia. If the look on Min’s face is anything to go by, Maddox is in for a world of teasing this afternoon but he can’t help but think It’s fuckin worth it.
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Amara walks beside Sina, the beautiful redhead is bubbly and kind. She can’t be much older than Amara herself and the brunette quietly hopes they can become friends so the new environment can stop feeling so big and daunting. “I know it is so much to take in but I can totally help any time you need it. Maybe I can give you guys a tour later? I’m sure you just wanna chill for now” she proposes, a hint of anxious energy giving away her own possible social awkwardness.

“Sure, that would be great! It’ll get me away from the geezers if we can sneak off” Amara stage whispers the last part much to her parent's guffawing. They pounce, tickling and poking at Amara until their daughter is laughing so hard she can't breathe. “Help me Sina!” she pleads between laughs and holds a hand out to the redhead who is also laughing but manages to latch on and pull.

“Nah uh, little cub. First, you must concede and retract your defamatory statement” Ulrik tuts and Elsie joins in by offering her own evil grin and threateningly bringing her fingers closer to Amara’s side.

“Okay okay! I give. You are both youthful and fun” she grumbles and rolls her eyes but a fond smile breaks through as she flings herself away from her parent's torture and wraps the taller girl in a hug, shifting them so Sina stands between her and the couple. Is she using Sina as a shield? Yes, Yes she is. Does she feel bad about it? Not one bit.

“Now that the great tickle war has ended, we have arrived” Sina teases and the girls are no longer hugging but they do have their arms linked. “This wing is mostly empty but it is right beside the section that houses the Alpha and those closest to him so you can rest easy. Not that any other place is unsafe! but it’s probably extra peace of mind, you know?” the girl rushes to explain but Amara waves it off and smiles kindly.

“Thanks for showing us the way red. You’re alright. Feel free to kidnap the brat whenever you want” Elsie offers then spins around and saunters into the room, Rik rolls his eyes fondly and nods his thanks before following. Amara sighs and shakes her head at her mother's dry sense of humor and blunt wording but she can’t help but love the aggressive woman.

“Sorry about them. It really was nice of you. Maybe we can hang out some time? No actual kidnapping required” Amara proposes and Sina laughs before eagerly agreeing. The sound is melodic and soft. With the redhead taking her leave, Amara is free to go look around their new rooms. For the moment at least.

The room is more like a full suite. They have a spacious common area and a small kitchen. Two separate rooms branch off from either side of the common area which holds a plush leather couch and armchair, dark wood furnishings, and a top of the line television over a brick fireplace. There are soft blankets deliberately draped over the armchair and the back of the couch as well as extras in a basket beside the fireplace.

Popping into the empty bedroom, there is a door that leads into a walk-in closet and the other goes to the en-suite. The shower has a huge rainfall showerhead and dark tiles to match the dark granite countertops. The tub sits separately and has a squared-off modern design that could easily fit four people. There are toiletries and towels in the small closet next to the tub. Everything is simple but luxurious.

A part of Amara feels weird about staying there. They had always lived in decent places before moving on to the next place but never anything quite like the pack house. She shoves away the discomfort and takes her time unpacking before falling into the bed. An involuntary groan leaves the brunette when her body sinks into the plush mattress and she never wants to get up. Lifting her head slightly, the clock shows there are a few hours until dinner so she chucks off her shoes and jacket then rolls so the covers wrap around her like a burrito and she is out like a light.

She is standing in the middle of a dark dense forest.

Morning dew still clinging to the leaves, moistening her skin as she touches the tiny droplets.

There is an ethereal almost supernatural feel to the place, giving off a sense of peace and tranquility instantly putting her at ease.

The ground is covered in an immaculate layer of snow and yet the flowers bloom, coming to life at her touch.

The sight is bewildering and confusing but amazing all at once. 

She watches astonished as leaves grow back onto dry trees. The forest looks as if the color was drained back into it, transforming it into a picturesque landscape straight out of a painting.

Soon, she has let her feet carry her, a swift walk turns into a full-on sprint through the trees.

Her hair billowing out in the wind, a laugh of pure joy escaping her smiling lips. She feels like a carefree little girl spinning in circles with arms out wide and head tilted back soaking up the moment. Wishing she could stay suspended in time.

Basking in the glow of her happiness, she almost misses the growl emanating from nearby. Almost being the keyword.

Out of pure instinct, she tenses now on high alert seeking out the source. She finds it when her eyes lock with the steely jet-black eyes of a wolf.

His fur is the color of pure liquid silver with black connecting from around the eyes down its muzzle appearing almost like a mask of ebony.

She backtracks but ends up falling. She quickly realizes that as her panic level rises and the wolf stalks closer, everything around her turns black.

Withering and dying as if nature itself was connected to her. The trees and flowers she had restored to their full glory just moments before are now disintegrating before her eyes.

Forgetting the wolf, she stares down at her hands in horror and sheer unadulterated fear. Oh god, she is going to die.

Gasping, Amara comes to reality. Her eyes come back into focus and she looks at her hands before registering the calming presence of her parents. They share a look the younger can not quite decipher but opts to ignore it, preferring to cuddle in their arms and take all of the comfort her two beloved people can provide.

When they do finally head down for dinner, Amara is still trying to fully wake up. “What a cute sleepy little wolf” her mother coos jokingly and squeezes her cheeks. The brunette bats her mom's hands away and pouts. The action only makes Elsie chuckle which makes Amara’s pout more pronounced. She turns her attention to the dining room instead where everyone is gathering. Her eyes instantly connect with Alpha Maddox’s who simply lifts a brow making Amara’s face heat up but she refuses to let it show.

Standing beside the Alpha is a tall elegant older woman with short light brown hair and eyes to match. Her posture is strong but graceful and it reminds Amara of her own mother who can be beautiful while also taking no shit from anyone. She is speaking to a guy around Sina’s age. His hair is cut short on the sides with the top left longer and styled messily. The color of it is close to the Alpha’s but his eyes are a warm light brown reminiscent of the older woman, a smirk playing on his lips and stance proud.

The man who had been waiting for Maddox earlier in the day is also here. His laugh can be heard clear across the large dining hall. He has Korean features with a warm smile and dancing brown eyes that look intelligent as if they miss nothing. He is a contrast to the other man at his side with piercing icy blue eyes, deep golden tan skin, close-cropped black hair, and a stern demeanor. His lips are set in a firm line and his chiseled jaw is clenched, clearly annoyed at his more jovial friend.

Ulrik pulls his family over to the empty seats at the Alpha’s dining table which have been set aside for them. Finally, Alpha Maddox calls for everyone's attention effectively quieting the crowd and starting the pre-dinner pack introductions. Amara can feel the curious looks aimed their way but does her best to not acknowledge them.

“We would like to thank you all for coming today. I know not everyone attends pack dinners every night but tonight is a special exception because we will be having new additions to the pack. Ulrik Johansen along with his wife Elsie and daughter Amara arrived today. Do your best to make them feel welcome but do not pounce. We all know how rowdy this pack can get and I can’t have you running them out of here” he jokes and the pack laughs. There must be an interesting story behind those words based on the whispers and giggles going around.

“Alright you mutts, let us get through the important part so we can all chow down. Johansen family, this is my beautiful mother Fia and pack Luna until the day I find my mate and she is ready to take on the duties. With her is my younger brother Lyam and flanking me are the pack Beta who my close advisor Carter, as well as our Gamma and head of information Min-Jun. If you run into any troubles, please approach any of them and they will provide help. With that out of the way, you know what they say, Good food, Good meat, Good God, Let's eat!”

Cheers ring out all over the dining hall and everyone starts passing around the plates of food while chatting happily. “Welcome. It has been quite a while since we have had a new family join. Hopefully, you won’t find settling into a pack too jarring. We can be...a lot” Fia, who is closest to Ulrik, says with a fondly exasperated smile.

“It will take some adjusting but we can be a lot ourselves so it sounds like we should fit right in. Oh! This is my wife Elsie. She is the Queen of a lot” he jokes and sends a rakish smile her way.

"Figures after how many years together and my arm latched around yours and yet you still manage to forget I'm here". It's obvious from her voice that she is joking in that dry way of hers, probably with a pleasant smile on her lips and a loving look towards Rik.

"Oh honey it's not that I forget, trust me I've tried. Doesn't work" His words find a way to be charming yet sarcastic. They earn dad a playful punch on the arm from his wife and Amara can’t help the giggle that escapes regardless of her attempts to fully suppress it. 

Fia sends Amara a kind smile which the now blushing younger woman reciprocates. Thankfully, the platter of food is passed to her and she can turn her attention to plating up her dinner. Amara’s focus is so intent on the task that she misses Maddox’s gaze continuously traveling back to her or the tender assessing eyes of Fia.

Small talk is had over shared food and the people around Amara are lovely but the day has been so long and remnants of her earlier dream are adding to her mental exhaustion. Complimenting the meal and politely excusing herself with claims of a headache, the she-wolf leaves her parents in deep conversation while she heads up to their suite.
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It seems so silly to still be dwelling on a dream but it felt so real. Something about it unsettled her and she can’t help but wonder if it is some kind of omen. Amara knows she should let it go but some nagging little voice is screaming for her to pay attention. It isn’t the first time that something weird or inexplicable has happened to her and she has had other vivid dreams but none like this one.

She must have been completely lost in her thoughts because, at some point, she had made a wrong turn or two and ended up in a random place in the large home. Amara turns to try to retrace her steps but curiosity gets the best of her. Everyone is downstairs. What's the harm with looking around? With her mind made up, Amara goes further down the hall where two massive oak doors lead to an unknown room. Making sure there is no one around, she gently inches the door open and peeks inside.

Seeing it empty, Amara quickly steps in closing the door behind her. Now that she is inside, the low lighting reveals rows upon rows of books that stretch from floor to ceiling with a grand piano at the center of the room. To the side is a small lounge area with big comfortable looking chairs as well as a love seat and sofa perfect for spending a lazy day reading.

The only light source is a cast iron chandelier and a few matching ornate lamps here and there. The she-wolf runs her fingers over the books and withdraws one randomly. Turning it over she sees the title Blood & Chocolate and giggles to herself. How ironic. Striding to one of the plush chairs, Amara makes herself comfortable and begins reading, feeling a sense of calm come over her. She must have lost track of time because thirty pages in she hears footsteps coming in the distance. Bolting upright, she shuts the book.

As the door opens, Amara panics for whatever dumb reason and throws herself down onto the floor, the book still in hand. The thought that she was perhaps not allowed in here had made her act. Really, she could have just said that she had wandered in and apologized but now it is too late and she must commit to this path, no matter how stupid it is. Hopefully, she can be spared some embarrassment if she manages to sneak away.

The chair shields her but also keeps her from seeing who it is. Although, honestly, it isn’t necessary. The power in the air automatically alerts her to the fact that it is undoubtedly the Alpha. It would be just her luck to completely humiliate herself in front of the man. His footsteps continue gliding across the floor towards Amara.

Okay, okay. This is fine. No need to panic. It's not like I sneaked in here without permission after claiming I was not feeling well.

Shit. Why do these things always happen to her?

As he nears her to the right, she keeps crawling to the left using the sofas to stay hidden. If she is lucky, she will be able to slip out the door. In theory, it should have worked. Except she bumped into the side table, knocking over the lamp that sat on top of it. The footsteps halt and then he turns and takes long strides to her frozen form.

Amara’s brain goes into hyperdrive trying to come up with a way out of this, but she draws a complete blank and gives up. With a heavy sigh, the brunette musters up the courage to look up. She gives a sheepish smile and a nervous chuckle once amber eyes meet vibrant green. Getting into a kneeling position, she fixes the curl dangling over her eye and attempts to talk her way through this.

"Fancy meeting you here Alpha. It's funny huh? I was just here...which isn't my room, but I was looking for some aspirin and then here I was...in a library...with no aspirin" she finishes lamely and purses her lips, nodding for no reason except looking like an idiot. Is getting up and running out still an option?

Amara is surprised to see an amused expression cross Maddox’s face with something a little heated in their depths as he squats down and picks up the book that had carelessly slipped from her hands. He looks it over and smirks when he registers what it is.

"Don't tell me you believe in werewolves, that's just silly" His voice is playful and light, the tone rich and deep making her smile involuntarily. Out of relief, of course. It has nothing to do with his closeness and the way his voice travels through her and makes Amara want to jump him. Not at all.

"What can I say, I keep an open mind. You never know" she retorts, trying to not sound as breathless as she feels.

He holds the book out to her and she grasps it and stands, brushing nonexistent dust off of her jeans. Amara shrugs, knowing it is absurd for a real wolf shifter to be reading a fictional story about them. Alpha Maddox just shakes his head and walks ahead, opening the door.

"If you leave on your own, would you know how to get to your room?" he asks, taking a step closer to her. She looks up but quickly averts her eyes down to keep from getting lost in his smoldering gaze. The smokey spicy scent that is purely Maddox already scrambling her brain as she breathes deeply.

Biting her lip, Amara waves her hand as if to say of course but he clearly doesn't buy it. "Come on, I'll take you" he tilts his head to motion her out. She slips past him out the open door and resolutely ignores the devilish tilt to his lips or how she can feel his eyes watching her. Her arm brushes against his chest and it feels like her skin is tingling even with the fabric separating them.

“Did you actually need aspirin?” he asks teasingly while leading them down a hallway and Amara gives him a side glare in a poor attempt to cover up her mortification. She refuses to verbally answer, hoping he will look away. Instead, he meets her gaze head-on with laughing eyes. The absurdity of their stare off while still walking starts to get to her and she bites the inside of her cheek to keep from giggling.

With a huff, she is the first to break and avert her eyes. Less than a second later, she steals a peak only to find Maddox still watching her and that does it. The she-wolf covers her face with her hands right as the first choked out laugh escapes. Once she starts she can’t stop. Tears gather in the corner of her eyes as she tries to catch her breath between giggles. This day really has been too much.

When she finally gathers herself, Amara wipes her eyes and gives Maddox an abashed grin. The man is watching her with some unfathomable emotion in his eyes and a soft fond smile. For just a moment, something passes between them and she registers for the first time that his hand is resting on her lower back and he is close enough that she could tilt her head forward and rest it on his pecs.

The Alpha’s touch is barely there, more a guiding gesture than anything else. That is when she notices that they have stopped in front of her family’s suite which means he must have led her there while she was having her little giggle fit.

Before she can say anything, his hand drops away and he steps back. The wicked smirk full of mirth is back in place and Amara can’t help but want to understand the entrancing man better. She mentally shakes herself. Maddox is an Alpha and a grown man. Does she have some little crush on him? Possibly. The man is gorgeous and alluring with an edge of danger, it would be impossible not to be a little smitten. But a crush means nothing and she would rather not continue to make an ass out of herself. With that new conviction in mind, she politely thanks him and opens the door.

Just before she can shut it behind her, his voice cuts through the silent hallway “Next time your head hurts little she-wolf, maybe check a bathroom cabinet?” he taunts amusedly and Amara childishly closes the door right in his face. The barrier between them is not enough to drown out his deep velvety laughter and she hopes it is a sound she will get to hear over and over again. Hopefully next time it won’t be at her expense.
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Chapter 6
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“AGAIN!”

Amara groans, the wind knocked out of her from being slammed into the mat. Sluggishly. She rolls until she gets to her knees so she can stand. The younger woman braces her hands on her hips, bent over slightly she tilts her head up to glare at her mother. Sweat beads on her forehead that she wipes away with the hem of her workout top.

“This is child abuse” Amara grumbles but Elsie simply rolls her eyes and curls her fingers in a ‘come at me’ motion. The younger she-wolf straightens and stretches her neck from side to side then drops into a fighting stance. The two women eye each other, neither one making a move first.
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