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Chapter 1.
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AMY

The morning that stick turned blue two years ago, I didn’t celebrate like other expectant mothers may have done in the same situation. I turned around and vomited into the toilet bowl, for the third time that morning. 

I’d been sick for weeks but hadn’t thought much of it, putting the sickness down to stress from work, or maybe a stomach bug. But when I’d added up the dates and realized I was three weeks late on my period, I’d known it was time for a test.

Pregnant. Becoming a mom was the last thing I’d expected at twenty-three and still single. I couldn’t blame anyone but myself, though. And luckily, or unluckily for me depending on how you looked at it, I knew exactly who the father was. I’d fallen, or rather, jumped, into bed with a guy I’d met at a bar. So cliché, and yet that’s exactly how it happened. Not my usual style, but I hadn’t been able to resist him.

Noah.

I couldn’t forget him even though I’d tried hard ever since to do so. More than two years on and I still dreamt about him almost every night. When I look at his child, the daughter he’d made with me that night, a replica of Noah’s piercing blue gaze stares right back at me. 

I shook myself out of my reverie as I walked up the two flights of stairs to my tiny apartment. It was small, but it was rent controlled, and a short walk to my parents’ house which was essential, since my mom did most of the babysitting while I worked.

I put my key in the door and pushed it open. “Hello!”

“Hey Amy!” Mom called out as she walked toward me, holding my daughter in her arms. “How was your day?”

“Mama. Mama,” Trixie said, leaning forward, reaching for me with her chubby hands.

I dropped my bags, the exhaustion of the day disappearing into thin air as I pulled my beautiful girl into my arms.

“Hello baby. Have you been a good girl for Grandma today?” I squeezed my daughter tight to me and kissed the golden curls on her head. “Thanks for looking after her, Mom.”

“No problem,” Mom said, reaching for her bag which sat on the small table by the front door. “I put some soup on the stove and did some washing. You should try to get an early night tonight. You’ve got circles under your eyes.”

Gee, thanks.

I sighed. “Yeah. Trixie hasn’t been sleeping well. She’s teething again, I think.” 

Her cheeks would bloom bright red, and she’d cry with her hands stuck in her mouth for hours.

“I think you might be right. I saw her canines trying to pop through her gums on both sides,” Mom said, opening the front door to leave. “They’re notorious for being the worst of all the teeth for pain.”

Damn. I knew it. Maybe we’re in for another sleepless one tonight.

“Thanks, Mom. See you tomorrow.” I kissed her on the cheek and closed the door behind her.

I sighed, resting against the door and thinking about all the things I still had to get done this evening, before I could enjoy the luxury of going to bed. A bone-deep tiredness washed over me. A single mom’s life wasn’t easy, and anyone who said so was utterly insane.

Trixie launched herself toward the ground, and I carefully set her on her feet. “Are you hungry, sweetheart? Let’s see what sort of soup Grandma cooked for us.”

Trixie took off in the direction of the kitchen, running at a rate reserved for kids much older than herself. She was fifteen months old, but had been walking for almost six months already.

“Oh.... pumpkin soup.” I inhaled as I lifted the lid off the pot. “From scratch! Grandma is the best.”

Trixie smiled up at me in seeming agreement.

I settled us into our nightly routine: dinner, clean up, bath, and then bed.

“Such a big, strong girl, aren’t you?” I said while dressing Trixie for sleep, and not for the first time, noticing how muscled she was. Her arms were thick and her biceps defined.

“Mama,” Trixie said, reaching for the diaper beside her and handing it to me. 

“Thank you, baby.”

I dressed her into her pajamas and zipped her into her toddler sleeping bag. “Bedtime, sweetheart.”

I popped her down into her crib and handed her the only toy she liked to sleep with, a gray wolf that my dad had gotten her for Christmas last year. At the time I’d thought it was such a strange toy to give to a little girl, but Dad said that Trixie had picked it out of all the toys he’d offered her at the store.

In fact, she’d been so adamant, my dad hadn’t been able to convince her to accept anything other than the wolf.

He’d been right to give it to her, though. She loved it. She wouldn’t go anywhere without the grubby thing.

I stared down at her and watched as she nestled into the wolf, clenching it with her chubby little fist, then she closed her eyes.

I snuck out of her room and sighed as I closed the door behind me. She was an angel when it came to her routine. I was really blessed compared to other moms, from what I’d heard. But the likelihood of her sleeping through the night was low, especially if those teeth were trying to come through, so I figured I’d better get into bed myself soon.

I walked into the kitchen and put away the rest of the soup, then flicked on the TV to relax for an hour. I deserved a little bit of adult normalcy, surely? 

I had only stopped working for the first three months of Trixie’s life, and I had no intentions of doing so now. Trixie and I were going to survive and thrive, with a little help from my parents but not much else.

My daughter deserved the best of everything, and just because I was a young, single mom, didn’t mean I couldn’t provide for her. Quite the opposite. The love I had for my daughter drove me like nothing else ever had.

I was dozing off around episode two of some supernatural drama on TV when a strange, high pitched growling noise came from Trixie’s bedroom.

I jumped to my feet. “What the hell?” 

I bolted toward her room. Had some wild animal managed to get inside? No way! The window was closed. Or at least, I thought I’d closed it...

My heart pounded in my chest as I pushed her bedroom door open. I looked around, narrowing my eyes in the dim light.

A growl sounded again, and I glanced in the direction it had come from. Toward the crib. I crept over, icy fear trickling down my veins. No, not my baby.

I looked into the crib, half afraid I was about to find a wild raccoon in there with her, but there was nothing abnormal going on around my daughter. Nothing at all. Trixie was fast asleep, her wolfy clutched tightly at her side.

The growl came again, followed by a sharp bark. I stared in horror at my daughter as her little mouth opened to make the noises that had woken me. Again and again, she barked and growled, her face contorting in her sleep as though she were fighting some fierce beast.

Oh, God. What the hell is happening to her?

I slammed both hands over my mouth so that I didn’t scream and wake her. Instead, I just stared in disbelief as she snarled and chomped her little teeth together like she was biting down hard on something. Then she relaxed, her face clearing of any animal-like signs, and once again she was my angel, fast sleep.

I stood at the side of her crib, waiting for another showing of this strange animal-like side of my daughter, but it didn’t surface again.

Exhausted beyond belief, I staggered back to my own bed and crawled under the covers, tears of worry streaking down my cheeks. 

I had no idea what had just happened, but it was another thing to add to the growing list of things I didn’t know about my baby. And unfortunately, I knew why I didn’t know. 

It was because so many of her traits presumably came from her father, a man I barely knew and had no contact with. Mom had told me that I hadn’t walked until I was thirteen months and was super-talkative at Trixie’s age. Mom described my physique as being ‘Michelin man’. Dough boy soft.

My daughter was super advanced physically, and yet she barely talked. She was strong and fit in a way that toddlers just shouldn’t be, and now made animal barking noises in her sleep.

There was also the fact that I was certain her eyes changed color at times. Mostly, they were blue, an electric, bright blue that reminded me of Noah, but I’d seen them swirl to yellow, or even silver sometimes, in a way that didn’t seem... natural. My mom and the doctor had told me I was crazy when I finally got up the courage to mention it, and I’d never been able to get a good photo of the shift. But it was there. Something... odd.

Was that little piece of weirdness connected to her father, too?

Who was Noah, really? And what did he have to do with all of these strange things in Trixie’s development that I couldn’t quite explain?

I closed my eyes and pictured him in my mind’s eye. He was six foot three, with a body most underwear models would die for. He had a six pack so defined that I had been able to literally run my tongue around every muscle, through every groove. And I remember how much he’d liked it when I did that.

The base, animal attraction between us had been so intense, it was embarrassing to admit how quickly I’d said yes and gone home with him. 

Our eyes had met across the dance floor, and heat had flooded my body so fast my legs had trembled from one single glance. His blue eyes had darkened so much that they’d appeared black by the time he stood in front of me.

A few words were spoken—to be honest, I can’t even remember what we said to each other in those first seconds—and then a minute later he was kissing me, pressing me into the wall behind us and making it clear for the whole room that he wanted me. That I was his for the night.

I hadn’t been much better, gripping his shirt and hauling him into my suddenly-aching body. I’d needed him that night, in a way I’ve never needed anyone before, or since. 

He asked me to go back to his place with him, an hour’s drive into the forest. 

I’d been terrified, but excited at the same time. Despite normally having pretty good common sense, with that intense, throbbing need clawing at my belly, I’d had no choice. That feeling had overridden whatever smart voice in my head had been saying ‘don’t go’.  

I went home with him, much to my shame afterward. But at the time? What a night it had been!

We’d arrived in a small town I’d never heard of and once getting past the massive wall and gates that seemed to be designed to keep everyone out, Noah had parked in front of a log cabin that he said was his. We made it up the front steps, but no further. 

He took me against the wall outside the front door because neither of us had been able to go another step without giving in to the craving. We hadn’t even made it inside before my first orgasm had crashed into me. But it had been the first of many. Noah had made love to me all night, showing a stamina and level of care that I’d never experienced ever in my life before then.

As the memories of that night crashed over me, I shivered in my cold lonely bed, and the tears began to fall in earnest this time. Noah had scared me, on a deep level. My need for him, and my inability to resist him, was one of the main reasons I’d stayed away ever since.

Not to mention the shame. First, because I’d had unprotected sex with a complete stranger, and then because I’d stayed away so long since then. And the longer I waited to tell him the truth about Trixie, the harder it became to reach out. Even if I could find him, after that night, how in God’s name could I tell him he now had a two year old daughter?

I’d never looked for him after that morning. When I woke up around dawn I’d walked to the nearest road, called an Uber, and gotten back into the city without a backward glance. I’d never gone back to the club where he’d picked me up. Never tried to find that town where he lived.

Now, I didn’t think I could put off the inevitable any longer. Something was wrong with my baby girl, and I knew, in a bone-deep way, that her biological father would have the answers.

I fell asleep and dreamt of Noah, making love to me all night long. When I awoke, I began making plans for our trip to find him, and hoped to God I’d be able to locate that town that wasn’t on any map.
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Chapter 2
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NOAH

The sun was hot on the back of my neck, and the pick in my hands was getting heavier as the hours wore on. The shadows of the forest nearby beckoned but it would be a while before I could go for a run beneath the cooling foliage and take relief from this incessant heat.

We had work still to do, for our village.

I stood up straight and stretched out my back, then wiped the sweat out of my eyes.

I called out to the men around me, all still working but, like me, moving slower than they had a few hours ago. “It’s looking great, guys. Let’s keep going.”

I dropped the pick and reached for another fence pillar and my shovel. We’d taken down the walls around our pack months ago, but it was slow going to rebuild normal-height fences and more housing to accommodate the pack. Now that land was available, everyone wanted more space. We’d been hemmed in for too long, and now, finally, the Thornwood pack was reveling in its freedom.

“Hey, you okay, Noah?” Ronan asked, walking up to me and tossing me a bottle of water.

I caught it and twisted open the cap, then chugged down the coldness in a few grateful swallows. I wiped my mouth and grinned at my Alpha. “Yeah. Though that was much needed. Thank you.”

“I don’t mean now. I mean...” Ronan made a strange noise, almost a groan, and crossed his arms over his chest. He looked annoyed and uncomfortable, not normal traits for the guy I’d known my whole life and the leader of our pack.

I dropped my shovel and narrowed my gaze at him. “What’s up, Ronan? You need something? Or...”

“No. It’s not me. It’s Kara. She was wondering if you wanted to come to the pack dinner tomorrow night?”

The pack dinner? Between us and Kara’s old pack? Why would I want to do that?

I frowned. “Ah, what?”

Ronan stared heavenward as though this was the last conversation in the world he wanted to happen. “She thinks you might want to meet some of the women from Allara’s pack. She’s got this idea of playing match maker, and although I think she’s crazy, I promised her I’d ask you.”

I laughed; I couldn’t help it. “Thanks, mate, but I’m fine.”

I found it kind of hilarious that a guy like Ronan was so easily influenced nowadays, by his mate. Obviously a fated mate changed you, because back in the day, Ronan wouldn’t have done anything he didn’t want to. Quite the opposite, actually. Our pack leader had quite the stubborn streak. Except, it seemed, when it came to Kara.

Ronan tilted his head to the side. “So, you’re already seeing someone we don’t know about? Because that’s the only answer I can give my mate where she’ll be satisfied. That, or you’re gay. And I think she’d still want to set you up with someone if it’s the latter.”

I stared at the ground, to avoid looking into Ronan’s eyes while I lied. “Tell Kara I’m seeing a human in town. I don’t need fixing up. But thanks.”

The untruth ate at my gut, and unfortunately, Ronan didn’t leave.

I dragged my gaze up from the dirt to see my Alpha frowning at me. “What?” 

He raised a brow. “What do you mean, what? I’ll lie for you, no problem. Kara’s need to make everyone in the pack happy is driving me half insane, but I was kind of glad when she wanted to help you. You’re a good man, Noah, and a great pack member. She and I both want you to be happy.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Thanks, man, but I’m all good. How is Kara feeling with everything?”

“You mean with the baby due any second? She’s sick, and grumpy, but you know...” Ronan shrugged. “I wouldn’t have anyone but her. She’s good for the pack. And for me.”

I smiled. “She is. We’re all really glad you found her.”

There was suddenly too much emotion in the air. 

Ronan and I both coughed and cleared our throats. 

“Right. Well. I’ve gotta get back to this fence,” I said.

“Yeah. Great.”

Ronan left and the awkwardness in the air finally dissipated as I got back to work. Surprisingly, the Alpha’s visit had buoyed my spirits. He and his mate cared about my happiness. There was little else a Beta wolf like me cared about. And yet, the lie I’d told to get them off my back sat like a lead weight in the gut. 

I’m good. I’m seeing a human in town.

I felt bad, not because I’d lied, but because I wished what I’d said was the truth. 

There was only one woman I wanted, and that was the human I’d had a one night stand with around two years ago.

It was pathetic to still be pining, and I would never admit it out loud, but she was the only woman I’d ever been with who had left me sated and happy on a level that was almost a miracle. The sex had been mind-blowingly amazing. And sleeping next to her afterward in my bed had been bliss. Against my nature, usually, to bring people back to my own home, but I’d curled my body around hers and my soul had been at peace in a way I’d never felt before, or since.

When I’d woken up to find her gone, I’d searched for her, first through the pack grounds, then in town. I’d gone back to the bar I’d picked her up at, every weekend, for six months. There had been no sight of her. Nothing.

Unfortunately, I’d had nothing to go on but a first name and a description. No phone number, no last name. It was like she just disappeared into the ether. 

I hated that I’d lost her, and worse, I hated knowing that she’d deliberately run away from me, when I’d thought our experience the best night of my life. I’d tried to forget her, but there wasn’t a woman in my bed, nor a bottle of scotch in my hand, that had made me forget the way her body had felt wrapped around mine.

Perfection.

I shook my head and got back to work. There was only one way to sleep at night nowadays, and that was to work myself into the ground during the day. I needed to be physically exhausted, and then I could rest, otherwise my mind raced and my wolf howled, all for a woman I’d spent scant hours with and would likely never see again.

My obsession with her made no sense, except for one unfortunate belief. My shifter believed he’d found his mate in the little human Amy, then I’d gone and lost her.

Whether it was true or not that we were fated mates, didn’t seem to worry my wolf. He was convinced, and because of that, deep down, so was I.

***
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THE NEXT DAY, I WOKE up with the same gnawing pain in my gut that I always did. Loneliness. The sensation was cold and heavy, and made me want to pull the covers over my head and pass out once again. But nature called, and the morning sun shone into my room. It was another hot day, with work to be done, and I needed to harden up. Amy was gone, and I had to figure out a way to keep living. 

It was pretty obvious to me, and likely others too, that I was existing, and not much else. 

I crawled out of bed, went to the toilet, then walked back to the bedroom to get dressed. Draven, my housemate, was already in the kitchen cooking up breakfast, judging by the smell of charred bacon on the grill. 

“Bacon’s burning!” I yelled out to him.

“Shit!”

I shook my head at the clatter of pots and pans in the kitchen. He was young and a bit naïve, but a good kid overall. Compared to some of the other guys I could be sharing a place with, I was lucky to have Draven.

I pulled on jeans and a t-shirt, and headed down the long hallway to the kitchen. 

“You want a coffee?” I asked him, going straight to the coffee maker to turn it on.

“Nah, I’m fine, thanks,” he said as he pulled out plates and began serving us breakfast: toast, scrambled eggs, and crispy bacon. My favorite.

“Thanks,” I said, taking the plate he offered me. 

I ate without real enjoyment, appreciating the food more as a way to stuff my body with fuel, then washed the dishes. 

Draven grabbed his tool belt from the couch and walked over to the front window, pulling aside the curtains to look outside.
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