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  PROLOGUE


Colors that once appeared dull in her visions now blazed with vibrant intensity, painting her mind with hues so rich and vivid they felt more real than the world around her. Past events, once shrouded in a haze of ambiguity, now unfolded before her with crystal-clear detail, as if she were reliving the moments herself. Every future glimpse she caught was startling in its accuracy, leaving her both awed and unnerved by the precision with which she could now foresee what was to come. 
After Avary and Zane's small litter—or twins—were born, Avary's psychic abilities surged to a level she had never imagined. The powers that had once been a source of uncertainty and confusion now hummed with an undeniable force, sharper and more potent than ever before. It was as if the birth of her children had unlocked a deeper well of her supernatural gifts, one that she hadn’t even known existed.
But what truly unsettled her, what made her question the very nature of her abilities, was the scents. It was one thing to see visions, to hear echoes of the past and future—but to smell them? That was something entirely different, something she had never experienced before. The scent of a flower that had bloomed decades ago, the faint whiff of smoke from a fire yet to burn, the unmistakable musk of someone who hadn’t yet walked into her life—all of these scents invaded her senses, blurring the lines between the present, past, and future.
It was disorienting, to say the least. To stand in her kitchen and suddenly be overwhelmed by the scent of rain on ancient stone or the rich, earthy smell of the forest floor where a crucial event had taken place years before she was even born. These sensory details were so vivid that she could almost reach out and touch them, making her question where her reality ended and her visions began.
The clarity was both a gift and a curse. It offered her unparalleled insight, a level of understanding and awareness that could guide her in protecting her family and her pack. But it also brought with it a weight, a responsibility that pressed down on her shoulders with an almost unbearable force. She knew things now—things that no one else could possibly know. And with that knowledge came a deep, unsettling fear of what she might see next, of the futures she might be powerless to change.
Avary found herself caught in a delicate balance, trying to navigate this new, enhanced reality while still clinging to the life she knew. The scents, the colors, the images—they were all pieces of a puzzle she was now more equipped than ever to solve. But the question that lingered in her mind, haunting her even in the quiet moments, was whether she truly wanted to see the answers they revealed.
Balancing the explosive growth of her psychic gift while juggling the constant demands of their six-month-old twins was beginning to take a toll on Avary. Each day felt like a delicate dance, one where she was constantly teetering on the edge of exhaustion. The once vibrant and confident woman was now stretched thin, her energy drained by the dual weight of her enhanced abilities and the relentless needs of her newborns.
It wasn’t just the physical fatigue—though that was overwhelming in itself—but the mental and emotional strain that wore her down the most. The visions, now more vivid and frequent, demanded her attention at all hours, even when she desperately needed rest. Nights that should have been spent in peaceful sleep or quiet moments with Zane were often interrupted by flashes of future events or echoes from the past, leaving her mind buzzing when it should have been still.
And then there were the twins. Beautiful, perfect, and utterly dependent on her, they were both her greatest joy and her biggest challenge. Their needs were endless—feedings, changings, soothing their cries in the middle of the night—and while Avary loved them with every fiber of her being, she couldn’t deny how drained she felt. Each day blurred into the next, a never-ending cycle of care and vigilance, all while her mind was constantly bombarded with the intense clarity of her gift.
The time she and Zane had to themselves seemed to dwindle with each passing week. The connection that had once been the center of her world now felt strained, not because the love wasn’t there but because they were both so consumed by their responsibilities. Zane, ever attentive and loving, had noticed the change too. He could see the weariness in her eyes—the way her smiles didn’t quite reach her eyes as they used to.
One evening, after a particularly long day, Zane had pulled her into his arms, his concern deepening. “Ava, we need to get away,” he whispered into her hair. “Just the two of us for a long weekend. You need a break. We need a break.”
She had looked up at him, her heart aching with the truth of his words. A weekend away sounded like a dream—time to reconnect, to be just Zane and Avary again without the constant demands of their lives pressing in on them. But the thought of leaving their babies, even for a few days, made her chest tighten with anxiety. They were still so young, so vulnerable. She couldn't bear the thought of being away from them, not yet.
“I can’t,” she had replied softly, shaking her head. “I'm not ready to leave them.”
Zane had nodded, understanding but clearly worried. He brushed a strand of hair away from her face, his touch gentle. “I get it, Ava. But you can’t keep running on empty. We’ll find another way to get through this together.”
And so they continued, navigating the challenges of parenthood and Avary’s overwhelming abilities as best they could. But as the days turned into weeks, Avary couldn’t shake the feeling that something had to give. The weight of her gift, the demands of motherhood, and the strain on her relationship with Zane were all pushing her to her limits. She knew she needed to find a way to regain some balance, to carve out moments of peace and connection amidst the chaos. But how?
And as if juggling the crazy demands of her expanding psychic abilities and motherhood wasn’t enough, a vivid image had started haunting Avary. It was always the same: she stood on a stage, a sea of faces stretching out before her, flanked by numerous news crews. The scene was so clear she could almost feel the heat of the stage lights and hear the murmur of the crowd. But despite the clarity, the vision remained frustratingly incomplete. It never evolved, never offered more than that singular moment frozen in time.
The uncertainty gnawed at her. Avary had learned over time that when her visions centered on others, they often unfolded with detail and precision, guiding her actions with eerie accuracy. But when it came to herself, the visions were always hazy and fragmented, like a puzzle with crucial pieces missing. It was as if her own future was deliberately obscured from her view, shrouded in shadows that refused to lift.
At first, this limitation frustrated her to no end. Why couldn't she see what was coming for herself, especially when her life seemed so chaotic and unpredictable? But as the days passed, she began to understand the truth that had been eluding her: perhaps she wasn’t meant to see her own future with clarity. The very idea was both unsettling and oddly comforting.
If she knew the full extent of what was to come, if she could see every twist and turn in her own path, it could very well drive her mad. The burden of that knowledge would be unbearable, every detail of her future life a potential source of anxiety and fear. She would find herself constantly anticipating, constantly waiting for the next event to unfold, and that kind of existence was no life at all.
Avary realized that it was probably for the best that her own future remained veiled. The mystery, the not knowing, was what allowed her to live in the moment, to experience life as it came without the heavy weight of foresight pressing down on her.
But even with this understanding, the image of herself on that stage continued to linger in the back of her mind, like a specter she couldn't quite shake. She knew it was significant—visions of this intensity always were—but its meaning eluded her, taunting her with its incompleteness. And yet, she couldn’t allow herself to dwell on it; she couldn’t let it consume her thoughts. Because if she did, if she allowed herself to worry endlessly about what it could mean, it would erode the very foundation of her life. It would steal her peace, her joy, and replace it with constant dread.
So she made a conscious decision: she would let the vision be. She would trust that when the time was right, the full picture would reveal itself, and she would be ready to face whatever came. Until then, she would focus on the here and now, on her family, on finding balance in the midst of chaos. Because that was all she could do, and in a world filled with uncertainty, it was enough.






  
  CHAPTER 1


Avary stood on the balcony of their bedroom, the cool evening breeze brushing against her skin, offering a welcome reprieve after the whirlwind day of celebrating Zachary and Aryn’s first birthday. The sun was beginning to set, casting a warm, golden hue over the landscape, but despite the beauty around her, a deep sense of sorrow tugged at her heart. 
The day had been filled with laughter, love, and joy as their pack came together to celebrate the twins' milestone. There had been cake, gifts, and the delighted squeals of children echoing through the house. But now, in the quiet aftermath, as the world outside began to settle into the calm of the evening, Avary found herself overwhelmed by a bittersweet ache she hadn’t anticipated.
Their babies were a year old now. How had the time slipped by so quickly? It felt like only yesterday that she was cradling them in her arms for the first time, marveling at their tiny fingers and toes, their soft, downy hair. Now, here they were, crawling and standing with expert precision, their curious eyes always searching, always exploring. It was clear they were on the brink of another great leap forward—walking.
Tears welled up in Avary’s eyes as she stared out at the horizon, the weight of the moment pressing down on her. She wasn’t ready for this. She wasn’t ready for them to gain more independence, to take those first steps away from her, even though she knew it was a natural part of their growth. The thought of them walking, of toddling away on their own little legs, filled her with a deep, almost primal fear. Once they began to walk, there would be no stopping them. They would be off, exploring the world, one tiny footstep at a time, and each step would take them a little farther from the safety of her arms.
She knew she should be excited for this next stage, and apart of her was. But the sorrow overshadowed it, a sorrow born from the knowledge that these early days of their complete dependence on her were slipping away. She would never get this time back, these precious moments of being their whole world, of holding them close and protecting them from everything.
Avary leaned against the railing, her hands gripping the cool wood as she allowed the tears to fall. She was so proud of her babies, so in awe of the little people they were becoming. But at the same time, she was terrified of how quickly it was all happening. She wasn’t ready to let go, even if just a little.
In the quiet of the evening, she whispered a silent prayer, asking for the strength to embrace this next chapter, to celebrate their growth and encourage their independence, even as it broke her heart a little. She knew she couldn’t hold them back, couldn’t keep them little forever. But tonight, she allowed herself to mourn the passing of this chapter, to grieve the fleeting nature of time.
And as she stood there, tears slipping down her cheeks, she promised herself that she would cherish every moment, every milestone, and every step—no matter how much it hurt to see them grow. Because as much as she wanted to keep them close, she knew the greatest gift she could give them was the freedom to spread their wings and fly.
Zane entered the room so quietly that she didn’t hear him, yet she picked up on a faint scent that told her he was behind her. His arms bracketed her in around the railing as he kissed her bare shoulder, his lips lingering. “Baby, what’s wrong? And you damn well better not tell me you’re fine because both Ian and I felt your anxiety.” 
Ian Knight was her guy, or her Guardian. The concept of a Guardian was deeply ingrained in wolf culture, serving as a crucial support system for each alpha's mate. This Guardian individual was typically another male within the pack. The alpha’s mate herself unknowingly pulled this male toward her, uniting them for his unwavering loyalty and innate understanding of the mate's needs. 
The Guardian held a unique role, one that transcended mere friendship or camaraderie. He possessed an intuitive sense, able to discern the alpha mate's emotional state and provide the necessary support and comfort, without needing to be told. Whether it was offering a listening ear, providing physical assistance, or simply offering a reassuring presence, the Guardian was always there for the mate in times of need.
Crucially, the relationship between the alpha's mate and her Guardian was strictly platonic, devoid of any romantic or sexual overtones. This ensured that the bond between them remained pure and focused solely on providing support and guidance to the mate, free from any complications or distractions.
For the alpha, having a trusted Guardian for his mate brought a sense of reassurance and peace of mind, knowing that she had someone she could rely on outside of their relationship. It was a testament to the strength of pack bonds and the unwavering dedication to caring for one another's well-being, even in the most challenging of circumstances.
Avary didn’t answer him, her silence speaking volumes. Zane frowned and gently turned her to face him, his concern deepening as he tipped her chin up, forcing her to meet his gaze. The tear rolling down her cheek made his heart clench. “Sweetheart, what’s wrong? You just had a great day with the kids’ birthday and—” he abruptly stopped, realization dawning on him. “Shit, it’s because they’re a year old now, isn’t it?”
She nodded, her voice barely a whisper. “I thought it would be great when they gained more independence, but now it just upsets me. I’m not ready for them to walk and then run away from us.”
Zane’s heart ached as he saw the pain in her eyes. He tugged her into his arms, holding her tightly, his chin resting on the top of her head. “Ava, they will always need you, you know that, right? It’s inevitable that they grow up, but you will always be their mama, the one they run to when they’re scared, upset, hurt, and even when they’re happy. It’s you they’ll dodge me for.” He chuckled softly, trying to lighten the mood.
She nestled closer into his embrace, finding comfort in the steady beat of his heart under her hand. “I know, but it’s just…everything’s changing so fast. It feels like I’m losing them already, and they’re just babies. I want to hold on to every moment, every little thing. I’m scared of what comes next.”
Zane tightened his arms around her, his voice tender as he whispered, “You’re not losing them, Ava. You’re just watching them grow into the incredible people they’re meant to be. And you’re not doing it alone. We’re in this together, every step of the way. They might start walking soon, but they’ll always come back to you because you’re their safe place, their home.”
Avary’s tears flowed more freely now, but they were a mix of sorrow and relief. She knew he was right, but the fear of letting go, even a little, was overwhelming. “I just love them so much, Zane. I don’t want to miss anything.”
“You won’t, baby,” he assured her, pulling back just enough to look into her eyes. “You’re an amazing mother, and our kids are lucky to have you. You’re not going to miss a thing, I promise. We’re going to cherish every moment, together.”
She looked up at him, her heart swelling with love and gratitude. “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. “For always knowing exactly what to say.”
Zane smiled, leaning down to kiss her forehead. “I love you, Ava. And I love our family. We’re in this for the long haul, no matter how fast they grow or how many changes come our way. We’ll face it all, side by side.”
Avary smiled through her tears, feeling the weight of her fears lift just a little. “I love you too, Zane. More than anything.”
As he held her close, her heart was full of love for the man who held her in his arms and the life they had built together. No matter what the future held, she knew it would be an epic ride
***

“I know, I know, I’m moving as fast as I can,” Avary said in a cheery voice to the two infants clinging to her legs, each with a death grip on her dress. Zachary cried, tugging the fabric to his chest, while Aryn screamed at the top of her lungs.
“Look, I could do this faster if you two would let go.” Avary turned to unlatch one baby at a time when Aryn fell back, landing on her little diaper-clad bum. She let out a wail that could surely be heard miles away—or at least by her father.
Just then, Ian, Megan, and Ethan entered through the backdoor as Zane stepped into the kitchen from the hall. Zane went straight to Aryn and scooped her up off the floor. “Hey precious, what’s the matter?” He held her to his chest as she continued to sob.
Ian grinned at Zachary, who still clutched Avary’s dress, tears streaming down his tiny face. “Hey little man. Come here.” He picked up Zachary, who refused to let go of Avary’s dress, his little fist clutching it tightly.
“Whoa, there. Ian, wait,” Avary spun around and pried his hand open before her dress got any higher.
Ian chuckled. “Taking after his daddy, I see.”
“You have no idea,” Avary grumbled.
Zane grinned. “I don’t see the problem.”
Megan rolled her eyes. “Men.” She stood Ethan on the floor and rubbed her back, clearly feeling the strain. At seven months pregnant, everything was starting to ache, even her toes.
Avary looked at her and smiled. “How are you feeling?”
“Fat and miserable.”
“I know the feeling. But let me ask you, are you carrying a small litter?” She raised one brow with a grin.
“No, thank God. I don’t know how you do it. At least Ethan is potty-trained and somewhat self-sufficient. Two in diapers and bottles? Nope, I couldn’t do it.” Megan pulled out a chair and sat down.
Zachary whimpered, reaching for Avary from Ian’s arms. She walked up to him and kissed his nose. “I’m almost done, handsome, I promise.”
A shrill scream echoed in the kitchen, startling everyone as Zane winced. “Sweetness, you need to tone that down a bit before you rupture someone’s eardrum,” he said to his daughter.
Avary tightened the lids on the bottles and handed one to Zane as Aryn screeched, grabbing for it. Then she turned to Ian, held her hands out to Zachary as he lunged toward her. Avary laughed as she laid him back in her arms and gave him his bottle.
Zane kissed Aryn’s head as she drank her bottle in his arms. “Hey baby, we got an invitation to a party the governor is having in two weeks. It’s supposed to be a gathering of a lot of powerful people; even the Wolf Council is going.”
Avary scrunched her nose.
“What’s that look for, Ava?”
“I just don’t like stuffy parties with stuffy people. Do you want to go?” she asked, running her fingers through Zachary’s soft hair.
“Governor Mitchell asked that we come. He wants to meet you, as do the two senators and our mayor.” Zane watched her closely as she contemplated.
She frowned. “Why would they want to meet me?”
Ian chuckled. “I wonder that too when your two-headed dragon rears its ugly heads.”
Zane had called her a two-headed dragon the night of her father’s funeral. She had been polished and pristine for their guests, but that night, she had ripped into Zane, throwing meat off her plate at him when he failed to realize she was a vegetarian.
“My dragon would stay in hibernation if men didn’t piss me off,” she said sweetly with a smile, her tone light but carrying an underlying edge of truth.
Zane chuckled, his eyes softening as he moved toward her. “Baby, as the Luna of the Bridger Pack, you’re more important than you realize. You’re not just my mate; you’re the bridge between the wolf and human communities. They need to see that bridge, to meet you and understand the strength and grace that comes with the role you play.”
He paused, letting his words sink in before continuing, “And besides, you could really use a night out. A chance to dress up, have a drink, and enjoy some adult conversation that doesn’t involve two babies screaming at you for their bottles.” His smile widened as he gently stroked her back. “You deserve a break from the chaos, and I’d love to see you in something that isn’t covered in baby food for once.”
Avary sighed, feeling the tension in her shoulders eases lightly as she considered his words. He was right, as much as she hated to admit it. A night out, a chance to breathe and step away from the constant demands of motherhood, sounded like a dream. But the thought of being on display, of being judged by the powerful figures she would meet, still made her stomach twist.
“But what if I mess up?” she asked, her voice quieter, more vulnerable.
Zane tilted her chin up so their eyes met. “You won’t, Ava. You’ve been handling things far more challenging than a party with politicians. You’re strong, capable, and more than ready for this. And remember, you won’t be alone. I’ll be right there with you, every step of the way.”
His confidence in her was reassuring, and she felt a small smile tug at the corners of her mouth. “Okay, but if my dragon comes out, you’re dealing with the fallout.”
Zane laughed, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “Deal. But something tells me they’ll be so charmed by you that the dragon won’t need to make an appearance.”






  
  CHAPTER 2


Avary stood in their enormous walk-in closet, which was larger than her childhood bedroom, carefully putting on her earrings as she gazed at herself in the mirror. The reflection staring back at her was almost unrecognizable. She wore an elegant yet simple deep burgundy dress that hung off her shoulders, gracefully accentuating her curves. The fabric draped smoothly down to her knees, where a subtle slit on the left thigh added just the right amount of allure. Her four-inch black heels completed the ensemble, giving her a polished, sophisticated look that exuded confidence. 
As she took in her appearance, she couldn’t help but feel amix of emotions. The dress was beautiful, elegant even, but it also felt like armor—a way to protect herself from the scrutiny she was about to face. The deep burgundy color reflected her inner strength, while the simplicity of the design spoke to her desire for authenticity. With a final adjustment of her earrings, she took a deep breath, reminding herself that she was more than ready for this.
Zane stepped up silently behind her, dressed in a sharp black suit paired with a soft gray dress shirt, sans tie. His arms came around her waist as he pressed a tender kiss to her shoulder. “Mmm, you smell as good as you look,” he murmured, his voice a low rumble against her skin. As he watched her in the mirror, he noticed her gaze drifting to the thin scar that ran diagonally under her left eye, just along her cheekbone.
Sensing her thoughts, he reached around and gently tipped her chin up, guiding her eyes to meet his in the reflection. “If you think that’s the first thing anyone will notice when they meet you tonight, you’d be dead wrong, baby,” he said, his voice firm but full of love.
He spun her in his arms, gripping her hips as he looked down at her with an intensity that made her heart skip a beat. “Baby, they’re going to see that beautiful smile of yours, and they’ll notice how your eyes sparkle when you do. They’ll see your intelligence, your grace, and your passion. And when you speak to them, you’ll charm each and every one of them.”
Zane stepped back slightly, his eyes roaming over her with an appreciative grin. “And as your mate, I hate to admit it, but they’ll be too busy admiring the rest of your beauty to even notice that small scar.”
That scar was a badge of honor in his eyes. She got it shortly after she became his mate when she saved Ethan, Ian and Megan's year and half old son from being trampled by a bull when he slipped out of the house. And in all honesty, he didn't even notice it until he would catch her looking at it.
His words were a balm to her lingering insecurities, and as she looked up at him, the warmth of his gaze melted away any doubts she had. Avary rested her forehead against his chin, taking in a deep, steadying breath. “Well, I think you’re a bit biased, but let’s do this before my dragon wakes up.”
A deep, rumbling laugh rose from his chest as he tipped her face up and kissed her slowly, savoring the moment.
Forty minutes later, Zane parked his steel-gray Lexus LC500 at the entrance of the Governor’s mansion. As a valet opened his door, Zane quickly said, “Tell him not to open her door, please.” He caught sight of the other valet, poised to help Avary out of the car, but that was a privilege reserved for him alone. Slipping the valet a tip, Zane moved toward Avary's side of the car.
Zane walked around the car, opened her door, and held out his hand for her. When she stood, he gently pulled her into his arms, smiling as he kissed her lips. “You ready, baby?”
She made a face that had him chuckling. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”
In all honesty, Avary wasn’t so much nervous about the party or meeting the big-wigs; what truly worried her was the possibility of being touched. Since the twins were born, her oracle powers had intensified. While she was gradually learning to shut herself off from the flashes of people’s pasts—like watching an old projector reel of family photos—she often failed miserably. It was the main reason she rarely left their property. The fear of accidentally touching someone and seeing a premonition, like them about to get hit by a bus, kept her on edge.
Upon entering the mansion, they were greeted by a grand foyer with a sweeping staircase adorned with intricate railings. A massive crystal chandelier would hang overhead, casting a soft, sparkling light that danced off the polished marble floors. The air was filled with the gentle hum of classical music, likely performed live by a string quartet stationed in a corner of the grand hall.
The room was be filled with elegantly dressed guests, women in floor-length dress of silk and satin, many wore short dresses like Avary. The men were in tailored suits. The décor was opulent yet tasteful—rich fabrics in deep jewel tones, velvet drapes framing tall windows, and ornate gold accents throughout the space. Fresh floral arrangements, featuring roses, lilies, and orchids, would be strategically placed on side tables and mantels, their fragrance subtly perfuming the air.
Candlelight flickered from tall, silver candelabras and crystal votives, creating an intimate and inviting atmosphere. The dining room, set for dinner, featured a long, polished mahogany table covered in crisp white linens. Fine China, gleaming silverware, and crystal glassware were perfectly arranged, with delicate, handwritten place cards marking each guest's seat. The centerpiece of the table was a towering arrangement of seasonal flowers and greenery, surrounded by smaller clusters of candles.
Servers in crisp uniforms circulated through the crowd, offering flutes of champagne and trays of hors d'oeuvres—tiny, artfully crafted bites like smoked salmon canapés, truffled mushroom tartlets, and delicate pastries filled with rich creams. A bar, set up in an adjoining room, offered a selection of fine wines, classic cocktails, and top-shelf spirits.
Outside, on the terrace overlooking the gardens, more guests mingled under the stars, the soft murmur of conversation blending with the gentle night breeze. Elegant, white-clothed tables with comfortable chairs were set up, allowing guests to enjoy the evening air while sipping their drinks. Small lanterns hung in the trees, adding a whimsical touch to the sophisticated ambiance.
After taking in the opulence of the elegant party, Avary let out a quiet, tortured sigh. “Oh, God, can we go?” she whispered, her voice laced with anxiety.
Zane, sensing her unease, wrapped his arm around her waist, knowing that his touch calmed her almost instantly after the twins were born. “Baby, you’ll be fine, I promise,” he murmured reassuringly. “Besides, the Governor already spotted us and is on his way over with the senators and the mayor. Hide your dragon.” He flashed her a sexy smile, hoping to lighten her mood.
Just then, Governor Mitchell approached them with a wide, welcoming grin, the senators and mayor in tow. “Zane, I’m so happy you and your beautiful wife were able to make it tonight,” he said, shaking Zane’s hand with robust enthusiasm.
“It’s our pleasure, Governor,” Zane replied smoothly. He turned slightly, keeping his arm around Avary as he made the introductions. “Gentlemen, please allow me to introduce my Luna, Avary Sinclair-Bridger. Avary, this is Governor Mitchell, Senator Bishop, Senator Turner, and Mayor Cantrell.”
Avary offered a polite smile, her nerves still fluttering beneath the surface but bolstered by Zane’s steady presence. “It’s an honor to meet all of you,” she said, her voice steady despite the butterflies in her stomach.
The Governor smiled warmly at her. “The honor is ours, Mrs. Bridger. We’ve heard so much about you and were quite anxious to meet you.”
Avary nodded, grateful for Zane’s hand resting gently on her back. “Thank you, Governor, but I must admit, I’m a bit worried about what you’ve heard.”
He chuckled, gesturing toward a group of men approaching them. “Well, that would be thanks to those gentlemen right there.”
Dale, the head of the Wolf Council, stopped next to Avary and smiled warmly. Taking her hand, he kissed it in a gesture of respect. “Luna, it is always a pleasure.”
Avary felt the physical block that Dale subtly erected when he touched her, shielding his thoughts from her. “Dale, you look well. What stories have you been telling?” she asked with a hint of playful suspicion.
Dale chuckled, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “Oh, Luna, nothing but the truth.” Turning to the governor and the others, he added with a grin, “This is truly a remarkable woman, gentlemen. But be warned—while she is polished and pristine on the surface, underneath there runs a deep layer of brutality.”
Avary gasped, and Dale laughed. “You can’t possibly be shocked after you tore into the entire Wolf Council the first time we met, Luna.”
“Well, of course I’m not shocked. I only hoped you’d let them find out for themselves—preferably when they weren’t expecting it,” she quipped, her eyes sparkling with mischief.
The men all burst into laughter at her sharp wit, appreciating the lighthearted exchange.
Zane grinned, pulling her closer and pressing a tender kiss to her temple. “Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse us, I’d like to dance with my beautiful Luna.”
With his hand resting on her lower back, he led her to the dance floor, where he pulled her into his arms. Lowering his forehead to hers, he breathed in her scent, the familiar comfort grounding him. “You know, we’ve never danced together,” he murmured.
Avary looked up at him, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Yes, I know. But there was that whole kidnapping thing,” she teased, giving him one of her ornery smiles. She’d never let him live down the way they met. While he said he was rescuing her from a terrible fate of being mated to a nasty alpha named Marcus Dean, she called it a kidnapping. “And for the record, we’ve never been on a date either. And this doesn’t count as a date, just so you know.”
A sexy smile spread across his face before his expression softened. “I know, baby. I guess I owe you a first date, don’t I?”
“You do. But don’t think for a moment that I’m easy. I never sleep with a man on the first date,” she quipped, her playful tone hiding the deeper connection they shared.
He chuckled, his hand sliding up to cup her neck as he pulled her even tighter against him, letting her feel the evidence of his desire. Lowering his head, he kissed her slowly, sensually, as if savoring every moment. “Have I mentioned yet how utterly gorgeous you look tonight?” he whispered against her lips.
“Hmm, I think you may have mentioned it, but a girl can never hear that too much,” she replied, her voice soft and teasing.
Zane held her close as they moved together on the dance floor, their bodies perfectly in sync. Avary melted into his strong, warm embrace, feeling the steady beat of his heart beneath her palm. Closing her eyes, she let herself get lost in the rhythm, feeling his heartbeat resonate through her, grounding her in the moment.
In that instant, surrounded by the soft glow of the chandeliers and the gentle hum of conversation, nothing else mattered. It was just the two of them, dancing as if the world outside didn’t exist, their connection deepening with every step they took together.
Someone cleared their throat, and Avary and Zane both paused, turning to see the governor standing beside them. “Pardon the interruption,” Governor Mitchell began, his voice warm and courteous, “but I was wondering if I may have a dance with your lovely Luna?”
Zane nodded, a playful glint in his eyes. “Of course, Governor, as long as you return her shortly,” he said with a grin.
The governor chuckled. “I will personally deliver her to you in just a moment.”
Governor James Mitchell was a man in his early sixties, with mostly dark hair lightly touched by gray at his temples. His dark brown eyes crinkled with laugh lines when he smiled, a smile that seemed to come easily and often. He had the air of a man who had seen much but still found joy in the simple pleasures, like a dance with a beautiful woman.
Zane gently handed Avary over, his hand lingering on her lower back for a moment longer, as if to reassure her. As the governor took Avary's hand, Zane stepped back, watching as they began to dance. The governor moved with surprising grace, leading Avary effortlessly across the floor.
“Mrs. Bridger, it’s a true pleasure to finally meet you,” Governor Mitchell said as they danced. “We have been anxious to meet you.”
Avary smiled, feeling the warmth of his genuine praise. “Thank you, Governor. The pleasure is mine.” 
Avary’s body tensed the moment Governor Mitchell touched her. Sudden, vivid images of his past began playing through her mind, unbidden and overwhelming. She saw him as a young boy, falling out of a treehouse and breaking his leg, then as a teenager, breaking his arm during a rough football game. She witnessed his marriage to his wife, Carla, followed by the joyous births of their three daughters. The scenes shifted, showing him rising through the ranks—first as a mayor, then a senator, and finally winning his election for governor.
Though these memories were fond and filled with love and pride, they came at her like a flood, overwhelming her senses. The sheer intensity of the emotions made it difficult for Avary to focus on what he was saying, her mind struggling to stay present as the images continued to bombard her.
As they danced, Governor Mitchell leaned in slightly, his tone becoming more earnest. “I can’t tell you how happy I am that you and Zane came tonight. In fact, I’d love to run something by you later before you two head out. Would you mind if I stole a bit of your time this evening?”
“No, of course not,” Avary replied, managing a smile despite the images still flashing in her mind.
The governor’s brow furrowed slightly as he seemed to remember something. “Oh, but I forgot—you’ve got two little ones at home. Perhaps we should do it another time,” he said, his concern evident as he considered the demands of parenthood. It was clear he understood the balance that parents, especially mothers, had to maintain.
Avary’s smile softened as she reassured him. “They’re with their Nana. She adores them and would steal them away if we didn’t know where she lived,” she teased, trying to ease his concern.
Governor Mitchell chuckled, his shoulders relaxing a bit. “Well, in that case, I suppose I don’t need to feel guilty about monopolizing your time. It’s just that there’s something important I’d like to discuss with you and Zane. I think you might find it intriguing.”
Avary nodded, curious despite the lingering images in her mind. “We’d be happy to hear it, Governor. After all, we’re here to support you and whatever initiatives you have in mind.”
Moments later, either Senator Bishop or Turner—Avary couldn’t quite remember which, thanks to her growing anxiety—stepped in and took her from Governor Mitchell. As they began to dance, his life flashed before her eyes, just like the governor’s had. But unlike the governor’s life, this senator’s past wasn’t filled with happiness. She saw the bitterness of a nasty divorce, the pain of losing custody of his children, and the anger as his ex-wife got everything in the settlement. She watched as his ex-wife sold it all and moved to Florida, leaving him with nothing but regret and resentment.
Before she could fully process the senator’s troubled past, he was replaced by the other senator—again, she wasn’t sure which one. Her mind spun, and her stomach churned from the relentless barrage of memories that flooded her mind. This senator’s life was thankfully more mundane, though not without its own shadows. She saw a bad car crash where two of his passengers had died, a memory tinged with guilt and sorrow that made her stomach twist even more.
Just as she thought she might finally escape the onslaught of unwanted visions, Mayor Martin Cantrell stepped up for his turn. His eyes traveled slowly, almost predatorily, over her body in a close inspection that sent shivers down her spine. Avary’s breath caught in her throat, and a cold dread settled in her chest. She knew, just by looking at him, that she did not want to touch him. The thought of what she might see terrified her to the core.
As the mayor reached for her hand, Avary instinctively pulled back slightly, her heart pounding. She forced a polite smile, trying to mask her fear. But the nagging concern that refusing him might reflect badly on Zane forced her to relent, against her better judgment.
“Zane is a very lucky man,” the mayor said, giving her a smile that made her skin crawl. “I hope we’ll be seeing you more often when he meets with us.”
“Oh, that’s his thing. My thing is our babies at home,” she replied, subtly reminding him of her maternal responsibilities.
“Yes, of course. I must say, you certainly don’t look like you gave birth to twins not so long ago.”
The moment his hand touched hers, images slammed into her like a brick wall. She saw the mayor with prostitutes, saw him strike them across the face. The bile rose in her throat as the vision shifted to something even more disturbing—his fantasies involving her. She saw his twisted imagination, picturing her bent over his desk, taken roughly. She saw him slamming her against a wall, the violent scenes playing out in his mind with sickening clarity. Her knees nearly buckled when she saw the final, most degrading image—her on her knees, forced to take him deep into her mouth as he climaxed.
“Mayor Cantrell,” she began, somehow managing to keep her voice steady despite the horror clawing at her insides, “I think I need a moment and some air. If you’ll excuse me.”
Before he could respond, Zane appeared at her side, his hand slipping protectively around her waist, guiding her away from the dance floor. His presence was a lifeline in the storm of revulsion and fear that threatened to overwhelm her. “Sorry, gentlemen,” Zane said, his tone polite but firm, “but I’m going to have to steal my Luna back.”
As they walked away, Avary leaned into Zane, grateful for his strength, knowing that he sensed her distress even if he didn’t yet know the cause. “You go on back; I’m just going to go get some air.” Avary slipped out of his hold smiling. She kissed his cheek, “Go ahead, I’ll just be a minute.”
“You sure?”
She nodded. “Yes, I’ll come find you in a minute.”
Zane kissed her hand. “Okay, sweetheart don’t be long.”
“I won’t.” Avary turned and walked out to the balcony before she threw up all over him.
Once out on the balcony she felt the cool night air wash over her skin. Sucking in a deep breath she tried to center herself, but who was she kidding, she couldn't do that without Zane holding her in his arms. He was her anchor in times like these.
Luna! Ian’s voice barked sharply in her head. When she didn’t respond, his tone grew more insistent. Dammit, Luna, answer me now!
Hi, Guardian, she whispered weakly in his mind, trying to keep her voice calm.
He sighed in relief, but his concern was still palpable. What’s wrong? What happened to you?
I’m just… I’m just overwhelmed by all the sensations I’m picking up around me, she tried to explain, though she knew it wasn’t the whole truth.
Uh-huh. But there’s more, isn’t there? Ian pressed, his tone softening but still firm. Talk to me, Avary, that’s what I’m here for.
I’m okay, she insisted, though her voice wavered slightly. I just needed some time alone in the fresh air.
You’re so damn stubborn, Ian shot back, frustration laced with affection. You’re lucky you’re too far away for me to come over and kick your ass for lying to me, you know that?
Avary couldn’t help but chuckle, a small smile breaking through the tension. Yes, I know. Thank you, Guardian, for checking in on me. I’ll see you tomorrow. Goodnight, Ian.
Ian’s sigh echoed in her mind, but he relented. Goodnight, Luna. But don’t think for a second that I’m letting this go. We’ll talk more tomorrow.
Avary closed her eyes, desperately willing the disturbing images from the Mayor’s mind to retreat into some deep, unreachable corner of her consciousness. She wanted nothing more than to bury them in a dark hole where they could never surface again. But she wasn’t that lucky. The images lingered, vivid and vile, clawing at the edges of her mind no matter how hard she tried to push them away.
Her stomach churned with nausea, the bile rising in her throat. The wine she had sipped earlier at home, meant to calm her nerves, now seemed to swirl uncomfortably in her gut, exacerbating the sickening feeling. The taste of it lingered on her tongue, turning sour as the memory of the mayor’s twisted fantasies replayed unbidden in her mind.
She could still feel the phantom touch of his hand, the leering gaze that had made her skin crawl. It was as if the filth of his thoughts had tainted her, and no amount of willpower could cleanse her of it. Avary swallowed hard, fighting the urge to gag as the sensation of his vile desires continued to assault her senses.
With every breath, she struggled to regain control, to find a semblance of peace amid the storm raging in her head. But the effort was draining, and she felt herself weakening, the weight of what she had seen pressing down on her like a heavy shroud.






  
  CHAPTER 3


For a split second, Zane felt a pang of anxiety from Avary, like a brief ripple in an otherwise calm sea. Glancing around, he didn’t see her. He knew she had been on her way to the balcony—perhaps she had gone to the restroom to freshen up since he didn’t see her on the balcony from his vantage point. 
A clinking of a fork against a champagne flute drew the guests' attention. “Would everyone please have a seat at the dinner table? We are about to be served,” the governor announced, a smile on his face as he stood at the head of the table.
Zane scanned the room once more, searching for Avary, but still didn’t see her. Just as he was about to go in search of her, he caught sight of her emerging from the balcony. Relief washed over him, but it was quickly replaced by concern when he noticed how pale she looked. He met her halfway, reaching for her, his hands sliding down her icy cold arms.
“Baby, you’re freezing,” he murmured, already shrugging off his jacket to wrap around her.
“No, I’m fine, really,” Avary insisted, giving him a sweet smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “It just got so warm in here, I guess I stayed out a little too long.”
Zane wasn’t convinced. His hand cupped her neck, feeling the coolness of her skin. “Are you sure?” he asked, his brow furrowed with concern, as he draped his jacket around her shoulders and pulled her into his body.
For a moment, she burrowed into him.
The sound of another clink on a glass drew his attention back to the room. “Baby, they want us all to sit down. Are you ready?”
She nodded, her smile more convincing this time. “Of course.” She linked her arm through his, allowing him to lead her to the table.
The governor had placed Zane and Avary in the first two chairs to his right, with his wife Carla directly across from them. Senator Anthony Bishop and his wife Lena were seated next to Carla, while Senator Seth Turner, the only bachelor among them, sat next to Avary. Mayor Martin Cantrell and his wife Julie completed the seating arrangement, positioned next to Senator and Mrs. Bishop.
As they settled into their seats, Zane couldn’t shake the lingering worry. He kept a close eye on Avary, sensing something was off, but not wanting to press her in front of the others. He resolved to talk to her later, away from the prying eyes and ears of the dinner guests.
The servers came up behind Avary and placed a generous slice of prime rib on her plate. Zane felt her body tense beside him, and without missing a beat, she quickly swapped her plate with his. The server, about to place piece of meat on what he thought was Zane's plate, paused in confusion before glancing at his plate with meat on it and her now-empty plate in front of her.
Zane grinned, covering for her with ease. “Sorry, she doesn’t eat meat.”
Governor Mitchell’s brows rose in surprise before he chuckled. “I imagine that makes things interesting around a bunch of carnivores.”
“You have no idea,” Zane replied with a chuckle of his own, picking up Avary’s hand and kissing it softly, a gesture meant to comfort her.
The server, still standing by, offered a polite smile. “Ma’am, can we prepare something special for you?”
“Oh, no, I’m fine with everything else you're serving. But thank you for offering,” Avary responded, her tone courteous, though her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes.
As the dinner continued, Zane couldn’t help but notice that Avary barely touched her food. She pushed the vegetables around her plate, occasionally taking a small nibble, but mostly she just moved the food from one side of the plate to the other. Her usual appetite, modest as it was, seemed to have completely disappeared.
Zane’s concern grew as the evening wore on. He could see the strain in her eyes, the way her hand trembled slightly when she reached for her water glass. Something was clearly bothering her, and it was more than just the presence of meat on her plate. He squeezed her hand under the table, offering silent support, but he knew they would need to talk about this later—when they were alone and she could finally let down her guard.
***

Two hours after dinner, most of the guests had departed, leaving only the two senators, the mayor, Dale from the Wolf Council, and Zane and Avary. The governor, still full of energy, invited them all to join him in his office to discuss an idea he had been mulling over.
As they walked toward the office, Avary couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling gnawing at her. She had a sense that the night would end on an even worse note, though she couldn’t pinpoint exactly why.
Once they were all seated in the governor’s spacious, richly decorated office, Governor Mitchell began. “I want to thank you all for coming tonight. I hope this will be the beginning of something that can truly change the great state of Idaho.” He glanced at Zane, his expression serious yet warm. “And I, for one, am glad you’ve finally rejoined the Wolf Council. We understood why you took a leave, but I’m sure Dale will agree—we need you back at the Council.”
Avary’s heart skipped a beat, and she struggled to hide her shock. Zane was on the Wolf Council? How had she been with him for almost two years and never known this? The revelation sent her nerves into overdrive, her mind racing with questions. Why had he never told her? What else didn’t she know?
Sensing her tension, Zane’s hand came to rest on the back of her neck, his fingers gently rubbing the spot he knew calmed her. “I thank you all for giving me the time to settle in with my mate and start our family,” Zane said, his voice steady and composed. “The time has been greatly appreciated.”
Avary forced herself to remain composed, but inside, her thoughts were spinning. She felt blindsided by this new information, and the ease with which Zane spoke about it only made her more anxious. She noticed that each man looked at her oddly as she tried to hide her shock. What else was he involved in that she didn’t know about? The unease that had been building all evening now settled heavily in her chest.
The governor noticed her unease as he continued speaking, but Avary’s mind was elsewhere, trying to process this new piece of Zane’s life that she had been completely unaware of. She knew she would have to confront him about it later, but for now, she forced herself to focus on the conversation at hand, hoping to get through the rest of the night without her emotions betraying her.
Governor Mitchell turned his attention to Avary and Zane, his expression shifting to one of sincerity. “Avary, I must apologize for bringing you here under the guise of a simple dinner party,” he began, his tone earnest. “The dinner was arranged so that everyone here could meet you, to get to know who you are, and to understand why I’ve chosen you to help me with this new initiative.”
Avary stared at him blankly, the words slowly sinking in before a frown creased her forehead. She felt a growing sense of betrayal as he continued. “We asked Zane to keep quiet about this because I wanted to be the one to present the idea to you, and hopefully, form an alliance with you.”
Her heart pounded in her chest, and she dared not look at Zane, fearing that her anger might get the best of her. He had lied to her—not only to get her to attend this dinner but also by withholding the fact that he was on the Wolf Council. She could feel her temperature rising, the heat of her fury simmering just beneath the surface.
The betrayal cut deep, not just because he had deceived her tonight, but because this revelation came on the heels of discovering something so significant about his life that he had kept hidden. The room felt suddenly too warm, too stifling, and the tension between her and Zane crackled in the air. She clenched her fists, struggling to keep her composure as the governor continued to speak, unaware of the storm brewing inside her.
Avary knew she had to stay calm, at least until they were alone. But the anger was there, seething just below the surface, waiting for the right moment to erupt. She felt Zane’s gaze on her, but she couldn’t bring herself to meet his eyes, not without risking the thin veneer of control she was barely holding onto.
Avary boldly held his gaze, her eyes steady and unflinching. “Go on.”
Governor Mitchell nodded, acknowledging her resolve. “I’m sure you’re aware of The Alliance in Seattle—the supernatural police force made up of hybrids, vampires, and even some humans, although many of them are no longer entirely human. What they’ve achieved has been nothing short of remarkable, and it has shocked the entire West Coast. They’ve been operating for many years now, with such great success that it’s inspired me to start something similar here in Idaho. As neighboring states, we could support and strengthen each other.”
Avary’s expression remained guarded, her voice calm as she asked, “And what does this have to do with me, Governor?”
He smiled, the corners of his mouth lifting as he laid out his plan. “Well, I need a liaison—someone who can help bridge the gap between the human and wolf communities, to bring them together to work toward a common goal. That goal is to form a wolf and human police force that can handle supernatural beings who break the law, just as humans do.”
His words hung in the air, the weight of what he was asking settling over Avary. She could feel the enormity of the task he was proposing, and the implications it would have not just for her, but for the entire wolf and human populations in Idaho. The governor’s vision was ambitious, and it was clear that he saw her as a pivotal part of making it a reality.
She narrowed her eyes, locking onto the governor’s gaze. “And why do you think I’m the right person for this?”
“Luna,” Dale interjected, his tone earnest. “You are a human Luna living within a wolf pack. You straddle both worlds, managing it with ease and elegance.” He grinned, adding with a touch of humor, “Well, elegance most of the time.”
“And, sweetheart, you are also a quarter wolf. You have a foot in both worlds.” Zane reminded her.
“There’s no one better suited for this than you,” the governor agreed, his voice filled with conviction. “You’d be instrumental in planning the facility, traveling to Seattle to see firsthand what The Alliance is all about—how they operate, how they train their people. You’d be in charge of hiring the best talent to help you get this initiative off the ground and keep it running smoothly.”
Avary glanced at the group of men, all of whom were watching her with anticipation, their expectations palpable. She felt the weight of their gaze, and while she was flattered, her priorities were clear. “While I appreciate that you thought of me, I’m not ready to leave my babies. You must understand—they’re barely a year old, and they are the most important thing in my life right now.”
Governor Mitchell nodded, his expression understanding. “Oh, I completely understand. The majority of this work can be done from home, except for a few days in Seattle. Zoom is a wonderful tool these days; we can keep most of the meetings virtual.”
Senator Bishop leaned forward, his tone respectful but persuasive. “We know this is a lot to consider, but we would be deeply grateful if you took some time to seriously think about this opportunity. It would be a significant advancement for our state if we can achieve this unity. This is what your father had been working toward—bringing the wolf population into the public eye and having them accepted, just as the vampire community has been.”
“We will provide you with whatever support you need,” Senator Turner added, his voice sincere. “All you have to do is call, and we’ll either make calls on your behalf or help facilitate anything you require.”
“We just don’t have the time to manage this ourselves,” Mayor Cantrell chimed in. “That’s why we need a liaison, someone who can take charge and see this through for us.”
Avary refused to look at him, the bile still rising in her throat. She couldn’t bring herself to meet his eyes, not after what she had seen, not with the sickening feeling still churning in her gut.
Looking back at the governor, Avary asked, “How soon do you need an answer?”
Governor Mitchell smiled, though a hint of hopefulness lingered in his eyes. “Well, I had hoped you might accept on the spot. But I understand you need time to think it over. How does two weeks sound?”
She nodded, the weight of the decision settling on her shoulders. “Two weeks then.” Avary stood, her resolve clear. “It was nice meeting all of you, but if you don’t mind, I’d like to get home to check on our babies. I’m not yet accustomed to leaving them for more than an hour.” Her tone was polite, but the underlying message was firm—her children came first, and she wouldn’t hesitate to leave when she felt the need to be with them.
Zane stood as well, his hand instinctively finding the small of her back, a silent show of support. “Thank you for having us tonight, Governor,” he said, extending his hand for a firm shake. He then turned to the others, shaking their hands as well, though his movements were deliberate, ensuring that Avary wasn’t pressured to follow suit.
Avary purposely stepped back, tucking her hands behind her, making it clear that she wouldn’t engage in further physical contact. The memory of the mayor’s touch still sent shivers down her spine, and she wasn’t about to endure it again. She offered a polite nod instead, her eyes briefly meeting each man’s gaze before she turned back to Zane.
Zane gave her a reassuring look as they made their way to the door, his presence a comforting anchor in the swirl of emotions she was battling. As they exited the governor’s mansion, the cool night air was a welcome relief, washing over her like a soothing balm. She knew she had much to discuss with Zane, but for now, she focused on getting home—to the safety and warmth of her family.






  
  CHAPTER 4


Zane’s instincts flared the moment Avary abruptly stood and announced she needed to get home to the babies. He could see the weariness in her eyes, but he knew it was more than just exhaustion. Something deeper was troubling her, something she wasn’t ready to share in front of the others. As they made their way out of the governor’s mansion and into the cool night air, Zane’s concern only grew. 
Once they were in the car and driving away, the silence between them was thick with unspoken words. Zane reached over, gently taking her hand in his, a gesture meant to comfort and connect. But when he felt her hand remain limp in his grasp, not clasping back as it usually did, his heart tightened with worry.
She stared out the window, her gaze distant, as if lost in thought—or perhaps, lost in something much darker. Zane’s thumb gently stroked the back of her hand, his mind racing with possibilities. He could sense the tension in her, the way her shoulders were slightly hunched, and the shallow breaths she took, as if trying to keep herself composed.
“Avary,” he said softly, trying to reach her through the fog of whatever was weighing on her. “What’s wrong?”
But she didn’t answer right away. Instead, she closed her eyes, as if gathering the strength to respond. Zane waited, his heart aching for her, knowing that whatever it was, it had shaken her deeply.
“Ava, talk to me.” He persisted.
She took a deep breath. “I’m just tired.”
“I can see that you’re tired, but I also know it’s more than that. So, tell me.”
“I don’t feel well.” Technically she told the truth, her stomach still churned.
“Is that why you took like three bites of food tonight?”
“Yes.”
Zane was getting tired with her short, lifeless answers and decided to try one more time. “What do you think about the initiative the governor proposed?”
She shrugged. “Interesting.”
He wanted to growl out of frustration at her evasiveness. “And?”
“It’s not for me.”
“You haven’t even thought about it. Take some time and think it over.”
“I don’t need to.”
He sighed. “Dammit, Avary, what the fuck is wrong? And don’t say you’re tired because that’s bullshit.” Zane turned toward the house. Anxious to get out of the damn car and confront her when she couldn’t look away from him and where he could tear down the damn wall she was erecting around herself like she did when they first met.
“Ava, talk to me,” Zane persisted, his voice laced with concern.
She took a deep breath, her eyes still fixed on the road ahead. “I’m just tired.”
“Yes, so you’ve said, but I also know it’s more than that. So, tell me,” he pressed, his patience wearing thin. Zane sighed, the tension between them growing by the second. “Dammit, Avary, what the fuck is wrong? And stop saying that you’re just tired,” he snapped, his frustration boiling over.
Without waiting for a response, he turned off onto the road that led to their property, his hands gripping the steering wheel tightly. He needed to confront her face-to-face where she couldn’t hide behind evasive answers. He needed to tear down the wall she was erecting around herself, just like she had when they first met. The thought of her shutting him out again twisted something deep inside him.
The silence in the car was thick with tension as they drove the final stretch home. Zane’s mind raced, trying to piece together what could have shaken her so deeply, and why she was pulling away from him. He knew they needed to talk, really talk, but he couldn’t force her to open up until she was ready. Still, he wasn’t about to let her retreat into herself without a fight.
“Where were you tonight?” Avary asked, still staring out the window as Zane finally pulled up to the garage.
Zane frowned, confusion knitting his brows. “What does that mean? You know where I was.” His voice carried a hint of frustration as he put the car in park and quickly exited to go open her door. But before he could reach her, she had already jumped out and was halfway to the door.
“You’re supposed to wait until I open your door,” he called after her, his voice tinged with exasperation.
“I can open my own damn door or is that a new rule?” she snapped back, her tone sharp. “And as for my question, think about it and let me know where the hell you were, then we can talk.”
Zane’s confusion deepened, and frustration simmered just beneath the surface. He quickened his pace to catch up to her, grabbing her arm to stop her. “Again, what the fuck does that mean?”
Avary yanked her arm out of his grasp, her eyes flashing with anger. “I don’t want to be touched anymore tonight,” she bit out, her voice cold and final.
Without another word, she stormed into the house, leaving Zane standing there, stunned and increasingly worried. He watched as she disappeared inside, his mind racing to understand what had just happened. Whatever it was, it was bad—worse than he had imagined.
He stood there for a moment longer, struggling with the weight of her words and the realization that something had gone terribly wrong tonight, something he hadn’t been aware of. But now wasn’t the time to dwell on his confusion. He needed to figure out what had upset her so deeply and how to fix it.
With a heavy sigh, Zane followed her into the house, determined to get to the bottom of whatever was tearing her apart.
***

 Avary found Tessa sitting on the couch, engrossed in a book. She looked up as Avary entered. “You’re back. How was your night?”
She sighed, her frustration evident. “I wish I had never left this house. How were Aryn and Zach? Did they give you any trouble?”
Tessa chose to ignore Avary’s remark, focusing instead on her grandchildren. “They were perfect, of course. What else could they be?”
Avary lifted a brow, a hint of humor slipping through her tension. “Like their father.”
Zane, who had followed her into the room, snorted. “Baby, you are the two-headed dragon, not me.”
Avary turned to look at him, a smile curling on her lips—a smile that sent an unexpected shiver down his spine. “You’re wrong. I just might have three heads now,” she said, her voice laced with an unsettling calm.
Turning back to Tessa, she softened her tone. “Thank you so much for watching them. I’m exhausted and I need a shower. Goodnight.”
Tessa watched Avary disappear down the hallway before turning to Zane with a concerned expression. “I guess the evening was bad, huh?”
Zane ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident in his eyes. “No, it was nice. But I have no fucking clue what’s going on with her.”
“Well, I hope you two work it out because she looks like she could breathe fire right now,” Tessa replied with a grin, trying to lighten the mood as she hugged her son. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”
“Thanks, Mom. Drive safe.”
“It’s a three-minute
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