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The air in the California hills had an edge to it that night—too still, too quiet, as if the world were holding its breath. Moonlight spilled across the winding trail, pale and cold, painting everything silver. Sarah Hale didn’t notice the odd stillness at first; she only felt the prickle at the back of her neck, a sensation like invisible fingers brushing her spine.

She stopped walking, her phone light cutting a narrow path ahead.

Maybe she should’ve waited for Ariel after all. But Ariel had been caught in a late shift at the café, and Sarah hated breaking promises. She’d told her best friend she would meet her halfway down the trail, and stubbornness didn’t let her turn back now.

A windless hush swept across the trees.

That was when she heard it—low, almost inaudible, but unmistakable.

A growl.

Sarah froze. “Coyote?” she whispered to herself, though the sound was far too deep for that.

Another growl answered. Closer.

Her breath stuttered. Her pulse thudded painfully against her ribs. She lifted her phone higher, scanning the trees. The light trembled in her hand. She saw nothing—but she felt something shift behind her.

Too close.

When she turned, the creature burst from the shadows.

A wolf—massive, far larger than any natural animal—hurtled toward her with glowing, unnatural eyes. Its teeth flashed white. Its snarl tore through the silence, feral and hungry.

Sarah stumbled backward, the phone slipping from her fingers and hitting the ground with a crack. Her scream caught in her throat. Her foot snagged a rock, and she fell hard onto the dirt, pain shooting up her elbow.

The wolf lunged.

A blur of black slammed into it mid-leap.

Snarls collided. Fangs snapped. The two beasts tumbled into the underbrush in a violent crash of claws and fur. Sarah scrambled backward on her hands, breath tearing from her lungs. The struggle was fast and brutal—growls shaking the night, jaws clashing, the sound of bodies hitting the earth again and again.

She couldn’t move. She couldn’t blink.

One wolf rose victorious.

But it wasn’t just a wolf.

As it limped forward, its form shuddered, rippling unnaturally. Bone shifted. Muscle twisted. Dark fur receded as the creature’s body reshaped itself into—

A man.

Sarah’s breath hitched.

He stood tall despite a bleeding gash across his shoulder. His features were sharply cut—handsome in a cold, dangerous way. Dark hair fell messily across his forehead. His black shirt was torn, clinging to a powerful frame.

But it was his eyes that rooted her in place.

Gold—burning, inhuman gold—glowing like embers beneath the full moon.

He looked at her as if he could see straight through her, as if the moonlight itself bent toward him.

Sarah’s voice trembled. “What... are you?”

He didn’t answer at first. He just stared, chest rising and falling with a predator’s steady calm, as though shifting from beast to man were the most ordinary thing in the world.

Then he stepped closer.

She flinched.

He stopped instantly, as though he’d expected her reaction.

His voice, when he spoke, was low and smooth, threaded with a command he didn’t need to raise. “You’re hurt.”

Sarah blinked down, only now realizing her elbow was scraped and bleeding. “I—I’m fine.”

“You’re not.” He frowned—an expression more irritated than concerned. “You shouldn’t have been out here alone.”

“That’s not your problem,” she snapped, heart still hammering.

His eyes narrowed slightly. Moonlight glinted off the gold in them. “It became my problem the moment that rogue went after you.”

Rogue?
The word echoed around her, unfamiliar and heavy.
She forced herself to stand, legs shaky. “Look, I don’t know what you are or what that thing was, but I need to go.”

He stepped in front of her, blocking the path.

Her pulse jumped.

“You’re not safe,” he said. No softness. Just certainty.

Sarah met his gaze, refusing to look away even though her body wanted to tremble. “You think I’m going anywhere with a stranger who just turned into a wolf?”

His jaw tightened. He seemed... conflicted, just for a heartbeat. Then he exhaled slowly, as if bracing himself for something he didn’t want to admit.

“My name is Zac.”

Zac.
A normal name for a man who was anything but.
“And that thing that attacked you... it wasn’t acting alone.”

She stiffened. “There are more?”

“Always.” His gaze drifted toward the dark treeline, scanning, calculating, almost like he was smelling the air. “They’re hunting.”

She swallowed. “Hunting what?”

His gold eyes returned to her—and held. Something dangerous, something ancient flickered there.

“You,” he said quietly.

A chill rolled through her blood.

Zac studied her again, as if trying to solve a puzzle he didn’t like the answer to. His hands curled into fists at his sides, tension rippling through his frame. For a moment, he looked like he was fighting himself.

Then his expression hardened.

“You shouldn’t be out here,” he repeated. “If I hadn’t been following—”

“You were following me?” she cut in.

His silence was answer enough.

Sarah took a shaky step back. “No. No, I’m done. I’m going home.”

“And I’m taking you,” he said.

“You can’t just—”

He took one step forward. Just one. But it sent heat skittering down her spine, not fear exactly... something else.

“Sarah.”

Her breath caught.
He shouldn’t know her name.
She hadn’t told him.
“How—” she whispered.

Zac’s jaw clenched. The gold in his eyes flared brighter.

“Because,” he said, voice softer now, darker, dangerous with meaning he refused to give, “I’ve been trying not to find you.”

The wind stirred then—finally breaking the unnatural stillness of the night. Leaves rustled. The moon seemed to burn brighter.

Sarah stared at him, unable to move.

Zac looked like a man standing on the edge of something he couldn’t step away from.

And Sarah felt, with a certainty she couldn’t explain, that whatever had started tonight...

Was far from over.
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The drive back to Zac’s place was silent, the tension in the air so thick it almost felt like a physical weight. Sarah sat in the passenger seat, staring out of the window, watching the night blur past. Her mind raced, trying to process what had just happened.

Zac had kept his word, though: he didn’t try to force her into a conversation. He had simply told her to get in the car, and she had, against her better judgment, obeyed.

The sound of the engine was the only noise that filled the space between them. She could feel the heat of Zac’s presence beside her, the strange, magnetic pull that seemed to make her every nerve tingle, but she couldn’t bring herself to say anything.

Finally, she broke the silence. “What was that?”

Zac’s gaze flicked briefly to her, but he didn’t answer right away. The gold in his eyes was dimmer now, but still there, still unsettling.

“A rogue,” he said, his voice low, almost too calm. “One of the ones hunting you.”

“Why?” Her voice came out sharper than she intended, but she was beyond trying to hide the fear and frustration that had been building inside her since the moment she’d met him.

Zac’s jaw tightened as he focused on the road. “Because of who you are.”

She swallowed, trying to shake off the chill creeping up her spine. “Who I am?”

The car slowed as they approached a large, secluded house nestled in the trees, far from the city lights. The house looked like something straight out of a gothic novel—stone, dark wood, shadows creeping over every inch of it. Even the air around it seemed thicker, heavier.

Zac parked the car with a smooth precision and cut the engine. The silence between them returned, but this time, Sarah could feel it weighing more heavily.

“I should’ve let you go home,” Zac muttered, his voice almost regretful. But when he glanced at her, the hardness in his eyes was back. “But you’re not safe.”

“I’m not safe?” Sarah repeated, turning to face him fully. Her heart pounded, anger rising to meet the uncertainty swirling inside her. “From what? You?”

Zac turned his head slowly, his gaze locking with hers. “You’re not safe from the world you don’t understand. From what’s hunting you. From what you are.”

Her breath caught in her throat. “What are you talking about?”

His lips pressed into a thin line, but he didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he reached for the door handle and stepped out of the car, his presence heavy and looming. She followed his movement with wary eyes.

He waited, standing still in front of the car, his posture tense and rigid. It was as if the very air around him was charged, ready to snap.

“I can’t keep you here forever,” Zac said, his voice barely a whisper against the cold night air. “But I’m not letting you leave either. Not until I know you’re safe.”

Sarah hesitated. The moment stretched between them like a taut rope, vibrating with too many unspoken words. She wanted to argue, to demand answers, but her throat felt tight, as though the words would get stuck on the way out.

“What exactly am I supposed to be afraid of?” she asked, her voice smaller than she wanted it to be. “What’s hunting me?”

Zac looked at her, his gaze heavy with a weight she couldn’t begin to understand. “You really don’t know, do you?” His voice softened just slightly, the briefest hint of something vulnerable slipping through his guarded exterior. “You’re the key to everything, Sarah.”

Sarah frowned. “The key to what?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he turned, walking up the stone path that led to the entrance of the house. Sarah followed after him, every instinct screaming at her to run, but her feet refused to obey. It was as though she were tethered to him by something she couldn’t see, something stronger than her own will.

When they reached the door, Zac paused. He turned back to her, his eyes gleaming in the darkness.

“Stay close,” he said, his tone quiet but commanding. “Don’t wander. And don’t trust anyone here.”

She wanted to argue again, wanted to shout that she didn’t need his protection, but the words wouldn’t come. Something in his voice, in the way he carried himself, made her hold her tongue.

With a heavy sigh, she nodded, her heart pounding against her chest. “Fine.”

The door creaked open as Zac pushed it, revealing the interior of the house. The air inside was thick with age and shadows, the scent of wood and earth lingering in the corners. There was no warmth to it, no sense of comfort, just a coldness that settled deep into Sarah’s bones.

Zac stepped inside without a word, and Sarah followed, her eyes scanning the space. A grand staircase spiraled upward, disappearing into the shadows, while dimly lit hallways branched off in every direction.

“This is your territory?” she asked, her voice hesitant as she tried to get a grip on her fear.

Zac nodded, his expression unreadable. “Part of it.”

He led her down a narrow corridor and into a room at the back of the house. The walls were lined with bookshelves, and a large, ornate desk sat at the far end of the room. The flicker of a fire in the hearth cast long shadows across the room, the light flickering like the remnants of a dying flame.

“This is where you’ll stay for now,” Zac said, his voice low and deliberate. “I’ll get you settled in, but stay here. Don’t leave this room.”

Sarah didn’t argue. The weight of his presence, of the tension hanging in the air, made her instinctively pull back. But there was something else, too, something deeper that stirred inside her. Something she didn’t understand, but couldn’t ignore.

Zac was hiding something. And whether he wanted to or not, she knew she was about to find out what.
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The room was colder than Sarah had expected.

It wasn’t the temperature itself that bothered her—it was the silence. The oppressive stillness that had settled in around her like a heavy fog. She couldn’t even hear the sound of her own breath, though she was certain she was breathing. The stillness was suffocating, stretching the moments between her and whatever truths Zac wasn’t telling her.

Zac had left her alone in the room, disappearing down the hallway without another word. His departure had left an unsettling gap in the air, like something was missing, something that kept her tethered to the unknown. He hadn’t told her anything. Not about the rogue wolf. Not about the strange connection she felt between them. Nothing.

Her fingers brushed the edge of the desk, the only piece of furniture in the room aside from the armchair by the fire. The flickering light cast strange shadows across the walls, twisting them into shapes that seemed to move. She was starting to question whether the house itself was alive, watching her with eyes she couldn’t see.

The bookshelves were filled with old leather-bound volumes, each one thick with dust. She moved toward them, curiosity gnawing at her. She knew she shouldn’t be poking around in Zac’s private things, but something urged her to look, to understand what she was getting herself into.

Her fingers skimmed the spines, reading the titles, most of them in languages she couldn’t recognize. One book caught her eye—its cover was cracked, the binding worn with age. She pulled it from the shelf, dust scattering into the air as the pages fluttered open. The words inside were in a language she didn’t understand, but the images accompanying them were unmistakable.

Wolves. Full moons. Symbols she couldn’t recognize. And a name.

Her own.

A chill swept over her as she turned the pages, each one filled with more strange drawings and cryptic text. Her heart raced in her chest as she flipped through the book, the unease growing deeper with each page.

She was barely aware of the footsteps behind her until they stopped, just behind her shoulder.

“I told you not to go through my things.”

Zac’s voice was low, but there was a thread of steel beneath it, warning her not to press. She stiffened, turning to face him. The same tension from earlier was still there, hanging in the air between them like a storm waiting to break.

He didn’t look angry, not really. His expression was unreadable, distant. But there was something in his eyes—something darker. As though he were seeing her in a way she wasn’t prepared for.

“What is this?” she asked, holding up the book. “Why is my name in it?”

Zac didn’t answer right away. He stepped into the room, his gaze never leaving her as he walked toward the fire. The shadows danced across his face, accentuating the sharpness of his features. There was an intensity to him now, a rawness she hadn’t seen before.

“That book,” he said, his voice quieter now, “is part of a history you don’t understand. A history that’s been hidden from you.”

Sarah’s grip tightened on the book, her eyes never leaving him. “Then tell me. What am I?”

Zac paused, as if considering whether to reveal the truth. He ran a hand through his dark hair, looking frustrated, as if he were torn between something he wanted to say and something he wanted to hide.

“I didn’t want you to know,” he admitted finally, his voice low and rough. “Not like this.”

“Like what?” Sarah demanded, taking a step toward him. “I deserve to know, Zac. All of this—this thing between us. The wolves. The rogue. My name in that book. You can’t just keep me in the dark.”

Zac’s eyes flashed, the gold burning brighter in the dim light. He exhaled slowly, the tension in his body tightening even further. “You’re not ready for this, Sarah.”

“Don’t tell me what I’m ready for.” Her voice was sharp, the edge of frustration cutting through her words. “You’ve been hiding things from me since the moment I met you. And I’m tired of pretending I don’t know there’s more to this than you’re telling me.”

Zac turned toward her then, his expression hardening. The space between them crackled with something electric, something raw. For a moment, they simply stood there, each one refusing to back down.

Then Zac sighed, the tension in his shoulders releasing just slightly. “Fine,” he said, his voice low, resigned. “You want the truth?”

Sarah nodded, her pulse quickening as she waited.

Zac stepped closer, his presence looming over her, filling the room. “You’re a descendant of the Guardians. The protectors of our kind. The last of your bloodline, Sarah.”

Her breath hitched. “Guardians?”

He nodded. “You’re more than just human. You always have been. Your blood is linked to something ancient, something powerful. Something the world has been trying to destroy for centuries.”

Sarah’s mind raced, her heart hammering in her chest. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

Zac looked away, his gaze distant. “Because it wasn’t safe. Not until you were ready to know the truth.”

She shook her head, feeling a mix of disbelief and anger. “This is insane. I’m just... I’m just a normal person. This doesn’t make any sense.”

“You are normal,” Zac said softly, his voice almost gentle for a moment. “At least, you were. Until now.”

The room seemed to shrink around her, the weight of his words sinking in. Her whole life, everything she thought she knew, had been a lie. She wasn’t just some woman living in California. She was something more—something that had been hidden from her.

And now, she was a target.

The thought twisted in her gut.

Zac stepped even closer, his gaze searching her face, looking for something. “Sarah, I don’t want this for you. I never wanted to drag you into this world. But I can’t let you go now.”

She swallowed, trying to push down the rush of emotions threatening to overwhelm her. “So, what happens now?”

Zac didn’t answer right away. His eyes softened, just the slightest bit. “Now... we figure out how to keep you alive.”

The words hung between them like a promise—one neither of them fully understood yet.
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The silence in the room stretched thin, taut like a wire, ready to snap at any moment. Sarah’s mind whirled, processing the new revelation Zac had dropped on her—she wasn’t just human. She was a Guardian, part of a bloodline tied to ancient power, a force hidden for centuries.

Her world, once simple and manageable, had suddenly been shattered into pieces. There was no going back now, no pretending that everything was normal.

Zac stood in front of her, the weight of his gaze a constant pressure on her chest. His presence filled the room, undeniable, magnetic. Yet, despite the proximity, the space between them felt vast. He wasn’t just a man. He wasn’t just an Alpha. Zac was a key to this entire world, a world she hadn’t known existed until it had come crashing into her life.

I don’t know if I can believe this, Sarah thought, her fingers gripping the edge of the desk. But aloud she said, “I don’t know if I can believe this. I’ve been normal my whole life. I’ve never—never even felt anything different about me.”

Zac didn’t respond immediately, his jaw clenched, his golden eyes flickering with some emotion she couldn’t place. His gaze drifted down to the book in her hands, the one that had started this entire mess. His expression darkened.

“You’ll feel it soon enough,” he said, his voice distant, as though he was speaking more to himself than to her. “The power you don’t even know you have. The instincts. They’re already inside you.”

Sarah’s breath caught at his words. She wanted to argue, to tell him none of it made sense, but something—some unseen force—was telling her to listen. Maybe because deep down, I already know he’s right.

A sudden chill swept through the room, the temperature dropping as if a storm were approaching. Her skin prickled with unease. Zac turned sharply, his entire posture shifting in an instant. His senses were on high alert, every muscle in his body tensed like a coiled spring.

“What is it?” Sarah whispered, her voice tight with fear.

Zac didn’t answer right away. He moved swiftly, crossing the room to the window and peering out into the darkness. The glow of the moon cast long shadows across the lawn, but the world outside seemed eerily quiet.

“Something’s not right,” Zac muttered, almost to himself. His eyes narrowed, the gold in them brightening as he scanned the area. “There’s something out there.”

Before Sarah could respond, a low growl echoed from the distance. The sound was primal, chilling in its intensity. The growl grew louder, closer, and Sarah felt a shiver run down her spine.

Zac’s gaze flicked toward her. “Stay inside. Lock the door. Do not open it for anyone.”

Her heart raced. “What is it? Who’s out there?”

Zac didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he moved to the door and paused, his hand resting on the handle. His expression was a mask of quiet determination, but there was something else—something darker—lurking behind his gaze.

“Trust me, Sarah,” he said quietly, before stepping out into the night.

Sarah stood frozen for a moment, the words echoing in her mind. Trust him? How can I trust him? I barely know him. Everything about this situation felt wrong, like she had stepped into a world she wasn’t prepared for, a world where danger lurked at every turn.

But Zac’s words lingered like gravity itself, pulling her toward belief. She moved quickly, locking the door behind him, her fingers trembling as the sound of the growl grew louder, more urgent.

She paced the room, her mind racing. What is happening? Who is out there? Why does Zac seem so sure I’m not safe?

A sudden crash outside interrupted her thoughts. A sharp, deafening sound that rattled the windows. Then came the unmistakable scrape of claws against stone—quick, furious, as though something—or someone—was trying to break in.

Her breath hitched. She pressed her back against the wall, her heart pounding. She could feel the vibrations of movement outside, hear the soft snap of branches, the quick shuffling of feet in the grass. Something was circling the house, waiting.

Minutes passed, though it felt like hours. The tension in the air was suffocating. Sarah could hear Zac’s voice now, but it was muffled, distant, filled with urgency.

“Stay inside!” he yelled, his tone commanding. “Don’t move!”

She could hear the sound of combat then—low, ferocious growls, the crash of bodies colliding. She strained her ears, trying to make sense of the chaos outside. Is Zac fighting? Who is he fighting? And why is it so important that I stay inside?

Her fingers brushed the window, but she stopped herself before pulling back the curtains. Her instincts screamed at her to stay put, to listen to him, but every fiber of her being wanted to help him. I’m not helpless. I can’t just stand here.

Another growl split the air, followed by a sharp yelp, then silence.

Her breath caught in her throat. Had Zac...?

Before she could even process the thought, the door burst open.

Zac stood in the doorway, his chest heaving, a slight bloodstain marring the fabric of his shirt. His gaze flicked to Sarah, his eyes flashing with urgency.

“They’re not alone,” he said, his voice low but strained. “We need to go. Now.”

Sarah’s mind scrambled to catch up. “What do you mean? Who was that out there?”

“There’s a bigger threat coming,” Zac said, stepping into the room and closing the door behind him. His presence was commanding, but tension threaded through his voice, sharp as a blade. “The rogue wasn’t working alone. Someone else is pulling the strings.”

A cold, sinking feeling washed over Sarah. Her pulse quickened, her breath coming faster. “Who?”

“I don’t know,” Zac admitted, his jaw tightening. “But they’re coming for you.”
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The night had descended into chaos, the calm of the house shattered by the unseen enemy circling outside. Zac stood with his back to the door, his breathing shallow, eyes darting around as though assessing every corner of the room. Sarah could feel the tension in the air like a live wire, the weight of impending danger pressing down on them both.

“They’re coming,” Zac said, his voice steady but filled with urgency. “We don’t have much time.”

Sarah’s heart raced. “Who? Who’s coming for me?” She stepped toward him, her pulse quickening as she looked up into his eyes. The gold in them burned with something primal, something that stirred a dark, unfamiliar feeling deep inside her.

Zac’s lips pressed into a tight line, his jaw clenching. “I don’t know who’s behind it yet, but I know they’re not human. And whatever they are, they’ve been watching you. Waiting.”

“Why me?” she whispered, the question slipping out before she could stop it. “What do they want with me?”

Zac’s expression hardened. “They want what you are.”

Her stomach twisted with unease. “But I don’t even know what I am!” Her voice cracked slightly, a mix of fear and frustration rising in her chest. “You keep telling me things, but none of this makes sense.”

He stepped closer, his presence engulfing the space between them. For a moment, all Sarah could hear was the rapid beat of her own heart, and the intensity of Zac’s gaze, the heat that radiated from him like a force she couldn’t ignore.

“You are a Guardian, Sarah,” Zac said, his voice softer now, almost a growl. “And that makes you a target. You were born with a power that was meant to protect our kind from those who would destroy us.”

Sarah stared up at him, her mind reeling. “A power? But I’ve never—”

“I know,” Zac interrupted. “It’s dormant. For now.” He paused, his gaze growing darker. “But it won’t stay that way. And when it awakens, you’ll have to be ready.”

Sarah stepped back, her breath shallow. “How do you expect me to be ready for something like this? I’m just... just a normal woman. I don’t know anything about—about this world.” Her hands shook, and she quickly clenched them into fists, trying to hold it together.

Zac’s expression softened, but only slightly. “I’m not asking you to do it alone. But you’re going to have to learn quickly.”

She opened her mouth to argue, but the words died on her lips when she heard it—the unmistakable sound of footsteps outside, slow and deliberate. Something was moving in the dark. Something with purpose.

“They’re here,” she breathed, barely able to get the words out.

Zac didn’t hesitate. His movements were fluid, controlled, as if he had done this a hundred times before. He crossed the room in an instant, standing by the window, his eyes scanning the yard outside with deadly focus. His posture had shifted again, tense, alert.

“They’ve found us,” he muttered under his breath.

“What do we do?” Sarah asked, her voice trembling despite her best efforts to stay calm.

“Stay behind me,” Zac said, his voice low, commanding. “Whatever happens, don’t leave the house. If you run, they’ll catch you. And they’ll use you to draw me out.”

Sarah’s mind raced as she absorbed his words. She didn’t understand it all, but she understood enough to know that whatever was coming for her wasn’t just a rogue wolf anymore. This was bigger. Much bigger.

Zac turned toward her, his eyes locking onto hers. “Do you trust me?”

Her breath hitched. The question hung between them, heavier than any of the others they’d asked each other. Trust. She barely knew this man, yet there was something in the way he looked at her, something raw and desperate in his gaze that made her heart beat faster, against her will.

“I don’t know,” she whispered, the words tasting bitter on her tongue. “But I don’t have much of a choice, do I?”

Zac’s lips twitched slightly, but it wasn’t a smile. It was a promise, dark and dangerous. “No. You don’t.”

The door suddenly burst open with a force that rattled the walls. Sarah screamed, her heart leaping into her throat. She instinctively took a step back, but Zac was already in motion, his body shifting in front of hers, shielding her with the power of his presence.

Three figures stood in the doorway. Two were human—men, their faces covered by masks. The third, though, was something else entirely.

It was tall, nearly seven feet, with skin the color of midnight, its eyes glowing a sickly green. Its teeth were elongated, sharper than any human’s, and its hands were twisted, claws stretching out like deadly talons.

“A monster,” Sarah thought, her breath catching in her throat as the creature’s gaze flicked toward her, its eyes narrowing in hunger. The two masked men stepped aside, revealing the full horror of the beast standing before them.

“Zac Blackthorne,” the creature growled, its voice deep and guttural, like the sound of stones grinding against one another. “You should have stayed out of this. But now... you’ve sealed your fate. And hers.”

Zac didn’t flinch. His stance was unyielding, his gaze fixed on the creature before him with cold defiance. “You’ve been watching her,” Zac said, his voice steady. “But you’ve made a mistake.”

The creature’s lips curled into a wicked smile. “No mistake, Alpha. We’ve been waiting for this moment.”

Zac’s eyes glinted gold again as he took a slow step forward. “Then you’ll regret it.”

Before Sarah could fully process the threat, Zac lunged. The fight was swift, brutal—Zac moved with
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