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  PROLOGUE


Kayla Bridger knew better. God, she knew better.
Zane had warned her—explicitly, repeatedly—not to go anywhere near Marcus Dean, the infamous Alpha of northern Washington. His name alone carried weight in the wolf community, but not the kind that came with respect. Fear. Disgust. Rage. That’s what people felt when they heard his name.
Marcus wasn’t just a womanizer—he was the worst kind. Charming on the outside, poison beneath. His history with women read like a rap sheet of manipulation, cruelty, and control. Whispers followed him from state to state, but in the last few years, those whispers had turned into accusations. Dark, violent accusations.
Just last year, he was charged in the stabbing death of a young female shifter. Her body had been found dumped near one of his known properties. Everyone knew he did it. The pack elders knew. Law enforcement knew. Zane knew. But thanks to a convenient “mishandling of evidence” and a well-placed bribe or two, Marcus walked free—smirking, unrepentant, and more dangerous than ever.
And Kayla? She walked straight into the lion’s den.
Why?
Because he wanted a truce between their packs and thought that Marcus would respond better to her than to Zane.
Maybe it was curiosity to see if she had it in her. Maybe it was the allure of danger. Or maybe—just maybe—she thought she could handle him. That this time would be different. 
But she was wrong.
And now she was gone.
Or worse—kidnapped.
The word made her stomach twist, but there was no denying the truth anymore. She hadn’t run off. She hadn’t gotten lost. She’d been taken—claimed like some possession by a monster wearing a man’s skin.
Marcus Dean.
She had no idea how long she’d been held captive. Three months? Six? Time blurred in this nightmare, the days bleeding into nights until they lost all meaning. The darkness never lifted, and neither did the weight pressing against her spirit. She’d tried to hold on. To fight. To believe that someone—he—would come for her.
But now? Now, hope was slipping through her fingers like sand.
What haunted her most wasn’t the bruises, or the isolation, or even Marcus’s threats—it was the growing fear that Zane wasn’t coming. That her big brother, her protector, her hero… hadn’t found her.
And that broke something inside her.
Zane had always been larger than life. Fearless. Unstoppable. As a kid, she believed there was nothing he couldn’t do. He was the best tracker in the Pacific Northwest, hell, maybe the entire country. His wolf had instincts so sharp they bordered on supernatural. And maybe they were—because it wasn’t just his shapeshifter blood that made him powerful.
It was the ancient blood that ran alongside it.
Their family’s Native lineage had given Zane something more—an ancestral connection to the earth, to the spirits, to the pulse of the land itself. His soul wasn’t just part man and part beast—it was something old and wild, something born under the full moon and carved by generations of warriors.
But even that hadn’t been enough to find her.
And now, locked in this place of shadows and silence, Kayla wasn’t sure she’d ever see the sun again.
Marcus was going to use her. She knew it in her bones.
Not for leverage. Not for ransom. He was going to use her as bait—to lure out Zane, to draw him into a trap and kill him. She’d pieced it together from whispered conversations, from the low growls exchanged between Marcus and his men when they thought she was too broken to notice.
But Kayla noticed everything. Especially now, when her survival depended on it.
It had something to do with a prophecy—something ancient, something terrifying. She’d only caught fragments, but it was enough to make her blood run cold.
A black alpha, destined to rise.
An alpha powerful enough to command not just wolves, but destiny itself.
And at the heart of it all… a Luna.
Not just any Luna, but the Luna.
The most powerful their kind had ever seen. A woman marked by the moon, who could walk through time—see the past, the present, and even glimpse the future. A Luna who could speak to the dead and bring clarity to the chaos that lay ahead.
Kayla didn’t know who this woman was.
But Marcus knew there were only two solid black alphas; Zane and Marcus.
And he was obsessed.
Zane was somehow connected to her. Maybe even fated to find her. And Marcus? He would burn the world to ashes to stop that from happening.
So he took Kayla.
Because nothing provoked a black alpha more than threatening someone he loved.
And Marcus wanted war.







  
  CHAPTER 1


Ever since Avary Sinclair had arrived—or been kidnapped, as she still half-jokingly referred to it—at Zane Bridger’s remote estate in Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, her life had taken a sharp, whiplash-inducing detour straight into the realm of the absurd.
Everything she thought she knew—about the world, about herself—had been flipped on its head the moment she crossed into Zane’s territory. One day, she was a fiercely independent city girl with a caffeine dependency and a zero-tolerance policy for bullshit. The next? She was holed up in a fortress-like mansion surrounded by telepathic wolves, ancient bloodlines, and a dangerously sexy Alpha who could quite literally growl when aroused.
As if her living situation weren’t enough to trigger a full-scale existential crisis, her body had decided to add some supernatural flair to the mix. She could touch someone and know if they were lying, hold conversations with the dead, see flashes of both past and future, and—because why not?—occasionally dream walk like some cosmic tourist with VIP access. Oh, and there was also the minor detail of being shadowed by a damn Apache war party from the afterlife.
And it seemed like every week, some new ability surfaced—another “gift,” as Zane and the others insisted on calling them.
Gift.
Right.
Most days, these powers didn’t feel like gifts at all. They felt like chains. Like curses wrapped in velvet, pretty on the outside but suffocating from within. It was enough to make her question her sanity on a daily basis.
Her world hadn’t just turned upside down—it had flipped, spun, and slammed her into a reality she hadn’t even known existed.
And Zane? He wasn’t just some overbearing Alpha with a protective streak the size of Montana. He was something more—something deeper. A force of nature wrapped in charm, raw power, and maddening patience. There was a pull between them, magnetic and ancient, like their souls had been orbiting one another across lifetimes, just waiting for the stars to align.
He didn’t just protect her—he saw her. All of her. The scars, the sarcasm, the stubborn independence—and still, he stayed. His presence whispered of fate, of something inevitable, like the universe had been holding its breath, waiting for the moment she would stumble—grudgingly, angrily, completely—into his world.
But even as the days passed and she learned to navigate the chaos of shifters, psychic visions, and power struggles that made Game of Thrones look like a sleepover—one truth remained constant: She wasn’t just a guest here. She was the storm.
And she had a feeling her arrival was only the beginning.
She once thrived in the pulse of Seattle—fueled by coffee, soothed by bookstores, energized by early morning runs, and grounded in her painting. Her life had been built on a foundation of concrete and caffeine. Asphalt was familiar, predictable, her trusted companion. Now? Now she lived in the middle of the damn woods, surrounded by towering trees, crawling bugs, and an endless chorus of things that went bump in the night.
Nature didn’t hum here—it roared, whispered secrets through the leaves, and dared her to adapt or fall apart. And most days, she wasn’t sure which one she was doing.
She was an artist—which meant, by default, she was a little quirky, a little moody, and deeply protective of her solitude. Crowds weren’t her thing. Sure, she could fake it, play the game, even charm a room when absolutely necessary. But did she want to? Most days, not even a little.
Zane hated when she pulled away, retreating from his world and everything that came with it. He didn’t understand that it wasn’t about him—it was about her finding space to breathe. Because ever since these powers started unraveling—seeing the past, present, and future, speaking with the dead, and whatever fresh supernatural crap the universe tossed at her next—it was like living in a pressure cooker with no off switch.
And sometimes, she just wanted to crawl under the covers, shut the door on destiny, and sulk like hell.
But if Zane somehow missed the shift in her mood—the storm clouds in her eyes or the way she went silent—Ian sure as hell didn’t. Ian was her guy. Technically, her Guardian. Every Luna had one, or so the lore claimed. Avary had never met another Luna, so for all she knew, Guardians were just glorified emotional support wolves with a side gig as personal jesters.
And Ian? He played that role like a pro.
He was the one who kept her grounded when everything felt like too much. The one who could make her laugh when she wanted to scream. He had this uncanny ability to sense when her world tilted sideways and knew exactly how to pull her out of the dark before she spiraled too far.
Apparently, that was part of the job description. To feel her pain when Zane couldn’t. To protect her, emotionally and physically, with unwavering loyalty. And he did it all without making her feel like a burden.
So yeah… Ian was her guy. And damn, was she grateful for him.
This life she’d been thrust into just three short months ago still felt like a pair of borrowed shoes—worn in, but not hers. The forest, the pack, the supernatural politics, the ancient bloodlines… none of it felt like home.
But he did.
Wrapped in Zane’s arms, she felt like she belonged to something unshakable. Safe. Cherished. His world, though? That was another story entirely. It was wild and primal and centuries deep, and she often felt like a city girl trying to speak a language she was never taught.
And yet… her heart beat in sync with his. Their souls were bound, fused by something older than fate. She felt it in her blood, her bones, and every whisper of instinct she’d come to trust. They were meant for each other.
If they weren’t, she would’ve run the moment he brought her here—kidnapped her, if she was being dramatic. Rescued her, if she was being fair. The truth, as always, lived somewhere in the in-between.
But she didn’t run. And she knew now, deep down, she never would.
But she sure as hell gave that stubborn alpha a run for his money on the daily. What else was she supposed to do stuck in the woods, miles away from her favorite coffee shop and the comforts of city life? Driving him crazy and challenging him had practically become her new hobby.
Standing at six foot four with a body carved from war and wilderness, Zane carried more muscle than any man had the right to. His olive skin bore the proud imprint of his Native American heritage, a striking contrast to the inky black waves of hair that brushed his broad shoulders. Wild and unrestrained, like the man himself.
His features were bold—sharp cheekbones, a strong jawline that could have been etched from stone, and a nose that spoke of nobility and bloodlines deep with history. But it was his eyes—those piercing amber eyes—that held people in place. Unnatural in their brilliance, they seemed to flicker with firelight and secrets. Challenge him, and you’d have to stare into those eyes first. Most people didn’t make it that far.
Tattoos covered his arms from shoulder to wrist—raw, intricate depictions of wolves and tribal symbols that told a story few were brave enough to ask about. And when he didn’t smile, his presence alone was enough to make grown men rethink their choices. But when he did smile—when he turned that intensity on her with a softness that made her knees weak—he wasn’t just beautiful. He was breathtaking.
Still, it wasn’t just his looks that turned heads. It was the quiet authority he carried, the unshakable strength in his silence. Zane didn’t have to raise his voice to command a room. He was the storm others braced for—and the calm that followed after it.
And he was hers—whether she liked it, loved it, or was still trying to wrap her stubborn, city-girl brain around it.
And she was his—heart, body, and soul. No hesitation, no escape. He owned every shattered piece of her, every spark of fire, every whispered breath in the dark. And whether fate had planned it or not, she wouldn’t have it any other way.
Though some days, she was pretty sure he re-evaluated all his life choices—starting with the moment he kidnapped her.
***

Avary woke with a start, her heart pounding in her ears. Zane was wrapped around her, his strong arms holding her close, her back pressed to his chest as they snuggled on their sides. Despite the warmth and safety of his embrace, the images that had flashed through her mind moments before lingered, leaving her scared and shaken.
One of the visions she had seen the other day reared its ugly head again. In it, Zane was livid with her; his anger was so intense that it scared her senseless. The memory of his furious expression and the palpable tension in the air sent a chill down her spine, making her shiver despite the warmth of his body against hers.
Zane, sensing her distress even in his sleep, stirred and tightened his hold on her. "Avary?" he murmured groggily, his voice laced with concern. "What's wrong?"
She took a deep breath, trying to steady her racing heart. "Just a bad dream," she whispered, her voice trembling slightly.
He pressed a reassuring kiss to the back of her neck, his breath warm against her skin. "I'm here, baby. Whatever it was, it was just a dream. I've got you."
Avary nodded, trying to take comfort in his words, but the fear lingered. She knew she needed to tell him about the vision and about the fear it instilled in her, but she wasn't sure how to start. Instead, she took another deep breath and snuggled closer to him, hoping that the feel of his arms around her would be enough to chase away the lingering shadows of her nightmare.
But it didn’t. The images of Zane yelling at her, advancing on her in a way that made her retreat, refused to fade. They swirled in her mind, vivid and unsettling. She couldn't shake the fear they instilled in her. Abruptly, she pulled away from his embrace and sat up, her breath coming in quick, shallow gasps.
Zane, startled by her sudden movement, sat up as well. Concern etched across his face as he reached out to touch her shoulder. "Ava, talk to me. What's going on?"
She turned to look at him, her eyes wide with lingering fear. "It's the visions, Zane. This one, you're so angry with me... I can't get it out of my head."
His expression softened, a mixture of understanding and regret in his eyes. "Ava, I would never hurt you out of anger. You know that, right? I promise you, my love for you is stronger than anything. Couples get angry at one another sometimes; I’m sure it will all be okay."
She hugged herself, trying to find comfort in his words but still feeling the tremors of fear. "But it felt so real, Zane. The way you looked at me, the anger... it scared me."
Turning her to him, Zane gently cupped her face in his hands, forcing her to meet his gaze. "Ava, listen to me. I love you more than anything in this world. I would never let my anger hurt you. Whatever you saw, it doesn't change how I feel about you. You are my heart, my everything."
Tears welled up in her eyes, and she leaned into his touch, drawing strength from his unwavering presence. "I believe you, Zane. But the fear... it's hard to shake."
He pulled her into his arms, holding her tightly. "I’m sorry, baby, that I can’t help you with this more. But I'll always be here for you. Always, Ava."
She clung to him, the fear gradually giving way to the reassurance of his love and the safety of his embrace. For now, it was enough to know that he was with her, though she didn’t expect this feeling to last for long.
Once she got up, after a run through the forest and a hot shower, Avary felt better. The fresh air and physical exertion seemed to clear her head and put everything into perspective. The rhythmic pounding of her feet against the forest floor and the invigorating scent of pine had a calming effect, helping to dispel the lingering fear from her nightmare.
As she stood under the hot stream of water, she let the warmth soothe her muscles and wash away the remnants of her anxiety. By the time she stepped out of the shower, she felt more like herself again. She began to think rationally about the vision, realizing she was probably worrying over nothing.
Besides, she thought, what could she possibly do that would make Zane so angry at her? Racking her brain, she came up clueless. Zane had always been patient and understanding, even in the most trying situations. The thought of him being truly furious with her seemed implausible.
Wrapping herself in a fluffy towel, Avary stepped into the bedroom where Zane was waiting. He looked up, concern still evident in his eyes. "Feeling better?" he asked gently.
She gave him a small smile and nodded. "Yeah, much better. I think I just needed to clear my head. The run helped a lot."
Zane reached out, pulling her into a comforting hug. "Good. I'm glad. Remember, Ava, whatever happens, we're in this together. Don't let those visions make you doubt what we have."
Avary leaned into his embrace, feeling the solid reassurance of his presence. "I know. I was probably just overthinking things. I can't imagine doing anything that would make you that angry, but if I do, promise me we will talk it out without anger."
He kissed the top of her head, his voice a soft rumble against her hair. "I promise, baby. I can’t imagine ever being mad at you like that. Nothing will come between us."
With a deep breath, Avary allowed herself to fully relax for the first time since waking up.






  
  CHAPTER 2


Zane left his office, the weight of unspoken truths pressing against his chest like a vice. He had just spent the last hour staring at the Woodland series—eight hauntingly beautiful paintings he’d secretly bought under a private alias. Paintings Avary had poured her soul into, never knowing the buyer was the very man whose world she now lived in. 
He knew he had to tell her soon. Every day he delayed made the truth harder to admit. He should have told her from the start, but how do you explain that someone you’d never met captured the essence of your home with brushstrokes? That for nearly two years, she had painted his land—the exact forests, ridges, and skies—without ever setting foot near it?
But that wasn’t even the strangest part.
Each painting featured a black wolf. Not just a silhouette or a suggestion, but a vivid, detailed depiction. And not of him. No, she hadn’t painted him—she’d painted Marcus. The bastard who nearly destroyed her. That part still twisted his gut.
It made no damn sense. If her subconscious had tapped into something ancient or supernatural, shouldn’t she have seen him? Why Marcus? Why his land?
And more importantly… why now?
Making sure he locked the door behind him to ensure that she wouldn't accidentally stumble upon what was hidden inside. The truth burned inside him, a constant reminder of the deception he was perpetuating.
As he walked down the hallway, his mind churned with conflicting thoughts. Part of him wanted to keep the secret buried, to shield Avary from the pain and confusion that would surely follow if she ever found out that she painted Marcus in every one of her paintings. But another part of him knew that hiding the truth would only erode the trust between them, poisoning their relationship from within. He couldn't bear the thought of losing her or shattering the fragile trust they had built together. Yet he also couldn't bring himself to confess and risk everything they had for the sake of honesty.
As he stepped out into the cool afternoon air, Zane knew that he couldn't keep the secret forever. Sooner or later, the truth would come out, and he would have to face the consequences. But for now, he would continue to wrestle with his conscience, searching for the courage to do what was right, even if it meant risking everything he held dear.
Hearing her grumbling in the kitchen, he grinned and followed the sounds of her frustration. Stopping in the doorway, he watched her as she turned off the water and held a towel over her hand.
Zane’s brow furrowed the moment he spotted the crimson stain seeping through the towel clutched in Avary’s hand. His chest tightened.
“What’d you do, baby?” he asked, his voice low, laced with concern as he crossed the room in two quick strides. Gently, he peeled the towel back despite her light resistance.
An inch-long gash sliced through the soft flesh at the base of her palm, jagged and bleeding steadily.
“I broke a glass,” she muttered, avoiding his eyes. “It’s like I squeezed it too hard… like it shattered right in my grip.” Her voice trembled with a mix of frustration and disbelief. “I wasn’t even trying.”
Zane let out a slow breath, his jaw ticking as he gently turned her hand in his. “You’re getting stronger from my blood,” he reminded her quietly. “Faster healing, sharper senses, and yeah… more strength. This kind of thing might happen until your body balances it all out.”
She didn’t respond at first, her gaze fixed on the blood smeared across his fingers.
Zane’s mind flashed back to a few weeks ago—when she’d thrown herself in front of a charging bull to save Ethan, Ian and Megan’s son. That day she’d nearly died. Broken ribs, a punctured lung, dislocated shoulder, and a gash to the head that had bled like a horror scene. He couldn’t get her to a human hospital—not with her condition and their secret. So he’d done the only thing he could. He gave her his blood.
And just like he feared… it changed her.
Not completely. Not yet. But bit by bit, his world was becoming hers—physically, emotionally, spiritually.
“You scared the hell out of me that day in the field,” he murmured, more to himself than her. “And now here you are, turning into something you never asked for.”
She finally looked up at him, her eyes full of uncertainty—and something else. Strength.
“I may not have asked for it,” she whispered. “But I’m not running from it either.”
He gave her a small, reverent smile as he raised her wounded hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “That’s my girl.” His frown deepened as he studied the wound. “We should get Hayes to take a look. You might need stitches.”
“After I clean up this mess, I don’t want anyone stepping in this glass and dragging it everywhere. I walk barefoot all the time,” she insisted, her determination shining through despite the pain.
“I’ll get it, baby. Just sit for a minute and keep pressure on that,” he said softly. He quickly moved to clean up the broken glass, his mind racing with worry and guilt. “I should have mentioned something like this was possible.”
Zane swept the broken glass into the dustpan with swift, purposeful movements, jaw tight, his thoughts already racing from seeing her hurt. As he dumped the shards into the trash, something metallic and shiny caught his eye. He froze.
Nestled beneath the glass was a torn foil packet—an empty one.
Frowning, he carefully picked it up, turning it over in his hand. Recognition hit him like a punch to the gut. “What the hell is this?”
Avary, cradling her injured hand, barely looked up. “Huh? Oh, that’s just my empty birth control pill packet.”
He stiffened. “Your what?” His voice snapped like a whip—sharp, clipped, dangerous.
She finally looked at him, confusion giving way to wariness. “My birth control pills,” she repeated, slower this time, her eyes narrowing as she caught the rising storm in his expression.
Zane’s nostrils flared, and he took a step forward, the packet crinkling in his clenched fist. “Why the fuck are you on birth control, Avary?” His voice was low but thunderous, vibrating with tightly restrained fury. “You need to stop taking these damn things. Now. Throw them out.”
Her mouth dropped open as disbelief flashed across her face. “Excuse me?” Her voice cracked, then rose. “I take them so I don’t get pregnant—thus the name, genius! And I will not stop taking them!”
His eyes darkened, a growl curling up from his chest. “You’re mine—”
“I am not your possession!” she snapped, stepping toward him, shoulders squared, rage burning in her emerald eyes. “You don’t get to control my body or make my choices for me, Zane. You don’t own me!”
“I’m your mate!” he roared. “That means something in our world!”
“Then maybe your world needs to catch the hell up with mine!” she shouted back. “Because in my world, women don’t let their mates dictate when they get to become mothers.”
The silence that followed crackled with fury and emotion, both of them breathing hard, standing off like opposing forces of nature. Zane’s fists were still clenched, chest heaving, but there was something else creeping into his eyes now—fear.
Because beneath the rage, he realized what this was really about.
Control. Fear. Loss.
And Avary? She was fire—and she’d burn down any cage he tried to put her in.
"You will stop taking them." He seethed. "As the alpha of this pack, I need an heir. I need at least two sons, one of whom will take over one day."
Avary laughed. "Really? So, oh mighty alpha, what happens if, oh, let's say, I have six girls? Then what, huh?"
"Then we try until we get a son," he snapped back, his anger growing with each passing minute.
"I am not your personal baby-making machine. I will not birth thirteen kids to get one boy. And I will not spend the rest of my life being pregnant and chasing after babies." Her anger boiled up as she stood to confront him head-on.
Zane took a slow, deliberate step forward, the heat radiating off him like a furnace. His jaw was clenched so tight the veins in his neck stood out. “You will get off those fucking pills,” he growled, voice low and lethal, “even if I have to tear this house apart and burn every last one of them myself.”
Avary’s chest heaved as she matched his fury step for step. “Then you better get used to sleeping alone, because you will never touch me again!” she screamed, her voice shaking the walls.
A feral snarl erupted from his throat—dark, dangerous, unhinged. “Like hell I won’t. You’re my mate, Avary. Mine. Body, soul, everything.”
Her eyes flashed. “That doesn’t mean you get to own me, Zane!”
He didn’t flinch. “Remember my rules?” His voice was steel now, sharp and cutting. “Rule number four: in the bedroom, you’re mine. There’s no denying me your body.”
She stared at him, breath ragged, lips parted. Because the terrifying truth was—he wasn’t wrong. Her body responded to him even when her mind didn't.
Even now, even furious and hurt and ready to throw a lamp at his head, her body responded to him like it had a mind of its own. Her skin tingled, her pulse kicked up, and her core tightened just from the sound of his voice.
Zane took another step forward, close enough to feel the heat radiating between them. “You can fight me, baby. You can scream and rage and curse my name. But don’t lie to yourself and pretend your body doesn’t crave mine like it’s wired to.”
“Oh, hey, I’ve got an idea,” she snapped, venom dripping from her tone. “Let’s make this easier. I’ll revoke the one damn rule I’ve clung to—your only off-limits rule.” Her emerald eyes blazed with fury. “Go ahead. Screw any woman you want until one of them gives you the son. Hell, screw all of them. I don’t care!”
The words had barely left her lips before Zane moved.
Fast.
Predator-fast.






  
  CHAPTER 3


He was on her in a heartbeat, backing her up until her spine slammed against the kitchen island. The cold granite dug into her back, but it was nothing compared to the heat radiating off him, wild and uncontained. 
His face was inches from hers, his breath ragged, his jaw clenched hard enough to crack bone. “Don’t you ever say that to me again,” he growled, his voice low, guttural, and seething with emotion. "I will not cheat on you, and you will not cheat on me."
She wasn't backing down. “Why not? You want a son so bad then find someone who will happily spread her legs for you. That’s what this is about—control. Your legacy. Your name. Your fucking son.”
“I am keeping my promise to you,” he snarled. “To honor you. Protect you. Love you. No matter what.”
His hand came up—not to strike, never that—but to cage her in, palm flat on the counter beside her hip. “And you—” his voice dropped to a lethal whisper “—you’re going to keep yours. Do you understand me?”
Her heart thundered in her chest, every nerve lit like a live wire. Anger, heartbreak, longing—they crashed into each other like a tidal wave. “You don’t own me,” she whispered, her voice trembling with rage and emotion. "I won't allow it."
“No,” he said, softer now, his forehead lowering to hers, “but I belong to you. And you sure as hell belong to me.” His thumb brushed her jaw, possessive and tender all at once. “So don’t you dare try to push me away like I’m disposable.”
Silence stretched between them, thick with unspoken fears and love that refused to back down.
“The only problem is,” she hissed, her voice trembling with fury, “I never promised to give you children. We never even talked about kids before. I don’t even want kids.” It was a lie. A cruel, defensive one. But Zane’s fury had ignited something reckless in her—a need to wound before she could be wounded.
“Nowhere in this fucked-up arrangement did you say anything about children,” she added, eyes blazing. “You just claimed me like I was some prize, and I let you, like a damn idiot.”
One more step, and his body was flush against hers. She had nowhere to go, caged by his anger and the cold edge of the granite pressing into her back. “This is not debatable,” he ground out, voice barely human. “You will give me—”
The kitchen door slammed open, and a blur of motion cut between them. Ian stormed in from the backyard, eyes locked on his Alpha with a deadly calm that made the room buzz with tension. Without hesitation, he shoved Zane back and planted himself between them, hands flat against Zane’s chest.
His eyes darted to the bloodied towel Avary still clutched against her hand. “What’d you do to her?”
Zane’s expression twisted in disbelief and rage. “What the fuck, Ian?”
“Funny,” Ian shot back coolly, “I was about to say the same thing. Back up, brother.”
“I didn’t hurt her,” Zane growled. “She cut her hand on a broken glass.”
“Yeah?” Ian’s gaze flicked back to Avary, then returned to Zane, unreadable. “Then why does she look terrified?”
Zane’s nostrils flared. “Get the hell out of my way.” He looked down at Ian’s hand still braced on his chest, his voice dropping to a dangerous growl. “Remove your hand. Now.”
Ian didn’t flinch. “Only if you remember who the hell you are and stop acting like a fucking tyrant. Back the fuck up!" Ian snarled back. "You are scaring her. Look at her; she’s trembling, and you are fucking terrifying her." Over his shoulder, he spoke to Avary. "Go, go see Hayes, Luna." When she didn’t move, he snapped at her. "Go now!"
Avary spun and took off running out the back door, her short dress flapping behind her as she bolted out the back door.
Zane gave Ian a hard shove, his voice low and seething. “Do not ever—and I mean ever—stand between me and my mate. Do you understand me?”
Ian didn’t budge. He grinned, because of course he did—this was Ian. “I’ll stand wherever the fuck I need to stand to keep our Luna safe. Even if it means protecting her from you.”
Before Zane could respond, Ian’s fist came out of nowhere and slammed into his jaw with brutal precision. The impact rocked Zane back several steps, his head snapping to the side as blood filled his mouth.
Zane wiped his lip with the back of his hand and slowly turned his glare back to Ian. His eyes burned like fire. “That was a mistake, brother.”
Then he launched.
Zane flew at Ian like a missile, and they crashed to the floor, taking out half the dining room chairs in a splintering tangle of limbs and wood. The sound of cracking furniture and low, vicious grunts echoed through the room.
They grappled on the ground—two alpha-born warriors fueled by raw emotion. Zane’s fury was a storm, his punches heavy and relentless, fueled by the fear of losing control and everything he loved. Ian fought back with unshakable resolve, his blows carrying the weight of duty and fierce protection. Every punch, every blocked strike, was a declaration: I won’t let you hurt her.
“You don’t get to claim her and scare the shit out of her, Zane!” Ian growled, slamming his forearm into Zane’s chest.
“She’s mine,” Zane snarled, flipping them and pressing a knee to Ian’s ribs. “And I would never fucking hurt her!”
“Scaring her is hurting her!” Ian roared, wrenching free and landing another punch.
The war between rage and loyalty exploded in the room—neither man willing to yield. They crashed into walls, splintered furniture, and rolled across the hardwood like a pair of wild beasts, a tangled storm of limbs, muscle, and fury. Each strike landed with bone-jarring force, echoing like thunder in the tense silence that had preceded the storm.
Zane pinned Ian to the ground, his breath hot and ragged, his eyes feral with unrestrained fury. But Ian twisted beneath him with the fluid precision of a warrior born for battle, flipping their positions and slamming his elbow into Zane’s ribs with punishing force.
“Snap the fuck out of it, Zane!” Ian barked, his voice cracked with rage and desperation. “You were scaring the shit out of her! She was terrified!”
Zane froze for a fraction of a second—the words pierced through the red haze clouding his mind. But that moment of hesitation cost him. Ian’s fist connected with his jaw in a brutal arc, knocking Zane back across the floor.
Chest heaving, Ian climbed to his feet and stood over his Alpha, fists still clenched, eyes burning with a volatile mix of fury and sorrow. “Get it together, brother. Before you lose everything.”
Zane didn’t move at first. He lay there, staring up at the ceiling, heart pounding like war drums in his chest. His pulse echoed in his ears, but it couldn’t drown out the memory of Avary’s eyes—wide, glassy, and full of fear. Of him.
The weight of Ian’s words hit him harder than any punch. It hollowed him out, replacing rage with something colder. Regret.
His gaze shifted to the back door, now swinging slightly open. She was gone. She had run from him. And she had every reason to.
For the first time, Zane truly saw the line he’d crossed—and the truth Ian had forced him to face: his rage had become the very thing he swore to protect her from.
And now... he might’ve just shattered the only thing that ever mattered.
With a groan, Zane rolled onto his side, the throb in his jaw pulsing like a drumbeat behind his eyes. He pushed himself up slowly, spitting a bit of blood to the side. “Fuck,” he muttered under his breath, voice rough with regret. “I need to fix this.”
Ian stood there, chest still heaving, one hand extended. “Yeah,” he said flatly. “You do. And you’d better start now.”
Zane grasped Ian’s hand and pulled himself to his feet with grim resolve. His muscles ached, but the pain in his chest wasn’t physical—it was the hollow aftermath of scaring the one person he vowed to protect above all else.
Then, without warning, Zane’s fist shot out and cracked across Ian’s face, knocking him back a couple of steps.
“Now we’re even,” Zane growled, wiping blood from his lip with the back of his hand.
Ian blinked, then let out a dry chuckle. “Fair enough.”
Zane exhaled hard and scrubbed both hands down his face. “She’s on fucking birth control pills, Ian.” His voice cracked slightly, edged with both fury and disbelief. “Do you know what she said to me? That she doesn’t want kids. That she has no intention of giving me an heir. Then—” he paused, throwing his arms out in disbelief, “—she told me to go screw every willing woman I could find until one of them gave me a goddamn son.”
Ian blinked again, trying to process it. Then he laughed. At first it was a stifled chuckle, but within seconds it turned into a full-throated, belly-aching roar of laughter.
Zane’s brows snapped together. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
Ian doubled over, still laughing. “Oh, gods above—you scared her to death—and she fired back like a fucking hurricane.”
“This is not funny, Ian!”
“It’s hilarious!” Ian wheezed between laughs. “You—the great, mighty Alpha Bridger—brought to your knees by your Luna’s birth control and a verbal middle finger. I mean, damn, she told you to start a fertility tour. That’s savage.”
Zane let out a frustrated growl and paced to the window, jaw clenched. “I lost control. I scared her. And now she might not come back.”
Ian’s laughter faded, and his voice softened. “Then go find her, brother. And this time, lead with your heart, not your temper.”
Ian wiped a tear from his eye, still chuckling. “It’s just… Avary’s got spirit, Zane. You thought you were getting some polished city-girl socialite, and she’s proving you dead wrong. You can’t expect her to fall in line with everything just because you’re the Alpha. She’s not a soldier in your damn army—she’s her own person. If you want her by your side, you have to meet her on equal ground.”
Zane’s jaw clenched, anger flaring again—but Ian’s words hit their mark. Beneath the heat of his frustration, truth simmered. “I get that she’s strong-willed, but this isn’t just about her or me. It’s about the future of the pack. I need heirs.”
Ian’s expression sobered instantly, the humor bleeding from his eyes. “I know, and I get it. But you forcing the issue? That’s not going to get you there. If she feels like she’s just a womb with legs, she’ll bolt. Hell, she’ll disappear so fast even your wolf won’t be able to track her.”
Zane let out a heavy sigh, the weight of responsibility dragging at his shoulders. “I know. I just… I don’t know how to balance it all. The pack. Her. Us. It’s like I’m holding everything together with duct tape and rage.”
Ian stepped in closer and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Then stop trying to hold it together alone. You start by talking to her. Really talking. Listen to what scares her, what she wants, what she dreams of. She’s not unreasonable—she just refuses to be railroaded. You keep treating her like she’s just your Luna, and not your partner, and she’s going to pull away.”
Zane nodded slowly, tension draining from his frame. “You’re right. I need to fix this. Not just for the pack. For her. For us.”
Ian gave his shoulder a firm squeeze, voice dropping. “You will. Just remember—love her loud, respect her louder. She’s your mate, not a means to an end.”
He started to turn, then stopped. “Also… she’s lying to you.”
Zane’s head snapped up. “About what?”
Ian shrugged like it was no big deal, even though they both knew it was. “About not wanting kids.”
Zane blinked. “You sure?”
Another shrug, this one more knowing. “Let’s just say I’ve heard a few things. Conversations she’s had with Megan. The way she looks at Ethan like he’s magic. And let’s not forget—she almost got herself killed saving him.”
Zane’s jaw worked as something tightened in his chest—hope, maybe. “So she’s just angry.”
“Oh, she’s furious,” Ian confirmed with a smirk. “And she weaponized the one thing guaranteed to cut you deep. But if she really didn’t want a future with you, she wouldn’t be fighting so hard. You don’t fight to stay unless you still want to stay.”
Zane looked toward the door again, resolve slowly burning away the last of his temper. “Then I better give her a reason to.”
Zane pinched the bridge of his nose and let out a low, guttural groan. “Fuck. I didn’t even stop to think—she said all that shit just to hurt me back, didn’t she?”
Ian nodded slowly, his expression a mix of sympathy and exasperation. “Yeah, man. She was pissed, but mostly? She was scared. I felt her fear spike like a lightning bolt the second your voice hit that tone.”
Zane’s chest tightened with regret as he looked up at his best friend. “I really scared her.”
Ian’s eyes softened. “More than you know.”
Zane dragged a hand down his face, staring at the mess of shattered furniture, fruit on the floor, and his own blood drying on his knuckles. “Dammit. I need to find her.”
“You do,” Ian agreed, glancing around with a shake of his head. “But maybe clean up that horror show of a face first. And I’ll deal with the aftermath in here.” He kicked a broken chair leg. “Though I’m pretty sure Gorilla Glue won’t fix this crime scene.”
Zane shot him a look. “Idiot.”
Ian smirked. “You're welcome.”
Sighing, Zane moved to the sink and splashed cold water on his face, wincing as it touched his raw jaw. He grabbed a clean towel and dabbed at the bruises, then caught sight of himself in the mirror by the hallway. A split lip. Darkening bruises. A haunted look in his eyes. He barely recognized the man staring back.
“I fucking messed up,” he muttered.
“Yeah,” Ian said, crouching down to sweep up shards of broken glass, “but it’s not beyond repair. Just remember—go to her with humility, not that Alpha bravado crap.”
Zane nodded, his jaw flexing. “Got it.”
He was halfway to the door when he paused and turned back, squinting suspiciously. “Okay, real talk. Have you secretly been watching Dr. Phil or taking online psychology courses behind my back?”
Ian glanced up with a smirk. “Wouldn’t you like to know. Let’s just say this was my job before I came back reincarnated as a ridiculously sexy surfer.”
Zane snorted. “God, you’re the worst.”
Ian grinned. “And still the best thing that ever happened to your sorry ass.”
Zane’s lips twitched, then settled into a more serious expression. “Thanks, Ian. I owe you.”
Ian waved him off. “Nah. Just don’t fuck it up again. And if you cry, I want a selfie.”
Zane rolled his eyes and opened the door, the weight of everything still heavy—but his steps held purpose now. He was going to make this right. No matter what it took.
Determined to fix the damage he’d caused, Zane stepped outside. The crisp air slapped his skin like a reprimand, cooling the fire that still simmered in his veins. The weight of his mistakes pressed against his chest, but beneath it, a deeper resolve took root.
He’d fucked up—badly. But this wasn’t about pride, or being Alpha, or what the pack needed. This was about her.
Avary.
She wasn’t just his Luna. She wasn’t some box to check off in his duty-bound life. She was the woman who had flipped his world upside down the moment she stormed into it, wild, fierce, and infuriatingly irresistible. She was the only one who saw past the title and the scars, straight into the core of who he was. And he had terrified her.
That truth hurt more than any punch Ian had landed.
He drew in a deep breath of pine-laced mountain air, his jaw still aching, his heart aching worse. But with every beat, his determination hardened. He’d tear down the forest, stone by stone, if that’s what it took to make this right.
She needed to know she wasn’t just a means to an end.
She was the end and the beginning.
His mate. His partner. The one woman who could bring him to his knees with a single look—and the only one he'd ever fight this hard for.
Zane rolled his shoulders, squared his stance, and let the wind carry away the remnants of his anger. He had a hell of a lot to make up for.
But he’d do it.
Because losing Avary wasn’t an option. Not now. Not ever.






  
  CHAPTER 4


After Avary left Hayes—reassuring him no less than five times that yes, she was fine and no, she didn’t need to be walked home like some fragile glass figurine—she set out into the woods to clear her head.
She had never been this mad in her life. Or this scared.
The image of Zane’s face, twisted with fury, wouldn’t leave her mind. That terrifying expression… it matched her vision. Exactly. So this was what she’d seen—the explosion of rage that had haunted her dreams. And all because of a blister pack of birth control pills.
God. Was that really the trigger?
She barked out a humorless laugh, stepping over a gnarled root. How the hell did he think she hadn’t gotten pregnant by now? They were like animals—hell, they were animals—and if she hadn’t been on the pill, she’d have been barefoot and bloated with a baby by the end of week one.
Her feet carried her through the trees without direction, only momentum. The clean scent of pine and earth usually calmed her. Today, not so much.
Her mind spun—anger, heartbreak, guilt, all spiraling like a storm. Zane’s words cut deeper than any shard of the broken glass that had sliced her hand. You will give me heirs. Like she was just a womb wrapped in a sassy attitude.
Eventually, she found herself at the stream near the rec center—the one Zane had claimed as their place. The water rushed gently over smooth stones, a soft hush against the chaos in her chest. She sat on the moss-covered log and stared at her stitched hand, flexing it slowly. It throbbed, but not as badly as her heart.
She didn’t mean to hurt him. She just needed him to understand that she wasn’t a broodmare. That even if she did want children—and the truth was, she did, someday—it couldn’t come from pressure or rage. It had to be love. Choice. Trust.
And right now, that trust felt like it had cracked down the middle.
She rubbed her thumb over the edge of her palm, watching the water dance and ripple. Maybe Zane didn’t realize how much power he held—not just as Alpha, but as the man who owned every corner of her heart. That was the part that made this so hard. She loved him. Deeply. Entirely. Stupidly.
But that didn’t mean she’d roll over and submit to his every demand. She had fought too hard for herself, her life, her identity. She wouldn’t give that up—not for anyone. Not even for him.
So here she was—angry, scared, and still stupidly in love with the most infuriating man on the planet.
She let out a breath and looked toward the trail, wondering if he’d come find her.
The sound of footsteps behind her shattered the fragile stillness.
Avary turned slowly, already knowing who it was. Zane emerged from the trees, his steps measured, his expression a storm of regret and raw determination. He stopped a few feet away, hands at his sides as if even lifting them might break her all over again.
“I don’t want to talk to you yet,” she said, her voice low and brittle. It hurt to even form the words.
Zane’s face tightened, but he didn’t push. “Avary…” he started gently, “I know I messed up. I let my temper—my need for control—get in the way. And I’m so damn sorry. For everything. For scaring you.”
He took a step forward, cautiously, like she was something fragile he wasn’t sure he deserved to hold anymore.
Tears welled in her eyes, but she forced herself to stand, spine straight, and put out a hand to stop him. “No. Don’t.” Her voice trembled with fury and grief. “You promised me. When I told you about that vision—you said you’d stay calm, that we’d talk through it together. You swore to me, Zane.”
He winced like the words physically struck him.
“I know,” he said quietly, his voice fraying at the edges. “I broke that promise. I failed you. And worse… I proved the vision right. I told you we could change what you see—but I didn’t even try. I lost control when it mattered most. I never meant to scare you, Ava. God, I—” He swallowed hard. “You thought I’d hurt you… didn’t you?”
She nodded, eyes wide and wet. “Yes,” she whispered. “I’ve never seen you like that, Zane. You were… someone else. And I didn’t know what you’d do. I’ve never been more afraid of someone I love.”
That admission gutted him.
Slowly—so slowly—he reached out, hands hovering at her sides before gently resting on her hips. She didn’t pull away. It gave him the sliver of hope he needed.
He dipped his head, pressing his forehead to hers. “Can you ever forgive me?” he asked, his voice raw and low. “Not just for losing control. But for making you feel unsafe. That’s the last thing I ever wanted.”
Avary closed her eyes as a tear slipped down her cheek, caught between pain and love, the memory of his rage and the comfort of his presence.
“I don’t know,” she said honestly.
Avary felt the heat of his hands settle on her hips, his closeness easing some of the sharp edges clawing at her heart. For a moment, she let herself breathe him in—his scent, his warmth, the low thrum of his energy against hers. But it wasn’t enough to erase what had happened.
She closed her eyes, steadying herself with a long breath. “I don’t know, Zane,” she said quietly. “You really scared me. Not just because of your strength—though yeah, that too—but because of what I saw in your eyes. You lost control, and I need to know that won’t happen again. I won’t accept that from you.”
Pulling back just enough to meet his gaze, she let the steel enter her voice.
“I’m not bluffing, Zane. If you ever treat me like that again, I will disappear. I know people who can help me vanish—people who won’t ask questions and know how to keep secrets. I will not stay and be broken down by someone I love.”
His frown deepened, pain flashing across his features at the implication. Yes, her father knew people who could make her disappear, after thirty years in the Marine Corp, Zane was certain of it. But instead of arguing, he simply nodded, his voice thick with remorse.
“I know. I get it. I don’t blame you. I just... I lost my head. The thought of losing you has been eating at me, and lately, it’s like I’ve been on edge, always waiting for something to go wrong. But that’s on me. Not you. And I’ll fix it. I swear to you, Ava, I’ll fix it.”
Something about the desperation in his voice gave her pause. “Why do you keep saying you’re afraid of losing me? What aren’t you telling me?” Her brows drew together, her instincts tingling.
He hesitated—but only for a second—before shaking his head. “Not now. Not like this. Just know it’s
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