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  PROLOGUE


Avary knelt behind the wide trunk of an ancient tree, peeking around it with wide eyes and held breath. Her gaze was fixed on the girl in the clearing, who moved with sharp grace as she nocked an arrow and drew back her bowstring with impressive ease. The arrow soared, striking the center of the target with a solid thwack.
She was mesmerizing.
Avary believed she was watching a version of herself—an alternate her, one with piercing blue eyes instead of green. They were identical in nearly every way: same long, jet-black hair, same heart-shaped face, same curious tilt to their nose. But where Avary's hair was tied in a bouncing high ponytail, this girl wore hers in a thick braid that swung like a rope down her spine.
And their personalities? Night and day.
Avary was girly, book-loving, the type to sketch flowers and daydream about magical ponies. But her? The girl she called Anya was fierce and tomboyish, wild in spirit and precise in action. There was a steeliness in her eyes, a quiet confidence in her movements. She didn’t flinch. She didn’t hesitate. And she looked so beautiful in her strength that Avary felt awed just watching her.
She didn’t know why she called her Anya. The name had come to her uninvited, like it had always belonged to this mysterious, stronger version of herself.
She had always assumed Anya was imaginary. She thought she made her up so she'd always have a friend no matter how many times her parents moved.
But somehow, in that shared dream space at nine years old—beneath the echo of trees and sun-dappled leaves—it never quite felt like pretend. And though she didn’t understand why, or how, Avary never questioned her presence. She never had to.
Anya was real to her. And that had always been enough.
Whenever Avary needed to escape—when the world felt too loud, too heavy, or just too lonely—she called upon Anya.
Life as a military kid didn’t leave much room for permanence. Her dad was a Marine, and they moved like clockwork—new base, new town, new school—every year or so. Just when she'd start to settle in, when a friendship began to bloom, it was time to pack up and start over. Eventually, she stopped trying. What was the point of making friends when goodbye was always inevitable?
But Anya was different.
Anya never left. Never changed. Never outgrew her. And oddly, it felt like they had always known one another.
She was the one constant in a life full of cardboard boxes and new zip codes. Whenever Avary wanted to run, to hide, to just be, Anya would be there—her silent, steadfast companion with the sky-blue eyes and quiet strength.
Avary didn’t need anyone else. Not really.
Because when she closed her eyes, Anya came to her.
And in those moments, that was more than enough.
"I know you're there," Anya called out, not even turning around. Her voice rang with confidence, like she’d known all along. "Come on out. I’ll show you how to shoot my bow."
Avary hesitated for a second before rising from her spot behind the tree. She brushed the leaves off her knees and stepped into the clearing, eyes wide with curiosity and doubt.
She tilted her head. "I don’t think I could do that."
Anya turned to face her, one eyebrow raised, her tone as matter-of-fact as ever. "Why not? If I can do it, then so can you."
There was no challenge in her voice, no arrogance—just certainty. Like she truly believed Avary was capable of anything she put her mind to.
And for a moment, Avary wanted to believe it too.
"How’d you learn how to do that?" Avary asked, stepping cautiously closer, her eyes wide as she watched Anya nock another arrow.
Anya shrugged like it was no big deal. "One of my big brother’s Elite Warriors. His name is Roman. He's the best archer in history. He trains every one of my brothers warriors."
Avary scrunched her nose. "What’s an Elite Warrior?"
"It’s like… a super-special warrior in the demon army. My older brother, Lije, he’s the general."
Avary blinked. "Wait. Demon army?"
Anya nodded, totally unfazed. "Yep. They're not scary or anything. Well, not to me. They’re kinda like soldiers, just… cooler."
Avary tilted her head, thinking. "My dad’s in the Marines. Is it sorta like that?"
"Kinda, I think," Anya said, drawing the bowstring back with ease. "Except they don’t wear camo. They wear black and have, like… crazy powers. And really big swords."
Avary’s eyes sparkled. "Okay, that does sound cooler."
Anya smirked, releasing the arrow. It hit the tree with a clean thwack. "Told you."
"Why did he teach you to shoot the bow?" Avary asked, still wide-eyed as she stared at the tree Anya had just struck dead center.
Anya turned, a determined glint in her blue eyes. “’Cause I’m gonna be a warrior someday. The first girl Elite Warrior.” She flashed a proud grin. “Lije just doesn’t know it yet.”
Avary blinked. “Okay… but why would you want to be a warrior? I mean, you’re a girl. Don’t you like playing with dolls, or trying on makeup, or doing… you know, girl stuff?”
Anya snorted. “Nope. Only when mama makes me. I want to fight. I want to help people who can’t help themselves. That’s what the demon army does. They protect the weak. They fight for those who have no one.”
Avary chewed on her lip, thinking. “So… they’re like heroes.”
Anya gave a confident nod. “Yep. The scary kind.”
All of a sudden, Anya began to fade—her edges shimmering like heat waves until she slowly vanished before Avary's eyes.
"Anya?" Avary called, her voice rising. “Where’d you go?”
She spun in a slow circle, eyes scanning the clearing in confusion. The trees, the bow, the familiar forest—everything was gone.
Then—
BOOM.
A deafening crack split the sky, now inky black and churning with thunderclouds. The air pulsed with heat as an explosion rocked the ground beneath her feet. Avary stumbled, throwing her arms out for balance.
“What is happening?” she whispered, heart racing.
Around her, the scene had completely shifted. No longer a quiet glade, she now stood in the shadow of a towering stone castle. Its high walls were silhouetted by streaks of fire cutting across the sky.
Shouts rang out in the distance. Metal clashed with metal. Another explosion thundered, closer this time. She dropped to her knees and covered her ears, panic rising in her chest.
Figures darted past her—men and women in dark armor, their faces unfamiliar, their urgency terrifying. One man stopped just long enough for her to catch a glimpse of his face—sharp jaw, dark hair, and piercing blue eyes that mirrored Anya’s exactly. He shouted something in a voice like a battle drum, barking orders that sent soldiers scattering.
Avary’s breath caught.
She didn’t know where she was… but it felt like a memory that didn’t belong to her. A battle that had already been written… and one she wasn’t supposed to see.
Terrified, Avary stayed perfectly still, afraid that even the slightest movement would draw attention. Her breath came in shallow puffs as she crouched behind a broken stone wall, eyes wide as she watched the chaos unfold around her.
Her gaze locked on the man with the intense blue eyes—the same piercing shade as Anya’s. A sense of familiarity tugged at something deep in her chest, though she couldn’t explain why.
Sweat trickled down his face, mixing with streaks of blood and soot. He didn’t seem to notice. His voice, raw and commanding, cut through the battlefield like a blade.
“Secure the family below—now!” he bellowed, his tone leaving no room for hesitation.
He was the General, that much was obvious. The way others looked to him—waiting for orders, obeying without question—spoke volumes of his authority. But it wasn’t just rank that fueled him. It was duty. Desperation. And something deeper… something personal.
Avary saw it in the tightness of his jaw, in the barely concealed panic behind his eyes.
He knew what was at stake. If the King and his family perished under his watch, not only would guilt eat him alive, but he could very well be executed for failure. He wiped his face with the back of his arm, smearing blood across his cheek, his body vibrating with fury and resolve.
Around him, warriors raced to carry out his commands, blades drawn, fangs bared, faces grim. But the General remained. He wasn’t leaving. Not until he faced the enemy himself.
And judging by the rage in his expression, he didn’t just want to kill the intruder—he wanted to rip his soul apart and burn what remained.
Then, in a blink, everything shifted.
Avary found herself standing in a chamber—his chamber. The thick scent of steel and soap lingered in the air. The walls were made of rough stone, still humming faintly with power. A basin of blood-tinged water sat nearby, and the General stood before it shirtless, his broad back covered in fresh wounds.
He scrubbed hard, washing away the grime and gore of battle. Water ran red down his arms. The blood of his enemies—and possibly his own. His expression in the mirror was unreadable, taut with exhaustion but carved with grim determination.
Avary could feel it in the air—the remnants of war clinging to the walls. The vampire army he faced had nearly equaled the demon forces. That wasn’t just unusual—it was unheard of.
And yet… somehow, he had survived.
But the war inside him? That was far from over.
Dressed in his customary black cargo combat pants and a snug T-shirt, he chose a vivid shade of red this time, an acknowledgment of the bloodshed. His combat boots were tightly laced. There was no need to carry weapons physically; their magic allowed them to conjure weapons out of thin air. It was indeed a blessing not to be burdened with a physical arsenal.
At the door, Elijah halted, his attention drawn to his beloved dagger resting on a nearby table. Acting without hesitation, he seized it and flung it into the wall to his left, driving the blade deep into the surface. A tightness gripped his chest, a sensation entirely foreign to him. As an experienced warrior and general, he was unaccustomed to dealing with such emotions. Regret, certainly, but the agony and torment were unfamiliar territory. The intensity of these emotions swelled, leading him to turn away from the wall, descending slowly to the floor. He rested his elbows on his knees, bowing his head, overwhelmed by an all-encompassing sense of anxiety.
“Lije.”
The quiet voice from the doorway barely carried, but it was enough. Elijah turned slowly, his narrowed eyes locking onto a man, a warrior. The haunted look on his friend’s face hit him like a blow to the chest.
“Roman.” His voice was low, sharp. “What is it?”
Roman hesitated. His lips parted, then pressed together again as if the words physically hurt to say. His eyes—normally steady, unshakable—were filled with something Elijah had never seen in him before: fear.
“I—uh. Shit, Lije.” He scrubbed a hand down his face, then looked away before forcing his gaze back to Elijah. “I don’t know how to say this.”
Elijah’s fists clenched at his sides. “Just spit it out, Rome. We don’t have time for this. We need to get the Princess to her guardians.”
Roman took a breath like it was made of broken glass. “It’s your family.” His voice cracked. “Your family is…” He hesitated again. “Fuck. They’re dead.”
The words slammed into Elijah with the weight of a collapsing world.
Roman’s dark eyes shimmered, rimmed in red. He didn’t need to say more for Elijah to know this wasn’t a mistake, a false report. It was real.
“No.” Elijah’s voice was barely audible, strangled. “They were supposed to be in the safe cell. That’s where I put them. That’s where they’d be safe.”
His knees buckled slightly, but he forced himself upright, jaw locking so tight his teeth ached. His body began to tremble—not from fear, but from the molten fire stirring deep inside his core, roaring to life with grief and rage.
“I’m sorry,” Roman whispered. “The door to the safe cell was blown off its hinges. We found their bodies inside.”
Elijah’s breath left him like he’d been punched in the gut. His vision blurred.
“How?” The word ripped from his throat. “How did they die?”
Roman didn’t speak right away. Elijah knew that silence—knew what it meant. Roman didn’t want to say it because it was too horrific to speak aloud.
“Dammit, Roman! Tell me!”
Roman closed his eyes for a heartbeat. When he opened them, the pain was raw and bleeding across his face. “They were… beheaded. And burned.”
Elijah’s knees hit the floor, hard. He didn’t feel it. His breath came in ragged, choked pulls. His chest cracked open with anguish, the fire in his veins now a wildfire tearing through every part of him.
“Even Anya?” he asked, his voice shaking.
Roman’s nod was slow, tortured. “Yes. Even Anya.” His voice broke. “I’m so sorry, Lije.”
A strangled gasp cut through the air.
Avary stood frozen at the edge of the bedroom, her hand clamped over her mouth, tears already spilling from her wide, disbelieving eyes. Her chest heaved as the weight of Elijah’s grief settled into her bones like a curse.
Then she ran.
She tore forward, barreling past Roman with no apology, no hesitation. Her only thought was Elijah. She reached him just as he staggered back, and in a tangle of limbs and sorrow, she collided with him. He jolted like he felt the impact—but his eyes remained hollow, distant, as if he didn’t see her at all.
Because he didn’t.
Only Anya had ever seen her in this place.
The realization gutted her, but there was no time to dwell. Her heart splintering, Avary spun and ran. Ran from the pain, from the impossible horror, from the blood-soaked stone walls echoing Elijah’s silent scream.
Tears streamed down her face, hot and furious, blinding her as she fled.
She was a little girl running from the worst nightmare of her life.
That was the last time she ever saw Anya in her dreams.






  
  CHAPTER 1


Avary was still a prisoner in her own home. 
Going on a month now.
And it was starting to feel less like protection and more like a gilded cage—one with soft blankets, scented candles, and security teams.
Every day, she felt another piece of herself slipping through her fingers. Her independence. Her freedom. Her identity. She’d always loved solitude—craved it, even—but this wasn’t solitude. This was confinement. And it was starting to gnaw at her sanity like a rat in the walls. She felt like a prisoner in her own home.
She leaned her forehead against the cool windowpane, eyes tracking the wind as it danced through the trees beyond the property line. So close. So untouchable. Like freedom was mocking her from just a few hundred yards away.
The thought twisted something sharp in her chest.
I’m losing my mind.
The words were barely a whisper in her own head, but they echoed like thunder.
She recoiled from the thought.
Because she’d seen what that looked like. Lived with it. Her mother—no, the woman she thought was her mother—had spiraled in much the same way. Slowly, then all at once. A once-brilliant woman reduced to whispers in dark corners, flinching at things no one else could see, trembling with secrets too heavy for her fragile mind.
People had said she’d gone crazy.
But now Avary knew better now.
Her mother had been a seer. A true, untrained, terrified seer who didn’t understand the visions. Didn’t have a name for the voices. Who had no guidance, no grounding, and no one to tell her she wasn’t losing her grip on reality—just gaining access to another one.
And now here Avary was, staring down the same road, wondering if she was one more sleepless night or one more locked door away from unraveling herself.
Only difference? She knew what she was now.
And that made the weight of it even heavier.
Because knowing didn’t make it easier. It just meant she couldn’t pretend.
Her gaze drifted to the window just in time to catch Elijah striding through the backyard, his dark presence unmistakable even from a distance. Zane stepped out to meet him, the two warriors stopping midway across the lawn to talk. No doubt strategizing about something involving death, chaos, or how best to keep her from escaping again.
Her lips twitched into a dry smirk.
Elijah Alexander—The Prince of Darkness, General of the Demon Army, and now… apparently, her long lost brother. As if that revelation hadn’t already knocked the wind out of her, the universe decided to double down with another one. Enter Gage Gallegos. Also known as Lucifer. Or Hades. Or the freaking Grim Reaper, depending on which terrifying myth you preferred.
What the hell kind of family tree had she sprouted from?
She snorted under her breath and shook her head. Two of the most intimidating, lethal beings she’d ever laid eyes on… and she’d gravitated toward them both like a moth to a flame before knowing they shared her blood. Before she knew that her DNA apparently read like a who’s-who of apocalyptic prophecies.
Because of course it did.
But the most surprising revelation was that she and Raven, born as Anya, were twin sisters. Born together and separated a mere three weeks later.
Just a week ago, she was a woman trying to figure out how to navigate visions, wolf shifters, and an increasingly possessive mate. Now? Now she was apparently supernatural prophecy with a bloodline that could launch a war—or end one.
She folded her arms and leaned against the window frame, still watching the two men. They were talking quietly, heads bowed, expressions serious. Zane’s jaw was tight—probably still recovering from her latest "creative outburst" in the basement gym when she disassembled all of his machines and stacked the weights in the middle of the room, like a steel sculpture. 
Elijah looked as impassive as ever, but she’d seen past that wall once. And now she couldn’t unsee it.
Elijah was a warrior. So was Gage. Not just your average sword-swinging tough guys either—these were legends forged in blood and fire. Men who had seen more battles than most could comprehend, who had bathed in war and walked out the other side without flinching. They’d witnessed more death than Avary had the stomach for… and likely caused more than she wanted to know.
And yet, they were her brothers. That fact alone softened something inside her. Amid the chaos, the constant revelations, and the disorienting truth of her lineage, knowing she wasn’t entirely alone in this new world gave her something she hadn’t realized she was aching for—family. A real one. Not perfect. Not even sane. But hers whether she wanted them or not.
Still, the unease that coiled in her chest wasn’t about her two devilishly intimidating brothers. No, the knot in her stomach had a different name.
Raven. Or as Avary preferred to call her… Anya. Her twin. Her other half.
The girl from her dreams. The imaginary friend who had always been there. Who’d taught her how to shoot a bow and talked about being a warrior when Avary was still playing dress-up. Who lived in her subconscious for years and somehow turned out to be real.
Now, that same girl stood in the flesh—grown, powerful, distant. A stranger wearing the face of someone Avary had once loved, yet she looked different.
And that… that was what terrified her. Because it’s one thing to face demons and killers and gods. It’s another to face the mirror and not recognize the reflection.
What Avary couldn’t wrap her head around was how much Anya had changed—or maybe, how much she hadn’t.
Back when they were children, slipping into each other’s dreams like it was the most natural thing in the world, they had looked like mirror images. Identical in every way… except for their eyes. Avary’s were a vivid, earthy green—Anya’s, a piercing arctic blue. It had always been the only difference between them. One soul in two bodies, split by a brushstroke of color.
But now?
Now when she looked at Anya—Raven—they didn’t look identical at all. Anya’s face had sharpened, her cheekbones more pronounced, her jawline etched in steel. She looked older somehow. Harder. Like a woman forged in fire instead of time.
It wasn’t just physical—it was the way she carried herself. As if she'd seen things Avary couldn’t even fathom. And maybe she had.
The only thing that hadn’t changed—couldn’t change—were her eyes. Those same, haunting eyes that Avary remembered like a whisper from childhood. They shared the same shape, the same stormy weight, the same soul-anchoring pull. One set in green, one in blue.
And that was the part that unraveled her. Because even though Anya looked different now, her eyes… her eyes hadn’t changed at all. They still felt like home.
Even if everything else felt like a war zone.
Avary stiffened, the air shifted—just slightly—but enough to make the tiny hairs on the back of her neck stand at attention. She didn’t hear footsteps. No creaking floorboards. No rustling clothes.
But she felt it. A presence.
Unmistakably Anya.
“I didn’t hear you knock,” Avary said quietly, her voice calm but clipped as she stared straight ahead, not bothering to turn around.
A slow, amused breath escaped behind her.
“That would suggest I’m polite,” came the familiar rasp of Raven’s voice—dry, dark, and unmistakably hers. “And we both know I don’t have a polite bone in my body.”
Avary slowly turned away from watching their brother.  “Yeah, you made that pretty clear the day we met... or re-met… or whatever the hell that was.”
Raven leaned casually against the banister, arms crossed, her piercing blue eyes scanning the room like she was evaluating a threat—or maybe a memory. “You’re still painting the dead, I see.” Her eyes studied a portrait of an Indian chief on an easel.
Avary’s lips twitched. “You’re still sneaking up on people like a damn ghost.”
“Well,” Raven said with a shrug, “old habits die hard. And you were never exactly easy to approach.”
“You never tried,” Avary replied evenly.
A heavy silence settled between them, thick with too much unsaid.
Raven tilted her head slightly. “ I didn't know how to step into your mind like you stepped into mine as kids. So, I had to wait until you came to me. I’m here now, aren’t I?”
“Physically? Sure.” Avary crossed her arms over her chest as she stared at her sister. “Emotionally? Jury’s still out.”
“You have questions.” Raven tilted her head slightly, eyes sharp, unreadable. “Ask.”
Avary arched a brow. “Ah, but the real question is… will you actually answer them?”
A smirk tugged at the corner of Raven’s mouth. “Yes. The best I can.”
“Okay then.” Avary drew in a breath and let it out slowly, like she was about to pull off a bandage. “Why don’t we look alike anymore? We were identical as kids—except for our eye  color. Or… did I make that up in some weird dream?”
Raven’s expression softened a fraction. “No,” she said quietly, “you didn’t make it up. We were identical. Right down to the way we laughed.”
Avary blinked, surprised by the unexpected tenderness in Raven’s voice.
“Then what happened?” she asked, her voice lowering. “Why do you look so different now?”
Without answering right away, Raven walked over and pulled out a chair from the little café table tucked into the corner of the attic studio. She sat down with a fluid grace that hinted at coiled power. Her fingers found a pencil and began to roll it slowly across the table, back and forth, like the rhythm steadied her thoughts.
“This is a story that can’t be untold, Avary,” she said, her voice suddenly heavier. “Once you hear it, you can’t unhear it. Are you sure you want the answer?”
Avary moved across from her and sat down, her green eyes locking with her sister’s blue ones. “Yes,” she said with quiet conviction. “I’ve been lied to and manipulated my entire life. I need the truth. All of it. Even if it hurts.”
Raven stared at her for a moment, like she was weighing just how much of that truth Avary could carry.
Then she gave a slow nod. “All right, then. But once I start… there’s no going back.”
Raven paused, her fingers stilling around the pencil. She stared at it for a long moment before she began, her voice low and steady—like someone used to burying pain beneath control.
“When I was ten, I was taken, kidnapped from the Underworld when it was attacked. I wasn’t the only one. Around thirty-six of us—a few kids, a few teens—and many adults were captured. We were scattered across different facilities around the world and… experimented on.”
Avary’s breath caught. A tight ache bloomed in her chest, but she didn’t speak. Something in Raven’s tone warned her—if she interrupted now, Anya might shut down completely.
“We spent years inside those walls,” Raven continued. “Enduring procedures, tests, torture—pushed to the brink over and over again. They infused our bodies with DNA from nearly every supernatural species they could get their hands on. Witches. Sorcerers. Vampires. Demons. Elves. Nymphs. Shifters. If it had power, they tried to fuse it to our DNA”
“Why?” The word slipped from Avary’s lips before she could stop it, the horror too great to stay silent.
Raven looked up. “Because they were trying to build something. A weapon. A super-soldier. A being of mass destruction. They wanted a creature that could adapt to any threat, wield any power, and annihilate anything in its path. They called it The Pandora Project.” Raven gave a bitter snort. “The monster they were trying to build? They named it Pandora. Like the myth—open the box, unleash chaos and death.”
Avary’s stomach turned. “And they succeeded.” She didn't guess, she knew.
Raven gave a small, firm nod. “They just didn’t realize it at the time. Pandora is who set us all free.”
A beat of silence stretched between them.
“I knew…” Avary said quietly, “I knew it was horrific—what happened to everyone at Sanctuary—but what does that have to do with how different you look now?”
Raven’s gaze returned to the pencil as it began to move again, slower this time.
“Our people figured something out,” she said softly. “When the experiments were done on children—before puberty—our physical forms… changed. The DNA, the trauma, the chemical alterations—they rewired us, reshaped us. Facial structure, bone density, it altered who we were—on the outside.”
She met Avary’s eyes now, blue to green, and the weight of her truth settled between them like fog.
“That’s why I don’t look like you anymore,” she said. “Not really. I was still me inside. But the girl you remember? She… didn’t survive that facility. Not in the way you knew her.”
Avary reached across the table, her hand trembling as she laid it near Raven’s. “She’s still here. Maybe she had to become someone new to survive—but I still feel her.”
Raven stared at their hands for a moment. Then, without a word, she gently turned her palm up and let Avary take it.
Avary braced herself, expecting the usual rush of fragmented images and sensations that came when she touched someone’s skin. But what hit her was far more than she was prepared for.
It was a flood.
A brutal, unrelenting surge of agony, fear, and suffocating darkness. Years—decades—of torment exploded behind her eyes as Anya’s memories poured into her through their joined hands.
Avary gasped, her stomach lurched slightly over what she saw—what she felt.
Endless white walls. Restraints biting into small wrists. The cold sting of needles. Screams echoing down sterile corridors. Fear that settled into her bones like ice. The kind of hopelessness that ate away at a person’s soul over time, day by excruciating day.
And Caleb. He was always there.
Avary saw him—a prisoner himself—trying to comfort her twin, trying to shield her from the worst of it. He couldn’t stop the experiments. He couldn’t get her out. But he put on a brave face for her. Through every failed escape attempt, every punishment, every recovery—he was there for her.
She watched him give her his blood when they starved her. Heard his whispered reassurances when she trembled through night terrors. Felt his arms wrapped around Raven’s shaking body after yet another failed trial. He was the only kindness she knew in a place designed to break every part of her.
But even he was a prisoner. Even he had scars.
The vision twisted again—Anya thrashing against the metal restraints as wires were attached to her temples. Her screams were silent to the world outside, but inside Avary’s head, they were deafening.
Avary ripped her hand away, gasping like she’d been drowning. Her chest heaved as tears streamed down her face.
Raven—Anya—just sat there, calm and still. Like someone who had cried all the tears she had a long time ago.
Avary stared at her, shattered—completely undone. Her voice trembled as the words escaped her lips. “How… how did you survive that?”
Raven tilted her head slightly, the motion slow and deliberate. Her voice was dry, almost brittle with the weight of truth. “I wasn’t given another option.”
She let the silence hang for a moment, her icy-blue gaze locking with Avary’s. Then, her expression hardened.
“I survived because I was hellbent on revenge,” she said flatly. “Because every time they strapped me down or called me Subject AAA, I imagined what it would be like to burn their entire operation to the ground with all of them inside.”
Her eyes flicked away, scanning the distant past only she could still see. “I held on for the day I could carve my name into their nightmares. I wanted them to remember the little girl they couldn’t break.” She looked back at Avary, softer now. “And I made them pay.”
A breath passed between them before she continued.
“Caleb and I—we tore it all down. One facility at a time. We found the others like me… like us. The ones who made it out alive. The ones barely clinging to sanity. We brought them home. We gave them shelter, safety, dignity.” Her throat bobbed as she swallowed thickly. “We gave them freedom.”
Her fingers toyed with the edge of the table, suddenly restless. “It wasn’t enough to survive. I had to make sure they never did it again.”
Avary blinked through the burn in her eyes, her voice no more than a whisper. “You did more than survive. You became a savior.”
Raven gave a quiet snort, but there was no humor in it. “No. I became a weapon. But at least now… I choose where I aim.”
Avary reached across the table and gently took Anya’s hand in hers, grounding them both in the quiet stillness that followed Raven’s revelation. And somehow, she felt it, she felt it when she pulled some of that pain away from Anya's soul. Her voice was soft but unshakably certain. “You became their worst nightmare. Pandora.”
Raven’s eyes flickered, her jaw tightening almost imperceptibly at the name—one she'd buried deep, locked behind a thousand mental doors. But Avary had found it anyway. Not through memories—those were sealed shut—but through instinct. Through the bond that had tethered them since birth, long before either of them understood what they were.
“You know?” Raven asked, voice low.
Avary gave a slow nod. “You didn’t show me. But I saw the shadows in between the memories. The rage. The restraint. The control it takes to keep it caged. That wasn’t just survival. That was power.”
She tightened her grip, eyes burning with emotion. “You were their experiment. But you became something they couldn’t even begin to understand. Not a monster. Not a victim. You became Pandora. And you turned the myth into a reckoning.”
Raven didn’t speak for a moment. Her gaze dropped to their joined hands—hers scared and steady, Avary’s soft but fierce in its grip. Finally, she let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. “Yeah,” she whispered. “I did.”






  
  CHAPTER 2


After Anya left, Avary needed air—or at least a change of atmosphere. Still reeling from the weight of everything she’d just learned, she grabbed the baby monitor and made her way downstairs. Her bare feet padded softly down the steps, the cool wood grounding her in the present. 
She entered the kitchen and immediately felt the shift.
Elijah sat at the island, looking entirely too composed for her liking, while Zane stood across from him, arms crossed, posture relaxed—but his eyes tracked her like a hawk.
Both men turned to look at her the second she stepped in.
Her eyes narrowed instantly. “Okay... why do you two look like you just buried a body and hoped I wouldn’t find out?”
Zane’s lips twitched, but he stayed quiet.
She walked to the fridge and grabbed a bottle of water, twisting the cap a little more aggressively than necessary. “Seriously. I’ve seen that look before—usually on my kids when they’ve done something suspiciously quiet.”
Elijah raised a brow. “That’s a bit dramatic.”
“Says the Prince of Darkness who wears guilt like it’s part of his uniform.” She took a sip and leaned against the counter, her eyes flicking between them. “So... what did you two do? Or are planning to do?”
Zane exhaled through his nose, and Elijah chuckled under his breath, which only made her squint harder.
“I swear to the gods,” she muttered, “if either of you made a plan behind my back, one of you is getting smacked and the other is doing bath time and diaper duty.”
That earned a full laugh from Zane and a resigned sigh from Elijah.
She smirked. “Yeah, I thought so.”
Zane walked over, his eyes softening as he reached for her. He tipped her chin up and brushed a gentle kiss across her lips. “Baby, you are way too suspicious,” he murmured, voice low and teasing. “We were just talking about letting you head over to The Alliance for some training—to keep you from painting everything pink and rearranging my gym into a modern art exhibit. This way, you get a change of scenery, and we get to preserve our sanity.”
Avary gave him a sweet smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “So, exile by way of field trip? How generous.”
Elijah let out a short snort. “Pretty sure she’ll stir up trouble no matter where you send her.” His tone was bone-dry, but there was a smirk pulling at his mouth. Then his expression shifted, head tilting slightly as his sharp gaze fixed on her. “What was Raven doing here?”
Avary arched a single brow. “What makes you think she was?”
Elijah just gave her that infuriating older-brother look, equal parts smug and unbothered. “You have a lot to learn about being supernatural, sis. We share blood. I felt her here the moment she arrived.”
Her brow furrowed, curiosity tightening her features. “Hmm… can you feel me, too?”
He nodded, his tone casual but honest. “Yeah. I know when you’re in the house and I know when you're not. Used to freak me out, not knowing why I was so dialed in to your energy.” He paused, a hint of warmth in his gaze. “Now it makes sense. It’s the sibling bond—even if some of us don’t like each other much on certain days.”
Avary gave a mock gasp. “You don’t like me? And here I was planning to paint your room pink next.”
Elijah raised one brow. "You do not have a key to my room."
Avary gave him a sweet smile. "Kya will let me in. She'd probably help me, too."
"Fuck me," he muttered as he ran a hand down his face.
Zane groaned. “Please, gods, someone stop her before she bedazzles the damn training mats.”
Elijah shook his head with a chuckle. “You mated the hurricane, brother. You made your storm, now live in it.” Then he turned his sharp eyes to Avary. “But if you paint anything of mine pink, I swear I will personally escort you to hell. No snacks. No drinks. And absolutely no glitter.”
Avary gasped. “Wow. You are so mean.”
“So I’ve been told,” Elijah replied dryly.
She leaned against the counter and sipped her water, green eyes twinkling. “So, you, Gage, and Anya don’t always get along, huh? I, for one, am shocked. I mean, it’s not like any of you are bossy, bullheaded, or hot-tempered. You’d think the three of you would blend together like peanut butter and jelly.”
Her sarcasm was thick enough to spread, and Zane couldn’t help the grin tugging at his mouth.
Elijah gave her a slow blink. “We blend more like fire and gasoline. But sure, peanut butter and jelly sounds like a pleasant illusion.”
Zane leaned closer to Avary and murmured, “You do realize sarcasm is like blood in the water for these guys, right?”
She batted her lashes at him. “Oh, I count on it. Since I’ll never be able to kick any of their asses, I have to bring them down a notch some other way.”
Elijah let out a low laugh. “Careful, little sister. That mouth of yours might start a war you can’t win.”
Avary took a casual sip of her water. “I’m not trying to win. I’m trying to annoy you into submission.”
Zane choked on his laugh while Elijah shook his head with a smirk. “You are going to be the death of someone.”
“Hopefully not me,” Zane muttered. “But at this rate, it’s fifty-fifty.”
She winked. “Those are better odds than usual.”
Elijah narrowed his eyes on Avary. “Does Raven know you call her Anya? She hates that. I only do it on occasion just to watch smoke pour out of her ears.”
Avary shrugged, unfazed. “She’s always been Anya to me. That won’t change—whether she likes it or not.”
Zane tilted his head. “Wait. What does that mean, sweetheart?”
“I dream walked with her as a kid, remember?” Avary said quietly. She glanced at Elijah, her voice softening. “I saw part of the attack on the Underworld that day.” She started to say more, then clamped her mouth shut like she’d revealed too much.
Elijah caught it immediately. His voice dropped an octave, all steel and warning. “No. What were you about to say?”
Avary hesitated for only a second before exhaling. “I also saw when Roman came to your room afterward… when he told you your whole family was dead.”
The silence that followed was thick, the kind that made the air feel heavy.
Elijah’s jaw visibly twitched, clenching so hard his cheek ticked. His blue eyes darkened as he gritted out, “How the hell could you have seen that if you were dream walking with Anya? She didn’t see any of that.”
Avary met his stare. “I don’t know,” she said honestly. “I didn’t even realize what it was at the time. I thought I was just imagining things. But now I know it wasn’t just her dreams I think I was walking through… yours too.”
Zane stepped in, his tone low but steady. “So you were dream walking between siblings—connected by blood and trauma.” He looked between them. “That’s not normal.”
“No,” Elijah muttered, gaze still fixed on Avary. “That’s prophetic.”
“Did you ever dream walk with Gage?” Zane asked, his voice curious but cautious.
Avary shook her head slowly. “I don’t think so. Not that I remember, anyway.” She paused, glancing between the two men. “But I think it’s because I had seen Anya for years, and Elijah was always connected to her. The link was already there—subtle, but strong. It made it easy for me to access... even if I didn’t understand what I was doing at the time.”
Elijah leaned forward, elbows on the counter, then dragged a hand down his face with a groan. “Shit. I hope like hell you didn’t enter my mind while I was in battle,” he muttered. “Because that’ll leave you with more than just nightmares.”
Avary gave him a small, knowing smirk, but her eyes held a hint of unease. “Don’t worry, I think the worst thing I saw was you shirtless and covered in blood, barking orders like a man possessed.”
Zane arched a brow at Elijah. “That could be any Tuesday.”
Elijah shot him a glare before returning his gaze to Avary. “Still... if you ever do end up in my head during a fight—don’t say I didn’t warn you. It’s not a place for civilians.”
“I’m not exactly a civilian anymore,” she said quietly. “And I’ve already seen more than I ever wanted to.”
The room fell quiet for a moment, each of them letting that truth settle. Then Zane reached out and brushed his fingers down her arm. “We’ll make sure you don’t see more than you need to, baby.”
Elijah nodded, softer now. “And if you do, at least now you’ve got backup.”
Avary stepped closer and extended her hand toward Elijah, her palm open and steady. “Let me get to know all of you.”
Elijah’s eyes narrowed slightly, flicking to Zane, who was already standing rigid with a scowl darkening his face. A silent exchange passed between the two men—unspoken words laced with warning and concern.
***

Avary's eyes were unwavering as she held Elijah's gaze.
“Baby,” Zane said, his voice low but firm, “that’s not a good idea. The things you’d see in Elijah’s past...” He exhaled, jaw tightening. “They’d haunt you. You’ve already seen too much.”
“Anya let me see all of her earlier. I need to know him,” she said, voice soft but unwavering. “All of him. I’ve missed out on growing up with my siblings—on knowing them as more than just titles or legends.” Her eyes found Elijah’s and held. “I want to know you, from top to bottom, and everything in between.”
Elijah’s face hardened, but the hesitation in his eyes betrayed him. “You could barely handle what you saw in James’ head,” he said flatly. “Zane’s right. The things I’ve done, the things I’ve seen... they don’t just scar bodies, Avary. They burn into your soul.”
She didn’t flinch. “What I saw in James was cruelty. It was torture for the sake of control. Evil without purpose.”
She stepped closer, hand still offered. “But you—what you’ve done was out of duty. Out of loyalty. You fought for people who couldn’t fight for themselves. That’s something I can live with. That’s something I can respect.”
A silence stretched between them as Elijah studied her, the war behind his eyes quietly raging. And then, slowly, he reached out.
His fingers hovered above hers, just inches away.
“Are you absolutely sure?” he asked, voice quieter now, almost reverent. “There are things in my head that no one should ever see—"
She nodded. “I’m not asking to judge. I’m asking to understand.”
Elijah let out a slow breath, then gently placed his hand in hers.
And the air around them shifted.
A flood of Elijah’s memories surged through Avary like a tidal wave—raw, relentless, and vivid.
She saw him as a boy, laughing with Caleb, Damien, and Roman, the four of them a chaotic force of mischief and mayhem, leaving their parents exasperated and exhausted on a regular basis. They were brothers in every sense of the word—bound by loyalty, love, and the occasional fistfight.
She watched him grow, taller, stronger, deadlier—training as a warrior from a young age. He moved like he was born for it, a weapon honed by discipline and instinct. Every motion was fluid, every strike precise. He was lethal—but noble.
She followed him through brutal battles on Earth, where he fought not for glory, but for those who couldn’t fight for themselves. She felt his rage when innocents were harmed and his overwhelming need to protect those who had no one.
Then the memory shifted, and the image that followed stole her breath.
Elijah’s face lit up the first time he held baby Anya in his arms, his smile stretching wide with pride and awe. She saw him cradle the tiny bundle like she was made of glass. Later, she saw him on his knees in the grass, holding her tight while she sobbed over a scraped knee, rocking her gently as her tears soaked his shirt.
And then—devastation.
She felt his soul crack when Roman told him the safe cell had been breached. When he heard that his parents and Anya had been killed. The air in that memory felt thick with grief, his cries echoing through her chest like thunder. His pain was suffocating, his guilt unbearable. The fire inside him burned unchecked that day—and it never truly went out.
Then came a flicker of purpose.
She saw the fire of resolve in his eyes the moment he joined Raven in her mission to dismantle every last Facility. To burn them to the ground and free the tortured souls inside. He didn’t just fight—he led. He became the weapon they needed.
But nothing could prepare her for the memory that came next.
She felt the moment he realized Raven was Anya.
His knees buckled. His heart nearly shattered again—grief and joy colliding in a single, gut-wrenching breath. And then the guilt. So much guilt. He had failed her—at least in his own eyes—and the weight of that belief pressed down on him even now.
But through it all… there was love.
Fierce, unwavering, soul-deep love.
Not just for Anya, but for her.
Avary.
He loved her like a brother who’d missed every milestone, every scraped knee, every hug that should’ve happened but never did. And now, he would die before letting anything happen to her.
Tears burned in Avary’s eyes as she slowly came back to herself. Her hand still clutched Elijah’s, trembling slightly. She blinked up at him, their gazes locked.
But she didn’t look away.
Not from the pain.
Not from the truth.
And definitely not from him.
“Thank you,” Avary whispered, her voice barely audible as she let go of his hand and stepped forward, pressing herself into his chest in a full embrace.
Elijah froze, caught off guard by the sudden contact. For a moment, he stood still, his arms hovering at his sides in hesitation. Then instinct took over—something deeper than instinct, something primal and buried—and his arms came around her, wrapping tightly as if shielding something precious for the first time in a long time.
She held onto him like she’d never let go, as if the broken parts of her soul had finally found a place to rest, if only for a moment.
“You’re a better man than you give yourself credit for, Darkness,” she murmured, using the nickname that so many had spoken with fear—but she said it with affection. Reverence. Love.
She pulled back slightly and looked up into his electric blue eyes. “Your love, your loyalty, your honor… it’s what we should all strive for. You may see a monster when you look in the mirror, but I see a protector. A brother. A hero. Thank you for letting me in.”
For the first time in what felt like an eternity, Elijah had no words.
None.
He just stood there, staring at her as if she had rearranged the very foundations of who he believed himself to be.
No one had ever said these things to him.
They respected him, feared him—even followed him into war—but no one had ever seen him.
Until now.
Avary had walked straight through the darkness and found the light buried underneath. And she wasn’t afraid of it. Or of him.






  
  CHAPTER 3


Later that night, Avary lay sprawled on the couch, her head cradled in Zane’s lap. His fingers moved gently through her hair, slow and rhythmic, as if memorizing every strand. The steady rise and fall of his chest beneath her brought comfort, grounding her as her thoughts swirled. 
There was so much to process—Anya, Elijah… the truth, the pain, the bond.
Their lives hadn’t just been difficult; they had been forged in agony and fire. Both of them had endured unspeakable horrors, yet somehow, they still found love… and held onto it.
Roman had saved Anya—not just physically, but emotionally. He had shown her how to love, how to trust. Avary doubted anyone had ever truly touched Anya’s heart before him. She had locked herself behind steel walls, living a life of solitude, thinking that was safety. Roman, with his quiet strength and unwavering devotion, had chipped away at that fortress piece by piece. He didn't force his way in—he waited, showed up, stayed steady, and proved that not all love ends in destruction. It hadn’t been easy—Anya had made damn sure of that—but he refused to let her go. Not then. Not ever.
And Elijah… gods, Elijah. He’d been prepared to sacrifice his freedom, his solitude, his entire identity for a sense of duty. To honor a promise he made to Kya's dying mother. He never wanted a mate—after three centuries of battle and blood, the idea of love had felt more like a burden than a blessing. Until Kya dropped into his life like a wildfire—untrained, unpredictable, and completely unwilling to take his shit.
She’d challenged him from the start, threw things at him (literally), argued with him, defied him—and unknowingly stole his heart. The day she accidentally killed him with her chaotic power was the day everything changed. That was when she realized what he truly meant to her… when she thought she had lost him forever.
And even then, Elijah had been willing to walk away, to give her freedom, to let her go—even if it shattered him. But she didn’t let him. They found each other in the ashes, in the chaos—and what bloomed between them was messy and fierce… and real.
Avary smiled softly to herself. Kya still gave Elijah hell, and it was clear that he absolutely loved every minute of it.
"You’re thinking too loud," Zane murmured, his thumb grazing her temple.
She looked up at him, her heart full. “I’m just grateful they found their way to happiness… after everything.”
Zane leaned down and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Who?”
“Anya and Elijah. After everything they’ve lived through… they deserve the happiness they have now.” Her voice softened, but a faint crease formed between her brows. “Even Gage. I saw Sofia die—twice. The second time… it brought him to his knees. It nearly destroyed him. And yet… they found each other again. A third chance. And this version of Sofia—” she smiled faintly, “—she’s changed him. He’s not the same man. He’s softer. He laughs more. He’s… lighter with her around.”
Zane watched her closely, his eyes full of something tender and proud.
She smiled to herself.
He ran a finger slowly down her cheek. “What are you smiling about, baby?”
“I’m thinking about Anya, Kya, and Sofia.” Her smile deepened. “They’re all strong-willed women who give their mates hell on a daily basis.”
Zane snorted. “And I have absolutely no idea what that’s like.”
She gave him a playful glare.
He winked at her, grinning. “Totally foreign concept.”
She chuckled and gave his chest a light swat. “You love it.”
“Damn right, I do.” He dipped down and kissed her again—this time longer, slower. “Every wild, infuriating, beautiful minute of it.”
Zane shifted out from under her and stood, then reached down to pull her to her feet. With one smooth motion, he wrapped his arm around her waist, yanking her flush against his body. His voice dropped, thick with heat. “In fact, I think it’s time I show you just how damn much I love it.”
Avary arched a brow, teasing. “Ooh, how will you do it? By buying me more shoes?”
He let out a low growl and delivered a swift smack to her ass, then gripped her hips and lifted her effortlessly. She laughed and wrapped her legs around his waist on instinct, arms locking around his neck.
“Fuck, woman,” he muttered, his lips brushing her cheek, “you don’t need more shoes.”
She leaned in and gave his bottom lip a gentle nip. “Mmm, I beg to differ. I will always need more shoes.”
He chuckled, already heading for the stairs, his mouth trailing along the curve of her neck, nipping at the sensitive skin. “At this rate, baby, if you get any more shoes, I’m gonna have to build you a second damn closet.”
“I see no problem with that,” she whispered, her voice breathy with anticipation.
Zane groaned. “Of course you don’t.” He tightened his grip. “But right now, I’ve got better things to do than argue with you about footwear.”
Her lips brushed his ear. “Then stop talking, Alpha, and show me just how much you adore me.”
And he did.
She smiled again and closed her eyes, letting his warmth—and his love— and his lips show her how much he wanted her.
Zane barely made it through the bedroom door before he dropped her to her feet, his hands already ripping at her clothes with a desperation that bordered on primal. Avary matched his urgency, yanking his shirt over his head, her fingers fumbling with his belt even as he shoved her jeans down her legs.
They were a flurry of motion—shirts flung, buttons popped, breathless laughter and gasps filling the room like oxygen-deprived fire.
Within moments, they were bare, skin to skin, heartbeat to heartbeat.
Zane lifted her again, her legs wrapping tightly around his waist just as his back hit the door to slam it shut. Without missing a beat, he turned and pressed her into the icy wall, the contrast against her heated skin making her suck in a sharp gasp.
“Oh, you’re gonna pay for that,” she breathed, her voice husky with both amusement and threat.
He grinned—feral and full of wicked promises—just before sinking his fangs into the tender spot between her neck and shoulder. At the same moment, he thrust deep inside her, claiming her with a force that ripped a cry from her throat.
The dual sensation made her body bow, arching into him as her hands clawed at his back, needing more, needing all of him.
“Damn, Zane,” she gasped, head falling back against the wall. Her nails dug into his shoulders as her hips rolled instinctively, demanding his rhythm match the wildfire he’d lit inside her.
He growled low in his throat, animalistic, his control fraying with every breath. “You feel like fucking heaven,” he rasped against her ear, voice thick with reverence and need. "Taste even better."
He began to move—each thrust deeper, harder, more relentless than the last. The wall shook behind them, but neither noticed. All that mattered was the way they fit together, the way her body clenched around him like she was made for this—made for him.
Avary’s fingers threaded through his hair, pulling his mouth back to hers in a kiss that was more teeth than lips, more hunger than grace. She kissed him like he was the only thing tethering her to the earth—and in that moment, he was.
“Zane,” she moaned, the sound of his name laced with desperation. “I need… I need you…”
“I’m here, baby,” he whispered hoarsely against her lips, slamming into her again. “I’m not going anywhere. Not ever.”
Her cries grew louder, breath hitching with each drive of his hips. Her climax built fast, brutal, unstoppable—like everything between them.
When it hit her, it ripped through her with such intensity she bit his shoulder to muffle the scream. The feel of her tightening around him sent Zane over the edge, his release crashing into him with a guttural groan torn from the depths of his chest.
He held her there, against the wall, both of them shaking, breathing hard, tangled together as if letting go would undo the universe.
Slowly, he rested his forehead against hers, still buried inside her, still catching his breath. “You’ll be the death of me, Ava.”
Her hand slid up the back of his neck, fingers curling in his hair. “Then I’ll make sure it’s one hell of a way to go.”
An hour later, Avary lay curled against Zane’s warm, solid body, her fingertips lazily tracing invisible patterns across the chiseled planes of his abs and chest. His hand glided in a slow, hypnotic rhythm up and down her spine, lulling her into that blissful haze between sleep and arousal.
He pressed a soft kiss to her hair, murmuring into the crown of her head, “Damn, baby, how is it that sex just keeps getting better and better with us?” His hand slid lower, cupping her ass with a playful squeeze. “But I’m not done with you yet.”
She groaned and tried to wriggle away, her lips curving into a tired but teasing smile. “Nope. I’m exhausted. Go away.”
That was all the invitation he needed.
With a low growl, he rolled and pinned her to the mattress in one swift movement, his body covering hers before she could escape. Looking down at her with an expression that was equal parts devilish and hungry, he flashed a wicked grin. “Too bad.”
Before she could retaliate, his head dipped, and his mouth latched onto one of her sensitive peaks, his tongue swirling before his teeth gave a soft, calculated bite.
She gasped, her spine bowing off the mattress. “Sonofabitch,” she hissed, her breath catching.
He chuckled against her skin, the vibration making her shiver as he lavished her breast with attention—sucking, licking, and teasing until she was trembling beneath him. Then he shifted to the other, giving it the same delicious torture, while his hand slipped between her thighs.
His fingers found her slick and ready, and he eased one inside, followed by another, stretching and stroking in slow, maddening circles. Her hips arched into his touch, body instinctively reaching for more, as her breath hitched and her nails dug into his shoulders.
Zane lifted his head, watching her with eyes darkened by desire and something deeper—worship, maybe. “See?” he whispered, lips brushing against her jaw. “You say you’re exhausted, but your body still wants me.”
She moaned as his fingers worked magic inside her, each movement coaxing her higher, unraveling her defenses all over again.
“I hate you,” she gasped, nails raking down his back.
He grinned, kissing the hollow of her throat, his voice thick with heat. “You love me.”
“Only half of the time,” she shot back with a breathless laugh—just before he flipped her onto her stomach in one swift, dominating move that made her gasp.
A teasing growl rumbled from his chest. “Liar.”
His mouth began its descent—trailing slow, reverent kisses down the curve of her spine, each one a brand, a promise, a claim. She shuddered beneath him, her skin alive with every pass of his lips. When he reached the small of her back, he reversed direction, the warmth of his breath moving up the path he’d kissed before. His body hovered over hers, then dipped down, his mouth grazing the shell of her ear.
“The other half of the time,” he whispered, voice low and wicked, “you worship me… and this body.” His tongue flicked over her lobe, sending a jolt of pleasure racing through her.
Before she could sass him back, he gripped her hips and pulled her back into him, lifting her effortlessly. With one hard, claiming thrust, he entered her from behind, and a gasp tore from her throat as her body arched into the invasion.
A primal growl vibrated from his chest as he rocked into her. “Fuck,” he groaned, voice strained and reverent all at once, “I love the way your body responds when I take you like this.”
She tried to catch her breath, but he gave her no reprieve—his pace fierce, purposeful, like he was trying to fuse their bodies into one.
“You have no idea what it does to my wolf,” he growled into her neck, fangs grazing her skin. “You ignite something wild in me, something feral. And baby—” he thrust deeper, harder, “—I’m gonna show you exactly what that means.”
She cried out his name, fingers clutching the sheets as he unleashed everything he was—Alpha, protector, mate, and beast—until she had no thoughts left except his name, his body, and the wildfire he’d set loose inside her.






  
  CHAPTER 4


A thunderous banging rattled the front door, startling both Zane and Avary out of their peaceful moment on the couch as they cuddled after putting the kids down for a nap. 
“What the hell? Who’s trying to break the damn door down?” Avary asked, already moving.
Zane was right behind her, his jaw tight with tension. “I don’t know. Stay back,” he warned, throwing her a firm look. “I mean it, Avary.”
Before she could respond, Elijah appeared at her side in his usual silent fashion—only to double over as Avary instinctively elbowed him in the stomach.
“Dammit, Luna!” he gasped, staggering a step back. “It’s either screaming or violence with you. Honestly, I prefer the screaming.”
“Then stop materializing out of thin air like a horror movie,” she snapped, narrowing her eyes at him.
Zane glanced over, his tone flat. “Keep her back.”
“She’s already told me twice she doesn’t take orders,” Elijah muttered, rubbing his midsection. “But sure. I’ll babysit my feral sister.”
“I’m standing right here,” Avary reminded them both with a huff.
Zane didn’t answer, already unlocking and yanking the door open—his body braced for a fight.
Instead, standing on the porch were William and Maggie—Sherice’s parents. Both looked like ghosts of themselves. William’s chest heaved like he’d run the entire way, while Maggie clutched her purse like it was the only thing keeping her upright. Their faces were pale, eyes wide with panic, haunted by something they hadn’t yet said.
Zane’s brows drew together, his instincts immediately on high alert. “What’s wrong?”
William stepped forward, voice trembling. “It’s Sherice… we think we found her.”
Zane blinked. That hit hard—but not clean. His gut twisted with unease. What the hell?  He’d had his best trackers scouring the area for weeks and hadn’t turned up so much as a scent trail. Suddenly, they had a lead? Something wasn’t adding up. He didn’t know whether to chalk this up to parental desperation, divine intervention, or a carefully orchestrated setup wrapped in grief.
“Shit,” he muttered, masking the skepticism that prickled down his spine. “Seriously?” He stepped aside, pushing the door open wider. “Come in.”
As they crossed the threshold, Zane's protective instincts surged. If this was real, everything could change. If it wasn’t—someone was playing a dangerous game.
William and Maggie stepped into the house quickly, tension radiating off them in sharp waves. Their eyes immediately locked onto Elijah, who stood just behind Avary like a sentinel—arms crossed, posture rigid, gaze sharp enough to cut glass.
William’s brows drew together as he nodded toward him. “And who’s this?”
Before Zane could respond, Elijah answered coolly, his voice laced with quiet authority. “I’m one of your Luna’s bodyguards.” The way he said it left no room for pleasantries or further questions—it was a statement, not an introduction. His tone made it clear he didn’t care whether they approved.
William hesitated, then leaned slightly toward Zane, dropping his voice. “Can we speak in private?”
Elijah didn’t even blink. “No, you can’t.”
The room went still.
“If she’s part of this conversation,” Elijah continued, his tone now edged with steel, “then so am I. That’s how it works. You want to talk to your Luna? You talk to me too.”
Maggie’s eyes darted between the men, clearly unsettled, but Avary stepped forward, her voice steady. “It’s okay. If this is about Sherice, we all need to hear it. No secrets.” She glanced at Elijah with quiet gratitude. He gave her a subtle nod, remaining planted like a wall between her and the unknown.
The weight behind Elijah’s words brought a heavy silence to the room. William’s jaw tightened, the muscle ticking as if he were biting back a retort, but after a long, loaded pause, he gave a stiff nod. Maggie clutched her purse like it was a lifeline, her eyes flicking nervously between the towering men around her and Avary, who stood unmoving.
Zane shut the door with a quiet finality. “Let’s sit down,” he said, gesturing toward the living room. “Start from the beginning.”
They moved with visible hesitation, the air thick with unease. William stared at his hands for a moment, like he was steadying himself, then raised his eyes. “She reached out to us. Said she’s terrified.”
Zane kept his tone even, but the edge in his voice was unmistakable. “Where has she been? And what exactly is she afraid of?”
“She said she was kidnapped,” Maggie answered quietly, her voice almost trembling. “That she finally got away.”
William jumped in, his voice firmer now. “But she won’t come back. Says she can’t. Said he knows who she is... where she’s from. She’s terrified he’ll come for her if she returns.”
A heavy silence followed, broken only by the faint hum of tension in the air. Avary’s jaw clenched as the past surged back like a tidal wave—months of fury, betrayal, and heartbreak compressed into a single breath. Her hands curled into fists at her sides.
Sherice.
The name alone scraped against her nerves. It had been almost two years since Avary had exiled her—since she'd found out her best friend had aligned herself with Marcus Dean. Marcus, the man who had tried to own Avary. Who had nearly killed Zane to do it. Who had whispered lies and promises into Sherice’s ear until she’d helped him get close. Helped him hurt them.
Avary had confronted her without hesitation, her fury a wildfire. She still remembered the sound of her pistol cracking against Sherice’s cheekbone. The shock in Sherice’s eyes. The order that followed: banished. Gone. Permanently.
And now, out of nowhere, Sherice had resurfaced.
If not in the flesh… then in fear.
“She says she’s scared,” William repeated, as if that changed anything.
Avary’s voice was a low rasp when she finally spoke. “Yeah? She should be."
William and Maggie both shot Avary a pointed look—part challenge, part plea—before William turned to Zane, his voice taut with urgency. “We know what she did. We’re not here to excuse it. But Zane… she was born into this pack. She carries your mark, your name. That has to count for something. And right now, she’s in danger. She needs help. Whether she’s here or not—she’s still your responsibility.”
Avary stiffened, her arms folding tightly across her chest, a storm brewing behind her eyes. But it wasn’t her who responded.
It was Elijah.
He stepped forward slowly, like a predator closing in on prey, his voice cold and measured—far more dangerous than if he’d raised it. “Let me get this straight,” he said, each word razor-sharp. “You’re asking the Alpha to protect the same woman who helped orchestrate his near-death? The one who tried to hand his mate over to the enemy like she was nothing more than a bargaining chip?” His glacier-blue eyes locked onto William’s like a vice. “You think bloodlines buy loyalty after betrayal? That being born into this pack gives you a pass to burn it down and still expect sanctuary?”
The room went still. The only sound was the soft tick of the wall clock.
Then Maggie stepped forward, her eyes blazing as her voice cracked through the silence. “You’re not one of us,” she snapped, venom bleeding into every word. “This is a pack matter. It doesn’t concern you.”
Elijah didn’t flinch. He just stared at her—calm, composed, utterly unfazed. “You’re right,” he said with a slow nod. “I’m not one of you.” Then he glanced at Avary, the corners of his mouth twitching. “But I am hers. Which means I go where she goes, and I protect what she protects. So, if you think for one second that my place in this conversation is optional—think again.”
Maggie paled but said nothing more. The gauntlet had been thrown—and Elijah hadn’t even raised his voice to do it.
Before stepping back, Elijah added coolly, “Oh, and one more thing—Avary’s the little sister of the Prince of Darkness himself. So unless you’re hoping to make enemies in very high, very terrifying places... I’d rethink your tone.” His delivery was casual, almost lazy—but the underlying threat was sharp enough to draw blood.
The effect was instant.
William’s eyes widened, his jaw going slack as he processed the weight of what that meant. Maggie paled, visibly recoiling like she’d just stepped too close to a fire she hadn’t realized was lit.
“Jesus,” William muttered, glancing at Zane like he hoped this was some kind of sick joke. “Seriously?”
Zane gave a slow





OEBPS/cover.png
LAURYN L’HILL






OEBPS/images/0b967872-77c4-4921-9c75-deca1714fcad.png
ovelTde

ublishing Servig






