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        Six years ago, I did something I shouldn’t have done. Took something that didn’t belong to me.

      

        

      
        But there’s always a price to pay when you break the rules. I just didn’t realize she’d be the one to pay it. 

      

        

      
        I am the son of Alpha. A hunter. I’d been sent to find Aria Hale and her family. They’d said it was to bring them home. But that was a lie.

      

        

      
        That was the night I learned what betrayal was. When those I trusted destroyed what I’d come to love.

      

        

      
        I never expected to see Aria again, but here she is, six years later, standing on my doorstep, looking for answers, trying to understand something that can’t be understood.

      

        

      
        I can live with blood on my hands. I can exist without her if it means keeping her safe.

      

        

      
        I just can’t live knowing she hates me.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Zane

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six Years Earlier

      

      

      

      “Stop, Aria. No…”

      I meant to say we couldn’t do this. I meant to pull back. To be the older, more responsible one. But all I could think, all I could feel, all I could smell, hell, all I could taste was her.

      Her.

      Fuck.

      Fuck me.

      Because if I fucked her tonight, I’d deserve to burn in hell.

      “We can’t.” I barely managed the words, her mouth tasting too good, too sweet.

      I was a thief, stealing from her. Taking something I had no right to take, even if she offered it because she had no idea what she was doing, who she was offering it to. If she did, maybe she wouldn’t be so eager.

      And still, I was powerless to resist her as she dropped down to her knees before me.

      You’ll hate yourself if you do this.

      “Aria, please...we have to stop.” I looked at her, her big, innocent eyes staring up at me, that little pink tongue licking me. It was her first time sucking cock. Probably her first time seeing cock. And even though I was the one standing, even though I was the one who’d wound her hair tight around my fist, holding her there, keeping her on her knees before me — while those eyes watched me, I was a slave to her.

      “We shouldn’t, Aria.”

      That was convincing. Especially followed by that groan.

      I almost stopped then. Almost pulled her off me. But then she closed her mouth over my cock and began to suck, and the hand that should have held her at bay pulled her closer, thrusting deeper, making tears stream from the corners of her eyes as I lost myself in the heat of that wet, hot little virgin mouth.

      Just another lick. Just one more. Then I’ll stop. Then I’ll…fuck…
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          Aria

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six Years Later

      

      

      

      The neon light shone red, flashing the name of the bar off Highway 43: Irredeemable.

      What kind of a name was that for a bar?

      I pulled into the parking lot, kicking up dust as I drove off the paved road and onto gravel and dirt, tiny stones crunching beneath the tires of my beat-up, third-hand Mazda Miata. It was vintage, with headlights that flipped up when you put them on, although the one on the right didn’t work anymore. I didn’t care. It was mine. One of the things I’d bought myself when I left school. It required some work to keep it running, but that was fine. My mechanical skills surprised me, but when you didn’t have a ton of money to spend on anything but necessities, you figured things out.

      The aging green Miata stood out against the row of mean-looking bikes, all shiny chrome and gleaming paint, all obviously well cared for. In the distance was…nothing. Train tracks, mountains, and woods. Zane’s bar was out in the middle of fucking nowhere. You’d have to know it to come out here, and something about it didn’t invite the random car driving this forgotten road to stop. The opposite, in fact.

      If the lights in the parking lot had worked once, they didn’t anymore, so I sat in my car and surveyed the lot from my headlights, trying to figure out what the hell had brought Zane here, why he’d run so far. Part of me screamed it knew the answer to that, but another part, the one that remembered him all those years ago, said no. It couldn’t be that. He’d been like family — until that last night at least. And he’d been my brother’s best friend.

      Reaching over to the floor of the passenger seat, I picked up the bottle of vodka and swallowed the last sip. Liquid courage. I needed it tonight. My stomach was in knots, and my hands hadn’t stopped shaking since I’d found him. Since I’d found Zane Von. It had been six years since I’d seen him. I’d been sixteen then. Would he even recognize me, even though, after that night we’d shared, I’d never forget him?

      That had been the night everything had changed, when it had all gone wrong just when things had seemed so fucking perfect.

      Reaching into the glove compartment, I pulled out the worn envelope that held the page from my brother Bryan’s notebook. Although anything of a personal nature seemed to have disappeared from his room the day he’d died, I’d found this single sheet of paper, torn and crumpled. It had been under his desk, like he’d meant to throw it away but missed the trash can. Taking out the piece of paper, I read it again, trying to understand what he was talking about, what was going on. But it still made no sense:

      

      I don’t remember my dad. Aria doesn’t either. She searches photographs sometimes, but I can see in her eyes there’s no memory. Maybe it’s better she doesn’t know, doesn’t find out.

      I’ll be eighteen in two weeks. That’s when it will happen. If it happens. I’m pretty sure it will. I see my body, how it’s changing, growing, and I know. I feel different inside, too. Hungrier. That’s the only way I can describe it. It scares me. If it happens, I have to leave Mom and Aria behind. Now that I know what I am… why and from whom we’re running, I’m not sure that’s a great idea. Zane says it is. He says it’s the only thing I can do to keep them safe. I can’t imagine leaving them unprotected, especially Aria. She’s just a kid. And she has no idea who what we are.

      

      I didn’t realize he’d kept a diary. It wasn’t like him. He’d been a jock, captain of the football team. Keeping a diary was about as far from the Bryan Hale I’d grown up with as possible.

      But then again, if there was one thing I’d learned over the last six years, it was that people kept secrets and you could never really know what was inside someone’s head. Thinking you knew someone at all was a stupid mistake.

      Tears blurred my vision. I took care none fell on the single sheet I held. It was too precious. It was the last memento I had of Bryan. Putting it back into its envelope and sliding it into the glove compartment, I took the switchblade out. That had been Bryan’s, too.

      I killed the engine and tucked the little knife into the seam I’d sewn into my boot, the cool metal reminding me to steel myself. I was searching for a killer, and if I ever hoped to avenge the murders of my family, I needed to stay focused. I’d cried enough already. Too much, in fact. The time for tears was past.

      I rolled up my window and stepped out, tugging my jacket closer. Fall nights were cold in Colorado, even if the days were still warm. In the distance, the howl of a wolf made me shudder, forcing me to stop, to glance over my shoulder. Another cry came, this one sounding a little closer. My heartbeat quickened, and I walked faster toward the bar, not quite sure it was a safe haven against the animals making the sounds. In fact, when I opened the door and glimpsed the people inside, I was certain it was not.

      Music played, hard ’90s rock drowning out every other noise. I scanned the place, wondering how Zane would react when he saw me. Would he even recognize me? It had been six years. Would I recognize him? He’d be twenty-four or twenty-five now. There was a time when I’d fantasized I’d marry him one day, but I shook my head at that now. I’d been a stupid kid.

      People were beginning to look in my direction. I stood taller, forcing myself to meet their gazes head on, pushing away thoughts that I was an imposter, a fake who didn’t belong here. I had business with Zane Von. I had as much right as they to be here. Maybe more, considering.

      Heading to the bar, I stopped before the bartender, a man who was probably in his mid-thirties, built like a brick house with thick, dark hair slicked back from his face and an unkempt beard barely hiding the deep scar that spanned his jaw and part of his right cheek. His features were sharp, everything about him hard, everything but his eyes. They were an intense blue seeming too old, too tortured to belong to him.

      He leaned back, his body language relaxed, and folded his arms across his chest, the boredom in his expression telling me he’d taken stock of me and remained unimpressed.

      “What can I do for you?”

      “I’d like a beer, please.” My voice sounded creaky and I cleared my throat, repeating my request.

      He snorted while his mouth curved up on one side. For a moment, he didn’t move, at least his body didn’t. He scanned me from my head to my chest, pausing there for a long moment before moving his focus back up to my face.

      “Sure, pretty girl,” he said, sliding a mug under the tap and pouring, his eyes still on me. “Two bucks.”

      From my back pocket, I pulled out a twenty and set it down. I was running low on cash. My allowance had stopped coming since I’d left school. Since I’d walked out and left no forwarding address. My benefactor — aka my grandfather — a man who couldn’t be bothered to once show up and meet me in person, who couldn’t take the time to turn up at my family’s funeral, had been paying for me to attend a very exclusive, very expensive, and very remote private school. He’d sent money monthly, a small allowance, and when I’d graduated, the check had been a little bigger. That was the day I’d left. The day the search for my family’s killer had begun.

      I didn’t care about my grandfather. I had never met him, and he was nothing to me. The fact that he was family didn’t mean much. I wasn’t even sure I believed he was, except that he paid for everything, and that private school wasn’t cheap. But what I’d needed when my mom and Bryan had been ripped from me hadn’t been cash. I’d needed him. It would have been nice not to have been left on my own. To have had someone. My mom had never talked about him. I guess I figured out why over the two years he locked me away at that school, not once visiting.

      The bartender changed my twenty and finally went to serve a round elsewhere. I leaned my back against the bar, exhaling, glad not to be the subject of his intense gaze. I scanned the surroundings, the dark wood paneling along the walls, the few windows with shutters closed, smoke hanging in the air. Battered tables and chairs that should have been retired a decade ago furnished the place, rings and dents marring the tables, the chairs too worn out to be comfortable anymore, and, even though every other place in and around Denver was smoke-free, here it was almost as though they pumped the stuff into the air. I sipped my beer, taking stock of the clientele, the majority of whom were men. Most held a cigarette in one hand and a beer in the other, and women seemed to hang over them. It was a different place than I’d imagined Zane having. At least the Zane I remembered. But then again, maybe I hadn’t known him at all.

      “So what’s a pretty girl like you doing in a place like this?”

      My friendly bartender was back. I turned, rolling my eyes at the lame question, taking the last sip of my drink before setting it down on the counter to order another.

      He raised his eyebrows. “You sure?”

      “Are you my dad?”

      He clucked his tongue and shook his head, making me want to punch the grin off his face, but he took another glass and poured, sliding it toward me.

      “I’m looking for someone, actually.”

      “And who would that be?”

      “Zane Von.”

      He stilled, narrowing his eyes almost imperceptibly.

      “Who’s asking?” He took my money and leaned back again, folding his arms across his chest, scrutinizing me.

      “An old friend,” I said, determined not to be weak. Who was he to cross-examine me?

      “Cute. You don’t seem his type though.”

      “His type? I’m not…”

      “Look around you, honey. You don’t exactly fit in here. Drink your beer and go back home to Mommy and Daddy.”

      Fuck. You.

      “You don’t know anything about me.” I brought my glass to my mouth, willing my hand to stop shaking as I did. “Is he here?” Blood pumped faster through my veins, anger growing with each beat of my heart.

      “Nope,” he said casually, snapping his lips together and making a popping sound out of the P.

      He was lying. I could see it. And he seemed to enjoy my frustration because he grinned again and walked toward the other end of the bar to join in the conversation there. I inhaled a deep breath, tucked my change into my pocket, and walked around, noting the cameras in every corner of the room. People eyed me, obviously aware of the stranger among them, although no one approached or spoke to me. But more than once, the back of my neck prickled, making me shudder and glance back, the feeling of being watched creepy.

      He wasn’t here, though. At least not out here in the bar. Was he sitting in an office somewhere following me on those cameras? I suddenly felt at a disadvantage. If I’d had the upper hand with the element of surprise when I got here, I’d surely lost it now. The bartender still kept an eye on me even while engaging with others. I thought about what he’d said about me not being Zane’s type and looked at the women here, at their tight-fitting clothes, each of them wearing more leather than I owned in my entire wardrobe, most of the women looking a little worse for wear. Well, the bartender was right, if this was now Zane’s “type.” I stuck out like a sore thumb in this place.

      Finishing my beer, I set the empty on the counter, and, staring straight ahead, walked out the door. I’d wait in my car. If he was in the building, he’d have to go home sometime. I could wait. And my car would be more welcoming than this place.

      The chill outside reminded me winter was fast approaching, but after the smoky bar, I gratefully sucked in the fresh, cool air. Cigarette smoke clung to me as I made my way around the corner toward my car.

      “Hey,” someone said behind me.

      Startled, I turned, glancing at the guy who leaned against the wall of the bar watching me. He took a long drag of his cigarette and flipped it away before taking a step closer. The way he scanned my body made me pick up the pace toward my car.

      “Heard you were looking for Zane.”

      I stopped, turning, smelling the alcohol on him even from this distance.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      He grinned, and I would have walked on, but, if he had any information on Zane, then I needed to hear him out. I could handle one sorry drunken slob. I’d done it before.

      “I’m Jake,” he said, tripping over the next step he took, forcing me backward one to avoid having to catch him if he fell. I was close enough to my car now I could lean against it but didn’t. I intended to stand my ground and would show no weakness.

      “Well, Jake, what did you want to tell me about Zane?” A sound from behind me made me turn, and I realized how large and dark the parking lot was. At the corner of it, where one lamp flickered on and off, three people, men from the way they walked, came into view. I wasn’t sure if it was distance that made them not quite clear. It might have been that second beer after what I’d consumed before getting to the bar that did it. But their laughter carried over to where I stood, and just when the light flickered out for the final time, the three took off at a run, suddenly disappearing from view. I blinked hard, but when Jake cleared his throat and I felt him step closer, I turned back to face him, running into the warm cloud of his stale, alcohol-laden breath. I touched my leg, leaning down a little, fingertips grazing the top of my boot. It would take me a second to grab the blade, but I put my other hand against his chest and pushed him backward first. He was just a drunk. I didn’t want to hurt him if I didn’t have to. “Back off, Jake,” I said, shoving a little harder.

      The bar door opened, releasing a blare of music into the night, but it closed just as quickly and I neither heard footsteps nor could I see anyone with Jake’s big body in my way.

      “Why?” he asked, caging me between himself and my car. “Saw you lookin’ at me in there.”

      “I wasn’t looking at you.” A low rumbling noise came from nearer than I liked. I paused, and, for the millionth time since Bryan’s death, since finding that sheet from his notebook, I paused, questioning again the strangeness of what I’d read.

      But Jake was a more pressing problem at the moment. “Step back. I mean it.” I closed my hand over the hilt of the blade, regretting the second beer after the vodka now.

      “Ohhh, play nice, little girl.” He kissed my face as he said it, and I drew the knife from my boot.

      “I said step the fuck back.” I pushed the button on the blade, the quick click of it giving me strength, then pressed it flat against his belly. Adrenaline rushed through me, part of me wondering what the fuck I was doing. I was twenty-two years old, five foot five inches tall, and one hundred twenty pounds, holding a very sharp switchblade against the belly of a man who’d cornered me in a dark parking lot where the only people around were inside the bar. I had a feeling they would turn the other way even if they did come out to see what was going on.

      He put his hands up and stepped backward a little, giving us both space to look down at the knife. My hand trembled, my mind racing. I’d never used it before, and wouldn’t now. I couldn’t. I knew it, and, when I shifted my gaze back to his, I realized he knew it, too. I was pretending to be something — or someone — I wasn’t. And I wasn’t fooling anyone.

      One side of Jake’s mouth curved upward as his eyes narrowed to slits. That grin was all it took for me to make a move. I may not have been able to stab him, but I could hurt him, hurt him enough to get away from him. I brought my knee up hard, forgoing the blade and ramming him in the balls instead.

      “Fuck!” He doubled over, stepping back.

      I pulled the keys out of my pocket, cursing the fact that the remote control no longer worked and I’d have to fumble with getting the key into the lock in the dark. “Bitch!” His hand closed over my arm, and when it did, I swung out, catching him with the tip of the blade.

      “Get away from me, asshole!”

      I was ready to strike again, but before I did, before I had a chance to, he was gone. I mean gone as in tossed aside like a rag doll. My mouth hung open as a huge guy dressed in black jeans and T-shirt hauled Jake off the ground and slammed him backward against a pickup truck.

      “She said step the fuck back, Jake.” The man’s voice was low, but, to my ears, it was a roar, the power it contained almost tangible.

      Zane?

      “I’m sorry, man. I didn’t know she was yours —” But before he could get another word out, Zane’s fist smashed into his jaw. Blood splattered, some of it getting on me as Zane let him drop.

      “Get the fuck out of here, Jake. You’re drunk.”

      Jake stumbled up onto his feet, muttering something sounding like a sort of apology. He pulled his keys out of his pocket, but Zane took them. “Walk. Pick up your keys tomorrow.”

      “It’s fuckin’ five miles to my house!”

      “Fresh air will do you good.”

      All this time, I watched his back, saw how much bigger he’d gotten, how the T-shirt he wore stretched tight over thick shoulders and arms. He’d always been big, built well, but now, tattooed flesh covered hard muscle, his clothes hugging him tight as if trying to contain an insuppressible energy.

      Once Jake was far enough away, Zane slowly turned to me. My breath caught as angry black eyes met mine, the almost animal-like frenzy glowing in their depths making me shudder.

      I wasn’t the only one who had changed.

      His face remained tense as he looked me over from head to toe, his black eyes burning into mine just like they used to do. Except one thing was different. There wasn’t anything playful left in them, not anymore. Not a trace of the man — the boy — I’d known.

      “You okay?” His voice came low, and if I’d expected tenderness, I’d have been disappointed.

      I tried to swallow, but my throat was too dry, and it took me a minute to speak. “Fine.” I hadn’t thought about what I’d feel once I found him, once I saw him again for the first time. It surprised me that my primary emotion following the initial shock of seeing how he’d changed was anger.

      “Then please explain to me what the fuck you’re doing here, Aria.”

      So he had recognized me. That was a plus, right? “That’s a warm greeting for someone you haven’t seen in six years.”

      His eyes bored into me, as if trying to read my thoughts, wanting to suck out all he could. He took two steps toward me, scanning me again, but anger was tempered with something else, something that made me shudder, made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. That same rumbling I’d heard earlier came again, and I now realized where it was coming from. It was him, the sound emanating from his chest. It made me think of that night, when he’d given in to me. When he’d taken me to that hotel room. The night that would have been the best of my life except for the nightmare it had turned into.

      I found myself leaning forward a little, inhaling. I’d forgotten his smell. Forgotten I’d ever paid attention to it at all.

      “You don’t belong here, Aria. Jake was evidence of that,” his hard voice berated.

      I had a right to be angry. He was the one who’d taken off. Disappeared and never came back, even after what happened to Bryan and my mother. But, right now, he was the one who sounded pissed as fuck.

      I brought my attention to the switchblade, needing a moment to collect myself. This wasn’t what I’d expected. He wasn’t what I’d expected.

      My hands shook as I closed the blade and my mouth tightened. “I can take care of myself.”

      “Fuck you can,” he said, taking a single step before gripping my wrist with one hand and confiscating the switchblade with the other.

      “Hey, that’s mine.”

      “Not in my bar, it’s not. No weapons.”

      “I’m not in your fucking bar.”

      “You’re on my property.” His hand still wrapped around my wrist, he bent to peer inside my car where the empty vodka bottle lay on the floor. “You drinking, Aria?” He searched my face, and I couldn’t help wondering if he still felt what had been between us from day one. The thing he’d denied for too long. “You even old enough to drink?”

      “Fuck you, Zane.” Of all the possibilities I’d considered, this definitely wasn’t the reception I had expected. “I’m twenty-two.” He was two years and a few months older than me. I could even remember his birthday. Had he forgotten everything?

      He scrutinized me, making a point of doing it, holding me just far enough away and taking his time. “Look at you, all grown up. Twenty-two with a whole lot of attitude to go with it.” Taking hold of both my arms, he shoved me against my car, forcing me to lean back a little when he pushed his chest against mine, his eyes feral. “Do you have any idea what could have happened to you if I hadn’t come out here just now?” He licked his lips and gave me another, hungrier once-over. “You’re not a little girl, anymore, Aria, that’s for sure. You know what happens to big girls who go poking around where they don’t belong?” He said the words so close to my face that I felt them, felt his breath on me, the heat of him, the power radiating from him. “Do you, Aria? Or were you hoping to find out?”

      I stared up at him, at his black eyes. This was a different Zane than the one I remembered. He had a coldness to him, a biting edge, an aggression that hadn’t been there before. That rumble came from his chest again, and he grinned. My breathing labored as he held me trapped between his body and my car.

      “Age is just a number,” I mumbled, the tension between us still there, like it always had been, just heavier now. Maybe that was because there was so much more at stake.

      Zane shook his head and took a deep breath in, about to speak, but then something must have caught his attention because his grip on me tightened and he stared off in the distance, his brow creasing.

      “And I wasn’t trying to find trouble. I was looking for you.” There. I’d said it.

      “Quiet.” He kept his gaze fixed past me as he spoke.

      “No. You owe me some answers —”

      “Shh.”

      I strained my ears, listening for what he was obviously hearing, but I only heard the sounds of crickets and cars along the highway.

      After a moment, he turned to me, his expression different. All the aggression was gone, the tension between us having dissipated so that when he spoke again, it was like we were strangers. “Where are you staying? I’ll have one of the guys take you home.”

      “No. I came to find you, and I intend on talking to you before I go anywhere. You owe me that much, don’t you think? I mean, you just disappeared after Bryan and my mom...” I choked on the last part, feeling my head spin.

      I could see a struggle begin inside him, but it was gone as quickly as it had come.

      “I think you’re drunk, Aria. And playing with things you shouldn’t be playing with.” He held up my knife as if making his point. “Let’s go.” Gripping my arm, he walked me back toward the bar.

      “Let me go, I’m not going anywhere until I get some answers from you.”

      Effortlessly holding on to me, he opened the door and called out to the bartender. “Fly, send Mark out here. Tell him to get the keys to the truck.”

      “Sure thing, Z.” The bartender shook his head. I swear I heard him chuckle.

      “Fly? The
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