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About Ryker

WHEN RYKER PHILLIPS GOES undercover to spy on the Idaho Pack, the last thing he expects is to fall in love. As the Moonstone Pack’s lead enforcer, he’s supposed to protect the pack from interlopers, not invite one in as his mate.

Ivy Campbell has zero desire to choose any mate at all. As one of the lowest-ranking females in the pack, she’s been mistreated for most of her life. When a new alpha took over, she hoped for a change. But she’s right back where she was before, and she’d rather suffer the fate of becoming a lone wolf than allow anyone into her heart.

So when a new wolf shows up, she does everything she can to resist him, despite her attraction to him. And as she grows closer to the newcomer, she must determine where her loyalties truly lie. When she learns he’s keeping a dangerous secret, will she betray him or protect him?





Content and Trigger Warning

PLEASE NOTE THAT THIS book includes elements of physical, verbal, and emotional abuse by characters other than the hero, as well as mentions of rape and sexual abuse, and may therefore be triggering to some readers.
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Prologue

IN THE MAIN OFFICE of Moonstone Lodge, Ryker Phillips, the lead enforcer of the Montana wolf shifter Moonstone Pack, stood staring down at a computer screen, too wound up even to sit as he watched the meeting between Moonstone alpha Steele and the brand-new alpha of the neighboring Idaho Pack, Franklin Ellerson.

“I should be there,” Ryker muttered to himself as he paced back and forth, never taking his eyes off the video feed from the main meeting room of the lodge, just two hallways away.

Ellerson had taken over the Idaho Pack after their last alpha, Blake Deacon, died during a Moonstone raid on the Idaho compound—an attack the Idahos had triggered by abducting Steele’s new mate, human woman Mila Wright.

“I don’t trust this new alpha any more than I trusted Deacon,” Steele had told Ryker the day before as they’d set up the camera system designed to allow Ryker to observe the meeting without being seen himself.

“Me either,” Ryker had said.

“It’s important to me that you know that my lieutenants and I don’t make any claim on Moonstone territory,” Ellerson was now saying.

Mila watched the other alpha carefully, Ryker noted. She had also said that something about this man didn’t sit right with her, and Ryker agreed with her skepticism about Ellerson’s claims.

But Steele believed it was important to give the Idahos the opportunity to make amends for their previous alpha’s actions, especially if they had not participated in the attack—and as neither Steele nor any of the other pack members had smelled or seen Ellerson that night, Steele was willing to give the man a chance. Which meant Ryker had to be willing to allow the other, brand-new alpha the benefit of the doubt as well.

So now the Moonstones were meeting with Franklin Ellerson and the Idahos.

All the Moonstones, that was, except for Ryker.

“I want you to go undercover, get in with the Idahos,” Steele had said to him. “See what you can find out. Ellerson might not be as insane as Deacon was, but there’s a good chance that will make him an even more formidable adversary.”

And as much as Ryker hated the idea of leaving his alpha to face Ellerson alone, he knew there were plenty of other wolves who would protect Steele while Ryker was gone, when it came right down to it.

Given the small size of the Idahos’ delegation to this summit, though, Ryker suspected none of the Idahos would be making a move today—or anytime soon, for that matter.

So Ryker watched his alpha meet with the other pack’s leader through cameras rather than in person, feeling half-blind with his inability to scent any danger.

On the screen in front of him, Clarissa—Ryker’s aunt and Steele’s mother—stood with an arm around Mila’s waist.

Mila practically glowed with happiness.

From what Steele had told Ryker about Mila’s early life—losing her parents first and then eventually her grandmother as well—Ryker wasn’t entirely surprised that Mila was fitting in so very well with the Moonstone Pack. The woman needed a family.

And he had never seen his alpha quite so happy.

On the one hand, Ryker was thrilled for his cousin. But he had to admit to a certain amount of jealousy as well.

To find one’s fated mate like that? It was every wolf shifter’s dream—even if that fated mate was a human.

Shaking his head, Ryker focused again on the meeting on the screen. He’d been listening carefully up until that point, paying attention to Steele’s discussion with Ellerson and trying not to let his mind drift. Of course, there wasn’t anything in this treaty that he and Steele hadn’t discussed earlier.

His gaze floated across the rest of the crowd, and Ryker allowed his instincts to take over. Sometimes a wolf shifter’s instincts were even better than his conscious mind. The Moonstone Pack members sat on one side of the meeting room, and the Idahos sat on the other, as if by mutual agreement.

Everyone looked as bored as Ryker felt.

That’s a good sign—it doesn’t look like anyone is gearing up to start a fight.

His gaze drifted across the group of shifters again.

That was when he saw her.

A beautiful blonde woman sitting near the back of the Idaho delegation, eyes downcast. Instantly, something about her drew Ryker to her.

I have to get a sense of how she smells.

But even as the thought crossed his mind, he realized it was wrong.

Because his inner wolf was already chanting inside his mind.

Mine.

Mine.

Mine.

And he knew he would never be able to let anyone else have her.





Chapter 1

AT THE BACK OF the rustic, wood-beamed Moonstone Lodge meeting room, Ivy Campbell shifted in her seat, her slender fingers nervously tapping a staccato rhythm on the edge of the well-worn wooden chair. Her long, wavy blonde hair cascaded over her shoulders, offering a small sense of security as she fidgeted, trying to hide behind it. Her gaze darted between Franklin Ellerson and Steele Jacobs, alphas of the Idaho Pack and the Moonstone Pack, respectively.

The tension in the room was palpable, like a tightly coiled spring ready to snap.

“We need guarantees that your pack will respect our borders,” Steele said.

“Of course,” Ellerson replied with a wolfish smile that sent shivers down Ivy’s spine. “We only ask for your cooperation in allowing us expanded hunting rights during the winter months.”

I don’t understand why Ellerson insisted I come to this meeting, Ivy thought. She was just a low-ranking female. Why would her presence make any difference in negotiating a treaty? It wasn’t as if she had any say in pack matters. And with only twenty-one Idaho Pack members in attendance—all of them higher-ranking than Ivy—surely someone else could have taken her place in the delegation.

She watched the two alphas carefully, trying to gauge their intentions while doing her best not to draw attention to herself.

Ellerson’s voice carried a permanent rumble like a wolf’s growl, making it hard for her to trust anything he said. The voice matched his lupine eyes—both leftovers of too much time spent in his wolf form.

He’d lost a large part of his humanity.

Blake Deacon, the former Idaho Pack alpha, had been cruel, no doubt about it. He’d made her life a living hell for as long as she could remember. But compared to Ellerson, Deacon almost seemed like a benevolent ruler. As far as Ivy was concerned, Ellerson was not just cruel but truly evil.

Steele, on the other hand, seemed genuinely concerned about his people—but Ivy knew better than to let her guard down around powerful men.

Her thoughts drifted to the injured pack members waiting for her back at the Idaho compound infirmary. She should be tending to those who needed her skills as a healer rather than sitting here, feeling exposed in front of so many male shifters. But she knew better than to voice her worries—the last thing she wanted was to draw Ellerson’s ire.

Ivy’s heart pounded in her chest, a tiny bird trapped against her rib cage, seeking escape as she considered Ellerson’s new role as alpha. She glanced around the Moonstone Lodge ballroom, avoiding direct eye contact with the powerful wolves present.

“Very well,” Steele said after a moment of consideration, bringing Ivy’s thoughts back to the present. “We’ll agree to share hunting rights, but only for the specified months and within the designated areas.”

“Agreed,” Ellerson said, and as the two alphas shook hands, finalizing their treaty, Ivy worried what this new alliance might mean for the weaker members of the Idaho Pack.

Blake Deacon may have been cruel, but at least I knew what to expect from him.
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Franklin Ellerson stalked out of the Moonstone Lodge, his fists clenched so tightly that his nails dug into his palms.

He strode across the parking lot, snarling at one of the pregnant Idaho females he’d insisted attend the summit with him, primarily as a means of showing the Moonstones that the Idahos were every bit as fertile as they were.

The female cringed away from him, and for a moment, Ellerson considered knocking her to the ground.

But then he glanced up and saw Steele Jacobs watching him.

The cool fall air nipped at his exposed skin as he took in a deep breath, attempting to calm the fury bubbling inside him. But the scent of Steele’s pack only served to fuel it.

He recalled the way Steele had locked eyes with him during their meeting—those striking gray eyes that seemed to pierce through all pretenses. It was unnerving, and Ellerson resented the fact that he had to submit to Steele’s demands for the sake of his own pack.

As he moved toward the vehicles parked outside the Moonstone headquarters, Ellerson sneered at the sight of the young pack members playing together, their laughter ringing through the crisp air. It disgusted him how gentle Steele was with his people. In Ellerson’s opinion, the alpha’s kindness made the Moonstones weak and vulnerable.

“Soft,” he snarled, allowing his anger to consume him. To survive in this world, a shifter needed to be ruthless, cunning, and unyielding—traits Steele Jacobs clearly lacked.

Ellerson scanned the area as he continued to fume. The Moonstones will pay for forcing me to negotiate with them as if they’re my equals, he swore to himself. But first, he had to find a way to undermine their defenses and take control of their territory.

Less than an hour later, the small convoy of SUVs pulled up in front of the main pack house in the Idahos’ territory. Even though he was on his own land, Ellerson still hadn’t regained his equilibrium.

As he rounded a bend in the trail, Ivy Campbell stepped out of the females’ bunkhouse and into view, headed toward the small infirmary building. Her long, wavy blonde hair cascaded down her back like a golden waterfall, taunting him with its beauty.

In that moment, she became the embodiment of everything he despised: weakness, vulnerability, pathetic submission.

“Out of my way,” Ellerson growled, the words a menacing snarl. Ivy’s eyes widened, her body trembling as she stepped aside, but it wasn’t enough for him.

He needed to feel the satisfaction of her pain.

“Did you not hear me?” he spat, his anger boiling over as he raised his hand and struck her across the face. Ivy flinched, stumbling back with a cry of pain, instinctively reaching up to cradle her reddening cheek.

“Please,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”

“Disrespect?” Ellerson sneered, advancing on her. “You think this is about respect? I am your alpha, and you will learn your place.” He could feel the heat of his anger coursing through his veins, fueled by the thrill of exerting his dominance over her.

Ellerson’s eyes lingered on Ivy’s pathetic form, her knees buckling as she tried to recover from the force of his blow. He allowed himself a cruel smile, watching her struggle to maintain her composure. Her fear only fueled his desire for power.

“Look at you,” he sneered, his voice low and menacing. “Cowering like a wounded pup. You’re no better than the useless Moonstones.” His heart soared at the prospect of exerting his control over her again and again.

Tears welled up in Ivy’s eyes as she stared at the ground. Ellerson reveled in the sight, his cock swelling with the knowledge that he had brought her low. In that moment, she was nothing more than a pawn for him to use and discard.

“Remember this lesson,” he hissed, stepping away from her quivering form. “The next time you cross my path, I won’t be so merciful.”

As he turned to walk away, Ellerson let the image of Ivy’s terror burn into his memory. The scent of her fear clung to him, an intoxicating aroma that stirred something primal within him.

As Ellerson stalked away, the taste of power lingered on his tongue like the sweetest nectar, and he swore to himself that he would never let it slip away.

I’ll expand my territory, he vowed. I will break the Moonstones, make them bleed and beg for mercy. And when their territory finally belongs to me, they’ll never forget the price they paid for their weakness.
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Ryker stood at the window of Steele’s office half an hour after the meeting ended, his gaze fixed on the forested mountains in the distance.

“How bad is it?” he asked, turning to his alpha.

Steele leaned back in his chair, his fingers tapping against the wooden armrests. “Ellerson’s been making waves ever since he seized power. From what Bronx was able to gather by listening to the Idahos as they waited for me to arrive, he’s extremely violent and unpredictable. Pack members have been disappearing, and his people suspect Ellerson’s behind it.”

Ryker’s inner wolf’s black fur seemed to bristle beneath his skin as it sensed the potential threat even before his human mind had fully processed it.

He turned his attention from the view outside to the alpha sitting behind the desk. Steele’s gray eyes, mirroring his wolf’s fur, held a seriousness that resonated with Ryker. He knew that when Steele expressed worry, there was good reason for it.

Ryker frowned, his brow furrowed. “Why haven’t we acted sooner? If he’s hurting his own pack, we should intervene.”

“Normally, I would agree,” Steele said, his tone grave. “But he’s saying we’re responsible for Deacon’s death—even though none of us actually landed the killing blow, as far as we know. We need solid evidence that Ellerson’s as bad as Deacon before we make our move—otherwise, his pack won’t approve of us removing him from power, and the last thing Moonstone needs is an infusion of resentful wolves. That’s where you come in. I trust you to infiltrate their ranks and gather information about Ellerson without drawing undue attention to yourself.”

Ryker nodded. As the lead enforcer of the Moonstone Pack, he’d faced danger countless times before, but this felt different—more personal, somehow, and not only because of the blonde he’d seen in the meeting.

“But there’s more,” Steele said, his voice tense. “I noticed something else when we met with Ellerson. One of the Idahos’ female shifters cringed when he turned to speak to her.” Steele’s gray eyes held a storm of concern as he continued, “I can’t shake the feeling that she might be in danger, possibly being abused.”

A surge of protectiveness coursed through Ryker, his usually cheerful disposition darkened by the thought of an innocent shifter suffering at the hands of her alpha. He clenched his jaw, anger flooding him.

As Ryker left Steele’s office, unease settled in the pit of his stomach. The Idaho Pack would present challenges unlike anything he had faced before.

But I have to succeed, have to find out what’s really going on in the Idaho Pack.

For the safety of his own pack, and for any Idahos who might be hurting, he would learn the truth about Franklin Ellerson, and if necessary, bring him down—even if it meant risking everything in the process.





Chapter 2

THE IDAHO PACK’S BUNKHOUSE for unmated females was little more than a worn wooden structure, nestled in a small clearing among the trees. Ivy Campbell stood by a cracked window, staring out at the landscape bathed in the golden light of the setting sun.

In quiet moments like these, she sometimes allowed herself to imagine a life outside the pack, free from fear and oppression. Ivy knew that her dreams of freedom were just that—dreams. But they sustained her through the dark days when the weight of her reality threatened to crush her spirit.

As she touched her bruised cheek tenderly, Ivy considered Ellerson’s new position as alpha. The man was cruel, violent, and paranoid about keeping his power. His permanently shifted eyes remained devoid of any human warmth or understanding.

Her heart stuttered as the door to the bunkhouse creaked open, heralding the arrival of none other than Ellerson himself, as if her thoughts had summoned him.

The air seemed to thicken with tension as he stepped inside, his predatory gaze sweeping over the room before settling on the women who lived there. His second-in-command, Stefan, followed him.

“Good evening, ladies,” he drawled, the permanent rumble in his voice like a wolf’s growl. “I’m feeling a bit lonely tonight and thought I might find some company among you.”

Ivy’s stomach churned as she watched him stalk around the room, his fingers trailing possessively along the shoulders and backs of her fellow female pack members. She tried to retreat farther into the shadows, hoping to escape his notice.

“You’re looking particularly lovely tonight,” Ellerson purred as he approached her, a twisted smile playing on his lips.

“Thank you,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. Her mind raced with thoughts of escape, but she knew that any attempt would only bring more harm to her and those around her.

“Such a timid little thing, aren’t you?” Ellerson mused as he circled her, a predator sizing up its prey. “I can smell the fear on you. But don’t worry; I’ll take good care of you.”

As he reached out to touch her hair, Ivy’s stomach lurched, and she realized that there was no escape from this man’s cruel intentions.

She steeled herself for what was to come, praying that the night would be over soon.

Ellerson’s fingers trailed through her long, wavy blonde hair. Nausea swirled in her stomach at the sensation, and she fought the urge to pull away from his touch. His gaze seemed to bore into her soul, as if he was attempting to unravel every secret she had ever held.

“Such beautiful hair.” A threatening edge lined Ellerson’s voice. “It reminds me of golden sunshine. You’re like a ray of light in this dreary bunkhouse.”

“Thank you,” Ivy murmured again, her throat tight with fear. She could feel the eyes of the other women in the room on her, sense their own fear in the air around her. They knew that any one of them could be chosen next, and they also knew what fate likely awaited them if they were.

“Let’s see now,” Ellerson mused, his hand finally leaving Ivy’s hair. He paced slowly around the room, his steps measured and deliberate. With each moment that passed, Ivy’s anxiety grew, her breaths coming in short, sharp gasps.

“Ellie,” Ellerson called out suddenly, making Ivy jump. She felt a brief moment of relief wash over her before the guilt set in. Poor Ellie was now in the crosshairs, and Ivy couldn’t help but feel responsible for her friend’s plight.

“Come here,” Ellerson commanded, his voice oozing with false sweetness. Ellie hesitated for just a moment before rising from her spot in the corner of the room. Her eyes met Ivy’s briefly, filled with a mixture of terror and resignation.

“Yes, alpha,” Ellie whispered, her voice quaking. She walked toward him with slow, wobbling steps, her head bowed in submission. Ivy’s stomach twisted in knots as she watched her friend approach their cruel alpha, knowing full well what horrors awaited her.

“Ah, Ellie,” Ellerson purred, running a possessive hand through her dark hair. “You’re such a pretty little thing. I think you’ll do nicely for tonight.”

“Thank you,” Ellie choked out, tears glistening in her eyes. Ivy’s heart ached, and she hated herself for feeling relieved that it wasn’t she who had been chosen.

Ellerson smirked, his eyes flicking over to Stefan, who stood near the door. “You know, I think it’s only fair that my first lieutenant gets to choose himself a woman tomorrow night.” He laughed cruelly, and Ivy felt her blood run cold at the thought of another one of them suffering at the hands of these monsters.

“Of course,” Stefan said, a wicked grin spreading across his face. The predatory look in his eyes sent shivers down Ivy’s spine.

“Good, it’s settled, then,” Ellerson said, gripping Ellie’s arm tightly as he turned toward the exit. “Stefan, let everyone know about the new arrangement. I expect full cooperation from all pack members.”

“Understood,” Stefan nodded, his eyes scanning the room one last time before following Ellerson out of the bunkhouse.

Ivy watched helplessly as Ellie was dragged away, her friend’s sobs echoing through the now-silent room. The scent of terror hung heavy in the air, a palpable reminder of their hopeless situation.

As the door slammed shut behind them, Ivy closed her eyes, trying to block out the image of Ellie’s tear-streaked face. But no matter how hard she tried, it remained seared into her mind like a brand. She could still feel the phantom touch of Ellerson’s hand on her hair, the way his fingers had lingered just a moment too long. It made her skin crawl.

“Ellie,” she whispered to herself, heartsick and worried.

Something has to change.
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“In order to infiltrate the Idaho Pack,” Steele said to Ryker later that night, “you’ll need to pose as a lone wolf. Under Deacon, they became something of a haven for werewolves banished from their own packs.”

“The most vicious of them too.” Ryker’s fingertips grazed the leather armrest of the chair he was sitting in, his senses heightened as he listened intently to Steele. The two had met in Steele’s suite in the Moonstone Lodge—or what had been Steele’s suite, anyway. He and Mila were in the process of moving into a house in town, but Steele still had the rooms in the lodge, at least for the moment.

Steele hesitated for a moment, choosing his next words carefully. “To really sell this ruse, you’ll have to pretend to be a violent outsider. Do you think you’ll be able to do that?”

Ryker stood and moved to the fireplace, holding his hands out. The fire’s warmth and golden glow were a stark contrast to the chill of his impending mission. The scents of pine and burning wood filled Ryker’s nostrils, grounding him momentarily in the familiarity of the Moonstone Lodge. His gaze remained fixed on the fire as he wrestled with the question. Could he wear the guise of a violent shifter without losing himself in the process?

After a moment, he met Steele’s gaze and nodded. “I’ll do whatever it takes to protect our pack. If that means pretending to be someone I’m not, so be it.”

“Just remember,” added Steele, “this mission is about gathering information. You’ll need to tread carefully, not let your emotions cloud your judgment.”

Ryker nodded. As much as he might want to swoop in and protect every vulnerable shifter he encountered, he couldn’t allow his desire to save them all jeopardize the mission’s success.

And if the beautiful blonde shifter he’d seen was the one in trouble?

Ryker silently shushed the internal voice asking the question. It’s not like I can do anything to save her—or anyone else in the Idaho Pack—if I don’t ensure the Moonstone Pack’s safety first. “I’ll be careful,” he finally said aloud.

“Thank you,” Steele said quietly. “Just remember to keep your true intentions hidden and gather as much information as possible. We need to understand what, if any, threat Franklin Ellerson poses before we can act.”

They fell silent for a moment, each lost in his own thoughts.

“So…playing the outcast, huh?” Ryker finally said, trying to inject some levity into the conversation. “I can do that part easily, at least.”

“Good,” Steele said, his gray eyes piercing through his cousin’s cheerful facade.

A wry smile played at the corner of Ryker’s lips, but it quickly faded as he considered the gravity of his mission.

The flames continued to crackle and dance, and Ryker clenched his fists, feeling the tension in his muscles as he imagined the challenges that lay ahead. “You know I’ll always follow your orders without question, right?”

Steele’s gray eyes softened, and he placed a reassuring hand on Ryker’s shoulder. “I know,” he said, gratitude threading through his voice. “And I want you to know how much I appreciate your willingness to take on such a dangerous mission.”

Ryker allowed another smile to break through his serious demeanor, knowing that Steele’s trust was hard-earned, not given lightly. The sounds of the Moonstone Lodge around them—the distant laughter and chatter, the steady rhythm of footsteps in the hallway beyond the door—seemed to fade away as they focused on the task at hand.

“Thank you.” Ryker’s words were sincere, and he felt a surge of pride at his alpha’s confidence in him. He let out a slow breath and nodded at Steele. “I won’t let you down.”

Steele gave him a firm nod. “I know you won’t. Just remember to stay safe and trust your instincts. We’ll be here, waiting for your return.”

With a final nod to Steele, Ryker exited the warmth of his alpha’s rooms, feeling the cool air of the corridor envelop him. His footsteps echoed in the quiet hallway as he made his way toward the lobby of Moonstone Lodge.

As Ryker rounded the corner, he spotted his mother, Justine, waiting for him in the sunlit lobby. She stood tall and regal, her gaze filled with concern. The sight of her brought forth a rush of emotions, reminding him of the strength and resilience that ran through their bloodline.

That strength was what had led his mother’s ancestors to settle in Yellowstone in the first place, leaving behind a New York pack that had tried to mate them to unsuitable partners and heading west, uncertain what they might find.

“Ryker,” Justine called softly, reaching out to touch his arm as he approached. Her grip was gentle yet firm, a testament to the fierceness she carried within. “I heard about your mission. I came to see you off.”

Worry etched lines across her face.

“I’ll be okay, Mom.”

“Promise me you’ll be careful,” Justine said. “I know you’re strong and capable, but you can’t let your guard down while you’re there.”

“Of course,” he said, meeting her gaze steadily.

Justine nodded, pulling him into a tight embrace. The scent of her wolf form, evocative of her black fur and wild nights under moonlit skies, took Ryker back to his childhood for a moment.

Finally, he pulled away and flashed a grin in her direction. “Now let me go before someone sees you coddling me and decides I don’t deserve to be a pack enforcer any longer.”

Justine laughed. “I love you.”

As Ryker stepped back, she gave him the same benediction she’d given him every day since he was a pup. “May the moon watch over you.”

With a final wave, Ryker strode toward the door, his need to protect his pack settling over him like a second skin.

And if that meant also having a chance to get to know the woman he was practically certain was his fated mate?

Well…that was simply a bonus.





Chapter 3

ALL THAT NIGHT, IVY couldn’t quit thinking about Ellie. What sort of horrors awaited the other shifter behind closed doors with Franklin Ellerson?

Will she come back the same?

Or would the experience leave her broken and scarred, like so many others before her?

Although Ivy had not yet been chosen for Ellerson’s bed, she was sure her time was coming. She had certainly caught the alpha’s attention—her inclusion in the delegation to the Moonstone Pack had made that abundantly clear.

Tears pricked at the corners of Ivy’s eyes, but she refused to let them fall. I need to be strong.

Her fists clenched at her sides. I will find a way out of this place. I have to.

But as the night wore on and the darkness outside grew deeper, Ivy couldn’t shake the feeling that their situation was more dire than ever before. And with Stefan set to choose one of them the following night, she knew time was running out for all of them.

Give us the strength to survive this nightmare, she prayed silently.

Things had been bad when Deacon had been alpha.

But they’re even worse now that Ellerson’s in charge.

Deacon had also allowed his lieutenants to take females without their consent. But at least he had minimized how often a female shifter could be taken by one of his lieutenants.

Since Ellerson had taken over, that had changed. Every night, women were chosen to go to the high-ranking males’ beds.

Some of them were completely brutalized.

All of them returned with haunted expressions.

The heavy silence in the bunkhouse weighed down on Ivy like a blanket of dread. She glanced across the room, meeting Cora’s wide, fearful gaze. Quietly, she rose from her bed and tiptoed over to the other woman.

“Hi,” Cora whispered when Ivy reached her side, her huge brown eyes brimming with fear.

Ivy tilted her head and moved toward the door, gesturing for Cora to follow her.

Once outside, the two women slipped behind the house to stand in a nearby copse.

“Did you hear what he said?” Ivy asked, her stomach twisting into knots as she recalled the vile man’s words. “Stefan gets to choose one of us tomorrow.”

Cora nodded, her delicate features tightening with apprehension. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

“We can’t just sit here and wait for them.” Ivy’s voice cracked with emotion.

Cora hesitated before responding, her gaze flickering around as if searching for some unseen threat. “Do you think we could get away?”

Could they really escape the Idaho Pack and its horrors? “I don’t know. It’s risky.”

“Everything is risky now.” Cora’s hands trembled as she twisted them together. “But what other choice do we have? Stay here and let them destroy us piece by piece?”

Ivy swallowed, knowing her friend was right. As terrifying as running away seemed, it was nothing compared to what would happen to them if they remained under Ellerson’s rule.

“If we’re caught,” she finally said, “he might kill us.”

“But I think we owe it to ourselves to at least try.”

As Ivy looked into Cora’s eyes, she saw the fierce resolve burning within her friend—the same spark that had been ignited within herself. It was as if they were two warriors preparing for battle, knowing full well that they might not survive but willing to fight anyway.

“Okay,” Ivy whispered. “Let’s do it. Let’s run away.”

“Tomorrow night,” Cora added. “After Stefan has made his choice and everyone is asleep.”

“Tomorrow night,” Ivy agreed, feeling a strange sense of calm wash over her despite the gravity of their plan. For the first time in a long while, she felt like she had some semblance of control over her life—even if it was just the decision to risk everything for freedom.

And as she stared into her friend’s eyes, she knew that together, they would find a way to escape the nightmare that threatened to devour them all.

With a heavy heart, Ivy closed her eyes, allowing herself to be consumed by the fantasy of leaving the Idaho Pack behind. She could almost feel the wind rushing through her fur as she and Cora raced across one of the lush meadows that surrounded their territory.

No more fear, no more pain. Only freedom.

“Where will we go?” Ivy asked, her thoughts floating like leaves in the autumn breeze.

“Anywhere,” Cora said with a fierce conviction. “We could find a quiet place to call our own. We could even try to join another pack if we wanted to.”

“Another pack…,” Ivy murmured, considering the possibility. “Would they accept us though?”

“Who knows?” Cora’s expression mirrored Ivy’s uncertainty. “But it’s worth a try, isn’t it? Better than staying here.”

Ivy couldn’t argue with that. The idea of Ellerson and Stefan having free rein over the pack’s females—of being forced to submit to their twisted desires—was enough to make her stomach churn with revulsion.

Tomorrow night, Ivy reminded herself, drawing in a deep breath as she and Cora slipped back into the bunkhouse.

As she tried to fall asleep, Ivy held on to that dream with all her might—a fragile beacon of hope in the darkness that threatened to swallow her whole.
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Ryker took a deep breath and let the cool autumn air fill his lungs before striding forward into the Idaho Pack’s compound, his lean, muscled body tense with anticipation. The scent of damp earth and pine needles filled his nostrils as he crossed the threshold into enemy territory, scanning the area for any sign of trouble.

“Is anyone here?” he called out, trying to mask his anxiety with bravado.

The scent of shifters nearby gave them away, though, and soon enough, a few curious faces appeared from behind trees and bushes, their eyes narrowing suspiciously as they took in the stranger, assessing and evaluating Ryker like a piece of meat.

“Who are you?” one of the human-form shifters demanded, stepping forward, arms crossed over his chest as he glared menacingly.

In order to survive here, Ryker would have to play his part well.

Might as well start now.

“Name’s Liam Black,” he said, forcing a casual grin. He’d chosen his middle name as an alias under the assumption that he’d have an easier time responding to it than any other name. “I’ve been traveling a long way, got kicked out of my old pack in New Mexico. They said I was too much trouble, can you believe that?” He chuckled, trying to come across as both nonthreatening and relatable.

“Never heard of you,” another shifter muttered, eyeing him with distrust.

“Look, all I want is a chance to join your pack,” Ryker continued, his tone shifting to earnestness. “I’ve heard great things about the Idahos. Blake Deacon’s your alpha, right? We go way back, me and Deacon. I’m hoping he’ll be glad to see me—he owes me a favor or two.”

The mention of Deacon’s name unsettled the group, and Ryker pretended not to notice the uneasy glances they exchanged. He knew Deacon was dead, of course. But he couldn’t let on that he knew—not yet.

“Blake’s…not around anymore,” one of the shifters finally said, his voice tight.

“Really?” Ryker feigned surprise, raising an eyebrow. “That’s a shame. I always thought he was a stand-up guy.”

“Enough with the chitchat,” the first shifter interrupted impatiently. “If you want to join our pack, you’ll have to speak to Alpha Ellerson. He’s in charge now.”

“Fair enough,” Ryker agreed, nodding. He had to tread carefully, keep up the charade until he could find the evidence he needed to bring Ellerson down. “Where can I find him?”

“That way,” the second speaker said, pointing down a graveled road. “Big house at the end. You can’t miss it.”

They were going to let him walk unescorted?

Giving a mental shrug, Ryker waved cheerily at the wolf shifters still watching him warily. “Thanks, man.”

Ryker’s gaze swept across the compound as he walked farther into the grounds, taking in the rustic cabins that served as homes for the pack members and picking up the scents of various wolf shifters, along with the faint sound of laughter carried on the breeze. Even knowing what he did, Ryker found it hard to believe this picturesque scene hid a darker truth.

His eyes settled on a familiar figure standing near one of the smaller cabins, her head bent as she spoke with another woman.

There she is.

The same female he’d seen through the video of the pack treaty meeting. His heart clenched involuntarily at the sight of her, desire washing over him.

“Excuse me,” Ryker called out as he approached her, trying his best to keep his tone casual and friendly. “I’m looking for Alpha Ellerson. Do you happen to know where I could find him?”

The woman glanced up at him, her bright green eyes widening slightly. A guarded expression quickly replaced her surprise. “He should be in the main house,” she said, her voice soft but steady. “Follow me, I’ll take you there.”

“Thank you,” Ryker said, swallowing a possessive growl and forcing himself not to show his shock at the dark bruise covering her left cheek. Instead, he fell into step beside her as they made their way toward the large building in the center of the compound. “I’m Liam Black,” he said, hoping courtesy would prompt her to give her own name.

“Ivy Campbell,” she replied, but her easy words didn’t match the tension in her posture, the way her hands clenched and unclenched at her sides.

And they definitely don’t match that bruise.

Something wasn’t right here, and it only fueled his need to uncover the truth about the Idaho Pack.

As they reached the main house, one of the guards stationed outside regarded them warily. His eyes flickered between Ryker and Ivy, the guard clearly assessing the situation. Ryker couldn’t blame him—an outsider seeking an audience with the alpha was surely cause for suspicion.

“Wait here,” Ivy instructed, stopping a few feet away from the entrance. Ryker nodded and watched as she turned to the guard, her voice barely audible as she explained his request.

The guard nodded curtly before slipping inside the main house, leaving Ryker and Ivy alone. Despite the tension in the air, Ryker stole glances at her, taking in the delicate curve of her cheek and the way her golden hair caught the sunlight. He fought against the urge to reach out and touch her, to reassure her that he would do everything in his power to keep her safe.

“Alpha Ellerson should be out shortly,” Ivy murmured, breaking the silence between them.

“Thanks for your help,” Ryker said, trying to keep his tone light, despite his almost overwhelming urge to demand to know who had hurt her.

She rewarded him with a small, hesitant smile, and for a brief moment, the warmth in her eyes shone through the darkness that had seemed to consume her.

“Are you okay?” Ryker asked gently.

Ivy hesitated before nodding, her shoulders tense as she kept her gaze lowered. “Yes, thank you.”

As she spoke, a subtle fragrance wafted through the air, triggering Ryker’s senses. He breathed it in, the scent both intoxicating and familiar, resonating with every fiber of his being.

There was no mistaking it—she was definitely his mate. His heart raced with the realization, confirming what he’d felt from the moment he first saw her through the camera feed.

“Is something wrong?” Ivy asked, recoiling a little from the intensity in his gaze.

“No,” Ryker managed to say, shaking his head slightly to regain his composure. “Just…a little nervous. I was hoping to meet up with Blake Deacon, but I hear he’s not around anymore.”

He’d hoped to get some sort of response out of her, but Ivy simply murmured noncommittally.

They stood in silence for a few moments, the tension between them growing. Ryker’s thoughts swirled around Ivy. He wanted to whisk her away from this place, but he knew he couldn’t.

Not yet.

He needed answers, and Ellerson held the key.

“Alpha Ellerson can be…difficult,” Ivy finally whispered, her eyes darting around nervously as if afraid of being overheard. “Please, be careful.”

“Thanks for the warning.” Ryker wanted to ask more about Ellerson’s temperament, to better understand the conditions she was living under, but now was not the time.

The door to the main house opened, and the guard who had gone inside earlier reappeared, his expression stoic. “The alpha is ready to see you,” he announced curtly.

Ryker glanced at Ivy once more, holding her gaze for a brief moment before turning to follow the guard into the main house.

As he entered, Ryker could feel his wolf stirring within him, his protective instincts heightened by the knowledge that his mate was so close.

Mine, his wolf insisted.

Ryker pushed down its determined voice.

Soon, he promised himself. I will claim her as soon as I possibly can.

And then no one will ever hurt her again.





Chapter 4

AS LIAM BLACK TURNED to follow Ellerson into the main house, Ivy couldn’t tear her gaze from his retreating form, the way his broad shoulders tapered down to a lean waist.

She stood frozen for a moment, unable to move.

No. Not frozen.

Not exactly.

Though she couldn’t move, her body was on fire, her skin tingling with electricity, her face flushed with heat.

After a long moment, she shook off the immobility, determined to ignore the way her stomach twisted at the sight of him walking away from her.

Still, as she watched him disappear into the main house, a pang of longing arrowed through her chest.

Clenching her jaw, she shoved her physical reactions to the back of her mind, refusing to examine them more closely.

Stop it, Ivy, she reprimanded herself. He’s attractive. That’s all. It doesn’t mean anything.

Nothing at all.

Blowing out a determined breath, she turned to head back to the infirmary to check on the few patients still remaining under her care after the battle with the Moonstone Pack. Shifters tended to heal quickly or not at all, so Ivy’s work within the pack was sporadic, at best.

But before she even stepped down from the porch of the main house, the air crackled with tension as Stefan’s eyes bore into Ivy from across the clearing. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled, and her stomach twisted. She knew that look all too well. She bit her lip, trying to steady her breathing as he stalked toward her, his steps measured and deliberate.

“Who was that?” Stefan snarled, his voice threatening. He towered over Ivy, an imposing figure with sharp features and a cruel glint in his eyes.

“Liam, a new pack member.” Ivy spoke hesitantly.

“Since when do you fraternize with newcomers?” Stefan’s face hovered dangerously close to hers. Ivy could feel the heat radiating off his body, and she resisted the urge to take a step back.

“He needed directions.” She fought to keep her voice steady.

“Directions? And how did he know to come to you?” Stefan’s eyes narrowed accusingly, and Ivy’s throat went dry.

“He passed by me on the path. I didn’t seek him out.”

“Remember your place,” Stefan hissed, grabbing her arm roughly and pulling her closer. She winced at the pain but refused to cry out. She knew better than to show weakness in front of him. “Don’t forget who you belong to.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” she whispered, her eyes downcast.

“Good,” he said curtly, releasing her arm with a forceful shove. “Now leave before I decide to make an example of you.”

Ivy stumbled back, her heart pounding wildly as she turned away from Stefan. She hurried toward the infirmary, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

Ivy wiped her palms, clammy with sweat, along the seams of her jeans.

But even as she moved out of the clearing and toward the building that housed all the pack’s medical supplies, she couldn’t quit thinking of Liam Black.

Who is he, really? And why did he seem so interested in me?

She couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something different about him, something she hadn’t encountered before in any other shifter she’d met. His easy smile and glimmering eyes held a magnetic pull that left her thoughts in disarray.

A knot of worry tightened in her stomach as she considered the enigmatic shifter. If he was a threat to her or the other females in the pack, she needed to know.

But at the same time, a part of her desperately hoped he wasn’t dangerous—that maybe, just maybe, he could be someone she could trust. After all, trust was a rare commodity in the Idaho Pack, and Ivy had learned the hard way that betrayal could come from even the most unexpected places.

Deep down, she knew that trust was a dangerous game. And even though her heart ached for something—anything—to believe in, Ivy was certain that Liam would end up being just another typical male wolf shifter in sheep’s clothing.

“Trust no one,” she whispered to herself, the words echoing in her mind like a well-worn mantra. It was a lesson she had learned all too well and one she couldn’t afford to forget.

Ivy entered the dimly lit infirmary, her eyes scanning the quiet room with practiced precision. As a healer, she had made this her sanctuary—a place where she could tend to the wounded and escape the torment of the pack. But even here, she was haunted by the ghosts of her past.

“Remember to breathe,” she whispered to herself as she approached the first patient, a young wolf whose leg had been badly injured during a recent hunt. She gently traced her fingertips along the bandaged limb, checking to see how it was healing. The task didn’t require her full concentration, and Ivy’s thoughts kept drifting back to her father.

Growing up, she had always been afraid of him. He was a cruel man with a short temper, and he took pleasure in asserting his dominance over his family. Ivy could still hear his voice echoing in her ears, each vicious word like a lash against her skin even now, years after his death.

But those weren’t the only scars she bore. As she moved to the next patient, Ivy remembered the last alpha, Deacon—another man who had wielded power over her like a weapon. Though not her father, Deacon’s treatment of her was almost worse in its insidiousness. He would make her feel small and insignificant, his cruel words laced with venom that seeped into her very being.

“Are you okay?” a soft voice asked, and she glanced up to see Cora standing in the doorway.

“Of course,” she lied, forcing a smile onto her face. “Just tired.”

“Take a break,” Cora suggested. “I can handle things here.”

“Thank you,” Ivy murmured gratefully, her shoulders sagging with relief as she stepped outside.

The crisp autumn air filled her lungs, and for a moment, she allowed herself to forget her troubles. But it wasn’t long before the weight of her past came crashing down on her once more. Her thoughts were consumed with the idea of escape, of breaking free from the chains that bound her to this life.

Tonight, she reminded herself. Tonight, Cora and I are getting out of here.
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Inside the main house, Ryker followed the guard into a large central living area with high ceilings—a nicer interior space than the exterior suggested.

“Wait here,” the guard said before returning to his duties in front of the house.

Below him, Ryker realized, was the basement where Deacon’s men had held Mila when the Idahos had kidnapped her in an attempt to control Steele and the Moonstones. At the thought of his alpha’s mate in danger, Ryker had to shove down a growl.

Ellerson stepped out of a back hallway, and Ryker schooled his face into a calm expression.

“Come,” the Idaho alpha commanded, his voice cold as he beckoned Ryker toward him. “I understand we have much to discuss.”

“Of course, Alpha Ellerson,” Ryker said, masking his emotions with an obedient nod. He fell into step behind the man, his senses alert and mind racing with questions. As they moved into an office, his wolf continued to growl internally, its protective instincts fully awakened by the discovery of his newfound mate.

“Please, have a seat,” Ellerson said, gesturing toward a worn leather armchair in the dimly lit room. The scent of fear in the space was unmistakable. Ryker hesitated, noting the marks on the chair’s arms; they were suspiciously similar to claw marks. Yet he forced himself to sit, painfully aware that he was playing a dangerous game.

“Thank you,” he murmured, attempting to maintain the facade of a banished wolf seeking acceptance.

“I understand you have a connection to Blake Deacon?”

“I know him,” Ryker said. “I came out here from New Mexico to join his pack—but since he’s not here to vouch for me, I was thinking maybe I could join the Idahos on a trial basis.”

“A trial.” Ellerson gave Ryker a considering look. The alpha’s voice carried a permanent growl that crawled along Ryker’s skin. “You’ll have to follow all pack rules, of course. Your admission to the pack will be only temporary.”

Ryker nodded, swallowing the nausea that rose in his throat at the thought of bending to the whims of this cruel alpha. He couldn’t let his true motivations be revealed—not until he found out what was happening to his fellow wolf shifters within the pack.

“Understood.” He forced himself to sound casual. “What are the specifics of these pack rules?”

“Tell me,” Ellerson said, ignoring Ryker’s question, “what do you know about loyalty?”

“Everything,” Ryker answered without hesitation. “I believe loyalty is the foundation of any strong pack.”

“Interesting,” Ellerson mused, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “And yet your old pack saw fit to cast you out.”

“Sometimes, even the strongest foundations can crack,” Ryker said carefully, his voice steady as he navigated the treacherous territory of their conversation.

“Indeed,” Ellerson agreed with a sly smile, circling behind Ryker’s chair. “But in my pack, betrayal is met with swift and brutal consequences.”

Ryker’s skin crawled as Ellerson’s words sank in, but he remained calm. He couldn’t afford any mistakes. “I understand. I’m here to prove my loyalty to you and your pack.”

“Good.” Ellerson stopped in front of Ryker. “Because if you fail me, Liam… You won’t live long enough to regret it.”

The threat was clear, but Ryker refused to let fear win. He would do whatever it took to save Ivy and put an end to Ellerson’s cruelty. “I will not let you down,” he said, his voice unwavering.

Ellerson went back to pacing around the room, his boots thudding heavily against the floorboards. “The rules. First, you will obey my orders without question. Second, you will report any suspicious activity directly to me. And third, you will not involve yourself with the personal affairs of other pack members.”

“Seems reasonable enough.” Ryker’s mind raced with strategies to navigate these restrictions while still keeping his goal in sight. As long as he played his cards right, he could protect the vulnerable members of the pack from the inside.

“Good,” Ellerson grunted, his eyes glinting in the dim light. “We’ll see how well you adapt to our ways. But remember—if you step out of line even once, your time here will be cut short.”

“Understood, Alpha Ellerson.” Ryker dipped his head slightly, a gesture of respect he had practiced countless times before infiltrating this pack.

“Now go find my lieutenant, Stefan Davids. He’ll show you to the bunkhouse where you’ll be staying.”

As the conversation came to an end, a heavy weight settled on Ryker’s chest. He was walking a tightrope, with one wrong move spelling disaster. But if he could navigate these treacherous waters successfully, he might just save those who were suffering under Ellerson’s rule.

Especially Ivy, he thought as he made his way back out of the house in search of Stefan Davids. Especially my mate.
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That evening, Ivy sat on the edge of her bed, restless and unable to block out the lingering dread that had dogged her all day.

No one in the females’ bunkhouse spoke—they were all waiting anxiously for what they knew was coming next.

The door to the bunkhouse creaked open. The chill that accompanied him settled deep into Ivy’s bones as Stefan’s piercing blue eyes surveyed the room. His gaze was like ice, and Ivy’s heart seized in terror when his eyes landed on her for a bare second, then flitted past.

“Tonight, you.” He pointed at Jasmine, a petite female shifter across the room, her chestnut hair framing her delicate features. She shuddered at the sound of his voice, her meek brown eyes wide with fear.

“Please…don’t make me go with you.” Jasmine’s voice cracked, desperation lacing each word. The other women exchanged uneasy glances in the stifling silence that followed.

“Did I give you a choice?” Stefan snarled, his hand gripping the girl’s arm tightly enough to bruise. Ivy winced at the sight.

Say something, do something! Ivy silently pleaded with herself, her mind racing for a way to intervene. But she knew any action would only bring Stefan’s wrath down on her.

The girl swallowed hard and nodded, her eyes brimming with tears. With trembling legs, she allowed Stefan to lead her out of the bunkhouse. Ivy clenched her fists, cursing the fear that held her back.

She was still cursing herself hours later, when she and Cora slipped from their beds, treading lightly across the cold wooden floor. Ivy’s heightened senses magnified every sound as they crept past their packmates. Each step resonated like a thunderclap. The door creaked ominously as they eased it open, and Ivy held her breath, praying it wouldn’t rouse anyone.

“Stay close,” she murmured to Cora, scanning the darkness beyond the threshold. Together, they stepped out into the moonlit night, enveloped by the crisp, forest air. It felt exhilarating, like taking a gulp of freedom after drowning in fear for so long.

They had barely ventured a few paces when a chilling growl echoed through the trees. Ivy’s blood ran cold, her body tensing instinctively as the grating sound sent a shudder down her spine. Out of the shadows stepped Ellerson, his half-shifted eyes gleaming with malicious intent.

“Going somewhere, ladies?” he taunted, the rumble in his voice making the hair on the back of Ivy’s neck stand up.

“Alpha Ellerson, we—” Ivy stammered, trying to find the words to explain their desperate attempt at escape.

“Save your excuses,” he snarled, cutting her off.

Ivy held her breath as she stared into Ellerson’s cold, wolfish eyes. The moon cast eerie shadows across his face, making him appear even more menacing than usual.

“Did you honestly think you could just slip away unnoticed?” he sneered, his voice a low, menacing growl. “One of your own packmates overheard your little plan and came running to me.”

Shock and betrayal coursed through Ivy, the knowledge that one of the females had turned them in like a dagger to her heart.

“Who?” she demanded, her voice wavering despite her effort to sound strong.

“That would be telling, wouldn’t it?” The glint in Ellerson’s eyes showed how much he relished having this power over them. “But it doesn’t matter. What matters is that you dared to defy me. There will be consequences for that.”

“Consequences?” Cora echoed fearfully, clutching at Ivy’s arm.

“Return to the bunkhouse immediately. And don’t even think about trying anything like this again, or your punishment will be far worse.”

As they retreated, Ivy couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched, like prey under the gaze of a predator. Her skin prickled with unease, and she glanced back at Ellerson, still standing in the moonlight, his eyes never leaving them until they disappeared into the darkness of the bunkhouse.

“Who do you think told on us?” Cora whispered, her voice quavering.

“I don’t know,” Ivy admitted, feeling the weight of defeat settling heavily on her. “But we have to be more careful now. Someone in here is not to be trusted.”

“Maybe it’s better this way,” Cora said, her voice barely audible as she crawled into her bunk. “At least we’re still alive.”

“Sure,” Ivy murmured.

But deep inside, she knew that simply being alive wasn’t enough.





Chapter 5

THE MEN’S BUNKHOUSE WAS a simple, rustic structure, its walls lined with well-worn cots and the air tinged with the earthy scent of werewolf.

The other males eyed him warily as he entered, their muscles tensing beneath their skin. Ryker kept his head down, avoiding eye contact, as he claimed an empty cot for himself.

As he lay in the darkness, listening to the steady breaths of the wolves around him, Ryker’s thoughts turned to Ivy.

He couldn’t shake the image of her bruised face, the fear that simmered behind her eyes. He swore to himself that he would do everything in his power to keep her safe, even if it meant betraying the trust of these wolves who had grudgingly taken him in. The thought left a bitter taste in his mouth, but the fierce desire to protect his mate far outweighed any guilt he might feel.

The next morning, Ryker exited the men’s bunkhouse, scanning the Idaho Pack compound.

When Stefan Davis had shown him to his quarters the day before, he’d told Ryker he’d be added to the pack’s work rotation this morning.

But it wasn’t the pack’s second-in-command Ryker was watching for as his gaze slid across the clearing, first toward the females’ bunkhouse and then toward the infirmary.

There she was.

Ivy Campbell.

He turned her name over in his mind.

My mate.

He raised a hand, giving a friendly smile and wave.

Her return smile was pleasant but somehow strained. Still, she made her way toward him.

Ryker’s cheerful expression faded, and his eyes narrowed as he took in her fragile beauty. Tension coiled within him, his protective instincts heightened as he examined the bruise marring her delicate cheekbone.

It had grown darker overnight.

His nostrils flared, and his inner wolf growled. Gently, he brushed his fingertip under the bottom edge of the bruise.

Ivy flinched away from his touch, and Ryker dropped his hand to his side.

“Who did this to you?” he asked, his voice low and controlled.

Her green eyes widened in distress. “I don’t want any trouble.”

“Neither do I,” Ryker assured her. Fear seemed to be a permanent fixture in her life. “But if someone hurt you, I need to know about it.”

Not that he was going to tell her what he planned to do once he discovered exactly which of the Idahos had damaged her perfect face.

Ivy began walking toward the main house, and her gaze darted around the compound, searching for potential eavesdroppers. Ryker fell in beside her. “You’re new here,” she said quietly. “You don’t understand how things work in this pack.”

“Then teach me. Help me understand so I can help you.”

Before Ivy could respond, the door to the main house swung open, and Ellerson stepped out. His attention instantly homed in on Ivy.

“Campbell!” he barked. “What are you doing here? You should be in the infirmary.”

“Yes, Alpha,” Ivy said, visibly shaking as she lowered her head in submission, unable to meet her alpha’s glare.

Ryker’s blood boiled at the sight of Ivy cowering before Ellerson, but he reined in his anger. It wouldn’t do any good to challenge the alpha now, not when Ryker still needed to learn the full extent of what was happening here. So he forced a neutral expression and resisted the urge to step in front of Ivy, shielding her from Ellerson.

“Go!” Ellerson snarled, and Ivy scurried away, her head still bowed low. Ryker’s gaze lingered on her retreating form until she disappeared from sight, his concern for her gnawing at him.

I need to be cautious, he reminded himself. But he also knew he would stop at nothing to ensure Ivy’s safety and happiness—even if it meant tearing apart the Idaho Pack.

“Alpha,” Ryker began, fighting to keep his voice level and calm. “I can’t help but notice that you seem…harsh with your pack members. Is this common practice here?”

Ellerson narrowed his lupine eyes, studying Ryker intently. “The strength of a pack depends on the discipline of its members. Weakness”—he spat out the word as if it was poison on his tongue—“is unacceptable.” He turned his glare on Ryker. “Especially among the lower ranks.”

“I see,” Ryker said, though he didn’t understand at all. “Tell me,” he continued. “What happens to those who don’t meet your expectations?”

“Those who prove themselves unworthy are cast out,” Ellerson said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Or worse.”

Ryker’s entire body went cold at the implied threat. It was obvious that Ivy occupied a precarious position within the pack hierarchy—vulnerable and in constant danger from her own alpha. Ryker’s determination to uncover the truth and protect her grew stronger by the moment.

“Thank you for explaining, Alpha,” Ryker said, bowing his head slightly, mimicking a submissive stance. “I’ll do my best to live up to your standards.”

“See that you do,” Ellerson warned, his eyes narrowing further. “I won’t tolerate any weakness in my ranks.”

“Yes, sir.” Ryker kept his voice steady despite the turmoil roiling inside him.

As he turned to begin tracking down Stefan to learn about his pack duties, he spotted Ivy disappearing into the infirmary, her head still bowed submissively, and once again, he found himself suppressing his inner wolf’s growl.

Distracted, Ryker caught a whiff of a familiar scent—Stefan—and turned back to find the pack’s lieutenant striding up to join Ellerson.

Just the man I wanted to see.

“Liam Black,” Stefan snarled.

Ryker fought the urge to growl back at him, maintaining a neutral expression. “Yes?”

“Stay away from Ivy.” Stefan stepped closer until he was practically nose to nose with Ryker. “I saw you two chatting it up like old friends. You think I’m blind? Trying to seduce her, just like you’re trying to charm your way into this pack?”

“Charming” was hardly the word Ryker would’ve used to describe their conversation. He’d simply been trying to show Ivy some kindness, something she sorely needed in this den of vipers.

But he didn’t dare voice those thoughts out loud. Instead, he said coolly, “You’re mistaken. I have no intention of pursuing anyone in this pack.”

“Prove it.” Stefan’s eyes narrowed, his gaze shifting briefly to Ellerson before returning to Ryker. “I challenge you to a fight. Winner gets Ivy’s affection.”

Wait. Was Stefan the one who’d hit Ivy?

Ellerson leaned against a porch column, watching the exchange with an unreadable expression. His silence seemed to give tacit approval for the upcoming skirmish.

Ryker cursed inwardly, knowing that declining the challenge could jeopardize his position in the pack. At the same time, though, he couldn’t stand by while Stefan continued to torment Ivy.

“Fine,” Ryker said, jaw clenched. “I accept your challenge.”

“Good.” Stefan’s lips twisted into a cruel smile. “We’ll settle this like true wolves—out in the ring, where our pack can bear witness. Tonight. Nine o’clock.”

Ryker bit back a sigh.

Well. This mission is getting off to a stellar start.
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Ivy’s footsteps crunched on the fallen leaves that had drifted over the path as she hastened toward the fight ring. The infirmary wasn’t exactly overflowing with injured pack members, yet leaving them to attend this brutal event felt like a betrayal.

The scent of blood and sweat lingered in the air, a sickening reminder of the violence that awaited her.

“Damn barbaric traditions,” Ivy muttered under her breath. Bad enough that Ellerson continued to encourage these fights—encourage the pack to tear one another apart for sport—but now she was being dragged into it against her will, since Ellerson had demanded she attend the battle.

As she stepped into the torchlit arena, Ivy shuddered at the sight of the makeshift ring, surrounded by a jeering crowd of wolf shifters. Their eager anticipation made her stomach churn; she couldn’t understand how they could take pleasure in such brutality.

“Attention!” Ellerson bellowed from his place at the head of the ring, his rumbling growl making the hairs on Ivy’s neck stand on end. “A challenge has been issued by our very own Stefan to the newcomer, Liam. And tonight, we have a special prize…” Ellerson focused on Ivy, sending shudders through her entire body. “Ivy Campbell herself!”

Wait. What?

The crowd erupted into hoots and whistles, but Ivy barely heard them.

How could I be offered as a prize?

This wasn’t just some twisted game—it was her life they were playing with.

She glanced at Stefan, who stood smirking in the ring, his sharp features and piercing gaze giving him a predatory air. He was not only unkind but also violent and an incompetent leader.

Ivy couldn’t imagine a worse fate than being claimed by him.

But what about being claimed by Liam? a quiet, subversive voice deep inside her asked.

She found herself staring at the newest shifter in the pack. Ivy tried to ignore it, but she could feel his magnetic pull sending a wave of desire to her core.

Liam stood tall, his thick beard giving him an air of experience. And his shoulders, broad and thick, bore muscles that spoke of as much time training in human shape as he spent in his shifter form.

His scent held the musk of cool pine and earth, a fresh rain on fallen needles.

She breathed in his scent and was consumed by it. What would those hands feel like on her body? Would they be gentle? Confident? Strong?

She imagined his fingers caressing her bare shoulder. His lips, so chiseled and strong, so hot and wet, kissing her.

Her mouth watered for a taste.

A salty drop of sweat slid down across her upper lip.

“Fight!” Ellerson roared, his voice a gravelly growl, and the crowd’s excitement reached a fever pitch.

Liam’s answering roar rippled through Ivy’s skin, rattling her bones and setting off sparks inside her.

With a frown, Ivy wiped the sweat away from her face.

What the hell is wrong with me?

In the ring, Liam and Stefan circled each other warily before lunging forward.

“Ugh,” Ivy muttered under her breath, disgust replacing the lust of moments before as the two wolf shifters collided, their powerful forms exchanging blow after brutal blow. Every hit echoed through the makeshift arena.

Ivy’s mind raced back to a similar night seven years earlier, when her father had sold her to Blake Deacon. She’d been only sixteen then, her entire life upended in an instant by the man who was supposed to protect her.

And now here she was again, being treated like property—passed around between men like a prize to be won.

The memory of that night threatened to shatter her fragile composure. Ivy dug her nails into her palms, trying to anchor herself to the present moment. As much as she wanted to escape the painful past, she couldn’t afford to let herself be swallowed by those dark memories now.

“Come on, Liam!” someone shouted from the crowd, the name jolting Ivy back to the grim reality of her situation—the winner of this fight would claim her as their prize. Her stomach twisted into anxious knots, nausea threatening to overcome her.

Ivy realized that a small part of her was rooting for the newcomer.

Not because she desired him or even knew him, but because he represented hope—a possibility of escaping Stefan’s clutches and maybe, just maybe, finding a better future.

Her gaze snagged once again on Liam’s rippling, bulging muscles, the lights in the ring highlighting them with a golden sheen. Once again, heat slid through her, suffusing her entire body.

Why does this keep happening?

She had never before reacted to any man like this.

If she didn’t know better, she might think…

No! Her inner voice cut off the thought before she could complete it.

This attraction to Liam Black was absolutely not a mate bond.

It couldn’t be.

She could not form a mate bond with a wolf in the Idaho Pack. It would destroy her plan to get away.

Liam might be a way to escape Stefan, but he couldn’t offer her a way out of the Idahos.

Especially not once he cemented his place in the Idahos by beating Stefan senseless.

He’s just another lone wolf hoping to make a place in the only pack that will take him. And I will not accept a place in this horrific pack with yet another violent male.

Unlike Ivy, Liam had a choice—and he’d chosen to join the Idahos.

I can’t be trapped here.

I won’t.

And so she shoved the mere thought of it out of her consciousness.

The battle raged on, with Stefan and Liam trading vicious blows. Ivy’s stomach twisted with each impact, the weight of her fate bearing down on her.

Her gaze darted between the two wolf shifters, her anxiety mounting with every passing second. The outcome of this brutal contest would determine her future, and all she could do was helplessly watch, her heart lodged in her throat.

“Please,” she whispered, not even certain what she was praying for.

As much as she wanted to look away, Ivy found her gaze riveted to the ring. She had to know who won—her future depended on it. Her breaths came in short, shallow gasps as anxiety threatened to overwhelm her. The clash of flesh against flesh filled the air, each blow landing with a sickening thud.

The two men stepped back from each other, their forms shimmering as first Stefan and then Liam shifted their hands and jaws, moving into half-wolf forms.

The air was thick with tension and the coppery scent of blood as Liam and Stefan circled each other warily, their half-human forms sleek and lethal. The crowd’s excited murmurs and howls filled Ivy’s ears, but she could only focus on the two combatants—her future resting in their savage claws.

“Damn you,” Stefan snarled as he lunged at his opponent, his words a little distorted by his lupine mouth. “You won’t take what’s mine!”

“Yours?” Liam retorted, sidestepping deftly and raking his claws across Stefan’s flank. “I’m fighting for her freedom, not your delusions of possession.”

Wait. What?

Terror twisted in Ivy’s stomach like a serpent preparing to strike—she was almost as afraid of hoping that he actually meant what he’d just said as she was of the possibility that he’d take her as his prize.

“Freedom? Ha!” Stefan bared his teeth, blood dripping from his wounded side. “She’s a prize to be won, nothing more.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Ivy murmured under her breath, her fear roiling through her as she realized that if she had to choose between the two men, she would choose Liam.

She knew Stefan was a monster.

Liam can’t be any worse.

“Look at her, cowering like a frightened pup,” Stefan taunted, catching his breath before charging once more at Liam. “Is that what you want? A weak mate who can’t even stand up for herself?”

“Enough!” Liam met Stefan’s charge head-on, sending them both crashing to the ground. They rolled together as they completed their shifts, a snarling mass of fur, teeth, and blood that left Ivy’s breath caught in her throat as she fought down the bile that tried to rise past it.
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The two wolves sprang apart. The scent of sweat and raw aggression mixed with the metallic tang of blood to hang thick in the air as Ryker and Stefan circled each other.

Ryker could feel the weight of every gaze upon him, from Ellerson’s watchful stare to the curious eyes of the pack members who had gathered to witness the battle. But it was Ivy’s presence that burned brightest in his mind.

Spinning away from Stefan, Ryker moved fluidly back into his half-shifted form—he’d spent hours practicing just such a move with the enforcers he led for the Moonstones.

Stefan wasted no time following Ryker’s lead and then lunging forward with a feral snarl. Ryker sidestepped, narrowly avoiding his opponent’s claws.

Stefan’s attack was powerful but sloppy, leaving him open for a swift counterstrike. Ryker seized the opening, landing a solid blow to Stefan’s ribs. The sound of cracking bone echoed through the ring, followed by a pained grunt from his adversary.

“Is that all you’ve got?” Stefan growled, wiping a trickle of blood from the corner of his mouth.

“Hardly,” Ryker said. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”

As they circled each other, Ryker’s thoughts raced. He knew he couldn’t afford any mistakes—not with Ivy’s safety hanging in the balance. Stefan was strong, and cunning to boot, but Ryker wasn’t the lone-wolf outcast Stefan expected—he was the head enforcer of a rival pack.

And he still had a few tricks he hadn’t revealed yet.

“Come on, then,” Stefan taunted, beckoning Ryker forward. “Show me what you’re made of!”

Ryker’s muscles tensed, and he sprang toward Stefan, his fists colliding with Stefan’s body in a flurry of strikes. Each hit landed with bruising force, echoing through the still night air.

Then Stefan rallied, landing several strikes of his own.

The taste of copper filled Ryker’s mouth as he bit back the pain, focusing on each movement with laser-like precision.

I can’t fail her. I won’t, Ryker thought fiercely.

As the battle wore on, Ryker felt a growing sense of urgency—a primal instinct to protect Ivy at all costs. He could see the cruel glint in Stefan’s eyes, the way he reveled in the violence and chaos of their fight.

Ryker panted heavily, his body slick with sweat and blood, but his gaze remained unwaveringly focused on Stefan.

“Give up, you mutt,” Stefan growled, lunging forward to swipe at Ryker with his razor-sharp claws.

Ryker easily dodged the attack, his lean muscles propelling him into a fluid roll.

“Sorry, man.” Ryker caught Stefan’s arm midswing and twisted it back with brutal force. “I’m not the one who’ll be submitting today.”

A sickening crack echoed through the clearing as Stefan’s arm snapped.

The lieutenant howled in pain, but instead of backing off, he retaliated with renewed ferocity. His free hand raked across Ryker’s face, leaving deep gashes that burned with a fiery agony.

“Damn it,” Ryker muttered under his breath, tasting his own blood on his tongue. He couldn’t afford to let this fight go on any longer.

With a burst of strength, Ryker slammed his fist into the side of Stefan’s head, feeling the satisfying crunch of bone beneath his knuckles. The blow sent Stefan staggering backward, and Ryker didn’t hesitate to press his advantage.

He tackled Stefan to the ground, pinning him down with the weight of his body. Blood flowed freely from Stefan’s wounds, staining the earth beneath them. Ryker could feel the rapid thrumming of Stefan’s pulse as he held the lieutenant in a viselike grip.

“This ends now!” Ryker roared, his voice laced with anger—not for Stefan, but for Ivy.

He stared down at Stefan, who was battered and bloodied almost beyond recognition. The man’s chest heaved with labored breaths, and his eyes were filled with equal parts hatred and fear, the once-strong enforcer reduced to a broken mess.

“You’ve won,” Stefan gasped, struggling to speak through bruised and swollen lips. “Just finish it.”

For an instant, Ryker considered it.

But when he glanced up at Ivy and saw horror in her eyes, he knew he couldn’t kill Stefan—not if he ever wanted the chance to make her his.

Instead, he leaned in and hissed in Stefan’s ear.

“Don’t ever touch Ivy again. If you do, I won’t hesitate to end you.” Ryker tightened his grip on Stefan’s throat for just a moment before releasing him.

He watched as Stefan lay there, gasping for breath, his body mangled and defeated. And as Ryker stood over him, he knew he’d made the right choice.

Even if it meant he’d potentially turned a mere rival into a dangerous enemy.





Chapter 6

BLOOD DRIPPED FROM BOTH men’s bodies, pooling on the ground beneath them. Ryker’s breath came in ragged gasps, his muscles quivering with exertion. Despite his injuries, he continued to pin Stefan, the once-formidable enforcer, to the ground.

“Kill him,” Ellerson ordered, his voice a guttural growl. “Finish what you started.”

Ryker stared down at Stefan’s battered face, his heart hammering in his chest. He knew the consequences of disobeying his alpha, but something within him rebelled at the idea of snuffing out a life so carelessly. Their eyes met, and for an instant, Ryker saw past the broken man beneath him to the wolf who shared the same primal instincts as himself.

“No,” he said, surprising even himself with the strength of his conviction. “I won’t kill a stranger.”

A stunned silence settled over the gathered wolves, broken only by Ellerson’s sneer. “You’re weak,” he spat. “But…if you’re too cowardly to finish your opponent, I suppose I can’t force you.”

“Thank you,” Ryker mumbled, trying to ignore the guilt and fear gnawing at the edges of his conscience. He was playing a dangerous game, teetering between loyalty to his true pack and the necessary deception of his current one.

But he couldn’t bring himself to regret his decision.

“Get off him,” Ellerson barked, and Ryker obeyed, releasing Stefan with a soft exhale. The injured man groaned, struggling to draw breath into his crushed lungs. As Ryker stepped back, he wondered if he had truly done the right thing. A moment later, Stefan slipped into unconsciousness.

Ryker finished shifting into his fully human form, retrieving the partly shredded clothing that had fallen off his wolf’s body and pulling it back on.

“Time to claim your prize.” Ellerson gestured toward Ivy, who stood a few feet away, her arms crossed over her chest as she shrank back from them.

Ryker felt a flare of protective anger at the sight of her fear, and he turned to face the alpha without hesitation. “I won’t claim her like this,” he said firmly, his voice laced with steel. “She’s already been through enough. I want to win her, not force her into submission.”

Ellerson snorted derisively, his eyes narrowing as he looked between them. “Weak,” he said again, shaking his head.

With that, he stalked away, leaving Ryker to stand alone with Ivy.

She was still shaking, her eyes wary as they darted between him and the retreating figure of the alpha.

“Are you all right?” He took a step closer, making sure not to crowd her.

Ivy hesitated before nodding, her gaze flitting to the unconscious form of Stefan nearby. “ I don’t understand why you spared him,” she admitted. “And now, refusing to claim me as your prize… Do you really mean it?”

Ryker nodded. “I do. You have a choice in the matter. Always.”

A flicker of surprise crossed her face, quickly replaced by uncertainty. “But…what if I never choose you?”

“Then I’ll respect your decision,” Ryker said without hesitation.

He wondered how much of his own happiness he had just gambled on this single promise, but as he watched Ivy’s eyes soften, he knew he had made the right choice.

Taking a deep breath, he turned his attention to the battered form of Stefan, lying sprawled and broken on the ground.

“Let me take him to the infirmary,” he offered, surprising himself with the words. A part of him argued that Stefan deserved no such mercy, but another, stronger part knew it was the right thing to do.

“I’ll patch him up,” Ivy said with a sigh.

With a grunt, Ryker hoisted Stefan’s limp body over his shoulder and carried his fallen enemy through the crowd of onlookers, who parted silently to make way for him.

[image: Paragraph separator]

I can’t believe I’m truly safe—at least for now—from being claimed by either Stefan or the new wolf shifter.

Relief washed over Ivy as she stepped back into the dim infirmary, Liam following her, Stefan draped over his shoulder.

“Where do I put him?” Liam asked.

“Over there,” Ivy said, pointing to an empty bed near the corner of the room. The muscles in Liam’s arms bulged and flexed as he carefully laid Stefan down onto the cot.

“Is he going to be okay?” Liam asked, glancing over at Ivy.

“I’ll have to examine him to know for sure.” She moved closer to Stefan’s bedside.

Unease settled in the pit of her stomach as she began to check Stefan’s vitals. Her fingers trembled slightly, and she chastised herself for allowing her fear to take hold once more.

Liam stood nearby, watching her with an odd expression on his face—a look that made her feel both flustered and proud, all at once.

“His pulse is steady,” Ivy murmured after a moment, still unable to meet Liam’s gaze. “I’ll need to run some tests to determine any underlying issues.”

“Thank you,” Liam said softly, causing her to finally look up at him.

“Of course,” she said. “It’s my job.”

As Ivy continued her examination of Stefan, she couldn’t ignore Liam’s lingering presence. The air between them was charged with an energy she found both exhilarating and terrifying. Even as she tried to focus on her work, her thoughts were consumed by him.

Focus on your work, she silently scolded herself, pushing away the feelings that threatened to overwhelm her.

She felt the heat radiating off his body and caught a whiff of his earthy scent, mixed with adrenaline and the blood and sweat of the battle. It was pure male and entirely intoxicating, but Ivy fought against the allure.

“Would you like me to help in any way?” Liam’s voice was deep and resonant, sending shivers racing along Ivy’s skin.

“I can manage on my own, thank you.” She kept her voice steady—but only barely.

He nodded, stepping back to give her space but not leaving the room entirely.

As Ivy moved to draw blood from Stefan’s arm, she considered the juxtaposition between Liam’s fierce exterior and the way he had handled the situation so far.

You saw him take down Stefan, she reminded herself. He’s brutal and violent, a predator in every sense of the word.

And yet, in the end, he had decided not to kill Ellerson’s lieutenant and had even carried the other shifter to the infirmary.

And he gave me my freedom, just as he promised.

The strength he possessed was undeniable, yet it was tempered by an unexpected kindness.

Who was he?

The vicious shifter who belonged in the Idahos?

Or something else…something more?

Was it possible that Liam Black was different from any shifter male she’d ever encountered?

It doesn’t matter, she thought fiercely.

She knew she couldn’t allow herself the luxury of a mate bond with a male in the Idahos—not when she still intended to escape the pack at the first opportunity.

“Concentrate, Ivy,” she muttered under her breath, forcing herself to pay attention to the task at hand.

“Are you all right?” Liam asked.

Ivy’s heart leaped up, and she jerked as she turned around to face him, her cheeks flushing hot as she realized he’d heard her talking to herself.

“Yes,” she said. “Just trying to stay focused.”

Her face still burning, Ivy turned back around to work on Stefan’s wounds.

But now that Liam had reminded her of his presence, she couldn’t ignore it. His scent, so overwhelmingly male, wrapped around her like a blanket, warm and comforting.

A flutter in her chest quivered each time Liam shifted his weight or cleared his throat. It was unnerving how easily he disarmed her defenses.

And as she moved around the room, she found herself reassured by her sense of his bulk standing between her and the infirmary door. By all rights, she should feel trapped by him; instead, she felt protected.

With each passing moment, Ivy found herself growing more and more intrigued by Liam.

But no matter how much she might want to know him better, she couldn’t afford it—not least of all because it might strengthen the bond she feared she already felt growing between them.

Keep your eyes on the prize, Ivy, she reminded herself.

She had one goal: getting away from the Idahos.

Her fingers shook ever so slightly as she prepared a salve for Stefan’s wounds, her thoughts darting between her job and Liam’s magnetic presence. The scent of crushed herbs filled the air, mingling with the metallic tang of blood and finally blocking Liam’s scent.

With a sigh of relief, she turned to pick up the salve.

For a moment, their eyes locked, and Ivy felt as if she was falling into the dizzying depths of Liam’s gaze.

It was a dangerous sensation, one that threatened to sweep her away if she wasn’t careful. Just as she was about to glance away, she noticed a flicker in his expression, as if he was struggling with an internal battle.

“Is something wrong?” she asked.

Liam opened his mouth, looking like he was about to ask a question, but then his face seemed to shut down. The warmth in his eyes vanished, replaced by a cold, steely mask that Ivy found impossible to read.

“Never mind,” he said brusquely, stepping back and away from her. “I should go.”

“Liam—” Ivy began, but he was already striding toward the door, leaving her standing alone.

As she watched him walk away, Ivy reminded herself yet again that she was not interested in any wolf shifter. Her goal was to get away.

The conflicting emotions swirling within her made her chest ache, but she couldn’t afford to give in to temptation.

Her fingers clenched around the jar she was holding. You can’t let yourself be swayed by a handsome face or kind words, Ivy.

She turned back to her work—to Stefan, who was still unconscious where Liam had placed him.

For a moment, she stared at Stefan, mentally comparing him to Liam.

God, I hate Stefan.

On the other hand, she couldn’t deny how attractive Liam was, with his dark, disheveled hair, strong jawline, and piercing blue eyes that seemed to see right through her.

I shouldn’t even think about him that way. How could I want someone so violent?

She shook her head firmly.

“Get a grip, Ivy,” she muttered under her breath as she began to sort through the various medicinal supplies on the shelves. It was a task that usually calmed her, but today, she still trembled as she reached for the jars and bottles.

Her thoughts wouldn’t leave Liam though. She replayed the scene in her mind, recalling how he had fought Stefan without hesitation, the sheer power of his muscular form.

Her own wolf stirred within her, reacting to the raw strength of the newcomer.

“Stop it!” she hissed to herself, slamming a jar down harder than she intended. A few dried leaves spilled out onto the wooden counter, making her wince at her lack of control. She needed to focus on her work, not daydream about some brute who had shown up and disrupted their pack.

“Violence is not what I want in my life,” she whispered, willing herself to believe it. She knew she deserved better—she deserved peace and happiness.

But as much as she tried to convince herself, there was a nagging feeling in the pit of her stomach, an ache that told her she wasn’t being entirely honest with herself. She sighed, rubbing her temples as she tried to push the thoughts away.

Focus, she told herself again, forcing her hands to move with purpose as she continued to sort through the supplies. You don’t need him or anyone else to make you happy.

But even as she repeated the mantra in her head, the image of Liam’s intense blue eyes and the way his muscles rippled beneath his skin haunted her.

Deep inside her, the bond she refused to acknowledge spooled out between her and Liam, a shining thread of awareness that stretched between them.

She shoved it away, determined to ignore all the implications of its existence.

But even deeper down, a tiny part of her wondered if maybe, just maybe, there was more to Liam than she had seen so far.





Chapter 7

RYKER STEPPED OUT OF the infirmary, his mind churning with thoughts of Ivy’s haunted eyes.

The brisk air tore through him, settling like ice in the pit of his stomach. To protect her, he had to fully embrace his role as Liam.

And Liam would be more concerned with the pack than a lowly female.

Focus, damn it, he told himself.

With a deep breath, he steeled himself and strode toward the main pack house.

Outside the door, Ryker paused for a moment, swallowing down the anger bubbling inside him like molten lava, threatening to burn away his carefully constructed persona.

But he couldn’t afford to let emotions dictate his actions—not when so much was at stake. So he pushed open the door, forcing a smile onto his face as he entered.

Inside, Ellerson was seated at the head of a long wooden table, his green eyes narrowed in concentration as he studied a map spread before him. His fingers traced over the paper. He glanced up as Ryker approached, his gaze flickering with suspicion.

“Liam,” Ellerson growled. “What do you want?”

“Alpha,” Ryker said, keeping his tone respectful, though every fiber of his being rebelled against the very idea. “I want to help the pack. Tell me what I can do.”

Ellerson leaned back in his chair, studying Ryker with a calculating expression. Silence loomed heavy in the room, and Ryker could hear the distant howls of wolves outside, their voices mingling with the wind. Ellerson’s eyes bored into Ryker’s, searching for any hint of deceit or treachery. His face remained impassive, but tension radiated from him. Clearly, he didn’t trust this newcomer—but Ryker needed to gain his trust if he was to uncover the truth about the Idaho Pack’s recent actions.

“Very well,” Ellerson growled after a long moment of consideration. “We have some young shifters who could use training—that is, if you’re up for it?”

“Absolutely,” Ryker said without hesitation, pushing down the anger he felt at being scrutinized so closely. He couldn’t afford to let his true emotions show, not when there was so much at stake. He clenched his hands behind his back, fighting the urge to shift and run from this suffocating, oppressive place and reminding himself that pretending to be an Idaho was necessary.

This is for the greater good.

“Good,” Ellerson grunted, turning his attention back to the map. “Start tomorrow morning.”

“Thank you,” Ryker murmured, dipping his head in a gesture of submission. The slightest hint of a smile tugged at the corners of his lips. This was progress, a chance to get closer to the inner workings of the Idaho Pack.

As he walked away, he surreptitiously glanced down at the map Ellerson was studying—and he had to force himself to keep walking, to avoid freezing in place.

It was a map of Yellowstone Park.

The Moonstone Pack’s territory.

Oh fuck.
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The first light of dawn filtered through the cracked windows, casting a warm glow over the bunkhouse.

Ryker awoke to the sound of restless stirring around him, the other wolves beginning their day with low grumbles and muttered curses. He stretched his tense limbs, feeling the weight of his mission settle onto his shoulders like an iron cloak.

Especially now that he had evidence Ellerson was plotting against the Moonstones.

I need to get a message to Steele.

In the meantime, he needed to continue learning everything he could.

“Okay, boys, let’s get moving,” Ryker announced as he approached the group of teenage wolf shifters assigned to him for training. They stood awkwardly in a clearing near the edge of the woods, the sun illuminating their nervous faces. “We’re going to work on your fighting techniques today.”

“About time,” one of the boys muttered under his breath, earning a sharp glare from Ryker. He ignored the boy’s bravado and began outlining simple drills, demonstrating each movement with practiced ease. The boys mimicked his actions, their movements clumsy but eager.

“Keep your guard up,” Ryker snapped at one boy who had lowered his hands. As they continued to practice, he found himself slipping into the role of teacher more easily than he’d expected. It was a welcome distraction from the thoughts that plagued him—thoughts of Ivy and the danger she faced within this pack, thoughts of Ellerson’s plans against the Moonstones.

“Man, I can’t wait until I’m strong enough to challenge some of the higher-ranking wolves,” one of the boys said, panting between punches. “I’m gonna make sure everyone knows my name.”

“Me too,” another chimed in, his eyes shining with ambition. “And when I do, I’ll claim the prettiest female as my mate.”

Ryker’s gut clenched at their words, and he forced himself not to react. Instead, he listened intently, hoping to glean information about the pack’s customs and traditions surrounding mating.

It didn’t take long for the conversation to turn darker, revealing the ugly truth hidden beneath their brash words.

“Did you hear about what happened to that girl Lila?” one boy whispered, glancing around nervously as if afraid of being overheard. “She tried to fight back when one of the higher-ups claimed her, and now she’s got scars all over.”

“Shut up,” another hissed, fear creeping into his voice. “You don’t want them hearing you talking like that.”

Ryker’s blood boiled in his veins, the anger bubbling up inside him like hot lava. These boys, still so young and impressionable, were being taught that it was not only acceptable but expected for the highest male pack members to take female wolf shifters against their will.

He knew he had to tread carefully, but the rage that surged within him threatened to spill over.

“Listen up,” Ryker said, his voice cold and hard. “It doesn’t matter how strong or powerful you become. What matters is how you treat those around you—especially your packmates. Even the ones who can’t fight back.”

The boys looked at him with wide eyes, uncertainty flickering across their faces.

Ryker could see the conflict in their expressions, the struggle between what they’d been raised to believe and the possibility of a different way. He hoped, somewhere deep down, that he could plant the seeds of change in these young hearts.

But for now, he had to keep his attention focused on the task at hand—infiltrating the Idaho Pack and discovering its darkest secrets.

The sun had dipped below the horizon before Ryker dismissed the young wolves, their faces flushed and sweaty from the day’s training. He could still hear the echo of their laughter, their casual discussions about pack traditions and mating practices. The disgust churned in his stomach like poison, making it impossible for him to ignore the reality of what these boys had been taught.

As he walked back toward the main house, the sounds of the evening pack activities surrounded him—laughter, the clink of glasses, the scrape of chairs against the floor. It all seemed so normal, so deceivingly innocent. But underneath the surface, Ryker knew the truth: this pack was built on a foundation of fear and oppression, especially when it came to their treatment of female shifters.

No.

Not just fear and oppression.

Rape.

The Idahos’ entire system is built around rape.

“Liam,” a voice called out, drawing him out of his thoughts. Ryker turned to see one of the teenage boys he’d been training earlier, a sheepish grin on his face. “You forgot your water bottle.”

“Thanks,” Ryker said, forcing a smile as he took the proffered item. The boy nodded and hurried back to his friends, leaving Ryker alone with his thoughts once more.

He thought of Ivy, so beautiful, so strong—yet deeply scarred by the life she’d been forced to lead. It was no wonder she remained unmated, refusing to submit herself to a fate worse than death at the hands of one of the high-ranking males.

Ryker clenched his fists, the anger surging through him like a tidal wave. He wanted nothing more than to tear down the entire pack structure, to show them the error of their ways and bring justice to those who had suffered.

And destroy the alpha who allowed it to happen.

I will find a way to do just that, he swore to himself.

No matter what it takes.





Chapter 8

FRANKLIN ELLERSON STOOD BY the window in his office in the main pack house, eyes narrowed as he surveyed the grounds of his pack. As he was the new alpha, every detail demanded his attention—and his paranoia.

A sharp knock on the door jolted him from his thoughts, and he growled softly, irritation bubbling in his chest. “Enter,” he commanded, his voice carrying a permanent rumble like a wolf’s growl.

Stefan Davis stepped into the room, his piercing blue eyes meeting Ellerson’s gaze without hesitation. He was still bandaged, remnants of the battle with Liam—but it was obvious that the worst of his wounds had healed during the night as he shifted into his wolf form and back several times. Stefan held his head high, despite his injuries, the arrogance radiating off him in waves. Still, though, The man reeked of defeat, and it irritated Ellerson to no end.

“Stefan,” Ellerson acknowledged, his tone cold and clipped. He could sense the unspoken challenge in Stefan’s posture, and it irked him. As first lieutenant, the man should have known his place by now. But Stefan was not a good leader, and his hunger for power was insatiable.

Stefan’s eyes narrowed, but he knew better than to challenge the alpha’s authority. He took a deep breath, trying to suppress the growl that threatened to spill from his lips.

But Ellerson interrupted him before he could even begin speaking. “Look at you. You were bested by the new wolf. And here I thought you might be worth something as my first lieutenant.”

Stefan ignored the taunt. “I came to discuss some concerns I have about our newest member.” He paused, gauging Ellerson’s reaction.

The alpha observed Stefan carefully, noticing how he subtly favored his left side, trying to hide the lingering pain. A cruel smile tugged at the corner of his lips. Stefan’s failure against Liam had been a humiliation, and one he was certain Stefan wouldn’t forget easily.

“Oh? Do tell,” Ellerson drawled, feigning interest while still reveling in Stefan’s humiliation.

“There’s something…off about Liam,” Stefan began, suspicion threading through his voice. “He had the chance to take Ivy during our fight, but he didn’t.”

Ellerson’s lips curled into a snarl as he considered Stefan’s words. Stefan’s distrust likely stemmed from losing to Liam in their recent fight, but Ellerson’s instincts told him not to dismiss the shifter outright. There was something predatory in the way Stefan spoke, the hint of a growl in his voice that matched the undercurrent of rage simmering beneath Ellerson’s own skin.

“And you don’t think your crushing defeat at his hands is influencing your opinion of him?”

Stefan’s nostrils flared. “This has nothing to do with my defeat. There’s more. Apparently he gave his students a lecture today on the value of mercy.” He sneered at the last word.

“Interesting,” Ellerson mused, his mind already racing through the possibilities. He looked back out the window, considering his options. Stefan may have been power-hungry and vicious, but he wasn’t foolish—his concerns warranted attention.

“Liam could be a threat,” Stefan continued, his voice lower now, as if he was sharing a secret. “We don’t know enough about him, Alpha. He’s an unknown variable. It’s dangerous to have someone like that so close. Perhaps he has ulterior motives for joining our pack.”

“Or perhaps he simply didn’t want to get involved with your petty squabbles,” Ellerson retorted, his voice low and dangerous.

Stefan pushed the issue. “What will you do?”

Ellerson’s eyes flashed, and he turned to face Stefan, his expression darkening. “Don’t think for a moment that your concern for the pack absolves you of your own shortcomings, Stefan.”

Stefan swallowed hard, his face suddenly pale. “Of course, Alpha Ellerson.”

“Remember your place, Stefan,” Ellerson warned. “I will not tolerate disloyalty.”

Stefan bowed his head in submission, the message clear in his voice as he said, “Of course, Alpha Ellerson.”

Ellerson studied Stefan closely, noting the way the man’s jaw clenched in frustration. “Regardless, it seems we have a potential issue on our hands.”

Stefan’s jaw loosened fractionally. “How can I help?”

“I want you to investigate Liam further. He says he knew Deacon in New Mexico—track down that connection and see what you can discover about him.”

“Yes, sir.” Stefan’s face split into a grin, and he nodded enthusiastically. “I will find out everything there is to know about Liam Black.”

“Good. You go do that. But before you leave, have Liam sent in to see me.” Ellerson dismissed Stefan with a flick of his wrist.

As the door closed behind Stefan, Ellerson’s thoughts lingered on the issues Stefan had brought up. Liam’s actions and motivations were a mystery, one that he intended to solve.

But there was another problem lurking beneath the surface—Stefan’s thirst for power. It was something Ellerson would need to keep in check, lest it become a threat to his rule. Stefan’s concerns about Liam had been useful, but as Ellerson had pointed out, they did not absolve Stefan of his failure during their fight.

Ellerson growled low in his throat as he considered the delicate balance of power within his pack. He had no intention of allowing anyone—least of all his first lieutenant—to challenge his reign.

The alpha’s eyes narrowed as he stared out at the forest beyond the main house. Liam’s presence threatened to shatter the pack’s equilibrium, and the consequences could be dire.

Ellerson had been right to direct Stefan’s focus toward Liam and the potential threat he posed—the lieutenant could spend his time researching the new shifter’s past, his motivations, and any weaknesses that could be exploited.

In the meantime, he would distract Liam with a pack assignment more challenging than training the young males—an assignment that would take up all his time and keep him from looking too deeply into the pack he claimed to want to join.

Then, when the time came, the alpha would ensure that both Liam and Stefan understood the consequences of crossing Franklin Ellerson.

But as Ellerson stared out into the wilderness, a chill of unease crept down his spine, whispering that there was more at stake than just pack politics. The very survival of his wolves could hang in the balance, and he could not afford to underestimate his enemies—whether outsiders or members of his own pack.

And as alpha, Franklin Ellerson vowed to do whatever it took to maintain his grip on power.

Even if it meant betraying those who served beneath him.
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As Ryker stood before Ellerson, the alpha’s eyes held a calculating gleam that sent a warning vibration across the back of Ryker’s neck.

“I want you to train our female wolves in basic defense,” Ellerson finally said. “They need to be ready to defend themselves and the compound if necessary.”

Ryker raised his eyebrows. “Are we expecting an attack?”

Ellerson’s gaze sharpened. “You never know what might happen in these uncertain times,” he said, deflecting the question with a nonchalant shrug. “Besides, it never hurts to have everyone prepared.”

The slight tension in Ellerson’s posture betrayed his words, but Ryker knew better than to push him further. He nodded in agreement, his own lean, muscled frame tensing with anticipation. “I’ll start training them right away.”

“Good,” Ellerson grunted, his eyes still holding a hint of suspicion before he turned and stalked away, leaving Ryker alone with his thoughts.

As Ryker watched Ellerson’s retreating form, uneasiness settled over him. What was the alpha hiding? And why did he suddenly feel the need for everyone in the pack to be on their guard?

Ryker clenched his fists at his side, his black fur bristling beneath his human skin. His loyalty to his true pack demanded that he uncover the truth, but he had to tread carefully.

He’d planned to sneak out of the compound tonight to drop a message in their pickup spot—but suddenly, he was certain that was a terrible idea.

They’re watching me too closely.

With a frown, he headed back to the men’s bunkhouse.

If I can’t get a message to Steele, maybe I can learn more about why Ellerson had that map of Yellowstone out on the table.

But if he was right and Ellerson’s pack members were watching him, even that might be too risky.

No. For now, he would focus on training the women and keeping them safe, biding his time until he could get word back to Steele.

And perhaps, with any luck, he would have a chance to see Ivy again. The memory of the scent of wildflowers that clung to her skin drew him in, igniting a yearning deep in his chest.

And lower down too, he acknowledged with a rueful smile.

But there was no time for distractions. Ryker shook off the thoughts and turned his attention to preparing to train the pack females.

If nothing else, perhaps he could teach them to defend themselves against the violent males in the pack.





Chapter 9

THE NEXT DAY, THE morning sun cast long shadows across the training grounds as the female wolves of the Idaho Pack began to gather, their eyes glinting with a mixture of curiosity and apprehension. The air was thick with tension, and Ryker felt the weight of his responsibility settle on his broad shoulders. He had never trained women before, but their survival could very well depend on it.

“All right, everyone!” Ryker called out, clapping his hands to get their attention. “I need you all to be focused and committed to learning these techniques. They might save your life one day.”

As the women murmured their agreement, Ryker swept his gaze over them, assessing their various strengths and weaknesses. It was then that he spotted her, standing near the edge of the group—Ivy, her eyes wide and alert as they met his own.

A jolt of electricity ran through him, and it took every ounce of self-control he possessed not to let his wolfish instincts take over.

He had not seen Ivy since their brief discussion about changing the Idaho Pack, and at the sight of her, his cock threatened to stand at attention.

This isn’t the time, he reminded himself sternly. He needed to keep his wits about him.

“Let’s start with some basic defensive moves,” Ryker said, forcing himself to keep his attention on the task at hand. “I want each of you to find a partner and face them. We’ll go from there.”

The women hesitated for a moment before beginning to pair off, leaving Ryker to watch as Ivy searched for someone to work with.

His protective instincts flared, and a twinge of jealousy at the thought of another man touching her, even in the context of training, slid into him.

Don’t be an idiot, he scolded himself. I’m the only man here.

“Since there’s an odd number,” Ryker said, taking a step toward Ivy, “I’ll be your partner for today. Work for you?”

“Sure,” she said, her cheeks flushing pink as she averted her gaze.

Ryker tried not to think about how adorable she looked when she blushed, and instead focused on teaching the women some basic self-defense techniques. He stood tall, his muscles tensed with anticipation as he prepared to demonstrate the move. He could feel Ivy’s gaze on him, a weightless touch that sent a frisson of heat skating across his skin. Ignoring the heat that rose within him, he focused on what he was teaching the women.

“All right, ladies,” he called out, his voice a low rumble. “Now I’m going to show you how to break free if someone grabs your arm or wrist. Remember to use your strength and weight to your advantage,” he instructed Ivy, demonstrating a move that would allow her to break free from an attacker’s grip. “You’re stronger than you think.”

As they continued to practice, Ryker found himself drawn deeper and deeper into the spell that Ivy seemed to weave around him. The way her scent enveloped him, the subtle curve of her waist beneath his hands, the soft sighs that escaped her lips as they moved together—all of it served to heighten his longing for her.

Despite the growing intensity of his feelings, however, Ryker also recognized the importance of maintaining a sense of professionalism during their training sessions. He couldn’t afford to let his emotions cloud his judgment, especially not when the safety of the entire pack was at stake.

Still, he had to remind himself repeatedly to concentrate on the task at hand, but it was becoming more difficult by the moment.

But then Ivy twisted in his arms, jerking her wrist out of his grasp.

“Good job,” he said, trying to ignore the way his heart raced at the sight of her flushed face and determined expression. “You’re a quick learner.”

“Thank you,” she said, her eyes shining with gratitude and something else—a flicker of desire that mirrored his own.

With a deep breath, Ryker stepped back, allowing space to grow between them once more. He raised his voice so all the female shifters could hear him. “Now let’s talk about what to do if someone grabs you from behind.”

He moved up behind Ivy, wrapping his arms around her. “Okay,” he instructed, “the first thing you want to do is drop your weight and lower your center of gravity. This will make it harder for your attacker to lift or control you.”

He felt her body shift beneath his grip, a subtle but powerful movement that sent a thrill through him. He continued, “Next, you’ll want to strike the most vulnerable areas—the groin, the nose, the throat…”

Ivy’s elbow shot back suddenly, connecting with Ryker’s ribcage. The blow was surprisingly powerful, leaving him momentarily breathless. Her foot came down hard on his instep, causing him to wince in pain. Then she spun in his arms, her fists lashing out violently, pummeling him everywhere she could reach.

“Ow!” Ryker exclaimed, loosening his hold on her. “Yes, exactly like that, but maybe not so…forceful during practice.”

Ivy didn’t respond but instead continued punching at him, even after she no longer made contact—a whirling dervish of terror and anger.

Oh fuck, Ryker thought. She’s not practicing. She’s fighting for her life.

“Hey,” he said, grabbing one flailing fist as it punched out toward his face. “You’re okay. You’re safe.” He managed to snag her other arm, then pulled her to him, using his body to force hers to stillness. “You’re safe,” he repeated over and over, until finally she quit fighting him—though it took several more seconds for her body to stop shaking.

Eventually, Ivy turned her face up toward him, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“Hey, it’s all right,” Ryker reassured her, releasing her and rubbing his side where her elbow had struck him. “You’re even stronger than I expected. Impressive, really.” He tried to sound lighthearted, but concern furrowed his brow as he studied her.

Ivy’s eyes were clouded with emotion, and she seemed on the verge of tears. What had caused her to react so violently? What hidden pain lurked beneath her gentle exterior?

“Keep practicing,” he said to everyone before turning back to Ivy and pulling her a little to one side of the group. “Is everything okay?” he asked softly, his protective instincts flaring to life. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, but I’m here for you if you need to talk.”

She hesitated, her gaze darting away from his. In that moment, Ryker was torn between wanting to hold her close, to comfort her, and respecting her boundaries. She finally looked up at him, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears.

“Thank you,” she whispered, a heartbreaking vulnerability in her voice. “Maybe… Maybe another time.”

“All right,” he agreed, giving her a small smile. “Just know that I’m here for you. Whenever you’re ready.”

As they rejoined the group, Ryker couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a darkness in Ivy’s past, a shadow that threatened to engulf her.

Ryker watched Ivy’s trembling hands as she wiped away the remnants of her tears. As much as he wanted to delve deeper into her past, now wasn’t the time. Instead, he resolved to switch to a more straightforward practice, one that would hopefully ease Ivy’s distress while still providing valuable self-defense training.

He moved over to the box he’d brought with him that morning and began pulling out items.

“All right, everyone,” Ryker announced, his voice steady and commanding, “we’re going to shift gears a bit. I want you all to think about how you can use everyday items around your home to protect yourselves in case of an attack.”

The women exchanged glances, their curiosity piqued. Ryker noticed Ivy’s breathing had steadied, her focus returning to the task at hand. He allowed himself a small smile, hoping this change would help her regain her composure.

“Grab anything you see around here that could be used as a weapon,” Ryker instructed, gesturing toward the assortment of objects scattered across the training area. “Once you’ve found something, come back and we’ll discuss how it can be used effectively.”

The women scattered, rummaging through the assortment of items in search of makeshift weapons. Ryker took the opportunity to observe Ivy from a distance, concern for her simmering beneath the surface. Her long, wavy blonde hair caught the sunlight, casting a golden halo around her as she picked up a sturdy-looking branch.

“Good choice,” he said as he crossed the space between them. The scent of wildflowers and sunshine radiated from her, stirring a deep, primal desire within him that he struggled to contain. “Now let’s talk about how you can use this to defend yourself.”

As they discussed various techniques and scenarios, Ryker couldn’t ignore Ivy’s magnetic pull. Every brush of her skin against his sent a jolt of electricity through him, igniting a fire that threatened to consume him.

“Liam,” Ivy’s voice broke through his thoughts. “What do I do if someone tries to disarm me?”

“Great question,” he said, mentally shaking himself back to the present. “You’ll want to use your body as leverage. Let me show you.”

At least she’s working to learn to defend herself, he thought, even as he carefully watched her practice the moves he demonstrated.

But he was careful not to touch her again as they trained.

There’s something terribly wrong in this pack.

For one thing, the females should have been taught to defend themselves long before now. Had Deacon avoided training them in order to make them easier prey?

Ryker fought down a growl rising in his throat.

If that was the case, he would make sure no Idaho Pack female ever again found herself unable to fight back—either against other packs or against males within their own pack.

The training session continued, each woman gaining confidence in her newfound skills. Ryker took solace in the fact that they were now better prepared to defend themselves and their home. But his mind kept returning to Ivy, to the silent pain she carried with her like a heavy burden.

As the women collected their belongings and dispersed, Ryker found himself lingering near Ivy, his protective instincts refusing to let him leave her side.

“About earlier,” he said. “If you ever want to talk, I really am here for you.”

Ivy hesitated, her eyes darting away from his before she shook her head. “Thanks,” she murmured, avoiding his gaze. “But I don’t think I’m ready yet.”

“Whenever you are…” He offered her a reassuring smile as his voice trailed off. “Just remember, you’re not alone.”

She nodded and gave him a tiny smile before turning away and leaving the training area.

As Ryker watched her go, wondering what it would take to break down those walls she had built around herself—and if he could be the one to help heal her wounds—the desire he’d repressed all day suddenly slammed through him, and his cock jerked in response.

His gaze lingered on the empty spot where Ivy had stood, her graceful figure now lost among the trees that surrounded the training area. The scent of pine and damp earth filled his nostrils, as if the forest wanted to swallow every trace of her presence. Yet her unique fragrance still clung to him, making it nearly impossible for him to focus on anything else.

“Liam?” A voice broke through his thoughts, and he turned to see one of the female wolves hesitating nearby, her eyes clouded with uncertainty.

“Uh, yeah? What is it?” He forced himself to concentrate on the present.

“Are we done for today?” she asked, her tone cautious as she studied his expression.

“Yeah,” he said with a nod, swallowing the lump in his throat. “You all did great. Keep practicing, and I’ll see you next time.”

“Thank you.” She offered him a brief smile before scurrying off to join her friends, leaving him alone once more.

As the last echoes of their chatter faded into the distance, Ryker found himself drawn back to his earlier thoughts, unable to ignore the magnetic pull that Ivy had over him.

He admired Ivy’s spirit, even as he worried about what might happen if the compound actually were to come under attack. He would do everything in his power to keep her safe, but he also sensed that there was something about her past that haunted her, something that rendered her vulnerable in ways he could not yet understand.

At the thought that perhaps the pain in her past was due to Ellerson or his men, Ryker’s jaw clenched.

There are far too many threats to these women—both inside and outside the pack.





Chapter 10

IVY STUMBLED AWAY FROM the training session, her legs shaky and her heart pounding.

Confusion clouded her mind as she attempted to process what had just happened between her and Liam. She’d been able to feel his raw power coursing through him, stirring something within her that she didn’t quite understand—or rather, that she didn’t want to understand.

She knew she shouldn’t give in to the mate bond she feared she might be developing with Liam, knew that it was dangerous to let herself get close to an outsider.

But she couldn’t resist the pull, the magnetic force that drew her to him.

Every time she looked at him, everything else faded away, leaving only the two of them in the world.

The silver ribbon of the connection between them was electrified, pulsing through her with desire and need, pooling in her core.

Ivy had trembled as Ryker’s gaze found her, even when he was working with the other pack females.

She’d watched as he strode toward her, his movements fluid and graceful, like a predator stalking its prey.

His fingers had grazed against hers, sending a jolt of electricity through her body.

The memory of Liam’s hands on her body sent tremors rushing along her nerve endings. The way he had gripped her waist, strong and secure, made her crave his touch even more.

But then she’d flashed back to her worst times in Blake Deacon’s pack, and then to the day her father had sold her to Deacon.

During those brief moments with Liam, though, she’d felt safe and protected—something she hadn’t experienced in a long time.

Maybe not ever.

She shook her head, trying to push the thoughts away. “No,” she whispered to herself, “I can’t feel this way.”

I can’t be bonded to an Idaho Pack member.

The males in her pack were vicious, cruel, violent—and she’d already seen proof of Liam’s violent nature when he’d fought Stefan in the ring.

No matter how kind and gentle he’d seemed when training her, he was ruthlessly savage against his enemies.

And that kind of brutality always comes out against weaker pack members, Ivy reminded herself. She’d seen it all her life.

Male wolf shifters can never be trusted. Not really.

She couldn’t control the heat that surged through her body or the connection between them that burned in her veins.

But she did not have to accept it.

“Are you okay?” A voice interrupted her inner turmoil.

Ivy looked up and saw one of the other female wolves from her pack, Danica, approaching with a worried expression. “Yeah, I’m fine,” Ivy lied, forcing a smile. “Just got a little overwhelmed during the training session.”

“Liam can be pretty intense,” Danica agreed, her eyebrows furrowing. “But he… Well, he seems like a good guy, you know?”

Ivy nodded, not trusting herself to speak. She couldn’t deny the pull she felt toward him. But deep down, she knew she feared being controlled by another male wolf.

No matter how attractive Liam Black might be, he’s not trustworthy.

“Anyway,” Danica continued, seemingly oblivious to Ivy’s internal conflict, “why don’t you go take a shower and relax? I’ll see you at dinner.”

“I’ll do that.”

She made her way to the women’s bunkhouse, desperate for a hot shower. The steamy water would help soothe her aching muscles and wash away the remnants of Liam’s touch that still clung to her skin. She needed to regain control over her emotions and push him out of her mind—at least for now.

Peeling off her clothes, she stepped under the cascading water, luxuriating in the steady stream that enveloped her body. Ivy closed her eyes and allowed herself to get lost in the sensation, her thoughts drifting back to Liam, to how his hands had felt on her body.

Every nerve ending had come alive under his touch, making her yearn for something she knew she shouldn’t want. But the memory was so vivid, so tantalizing, that it was impossible to ignore.

“Damn it,” she muttered, frustrated with herself for wanting so badly to give in to her desires. “He’s just another wolf, Ivy. You can’t let him have this power over you.”

But as much as she tried to deny it, Ivy knew that Liam wasn’t just any other wolf—he was the one she was inexplicably drawn to, against all odds and logic. And as she stood there beneath the cascade of hot water, trying in vain to wash away her conflicting emotions, she wondered if she’d ever truly be able to keep him at arm’s length.

As the water poured over her, Ivy tried to focus on the physical sensations, hoping to distract herself from the pull of Liam’s presence.

But she couldn’t shake the memory of her violent reaction during the training session when Liam had grabbed her from behind. Her instincts had kicked in, causing her to lash out like a cornered animal.

Still, his touch had ignited something within her, a fire that refused to be extinguished—but fear gnawed at the edges of her desire, threatening to consume her.

“Get it together,” she muttered to herself, fighting back tears that threatened to spill. She couldn’t afford to let her guard down, not even for a man as intoxicating as Liam.

Finally, feeling marginally more composed, Ivy shut off the water and wrapped herself in a plush towel. She dressed quickly, choosing a simple yet flattering dress that hugged her curves and fell just above her knees. It was feminine and comfortable—two things she valued in her limited wardrobe.

Taking a deep breath to steady herself, Ivy exited the bathroom, prepared to face whatever lay ahead.

Liam’s scent filled Ivy’s senses as she stepped into the main part of the bunkhouse, her damp hair clinging to her shoulders. She’d hoped the cascading water would wash away her confusion and longing for him. But there he was, leaning against a wooden post, his muscles visibly tensed under his shirt.

To her surprise, the bunkhouse was otherwise empty.

“Liam?” Ivy asked, her voice barely above a whisper. Her pulse quickened, and she struggled to maintain control over her rising desire. “What are you doing here?”

He looked up at her, his eyes dark. “I wanted to talk to you about what happened during training today,” he said. Liam took a step closer, his scent wrapping around her like an embrace. It was intoxicating, and she found herself leaning toward him, drawn in by the magnetic pull of his presence. The proximity of their bodies made Ivy’s skin prickle in anticipation.

“Look, about that,” he began, rubbing the back of his neck. “I didn’t mean to upset you or anything. I just wanted to demonstrate how quickly things can happen in a real fight.”

“I know,” Ivy admitted, feeling heat creep up her neck. “It’s just…I didn’t expect to react so violently. I’m sorry if I hurt you.”

“No—you’ve got impressive reflexes. And besides, I’m tougher than I look.”

Ivy smiled back, despite the tension that still hung between them like a thick fog. “Thanks,” she murmured, her eyes flicking to his lips for a brief moment before darting away. She needed to keep her distance, to protect herself from the possibility of heartbreak.

“But your reaction… It wasn’t typical,” Liam continued. “I know I caught you off guard, but your response was so extreme. It was like you were afraid of me.”

“Liam, I—” Ivy began, but her words were cut short by the intensity of his gaze. She felt exposed, as if he could see straight through her carefully constructed walls.

When she didn’t finish her sentence, Liam spoke again. “Does this have something to do with the males of the pack…taking what they want from the women?”

“It’s not that. At least, that’s not all of it.” Ivy’s chest tightened at the memory of his hands on her body, the unexpected pleasure that had surged through her veins at his touch, followed almost immediately by panic. “I’m not afraid of you.” Well, not entirely, she silently amended. “I’m just…not used to being touched like that. It felt…too intimate.”

His expression softened, understanding flickering in his eyes. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” he said quietly. “But I’m drawn to you. And I think you feel the same way.”

Her breath hitched in her throat, betraying her body’s desires.

Liam stepped even closer, his breath warm on her cheek as he leaned down and cupped her face in one hand, and her nipples tightened into hard, sensitive peaks scraping against the fabric of her bra.

She knew what he wanted, what he needed, and part of her wanted it too.

The wolf inside her called out to its mate.

Ivy’s thoughts swirled in a whirlwind of longing and fear.

“Liam, we shouldn’t…,” she whispered, but the words were lost as his lips met hers. The world seemed to fade away as the heat from their mouths melded, passion igniting within them like wildfire. His tongue plundered Ivy’s mouth, pushed further and further in, sending shock waves of electricity rolling through her entire body until she shivered.

“I want you,” he said as he pulled back, voice husky. It shuddered all the way down her spine. His hand slid down her back and landed on her ass, his grip tightening as he pulled her against him.

Ivy gasped at the feel of his length pressing against her stomach, and heat pooled in her core.

A low growl rumbled in his chest, and passion pumped through her veins as his arousal pushed against her.

He began to kiss a trail down the side of her neck. “I want you,” he repeated.

This time, his words broke through her haze of desire, and she made a tiny noise of protest.

Instantly, Liam stopped kissing her.

As they pulled apart, Ivy’s chest heaved with ragged breaths, her mind reeling from the intensity of their connection. A knot of pure lust settled in her core, throbbing with frustration and need.

She couldn’t deny the desire coursing through her veins, but the thought of trusting a male wolf shifter terrified her.

She looked up into Liam‘s eyes, seeing the same hunger reflected back at her, along with a tenderness that threatened to break through her carefully constructed barriers.

“Let me show you that not all men are like the ones who hurt you,” Liam implored, his words echoing her thoughts as if he could read her mind, his eyes pleading with her to take a chance on him. “I promise, I would never hurt you.”

“Liam,” she breathed, her voice trembling with a mix of desire and fear. “I can’t… I don’t know if I can…”

“Let me prove to you that I’m not like the others,” he murmured, his thumb gently tracing her lower lip, its roughness sending chills through the bond she could practically see tying them together. “Give me a chance. Let me show you how good we can be together.”

She gave a tiny shake of her head, denying the mate bond itself almost as much as his request. The sincerity in his voice made her heart ache, but she needed to protect herself. Her walls had been built for a reason, and she was certain no male would ever prove worthy of breaking them down.

Liam’s eyes widened in sudden realization. The warmth of his hands on her cheeks receded, leaving a cold emptiness behind. He stepped back, his expression a mixture of regret and confusion.

“God… I’m sorry,” he stammered, clearly flustered. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

She stared at him, too stunned to respond. Liam looked as though he wanted to say more, but instead, he turned and left the bunkhouse, leaving Ivy standing alone in the dimly lit room.

His lingering scent anchored her to the moment they had just shared. She closed her eyes, savoring the memory of his touch, the way his lips had felt against hers—firm yet gentle, full of passion and desire. A shudder ran through her, making her acutely aware of her own aching arousal.

But beneath the sensual haze, fear gnawed at her, reminding her of the danger that came with trusting male wolf shifters. She couldn’t afford to let her guard down, not when her past experiences had taught her how swiftly love could turn to betrayal.

Her fingers curled into fists at her sides, determination surging through her veins. No matter how much she wanted Liam, she couldn’t risk the consequences of getting too close. She needed to remain strong, to protect herself from the harsh realities that life in the pack entailed.

She willed her heartbeat to slow, forced herself to regain control of her emotions.

I can’t afford any distractions right now.

Ivy took a deep breath and steeled herself. She wasn’t going to give in to her desires.

She would keep him at arm’s length, no matter how much it hurt.

No matter how much the bond demanded that she give him a chance.

But if she was honest with herself, she would have to admit how much she hoped that one day she might find the courage to let him in.





Chapter 11

RYKER STORMED THROUGH THE underbrush, his boots crunching on pine needles and fallen leaves as he berated himself for giving in to temptation.

“Damn it, Ryker. You know better,” he muttered under his breath, replaying the moment when he had kissed Ivy. He could still feel the softness of her lips against his, the way she had quivered beneath his touch. It was reckless, dangerous even, to let his guard down like that, but the pull between them had been too strong to resist.

As Ryker continued toward the men’s bunkhouse, anger mixed with regret swirled through him. He should have kept his distance, remained focused on his mission.

“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” he chided himself, remembering the exact moment their lips had met. The taste of her had been breathtaking, like wild honey mixed with the scent of pine and the cool mountain air. For a few precious seconds, he’d allowed himself to forget who he was, what he was doing here in the Idaho Pack.

The men’s bunkhouse loomed before him. As he approached, he took a steadying breath, trying to push thoughts of Ivy out of his mind. It wouldn’t do him any good to dwell on her, especially now that he’d already crossed the line she’d so clearly redrawn before he left her tonight.

You’re here for a reason, he reminded himself.

He shook his head and clenched his fists as he tried to cast off the lingering sensations from the kiss, but they clung to him stubbornly, like the memory of a dream long after waking.

He steeled his resolve as he pushed open the bunkhouse door. As it creaked on its hinges, Ryker knew he couldn’t let one moment of weakness define him. He had a duty to his pack, to those who depended on him for their safety. And though his heart ached for Ivy, he would not let her become a distraction from his mission.

“Okay, Phillips,” he muttered, staring into the dimly lit bunkhouse with a steely expression flickering in his eyes. “Time to get your head back in the game.”

The bunkhouse door groaned shut behind Ryker, the sound echoing in the room like a haunting reminder of the line he’d just crossed. A single dim light cast long shadows across the wooden floorboards, and the musty scent of sweat and fur filled his nostrils. He could feel the weight of his own guilt as he stepped farther into the space.

“Hey, you must be Liam.” A voice called from a nearby bunk, startling Ryker from his thoughts.

He turned to see a man with sandy blond hair and an easy smile leaning against the frame of his bed. “Name’s Jake Fagan,” the man said, extending a hand in greeting. “I saw you earlier with Ivy.”

For a heartbeat, panic gripped Ryker—had Jake seen their illicit kiss? The thought sent terror juddering down his spine, but before he could respond, Jake continued, “She seemed pretty shaken up during training. What happened?”

Ryker exhaled in relief. Jake was talking about Ivy’s reaction during the training session, not their stolen moment together. He shook the offered hand. “Yeah, she got spooked by something. I’m just trying to help her out.”

“Spooked, huh?” Jake raised an eyebrow. “Well, can’t say I’m surprised. She’s been through some rough times. Poor girl deserves a break.”

As Jake spoke, genuine worry threaded through his words. Ivy’s well-being mattered to this fellow pack member, and that realization both warmed and troubled Ryker. If others cared for her as well, how much longer could he hide his growing attachment?

“Have you known her long?” Ryker asked, his voice cautious as he tried to gauge how much Jake knew about Ivy’s past.

“Long enough to know she’s a fighter,” Jake said, his gaze distant. “But also long enough to see how much pain she’s been through.”

Ryker’s chest tightened at the thought of Ivy’s suffering.

“Thanks for looking out for her today,” Jake said, breaking the silence between them. “I think she could use someone like you in her corner.”

Ryker offered a small smile. “I’ll do my best. We all need someone in our corner, right?”

“Right,” Jake agreed, clapping Ryker on the shoulder before retreating back to his bunk.

As the night settled in and moonlight filtered through the cracks of the bunkhouse, Ryker lay on his bed, staring at the wooden beams above him. Tension knotted his muscles as he replayed the day’s events, his thoughts stubbornly returning to Ivy.

“Liam,” Jake spoke quietly from across the dim room, interrupting his reverie. “You awake?”

“Yeah—can’t sleep.”

“You up for a chat?”

“Sure,” Ryker said, pushing himself off the bed and following Jake outside.

“I’ve been thinking about it, and… Well, I want to talk to you about our pack’s traditions and culture, since you’re new here,” Jake began, his words measured and deliberate. “I think it’s important that you know what you’re getting into.”

“Sounds good to me,” Ryker agreed, wondering if Jake could tell him anything worse than he’d already ferreted out on his own.

Jake hesitated, glancing around as if to ensure they wouldn’t be overheard. “The Idahos have never exactly been what you’d call a civilized pack. But things have been…different lately. Worse. Ever since Ellerson took over as alpha.”

Ryker listened intently, his chest tightening with unease. “Worse how?”

“Ellerson’s…unpredictable,” Jake admitted, his voice guarded. “He’s becoming more erratic, more violent. It’s like he’s constantly on edge, trying to maintain his power and control.”

Uneasiness stirred in Ryker’s gut as he considered the implications of Jake’s words. If Ellerson was unstable, it could make his mission more dangerous than he’d initially thought. And Ivy… She would be at risk too.

Ryker watched Jake’s face contort as he gathered the courage to share more about Ellerson’s behavior. The clouds scudding across the moon above cast flickering shadows on Jake’s features, illuminating the worry etched into every line.

“There are things you need to know about Ellerson,” Jake began hesitantly, his voice barely a whisper. “He’s not just volatile with his power—he’s also been abusive to members of our pack. Physically.”

A cold knot formed in Ryker’s stomach at those words, even though they merely confirmed what he’d already deduced.

“And it’s not just physical abuse,” Jake continued, a haunted look in his eyes. “He’s forced himself on some of the female pack members. He sees them as his property, his playthings. It’s sickening.”

Anger boiled beneath Ryker’s skin, threatening to break through the careful facade he’d maintained since arriving. He clenched his jaw, fighting to remain calm. “Tell me what happened,” Ryker demanded, his voice tight with suppressed rage.

Jake rubbed his temples, clearly pained by the memories. “There was this girl, she couldn’t have been more than nineteen. She didn’t show enough deference to Ellerson during a meeting, and he…he took her out back and beat her senseless. Left her lying there, bruised and broken. And then he told his lieutenants they could…have her.”

“Son of a bitch,” Ryker muttered under his breath, his fists clenching at his sides. The image of that poor girl haunted him.

I need to bring Ellerson down.

Ryker’s heart thundered in his chest, fury and protectiveness surging through him like a torrent. Ivy had suffered enough in her life; she didn’t deserve this. No one did.

“Look, I don’t know all the details about Ivy’s past,” Jake admitted. “It’s not my place to dig up her secrets. But I can tell you this—she’s been through hell, and she deserves a chance at happiness.”

Ryker clenched his fists, feeling the anger simmering inside him.

“Despite all this, I think you should continue pursuing Ivy,” Jake said, surprising Ryker. “She’s a good person, and she deserves happiness. You two have something—I can see it. Just be careful, all right?”

“Is there anything I can do to help her?” Ryker asked, his voice strained.

Jake sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “Honestly, I think just being there for her is the most important thing. Be someone she can rely on, someone who will stand by her no matter what.”

Ryker nodded, understanding the weight of the responsibility that came with protecting Ivy. Trust was fragile, easily shattered by even the slightest betrayal or misstep. Yet he also recognized that it was essential for them to move forward.

Ryker’s eyes flickered toward the women’s bunkhouse, wondering if Ivy was safe at this very moment. He had to protect her from the monster that was Ellerson. “I will,” he vowed, his voice low and resolute. “I won’t let anything happen to her.”

“Good,” Jake nodded, relief evident in his expression.

“Thanks for talking to me,” Ryker said, genuinely grateful for the other man’s insight and advice. “I’ll do everything I can to protect Ivy, and the rest of the pack too.”

“Just watch your back around here. We’ll make things right again.”

As Ryker made his way back inside and lay down on his bunk, thoughts of Ivy once again filled his mind—the softness of her lips, the vulnerability in her eyes, and the danger that loomed over her like a dark cloud. His instincts as both a man and a wolf screamed at him to protect her, to keep her close and never let go.

And as sleep finally claimed him, Ryker vowed that he would make sure Ivy found the happiness she so desperately deserved.

And if necessary, I’ll tear Ellerson apart with my bare hands.





Chapter 12

THE SUN PEEKED OVER the horizon, casting a soft golden glow on the women’s bunkhouse. Ivy stretched her limbs, feeling the remnants of sleep slowly dissipate as she untangled from her blanket. She remembered last night: his touch, the warmth of his lips against hers. Her breath stuttered in her chest just thinking about Liam.

She shook her head, clearing the thoughts away, and swung her legs off the bed. It wasn’t safe to get lost in dreams and forbidden desires. Before she could dwell on it any further, there came a gentle knock at the door.

Danica, who was already up and dressed, answered it, then turned back to the room. “It’s for you, Ivy.”

“Oh. Um. Okay. Give me a sec.”

Once she’d pulled on jeans and a T-shirt, she stepped outside, more than a little surprised to find Liam waiting for her.

“Morning.” Liam greeted her with his easy smile, his blue eyes dancing. “There’s a pack gathering tonight, and I was wondering if you’d like to come with me?”

Ivy hesitated. The idea of spending more time with him sent butterflies fluttering wildly in her stomach, and she knew it was dangerous territory. Still, she yearned for more.

She looked into his eyes and saw the hope that lingered there.

At his expression, the connection between them flared to life inside her, burning with a silver glow that sent heat flashing through her entire body, finally centering itself in her very core.

Was this the same man who had beaten Stefan to within an inch of his life?

So who was he? The violent shifter who battered others to win his place in the pack? Or the one who carried his beaten opponent to the infirmary?

There’s no way to ever know which Liam is the real man if I don’t spend time with him.

She knew she was rationalizing her desires, but she couldn’t seem to help herself.

“All right,” she finally agreed. “I’ll go.”

“Great!” His face lit up, and for a brief moment, she allowed herself to bask in the warmth his happiness brought her. “I’ll meet you here, just before sunset.”

“Okay,” she said, unable to suppress the smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

As much as she wanted to believe in the possibility of happiness with him, though, she couldn’t shake the gnawing fear that lurked in the shadows of her heart.

The moment the door closed, her hands trembled. She couldn’t believe she had agreed to go with Liam to the pack gathering. Her thoughts tumbled over one another, a mixture of excitement and dread.

“Hey,” Cora’s voice called from behind her, and she turned to see her friend, her delicate features softened by concern. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. What’s wrong?”

“Liam just asked me to go to the pack gathering with him tonight,” Ivy confessed, her voice barely audible as she stared at her feet, unable to meet Cora’s gaze.

“Really?” Cora’s eyes widened in surprise. “That’s…unexpected.”

“Unexpected? Is that all you have to say?” Ivy exclaimed, finally looking up. “Cora, he kissed me last night.”

“Wait…what?” Cora gasped, her deep brown eyes growing even wider. “Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

“Because I was…I don’t know, scared, maybe?” Ivy admitted, feeling her cheeks grow warm with embarrassment. “It’s not like it changes anything. Ellerson still controls this pack, and we both know how he feels about other male wolves getting close to me.”

“Or any female wolf, for that matter,” Cora muttered, her expression growing dark. “He’s been even more possessive and paranoid ever since he took over as alpha.”

Ivy sighed and leaned against the wall, her bright green eyes clouded with worry. “I know, but there’s something about Liam that makes me feel…safe. It’s strange because I’ve never felt that way with anyone before.”

“Listen,” Cora said, her voice soft but urgent. “I understand that you might be drawn to Liam, but you have to be careful. You know what Ellerson’s like—if he finds out you’re getting close to another male wolf without his permission… I don’t even want to think about the consequences.”

Ivy nodded. “You’re right. I need to be cautious. I just wish things were different, you know?”

“Believe me, I understand,” Cora said, placing a comforting hand on Ivy’s shoulder. “But sometimes, we have to make the best of the situation we’re in, even if it means putting our own desires on hold.”

For now, she would have to keep her distance from Liam and her feelings for him under control. She would attend the pack gathering tonight, but she would do so with caution, knowing all too well the danger that lurked just beneath the surface of their forbidden connection.
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That evening, Ivy stood before the mirror in the central bunkhouse room, her fingers deftly braiding her hair into an intricate updo. Cora watched her, a thoughtful expression playing on her delicate features.

“Listen,” she began hesitantly, her brown eyes soft and sincere. “I know I told you to be cautious, but… Don’t forget to follow your heart too, all right? Sometimes, we have to take risks for the things that really matter.”

Ivy met her friend’s gaze in the mirror. “Thank you. Your support means everything to me.”

“Of course. Just remember—be true to yourself. You deserve happiness just as much as anyone else.”

As Ivy finished her braid, the sound of footsteps approaching the bunkhouse reached her ears. Her pulse quickened, breath catching in her throat. She knew it was him—Liam. She could sense his presence like a magnetic pull, drawing her toward him despite her reservations.

“Here goes nothing,” she whispered, turning to face the door.

The door creaked open, revealing Liam. His lean, muscular form filled the doorway, his blue eyes sparkling with anticipation.

“Ready to go?” he asked. His eyes roamed over her appreciatively, taking in her carefully chosen outfit and elegant hairstyle.

“Yes,” she said, feeling an unfamiliar warmth rise within her. She glanced at Cora one last time, seeking reassurance. Her friend gave her an encouraging nod.

“Shall we?” Liam offered his arm, a playful smile dancing on his lips. Ivy hesitated for a moment before placing her hand in the crook of his elbow, feeling the heat from his body through the fabric of his shirt.

They began their walk toward the pack gathering. The sounds of laughter and celebration echoed through the trees, beckoning them closer.

“Are you nervous?” Liam asked, concern etched into the lines of his handsome face.

“Terrified,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “Everything feels so…uncertain right now.”

“Hey,” he said softly, stopping in their tracks. “I promise you, whatever happens tonight, I’ll be by your side. You can trust me.”

As she looked into his eyes, Ivy felt a spark of hope ignite within her chest. For the first time in her life, she was feeling a connection that went beyond pack loyalty or duty—it was something deeper.

More profound.

A true mate bond.

And maybe that bond could be trusted.

She swallowed, her chest constricting with terror at the possibility of believing in something good.

But for once, she chose to push down the fear rather than the bond.

“Thank you,” she murmured, her voice thick with emotion. “That means more to me than you could ever know.”

Hand in hand, they continued toward the gathering, the moon rising high above them, casting a silver glow upon their path.

She and Liam stepped into the clearing where the party was in full swing. The air was alive with the scent of roasting meat, laughter, and someone’s cell phone broadcasting a lively tune over speakers. Firelight danced across the faces of the pack members as they mingled, their voices rising and falling.

“How long has it been since you’ve had a get-together like this?” Liam asked.

“Too long,” Ivy admitted, her voice almost lost in the din. Anxiety tightened her chest, but she tried to focus on the warmth of Liam’s presence beside her, steadying her like an anchor.

“Come on, let’s get something to eat,” he suggested, guiding her toward a table laden with mouthwatering dishes. As they filled their plates, Ivy noticed how close Liam stayed, his arm brushing against hers whenever someone jostled them. It was a small, reassuring gesture that helped keep her anxiety at bay.

“Would you like to dance?” Liam asked once they’d eaten their fill, nodding toward the makeshift dance floor where couples swayed to the music. Ivy hesitated, biting her lip as she considered his offer.

“Okay,” she agreed, a tentative smile tugging at her lips. Liam’s answering grin made her heart skip a beat.

He led her onto the dance floor, their hands clasped together as they moved in time to the music.

“Is it always like this?” Ivy asked breathlessly as they twirled around the dance floor.

“Like what?” Liam asked.

“Magical,” she whispered, her eyes shining as she gazed up at him.

“Only when I’m dancing with you,” he murmured, pulling her closer until they were a breath apart. The heat of Liam’s body enveloped her like a protective cloak.

“Liam,” she breathed, her voice trembling as emotions threatened to overwhelm her. He gazed down at her with a fierce intensity that both thrilled and terrified her.

“Let yourself feel it,” he urged, his thumb brushing across her cheekbone in a featherlight caress. “Allow yourself this moment of happiness.”

Ivy’s throat went tight with unshed tears.

He was asking her to take a leap of faith, to trust him with her most fragile, vulnerable self. And against all reason, she found herself wanting to do just that.

“Okay,” she whispered, closing her eyes and allowing herself to be swept away by the magic of their dance, their forbidden romance blossoming beneath the moon’s approving gaze.

The music swelled around them, filling Ivy’s senses as she and Liam moved in perfect harmony across the moonlit clearing. She felt as though they were floating on air, their bodies entwined like a pair of graceful swans, each one complementing the other in an intricate dance that transcended time and space.

“Promise me something,” Liam whispered into her ear, his warm breath tickling her skin and sending heat racing down her back. “Promise me you’ll always remember this moment, no matter what happens.”

Ivy hesitated. For just this brief instant, she wanted to believe anything was possible.

“I promise,” she murmured, her voice barely audible above the pulsing beat of the music.

“Good,” Liam said. “Because I don’t ever want to forget how it feels to hold you like this.”

As the dance came to an end, Ivy reluctantly pulled away from Liam’s embrace, feeling bereft without the warmth and strength of his body pressed against hers. Suddenly, the world seemed brighter, more alive with possibilities than ever before. A newfound hope began to blossom within her chest.

“Thank you,” she said softly, their eyes locking once more. “For tonight, for everything.”

“Always,” he whispered back, a hint of sadness lingering in his gaze.

But then their tender moment was shattered by the harsh sound of hands clapping together, demanding attention.

A chill ran through Ivy as she saw Ellerson standing atop a large rock in the center of the clearing, his eyes glittering with cold menace.

“Attention, everyone!” he barked, his voice carrying an unmistakable note of authority that caused the music to die down and conversations to halt. “I have an important announcement to make.”

A sense of impending doom settled over Ivy. The joy she had felt just moments before was now replaced with dread, as if the universe itself was conspiring against her newfound happiness.

“Please let it be something else,” she prayed silently, her hands instinctively seeking out Liam’s for comfort. “Anything but this.”

But deep down, she knew that fate—or rather, Ellerson—would not be so kind.

Ellerson’s voice echoed throughout the clearing like a sinister wind, making Ivy’s heart drop and her blood run cold. She could feel the sudden tension in the air, as if all the happiness and joy had been sucked away in an instant. Her grip on Liam’s hand tightened, her fingers trembling with fear.

“Pack members,” Ellerson continued, his voice dark and commanding. “It has come to my attention that there are those among us who seek to defy our traditions and laws—those who think they can act without consequences.”

Ivy’s breath caught in her throat, her chest tightening as she exchanged a worried glance with Liam. She wondered if their stolen moments had been noticed and now they would pay the price. Around them, the pack members whispered and murmured, casting sidelong glances at one another, wondering who had crossed the line.

“Such actions cannot be tolerated,” Ellerson snarled, his eyes sweeping over the gathered wolves. “We must remind ourselves of our duty to the pack and uphold our values.”

Is he talking about us? Ivy thought, unable to fully voice her fears even within her own mind. She could feel Liam’s strength through their entwined hands, his thumb rubbing gently against her skin in an attempt to calm her nerves.

“Tonight, we will make an example,” Ellerson declared, his gaze finally locking onto Ivy’s, making her shudder involuntarily. “So that no one forgets the importance of loyalty and obedience.”

No, Ivy silently begged. Please don’t let him take this away from me, not when I’ve only just found it.





Chapter 13

THIS IS GOING TO be bad, Ryker thought, his mind racing as he formulated plans to escape whatever the alpha had planned and then discarded them just as quickly.

A growl rumbled from Ellerson’s throat as he stood on the rocky outcropping, his wolfish eyes reflecting the flickering firelight.

The Idaho Pack members around Ryker shifted uneasily, their expressions a mix of curiosity and unease.

Moonlit shadows danced across the ground, creating an unsettling atmosphere that mirrored Ryker’s mood.

The scent of pine and wolf musk filled his nostrils, a bitter reminder that he stood surrounded by the Idaho Pack, without any backup should this mission go awry.

Ivy’s hand tightened around his.

No—he wasn’t entirely alone, Ryker realized.

But I can’t count on Ivy to fight. This is her pack.

The chance that she would rise up against Ellerson was minuscule.

The alpha was drawing out the moment, savoring the underlying dread that clung to like a second skin to practically every member of the Idaho Pack.

“I’ve been informed that we have traitors among us, conspiring against our pack!”

A ripple of shock and disbelief spread through the crowd.

Ryker’s stomach dropped, and he went completely still, trying to process what he’d just heard.

I’ve been discovered.

“Whispers have reached my ears,” Ellerson continued, his tone low and threatening. “Secret meetings, alliances with our enemies… You think I wouldn’t find out about your treachery?”

His words hung heavy in the air, a challenge that dared anyone to deny his accusations.

No one spoke up, their silence only fueling Ellerson’s obvious rage.

Ryker forced himself to think past the icy shock of discovery, and his muscles tensed as he prepared to leap into action, even though he knew he would never be able to fight his way out of this mob of other shifters.

“Mark my words,” the alpha growled as he stared down at the cowering faces below him. “I will root out every last traitor in our midst, and when I do, there will be no mercy.”

A dark haze drifted across Ryker’s vision as his inner wolf whined to be released. He swallowed, forcing back the shift that threatened to take him over.

Not yet, he told his wolf, holding himself balanced on the knife’s edge between his human and wolf forms. But soon.

Ellerson continued to stare out across the silent pack. The tension in the air was an electric current that jolted through Ryker’s very bones.

“Let it be known,” Ellerson finally said, another growl simmering beneath his words, “that I will not tolerate disloyalty.”

The alpha’s gaze swept across the faces of his pack members, each one a study in submission.

Ryker realized he was the only shifter in the group who didn’t stand with his face and eyes downcast.

I’m the only chance this pack has.

His wolf pawed at the cage of Ryker’s will, growling in agreement and ready to fight to save the Idaho Pack. Ryker stood a little taller, preparing to take on the entire clan if necessary.

Ellerson’s eyes locked onto Ryker’s, holding his defiant gaze for a long moment. Then his attention flickered down to take in Ryker’s hand intertwined with Ivy’s. The alpha’s gaze narrowed, and his nostrils flared, his displeasure at the younger shifter’s silent rebellion emanating from him like a red cloud of fury.

Then Ellerson glanced away from Ryker and spoke again. “Gary Bonham.”

Wait. What?

The name echoed through the clearing like a roll of thunder, causing several pack members to exchange nervous glances.

Ryker looked around in surprise, and his wolf whimpered inside his mind, as confused as Ryker was.

Had he not been discovered after all?

What was going on here?

As the crowd parted to reveal a shaking Gary Bonham, Ellerson slowly gave a dark, predatory smile.

Ryker recognized the accused shifter as one of those who had met him at the Idaho Pack’s borders when he had first arrived.

Bonham’s face contorted in a mixture of rage and fear as he realized the gravity of his situation. He clenched his fists, shifting his weight from one foot to another, clearly preparing to fight for his life. However, before he could make a move, three burly enforcers closed in on him.

Ryker frowned. Where was Stefan? From what he’d seen of the pack dynamics, Ryker would have expected the lieutenant to be involved in capturing Bonham.

“Let go of me!” Bonham snarled, attempting to break free from their iron grip. But despite his desperate struggles, the trio of muscular wolves easily overpowered him.

“Bring him,” Ellerson ordered, his voice dripping with venomous anticipation. The enforcers dragged Bonham toward their alpha, roughly shoving him down onto his knees before Ellerson.

“Gary Bonham,” Ellerson began, surveying the terrified man with barely concealed contempt, “I have received reports that you have been collaborating with our enemies—the Moonstone Pack.” His words sliced through the tense silence like a sharpened blade. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

Ryker blinked, forcing himself to remain still. But he knew Ellerson’s words were a lie. They had to be. Gary Bonham had no connection at all to the Moonstones.

This was all for show, Ryker realized. It was a ploy to assert Ellerson’s dominance over his pack. Nausea swirled in his stomach and crawled up his throat at the thought of an alpha who would do this to his own pack members.

Bonham’s eyes darted from side to side, sweat beading on his brow. The scent of his fear permeated the air. “Please, Alpha,” he stammered, casting his eyes downward in a show of submission. “It’s not true—I would never betray my pack!”

Ellerson erupted into cold laughter. “Do you take me for a fool, Bonham?” he taunted, his lip curling in disdain. “Did you think your treachery would remain hidden forever?”

“Alpha, I swear—” Bonham protested, but his words were cut off by a vicious backhand from the largest of the enforcers. The sound of flesh striking flesh reverberated across the clearing, and Bonham’s face twisted in pain.

“Enough!” Ellerson snapped.

“I’m innocent!” Bonham’s voice cracked as he desperately tried to free himself from the enforcers’ hold.

“Your whining will change nothing,” Ellerson snarled, his voice carrying a deep rumble that spoke of barely contained violence.

“Alpha, listen to me,” Bonham pleaded, tears streaming down his face. “I’ve been loyal to this pack my whole life. I’d never betray you or our people!”

“Bart, hold him still,” Ellerson said to the largest enforcer, his voice booming across the clearing and silencing any murmurs of dissent among the gathered pack members.

As Bart tightened his hold on Bonham’s arms, forcing him to his knees, Ellerson paced around the broken man.

Ryker’s jaw clenched as he restrained himself from moving to rescue Bonham.

“Your betrayal is a cancer within our pack,” Ellerson began, his words slicing through the tense silence like a knife. “And I will not allow it to fester any longer.”

Ryker took a deep breath and tried to push down the rage that bubbled in his chest. Ivy glanced up at him, her eyes filled with worry, her face twisted with helpless pain. He couldn’t bear to see her like this.

He gave her a reassuring nod, but he clenched his fists, the hand that held Ivy’s tightening and his claws extending unconsciously on the other hand. His wolf paced inside him, restless and angry, infuriated by the injustice of Bonham’s impending death.

I can’t allow my instincts to take control.

Ryker’s wolf growled inside him again, urging him to attack. But that wasn’t the answer. He needed to be smart about this. The situation demanded he maintain a calm demeanor, even if every fiber of his being screamed for him to intervene.

“Alpha Ellerson!”

So much for remaining calm.

Ellerson’s gaze snapped toward Ryker.

You shouldn’t interfere, he reminded himself.

“Liam, don’t,” Ivy whispered urgently, trying to pull Ryker back into the crowd.

“Bonham has been nothing but loyal to this pack,” Ryker called out, ignoring Ivy’s plea and his own internal admonitions. “Give him a chance to prove himself!”

“Your misguided loyalty is touching,” Ellerson sneered, his voice dripping with contempt. “But this is not your decision to make.”

The alpha turned back to Bonham, who gazed up at him with wide, terrified eyes.

“Gary Bonham, I find you guilty of treason against the Idaho Pack.” His words were cold and final, leaving no room for doubt or debate. “May your death serve as a warning to all who dare defy my rule.”

Ryker trembled at the alpha’s words, not from fear, but fury.

Ivy squeezed his hand, and he tried to steady himself.

He couldn’t afford to lose control. He had to think logically and come up with a plan—he couldn’t save Gary Bonham, because he couldn’t take on the entire pack alone.

But I certainly can’t leave Ivy in their hands either.

“Any last words?” Ellerson taunted.

“Please… I’m innocent,” Bonham whispered, his voice barely audible. But it was too late for innocence or mercy; Ellerson was determined to make an example out of him.

With a swift movement, Ellerson shifted his hand. The pack members surrounding them gasped, their collective breaths a symphony of anticipation. The scent of fear wafted through the air, and Ellerson inhaled deeply.

Ryker jerked forward, his inner wolf briefly taking control of his body and lunging toward the doomed Bonham. But Ivy’s clasp on his hand held him back, and he remembered all the reasons he could not intervene—not least of all the need to secure the Moonstone Pack’s future before he tried to save any of the Idahos.

“Let this be a lesson to all of you,” Ellerson snarled before, without hesitation, he brought his claws down to slash Bonham’s throat.

Blood sprayed like crimson raindrops, painting the earth below with the vivid hues of betrayal. Bonham’s body crumpled to the ground, lifeless and limp.

Ryker swallowed down the bile threatening to rise in his throat.

“Remember what happens to those who go against me,” he warned the hushed gathering.

Ivy stood stock-still, horrified by Bonham’s death, her beautiful face contorted with grief.

Ryker knew he had to do something to stop the madness at the heart of the Idaho Pack. He couldn’t let anyone else fall victim to Ellerson’s need for power. Wordlessly, he turned to Ivy, their hands still clasped, and pulled her close to him.

“Out of my way,” Ellerson commanded, causing the pack members to scatter like leaves on the wind. His head held high, he strode away from the gruesome scene, leaving the lifeless body of Gary Bonham behind him.

This will never happen again, Ryker swore to himself.
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As he walked away, a twisted sense of delight suffused Ellerson’s body.

The entire gathering had witnessed his vicious display of power, and they would remember it for years to come. And if anyone dared to challenge him in the future, he knew exactly what fate awaited them.

It had been time to remind them all who ruled this land—and who would crush anyone who dared to defy him. His pack needed to see that defiance would not be tolerated.

As he’d approached the gathering, Ellerson had been able to feel the tension building within him, a firestorm of hatred and ambition that threatened to consume him whole.

And there was only ever one way to quench that raging fire—with blood.

His heart had pounded in his chest, a savage drumbeat that reveled in the power he wielded over the pack. These moments, these displays of dominance, were what he lived for. The taste of control, the satisfaction of bending others to his will—it was an intoxicating elixir he would never tire of.

But now, as he walked away from the scene of Bonham’s death, doubt gnawed at the back of his mind. What if he was wrong? What if the show of force was not enough to bring the Idahos under control?

He shook off the uncertainty, reminding himself that the pack needed a strong leader, one who would do whatever it took to maintain order.

So Bonham was not actually the traitor Ellerson suspected lurked within the pack. So what? That didn’t matter. He needed to maintain control over the Idaho Pack, and for that, sacrifices had to be made. His instincts still told him that making an example of Bonham would keep the others in line.

I am their alpha, and my rule is absolute, Ellerson thought, a primal hunger surging through him.

His reign had only just begun, and already his rule was marked by bloodshed and the occasional betrayal of his own people. That was the price of power, and it was one he was more than willing to pay.

But there were those who dared to defy him, even now, when he had finally claimed his rightful place as alpha.

One such individual stood out among the rest: Liam.

The alpha snarled at the memory of how the newcomer had dared challenge him.

Challenge had radiated from the younger man, like a beacon of rebellion amid the sea of terrified wolves.

How dare he?

The rest of Ellerson’s pack knew what Bonham’s execution meant—it didn’t matter that the shifter had been innocent; his death served as yet another display of the alpha’s absolute authority.

And the Idahos feared that authority.

They fear me.

As is only right.

Ellerson licked his lips, still tasting the terror that had radiated off Bonham. His fingers twitched at his side at the glorious memory of his claws being coated in hot blood.

He exulted in their fear; it was a heady aphrodisiac that only served to strengthen his grip on the Idahos.

And soon enough, he would teach Liam Black what it meant to be a member of this pack.

Then the upstart shifter wouldn’t dare speak out against his rightful alpha.

Never again, Ellerson swore to himself. Not even if I have to kill the bastard wolf to be sure of it.





Chapter 14

RYKER STOOD BESIDE IVY in the suffocating silence of the clearing, their hands clasped tightly together. With his heightened shifter senses, Ryker could hear her heart hammering in her chest, a rhythm that matched his own.

Tension coiled within every member of the Idaho Pack, a tension born of fear, anger, and uncertainty—emotions that seemed to permeate the very air they breathed.

Suddenly, Jake emerged from the crowd that had been holding its collective breath. The shifter’s eyes darted nervously around the gathered pack members. He approached Ryker and Ivy with the cautious steps of a cornered animal, his gaze flicking back and forth like a pendulum.

“Liam… Ivy,” he murmured in a hushed tone, barely audible even to their keen ears. “I need to talk to you both.”

“All right,” Ryker said cautiously. “Say what you need to say.”

Jake glanced around once more before pulling them both aside, farther away from the listening ears of the pack. They found themselves shielded by the dense foliage that encroached on the perimeter of their gathering place. The three shifters formed a tight circle, their breaths mingling in the cool air.

“You have to trust me,” Jake whispered.

Ryker’s chest tightened, the weight of responsibility pressing down on him like an anchor. He knew all too well that misplaced trust could lead to betrayal and devastation.

But Jake had seemed to care about Ivy, and right now, that was enough for Ryker.

“We’re listening.” Ryker’s eyes darted around the dimly lit clearing, his senses heightened by the urgency in Jake’s voice. The rustling of leaves hung in the night air like a harbinger of danger. Ivy’s hand tightened around his, her warmth grounding him in the moment.

“Ellerson is planning an attack on the Moonstone Pack,” Jake whispered, his voice barely audible over the wind that whispered through the trees.

Ryker clenched his fists. The thought of harm coming to his family, his pack, sent a surge of fury through him. “Why would he do that?”

“Power,” Jake murmured. “He wants more territory, more control. And he believes the Moonstone Pack is weak.”

“Are you certain of this information?” Ryker asked, his gaze never leaving the other shifter as he searched for any sign of deception.

“I overheard Ellerson talking to his enforcers about it. I wouldn’t lie to you…Liam.”

Ryker took a deep breath, his nostrils flaring as he caught the faintest whiff of…something…emanating from Jake.

Does he know who I really am?

He could scent Jake’s sincerity but still needed to know one thing. “Why are you telling us?”

Jake clenched his jaw. “Because I don’t want to see anyone else suffer under Ellerson’s rule. He’s a tyrant, and his thirst for power has already caused too much pain.”

Ryker’s gaze remained focused on Jake, his muscles tense and coiled like a spring ready to snap. His mind raced, calculating all possible outcomes of this dangerous game they were about to play. He had to make sure Ivy was safe, above all else.

“Look,” Jake continued, his voice urgent. “I have to trust someone—” He paused, glancing at Ivy. “—and I’m hoping Liam doesn’t have any real loyalty to Ellerson yet. And you don’t have any reason to trust the alpha either, Ivy.”

Ryker weighed Jake’s words. It was true; he had no loyalty to Franklin Ellerson. The man was a monster, and Ryker would do anything to protect his pack from harm. But could he really trust Jake? A shifter he had barely met?

Ivy’s grip on his hand tightened, and he glanced down at her. Her green eyes blazed, silver flecks within them seeming to dance like fire. She held her chin high, her wavy blonde hair cascading down her back like a waterfall of sunlight. In that moment, she looked like a warrior, ready to face whatever challenges lay ahead.

“I’ll do whatever I can to help,” she declared, glancing up at Ryker with an unwavering gaze. Her courage stirred something deep within him, igniting his own resolve.

Ryker’s wolf snarled inside him, demanding action. “We’ll work together to bring Ellerson down. No matter the cost.”

“Good,” Jake said, his eyes flicking around nervously as if he was worried someone might overhear their conversation. “We need to act quickly. Time is running out.”

Ryker’s senses sharpened, attuned to every rustle of leaves and distant howl echoing through the night. The air was thick with tension, the scent of impending danger clinging to every breath. Ryker felt it in his bones, a restless energy that echoed the low growl of thunder rumbling in the distance. Ivy stood beside him, her hand a warm, reassuring presence in his.

“All right,” he said, meeting Jake’s gaze. “What can we do to help?”

Jake hesitated, his eyes darting between them as if weighing the cost of revealing his plan. Finally, he seemed to make up his mind.

“We need information on Ellerson’s plans—his weaknesses, his strategies, everything. The best way to get that information is from the inside, and the only way to do that…” He glanced at Ivy, his expression apologetic. “…is for Ivy to try to get chosen to go to Ellerson’s bed.”

Ryker’s gut clenched like a fist, a wave of protective fury surging through him at the thought of Ivy anywhere near that monster. But he forced himself to stay focused, to remember that they were fighting for something far greater than their own desires.

“Ellerson won’t let just anyone in,” he pointed out, his voice tight. “How do we know he’d even give Ivy a chance?”

“Because I’ve seen the way he looks at her,” Jake said grimly. “He wants her. And if she plays her cards right, she might be able to find a way to use that against him.”

Ryker studied Ivy’s face, searching for any hint of fear or reluctance. But all he saw was a fierce determination. She was strong—stronger than he’d ever realized—and together, they could take down Ellerson and protect their packs.

“Can you handle this?” he asked softly, giving her hand a gentle squeeze.

“I can,” she said without hesitation. “I’ll do whatever it takes to bring him down.”

Ryker vowed to himself that he would keep her safe, no matter the cost, and together they would face the darkness threatening their world.

“All right,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “We’ll do it. We’ll find a way to take Ellerson down, and we’ll make sure our packs are safe.”

“Good,” Jake murmured, relief flooding his eyes. “Just be careful. Both of you.”

“Always,” Ryker promised, pulling Ivy closer as they turned to face the storm that was brewing on the horizon.

Ryker’s jaw tightened, and the rage that simmered beneath the surface threatened to boil over. The very idea of Ivy being in Ellerson’s bed—using her body and charm to extract information—was unbearable. His fists clenched at his sides, knuckles turning white as a low growl vibrated in his throat.

“Absolutely not,” he said through gritted teeth, his protective instincts surging. “I won’t allow it.”

Ivy’s eyes flashed with defiance as she released his hand and took a step back. The fire in her gaze held him captive, challenging his authority. “You’re not in charge of me. I’ll do it because Ellerson is a psychopath and he shouldn’t be allowed to remain in power.”

Ryker’s heart pounded in his chest, each beat echoing the painful truth of Ivy’s words. Her bravery astounded him, but the thought of her risking everything for this plan was too much for him to bear. He wanted to wrap her in his arms and keep her safe from the horrors of their world, but that wouldn’t solve anything.

“Please,” he pleaded, desperation bleeding into his voice. “There has to be another way.”

Her expression softened momentarily, a hint of vulnerability shining through her fierce expression. “I don’t want to do it either, but we need to think about the pack. They might not know it, but they’re counting on us to protect them.”

How could he argue with that? Ryker’s wolf paced restlessly inside him, torn between his need to safeguard Ivy and his duty to the pack. But as much as it pained him to admit it, she was right. They had to do whatever it took to stop Ellerson and ensure the safety of their packs—not just the Idaho Pack, as Ivy assumed, but the Moonstone Pack as well.

“Fine,” he conceded, the word tasting bitter on his tongue. “But I swear, if he so much as lays a finger on you…”

“Liam,” Ivy cut him off gently, placing a hand on his arm. “I can handle myself. Besides, we’ll have each other’s backs, right?”

He looked into her eyes—those beautiful, brave eyes that held the strength of a thousand wolves—and nodded. “Always.”

“Then let’s get back to the party.”





Chapter 15

IVY STARED INTO THE flickering flames of the bonfire.

“Is everything okay?” Liam asked gently, his brow furrowing as he took a seat next to her on the log she’d chosen.

“Yes,” she said, trying to hide her inner turmoil. She knew she should be focusing on her mission to remove Ellerson from his newfound position as alpha out of loyalty to her pack. Instead, she kept finding her attention drawn to Liam—and to that ribbon of awareness that stretched between them.

Did he feel it too?

Or was she imagining all of it? Was her attraction to him simply an expression of her hope for a savior for the Idaho Pack?

Liam reached out to take her hand, his touch warm and reassuring. “I know it’s difficult, but we’ll get through this. We have to stop Ellerson and his twisted plans.”

He assumed she was thinking of her pack.

As I should be.

“It’s just… Everything that’s happening, it’s so overwhelming.” She swallowed, trying to eliminate her personal concerns.

But then she thought of the atrocities Ellerson had committed since he’d been in power. He and his lieutenants had taken the females of the pack against their will. He had not only allowed but encouraged fights to the death among the males. And he had shaped the Idaho Pack’s territory into a wild, ferocious place where only the most brutal monsters survived—and where the weak were left to suffer and die.

Her heart clenched with anger and fear, her loyalty to the low-ranking wolves of her pack pushing to the forefront of her mind.

“You know,” Liam muttered, running a hand through his hair, “when I was training the young males, I just… I couldn’t believe the things those boys have been taught. It’s sickening.”

Ivy blinked, surprised that his thoughts had followed hers so precisely—but she responded in an even tone. “It’s been like that for as long as I can remember. The high-ranking males believe it’s their right to take what they want, and the rest of the pack is too afraid to stand up to them.”

“Then we’ll have to make them see the truth, won’t we?” Ryker said.

“You really think we can make a difference?”

“We have to try,” Ryker said. “For you, and for all the other shifters who’ve suffered at the hands of this corrupt system.”

She stared at him for a long, silent moment, her gut writhing as fear and hope battled inside her.

“Okay,” she finally whispered. “Yes. Let’s do it. Together.” She paused. “But I need you to promise me something.”

“Anything,” he said earnestly, his blue eyes searching her face for any hint of what she might ask.

“Promise me that we’ll remove Ellerson as alpha, no matter what it takes.” She squeezed his hand tightly, trying to convey the urgency of her request. “He’s hurt so many people, and I can’t stand by and watch him continue to destroy my pack. But that’s exactly what he’ll do if we don’t eliminate him.”

“I promise,” Liam said firmly, his eyes never leaving hers. “We’ll bring him down. We’ll do whatever it takes to protect the people you—we—care about.”

A small smile tugged at the corner of her lips. She was grateful for his support. “Thank you,” she murmured, leaning her head on his shoulder, seeking solace in his presence as their fingers intertwined.

Yet the weight in her chest remained.

Does wanting Ellerson dead make me as much a monster as Ellerson?

Ivy knew killing the alpha had to be done, but she ached at the thought of it.

She wondered how much of herself she would lose in order to save those she loved.

All of myself, she realized. I would give up everything I have and all that I am to protect the lowest members of my pack.
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The night air hung heavy with moisture as Ivy walked alongside Liam hours later, finalizing their plan. Moonlight filtered through the treetops above, casting dappled shadows on the ground beneath their feet.

“How do we know Ellerson will even want to choose a woman tonight?” Liam asked.

Ivy’s harsh laugh held no real humor. “After a killing like tonight’s, he always comes to the women’s bunkhouse.”

Liam growled deep in his chest—and for the first time in Ivy’s life, a male shifter’s growl seemed more comforting than terrifying.

The women’s bunkhouse loomed ahead, its dark windows hinting at the emptiness inside, and Ivy feared she was walking straight into a trap.

“Are you sure about this?” Liam asked. “Being chosen to go to Ellerson’s bed… It’s a dangerous game to play.”

Ivy swallowed hard, her stomach churning. “I hate the idea of it,” she admitted, her voice barely more than a whisper. “But we need to know what Ellerson is planning. If going to his bed is the only way to do that, then I’ll do it.”

Liam’s jaw tightened, and for a moment, it seemed as though he was going to argue. But instead, he simply nodded, his expression grim. “Just be careful, okay? I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

Ivy’s heart clenched at his words, touched by the genuine concern she saw in his eyes. She still found it difficult to fully trust Liam—or anyone, for that matter. But as her feelings for him grew stronger, she wondered if maybe, just maybe, he was the one person she could truly rely on.

“Thank you,” she said softly. “I promise I’ll be cautious.” A malicious glee flickered through her as she grinned at Liam. “He’ll never touch me.”

“You sure?”

“Positive.” She had a few tricks she’d been holding back—and she’d been planning for the night Ellerson chose her for his bed since long before Liam had arrived in the Idahos’ territory.

They reached the door of the bunkhouse, and Ivy hesitated for a moment, her hand resting on the doorknob. Liam’s gaze settled on her, heavy with unspoken emotions. Once she stepped inside, there would be no turning back.

“Good luck,” he murmured. “I’ll be waiting for you.”

A sudden, desperate urge surged within her, and she turned back toward Liam. She reached out to him, grasping his forearm.

“Liam, wait,” she whispered urgently, an inexplicable fear washing over her.

He stopped, and the moment hung in the air, charged and electric, and before either of them could think, Ivy closed the gap between them, pressing her lips firmly against his. It was as if some primal instinct had taken over, urging her to taste his warmth one last time before facing the unknown.

Liam responded passionately, his arms encircling her waist as he deepened the kiss. He tasted like the crisp mountain air and the freedom she so desperately craved, and for a brief moment, all her fears and doubts seemed to vanish.

Liam’s hand slid up under her shirt, his fingers brushing against her skin, igniting a fire within her that threatened to consume her entirely. Ivy trembled with desire, her body aching for the connection she knew he could provide. His hand slipped under her bra, his fingers gently massaging her sensitive nipple. The intimate touch sent a thrill of pleasure through her, and she let out a soft moan.

Their mouths explored each other as if they were trying to claim every last taste, to memorize the curve and texture of their lips.

“Liam,” she gasped against his mouth, her fingers digging into his muscular shoulders. She could feel his arousal pressed against her, the heat of his body enveloping her entirely. It was as if all the barriers that had kept them apart were crumbling away, leaving nothing but the raw connection they shared.

The bunkhouse door creaked open, and Cora’s voice whispered out into the dark night. “Hello? Is someone there?”

Ivy’s mind snapped back to reality as she broke away from the kiss and struggled to catch her breath. She remembered the danger they faced, the plan they’d formed. The cost of giving in to their desire might be greater than either of them could bear.

Liam’s hands retreated from beneath her shirt, though his eyes held an undeniable sadness.

“It’s just me,” she said. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

“Oh. Okay.” Relief that it wasn’t one of the males threaded through Cora’s voice.

Ivy waited until Cora closed the door again before turning back to Liam. “We can’t do this. Not now. Ellerson will be here soon,” she said, pushing at Liam’s chest to create some space between them. The cool night air caressed her flushed cheeks, and she shivered, every nerve ending alive with anticipation.

Liam’s gaze, darkened with lust, searched her face for a moment. “I know,” he acknowledged, his voice husky with restrained passion. He paused, clearly struggling with something. “I…I don’t want you to do this.”

Her heart ached at the raw vulnerability in his eyes, but she knew what she had to do. She had to follow through with their plan, not just for her own sake, but for the future of the Idaho Pack.

“I have to,” she murmured, her fingertips tracing the curve of his jaw. “This is our chance to gather evidence against Ellerson and expose his plans.”

But there was more. She didn’t have the words to say it aloud—not yet—but somehow, she knew this was her path to healing. Helping remove Ellerson as alpha was also a means of reclaiming her own power.

Her self.

The muscles in Liam’s jaw tensed beneath Ivy’s touch, his nostrils flaring as if it took all his strength to keep his wolf in check. Ivy knew that, beneath the man who stood before her, his furred counterpart was ready to defend her at all costs—a fact both comforting and a little frightening.

“Promise me you’ll be careful,” he demanded, his grip on her shoulders tightening slightly, betraying his worry.

Ivy nodded, swallowing the lump in her throat. “I promise,” she whispered, her eyes shining with resolve. “You taught me how to protect myself, and I won’t let you down.”

“Damn right, you won’t,” Liam growled, his lips curving into a small smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. He leaned forward to press a tender kiss on her forehead, lingering for just a moment before pulling away. “You know where to find me if you need me. I’ll be close by.”

“Thank you,” Ivy breathed, feeling the weight of their plan settling heavily on her shoulders. “For everything.”

“Anything for you,” Liam said, his voice thick with emotion. Then, with a final, heart-wrenching look, he released her and stepped back into the shadows that swallowed him whole.

Ivy watched him turn to go, his tall, lean form disappearing into the shadows of the night. As she stood there, surrounded by darkness and uncertainty, she felt an overwhelming sense of dread. But she pushed it aside, steeling herself for what was to come.

The night air was chilly and crisp, and she shivered, though whether from the cold or her anxiety, she couldn’t be sure.

“Stay strong,” she whispered to herself, her breath visible in the moonlight. “You can do this.”

Clutching her resolve, Ivy turned and stepped inside the bunkhouse. The door creaked and groaned as it closed behind her, echoing her own strained nerves. Her keen ears caught the sounds of her packmates as they slept—or pretended to sleep—the steady rhythm of their breathing, the occasional shuffle of a restless dreamer.

These were the people she was fighting for, the lives she hoped to protect.

Ellerson won’t hurt you anymore, she vowed silently, her eyes scanning the dimly lit room.

Ivy settled onto a rickety wooden chair near the window, her gaze fixed on the path leading to the bunkhouse. As she waited, her mind raced through different scenarios, trying to plan how best to approach Ellerson. She knew she had to be careful, calculating even, if she wanted to convince him to choose her. One wrong move could mean disaster, not only for herself but for the entire pack.

Remember what Liam said, she told herself, replaying the conversation they’d had after the pack gathering. Make him think he’s in control.

Ivy’s stomach roiled, but she forced herself to push through the discomfort. She needed to appear confident, alluring, and entirely unthreatening. She knew Ellerson’s ego was as fragile as it was monstrous and stroking it might just give her the opening she needed to uncover his secrets.

Appeal to his vanity, she mused, wringing her hands in her lap. Make him feel like the alpha he so desperately wants to be.

As the minutes ticked by, Ivy’s thoughts turned to Liam. She could still feel the warmth of his touch, the taste of his lips on hers. She knew she couldn’t afford to let her feelings for him cloud her judgment, but a small part of her clung to the hope that, somehow, they might find a way to be together once this was all over.

You need to be ready, she admonished herself, shaking off the distracting memories.

At last, she heard the crunch of gravel underfoot—the unmistakable sound of someone approaching. Ivy’s pulse quickened as adrenaline coursed through her veins, her senses sharpening in anticipation. Her fingers fidgeted with the hem of her shirt.

“Showtime,” she whispered, forcing a seductive smile onto her trembling lips as she prepared to face Ellerson.

Be brave, Ivy, she thought, taking a deep breath to steady her nerves. For your pack, for Liam…and for yourself.





Chapter 16

THE SHADOWS CLUNG TO Ryker’s wolf form as he waited outside the women’s bunkhouse, ensuring he stayed downwind in case Ellerson caught a whiff of his presence.

Ryker’s black fur seemed to absorb the darkness, allowing him to blend seamlessly into the landscape.

His ears twitched, straining to catch any sound that could betray the approach of the man he despised most. Ellerson had been nothing but cruel since taking power, demanding fear and obedience from his subordinates.

Footsteps approached, and Ryker tensed. He knew it was Ellerson even before the man came into view. He fought the urge to snarl and expose himself.

Ryker clenched his jaw, forcing himself not to pace. He wished he could tear Ellerson apart right then and there, but such an act would only put his own pack at risk. Instead, he focused on the task at hand: allowing Ivy to gather information to help bring down the tyrant.

Ellerson slipped inside the bunkhouse, and it was all Ryker could do not to follow him.

As the minutes ticked by, Ryker’s anger simmered and threatened to boil over. What was Ellerson doing inside the bunkhouse? Who was he terrorizing this time? The frustration and worry for the women gnawed at him, making it difficult to remain still.

Patience, he reminded himself, his breath coming out in a low growl.

He forced himself to take a deep breath, focusing on the scents of the surrounding forest. The sharp tang of pine needles, the damp musk of decaying leaves, and the whisper of a nearby stream. This mission was crucial, and Ryker couldn’t afford to let his emotions get the better of him.

Stay focused, he thought, steeling his resolve. You can’t protect them if you’re discovered.

As Ellerson lingered inside the bunkhouse, Ryker’s heart pounded like a drum, urging him to act. But doing so would jeopardize everything they’d worked for. For now, all he could do was watch, wait, and prepare for the moment when he could finally strike back against the alpha who threatened his pack’s very existence.

And his mate’s.

Ryker’s eyes narrowed as the door of the bunkhouse creaked open, revealing the hulking figure of Ellerson. The Idaho alpha stepped out into the moonlight, his permanently wolfish eyes glinting in the darkness. Ryker fought the urge to launch himself at Ellerson and tear him apart to protect Ivy from this monster.

A slender figure emerged from the shadows behind Ellerson, her wavy blonde hair catching the light.

Ivy.

She looked tense, her eyes darting around nervously as if searching for an escape. Every instinct in Ryker screamed to go to her, but he knew he couldn’t risk exposing her true motives.

Stay strong, he silently urged her, his concern for her well-being threatening to consume him. Just a little longer.

“Come along,” Ellerson growled, his voice carrying the rumble of his wolf form.

“Of course,” Ivy said, her voice small and strained. She glanced over her shoulder once more before falling into step behind Ellerson, their path leading them toward the main house.

As they walked, Ryker remained hidden in the darkness, tracking their movements with stealth honed by years of experience. His nostrils flared, taking in the scent of Ivy’s fear and Ellerson’s arrogance. It took every ounce of his self-control not to step out and confront the tyrant alpha.

Soon, Ryker chided himself, his body poised like a coiled spring ready to pounce. I’ll make my move and bring him down.

They reached the main house, and Ellerson pushed open the heavy front door, ushering Ivy inside before following her in. The door closed with an ominous thud, leaving Ryker standing in the shadows just outside.

He shifted into his human form, quickly pulling on the clothes he’d left in a cache earlier that evening.

The moonlight cast a silver sheen on the main house, making the shadows dance as Ryker approached. His wolf paced beneath his skin, eager for action and fueled by the need to protect Ivy. It took every ounce of his control to keep his shifter side in check.

Stay calm. Stay focused. He repeated the mantra in his mind as he moved swiftly and silently toward the entrance. A guard stood watch at the door, his attention focused elsewhere. Ryker’s predatory instincts homed in on the opportunity.

In one fluid motion, he closed the distance, striking the guard with a well-aimed blow to the back of the head. The man crumpled to the ground without a sound, unconscious but generally unharmed. Ryker spared him no more than a fleeting glance before slipping through the front door and into the darkened hallway beyond.

Inside, the air was thick with tension, like the charged atmosphere before a storm. Ryker felt it settle into his bones as he crept up the staircase, his senses alert to any sign of danger. His heart beat a steady rhythm in his chest, the only sound that accompanied him in his ascent.

As he reached the landing, a soft creak echoed through the corridor, and Ivy emerged from the shadows at the top of the stairs. Her eyes were wide with surprise, and she clamped a hand over her mouth to stifle a gasp when she saw him.

“Liam?” she whispered, her voice trembling. “What are you doing here?”

“Making sure you’re safe,” he said. “What did Ellerson do?”

“Nothing,” she said, averting her gaze. Ryker frowned.

“Tell me the truth,” he urged.

“He… He wanted to make sure I understood my place in the pack.”

“Damn him,” Ryker growled under his breath, clenching his fists at his sides. His inner wolf snarled and snapped, echoing his rage. “Stay here. I’ll deal with Ellerson.”

“No!” Ivy grabbed his arm.

Ryker’s eyes narrowed as he scrutinized her, catching the faintest hint of a sly smile flickering across her face. “What are you up to?” he demanded, trying to keep his voice low.

“Relax,” Ivy whispered, her expression bright with mischief. “I took care of Ellerson—I slipped a sedative into his drink. He’ll be out for hours. And when he wakes up, he won’t remember what he did—or more to the point, didn’t—do tonight.”

“You’re full of surprises, aren’t you?”

“Maybe.” Her lips curved into a small, proud smile. “But we need to act fast. If we can find any information on the Moonstones, now’s our chance.”

“Agreed. Let’s move.”

They crept down the hallway, their footsteps muffled by the plush carpet beneath their feet. Ryker’s senses were on high alert, his ears straining for any signs of danger as they approached Ellerson’s office. The door was slightly ajar, revealing the dim glow of a desk lamp within.

“Stay close,” Ryker murmured to Ivy as they slipped inside the room. His gaze scanned the area, taking in the wooden desk, the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, and the imposing portrait of Ellerson himself that dominated one wall.

“Disgusting,” Ivy muttered under her breath, staring at the portrait with contempt. “He really thinks he’s some kind of king, doesn’t he?”

“More like a tyrant.” Ryker’s inner wolf bristled with rage, but he pushed the feeling aside, focusing on their mission. He moved to the desk, his fingers gliding over the surface, searching for hidden compartments or clues.

“Check the drawers,” Ivy suggested as she joined him, her slender hands deftly rifling through papers and folders.

“Got it.” Ryker pulled open each drawer, his eyes scanning the contents with practiced efficiency. As he reached the bottom-right drawer, something caught his attention—a folder tucked beneath a stack of mundane documents. He seized it, his pulse quickening as he read the label: “Moonstones.”

“Look at this,” he said, showing Ivy the folder. Her eyes widened in recognition.

“Good find,” she said, her words tinged with urgency. “What does it say?”

They leaned over the desk together, their breaths mingling as they flipped through the pages. The information was dense, detailing various properties and legends surrounding the Moonstones. But one set of pages, in particular, stood out to them—scribbled notes in Ellerson’s handwriting.

“Holy shit,” Ryker muttered. “This is…” His jaw clenched, and he ground his teeth as he stared at the pages, the words before him spelling out doom for his pack.

Ellerson had crafted a surprisingly detailed plan to take over the Moonstone Pack.

Ryker skimmed the bullet points. “False displays of friendship,” he muttered under his breath. “Jeez.”

Ivy’s eyes widened as she read along with him. Her hands curled into fists at her sides. “So he expects the Moonstones to just roll over and accept him as alpha after he attacks them?”

“No. Ellerson is cunning,” Ryker admitted. “Look here.” He scrolled down and pointed at the screen. “He’s laid out an entire postattack plan for subjugating Moonstone.” He cursed under his breath. “He plans to kill the alpha and take the vulnerable pack members as collateral against retaliation. That would negate the entire treaty. We were foolish to trust him.”

“We were?”

Ryker jerked. For a moment, he’d almost forgotten that Ivy didn’t know his true identity. “Yeah. Us, the Moonstones…everyone.”

Ivy’s lips twisted. “That’s awful,” she agreed. “But it doesn’t tell us anything we can use against him in our pack.”

“You’re right,” Ryker growled, his hands shaking with fury as he clutched the folder. “But I’m going to take this anyway. It could be useful later. We can’t let this happen. We have to stop him.”

Ivy nodded, her expression solemn. “We will. We’ll keep him from hurting anyone else ever again.”

The sound of hurried footsteps and raised voices filtered through the window, shattering the tense silence that had enveloped the room in the wake of Ivy’s determined declaration. Ryker’s muscles tensed, his wolf’s instincts flaring to life at the sound of the commotion outside.

“Damn it,” he muttered under his breath, his nostrils flaring as he caught the scent of fear and confusion in the air. “They found the guard.”

Ivy’s eyes widened with alarm, her hands fisting at her sides. She glanced back toward the door, her gaze flickering between Ryker and their only exit. “We need to go. Now.”

But as they turned to leave, Ivy stopped him with a hand on his arm, her touch featherlight but firm. “Wait,” she whispered, her voice vibrating with uncertainty. “I should stay. If I disappear now, it’ll look suspicious.”

The thought of leaving her behind was almost unbearable. But he knew she was right—they couldn’t afford any slipups if they wanted to bring Ellerson down. And so, with a heavy heart, he nodded. “Fine. Just be careful. I don’t like the idea of you being alone with him.”

“I can handle myself,” she assured him, though her voice wavered slightly. “Besides, he’s out cold. I drugged him, remember?”

“Right.” Ryker forced a smile, though his chest tightened. “Just…stay safe. I’ll find a way to contact you later.”

“Deal,” she agreed. Then, without another word, she slipped away, leaving Ryker standing alone in the dimly lit room.

As he heard her footsteps fade, the protective instinct that roared within him grew louder, demanding that he follow her, that he keep her safe from whatever dangers lurked in the shadows. But he quelled it with a growl.

With stealthy precision, Ryker made his way through the house, sticking to the shadows as he avoided the frantic pack members searching for the intruder. His black fur would have made him nearly invisible in this darkness, but he couldn’t afford to shift forms now—it would take too long.

As he slipped outside, melting into the night like a phantom, he marveled at Ivy’s strength and cunning. She had faced so much hardship in her life, and yet she stood tall, refusing to bow before anyone—even someone as powerful and dangerous as Ellerson.

But beneath his admiration, a dark fury simmered, the mere thought of Ellerson’s hands on Ivy enough to make him see red. The alpha might be unconscious now, but Ryker knew that wouldn’t last forever. And when Ellerson woke up, he would pay for the pain he’d inflicted—not just on Ivy, but on all those who’d suffered under his rule.

Ryker’s resolve hardened, his grip tightening on the precious folder that held the key to Ellerson’s downfall.





Chapter 17

IVY SLIPPED BACK INTO Ellerson’s room, her heart pounding in her chest as she quietly closed the door behind her. She leaned against it for a moment, catching her breath and trying to calm her racing thoughts. The moonlight streaming through the window cast a silvery glow on the room, highlighting the sleeping form of Franklin Ellerson.

The time spent with Liam had been surprisingly comforting, almost making her forget the horrible reality that awaited her when she returned to this room.

And worse, they hadn’t found anything that could incriminate Ellerson in the eyes of the Idaho Pack.

But she had finally begun to trust Liam. She couldn’t pinpoint exactly when it had happened, but somehow, the mate bond they shared had chipped away at the walls she’d built around herself.

More than that, though, his continued kindness, the gentleness he showed her, the way he had dared speak out for Bonham—all those moments had convinced her that he was honorable, the kind of man who would fight for those weaker than him.

But also the kind of shifter who would take his bloody opponent to be healed afterward.

The complete opposite of the Idaho Pack alpha.

With a shaky exhale, Ivy turned her attention to the man lying motionless on the bed. Ellerson’s face was twisted, even in sleep. His permanently shifted eyes were hidden beneath closed lids, but she knew that when he woke, they would once again pierce through her like daggers. It was a look she was all too familiar with—one of control and possession.

“Bastard,” she whispered under her breath, her fingers gripping the edge of the door. Her entire life, she had been controlled by one wolf shifter after another. First, her father with his iron grip on her every movement, then Deacon with his cruel intentions, and now Ellerson, who seemed intent on breaking her spirit completely.

Her fear of being controlled by another wolf shifter threatened to consume her.

“Get a grip,” she told herself, forcing her legs to carry her toward the window. She needed air, something to clear her head and help her think straight. As she pushed the window open, the cool night breeze caressed her face, offering a momentary reprieve from the suffocating weight of her situation.

“Liam,” she whispered into the wind, allowing his name to momentarily fill her with a sense of comfort.

Can I really rely on him? She wondered, biting her lip as she considered the possibility.

But another part of her mind chided her for even entertaining such a thought. Wasn’t it likely that her attraction to him was clouding her judgment, making her see hope where there was none?

“Pathetic,” she scolded herself. “You’re just desperate for someone to save you.”

Her shoulders slumped as she accepted this painful truth. She needed to rely on herself. Even if Liam had shown her kindness, it didn’t change the fact that they were basically strangers.

With a heavy sigh, she crossed the room and settled into a worn armchair, pulling her knees up to her chest. The fabric of the chair felt rough against her skin, but she embraced the sensation, allowing it to ground her in reality. She stared out the window at the stars, their distant light offering a small sense of solace.

You need to find a way out of this, she told herself as she curled up tighter, trying to block out the sound of Ellerson’s snoring from the bed. You can’t keep running from one captor to another.

The night wore on, and Ivy’s thoughts churned. She considered her options, her plans, the alliances she could potentially forge. All the while, her heart ached with longing for Liam’s presence, his strength, and the safety she felt in his embrace.

As the first light of dawn began to creep through the window, Ivy rose from her chair. She would confront her fears and break free from the shackles that had bound her for so long. But as her thoughts drifted back to Liam, she hoped he would be there, fighting by her side.

The first rays of sunlight filtered through the curtains, waking Ivy. She blinked away the remnants of sleep, realizing morning had arrived. She felt as though she hadn’t slept at all, her mind a whirlwind of thoughts and fears. But there was no time to dwell on that now; she had a plan to execute.

“Get it together,” she whispered to herself, her voice barely audible above the sound of Ellerson’s steady breathing.

Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to move. With unsteady hands, she undid the buttons of her blouse, her skin prickling with goose bumps as the cold air hit her exposed flesh. Every fiber of her being screamed in protest as she peeled off her clothes, leaving them in a crumpled heap on the floor. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was stripping away more than just fabric—she was peeling back layers of self-preservation, exposing herself to the very real danger that lay beside her.

Maybe I should have listened to Liam, she thought. Maybe he could have protected me from this.

She shook her head, trying to dispel the image of his strong arms enveloping her, his warm breath tickling her neck, his words of reassurance whispered into her ear. Now was not the time for such thoughts. She needed to focus, to be strong, to do what she had to do to survive.

She picked up the discarded blanket from the chair. Wrapping it around her shivering body, she approached the bed like one would approach a sleeping predator. Her pulse raced, her stomach twisting into knots as she gazed down at Ellerson, his eyes shut tight, a cruel smile playing upon his lips even in slumber.

“God help me,” she murmured, her voice wavering.

Clutching the blanket to her chest, Ivy climbed onto the bed, wincing as the mattress shifted beneath her weight. She eased herself down next to Ellerson, her heart pounding against her rib cage as if it was trying to escape her body. The smell of him—a mixture of sweat and something more primal—filled her nostrils, making her want to gag.

Please don’t wake up, she silently prayed as she inched closer, her body rigid with tension.

She forced herself to relax, to breathe, to pretend this was just another night spent sleeping beside a man she despised. But as she lay there, her mind raced with memories of Liam, his touch, his smell, the way he made her feel alive and seen for the first time in years.

Her eyes fluttered shut, and she willed herself to sleep, to find some semblance of peace in the few hours that remained before she would have to face the consequences of her actions. But as she drifted off, one thought lingered in her mind: What if I can trust him? What if he’s the ally I need?

Despite the warmth of the room, Ivy shivered, hugging the blanket tighter around her.

And as the sun continued to rise, casting its golden light upon the twisted sheets and her trembling form, she wondered if she had made the biggest mistake of her life.
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Franklin Ellerson’s eyes flickered open, the heavy scent of pine and prey lingering in the air around them. His gaze was met with a tangle of golden hair that spilled over his chest, and for a moment, he savored the sight.

Ivy Campbell hadn’t been in his bed before now.

He relished having a new female brought to him; it served as a reminder of the power he wielded over her.

He’d been taunting Ivy with that power ever since he’d arranged for her to join the delegation to the Moonstones.

And choosing her to join him after seeing her hold hands with Liam Black at the pack gathering was absolutely exhilarating.

The memory of the fear on her face when she’d been dragged into his room by the enforcer Bart sent a thrill straight down to his cock, and he reached down to stroke his hardness.

And after she’d arrived…

He frowned.

What had happened?

Ivy stirred in her sleep, pulling herself closer to him and disrupting his confused thoughts. Her wavy blonde locks tangled between his fingers, and her breath ghosted along his skin, warm and inviting. A possessive growl rumbled in the back of his throat as she snuggled up against him, her lithe body curling into the crook of his arm.

“Good morning,” Ivy mumbled sleepily, her eyes fluttering open and meeting his. The vulnerability in her gaze was intoxicating, and Ellerson reveled in it.

“Morning,” he rumbled, his voice a low growl laced with cruel satisfaction. He allowed himself a brief moment to bask in this victory before his mind snapped back to reality.

There were still matters that demanded his attention, and he could never afford to let his guard down—not even for an instant.

“Get some rest,” he commanded, shifting his body away from her and rising from the bed. “I have things to attend to.”

As Ellerson dressed, he noticed the way Ivy’s eyes followed his movements. Her gaze was filled with fear, and it sent a thrill through him. He reveled in the fact that she knew she belonged to him—whether she liked it or not.

Ellerson moved back to the bed, and his fingers tightened around the strands of Ivy’s hair, the golden curls in his grip like a leash he held with malevolent glee. He pulled her head back forcefully, exposing the delicate curve of her neck. “You’re mine,” he growled, his voice dripping with cruelty.

“Alpha Ellerson…,” Ivy whimpered, but she didn’t resist him. She knew better than to defy her new alpha, even if every fiber of her being screamed at her to fight back.

Ellerson could feel the heat radiating from her body, and as he leaned in closer, he caught a whiff of her scent. His senses tingled with the power he held over her. She was at his mercy, and he would make sure she never forgot that.

“Kiss me,” he commanded brusquely, his tone brooking no argument.

Ivy hesitated for only a moment before pressing her trembling lips against his. Ellerson didn’t waste any time, crushing her mouth beneath his with bruising force. He savored the taste of her fear, the way she shook in his grasp. It was better than any drug, more potent than any aphrodisiac.

He deepened the kiss, forcing her lips apart and invading her mouth with his tongue. Ivy gasped, her small hands clutching at his arms in a futile attempt to maintain some semblance of control. But she couldn’t escape him—he wouldn’t allow it.

As he continued to brutally assault her mouth, Ellerson felt himself growing hard yet again. He enjoyed the sound of her whimpers, the way her body quaked beneath his touch. She was weak, helpless, and completely at his disposal. It was a heady feeling, one that filled him with a sense of triumphant satisfaction.

“Enough,” he growled, releasing her hair and shoving her away from him. She fell back in the bed, her breath coming in ragged gasps as she tried to regain her composure. Ellerson’s eyes raked over her flushed cheeks and swollen lips, a wicked smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

“Remember your place,” he warned darkly, his voice cold and unyielding. “You belong to me now, and I expect your complete obedience.” He might not fully remember what happened the night before, but he wasn’t done with Ivy yet. “I expect you to be waiting for me when I finish my work today.”

Ivy nodded mutely, her wide green eyes filled with a mixture of fear and despair. But it was that fear that fueled Ellerson, sharpening his senses and feeding the fire of his rage.

Maybe I do have time for her now after all.

The door to his bedroom slammed open, shattering the moment and sending a surge of adrenaline through Ellerson’s veins. His eyes snapped up, locking onto the intruder with predatory intent.

“Stefan,” he snarled, his hackles rising at the blatant disregard for his privacy. “You had better have a damn good reason for barging in here.”

Stefan stood in the doorway, chest heaving as if he’d run a marathon. His sharp features were twisted into an expression of shock, but there was a gleam of triumph in those icy blue eyes.

“Forgive the intrusion,” Stefan panted, barely bothering with formalities. “I’ve just returned from my mission. We need to talk.”

“Out with it,” growled Ellerson, unable to completely mask his irritation. He hadn’t forgotten Ivy’s quivering form, still lying on the bed behind him. Her presence served as a constant reminder of his newfound power over her—a power he intended to exploit fully once Stefan’s interruption was dealt with.

“Liam,” Stefan began. “He’s not who we thought he was. I discovered that he’s actually Ryker Phillips, second-in-command of the Moonstone Pack.”

Ellerson’s blood ran cold, fury boiling within him like molten lava. “Are you certain?”

Stefan nodded. “I started in New Mexico, just like you said. None of the packs there recognized his name or his picture.”

Ellerson’s gaze narrowed. “Picture?”

“This one.” With a flourish, Stefan pulled out his phone and showed an image of Liam—no, Ryker—to Ellerson, who simply nodded and gestured for him to continue.

“Since no one there knew him, I decided to try a little closer to home.”

“Moonstone?”

“Yep.”

“Who identified him?”

Ellerson wanted to claw the smug smile off his lieutenant’s face—but he needed the information.

“You’re not going to believe this.”

“Just tell me,” the alpha growled.

“A kid,” Stefan crowed. “I stopped a shifter kid in downtown Moonstone, and he told me.”

“Did anyone see you in the town?”

“Of course not.” Stefan sounded almost offended.

Ellerson nodded, even as Liam’s betrayal stung sharply, like a viper’s fangs sinking into his flesh. He clenched his fists, feeling the familiar itch under his skin as his wolf threatened to burst forth.

“Ryker,” he hissed, the name tasting like bile on his tongue. “Damn him,” Ellerson growled, his mind racing with the implications of this revelation. He’d welcomed Liam—Ryker—into his pack, even allowing him to train pack members. The thought of being played for a fool fueled his anger further, each beat of his heart pounding like the drums of war.

“Alert the pack,” Ellerson commanded, his voice dark and dangerous. “Capture him, but do not kill him. We’ll get every last piece of information out of him before we end his miserable life.”

“Understood,” Stefan said with a cold smile. As he turned to leave, Ellerson’s gaze lingered on Ivy, her frail body quaking in fear.

She was holding hands with the traitor last night.

“Secure her too,” he added, unable to resist one last reminder of his dominance. “I don’t want any surprises while we deal with this traitor.”

“Of course,” Stefan agreed, his eyes gleaming with a predatory hunger that matched Ellerson’s own.





Chapter 18

IVY’S GASP CUT THROUGH the tense silence like a hot knife, and Ellerson’s lips curved into a cruel smirk. His grip tightened around her wrist, causing her to wince in pain. “Is this a shock, my dear Ivy?” he taunted, his voice dripping with malice. “The man you were so enamored with last night is nothing but a filthy spy. And now you’re going to pay the price for his betrayal, right alongside him.”

Her eyes widened as if searching for some hint of falsehood in his words. Instead, Ellerson gave her the cold, merciless truth, relishing the power he held over both Ivy and Ryker. “ Once I get every scrap of information from him, I’ll make sure he suffers before I kill him. And then I’ll use what he knows to bring the alpha of the Moonstone Pack to his knees.”

“He doesn’t deserve this,” Ivy whispered, her voice trembling as much as her body.

“Silence!” the alpha roared, drowning out any further protests.

Ellerson watched as Stefan forcefully yanked Ivy from his grasp, pushing her ahead of him toward the door. Her golden hair cascaded down her back as she stumbled forward, trying to keep up with Stefan’s imposing pace.

With Ivy secured, Ellerson’s thoughts raced with violent plans for vengeance against Ryker and the Moonstone Pack. They had dared to infiltrate his territory, and they would pay dearly for their transgression.

As he stepped outside, the crisp air filled his lungs, fueling the fire of anger that burned within him. The sun had barely risen, casting eerie shadows across the pack grounds as Ellerson’s mind played out the bloody retribution he would soon exact upon his enemies.

“Alpha.” Stefan appeared at his side, a wicked grin twisting his sharp features. “The bitch is secured. Should we proceed?”

“Indeed.” Ellerson stalked forward, his gaze fixed on the training ring where several pack members engaged in rigorous combat exercises. The focus of his rage stood among them—Ryker.

“Look at him,” Ellerson growled, his voice laced with venom. “He dares to laugh and train with my men while plotting our downfall from within.”

“Disgusting,” Stefan spat, sharing in his alpha’s fury. “The sooner we expose him, the better.”

“Capture him, but leave him unharmed for now,” Ellerson reminded Stefan, clenching his fists at his sides. “I want him to be able to feel every ounce of pain I’ll inflict before I end his miserable life.”

Stefan signaled to a group of nearby enforcers, who immediately ceased their sparring and approached. “You heard our alpha,” he addressed them, his piercing blue eyes demanding obedience. “Capture Liam and bring him to me.”

“Sir!” The enforcers nodded, their faces hardening.

Ellerson watched intently as they surrounded Ryker, who continued to practice his moves, unaware of the impending betrayal. A sadistic smile played on his lips.

“Liam!” one of the enforcers called out, drawing Ryker’s attention. “Alpha Ellerson wishes to speak with you.”

“Of course,” Ryker said, still wearing the mask of Liam, the loyal pack member. He turned to face them, and for a moment, their gazes locked. Ellerson saw a flicker of confusion in Ryker’s gaze before everything unfolded.

“Capture him!” Stefan shouted, signaling the enforcers to move in.

The air vibrated with tension and adrenaline as they lunged at Ryker, their bodies colliding in a chaotic dance of violence.
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Ryker’s mind raced as he tried to come up with an escape plan. He had to get away from Ellerson and warn the Moonstone Pack that their cover was blown. But first, he needed to find Ivy. If he left now, there’d be no one to protect her.

“Anything you want to say before my men tear you apart?” Ellerson asked, stepping closer and flexing his fingers as if eager for the kill.

Ryker clenched his fists and met Ellerson’s gaze head-on. This alpha might have discovered his secret, but Ryker wasn’t going down without a fight. He just hoped that somehow, Ivy would be all right.

“Seems like you need a lesson in loyalty,” Ellerson drawled, signaling to the men surrounding them. The male wolf shifters Ryker had spent days training with now turned on him, their eyes cold and calculating. The bond of camaraderie they’d shared was gone, replaced by betrayal.

Ryker steeled himself for the fight ahead. He knew these men—their strengths and weaknesses—and he’d use that knowledge to his advantage.

A silent promise to Ivy fueled his resolve. He would survive this, protect her, and warn the Moonstone Pack.

“Come on, then,” he taunted, flashing a humorless grin at the group. “Let’s see what you’ve learned.”

The first shifter lunged forward. Anticipating the attack, Ryker sidestepped and seized the man’s arm, using his momentum to swing him into another attacker. Bones cracked upon impact, and both fell to the ground with grunts of pain.

“Is that all you got?” Ryker spat, blood pumping through his veins as adrenaline surged within him. He couldn’t afford to let fear take hold; he needed to keep moving, stay focused, and find an opening to escape.

“Pathetic,” one shifter snarled, advancing toward Ryker. This time, two of them came at him simultaneously. Ryker dodged one strike, only to catch an elbow to the face from the other. Pain exploded across his cheekbone, but he gritted his teeth and retaliated with a vicious uppercut, sending the shifter stumbling backward.

Another charged, his fists clenched and eyes wild with fury. Ryker barely managed to duck under his swinging arm, feeling the wind from the blow whip past his ear. He pivoted and slammed his foot into the back of the shifter’s knee, bringing him down with a cry of agony.

“Should’ve paid better attention in training,” Ryker growled, his voice thick with pain and anger. He wiped blood from his mouth, his eyes scanning the remaining men for their next move. His body ached, but he refused to let it show, standing tall and defiant.

“Get him!” Ellerson snarled, and they all lunged at once. Ryker fought valiantly, landing swift blows where he could, but the sheer number of attackers left him vulnerable. A sharp kick landed on his rib cage, knocking the wind out of him. He stumbled back, gasping for air, when another wolf shifter grabbed his arm, twisting it painfully behind his back. Ryker clenched his teeth, trying to suppress a groan of pain.

“Got you now,” the shifter holding him grunted through gritted teeth as the other shifters closed in, pinning his limbs and holding him still. Their collective body heat only served to remind Ryker of the chill that settled deep within his bones.

He refused to let fear take hold. Ivy and the Moonstone Pack were counting on him.

“Enough,” Ellerson commanded, stepping into the fighting ring, his green eyes narrowed and predatory. “Let me speak with our…guest.”

“Are you going to ask me where I got my hair done?” Ryker asked, though the effort sent a jolt of pain shooting through his injured ribs, making him wince.

“Your humor won’t save you,” Ellerson growled, ignoring the comment. “Tell me what I want to know about the Moonstone Pack, and perhaps I’ll consider sparing your life.”

“Fat chance,” Ryker spat defiantly, his mind racing as he tried to come up with a plan. He needed to find a way to escape—but for now, he had to play Ellerson’s game.

“Very well,” Ellerson said coldly, his voice carrying a hint of menace. “If that’s how it’s going to be.”

“Last I checked, you were in charge here,” Ryker threw back, testing the strength of the grip on his arms with a subtle twist. He winced as pain flared in response, but he had no intention of giving up.

“Your defiance will only make things worse for you,” Ellerson warned. “Now tell me about the Moonstone Pack’s defenses.”

“Can’t help you there,” Ryker said, meeting Ellerson’s gaze without fear. “I’m just an enforcer. I don’t know all the ins and outs of our defenses.”

“Then tell me what you do know,” Ellerson snarled, his anger rising. “Your loyalty to your pack is admirable but misplaced. They won’t save you now.”

“Neither will betraying them,” Ryker shot back, his voice strained under the weight of his injuries and the pressure of his captors’ grasp. His mind continued to race, searching for any opportunity to turn the situation around. But as the moments ticked by, hope began to wane, and desperation clawed at his resolve.

Ryker’s breaths came ragged and shallow, his chest heaving with the effort of holding himself together. His vision blurred, but he kept his eyes on Ellerson, refusing to show any sign of weakness.

“Enough games,” Ellerson snarled, his eyes narrowing dangerously. “Tell me about the Moonstone Pack’s alliances.”





Chapter 19

RYKER CLENCHED HIS JAW, pain radiating through his battered form. “I won’t betray my pack,” he gritted out, defiance burning in his veins like molten lava.

“Very well,” Ellerson said, nodding to his men. They tightened their grip on Ryker, forcing him to his knees. The hard ground bit into his skin, but he refused to cry out.

Ellerson paced before him, clearly relishing the opportunity to break the captured enforcer. He stopped just inches from Ryker’s face, his wolfish grin full of malice. “Perhaps you need some…encouragement.”

With lightning speed, Ellerson lashed out, striking Ryker across the face. Pain exploded through him, and for a moment, his vision went black. But he forced himself to remain conscious, unwilling to give Ellerson the satisfaction of seeing him fall.

“Who are your allies?” Ellerson demanded, his voice a low growl.

“Go to hell.” Ryker tasted blood in his mouth.

“Wrong answer,” Ellerson snapped, delivering another brutal blow. Ryker’s head snapped to the side under the force of it, stars dancing in his vision.

His resolve wavered as the pain threatened to overwhelm him, but he pushed it aside, focusing on the faces of his packmates—Ivy’s warm smile, the camaraderie of those he fought beside. He would not let them down.

“Again,” Ellerson snarled. “Tell me your pack’s secrets.”

“Never,” Ryker whispered, his voice barely audible over the wind’s screams.

“Stubborn fool,” Ellerson cursed, striking him once more. The world spun around Ryker, but he held on to consciousness by sheer force of will, even as his body threatened to betray him.

As another blow rained down, Ryker retreated into his memories—the laughter shared around a bonfire, the fierce joy of running through the forest with his pack. He clung to those moments like a lifeline, refusing to let Ellerson tear him from them.

“Last chance,” Ellerson growled, fists clenched at his sides. “Tell me what I want to know, or you’ll leave me no choice.”

Ryker stared at the alpha, his gaze unwavering. “Do your worst,” he whispered, drawing strength from the love and loyalty that bound him to his pack, even in the face of unbearable pain.

Ryker’s vision pulsed in and out, the dim light of the room flickering like a dying flame. He tasted iron, blood pooling in his mouth from a split lip. The cold earth beneath him offered no comfort, only a cruel reminder of how far he had fallen.

“Still won’t talk?” Ellerson taunted, pacing around Ryker like a predator circling its prey. “I had hoped you’d see reason by now.”

Ryker’s gaze drifted to Ellerson’s boots, caked with dirt and stained with blood—his blood. He forced his eyes upward, meeting the alpha’s lupine glare. “Fuck you,” he rasped, drawing what little strength remained within him.

Ellerson’s lips curled into a snarl, but he didn’t strike again. Instead, he stepped back, eyeing Ryker with cold calculation. “Fine. Have it your way. I have other methods to make you talk.”

He gestured to his men, who moved forward like shadows. Their rough hands gripped Ryker’s battered body, lifting him from the unforgiving ground. A whimper of pain escaped his lips as they dragged him across the room, leaving a trail of smeared blood behind them.

“Take him to the secure cell,” Ellerson ordered, his voice a low growl. “We’ll continue this conversation later.”

As Ryker was hauled away, every jostle and bump sending fresh waves of agony through his bruised flesh, a single thought burned in his mind: Ivy. He couldn’t let her down. He had to find a way to warn the Moonstone Pack before it was too late.

“Stay strong,” he whispered to himself, his voice barely audible over the sound of his own ragged breathing. “They’re counting on you.”

The darkness of the cell enveloped him, cold and unforgiving. But within that darkness, he found a spark of defiance that refused to be snuffed out. He would endure whatever torment Ellerson had in store for him and cling to the hope that he’d find his way back to Ivy.

He blinked, trying to focus through the throbbing pain in his head, and found himself staring at the floor of the cell.

“Bring all my lieutenants to the main pack house.” Ellerson’s voice cut through the quiet. Ryker strained to listen, his instincts telling him that whatever was about to happen, it would directly impact the Moonstone Pack, Ivy, and himself.

“Sir, is there something we should be aware of?” one of the shifters asked, a note of hesitation in his voice.

“Just do as I say,” Ellerson snapped.

As their footsteps receded, Ryker found himself alone in the darkness. The damp chill seeped into his bones, sapping what little strength he had left after the brutal beating he’d endured. He forced himself to sit up, ignoring the sharp flare of pain that shot through his body, and leaned against the cold stone wall for support.

“Think, damn it,” he muttered under his breath, his fingers digging into the dirt-streaked floor as he tried to piece together a plan. He knew Ellerson wouldn’t stop until he got what he wanted—information on the Moonstone Pack. But Ryker would sooner die than betray his people.

Maybe… Maybe there’s another way, he thought, desperation clawing at his insides. I need to find a way to warn them before it’s too late.

His chest tightened at the thought of Ivy, her warm smile and gentle touch a balm to his bruised and battered soul. He couldn’t let her down—she’d risked everything for him, and he owed it to her to do the same.

“Come on,” he whispered to himself, willing his battered limbs to move. “You’re the lead enforcer of the Moonstone Pack. You’ve faced worse than this.”

Gritting his teeth, he pushed through the pain and dragged himself across the cell, inch by agonizing inch. The determined rhythm of his movements was punctuated only by his ragged breaths and the distant rumble of thunder echoing through the night.

Stay strong, he thought, as if somehow, she could hear the words in his head. I’ll find a way out of this. I promise.
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Ivy paced the small, dimly lit room. She flicked her green eyes nervously to the locked door, knowing that just outside stood the pack enforcer Bart—a cruel male shifter, a vile creature who had made the lives of several female pack members a living hell. The very thought of him made her skin crawl, and she knew she had to find a way out—fast.

But even more than Bart’s presence, Ivy’s mate-bond connection to the captured shifter urged her to move swiftly.

He was in pain. Ellerson and his people were torturing him, and she felt every blow that hit him, a shadow of his pain echoing through her.

A particularly rough blow almost sent her to her knees. But then, just a moment later, she could have sworn she heard his voice in her mind.

I’ll find a way out of this.

“Liam,” she whispered, clenching her fists at her side as she thought of the wolf shifter who had wormed his way into her guarded heart.

No. Not Liam. Ryker.

He lied to me.

But he was in danger.

Then again, he was not the man he’d claimed to be.

Does that make the mate bond any less real?

Her entire world was spiraling out of control.

What should she do?

She paced across the room and thumped her fist against a wall.

“Ivy?” The enforcer’s voice sent an unnerving quake through her body as he called from the other side of the door. “Why don’t you make this easier for both of us? You’re not going anywhere.”

“Leave me alone, Bart!” she snapped back, her voice wavering with fear but edged with defiance. She couldn’t let him see her weak; she needed to keep up appearances.

As she contemplated her next move, she realized she had a choice to make: protect Ryker—who, despite his deception, still meant more to her than she ever thought possible—or ensure the safety of her fellow pack members.

It was a decision that weighed heavily on her. Whatever path she chose would change her life forever.

On the one hand, she could do nothing.

Ryker would die.

And she would spend the rest of her life mourning his loss.

If she made the other choice…

Well, everything could go horribly awry.

But it might not.

I could be free—we all could.

“Ryker,” she muttered under her breath, closing her eyes as she imagined his strong arms wrapped around her. How could she abandon him now when he needed her the most?

But then images of her packmates surfaced in her mind—those who had been kind to her despite the harsh treatment she’d received throughout her life in the Idaho Pack. They were her family, and she loved them deeply. Could she really risk their safety, even for Ryker?

“Damn it,” she whispered, her body trembling as she leaned against the wall. The room felt like a cage, suffocating her with every passing second. “What am I supposed to do?”

“Are you planning some grand escape?” Bart’s voice was closer to the door now, and she could hear the smirk in his tone. “It won’t work, you know.”

“Shut up!” she snarled, forcing herself to sound confident even though dread pooled in her stomach. She didn’t have time to let fear hold her back.

No matter how painful it might be, she had to do what was best for everyone involved. Protecting Ryker would mean turning her back on her pack, but leaving him behind would break her heart.

I’m coming for you, Ryker.

Outside the door, Bart chuckled darkly, unaware of the fire that now burned in Ivy. She wouldn’t let him stand in her way any longer.

“Get ready, you asshole,” she whispered. “Because I’m not going down without a fight.”

The pounding in her chest echoed in Ivy’s ears like thunder as she stared at the heavy oak door separating her from the enforcer. She could practically feel his malevolent presence oozing through the wood, and she knew she had to act fast before it was too late for Ryker.

But how could she possibly face the life-or-death challenge of rescuing him from Ellerson’s clutches?

“Think, Ivy, think,” she muttered as she darted her gaze around the room, searching for anything that might help her escape.

“Did you say something?” Bart’s voice drifted through the door, laced with menace.

“Nothing important,” she shot back, forcing herself to sound dismissive. Her mind raced, trying to come up with a plan. A sudden thought struck her, and she smiled grimly. It was risky, but it might work.

“Hey,” she called out to the enforcer, her tone shifting to a seductive purr. “You’ve been watching me for hours now, haven’t you? Aren’t you bored?”

“Are you suggesting I should entertain myself with you?” he sneered, his voice full of malice.

“Maybe I am,” Ivy said, fighting to keep her voice steady as her stomach churned at the thought of what she was implying. “Wouldn’t you like that?”

“Of course I would,” Bart laughed wickedly, taking the bait. The moment the door creaked open, Ivy sprang forward with all the strength she could muster, driving her claws into the side of his neck before he could react.

“Sorry, not today,” she snarled as he gurgled in surprise, blood frothing at his lips as his body crumpled to the floor. Ivy held her breath, praying that no one had heard the commotion.

After a moment, she raced down the corridor toward the dungeon where he was being held. Every step felt like a betrayal to her pack, but she couldn’t let Ryker suffer any longer.

She hurried down the hall, her bare feet silent on the cold stone floor as she descended the stairs to the basement. The air grew colder, damper, as she made her way deeper into the bowels of the house. Finally, she reached the bottom, where Clayton, another enforcer, lounged against the wall, guarding the locked door at the back of the basement, his boredom evident in every line of his slumped posture.

“Ellerson sent me,” she said, injecting her voice with false confidence as she approached him. “He wants me to…entertain you.”

Clayton’s eyebrows shot up in surprise, but his eyes quickly roved over her body with leering interest. “Does he now?” He grinned, and Ivy fought the urge to recoil from the predatory glint in his gaze.

“Apparently,” she said, forcing herself to smile seductively. “I’m supposed to make sure you’re…satisfied.”

His grin widened, and he took a step toward her. “Well then, we’d best not keep the boss man waiting. Come here,” he murmured, his lewd gaze never leaving Ivy’s face as he pulled her into his arms.

Ivy swallowed hard, fighting the revulsion that churned in her stomach as she pressed her body against his. She tilted her head up, feigning a seductive smile, and met his lips in a searing kiss. The enforcer responded eagerly, but he never saw the steely expression that flashed through her eyes.

As their mouths collided, Ivy allowed her hands to shift just enough for her claws to emerge. In one swift, brutal motion, she drove them into the soft flesh of the guard’s throat, her fingers tearing through muscle and sinew like they were made of paper.

Clayton’s eyes widened in shock, his grip on Ivy slackening as blood gushed from the wound. He tried to scream, but only a gurgled whimper escaped his lips. Within seconds, he crumpled lifelessly to the floor, his dead eyes staring blankly at the ceiling.

“Sorry,” Ivy whispered, though she didn’t feel any remorse. It was him or Ryker, and she’d chosen Ryker without hesitation. Now she just had to find him.

Steeling herself, she snatched the keys from the erstwhile guard’s belt and hurried down the dank hallway, its oppressive darkness closing in around her. The doors loomed before her like gaping maws, each one promising untold horrors within. But she couldn’t afford to be afraid, not when Ryker’s life was on the line.

Finally, she found the door she was looking for, the cold metal of the lock seeming to mock her as she fumbled with the keys, her hands shaking uncontrollably. With a click, the tumblers gave way, and she pushed the door open to reveal a small, dimly lit staircase.

Please be okay, she prayed silently as she crept down the stairs, her senses on high alert for any sign of danger. The basement room was cold and damp, the air heavy with the scent of blood and fear.

“Ryker?” Ivy called out softly, worry threading through her voice. “Are you here?”

“Over…here.” The weak reply came from a dark corner of the room, and Ivy’s heart skipped a beat. She hurried over, finding Ryker slumped against the wall, his face pale and bruised.

“Oh,” she breathed, tears welling in her eyes as she knelt beside him. “I’m here to help you escape. We need to get out of here, now.”

“Can’t…shift,” he whispered, pain etched across his features.

“Then I’ll support you,” Ivy vowed, determination surging through her veins. “We’ll do this together.”

As they made their way up the stairs, Ivy’s mind raced with thoughts of what would happen if they were caught.

Was she making the right choice? Was it worth going against her own pack to save the man she had grown to care for so deeply?

“Trust me,” Ivy murmured as they reached the top of the staircase, steadying him with her arm around his waist. “We’re going to make it.”

“Thank…you,” Ryker rasped, leaning heavily against her.

“Let’s just focus on getting out of here,” Ivy said, her tone anxious yet protective as they began their perilous escape.

We won’t get past the guards at the doors.

But maybe…

They hurried down the hallway until they reached the door to the room where she had been held captive, and Ivy hesitated for just a moment, listening for any sounds of movement within. When all remained quiet, she took a deep breath and turned the handle, pulling the door open just enough to slip inside.

Bart’s motionless body remained on the floor, his eyes wide and blank.

Ivy shuddered. “Stay here,” she instructed Ryker in a hushed voice, her eyes darting around the room as she assessed their surroundings. “I’ll shift and break us out. Then we’ll have to run.”

Ryker nodded, his expression grim but determined, and Ivy released his hand, stepping away from him. She closed her eyes, concentrating on the feeling of her wolf stirring within her, waiting to be unleashed. With a shuddering breath, she allowed the change to wash over her.

Her bones cracked and shifted, her body growing larger, her blonde hair giving way to golden fur. Within seconds, Ivy stood in her wolf form. Ryker offered her a shaky smile, and she knew that, despite his weakness, he was ready to fight alongside her.

She moved closer to the window, her ears twitching as she listened for any sounds outside. The night was dark and still, and this was their best chance for escape. With an explosive burst of energy, Ivy launched herself at the window, the glass shattering around her as she broke through.

The impact sent shards of glass flying like a shower of deadly rain. Ivy felt several pieces slice into her thick fur, but the pain was nothing compared to the adrenaline coursing through her veins. She landed with a thud on the damp earth outside, wincing as her paws met the unforgiving ground.

Ryker jumped through the broken window after her. They couldn’t afford to waste any time—their enemies would be hot on their trail.

They slipped into the woods closest to the house.

But as soon as their escape was discovered, this would be the first place Ellerson’s enforcers would search.

“I can keep up,” Ryker assured her. “I think I can shift now.”

It took longer than it should have, and Ivy spent every moment straining for the sound of pursuit, but in the end, Ryker stood in his wolf form, his sides heaving from the effort of the change.

As they moved farther away from the house, Ivy’s lungs burned with effort, but she refused to slow down. The wind whipped against her fur, carrying the scents of the forest and the distant promise of freedom. She glanced back at Ryker, making sure he was still behind her.

Ivy’s paws pounded against the damp earth as she raced through the forest, her heart hammering in her chest like a wild drumbeat. The pain from the cuts she’d suffered from the broken glass throbbed with each stride, but she refused to let it slow her down. Her lungs burned, and her limbs screamed for respite, but she couldn’t afford to stop—not now, not when their survival was at stake.

As they sprinted, Ivy tried to focus on the rhythm of her breathing, the steady beat of her feet on the ground, anything to distract herself from the fear gnawing at the edges of her thoughts. They were being hunted—every second they spent out here put them at greater risk. But if they could just reach the safety of Moonstone Pack territory…

Ivy pushed herself faster, her paws churning up the earth beneath her. Their destination was closer now, the promise of safety beckoning like a beacon in the night. And though her body ached, and her heart was heavy with worry, she knew that together, they would find refuge—and perhaps something even more precious: the chance for a future free from fear.





Chapter 20

RYKER RACED AFTER IVY. Her golden fur shimmered in the moonlight like honey, her muscles rippling beneath her sleek coat.

Almost there.

Ryker panted, pushing himself to keep up with her lithe form.

Ivy glanced back at him for a moment before focusing again on the path ahead. She moved with an agility born from years of navigating the treacherous terrain, dodging rocks and fallen branches with ease. Even as worry gnawed at the edges of his mind, Ryker couldn’t help but be impressed by her skill.

With a final burst of speed, they crossed the invisible boundary between territories, leaving the oppressive atmosphere of the Idaho Pack behind them. Ivy skidded to a halt, her breaths coming in short pants as she turned to face Ryker and her ears twitching as she looked to him for direction.

We can’t stay too close to the border, he thought. But Ivy didn’t know the way from here.

Ryker gave her a reassuring nod and took off, Ivy following closely behind.

Ryker’s muscles tensed as he took a step deeper into the Moonstone territory, the familiar scents and sensations of his home turf filling his senses. He could feel the tension in Ivy’s body as she followed close behind, her eyes on him as they moved further into Moonstone territory. Ryker felt a warmth spread through him as they ventured deeper into his pack’s land.

This was where he belonged, and Ivy would be safe here too.

Ryker’s ears pricked up at the distant howling that echoed across the land. His heart raced as he recognized the chilling sound—the Idaho Pack was hunting them. His body tensed, ready for action.

As they continued to push deeper into Moonstone territory, Ryker led them along twisting paths and through dense underbrush, hoping to throw their pursuers off their trail. His mind raced, formulating plans and contingency measures, while his body moved with practiced ease through the familiar terrain.

The howls of the Idaho Pack drew closer, their haunting cries echoing through the air and vibrating through Ryker. He knew the stakes were high, that failure meant capture or death for both him and Ivy. But he refused to give up, to let fear hold him back.

As they pressed on, the howls of their pursuers ringing in their ears, Ryker’s protective instincts surged to the forefront. He would do whatever it took to keep Ivy safe, even if it meant risking everything he held dear. And in that moment, he knew without a doubt that he would fight until his last breath to ensure their survival.

Ryker’s paws pounded the earth beneath him, his senses heightened by the adrenaline coursing through his veins. Ivy remained at his side as they raced through the underbrush. The scent of pine and damp earth filled his nostrils, bringing a sense of familiarity to a dire situation.

Just then, a wolf emerged from the shadows of the trees, its tan fur blending seamlessly into the dappled sunlight that filtered through the canopy above. Ivy’s hackles rose, and she growled threateningly, but Ryker recognized the familiar form of Nick Reagan, a trusted pack member who worked at the Moonstone Café.

Ryker barked in relief, his black tail wagging despite their precarious circumstances. Ivy glanced at him, confusion clouding her gaze, but Ryker was certain of his friend’s loyalty.

Nick responded with a low chuff, nodding his shaggy head in greeting. His hazel eyes—mirroring the warmth and trustworthiness of his human form—met Ryker’s before flicking toward Ivy, assessing her condition.

Lead the way, Ryker urged silently, grateful for Nick’s timely arrival. We have to get out of here.

Nick gestured with his snout toward a narrow path hidden in the foliage. Trusting the unspoken promise of safety, Ryker and Ivy followed closely behind him, their hearts pounding in sync with the rhythm of their strides.

Ryker’s mind raced with the knowledge he needed to share with Steele about the impending attack.

As they navigated the forest of Yellowstone Park, following Nick’s sure-footed steps, Ryker worried about what lay ahead. Ivy’s life depended on his ability to keep her safe.

He prayed the bond that had formed between them was unbreakable, a steel thread woven from their shared trials and trust. And as they ran, side by side, Ryker vowed that nothing would come between them—not even the wrath of their enemies.

Sunlight shimmered through the treetops as Ryker and Ivy followed Nick to the edge of town. The forest gave way to a small, unassuming road lined with overgrown bushes and the occasional cabin. Ryker’s muscles tensed, his senses heightened at the prospect of being exposed in their wolf forms.

Nick paused at a tree at the side of the road and shifted into his human form, a swift and graceful transformation that left him standing tall and naked. With a casual nonchalance, he tugged clothing out of a hole in the tree and pulled on jeans and a T-shirt, unfazed by the chill in the air.

“Wait here,” he instructed Ryker and Ivy as he spun his long light brown hair into a bun on the top of his head. “I’ll be back with clothes for both of you.”

Ryker nodded, watching Nick disappear down the road, his footsteps quiet against the gravel. He turned to Ivy, her golden-furred form still poised and alert, her eyes shining with uncertainty.

Ryker wanted to reassure her, though he couldn’t shake his own nagging worry. What if they were too late? What if the Idaho Pack found them before they could warn the Moonstone Pack of the impending attack?

As if sensing his unease, Ivy nuzzled her head against his side, offering what comfort she could.

Their moment of solace was interrupted by the sound of approaching footsteps, and they both tensed, ready for a fight. But it was only Nick, returning with sweatpants and T-shirts draped over his arm.

Ryker focused on the shift back to his human form as he took a deep breath. The change rippled over him in waves, bones cracking and muscles contorting as his body transformed. It was usually a smooth process for him, but this time, exhaustion clung to his every fiber. His legs quivered beneath him, threatening to give way.

Still, despite himself, Ryker found himself stealing glances at Ivy’s naked body. Shaking his head, he pushed away his desire for her and turned to Nick.

“Here,” the other shifter said, tossing the clothes to Ryker. “Get dressed quickly. We need to get back to the Moonstone Lodge as soon as possible.”

Ryker caught the garments, nodding his agreement. He turned to Ivy. “Are you ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” she said.

Hurriedly, they pulled on the clothes Nick had provided. They didn’t have time to waste—the safety of Ryker’s packmates hung in the balance, and every second counted.

“Let’s go,” Ivy urged once they were dressed. With Nick leading the way, they set off down the road.

“Damn,” Ryker muttered under his breath as he took a step and swayed, trying to regain his balance. He had pushed himself too hard, and now it showed.

“Ryker!” Ivy’s voice cut through his haze of fatigue. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” he lied, barely managing a weak smile. “Just tired.”

“Here, lean on me,” Ivy insisted, looping an arm around his waist. Her touch sent a jolt of warmth through his exhausted limbs, steadying him enough to stand upright. As if by some silent agreement, Nick did the same on Ryker’s other side, offering his support as well.

“Thanks,” Ryker breathed, knowing they couldn’t afford to waste any more time. They needed to get to Nick’s jeep and back to the Moonstone Lodge as soon as possible. Every second counted now.

“Can you walk?” Ivy asked, her concern evident in both her expression and tone.

“Let’s find out,” he said, forcing himself to take a step forward. Pain shot through his weakened legs, but he gritted his teeth and pressed on, determined not to let his pack down. No matter how much it hurt, he would keep going.

One agonizing step after another, the trio limped along the road, Ryker’s breaths shallow and labored as they moved in unison. His muscles screamed for rest, but he couldn’t afford to stop now.

“Almost there,” Nick reassured them. “Just a little further.”

Ryker clenched his jaw, pushing through the pain and exhaustion that threatened to consume him. He knew he had no choice but to keep moving, even as his body protested with every step.

“Look,” Ivy whispered, pointing ahead. There, parked on the side of the road, was Nick’s beat-up jeep—a sight for sore eyes if ever there was one.

“Finally,” Ryker muttered, relief washing over him like a cool wave. They’d made it, but now came the real challenge: getting back to the lodge in time to warn Steele and the rest of the Moonstone Pack.

The engine of Nick’s jeep roared to life, the sound reverberating through Ryker’s aching body. As the vehicle lumbered down the road, Ivy’s hand found his, gently squeezing it in a silent gesture of support.

“Steele needs to know everything,” Ryker murmured, his voice barely audible above the thrumming engine. “The Idaho Pack won’t hesitate to attack, and we can’t afford to be caught off guard.”

“Any idea when they’ll strike?” Nick asked, his eyes flicking between the road and the rearview mirror, as if expecting Ellerson’s wolves to appear at any moment.

Ryker shook his head. “I don’t know, but it’s coming soon. We need to be ready.”

As the jeep drew closer to the lodge, Ryker focused on the familiar scents that permeated the Moonstone territory.

They rounded a bend in the road and the rustic timber structure of the Moonstone Lodge appeared ahead. As they pulled into the parking lot, Ryker inhaled. This was his home, and he’d be damned if he let the Idaho Pack take it from them.

“Let’s get inside,” he said, his voice steady despite his lingering pain. “We need to talk to Steele. Now.”

As they hurried into the lodge, the scent of their packmates rolled over Ryker like a comforting embrace. Nick led them through the familiar halls, and Ryker tried to focus on what he would tell Steele. He needed to convey the urgency without inciting panic, but the images of Ellerson’s snarling wolves haunted him, making it difficult to think clearly.

“Remember, we’re stronger together,” Ivy whispered, her breath warm against his ear.

Ryker nodded, grateful for her reassurance. He knew she was right.

The Moonstone Pack had faced adversity before.

And we always win.





Chapter 21

AS IVY STEPPED INTO the Moonstone Lodge beside Ryker, a strange warmth blossomed in her chest—a sensation she couldn’t quite identify, but it was undeniably tied to him. She cast a sidelong glance at his strong profile, admiring the way his dark hair framed his chiseled features.

“Welcome home,” Nick said.

A young woman at the front desk frowned at the disheveled pair. “Um. Hi, Ryker. Steele’s supposed to be heading to the meeting room if you want to talk to him.”

As she followed Nick and Ryker through several hallways, Ivy let her gaze linger on Ryker’s broad shoulders and lean form. The muscles rippling beneath his black T-shirt sent a frisson of heat skittering across her nipples and down to pool in her core, igniting a hunger within her that she’d never experienced before. It was frightening yet thrilling—and somehow, she knew that Ryker felt it too.

“Here we go,” Nick announced, pushing open the heavy wooden door to reveal the same room where the fateful pack treaty meeting had taken place weeks ago. Ivy’s heart skipped a beat as memories of that day flooded her mind: the tension in the air, the unspoken animosity between the two packs.

But things were different now—weren’t they?

Ryker’s hand brushed against Ivy’s lower back as he guided her into the room. The brief contact sent a flurry of butterflies swirling in her stomach, making her acutely aware of just how close they were standing. She could feel the heat radiating from his body, tantalizing her senses and leaving her craving more.

“Is everything okay?” Nick asked, his brow furrowed in concern as he studied Ivy’s flushed face.

“Y-Yes,” she stammered, quickly averting her gaze from Ryker’s intense stare. “Just…a lot to take in, that’s all.”

“Understandable,” Nick said sympathetically, placing a reassuring hand on her shoulder before turning to address Ryker. “I’ll go find Steele. We’ll figure this out together.”

As the door closed behind them, Ivy felt as if she was stepping into the unknown. But with Ryker by her side, she somehow felt safe—protected, even. And as their eyes locked for a brief moment, she knew without a doubt that something had changed between them.

For a moment, Ivy allowed herself to indulge in the fantasy of a future with Ryker. They could have a small, cozy home nestled in the Moonstone territory, far away from the cruelty and torment she had experienced in the Idaho Pack. Her heart clenched at the thought of waking up each day beside him.

Ivy’s breath came faster as images of their intertwined bodies, slick with sweat and passion, flashed through her mind. Could she truly allow herself to believe in such happiness? Or would her past continue to haunt her, casting a dark shadow over any chance at true love?

The sound of the door opening pulled Ivy from her thoughts. Steele entered the room, his powerful frame and commanding presence filling the space. His striking gray eyes bore into Ryker, demanding answers without uttering a single word.

“Ryker,” Steele addressed him curtly, “why is an Idaho Pack member in our lodge?”

“She has information that could help us. We need to listen to what she has to say.”

Steele’s eyes flickered between Ivy and Ryker, his expression unreadable. Ivy felt her pulse quicken beneath his scrutiny, worried about how he would react to her presence. The air in the room grew heavy, thick with tension and unspoken questions.

Then Steele pulled a chair around to face them and took a seat, and Ivy felt Ryker’s hand brush against her own in a silent gesture of support.

“Tell me everything,” the Moonstone alpha said.

Ivy watched the play of emotions across Steele’s face. The uncertainty, the surprise, the hint of disapproval—all of it swirled together and knotted in her gut like a tangled ball of yarn. She knew what Ryker was about to say, and she dreaded the reaction it would garner.

“Ivy is my mate.”

The room fell silent, the weight of Ryker’s words settling over them all. Steele’s eyes widened for a brief moment before he quickly schooled his features into a mask of neutrality. Despite his attempt at composure, Ivy could see the shock that rippled through him.

“Your mate?” he asked, and Ivy noticed the slight edge to his tone, as if he was assessing the credibility of Ryker’s claim. “You’re sure?”

Ryker nodded. “I’ve never been more certain about anything in my life.”

The air in the room seemed to crackle with energy as Steele studied the two of them, searching for signs of deceit or doubt. But Ivy knew there was nothing to find—she felt the truth of Ryker’s claim in every cell of her body.

“Very well,” Steele finally said, a faint smile playing around the edge of his mouth. “Welcome to the Moonstone Pack, Ivy. What do you know that could help our pack?”

Ivy blinked, not sure what to say. But Ryker began to relay what he’d learned from his time undercover, and Ivy found herself drifting into her own thoughts. She focused on the warmth of Ryker’s presence beside her, the way his fingers brushed against hers in a silent promise of support. His touch ignited a fire deep within her, a molten inferno of desire that threatened to consume them both.

But there was more than just unbridled passion between them; there was a deeper connection too.

“Your bond with Ivy could be the key to ending this conflict,” Steele mused, drawing her from her reverie. “We’ll have to tread carefully though. The Idaho Pack won’t take kindly to one of their own joining us.”

Ryker snorted. “No shit.”

At his words, Ivy started. Did he really talk to his alpha like that?

But Steele simply nodded as Ryker continued, “We’ll do what’s necessary to protect Moonstone and our mate bond.”

Ivy felt a shiver course through her body at his words, the declaration sending a shock wave of longing straight to her core. As they continued to discuss strategy, Ivy watched Ryker, Steele, and Nick huddled together in intense conversation. Their voices were low, a murmur barely discernible over the crackling fire in the corner of the room.

And as she observed Ryker, her body hummed with energy, each beat of her heart resonating with his presence. She could feel the magnetic pull between them, the silver tether that grew stronger the longer they were near each other—the mate bond…something she had never dreamed of experiencing herself until she’d met him.

For the first time, Ivy allowed herself to fully accept the ties between them.

And as she did, she felt the ribbon of awareness expand, becoming a molten river that flowed through and around her, encompassing her entire being.

And Ryker’s too, she realized as he glanced at her, his eyes glowing with their connection.

She could feel him, could sense his emotions as he stood beside her.

This is amazing. I can’t believe I resisted it for so long.

“All right,” Steele said finally, drawing Ivy’s attention back to the conversation. “I think we have a plan. But first, you two need to get cleaned up and rest. Assuming the Idahos don’t attack tonight, we’ll reconvene tomorrow morning.”

“Thank you,” Ryker said gratefully, dipping his head in respect before turning to Ivy with a warm, reassuring smile. His eyes sparkled with a hint of mischief, igniting a blaze of desire deep within her core.

“Come on,” he murmured, taking her hand and leading her out of the room.

As they walked through the lodge’s hallways, Ivy’s mind raced.

Regardless of what lay ahead, one thing was certain: Ivy was irrevocably tied to Ryker, and the intensity of their mate bond was a fire that refused to be extinguished.

Ryker’s fingers were intertwined with Ivy’s as he led her down the hallway, their footsteps echoing softly. The smell of cedar wafted through the air, mingling with that of Ryker’s musky scent—a combination that left her weak with desire.

“Here it is,” he said gently, stopping in front of an oak door. His grip tightened on her hand for just a moment, as if to reassure her before he pushed the door open and gestured for her to enter.

Stepping inside, Ivy was met with a cozy yet spacious room, the walls adorned with framed pictures of the Moonstone Pack and various landscapes. A plush king-size bed sat against one wall, draped in luxurious linens. The warm glow from a crackling fireplace illuminated the room, casting flickering shadows on the walls. It was unmistakably Ryker’s room.

“Make yourself at home,” Ryker murmured, closing the door behind them and guiding her toward the bathroom. “We can get cleaned up in here.”

The bathroom was equally impressive: a large walk-in shower with glass doors and a rainfall showerhead dominated the space, surrounded by smooth, dark tiles. Steam rose from the hot water as Ryker adjusted it, fogging the glass and filling the room with a sultry heat. Ivy felt a flush rise to her cheeks, both from the temperature and the anticipation of what was to come.

“Let me help you,” Ryker offered as he moved closer, desire threading through his voice as his fingertips brushed against the hem of her shirt. With a nod from Ivy, he slowly lifted the fabric, baring her skin to his hungry gaze. Ivy shivered under his touch, her heart pounding in her chest as she returned the favor, unbuttoning Ryker’s shirt and letting it fall to the floor.

Then she pushed her sweatpants to the floor and stepped out of them, watching as Ryker did the same.

“God, you’re beautiful,” he breathed, his eyes roaming over her body as they stepped into the shower together. The hot water cascaded down upon them, adding a slickness to their already heated skin.

“Are you sure you’re up to this?” Ivy asked.

“Oh yes,” Ryker breathed. “Definitely.”

Ryker reached for the soap, lathering his hands before gently placing them on Ivy’s shoulders. He massaged the foam into her skin, gliding his fingers down her arms and across her collarbone, leaving a trail of goose bumps in their wake. Ivy leaned into his touch, her eyelids fluttering shut as she reveled in the sensation of his strong hands on her body.

“Your turn,” Ryker whispered against her ear, handing her the soap with a playful grin. Ivy took it, mirroring his actions as she spread sudsy lather across his broad chest, tracing the contours of his muscles and delighting in the way his breath hitched when she grazed a sensitive spot.

Their gazes locked, desire blazing in their eyes as their hands continued to explore each other’s bodies. Time seemed to slow, every caress and stroke of their fingers sending tremors of pleasure coursing through them both.

As they stood there, water streaming down their entwined forms, Ivy felt any remaining barriers between them dissolve, leaving only the raw, primal connection that bound them as mates.

“Are you sure?” Ryker asked, his eyes searching hers for any sign of hesitation. When she didn’t reply immediately, he added softly, “No pressure. We only take this as far as you’re comfortable with.”

A surge of gratitude washed over her at his understanding, and she nodded. “I want this, Ryker. I trust you.”

“Then let me show you how much I want you too,” he murmured, his gaze never leaving hers as he leaned down to capture her lips in a searing kiss that left her weak-kneed.

As their tongues tangled and explored, Ivy found herself pressed against the cool tile wall of the shower, the water cascading down around them like a warm, comforting embrace. Her hands roamed Ryker’s chest and back, as she reveled in the feel of his taut muscles beneath her fingers.

“God, Ivy,” Ryker groaned as he broke away from their kiss, his breath ragged. “You have no idea what you do to me.”

“Show me,” she urged him, her gaze dark with lust.

With a low growl, Ryker hoisted her up, wrapping her legs around his waist. Ivy gasped as she felt his arousal pressing into her, but the animal need in his eyes only fueled her own desire. Slowly, deliberately, she slid one hand down his chest, her fingers tracing the line of hair that led to his most intimate area.

“Touch me,” he urged her, his voice a low rumble of longing. “Please.”

Ivy grasped his hard cock firmly, eliciting a groan of pleasure from Ryker as she stroked him. She marveled at the heat and hardness of him in her hand, feeling a thrill of satisfaction at the power she held over him in that moment.

“Ryker, I want to taste you,” she whispered, her voice husky with desire. “Will you let me?”

“God, yes,” he breathed, his eyes darkening with need as he slowly lowered her to her feet, and she sank to her knees before him. The water continued to rain down upon them, creating a symphony of droplets that accompanied their heated breaths and low moans.

As Ivy took him into her mouth, Ryker’s hands found purchase in her wet golden hair, guiding her movements with gentle pressure. She explored him with her tongue, delighting in the taste of him and the way he shuddered in response to her touch. Her own arousal built higher and higher as she sucked and licked, fueled by the knowledge that she was bringing this powerful, dominant man to his knees with her mouth alone.

“Fuck,” Ryker gasped, his fingers tightening in her hair as his hips began to move in rhythm with her motions. “I’m so close… I don’t want to hurt you…”

“Let go,” Ivy urged him between slow, deliberate strokes. “Give yourself to me.”

With one final push, he shuddered and exploded, the salty-sweet taste of him filling her mouth.

The water continued to cascade around them, the steamy haze of the shower enveloping Ivy and Ryker. After a moment, he exhaled, and with a growl that vibrated through her core, he lifted her effortlessly into his arms, droplets dripping off their bodies as he carried her out of the shower.

“Ready for more, little wolf?” he whispered against her ear, sending a chill through her despite the heat of the water.

“Always,” she said breathlessly, her heart pounding with anticipation.

Gently, Ryker laid her down on the bed, his strong hands cradling her face as he kissed her once more.

“Ryker, please…,” she murmured, her fingers digging into his shoulders as her hips arched toward him.

“Patience, my love,” he teased, his breath hot against her skin as he trailed kisses down her neck and across her collarbone. He paused at her breasts, taking each nipple into his mouth in turn, swirling his tongue around the sensitive bud until she whimpered with need.

“God, you taste incredible,” he murmured, his voice thick with desire. “I can’t get enough of you.”

Ivy’s mind reeled as he continued his descent, his tongue tracing patterns down her stomach, dipping into her navel before continuing lower. When he reached the apex of her thighs, she gasped in anticipation, her hands gripping the sheets as she tried to steady herself.

“Tell me what you want,” he growled.

“Your mouth…on me. Now,” she managed, her voice trembling with need.

“Your wish is my command,” he said, a wicked grin spreading across his face.

With that, Ryker dove between her legs, his warm breath teasing her before he finally took her into his mouth, swirling his tongue around the sensitive bud and sucking gently.

The sensation was electric, sending shock waves of pleasure coursing through her body as he expertly worked her clit. He alternated between slow, languorous strokes and quick, flickering motions that had her writhing beneath him.

“Ryker, I can’t…,” she gasped, her fingers tangling in his wet hair as she fought the overwhelming waves of pleasure threatening to overtake her.

“Let go,” he said, echoing her words from earlier. “Give yourself to me.”

With that, Ivy shattered against his mouth, waves of ecstasy crashing over her and through her, bright sparks flickering behind her closed eyelids as she screamed Ryker’s name.

And for the first time in her life, Ivy Campbell truly understood what it meant to belong.





Chapter 22

RYKER’S BREATH HITCHED AS he rolled over, pulling Ivy atop him, the bedsheets tangled around their heated bodies.

Ivy straddled him, her hair cascading down her shoulders as she slowly, carefully slid down onto his cock, her pussy clenching around him as she arched her back and moaned.

He felt himself swell inside her and gripped her hips, guiding her movements as she began to ride him. The room was filled with the intoxicating scent of their combined arousal.

“Ryker,” Ivy moaned, her head thrown back in ecstasy. The sight of her full lips parted in pleasure almost sent him over the edge, and he groaned through clenched teeth.

“Look at me,” Ryker commanded, his voice husky and urgent. She met his gaze, her bright green eyes hazy with need. In this vulnerable state, she seemed almost entirely different from the guarded woman he’d met in the Idaho Pack less than two weeks ago. “You’re so beautiful.”

A flush crept up her neck as she smiled shyly. “I never thought I could feel like this,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “With you, it’s…different.”

“Let me show you how good it can be.” He moved his hands from her hips to her breasts, cupping them gently, teasing her nipples with his thumbs.

“Oh, Ryker!” Ivy cried out, her body tensing as he continued to tease her. Her movements grew more frantic, her body responding to his touch in the most primal way. Ryker felt his own control slipping, his wolf clawing to get closer to its mate.

“Tell me what you want,” Ryker growled, desperate to hear her admit her desires aloud.

“I want you to make me come,” she gasped, her fingers digging into his chest.

“God, yes,” Ryker whispered, his fingers trailing down her body until they reached the sensitive bundle of nerves between her legs. He applied firm pressure, making Ivy’s breath hitch in her throat as she moved up and down his cock and he circled her clit with his thumb.

Her movements grew even faster, and she screamed, her body convulsing as she reached the peak of her pleasure. Her orgasm washed over her like a tidal wave, leaving her limp and spent atop him. Ivy collapsed onto Ryker’s chest, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

“Feel that?” Ryker murmured into her ear. “That’s what we can have together. That’s just the beginning.”

In one swift motion, Ryker rolled them over so that he was on top, pinning Ivy under him, keeping her impaled on his cock. She moaned at the sensation, and Ryker took a moment to admire the sight beneath him: Ivy’s flushed cheeks, her eyes glazed with passion, and her chest heaving with each ragged breath. He could feel her body still quivering from the intensity of her orgasm, and it only fueled his desire to bring her even more pleasure.

“Ready for more?” he asked, his voice husky.

“Yes,” Ivy said, her fingers gripping the sheets. She looked up at him with a mixture of trust, anticipation, and lust. The warmth radiating from her body called to his wolf, tempting him to lose control.

Not yet, he reminded himself, wanting to ensure Ivy’s enjoyment above all else.

With a teasing grin, he leaned down to whisper in her ear, “Hold on tight, love.”

Ivy nodded, her fingers digging into his shoulders as he pushed even farther into her. Her gasp of pleasure jolted straight to his cock, and he began to move within her, setting an unrelenting rhythm.

“Ryker… Oh my god, Ryker!” Ivy cried out, her nails digging into his back as she wrapped her legs around his waist, urging him to go deeper.

“Tell me how it feels,” Ryker demanded. He needed to know that he was giving her everything she wanted, everything she deserved.

“Amazing… You feel so good inside me,” she panted, meeting his thrusts with equal fervor. The sensation of her tightening around him was intoxicating, pushing him closer to the edge.

Her body began to shiver beneath him as he continued to pound into her, the sounds of their passion filling the room. Ivy’s moans grew louder and more desperate, signaling her impending release.

“Oh god, don’t stop!” she cried out, her grip on him tightening.

“Come for me again,” Ryker commanded, his voice rough with desire as he leaned down to claim her lips in a searing kiss.

Ivy’s body shuddered as her second orgasm overtook her, her cries muffled by their kiss. The feel of her in such ecstasy pushed Ryker to the brink. His muscles tensed as he felt the inevitable approach of his own climax, the sensation building within him like a tidal wave ready to break. Ivy’s body writhed beneath him, her nails digging into his shoulders as she clung to him, her eyes filled with a desperate need that mirrored his own.

“Ryker… Please,” she whispered, her voice barely audible above their labored breaths. “I want us to come together.”

The urgency in her words was all it took to push him over the edge. Ryker threw back his head and let out a guttural growl as his orgasm surged through him, his body shuddering with raw intensity. He held Ivy tightly to him, their bodies pressed together as one, and they rode the waves of pleasure that washed over them both.

As the aftershocks subsided, Ryker collapsed onto the bed beside Ivy, their sweat-slick skin sticking together. They lay there for a moment, both gasping for breath, before Ryker turned to look at the woman beside him. Her cheeks were flushed, her chest heaving with each breath, and her eyes shone with satisfaction.

“Ivy,” he began, his voice husky with emotion, “I’ve never felt anything like this before.”

“Me either,” Ivy admitted. “I’ve been so scared to trust anyone ever again, but with you, it feels safe. It feels like…home.”

“God,” Ryker breathed. “I’ve never been so terrified and excited at the same time in my life. But all I know is I don’t want this to end.”

“Really?” she whispered, hope shining in her eyes.

“Really.” He leaned in and pressed his lips to hers. As they broke apart, he gently brushed a stray strand of hair from Ivy’s face, letting his fingers linger on her cheek.

“Whatever happens next,” Ryker vowed, “we’ll face it together. We’re stronger that way.”

“Agreed,” Ivy murmured, snuggling into his embrace. “Together.”

Ryker’s gaze roamed over Ivy’s flushed face, her eyes shining with vulnerability and trust. He felt awed by the depth of their connection after such a short time together.

“Ryker,” Ivy began hesitantly, her fingers tracing patterns on his bare chest. “There are things in my past I need to tell you.”

“Of course,” he murmured, brushing her hair back from her face. “You can tell me anything.”

“Before I joined the Idaho Pack, my father sold me to Deacon.”

A growl threatened to erupt from Ryker, but he pushed it down, knowing that Ivy needed to tell him this without interruption.

“When Ellerson took over,” she continued, “he used me as well, treating me like an…object.” Her voice cracked with emotion. “I survived all those years by cutting off my emotions, by never trusting anyone. And I never believed my true mate would find me. But when I met you, it felt like something stirred inside me, something I hadn’t dared hope for in so long.”

As Ivy spoke, Ryker’s heart clenched. He couldn’t imagine the pain she had endured, the strength it must have taken to hold on to hope through it all.

“Hey, look at me,” he said gently, lifting her chin so their gazes met. “You’re strong. Stronger than anyone I’ve ever known. And now that I’ve found you, I swear to you, I will always protect you.”

“Even against the monsters in my own pack?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

“Especially against them,” he promised, pulling her closer and pressing a fierce kiss to her forehead. “I won’t let anyone hurt you again.”

“Thank you,” she sighed, nestling into the curve of his body. “Just knowing you’re by my side makes everything feel more bearable.”

“Good,” he murmured, his arms tightening around her. “Because I don’t plan on going anywhere.”

Ryker felt the steady rise and fall of Ivy’s chest against his as their heartbeats synced, creating a soothing rhythm that lulled them both into a deep slumber. The weight of her body pressed down on him was a comfort he’d never known he needed until this moment. His dreams were filled with images of the two of them running side by side through the dense forest, their wolves as inseparable as their human forms.

The sudden pounding on the door jolted Ryker out of his sleep. His protective instincts flared to life, his body tensing as he listened for any sign of danger.

“Ryker! Ivy!” Nick’s voice called from outside the room, urgency lacing his words. “It’s time—we’ll be downstairs in the meeting room.”

Ryker gave Ivy a reassuring squeeze before disentangling their limbs and rising from the bed. As he pulled on his clothes, his mind raced with thoughts of what could have prompted such an early gathering.

“Whatever it is, we’ll handle it together,” he promised Ivy, sensing her anxiety. She nodded, her green eyes sparking as she dressed herself in her borrowed clothing.

Hand in hand, they made their way downstairs, the soft patter of their footsteps echoing through the empty hallways of the Moonstone packhouse. The atmosphere grew more tense as they entered the meeting room, where the rest of the pack had already gathered, their faces etched with concern.

“Good, you’re here,” Steele said. “We’ve received news that Ellerson and his followers are gathering along the edges of our territory. We need to prepare for battle.”

A ripple of anger and fear coursed through the gathered pack members, each wolf bristling at the thought of their enemies encroaching on their land. Ryker’s grip on Ivy’s hand tightened. He would not allow those who had hurt her to do so again.

“All right, everyone,” Steele continued, “here’s the plan. Ryker, as our lead enforcer, I want you and your team to secure the perimeter and set up any necessary defenses,” he ordered, meeting Ryker’s gaze with an unwavering intensity.

Ryker nodded. His mind was already spinning with ideas, calculating the best way to fortify their territory and keep his pack safe.

“Bronx, you call the guardians to the borderlands. Don’t cross over into Idaho territory, but be prepared for an incursion.”

Bronx, never one for extra words, grunted in acknowledgment.

“Nick, coordinate with the other scouts—see if anyone has any other information,” Steele instructed, turning his attention to the sandy-haired wolf.

“Of course,” Nick said solemnly, his brow furrowed in concentration.

“Everyone else, begin preparing for your individual roles in the battle. If you have questions or need guidance, don’t hesitate to ask,” Steele concluded, his eyes scanning the room, taking in each determined face. “We will stand strong together and defend our home.”

The pack members dispersed, a flurry of activity filling the room as they all took on their assigned tasks.

“Stay close to me, okay?” Ryker murmured to Ivy, pressing a soft kiss to her temple.

“Always,” she whispered back, her hand gripping his tightly.

And as they prepared for battle, Ryker felt that maybe, just maybe, they had found something worth fighting for.





Chapter 23

ANXIETY CLAWED AT IVY’S insides as she stood with the Moonstone Pack, her breath visible in the cold air. The anxiety was a familiar feeling, one she’d lived with for most of her life.

But everything else is different.

She glanced around at her newfound allies, their determined eyes and taut muscles radiating confidence.

“Are you ready?” Ryker asked.

Ivy nodded, willing herself to find courage deep within her. These wolves were not her family by blood, but already, they had shown her more kindness than the Idaho Pack ever had. This battle was not just about territory; it was about justice for those who had suffered at the hands of Franklin Ellerson and his followers.

The two packs met at the border between their territories, an invisible line drawn in the earth by tradition and confrontation. The full moon cast its silvery light over the tense gathering, clearly illuminating the differences between the two groups.

The Idaho Pack members’ expressions were twisted with anger and hatred, while the Moonstones held a quiet resolve in their eyes.

“Let’s hope they see reason,” Ryker murmured, more to himself than to Ivy.

“Reason seems to be in short supply these days,” she said. She darted her gaze around the assembled wolves, searching for any sign of compassion or hesitation among the Idahos.

“Stay close to me, all right?” Ryker instructed.

She nodded, grateful for the warmth his words provided.

The night air grew colder still as the packs faced each other, their breaths mingling and dissipating into a fog that hung heavy between them. Ivy’s pulse quickened in anticipation, her wolf fighting to tear through and confront the trespassers head-on. But she knew she must keep her human form for now, until the battle truly began.

She scanned the werewolves on the opposite side, looking for a friendly face.

There—all the Idaho Pack’s women were huddled together, looking miserable.

No wonder Ellerson had Ryker train us, she thought. He was planning to use us as his version of cannon fodder in this fight.

“Idaho Pack,” Steele called out, his voice commanding and clear. “You should reconsider this action.”

“Ha!” Ellerson spat, his sneer easily visible in the moonlight. “You think we’re scared of you, Moonstones?”

As the tension reached its peak, Ivy clenched her fists at her sides, preparing herself for the violence that was about to unfold. She would fight alongside Ryker and the Moonstone Pack, facing her fears and proving her worth—not just to them, but to herself as well.

Ivy watched Steele approach Franklin Ellerson, the tension between them practically visible, even from a distance. The silver light of the moon glinted off the trees and cast eerie shadows across the forest floor, making the boundary between their territories appear more sinister than it ever had before.

“Franklin Ellerson,” Steele began, his voice steady and clear despite the gravity of the situation. “I offer you one final chance to surrender—for the sake of your pack and ours.”

Ellerson’s eyes narrowed to slits, the vicious gleam within them sending a shiver down Ivy’s spine. His mouth twisted into a cruel sneer, and his voice rumbled with contempt. “You take me for a fool, Steele? I’d rather die than bow to the likes of you.”

Around Ivy, the other Moonstone Pack members tensed, their bodies coiled and ready for action. She could feel the energy in the air, like electricity dancing across her skin. Her wolf snarled within her, demanding release, but she fought to keep control, knowing that the time for battle was not yet upon them.

“Very well,” Steele said, his tone icy. “But remember that you brought this upon yourself.”

As he turned to rejoin the rest of the Moonstones, Ivy admired his composure. There was a quiet strength about him that she longed to emulate.

With a nod to his Moonstone Pack, Steele withdrew from the tense standoff. The air was thick with anticipation as muscles tensed and heartbeats quickened. Ivy’s pulse pounded in her ears, drowning out all other sounds.

“Be ready,” Steele ordered, his voice calm yet commanding.

In response, most of the Moonstones shifted into their wolf forms, fur rippling across their bodies like a wave. Their eyes glinted as they prepared for the battle that loomed before them. Only a few remained in their human form, strategically positioned to offer support where necessary.

“Attack!” Ellerson roared, his voice carrying a guttural snarl that made the hair on the back of Ivy’s neck stand up. If she’d been in her wolf form, her hackles would have risen. As it was, she found herself growling in response, anyway.

She watched as the Idaho Pack surged toward them, their lupine forms a blur of motion against the backdrop of Yellowstone’s dense forest along the land where they’d met. The ground shook beneath their pounding paws, and the scent of sweat and fear filled the air.

The first Idaho trespasser crossed the border, followed by another, and another. The instant their feet touched Moonstone land, Steele gave the command.

“Defend!”

Like an unleashed force of nature, the Moonstone Pack sprang into action, meeting the Idahos head-on with ferocious speed and strength.

“Are you ready?” Ryker asked, his voice barely audible over the cacophony of growls and snarls.

“I am,” she said, steeling herself for what was to come. “Let’s do this.”

Suddenly, Ivy noticed that several Idahos had remained in their human forms. A flicker of confusion crossed her mind but was quickly replaced with horror as she saw them raise guns, their fingers closing around the triggers.

“Ryker!” she screamed, her voice barely audible over the snarls and gunshots that suddenly rang out. “They have guns!”

“Damn it!” Ryker cursed, his eyes narrowing as he assessed the situation. “This is dirty—even for them.”

“Since when do werewolves use guns?” Ivy demanded, her anger rising alongside her fear. This wasn’t how things were supposed to be.

“Desperation,” Ryker said, watching the human Idahos. “They know they’re outmatched, so they resort to cowardly tactics.”

“Ryker, we have to do something,” Ivy said, her gaze darting between him and the rapidly escalating battle.

“Listen to me.” Ryker’s voice was urgent as he met her eyes once again, his own fear evident in their depths. “We stick together, and we fight with everything we’ve got. We’ll make it through this—I promise.”

Ivy nodded, swallowing hard as she steeled herself for what lay ahead. This wasn’t the first time she’d fought for her life, but it was the first time she’d done so with a pack that truly cared for her. And for them, she would face whatever came their way.

“Let’s go,” she whispered, her green eyes blazing with resolve as she turned back toward the fight. Together, they shifted and joined the fray. Ivy felt the familiar rush of power course through her veins as she moved side by side with Ryker, his gaze locked on hers for a fleeting second before they were swallowed up by the melee.

As the two packs collided, Ivy could feel the energy crackling around her, an electric storm threatening to consume her very being. She focused on Ryker’s warmth beside her, using it as an anchor in the chaos that swirled around them, their movements synchronized as they fought. Ivy could taste the tang of blood in the air, could hear the cries of pain and triumph that echoed through the trees.

Her claws dug into the earth as she lunged at one of the Idaho wolves, sinking her teeth into its shoulder. The taste of fur and blood filled her mouth as she tore at the flesh, the wolf’s agonized howl resonating in her very being. But there was no time to dwell on it; another attacker was already upon her.

Ivy dodged the incoming strike just in time, the attacker’s claws grazing her arm as she spun away. She gritted her teeth against the pain, focusing instead on her next move.

As the battle raged on around them, Ivy knew that this moment would be etched in her memory for years to come. The fear, the pain, the adrenaline—all of it a testament to the strength and courage of her new pack. In the midst of the chaos, one truth rang clear: they would not back down, not without a fight. And whatever the outcome, they would face it together, as a pack, until their dying breaths.

The scent of blood and dirt filled Ivy’s nostrils as she dodged a snarling Idaho wolf, its teeth bared and eyes wild with fury. She could feel the adrenaline coursing through her veins, and her golden fur rippled as she moved with Ryker, their bodies in sync as they faced their enemies.

A shrill scream pierced the air, drawing Ivy’s attention to a fallen Moonstone packmate. With a surge of protective anger, Ivy lunged at the Idaho assailant, her jaw clamping down on its neck and tearing through flesh as it let out a pained whine. The taste of blood filled her mouth, metallic and hot, but she didn’t have time to dwell on it—there were more enemies to face.

Ryker’s black-furred form leaped over her to take on another enemy. She felt a brief spark of pride, but her thoughts were quickly consumed by the battle once more.

Gritting her teeth, Ivy focused on the sounds of snarls and gunshots that surrounded her. She knew this wasn’t how things should be—using guns was a violation of werewolf tradition—but she also knew that she couldn’t afford to dwell on that now. Her pack needed her, and she would fight tooth and nail for them.

Ivy barely managed to dodge an incoming bullet that whizzed past her ear, leaving it ringing. Her heart skipped a beat, but she shook off the fear, choosing instead to let her anger fuel her actions.

Those cowards. She snarled, her eyes filled with fury as she spotted the Idaho in human form, his gun still raised. She knew she couldn’t reach him in time, but she had to try—every second counted in a battle like this.

But Ryker had seen him too, and his black-furred form leaped high into the air to tackle the shooter. The sound of bones crunching under the force of his attack turned Ivy’s stomach, but she couldn’t stop fighting—the battle raged on.

As she tore through another attacker, Ivy felt something within her change. The fear and anxiety that had once ruled her life was edged out by a newfound courage and strength.

And as she fought alongside her mate, she knew without a doubt that they would make it through this—together.





Chapter 24

THE WESTERN BORDER OF Yellowstone Park had turned into a battleground. The air was thick with the metallic scent of blood and the pungent musk of werewolves in their bestial forms. Ryker stood amid the chaos, his black fur matted and slick from sweat and gore. His golden eyes blazed as he surveyed the scene.

“Ryker!” a voice called out through the cacophony. He whipped around to see a pack member in human form pointing toward a man wielding a gun. The man was taking aim at one of their own—a young wolf who had yet to experience her first shift.

Ryker growled, a guttural rumble in his throat. He leaped forward, his powerful hind legs propelling him through the fray with ease. With each stride, he felt the adrenaline coursing through his veins.

Fucking Idahos, he thought, gritting his fangs. They don’t even know what they’re fighting for.

As the gunman came into focus, Ryker calculated his approach. He couldn’t risk getting shot, but he had to take the man down swiftly and efficiently.

As the man prepared to squeeze the trigger, Ryker sprang into action. He lunged at the gunman, barreling into him like a freight train. His teeth sank into the fabric of the man’s jacket, pulling him down with an unyielding grip.

The man screamed as he fell to the ground, his gun slipping from his grasp. But Ryker wasn’t finished. His claws, sharp as steel blades, raked across the man’s back. A severed spinal cord would mean permanent paralysis—the gunman would never harm another werewolf again.

“Please… Don’t…,” the man begged, his voice a hoarse whisper. But Ryker knew mercy had no place in this battle. Their enemies wouldn’t grant it to them, and they couldn’t afford to offer it in return.

Blood pounded in Ryker’s ears as he prepared to deliver the final blow to the disabled man beneath him. The scent of iron and sweat filled his nostrils, a constant reminder of the carnage around him. But before he could strike, a familiar howl pierced through the chaos.

Bronx?

His stomach twisted in worry for his cousin, and he whirled around, searching for the source of that heartbreaking sound.

There, amid the flurry of fur and fangs, Bronx—his massive wolf form covered in white fur—was locked in battle with another wolf. The enemy’s gray-furred body was slightly smaller, but his fiery eyes burned with ruthless violence.

Ryker growled, launching himself toward the fray. He couldn’t bear the thought of losing Bronx, who had been like a brother to him ever since they were pups.

Bronx grunted, straining against his opponent’s hold.

Almost there, cuz. Ryker’s paws pounded against the ground as he raced toward them.

He could see the strain in Bronx’s eyes, the desperation as he fought to keep the other wolf at bay. As much as Ryker wanted to let loose a torrent of anger and terror, he knew he needed to remain focused. For Bronx’s sake.

You’re not taking him from me!

With each passing second, the stakes grew higher, and Ryker knew he couldn’t afford to fail.

Ryker sprinted toward the snarling tangle of fur and fangs, his muscles screaming with exertion. The bitter taste of blood filled his mouth, mingled with the acrid scent of gunpowder that still clung to the air.

But Ryker knew it was too late. He skidded to a halt just in time to witness the final, gut-wrenching moments of Bronx’s battle.

With a vicious snarl, the gray wolf sank its teeth into Bronx’s face and shoulder, ripping into flesh and sending a spray of crimson across the snow-dusted ground.

No. Ryker’s howl echoed through the chaos, his heart twisting painfully at the sight of his cousin’s brutal defeat.

For a moment, all Ryker could see was red.

As he launched himself at the gray wolf, every muscle in his body tensed, ready for impact. The enemy snarled, dodging the attack.

In the back of his mind, he knew they were running out of time. Even if they managed to drive off this one foe, there were a dozen more just waiting for their chance to strike. But for now, all that mattered was saving Bronx—whatever the cost.

He braced himself for the next onslaught, his focus unwavering as he prepared to defend his family to the bitter end.

As he reached the struggling pair, Ryker didn’t hesitate. He leaped onto the gray wolf’s back, his claws tearing into flesh as he snarled, taking the other wolf to the ground and slashing its throat open before jumping away again.

Ryker landed beside Bronx, the metallic tang of blood filling his nostrils. His cousin’s mangled form lay on the ground, chest heaving as he struggled for breath. But there was no time to dwell on it. He had to make sure Bronx was alive.

He yipped urgently, nudging his cousin with a paw.

A weak groan followed by a faint nod signaled that Bronx was still conscious, despite the deep gashes and pooling blood.

Ryker breathed a sigh of relief, gratitude flooding him for a moment before he remembered the battle raging around them. They were far from safe. He lifted his head, scanning their surroundings for any immediate threats.

His ears twitched as he heard something airborne, and his gaze snapped upward. Ivy, her golden fur streaked with dirt and crimson, leaped over them. Her ferocious snarl echoed through Ryker’s entire body as she crashed into Ellerson, who had been charging toward them in the chaos.

Shit. She can’t face that monster alone.

He sprinted toward the dueling wolves, his claws tearing up the earth beneath him. Ivy’s teeth were already sunk into Ellerson’s shoulder, drawing dark blood. She held nothing back, driven by her fury at the Idaho alpha.

Ryker tried to find an opening to strike. But he couldn’t shake the worry in his belly—he’d left Bronx alone and vulnerable. Was it the right decision?

Ivy growled at Ryker through clenched teeth, her green eyes widened in alarm.

He spun around just in time to dodge an attack from one of Ellerson’s henchmen, the brown wolf’s teeth snapping inches from his face. Adrenaline surged through him as he countered, slashing at the enemy with his powerful claws.

With a grim snarl, Ryker turned back toward Ivy and Ellerson. His heart pounded as he watched Ivy, her golden fur streaked with blood, attack Ellerson with a ferocity that took him by surprise. Again, she sank her teeth into the flesh of his shoulder, shaking her head viciously as she tore at the wound. The alpha wolf, caught off guard by her sudden onslaught, tried to fend her off, but Ivy was relentless.

Never thought I’d see the day, Ryker mused, momentarily distracted by the sight of timid Ivy transformed into a fierce warrior.

Shaking off the thought, he circled the fighting pair.

Ivy’s eyes met his as he approached. Ryker could see the fatigue setting in as Ellerson landed two heavy blows on her side, sending her reeling.

Coming in from the side, Ryker swiped at Ellerson, aiming for the throat, but the alpha dodged just in time. This distraction allowed Ivy to regain her footing and launch another attack.

Ryker and Ivy circled Ellerson, wearing him down with a barrage of slashes and bites. The alpha’s strength was waning, and Ryker could sense victory within their grasp.

But as they lunged forward, Ryker hesitated.

She needed closure.

Could killing Ellerson give it to her?

In that split second, he changed course, directing his attack to assist Ivy in landing the final blow.
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Ivy’s golden fur bristled as she lunged at Ellerson, her entire body ablaze with fury. The clash of their bodies echoed. Ivy was relentless in her pursuit, her teeth sinking into Ellerson’s thick neck, drawing blood.

The battle between them had been nothing short of brutal, each blow a reminder of the pain and suffering Ellerson had inflicted on the pack. Ivy’s heart raced as adrenaline surged through her veins, pushing her beyond her limits. This was her chance to free the Idaho Pack from Ellerson’s rule once and for all.

As she prepared to finish this battle once and for all, she knew she was not only fighting for herself—she was fighting for every wolf in the Idaho Pack who had suffered under Ellerson’s rule.

Ivy’s muscles tensed as she readied herself to slash Ellerson’s throat. The wind howled around them, carrying the scent of blood, sweat, and fear. She could feel the weight of her pack’s suffering bearing down on her shoulders, urging her to end this torment once and for all.

But just as Ivy’s claws were about to strike, a black-furred wolf landed soundlessly beside her, his eyes meeting hers. A flicker of surprise shot through her, but it was quickly replaced by understanding: Ryker was here, offering his assistance in this final act of retribution.

He growled softly, barely audible over the cacophony of battle. Without waiting for her response, he stepped forward and placed one massive paw on Ellerson’s chest, effectively pinning him to the ground.

Ellerson struggled beneath their combined hold, desperation flashing in his eyes as he snarled and thrashed, but there was no escaping the fate he had so ruthlessly wrought upon others. Ivy saw in his eyes the truth she had known all along: he was nothing more than a monster, a tyrant who used fear and pain to control those unfortunate enough to fall under his rule.

And as she and Ryker brought their full strength to bear on the former alpha, they did so knowing that they were more than just two wolves fighting for survival—they were warriors, champions of justice, avengers for all the lives Ellerson had destroyed.

Ryker’s black fur bristled, the muscles beneath rippling with power as he raised his other paw. A silent question shone in his eyes, glancing at Ivy as if to ask for her permission to help kill Ellerson.

He understood the weight of this moment, the closure Ivy needed after all the pain Ellerson had inflicted upon her and her pack. And yet he wanted to be there for her, to share in the burden of ending the tyrant’s reign.

She could see the loyalty etched into every line of his face, the unspoken promise that he would stand by her side until the bitter end.

At her nod, they turned their focus back to Ellerson, who snarled and snapped at them with wild abandon. The scent of fear hung heavy in the air, the stench of desperation clinging to the once-proud alpha. But there would be no reprieve for him, not after all the suffering he had caused.

With a final shared glance between them, Ivy and Ryker moved in for the kill, their bodies a blur of golden and black fur, their claws and teeth tearing into Ellerson’s fur and flesh with lethal precision. And as they struck, she knew that this moment would be etched into her memory forever—the day they had triumphed over evil, together.

The once-mighty alpha barely had time to let out a pained yelp before his life was snuffed out, his body collapsing beneath the weight of their combined strength.

As the adrenaline began to ebb away, replaced by a bone-deep exhaustion, Ivy allowed herself a moment of triumph. She had faced her demons head-on and emerged victorious, protecting her pack from the evil that had threatened to tear them apart. The knowledge filled her with a sense of pride and satisfaction she had never experienced before—like a warm fire spreading through her entire being, banishing the shadows of self-doubt and fear.

We’ve won. Ivy could hardly believe the thought, her breath coming in ragged pants as they surveyed the battlefield. The Idahos were retreating, their numbers dwindling under the ferocity of the Moonstone Pack’s defense.

And as she stood there, bloodied and bruised but surrounded by her packmates and the man she loved, for the first time ever, she felt that everything in her world was right.





Chapter 25

TWO DAYS LATER, A crisp autumn breeze rustled through the towering pines as Steele called a meeting in the Idaho compound. Both packs gathered in the center clearing where Ellerson used to hold fights between pack members. The Moonstone Pack stood tall and confident, while the Idaho Pack appeared guarded and uneasy.

Ivy and Ryker were both there, standing close to each other. Steele’s keen gray eyes observed them, the alpha picking up on the subtle glances they exchanged. He could tell that something had shifted between them, but now was not the time to address it.

Steele’s own mate, Mila, stood next to them, watching him with pride shining in her eyes. He flashed a smile at her before schooling his expression into something more serious.

“Listen up!” Steele barked, his voice commanding attention as he stood at the head of the gathering. “I have called this meeting to discuss the future of our packs.”

All eyes turned to him, and for a moment, Steele felt the weight of their collective gaze. This was an important decision, one that would affect everyone present, and he knew he needed to be strong and assertive for the good of all.

“The Idaho Pack must accept my leadership,” Steele declared. “This is not a matter of dominance or control—it’s about unity and survival. Together, we are stronger.”

Murmurs rippled through the crowd, unease wafting through the air.

Change was never easy, but it was necessary. With the threat from outside forces growing every day, he couldn’t afford to let doubt or hesitation weaken their resolve.

“Steele,” Ryker spoke up, addressing his alpha with respect. “We need to find common ground, help them understand why this is best for all of us.”

He was right. Steele knew forcing submission would only breed resentment. They needed trust, loyalty, and cooperation. And so he took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the crisp mountain air, and continued.

“Under my leadership, the Idaho Pack will have the support and protection of the Moonstone Pack. We will train together, hunt together, and defend one another in times of danger,” Steele vowed, his words carrying the weight of a solemn promise.

He could see the curiosity sparking in some of their eyes. They were considering his words, weighing the pros and cons of this new alliance. But others still regarded him with suspicion, their fear and mistrust evident.

“Think of it as a fresh start,” Steele urged, trying to appeal to their sense of hope. “Together we can build something better, stronger. A new era for our packs, united under one banner.”

As he spoke, Steele’s gaze fell on Ivy. She was a symbol of the Idaho Pack’s suffering, and he wanted nothing more than to give her the safety and security she deserved.

“Give me a chance to prove myself to you,” he continued. “I know trust is not easily given, but I believe we can forge a bond that will benefit us all.”

The clearing remained tense, whispers exchanged among the members of both packs as they contemplated the future laid out before them. Now all Steele could do was wait and hope his words had made an impact.

A gust of wind rippled through the clearing. Steele stood at its center, his gray eyes scanning the sea of faces before him. The Idaho Pack members were a mixture of apprehension and uncertainty, their gazes flickering between him and their fellow packmates.

“Let me be clear,” Steele continued. “The Idaho Pack will still maintain a level of autonomy. You will be allowed to govern yourselves for the most part. However, your alpha will be subject to me and my decisions.”

The murmur of voices rose, some in relief, others in protest. Steele knew they needed time to adjust and accept this new reality, but time was not something they had in abundance.

“Who will lead us?” a gruff voice called out from the crowd, the question echoing throughout the clearing.

“An excellent question,” Steele said. “It’s important that the person who leads the Idaho Pack is someone you can trust, someone who has your best interests at heart.”

As if on cue, Stefan stepped forward. “I believe I am the perfect candidate for this position,” he proclaimed, his confidence bordering on arrogance.

Steele felt his jaw tighten. After talking to Ivy, he was well aware of the man’s violent tendencies and lack of leadership skills. Allowing him to become the alpha of the Idaho Pack would be disastrous.

“Is that so?” Steele asked, his tone deceptively calm. He wanted to give Stefan the chance to prove himself, despite his own reservations. It was vital that the Idaho Pack made their own decision, even if it was one he would struggle to support.

“Absolutely,” Stefan boasted, puffing out his chest. “I’ve been with this pack since I was a pup, and I know what’s best for us. I’m not afraid to make the hard choices necessary for our survival.”

Steele glanced around the clearing at the Idaho Pack members, searching their faces for any signs of agreement or dissent. He needed to gauge their reactions, understand their feelings about Stefan’s claim.

“Very well,” Steele said slowly, his gaze returning to Stefan. “Let’s hear what your fellow packmates think about your claim to be their alpha.”

As Stefan stood there, awaiting a response from his pack, anxiety prickled under Steele’s skin, and his inner wolf snarled. Stefan would be a poor choice for their leader, and he worried for the future of the Idaho Pack if they entrusted their lives to such a man.

Ryker’s voice cut through the tense silence. “Steele, this is a terrible idea,” he said firmly, his tone tinged with urgency. “You know as well as I do that Stefan would be a disaster as alpha. He’s unkind, violent, and not a good leader. We can’t risk putting the Idaho Pack in jeopardy by allowing him to take control.”

Steele’s gray eyes flickered back to Stefan, who was visibly seething at Ryker’s outburst.

“Stefan, I’m afraid I can’t accept your claim to be alpha of the Idaho Pack.” Steele’s voice was decisive, his gaze never leaving Stefan’s face. “Given the concerns expressed by my trusted enforcer, it would be unwise to entrust you with such responsibility.”

Stefan’s blue eyes flashed with anger, but before he could protest, Ryker stepped in once more. “Instead, I propose Jake Fagan as the new alpha of the Idaho Pack.” He nodded toward Jake, a relatively young member of the pack, who watched the proceedings with a mixture of hope and trepidation.

“Jake?” Steele’s eyebrows shot up in surprise as he studied the wolf. He hadn’t considered Jake as a potential leader, yet there was a quiet strength in his stance, an unwavering determination in his eyes. Perhaps Ryker saw something in Jake that Steele had missed.

“Jake has shown himself to be levelheaded, compassionate, and concerned for the well-being of everyone in the pack,” Ryker said. “He’s proven himself time and again, and I believe he has the makings of a great leader.”

Steele mulled over Ryker’s words, his gaze sweeping across the Idaho Pack members as he searched for any sign of dissent. To his surprise, he saw none. If anything, there seemed to be a collective sense of relief at the suggestion of Jake as their new alpha.

“Very well,” Steele said at last, turning his attention back to Jake. “If that is what you and your fellow packmates believe is best for the Idaho Pack, then I will support your claim to be alpha.” He nodded solemnly. “But remember, Jake, you will still be subject to my authority as the alpha of the combined packs.”

Jake dipped his head in acceptance as the Idaho Pack murmured, their expressions a mixture of relief and uncertainty. A few members exchanged glances, muttering under their breaths, but none openly challenged Jake’s new position.

“Jake,” Steele called out, making sure everyone could hear him. “As alpha of the combined packs, I hereby bestow upon you the title of alpha for the Idaho Pack.” He stepped forward, placing a hand on Jake’s shoulder in a gesture of trust and authority. “Lead them well.”

“Thank you,” Jake said, nodding solemnly. “I won’t let you down.”

With a nod, Steele withdrew his hand and took a step back, allowing Jake to address his pack for the first time as their leader.

“Idaho Pack,” Jake began, his voice steady and confident, “we’ve been through a lot together, and I promise to do my best to lead us into a brighter future. We will work together with the Moonstone Pack to create a stronger, more unified community.”

As Jake continued to speak, Ryker caught Steele’s eye, drawing him aside. “There’s still some tension within the Idaho Pack,” he murmured so only Steele could hear. “Some aren’t happy about the change in leadership, and I worry there might be trouble later.”

“Trouble or not, we’ll deal with it,” Steele said. “And if anyone attempts to undermine our unity, they’ll answer to me.”

Ryker nodded, reassured by Steele’s determination. As the crowd dispersed, Ivy approached them. She looked to Ryker first, then to Steele, and offered a small, grateful smile.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “Jake is a good choice. He will lead our pack well.”

“Your safety and happiness are important to us,” Steele told her, knowing Ivy’s gratitude extended beyond Jake’s appointment. “Both packs will benefit from unity.”

Ivy nodded and turned to Ryker, her gaze softening even more. “This means a lot to me, Ryker. Thank you for standing up for what’s right.”

“Always,” he murmured, his expression tender as he brushed a strand of hair away from her face.

As Ivy and Ryker shared a quiet moment of connection, Steele felt a sense of accomplishment. For now, the Idaho Pack was under control, their future seemingly brighter than it had been in a long time.

And as he watched Ivy and Ryker together, he knew that they, too, had found something precious amid the uncertainty: each other.





Chapter 26

THE FULL MOON CAST its silvery light across the worn wooden floor of Ryker’s room at the Moonstone Lodge. Shadows danced on the walls as the wind rustled the leaves outside.

Ivy stood by the window. The room smelled of Ryker—a combination of earthy musk and pine, a scent that both soothed and enticed her.

Ryker closed the door behind him and leaned against it, the intensity of his gaze focused on Ivy bringing all her senses—human and lupine—to attention. He looked every bit the powerful wolf shifter enforcer he was, his lean muscles rippling beneath his tight T-shirt, the bulge of his biceps evident even in the dim light.

“Come here,” he said, his voice low and commanding.

Ivy hesitated for a moment, then crossed the room, her bare feet padding softly on the cool wood. As she approached, Ryker pushed away from the door and met her halfway, his hands reaching up to cup her face. His touch sent a jolt of electricity through her, awakening a hunger she had only recently learned she possessed.

“Ryker,” she whispered.

“Ivy.” Ryker’s voice was barely audible, but it carried the weight of his emotions. “I have to tell you something. I’ve wanted you since the moment I saw you. It’s like I’ve always known that you were meant to be mine…my mate.”

Ivy’s mind raced, struggling to process his words, even though she knew they were true. This strong, fierce man really wanted her, a woman who had been treated as nothing more than an outcast by her own pack.

“I never thought I’d find someone like you,” she said, her voice steadier than she expected. “Someone who makes me feel strong and safe.”

He smiled, his eyes softening. “You’re stronger than you know. And as long as I’m by your side, I’ll do everything in my power to keep you safe.”

The air between them crackled with intensity. Ryker’s arms wrapped around Ivy, pulling her close as if he could shield her from the world with his body alone. And for the first time in her life, Ivy allowed herself to believe that maybe, just maybe, she could have the love and protection she had always craved.

The fire crackled in the small hearth, casting flickering shadows across Ryker’s face as Ivy clung to him. She breathed in his scent—a mix of pine, earth, and the distinct musk that was uniquely his. The warmth of his body enveloped her, and she felt a newfound sense of safety.

“I need to tell you something too.” Her voice quavered with the weight of her emotions.

“Go ahead,” he murmured, brushing a stray golden curl away from her eyes. “You can tell me anything.”

Ivy took a deep breath. “I love you,” she confessed, holding his gaze. “I never thought I’d find someone like you, someone who would make me feel safe and loved. And I know, without a doubt, that you are my mate too.”

A slow grin spread across Ryker’s face. “I love you too. More than words can say.”

He cupped her face in his hands, and Ivy’s heart soared at this shared confession. After years of being treated like an afterthought by her own pack, it seemed unimaginable that she could find happiness and love.

As they stood there, embracing in front of the dancing flames, the warmth of Ryker’s body enveloped Ivy, melting away any lingering anxiety that clung to her. His strong arms wrapped around her waist, pulling her flush against him, as his head dipped down to capture her lips in a passionate kiss.

“Show me,” Ryker murmured huskily. “Show me how much you love me.”

Ivy’s fingers tangled in his dark hair, urging him closer. She could feel the beat of his heart against her chest, increasing in tempo with each passing moment. The way he touched her—with such reverence, such tenderness—sent desire spinning through every part of her, igniting a fire that burned for him alone.

They stumbled back toward the bed, their lips never parting, hands greedily exploring each other’s bodies. As they reached the edge, Ryker gently lowered Ivy onto the soft sheets, his eyes smoldering with desire. He traced his fingertips along her collarbone before dipping them beneath her shirt, eliciting a gasp from her lips.

“Is this okay?” he asked softly, pausing to gauge her response.

“More than okay,” Ivy breathed, arching into his touch. “I want this. I want you.”

A predatory growl rumbled deep in Ryker’s chest—not a sound of menace, but one of sheer possessiveness. It sent a thrill through Ivy’s veins, igniting her own animal instincts. Her wolf stirred within, eager to join its mate. “Take me,” she urged him, her voice thick with want and need.

“Yes,” he hissed, leaning down to claim her mouth once more as his hands continued their tantalizing exploration.

Their clothes were discarded quickly, leaving them bare and vulnerable before each other. Their breaths mingled in the air as Ryker hovered above Ivy, his body a living testament to strength and power. The sight of him filled her with awe and desire.

“Are you ready?” he asked, his voice rough with lust.

“Always,” she said, reaching up to pull him down to her.

Slowly, he slid into her. And as their bodies joined, Ivy felt the world around them fade away, leaving only the two of them—entwined, united, and stronger together than they’d ever been apart. The rhythm of their lovemaking echoed through the room, a dance of passion and devotion.

“I never knew it could feel like this,” she gasped as he pumped himself in and out of her.

“Neither did I,” he panted, his movements becoming more desperate, more urgent. “But now that I’ve found you, I’ll never let go.”

“Promise?” she whispered, their bodies slick with sweat and desire.

“Cross my heart,” he vowed, sealing their pledge with a searing kiss that left them both breathless.

Ivy clung to Ryker, her nails digging into his muscular back as the intensity of their connection grew stronger. The air around them crackled with electricity, charged by the sheer force of their passion.

“Ryker,” Ivy panted, her voice strained and desperate. “It’s…it’s too much.”

“Let go,” he urged, his own breath hitching as he thrust into her one final time, bringing her to the edge of a precipice she’d never dared to approach before. “Trust me.”

That was all it took—two simple words, whispered in the heat of their embrace—for Ivy to surrender to the tidal wave of pleasure that threatened to consume her whole. Her body tensed, then shuddered as the most intense orgasm of her life erupted within her, leaving her gasping for breath and clutching at Ryker like a lifeline.

“I’ve got you,” he promised, his voice husky with desire as he lost himself in her embrace, his cock jerking inside her, the raw power of his own climax washing over them both.

As they lay tangled together, chests heaving and limbs entwined, Ivy marveled at the depth of emotion that coursed through her veins. She had spent so many years guarding her heart, hiding behind walls built of fear and uncertainty. But now, with Ryker by her side, she had found the missing piece to her soul.

“Are you okay?” Ryker asked as he brushed her hair from her face.

“Better than okay,” she said. “You were right—I just needed to let go.”

“Good,” he said, pressing a tender kiss to her forehead. “Because I don’t ever want you to hold back from me. We’re in this together—all the way.”

“Promise?” she whispered.

“Forever and always, my love,” he vowed, sealing their promise with a kiss.





Epilogue

MOONLIGHT FILTERED THROUGH THE small window, casting a silver glow across Bronx’s exhausted features. The white walls of the Moonstone Pack hospital seemed to swallow up the darkness. In his human form, lying in a sterile bed with crisp sheets, he appeared almost vulnerable—though anyone who knew him would have dismissed such notions quickly. He was the head guardian of the Moonstone Pack; strength and authority were etched into every line of his imposing frame.

Still, a low groan escaped Bronx’s lips as pain lanced through his body. His injuries served as a constant reminder that complacency could lead to disaster. Despite the throbbing in his limbs, he felt restless; the pack needed him to be strong and alert, not confined to a hospital bed.

“Damn it,” he muttered under his breath, clenching his fists as another wave of pain coursed through him. Even with his ability to shift and heal, this kind of injury would not be easily overcome. Every muscle in his body tensed and relaxed, fighting the urge to jump out of bed and return to his duties. But for now, he had no choice but to stay put and endure the discomfort.

After all, Steele had ordered him confined to this hospital room, this bed.

In the silence of the room, Bronx’s thoughts turned to the task at hand: protecting his pack. He envisioned the faces of the wolves he led, their fierce loyalty matched only by their own fearsome abilities. And as he considered how best to address the recent threats from outside forces, he wondered what might have been if fate hadn’t chosen him to take on such an important role. Would he still be the quiet, brooding figure he was now? Or would he have a chance at something more…something different?

Focus, Bronx, he scolded himself mentally, shaking off the distracting thoughts. No matter what might have been, his duty was clear: ensure the safety and well-being of his pack, no matter the cost to himself. He gritted his teeth and forced his eyes shut, hoping sleep would provide some measure of relief from the pain.

For now, all he could do was wait and hope that his body would heal quickly enough to return to his duties.

But in the stillness of the hospital room, as the moon continued its slow ascent across the night sky, Bronx felt a strange sense of anticipation—an unspoken promise that something was about to change, whether for better or worse.

The rhythmic beeping of the heart monitor filled Bronx’s ears, making it impossible to ignore his own vulnerability. Sweat trickled down his brow and dampened the thin hospital sheets that barely covered his battered body. He inhaled sharply, the pain in his side intensifying with each breath. This was not how he wanted to spend his time: helpless and confined to a sterile room.

The door creaked open, and Greg Weiss, the Moonstone Pack’s doctor, stepped inside. He was a lean man with sharp features and many years of experience tending to injured wolves etched into the lines on his face. He carried a clipboard, scanning the contents as he approached Bronx.

“Evening, Bronx,” Greg said, giving him a quick smile before examining the sensors attached to his patient. “How’s the pain?”

“Manageable,” Bronx grunted, unwilling to admit just how much it plagued him. In truth, he longed for the freedom his wolf form offered, where the pain would recede and allow him to carry out his duties as head guardian.

“Good, good,” Greg murmured, scribbling something on his clipboard. He looked up, meeting Bronx’s eyes with a reassuring gaze. “You should be able to shift back into your wolf form in another day or two. That’ll speed up your healing considerably.”

Bronx nodded, relief washing over him at the prospect of returning to his duties sooner than he’d feared. But Greg’s next words ignited new anxiety within him.

“However, you need to take it easy when you shift back,” Greg warned, wagging a finger at him. “No heroics or pushing yourself too hard. Your body needs time to recover fully.”

“Understood,” Bronx said, gritting his teeth against the frustration welling up inside him. His pack needed him, but so did his body. He couldn’t risk his own well-being if it meant endangering those who counted on him. It was a delicate balance, one he’d have to maintain until he was completely healed.

“Good,” Greg said with a final nod, making his way to the door. “I’ll be back to check on you later. Get some rest.”

As the door clicked shut behind the doctor, Bronx tried to relax, focusing on the comforting words Greg had given him. The pack was relying on him to recover quickly, and he couldn’t afford to let them down.

But there was another part of him, buried deep within his soul, that yearned for something more than duty and responsibility.

A part he wouldn’t be mooning over now if he weren’t in so much pain.

He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, the quiet room amplifying his heart monitor’s steady beeping. Bronx couldn’t deny the pull of his wolf form and its promise of strength and freedom.

“Here,” Greg said, moving back into the room, carrying a syringe with a clear liquid. “This should help you sleep and allow your body to focus on healing.”

“Thanks, Doc,” Bronx muttered, allowing himself to relax slightly as Greg administered the shot. As the drug began to take effect, his eyelids grew heavier, and the pain that had tormented him started to recede, replaced by a warm numbness.

Bronx could hear footsteps outside, followed by the deep, steady voices of his cousins, Steele and Ryker.

“Is he going to be all right?” Steele asked. Bronx could almost see the furrowed brow of the alpha as he spoke with Dr. Weiss.

“He’ll pull through,” Greg assured them. “He should be able to shift within a day or two, which will help speed up the healing process. But for now, all he needs is rest.”

“Can we see him?” Ryker asked, his fun-loving demeanor momentarily set aside in light of the situation.

“Give it a few days,” Greg said. “Right now, what Bronx needs most is sleep and time to heal. Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on him.”

The muffled voices faded away as Bronx felt the drowsy fog of the medication pulling him under. He fought against the urge to sleep for a moment longer, his mind racing with thoughts of duty and the pack’s safety.

At some point later, Bronx drifted back into consciousness, the darkness of the clinic pressing down on him like a heavy blanket. His body hummed with a dull, throbbing pain, but it was no longer unbearable. The only noise that filled the room was the soft ticking of the clock on the wall, barely audible over the sound of his own heartbeat.

How long have I been unconscious?

As Bronx struggled to open his heavy eyelids, he caught the faint scent of jasmine and vanilla wafting through the air, making him feel as if he was floating in a tranquil oasis. A figure moved gracefully around his bed, her steps light and nearly silent. She was a vision, her long, silky dark hair cascading down past her shoulders as she busied herself with something near his bedside table. The dim glow from the hallway outlined her delicate features, casting a halo around her ethereal form.

“Amazing…,” Bronx whispered, his voice hoarse from disuse. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from her, even though she was little more than a shadow in the darkness. Regardless, there was something about her that enflamed his senses.

The woman paused, seemingly noticing his gaze for the first time. She turned to look at him, her brown eyes shimmering in the dim light. “You’re awake,” she said softly, concern lacing her tone. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I got hit by a truck,” Bronx admitted gruffly, attempting a weak smile. “But you… You make it better.”

She hesitated for a moment, then moved closer to his bed, her warm presence soothing some of the lingering pain in his battered body. “I’m glad I can help, even if it’s just a little.”

“Who are you?” Bronx asked, his curiosity piqued by this mysterious figure who had appeared seemingly out of nowhere.

“Someone who cares about you,” she said, her voice gentle. “Now try to get some more rest. You need it.”

Bronx wanted to ask more questions, to learn everything he could about this beautiful woman. But as he lay there, staring into her captivating eyes, the all-encompassing darkness began to claim him once again, pulling him down into its depths.

“Stay with me?” Bronx murmured, his words barely audible as sleep threatened to overtake him.

“Of course,” she whispered.

A thought danced through his mind: if it had taken this horrible pain to bring this incredible woman into his life, he would suffer it gladly.

As sleep claimed him again, the last coherent thought that crossed Bronx’s mind was that perhaps this beautiful woman was an angel sent to guide him through the darkness of his pain. With that comforting notion, he surrendered to the gentle current of unconsciousness, embracing the hope that she would still be there when he awoke.
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Bronx stirred, his consciousness slowly returning to him like a boat drifting back to shore.

“Where is she?” he mumbled under his breath as he scanned the room. The memory of her soft touch, her warm presence, and her soothing voice filled his mind, but there was no sign of her now.

“Must’ve been a dream,” he whispered, his heart sinking at the realization. He could almost see her in the shadows, her ethereal beauty haunting the corners of his mind. “No woman could be that perfect.”

As he lay there, Bronx allowed himself a moment of vulnerability, letting the sadness wash over him like a wave breaking against the shore. He had wanted her to be real so badly.

“Damn my weakness,” he muttered, balling his uninjured hand into a fist. He couldn’t afford to let himself get caught up in fantasies.

Who needs angels, anyway? he thought bitterly. They’re just figments of our imagination, created to give us hope when we’re lost.

I don’t need hope—I need strength.

Closing his eyes, Bronx attempted to banish the image of the mysterious woman from his thoughts. But just as he succeeded in locking away the memories behind an iron door, the faintest hint of her scent drifted through the room, teasing him with the possibility that she might have been real after all.

No. I can’t afford to be distracted by dreams or ghosts of my own mind.

Determined to regain control, Bronx forced his attention to the task ahead—healing and returning to his duties.

“Strength,” he repeated aloud, clenching his jaw. “That’s what I need.”

And so, with a renewed sense of purpose, Bronx turned his attention inward, focusing on his body’s natural ability to heal and recover.

He would prove to himself that he didn’t need an angel—real or imagined—to guide him through the darkness.

He was strong enough to do it on his own.
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Enjoyed this book? Be sure to leave a review on Kobo! Want to learn what happens next for the Moonstone Pack? Get Bronx’s story, available only on Kobo!
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