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  Author’s Note



Dear Reader,




Thank you for choosing this book. If you crave stories where fated bonds burn brighter than rejection, where shifter romance dares to be both achingly tender and deliciously dangerous, then you’ve found your pack.

If this story made your pulse quicken, shattered your heart only to rebuild it stronger, or left you breathless with a happily-ever-after that felt worth every tear, I would be endlessly grateful for a positive review.

Your reviews are the lifeblood that helps other readers discover these passionate worlds and gives me the strength to keep crafting stories where love doesn’t just conquer—it transforms, heals, and sets souls ablaze.




Forever grateful and howling with appreciation,

Aurora Benoit








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  







Lyra POV




I press my back against the cold stone wall of the demonstration grounds, trying to become invisible. The crowd buzzes with excitement around me, but I might as well be a ghost for all the attention I want. My fingers dig into my palms as I watch warriors from different packs stretch and prepare for the sparring matches.

“Did you see Commander Thane’s daughter?”

The whisper cuts through the air like a blade. I don’t turn to see who’s talking, but my jaw tightens.

“Poor thing. Twenty-two and still no wolf.”

“What a shame for such a powerful bloodline.”

“I heard the Gamma is considering adopting an heir.”

Each word lands like a physical blow, but I keep my face blank. I’ve had years of practice hiding the pain. The demonstration ground spreads out before me—a massive circular arena carved into the mountainside, with stone seating rising in terraced levels. Pack banners flutter in the mountain breeze, their colors bright against the gray stone.

Father stands with the other Silvermoon leaders near the VIP section, his military bearing as rigid as always. Even from here, I can see the tension in his shoulders. He’s probably fielding questions about me again. About his failure of a daughter who can’t even shift.

“The strongest bloodlines in the territory,” one elder says to another as they pass by me. “All here for the Convergence. Except some bloodlines seem to be… weakening.”

His eyes slide to me, then away. Like I’m something unpleasant he doesn’t want to acknowledge.

My hands clench harder. The pain in my palms helps me stay focused, stay calm. I’ve learned that showing emotion only makes things worse. Only gives them more ammunition.

“Lyra, sweetheart.”

Mom’s gentle voice makes me turn. Seraphina Nightwhisper approaches with that worried smile she wears whenever she’s trying to make me feel better. Her auburn hair—the same shade as mine—catches the afternoon sunlight, and her gray eyes mirror my own. But where mine are usually cold with suppressed anger, hers are warm with love and concern.

“You don’t have to stay if this is difficult,” she says softly, reaching out to touch my arm.

I step back before she can make contact. “I’m fine, Mom.”

“Your human combat skills are remarkable. Elder Morrison was just saying—”

“I said I’m fine.” The words come out sharper than I intended, and I see her flinch. Guilt stabs through me, but I can’t deal with her pity right now. Can’t handle another conversation about how my “human talents” are just as valuable as having a wolf.

We both know it’s a lie.

Mom’s face falls, but she doesn’t push. She never does. “All right, dear. I’ll be with your father if you need anything.”

She walks away, her shoulders drooping slightly. I want to call her back, to apologize, but the words stick in my throat. Instead, I turn my attention back to the demonstration ground as the first fighters take their positions.

The announcer’s voice booms across the arena. “Welcome to the annual Convergence! Today, our finest warriors will demonstrate the skills that keep our territories safe!”

The crowd cheers. I study the fighters with the intensity of someone who’s spent their whole life trying to understand what makes a warrior great. The Bloodmoon representative moves with fluid grace, his footwork perfect. The Ironclad fighter relies on brute strength, but his stance leaves his left side open for exactly three seconds during his opening combination.

I catalog their strengths and weaknesses automatically. It’s a habit born from desperation—if I can’t be a shifter, at least I can understand fighting better than anyone else. At least I can prove I’m not completely useless.

“Beautiful technique,” someone near me says. “Look how he anticipates the counter-attack.”

I nod absently, already seeing the pattern three moves ahead. The Bloodmoon warrior will overextend on his next strike, leaving himself vulnerable to a takedown. Sure enough—

“There it is,” I murmur as the Ironclad fighter capitalizes on the opening.

“You know combat?”

I turn to find a young woman about my age watching me with curious eyes. She wears the colors of a smaller pack—Thornridge, maybe?

“A little,” I say carefully.

“That was impressive analysis. Are you a fighter yourself?”

Before I can answer, a commotion near the main entrance draws everyone’s attention. The crowd’s murmur shifts to something more respectful, more awed. Even the ongoing match seems to pause as heads turn toward the new arrivals.

“Shadowcrest,” someone whispers.

My pulse quickens. Shadowcrest pack—one of the most powerful territories in the region. Wealthy, influential, and led by an Alpha who’s built a reputation for being as dangerous as he is successful.

The delegation moves through the crowd like a knife through silk. Everyone steps aside, conversations dying as they pass. Pack warriors in dark uniforms flank their leader, but it’s the man in the center who commands all the attention.

He’s tall—probably six and a half feet—with broad shoulders and the kind of presence that fills a room even when he’s not trying. His black hair is perfectly styled, and he moves with the fluid confidence of someone who’s never doubted his place in the world. But it’s his eyes that make my breath catch.

Golden. Like molten amber in the sunlight.

He surveys the crowd with those impossible eyes, and I feel… something. A pull I can’t name or understand. My heart starts beating faster, and I press deeper into the shadows against the wall.

“Alpha Cassian Darkthorne,” the Thornridge girl breathes beside me. “Goddess, he’s even more handsome than the stories say.”

Alpha. Of course he’s an Alpha. The most powerful, respected, untouchable rank in our society. Everything I can never be or have.

But I can’t look away. There’s something magnetic about him, something that makes my skin tingle and my pulse race in a way that has nothing to do with fear. This is dangerous territory. I shouldn’t be staring at an Alpha like this, especially not one from a pack that has complicated history with Silvermoon.

Yet I can’t help myself.

His gaze sweeps across the demonstration ground, taking in the fighters, the crowd, the pack leaders in their designated sections. Clinical assessment, probably. Calculating threats and opportunities like any good leader would.

Then his eyes find mine.

Everything stops.

The world narrows to just this moment, just this connection across a crowded arena. His golden gaze locks onto mine, and I forget how to breathe. There’s recognition in his eyes—impossible, since we’ve never met—but it’s there. The same shock I’m feeling reflected back at me.

Something deep in my chest stirs. Not just my heart racing, but something else. Something that’s been sleeping my entire life suddenly shifting, awakening. A presence that feels wild and ancient and completely foreign to everything I know about myself.

The sensation builds, growing stronger by the second. My chest feels tight, like there’s something clawing to get out. The Alpha—Cassian—takes a step forward, his eyes never leaving mine. His expression has shifted from casual assessment to something intense, hungry.

The presence in my chest grows more insistent, more urgent. It feels like… like…

“Mate.”

The word echoes in my mind, but it’s not my voice. Not my thoughts. It’s something else, something primal and certain and utterly convinced of what it’s saying.

My wolf.

The realization hits like lightning. After twenty-two years of nothing, of being empty where others are whole, my wolf is finally speaking.

And she’s calling this stranger—this impossible Alpha from a rival pack—our mate.

“No,” I whisper, staggering backward against the wall. This can’t be happening. Not now, not like this, not with him.

But the voice in my head doesn’t care about politics or pack loyalties or the impossibility of the situation. She’s awake now, and she’s absolutely certain.

“Mate,” she says again, stronger this time.

Across the arena, the Alpha’s nostrils flare slightly. His own wolf must be responding, recognizing what mine already knows. He takes another step forward, and I can see the moment his composure cracks. The calculated control slides away, replaced by something raw and desperate.

This is real. This is actually happening.

My legs feel weak, and I have to brace myself against the wall to stay upright. Twenty-two years of being broken, incomplete, wrong—and now this. Now, when I finally have proof that my wolf exists, she chooses the one person in this entire gathering who could destroy what’s left of my life.

The Alpha starts moving toward me with deliberate steps, pushing through the crowd. People step aside automatically, sensing his intent even if they don’t understand it. His eyes never leave mine, burning with an intensity that makes my newly awakened wolf purr with satisfaction.

But before he can get close, another man appears at his side. Tall, lean, with sharp features and calculating green eyes. He grabs the Alpha’s arm, speaking urgently into his ear.

“Marcus,” I hear the Alpha say, his voice rough. “Not now.”

But Marcus—whoever he is—doesn’t let go. His eyes flick toward me, and I see suspicion there. Calculation. Like he’s trying to solve a puzzle he doesn’t like the answer to.

“Alpha,” Marcus says, his voice low but carrying in the sudden quiet around them. “We need to discuss the territorial negotiations. Now.”

The spell breaks. Reality crashes back in as the Alpha—Cassian—is pulled away from our impossible moment. The crowd around us starts moving again, conversations resuming, but I can barely hear any of it over the rushing in my ears.

My wolf whines in protest as our mate disappears into the crowd, guided away by his advisor or whatever Marcus is to him. She wants to follow, to claim what’s ours, but I force myself to stay frozen against the wall.

This is a disaster. This is the worst possible thing that could have happened.

I finally have a wolf, but she’s chosen a mate who could never be mine. An Alpha from a rival pack, someone so far above my station that even thinking about him is dangerous.

And from the suspicion in Marcus’s eyes, I’m already being seen as a threat.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  







Cassian POV




The world stops. Everything—the noise, the crowd, the damn politics—all of it just vanishes. My wolf slams against my ribs like he’s trying to claw his way out of my chest.

Mate.

The word tears through my mind with the force of lightning. My eyes lock onto hers across the demonstration ground, and I can’t breathe. Storm-gray eyes wide with the same shock that’s probably written all over my face. Auburn hair catching the afternoon sun like fire. She’s small, delicate even, but there’s something fierce in the way she holds herself.

My wolf roars so loud inside my head I’m surprised the whole damn crowd doesn’t hear it. Thirty-five years of waiting, of wondering if the Goddess had forgotten about me, and here she is. Here she fucking is.

“Cassian.” Marcus’s fingers bite into my arm, his voice sharp with warning. “What are you—”

I shake him off without looking away from her. Can’t look away. Won’t.

“Do you see how she’s positioned?” Marcus hisses in my ear. “Perfect vantage point. She’s been watching our formations, studying our—”

“Shut up.” The words come out rougher than I mean them to, but I don’t care. My mate is backing away from me, her hand pressed to her chest like she can feel what I’m feeling. Like the bond is hitting her just as hard.

The pull between us is insane. Physical. Like someone’s tied a rope around my ribs and is yanking me toward her. My feet move before I tell them to, one step forward, then another.

She goes pale. Actually stumbles backward, and everything in me screams to close the distance, to catch her if she falls, to—

“This is exactly what they want,” Marcus snaps, his grip back on my arm. “You’re showing weakness in front of every pack here. Think about what you’re doing.”

I force myself to stop. Force my feet to stay planted even though my wolf is going absolutely feral, pacing and snarling and demanding I go to our mate right now. The demonstration ground suddenly feels too small, too crowded. Every eye on us, every whisper carrying on the wind.

But I can hear more than whispers. My enhanced senses pick up fragments of conversation from the crowd around her.

“…Nightwhisper’s daughter…”

“…still wolfless at her age…”

“…embarrassment to the Gamma’s family…”

Wolfless. The word hits me like a slap. My mate is wolfless. But that’s impossible. My wolf doesn’t make mistakes about this shit. The bond doesn’t lie. And I can sense something stirring in her, something responding to my presence like a flower turning toward the sun.

“Cassian, listen to me.” Marcus moves to block my view of her, his face set in grim lines. “Commander Thane is Silvermoon’s greatest military asset. Their Gamma. You think it’s coincidence his daughter shows up here? Now? When we’re negotiating territorial boundaries?”

My logical mind tries to process what he’s saying. Tries to line up the politics and the implications and all the reasons this could be a trap. But my wolf doesn’t give a damn about politics. He knows what he knows, and he knows she’s ours.

“She’s wolfless,” I say, more to myself than to Marcus. “How can she be wolfless and still—”

“Exactly.” Marcus leans closer, his voice dropping. “Perfect cover. Who would suspect the broken daughter? The disappointment? She gets close to you, gains your trust, feeds intelligence back to her father.”

The words feel like poison in my ears, but I can’t quite dismiss them. Not completely. Because I didn’t survive this long as Alpha by ignoring threats. By letting emotion override judgment.

But when I look at her again—really look—I don’t see a spy. I see a woman who looks as shocked and overwhelmed as I feel. Her breathing is quick, shallow. Her eyes dart around like she’s looking for an escape route.

Fear. That’s what I see in her face. Not calculation or cunning. Fear.

“Look at the way she’s positioned herself,” Marcus presses. “Strategic view of our delegation. Exit routes mapped. This is tradecraft, Cassian.”

My enhanced hearing catches more conversation from her direction. Silvermoon voices this time.

“Where is she going?”

“Lyra, come back—”

“The Alpha is staring…”

Lyra. Her name is Lyra.

She turns and pushes into the crowd, moving fast. Running from me. From this. From whatever the hell is happening between us that’s turning both our worlds upside down.

Every instinct I have screams at me to follow. My wolf is practically clawing at my insides, furious that I’m letting our mate flee. The bond stretches between us like a physical thing, painful when she moves away.

“Let her go,” Marcus says firmly. “Whatever game this is, don’t play into it. You’re better than this.”

But I’m not better than this. Not when it comes to her. The Goddess doesn’t make mistakes with fated mates. She doesn’t create bonds that can be faked or manufactured. What I’m feeling, what my wolf recognizes—it’s real.

More real than anything I’ve ever experienced.

“Cassian.” Marcus’s voice carries a warning now. “Every pack leader here is watching. Waiting to see what you’ll do. Show weakness now, and they’ll use it against us for decades.”

I know he’s right about that part, at least. The Convergence is as much about politics as it is about alliance negotiations. Showing vulnerability here could undermine everything I’ve built for Shadowcrest.

But she’s disappearing into the crowd. My mate. The one person the Goddess chose specifically for me. And I’m standing here like an idiot, letting politics keep me from the most important moment of my life.

“This could be an elaborate trap,” Marcus continues. “Think about the timing. Think about who she is. Her father has been our enemy for—”

“I know who her father is.” The words come out sharp enough to cut. Because I do know. Commander Thane Nightwhisper. Silvermoon’s Gamma. Brilliant military strategist. Ruthless when he needs to be. The man who’s been positioned against Shadowcrest interests for years.

But that doesn’t change what I feel. Doesn’t change what my wolf knows with absolute certainty.

“Then you know this has to be a setup,” Marcus says. “The wolfless daughter suddenly manifests enough presence to catch an Alpha’s attention? Right here, right now? It’s too convenient.”

My hands clench into fists. Because part of what he’s saying makes sense from a strategic standpoint. I’ve survived this long by thinking like an Alpha first and a man second. By putting pack welfare above personal desires.

But I can still see her across the crowd. Still feel the pull of the bond even with distance between us. And everything in me is screaming that Marcus is wrong. That what’s happening between us is real and rare and worth any risk.

She looks back once. Just once. Our eyes meet across the chaos of the demonstration ground, and the bond flares so hot I actually stagger.

Then she’s gone. Vanished into the crowd like she was never there.

My wolf howls in my chest. Actual, physical pain shoots through the bond as the distance increases. Like someone’s pulling my heart out through my ribs.

“Good,” Marcus says, satisfaction in his voice. “You made the right choice. Whatever that was, it’s over now.”

But he’s wrong. Dead wrong. Because this isn’t over. It’s just beginning.

I take a step toward where she disappeared. Then another.

“Cassian, don’t—”

“I need to know.” The words come out like a growl, my wolf’s influence bleeding through. “I need to understand what just happened.”

“What happened is you almost walked into an obvious trap,” Marcus snaps. “And if you go after her now, you’ll be confirming every suspicion about—”

I turn on him, and whatever he sees in my face makes him take a step back.

“She’s my mate.” The words taste like truth. Like certainty. Like the most important thing I’ve ever said. “My fated mate. You think I’m going to ignore that because of politics?”

Marcus’s expression shifts to something like alarm. “You can’t be serious. She’s Silvermoon. She’s the enemy’s daughter. She’s—”

“Mine.” The word comes out with enough Alpha authority to make nearby pack members turn and look. “She’s mine.”

And I’m done standing here debating it. Done letting fear and politics keep me from what the Goddess has given me.

I start walking. Toward where she disappeared. Toward whatever consequences wait on the other side of this decision.

“This is a mistake,” Marcus calls after me, his voice sharp with urgency. “Cassian, this is exactly what they want. You’re walking into—”

But I don’t stop. Can’t stop. Because thirty-five years of waiting ends right here, right now. Whatever game is being played, whatever risks I’m taking, whatever political shitstorm this creates—it doesn’t matter.

Nothing matters except finding her.

My mate. Lyra.

The woman whose storm-gray eyes hold the same shock I feel. The woman who made my wolf sing for the first time in my life. The woman who’s going to change everything, whether the world is ready or not.
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Lyra POV




My heart pounds like war drums in my chest as I push through the crowd. Bodies press against me from all sides, but it feels like I’m moving underwater. Everything slows down. Voices become muffled. The world tilts on its axis.

Inside my chest, something wild paces back and forth. It’s like having a caged animal suddenly wake up after twenty-two years of sleep. The sensation is so foreign, so overwhelming, that I can barely think straight.

What is happening to me?

My wolf.

The word echoes in my mind, impossible but true. After all these years of being nothing, of being broken, something powerful stirs to life inside me. She’s restless and desperate, clawing at my insides like she wants to burst free.

A woman in silk robes steps into my path, her mouth moving as she speaks, but I can’t hear her words over the roaring in my ears. I mumble an apology and push past her, my legs shaking as I fight to reach the edge of the crowd.

Go back, my wolf whispers, her voice clear and commanding. Go back to him. Now.

Him. The golden-eyed Alpha whose gaze stopped my world. Even thinking about those eyes makes heat pool in my belly, makes my newly awakened wolf whine with need.

I stumble toward the demonstration ground’s edge, gasping like I’ve been running for miles. My lungs burn as I suck in air, trying to calm the chaos in my mind. But my wolf won’t settle. She paces faster, more frantic, demanding I return to the source of this madness.

The crowd behind me buzzes with excitement as another sparring match begins, but their cheers sound distant and unimportant. All I can focus on is the strange pull in my chest, like an invisible rope tugging me back toward… toward him.

This can’t be real.

But even as I think it, I know it is. Whatever just happened between us was real. That connection, that instant recognition—my body still hums with it.

Heavy footsteps approach from behind, each one sending sparks down my spine. My wolf suddenly goes still, alert, her attention focused with laser intensity on whoever’s coming closer.

I know before I turn around. My body knows before my mind catches up.

When I spin to face the footsteps, he’s there. The Shadowcrest Alpha stands just a few feet away, his powerful frame cutting an impressive figure even in human form. His golden eyes burn with the same intensity I felt moments ago, searching my face like he’s trying to solve a puzzle.

“You felt it too.”

His voice is a low rumble that vibrates through my bones. It’s not a question—it’s a statement of fact, delivered with the confidence of a man who knows exactly what he’s talking about.

My wolf whines softly, a sound of pure recognition that I’ve never heard from her before. Actually, I’ve never heard anything from her before today.

I find myself nodding before my brain can engage. The movement is automatic, honest, completely beyond my control.

“Yes,” I whisper, the word barely audible over the noise from the demonstration ground. “I… what was that?”

Something shifts in his expression—relief mixed with wonder and a hunger that makes my pulse race. He takes a small step closer, his movements careful and deliberate, like he’s afraid I might bolt if he moves too fast.

“I’m Cassian,” he says, extending his hand. “Cassian Darkthorne.”

The name hits me like lightning. Darkthorne—I’ve heard that name whispered in strategic meetings, spoken with respect and wariness by my father’s commanders. This is the Alpha who’s been building Shadowcrest into an economic powerhouse. The one Father considers our biggest threat.

But none of that matters right now. Nothing matters except the way his name sounds perfect on his lips, like I’ve been waiting my whole life to hear it.

“Lyra,” I manage, my voice steadier than I feel. “Lyra Nightwhisper.”

The moment I say my surname, something flickers across his features. Recognition. Maybe concern. His golden eyes narrow slightly, and I see the exact second when the political implications hit him.

Nightwhisper. Silvermoon’s Gamma’s daughter. His enemy’s child.

But then his gaze softens, and he reaches out anyway. His fingers brush mine in what should be a simple handshake, but the contact sends electricity shooting up my arm. My wolf practically purrs with satisfaction.

“Nightwhisper,” he repeats slowly, like he’s tasting the word. “Commander Thane’s daughter.”

“Yes.” The admission should feel like a confession, but it doesn’t. Not when he’s looking at me like I’m something precious instead of something to be eliminated.

The political reality should terrify me. Should send me running back to my father’s side. But my wolf doesn’t care about pack politics or territorial disputes. She only cares about the mate bond humming between us like a live wire.

“We should talk,” Cassian says, his thumb stroking over my knuckles where our hands are still connected. “Somewhere private.”

The suggestion makes my heart skip a beat. Private. Away from the crowds, away from watching eyes, away from the whispers that always follow me wherever I go.

“I…” I start to protest, to point out all the reasons this is insane, but he’s already moving.

He doesn’t drag me or use his Alpha authority to command me. Instead, he simply turns and walks toward a secluded alcove between two temporary pavilions, his confidence absolute that I’ll follow.

And I do.

My feet move without conscious decision, drawn after him like metal to a magnet. My wolf practically dances with joy at closing the distance between us.

The alcove is hidden from the main thoroughfare by thick canvas walls. It’s quiet here, peaceful, with only the distant sounds of the Convergence filtering through the fabric barriers. For the first time since our eyes met, I can breathe without feeling like I’m drowning.

Cassian turns to face me in the small space, and suddenly the alcove feels much smaller. He’s tall—taller than I realized—and his presence fills every available inch. His scent wraps around me like a warm blanket: pine and cedar and something uniquely male that makes my mouth water.

“This is impossible,” I whisper, voicing the thought that’s been circling my mind since this started.

Everything about this situation defies logic. I’m wolfless—or I was until twenty minutes ago. He’s an Alpha, powerful and sought-after. I’m nobody. He could have any woman he wants. I’m from Silvermoon. He’s Shadowcrest. We’re supposed to be enemies.

My wolf whines in disagreement, pressing against my consciousness like she wants to take control and handle this herself.

Cassian steps closer, close enough that I can see the flecks of amber in his golden eyes, close enough to count his eyelashes if I wanted to.

“Nothing about this is impossible,” he murmurs, his voice dropping to an intimate whisper that makes heat pool in my belly.

His hand rises slowly, giving me plenty of time to pull away or object. But I don’t. I can’t. I’m frozen in place, caught between fear and desperate want.

When his fingers finally touch my cheek, the mate bond explodes.

Fire races through my veins. My wolf throws back her head and howls with pure joy. Every nerve ending in my body lights up like I’ve been struck by lightning.

I can barely breathe. Can barely think. The sensation is so overwhelming that my knees nearly buckle.

Cassian’s eyes widen as he feels it too—this incredible, impossible connection that defies everything we’ve been taught about how the world works.

“Mate,” my wolf whispers, her voice filled with such certainty that there’s no room for doubt.

And looking into Cassian’s golden eyes as his thumb strokes gently across my cheekbone, I know she’s right.

The Goddess herself has marked us for each other. Despite the politics, despite our packs, despite every logical reason this should never work.

We’re mates.

The realization should terrify me. Should send me running back to the safety of everything I’ve ever known.

Instead, as Cassian leans closer and the space between us disappears, I find myself leaning into his touch like a flower turning toward the sun.

For the first time in my life, I feel like I’m exactly where I belong.
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Cassian POV


The moment my skin touches hers, everything inside me explodes.

The mate bond roars through my veins like liquid fire, burning away thirty-five years of emptiness in a single heartbeat. My wolf throws back his head and howls in pure triumph, the sound echoing through my soul as recognition slams into me with the force of a freight train.

Mine.

The word pounds through my blood, through my bones, through every fiber of my being. This small, fierce woman with storm-gray eyes is mine. The Goddess herself has given her to me, and I can’t think past the overwhelming need to claim her, to make sure she knows she belongs to me as completely as I belong to her.

My hands shake as I cup her face, her skin soft and warm beneath my palms. “Lyra,” I breathe her name like a prayer, like a promise, like the answer to every question I’ve ever had.

Her lips part on a soft gasp, and that’s all the invitation I need.

I pull her against me, my mouth crushing down on hers in a kiss that tastes like coming home after a lifetime of wandering through darkness. She melts into me, her body fitting against mine like she was made for this moment, like the Goddess carved us from the same piece of starlight just so we could find each other again.

The kiss starts fierce and desperate, two years of loneliness and searching pouring out between us. But then Lyra’s hands fist in my shirt, her small fingers digging into the fabric as she pulls me closer, and something shifts. The desperation transforms into something deeper, more powerful. Something that feels like destiny clicking into place.

Her wolf calls to mine through the bond—a song of recognition that drowns out every rational thought in my head. I can feel her there, wild and beautiful and strong, reaching across the space between our souls to touch something that’s been waiting my entire life.

My wolf responds with pure joy, his voice joining hers in a harmony that makes my chest tight with emotion. We’re not just Cassian and Lyra anymore. We’re two halves of the same whole, finally, finally complete.

I deepen the kiss, my tongue sliding against hers as she opens for me with a soft whimper that goes straight to my groin. She tastes like mint and something uniquely her, something that makes my wolf want to mark her, claim her, make sure every male in a fifty-mile radius knows she’s taken.

Her small hands slide up my chest, her touch burning through the fabric of my shirt like she’s branded me. When her fingers tangle in my hair, tugging just hard enough to make me groan, I know I’m lost.

We break apart only when breathing becomes absolutely necessary, both of us gasping as I rest my forehead against hers. My hands are still cupping her face, my thumbs stroking over her cheekbones as I try to process what just happened to my carefully ordered world.

She’s beautiful. Not just pretty—beautiful in a way that makes my chest ache. Her auburn hair catches the afternoon sunlight like fire, and her eyes… God, her eyes. They’re the color of storm clouds, deep and gray and full of emotions I want to spend the rest of my life learning to read.

“I’ve waited my whole life for you,” I confess, my voice coming out rough and raw with emotion I’ve never let anyone hear before.

Something shifts in her expression, wonder mixing with what looks like hope. But then her face crumples slightly, and she looks down at her hands.

“You don’t understand,” she whispers, her voice so small it breaks something inside my chest. “I’m… I’m wolfless, Cassian. I’m not what you think I am.”

The pain in her voice hits me like a physical blow. I can hear years of rejection in those few words, years of being told she’s not enough, not worthy, not complete. My wolf snarls at the idea that anyone has ever made her feel less than perfect.

“Hey.” I tilt her chin up with gentle fingers, forcing her to meet my eyes. “Look at me.”

When she does, I see the vulnerability there, the fear that I’m going to reject her the moment I realize what she’s telling me. It makes me want to hunt down every person who’s ever made her feel like this and show them exactly what happens when someone hurts my mate.

“You have a wolf,” I say with absolute certainty, my hand sliding down to rest over her heart where I can sense the powerful presence stirring within her. The bond doesn’t lie—I can feel her there, wild and strong and perfect. “She was just waiting for me.”

Lyra’s eyes widen, her hand covering mine where it rests against her chest. “That’s impossible. I’ve never—”

“Feel her,” I interrupt, pressing my palm more firmly against her heart. “Feel what I feel.”

I let the bond open wider between us, sharing the sensation of her wolf’s presence through our connection. Lyra gasps, her eyes going wide with shock as she feels what I’ve known since the moment I saw her.

“Oh,” she breathes, her free hand flying to her throat. “Oh my God, she’s there. She’s really there.”

“She’s been waiting,” I tell her, my thumb stroking over the spot where I can feel her heart racing. “She knew I was coming.”

For a moment, we just stand there, lost in the wonder of discovery and the overwhelming rightness of being together. I could stay like this forever, holding my mate while she processes the miracle of finding her wolf. But the sound of voices approaching reminds me that we’re still in public, still surrounded by political tensions and pack rivalries that won’t disappear just because we’ve found each other.

“Cassian?” Marcus’s voice calls out from somewhere behind the demonstration arena. “We need to discuss the treaty provisions before the evening session.”

Reality crashes back down around us. We’re standing in the middle of a political gathering where our packs have been dancing around each other for days, and I’ve just publicly claimed the daughter of Silvermoon’s most powerful military leader. The implications hit me like a sledgehammer, but my wolf doesn’t care about politics. He cares about keeping our mate safe.

Lyra must sense the shift in my mood because she starts to pull away, her expression closing off. “You should go. Your pack needs you, and mine…” She glances back toward where her father’s delegation is gathered. “My father will be looking for me soon.”

Everything in me rebels against the idea of letting her walk away, even for a few hours. The mate bond is new and fragile, and I can feel her uncertainty, her fear that this is too good to be true.

I make a decision that goes against every political strategy I’ve ever learned, every careful plan Marcus and I have laid out for these negotiations. My pack’s interests matter, but my mate matters more.

“Come with me,” I say, taking her small hand in mine. Her skin is soft and warm, and the simple contact sends sparks racing up my arm.

“Cassian, I can’t. People will see, they’ll talk—”

“Let them talk.” I start walking toward the private quarters reserved for pack leaders, my grip on her hand firm but gentle. “Let them see that I’ve found my mate and I’m not ashamed of it.”

“But the politics—”

“Can wait.” I stop walking and turn to face her, my free hand cupping her cheek. “Lyra, I’ve spent fifteen years putting duty before everything else. Fifteen years making decisions based on what’s best for my pack, for treaty negotiations, for political alliances. And in all that time, I’ve never been happy. Not really.”

Her eyes search mine, looking for something I hope she can find.

“But you…” I stroke my thumb over her cheekbone, marveling at the softness of her skin. “You’re my happiness. You’re what I’ve been missing all these years. So no, the politics can’t wait, because I won’t waste another minute pretending you don’t matter more than everything else.”

She stares at me for a long moment, her gray eyes bright with unshed tears. Then she nods, her fingers tightening around mine.

“Okay,” she whispers. “Okay.”

We walk together toward the private quarters, and with each step, I feel my world shifting on its axis. The careful balance of power and politics that’s defined my life for so long suddenly seems less important than the small woman beside me whose
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