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  Praise for Sofie Lehnert



“Sofie Lehnert’s writing is wild, sensual, and untamed—her stories bite deep and linger long after the final page.” — Moonlit Quill Reviews




“No one captures the primal allure of forbidden love like Sofie Lehnert. Her werewolf romances pulse with danger, desire, and undeniable magic.” — Stevens Hepworth, USA Today Bestselling Author




“Lehnert weaves passion and pain into something breathtakingly raw. Every story feels like a howl in the dark—aching, beautiful, and alive.” — The Dark Hearts Book Blog




“With every book, Sofie Lehnert reminds us that monsters can love too—and that love can be the most dangerous transformation of all.” — Eira Thornfield, Author of ‘Mated To The Alpha Triad’




“Sofie Lehnert doesn’t just write paranormal romance; she conjures entire worlds of longing and loyalty, where love burns hotter than the full moon.” — Crimson Moon Reviews








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  







Kai POV







I stood at the window of Seraphina’s crystalline tower, watching the morning light catch and scatter through a thousand faceted surfaces. Even though the sun had risen hours ago, moonlight still danced across the Soulstone Engine. Magic did that sometimes—held onto the night when it suited its purpose.

My reflection stared back at me from the glass. Storm-gray eyes, midnight-black hair, the kind of face that made pack members drop their gazes in respect. I looked every inch the Alpha I was. Shadowmere Pack—the most prosperous territory in Silver Valley. Ancient forests that stretched for miles, crystal-clear lakes that supplied half the region, a supernatural marketplace that drew creatures from across the realm.

I built all of that. Well, inherited some of it, but I made it greater.

My fingers drummed against the windowsill. Today was supposed to be a good day. The final Sacred Binding ceremony. The last Alpha to be matched. Me.

“Alpha Nightshade.” Seraphina’s voice pulled me from my thoughts. “We should begin soon.”

I turned to face her. The witch stood beside her creation, one hand resting on the Soulstone Engine like a mother touching her child. The machine was beautiful in a way that made my chest tight—massive crystals arranged in a complex pattern, each one humming with energy from the ley lines beneath our feet.

“I’m ready,” I said, moving toward the center of the room.

Seraphina smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. She’d done this ritual four times already. Watched four Alphas get matched with human women who had psychic gifts. Four pairs that would supposedly save us all from the Soul Blight plague.

“Place your hand here.” She gestured to the largest crystal at the Engine’s heart. “The Soulstone will read your deepest desires, your fated connections. When it finds your match, both names will appear.”

“And it’s never wrong?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.

“Never.” Her voice was firm. “The Soulstone sees beyond what we think we want. It finds what we need.”

I nodded. Need. Want. Same thing, as far as I was concerned. I needed someone strong. Someone worthy of standing beside me. A powerful psychic who could enhance my pack’s influence, bear me strong heirs, help me lead Shadowmere into a prosperous future.

My hand moved toward the crystal. Heat radiated from its surface, warm against my palm before I even made contact.

“Once you touch it,” Seraphina said, “the bond begins forming. Even before the ceremony, you’ll feel a pull toward your mate. An awareness of them.”

“I understand.” My jaw set with determination. I’d waited months for this while the other Alphas got their matches. Watched Zander Stormcrest get paired with that marine biologist who could control water. Saw Rowan Goldenvale matched with the precog who dreamed the future. Witnessed Thorne Thornwick bound to the woman who spoke with the dead.

All of them fought it at first. All of them came around.

I wouldn’t fight it. I was ready.

My hand pressed against the crystal.

The world exploded into sensation. Energy shot up my arm, through my chest, wrapped around my heart like a fist. The crystals began to sing—a sound that wasn’t quite music, wasn’t quite words, but something in between. Every crystal in the Engine lit up, brighter and brighter until I had to squint against the glare.

Through our bond—mine and the pack’s—I felt hundreds of wolves pause in their daily tasks. Felt them turn toward the tower, sensing something momentous happening.

This was it. My mate. My future.

The light concentrated, flowing like liquid fire across the largest crystal’s surface. Letters formed, glowing script that seemed to burn itself into existence.

Kai Nightshade.

My name. Of course. And below it, my mate’s name would appear. I leaned closer, my wolf rising just beneath my skin, eager to know who belonged to us.

The second name materialized.

Lyra Ashwood.

The singing stopped. The light died. Silence crashed down like a physical weight.

I stared at the names. Read them again. Again. My hand fell away from the crystal.

No.

“There’s been a mistake,” I said. My voice sounded strange. Distant.

Seraphina moved closer, peering at the Soulstone. Her face went carefully blank. “The Engine has spoken, Alpha Nightshade.”

“Then it’s broken.” I stepped back, my hands curling into fists. “Run it again.”

“I cannot. The Soulstone—”

“Run. It. Again.” Each word came out sharp enough to cut.

Lyra Ashwood. The name echoed in my head, bringing with it a flood of memories I’d tried to bury.

Six months ago. A normal day turned nightmare. I’d been in a council meeting when the news spread through the pack bonds like wildfire. Alpha Magnus Ironhold’s mate—dead. Murdered. And not by an enemy or a rival pack or even a rogue wolf.

By a human woman. A guest in their home. Someone Rivera Ironhold had called friend.

I remembered the emergency gathering. All five Alphas convened to witness the arrest. Lyra Ashwood had stood there in chains, blood still staining her hands. Rivera’s blood. She’d looked small. Broken. Her dark hair hanging in tangles around a face too pale, too hollow.

But it was her eyes I remembered most. Empty. Like something had scooped out everything that made her human and left just a shell.

“Possessed,” the witches said after days of examination. “An ancient demon called Malphas. It used her as a vessel.”

Possessed or not, Rivera was still dead. Magnus had still lost his mate. The pack bonds had still been violated in the worst possible way.

And now the Soulstone thought this woman—this broken, tainted creature—was meant for me?

“Alpha Nightshade.” Seraphina’s hand touched my arm. I jerked away. “The Soulstone cannot be rerun. The pairing is absolute.”

“She’s dangerous.” My voice came out as a growl. “She was possessed by a demon. Who’s to say it’s truly gone? Who’s to say she won’t—” I couldn’t finish. Couldn’t say the words. Won’t murder me in my sleep. Won’t destroy my pack. Won’t bring darkness into everything I’ve built.

“The Council cleared her of all charges,” Seraphina said quietly. “The demon was exorcised. She’s innocent.”

“Innocent.” I laughed, and it sounded bitter even to my own ears. “She killed an Alpha’s mate. That stain doesn’t wash off, witch.”

A commotion outside made us both turn. Footsteps on the crystal stairs. Voices raised in concern. The Council of Elders had arrived.

They swept into the room like a storm—five ancient werewolves who’d governed our packs for over a century. Elder Oberon Moonwhisper led them, his silver hair seeming to contain actual starlight. Behind him came Elder Celestine Nightbloom, Elder Darius Stoneheart, Elder Silvanus Grimward, and Elder Tobias Ashenfrost.

“The Soulstone has activated,” Elder Oberon said. His voice carried the weight of ages. “We felt it through the ley lines. Show us the pairing.”

Seraphina gestured to the Engine. The names still glowed there, accusatory in their clarity.

Elder Oberon studied them for a long moment. “Lyra Ashwood.” He looked at me. “You object to this match, Alpha Nightshade?”

“Object?” My wolf surged forward, making my voice rougher. “I refuse it. Completely.”

“The Soulstone is infallible,” Elder Celestine said. Her tone was sharp. “You know this.”

“Then it’s wrong for the first time in history.” I faced them all, these ancient beings who thought they could control our lives with their prophecies and their rituals. “I will not accept a mate who’s been a vessel for darkness. I will not risk my pack’s future on someone so fundamentally broken.”

Elder Silvanus peered at the names, his ancient eyes confused for a moment. “Lyra Ashwood… yes, the Ironhold incident. Most unfortunate.”

“Unfortunate?” My hands trembled with barely contained rage. “She murdered an Alpha’s mate.”

“She was possessed,” Elder Tobias cut in. “Cleared of all charges. You were at the hearing, Alpha Nightshade.”

I was. I’d sat there and listened to the witches explain about Malphas, about how Lyra had no control over her actions, about how the demon had been exorcised and banished. I’d watched her testify, her voice barely above a whisper, her hands shaking, her eyes haunted.

I’d felt… nothing. Or maybe I’d felt too much and buried it deep.

Now they wanted me to bind myself to her for life?

“I refuse,” I said again, clearer this time. “I publicly denounce this pairing. Lyra Ashwood will never be my mate.”

The words hung in the air. Final. Irrevocable.

The door opened again. The other Alphas filed in, drawn by the drama. Zander Stormcrest, Rowan Goldenvale, Thorne Thornwick. And at the back, his face a mask of cold satisfaction, Magnus Ironhold.

“Problems, Kai?” Magnus asked. His voice was ice.

“The Soulstone paired him with the Ashwood woman,” Elder Darius explained.

Understanding rippled through the room. Zander’s eyes widened. Rowan winced in sympathy. Thorne’s expression stayed carefully neutral.

But Magnus… Magnus smiled. It was a terrible thing to see.

“How fitting,” he said softly. “The universe has a sense of justice after all.”

My wolf wanted to rip that smile off his face. Wanted to rage at the unfairness of it all. I’d done everything right. Built my pack into a powerhouse. Maintained the treaties. Kept the peace. And this was my reward?

“You cannot refuse the bond, Alpha Nightshade,” Elder Oberon said. His voice carried absolute authority. “The Soulstone has spoken. The pairing is legitimate and binding.”

“I just did refuse it,” I shot back. “You all heard me.”

Elder Celestine stepped forward. “Then you should know the consequences. The bond has begun forming. If you refuse to complete the Sacred Binding ceremony within thirty days, the incomplete bond will drive you both to madness. And then to death.”

The room spun slightly. “What?”

“The Soulstone doesn’t just suggest pairings, Alpha. It creates them.” Her eyes held no sympathy. “Your soul is already reaching for hers. Hers for yours. Deny it, and you’ll both pay the price.”

“So I have no choice.” My voice came out flat. Dead. “Accept a mate I don’t want, or die.”

“Yes,” Elder Oberon said simply.

I looked at each of them. The Elders with their ancient wisdom and their manipulative prophecies. The other Alphas with their pity or their satisfaction. Seraphina with her infallible machine that had just destroyed my life.

“No.” I headed for the door. “I’ll find another way. There’s always another way.”

“Kai—” Rowan started, but I was already gone.

I stormed down the crystal stairs, through the tower’s ornate halls, out into the bright morning that suddenly felt like mockery. My perfect world—the one I’d built so carefully—was crumbling around me. And all because of a woman I’d never wanted to think about again.

Lyra Ashwood.

The name tasted like ash in my mouth.

My wolf howled inside me, confused and angry. It didn’t understand why we were rejecting our mate. The animal only knew that the Soulstone had spoken, that somewhere out there was the other half of our soul, and we were running away from it.

But I wasn’t an animal. I was an Alpha. I made the hard choices. I protected my pack above all else.

Even if it meant protecting them from my own mate.

I shifted mid-stride, letting the transformation take me. Four legs hit the ground running. I fled into my forest, into my territory, trying to outrun a bond that had already begun wrapping around my heart.

Behind me, the tower stood silent. Inside it, my name and hers still glowed on the Soulstone’s surface. Evidence of a pairing I would never accept.

Miles away, in a modest cottage on the edge of Ironhold territory, Lyra Ashwood knelt in her garden. Her hands moved through the soil, tending herbs she’d planted for healing. Every light in her cottage burned bright, even in the morning sun. She couldn’t stand the darkness anymore. Not after what had happened in the dark.

She didn’t know yet that her fate had been sealed. Didn’t know that an Alpha had just rejected her before they’d even met. Didn’t know that in thirty days, she’d either be bound to a man who despised her, or she’d be dead.

She just kept working in her garden, surrounded by the only peace she’d found in six months.

For now, she was still unaware.

But not for much longer.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  







Lyra POV







The morning sun hadn’t even crested the hills yet, but every lamp in my cottage blazed like it was high noon. I couldn’t stand the dark anymore. Hadn’t been able to for six months now.

I knelt in the herb garden behind the cottage, my fingers working through the soil almost desperately. Dirt under my nails. The smell of rosemary and lavender. Real things. Solid things. Things that reminded me I was still here, still me.

The protective charms hung everywhere—dangling from the garden posts, tied to the fence, looped around my wrist. Bells that chimed with the slightest breeze. Salt lines I’d redrawn three times this week already. Iron horseshoes Mira had hung above every door and window.

None of it made me feel safe.

My hands trembled as I pulled weeds from around the chamomile plants. The flowers were supposed to bring peace, calm the mind. I’d brewed so much chamomile tea these past months that I should be the most peaceful person in Silver Valley.

I wasn’t.

“Lyra!” Mira’s voice came from inside, bright and cheerful. Too cheerful. “Breakfast is ready!”

I closed my eyes and took a breath. She was trying. She’d been trying so hard since I came home from the Council’s dungeons. Always smiling. Always positive. Like if she just acted normal enough, I’d become normal again too.

I stood slowly, brushing dirt from my worn dress. My empathic senses stirred, reaching out like they always did. I felt Mira’s emotions from here—the worry beneath her cheerfulness, the fear she tried to hide, the desperate hope that today might be the day I’d smile for real.

It made my chest ache.

I walked toward the cottage, stepping over the salt line at the door. Inside, every surface gleamed. Mira had been cleaning again. She did that when she was anxious.

“I made your favorite,” she said, setting a plate on the table. Eggs and toast with honey. Simple. “And tea. The regular kind, not the chamomile. I know you’re probably tired of chamomile.”

I sat down across from her. “Thank you.”

“Did you sleep at all last night?” She poured tea into my cup, not quite meeting my eyes.

“Some.”

A lie. We both knew it. But this was our dance now. She’d ask. I’d lie. She’d pretend to believe me. It was easier than the truth.

I picked up my fork, but my stomach turned. The eggs looked fine. Smelled fine. But lately, everything tasted like ash in my mouth.

Mira ate with determined brightness, chattering about the weather, about the neighbor’s new chickens, about anything and everything except what really mattered.

I tried to listen. I did. But her voice faded as the memories crept in.

They always crept in.

Rivera’s face, eyes wide with terror and confusion. “Lyra? Lyra, what are you doing?”

My hand—not my hand, never my hand—raising the knife.

My voice—not my voice, twisted and wrong—laughing.

The smell of blood. The weight of her body as it fell.

And through it all, I was screaming. Screaming inside my own head while that thing—Malphas—used my body like a puppet. Watching. Helpless. Trapped.

“Lyra!”

I jerked back to the present. Mira was staring at me, her face pale.

“You’re shaking,” she whispered.

I looked down. She was right. My whole body trembled like a leaf in a storm. The fork clattered onto my plate.

“I’m fine,” I said. The words came out too fast, too sharp.

“You’re not fine. You haven’t been fine since—”

“Please.” I held up a hand. “Please don’t.”

She pressed her lips together. Nodded. Looked away.

The silence stretched between us, heavy and uncomfortable. This was another part of our dance. The moments where we both ran out of words, out of pretense, and just sat in the wreckage of what used to be.

I forced myself to take a bite of toast. It stuck in my throat, but I swallowed anyway.

After breakfast, I stepped back outside. The protective wards needed reinforcing. They always needed reinforcing.

I walked the perimeter of the cottage, touching each charm, each iron nail, each bundled herb. My fingers traced symbols in the air—ancient signs of protection Seraphina had taught me. The magic hummed under my skin, familiar and foreign at the same time.

My empathic abilities had changed since the possession. Before, I could sense emotions like gentle whispers. Now they crashed over me like waves, drowning me in other people’s feelings.

I felt them even now. The pack members in the distance, going about their morning routines. Their emotions hit me in bursts.

Fear. From the mother walking her child to school.

Disgust. From the merchant opening his shop.

Hatred. From the warrior training at the compound.

All of it directed at me. At the memory of me. At what I’d done.

What I’d been forced to do.

My knees went weak. I grabbed the fence post to steady myself.

They didn’t know I could feel their emotions. Didn’t know that every spike of fear or disgust stabbed into me like a physical blow. I’d learned to hide it, to keep my face blank, but inside I was bleeding.

I finished the wards with shaking hands and turned back toward the cottage.

That’s when I saw him. A man on horseback, riding up the path toward my home. He wore the Council’s colors—deep purple and silver.

My heart stopped.

No. No, no, no.

I wanted to run. Wanted to bolt into the cottage and lock every door and hide under my bed like a child. But my feet stayed planted, frozen in place.

The messenger dismounted. He was young, maybe twenty, with kind eyes that still couldn’t quite hide his discomfort at being near me.

“Lyra Ashwood?” he asked, though he clearly knew who I was.

“Yes.” My voice sounded strange. Distant.

He held out a sealed letter. The Council’s mark pressed into crimson wax.

My hands shook so badly I almost dropped it. “What is this?”

“A summons, miss. The Council requires your presence. It’s about… the Sacred Binding.”

The world tilted.

The Sacred Binding. The ritual that had been pairing Alphas with human mates. The desperate attempt to save the packs from the Soul Blight plague.

“No,” I whispered. “No, that’s not—they can’t—”

“I’m sorry, miss. I’m just the messenger.” He backed toward his horse, clearly eager to leave. “You’re to read it immediately. Someone will come to explain.”

He rode off before I could say anything else.

I stood there, letter in hand, watching him disappear down the road. My fingers had gone numb. My whole body had gone numb.

Mira appeared at my side. I hadn’t even heard her come out.

“Lyra? What is it?”

I couldn’t speak. Couldn’t move. Could barely breathe.

She took the letter gently from my hands and broke the seal. Her eyes scanned the words. I watched her face go pale, then gray, then white as fresh snow.

“No,” she breathed. “They can’t. This is… this is wrong.”

“What does it say?”

She looked at me with tears in her eyes. “You’ve been matched. In the Sacred Binding. You’re… you’re someone’s fated mate.”

The words hit me like a physical blow. I stumbled back.

“Who?” The question tore from my throat. “Who would want me? Who would—”

But I knew the answer even before she said it. No one would want me. Not after what happened. Not after what I’d done.

Whoever it was, they’d hate me. Despise me. See me as the monster everyone else saw.

“We have to run,” Mira said suddenly, grabbing my arm. “We’ll leave. Tonight. We’ll go somewhere far away where the Council can’t find you. Where no one knows what happened. We’ll—”

“Miss Ashwood.”

We both spun around.

A woman stood at the edge of my garden. She hadn’t been there a second ago. She was tall, elegant, with silver hair that seemed to shimmer with its own light. Her robes marked her as a high-ranking witch.

“Seraphina,” I whispered.

The witch who had created the Soulstone Engine. The witch who had exorcised Malphas from my body. The witch who had testified at my trial that I was innocent.

“I apologize for startling you,” Seraphina said, her voice gentle. “But we need to talk. About your match.”

Mira stepped in front of me, protective. “She doesn’t have to do anything. You can’t force her into this.”

“I’m afraid that’s not quite true.” Seraphina’s expression was kind but firm. “May we speak inside? This is not a conversation for the open air.”

I wanted to refuse. Wanted to scream at her to leave, to take her Sacred Binding and her Soulstone Engine and disappear.

But I’d learned in the Council’s dungeons that refusing only made things worse.

“Fine,” I said quietly. “Come in.”

We sat in my small living room. Every light still burning bright. Mira stood behind me, a hand on my shoulder.

Seraphina looked at me with something that might have been pity. I hated it.

“The Soulstone has matched you with an Alpha,” she began.

“Who?” My voice cracked.

“Kai Nightshade. Alpha of the Shadowmere Pack.”

The world spun. Kai Nightshade. I knew that name. Everyone knew that name. The most powerful Alpha in Silver Valley. Wealthy. Strong. Respected.

And I was supposed to be his mate.

“That’s not possible,” I said. “He would never—”

“He has already rejected the pairing,” Seraphina said quietly. “Publicly. Before the entire Council.”

The words shouldn’t have hurt. I’d expected rejection. Known it was coming. But hearing it spoken aloud still felt like a knife between my ribs.

“Then it’s settled,” Mira said quickly. “She’s rejected. She can stay here. She can—”

“The Soulstone’s magic doesn’t work that way,” Seraphina interrupted gently. “Once the pairing is made, the bond begins to form. Rejection doesn’t break it. It only… complicates things.”

I looked up at her. “What do you mean?”

She leaned forward, her eyes serious. “The Sacred Binding creates a psychic connection between mates. It’s already started, whether either of you wants it or not. If you refuse to complete the ceremony, if you try to run or hide…”

“What?” I demanded. “What happens?”

“Madness,” she said simply. “The bond will pull at you both, trying to unite what the Soulstone has deemed compatible. The psychic strain will grow worse each day. Within thirty days, you’ll both be insane. And not long after that…”

“Death,” I finished numbly.

She nodded. “I’m sorry, Lyra. I truly am. But there’s no escape from this. You must complete the Binding ceremony with Alpha Nightshade, or you’ll both suffer the consequences.”

Mira’s hand tightened on my shoulder. “There has to be another way. What about the witches who exorcised the demon? Can’t they break the bond?”

“No magic in this world can break a Soulstone pairing,” Seraphina said. “I designed it that way, to ensure the prophecy would be fulfilled. To save our people from extinction.”

“By sacrificing her?” Mira’s voice rose. “By forcing her into a bond with someone who hates her? Someone who’s already rejected her publicly? How is that saving anyone?”

Seraphina stood slowly. “I don’t have all the answers. I only know the magic, and the magic is clear. The choice is yours, Lyra. Bind yourself to Kai Nightshade, or face madness and death.”

She walked to the door, then paused. “The ceremony is in three days. I’ll return tomorrow to help you prepare.”

Then she was gone, disappearing as silently as she’d arrived.

I sat frozen in my chair. Mira came around to kneel in front of me, taking my hands.

“We’ll figure this out,” she said desperately. “There has to be a way. We just need to think. We need to—”

“There’s no way out,” I said. My voice sounded hollow, even to my own ears. “There never is.”

“Don’t say that.”

But it was true. The Council’s dungeons. The trial. The interrogations. Every time I thought I’d found a way forward, a way to survive, something dragged me back into the darkness.

And now this.

Bound to a man who despised me. Forced into intimacy with someone who’d rejected me before we’d even met. Another cage. Another prison. Just with prettier bars.

Mira was crying now, tears streaming down her face. “I won’t let them do this to you. I won’t.”

But we both knew she couldn’t stop it.

No one could.

That night, I sat in my room, staring at the small bag I’d packed. A change of clothes. What little money I had saved. A few herbs for healing.

I could run. Just slip away in the darkness and run as far and fast as my legs would carry me. Maybe I’d go mad. Maybe I’d die. But at least I’d be free.

At least I wouldn’t have to see the hatred in Kai Nightshade’s eyes when he looked at his broken, unwanted mate.

I stood and shouldered the bag. Every light in the cottage still burned, but I’d be leaving them behind. Leaving everything behind.

Mira was asleep in her room, exhausted from crying. I didn’t wake her. Didn’t say goodbye. It would only hurt us both.

I slipped out the back door, into the forest that bordered our cottage. The moon hung full and bright overhead, lighting my way.

I’d made it maybe half a mile when I felt it.

A prickling at the back of my neck. A whisper of awareness that hadn’t been there before.

Someone was watching.

I walked faster. The trees closed in around me, shadows dancing between the trunks.

Then I caught it. A scent on the wind.

Pine and earth and something wild. Something powerful.

My heart hammered in my chest. I started to run.

Behind me, I heard the sound of footsteps. No—not footsteps. Paws.

Someone was hunting me.

And somehow, deep in my bones where the new bond was forming, I knew exactly who it was.

Kai Nightshade had caught my scent.

And he was coming.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  





Kai POV



The wind shifted, and everything inside me went still.

Her scent.

I stood at my office window, staring out at the forest that bordered my territory, and felt my wolf surge to attention. She was running. Moving fast through the trees, heading away from Shadowmere, away from me.

“Alpha?” Garrett stood in the doorway, probably wondering why I’d gone silent mid-sentence.

I didn’t answer. My wolf was already pushing forward, demanding I shift, demanding I chase. Every instinct screamed at me to go after her.

“Sir, is everything—”

“Get out.” The words came out rough, barely human.

Garrett left without another word. Smart man.

I shouldn’t go after her. I should let her run, let her flee this gods-forsaken bond that neither of us wanted. It would be easier. Cleaner. The Soulstone’s magic would drive us both mad within a lunar cycle, but at least I wouldn’t have to look at her and remember what she’d done. What she’d been.

My wolf snarled at that thought. He didn’t care about logic or reason or the past. He only knew one thing: mate was running, and we had to catch her.

“This is duty,” I muttered, already stripping off my shirt. “Nothing more.”

Even as I said it, I knew it was a lie.

The shift took me in seconds. Bones cracking and reforming, skin giving way to fur, human thoughts blurring into wolf instinct. When I landed on four paws, her scent hit me with the force of a physical blow.

Wild roses and rain-soaked earth.

My wolf threw back his head and howled before taking off into the forest.

The moon hung full and bright above the trees, turning the forest silver. I ran hard, muscles burning, following the trail she’d left behind. Her scent wound through the underbrush like a ribbon, leading me deeper into the woods.

She was fast for a human. Faster than I’d expected. But she couldn’t outrun a werewolf, especially not one who—

I cut that thought off before it could finish.

The scent grew stronger with every stride. Wild roses blooming in darkness. Rain on bare skin. Something underneath it all that was purely her, unique and intoxicating in a way that made my wolf rumble with satisfaction.

No. I wasn’t satisfied. I was angry. Furious that she’d dare to run, that she’d force me to chase her through the forest like some kind of—

My wolf pushed an image into my mind: us catching her, pinning her down, making her submit.

I shook my head hard, trying to clear it. This wasn’t desire. This was just wolf instinct getting confused by the bond. Nothing more.

But when I caught sight of her through the trees—dark hair flying behind her, legs pumping as she ran—something in my chest pulled tight.

She stumbled over a root, caught herself, kept running. Determined. Desperate.

My wolf approved of her spirit even as he quickened his pace to catch her.

She reached the river just as I burst from the tree line.

Lyra spun around, eyes wide, chest heaving. The moonlight caught in her hair, turned her skin luminous. For a heartbeat, we just stared at each other—predator and prey, Alpha and unwanted mate.

Then her chin lifted in defiance, and I shifted back to human form.

“Going somewhere?” My voice came out harsh, angrier than I’d intended.

“Away from you.” She didn’t even flinch. Just stood there, hands clenched into fists, ready to fight or flee. “You made it clear you don’t want me. So I’m leaving.”

“You can’t leave.” I took a step closer. She took one back, toward the river. “The bond—”

“I know about the bond!” Her voice cracked. “I know we’ll both go mad if we don’t complete the ceremony. But maybe madness is better than being trapped with someone who looks at me like I’m a monster.”

The words hit harder than they should have. I felt my stomach flip with something that might have been guilt, but I pushed it down.

“You were possessed by a demon,” I said coldly. “You killed an Alpha’s mate. You expect me to just—”

“I expect nothing from you.” She cut me off, and there were tears in her eyes now, glinting in the moonlight. “You’ve made your feelings perfectly clear, Alpha Nightshade. So let me go. Let us both go mad separately. At least then I won’t have to see the disgust in your eyes every damn day.”

She turned to cross the river, and my wolf roared inside me.

I moved without thinking, closing the distance between us in two strides. My hand caught her wrist, spun her around.

“You’re not going anywhere.”

Her free hand came up fast, catching me square in the jaw.

Pain exploded across my face. I staggered back, more from shock than the actual impact. She’d hit me. This small human woman had actually struck an Alpha.

My wolf’s response was immediate and unexpected: approval. Pride. Want.

I touched my jaw, felt the heat there, and stared at her. She stood ready to fight again, breathing hard, eyes blazing with fury and fear and something else I couldn’t name.

“Feel better?” I asked.

“Not even close.” But her hand was shaking. “Let me go, Kai.”

Hearing my name from her lips did something strange to my chest. I shook it off.

“I can’t.” The words felt dragged out of me. “The bond won’t let me. Even if I wanted to.”

“You don’t want to.” Her laugh was bitter. “You’ve made that abundantly clear. So what is this? You’ll drag me back, force me through a ceremony with a man who hates me, then what? Lock me in your perfect house and pretend I don’t exist?”

“I don’t hate you.”

“You rejected me in front of the entire Council!” Her voice rose. “You called me tainted. Broken. Said you’d never trust someone like me. So forgive me if I don’t believe you.”

Heat crawled up the back of my neck. Guilt, thick and uncomfortable. “Those things I said—”

“Were the truth.” She stepped back. “At least you were honest. But I won’t be your burden, Kai. I won’t be the mate you’re forced to tolerate because of some magical bond. I’d rather die.”

The bond between us flared at her words, and suddenly I felt it—her pain, raw and overwhelming. The depth of her hurt crashed into me like a wave, mixing with my own anger and confusion until I couldn’t tell where my feelings ended and hers began.

“Stop,” I gasped, pressing a hand to my chest. “Stop feeling that.”

“I can’t!” She was holding her head now, tears streaming down her face. “It’s the bond. You’re feeling what I feel, and I’m feeling—gods, is that really what you think of me? That much disgust?”

“No.” The word came out strangled. Because mixed in with my anger and resentment was something else. Something that felt dangerously like want. “It’s not—this is just the bond confusing things.”

“Is it?” Her eyes met mine, and I saw the exact moment she felt what I was trying so hard to hide. Her lips parted in surprise. “You—”

A howl split the night. Then another. And another.

We both froze.

“Bloodfang,” I breathed, ice flooding my veins. “We’ve crossed into Bloodfang territory.”

Lyra went pale. Even she knew what that meant. The Bloodfang Pack didn’t tolerate trespassers. They were savage, brutal, and they’d kill first and ask questions never.

“Run,” I said quietly. “Back toward Shadowmere. Now.”

But it was already too late.

They emerged from the shadows like smoke given form—six wolves, all massive, all moving with the coordinated precision of trained killers. Their eyes glowed amber in the moonlight as they circled us, cutting off any escape.

The largest one, a scarred brute with a torn ear, shifted to human form. “Well, well. Kai Nightshade.” His grin showed too many teeth. “Long way from your perfect territory.”

“Marcus.” I kept my voice level, unthreatening. “We didn’t mean to cross the border. We’ll leave immediately.”

“Will you?” Marcus’s eyes slid to Lyra, and something predatory entered his expression. “But you brought a gift. How thoughtful.”

I moved before I could think, putting myself between Lyra and the Bloodfang wolves. My wolf surged forward, ready to fight, ready to kill anyone who tried to touch what was—

What was mine.

The thought hit me like lightning. When had I started thinking of her as mine?

“The human is under my protection,” I said, and my voice came out rough with the edge of a growl.

Marcus laughed. “Your protection? Kai Nightshade, protecting the demon whore? I heard rumors about your unfortunate bonding, but I didn’t believe them. The mighty Alpha of Shadowmere, stuck with damaged goods.”

Lyra flinched behind me. I felt it through the bond, her shame and hurt lancing through my chest.

Rage, white-hot and absolute, flooded through me.

“Call her that again,” I said softly, “and I’ll rip your throat out with my teeth.”

The other Bloodfang wolves shifted, ready to attack. Marcus’s grin widened. “Protective, are we? How sweet. But you’re outnumbered, Nightshade. Six to one. Even an Alpha can’t win those odds.”

He was right. In a straight fight, they’d tear me apart. And then they’d take Lyra, and whatever they did to her would be—

No. That wasn’t happening.

“There.” Lyra’s whisper was barely audible. Her hand touched my back, and through the bond, I saw what she saw: a hollow tree, twenty feet to our left. Big enough for both of us. Hidden.

“On my signal,” I murmured back. “Run for the tree and don’t look back.”

“But—”

“Trust me.”

I felt her hesitation through the bond. She had no reason to trust me. I’d rejected her, humiliated her, made it clear I wanted nothing to do with her. But after a heartbeat, she nodded.

I shifted fast, letting out a roar that made the Bloodfang wolves fall back for just a second. “Now!”

We ran.

Snarls erupted behind us as the Bloodfang wolves gave chase. I stayed between them and Lyra, using my body to shield her as we crashed through the underbrush. Claws raked across my flank. Teeth snapped at my heels. But we were close, so close—

Lyra dove into the hollow tree. I shifted back to human and squeezed in after her, pulling branches and leaves in behind us to cover the entrance.

Immediately, I realized the problem.

The space was tiny. Meant for one person, maybe, but definitely not two. I was pressed against Lyra from chest to thigh, every inch of her body aligned with mine. Her heart hammered against my chest. Her breath came in quick, scared gasps that stirred my hair.

Outside, the Bloodfang wolves prowled, searching.

“Don’t move,” I breathed against her ear. “Don’t even breathe loud.”

She nodded, the movement making her shift against me. I bit back a groan.

This was torture. Pure torture. Her scent surrounded me—wild roses and rain, stronger now, more intoxicating. I could feel every curve of her body, every place where we touched. Heat built between us, the bond humming with awareness.

I had to mask her scent. Had to keep the Bloodfang wolves from finding us.

Slowly, carefully, I adjusted my position, pressing closer, letting my scent cover hers. She stiffened in my arms.

“What are you—”

“Shh.” I wrapped myself around her more fully, burying my face in her hair. “They track by scent. If they smell human, they’ll find us.”

“Oh.” The word came out small.

Outside, Marcus’s voice called out, “Come out, come out, little Alpha. We know you’re here somewhere.”

Lyra trembled. I tightened my arms around her without thinking, one hand coming up to cup the back of her head, holding her against my chest.

“I won’t let them hurt you,” I whispered.

“Why?” Her question was so quiet I almost missed it. “Why protect me? You don’t even want me.”

I didn’t have an answer. Or maybe I did, but I wasn’t ready to face it.

So I just held her tighter as the Bloodfang wolves hunted all around us.

Minutes passed like hours. Every second, I was aware of Lyra in my arms—the softness of her skin, the way she fit against me like she was made for this, made for me. Her scent filled my lungs with every breath, and my wolf was going crazy, rumbling with satisfaction, with possession, with the undeniable rightness of holding our mate.

No. Not our mate. Just the human the Soulstone paired us with.

But even as I thought it, I knew it was a lie. Because somewhere between catching her at the river and now, something had shifted. My wolf wasn’t the only one who recognized her anymore.

Lyra’s hand pressed against my chest, right over my heart. Through the bond, I felt her confusion, her fear—and underneath it, a spark of something that might have been desire.

“Your heart’s racing,” she whispered.

“So is yours.”

A wolf passed close to our hiding spot, so close I could hear its breathing. Lyra pressed her face into my neck, trying to make herself smaller. Her lips brushed my skin.

Every muscle in my body went taut.

This was bad. This was dangerous. Not because of the Bloodfang wolves outside, but because of what was happening inside—the way my body was responding to hers, the way the bond was pulling us together, making me want things I had no right to want.

Her unique scent wrapped around me, and for the first time, I let myself really smell it. Really experience it. And my wolf practically purred, recognizing what I’d been trying so hard to deny.

Mate.

She was our mate. Not just because of the Soulstone’s magic, but because of something deeper, something that called to the very core of who I was.

My human mind recoiled from the realization even as my wolf celebrated it.

I couldn’t want her. Couldn’t accept her. She was tainted by darkness, touched by demons, responsible for—

Through the bond, I felt her reading my conflict. Felt her heart break a little more.

“I’m sorry,” she breathed against my neck. “I’m sorry you got stuck with me.”

The words cracked something open inside me. Before I could stop myself, before I could think better of it, I tilted her face up to mine.

“Don’t,” I said roughly. “Don’t apologize for existing.”

Her eyes were huge in the darkness, searching mine. “But you wish I didn’t. Exist, I mean. At least not in your life.”

Did I? A week ago, yes. An hour ago, maybe. But now, with her in my arms, her scent in my lungs, her emotions tangling with mine through the bond—

“I don’t know what I wish anymore,” I admitted.

The Bloodfang wolves were moving away now. I could hear them spreading out, searching other parts of the forest. Soon, we could make a run for it. Get back to Shadowmere territory where we’d be safe.

But I didn’t move. Neither did Lyra.

We just stood there in the hollow tree, wrapped around each other, the bond pulsing between us with increasing intensity. I could feel everything she felt—her fear giving way to confusion, her hurt mixing with something warmer, something that made my own pulse quicken.

“Kai.” My name on her lips again, and gods help me, I liked the sound of it. “What’s happening?”

“The bond,” I managed. “It’s getting stronger. The closer we are, the more we touch, the more it—”

I cut myself off, but she understood. I felt her understanding through our connection.

“We should go,” she whispered. But she didn’t pull away.

“Yes.” I didn’t move either.

Outside, silence had fallen. The Bloodfang wolves were gone, moved on to search elsewhere. This was our chance. We needed to run, now, before they came back.

But something held me frozen. Maybe it was the bond. Maybe it was the way she was looking at me, like she was seeing past all my walls to the truth I was trying so hard to hide. Maybe it was my wolf, finally getting through to my stubborn human mind.

Or maybe it was just her. Just Lyra.

“When we get back,” she said quietly, “you can go back to hating me. Back to wishing the Soulstone had chosen anyone else. But right now, just for now—could you pretend? That you don’t mind holding me?”

The request broke something in me. Because I wasn’t pretending. That was the problem.

“Lyra—”

A howl echoed in the distance. They were coming back.

“Now!” I grabbed her hand and pulled her from the hollow tree.

We ran.

The Bloodfang wolves spotted us immediately, their howls splitting the night as they gave chase. But this time, I knew where I was going. The border to Shadowmere territory was close, so close. If we could just make it across—

Lyra stumbled. I caught her without breaking stride, practically carrying her as we crashed through the forest. Through the bond, I could sense the Bloodfang wolves behind us, feel their bloodlust, their hunger for the kill.

But I could also sense Lyra’s determination. Her will to survive. And something else—she was watching the wolves, not with
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