

  [image: Cover]




Sofie Lehnert

The Alpha’s Defiant Mate


An Enemies to Lovers Paranormal Shifter Romance





  
    First published by Sylzean Publishing 2025

  

  Copyright © 2025 by Sofie Lehnert


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Praise for Sofie Lehnert
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 5
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 6
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 7
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 8
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 9
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 10
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 11
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 12
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 13
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 14
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 15
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 16
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 17
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 18
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 19
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 20
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 21
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 22
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 23
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 24
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 25
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 26
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 27
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 28
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 29
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 30
        
      

    
      	
        Epilogue
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
    


  



  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

  
  







Mira’s POV




My feet ache as I climb the steps to my front door. Another ten-hour shift at the clinic, another day of pretending I don’t notice the whispers when pack members realize their nurse is the human one. My key sticks in the lock like always—I keep meaning to fix that.

The white envelope catches my eye before I even get the door open. Official Council seal. My stomach drops.

Nothing good ever comes from the Council.

I leave it on the porch like it might bite me, heading straight for the kitchen. My hands shake as I uncork the wine. The glass fills higher than it should. I don’t care.

My favorite chair creaks when I sink into it. The envelope sits on my coffee table now, brought in despite my better judgment. I tuck my feet under me and stare at it.

The wine tastes bitter. Everything tastes bitter when you’re afraid.

“Just open it, Mira,” I whisper. But my hands won’t move.

Instead, my mind drifts back. Always back.

“Human girl thinks she belongs here.” Keiran’s twelve-year-old sneer. The circle of young wolves around me in the schoolyard. “My dad says your mom was probably a whore. That’s why she’s dead.”

My fists had been so small. Useless against kids who could shift, who had strength I’d never have. Declan finding me later, nose bloody, tears making tracks through the dirt on my face.

“Why do they hate me?” I’d asked my brother.

He’d cleaned my face so gently. “They’re idiots, Mira. You belong here as much as anyone.”

But he was wrong. Twenty years later, I still don’t belong.

The envelope hasn’t moved. Still white. Still waiting.

My phone buzzes. Work tomorrow at seven. Normal life carrying on while mine teeters on some invisible edge.

“Fuck it.”

The paper tears easily. Too easily. Inside, thick parchment that probably costs more than my monthly grocery budget.

Ms. Mira Chen,

The Council of Alphas hereby informs you that you have been selected through our comprehensive genetic analysis program as an optimal mate for the continuation of our species. Your compatibility markers indicate the highest probability of producing viable offspring with shifter traits.

The words blur. I blink hard.

You are matched with Alpha Ryker Blackwood of the Mountain Pack. The ceremony will take place within 48 hours of receipt of this notice. Compliance is mandatory for the survival of our kind.

Failure to comply will result in—

The letter flies across the room before I finish reading. It hits the wall and flutters down behind my bookshelf.

“No.” I’m on my feet, pacing. “No, no, no.”

My house—my tiny, perfect house that I saved for, that I painted myself, that has my herbs growing in the kitchen window—feels smaller with each step.

They can’t do this. They can’t just—

My phone rings. Declan’s name lights up the screen.

“You got it too.” His voice sounds hollow.

“You knew?” My voice cracks. “You knew they were doing this?”

“The Alphas had a meeting last week. All of them got letters. I hoped maybe you wouldn’t be…” He trails off.

“Chosen? Selected like breeding stock?” I laugh, but it sounds wrong. “Who the fuck is Ryker Blackwood?”

Silence. Then, “He’s… traditional. Powerful. Not known for his warmth.”

“Great. Fantastic.” I pour more wine. “And if I refuse?”

“Mira—”

“What, Declan? What happens if I say no? If I don’t show up to be married off like this is the fucking Middle Ages?”

“They’ll come for you. The Council doesn’t make requests.”

The wine glass shakes in my hand. “This is my life. My home. I have a job, friends—”

“I know.” His defeat hurts worse than anger would. “I’m sorry, Mira. I’m so fucking sorry.”

After we hang up, I sit on my kitchen floor. The photo album I keep meaning to organize spreads around me. Pictures of college—my human friends who didn’t care that I smelled wrong to shifters. My nursing graduation. The day I got my house keys.

I built this life from nothing. From years of being less-than. And now they want to take it.

The wine bottle empties faster than it should.

When the knock comes, sharp and demanding, I know who it is before I open the door. Some instinct deeper than thought recognizes an Alpha’s presence.

Ryker Blackwood fills my doorframe like a storm cloud. Dark hair, darker eyes, shoulders that block out the porch light. Everything about him screams dominance.

“Ms. Chen.” Not a question.

“It’s late.”

His eyes narrow. “Pack your things. We leave in an hour.”

“Excuse me?”

“The ceremony is tomorrow morning. You need to be moved into the pack house tonight.”

I lean against the door, hoping I look steadier than I feel. “And if I don’t?”

Something dangerous flashes in his expression. “This isn’t a negotiation. You’re my mate. You’ll come with me.”

“I’m not your anything.” The wine makes me brave. Stupid. “I’m a person. With a life. And you can’t just—”

“I can.” He steps closer. I smell forest and rain and power. “The Council has decided. Fighting this wastes both our time.”

“Get off my porch.”

His jaw tightens. “One hour. Be ready.”

“I said get off my—”

“One hour, Mira.” My name sounds like a threat in his mouth. “Don’t make this harder than it needs to be.”

He turns and walks away, leaving me shaking in my doorway. His car idles at the curb—of course he assumed I’d come immediately.

I slam the door hard enough to rattle the windows.

My hands won’t stop trembling as I lock it. As if a lock could keep out what’s coming.

As if anything could.

Tomorrow morning. Less than twelve hours and I’ll belong to a man who looks at me like I’m an inconvenience he has to collect.

I sink onto my couch, pulling my knees to my chest.

The letter peeks out from behind the bookshelf, mocking me.

One hour, he said.

Like hell.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  







Ryker’s POV




She stands in her doorway like she’s guarding a castle instead of a house barely bigger than my office. Arms crossed, chin up, green eyes blazing with enough fury to make a lesser man step back.

I don’t step back.

“One hour, Mira.” I turn before she can argue again. Before I do something stupid like notice how her hair catches the porch light.

Her door slams hard enough to echo down the empty street.

I sit in my car for thirty seconds, engine running. The Council’s orders weigh heavy in my jacket pocket. Retrieve your assigned mate. Ensure compliance. The survival of our species depends on immediate action.

Immediate action. Like she’s a package to collect.

My hands tighten on the steering wheel. This isn’t how it’s supposed to work. Mates should choose each other. Want each other. Not this… arrangement.

But we’re dying. The virus took three more females this month. At this rate, we’ll be extinct in two generations.

I glance back at her house. The porch light flickers off. Stubborn woman thinks she can wait me out.

The drive home takes twenty minutes. Twenty minutes of replaying her defiance, her refusal to even pretend to accept this. Most humans would cower before an Alpha. She looked ready to throw something at my head.

Declan’s sister. I should have made the connection sooner. Same stubbornness, same green eyes that see too much. He mentioned her sometimes—the human girl who grew up in the pack, never quite fitting in.

Now she’s supposed to fit with me.

My phone rings as I pull through the pack gates.

“She giving you trouble already?” Thorne’s voice holds amusement.

“She’s not coming tonight.”

“Told you. Pay up, boys.” I hear money changing hands in the background. “We’re all here. Figured you’d need drinks after meeting your bride.”

“She’s not my—” I stop. She is. Or will be tomorrow. “I’ll be there in five.”

The mansion looms dark except for lights blazing in the west wing. I bypass the main entrance, heading for the study where I can already hear voices.

Six Alphas sprawl across leather chairs and couches. My brothers in all but blood, each nursing whiskey like it might wash away what we’re being forced to do.

“There he is.” Marcus raises his glass. “How’s the lucky bride?”

“Pissed.” I pour three fingers of scotch and drop into my usual chair. “Yours?”

“Terrified.” His smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “Twenty-two years old. Looks at me like I’m going to eat her.”

“Mine fainted.” This from Cole, youngest of us at twenty-eight. “Had to carry her to the car.”

“At least yours are scared.” I take a long drink. “Mira looked ready to set me on fire.”

“Mira Chen?” Thorne leans forward. “Declan’s sister?”

I nod.

“Shit, Ryker. She’s got more spine than half our warriors. You’re in for it.”

“The Council matched us for genetics, not personality.” The words taste bitter as the scotch. “Doesn’t matter if we like each other.”

“Doesn’t it?” Garrett, my beta, speaks from his corner. “You have to live with her. Have children with her. Maybe liking each other would help.”

“Three of us got humans.” Jonas interrupts before I can respond. “You, Marcus, and Eli. The rest got low-ranking pack females.”

“Better than humans.” Eli’s voice carries old prejudice. “At least they understand our ways.”

“Careful.” My wolf stirs, protective instincts flaring. “That’s my mate you’re insulting.”

“Since when do you care about humans?” Eli shoots back. “You’ve said yourself they’re weak. Now suddenly you’re defending one?”

I don’t have an answer. He’s right. How many times have I dismissed human pack members as necessary but lesser? How many times have I thought exactly what he’s saying?

“We do what we have to.” Thorne, ever the peacemaker. “The virus leaves us no choice.”

“The virus.” Cole laughs without humor. “Remember when we thought it would pass? Just a bad season, we said. Now look at us. Forced to breed like animals.”

“We are animals.” Marcus’s joke falls flat.

I stare into my glass, seeing Mira’s face in the amber liquid. The way she held herself—proud despite being cornered. Defiant when she had no power.

Maybe that’s what bothers me. Not her resistance, but how she made me feel like the villain for following orders.

“What happened with Sienna?” Jonas asks quietly.

The room stills. They all know it ended badly, but I’ve never given details.

“She wanted what I couldn’t give.” I drain my glass. “Love. Romance. A mate bond that meant something more than obligation.”

“And now?” Garrett prompts.

“Now I have obligation without even the pretense of choice.”

We drink in silence after that. Seven Alphas, the strongest of our generation, reduced to following orders like pups. The Council says jump, we ask how high. Because what else can we do? Watch our people die out?

“I should go.” I stand, slightly unsteady. “Early morning tomorrow.”

“The ceremony.” Thorne grimaces. “All of us watching each other get leashed.”

“Don’t.” My voice carries enough Alpha command to make him bare his neck slightly. “This is hard enough without—”

“Without acknowledging what it is?” Cole stands too. “We’re taking unwilling women to our beds, Ryker. Calling it duty doesn’t make it right.”

He leaves before I can respond. One by one, the others follow until it’s just Garrett and me.

“She really refused to come tonight?” He asks.

“Said she’d come after the ceremony.”

“Smart. Keeping what independence she can.” He pauses at the door. “Try not to break her, Ryker. We need them whole if this is going to work.”

Then I’m alone.

The house feels bigger at night. Empty. I’ve lived here five years, since taking over as Alpha, and it’s never bothered me before. Now I can’t stop thinking about Mira’s tiny place. How she looked at it like it was a palace.

How she looked at me like I was stealing it.

I climb the stairs to my bedroom. Tomorrow this space will be ours. The thought sits wrong, like wearing someone else’s clothes.

My phone shows 3:17 AM. Four hours until I need to leave. Four hours until—

I change into workout clothes instead of pajamas. The gym in the basement is state-of-the-art, because what else do you spend money on when you have no one to share it with?

The weights feel good. Familiar. Something I can control when everything else spirals beyond my grasp.

“Get off my porch.”

I push harder, add more weight.

“I’m not your anything.”

The bar clangs back into place. Sweat burns my eyes.

I loved Sienna. Or thought I did. But when she pushed for more, for the forever she could see in her dreams, I couldn’t give it. Some part of me always held back, knew she wasn’t the one.

Now I get Mira. Angry, defiant Mira who hates me already.

The Council says it’s about genetics. Compatible DNA. Optimal offspring.

They didn’t mention what to do when your matched mate looks at you like you’re everything wrong with the world.

I work out until my muscles scream, until the sun starts painting the sky purple-pink. Until I can’t avoid the truth anymore.

In three hours, I’ll marry a woman who doesn’t want me.

And I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to convince us both it’s for the greater good.

Even if I’m no longer sure I believe it myself.
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Mira’s POV




I wake to sunlight streaming through my bedroom window. For a moment, everything feels normal. Then reality crashes down—today I’m getting married to a man who doesn’t want me any more than I want him.

My stomach churns as I stare at the ceiling. This is the last morning I’ll wake up in my own bed as a single woman. Tomorrow, I’ll be in Ryker Blackwood’s mansion, playing the role of his mate.

“Stop being dramatic,” I tell myself, but my voice cracks.

A knock rattles my front door. I pull on my robe and stumble down the hallway, already knowing who it is.

“You look terrible,” Declan says when I open the door.

“Thanks. Just what every bride wants to hear.” I step aside to let him in, then freeze. “Who’s she?”

A woman stands behind my brother—tall, elegant, with silver-streaked dark hair despite her young face. Power radiates from her like heat from a flame.

“Elena Martinez, Council representative.” She extends a manicured hand. “I’m here to help with preparations.”

I don’t shake it. “I don’t need help.”

“Mira,” Declan warns.

“What? Am I supposed to be grateful?” I turn away, heading for the kitchen. “Coffee’s in the pot. Help yourselves.”

Elena follows me, her heels clicking on my worn hardwood floors. “I understand you’re angry—”

“Do you?” I spin around. “Did the Council force you to marry a stranger? Did they tell you your only worth is as a breeding machine?”

Her expression doesn’t change. “No. But I’ve seen what the virus does. Forty-three percent of female shifters are now infertile. In another generation—”

“We’ll be extinct. I’ve heard the speech.”

“Then you understand the necessity.”

I pour coffee with shaking hands. “Understanding doesn’t make it easier.”

“No,” she agrees quietly. “It doesn’t.”

Declan clears his throat. “You should get ready. We need to leave in an hour.”

An hour. Sixty minutes of freedom left.

“I brought a selection of dresses,” Elena says, gesturing to garment bags Declan’s carrying. “The Council wants—”

“I don’t care what the Council wants.” I set my mug down hard, coffee sloshing. “I’ll wear my own clothes to my own forced wedding.”

Elena’s lips thin, but Declan intervenes. “Let me talk to her.”

He waits until Elena retreats to the living room, then sits across from me. “I know this is hell.”

“Do you? Because you seem pretty cozy with the Council representative.”

His jaw tightens. “That’s not—we’re not talking about me. Mira, I tried everything. I petitioned the Council, offered for someone else to take your place in their program—”

“You did what?”

“They refused. Said the genetic matching is too specific.” He runs a hand through his hair. “Ryker’s not… he’s not cruel. He’ll treat you well.”

“Like a pet,” I mutter.

“Like his mate.”

“Same difference when I don’t have a choice.”

Declan reaches for my hand. “I’ll be there. Every step. You’re not alone in this.”

Tears sting my eyes. I blink them back. “I need to shower.”

In my bedroom, Elena’s unpacking dresses—flowing white gowns with enough fabric to outfit a small village.

“No.” I walk past her to my closet.

“The Council expects—”

“The Council can expect whatever they want.” I pull out a simple navy dress. “This is what I’m wearing.”

“That’s not appropriate for an Alpha’s mating ceremony.”

I turn on her. “Nothing about this is appropriate. I’m being forced to marry a man who thinks humans are beneath him. Who’s only taking me because some genetic test says I might be able to give him puppies. So excuse me if I don’t want to play dress-up.”

Elena studies me for a long moment. “The genetic compatibility isn’t just about fertility.”

“Then what?”

“True mates are rare among shifters. The tests identify potential for that bond—emotional, physical, magical compatibility on every level.” She sits on my bed uninvited. “You and Ryker scored ninety-three percent.”

“So?”

“The highest match we’ve seen before was seventy-one percent.”

I stare at her. “That’s supposed to make me feel better? That some test says we’re cosmically meant to be?”

“No. But it might help to know this isn’t random. There’s a reason you were chosen for each other.”

“Yeah. My apparently superior ovaries.”

Elena sighs. “Get ready. We leave in forty-five minutes.”

I shower until the hot water runs out, trying to wash away the dread settling in my bones. My hands shake as I dry my hair, apply minimal makeup, pull on the navy dress. It’s nothing special—knee-length, modest neckline, something I’d wear to work. That’s the point.

“You look beautiful,” Declan says when I emerge.

“I look like I’m going to a business meeting.”

“Good. That’s all this is.” He squeezes my shoulder. “A business arrangement.”

But my trembling hands betray the lie as we walk to the car. This is my life being signed away.

Elena drives a black SUV with tinted windows. I sit in the back with Declan, my fingers twisted in my lap.

“Stop that,” he says softly. “You’ll hurt yourself.”

I force my hands flat against my thighs. The Council building looms ahead—all glass and steel, trying to look modern and progressive. But I know what happens inside. Decisions about our lives made by people who never ask our opinion.

“I can’t do this,” I whisper as we pull into the underground parking.

“Yes, you can.” Declan helps me out of the car. “You’re the strongest person I know.”

My legs feel like water as we enter the elevator. Elena presses a button for the top floor. The ceremonial level.

“There will be six other couples,” she explains. “All the unmated Alphas are participating today. The ceremony is brief—exchange of vows, signing of documents. No reception.”

“Thank God for small favors,” I mutter.

The elevator opens to a hallway lined with windows. At the end, double doors stand open. I hear voices inside—deep masculine rumbles, higher feminine tones. My fellow prisoners.

“Ready?” Declan asks.

“No.”

But I walk forward anyway. What choice do I have?

The ceremonial hall takes my breath away despite myself. Vaulted ceilings, walls of windows overlooking the city, an altar made of white stone. Seven couples stand in loose groups—six Alphas I recognize from pack gatherings, and women I’ve never seen. Some look resigned, others defiant. One cries silently while her assigned mate stands stiffly beside her.

Then I see him.

Ryker stands near the windows, sunlight turning his dark hair almost blue. The formal suit emphasizes his broad shoulders, narrow waist. Power rolls off him in waves that make my skin prickle. When he turns, our eyes meet across the room.

My stomach drops.

He’s devastatingly handsome. I hate that I notice. Hate the flutter in my chest when he starts toward us. This would be easier if he was ugly, cruel-looking. Instead, he looks like every fantasy I’ve ever had and been too afraid to admit.

“Mira.” His voice is deeper than I remember from last night.

“Ryker.”

We stare at each other. What is there to say? ‘Nice to see you again, sorry we’re being forced to mate?’

“That’s what you’re wearing?” The question comes out flat, but I catch disapproval in his eyes.

My spine stiffens. “Problem?”

“I thought—” He glances at Elena. “Didn’t you bring appropriate clothing?”

“She made her choice,” Elena says carefully.

Ryker’s jaw tightens. But before he can respond, the officiant calls for positions.

We line up before the altar—seven couples who never chose each other. The woman next to me whispers, “I’m Sarah. Also human.”

I manage a weak smile. Misery loves company.

The officiant—a Council elder whose name I don’t catch—begins droning about duty and necessity. I tune out, focusing on not fainting. Ryker stands rigid beside me, close enough that I feel his body heat but careful not to touch.

“Do you accept this bond?” the officiant asks.

“I do,” Ryker says, voice carrying no emotion.

“And you?”

The word sticks in my throat. Everyone waits. Declan shifts behind me. Elena watches from the side.

“I—” My voice breaks. I clear my throat. “I do.”

“Sign here.”

A document appears. Pages of legal language that essentially says I belong to Ryker now. My hand trembles as I sign. The pen feels impossibly heavy.

Ryker signs with quick, efficient strokes.

“By the authority of the Council, you are now mated pairs. May you strengthen our people and ensure our future.”

That’s it. No kiss, no rings, no pretense this is about love. Other couples drift toward the door, some looking shell-shocked, others already arguing in whispers. The crying woman has to be practically carried by her mate.

Ryker turns to me. “We should go.”

“Where’s the fire?” But I follow when he starts walking. What else can I do?

Declan catches my arm at the door. “Call me tonight.”

“If I’m allowed phone privileges,” I say, only half joking.

Ryker’s shoulders tense, but he doesn’t respond.

The elevator ride is excruciating. Elena stays behind—something about paperwork. So it’s just Ryker and me, strangers who are now legally bound.

“My car’s this way,” he says when we reach the parking level.

Of course he drives something expensive—black, German, probably costs more than I make in five years. He opens the passenger door for me. The gesture feels like mockery.

I slide in, the leather seats too soft, too perfect. Everything about this is too much.

He gets in and starts the engine. For a moment, we sit in silence.

“This isn’t how I wanted—” He stops, tries again. “I know this is difficult.”

“Difficult?” I laugh, but it sounds hysterical. “Is that what we’re calling it?”

His hands tighten on the steering wheel. “What would you prefer I call it?”

“How about what it is? Forced marriage. Legalized breeding program. Violation of basic human rights.”

“You think I want this?” He turns to face me, and for the first time, I see emotion crack his perfect control. “You think I dreamed of having a mate picked for me like I’m a prize bull?”

“At least you’re not the cow,” I shoot back.

We glare at each other, both breathing hard. Then he turns away, puts the car in gear.

“Let’s just… go home.”

Home. His home. Never mine.

I lean against the window as he drives, watching the city blur past. In minutes, I’ll enter his mansion, start a life I never chose with a man who sees me as a necessary evil. My throat burns with unshed tears.

The last morning in my own bed feels like a lifetime ago.








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  





Ryker’s POV


The leather steering wheel creaked under my grip. Ten minutes into the drive, and neither of us had said a word. Mira sat pressed against the passenger door like she might bolt at the next red light.

I caught her staring at my hands on the wheel. “What?”

“Nothing.” She turned to the window.

The silence stretched tighter. My wolf paced under my skin, not liking this coldness from our mate. I shoved that thought down hard. She wasn’t our mate. She was an assignment. A duty.

“How much longer?” she asked.

“Fifteen minutes.”

She nodded and went back to watching the trees blur past.

When I pulled through the pack gates, she straightened. The guards waved us through, and I saw her take in the high walls, the security cameras. Her jaw tightened.

“Prison walls?” she muttered.

“Protection,” I corrected.

“Same thing sometimes.”

The mansion came into view through the trees. Three stories of stone and glass, built by my great-grandfather when the pack first settled here. I’d always felt pride seeing it. Now, watching Mira’s face stay carefully blank, something twisted in my chest.

I parked in the circular drive. “This is home.”

She climbed out without waiting for me to open her door. “Yours. Not mine.”

Inside, her footsteps echoed on the marble floors. I watched her take in the soaring ceilings, the crystal chandelier, the artwork collected over generations.

“The kitchen’s through here,” I said, leading her past the formal dining room.

“How many people could you feed in there?” She gestured at the long table.

“Twenty-four.”

“Right.” Her voice stayed flat. “Cozy.”

The kitchen was more modern, all stainless steel and granite. She ran her fingers along the counter, opened a few cabinets.

“There’s a full staff,” I said. “Cook, housekeepers—”

“I can cook for myself.”

“That’s not necessary.”

She spun to face me. “What else isn’t necessary? Walking? Breathing without permission?”

I ground my teeth. “I’m trying to make this easier.”

“By showing off your mansion? By making sure I know how out of place I am?”

“That’s not—” I stopped. Breathed. “Let me show you the rest.”

The library made her pause. Floor-to-ceiling shelves filled with books, leather chairs by the fireplace. Her fingers twitched toward the nearest shelf before she caught herself.

“You can read anything you want,” I said.

“How generous.” But I caught her memorizing the titles as we passed.

The gym, the office, the formal living room—she walked through each space like a soldier memorizing enemy territory. When we climbed to the second floor, her shoulders tensed.

“Master bedroom’s here.” I pushed open the double doors.

She stopped in the doorway. The room was massive—king bed, sitting area, door to the private balcony. Her eyes went straight to the bed.

“I want a guest room.”

“You’re my wife.”

“On paper.” She backed away from the door. “I want a guest room, Ryker.”

“The Council expects—”

“The Council can’t watch us sleep.” Her voice cracked slightly. “Please. I just… I need space. Time.”

I stared at her, this woman who’d been forced into my life. Her chin stayed high but I could smell her anxiety, sharp like burnt copper.

“Fine.” The word came out harsher than intended. “The guest wing is this way.”

Relief flooded her scent as I led her down the hall. The guest suite was smaller but still luxurious—queen bed, its own bathroom, a small balcony overlooking the gardens.

“This works,” she said quietly.

“Your things will be brought up.”

“I can get them.”

“Mira—”

“I said I can get them.” She met my eyes. “I’m not helpless.”

We stood there, the space between us feeling like miles. My wolf whined, wanting to close that distance. I turned for the door.

“Dinner’s at seven,” I said.

“I might not—”

“Seven.” I left before she could argue more.

Garrett waited in my office, his expression grim. My Beta had been my best friend since we were pups, and I could read the tension in his shoulders.

“How many?” I asked, dropping into my desk chair.

“Three more cases confirmed this week.” He handed me the report. “Two in the Riverside family, one in Moonstone.”

I scanned the names. All young couples, all trying for children. “Fatalities?”

“Not yet. But Sarah Riverside is declining fast.”

“Fuck.” I rubbed my face. “Options?”

“The healers are trying everything. Traditional remedies, modern medicine, prayer circles.” Garrett shook his head. “Nothing touches it.”

“And the Council’s solution is forced breeding.”

“It’s not breeding if you actually like her,” Garrett said carefully.

I glared at him. “Don’t.”

“I’m just saying, Declan’s sister isn’t the worst match they could have made.”

“She’s human.”

“So? My grandmother was human.”

“That was different.”

“Why? Because it was a choice?” Garrett leaned forward. “Look, I get it. This situation sucks. But maybe—”

“I need to visit the medical center.” I stood, ending the conversation.

Garrett sighed but followed me out.

The medical center smelled like grief. Antiseptic couldn’t mask the scent of tears, of fear, of hope dying slowly. In the waiting room, Tom Riverside sat with his head in his hands.

“Alpha.” He stood when he saw me, swaying slightly.

“Sit,” I ordered gently. “How is she?”

“They don’t know. She can’t… she can’t keep anything down. The fever comes and goes.” His voice broke. “We’ve been trying for six years. Six years, and now…”

I gripped his shoulder. Words felt useless. What could I say? That the Council had a plan? That forced marriages might save us all?

“We’re doing everything we can,” I said finally.

He nodded, not believing me. I didn’t blame him.

In the critical ward, I counted eight women. Eight lives hanging by threads while their mates sat vigil. The healers moved between beds, exhaustion written in every line of their bodies.

“Alpha Ryker.” Dr. Aria approached, her usually neat hair escaping its bun. “I heard congratulations are in order.”

The word tasted bitter. “How are they?”

“Stable, for now. But we lost Miranda Stone yesterday.”

Another name for the growing list. “Her mate?”

“Sedated. He tried to follow her.”

My chest tightened. The mate bond was supposed to be a gift. Now it was killing us in pairs.

I stayed another hour, visiting each room, offering what comfort an Alpha could give. It wasn’t much. When I finally left, the sun was setting and my phone showed three missed calls from the house.

I found Mira in my kitchen, chopping vegetables with efficient strokes. The smell of garlic and onions filled the air. She didn’t look up when I entered.

“I told the cook—”

“I sent her home.” Chop. Chop. Chop. “I don’t need someone else making my food.”

I watched her work. She’d changed into jeans and a soft sweater, her hair pulled back in a messy bun. She looked… comfortable. Like she belonged here.

My wolf stirred again. I shoved him down harder.

“What are you making?”

“Pasta. Nothing fancy.” She glanced at me. “You look like hell.”

“Thanks.”

“Rough day?”

I thought of Marcus Riverside’s broken voice. Of eight women dying slowly. “You could say that.”

She nodded and went back to cooking. No questions, no pushing. Just acceptance that some days were hell.

We ate in silence
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