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Prologue - Cassius

The night air hung heavy with the scent of pine and moonlight. Cassius paced the length of his study, his footsteps echoing in the quiet of the Whiteborn estate. The clock on the mantel ticked away, each second a reminder of the responsibilities weighing on his shoulders.

Moonlight spilled through the tall windows, casting long shadows across the room. Cassius ran a hand through his platinum blonde hair, his blue eyes scanning the pile of reports on his desk. The soft glow of the desk lamp illuminated the papers, each one detailing another challenge facing the Pack.

Another night, another stack of problems to solve.

Cassius settled into his chair with a sigh. His father had started giving him more responsibilities lately, but he wasn’t complaining.

He’s just preparing me to take over.

The silence of the house pressed in around him, a stark contrast to the chaos that seemed to follow him everywhere else.

A cry pierced the night, shattering the stillness. Cassius froze, his heightened senses alert. The sound came again, high and plaintive—a baby's wail.

He was on his feet in an instant, moving with the fluid grace of a predator. The cry led him to the front door. His hand hesitated on the knob, uncertainty flickering across his face.

What the hell?

The door swung open. There, nestled in a makeshift basket, lay a tiny bundle. Pink-faced and squalling, a newborn baby girl stared up at him with startling green eyes. Cassius felt the world tilt on its axis.

"What in the—” he breathed, crouching down. The scent hit him then, a mix of milk and innocence, undercut by something familiar. Something that made his wolf stir with recognition.

His hands shook as he lifted the basket, bringing it inside. The baby's cries softened to whimpers, her tiny fists waving in the air. Cassius set the basket on a nearby table, his mind racing.

A folded piece of paper tucked into the blankets caught his eye. With trembling fingers, he pulled it free, unfolding it to reveal a hastily scrawled note.

Cassius,

I'm sorry to do this to you, but I have no other choice. This is our daughter, Aurora. That night we spent together… I never expected this to happen. I thought I could handle it, but I can't. I'm slipping, Cassius. I can feel the madness creeping in. I won't let it take me while I'm holding her.

Please, take care of her. Give her the life I never could. She deserves better than a rogue for a mother.

I'm so sorry.

The words blurred as Cassius read them again and again.

Our daughter.

The realization hit him like a physical blow. He stumbled back, bracing himself against the wall.

How could this happen?

Images of that night flashed through his mind. A chance encounter on the borders of his territory. A moment of weakness. He'd never expected to see Carrie again, let alone…

His gaze fell on Aurora, her cries having subsided to soft coos.

Slipping.

The word echoed in his mind, filling him with dread. He knew what it meant for a rogue wolf. The isolation, the constant struggle to survive—it could drive even the strongest to madness.

Without conscious thought, Cassius found himself moving. He scooped up Aurora, cradling her awkwardly against his chest. Her scent filled his nostrils, and beneath it, he caught the fading trail of her mother.

"Abigail!" he called, his voice rough with emotion. The housekeeper, Abigail Holloway, appeared moments later, her eyes widening at the sight of the baby in his arms.

"Alpha, what—”

"Take her," Cassius said, gently passing Aurora to the startled woman. "Keep her safe. I'll be back soon."

Before she could protest, he was out the door, shifting mid-stride. His wolf form burst from his clothes, paws hitting the ground running. The scent trail was faint, but his determination was iron-clad.

Trees blurred past as Cassius raced through the forest. His heart pounded in his ears, a mix of adrenaline and fear driving him forward.

Please let me find her in time.

The scent grew stronger as he neared the edge of Whiteborn territory. Here, the trees thinned out, giving way to rocky outcroppings. Cassius slowed, his senses on high alert. Something was wrong. The air was thick with the metallic tang of blood.

A clearing opened up before him, bathed in silver moonlight. Cassius froze, his wolf whining low in his throat. Two bodies lay motionless on the ground, their fur matted with blood.

He approached cautiously, his heart sinking with each step. One of the wolves was unfamiliar, likely a feral rogue. The other… Cassius's nose confirmed what his heart already knew. Aurora's mother.

Carrie.

Shifting back to his human form, Cassius knelt beside her. Her once-vibrant fur was dull, her eyes glassy and unseeing. Claw marks raked across her body, evidence of the brutal fight that had taken place.

"I'm sorry," he whispered, gently closing her eyes. "I'm so sorry I wasn't here sooner."

Grief welled up inside him, unexpected in its intensity. He hadn't known her, not really. But she had given him something precious, something he hadn't even known he wanted until tonight.

This was the fate that awaited so many who lived outside the protection of a Pack. It could have been Aurora's fate if her mother hadn't made the ultimate sacrifice.

Cassius stood, his jaw set with determination. He couldn't change what had happened here, but he could ensure that Aurora never faced such a fate. She would grow up loved, protected, and part of a strong Pack.

The journey back to the Whiteborn estate seemed to take both an eternity and no time at all. Cassius's mind raced, plans and worries tangling together. How would he explain this to the Pack? To the other Alphas? Being a single father was strange among Alpha wolves.

As he approached the house, he could hear Aurora's cries once more. Something tightened in his chest at the sound. He quickened his pace, bursting through the door.

Abigail looked up as he entered, relief clear on her face. "Oh, thank goodness you're back, Alpha. I've tried everything, but she won't settle."

Cassius crossed the room in long strides. Without hesitation, he took Aurora from the housekeeper's arms. The baby's cries softened almost immediately, her tiny hands reaching up to grasp at his shirt.

"It's alright," he murmured, surprised at how natural it felt to hold her. "I'm here now. You're safe."

Mrs. Holloway hovered nearby, her expression a mix of concern and curiosity. "Alpha, if I may ask… what's going on? Where did she come from?"

Cassius took a deep breath, his gaze never leaving Aurora's face. "She's mine," he said softly. "Her mother… she can't take care of her. So now it's up to me."

The housekeeper's eyes widened, but to her credit, she didn't question further. "I see. Well then, we'd best get her settled, shouldn't we? I'll prepare a room—”

"No," Cassius interrupted. "She'll stay with me tonight. Could you get some formula and whatever else she might need to my room?"

"Of course, Alpha. Right away."

As Mrs. Holloway bustled off, Cassius made his way to his bedroom. The enormity of what had happened and of what lay ahead threatened to overwhelm him. But looking down at Aurora, her green eyes blinking sleepily up at him, he felt a sense of calm settle over him.

He sat on the edge of his bed, adjusting his hold on the baby. She yawned, her tiny pink mouth forming a perfect 'O'. Something fierce and protective surged through Cassius at the sight.

"I know this isn't what either of us expected," he said softly. "And I'll probably make a lot of mistakes along the way. But I promise you this, Aurora, you will always be loved. You will always be protected."

Aurora cooed, her small hand wrapping around his finger with surprising strength. Cassius felt a smile tugging at his lips, the first genuine one in what felt like ages.

"You and me, little one," he whispered. "We're in this together now."

As she closed her eyes in sleep, Cassius made a solemn vow. No matter what challenges lay ahead, no matter how it might complicate his role as Alpha, he would give Aurora the best life possible. She was his daughter, his responsibility, his Pack.

And he would protect her with his life.


Chapter 1 - Cassius

Six months later

Cassius's eyes snapped open, his keen hearing picking up Aurora's soft whimpers before they escalated into full-blown cries. He groaned, rubbing his face as he glanced at the clock. 3:47 AM. Another night of broken sleep.

Fuck. When was the last time I slept more than three hours straight?

He pushed himself out of bed, padding quietly to Aurora's nursery. The moment he entered, her cries softened to sniffles. Her tiny hands reached for him, and despite his exhaustion, Cassius felt a familiar warmth spread through his chest.

"Hey there, little moon," he murmured, scooping her up. "What's got you all worked up, huh?"

As he changed her diaper and warmed a bottle, Cassius's mind raced through the day ahead. Pack disputes to settle, border patrols to organize, and a mountain of paperwork that never seemed to shrink. And the Alliance meeting.

Fuck me running.

Aurora settled against his chest, contentedly suckling her bottle. Cassius breathed in her sweet baby scent, trying to center himself.

How the hell am I supposed to do this? Be an Alpha and a father?

The question haunted him as he put Aurora back to bed and tried to catch another hour of sleep before his day truly began.

The shrill beep of his alarm dragged Cassius from his fitful sleep. He groaned, swiping at his phone to silence it. 6:00 AM. Another day, another battle.

He stumbled to the kitchen, the rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee hitting his nostrils. Abigail had already arrived and was bustling around the kitchen.

"Morning, Alpha," she said, sliding a steaming mug across the counter to him. "Rough night?"

Cassius grunted in response, downing half the mug in one gulp. The scalding liquid burned his throat, but he welcomed the pain. It meant he was awake.

"Aurora's still sleeping," Abigail continued, unfazed by his lack of response. "I've laid out your suit for the meeting and prepared a quick breakfast."

He nodded, grateful for her efficiency. "Thanks, Abigail. I don't know what I'd do without you."

Probably drown in diapers and paperwork.

As if on cue, Aurora's cries echoed through the house. Cassius moved to get up, but Abigail waved him off.

"I've got her, Alpha. You focus on getting ready for your meeting."

Cassius hesitated, torn between his duties as a father and as an Alpha. But Abigail was right. He had a Pack to lead and an alliance to maintain. Being an Alpha means making hard choices.

Even when it comes to your own pup.

He finished his breakfast quickly, then dressed in the dark gray suit Abigail had prepared. As he adjusted his tie, he could hear Aurora's giggles mixing with Abigail's soothing voice.

At least someone's having a good morning.

Cassius paused by the nursery on his way out. Aurora was in Abigail's arms, her tiny hands reaching for a colorful toy.

"Da!" she exclaimed, her face lighting up as she saw him.

His heart clenched. "Hey, little moon. Be good for Abigail, okay? Daddy's got to go to work."

He pressed a kiss to her forehead, breathing in her sweet scent one last time before forcing himself to leave.

The garage door opened with a low rumble, revealing Cassius's prized possession, a sleek, obsidian black Audi RS7. It was a refined machine with 591 horsepower under the hood, blending luxury with raw performance.

As he slid into the driver's seat, the leather cool against his skin, Cassius felt some of the tension leave his body. Here, in this space, he was in complete control.

The engine roared to life, a sound that never failed to send a thrill down his spine. He peeled out of the driveway, tires squealing against the pavement.

The drive to the meeting location was a blur of winding mountain roads and dense forests. Cassius navigated them with practiced ease, his mind racing through the day's agenda: trade agreements, border disputes, rogue wolf sightings.

Just another day in paradise.

As he approached the meeting hall, a fortified structure hidden deep in the woods, Cassius took a deep breath. He parked the Audi next to a row of equally impressive vehicles—the other Alphas' rides.

Time to put on his game face. They can smell weakness.

Don't give them the chance.

Cassius strode into the meeting hall, his face a mask of calm authority that belied the chaos in his mind. The other Alphas were already there, their scents mingling in the air—a potent cocktail of power, ambition, and barely contained aggression.

Aleksander Volkov, his closest friend and ally, nodded in greeting. The Alpha of the Iron Fang Pack cut an imposing figure, his steel-gray eyes sharp and calculating.

Selena Nightshade of the Shadow Walker Pack lounged in her chair, dark eyes gleaming with secrets. Her beauty was a weapon, and Cassius knew better than to underestimate her.

Ragnar Stormborn's booming laugh filled the room as he clapped Cassius on the shoulder. "About time you joined us!"

Cassius took his seat at the head of the table, scanning the faces around him. Beside Ragnar sat Lyra Frost, Alpha of the Frost Claw Pack. Her ice-blue eyes met his, a slight nod acknowledging his arrival.

Across from her, Marcus Redwood of the Crimson Oak Pack drummed his fingers impatiently on the table. His ruddy complexion deepened as he caught Cassius's eye, a challenge simmering beneath the surface.

Erik Shadowbane, leader of the Night Stalker Pack, watched the proceedings with detached interest. His gaunt face and hollow eyes spoke of recent hardships, but the strength in his posture was unmistakable.

Cassius's gaze swept over the remaining Alphas: Nadia Swiftshadow of the River Pack, her lithe form coiled with restless energy; Darius Ironheart of the Stone Claw Pack, his scarred face a testament to battles won and lost; and finally, Zara Moonsinger of the Silver Crescent Pack, her serene expression at odds with the tension in the room.

"Let's begin," Cassius said, his voice carrying easily across the table. "We have much to discuss."

"The situation with the lone wolves is becoming untenable," Marcus Redwood growled, slamming his fist on the table. "Every day, more of them cross our borders, seeking shelter or causing trouble."

Cassius leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. "And what would you have us do, Marcus? Turn them away? Leave them to the slavers or to go feral?"

"Better that than risk our own Packs," Marcus shot back.

Lyra Frost's cool voice cut through the tension. "Perhaps we should consider Articus's approach. The White Moon Pack has had success integrating lone wolves, has it not?"

A ripple of murmurs swept through the room at the mention of Cassius's cousin.

Articus. The poster boy for Light Side-Dark Side cooperation.

"Articus's situation is… unique," Cassius said carefully. "His marriage to Wren has certainly opened new avenues for cooperation, but we can't ignore the inherent risks."

Selena Nightshade leaned forward, a predatory smile playing on her lips. "Risks… and opportunities. The trade depots at the borders have been quite profitable, haven't they?"

Aleksander nodded, his expression thoughtful. "True. The increased interaction between Light and Dark has its benefits. But it also makes us more vulnerable."

"To what?" Ragnar boomed. "A few mangy loners and the occasional rogue? We're stronger than that!"

Cassius held up a hand, silencing the growing argument. "We can't ignore the potential threats, but neither can we abandon our own. These lone wolves are our people, lost and vulnerable. If we don't take them in, we're leaving them to a fate worse than death."

He thought of Wren, of the horror she'd endured before finding sanctuary with Articus. The room fell silent, the weight of his words sinking in.

"So what do you propose?" Erik Shadowbane asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

Cassius took a deep breath. "We expand our integration programs. Each Pack takes in a quota of lone wolves based on their resources and territory. We establish a vetting process and training programs to help them adjust to Pack life."

"And if they prove untrustworthy?" Zara Moonsinger asked, her melodic voice tinged with concern.

"Then we deal with them," Cassius said firmly. "Swiftly and decisively. But we give them a chance first."

The discussion raged on, each Alpha weighing in with their concerns and suggestions. Cassius felt the pressure building behind his eyes, a headache threatening to bloom.

Stay focused. They need to see strength, not weakness.

"The trade depots have been a resounding success," Nadia reported, her eyes bright with enthusiasm. "We're seeing an unprecedented level of economic cooperation between Light and Side Packs."

Darius grunted, his scarred face twisting into a scowl. "And an unprecedented level of security risks. How do we know these 'traders' aren't spies or worse?"

"We don't," Cassius admitted. "But the benefits outweigh the risks. These depots are changing lives on both sides of the mountain."

He thought of the reports he'd received, stories of Dark Side wolves finding hope and opportunity through trade. Of Light Side Packs gaining access to rare resources and skills.

"It's not just about economics," Selena added, her voice silky smooth. "These interactions are changing perceptions. Breaking down old prejudices."

Marcus snorted. "Prejudices that kept us safe for generations."

"Safe but stagnant," Aleksander countered. "We can't ignore the changing world around us. If we don't adapt, we'll be left behind."

Cassius nodded, grateful for his friend's support. "The trade depots stay. We'll increase security measures and implement stricter vetting processes for traders. But we won't close these doors we've opened."

The tension in the room was palpable. Cassius could feel the weight of ten pairs of eyes on him, judging, assessing.

He met each gaze steadily, his posture relaxed but alert. Inside, his stomach churned with anxiety, his mind racing with all the ways this could go wrong.

One misstep, one moment of weakness, and it all falls apart.

But he couldn't afford to dwell on those fears. Not now, not ever. He was the Alpha of the Annex Pack, the leader of this alliance. They needed his strength, his certainty.

So he buried his doubts, his exhaustion, and his fears for Aurora's future. He wore the mask of the strong, decisive Alpha they expected him to be.

"We're at a crossroads," he said, his voice steady and authoritative. "The choices we make today will shape the future of our Packs, our alliance, and the entire Dark Side. We can cling to the old ways and risk being left behind, or we can embrace change and grow stronger for it."

He let his words hang in the air, watching as they sank in. Slowly, heads began to nod. Even Marcus's scowl softened slightly.

They're with me. For now.

As the meeting wound down, Cassius caught Aleksander's eye. A silent understanding passed between them, and soon, they found themselves in a private corner of the hall.

"You look like shit," Aleksander said bluntly, his gray eyes scanning Cassius's face.

Cassius barked out a laugh. "Tell me how you really feel, Alek."

"I'm serious, Cass. You can't keep going like this. The others are starting to notice."

Fuck. Is it that obvious?

"I'm fine," Cassius insisted, but the words sounded hollow even to his own ears.

Aleksander raised an eyebrow. "Right. And I'm the tooth fairy. How's Aurora?"

At the mention of his daughter, Cassius felt his carefully constructed facade crumble. "She's… she's perfect. And exhausting. And terrifying. I don't know what the hell I'm doing, Alek."

His friend's expression softened. "No one does, at first. But you can't do it all alone. You need help."

"What, you volunteering to change diapers?" Cassius joked weakly.

"Not me," Aleksander said, a thoughtful look crossing his face. "But… what about Alysa?"

Cassius blinked, caught off guard. "Your sister? What about her?"

"She's great with kids. Trained as a teacher before… well, you know. She's been looking for a purpose, something to throw herself into."

Alysa. Warm honey eyes and a laugh that could light up a room.

"I don't know, Alek. It's a lot to ask…"

"Just think about it," Aleksander pressed. "She could be a nanny for Aurora, help you get your feet under you. And having her there, someone you trust… it could make a world of difference."

Cassius rubbed his jaw, considering. The idea of having help, of not facing each day alone with Aurora… it was tempting. Dangerously so.

Abigail had helped when Aurora was first brought to him, but she had her own family, and her shift ran from morning to evening. Lena from his Pack also helped from time to time, but it didn’t seem to make a difference.

"I'll think about it," he said finally. "But no promises."

Aleksander clapped him on the shoulder. "That's all I ask. Now, go home and get some sleep before you fall over."

***

As Cassius made his way back to the Whiteborn estate, his mind whirled with the events of the day. The alliance of ten Alphas was a delicate balance, forged in the fires of necessity and maintained through a complex web of mutual interests and shared threats.

Four of the Alphas, and Cassius himself, were descendants of the original Light Side wolves who had crossed over generations ago. They formed the core of the alliance, their bloodlines carrying the weight of history and tradition.

The other five had risen to power through strength and cunning, carving out territories in the harsh landscape of the Dark Side. They were allies of convenience, their loyalty tested with each new challenge.

And Cassius was supposed to keep them all in line—while raising a pup and running his own Pack.

No pressure.

He thought of the other supernatural alliances that shared the Dark Side—the vampires with their blood feuds and ancient grudges, the witches with their arcane politics, and the werebears with their fierce independence.

And then there were the rogues, outcasts from every species who sometimes banded together in unholy alliances of their own.

It's a powder keg. One spark, and it all goes up in flames.

As he reached his home, Cassius paused, his hand on the door. The weight of his responsibilities pressed down on him, threatening to crush him beneath their load.

For a moment, he allowed himself to imagine a different life—one where he wasn't responsible for the lives of hundreds, where he could focus solely on being a father to Aurora, and where he could maybe, just maybe, find some happiness for himself.

With warm honey eyes and a laugh that lights up a room…

Cassius shook his head, banishing the thought. He had a duty to his Pack, to the alliance, and to Aurora. He couldn't afford distractions or selfish dreams.

But as he entered his quarters, hearing Aurora's soft coos from the nursery, a small part of him held onto that vision—of a future where he wasn't alone, where the burdens he carried were shared.

Maybe it's time to accept some help.

He thought as he went to greet his daughter. The future of the Dark Side hung in the balance. Cassius knew that the choices he made in the coming days would shape not just his life but the lives of all those who depended on him.

With a deep breath, he steeled himself for whatever challenges lay ahead. He was Cassius White, Alpha of the Annex Pack.

And he would not falter.


Chapter 2 - Alysa

Alysa’s eyes darted across the crowded bar, watching as patrons laughed, clinked glasses, and filled the room with energy she couldn’t connect to. Her heart raced, though not in excitement.

Instead, it was the familiar edge of anxiety creeping in. It was as though the walls of The Howling Moon were closing in on her, suffocating with the weight of expectations.

Why does everything feel heavier today?

She gripped the edge of the bar to steady herself. She'd been trying so hard to focus, to keep up with the drink orders and the small talk.

But each new request felt like a countdown to another mistake. Her fingers tightened around the glass she was drying, her mind wandering. The glass slipped from Alysa's hand, shattering against the polished bar top.

"Shit," she muttered, already reaching for the broom. It was her third broken glass this week. Each clink of the shards felt like a judgment, a reflection of her mounting mistakes.

"Everything okay over there, Lysa?" Jake, her fellow bartender, called from the other end of the bar, his voice a mix of concern and mild amusement.

"Just peachy," Alysa replied, forcing a smile. Her cheeks burned as she swept up the mess, and she struggled to maintain her composure.

Great job, klutz. Way to prove you belong here.

Jake came over with a sympathetic grin as Alysa swept the shards into a dustpan.

"You know, if you keep this up, we're going to run out of glasses." He said, chuckling.

"Yeah, well, maybe you should start handing out drinks in plastic cups when I’m on shift," Alysa muttered, trying to mask her embarrassment.

He leaned in slightly, his voice dropping. "Seriously, though. You alright? You’ve seemed a little off lately."

Alysa shrugged, avoiding his gaze. "Just tired. You know how it gets."

Jake gave her a lingering look before straightening up. "If you need to talk, you know I’m here. But hey, no more broken glasses, alright?"

The Howling Moon was the hottest werewolf bar in town, and Alysa had fought tooth and claw for this job. But lately, it felt like she was fighting a losing battle against her own incompetence.

She dumped the glass shards in the trash, wincing as her manager's voice cut through the din of the Saturday night crowd.

"Alysa. My office. Now."

Fuck.

Her heart pounded in her chest, each beat echoing her dread. She followed Sarah into the cramped back office, where the manager's face was grim, her posture rigid.

"Look, Alysa," Sarah began, her voice tight. "You're a sweet girl, but this isn't working out. The broken glasses, the mixed-up orders… we can't afford these mistakes."

The words hit Alysa like a physical blow. "I-I can do better. Please, just give me another chance."

Sarah shook her head, her expression unyielding. "I'm sorry, but we're letting you go. You can collect your final paycheck next week."

Alysa stumbled out of the office in a daze.

Fired. Again.

The reality of her dismissal sank like lead in her stomach. She barely remembered gathering her things and saying goodbye to Jake. The cool night air hit her face as she stepped outside, and she sucked in a shaky breath.

What am I going to do now?

The familiar sense of failure was like a second skin clinging to her every move. She stood outside the bar for a moment, watching as life inside continued without her. Jake was already back at it, laughing and serving drinks as if she had never existed.

The idea that the world moved on so effortlessly, even when she stumbled, made her feel invisible.

But wasn’t that how it always was? Every time she thought she was making progress, life yanked her back, reminding her that maybe she didn’t belong here—or anywhere.

The ride home was a blur, her mind lost in a spiral of anxiety and self-recrimination. She could already hear her brother Aleksander’s voice, the well-intentioned but often overbearing tone that accompanied his solutions to every problem.

The thought of sharing her job loss with him only heightened her sense of dread. Aleksander had always been her rock, but his practical solutions sometimes felt like a harsh spotlight on her shortcomings.

Arriving at her small apartment, Alysa was greeted by the familiar scent of vanilla and cedar, the comforting aroma doing little to soothe her frayed nerves.

She flicked on the lights, illuminating the shabby furniture and peeling wallpaper. It wasn't much, but it was hers. Or it had been until she'd blown her chance at keeping it.

She sank onto the worn couch, burying her face in her hands. The familiar weight of hopelessness settled over her.

Why can't I get anything right?

Her gaze fell on a framed photo on the coffee table—her and Aleksander at his Alpha ceremony. Her brother stood tall and proud in his ceremonial robes while Alysa beamed at his side.

Look at us. The Alpha and the fuckup.

It hadn't always been that way. Growing up, Alysa had been the golden child—outgoing, popular, and always at the center of attention. Aleksander was the quiet one, more comfortable with books than people.

But somewhere along the way, things had shifted. Aleksander grew into his role as future Alpha, exuding a quiet confidence that drew people to him. And Alysa… Alysa floundered.

She'd tried going to college to train as a teacher but dropped out after a year. She jumped from job to job, never quite finding her place. And all the while, her brother's star continued to rise.

The only constant in her life had been her crush on her brother’s best friend, Cassius White. She'd fallen for him the moment Aleksander brought him home, all golden hair and piercing blue eyes. But Cassius had never seen her as anything more than his best friend's little sister.

Alysa's fingers traced the curves of her body, resting on the soft swell of her stomach.

No wonder he's never looked twice at you.

She'd always been curvy, but lately, it felt like her body was betraying her. No matter how much she worked out or dieted, she couldn't seem to shed the extra pounds.

You're not good enough for him, a traitorous voice whispered.

You're not good enough for anyone.

Alysa's phone buzzed, jarring her from her spiral of self-pity. Aleksander's name flashed on the screen.

"Hey, Bro," she answered, forcing cheer into her voice despite her mood.

"Lysa? What's wrong?" Damn her brother's intuition.

"Nothing's wrong. Why would you think something's wrong?"

"Because it's Saturday night, and you're answering your phone instead of working."

Alysa's façade crumbled. "I got fired," she whispered.

Silence stretched between them for a long moment, a heavy weight pressing down. Then, "I'm coming over."

"Alek, you don't have to—”

"I'll be there in ten."

True to his word, Aleksander arrived exactly ten minutes later, a six-pack of beer in hand. He took one look at Alysa's tear-stained face and pulled her into a hug. His strength was a comforting presence, grounding her in the midst of her turmoil.

"Want to talk about it?" he asked, cracking open two beers and handing one to her.

Alysa took a long swig before answering. "There's not much to tell. I fucked up again. Story of my life."

Alysa took a long swig of beer, her head spinning from the events of the night. "I can't keep doing this, Alek. I’m tired of feeling like a failure."

Aleksander leaned back in the chair, his gaze soft but piercing. "You’re not a failure, Lysa. You’ve just hit some rough patches, that’s all."

"Rough patches? I’ve been stumbling over rough patches my entire life. College, jobs. It’s like everything I touch falls apart."

He frowned, leaning forward. "I know it feels that way now, but you’re stronger than you think. You just haven’t found your place yet."

Alysa stared at her brother, both comforted and frustrated by his unwavering optimism. "Maybe. Or maybe I’m just not meant for anything big. Maybe I should just… settle."

"That’s not who you are. You’ve always been the one to aim high, to dream big. Just because it hasn’t clicked yet doesn’t mean it won’t."

Alysa’s lips twisted into a bitter smile. "Easy for you to say."

Aleksander's brow furrowed in concern. "Come on, Lysa. You're being too hard on yourself."

"Am I?" She laughed bitterly. "Look at you, Mr. Alpha. And look at me. I can't even hold down a bartending job."

"Hey." Aleksander's voice was sharp but not unkind. "You're not me. You don't have to be. You'll find your path."

Very easy for you to say.

But she bit back the retort this time, not wanting to start an argument.

They sat in companionable silence for a while, nursing their beers. The soft clinking of bottles and the distant hum of the city outside created a soothing backdrop to their conversation. Finally, Aleksander spoke.

"You know… I might have an opportunity for you."

Alysa raised an eyebrow. "I'm not working for the Pack, Alek. I can't handle the pity."

"It's not with the Pack," he said quickly. "It's… well, it's with Cassius."

Alysa's heart skipped a beat at the mention of Cassius's name. "What are you talking about?"

Aleksander took a deep breath. "Cassius needs help—with Aurora. He's drowning, Lysa. Trying to be an Alpha and a single dad… it's killing him."

"And what does that have to do with me?"

"He needs a nanny. A live-in nanny, to be precise. Someone he can trust. I thought… well, I thought you might be perfect for the job. I mentioned it to him, and he called me not long ago agreeing to the idea."

Alysa's mind reeled. Living with Cassius? Taking care of his daughter? It was like a dream and a nightmare rolled into one.

"I don't know, Alek," she said hesitantly. "Me and kids? I'm not exactly Mary Poppins."

"You're great with kids," Aleksander insisted. "You did train to be a teacher in college, even if only for a year. And remember how you used to babysit for the Pack? I know it’s not ideal, but it could be a way to get back on your feet and earn some income."

Yeah, and I managed not to kill any of them. Stellar qualifications.

But a small part of her was thrilled at the idea. To be close to Cassius, to be needed by him.

"He doesn't want me," she said softly. "He's never wanted me."

Aleksander's eyes softened with understanding. "Lysa… is that what this is about? Your crush on Cass?"

Alysa flushed. "It's not a crush. I'm not some lovesick teenager."

"No, you're not," Aleksander agreed. "But you've been carrying a torch for him for years. Maybe this is your chance to… I don't know, get some closure?"

Or get my heart broken all over again.

But she couldn't deny the temptation. "I'll think about it," she said finally.

"That's all I ask. Sleep on it, okay?" Aleksander nodded, looking relieved. “Cassius needs help, and you need a fresh start. This could be a way to prove to yourself that you’re capable of more than you think.”

But could she handle being so close to Cassius?

After Aleksander left, the silence in her apartment felt like a living thing, creeping into every corner and weighing down on her. Alysa tossed and turned in her bed, her mind unable to settle.

Images of Cassius flooded her thoughts—his laugh, the way his eyes crinkled when he smiled, the quiet strength he carried even in the hardest moments.

She lay awake for hours, memories playing through her mind like a bittersweet movie.

The first time she saw him, standing in her family's living room. He'd been all awkward limbs and shy smiles then, so different from the confident Alpha he'd become.

Her eighteenth birthday party, when he'd danced with her out of obligation. She'd been floating on cloud nine while he'd looked like he couldn't wait for the song to end.

Cassius at Aleksander's Alpha ceremony, his eyes shining with pride for his best friend. He'd barely spared a glance for Alysa.

How can I do this? Live with him, see him every day, knowing he’ll never feel the same way?

Each memory was a dagger to her heart, reminding her of all the ways she'd fallen short in his eyes.

He doesn't see you, that inner voice taunted. He'll never see you as anything but Aleksander's clumsy little sister.

But maybe… maybe this was her chance to change that. To show Cassius the woman she'd become.

Or to torture yourself by being so close and still so far, the voice countered.

Alysa groaned, burying her face in her pillow. This was insanity. Living with the man she'd been in love with for years, helping to raise his child… it was a recipe for heartbreak.

But what other choice did she have? Her savings were dwindling, and good jobs for wolves were hard to come by. She could swallow her pride and work for the Pack, but the thought made her skin crawl.

At least with Cassius, she'd have a purpose. And maybe, just maybe, she could prove to herself that she was worth something.

You're setting yourself up for failure, the voice warned.

Maybe. But at least I'll have tried.

At least this job offered a chance, even if it meant being close to the one person who had always felt just out of reach.

"I can handle this," she whispered into the darkness, as if saying it aloud would make it true.

Decision made, she reached for her phone and shot a text to her brother.

"I'll do it."

The next few days passed by in a whirlwind of preparation. Alysa threw herself into research, reading every childcare book she could get her hands on. She scoured her closet for clothes that were both practical and flattering—no easy task when dealing with a teething toddler.

As the day of her move approached, Alysa's nerves frayed. She stood in front of her mirror, scrutinizing her reflection.

You can do this.

She told herself firmly. She would do her best to make sure Cassius saw that she was smart, capable, and good with kids.

But doubt crept in, as it always did.

He'll see right through you. He'll realize what a mistake he's made.

Alysa shook her head, banishing the negative thoughts. She couldn't afford to second-guess herself now.

With one last deep breath, she grabbed her bags and headed out the door.


Chapter 3 - Cassius

Cassius paced the length of his study, pausing to adjust a pillow on the couch for the third time. His eyes darted to the antique clock on the mantel. 9:47 AM. Thirteen minutes until Alysa's arrival.

Get a grip. She's here to help with Aurora, not to judge your interior decorating skills.

But the nagging voice in his head wouldn't shut up. This was Aleksander's sister. His best friend's little sister, for fuck's sake. And he was inviting her to live in his home, to care for his daughter.

He had spent the morning organizing his affairs, going through old documents, and checking in with his Pack's enforcers. It was a routine he had grown accustomed to, a structured life that left little room for distractions.

But today wasn’t routine. Alysa Volkov was arriving to help with Aurora. He knew he needed the help—hell, he’d been barely surviving as a single father—but the idea of having her in his home was… unsettling.

He shook his head, trying to push away the nagging feeling creeping at the edges of his mind. Boundaries. He’d have to set them.

Professional boundaries. That's the key.

He ran a hand through his hair, messing up the careful styling he'd spent an embarrassing amount of time on this morning.

It's not like you're trying to impress her. She's an employee. A nanny. Nothing more.

He had seen Alysa a handful of times over the past few years, always at Pack events or during his occasional visits to the Iron Fang territory. Although he hadn’t seen her for the past three years when she started studying and then he took on more duties before becoming Alpha.

He still did his best to keep up with her through Aleksander. They had known each other since childhood, but things were different now.

She wasn’t the young girl who trailed behind Aleksander, trying to keep up with their antics. She was a grown woman. Beautiful.

Stop.

She’s here to help with Aurora. That’s all that matters. Cassius ran a hand through his blonde hair again, the usual calm, collected demeanor he wore like armor wavering for a brief second.

You’ll keep things professional. For Aurora. For Aleksander.

The sound of tires on gravel snapped him out of his thoughts. Cassius moved to the window, watching as a grey cab pulled up the driveway.

Shit. She's early.

Cassius strode out onto the front porch, his face a mask of calm authority. The car door opened, and Alysa stepped out.

His breath caught in his throat.

Fuck me.

She was… different. She had fully blossomed into a woman since he last saw her. Her chestnut hair, streaked with caramel highlights, cascaded over her shoulders. Warm honey-brown eyes met his, a hint of nervousness in their depths.

Stop staring, you idiot.

"Alysa," he said, his voice gruffer than he intended. "Welcome."

She smiled, the gesture transforming her face. "Cassius. It's good to see you."

He moved to help with her bags, their hands brushing as they both reached for the same suitcase. A jolt of electricity shot up his arm.

Professional boundaries, remember?

"Let me get those," he said, stepping back. "I hope your drive wasn't too bad."

"It was fine," she replied, following him into the house. "The mountain views were beautiful."

She seemed poised, as if she was assessing her new surroundings, ready to settle in without hesitation. The air between them held a slight tension, a subtle shift that neither seemed willing to acknowledge.

Cassius nodded, not trusting himself to speak. Her scent filled his nostrils—vanilla and something wilder, uniquely Alysa.

Focus, dammit.

He led her to the living room, gesturing for her to sit. "Can I get you anything? Water? Coffee?"

Alysa shook her head, her eyes roaming the room. "I'm fine, thank you. Is Aurora awake? I'd love to meet her."

Right. Aurora. The reason she's here.

"Of course," Cassius said. "She should be up from her morning nap. I’ll introduce you to her soon. But first—there’s someone else I’d like you to meet. Follow me."

“You’ve been busy,” Alysa remarked, gesturing to the neatness of the space. Her eyes flicked toward a large portrait of Cassius and Aurora that hung over the mantle. Her face softened, the sight of the little girl bringing down her guard for just a moment.

Cassius swallowed. “It helps to stay organized with a Pack to run and a toddler to raise.” He stepped back and gestured toward the living room.

As they walked toward the hallway, Abigail Holloway, the estate’s housekeeper, appeared, wiping her hands on a dishtowel. “Ah, Miss Volkov, you’ve arrived,” she said with a warm smile. “I’m Abigail, the housekeeper. I’ll be handling the cleaning, laundry, and meals, but if you need anything during the day, just let me know.”

“Thank you, Abigail,” Alysa said, nodding. “I’m sure I’ll need some guidance in the first few days.”

Cassius observed their brief exchange. He had to admit, having Alysa here might bring some semblance of balance back into his life.

As they approached the nursery, Aurora's happy gurgles reached their ears. Cassius pushed open the door, revealing his daughter sitting in her crib, chubby hands reaching for a dangling mobile.

"There's my little moon," he murmured, scooping her up.

Aurora's face lit up at the sight of him, tiny fingers grasping at his shirt. He turned to Alysa, suddenly nervous.

What if they don't get along? What if Aurora doesn't like her?

But his fears evaporated as Alysa stepped forward, her face softening. "Hello, Sweetheart," she cooed. "Aren't you just the prettiest little thing?"

Aurora's eyes widened, fixated on this new person. Then, to Cassius's surprise, she let out a delighted squeal, reaching for Alysa.

Well, I'll be damned.

Cassius hesitated for a moment before passing Aurora to Alysa. His daughter settled into her arms like she belonged there, tiny hands exploring Alysa's face.

"Oh, you're a curious one, aren't you?" Alysa laughed, bouncing Aurora gently.

Cassius watched, a mix of emotions swirling in his chest. Relief that Aurora seemed to like Alysa. Gratitude for the way Alysa handled her so naturally. And something else, something he wasn't ready to name.

“She’s beautiful,” Alysa murmured, her voice full of wonder. She glanced back at Cassius, her smile widening. “She looks just like you.”

Cassius cleared his throat, his emotions tangled in a knot he couldn’t quite unravel. “She’s… everything.” It was all he could manage to say. Watching someone else care for Aurora stirred something deep inside him. Pride, yes—but also a twinge of discomfort.

This is good for her. For both of us.

He kept reminding himself of that, even as his gaze lingered on Alysa a moment longer than necessary.

They spent the next few minutes with Aurora, who babbled softly, her chubby hands reaching for Alysa’s face, and Cassius felt a pang of something unfamiliar.

After a few more moments, Cassius straightened. “Shall I show you to your quarters?” he asked, his voice more formal than he intended.

Alysa nodded, still holding Aurora in her arms as they followed him through the estate. Cassius led her through the grand hallways, pointing out various rooms, but his attention kept drifting to her.

The way her eyes brightened at certain details, the slight curve of her lips when she spotted the garden from the window. He felt an odd sense of satisfaction when he caught her admiring the estate.

Focus, Cassius. Boundaries, remember?

They reached the guest wing, and Cassius pushed open a door at the end of the hall. “This will be your room. You’ll have plenty of space here, and if you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask Abigail or myself.”

Alysa stepped inside, her eyes widening. "Cassius, this is… it's too much." She shifted Aurora in her arms and gave him a small smile, one that sent a flicker of something unwelcome through his chest.

No. Keep it professional. She’s Aleksander’s sister.

He shrugged, trying for nonchalance. "It's just a guest room."

A guest room you spent three days redecorating.

The space was large and airy, with a plush queen-sized bed and a sitting area near the window. Soft gray and lavender tones dominated the decor, with pops of silver in the fixtures.

Alysa handed Aurora to him and then ran her hand over the dresser, her fingers tracing the intricate woodwork. "It's beautiful. Thank you."

Cassius cleared his throat, suddenly aware of how close they were standing. "The bathroom's through there," he said, gesturing to a door. "And you have a small balcony overlooking the garden."

She moved to the French doors, pushing them open. The scent of roses wafted in on the breeze. "It's perfect," she murmured.

Cassius watched her, struck by how at home she looked—like she belonged here, in his house, in his life.

Dangerous thoughts, Cassius.

He stepped back, putting some distance between them. "I'll let you get settled. When you're ready, we can go over your duties and the household routines."

Alysa turned, something flickering in her eyes before she nodded. "Of course. I'll be down in a few minutes."

***

Cassius sat at his desk, a stack of papers in front of him. Alysa perched on the edge of a chair, her posture straight, attentive.

She looks like she's at a job interview. Which, I guess, this kind of is.

"So," he began, all business. "Your primary responsibility will be caring for Aurora. Feedings, diaper changes, playtime, naps—the works."

Alysa nodded, her expression serious. "Of course. What's her current schedule like?"

Cassius handed her a printed sheet. "Here's her usual routine. It's flexible, but try to stick to it as much as possible."

Their fingers brushed as she took the paper. Cassius pulled back quickly, ignoring the spark of warmth that shot through him.

Professional. Keep it professional.

"You'll also be responsible for preparing Aurora's meals and keeping the nursery tidy," he continued. "Abigail handles the rest of the cleaning and laundry. She's here from early morning to late evening."

"I understand," Alysa said. "Is there anything else I should know?"

Cassius hesitated. "I… I work long hours. Sometimes, I have to leave at odd times for Pack business. I'll try to give you as much notice as possible, but…"

"But the life of an Alpha is unpredictable," Alysa finished for him, a small smile on her lips. "I grew up with Aleksander and my dad, remember? I know how it goes."

He nodded, grateful for her understanding. "Right. Of course."

She gets it. She gets you.

The thought was both comforting and terrifying. Cassius couldn’t ignore the fact that Alysa was more than just a caregiver for his daughter. She was someone who knew him—who had known him for years. And that made this situation infinitely more complicated.

As the day progressed, Cassius found himself constantly aware of Alysa's presence in the house—the sound of her laughter mixing with Aurora's happy squeals; the scent of her shampoo lingering in the hallway.

He tried to focus on his work, burying himself in reports and Pack business. But his eyes kept drifting to the security feed on his computer, watching as Alysa played with Aurora in the living room.

She's good with her. Really good.

The realization brought both a sense of relief and a strange pang of… something. Jealousy? Longing? He pushed the thought away.

When lunchtime rolled around, he emerged from his study to find Alysa in the kitchen with Aurora balanced on her hip as she prepared a bottle one-handed.

"Hey," he said, suddenly awkward in his own home. "Everything going okay?"

Alysa turned, a bright smile on her face. "Great! Aurora's been an angel. We were just about to have lunch, weren't we, Sweetheart?"

Aurora babbled happily, reaching for Cassius. He took her, inhaling her sweet baby scent.

"Thanks," he murmured. "For… you know. Everything."

Alysa's expression softened. "It's my pleasure, Cassius. Really."

Their eyes met, and for a moment, the air between them seemed to crackle with unspoken words.

Dangerous. This is dangerous.

He cleared his throat, breaking the moment. "I should get back to work. Let me know if you need anything."

As he retreated to his study, Aurora secure in Alysa's capable hands, Cassius couldn't shake the feeling that his carefully ordered world was shifting beneath his feet.

***

The clock on Cassius's desk read 11:23 PM. He rubbed his eyes, bleary from hours of staring at reports and emails.

Another glamorous night in the life of an Alpha.

But for once, the house didn't feel oppressively silent. He could hear the soft hum of the baby monitor, Aurora's gentle breathing a soothing rhythm.

And somewhere down the hall, Alysa slept. The thought sent a strange thrill through him.

She's here. In your home. Caring for your daughter.

Cassius leaned back in his chair, letting out a long breath. The day had gone… well. Better than he'd expected. Alysa was competent, kind, and Aurora adored her already.

So why did he feel so unsettled?

Because she fits too well. Because having her here feels right in a way it shouldn't.

He stood, pacing the length of his study. This arrangement was supposed to make things easier, not more complicated. He was an Alpha, a single father. He didn't have time for… whatever this was.

You're overthinking it.

It's nothing. She's Aleksander's sister, Aurora's nanny. That's all. But even as he thought it, Cassius knew he was lying to himself.

The nursery was bathed in soft moonlight as Cassius crept in for one last check on Aurora. His daughter slept peacefully, tiny fists curled against her cheeks.

A floorboard creaked behind him. He turned to find Alysa in the doorway, wrapped in a soft robe.

"Sorry," she whispered. "I heard movement on the monitor. Wanted to make sure everything was okay."

Cassius nodded, suddenly aware of how close they were standing in the small room. "Just checking on her," he murmured. "Old habits."

Alysa smiled, the gesture soft in the dim light. "She's perfect," she said, gazing at Aurora. "You're doing a great job with her, Cassius."

The sincerity in her voice caught him off guard. "I… thank you," he managed. "For everything. Today was… good."

Their eyes met, and for a moment, the air between them seemed charged with possibility. Cassius found himself leaning in, drawn by some invisible force.

No. Stop.

He cleared his throat, taking a step back. "We should get some sleep. Early start tomorrow."

Alysa nodded, something flickering in her eyes before she smiled. "Of course. Goodnight, Cassius."

"Goodnight, Alysa."

As she disappeared down the hallway, Cassius leaned against the nursery doorframe, his heart pounding.

What the hell are you doing?

He didn't have an answer. But as he made his way to his own room, one thing was clear—having Alysa here was going to be far more complicated than he'd bargained for.


Chapter 4 - Alysa

The scent of freshly brewed coffee wafted through the air, mingling with the crisp morning breeze that drifted in through the open kitchen window. Alysa's fingers curled around her mug, savoring the warmth seeping into her palms.

One week down, and I still feel like I'm walking on eggshells.

She took a sip, relishing the bitter taste on her tongue. Alysa set down her mug and moved quietly through the kitchen, her hands busy with preparing Aurora's morning bottle.

The house was larger than she was used to, yet it carried an undeniable warmth—likely due to the presence of the baby. Alysa was adjusting to the routine, though it felt strange to be living under Cassius's roof.

There was a weight that came with sharing space, especially with him.

It's temporary. I'm just here to help him and Aurora.

The sound of footsteps echoed from the hallway, growing louder with each passing second. Alysa's heart rate picked up, her body tensing involuntarily.

Cassius strode into the kitchen, his presence filling the room. "Morning," he grunted, making a beeline for the coffee pot.

"Morning," Alysa echoed, her voice softer than she intended. She watched as he poured himself a cup, his muscular back flexing beneath his thin t-shirt.

Stop staring, you idiot.

She averted her gaze, focusing intently on the steam rising from her mug. "Aurora should be up soon. I decided to try that new puree recipe today."

Cassius nodded, leaning against the counter. "Sounds good. I've got a Pack meeting this afternoon, so I'll be out for a few hours."

"No problem. We'll be fine." Alysa offered a small smile, which Cassius returned before disappearing back into the hallway.

The soft click of the front door signaled Abigail's arrival. The housekeeper bustled in, her arms laden with grocery bags. "Morning, Dear," she chirped, setting the bags on the counter. “You settling in alright?”

Alysa jumped up to help, grateful for the distraction. “As well as I can,” she replied, her gaze flickering toward the stairs. Every morning felt like a delicate dance around Cassius—trying to keep her feelings hidden.

As they unpacked the groceries, Abigail chattered away about her plans for the day. "Thought I'd get an early start today. Lots to do!"

Alysa half-listened, her mind drifting to the way Cassius's eyes had lingered on her for just a moment too long.

You're imagining things. He sees you as his best friend's little sister, nothing more.

She focused back on the bottle, shaking it gently.

Don’t overthink it

“Cassius is lucky to have you helping out with the baby,” Abigail remarked, not knowing how her words stirred something deep in Alysa. She wasn’t sure if she was helping or just making things more complicated for herself.

The little routines, the shared meals, and the moments she spent caring for Aurora were creating something fragile between her and Cassius—something that wasn’t going to last.

The baby monitor crackled to life, Aurora's soft coos filling the kitchen. Alysa's heart swelled at the sound. "That's my cue," she said, excusing herself from Abigail's company.

As she made her way to the nursery, Alysa couldn't shake the feeling that she was walking a tightrope. One wrong move and everything would come crashing down. The house was beginning to feel too small, and her emotions were taking up too much space.

Aurora's face lit up as Alysa entered. "Good morning, Sweetheart," she cooed, scooping up the baby. As she changed Aurora's diaper, Alysa marveled at how quickly she'd fallen into this routine.

Footsteps in the hallway made Alysa's pulse quicken. Cassius appeared in the doorway, looking unfairly handsome in a crisp white shirt.

His eyes softened as they landed on Aurora. "How's my little moon?"

"She's perfect," Alysa replied, passing the baby to him. Their fingers brushed, sending a jolt through her.

Get it together, Alysa.

Cassius cradled Aurora, pressing a kiss to her forehead. The tenderness of the gesture made Alysa's heart ache. Watching him be an amazing father was taking a lot of getting used to.

"I'll be leaving now," Cassius said, reluctantly handing Aurora back. “Reach out to me on my cell if you need anything.”

Alysa nodded, forcing a smile. "Of course. We'll be fine, won't we, Aurora?"

As Cassius left, Alysa tried to ignore the lingering scent of his cologne. She focused on Aurora, channeling her energy into caring for the baby.

Alysa sat cross-legged on the floor, Aurora giggling in her lap as they played with a set of colorful blocks.

"That's it, Sweetie," Alysa cooed, helping Aurora stack one block on top of another. "You're getting so good at this!"

The sound of the front door opening made Alysa's head snap up. Cassius walked in, his brow furrowed and his jaw set in a hard line. The tension radiating off him was palpable.

"Everything okay?" Alysa asked, her voice laced with concern.

Cassius's expression softened as his eyes landed on her and Aurora. "Just Pack politics," he sighed, running a hand through his hair. "Nothing for you to worry about."

He crossed the room, crouching down beside them. Aurora squealed with delight, reaching for her father. Cassius scooped her up, pressing a kiss to her forehead.

Alysa's heart clenched at the sight.

They're so perfect together.

"How's my little moon?" Cassius murmured, bouncing Aurora gently.

"She's been an angel," Alysa replied, her voice barely above a whisper. "We've been working on her stacking skills."

Cassius's eyes met hers, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "Thanks, Alysa. I don't know what we'd do without you."

The sincerity in his voice made her chest tighten. She tried to force herself not to read too much into it.

He's just being nice.

"It's my pleasure," she managed, forcing a smile. "Really."

Their gazes held for a moment too long, the air between them charged with unspoken words. Alysa broke first, looking away as heat crept up her neck.

Throughout the day, Alysa found herself hyper-aware of Cassius's presence. The sound of his voice on a phone call made her stomach flutter. Glimpses of him through open doorways sent her heart racing.

During Aurora's afternoon nap, Alysa tidied the nursery. She was reaching to place a toy on a high shelf when a warm presence appeared behind her.

"Let me get that," Cassius said, his chest brushing against her back as he easily placed the stuffed animal on the shelf.

Alysa's breath caught in her throat. She turned, finding herself trapped between Cassius and the bookshelf. His scent enveloped her, a heady mix of pine and musk.

"Thanks," she managed, her voice barely a whisper.

Cassius's eyes locked with hers, something flickering in their depths. For a heartbeat, Alysa thought he might…

No. Stop it. He doesn't see you that way.

The moment shattered as Aurora's cries filled the air, signaling she was awake. Cassius stepped back, clearing his throat.

"I should get back to work," he mumbled, retreating from the nursery.

"I will soon get started on dinner," Alysa called out lifting the baby up, her heart pounding.

Cassius’s voice drifted to her from the doorway. "Sounds great. I'll be in my study if you need me."

She took a sit in the rocking chair needing to calm Aurora and her still pounding heart.

This is going to be harder than I thought.

As evening approached, Alysa made her way to the kitchen to start preparing dinner.

The knife moved rhythmically against the cutting board as she sliced through vegetables with practiced ease. Alysa lost herself in the repetitive motion, trying to quiet her racing thoughts.

You can't keep doing this to yourself. He's your boss, for crying out loud.

But even as she thought it, memories of their earlier interaction flooded her mind. The way his eyes had softened when he looked at her, the genuine gratitude in his voice.

Stop it. You're here for Aurora, nothing more.

The sound of footsteps pulled her from her thoughts. Cassius appeared in the doorway; Aurora balanced on his hip.

"Something smells good," he said, inhaling deeply.

Alysa's heart skipped a beat. "Thanks. It's almost ready."

Cassius stepped closer, peering over her shoulder at the simmering pot on the stove. His scent enveloped her—a heady mix of pine and something uniquely him.

Get a grip, Alysa.

"Can I help with anything?" he asked, his breath warm against her ear.

Alysa suppressed a shiver. "I've got it under control. Why don't you go and relax? I'll let you know when it's ready."

Cassius hesitated for a moment before nodding. "If you're sure. Come on, little moon. Let's go read a story."

As they left the kitchen, Alysa let out a breath she didn't realize she'd been holding. She turned back to the stove, willing her racing heart to calm down.

The rest of the evening passed in a blur of domesticity. They had a quiet dinner and before she knew it, the nursery was bathed in soft lamplight as she rocked Aurora to sleep. The baby's eyes fluttered closed, her tiny fists curled against Alysa's chest.

She's so perfect.

Abigail had left for the day, leaving her alone with her thoughts—and the ever-present awareness of Cassius's proximity.

A floorboard creaked in the hallway. Alysa looked up to find Cassius leaning against the doorframe, watching them with an unreadable expression.

"She asleep?" he whispered.

Alysa nodded, carefully rising from the rocking chair. She placed Aurora in her crib, tucking the blanket around her tiny form.

Cassius moved to stand beside her, their arms brushing. Alysa's skin tingled at the contact.

"You're amazing with her," he murmured, his eyes fixed on his sleeping daughter.

Alysa's chest tightened at the compliment. "She makes it easy. She's such a good baby."

They stood in silence for a moment, the only sound Aurora's soft breathing. Alysa was acutely aware of Cassius's presence beside her, of the heat radiating from his body.

This is torture.

"We should let her sleep," Alysa whispered, stepping back from the crib.

Cassius nodded, following her out of the nursery. In the hallway, they paused, the air between them thick with unspoken words.

"Alysa, I—" Cassius started, then stopped, running a hand through his hair.

Her heart raced. "Yes?"

He shook his head as if to clear his thoughts. "Nothing. Just… thank you. For everything. I used to barely have any time to rest. Now, it feels like I can’t rest enough, and I can come to check on her often."

Alysa swallowed hard, forcing a smile. "Of course. You’re welcome, Cassius."

As she retreated to her room, Alysa's mind whirled. What had he been about to say?

It doesn't matter. Nothing can happen between us.

After her shower, she returned to the kitchen to wash the dishes they’d used for dinner. The kitchen was quiet save for the soft clinking of dishes

She scrubbed a particularly stubborn spot on a pan, her mind drifting to the events of the day. The way Cassius's eyes had lingered on her after helping her with the toy. The brush of his arm against hers as they passed in the hallway. The softness in his voice when he thanked her for caring for Aurora.

You're reading too much into things. He's just being nice.

The sound of footsteps approaching made her tense. Cassius appeared in the doorway, his presence filling the room.

"Need a hand?" he asked, already rolling up his sleeves.

Alysa's mouth went dry at the sight of his muscular forearms. "Oh, um, sure. Thanks."

He moved to stand beside her at the sink, their elbows brushing as he reached for a dish. Alysa's skin tingled at the contact.

They worked in silence for a few moments, the only sound the gentle splashing of water. Alysa was hyper-aware of every movement, every breath.

"You've been a godsend, you know," Cassius said suddenly, his voice low. "I don't know how I managed before you came."

Alysa's heart stuttered. She kept her eyes fixed on the dish in her hands, afraid of what he might see if she looked at him. "I'm happy to help," she murmured. "Aurora's a joy."

"It's not just Aurora," he continued. "It's… everything. Thanks for dinner, I didn’t mention."

She risked a glance at him then, her breath catching at the intensity in his gaze. "Cassius, I—"

The words died in her throat as he took a step closer, closing the already small distance between them. Time seemed to slow, the air heavy with possibility.

This can't be happening.

Cassius's hand moved to her face, his thumb brushing her cheek. Alysa's eyes fluttered closed at the touch, her body leaning into him instinctively.

For a moment, she let herself imagine what it would be like to close that final distance, to feel his lips against hers.

The shrill cry of the baby monitor shattered the moment.

They sprang apart, reality crashing back in. Alysa's cheeks burned as she fumbled for a dish towel. "I should… I should go check on her," she stammered.

Cassius nodded, his expression unreadable. "Right. Of course."

As Alysa fled the kitchen, her heart pounding, she couldn't shake the feeling that everything had just changed.

Later that night, long after Aurora had been soothed and put back to sleep, Alysa lay in bed, wide awake despite the late hour. The soft whir of the ceiling fan was the only sound in the otherwise silent room, but her mind was anything but quiet. Her thoughts were a jumbled mess, replaying the events of the evening on an endless loop.

What were you thinking?

She rolled onto her side, punching her pillow in frustration. The memory of Cassius's touch lingered on her skin, a phantom caress that refused to fade.

What was HE thinking?!

The way he had looked at her, the softness in his voice… it had felt like more than just gratitude.

He was just caught up in the moment.

But even as she thought it, doubt crept in. There had been an undeniable tension between them, something raw and unspoken.

Stop it. You're here to take care of Aurora, not fall for her father.

Alysa squeezed her eyes shut, willing sleep to come. But every time she drifted off, she saw Cassius's face, felt the heat of his body so close to hers.

With a sigh, she threw back the covers and padded to the window. The moon hung low in the sky, bathing the garden in silvery light. Somewhere in the distance, a wolf howled.

What am I doing here?

The question echoed in her mind, unanswered. She had come to help Cassius, to be there for Aurora. But with each passing day, it was becoming harder to ignore her feelings for him.

It's impossible. He's your brother's best friend. Your boss. Aurora's father.

The list of reasons why nothing could happen between them was long and logical. But logic did little to quell the ache in her chest, the longing for something she couldn't have.

Alysa rested her forehead against the cool glass, watching her breath fog the window. In the quiet of the night, she allowed herself to imagine a different reality, one where she wasn't just the nanny; where Cassius looked at her and saw a partner, not just a helper. But that was ridiculous.

Get it together.

With a heavy sigh, she turned away from the window and crawled back into bed. As she lay there, staring at the ceiling, Alysa made a silent vow to herself.

She would keep her feelings in check. She would be the best nanny Aurora could ask for, the most efficient helper Cassius could want. And she would ignore the way her heart raced every time he walked into a room.

It's the right thing to do. For everyone.

But as sleep finally claimed her, Alysa couldn't shake the nagging feeling that her heart had other plans.


Chapter 5 - Cassius

Cassius's jaw clenched as he strode into the conference room, the scent of tension thick in the air. Marcus Redwood's hulking frame dominated one end of the long mahogany table, his ruddy complexion deepening as Cassius met his gaze. The challenge simmering beneath the surface was unmistakable.

The Crimson Oak rogue Alpha radiated power, but it wasn’t the kind of power that came with grace or refinement. No, Marcus carried himself with a brute’s confidence, a man who thrived on raw strength and intimidation.

Aleksander slipped in behind Cassius, closing the door with a soft click that echoed in the silence. The muted lighting cast long shadows across the room, amplifying the charged atmosphere.

This better be worth it.

Cassius slid into a chair opposite Marcus, watching the man with narrowed eyes. The air in the room was thick with tension, and every muscle in Cassius’s body was coiled tight, ready for whatever came next.

The territory expansion was crucial, but dealing with the Crimson Oak Pack always left a bad taste in his mouth.

The room itself was a stark contrast to the charged atmosphere—clean, minimal decor. No distractions. Just the wide, polished table between them. But despite the simplicity of the setting, there was an undercurrent of violence in the air, a reminder that this was no ordinary negotiation.

"Let's get this over with," Cassius growled, leaning forward. "You called this meeting, Marcus. What do you want?"

Marcus's lips curled into a smirk. "Straight to business, as always, Cassius. I like that about you." He spread a map across the table, his thick fingers tracing a line along the eastern border. "We're willing to cede this portion of our territory to you, Aleksander. It's prime land, plenty of resources."

Cassius's eyes narrowed. The offer was too good to be true.

"And what do you want in return?" Aleksander asked.

"That's where things get interesting." Marcus leaned back, his chair creaking under his weight now facing Aleksander. "We've heard rumors about a certain member of your Pack. Your sister, I believe."

The air in the room seemed to thicken. Cassius's muscles tensed, a low growl building in his chest. "What about her?"

Marcus's eyes glinted with interest. "She's unmated, isn't she? Young, beautiful… I am looking for a suitable mate. Money’s one thing, but a union between our Packs, a marriage… now that would solidify the deal, wouldn’t it?"

The growl in Cassius's chest erupted into a snarl. His vision blurred, rage clouding his thoughts.

How dare he? Alysa isn't some pawn to be traded.

"Absolutely not," Aleksander snapped, his face contorted with disgust. "My sister isn't part of any deal."

Marcus held up his hands, a placating gesture that did nothing to calm the storm brewing in Cassius's chest. "Now, now, let's not be hasty. It's a generous offer. She would be well-cared for, and the alliance between our Packs would be stronger than ever."

Cassius's hands clenched into fists, his claws threatening to break through. The wolf inside him howled, demanding retribution for even suggesting such a thing. He could feel his control slipping, the urge to shift and tear Marcus apart growing stronger by the second.

Breathe, he commanded himself.

But the image of Alysa, forced into a loveless marriage, her spirit broken, flashed through his mind. His protective instincts surged, overwhelming his rational thoughts.

Cassius's fingers dug into the wooden table, the edge biting into his skin. He fought to keep his voice steady, but the words were thick in his throat. “Alysa isn’t part of this negotiation,” he growled, the words escaping before he could stop them. "Because she is my mate."

The room fell silent. Aleksander's head snapped toward Cassius, his eyes wide with shock. Marcus's smug expression faltered, replaced by confusion and then suspicion.

What the hell did I just say?

Cassius's own words echoed in his ears, surprising him as much as everyone else in the room. But he couldn't back down now. The thought of Alysa with anyone else, especially as part of some political deal, made his blood boil.

His wolf, usually controlled and disciplined, growled beneath his skin, demanding protection for what was his.

"Your mate?" Marcus's eyes narrowed. "That's… unexpected. I wasn't aware you had claimed her."

Cassius straightened in his chair, forcing his features into a mask of calm authority. "It's recent," he lied smoothly, his mind racing to catch up with his mouth. "We've been keeping it private."

Aleksander, to his credit, recovered quickly. He nodded, though Cassius could see the questions burning in his friend's eyes. "That's right. It's not common knowledge yet."

“Interesting,” Marcus leaned back, his earlier enthusiasm deflating. "I see. Well, that certainly changes things." He drummed his fingers on the table, his gaze darting between Cassius and Aleksander. "I suppose we'll have to discuss other forms of compensation for the territory."

Relief washed over Cassius, but he kept his expression neutral. "Yes, we will. Monetary compensation would be the most straightforward option."

Aleksander jumped in, steering the conversation back to numbers and logistics. Cassius forced himself to focus, but his mind kept drifting to Alysa.

What have I done? How am I going to explain this to her?

As Aleksander and Marcus haggled over figures, Cassius could feel Marcus's suspicious gaze on him. The other Alpha's eyes narrowed every time Cassius spoke, clearly not entirely convinced by the sudden revelation.

"We'll need time to gather the funds," Aleksander said, pulling Cassius back to the present. "How about we set the exchange for two weeks from now? That should give us enough time to make the necessary arrangements."

Marcus nodded slowly, his eyes never leaving Cassius. "Two weeks. That's acceptable. And I expect to see your new mate at the ceremony, Cassius. It's only fitting that she be there for such an important event."

Cassius's jaw clenched. "Of course. Alysa will be there."

Shit. This is getting more complicated by the second.

The rest of the meeting passed in a blur of negotiations and thinly veiled tension. When Marcus finally left, the door closing behind him with a resounding thud, Cassius slumped in his chair, exhaustion washing over him.

Aleksander whirled on him, his eyes blazing. "What the hell was that, Cassius? Since when is my sister your mate?"

Cassius ran a hand through his hair, his mind racing. "It's not… It's not real, Aleks. I had to say something. You heard what he was suggesting. I couldn't let him think Alysa was available for some political marriage."

Aleksander's anger deflated slightly, but confusion still clouded his features. "So it was all a lie? Just to protect her?"

"Of course," Cassius said, perhaps a bit too quickly. "You know how I feel about Alysa. She's like a sister to me. I couldn't stand by and let her be used as a bargaining chip."

Like a sister. Right. Keep telling yourself that.

Aleksander sank into a chair, shaking his head. "I appreciate you looking out for her, but this… This is a mess, Cass. How are we going to explain this to Alysa? To the rest of the Pack?"

Cassius's stomach churned at the thought. "We'll figure it out. It's only for two weeks. We just need to keep up the charade until the exchange is complete. Then we can say it didn't work out or something."

"And you don't think people will find that suspicious? An Alpha claiming a mate and then suddenly breaking it off?"

Cassius winced. He hadn't thought that far ahead. "We'll cross that bridge when we come to it. The important thing is that Alysa is safe from being traded off to some stranger."

Aleksander's eyes narrowed. "Is that the only reason, Cass? Or is there something you're not telling me?"

Heat crept up Cassius's neck. "What are you implying?"

Aleksander raised a brow. “You’re not doing this because of Marcus being a rogue, are you? You’ve always been one of the few who’s been open to working with them.”

“It’s not about him being a rogue,” Cassius shot back. “It’s about not knowing him well enough. He could be dangerous. We don’t know what kind of life Alysa would have with him.”

Aleksander sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “I get it. I do. But you and I both know that some people are going to see this as a slap in the face to the rogues. You’re going to have to defend your decision.”

“I will,” Cassius said firmly. “I don’t care what people think. My only concern is Alysa.”

Aleksander was silent for a while until Cassius finally spoke. “If you had to choose… would you rather she ends up with him? Or with me?”

"You. Of course, my best friend," Aleksander said. "I just find it interesting that your first instinct was to claim her as your mate. Not your ward, but your mate."

Cassius stood abruptly, pacing the length of the room. "You're reading too much into this, Aleks. I did what I had to do to protect her. That's all."

Is it, though? Or did you just say out loud what you've been denying to yourself?

Aleksander watched him for a long moment before sighing. "Alright. I believe you. And… thank you. For protecting her. Even if your method was a bit… extreme."

Cassius stopped pacing, turning to face his friend. "You know I'd do anything to keep her safe. To keep any member of both our Packs safe."

"I know," Aleksander said softly. "But this isn't just any member of the Pack, Cass. This is Alysa. My sister. Your… whatever she is to you. This affects her life in a big way."

Guilt gnawed at Cassius's insides. He hadn't considered how this would impact Alysa beyond keeping her safe from Marcus's proposition. "You're right. I should have thought it through more. But what's done is done. We need to figure out how to move forward."

Aleksander paced, shaking his head. “You know she’s going to lose her mind when she hears about this.”

Cassius winced internally. He knew that all too well. “I’ll explain it to her. She’ll understand.”

Or at least, I hope she does.

Aleksander nodded, his expression turning thoughtful. "We should tell her together. She deserves to hear it from both of us."

The thought of facing Alysa, of explaining what he'd done, made Cassius's stomach churn. But Aleksander was right. They owed her the truth.

"Agreed," Cassius said, grabbing his jacket from the back of his chair. "Let's go now. The sooner we explain, the better."

As they left the conference room, Cassius's mind raced with possible scenarios. How would Alysa react? Would she be angry? Hurt? Or, worst of all, indifferent?

The drive to Cassius's estate seemed to take both an eternity and no time at all. Aleksander was uncharacteristically quiet, lost in his own thoughts. Cassius's hands gripped the steering wheel tightly, his knuckles turning white.

What have I done?

The question echoed in his mind, a relentless refrain that grew louder with each passing mile.

As they pulled up to the house, Cassius caught sight of Alysa through the window. She was in the living room, curled up on the couch with a book, completely unaware of how her life was about to change.

His heart clenched at the sight of her. At that moment, all his rationalizations about brotherly protection crumbled. The truth hit him like a physical blow. He claimed her because he wanted her to be his. Because the thought of her with anyone else was unbearable.

Cassius took a deep breath, steeling himself for what was to come. He and Aleksander approached the front door.

I’ve faced down rogue Alphas, vampires, and werebears, but none of that feels as dangerous as this.

Cassius's hand hovered over the doorknob, his heart pounding in his chest. Beside him, Aleksander shifted impatiently.

"Are we going in, or are you planning to admire the door all night?" Aleksander's voice was tight with tension.

Yes, I could go for a werebear right now.

Cassius shot him a glare. “Easy for you to say. You're not the one who has to explain why you claimed a friend as your mate.”

Taking a deep breath, Cassius pushed the door open. The scent of lavender and vanilla—Alysa's scent—washed over him, simultaneously calming and unsettling.

Alysa looked up from her book, her warm honey-brown eyes widening in surprise. "Cassius? Aleks? What are you both doing here?"

Cassius's throat tightened at the sight of her. Hair tousled, cheeks flushed from the warmth of the fire, she looked utterly beautiful. And utterly unaware of the bomb they were about to drop on her life.

"We need to talk," Cassius managed, his voice rougher than he intended.

Alysa's brow furrowed, worry clouding her features. She set her book aside and stood, unconsciously smoothing her clothes. "Is everything okay? Did something happen at the meeting?"

Aleksander cleared his throat. "You could say that."

Cassius shot him a warning look.

Let me handle this.

"Alysa, maybe you should sit down."

Her frown deepened, but she complied, perching on the edge of the couch. Cassius and Aleksander took seats across from her, the coffee table between them feeling like an insurmountable barrier.

"You're scaring me," Alysa said softly. "What's going on?"

Cassius leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. "The meeting with Marcus Redwood… it didn't go exactly as planned."

How do I even begin to explain this?

Alysa's eyes darted between the two men. "Okay… What happened?"

Cassius swallowed hard. "He made an… unexpected offer. In exchange for the territory we wanted, he suggested…" He trailed off, the words sticking in his throat.

"He wanted you," Aleksander cut in, his voice tight with barely contained anger. "As a mate."

Alysa recoiled as if she'd been slapped. "What? But… that's not… We don't do things like that anymore. Do we?"

The hurt and confusion in her eyes made Cassius's chest ache. "No, we don't," Cassius said firmly. "Which is why I… I told him you weren't available."

Alysa's shoulders sagged with relief. "Oh. Well, thank you. Both of you. For standing up for me."

Cassius and Aleksander exchanged a look.

If only it were that simple.

"There's more," Cassius said, his voice low. "To make sure Marcus understood you were off-limits, I… I told him you were my mate."

The words hung in the air, heavy and charged. Alysa's eyes widened, her lips parting in shock. For a long moment, no one spoke.

Then, "You what?" Alysa's voice was barely above a whisper.

Cassius winced at the disbelief in her tone. "I claimed you as my mate," he repeated, forcing himself to meet her gaze. "It was the only way to ensure he wouldn't pursue the idea further."

Alysa stood abruptly, pacing the length of the room. Her scent spiked with a mix of emotions Cassius couldn't fully decipher. Confusion, certainly. Anger? Fear?

"I don't understand," she said, turning to face them. "Why would you do that? Couldn't you have just said I was already promised to someone else?"

Aleksander leaned back, crossing his arms. "That's a good question, Cass. Why didn't you?"

Cassius felt heat creep up his neck.

Because the thought of you with anyone else makes me want to tear them apart.

"It was instinctive," he said instead. "Marcus needed to understand that you were completely off-limits. Claiming you as my mate was the strongest deterrent I could think of."

Alysa's eyes narrowed. "And you didn't think to consult me first? This affects my life too, Cassius."

Cassius opened his mouth, but the words got stuck. He hadn’t thought it through—hadn’t considered how she’d feel, how she’d react. His wolf, so fiercely protective, had pushed him to act first and think later.

Guilt twisted in his gut. "You're right. I should have. But it all happened so fast, and I—"

"How long?" Alysa cut him off.

"What?"

"How long do we have to pretend to be mates?"

Cassius exchanged another look with Aleksander. "Two weeks," he said. "Until the territory exchange is complete."

Alysa sank back onto the couch, her face pale. "Two weeks of pretending to be your mate. In front of the entire Pack. In front of other Alphas." She looked up, her eyes wide with realization. "What happens after? When we suddenly break it off?"

The same concerns Aleksander had raised earlier. Cassius ran a hand through his hair, frustration building. "We'll figure that out when the time comes. For now, we just need to focus on getting through the next two weeks."

"Easy for you to say," Alysa muttered. "You're not the one whose reputation is on the line."

Her words stung more than Cassius cared to admit.

Is the thought of being my mate really so terrible?

Claiming her publicly, even in a negotiation, wasn’t something that could easily be undone. People would talk. The Packs would hear about it. And Alysa… she would be bound by the expectations of a claim like that.

But it wasn’t a charade. Not really. Somewhere deep inside, he had known the moment he spoke the words that they were true.

She was his.

Whether she wanted to be or not. But forcing her into it like this wasn’t something he had ever wanted.

“Alysa…” Cassius began, his voice softer now. “I didn’t mean to put you in this position. But if I hadn’t, Marcus would’ve taken you, and I couldn’t—” He stopped, clenching his fists at his sides. “I won’t let anyone take you. Ever.”

Her breath hitched, and for a moment, the fire in her eyes flickered with something softer, something uncertain. But then her defenses went back up, and she folded her arms tighter across her chest.

"No one will think less of you," Aleksander said softly. "If anything, they'll probably wonder what you saw in this idiot." He jerked a thumb at Cassius, trying to lighten the mood.

Alysa didn't smile. She looked between the two of them, her expression unreadable. "I need some time to process this."

Cassius nodded, his chest tight. "Of course. Take all the time you need. We can figure out the details later."

Aleksander stood, clearly sensing it was time to leave. "I should head home. Alysa, do you want me to stay?"

Alysa shook her head. "No, I… I think I’m fine."

"Of course," he said quickly. "You have your room. Or… or my room, if you prefer. For appearances' sake."

A faint blush colored Alysa’s cheek. "My room is fine. Thank you."

Aleksander nodded, heading for the door. He paused, looking back at his sister. "Are you sure you're okay?"

Alysa managed a small smile. "I'm fine, Aleks. Really. I just need some time to think."

With a final nod, Aleksander left, the sound of his car starting up and driving away filling the sudden silence.

Cassius and Alysa stood in the living room, the air between them thick with unspoken words and emotions. Cassius opened his mouth to speak, but Alysa held up a hand.

"Not now, Cassius. Please. I just… I need some space."

He nodded, his heart heavy. "Of course. You know where everything is. If you need anything…"

"I know," she said softly. "Goodnight, Cassius."

As she disappeared up the stairs, Cassius sank onto the couch, his head in his hands. The scent of her lingered in the air, a constant reminder of what he'd done and what he stood to lose.

What have I gotten us into?

The next two weeks stretched out before him, filled with uncertainty and the tantalizing possibility of something more. But as he listened to Alysa's soft footsteps above, one thought overshadowed all others:

Please, don't let this ruin everything between us.


Chapter 6 - Alysa

Alysa's eyes snapped open, her heart pounding against her ribcage. For a blissful moment, she forgot why she felt like she'd run a marathon in her sleep. Then reality crashed over her like a tidal wave.

Cassius had claimed her as his mate.

Mate.

She groaned, burying her face in her pillow. The events of the previous night replayed in her mind, each detail as sharp as broken glass. Cassius's voice was firm and unyielding. Her brother's shocked expression. The weight of their gazes as they dropped the bombshell that had turned her world upside down.

Sunlight filtered through the curtains, painting patterns on her bedroom floor. Alysa stared at them, willing time to stop, to give her a chance to process the chaos swirling in her mind. But the light kept creeping across the hardwood, indifferent to her inner turmoil.

With a sigh, she dragged herself out of bed. Her reflection in the mirror looked as frazzled as she felt—hair a tangled mess, dark circles under her eyes.

Great.

She looked like she’d been dragged through hell. Fitting, since that's exactly how she felt.

She splashed cold water on her face, trying to wash away the remnants of her restless night. As she brushed her teeth, her mind raced.

How am I supposed to face Cassius after this? How am I supposed to face anyone?

The house was quiet as Alysa made her way downstairs, each creak of the floorboards under her feet sounding like a gunshot in the silence. She held her breath, listening for any sign of Cassius. Nothing. Relief washed over her, followed quickly by a pang of… something else. Disappointment?

Don't be ridiculous.

She busied herself in the kitchen, focusing on the mundane task of making breakfast. The routine was comforting—measure the coffee, pour the water, and press the button. She leaned against the counter, inhaling the rich aroma as it filled the air.

Maybe if I just stay in the nursery all day, I won't have to deal with… any of this.

But she knew better. Sooner or later, she'd have to face the music. Face Cassius. Face the fact that for the next two weeks, she was supposed to pretend to be his mate.

The coffee maker gurgled its last, and Alysa poured herself a cup, savoring the first sip. She closed her eyes, letting the warmth seep into her bones. For a moment, she could almost pretend everything was normal.

Then her phone buzzed, shattering the illusion.

It was a text from her friend, Mia. "Hey, Girl! I heard the big news. You and Cassius, huh? About time! Call me ASAP—I want ALL the details!"

Alysa's stomach dropped. News travels fast in a wolf Pack.

Of course, it does.

She set the phone down without replying, her appetite vanishing. How was she supposed to explain this to Mia? To anyone?

She forced herself to eat a piece of toast, barely tasting it as she chewed. Her mind raced, trying to come up with a game plan.

Act normal.

She just had to pretend everything was fine. It's just two weeks.

You can do this.

But as she stepped out of the kitchen, she realized 'normal' was a thing of the past. The air in the house felt different, charged with an energy she couldn't quite name. Cassius's scent seemed stronger, more potent, wrapping around her like an invisible embrace.

Stop it. This isn't real. Focus.

She made her way to the living room, determined to distract herself with some work. But as she settled on the couch with her laptop, voices drifted in from outside. Pack members, their tones hushed but excited.

"…can't believe it…"

"…always knew there was something between them…"

"…what a power couple…"

Alysa's cheeks burned. She slammed the laptop shut, her hands shaking. This was a nightmare.

How am I supposed to keep this up for two whole weeks?

Throughout the day, Alysa kept herself busy, pouring all her focus into menial tasks around the house. She took care of Aurora, helped Abigail with lunch, and made small talk with the Pack members who passed by during Aurora's nap, all the while pretending nothing was out of the ordinary.

But she could feel the eyes on her—people were watching her, whispering when they thought she couldn’t hear.

Great.

She ran into Aleksander during her evening walk while Aurora napped. Her brother's brow furrowed as he looked at her. “You okay?” he asked, his voice low, the concern unmistakable.

She flashed a smile, waving off his concern. “Just tired,” she said, her voice tight. He didn’t push, but she could see the doubt in his eyes.

As the sun began to dip behind the trees, Alysa thought she’d made it through the day without running into him. She busied herself helping a few Pack members prepare for the upcoming hunt, but even as she moved through the motions, her thoughts kept circling back to Cassius.

Why did he say it? Was it really just to protect me?

She hated the vulnerability the situation had thrown her into, the way it made her question everything between them. It was strange that she didn't run into him once all day even though she was avoiding him.

He must be doing the same or giving me space.

Alysa was grateful that he granted her that request she had made yesterday, at least. The day had been a blur with her time with Aurora the only bright spark. Now, she was eager to sleep.

Who knew avoiding your mate could be so stressful?

The next morning, Alysa was up early, hoping the quiet would offer her some solace. She stood in the kitchen, her fingers working mechanically as she brewed a pot of coffee. The rich aroma filled the room, but she barely noticed it.

As she poured herself a cup, the front door opened, and Alysa froze. Footsteps approached, and she held her breath, praying it wasn't—

"Alysa?"

Cassius's deep voice sent a shiver down her spine. She turned, forcing a smile that felt more like a grimace. "Hey."

He stood in the doorway, looking as uncomfortable as she felt. His hair was tousled as if he'd been running his hands through it repeatedly. The sight made her heart do a little flip.

Stop that.

"How are you holding up?" he asked, his blue eyes searching her face.

Alysa shrugged, aiming for nonchalance and missing by a mile. "Oh, you know. Just peachy. Nothing like the entire Pack treating me as if we're mates."

Cassius winced. "I'm sorry. I didn't think the news would spread so fast."

"It's a wolf Pack, Cassius. Gossip travels faster than the speed of light." She sighed, running a hand through her hair. "What are we going to do?"

He moved closer, hesitating before sitting on the opposite end of the couch. "We need to talk about that. Figure out how we're going to handle this."

Alysa nodded, her stomach churning. "I guess we do."

An awkward silence fell between them, thick with unspoken words and tangled emotions. Alysa fidgeted with the hem of her shirt, hyperaware of Cassius's presence beside her. His scent enveloped her, a heady mix so uniquely him that it made her wolf stir.

Focus, Alysa. This isn't real.

Cassius cleared his throat. "I know this isn't ideal—"

Alysa snorted. "Understatement of the century."

"—but we need to make it convincing," he continued, shooting her a look. "For the next two weeks, as far as everyone else is concerned, we're mates."

The weight of his words settled over her like a heavy blanket. "And how exactly are we supposed to do that? I can barely look at you without blushing, let alone pretend we're… you know."

A hint of a smile tugged at Cassius's lips. "We'll have to work on that. Maybe start with using the word 'mates' without looking like you're about to pass out."

Alysa glared at him, but there was no real heat behind it. "Easy for you to say. You're not the one who has to pretend to be madly in love with their brother's best friend."

Something flashed in Cassius's eyes, too quick for Alysa to decipher. "It won't be that bad. We're already close. We just need to… amp it up a bit."

"Amp it up?" Alysa raised an eyebrow. "What does that mean, exactly?"

Cassius ran a hand through his hair, a gesture Alysa recognized as a sign of nervousness. "Well, for starters, we'll need to be more… physically affectionate in public."

Alysa's heart skipped a beat. "Define 'physically affectionate.'"

"Nothing too extreme," Cassius said quickly. "Just… holding hands, maybe the occasional hug or… kiss on the cheek."

The idea of Cassius's lips anywhere near her sent a jolt through Alysa's body. She swallowed hard, trying to ignore the way her pulse quickened. "Right. Okay. I can handle that. Probably."

Cassius nodded, looking relieved. "Good. We should also come up with a story about how this happened. When we realized our feelings, that sort of thing."

Alysa's mind raced. "Um, okay. How about… we've had feelings for each other for a while, but we were both too scared to make it public and dated secretly. Then, at the meeting with Marcus, you realized you had no choice but to claim me in public, so you did?"

The words felt strange on her tongue, too close to the truth she'd buried deep in her heart.

It's just a story. It doesn't mean anything.

Cassius was quiet for a moment, his expression unreadable. "That… could work. It's not too far from the truth, which will make it easier to remember."

Alysa's breath caught in her throat.

Not too far from the truth? What does that mean?

She pushed the thought away, focusing on the task at hand. "What else do we need to consider?"

"Living arrangements," Cassius said, his voice carefully neutral. "It would look strange if we didn't… share a room."

Alysa's eyes widened. "Oh. Right. Of course."

The thought of sharing a bed with Cassius sent a mix of excitement and terror coursing through her veins. She'd dreamed about it more times than she cared to admit, but the reality was far more complicated.

"We don't have to… I mean, I can sleep on the floor or something," Cassius offered, looking as flustered as she felt.

"Don't be ridiculous," Alysa said, surprising herself with her boldness. "We're both adults. We can share a bed without it being weird. Right?"

Cassius nodded, a bit too quickly. "Right. Of course."

Another silence fell, this one charged with an energy that made Alysa's skin tingle. She cleared her throat, desperate to change the subject. "What about Pack duties? Will this… change anything?"

Cassius seemed grateful for the shift in topic. "Not much. You'll be expected to attend more meetings with me, take on some additional responsibilities. But nothing too drastic."

Alysa nodded, her mind spinning with the implications. She'd always been on the fringes of Pack politics, content to let her brother and father handle the heavy lifting. Now, she'd be thrust into the spotlight as the Alpha's mate. The thought was terrifying.

"Hey," Cassius said softly, sensing her distress. "We'll figure this out together, okay? I won't let anything bad happen to you."

His words, meant to be comforting, sent a pang through Alysa's chest.

That's the problem, isn't it? You're always protecting me, always putting me first. Even if it means lying to everyone we know.

Alysa nodded, but the knot in her stomach only tightened. Two weeks of pretending to be Cassius's mate. Two weeks of living out her deepest fantasies, knowing it was all a lie.

How am I supposed to go back to normal after this?

As if reading her thoughts, Cassius reached out, hesitating for a moment before taking her hand in his. His touch sent sparks shooting up her arm. "We'll get through this, Alysa. I promise."

She looked up at him, struck by the intensity in his blue eyes. For a moment, she let herself believe that maybe, just maybe, there was more to this than a simple ruse.

But reality crashed back in, cold and unforgiving. This wasn't real. It couldn't be.

Alysa pulled her hand away, ignoring the flash of hurt in Cassius's eyes. "We should probably practice, right? The whole… couple thing."

Cassius nodded, his expression guarded. "Right. Good idea."

Cassius cleared his throat, standing up from the couch. "Alright, let's try this. Pretend we're at a Pack gathering."

Alysa nodded, her heart racing as she rose to join him. They stood facing each other, an awkward foot of space between them.

"Hey there, beautiful," Cassius said, his voice pitched low and warm. He reached out, his fingers grazing her arm.

Alysa flinched, the touch sending sparks across her skin. "S-sorry," she stammered, face flushing. "I wasn't ready."

Cassius's brow furrowed. "Alysa, you can't jump every time I touch you. It needs to look natural."

"I know, I know," she sighed, running a hand through her hair. "Let's try again."

This time, when Cassius approached, Alysa forced herself to stay still. His arm slid around her waist, pulling her close. She could feel the heat of his body, smell his intoxicating scent.

"Better," Cassius murmured, his breath tickling her ear. "Now, lean into me. Like you can't get enough of my touch."

Alysa's breath hitched, but she did as he said, molding her body against his. She tried to remind herself that this was just pretend, even as her wolf purred with contentment.

"Good," Cassius said, his voice a bit strained. "Now, let's try walking together."

They moved around the living room, Cassius's arm still around her waist. At first, Alysa felt stiff, hyper-aware of every point of contact between them. But as they continued, she found herself relaxing, her steps falling in sync with his.

"See? Not so bad," Cassius said, offering her a smile that made her knees weak.

"Speak for yourself," Alysa muttered, but there was no anger behind her words.

Each touch, each shared glance, sent Alysa's heart racing. But as the hour wore on, she found herself settling into the role, the awkwardness fading into something that felt dangerously close to comfort.

By the time they called it quits, Alysa felt drained, emotionally and physically. She collapsed back onto the couch, closing her eyes. "Well, that was… interesting."

Cassius chuckled, the sound warming her from the inside out. "That's one word for it. You did well, though. I think we might just pull this off."

Alysa opened her eyes, meeting his gaze. "You really think so?"

He nodded, a soft smile playing on his lips. "I do. We make a good team, Alysa. Always have."

The sincerity in his voice made her heart ache.

If only he knew…

As Cassius stood to leave, Alysa found herself wishing he would stay. The thought startled her, and she pushed it away.

Don't get too comfortable, Alysa.

"I should go," Cassius said, hesitating at the door. "Pack business to attend to. Will you be okay?"

Alysa nodded, forcing a smile. "I'll be fine. Go, do your Alpha thing."

He lingered for a moment longer, looking like he wanted to say something more. But in the end, he just nodded and left, closing the door softly behind him.

Alysa let out a long breath, her mind reeling from everything that had happened. Two weeks. She had two weeks to pretend to be Cassius's mate, to live out a fantasy she'd never dared hope could be real.

And then… what?

She pushed the thought away, focusing instead on the immediate future. Two weeks of stolen glances, casual touches, and pretend intimacy. Two weeks of living in close quarters with the man she'd been secretly in love with for years.

I am so screwed.

The game was on. And Alysa had no idea if she was ready to play.


Chapter 7 - Cassius

The grand hall of the Ironfang Pack's fortress buzzed with anticipation. Alphas from across the territories, both Light and Dark, filled the room with their imposing presence. The air crackled with tension as Pack leaders and their families mingled, their voices a low murmur against the backdrop of clinking glasses and soft music.

Cassius's eyes swept the room, taking in the sea of familiar faces. This wasn't just any gathering—it was the 'exchange of hands' ceremony, a pivotal moment that would officially transfer territory to Aleksander and the Ironfang Pack.

The gravity of the occasion wasn't lost on anyone present. Eyes glinted beneath furrowed brows as each dominant presence seemed to size up the others. The air crackled with anticipation.

As he stood at the entrance, Cassius felt the weight of countless gazes upon him. He squared his shoulders, steeling himself for what was to come.

This is it. No turning back now.

It wasn’t just about Aleksander officially taking control of the land. No, it was also about Cassius and Alysa presenting themselves as a mated pair before their peers—an audience well-versed in the nuances of deception.

"Ready?" Alysa's soft voice beside him pulled Cassius from his thoughts. He turned to her, his breath catching in his throat. She looked stunning in a deep blue dress that hugged her curves, her chestnut hair cascading over her shoulders in soft waves.

She is totally worth being banished.

Cassius swallowed hard, offering her what he hoped was a reassuring smile. "As ready as I'll ever be," he murmured, his hand finding the small of her back as they stepped into the room together.

The effect was immediate. Conversations halted, heads turned, and all eyes locked onto the pair. Cassius felt Alysa tense beside him, her nerves palpable. He drew her closer, his protective instincts kicking in.

Just breathe. We can do this.

Across the room, Cassius spotted Articus and Wren. The White Moon Alpha caught his eye, offering a subtle nod of encouragement. Beside him, Wren's pregnancy was evident, her hand resting protectively over her swollen belly. The sight made something twist in Cassius's chest—a longing he couldn't quite name.

As they made their way through the crowd, Cassius caught sight of Rowan Zev and Xander Black, an unlikely pair that drew curious glances. Xander's presence on the Dark Side was still a novelty, his shadow powers a topic of hushed whispers among the gathered Alphas.

"Well, well," a booming voice cut through the murmurs.

Stormborn.

The Thunderclaw Alpha clapped a meaty hand on Cassius's shoulder. "Looks like the mighty Cassius White has finally been tamed!"

Cassius forced a chuckle, his arm tightening around Alysa's waist. "Hardly tamed, Ragnar. Just… pleasantly distracted."

The comment drew laughs from the surrounding Alphas, but Cassius felt Alysa stiffen beside him. He glanced down, catching the flash of hurt in her eyes before she masked it with a smile.

Shit. Nice going, Cassius.

"It's about time you settled down," Darius chimed in; the Stone Claw Pack Alpha’s brown eyes lit up in a smile. "We were beginning to think you'd never find a mate worthy of your name."

The teasing continued, each comment feeling like a dagger twisting in Cassius's gut. He played along, forcing smiles and laughter, all while acutely aware of Alysa's discomfort beside him.

"So, Alysa," Lyra Frost's cool voice cut through the banter. "How did our esteemed Cassius finally win you over? We're all dying to know."

Cassius felt panic rise in his throat. They hadn't prepared for this. He opened his mouth, ready to deflect, but Alysa beat him to it.

"Oh, you know Cassius," she said, her voice light and teasing. "He can be quite charming when he wants to be. I never stood a chance."

The response drew chuckles and knowing looks from the gathered Alphas. Cassius relaxed slightly, grateful for Alysa's quick thinking.

As the night wore on, Cassius felt the weight of countless eyes upon them. Every touch, every glance, every whispered word between them was scrutinized. He found himself hyper-aware of Alysa's presence, the warmth of her body against his, the scent of her perfume.

They moved through the room like a well-rehearsed dance, playing the part of the newly mated couple. Cassius's hand never strayed far from Alysa's waist, his fingers tracing absent patterns on her hip. She leaned into him, her laughter at his jokes just a touch too bright and her smiles a fraction too wide.

We're overdoing it—they'll see right through us.

Cassius thought, panic rising in his chest. But as he glanced around the room, he saw only knowing smiles and approving nods. The act was working. They were buying it.

Cassius's mind drifted to the past two weeks, a whirlwind of staged dates and public displays of affection. They'd shared meals in the Pack's common areas, walked hand-in-hand through the territory, and even cuddled up together during movie nights.

He remembered the first time he'd kissed her cheek in public, the way her breath had hitched, the flush that had spread across her face. It had felt so real, so right, that for a moment, he'd forgotten it was all pretend.

Now, standing in this room full of Alphas, Cassius felt the lines blurring. The way Alysa fit against him, the sound of her laughter, the warmth in her eyes when she looked at him—it was becoming harder to remember that this wasn't real.

Marcus cleared his throat, pulling Cassius from his thoughts. It was time to get back to business.

“I believe we still have land to discuss,” Marcus said, his voice smooth but firm.

Aleksander nodded, leaning forward. "Yes, the land," he began, tracing a finger along the worn edges of the map Marcus produced, marking out the Crimson Oak territory. "As we discussed, the eastern portion of your land will be ceded to us in exchange for financial compensation."

“I take it you’ve brought what we agreed upon?” Marcus asked, his voice dripping with satisfaction.

Aleksander slid a matching black briefcase to him. “Every cent,” he said evenly. “Plus, the compensation for the mineral rights.”

Marcus’s grin widened as he opened the briefcase, revealing stacks of cash neatly bundled inside. His fingers skimmed over the money, counting the stacks with precision. After a moment, he closed the case with a loud snap and leaned back in his chair.

"Well, well, gentlemen," Marcus said, his voice heavy with satisfaction. "It seems like you've held up your end of the bargain."

Aleksander remained stoic, unbothered by Marcus’s obvious glee. “We always do.”

Marcus chuckled, clearly enjoying the tension. He flicked open a small tablet sitting beside him. “Here’s the deed to the eastern land. Once the funds are confirmed, I’ll transmit it electronically to your Pack’s records, and the land will officially be yours.”

Aleksander didn’t hesitate, pulling out his own tablet. He tapped a few commands, sending the funds directly into Marcus’s account. The briefcases of cash were a show, but the real deal was handled electronically, like all high-stakes transactions between Packs.

Marcus’s tablet pinged with a notification, and his smirk widened as he confirmed the deposit. “Well, boys, it looks like we’re done here. Pleasure doing business with you.”

Aleksander’s voice was ice-cold. “We’ll expect the land to be vacated within the week. Any delays, and we’ll have a problem.”

Marcus leaned forward, his eyes gleaming. “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of delaying such a lucrative deal. You’ll have your land, Aleksander.”

Cassius’s gaze sharpened as Marcus slid a paper across the table. “Here’s your ceremonial deed. You know, for tradition’s sake. The real one’s being processed as we speak.”

Aleksander didn’t take his eyes off Marcus as he reached for the document, his fingers brushing the thick parchment. “I trust we won’t have any further issues?”

Marcus stood up slowly, his hulking frame casting a shadow across the table. “Oh, I’m sure our paths will cross again, Aleksander. And when they do, I’ll be ready.”

With that, Marcus grabbed the briefcase of cash and handed it to one of his Pack members, who briskly strode out the door.

Cassius exhaled sharply, breaking the silence. “That went about as well as I expected.”

Aleksander stood, folding the deed and slipping it into his coat. “Agreed. But for now, we’ve gained what we came for. Let’s make sure the territory transfer goes through without any surprises.”

“Looks like everything went smoothly,” Articus said, his voice low but carrying the weight of an Alpha. He approached Cassius, his hand resting on the small of Wren’s back. She glanced up at Cassius, her expression cautious but curious.

“For now,” Cassius replied, his gaze shifting briefly to Wren before returning to Articus. “But I don’t trust Marcus. He’ll play his cards when it suits him.”

Wren’s voice was soft but steady. “People from the Dark Side don’t often have the luxury of waiting for the perfect moment. We take what we can when we can.” There was no bitterness in her tone, just a quiet understanding of how the world worked on the other side of the mountains.

Cassius regarded her with a slight nod. “True enough. But now that you’re here…” He trailed off, his meaning clear. Wren wasn’t just any rogue; she was now tied to the Light side, bound by her connection to Articus and their unborn child.

Her fingers tightened slightly on Articus’s arm as if reminding herself of her new reality. “It’s different, being there,” she admitted. “I’m still adjusting.”

“You’ll adjust,” Rowan’s deep voice cut in as he and Xander approached. The two Alphas had been lingering nearby, listening. Rowan’s tall frame loomed, his brown eyes piercing yet warm as he addressed Wren.

Xander, as silent as ever, offered only a brief nod of acknowledgment, his black eyes sharp and unreadable.

A commotion near the entrance drew Cassius's attention. He instinctively pulled Alysa closer, scanning the room for potential threats. It was just a minor disagreement between two beta wolves, quickly settled, but Cassius's protective stance didn't go unnoticed.

"My, my," Selena Nightshade's silky voice drifted over. "Aren't we the possessive Alpha? Better watch out, Alysa. He might never let you out of his sight."

Alysa laughed, the sound slightly strained. "Oh, I don't mind. It's nice to feel so… cherished."

The word sent a jolt through Cassius.

Cherished.

Is that how she felt? Is that how he wanted her to feel?

As the night wore on, Cassius found his thoughts in turmoil. He'd entered into this arrangement to protect Alysa, to keep her safe from Marcus's advances. But now, holding her close, breathing in her scent, he wasn't sure who he was protecting her from anymore.

This is dangerous

He thought about his actions even as his thumb traced circles on her hip.

But every time Alysa looked up at him, her honey-brown eyes filled with warmth and trust, Cassius felt his resolve weakening. The line between pretense and reality was blurring, and he wasn't sure he wanted to redraw it.

"You two are so in love," Zara Moonsinger's dreamy voice cut through Cassius's thoughts. "It's beautiful to see. When's the official mating ceremony?"

Cassius froze, panic rising in his throat. They hadn't discussed this far ahead. He opened his mouth, not sure what would come out when Alysa squeezed his hand.

"We haven't set a date yet," she said smoothly. "We're just enjoying being together for now."

Cassius nodded, grateful for her quick thinking. But Zara's words echoed in his mind.

In love.

Was that what this looked like to others? Was that what it felt like?

Before he could ponder it further, Cassius felt Alysa tense beside him. He followed her gaze to see Marcus approaching, a predatory gleam in his eye.

No. Not now.

Without thinking, Cassius pulled Alysa closer, angling his body to shield her from Marcus's view. He felt her surprise, but she melted into him, playing along.

And then, without warning, Alysa was turning in his arms, her hands sliding up his chest to link behind his neck. Her eyes met his, a silent question in their depths.

Do it, they seemed to say.

Time seemed to slow as Cassius lowered his head, his lips meeting Alysa's in a kiss that started soft but quickly ignited into something more. Her lips parted beneath his, a soft gasp escaping her as he deepened the kiss.

The world fell away. There was only Alysa—the softness of her lips, the warmth of her body pressed against his, the intoxicating scent of her skin. Cassius lost himself in the kiss, his hands spanning her waist, pulling her impossibly closer.

It was Alysa who finally broke the kiss, pulling back with a soft gasp. Cassius blinked, reality crashing back in as he became aware of the hushed silence around them. Every eye in the room was on them, expressions ranging from shock to approval to knowing smirks.

What have we done?

Cassius cleared his throat, fighting to regain his composure. He kept Alysa close, hyper-aware of her rapid heartbeat, the flush on her cheeks.

"Well," Marcus's voice broke the silence, thick with barely concealed anger. "I suppose that settles any doubts about your… relationship."

Murmurs of agreement rippled through the crowd. Cassius nodded, not trusting himself to speak. His lips still tingled from the kiss, his body humming with an energy he couldn't quite name.

As the crowd began to disperse, whispered conversations breaking out, Cassius felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned to find Aleksander, his expression unreadable.

"Can we talk?" Aleksander's voice was low, his eyes flicking between Cassius and Alysa. "Alone?"

Cassius nodded, reluctantly letting go of Alysa. He followed Aleksander to a quiet corner of the room, his mind racing.

He knows. He has to know.

"What the hell was that?" Aleksander hissed once they were out of earshot. "That kiss… Cassius, tell me you are still pretending."

Cassius ran a hand through his hair, his thoughts in turmoil. "I… I don't know, Aleks."

"You don't know?" Aleksander's eyes narrowed. "Cassius, this is my sister we're talking about. If you're playing with her feelings—"

"I'm not," Cassius cut him off, his voice firm. "I would never hurt Alysa. You know that."

Aleksander studied him for a long moment, his expression softening slightly. "Do I? Because from where I'm standing, it looks like lines are blurring. And if this ends badly…"

"It won't," Cassius said, more confidently than he felt. "I promise, Aleks. I won't hurt her."

Aleksander held his gaze for a long moment before nodding. "You better not," he said, his voice low and laced with warning. "Because best friend or not, Alpha or not, if you break her heart, I'll break you."

With that, Aleksander turned and walked away, leaving Cassius alone with his tumultuous thoughts. He looked across the room, his eyes finding Alysa. She was talking with Wren, her smile bright, but he could see the tension in her shoulders, the way her eyes kept darting around the room.

What have we gotten ourselves into?

As Cassius made his way back to Alysa, he felt the weight of Aleksander's words, of the kiss, of the past two weeks pressing down on him. The line between pretense and reality had blurred beyond recognition.

All he knew was that when he looked at Alysa, he felt something he'd never felt before. Something that both terrified and exhilarated him.

Something that felt dangerously close to love.


Chapter 8 - Alysa

The morning sun pierced through the curtains, casting a warm glow across Alysa's face. She groaned, burying her head deeper into the pillow. Another day of pretending. Another day of stolen glances and lingering touches that meant nothing. Or did they?

Get it together, Alysa. This isn't real.

She dragged herself out of Cassius’s bed, padding toward the kitchen. The scent of freshly brewed coffee hit her nose, and she found him already there, Aurora balanced on his hip as he poured himself a cup.

"Morning," he mumbled, his voice still thick with sleep.

Alysa's heart skipped a beat. Cassius's hair was tousled, and his shirt was rumpled. He looked… domestic—like this was their real life together.

It was the weekend, so Abigail would not be coming to the estate. It was just her and Cassius and Aurora today.

Great.

"Morning," she replied, reaching for her own mug. Their fingers brushed, and she jerked back, nearly spilling coffee everywhere.

Cassius caught her wrist, steadying her. "Careful," he murmured, his touch sending sparks up her arm.

Alysa cleared her throat. "Thanks. Um, about yesterday…"

"The ceremony?" Cassius raised an eyebrow.

"Yeah. I was thinking… maybe we should talk about how long we're going to keep this up."

Cassius set Aurora in her highchair, his brow furrowing. "What do you mean?"

"Well, the deal's done. Shouldn't we… I don't know, stage a breakup or something?"

The words tasted bitter on her tongue, but she forced them out anyway. It was the logical thing to do, wasn't it?

Cassius's jaw tightened. "It would look strange if we suddenly split right after the ceremony. Marcus is already suspicious. We need to keep this going, at least for a while longer."

Alysa's stomach churned. More pretending. More torturing herself with what-ifs and maybes. But she nodded, plastering on a smile. "Right. Of course. We wouldn't want to raise any red flags."

Just a few more weeks of this. You can do it. You have to.

Alysa knew he was right. Yet, pretending for even one more day made her insides twist with frustration. Her gaze flicked to Aurora, who was strapped comfortably to Cassius’s chest, babbling innocently. Alysa's heart softened, but that only made it worse.

I can’t keep pretending this is just an act. Not when it feels so real.

“I get it,” she muttered, keeping her voice steady. “But the longer we keep this up… the harder it’s going to be.”

Cassius didn’t respond immediately, his blue eyes locking ahead. There was a tension in his jaw she hadn’t noticed before.

Was he feeling it, too?

As the days wore on, Alysa found herself slipping deeper into the charade. It was the little things that got to her. The way Cassius's hand would find the small of her back when they walked together.

The soft smiles he'd shoot her way when she made Aurora laugh. The late-night conversations that stretched into the early hours of the morning, filled with shared hopes and fears. But each day, it felt less like a performance and more like she was genuinely connected to him.

Alysa hated it. She hated how her heart skipped when Cassius smiled at her or when their hands brushed and she caught his scent—a mixture of pine and something warm, comforting.

This wasn't supposed to happen.

She stood by the window one morning, watching as Cassius trained his warriors outside. He moved like a predator, sharp and precise, every shift of his muscular frame calling to something primal inside her. Her chest tightened at the sight.

Stop. You’re being ridiculous.

But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t turn off her feelings. They were growing, seeping into the cracks of her resolve like ivy creeping over stone.

That evening, as they sat on the porch watching the sunset, Aurora asleep in her playpen nearby, Cassius turned to her with a serious expression.

"Thank you," he said softly.

Alysa blinked. "For what?"

"For all of this. For helping with Aurora, for going along with this crazy plan. I know it can't be easy for you."

If only you truly knew…

She shrugged, forcing a laugh. "What are friends for, right?"

Cassius's eyes lingered on her face, and for a moment, Alysa thought she saw something flicker in their depths.

Pain?

But then he looked away, and the moment passed.

"Right. Friends."

The word hung between them, heavy with unspoken things.

Alysa began to notice subtle changes in Cassius's behavior with each passing day. He seemed more attuned to her presence, his eyes following her movements when he thought she wasn't looking. Sometimes, she'd catch him staring at her with an intensity that made her breath catch.

Saturday afternoon, as she was playing with Aurora on the living room floor, Cassius walked in and froze. Alysa looked up, confused by his sudden stillness.

"What?" she asked, self-consciously tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

Cassius shook his head, a soft smile playing on his lips. "Nothing. It's just… you're really good with her, you know that?"

Warmth bloomed in Alysa's chest. "She makes it easy. She's a great kid."

"Yeah, she is." Cassius's voice was thick with emotion. He crossed the room, kneeling beside them. His hand came to rest on Alysa's shoulder, and she felt the heat of his touch even through her shirt.

Oh God.

"I don't know what I'd do without you," he murmured.

Alysa's heart raced. She turned to face him, their faces inches apart. For a breathless moment, she thought he might kiss her. But then Aurora let out a happy squeal, breaking the spell.

Cassius cleared his throat, pulling back. "I, uh, I should get dinner started."

He retreated to the kitchen, leaving Alysa with a jumble of confused emotions.

This isn't real. Remember that. It can't be real.

But in time, the line between pretense and reality blurred more and more. Cassius started seeking her out for no reason, just to talk or share a quiet moment. He'd bring her coffee when she was still in his bed in the mornings, remembering exactly how she liked it.

When Pack members visited, his arm would snake around her waist, pulling her close in a gesture that felt far too natural. The nights were the worst, as she could barely bring herself to sleep beside his muscled, toned, hard body, even though all she felt of him was the head.

The bed was that BIG!

And although he kept his distance in the bed, she wondered how he could fall asleep so easily when there were only inches of space beside them each night.

One night, as they cleaned up after dinner, Cassius suddenly said, "Hey, I was thinking… there's somewhere I'd like to show you and Aurora."

Alysa looked up from the dish she was drying. "Oh? Where's that?"

A boyish grin spread across Cassius's face. "It's a surprise. But I think you'll like it. We could go tomorrow evening—watch the sunset. What do you say?"

The excitement in his eyes was infectious. Alysa found herself nodding. "Sounds perfect."

The next evening, they piled into Cassius's car, Aurora securely strapped into her car seat. As they drove, Alysa watched the scenery change from manicured lawns to wilder, more untamed forest.

"Where exactly are we going?" she asked, curiosity getting the better of her.

Cassius's eyes twinkled with mischief. "You'll see."

Finally, they pulled off onto a narrow dirt road. Cassius parked the car and came around to help Alysa out, Aurora already in his arms.

"It's just a short walk from here," he said, leading the way down a winding path.

As they rounded a bend, Alysa gasped. There, nestled high in the branches of an ancient oak tree, was a treehouse. It was bigger than she'd expected, its wooden planks weathered but sturdy.

"Is this…?"

"My childhood treehouse," Cassius confirmed. "My dad and I built it when I was ten. I used to come here all the time to think or just to escape for a while. No one but Aleksander knows of it."

Alysa's heart swelled at the thought of a young Cassius finding solace in this hidden sanctuary. "It's beautiful."

They climbed up, Cassius going first with Aurora, then helping Alysa navigate the ladder. Inside, the treehouse was cozy, with cushions scattered on the floor and strings of lights twinkling along the walls.

"I come here sometimes to clear my head," Cassius admitted as they settled in. "I thought… well, I wanted to share it with you."

The sun was just beginning to set, painting the sky in brilliant hues of orange and pink. They sat in comfortable silence, watching the colors change and deepen.

Aurora babbled happily, pointing at the sky. Alysa laughed, tickling the baby's tummy. "That's right, Sweetheart. Pretty colors."

She felt Cassius's gaze on her and turned to find him watching her with an expression she couldn't quite decipher. There was warmth there, and something else… something that made her pulse quicken.

"I'll be right back," Cassius said suddenly, getting to his feet. "I left something in the car. Mind watching Aurora for a minute?"

Alysa nodded, pulling the baby closer. "Of course. We'll be fine, won't we?"

As Cassius's footsteps faded, Alysa leaned back, letting out a contented sigh. This moment, right here, felt perfect. If only it could last forever.

The peace shattered in an instant.

A dark shape hurtled through the treehouse entrance, moving faster than Alysa's eyes could track. Her wolf senses screamed danger, and she instinctively curled her body around Aurora, shielding the baby.

Crimson eyes gleamed in the fading light. Vampire.

Terror clawed at Alysa's throat, but she pushed it down. She had to protect Aurora.

The vampire lunged, teeth bared. Alysa rolled, narrowly avoiding its grasp. She scrambled to her feet with Aurora clutched tightly to her chest.

"Cassius!" she screamed, backing toward the far wall.

The vampire advanced, a predatory grin stretching across its face. "Hand over the child, Wolf," it hissed. "And I might let you live."

Alysa's eyes darted around, searching for an escape route. There was none. They were trapped.

"Never," she snarled, her own wolf rising to the surface.

The vampire's eyes narrowed. "Then you die."

It sprang forward. Alysa braced herself for the impact, turning to shield Aurora with her body. But the attack never came.

A furious roar shook the treehouse. Cassius burst through the entrance, his eyes blazing with rage. He slammed into the vampire, sending them both crashing through the wooden wall.

Alysa gasped, clutching Aurora tighter as splinters rained down around them. She rushed to the gaping hole, heart pounding.

Below, Cassius and the vampire were locked in a brutal fight. Cassius's clothes were torn, his skin already marred with cuts and bruises. But his eyes burned with a fury Alysa had never seen before.

The vampire was fast, but Cassius was stronger. He caught the creature's arm as it swung at him. With a sickening crunch, he tore it clean off.

The vampire's howl of pain echoed through the forest. Cassius didn't hesitate. He didn’t stop. His eyes glowed with the intensity of his wolf, his hands unrelenting as he chained the vampire to a nearby tree, securing it with silver restraints.

Alysa exhaled shakily, her knees buckling as the adrenaline coursing through her veins started to wane. She slid to the floor of the treehouse, cradling Aurora against her chest, whispering soothing words into the baby’s hair as she watched Cassius secure the vampire. Her mind raced with the events that had just unfolded, her body still trembling.

Slowly, Cassius turned to look up at her. The rage in his eyes faded, replaced by concern.

"Are you okay?" he called up. "Aurora?"

Alysa nodded, unable to find her voice. Aurora, miraculously, had fallen asleep during the chaos.

Cassius climbed back into the treehouse, his chest heaving and his face set in grim lines. There was blood on his hands, and his blue eyes were darker than she’d ever seen them. Without a word, he knelt beside her, his gaze softening as he reached out to touch Aurora’s cheek, making sure she was okay.

"She's fine," Alysa managed to croak out. "Not a scratch."

Relief washed over Cassius's face. He pulled Alysa into a fierce hug, mindful of Aurora between them.

"Thank God," he murmured into her hair. "If anything had happened to either of you…"

Alysa melted into his embrace, the adrenaline slowly seeping out of her system. She was safe. They were all safe.

“Let’s get out of here.” Cassius stood and helped Alysa to her feet, his touch gentle yet firm. They made their way down the ladder, and Alysa’s legs felt unsteady beneath her, her body still rattled from the attack.

The walk back to the car was tense, the silence between them filled with unspoken words. Cassius held Aurora now, his hand gripping Alysa’s as if he needed to reassure himself that they were both safe.

When they reached the car, Cassius carefully placed Aurora in her seat and closed the door with a soft click. He turned to Alysa, his gaze intense, searching her face. “I should’ve been here sooner.”

“It’s not your fault,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “You saved us.”

But even as she said the words, Alysa could feel the weight of everything that had happened settling on her. The attack, the fear, the realization that she was starting to care about Cassius more than she should—it was all too much.

I’m falling for him.

The drive back to the house was tense and silent. Cassius's knuckles were white on the steering wheel, his jaw clenched tight. Alysa kept glancing in the rearview mirror, half-expecting to see more vampires chasing them.

When they finally pulled up to the house, Cassius was out of the car in an instant, helping Alysa down and ushering them inside. He locked the door behind them, then did a quick sweep of the house, checking every room.

Alysa stood in the living room, still holding Aurora close. The baby had woken up during the drive but seemed blissfully unaware of the danger they'd been in.

Cassius returned, his expression grim. "It's clear. You two should be safe here."

"What about you?" Alysa asked, noticing the way he said, 'you two.' “Where are you going?” The words escaped her before she could stop them.

Cassius ran a hand through his hair, leaving streaks of dirt and blood. He paused, his eyes meeting hers for a long, silent moment. “I have unfinished business.”

Fear gripped Alysa's heart. "You can't go alone. What if there are more of them out there?"

"I'll be fine," Cassius assured her, but his eyes were hard. "I need you to stay here with Aurora. Keep her safe."

He crossed the room in two long strides, cupping Alysa's face in his hands. For a moment, she thought he might kiss her. Instead, he pressed his forehead to hers, his breath warm on her skin.

"I'll be back soon," he murmured. "I promise."

Then he was gone, the sound of his car engine fading into the distance.

Alysa stood at the window, watching the taillights disappear down the road. Her emotions were a tangled mess—fear for Cassius's safety, lingering terror from the attack, and underneath it all, a fierce protectiveness for the child in her arms.

Please, just come back safe.

With a heavy sigh, she turned away from the window. There was nothing she could do now but wait. And hope.

Aurora stirred in her arms, letting out a soft whimper. Alysa looked down at the baby, forcing a smile onto her face.

"It's okay, Sweetheart," she whispered, bouncing Aurora gently. "Your daddy will be home soon. And until then, I've got you. I promise."


Chapter 9 - Cassius

The night air hung thick with tension as Cassius stalked back to the treehouse. His muscles coiled tight, ready to spring at the slightest provocation. The vampire's scent still lingered, a sickly-sweet stench that made his wolf snarl with rage.

I'll make that bloodsucker wish he'd never set foot in my territory.

As he approached the tree, he heard the faint clink of chains. The vampire was stirring, its wounds already beginning to heal. Cassius's lip curled in disgust.

Not enough.

Without hesitation, he scaled the tree, his movements fluid and predatory. The vampire's red eyes gleamed in the darkness, a mixture of fear and defiance in its gaze.

"You made a big mistake coming here," Cassius growled, his voice low and dangerous.

The vampire spat, a glob of blood landing at Cassius's feet. "I'll kill you all, Wolf. Your mate, your pup—"

Cassius didn't let him finish. With a roar that shook the treehouse, he grabbed the vampire by the throat, lifting him off the ground. "You don't get to speak about them, you piece of shit."

In one swift motion, Cassius brought his knee up, shattering the vampire's leg. The crack of breaking bones was sickeningly satisfying.

The vampire's scream echoed through the forest, but Cassius felt no pity—only cold, hard rage.

This is for daring to threaten my family.

Another break—this time the kneecap—just to make sure the bastard wouldn’t try running again. He dragged the now-whimpering vampire down from the treehouse, the chains rattling with each step. The trunk of his car was waiting, open and ready.

Cassius hefted the vampire's limp form, tossing him into the trunk like a sack of garbage. The chains clinked as the vampire tried to move, but Cassius had made sure they were tight. There would be no escape.

The forest around them was deathly quiet, the trees indifferent witnesses to the violence he carried with him. Cassius didn’t care about the blood or the smell of the vampire’s rotting flesh as he shoved him into the trunk of the car.

He slammed the trunk shut, wiping his hands on his jeans as though the filth of the vampire could be washed away with just that.

Cassius took a deep breath, trying to calm the fury coursing through his veins. But all he could see was Alysa's terrified face, Aurora cradled protectively in her arms.

I should have been there. He would not have dared.

The drive to the vampire faction's territory was a blur of dark roads and seething anger. Cassius's knuckles were white on the steering wheel, his jaw clenched so tight it ached.

Let’s see if your leader can make sense of this mess.

The landscape changed as he crossed into vampire territory. The trees grew denser, their branches twisting together to block out the moonlight. An eerie silence settled over the car, broken only by the occasional muffled groan from the trunk.

The roads were empty, and his thoughts echoed the same emptiness. The only thing filling his mind was the image of that vampire pinning Alysa to the ground, her terrified gasp still echoing in his ears. His child, Aurora, had been in danger.

The vampire shifted in the trunk, groaning as the car hit a pothole. Cassius grinned darkly, pressing the gas harder. He wasn’t in the mood for pity or mercy—just answers. The vampire leader would provide those answers, or Cassius would take them by force.

Cassius pulled up to a sprawling mansion, its gothic architecture a stark contrast to the modern world outside. Gargoyles leered down from the roof, their stone eyes seeming to follow his every move.

Vampires always made their homes in places that reeked of death—this one was no different. The scent of blood was thicker here, and it did nothing to calm the storm brewing inside him.

He didn't bother knocking. With a powerful kick, he sent the ornate front door flying off its hinges.

Vampires materialized from the shadows, hissing and baring their fangs. But Cassius paid them no mind. His eyes were fixed on the figure descending the grand staircase.

The vampire leader, Nikolai, was tall and imposing, his pale skin almost translucent in the dim light. His black eyes narrowed as he took in the scene before him.

"Cassius White," he drawled, his voice like silk over steel. "To what do we owe the pleasure of this… unexpected visit?"

Cassius didn't waste time with pleasantries. He strode back to his car, yanking open the trunk. He grabbed the vampire from the trunk, dragging him through the compound and dropping him unceremoniously in front of Nikolai's feet.

“One of yours?” His voice was calm, but the threat behind it was unmistakable, his wolf clawing just beneath the surface of his skin.

Nikolai's eyebrows rose as he took in the battered form before him before looking back at Cassius with mild interest. "I don't believe I've had the pleasure."

"Cut the bullshit," Cassius snapped. "He attacked my family. In my territory. The only reason he's still breathing is because I respect our alliance."

The other vampires in the room shifted uneasily, their eyes darting between Cassius and their leader. The tension in the air was palpable, thick enough to choke on.

Nikolai crouched down, examining the chained vampire more closely. His expression remained impassive, but Cassius caught a flicker of something in his eyes. Confusion? Concern?

"What is your name?" Nikolai asked the prisoner.

The vampire spat blood onto the polished marble floor. "I don't answer to you, traitor."

Nikolai's eyes flashed dangerously. He grabbed the vampire by the hair, yanking his head back. "I asked you a question. What faction do you belong to?"

"Faction?" The vampire's laugh was a harsh, grating sound. "We don't play your little games where I'm from. We take what we want when we want it."

Cassius felt a chill run down his spine. He'd assumed the attacker was from one of the local factions, but this… this was something else entirely.

Nikolai released the vampire's hair, rising to his full height. His face was a mask of cold fury. "He's not one of ours," he said, turning to Cassius. "I give you my word on that."

Under normal circumstances, Cassius might have doubted him. But the disgust in Nikolai's voice was unmistakable. Whatever this vampire was, he wasn't welcome here.

"Then where the hell did he come from?" Cassius demanded.

Nikolai's gaze flickered to the chained vampire, then back to Cassius. "If I had to guess? The Light Side of the mountain."

The words hit Cassius like a physical blow. The Light Side? It wasn’t unheard of. Unlike wolves, the darker creatures from the Light Side often moved without jurisdiction not unlike those who had kidnapped Wren and attempted to sell her.

The faction leader straightened, his face losing the vague amusement from earlier. “We have no jurisdiction over those from the Light Side. This is not our doing, Alpha.”

Cassius’s temper flared, but he knew the leader was right. No matter how much he hated it, this wasn’t the fault of the local faction.

“You should still control your kind,” Cassius growled, though the accusation lacked its earlier venom. The leader nodded once, understanding the gravity of the situation.

“We will handle it, Alpha White,” he said, his voice darkening. He turned to the other vampires in the room. "Take him to the cells. I'll deal with him personally."

Cassius nodded, his mind racing. "Keep me informed."

"Of course." Nikolai's lips curved into a cold smile. "After all, vampires should handle vampire business."

The words were a clear dismissal. Cassius turned to leave, his thoughts a chaotic jumble. As he reached the door, Nikolai's voice stopped him.

"Alpha Cassius? I'm… sorry about your family. No one should have to face that kind of threat in their own territory."

Cassius didn't turn around, but he inclined his head slightly in acknowledgment. Then he was gone, striding back to his car with purposeful steps.

As he pulled away from the mansion, a blood-curdling scream pierced the night air. Cassius didn't flinch. He knew what happened to those who crossed the vampire factions.

Good. Let him suffer.

The drive back home was a blur of streetlights and racing thoughts. Cassius's mind kept replaying the attack, imagining all the ways it could have gone wrong. All the ways he could have lost everything.

Alysa. Aurora.

Their names were a mantra in his head, driving him forward. He needed to see them, to make sure they were safe. To reassure himself that his world hadn't shattered while he was away.

As he pulled into the driveway, Cassius took a deep breath, trying to calm his racing heart. He couldn't let them see how shaken he was. He needed to be strong for them.

The house was quiet as he entered, but he could smell Alysa's fear-tinged scent. It made his wolf whine, desperate to comfort her.

He found her in the living room, Aurora sleeping peacefully in her arms. Alysa's eyes were wide, her body trembling slightly. When she saw him, relief flooded her face.

"Cassius," she breathed, her voice barely above a whisper. "You're back."

He crossed the room in three long strides, kneeling beside her. His hand cupped her cheek, thumb brushing away a tear she hadn't realized she'd shed.

"I'm here," he murmured. "You're safe now. Both of you."

Alysa leaned into his touch, her eyes fluttering closed for a moment. When she opened them again, her gaze dropped to his blood-stained clothes.

"What happened?" she asked.

Cassius shook his head. "Later. Right now, I need to clean up." He stood, his muscles protesting after the night's events. "I'm going to take a shower. Will you be okay here with Aurora?"

Alysa nodded, but Cassius saw the flicker of fear in her eyes. Before he could think better of it, he added, "Or… you could join me. If you want."

The words hung in the air between them, charged with unspoken tension. Cassius held his breath, half-hoping she'd refuse, half-praying she wouldn't.

After what felt like an eternity, Alysa nodded. "Okay," she whispered.

Cassius's heart thundered in his chest as he led the way to the bathroom. After placing Aurora in the crib, Alysa followed close behind. He could hear her rapid breathing, smell the mixture of fear and something else… anticipation?

The bathroom was spacious, all gleaming tiles and chrome fixtures. Cassius turned on the shower, steam quickly filling the room. When he turned back to Alysa, his breath caught in his throat.

She stood there, her clothes puddled at her feet, looking both vulnerable and breathtakingly beautiful. Cassius's eyes traced the curves of her body, drinking in every inch of her.

God, she's perfect.

Alysa shifted under his gaze, a blush creeping up her neck. "Cassius?" Her voice was soft, uncertain.

That single word broke the spell. Cassius quickly stripped off his own clothes, hyper-aware of Alysa's eyes on him. Then he held out his hand, an invitation.

Alysa took it, letting him guide her into the shower. The hot water cascaded over them, washing away the dirt and blood and fear of the night.

The moonlight spilled through the bathroom windows, casting long shadows across their intertwined bodies. Cassius's hands trembled slightly as he caressed Alysa's skin, his touch both reverent and hungry.

For a long moment, they just stood there, forehead to forehead, letting the water sluice over their bodies. Cassius's hands moved to Alysa's hips, pulling her closer. He could feel every curve of her pressed against him, setting his skin on fire.

"Alysa," he breathed, his voice rough with need. "I—"

She silenced him with a kiss, her lips crashing against his with desperate intensity. Cassius groaned, his control slipping as he deepened the kiss, tongue exploring, tasting, claiming.

His hands roamed her body, memorizing every dip and curve. Alysa arched into his touch, a soft moan escaping her lips.

Cassius trailed kisses down her neck, nipping gently at her pulse point. Alysa's head fell back, giving him better access. Her fingers tangled in his hair, holding him close.

"Cassius," she gasped. "Please…"

He knew what she was asking for. God, he wanted it, too. But a small part of his brain, the part not clouded by lust and adrenaline, held him back.

I shouldn’t want this right now.

But the thought was drowned out by the feel of her skin under his fingers, the way her breath hitched as he kissed the side of her neck. It was too much, too soon, but neither of them cared.

He lifted her, her legs wrapping around his waist as he pressed her back against the cold tile, his mouth finding hers with a kind of desperation. The room spun, the steam from the shower mixing with the heat between them until nothing else existed except this—except her.

Alysa responded, her hands running up his chest, her soft moans igniting something inside him that he had tried to keep buried. His lips trailed down her neck, his hands exploring every inch of her body as if trying to memorize it.

His mouth moved lower, tracing a path down her stomach until he was on his knees, the warm water washing over them both. Alysa gasped, her hands tangling in his hair as he kissed her inner thighs, the heat between them growing unbearable. He wasn’t gentle. He couldn’t be.

As his tongue slid over her, Alysa’s body arched, a strangled moan escaping her lips. Cassius held her steady, his grip firm as he pushed her closer and closer to the edge. Every sound she made, every tremor that ran through her body, only spurred him on.

Make her forget. Make her feel safe.

When she came, her body tensed, trembling against him as she cried out. Cassius held on, his mouth relentless, until she collapsed against the wall, panting, her legs weak. But as her pleasure peaked, the haze that had clouded his mind began to clear, and reality came crashing back.

Cassius stood abruptly, the water running over his face as he pulled away from her. His chest heaved, the heat of the moment fading into cold clarity.

He grabbed his clothes from the floor, his movements rushed and panicked.

Without a word, he dressed, his heart racing as he exited the bathroom, leaving Alysa standing there, hurt, breathless and confused. He couldn’t look at her. He couldn’t face what he had just done.

As he stepped outside, the cool night air hit him, but it did nothing to calm the storm inside his chest. His hands shook as he ran them through his damp hair, his mind a blur of conflicting emotions.

What the hell did I just do?


Chapter 10 - Alysa

Alysa stirred, her eyes fluttering open as the events of the previous night crashed over her. The warmth of the shower, Cassius's touch, his sudden departure—it all swirled in her mind, leaving her dizzy and confused.

Was it all a dream?

Her fingers traced her lips where his kiss still lingered. But the slight ache between her thighs and the lingering scent of his soap on her skin told her otherwise. It had been real. All too real.

The first rays of dawn crept through the curtains, casting a soft glow across the room. She had considered going back to the guest room when Cassius fled…

Yes, that was the word. Fled.

But she was already in the room, and the adrenaline from the vampire attack, coupled with the exhaustion after her orgasm, had drained her, so she just climbed into the bed and slept after he fled.

Yes, fled.

Alysa sat up, pushing her tangled chestnut hair out of her face. Her gaze fell on the empty space beside her, a space that should have held Cassius. Her heart clenched.

Why did he leave? Was I not good enough?

It had been a moment—one that should have meant something—but now, in the quiet stillness of dawn, all she felt was a gnawing emptiness.

She shook her head, trying to dispel the insecurities that threatened to overwhelm her. Today was a new day. Cassius would be back soon, and they would talk. They had to. With a deep breath, she swung her legs over the side of the bed, steeling herself for whatever the day might bring.

The house was quiet as Alysa made her way to Aurora's room. The baby was already awake, cooing softly in her crib. A smile tugged at Alysa's lips despite her tumultuous emotions.

At least someone's happy this morning.

"Good morning, little one," she murmured, lifting Aurora into her arms. The baby gurgled, her tiny hands reaching for Alysa's face. "Let's get you changed and fed, shall we?"

As she went through the motions of caring for Aurora, Alysa's mind wandered. Where was Cassius? Why hadn't he come home? The questions gnawed at her, each passing minute amplifying her worry and hurt.

She thought of the vampires, their sinister eyes always watching from the shadows, and fear clawed at her.

What if something happened to him?

The sound of the front door opening jolted Alysa from her thoughts. Her heart leaped, expecting to see Cassius. Instead, Abigail bustled in, her arms laden with groceries.

"Good morning, Miss Alysa," the housekeeper greeted cheerfully. "And how's our little princess today?"

Alysa forced a smile, bouncing Aurora on her hip. "She's doing well, Abigail. Just finished her breakfast."

Abigail's keen eyes studied Alysa's face. "And how are you doing, Dear? You look a bit peaky."

"I'm fine," Alysa lied, her voice a touch too bright. "Just didn't sleep well last night."

Abigail pursed her lips, clearly not buying it, but she didn't press further. "Well, I'll get started on the laundry. You let me know if you need anything."

As the housekeeper bustled off, Alysa sank onto the couch, Aurora nestled against her chest. The hours crawled by, each tick of the clock a reminder of Cassius's absence. She tried to distract herself—with Aurora, with helping Abigail, with anything to keep her mind off the gnawing worry in her gut.

The day stretched on, marked by Abigail's rhythmic comings and goings. Alysa tried to focus on her duties, helping with the laundry and folding the small, delicate clothes that belonged to Aurora.

Abigail chattered away about the trivialities of life—weather, the latest village gossip, the usual noise that filled the day—but Alysa barely heard her. Her mind was elsewhere, wandering through the halls of the house, searching for Cassius. He hadn’t returned, and with each passing hour, her worry deepened.

“Alysa, are you alright, Dear?” Abigail's voice cut through her thoughts, jolting her back to the present.

“Yes, I’m fine,” she replied too quickly. Abigail gave her a knowing look but said nothing more, turning back to her work. Alysa bit her lip, her hands trembling slightly as she folded another blanket.

Why am I so anxious?

The answer was obvious, yet she hated to admit it. She cared more for Cassius than she wanted to acknowledge. The feelings she’d buried for so long were bubbling to the surface, and the uncertainty of their relationship left her off-balance.

If he doesn’t feel the same, why won’t he just tell me?

She couldn’t focus, not with him still out there somewhere. Her heart thudded dully in her chest as the hours ticked by. Aurora sensed her unease, too, fussing more than usual, her tiny fists curling in frustration. By late afternoon, Alysa could barely stand it.

He’s been gone all day.

“Alysa?” Abigail's voice, once again, snapped her from the spiraling thoughts. Alysa blinked and turned to the housekeeper. “I’ll be leaving soon. Is there anything else you need?”

“No, thank you, Mrs. Holloway. That’ll be all,” she managed, her voice tight.

The house grew quieter still after the housekeeper left. The silence stretched like a taut wire, ready to snap at any moment. Alysa paced the living room, glancing at the door every few minutes.

As the sun began to set, casting long shadows across the living room, Alysa couldn't ignore the fear any longer.

What if something happened to him? What if the vampires came back?

She paced the floor, Aurora fussing in her arms, picking up on her anxiety. "Shh, it's okay," she murmured, more to herself than the baby. "He'll be back soon. He has to be."

Where are you, Cassius?

Just as Alysa was contemplating calling Aleksander, the front door swung open. Cassius stepped in, looking haggard and exhausted. Relief flooded through Alysa, quickly followed by a surge of anger.

"Cassius," she breathed, her voice a mixture of relief and accusation. "Where have you been?"

His blue eyes met hers, a storm of emotions swirling in their depths. "Alysa, I—”

But Alysa didn't let him finish. The dam of emotions she'd been holding back all day burst forth. "Do you have any idea how worried I've been? After what happened with the vampire, you just disappeared without a word?"

Cassius flinched, guilt flashing across his face. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to—”

"Didn't mean to what?" Alysa snapped, her voice rising. "Leave me alone after… after what happened between us? Make me think something terrible had happened to you?"

Aurora, startled by the raised voices, began to cry. Alysa instinctively rocked her, trying to soothe the baby even as her own emotions raged.

Cassius took a step forward, his hands raised in a placating gesture. "Alysa, please. Let me explain."

But Alysa wasn't done. The hurt and fear of the past day poured out of her in a torrent of words. "Do you have any idea what it's been like? Waiting here, not knowing if you were safe? If the vampires had gotten you again?"

She saw Cassius flinch at the mention of vampires, but she pressed on. "And what about Aurora? Did you even think about her? What if something had happened to you? What would have happened to her?"

Cassius's face crumpled, the guilt in his eyes deepening. "Of course I thought about Aurora. I would never—”

"Never what?" Alysa challenged, her voice breaking. "Never leave her? Because that's exactly what you did, Cassius. You left us both."

The silence that followed was deafening, broken only by Aurora's whimpers. Cassius looked like he'd been slapped, the weight of Alysa's words hitting him hard.

"I'm sorry," he said softly, his voice thick with emotion. "I never meant to worry you. I just… I needed some time to think."

Alysa's anger deflated slightly, replaced by a deep, aching hurt. "Think about what? About how repulsive I am to you?"

Cassius's eyes widened in shock. "What? No, Alysa, that's not—”

"Then why?" she demanded, her voice barely above a whisper. "Why did you leave like that?"

Cassius ran a hand through his hair, his frustration palpable. "I was in the training hall," he admitted. "I needed to clear my head after… after what happened between us."

Alysa stared at him, her mind racing. She didn’t know whether to believe him or not. The doubt gnawed at her, and she crossed her arms tightly over her chest. “Next time, at least tell me where you’re going. I thought—” She stopped herself, not wanting to admit just how scared she’d been.

I thought I’d lost you.

Alysa's heart clenched. "Was it that awful for you? Was that why you had to run away?"

"No!" Cassius exclaimed, taking a step closer. "God, no, Alysa. It was… it was amazing. That's the problem."

Confusion swirled in Alysa's mind. "I don't understand."

Cassius sighed, his shoulders slumping. "I'm your boss, Alysa. I'm supposed to protect you, not… not take advantage of you when you're vulnerable."

"Take advantage?" Alysa repeated, incredulous. "Cassius, I wanted it. I wanted you."

The raw honesty in her voice made Cassius look away, his jaw clenching. "It doesn't matter. I shouldn't have let it happen. You're my best friend's sister, for God's sake. And I'm… I'm not ready for this. For any of it."

Each word was like a knife to Alysa's heart. She clutched Aurora closer, as if the baby could shield her from the pain of Cassius's rejection.

"So what now?" she asked, hating how small her voice sounded.

Cassius met her gaze, his eyes filled with a mixture of regret and resolve. "We go back to how things were before. For Aurora's sake, for everyone’s sake. It's better this way."

Alysa felt something inside her shatter. She wanted to scream, to rage against his words. But instead, she nodded, her face a mask of calm she didn't feel. "If that's what you want."

"Alysa…" Cassius started, reaching out to her.

She stepped back, out of his reach. "I think I need some time alone now. If you don't mind."

Cassius's hand fell to his side, his face a picture of misery. But he nodded, respecting her wish. "Of course. I'll… I'll be in my study if you need anything."

As he walked away, Alysa felt the distance between them grow into a chasm. She looked down at Aurora, who had finally quieted, her tiny hand curled around Alysa's finger.

At least I still have you, little one, she thought, pressing a soft kiss to the baby's forehead.

The next morning dawned grey and overcast, matching Alysa's mood perfectly. Now back in the guest room bed, she'd barely slept, tossing and turning as Cassius's words echoed in her mind.

We go back to how things were before.

But how could they? How could she pretend that nothing had changed when everything had?

Alysa went through the motions of her morning routine, feeding and changing Aurora and helping Abigail with breakfast. She was so lost in her thoughts that she almost missed the sound of voices coming from Cassius's study.

"…be careful with her feelings, Cassius," Aleksander's voice drifted through the partially open door. "She's not just some random woman. She's my sister."

Alysa froze, her hand hovering over the doorknob. She knew she shouldn't eavesdrop, but her feet refused to move.

"I know that, Aleks," Cassius replied, sounding weary. "I'm doing my best here."

"Are you?" Aleksander challenged. "Because from where I'm standing, it looks like you're playing with her emotions. How's she adjusting to all of this?"

There was a pause, and Alysa held her breath, waiting for Cassius's response.

"I… I think I may have to call off our fake relationship," Cassius said finally. "I only did it to protect her from the dangers of the deal with Marcus. Now that it's done, we can go back to how we used to be."

Alysa's heart plummeted.

Fake relationship. Of course. How could I have been so stupid?

"Are you sure that's wise?" Aleksander asked. "What if Marcus decides to make another move?"

"We'll have to deal with that another way," Cassius replied. "For now, it's better this way. Cleaner."

Alysa stumbled back from the door, her vision blurring with unshed tears. Cleaner.

Is that all I am to him? A mess to be cleaned up?

Aleksander’s voice came next, quieter but clear. "Alright then, but you need to be careful with this, Cassius."

There was a pause, and then Cassius spoke again, his words cutting deeper than Alysa had expected. "That’s exactly why I can’t keep this going. She deserves more than this…more than I can give her."

She barely registered Abigail's concerned voice as she rushed past, heading for the safety of her room. Once inside, she leaned against the door, sliding down to the floor as the tears finally fell.

It was all fake.

The realization hit her like a physical blow, knocking the air from her lungs. She'd been a fool, reading more into their interactions than was ever there. Cassius had never seen her as anything more than a convenient babysitter.

As the pain threatened to overwhelm her, Alysa felt something harden inside her—a resolve born of hurt and disappointment.

No more.

With shaking hands, she wiped away her tears. She would distance herself emotionally and focus solely on Aurora. That's what she was here for, after all. Not to indulge in foolish fantasies about a man who would never see her as more than his best friend's little sister.

Alysa took a deep breath, steeling herself for what lay ahead. It wouldn't be easy pretending that her heart wasn't breaking every time she looked at Cassius. But she would do it. For Aurora, for her own sanity, she would find a way to survive this.

As she stood, her gaze fell on her reflection in the mirror. The woman staring back at her looked different somehow. Sadder, yes, but also stronger. More determined.

With one last deep breath, she opened the door and stepped out. The hallway stretched before her, leading back to the living room where Cassius and Aleksander's voices still drifted from the study, back to a life where she would have to pretend that her heart wasn't shattered into a million pieces.

But she would do it. She had to. For Aurora, for herself, she would find a way to move forward, even if every step felt like walking on broken glass.

She paused at Aurora's room, peeking in to check on the sleeping baby. The sight of the innocent child, oblivious to the emotional turmoil surrounding her, brought a lump to Alysa's throat.

I'll do it for you, little one.


Chapter 11 - Cassius

Cassius paced the length of his study, his footsteps echoing in the quiet room. The first rays of dawn filtered through the curtains, casting long shadows across the hardwood floor. He ran a hand through his tousled blonde hair, his eyes clouded with confusion and something deeper, something he wasn't ready to name.

What the hell is wrong with me?

The thought ricocheted through his mind, sharp and intrusive. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Alysa's face—her warm honey-brown eyes, the curve of her smile, the way her chestnut hair caught the light. He could still feel the phantom touch of her hand on his arm, hear the echo of her laughter.

This is ridiculous. She's Aleksander's sister, for crying out loud.

But no matter how many times he repeated that mantra, it did nothing to quell the warmth that spread through his chest whenever Alysa entered a room. He found himself seeking out her company, making excuses to be near her. And it terrified him.

He couldn't afford to have these feelings, not with the weight of his responsibilities, not with Aurora to think about. Yet here he was, acting like a lovesick pup. He growled low in his throat, frustration building.

This has to stop. Now.

A knock at the door jolted him from his thoughts. "Cassius? The others are waiting." Aleksander's voice carried through the wood, tinged with impatience.

Cassius took a deep breath, squaring his shoulders. "Coming," he called back, pushing thoughts of Alysa to the back of his mind. He had a hunt to focus on.

The crisp morning air hit him as he stepped outside, the scent of pine and damp earth filling his lungs. The other Alphas were gathered at the edge of the forest, a mix of familiar faces from both the Dark and Light sides.

Articus's shock of white hair stood out among the group; his albino features were stark in the early light. Next to him, Xander's brooding presence was unmistakable, his dark eyes scanning the treeline.

"About time," Aleksander grumbled good-naturedly, clapping Cassius on the shoulder. "Thought you might've gotten lost in your own house."

Cassius rolled his eyes, falling into step with the group as they moved into the forest. "Some of us have actual work to do, Aleks. We can't all laze about like you Iron Fang boys."

A chorus of chuckles rippled through the group. Ragnar of the Thunderclaw Pack grinned at Cassius. "Careful there, White. You're starting to sound like us."

"Moon forbid," Cassius shot back with a smirk. "I still prefer my meetings without bloodshed, thank you very much."

The banter continued as they delved deeper into the woods, the Light Side Alphas ribbing their Dark Side counterparts about their more… colorful traditions. It was a dance they'd perfected after Articus visited as their relationship got closer, the teasing masking a deeper respect that had grown between the two factions.

“I figured you Light Side wolves could use a reminder of what real hunting looks like,” Cassius teased, though his tone held a playful edge.

Articus let out a low chuckle. “You Dark Side Alphas do love to get your hands dirty. We, on the other hand, enjoy our leisure a bit more… refined.” He exaggerated the last word, shooting Cassius a wink.

Cassius barked a laugh, shaking his head. “Refined, huh? That’s one way of saying you like putting your feet up while we take care of the heavy lifting.”

“You know you love it,” Articus shot back, his grin widening as he clapped Cassius on the back.

As the group split off into pairs, Cassius found himself walking alongside Articus, their strides long and unhurried. The cold, crisp air stung his skin, but it didn’t bother him. His thoughts were elsewhere.

"So," Articus said, his voice low enough that only Cassius could hear, "want to tell me what's really on your mind? You look like you're carrying the weight of the mountain on your shoulders."

Cassius glanced at his cousin, weighing his words carefully. "It's nothing," he said finally. "Just… Pack business."

Articus raised an eyebrow, his pale blue eyes knowing. "Pack business. Right. And I suppose this 'Pack business' has nothing to do with a certain curvy brunette who's been living in your house?"

Cassius nearly tripped over a root, catching himself at the last second. "I don't know what you're talking about," he muttered, quickening his pace.

Articus matched his stride easily. "Come on, Cass. I've known you since we were pups. You can't hide from me."

“And we only saw each other once or twice when we were pups before I saw you again last year. Don’t presume to know me that well, cousin,” Cassius replied.

They walked in silence for a few moments, the sounds of the forest filling the space between them.

Finally, Cassius sighed. "How's Wren?" he asked, changing the subject. "The baby's due soon, right?"

A soft smile spread across Articus's face, his eyes lighting up at the mention of his mate. "She's doing great. The baby's due next month. I won't be leaving her side then, that's for sure."

"That's fantastic, Art," Cassius said, genuinely happy for his cousin. "Have you thought of names yet?"

Articus nodded, his smile widening. "We have, actually. If it's a boy, we're thinking of naming him Ash."

The name hit Cassius like a punch to the gut, memories of his own childhood flooding back. Summers spent with his grandfather, the old Alpha teaching them about their heritage, about the sacred ash trees that grew on the mountain. "Ash," he repeated softly. "It's perfect."

"We thought so too," Articus said, his voice gentle. He studied Cassius's face for a moment before adding, "It's made me think a lot about family lately. About the future."

Cassius's thoughts immediately went to Aurora, his chest tightening with a mixture of love and fear. "Yeah," he said roughly. "I know what you mean."

"It's not easy, is it?" Articus mused. "Being a father, an Alpha… trying to balance it all."

Cassius shook his head, a humorless laugh escaping him. "You have no idea. Some days, I feel like I'm drowning, Art. Like I can't keep my head above water."

Articus laid a hand on his shoulder, his touch grounding. "That's why we don't do this alone, Cass. We have our Packs, our families… our mates."

The word 'mate' sent a jolt through Cassius, Alysa's face flashing in his mind. He swallowed hard, trying to push the image away. "I may not have time for a mate. Alysa and I are ending things," he said gruffly. "Aurora needs me. The Pack needs me."

"And who's there for you?" Articus asked softly. When Cassius didn't answer, he pressed on. "I saw the way you look at Alysa, Cass. And the way she looks at you. Why are you fighting it so hard?"

Cassius stopped walking, turning to face his cousin. The others had moved ahead, leaving them alone in a small clearing. "Because it's not that simple," he growled. "She's Aleksander's sister. She's Aurora's nanny. She's… she's…"

"She's what?" Articus prompted gently.

"She's too good for me," Cassius whispered, the admission tearing from his throat. "She deserves better than an Alpha with more baggage than he can carry."

Articus's eyes softened with understanding. "Is that what you think? Cassius, you're one of the strongest wolves I know. You've been through hell and back, and you're still standing. You're an amazing father to Aurora, a respected Alpha… Any wolf would be lucky to have you as a mate."

Cassius shook his head, unable to accept the words. "You don't understand. I just don’t think I should be feeling this way. And then I feel guilty for feeling guilty because she’s so perfect…"

Articus smiled knowingly. "You can lie to yourself all you want, cousin. But your heart knows the truth. The question is, what are you going to do about it?"

“Art…” Cassius started, his voice low, “What if I can’t protect her the way I should? What if I lose her too?”

Articus’s hand clamped down on Cassius’s shoulder, his grip firm. “You won’t; Alysa’s strong. And you, cousin, you’ve been through worse. Don’t let fear stop you from living. You deserve to be happy, don’t you?”

Before Cassius could answer, a howl cut through the air—the hunt was on. With a last meaningful look at Cassius, Articus shifted, his white fur gleaming in the dappled sunlight. Cassius followed suit, his own golden coat rippling as he dropped to all fours.

As they raced through the forest, Cassius's mind whirled. Articus's words echoed in his head, mixing with his own confused thoughts. Images of Alysa flashed before him—her smile as she cradled Aurora, the determined set of her jaw when she stood up to him, the vulnerability in her eyes when she thought no one was looking.

Could I actually be falling for her?

The hunt passed in a blur, Cassius's body moving on instinct while his mind grappled with his newfound realization. By the time they returned to the house, the sun was setting, painting the sky in brilliant hues of orange and pink.

Cassius shifted back, his muscles aching pleasantly from the exertion. As the other Alphas said their goodbyes, clapping each other on the back and exchanging good-natured insults, Cassius found himself scanning the house, searching for a glimpse of chestnut hair.

He found her in the kitchen, her back to him as she prepared dinner. Aurora was in her rolling crib, happily dozing, her teddy bear between her chubby fingers. The sight made Cassius's heart clench with an emotion he couldn't quite name.

"Hey," he said softly, not wanting to startle her.

Alysa turned, a soft smile spreading across her face when she saw him. "Hey yourself," she replied. "How was the hunt?"

Cassius moved closer, drawn to her warmth like a moth to a flame. "It was good," he said, his eyes never leaving her face. "How was your day?"

"Oh, you know," Alysa shrugged, turning back to the stove. "The usual. Aurora and I had a thrilling adventure in the world of pureed carrots."

Cassius chuckled, the sound rumbling deep in his chest. Without thinking, he stepped closer, close enough to catch the scent of her shampoo—something floral and sweet. "Sounds exciting," he murmured.

Alysa stiffened slightly at his proximity, her breath catching. She turned to face him, her honey-brown eyes wide. "Cassius?" she whispered, uncertainty coloring her voice.

He should step back. He knew he should. But he couldn't make his feet move. "Alysa," he breathed, her name a prayer on his lips.

"I…" she started, then stopped, biting her lower lip. The action drew his gaze, and suddenly, all he could think about was how soft those lips would feel against his own.

"You what?" he prompted gently, his hand moving of its own accord to tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear.

Alysa's eyes fluttered closed at his touch, a soft sigh escaping her. When she opened them again, they were filled with a mixture of fear and longing that made Cassius's heart race. "I need to tell you something," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Cassius nodded, not trusting himself to speak. His hand lingered on her cheek, his thumb tracing the soft curve of her jaw.

"I…" Alysa took a deep breath, squaring her shoulders. "I've had a crush on you for as long as I can remember," she rushed out, the words tumbling over each other in their haste to be free. "I know it's stupid, and I know you probably don't feel the same way, and I have now decided to focus on Aurora as her nanny, but I just… I needed to tell you just once. Before I explode."

Cassius froze, his mind struggling to process her words.

She has feelings for me?

The realization sent a shock of heat through his body, followed quickly by a wave of guilt.

I don't deserve her.

But even as those thoughts raced through his mind, his body was moving. Before he could talk himself out of it, he cupped Alysa's face in his hands and brought his lips crashing down on hers.

The kiss was everything he'd imagined and more. Alysa's lips were soft and pliant beneath his, opening on a gasp that he swallowed hungrily. His hands slid into her hair, angling her head to deepen the kiss as her arms wound around his neck, pulling him closer.

Cassius groaned, the sound vibrating through both of them. He backed Alysa up against the counter, his body pressing against hers as if trying to meld them into one being. She arched into him, a soft whimper escaping her that sent fire racing through his veins.

He couldn't stop. Not when she tasted so sweet, when she fit so perfectly in his arms.

It was Aurora's happy squeal that finally broke them apart. They pulled back, both breathing heavily, their eyes locked on each other. Alysa's lips were swollen from his kisses, her cheeks flushed a beautiful pink. Cassius had never seen anything more beautiful in his life.

"Cassius," Alysa breathed, her voice husky in a way that made his wolf howl with desire. "What… what was that?"

He opened his mouth to respond, but no words came out. What could he say? That he was falling for her? That he wanted her more than he'd ever wanted anyone in his life? That he was terrified of what that meant?

In the end, he didn't say anything. He just pulled her back into his arms, capturing her lips in another searing kiss. Alysa melted against him, her body soft and yielding in all the right places.

They stumbled out of the kitchen, barely breaking apart long enough to check that Aurora was secure in her rolling crib and that her baby monitor was turned on. Cassius's hands roamed Alysa's body, mapping every curve and dip as if trying to memorize her by touch alone.

The kiss at the exchange of land ceremony had been passionate but impulsive. This? This was hard. Primal. Addicting.

Cassius's worries from earlier that day melted into nothing, and he instinctively curved his body into hers, seeking more contact, more warmth, more.

A soft gasp escaped Alysa's throat when Cassius hooked her legs around his waist and carried her up the stairs without breaking their kiss.

They made it to his bedroom somehow, clothes falling away in a frantic rush of hands and lips.

His shirt. Her bra. Her pants.

They fell away with tugs and pulls, leaving only heat and bare skin behind.

When Cassius finally laid Alysa down on his bed, he paused, drinking in the sight of her. Her chestnut hair fanned out on his pillow, her honey-brown eyes dark with desire, her lush curves begging for his touch.

"You're beautiful," he murmured, his voice rough with emotion. "So fucking beautiful."

Alysa's eyes flickered with uncertainty. "You don't mind that I'm... a bit big?" she asked hesitantly, her voice barely above a whisper.

How could she even think that?

Cassius was shocked by her question. His eyes blazed with intensity as he growled, "Mind? Alysa, I love every inch of you. Your curves drive me wild. You're perfect, and I won't have you thinking otherwise."

To emphasize his point, he ran his hands along her sides, savoring the feel of her soft, full figure. "You're everything I've ever wanted," he added, his voice husky with desire.

Alysa's eyes shone with relief and renewed passion. She reached for him, pulling him down on top of her. "Please," she whispered against his lips. "I need you, Cassius."

Those words broke the last of his control. With a growl, he claimed her mouth again, his hands exploring every inch of her soft skin. He trailed kisses down her neck, nipping and sucking at her pulse point until she was writhing beneath him.

The way Alysa's body molded to his, her soft curves and heat. His mouth moved over hers, hot and demanding. Pleasure fogged his senses as the rich, sweet taste of her filled his mouth.

Cassius paused, taking in the sight before him. Alysa's chestnut hair cascaded over her shoulders, caramel highlights catching the dim light. Her warm honey-brown eyes gazed up at him, a mix of shyness and anticipation swirling in their depths.

He found himself captivated by her curvy figure, appreciating how it complemented her frame. The way her ample curves shifted as she moved made his heart race, and he couldn’t help but appreciate the soft swell of her hips and the delicate arch of her waist.

As his gaze traveled back to her face, he noticed a faint blush coloring her cheeks. It was endearing how she could still be shy around him after all this time. He watched as she fidgeted slightly.

Despite her nervousness, there was an undeniable charisma about her that drew him in. But it was the way her gaze lingered on him, filled with a mixture of apprehension and curiosity, that sent a jolt of longing through him.

He was captivated, caught in a moment where everything else faded away, leaving only the two of them and the tense crackle of electricity between them.

“You’re going to be the death of me,” Cassius said, his stubble scraping across Alysa's skin as his mouth trailed a line of fire down her neck.

Alysa didn’t have time to do more than gasp before he was inside her, filling her dripping pussy to the hilt with only one thrust.

When he finally slid inside her, they both gasped at the sensation. Cassius held still for a moment, overwhelmed by how perfect she felt around him.

This is where I belong.

He started to move—slowly at first, savoring every gasp and moan that fell from Alysa's lips. But soon, the need for more overwhelmed him. He picked up the pace, driving into her with a desperation he'd never felt before.

Cassius turned them around in one smooth movement sitting up and holding her so she sat astride him, her full ass gripped tightly in his hands while he sucked on her nipple till it hardened.

He gave her only a few seconds to adjust before he gripped her hips and slammed her down again on his cock, hard, while he drove up inside her.

Again and again, harder and faster, until her toes curled and the pressure building inside him neared a breaking point.

Alysa met him thrust for thrust, her nails raking down his back as she cried out his name. The sound of it on her lips was the sweetest thing he'd ever heard. He wanted to hear it again and again, wanted to make her scream it until her voice gave out.

“Just like that,” Cassius growled. He grazed his teeth across my nipple, his breath raising goosebumps all over my skin. “Ride my cock like a good girl.”

A loud moan climbed up her throat when he closed his mouth around the pebbled peak and sucked. Wetness gushed down her thighs, across his balls while they slapped on her ass, over his leg, and onto the sheets.

“You’re making a mess, Sweetheart.” Cassius turned his attention to her other nipple and tugged on it with his teeth.

His words triggered something deep inside Alysa, and her orgasm came a second later with sudden ferocity, causing her back to arch and her mouth to fall open in a silent scream.

Cassius only gave her a minute to catch her breath before he maneuvered her into a different position again.

One minute, she was on his lap. The next, she was on all fours, her hands and knees pressing into the soft silk sheets of his large bed.

“Spread your legs for me. That’s it.” Cassius voiced his approval as she obeyed. “Let me see how wet that pretty little pussy is.”

The tip of his cock nudged her entrance. When he didn’t make a further move, Alysa pushed back against him and whined with need.

Greedy girl.

“Good girl.”

Cassius's praise came just as he gripped her hair and thrust into her again. He held her hands together above her head as he pounded. Every time she seemed to be catching her breath, he launched another thrust to knock it out of her lungs again.

That’s for rushing me.

Sensation stretched his skin taut and made him lightheaded. The world dissolved into nothing more than their combined moans and the slap of flesh against flesh. All too soon, he felt the familiar tightening in his gut.

"Alysa," he groaned, his rhythm faltering. "I'm close."

"Me too," she gasped, her inner walls fluttering around him. "Oh god, Cassius, don't stop."

He reached between them, his fingers finding her most sensitive spot. A few well-placed strokes had her arching off the bed, her second orgasm washing over her in a wave that pulled him under, too. Cassius buried his face in her neck as he came, her name a prayer on his lips.

They lay tangled together afterward, their breathing slowly returning to normal. Cassius pressed soft kisses to Alysa's shoulder, his mind a whirl of conflicting emotions. Guilt, desire, fear, and something dangerously close to love all battled for dominance.

Cassius could feel the steady beat of Alysa’s heart against his chest, matching the rhythm of his own.

“I’ve wanted to do that for a long time,” Alysa whispered, her voice barely audible.

Cassius smiled, his hand gently brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. “Me too.”

Six weeks of pent-up frustration, lust, and everything in between, all unleashed in one night. They would deal with the aftermath in the morning, he knew, but for now, he was content.


Chapter 12 - Alysa

In the quiet darkness, Alysa's breathing was steady, her face soft in the embrace of sleep. For once, the incessant worries that had haunted her since she arrived here faded into the background.

She felt safe and cherished, as if, for one fleeting moment, everything was as it should be. In her slumber, she turned slightly, her lips curving into a small smile as she smelt his scent all around her, tethering her to the memory of something sweet.

For a moment, she basked in the warmth of the memories from the night before—Cassius's touch, his kisses, the way he'd made her feel so alive, the way his hands knew exactly where to touch.

“Good girl.”

Alysa’s eyes fluttered open, and a smile curved her lips as she reached out, expecting to find his solid warmth beside her.

Her hand met cold sheets instead.

Huh?

The smile faded as reality seeped in. Alysa sat up, the blanket falling away as she scanned the empty room. No sign of Cassius. No note, no explanation.

There was no trace but the lingering scent of him in the sheets—a mix of earth, pine, and cedar that made her heart ache.

Maybe he just got up early.

A hollow pit settled in her stomach as she slowly sat up, staring at the spot beside her where he had been. The sheets were still rumpled, and his scent was everywhere—infusing the space with memories she wasn’t ready to let go of.

She trailed her fingers through the empty space, wondering why it already felt like a distant memory. Was it foolish to believe in something that fragile? Was last night an exception, or had she imagined the connection entirely?

She tried to quell the unease rising in her chest. He is the Alpha, after all. He probably had important Pack business to attend to.

But as she slipped out of bed and padded to the bathroom, doubt gnawed at her. The air felt different somehow, charged with an undercurrent of tension that hadn't been there the night before.

Alysa caught sight of herself in the mirror and paused. Her chestnut hair was tousled, her lips still slightly swollen from Cassius's kisses. She touched her neck, remembering the feel of his mouth there.

The day passed in a blur of routine tasks and stolen glances at the clock. Alysa went through the motions of caring for Aurora, her mind constantly wandering to Cassius. Where was he? Why hadn't he come to see them?

Each smile from Aurora ignited warmth within her, but the laughter echoed hollow without Cassius's presence.

By evening, the knot in her stomach had tightened to the point of pain. She put Aurora to bed, her movements mechanical as she sang the baby's favorite lullaby. As the last notes faded, she heard the front door open and close.

Her heart leaped.

Cassius.

Alysa hurried downstairs, a smile already forming on her lips. But as she rounded the corner into the living room, she stopped short. Cassius stood by the fireplace, his back to her, his posture rigid.

"Cassius?" she said softly.

He turned, and the look in his eyes made her breath catch. Gone was the warmth, the tenderness she'd seen the night before. In its place was a cool detachment that chilled her to the bone.

"Alysa," he said, his voice clipped. "I hope Aurora didn't give you any trouble today."

She blinked, thrown by his businesslike tone. "No, she was fine. Cassius, about last night—”

"I have some work to finish," he cut her off, already moving toward his study. "Goodnight, Alysa."

The door closed behind him with a soft click, leaving Alysa standing alone in the sudden silence.

What just happened?

They had shared something intense, something real, but that intimacy now felt like a fleeting shadow. She sat on the couch and wrapped her arms around her knees, her mind racing.

The next morning dawned grey and overcast, matching Alysa's mood perfectly. She'd tossed and turned all night, replaying Cassius's cold dismissal over and over in her mind. As she made her way to the kitchen, she steeled herself for another encounter.

But Cassius was nowhere to be seen.

Abigail was already bustling about the kitchen. She greeted Alysa with a warm smile. "Good morning, Dear. The Alpha left early for a meeting. He said not to expect him back until late."

Alysa's heart sank. "Oh. I see. Thank you, Abigail."

Alysa lingered in the doorway, watching Abigail with an unreadable expression. "Does he… He doesn't always leave so early, does he?" she asked, trying to keep her voice casual but failing to mask the uncertainty creeping in.

At least he didn't when I first got here.

Abigail glanced up from the dishes, her hands pausing for just a second too long before she smiled. "The Alpha? He's a busy man, Dear. Always something to handle for the Pack."

Alysa’s lips pressed into a thin line. Busy, sure. But was that all it was? A nagging voice in the back of her mind whispered otherwise. "I suppose that's true," she muttered, feeling no closer to the answers she desperately craved.

She went through the motions of the day, her mind a whirl of confusion and hurt.

Why is he avoiding me? Did I do something wrong?

The pattern repeated itself over the next few days. Cassius would leave before she woke, returning long after she'd gone to bed. On the rare occasions when their paths did cross, he was unfailingly polite but distant, never meeting her eyes for more than a moment.

Night after night, when he got back, Cassius continued to retreat into his study, the door locked and silent. Alysa counted the hours, her heart growing heavier with each one that passed.

Alysa felt like she was going crazy. The contrast between the passionate, tender Cassius of that night and this cold, aloof version was giving her whiplash. She switched between anger and despair, wanting to confront him but afraid of what he might say.

On the third night, she found herself unable to sleep, pacing the guest room she'd retreated to. The memory of Cassius's touch, his kisses, haunted her. How could he act like nothing had happened between them?

Maybe that's exactly what it meant to him, a small, cruel voice whispered in her mind.

Nothing

Tears pricked at her eyes, and Alysa angrily wiped them away. No. She refused to believe that. The connection they'd shared had been real. She'd felt it in every fiber of her being.

So why was he pushing her away?

In the quiet hours of the night, she would lie awake, recalling the way he’d held her, the way their laughter had danced together in the dim light.

As the fourth day dawned with still no change, Alysa's hurt began to crystallize into anger. She was tired of feeling confused, tired of being avoided like she carried some contagious disease. If Cassius wanted to pretend nothing had happened between them, fine. But he owed her an explanation, at the very least.

That evening, after putting Aurora to bed, Alysa made a decision. No more hiding. No more waiting for Cassius to acknowledge her. It was time to force the issue.

With determined steps, she made her way to Cassius's bedroom. She knew he had a late Pack meeting tonight—it was the perfect opportunity to confront him without interruption.

Alysa settled herself in the armchair by the window, her heart pounding. Minutes felt like hours as she waited, her heart pounding against her ribcage, an incessant drum urging her to confront him.

Alysa's fingers fiddled with the hem of her shirt, the fabric soft and familiar against her skin, but it offered little comfort now. Was she making a mistake? Should she just let it go?

No, I deserve answers.

The sound of a key in the lock made her sit up straighter. This was it.

Cassius stepped into the room, loosening his tie. He froze when he saw her, his eyes widening in surprise. "Alysa? What are you doing here?"

She took a deep breath, steeling herself against the sudden tension crackling in the air. The warmth of his presence engulfed her, but the distance between them felt insurmountable.

She stood, squaring her shoulders. "We need to talk."

His jaw tightened, a flicker of something… Regret? Fear?—passing through his eyes before they went carefully blank. "It's late. Can't this wait until morning?"

"It's always tomorrow, or later, or when you're less busy," Alysa shot back, her frustration mounting. "But tomorrow never comes, does it, Cassius? You’ve been avoiding me for days. Do you know what it’s like to sit here and wonder if what we had meant anything to you at all?"

Cassius turned away, his shoulders tense. "It’s not that simple, Alysa."

"Then explain it to me," Alysa said, her voice stronger than she felt. "It can't. You've been avoiding me for days, Cassius. I think I deserve an explanation."

Cassius shifted, and for a moment, the room was thick with unsaid words. He stepped further inside, shutting the door behind him with a heavy thud.

Cassius sighed, running a hand through his hair. "I haven't been avoiding you. I've just been busy with Pack business."

"Bullshit," Alysa snapped, surprising herself with the vehemence in her voice. "You can't even look me in the eye. What happened? Was I… was I that disappointing?"

The words hung in the air between them, charged with hurt and vulnerability. Cassius's head snapped up, his blue eyes blazing. "Disappointing? Alysa, no. That's not—”

"Then what?" she demanded, taking a step closer. "One minute we're… we're connecting, and the next you can barely stand to be in the same room as me. Did it mean nothing to you? Was I just a convenient warm body?"

Cassius flinched as if she'd struck him. "How can you think that? You know me better than that, Alysa."

"Do I?" she shot back, angry tears pricking at her eyes. "Because the Cassius I thought I knew wouldn't treat me like this. He wouldn't use me and then toss me aside like yesterday's garbage."

"I didn't use you!" Cassius growled, his careful composure cracking. "Dammit, Alysa, I was trying to protect you! Everything I do… it’s to protect this Pack, my family. And now you…"

She blinked, thrown off balance by his words. "Protect me? From what?"

Cassius ran a hand over his face, suddenly looking exhausted. "From me. From this… mess I've created. You deserve better than a broken man with more baggage than he knows what to do with."

“Who says you’re broken?” Alysa's anger deflated, replaced by a deep ache in her chest. "And shouldn't that be my choice to make?"

"I'm your boss," Cassius said, his voice low and pained. "I took advantage of you. I let my desires override my better judgment, and—”

"Stop," Alysa cut him off, moving closer until she was standing right in front of him. "You didn't take advantage of anything. I wanted you, Cassius. I've wanted you for so long."

His eyes searched her face, a war of emotions playing out in their depths. "Alysa…"

"No, let me finish," she said, her voice trembling slightly. "I'm not some fragile flower you need to protect. I'm a grown woman who knows her own mind. And my mind, my heart… they want you."

Cassius closed his eyes, pain etched across his features. "You don't know what you're asking for. I'm not… I can't be what you need. What you deserve."

The moments stretched between them, heavy with expectation. She refused to back down, eyes locked onto his.

“Then why did you sleep with me?” The question hung in the air, raw and accusing. “Did you think I was just going to sit here and wait for you to decide what you wanted?”

Cassius ran a hand through his hair, a gesture of frustration she’d come to recognize. “You don’t understand the position I’m in. The expectations—”

“Expectations? What about my feelings? What about Aurora? Did you think we could have a one-night stand and go back to how we were?”

A painful silence enveloped them. Alysa's chest tightened, her heart pounding against her ribs, feeling as if the walls were closing in. Cassius opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. He seemed trapped, lost in a whirlwind of thoughts.

“I’m trying to protect you!” he finally said. “From what this could become, from me.”

"Why don't you let me decide if I need protecting?" Alysa reached out, her hand hovering just shy of touching his cheek. "Cassius, please. Don't push me away."

For a moment, she thought she'd gotten through to him. His eyes softened, and he leaned ever so slightly into her touch. But then, like a shutter coming down, his expression closed off again.

"I'm sorry, Alysa," he said, his voice rough. "But this… us… it can't happen. It was a mistake."

The words hit her like a physical blow. Alysa stumbled back, her vision blurring with tears. "A mistake," she repeated, her voice hollow. "I see."

"Alysa, wait—” Cassius reached for her, but she jerked away.

"No, I think you've made yourself perfectly clear," she said, fighting to keep her voice steady. "Don't worry, Alpha. It won't happen again."

She turned and fled the room, not trusting herself to look back. If she had, she might have seen the anguish etched across Cassius's face, the way his hands clenched at his sides as if physically restraining himself from going after her.

Alysa made it back to the guest room before the first sob tore from her throat. She collapsed onto the bed, burying her face in the pillow to muffle her cries. The pain in her chest was almost unbearable, a gaping wound where her heart used to be.

How could I have been so stupid?

As the tears subsided, leaving her feeling hollow and wrung out, Alysa made a decision. She couldn't stay here, not after this. In the morning, she'd call Aleksander. It was time to go home.

With that thought, she curled into herself, letting exhaustion pull her under. Her last conscious thought was of Cassius's face and the look in his eyes just before he'd pushed her away.

A mistake. That's all I ever was to him.


Chapter 13 - Cassius

The first rays of dawn crept through the curtains, casting long shadows across Cassius's bedroom. He hadn't slept a wink, the events of the previous night replaying in his mind like a torturous film reel.

Alysa's tear-stained face, the hurt in her honey-brown eyes, the tremor in her voice as she'd called their night together a mistake—it all haunted him. The silence of the room felt oppressive, as if the air itself was holding its breath.

Cassius dragged himself out of bed, his body feeling like lead. The cool floor beneath his feet grounded him, if only for a moment. His muscles were tight, coiled with tension that refused to release.

He caught sight of himself in the mirror and winced. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and his usually neat blonde hair was a disheveled mess.

I look like hell. Fitting, since that's exactly where I am.

As he stumbled into the shower, letting the scalding water cascade over his tense muscles, Cassius tried to convince himself he'd done the right thing.

It's better this way.

He repeated the words like a mantra. He was certain Alysa deserved better than a man with more baggage than the airport lost and found.

She has her future ahead of her, I won’t rope her into taking care of me and my kid.

But even as the thought crossed his mind, doubt gnawed at the edges of his resolve. He clenched his fists under the spray of water, the heat doing nothing to thaw the icy chill settling over his heart.

There had been a moment, just after he’d said those words, where her eyes had darkened with a hurt so deep it made his wolf restless.

Maybe I was too harsh.

He forced the thought away, tightening his jaw. The more he entertained the idea of softening his stance, the more he risked crumbling. Alysa was better off without him.

Cassius went through the motions of his morning routine, his movements mechanical and devoid of their usual purpose. He nicked himself shaving, barely registering the sting as a droplet of blood welled up on his jaw.

Focus.

But as he knotted his tie, his fingers fumbling with the familiar motions, all he could think about was the way Alysa's smaller hands had pulled off his shirt just days ago, her touch sending shivers down his spine. The memory of her smile, soft and shy, made his chest ache with a longing so fierce it nearly brought him to his knees.

Cassius shook his head, trying to dispel the image.

You made your choice. Now live with it.

He straightened his shoulders, forcing his face into a mask of calm indifference. He had a Pack to lead, a daughter to raise. He couldn't afford to wallow in regret.

But as he made his way downstairs, each step felt heavier than the last. The house seemed eerily quiet, devoid of the warmth and life Alysa had brought into it. Cassius paused at the bottom of the stairs, his enhanced hearing picking up the soft sounds of movement from the kitchen.

Alysa

His wolf whined, eager to see her. Cassius tamped down on the surge of hope that rose in his chest.

She probably doesn't want to see you.

Taking a deep breath, Cassius steeled himself and walked into the kitchen. The sight that greeted him made his heart stutter in his chest. Alysa stood at the counter, her back to him as she prepared Aurora's bottle.

After last night, you're lucky if she speaks to you again.

Her chestnut hair was pulled back in a messy bun, exposing the graceful curve of her neck. She wore a simple T-shirt and jeans, but to Cassius, she'd never looked more beautiful.

"Good morning," he said softly, his voice rougher than he'd intended.

Alysa stiffened, her movements faltering for a moment before she resumed her task. "Good morning, Alpha," she replied, her tone carefully neutral. She didn't turn to face him.

The formal title stung more than Cassius cared to admit. He moved further into the kitchen, drawn to her like a moth to a flame despite his better judgment. "Alysa, about last night—”

"Don't," she cut him off, finally turning to face him. The pain in her eyes made his breath catch. "Please, just… don't. I think you made yourself perfectly clear."

Cassius opened his mouth to argue, to explain, to say something that might ease the ache in his chest. But before he could form the words, Alysa spoke again, her voice quiet but firm.

"I'm leaving, Cassius."

The world tilted on its axis.

Cassius felt the ground beneath him shift. His breath hitched as the words sank in, cold and unrelenting. He searched her face for any sign of hesitation, something he could latch onto, but there was nothing. Just resolve.

Cassius blinked, sure he'd misheard. "What?"

Alysa took a deep breath, squaring her shoulders. "I'm leaving. I've already called Aleksander. He's coming to pick me up this afternoon."

You pushed her to this.

Cassius felt like he'd been sucker-punched. "Alysa, you don't have to—”

"Yes, I do," she interrupted, her voice cracking slightly. "I can't… I can't stay here anymore. Not after…" She trailed off, gesturing vaguely between them.

This is what you wanted.

Cassius reminded himself harshly. He had pushed her away, after all.

What did you expect?

But knowing he'd brought this on himself did nothing to ease the panic clawing at his throat. "What about Aurora?" he asked, grasping at straws. "She needs you."

A flash of pain crossed Alysa's face. "Aurora will be fine. She has you, Abigail, and the rest of the Pack. I'm just… I'm just the nanny, after all."

The words hit Cassius like a physical blow. He wanted to grab her, shake her, make her understand how much more she meant—to him, to Aurora, to everyone. But the words stuck in his throat.

"I've loved every moment with Aurora," Alysa continued, her voice soft. "And I'll miss her terribly. But I can't stay here and pretend everything's okay when it's not. It's not fair to anyone, least of all Aurora."

Cassius's mind raced, searching for a way to fix this, to make her stay. But every argument he could think of felt hollow, selfish.

You don't get to ask her to stay. Not after what you said last night.

“It was a mistake.”

His own words echoed in his ears, and he didn’t know how he could take them back.

"Where will you go?" he asked instead, hating how weak his voice sounded. “I thought you didn’t renew the lease on your apartment.”

Alysa shrugged, a small, sad smile tugging at her lips. "Home, I guess. Back to the Iron Fang territory. Aleksander says there's always a place for me there."

His mind raced with a thousand thoughts, but none of them made sense. His Pack, his duties, his daughter—everything had always come first. There was no room for more.

And yet, the thought of Alysa leaving, of her going back to her old life as if the past weeks had never happened, made Cassius's chest constrict painfully.

"You don’t have to go," he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

"Yes, I do," Alysa said, her tone cool and calm. "I’m not asking you to change, Cassius. I’m not even asking for anything from you. But I can’t stay here, feeling like I’m a convenience."

Her words hit him like a blow to the chest, and for a moment, he couldn’t breathe. He hated himself for letting it get to this point. But what could he say?

Say something else, his wolf urged.

Tell her how you feel. Ask her to stay.

But Cassius remained silent, the words lodged in his throat like shards of glass. He watched helplessly as Alysa moved past him, heading for the stairs.

"I should go Pack," she said softly. "Aleksander will be here in a few hours."

Cassius nodded numbly, unable to form a coherent response. As Alysa disappeared up the stairs, he slumped against the kitchen counter, his head in his hands.

What have I done?

The next few hours passed in a blur. Cassius went through the motions of his daily routine, checking in with his Pack and reviewing reports, all while acutely aware of Alysa's presence upstairs. Every soft thud, every rustle of fabric as she Packed, felt like another nail in the coffin of what might have been.

You could stop this, his wolf whined.

But Cassius squashed the impulse. He'd made his choice, drawn his line in the sand. To go back on it now would be selfish and unfair to Alysa. She deserved better than a man who couldn't decide what he wanted.

When Alysa finally came downstairs, a small suitcase in hand, Cassius felt like all the air had been sucked out of the room. She looked pale but determined; her chin lifted in a show of strength that made his heart ache.

"Aleksander's here," she said softly, nodding toward the window where a sleek black car had just pulled up. “I prefer you don’t come out to the car with me.”

Cassius nodded, not trusting himself to speak. He followed her to the door, every step feeling like a mile. As Alysa reached for the doorknob, he finally found his voice.

"Alysa, wait."

She turned, her honey-brown eyes meeting his. For a moment, Cassius saw a flicker of hope in their depths, and it took every ounce of his willpower not to pull her into his arms and beg her to stay.

Instead, he cleared his throat. "I… I'm sorry. For everything. I hope you know that… that you meant more to me than just…" He trailed off, unable to finish the sentence.

Alysa's eyes shimmered with unshed tears. "I don’t know," she whispered. "But I'm sorry too. For pushing, for expecting… For everything."

They stood there for a moment, the air heavy with unspoken words and missed opportunities. Finally, Alysa reached out, her hand hovering over Cassius's cheek for a heartbeat before she pulled back.

"Don’t go like this." He wanted to say more, to explain why things had been so difficult, but all that came out was, "Aurora will miss you."

I’ll miss you.

Alysa closed her eyes briefly, letting out a shuddering breath. "I’ll miss her too," she admitted, her voice thick with emotion. "But I can’t stay, Cassius. Not like this."

Her eyes glistened with unshed tears, and for a fleeting second, Cassius thought she might change her mind. But then she blinked, regaining her composure, and whatever hope he had flickered out like a dying flame.

“I have to think about what’s best for me now,” she continued, her voice steady. “And staying here… it’s not good for either of us.”

He wanted to tell her she was wrong, that she belonged with them—with him—but the words refused to come. Instead, he just nodded, a hollow gesture that felt like another nail in the coffin.

"Goodbye, Cassius," she said softly. Her voice was barely a whisper, but it was enough to shatter the fragile hope he’d been holding on to.

And then she was gone, the door closing behind her with a finality that made Cassius's heart shatter.

Cassius watched through the window as Alysa climbed into the car, Aleksander's concerned face glancing at him before driving away. The sight of her leaving—just like that—left a void in his chest that only seemed to grow as the car disappeared down the long, winding drive.

Cassius stood there long after the car had vanished from sight, staring at the empty driveway as if he could will Alysa back through sheer force of will. The house felt cavernous around him, echoing with the absence of her laughter, her warmth.

The scent of Alysa lingered faintly in the air, but it would fade soon, just like she had. His mind screamed at him to chase after her, to stop her before it was too late, but his feet wouldn’t move. He’d made his choice, and now he had to live with it.

What have I done?

The thought was a torturous refrain in his mind that threatened to drive him mad. He’d pushed her away, telling himself it was for the best, but now all he could feel was the sharp, suffocating regret clawing at his chest. Alysa had brought light into his life—into Aurora’s life—and now that light was gone.

He realized that, in a way, he had failed Aurora. She had grown attached to Alysa. They both had, though he was too stubborn to admit it.

Damn it, Cassius. Why didn’t you say something?

As if on cue, Aurora's cries drifted down from upstairs. The sound jolted Cassius out of his daze, reminding him of his responsibilities and how his daughter needed him more now since Alysa was gone. He picked up the feeding bottle Alysa prepared before leaving breathing a prayer of thanks.

I never deserved her.

With a heavy heart, Cassius climbed the stairs to tend to Aurora. But as he lifted his daughter into his arms, soothing her cries, the ache in his heart didn’t lessen. It only grew, spreading like wildfire, burning through the walls he’d tried so hard to build.

He’d lost Alysa. Maybe for good.

Aurora's small hand grasped his shirt, her innocent eyes looking up at him with complete trust, and Cassius felt the weight of his decisions settle on his shoulders. As he fed his daughter from the bottle, the question he’d been avoiding surged up from the depths of his soul.

His heart squeezed painfully as he looked down at his daughter. Her eyes, wide and innocent, stared back at him with absolute trust.

Was I wrong?

The answer, as terrifying as it was clear, lingered in the silence.


Chapter 14 - Alysa

The car rolled to a stop in front of Alysa's apartment, the engine's low rumble fading into silence. Streetlights cast long shadows across the dashboard, illuminating the worry etched deep in Aleksander's steel-gray eyes as he turned to his sister.

Alysa stared out the window, her gaze unfocused, lost in a whirlpool of emotions she couldn't begin to untangle.

"Alysa?" Aleksander's voice was gentle, probing. "Are you sure you're alright?"

She hated the way his eyes searched her face, probing for something she couldn’t give him. She plastered on a weak smile, not quite meeting his eyes. "I'm fine, Aleks. Just… tired."

Tired of feeling like a pawn. Tired of my heart being yanked in every direction.

Aleksander's brow furrowed, unconvinced. He reached out, his large hand engulfing hers. "You know you can talk to me, right? About anything."

Alysa nodded, her hand already on the door handle. "I know. I just… I need some time to process everything." She paused, her voice barely above a whisper. "Alone."

Aleksander sighed, running a hand through his dark hair, but he didn’t press her. He never did. "Alright. But I'm coming to check on you tomorrow after the Pack meetings. No arguments."

His tone was soft, but she could hear the command beneath it. He wasn’t asking. Alysa nodded once before heading inside, her body stiff as though it could hold back the storm of emotions brewing within.

As Alysa trudged up to the apartment her brother had bought back from her landlord, Aleksander's promise hung in the air like a lifeline. She wasn't sure if she wanted to cling to it or cut it loose.

The door clicked shut behind her, and Alysa leaned against it, letting out a shaky breath. The silence of her apartment pressed in around her, suffocating.

What am I supposed to do now?

An idea lit up in her mind, and before she could talk herself out of it, Alysa grabbed her keys and bolted out the door.

The sun had long since set by the time Alysa found herself pushing open the heavy wooden door of The Howling Moon. The bar was a favorite haunt for werewolves from various Packs, its dim lighting and pulsing music offering the perfect cover for those seeking to lose themselves for a night.

Alysa slid onto a barstool, her fingers drumming an erratic rhythm on the worn wood. "Whiskey," she mumbled to the bartender. "Neat." The amber liquid sloshed into the glass, and Alysa knocked it back in one burning gulp.

Maybe if I drink enough, I can forget the look in Cassius's eyes when he called us a mistake.

One drink turned into three, then five. The bar around her blurred, faces and voices melding into a cacophony of noise and color. Alysa's head swam, but the ache in her chest remained stubbornly present.

The bar was warm, almost stifling, the buzz of conversation and clinking glasses a steady hum that should have soothed her. But as the alcohol burned its way down her throat, Alysa felt the cracks in her armor widen, the edges of her control fraying with each shot.

Why did he claim me if he doesn't really want me? His explanation never really made sense.

The questions looped endlessly in her mind, each repetition more painful than the last. She signaled for another drink, ignoring the concerned look from the bartender.

"Don't you think you've had enough, Sweetheart?" he asked, hesitating to pour.

Alysa glared at him, her words slurring slightly. "I'll tell you when I've had enough."

She wasn’t sure what she was running from—Cassius, Aleksander, or herself. Maybe all of them. The drink she gripped in her hand trembled slightly, but she wasn’t sure if it was from her growing intoxication or the roiling emotions just beneath her skin.

A group of rowdy Pack members stumbled past, laughing and sloshing their drinks, oblivious to her quiet corner. It didn’t matter. No one ever really saw her. Alysa tipped the glass back again, the liquid a temporary balm against the loneliness that gnawed at her insides.

Her head spun, the room blurring at the edges as she flagged the bartender down for another round. The weight of everything she couldn’t say pressed down on her until she felt like she might burst.

All she wanted was to forget, if only for a little while. Forget Cassius, forget the lie they had lived, forget the hollow ache in her chest every time she thought about what might have been. But the alcohol only magnified the emptiness, and soon, the dark thoughts she had been drowning came rushing back to the surface.

As the night wore on, Alysa felt the walls she'd so carefully constructed begin to crumble. The alcohol coursing through her veins loosened her tongue and her inhibitions. She found herself pouring out her heart to a potted plant in the corner, tears streaming down her flushed cheeks.

"I just don't understand," she hiccupped, swaying slightly on her feet. "He says I'm his mate, but he doesn't act like it. Am I not good enough? Not pretty enough? Not—”

"Now, what's a beautiful she-wolf like you doing drinking alone?"

The deep, gravelly voice cut through Alysa's drunken haze. She blinked, trying to focus on the figure that had materialized beside her. As her vision cleared, she found herself staring into the face of Marcus Redwood, the Crimson Oak Pack Alpha.

She had not noticed him approach. Marcus slid into the seat beside her, his presence a heavy shadow that settled over her drunken haze.

Alarm bells rang faintly in the back of Alysa's mind, but the alcohol muffled them. She attempted to straighten up, nearly toppling off her stool in the process. "Alpha Redwood," she slurred. "What a… surprise."

Marcus's lips curled into a predatory smile as he steadied her with a large hand. "Indeed. I didn't expect to find Cassius White's mate in such a state. Trouble in paradise already?"

Alysa's laugh was bitter, bordering on hysterical. "Paradise? Is that what they're calling it now?"

Marcus's eyebrows shot up, intrigue sparking in his eyes. He leaned in closer, his voice low. "Why don't you tell me what's really going on, little wolf?"

And in her drunken, vulnerable state, Alysa did just that. The words tumbled out in a messy torrent, each revelation more damning than the last.

"He doesn't want me," she muttered, her voice a rough whisper as she stared into her glass, eyes unfocused. "Cassius… he doesn't want me." A bitter laugh bubbled up from her chest. "He told you I was his mate, didn’t he? But it’s all a lie. It’s all a fucking lie."

Her head lolled to the side, her blurry vision landing on Marcus’s darkening expression. His face twisted with rage, his fingers tightening around the edge of the bar. "What did you say?" His tone was dangerous, but Alysa was too far gone to care.

She hiccupped, blinking up at him as if seeing him for the first time. "He made it up," she continued, her words slurring slightly as she leaned closer to him, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper.

"We’re not mates. Never were. He just needed a cover, something to keep the alliance safe." Her lips quirked into a sad smile. "And I was stupid enough to go along with it."

Marcus's expression darkened, a low growl rumbling in his chest. "A lie? Are you saying Cassius White lied about claiming you as his mate?"

Alysa nodded miserably, too far gone to realize the gravity of what she was revealing. "He doesn't even love me. Doesn't want me. I'm just… convenient."

The rogue Alpha's anger was palpable now, his muscles coiled tight with barely contained rage. "That deceitful bastard," he snarled. "Using you as a pawn in his games."

Through her drunken haze, Alysa registered the danger in Marcus's tone. She tried to backpedal, her words slurring together. "No, no… it's not like that. He was just trying to protect me."

But Marcus was beyond listening. "So he lied. He lied to me, to everyone," he hissed, his voice low and venomous.

He gripped Alysa's arm, not roughly, but firmly enough to make her flinch. "Come on, little wolf. I'm taking you home."

Alysa's protests were weak and incoherent as Marcus led her out of the bar. The cool night air hit her like a slap to the face, momentarily clearing her head. "Wait," she mumbled. "I don't… I'm not staying with Cassius anymore."

Marcus paused, his eyes narrowing. "Is that so? Well, it seems that he has some explaining to do, so that is where we will go."

Before Alysa could process what was happening, she found herself being guided into Marcus's car. The world spun around her as they drove, streetlights blurring into streaks of gold against the dark night sky.

Alysa slumped against the cool leather seat, her head spinning with the alcohol still coursing through her system. She could barely keep her eyes open, her body heavy with exhaustion as the night pressed down on her.

Marcus said nothing, his anger simmering just beneath the surface. Alysa’s head lolled to the side, her vision hazy as she tried to focus on the passing trees outside the window.

What have I done?

Her thoughts drifted, half-formed and fragmented, a tangled mess of regret and confusion. She shouldn’t have told Marcus the truth. She knew that now, in the foggy remnants of her drunkenness, but she couldn't take it back.

Cassius is going to kill me.

The thought pierced through her alcohol-induced fog, but it was too late. They were already pulling up to the Whiteborn estate.

Marcus practically dragged Alysa to the front door, his anger radiating off him in waves. He pounded on the door with enough force to wake the dead.

Alysa stumbled, her legs weak beneath her as Marcus caught her arm, steadying her just before she could fall. "Damn it, Alysa."

Cassius appeared moments later, his hair mussed and eyes wide with surprise. His gaze darted from Marcus to Alysa, confusion quickly morphing into concern. "What's going on? Alysa, are you alright?"

Before Alysa could respond, Marcus shoved her toward Cassius. "You have some explaining to do, White," he growled. "Your 'mate' here had quite the interesting story to tell at the bar tonight."

Cassius caught Alysa, steadying her against his chest. She inhaled his familiar scent—pine and rain—and felt her knees go weak.

Why does he have to smell so good?

"What are you talking about, Redwood?" Cassius's voice was low, dangerous.

Marcus's laugh was cruel. "Oh, you know exactly what I'm talking about. Your little charade? The lie you told to keep me away from her? It's all out in the open now."

Alysa felt Cassius stiffen against her. She wanted to disappear, to sink into the floor and never emerge.

This is all my fault.

"This isn't the time or place for this discussion," Cassius said, his tone clipped. "Alysa needs to rest."

But Marcus wasn't backing down. "Oh, we're having this discussion now, White. You lied to me, to your Pack, to the council. Do you have any idea of the consequences?"

Alysa's head was spinning, the voices around her fading in and out like a badly tuned radio. She caught snippets of their heated exchange—words like "alliance" and "council" and "consequences" swirling together in a dizzying mix.

Cassius’s grip tightened on Alysa as he stared down Marcus, his expression unreadable but for the flicker of anger in his eyes. "I did what I had to," he bit out, his voice a low rumble. "This isn’t your concern."

Marcus’s laugh was bitter, a harsh sound that grated against the quiet of the room. "Isn’t my concern? You made it my concern when you dragged her into this mess. You think the council will just let this slide? That I will?"

The alcohol made everything feel distant, like she was watching from underwater.

I shouldn’t have said anything. This is my fault.

"You've jeopardized everything," Marcus was saying, his voice rising. "The alliance, the peace between our Packs. All for what? To keep the she-wolf out of my bed?"

Cassius's grip on Alysa tightened, a low growl rumbling in his chest. "Watch your tone, Redwood."

Marcus sneered. "Or what? You'll lie about that, too?" He took a step back, his eyes glinting dangerously in the moonlight. "The council will hear about this, White. Mark my words."

As he turned to leave, Marcus paused, throwing one last barb over his shoulder. "Learn to take care of what belongs to you, Alpha White," he said, his tone mockingly light. "Or someone else might just step in and do it for you."

With that, he was gone, leaving Cassius and Alysa alone in the doorway.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. Alysa could feel the tension radiating off Cassius in waves, could hear the rapid beat of his heart against her ear. She wanted to apologize, to explain, but the words wouldn't come.

Without a word, Cassius scooped her up into his arms, cradling her against his chest as he carried her inside. Alysa's head lolled against his shoulder, the world tilting and swaying around her.

He took her straight to his bedroom, to the ensuite bathroom. Gently, he set her down on the edge of the large marble tub. Alysa watched through heavy-lidded eyes as he turned on the taps, steam quickly filling the air.

"Cassius," she mumbled, reaching out to grab his shirt. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to—”

"Shh," he hushed her, his voice gentler than she expected. "We'll talk in the morning. Right now, you need to get cleaned up."

With efficient movements, he helped her out of her clothes. In her drunken state, Alysa couldn't muster the energy to feel embarrassed. She let him lower her into the warm water, sighing as it enveloped her.

Cassius's touch was clinical as he washed her, his hands moving with practiced ease. But even through her alcohol-induced haze, Alysa could feel the tension in his fingers, could see the tightness around his eyes.

He must hate me now.

When he was done, Cassius wrapped her in a fluffy towel, patting her dry with a tenderness that made her heart ache. He helped her into one of his robes, the soft material drowning her smaller frame.

Why is he being so nice to me?

"Come on," he murmured, lifting her once more. "Let's get you to bed."

Alysa expected him to take her to the guest room, but instead, he carried her to his own bed. He tucked her in, pulling the covers up to her chin.

As consciousness began to slip away, Alysa felt the mattress dip beside her. Cassius's warm presence was both comforting and terrifying.

Her last coherent thought before sleep claimed her was a jumble of regret and longing.

I'm sorry, Cassius. I'm so sorry.

The consequences of her drunken revelations loomed on the horizon, a storm waiting to break. But for now, surrounded by Cassius's scent and warmth, Alysa let herself drift into a troubled sleep.

The last thing she remembered was the soft press of his hand against her cheek, his voice a quiet murmur in the dark. "Sleep, Alysa. I’ll deal with everything else."


Chapter 15 - Cassius

The heavy oak doors of the council chamber loomed before Cassius, their intricate carvings a stark contrast to the tension crackling in the air. He squared his shoulders, steeling himself for the confrontation that awaited him.

With a deep breath, he pushed the doors open, the creak of ancient hinges announcing his arrival.

A sea of faces turned to greet him, some etched with disappointment, others burning with barely contained rage. The scent of anger and betrayal hung thick in the air, almost suffocating in its intensity.

Alphas from every corner of the Dark Side filled the circular chamber, and the rogue Alphas, in particular, radiated hostility. He saw Marcus’s face twisted with barely contained rage, his massive frame trembling as he glared daggers at Cassius.

At the far end of the chamber, seated behind a massive stone table, sat the council elders. Their weathered faces were impassive, but Cassius could sense the weight of their judgment.

Elder Greymane, his silver hair a stark contrast to his dark robes, sat at the center, his piercing gaze fixed on Cassius. But even his usual calming presence did little to quell the storm brewing in the room.

Cassius's footsteps echoed in the eerie silence as he approached the center, feeling like a condemned man walking to the gallows.

"Alpha White," Elder Greymane's gravelly voice cut through the tension. "You've been summoned to explain your actions regarding the recent… incident with Alpha Redwood. You stand before this council accused of a grave deception. How do you answer these charges?"

Cassius's hands curled into fists at his sides, nails biting into his palms.

Keep it together. One wrong move, and this whole thing goes up in flames.

Cassius swallowed hard, feeling the weight of every eye in the room upon him. He raised his chin, meeting the elder's gaze. "I admit to the deception," he began, his voice steady despite the turmoil within. "But I ask the council to hear me out before passing judgment."

"Honorable council," he began, his voice steadier than his first attempt. "I understand how my actions may have appeared, but I assure you, they weren't born from discrimination."

A low murmur rippled through the assembled Alphas. Marcus stepped forward. "We don’t want to hear what you have to say. You lied, White. You manipulated us all for your own gain."

Cassius turned to face Marcus, his blue eyes flashing with determination. "It wasn't about gain, Redwood."

A low growl rumbled from the rogue Alphas' section. Cassius pressed on, his palms damp with sweat. "My claim on Alysa Volkov was not a political move. It was… personal."

Damn it, why is this so hard?

Cassius's jaw clenched as he forced the words out. "I care for Alysa. Deeply. The thought of her being traded like a commodity to anyone was unbearable. I wanted her for myself."

Erik Shadowbane’s hollow eyes bored into Cassius. "Pretty words," he sneered. "But actions speak louder. And your actions, White, reek of prejudice and deceit."

His gaze swept the room, meeting the skeptical stares of his fellow Alphas. "I reacted out of jealousy, not prejudice. Alysa means more to me than I'd realized, and the idea of her with another man… it blinded me."

Selena Nightshade, her dark eyes narrowed, leaned forward. "And you thought lying was the best way to show that care?"

Cassius's chest tightened as he spoke, the truth of his words hitting him like a physical blow. "I know I handled the situation poorly. But my intentions were not to slight the rogue Packs or perpetuate prejudices. I simply couldn't bear the thought of losing her."

"So you took that choice away from her?" Ragnar's booming voice filled the chamber. "That doesn't sound like care to me, White. It sounds like control."

Cassius flinched at the accusation, but he didn't back down. "You're right, it was wrong. But my intentions were never to control her. I wanted to protect her, to give us time to… to see if what I felt was real. If what we could have together was real."

Lyra, her ice-blue eyes unreadable, spoke up. "And now? Now that your lie has been exposed? What are your intentions now, Alpha White?"

Cassius turned to face her, his voice softening. "Now, I want to make things right. With Alysa, with all of you. I want to prove that my feelings are genuine, that this wasn't about politics or alliances."

The silence that followed was deafening. Cassius could practically hear the disbelief radiating from the assembled Alphas. Elder Greymane's bushy eyebrows furrowed as he leaned forward, his ancient eyes searching Cassius's face.

"Your words are passionate, Alpha White. But how can we trust them? How can we be sure this isn't simply another manipulation?"

Cassius felt a flicker of desperation. He looked around the room, seeking any sign of understanding. "I know I've given you reasons to doubt me. But I swear I'm telling you the truth now."

"A convenient explanation, Alpha White," Selena Nightshade's cool voice sliced through the quiet. Her dark eyes glittered with suspicion. "But how can we be certain you're not simply covering your tracks?"

Murmurs of agreement rippled through the chamber. Cassius's stomach churned as he saw the doubt etched on face after face. Even those who'd known him for years seemed to be questioning his integrity.

"I understand your skepticism," Cassius said, fighting to keep his voice level. "But I give you my word as an Alpha that I'm speaking the truth.”

Erik, his pale face a mask of disdain, stepped forward. "Your word?" he scoffed. "The word of a man who lied about claiming a mate? Forgive us if we find that less than reassuring."

Aleksander, who had been silent until now, moved to stand beside Cassius. "My friend may have made a mistake," he said, his voice firm, "but he is not without honor. I've known Cassius for years. He's not the type to sell out his principles or his people for personal gain."

Marcus sneered. "No, he just lies to them instead. Tell me, Volkov, do you condone what he's done? Using your sister as a pawn in his little game?"

Aleksander's eyes flashed dangerously. "Watch your tone, Redwood. My sister is not a pawn."

The chamber erupted into a cacophony of angry voices. Accusations flew from all corners, the tension that had been simmering finally boiling over.

"You expect us to believe this farce?" Marcus roared, slamming his fist on the table. "You've always looked down on those of us who weren’t pure Alphas. This was just another way to keep us in our place!"

Cassius's wolf snarled beneath his skin, itching to defend itself. He clenched his fists, forcing back the shift. "That's not true," he ground out. "I've always advocated for cooperation between all Packs."

"Cooperation?" Erik’s eyes flashed with anger. "Is that what you call snatching away a she-wolf from an Alpha who first staked his claim?"

The pure-blooded Alphas bristled at the accusation. Lyra’s icy voice cut through the chaos. "Are you implying that we treat our women as bargaining chips? That's barbaric!"

"Barbaric?" Nadia hissed, her lithe form coiled with tension. "You dare call us barbaric when it's your precious pure-blood who tried to manipulate us?"

The room devolved into chaos, centuries of mistrust and prejudice bubbling to the surface. Cassius stood in the eye of the storm, his heart sinking as he watched years of progress crumble before his eyes.

This is my fault.

Guilt gnawed at his insides.

I've set us back decades with one stupid, impulsive decision.

Suddenly, Aleksander's voice rang out above the din. "Enough!" he roared, his commanding presence silencing the room. "We don't sell our women as part of business deals. That's not who we are, any of us."

For a moment, stunned silence reigned. Then, like a match to gasoline, the rogue Alphas exploded.

"Are you saying we do?" Darius bellowed, his scarred face contorted with rage. "You think we treat our women like cattle to be traded?"

Zara Moonsinger's usually serene features twisted with disgust. "How dare you imply such a thing? Our women are the heart of our Packs, not commodities! And you disappoint me as a Dark Side Alpha—here we have women Alphas."

Aleksander backpedaled, realizing his mistake too late. "That's not what I meant—”

But the damage was done. The divide between pure and rogue Alphas yawned wider than ever, a chasm of misunderstanding and hurt pride.

Cassius watched in horror as everything spiraled out of control.

The shouting match continued, insults and accusations flying back and forth. Elder Greymane's attempts to restore order fell on deaf ears. The alliance that had been built generations ago teetered on the brink of collapse.

Just as all hope seemed lost, a gravelly voice cut through the chaos. "Enough of this childish bickering."

Elder Greymane leaned forward, his weathered face etched with lines of disapproval. The room fell silent, all eyes turning to the respected elder.

"This bickering solves nothing," Greymane said, his voice carrying the weight of years. "We need a way to determine the truth of Cassius White's claims."

"I am the one who was wronged, and I think there's one way to settle this," Marcus said, his eyes locked on Cassius.

All eyes turned to Marcus. The rogue Alpha's face was set in grim lines as he stepped forward. The room fell silent, the weight of anticipation pressing down on them all.

Marcus's tone was surprisingly calm. All eyes turned to him as he stepped forward, his auburn hair gleaming in the torchlight. "A way to prove beyond any doubt whether White's words are true or false."

What is he planning?

Marcus's eyes locked with Cassius's, a challenge burning in their depths. "A witch oath," he said simply.

A collective gasp rippled through the chamber. Witch oaths were ancient magic, binding and potentially lethal. To break such an oath meant certain death.

Elder Greymane leaned forward, his aged eyes sharp. "A witch oath is not something to be proposed lightly, Alpha Redwood. The consequences…"

"Are exactly what we need," Marcus finished, his voice low and intense. "If White is telling the truth about his feelings for Alysa, about his intentions, then he has nothing to fear. But if he's lying…" He left the sentence unfinished, the implication clear to all.

The gravity of the proposition settled over the room like a heavy blanket. Alphas exchanged uneasy glances, the weight of such a decision palpable in the air.

Cassius's mind reeled. A witch oath was no small thing. If he was lying, even unknowingly, it would mean his death. Aurora would be left an orphan. His Pack would be left without an Alpha.

But as he looked around the room, at the faces filled with doubt and suspicion, he knew he had no choice. The alliance hung by a thread, and only something this drastic could save it.

Before he could speak, several voices rose in protest. "This is madness!" Lyra exclaimed, her ice-blue eyes wide with shock. "We can't ask an Alpha to risk his life over a personal matter!"

Darius, despite his earlier anger, nodded in agreement. "It's too extreme. There must be another way to resolve this."

Even some of the rogue Alphas looked uncomfortable with the suggestion. Zara’s ethereal voice wavered as she spoke. "A witch oath is not something to be taken lightly. It's sacred, meant for the direst of circumstances."

"And what would you call this?" Marcus countered. "An Alpha lying to his peers, manipulating alliances, potentially destabilizing the fragile peace we've all worked so hard to maintain. I'd say that qualifies as dire."

Cassius closed his eyes, drowning out the voices around him. His mind raced, weighing the risks against the potential fallout if he refused.

If I don't do this, the alliance might never recover. But if I'm wrong

Cassius felt his heart pounding in his chest. If he agreed, there would be no going back. No room for half-truths or omissions. It would lay bare everything he felt, everything he believed.

Elder Greymane raised a hand, silencing the room. "Alpha White," he said, his voice grave. "What say you to this proposition? Will you submit to a witch oath to prove the truth of your words?"

Images flashed through his mind. Alysa's warm smile. The way her eyes lit up when she played with Aurora; the ache in his chest when he thought of her with another man.

His eyes snapped open, the decision made. "I'll do it," he said, his voice ringing clear through the chamber.

The room fell silent once more, all eyes on Cassius. He straightened his spine, meeting Marcus's gaze unflinchingly. "I'll take the witch oath. I have nothing to hide."

A ripple of shocked whispers spread through the gathered Alphas. Some Alphas nodded in approval, while others protested.

Elder Greymane leaned forward, his ancient eyes boring into Cassius. "Are you certain, Alpha White? This is not a decision to be made lightly."

Cassius nodded, his resolve firm despite the fear coiling in his gut. "I'm certain. If this is what it takes to prove my sincerity and save our alliance, then so be it."

The atmosphere in the room shifted, tension giving way to a mix of awe and apprehension. Even Marcus looked taken aback by Cassius's willingness to put everything on the line.

He barely registered the hand that clasped his shoulder until Aleksander's voice cut through his spiraling thoughts. "Are you out of your mind?" his friend hissed, steel-gray eyes blazing with a mixture of anger and concern.

Cassius turned to face him, forcing a wan smile. "Probably," he admitted. "But what choice did I have, Aleks? You saw how it was in there."

Aleksander’s face was etched with concern. "Cass, think about this. There's no going back once you take that oath. Aurora—”

"Will be fine," Cassius cut him off, though his heart clenched at the thought of his daughter. "Because I'm not lying, Aleks. I care for Alysa more than I've ever admitted, even to myself."

Aleksander sighed heavily, running a hand through his dark hair. "You're a fool," he muttered. "A brave fool, but a fool nonetheless."

Despite everything, Cassius felt a smile tugging at his lips. "Isn't that why you keep me around?"

Elder Greymane's weathered voice cut through the murmurs. "Very well. If this is your decision, Alpha White, we will reconvene tomorrow to perform the oath. This gives you time to… put your affairs in order, should the worst come to pass."

The elder continued heavily. "We shall summon a witch to perform the oath. But know this, Cassius White—there is no turning back once the ritual begins."

The finality of those words settled over Cassius like a physical weight. As the council began to disperse, whispered conversations filling the air, he remained rooted to the spot.

What have I done?

The enormity of his decision crashed over him. In less than twenty-four hours, he would either prove his feelings for Alysa beyond a shadow of a doubt… or die trying.

His mind wandered to Alysa, probably still angry and hurt from his earlier actions.

As he left the council chamber, his steps heavy with the weight of what was to come, Cassius's resolve hardened. He had to see Alysa and he had to make things right between them, explain everything.

The cool night air hit him as he stepped outside, a stark contrast to the heated atmosphere of the council chamber. Cassius took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. For the first time since this whole mess began, he felt a glimmer of hope.

I'll make this right.


Chapter 16 - Alysa

"He what?" she whispered, her fingers clutching the phone so tightly her knuckles turned white.

Alysa's world had shattered with a single phone call. Her brother's voice, usually so steady, trembled as he delivered the news. The words echoed in her mind, each repetition amplifying her shock.

Aleksander's sigh crackled through the line, repeating the words he had said seconds earlier. "He's going to prove his feelings for you, Alysa. With a witch oath."

The news hit her like a punch to the gut. Alysa blinked, her breath snagging as the words settled in. She sank onto the nearby couch, her legs suddenly too weak to support her. A witch oath. The most binding, potentially lethal form of magic. And Cassius had agreed to it. Because of her.

No, this can’t be happening.

The room spun, but her thoughts whirled faster. Cassius had made the decision. He’d put his life in the hands of ancient magic—magic that could end him if he wasn’t telling the truth.

Her mind swirled with questions. How could he? Why would he? The words Aleksander had just thrown her way echoed in her ears, filling the silence like a ringing bell. She hadn’t even had a chance to speak to Cassius yet, hadn’t been able to ask him why he’d do something so drastic.

Emotions crashed over her like relentless waves. Fear clawed at her throat, threatening to choke her. Hope, fragile and unwelcome, flickered in her chest. And overwhelming guilt, a crushing weight that threatened to pull her under.

This is my fault. I’m the reason he’s risking his life.

The thought burned through her mind, inescapable and damning. She'd gotten drunk and spilled everything to Marcus in a moment of weakness. And now Cassius was putting his life on the line.

Alysa's stomach churned as she remembered that night at the bar. The burn of whiskey, the comforting haze of alcohol dulling her pain. Marcus's concerned face as she poured out her heart, revealing the lie that now threatened to tear everything apart.

I should have kept my mouth shut.

How could she have been so reckless? Tears pricked her eyes, but she blinked them away, biting the inside of her cheek until the metallic taste of blood grounded her. Cassius was now walking into the jaws of death because of her loose tongue.

This is all my fault.

Her stomach twisted painfully, and she forced a breath into her lungs. If only she'd kept her mouth shut around Marcus. Now, Cassius would pay the price for her loose tongue.

Alysa replayed that night in her mind over and over. She had been drunk, yes, but not blind to what she was doing. She knew Marcus’s feelings for her—how he hovered at the edge of her life, waiting for a chance.

And I gave it to him on a silver platter.

She paced the room, her steps quick and unsteady. Her mind raced, replaying every moment, every choice that had led them here: if she hadn't agreed to be Aurora's nanny, if she hadn't let herself hope, even for a moment, that Cassius could care for her.

The weight of responsibility pressed down on her, making it hard to breathe. She'd set this in motion. Her actions, her words, had brought them to this precipice.

If he dies because of me…

The thought was too horrific to complete. Alysa's eyes stung with unshed tears. She blinked rapidly, trying to hold them back.

Hope warred with fear in her chest, leaving her dizzy and off-balance. If Cassius was willing to risk everything, did that mean his feelings were genuine? The possibility sent a thrill through her, quickly followed by a wave of self-loathing.

How can I even think about that when his life is at stake?

She knew the consequences of a broken witch oath. Death. Swift and merciless. The magic would consume him, leaving nothing but ashes. Alysa shuddered, the image too vivid in her mind. The fear coiled tighter around her chest, squeezing the breath from her lungs.

Yet a small, traitorous part of her clung to hope. If Cassius truly loved her, the oath would prove it beyond any doubt. No more uncertainty, no more questioning his motives.

But at what cost?

Alysa's thoughts spiraled, torn between desperately wanting to believe in Cassius's love and terrified of the price he might pay for it.

The sound of a car pulling up snapped Alysa out of her tumultuous thoughts. Her heart raced as she peered out the window, confirming her suspicion.

Cassius was home.

She moved toward the door, her steps hesitant. What could she say? How could she even begin to apologize for the mess she'd created?

The front door opened, and Cassius stepped inside. His face was drawn, tension evident in the set of his shoulders. When his eyes met hers, Alysa's carefully prepared words evaporated.

"Cassius, I'm so sorry," she blurted out, her voice thick with emotion. "This is all my fault. I was drunk and stupid. I never should have—”

"Alysa." Cassius's voice was gentle but firm as he cut her off. "You have nothing to apologize for." His eyes focused intensely on her, but there was no anger, no frustration. "Don't concern yourself with that, Alysa. What's done is done."

She shook her head, frustration building. "But if I hadn't told Marcus—”

"This isn't about what you said to Marcus." Cassius moved closer, his blue eyes intense. "This is about proving the truth. To everyone."

Alysa's breath caught in her throat. There was something in his gaze, a determination that both thrilled and terrified her.

"You shouldn't worry about me," Cassius continued, a hint of a smile tugging at his lips. "I'm not scared."

Alysa's brow furrowed. "How can you not be? Cassius, if the oath… if you're…" She couldn't bring herself to say the words.

Cassius reached out, his hand warm on her arm. "I'll come through this, Alysa. The witch oath will prove what I've been too stubborn to admit, even to myself." His voice softened. "I truly love you."

Alysa’s throat tightened, and she blinked, her vision blurring. The words hit her like a physical blow. She stared at him, searching his face for any sign of doubt or deception. But all she saw was unwavering certainty.

He can't mean it. Can he?

"Cassius…" she started, unsure of what to say.

He stepped forward again, his hand cupping her cheek, the warmth of his palm sending a shiver down her spine. “I know,” he murmured, his voice soft, tender. “I spoke true when I declared my love for you. That’s the only truth that matters. And the council will see that.”

She wanted to believe him, wanted to trust in his confidence, in his certainty. But the fear gnawed at her, a relentless beast that wouldn’t let go. She leaned into his touch, savoring the moment, but her heart screamed that it wasn’t enough.

What if he’s wrong? What if he’s lying to himself?

The thoughts circled in her mind, refusing to quiet.

He squeezed her arm gently. "I know it's a lot to take in. But you don't need to worry about taking care of Aurora tonight. I want to spend the evening with her. I've been neglecting her of late."

Alysa nodded numbly, watching as Cassius moved toward the nursery. “Cassius…” Her voice was barely a whisper.

He didn’t respond, didn’t hear, and was already moving toward the door. As the door closed behind him, a chill ran down her spine.

He's acting like a condemned man.

The thought hit her with brutal clarity. Cassius's calm demeanor, his insistence on spending time with Aurora… it all pointed to one horrifying conclusion.

He doesn't expect to survive the oath.

Alysa's legs trembled, and she sank onto the couch. Her mind raced, trying to reconcile Cassius's words with his actions. He'd said he wasn't scared, that he truly loved her. But if that were true, why was he behaving like a man facing his last night alive?

She sat there, frozen, as the minutes ticked by. The sound of Cassius's low voice drifted from the nursery, punctuated by Aurora's delighted giggles. It should have been a heartwarming scene. Instead, it filled Alysa with dread.

Unable to bear it any longer, Alysa rose and crept toward the nursery. She paused at the doorway, her heart clenching at the sight before her.

Cassius sat on the floor, Aurora cradled in his lap, his smile soft, his blue eyes alight with love. He was reading to her, his deep voice soft as he recited a fairy tale. The little girl's green eyes were wide with wonder, her tiny hands reaching out to pat the colorful pictures.

Tears pricked at her eyes again, but she didn’t dare move, didn’t dare disturb the moment.

As Alysa watched, Cassius paused in his reading. He gazed down at Aurora, a look of such profound love on his face that it took Alysa's breath away. Gently, he pressed a kiss to the top of the baby's head, inhaling her scent as if trying to memorize it.

The intimacy of the scene made Alysa feel like an intruder. She started to step back, but a floorboard creaked beneath her foot. Cassius's head snapped up, his eyes meeting hers.

For a heartbeat, Alysa saw something raw and vulnerable in his gaze. Then it was gone, replaced by a gentle smile. "Hey," he said softly. "Want to join us?"

Alysa hesitated, then shook her head. "I don't want to interrupt," she murmured, retreating from the doorway.

As she moved away, her mind whirled. That look in Cassius's eyes… it had been filled with so much emotion. Love for Aurora, certainly. But there had been something else. Regret? Fear?

What is he hiding?

Alysa paced the living room, her thoughts a tangled mess. She'd spent months convincing herself that Cassius couldn't possibly have feelings for her. That their fake relationship was just that—fake. A necessary deception to protect her from an unwanted marriage.

But now, faced with the possibility that Cassius truly loved her, Alysa found herself questioning everything she thought she knew.

Had she misinterpreted his actions all this time? The gentle touches, the way his eyes softened when he looked at her… had it all meant more than she'd allowed herself to believe?

Or was this all an elaborate act? A final, desperate attempt to save face and preserve the alliance?

Alysa's head ached from the constant back-and-forth. She wanted so badly to believe in Cassius's love. But the stakes were too high. What if she was wrong? What if she let herself hope, only to have it ripped away?

The sound of Cassius's footsteps pulled her from her spiraling thoughts. She turned to see him emerging from the nursery, quietly closing the door behind him.

"Aurora's asleep," he said, his voice low. There was a softness to his features, contentment that made Alysa's heart ache.

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Cassius moved closer, and she had to fight the urge to step back. To protect herself from the intensity of his presence.

"Alysa." His voice was gentle, coaxing her to meet his gaze. "Are you alright?"

The question nearly undid her. How could he be asking about her well-being when he was the one facing a potentially lethal magical oath?

"I don't understand," she whispered, the words escaping before she could stop them. "How can you be so calm? Cassius, if the oath… if you're wrong…"

He reached out, his fingers brushing her cheek with impossible tenderness. "I'm not wrong," he said, his voice filled with quiet certainty. "I love you, Alysa. And tomorrow, the oath will prove exactly that."

Alysa's eyes burned with unshed tears. She wanted to believe him. Gods, how she wanted to believe. But doubt and fear still gnawed at her.

"Then why does it feel like you're saying goodbye?"

The words hung in the air between them, heavy with accusation and hurt. Cassius's hand fell away from her face, and Alysa immediately missed its warmth.

He took a step back, running a hand through his hair. For a moment, he looked lost, vulnerable in a way Alysa had never seen before. Then his expression hardened, resolve settling over his features like a mask.

"I'm not saying goodbye," he said firmly. "I'm making sure Aurora knows how much I love her. Just in case."

The admission sent a chill through Alysa. "In case of what?" she pressed, even though she dreaded the answer.

Cassius's jaw tightened. "In case something goes wrong," he said quietly. "The oath… it's unpredictable. Even if I'm telling the truth, there's always a risk."

Alysa felt the blood drain from her face. "But you said… you were so sure…"

"I am sure," Cassius insisted, taking a step closer. "Alysa, I love you. I know that with every fiber of my being. But I'm not naive. Magic is dangerous, and I have to be prepared for every possibility."

The room spun, and Alysa gripped the back of the couch to steady herself. Everything she'd feared, everything she'd tried to deny, came crashing down around her.

Cassius moved toward her, concern etched on his face. But Alysa held up a hand, stopping him in his tracks.

"Don't," she whispered, her voice breaking. "Please, just… don't."

She couldn't bear his touch, his comforting words. Not when he might be torn away from her at any moment. Not when it was all her fault.

Cassius's face fell, but he respected her wishes, keeping his distance. The space between them felt like a chasm, impossible to cross.

As the silence stretched between them, heavy with unspoken words and conflicting emotions, a single thought crystallized in Alysa's mind. It echoed through her, growing louder with each passing second.

If he is really spending his last moments with those he loves, why not spend any with me?

The realization hit her like a physical blow. Despite his declarations of love, despite the risk he was taking for her, Cassius had chosen to spend what might be his final hours with Aurora. Not with her.

Alysa's heart clenched, a dull ache spreading through her chest. She wanted to be understanding, to recognize the bond between father and daughter. But a small, selfish part of her couldn't help but feel hurt. Rejected.

As she stood there, torn between her warring emotions, Alysa realized that no matter what the witch oath revealed, things between her and Cassius would never be the same. For better or worse, everything was about to change.

And all she could do was wait, her heart in her throat, for the dawn that would bring either a new beginning or a devastating end.


Chapter 17 - Cassius

The wind sliced through the dense forest, cold and sharp like a blade against his skin. Cassius inhaled deeply, his chest rising as the crisp air filled his lungs. Every step closer to the ritual felt heavier than the last, yet his resolve was ironclad.

His face, often marked by the carefree charm of an Alpha, was now a mask of steely determination. Today would determine everything. His heart thundered in his chest, each beat a reminder of what was at stake.

This is it. No turning back now.

He clenched his fists, nails biting into his palms. The pain grounded him, cutting through the fog of anxiety that threatened to cloud his mind. Cassius took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the earthy scent of the woods.

For Alysa. For us.

Alysa’s eyes flickered in his mind, her voice soft but sure in his memory, pushing him forward. The thought of her gave him strength, even as doubt gnawed at the edges of his resolve.

The council had made it clear: this ritual, this binding, would test his soul. And he had agreed, knowing full well what it meant.

What if he was wrong? What if the oath revealed feelings he wasn't even aware of? The consequences would be… final.

Cassius shook his head, banishing the whispers of fear. He knew his heart. He'd spent too long denying it, hiding behind duty and obligation. But no more. Today, he would lay everything bare.

The sky above was a thick blanket of storm-gray clouds, as if the heavens themselves were holding their breath for what was to come. Cassius shook his head slightly, trying to dispel the weight of the moment.

He didn’t have time to dwell on the consequences or the doubts gnawing at the back of his mind. His Pack needed him strong. Aurora needed him alive. But above all, Alysa needed to know the truth of his heart.

As he neared the clearing, voices drifted to him on the breeze. The assembled crowd waited, a mix of anticipation and dread hanging heavy in the air. Cassius squared his shoulders and lifted his chin. Whatever happened, he would face it with the dignity befitting an Alpha.

A crackle in the underbrush caught his attention, pulling him from his thoughts. Marcus emerged from the tree line, his auburn hair catching the dim light that filtered through the branches.

His face was tight, brows furrowed as if he carried the same weight Cassius bore.

The trees parted, revealing the gathering. Alphas from every Pack stood in a loose circle, their faces grim. Cassius's gaze swept over them, noting the tension in their postures, the wariness in their eyes.

Cassius’s gaze drifted toward Alysa, standing beside Aleksander. She was trying to be brave, her posture straight, but the worry etched into her features betrayed her. His heart clenched at the sight.

I’ll prove it to you, Alysa. You’ll see.

Her eyes were wide with worry, and her bottom lip was caught between her teeth. Looking at her lips did something to him the situation did not call for.

Moon, she's beautiful.

Cassius's heart clenched. He wanted nothing more than to go to her, to pull her into his arms and never let go. But he couldn't. Not yet. He had to prove himself first.

The forest clearing was alive with an unnatural stillness, a pocket of silence amidst the towering trees. Cassius’s boots crunched against the frosted earth as he made his way toward the center of the gathering.

Elder Greymane stood near the front, his weathered face impassive, but his silver eyes gleamed with the knowledge of ancient rites. The others, the Alphas of the surrounding Packs, were already positioned in a wide circle, their faces obscured by both distance and shadow.

Selena stood like a wraith at the far end, her dark eyes following his every move. Ragnar's imposing figure was unmistakable, his fiery red hair a beacon even in the dim light.

At the center of the clearing stood a slight figure, her silver hair gleaming in the dappled sunlight. The witch. Power radiated from her in almost visible waves, making the hair on the back of Cassius's neck stand on end.

Cassius’s steps faltered only when he spotted Alysa again, her chestnut hair catching the breeze, strands whipping against her face. Her eyes met his, and for a heartbeat, the rest of the world faded. She was the reason. The reason for every choice, every sacrifice, every painful step he was about to take.

Elder Greymane cleared his throat, snapping the moment like a brittle twig. "Cassius White, Alpha of the Annex Pack," the elder’s voice boomed, "are you certain you wish to go through with this?"

The weight of the question pressed down on Cassius. His eyes flicked to Marcus, who stood beside him, looking more conflicted than ever. Marcus had always been a warrior, but even he seemed reluctant now.

Marcus’s jaw clenched as he glanced at Cassius. "Cass," he began, voice rough, "you don’t have to do this anymore. If you say you love her, then…"

"I do," Cassius interrupted, his voice steady. "I have to." His gaze shifted back to Alysa.

She needs to know.

"I love her," he said simply, but the weight behind the words was undeniable. Marcus nodded, not pushing further, though the tension remained visible in his clenched fists.

Elder Greymane’s expression remained unreadable as he faced Cassius once again. "Are you sure you are prepared for what is to come, knowing the consequences?"

Cassius met the Elder's gaze steadily. "I am," he said, his voice firm despite the tremor in his hands. "I want—no, I need Alysa to know the truth. I love her. I've loved her for longer than I was willing to admit, even to myself."

A soft gasp reached his ears, and Cassius's eyes found Alysa again. Tears shimmered in her eyes, one escaping to trail down her cheek. He ached to wipe it away, to pull her close and whisper how much she meant to him.

Soon, he promised silently.

The witch stepped forward, her ageless face impassive. "Are you ready to begin?" she asked, her voice carrying an otherworldly echo.

Cassius nodded, forcing down the lump in his throat. "I am."

"Then step into the circle."

With a deep breath, Cassius moved to the center of the clearing. Runes carved into the earth began to glow with an eerie blue light. The witch raised her arms, and the air crackled with power.

"By the ancient magics that bind us all," she intoned, her voice resonating through Cassius's very bones, "I call upon the spirits to witness this oath. Let the truth be revealed; let falsehoods fall away. Cassius of the Whiteborn Pack, speak your heart's desire."

Cassius closed his eyes, reaching deep within himself. When he spoke, his voice was steady, filled with conviction. "I, Cassius White, swear that I love Alysa Volkov with all my heart and soul. My feelings for her are true and pure, untainted by obligation or coercion."

“I swear that my actions, though misguided, were born of a desire to protect her and keep her close, not out of prejudice or deceit."

The first tendrils of magic were soft, almost unnoticeable, as they wove through the air, curling around Cassius’s feet like thin vines. He stood tall, refusing to flinch as the cold, tingling sensation crawled up his legs.

"So I swear," Cassius finished, "and may death take me if I speak false."

The witch, standing at the edge of the circle, began to chant softly, her words a melodic hum that vibrated in the marrow of his bones. Cassius gritted his teeth as the magic seeped into his skin, probing, searching.

Alysa's smile, soft and shy. The way her eyes lit up when she played with Aurora. The curve of her hips, the fullness of her breasts. The ache in his chest whenever she was near.

Cassius’s breath hitched as the tendrils tightened around his body, growing more tangible, more invasive. His muscles tensed as the sensation spread, icy tendrils wrapping around his chest, constricting.

He tried to focus on the sound of the wind rustling through the leaves or the faint hum of voices in the background, but the magic demanded his attention, pulling him into the ritual’s grasp.

The witch’s voice grew louder, her words sharper, as if cutting through the very fabric of the air around them. Memories flashed through his mind, each one suffused with warmth and longing. The magic latched onto them, pulling them to the surface.

And then the pain hit.

A scream tore from Cassius's throat as liquid fire coursed through his veins. Every nerve ending ignited, his very soul laid bare and raw. The world seemed to dim at the edges of his vision, the tendrils of magic blurring into streaks of silver light.

A sharp, burning sensation erupted in his chest, and he staggered forward slightly, his knees threatening to buckle under the weight of it. He fell to his knees, body convulsing as the oath's magic etched itself into his being.

No.

He couldn't give in. Not now. Not when he was so close. Cassius forced his eyes open, searching desperately for Alysa. There—her face pale with horror, Aleksander's arm around her shoulders. She looked like she wanted to run to him, to stop this madness.

I'm okay.

He tried to speak to her with his eyes.

Another wave of agony crashed over him, and Cassius's world narrowed to a pinpoint of pain. He lost all sense of time, of self. There was only the burning, the tearing, the remaking of his very essence.

The witch’s chant had become a roar in his ears, drowning out every other sound. White-hot agony seared through him, and his teeth ground together under the crushing weight of the ritual.

His vision blurred with the intensity of the pain, and flashes of memories burst through the fog. Aurora’s tiny fingers clutching his, her innocent green eyes staring up at him with trust.

But then Alysa’s face emerged from the haze, her tear-streaked cheeks and trembling lips making his heart twist painfully.

Through it all, one thought kept him anchored.

Alysa. Alysa.

Her name became his mantra, his lifeline. More memories flashed before his eyes, giving him strength.

Their first meeting, years ago. Alysa, barely more than a girl, blushing furiously as she was introduced to her brother's best friend.

The day she arrived at his estate to be Aurora's nanny, all curves and shy smiles. The way his heart had skipped a beat, even as he told himself it was nothing.

Watching her with Aurora, so gentle and loving. The way something in his chest had softened, a warmth spreading through him that he couldn't explain.

Their first kiss, born of fear and adrenaline after the vampire attack. The taste of her lips, the softness of her skin. The way his whole world had shifted on its axis.

Each memory was a balm, soothing the burning ache of the oath's magic. Cassius clung to them, using them to weather the storm raging through his body and soul.

The ground beneath him felt like ice, and yet his body burned from within. Sweat dripped down his brow, mixing with the dirt beneath him. Every part of him screamed to stop, to let go, to surrender—but he wouldn’t.

I can’t.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the pain began to recede. Cassius gasped for air, his body trembling with exhaustion. Slowly, carefully, he pushed himself to his feet. His muscles screamed in protest.

Cassius felt as though he had been hollowed out and rebuilt from the inside. His vision was still blurred, his breathing shallow, but the magic was fading, retreating like the tide after a storm.

He lifted his head slowly, his gaze locking onto Elder Greymane, who watched him with an expression of quiet respect.

His gaze found Alysa. She stood only a few feet away now, frozen, tears streaming down her face. The sight of her gave him strength, steadying him.

"I did this because of love." His voice was low but carried through the silence like a bell. The words weren’t for the council; they were for her.

"I love her," he said, louder this time, his voice echoing in the cold air. "And I would go through this again and again just to prove it."

The silence that followed was deafening.

He paused, gathering his thoughts as memories flooded his mind. Cassius took a deep breath, gathering the last remnants of his energy. He had to speak now, had to make them understand. Make her understand.

"I know…" he began, his voice hoarse from screaming. He cleared his throat and tried again. "I know many of you doubted my feelings for Alysa. Hell, I doubted them myself for far too long."

He paused, letting his gaze sweep over the crowd before settling back on Alysa. Every moment with her had led him here, to this forest, to this truth. He hadn’t realized the depth of his feelings until it was too late, until the idea of losing her felt like it would rip him apart.

"But I can't deny it anymore. Alysa, you've become everything to me. Your kindness, your strength, the way you love Aurora as if she were your own—it's all I can think about. You've brought light into my life when I thought I'd lost it forever."

Cassius's voice grew stronger as he continued, pouring out everything he'd kept bottled up for so long.

"I was scared," he admitted. "Scared of opening my heart. Scared of the complications our relationship would bring. But I'm not scared anymore. I love you, Alysa Volkov. With everything I am."

A collective gasp rippled through the crowd. Alysa's eyes were wide, her lips parted in shock.

"I love the way you bite your lip when you're nervous," Cassius continued, a small smile tugging at his lips. "I love how clumsy you get when you're flustered. I love your laugh, your smile, the way your eyes light up when you're happy. I love how fiercely protective you are of the people you care about."

He took a step toward her, ignoring the way his legs trembled.

"I love that you see me—really see me. Not just as an Alpha or Aurora's father—but as a man. A man who's utterly, completely in love with you."

Silence fell over the clearing as Cassius finished speaking. He stood there, heart pounding, waiting for… something. Anything.

For a long, agonizing moment, nothing happened. Cassius's stomach churned with anxiety. Had it not worked? Had he failed?

Then, slowly, the runes at his feet began to glow. The magic surrounding him shimmered, pulsing with a warm, golden light. Cassius felt it settle into his skin, a gentle warmth spreading through his body.

Relief crashed over him like a tidal wave. He'd done it. The oath had accepted his words as truth.

The witch nodded once, satisfaction evident in the set of her shoulders. "The oath is sealed," came the pronouncement. "Cassius White speaks true."

The clearing was deathly silent. Every eye was on him, a mix of awe and trepidation on the faces of the assembled Alphas. Cassius swayed slightly, fighting to stay upright.

Elder Greymane stepped forward. "The council acknowledges the truth of Cassius White's words," he declared. "Let there be no more doubt or accusation on this matter."

Murmurs of assent rippled through the gathered Alphas. Even those who had been most vocal in their anger seemed subdued now, the irrefutable proof of the witch's oath leaving no room for argument.

Cassius barely heard them. His mind was reeling, the full impact of what he'd just done—what he'd just admitted—crashing over him like a tidal wave.

Cassius's eyes locked with Alysa's across the clearing. Her face was a canvas of emotions—shock, joy, love, all warring for dominance. She took a hesitant step forward, then another.

That was all it took. Cassius surged forward, his exhaustion forgotten. Alysa broke into a run, closing the distance between them.

They collided in the center of the clearing, Cassius's arms wrapping around her waist as hers twined around his neck. He buried his face in her hair, breathing in her familiar scent of apples and cinnamon.

"I love you," he whispered, his voice rough with emotion. "God, Alysa, I love you so much."

Alysa pulled back just enough to look into his eyes. Tears streamed down her face, but her smile was radiant. "I love you too," she said, her voice choked with emotion. "I've always loved you."

Cassius cupped her face in his hands, his thumbs brushing away her tears. Then, heedless of their audience, he lowered his head and captured her lips in a searing kiss.

The world fell away. There was only Alysa—the softness of her lips, the warmth of her body pressed against his, the taste of her tears mingling with his own. Cassius poured everything he felt into that kiss, all the love and longing he'd kept locked away for so long.


Chapter 18 - Alysa

Alysa didn't realize her feet were off the ground as Cassius lifted her up and kissed her. The world spun, a whirlwind of emotions and sensations overwhelming her senses. His lips moved against hers with a desperate hunger that matched the ache in her chest.

Her arms wrapped around his neck, the warmth of his body grounding her while everything around them unraveled. Relief surged through her, so powerful it almost knocked the breath from her lungs.

Alysa clung to him, her chest tightening as all the fear and tension from the past few days drained from her. The weight she hadn’t realized she was carrying lifted, and she let herself exhale.

Cassius pulled back slightly, his forehead resting against hers as he breathed heavily. She caught the flicker of emotion in his blue eyes—relief, exhaustion, and something deeper that twisted her heart.

“It’s over,” he whispered, his voice raw. His hands on her waist trembled slightly, and she leaned into him, pressing her lips softly against his again, this time slower, more tender. Her fingers trembled as they threaded through his hair.

When they finally broke apart, gasping for air, Alysa's eyes locked onto Cassius's. The depth of emotion she saw there stole her breath all over again. Tears pricked at the corners of her eyes, a mix of relief and joy flooding through her.

"You're okay," she whispered, her voice hoarse. Her fingers traced the lines of his face, still hardly daring to believe this was real. That he was here, alive, and that he loved her.

Cassius nodded, pressing his forehead against hers. "I'm okay," he murmured. "We're okay."

The clearing around them buzzed with activity, but Alysa barely noticed. Her world had narrowed to Cassius, to the solid warmth of his arms around her and the steady beat of his heart against her chest.

As the initial shock began to wear off, reality slowly seeped back in. Alysa became aware of the murmurs around them, the weight of eyes watching their every move. She reluctantly pulled back, just enough to take in their surroundings.

The other Alphas were dispersing, some talking in hushed tones while others cast furtive glances their way. Elder Greymane stood off to the side, a hint of a smile on his weathered face. And there, making his way toward them with measured steps, was Marcus.

Alysa tensed, her grip on Cassius tightening instinctively. But as Marcus drew closer, she saw something unexpected in his expression. Regret.

"Cassius," Marcus began, his voice gruff. "I… I owe you an apology."

Cassius gently set Alysa down but kept an arm around her waist. She leaned into him, drawing strength from his presence as she watched the exchange unfold.

"There's nothing to apologize for," Cassius replied, his tone even. "I was the one who deceived you, who threatened the alliance with my actions."

Marcus shook his head. "No, I should have trusted your word. Instead, I let my anger and suspicion get the better of me. I demanded this test, put you through that ordeal…" He trailed off, glancing at Alysa. "I'm sorry. To both of you."

Alysa's breath caught in her throat. She hadn't expected this, hadn't dared to hope for such a resolution. Cassius squeezed her waist gently before extending his free hand to Marcus.

"What's done is done," Cassius said. "Let's move forward from here."

Marcus clasped Cassius's arm at the elbow, a warrior's embrace. The tension in the air dissipated, replaced by a cautious hope.

As Marcus stepped back, Aleksander approached, a grin spreading across his face. "Well, I'd say that was quite the show, Brother," he said, clapping Cassius on the shoulder. "Though I could have done without the dramatic flair."

Cassius chuckled, the sound sending a warm shiver down Alysa's spine. "You know me, Aleks. Never could resist a bit of drama."

Ragnar's booming laugh joined in. "Aye, that's our Cassius. Always has to do things the hard way." The large Alpha's eyes twinkled with mirth as he looked between Cassius and Alysa. "But I'd say it was worth it, eh?"

Alysa felt her cheeks heat up, but she couldn't stop the smile that spread across her face.

Worth it, indeed.

"I'm glad to see this settled," Aleksander said, his tone growing more serious. "The last thing we need is tension between the Packs."

Ragnar nodded in agreement. "Aye, with the threats we're facing, unity is more important than ever."

"And united, we'll remain," Cassius said firmly. "But for now, I think it's time we headed home. It's been… quite a day."

Alysa watched the exchange, her eyes flicking between the men. Cassius’s hand found hers, and she squeezed his fingers in silent agreement.

Aleksander's grin returned. "I'll say. Come on, I'll drive you two lovebirds back to the estate. You're in no shape to be behind the wheel, Cass."

As they made their way to Aleksander's car, Alysa couldn't help but marvel at the surreal turn the day had taken. Just hours ago, she'd been certain she was losing Cassius forever. And now…

The car ride back to the Whiteborn Estate was a blur of emotions for Alysa. She sat in the back seat, Cassius's head resting in her lap as Aleksander navigated the winding roads. Her fingers absently carded through Cassius's hair, marveling at its softness.

Is this real?

The thought kept circling in her mind, a mix of wonder and lingering disbelief. She glanced down at Cassius, taking in the lines of exhaustion etched on his face. He looked so vulnerable like this, so far from the imposing Alpha he usually presented to the world.

“Careful, Lovebirds,” Aleksander teased from the driver’s seat, breaking through her reverie, his voice full of amusement. “You’re gonna make me crash if you keep being so cute back there. Have you no shame?”

Alysa felt her cheeks heat up. "Oh, hush," she mumbled, but there was no real bite to her words.

“Get used to it, Volkov. We’re just getting started.” Cassius cracked open an eye, a lazy smile spreading across his face. "Or perhaps you’re jealous, Aleks?"

"Of you two? Please." Aleksander scoffed, but Alysa caught the fondness in his eyes as he glanced at them in the rearview mirror. "Though I have to say, it's about damn time. Do you know how long I've had to listen to my little sister pine over you, Cass?"

"I do not pine," Alysa grumbled, but her hand found Cassius’s, intertwining their fingers.

Alysa's heart skipped a beat at the casual intimacy of the gesture. "How… how long?" Cassius asked.

Aleksander's laugh filled the car. "Oh, years. Ever since she first saw you, since we were teenage—"

"Aleksander!" Alysa warned, but there was no real heat in her tone.

"What? I'm just telling the truth. You should have seen her, Cass. Like a lovesick puppy, always finding excuses to come to my room when you were visiting."

"You're one to talk," Alysa shot back. "Remember that time you nearly set the kitchen on fire trying to impress Sarah?"

It was Aleksander's turn to blush. "That was one time!"

The banter continued, filling the car with laughter and warmth. For the first time in what felt like forever, Alysa felt like she truly belonged.

As they pulled up to the Whiteborn Estate, a wave of exhaustion hit Alysa. The emotional rollercoaster of the day was catching up to her, leaving her drained but content.

Home.

The word settled over her like a warm blanket, and she exhaled slowly, letting the tension in her shoulders ease.

Abigail was waiting for them at the door, her face lighting up as she saw them approach. “You made it,” she said, her voice full of relief. “I knew you would.” Cassius nodded, offering the housekeeper a tired smile. "We're fine, Abigail. How's Aurora?"

Abigail smiled softly, her eyes flicking between them. “I’m glad. Aurora’s sleeping soundly in the nursery. There’s dinner in the microwave if you’re hungry. I'm sure you both want some time alone so I'll be heading out now, but I'll see you in the morning.”

As Abigail gathered her things to leave, Alysa felt a surge of gratitude for the older woman's steady presence.

What would we do without her?

Once they were alone, Cassius turned to Alysa, his eyes soft with an emotion that made her heart flutter. "Let's check on Aurora, then we can eat and… talk."

Alysa nodded, suddenly nervous. There was still so much to say, so much to figure out. But as Cassius took her hand, leading her up the stairs, she felt a sense of peace settle over her.

Aurora's nursery was bathed in the soft glow of a night light when they entered. Alysa's breath caught as she saw the baby sleeping peacefully in her crib, one tiny fist curled against her cheek.

Cassius moved to stand beside the crib, his expression so tender it made Alysa's heart ache. She joined him, leaning into his side as they watched Aurora's chest rise and fall with each tiny breath.

"She's perfect," Alysa whispered, unable to take her eyes off the sleeping child.

Our little girl.

She caught herself, it was too soon for such thoughts, wasn't it?

But Cassius seemed to read her mind. He wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her close. "She is our little girl," he murmured. "And she adores you, you know. Almost as much as I do."

Alysa's breath hitched. She turned to look at Cassius, finding his intense blue gaze fixed on her. The air between them crackled with tension, with all the words left unsaid.

"Cassius, I—"

He silenced her with a gentle finger to her lips. "Let's eat first," he said softly. "Then we'll talk. I promise."

Alysa nodded, letting him lead her out of the nursery and down to the kitchen. As they reheated the meal Abigail had left—a hearty beef stew with crusty bread—Alysa's mind raced with everything she wanted to say.

They ate in comfortable silence, stealing glances at each other between bites. Alysa couldn't help but marvel at how natural this felt, sitting across from Cassius, sharing a meal after the chaos of the day. It felt… right.

As they finished eating, Cassius pushed his bowl aside and reached for her hand across the table. "Alysa," he began, his voice low and intense. "I owe you an apology."

Alysa's brow furrowed. "For what?"

"For everything. For pushing you away, for not being honest about my feelings sooner. For making you doubt yourself, doubt us." His thumb traced circles on the back of her hand, sending shivers up her arm. "I was a fool, and I almost lost you because of it."

Alysa swallowed hard, fighting back tears. "Why didn't you tell me?" she whispered. "All this time…"

Cassius sighed, running his free hand through his hair. "I was scared," he admitted. "Scared of my feelings for you, scared of complicating things with the Pack…” He trailed off, his eyes distant. "I thought I had to choose. Being an Alpha, being a father, or being with you. I convinced myself I couldn't have it all."

"And now?" Alysa asked, her heart pounding.

Cassius's gaze refocused on her, so intense she felt it in her very soul. "Now I know better. I want it all, Alysa. I want you, Aurora—everything. If… if you'll have me."

Alysa's breath caught in her throat. She stood, tugging Cassius up with her. "If I'll have you?" she repeated, a watery laugh escaping her. "Cassius, I've wanted you for so long I can barely remember a time when I didn't love you."

Alysa surged forward, capturing his lips in a searing kiss. Cassius responded immediately, his arms wrapping around her waist and pulling her flush against him.

The kiss deepened, months—years—of pent-up longing pouring out between them. Alysa's hands roamed Cassius's broad shoulders, marveling at the solid strength of him. His lips trailed from her mouth to her jaw, then down the column of her throat, eliciting a soft moan from her.

"Cassius," she gasped, her head falling back to give him better access. "I love you. I love you so much."

He growled against her skin, the sound sending a jolt of heat straight to her core. "Say it again," he demanded, his voice rough with desire.

"I love you," Alysa repeated, her fingers tangling in his hair. "I love you, I love you, I—oh!"

Her words cut off in a gasp as Cassius lifted her, setting her on the kitchen counter. He stepped between her legs, his hands running up her thighs as he captured her lips again.

Alysa lost herself in the sensations, in the taste of Cassius on her tongue and the feel of his hands on her body. This was so different from their previous encounter—there was no hesitation, no holding back. Just pure, unadulterated want.

Cassius’s hands slid under her shirt, his touch sending a jolt of electricity through her. “Let’s take this somewhere else,” he murmured against her lips, his voice thick with need.

Alysa smiled, her breath coming in short gasps as she pulled back slightly. “Why not here?” she teased, her hands trailing down his chest.

His left eyebrow raised in surprise as he smiled, his hands sliding to her waist as he pulled her closer. “You sure?” he asked, his voice rough with desire.

She nodded, her lips brushing his as she spoke. “Positive.”

Slowly, his lips found hers again, softer this time but no less intense. The kiss deepened, and Alysa’s breath hitched as his hand slid down her waist, pulling her closer until her body molded against his.

Cassius’s fingers trailed up her legs, the roughness of his touch sending shivers through her. When his hand slipped beneath her dress, his knuckles grazing the sensitive skin of her inner thigh, Alysa let out a soft gasp.

Oh God…

Her thoughts scattered as Cassius tugged her panties aside, his fingers tracing along her already slick folds. Alysa’s hips bucked involuntarily, a wave of heat washing over her. He leaned in, his breath hot against her ear as he whispered, “You’re so wet for me.”

Alysa bit her lip, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment and desire. “Cassius…”

But her words were cut off as he slid a finger inside her, then another, curling them just right, sending a surge of pleasure through her. She gripped his shoulders, her nails digging into his skin as he pumped his fingers slowly, teasingly, building her up.

Cassius watched her, his blue eyes dark with hunger, the muscles in his jaw flexing as he worked her with skilled precision. “Look at me,” he commanded softly, his voice thick with need. “I want to see you when you come.”

Alysa’s breath quickened, her body trembling as he pushed her closer and closer to the edge. Her legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him toward her, desperate for more, but he held back, prolonging her torment.

Then, in one fluid motion, Cassius pulled his fingers out, earning a frustrated whimper from her. He quickly freed himself from his pants, his hard cock jutting out, the sight of it sending another wave of desire crashing over her. Alysa’s eyes widened at the sheer size of him, her mind briefly flashing with doubt.

How did I take that the last time?

But before she could protest, Cassius grabbed her hips, positioning himself at her entrance. He slid into her slowly, inch by inch, the stretch intense, almost overwhelming. Alysa’s head fell back, a strangled moan escaping her lips as he filled her completely.

He paused, his hands gripping her thighs tightly as he fought for control. “Alysa,” he groaned, his voice low and gravelly. “You’re so tight…so perfect.”

She couldn’t speak, couldn’t think—her body was on fire, every nerve alight as he began to move.

Slowly at first, each thrust deliberate and deep, hitting spots inside her that made her toes curl. Alysa clung to him, her nails raking down his back as he increased his pace, the sound of skin slapping against skin filling the kitchen.

"Cassius, please," she whimpered, her hips canting forward.

He smirked against her neck, his fingers finally finding her center. Alysa's head fell back with a moan as he kept a steady tempo, building her pleasure with practiced ease.

"That's it, Love," Cassius murmured, his voice low and husky. "Let me hear you."

Alysa was beyond words, lost in a haze of sensation as Cassius worked her higher and higher.

Their lovemaking was passionate, almost frantic in its intensity. Alysa clung to Cassius's shoulders, her nails leaving crescent marks in his skin as she met him thrust for thrust.

Cassius leaned down, capturing her mouth in a searing kiss as he drove into her harder, faster, his cock sliding in and out of her with a rhythm that sent her spiraling. She could feel the pressure building inside her, the coil tightening with every thrust, every brush of his thumb against her clit.

“Cassius…I’m…”

“I know,” he growled, his breath hot against her neck as he sucked the sensitive skin there, marking her. “Come for me, Alysa. Now.”

The command was her undoing. Alysa cried out, her body convulsing as the orgasm tore through her, wave after wave of pleasure crashing over her.

Her walls clenched around him, and Cassius cursed under his breath, thrusting into her a few more times before he followed her over the edge, spilling inside her with a guttural moan.

They stayed like that for a moment, their breaths heavy, bodies tangled together in the aftermath of their release. Cassius pulled her close, resting his forehead against hers, their hearts still racing in sync.

“Mine,” he whispered softly, possessively, his fingers gently tracing patterns on her bare skin.

Alysa smiled, her eyes fluttering open to meet his. “Yours,” she echoed, her voice barely above a whisper, her heart full.

They stayed like that for a long moment, holding each other close as they caught their breath. Alysa felt boneless, utterly sated in a way she'd never experienced before.

Finally, Cassius pulled back just enough to look at her, a soft smile playing on his lips. "I love you," he said simply, pressing a gentle kiss to her forehead.

Alysa's heart soared. She knew they still had much to figure out and many challenges to face. But in that moment, wrapped in Cassius's arms with the promise of a future together stretched out before them, she couldn't bring herself to worry.

"I love you too," she whispered back, sealing the words with a kiss.

As they eventually made their way upstairs, Alysa couldn't help but marvel at the turn her life had taken. Just days ago, she'd been certain she was losing Cassius forever. And now…

She glanced at him as they settled into bed, taking in the contentment on his face. As Cassius pulled her close, pressing a soft kiss to her temple, Alysa felt a deep sense of peace settle over her.


Chapter 19 - Cassius

Cassius's fingers drummed against the steering wheel, his mind a whirlwind of thoughts as he navigated the winding road back to the Whiteborn estate. The Pack meeting had dragged on longer than expected, but he couldn't keep the smile from his face.

Two days had passed since the witch's oath, and the memory of that moment still sent a jolt through his system.

His wolf rumbled contentedly within him, pleased with the outcome. The rogue Alphas had accepted his confession, and the tension that had threatened to tear apart their fragile peace had dissipated. Now, he could focus on what truly mattered.

Alysa.

He grinned, thinking of her warm brown eyes, the way she always managed to fluster herself whenever he got too close. The urge to court Alysa properly buzzed under his skin, a hum of anticipation that wouldn’t be ignored.

If I’m going to do this, I’ll do it right.

Cassius smirked to himself, already planning. The details were coming together in his head. A weekend away, just the two of them, away from Pack responsibilities and the constant chaos of their lives.

As he pulled into the driveway, his keen eyes caught sight of her silhouette in the window. His heart quickened.

She's waiting for me.

The thought both thrilled and terrified him. This was new territory for both of them, and he was determined to do it right.

Cassius took a deep breath, steeling himself before stepping out of the car. The crisp evening air filled his lungs as he strode toward the front door, his resolve strengthening with each step.

The door swung open before he could reach for the handle. The sight of her nearly took his breath away. Her long chestnut hair cascaded over her shoulders, the caramel highlights catching the last rays of the setting sun. Her curvy figure was accentuated by a simple sundress that hugged her in all the right places.

"Hey," she said softly, a hint of shyness in her voice. "How was the meeting?"

Cassius stepped inside, closing the distance between them. His hand found the small of her back, and he reveled in the way she leaned into his touch. "Long," he admitted with a chuckle. "But productive. How's Aurora?"

"Fed and sleeping soundly," Alysa replied, a tender smile lighting up her face. "She missed you today."

Not as much as I missed you.

But he held his tongue. Instead, he let his fingers trail up her spine, feeling the shiver that ran through her body. "Pack your bags," he said, his voice low and husky. "We're going on a little trip."

Alysa's eyebrows shot up, surprise and excitement dancing in her eyes. "A trip? Where? What about Aurora?"

Cassius couldn't help but grin at her rapid-fire questions. "It's a surprise. And don't worry about Aurora. I've arranged for Lena to take care of her for the weekend. Abigail will help. She’ll be in good hands."

"The whole weekend?" Alysa's voice was a mix of excitement and uncertainty.

Cassius nodded, his blue eyes twinkling with mischief. "Just you and me, Alysa. No Pack duties, no interruptions. I want to do this right."

A blush crept up Alysa's cheeks, and Cassius found himself captivated by the sight.

Moon, she's beautiful when she's flustered.

"Okay," she said finally, a shy smile playing on her lips. "Give me fifteen minutes to Pack?"

"Take your time," Cassius replied, his thumb caressing her cheek. "We've got all weekend."

As Alysa hurried upstairs to Pack, Cassius leaned against the wall, letting out a breath he didn't realize he'd been holding.

This is really happening.

Twenty minutes later, they were on the road, the city lights fading behind them as Cassius drove toward their destination.

The Audi was filled with a comfortable silence, broken only by the soft music playing on the radio and the occasional question from Alysa about where they were going.

"You'll see," Cassius would reply each time, enjoying the way her curiosity grew with each mile marker they passed.

As they neared their destination, Cassius couldn't help but sneak glances at Alysa. The moonlight filtering through the car window cast a soft glow on her skin, highlighting the gentle curves of her face.

Her scent, an intoxicating mix of vanilla and cinnamon, filled the car, making his wolf rumble with contentment.

Calm down.

Finally, they pulled up to the grand entrance of the Evergreen Resort, a luxurious hotel nestled in the heart of a lush forest. Alysa's gasp of surprise was music to Cassius's ears.

"Cassius, this is… wow," she breathed, her eyes wide as she took in the elegant facade of the building.

He grinned, pleased by her reaction. "Only the best for you," he said softly, reaching over to squeeze her hand.

As they stepped out of the car, the cool night air enveloped them. Cassius quickly moved to Alysa's side, his hand finding its place on the small of her back as he guided her toward the entrance. The doorman greeted them with a respectful nod, recognizing Cassius immediately.

"Welcome to Evergreen Resort, Alpha White. Your suite is ready for you."

Cassius nodded his thanks, feeling Alysa tense slightly beside him—he knew she was still getting used to the attention. His thumb traced soothing circles on her back as they made their way in.

As they walked inside, the hotel lobby was lavish—marble floors gleaming, chandeliers casting a soft glow over the room. But none of it held his attention.

Her hand feels right in mine.

Once inside their suite, Alysa's eyes widened even further. The room was spacious and elegantly furnished, with a panoramic view of the surrounding forest. A king-sized bed dominated one side of the room, while a cozy sitting area with a fireplace occupied the other.

"This is beautiful," Alysa murmured, moving to the window to take in the view.

Cassius watched her, drinking in the sight of her silhouette against the moonlit forest.

"I'm glad you like it," he said, moving to stand behind her. His hands found her hips, and he felt her lean back into him. "I wanted somewhere special for us."

Alysa turned in his arms, her honey-brown eyes meeting his blue ones. "Well, this is definitely special," she said softly, a hint of vulnerability in her voice.

Cassius took a deep breath. "You deserve every bit of it. And more."

A mix of emotions played across Alysa's face—hope, fear, excitement. Cassius wanted nothing more than to kiss away her doubts, but he held back.

Not yet.

"Why don't we order some room service?" he suggested, breaking the tension. "I don't know about you, but I'm starving."

Alysa nodded, grateful for the momentary reprieve. As Cassius called down to order their meal, she wandered around the suite, taking in the luxurious details.

Room service arrived not long after, and they settled on the plush sofa, plates balanced on their laps. The scent of fresh pasta filled the room, but Cassius’s attention was fixed on Alysa.

The initial awkwardness began to fade as they ate, replaced by a comfortable familiarity. She twirled her fork through her food, her movements slower than usual, her mind clearly elsewhere.

“I was thinking,” he began, breaking the silence, “we haven’t really talked about you. About what you did after leaving school.”

She looked up, surprised by the sudden shift in conversation. “Oh, it wasn’t that interesting,” she said with a small shrug, but there was a flicker of something behind her eyes—something Cassius was determined to uncover.

“Try me,” he challenged, leaning back in his chair, his gaze steady on hers. “You’ve traveled a lot, haven’t you?”

Alysa laughed softly, the sound light but genuine. “Yeah, I guess I have. I spent a couple of years on the Light Side, mostly working odd jobs. Nothing glamorous.”

Cassius tilted his head, his interest piqued. “Odd jobs? Like what?”

She paused, a faint blush creeping up her cheeks. “Everything from waitressing to teaching English to kids in small villages. I even worked as a tour guide for a while.”

He couldn’t help but grin. “A tour guide, huh? I can’t picture you doing that.”

She laughed again, this time more freely. “I was terrible at it. I got lost more often than the tourists did.”

Cassius chuckled, the sound rumbling deep in his chest. “I bet you were great at it.”

Their conversation flowed easily after that, laughter weaving through the room. Cassius found himself captivated by her experiences, by the depth of her character that she rarely let anyone see.

With each story, he felt like he was discovering a new side of Alysa—adventurous, resourceful, and far more worldly than he'd realized.

"I had no idea you'd done all that," he said when she finally paused for breath. "Why didn't you ever mention it before?"

Alysa shrugged, a hint of shyness creeping back into her demeanor. "I didn't think you'd be interested. You were always so focused on Pack business, and I was just… well, just Alysa."

Cassius frowned, reaching out to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. "You've never been 'just' anything, Alysa. I'm sorry if I ever made you feel that way."

Their eyes locked, and for a moment, the air between them crackled with tension. Cassius leaned in slightly, drawn by an invisible force. Alysa's lips parted, her breath catching in her throat.

The shrill ring of the room's phone shattered the moment. Cassius cursed under his breath as he answered it, dealing with a minor Pack issue that couldn't wait until morning.

When he hung up, Alysa was standing by the window again, her arms wrapped around herself. Cassius approached her slowly, his hand coming to rest on her shoulder.

"I'm sorry about that," he said softly.

Alysa turned to face him, a small smile on her lips. "It's okay. You're an Alpha. It comes with the territory."

Cassius nodded, grateful for her understanding. An idea struck him, and he grinned. "How about we get out of here for a bit? There's something I want to show you."

Curiosity sparked in Alysa's eyes. "What is it?"

"You'll see," Cassius replied, taking her hand and leading her toward the door.

They made their way through the hotel, Cassius nodding to the staff they passed. Finally, they reached a set of ornate glass doors. Cassius paused, turning to Alysa with a mischievous glint in his eye.

"Close your eyes," he instructed softly.

Alysa raised an eyebrow but complied, her lashes fluttering shut. Cassius opened the doors and guided her forward, his hand steady on the small of her back.

The scent hit them first—a symphony of floral fragrances, earthy and sweet. Cassius watched Alysa's face, savoring the moment of anticipation.

"Okay," he murmured, his lips close to her ear. "Open them."

Alysa's eyes fluttered open, and a soft gasp escaped her lips. They stood at the entrance of the hotel's botanical gardens, a sprawling oasis of greenery and blooming flowers. The moonlight filtered through the glass ceiling, casting everything in an ethereal glow.

"Cassius," Alysa breathed, her eyes wide with wonder. "It's beautiful."

Pride swelled in Cassius's chest.

“Why is no one else here? Please don’t tell me you rented the garden for just us.” Alysa asked.

His palm slid from her hip to the small of her back as he led Alysa through the quiet, moonlit paths of the botanical gardens, their footsteps soft against the stone.

"Just for tonight."

The air was cool, a faint breeze carrying the scent of flowers—roses, jasmine, and lavender—filling the space with their sweet fragrance.

Alysa turned to him, her eyes shining with emotion. "You did this for me?"

Cassius nodded, his hand cupping her cheek. "I'd do anything for you, Alysa. I hope you know that by now."

The air between them thickened, charged with unspoken desire. Alysa's tongue darted out to wet her lips, and Cassius found his gaze drawn to the movement.

Slowly, giving her every chance to pull away, he leaned in. Their lips met in a soft, tentative kiss that quickly deepened. Alysa's arms wound around his neck as Cassius pulled her closer, one hand tangling in her hair while the other pressed against the small of her back.

When they finally broke apart, both were breathing heavily. Cassius rested his forehead against Alysa's; his eyes closed as he savored the moment.

They wandered through the gardens hand in hand, stopping occasionally to admire a particularly beautiful bloom or to steal another kiss. The tension between them built with each passing moment, a slow burn that threatened to consume them both.

As they reached a secluded corner of the garden, hidden from view by a wall of lush foliage, Cassius could no longer hold back. He pulled Alysa to him, claiming her lips in a passionate kiss. She responded eagerly, her body molding to his.

Cassius's hands roamed over Alysa's curves, appreciating the softness of her body. Her ample breasts pressed against his chest, and he groaned into the kiss.

Perfect. She's absolutely perfect.

"Alysa," he breathed, breaking the kiss to trail his lips down her neck. "God, you're beautiful."

Alysa whimpered, her fingers tangling in his hair. "Cassius, please…"

Her plea ignited something primal within him. With a low growl, Cassius lifted her, her legs wrapping around his waist as he pressed her against the trunk of a nearby tree. The rough bark contrasted with the softness of her skin, heightening every sensation.

Cassius's hands slid under Alysa's dress, caressing the smooth expanse of her thighs. He reveled in the way she arched into his touch, her body responding to him instinctively.

"Is this okay?" he asked, his voice rough with desire.

Alysa nodded frantically. "Yes, God, yes. Don't stop."

Permission granted, Cassius let himself get lost in her. His fingers found her pussy, already slick with want, and he groaned at the feel of her. Alysa's head fell back against the tree trunk, a soft moan escaping her lips as he began to stroke her with his fingers.

"That's it, Baby," Cassius murmured, his lips ghosting over her collarbone.

Alysa's moans grew louder as Cassius worked her toward her peak. He watched her face, memorizing every expression of pleasure that crossed her features. When she came, it was with his name on her lips, her body shuddering against his.

As Alysa came down from her high, Cassius peppered her face with soft kisses. "You're incredible," he whispered, his voice filled with awe.

Alysa's eyes fluttered open, a lazy smile spreading across her face. "That was… wow."

Cassius chuckled, gently lowering her back to her feet. "We're just getting started, Love."

They made their way back to the hotel room, stealing kisses and touches along the way. By the time they reached the suite, both were trembling with need.

Clothes were shed hastily as they stumbled toward the bed. His fingers hooked into the waistband of her underwear, sliding them down her legs as she trembled beneath his touch.

Cassius took a moment to drink in the sight of Alysa's naked form, all soft curves and smooth skin.

Absolutely perfect.

They came together in a tangle of limbs and heated kisses. Cassius worshipped every inch of Alysa's body, determined to show her just how much he desired her.

He pressed a kiss to the inside of her thigh, his stubble rasping against her skin, sending shivers through her. Alysa whimpered, her hands tangling in his hair as she bit down on her lip, trying to stifle the sounds of her pleasure. But he didn’t want her to hold back.

He wanted to hear every gasp, every moan, every cry of need.

“You can scream here; no Aurora to worry about,” Cassius growled as he kissed higher up her thigh, his lips hovering over her center. He could already feel her heat, smell the intoxicating scent of her arousal.

She’s mine.

Without hesitation, he parted her thighs, his mouth descending on her. Alysa gasped, her back arching away from the sheets as he licked a slow, deliberate line across her.

Her body shook with the force of her pleasure, her fingers tightening in his hair as he pressed his tongue against her clit, swirling in slow, maddening circles.

“Cassius…” Her voice was a broken whisper, her body writhing under his touch.

He groaned against her, the vibrations sending shockwaves of pleasure through her. His hands gripped her hips, holding her steady as he worked her with his mouth, his tongue flicking and teasing, driving her closer and closer to the edge.

Every moan, every gasp, every tremble of her body only fueled his need to make her come undone.

Alysa’s breathing quickened, her thighs trembling around his head as she neared her release. Then he paused, smiling at the look of surprise on her, which only widened as he released his cock and entered into her in one swift movement.

His hand cupped her cheek as he pushed inside her, inch by agonizing inch. Alysa gasped, her body arching beneath his as he filled her, the heat of her surrounding him, drawing him deeper.

It felt like coming home.

His hand tangled in her long chestnut hair, the silky strands slipping through his fingers. The scent of lilacs and wildflowers was still on her from the garden, and it filled the air around them.

Alysa’s hands slipped around his back, her nails grazing his skin as she whispered, “Move, Cassius.”

He didn’t need to be told twice. With a low groan, he began to move, his thrusts slow and deliberate, savoring every moment of being inside her. Alysa moaned, her hips lifting to meet his as they found a rhythm, their bodies moving together in perfect sync.

Their responsibilities faded away as their bodies pressed together, his lips trailing from her mouth to her jaw, then lower, brushing her neck. Her soft, ample curves filled his hands, her body trembling as he cupped her breasts, his thumbs teasing her hardened nipples.

Alysa gasped, her head falling back against the bed as she arched into his touch, taking his cock deeper.

Fuck.

Cassius grinned, pressing his lips to the swell of her breast before dragging his teeth across her nipples, earning another soft cry from her.

“You’re perfect,” he murmured against her skin.

He glanced up at her, the sight of her flushed cheeks and the way her chest rose and fell with ragged breaths only spurring him on.

Cassius’s hands gripped her hips, his thrusts growing harder, faster, as the pressure built between them. Alysa’s moans grew louder, her body trembling beneath him as she neared another release.

Cassius growled, lowering his mouth to her neck, kissing and biting the delicate skin as he drove into her, his body on the edge of losing control.

“Cassius, I—” She didn’t finish her sentence before her orgasm crashed over her, her entire body shaking as waves of pleasure rippled through her. She was gasping, crying out his name, her walls tightening around him as her orgasm crashed over her once more.

Cassius followed her over the edge, his own release hitting him like a tidal wave as he groaned her name, his body trembling as he emptied himself inside her.

"Alysa!"

Afterward, they lay tangled in the sheets, Alysa's head resting on Cassius's chest. He traced lazy patterns on her back, content in a way he'd never been before.

As they drifted off to sleep, Cassius held Alysa close, his wolf rumbling contentedly within him.

She’s mine, and I’ll never let her go.


Chapter 20 - Alysa

Sunlight streamed through the hotel room's sheer curtains, casting a soft glow over the plush bedding where Alysa stirred awake.

The remnants of last night's passion lingered in the air, a warm memory clinging to her like a delicate perfume. She blinked against the brightness, her heart fluttering as the events of the evening rushed back—a whirlwind of laughter, stolen kisses, and promises whispered in the dark.

She brushed her fingers through her tousled hair, a smile creeping onto her lips. There was a peace within her, an excitement thrumming just beneath the surface.

Glancing around the room, she took in the luxurious surroundings that felt both intimate and surreal. The faint scent of Cassius’s cologne mixed with the morning air, stirring a familiar warmth in her chest.

This was it, wasn’t it? She was really here with him.

Alysa’s gaze landed on Cassius, his golden hair tousled, and the strong lines of his jaw softened in sleep. He looked so serene, a stark contrast to the powerful Alpha he was during the day. Her heart swelled. He had become everything she never knew she needed.

How did I get so lucky?

The thought echoed in her mind, a whisper of disbelief mixed with hope. There was something different about Cassius—a depth in his eyes, a strength in his presence—that made her feel safe, cherished.

As she sat up, the sheets slid off her body, revealing her bare skin to the cool air. A shiver raced down her spine, yet the warmth of anticipation quickly replaced it.

What would today hold?

She bit her lip, glancing back at Cassius. Their evening together had changed something deep inside her. It was more than physical; it felt as if they had laid the groundwork for something sacred. And yet, there was still that lingering thrill, that little tingle of nerves dancing at the edge of her consciousness.

A soft groan escaped Cassius, and his eyes fluttered open, revealing a sleepy blue that sent a rush of affection coursing through her. He blinked a few times, his expression shifting from confusion to that lazy, pleased smile that made her heart race.

“Morning, beautiful,” he murmured, stretching like a lion. “Did you sleep well?”

“Better than I have in ages,” she replied, her voice soft but steady. “Last night was…” Words failed her, but she hoped the blush on her cheeks conveyed the rest.

Amazing!

His smile widened, and Alysa felt her insides flutter. Cassius propped himself up on one elbow, his gaze serious yet gentle.

“Alysa, there’s something I need to say.” Her heart raced as she prepared herself, the weight of his words hanging in the air between them.

His blue eyes searched hers, and she could see the weight of his words. “Will you be my mate?”

The question hung in the air, and her heart swelled. His words resonated deep within her, promising a future she had dared to hope for.

Taking a deep breath, Cassius continued, “I don’t want to just call you my mate in name. I want it to mean something. I want you to be my mate in heart and soul.”

His voice was a mixture of confidence and vulnerability, something that set him apart from the Alpha she knew. “You’ve brought light into my life and Aurora’s. I promise to cherish and protect you, to build a life together as a family.”

Tears prickled at the corners of her eyes, and she shook her head in disbelief, feeling overwhelmed by the depth of his sincerity.

This was really happening.

“Cassius, I…” She paused, emotions swirling within her like a tempest. “I love you. I’ve loved you for so long. I can’t imagine a future without you and Aurora. Yes, yes! I want to be your mate!”

His eyes lit up, a mixture of relief and joy dancing across his face. “You really mean it?”

“More than anything,” she affirmed, feeling a weight lift off her chest.

Finally.

Cassius pulled her into a tight embrace, his warmth enveloping her like a cocoon. “You won’t regret it, I promise.” He kissed her, and it felt like a pact sealed with the universe. When they pulled away, Alysa's heart was still racing, the gravity of their commitment settling in.

Once the moment passed, they both exchanged mischievous glances, and Alysa chuckled softly. “We should call Aleksander and tell him.”

Cassius groaned playfully, but there was an undeniable glint of excitement in his eyes. “Fine, but be prepared for his teasing.”

Alysa grabbed her phone, her fingers trembling slightly as she dialed her brother. The moment he picked up, she could hear the sleepy bemusement in his voice. “Alysa? What’s going on?”

“We have news,” she announced, a grin spreading across her face as Cassius leaned closer, his breath warm against her ear.

“Yeah? Spill it!” Aleksander’s curiosity was palpable.

“We’re mates now,” Alysa interjected, her heart racing with anticipation.

There was a beat of silence on the line before Aleksander erupted into laughter. “No way! You two finally made it official?”

“Yeah, it’s true,” Cassius said, his voice steady but tinged with humor. “You’re going to have to get used to your new family.”

Aleksander burst into laughter. “Wow, look at you, big guy! You finally claimed my sister, huh?”

Alysa’s laughter mixed with Cassius’s as they shared a knowing glance, their joy palpable. “Yes, he did. Now it’s your turn; when will you get a mate?”

“It’s about time, don’t you think?” Cassius chimed in, nudging Alysa playfully. “Maybe then he’ll stop being a grumpy Alpha all the time.”

Aleksander feigned outrage. “Hey! I’ll have you know I’m not grumpy; I’m just naturally intense.”

“Right,” Cassius replied, his tone teasing. “Intensely in love with yourself.”

The playful banter continued, their light-heartedness enveloping the conversation like a warm blanket. It felt liberating to share this news with Aleksander, a piece of their joy interwoven with his playful jabs.

As the call ended, Alysa felt lighter. The teasing and laughter were moments she would cherish, knowing that they had officially begun this journey together.

They spent their last day at the hotel doing everything they could to soak up each precious moment. They wandered through the charming streets, exploring the local cafes, their fingers entwined as they laughed over shared pastries.

Cassius insisted on treating her to everything, and she felt a flush of warmth every time he glanced at her with that soft, adoring gaze.

In the afternoon, they found a quiet spot in the park, where they lounged under a shady tree, Cassius’s arm draped casually over her shoulders. The world felt like it had faded away, leaving just the two of them in their bubble of happiness.

“Do you think Aurora will love the stories I tell her?” Alysa asked Cassius, who was looking at her with a spark of mischief in his eyes.

Cassius laughed, resting his head against her shoulder. “Of course! She’ll be the most well-read child in the Annex Pack. I can’t wait to see her grow up,” he mused, his voice taking on a softer tone. “To share everything with you both.”

She nodded, feeling a swell of emotions as they talked about their dreams. The connection between them deepened, not just as lovers but as partners ready to navigate the complexities of life together.

When night fell, they returned to their hotel room, the air charged with anticipation. Cassius looked at her, his gaze smoldering, and Alysa felt a rush of heat surge through her.

Tonight would be special, another step deeper into their bond.

“I want to take the lead tonight,” she whispered, her voice low, almost shy. It was a challenge, and the thrill of it sent a shiver down her spine.

Cassius raised an eyebrow, clearly intrigued. “You sure about that?”

“Absolutely.”

“I want to remember every moment,” he murmured, brushing his lips against her forehead.

“Me too,” she replied, her heart racing at the thought of their intimacy.

That night, a naked Alysa sported a wicked grin as she turned to face him, kneeling on the plush carpet.

Cassius lay before her, a mixture of trust and tension in his muscular form. His wrists were bound to the bedframe, a smirk tugging at the corner of his lips as if daring her to take control.

This was uncharted territory for Alysa. She’d never been the one in charge before. But something inside her—the thrill of dominance—surged forward, fueled by the knowledge that Cassius had willingly given her the reins.

I can do this.

She could feel the power coursing through her, the excitement of being in control.

Kneeling before him, she marveled at the sight of him, strong and muscular, with an undeniable hunger in his eyes.

Her fingers grazed his chest, slow and deliberate, savoring the taut ripple of muscles beneath her touch. His breath hitched as she moved lower, eyes darkening with desire.

She had never seen him this vulnerable, and it sent a jolt of power through her. Alysa’s heart raced, nerves dancing in her stomach, but excitement drowned them out. She could feel the heat pooling between her thighs, her body reacting to the sheer intimacy of having Cassius at her mercy.

“I’m going to take my time,” she whispered, her voice soft yet commanding. Cassius’s blue eyes met hers, a flicker of surprise there. She was never this assertive, but tonight was different.

Without breaking eye contact, Alysa positioned herself between his legs, her hands tracing the firm line of his abdomen. His muscles tensed beneath her touch, and she could feel the growing hardness straining against his pants. She unfastened them slowly, the metal of his zipper making a soft, satisfying rasp that sent a thrill down her spine.

Cassius exhaled sharply as she freed his erection, thick and already throbbing with need. Alysa wrapped her hand around the base, the weight of him heavy in her palm.

He was enormous—more than she could ever fully take—but the thought only excited her further. She leaned in, her lips brushing against the tip of his cock, and she reveled in the gasp that escaped his lips.

Her lips parted, and she lowered her mouth, swirling her tongue around the head in a slow, deliberate motion.

This is mine. He is mine.

Alysa took him into her mouth, swirling her tongue around the head, teasing him slowly, enjoying the way his body responded to her every move. She could feel her own arousal pooling between her thighs, the heat building as she focused on giving him pleasure.

Cassius groaned, his hips shifting instinctively, but the bindings held him in place. The raw desire in his voice ignited something primal in Alysa.

She took him deeper, inch by inch, her mouth stretching around his girth as her hand pumped what her mouth couldn’t reach. The sound of his ragged breathing spurred her on—each moan a reward for her efforts.

“Fuck, Alysa,” Cassius groaned, his voice thick with desire. “That feels so good.”

Her confidence grew, and she slid him deeper, working her mouth and hands in rhythm, letting her instincts guide her. She loved the way he filled her, loved the taste of him as she bobbed her head, the tension between them palpable. She was in control, and it felt exhilarating.

He’s completely at my mercy.

Her free hand slid up his thigh, nails dragging lightly over his skin, sending shivers through his body. She set a rhythm, bobbing her head as her hand squeezed and twisted at the base, and Cassius’s restrained groans only grew louder.

He was close, she could tell. The way his body tensed, the way his hips jerked involuntarily—it was all building to a crescendo. But Alysa wasn’t ready to let him go just yet.

Pulling back, she released him with a soft pop, his cock glistening with her saliva. Cassius’s chest heaved, his eyes glazed over with lust. The need in his expression made her stomach clench with arousal, but she maintained control, brushing her thumb over the head of his cock, teasing.

“Alysa…” Cassius’s warning voice was strained, his jaw clenched in frustration. He pulled against the restraints.

I’m not done.

Ignoring his plea, Alysa dipped her head again, taking him deeper than before. Her throat tightened around him as she moved faster, her hand working in tandem with her mouth.

The pressure building between her own thighs was almost unbearable, but she pushed it aside, focusing entirely on the man tied helplessly to the bed beneath her.

Just when his body began to tense, his muscles coiling with the anticipation of release, Alysa felt his hands break free from the restraints. Their roles shifted in an instant, his dominant presence filling the space.

“Not so fast,” he growled, his voice a deep rumble that sent a shiver of excitement down her spine.

In a flash, he was no longer at her mercy. Cassius moved with feral speed, flipping her onto her back with ease, his hands pinning her wrists above her head.

“You’ve had your turn,” he whispered, pulling her to him. His blue eyes glinted with primal desire, a mixture of hunger and something deeper, something that sent shivers coursing through her.

His gaze was wild, a mixture of lust and hunger that made her heart race. Alysa’s breath hitched as he leaned down, his lips brushing her ear. “Now, it’s mine.”

Cassius leaned in, his breath warm against her neck as he whispered, “You think you can take control, huh?”

Alysa met his gaze, her heart pounding with exhilaration.

I like this.

She relished the intensity of his hold on her. “I was just getting started,” she shot back playfully, her confidence bubbling up despite the overwhelming surge of his dominance.

Cassius chuckled darkly, the sound wrapping around her like a spell. “Let’s see how you handle it when I’m in charge.” The shift in his tone sent a thrill through her, igniting a fire that burned brighter with each passing second.

Cassius didn’t waste time. His hands were everywhere—gripping her hips, pulling her to the edge of the bed as he positioned himself between her legs.

Before she could fully comprehend the shift, he was inside her, filling her in one swift, powerful thrust.

Alysa gasped, her body arching off the bed as he set a punishing pace. The sensation of him so deep inside her sent shockwaves of pleasure radiating through her body.

“You’re incredible,” he murmured, brushing his fingers through her hair, and Alysa felt a warmth spread through her. She wanted to give in to the passion, to revel in the pleasure of their connection.

As he pressed against her, every inch of her body responded to his touch, igniting a desire that had been simmering beneath the surface. “Show me,” she urged, her voice barely above a whisper, filled with a mix of vulnerability and yearning.

She wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him closer, needing more. Cassius obliged, his hips slamming into hers with brutal precision, each thrust harder than the last.

God, he feels incredible.

The room was filled with the sounds of their bodies slapping against each other, his guttural groans mixing with her breathless moans. Every inch of her skin felt alive, hypersensitive to his touch.

Cassius was relentless, driving into her with a raw intensity that left her gasping for air. Her vision blurred as the pressure built inside her, coiling tighter and tighter until she couldn’t hold back any longer.

Alysa shattered, her orgasm crashing over her in waves. She cried out, her entire body trembling as the pleasure consumed her.

But Cassius didn’t stop. He kept thrusting, chasing his own release as her inner muscles clenched around him, dragging him deeper into the abyss of sensation.

With one final, powerful thrust, Cassius came undone, his release filling her as his body tensed above her. He collapsed against her, their bodies slick with sweat, their breathing heavy and uneven.

Alysa’s mind was hazy, her body limp from the intensity of their lovemaking. She lifted a hand to rub his back slowly and then raked it through his blond hair. She could feel the steady rise and fall of Cassius’s chest against her own, his heartbeat gradually slowing.

That’s the best sex I have ever had in my life.

As the haze began to lift, Alysa’s thoughts drifted to what had just happened. For the first time, she had been in control, and the experience had been exhilarating. But it was the way Cassius had taken over, the way he had claimed her with such raw need, that left her breathless.

I love him.

There was no doubt in her mind.

Cassius brushed a strand of hair from her face, his blue eyes sparkling with affection. “I can’t believe how lucky I am,” he murmured, his voice thick with emotion.

Alysa smiled, her heart full. “Me too,” she replied softly. “I never thought I could have all I wanted.”

“Neither did I,” he admitted, his fingers tracing patterns on her skin. “But now that I have you, I can’t imagine my life any other way.”

The words settled around them, a promise that echoed in the stillness of the room. Alysa snuggled closer, feeling the warmth of his body enveloping her like a protective shield.


Chapter 21 - Cassius

Today's the day.

Cassius stirred, his eyes fluttering open as the realization dawned on him. His heart raced with a mixture of excitement and nervousness as he sat up, running a hand through his tousled blonde hair.

The sun peeked through the curtains, casting a warm glow across the bedroom. Cassius swung his legs over the side of the bed, his bare feet touching the cool wooden floor. He paused for a moment, taking a deep breath to calm his nerves.

This is really happening.

As he made his way to the bathroom, Cassius caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror. His blue eyes sparkled with anticipation, a small smile playing at the corners of his lips. He turned on the shower, letting the hot water cascade over his muscular frame, washing away the last vestiges of sleep.

While he lathered shampoo into his hair, Cassius's mind wandered to Alysa. He pictured her warm honey-brown eyes, her long chestnut hair with those caramel highlights he loved so much.

She's going to be my mate, my partner for life.

The thought sent a shiver of joy down his spine. After his shower, Cassius wrapped a towel around his waist and stepped back into the bedroom. His ceremonial clothes lay neatly pressed on a chair, waiting for him.

As he dressed, he couldn't help but marvel at how much his life had changed in such a short time. From a single father struggling to balance his duties as an Alpha with raising Aurora to finding a mate who loved both him and his daughter.

I never thought I'd be this lucky.

The sound of a car pulling up outside caught Cassius's attention. He moved to the window, peering out to see Articus and Wren stepping out of their vehicle. Baby Ash was cradled in Wren's arms, his tiny fists waving in the air.

Cassius's face lit up at the sight of his cousin and his family. He made his way downstairs, eager to greet his guests. As he opened the front door, Articus's familiar grin greeted him. "There's the man of the hour!" Articus exclaimed, pulling Cassius into a bear hug.

"Articus!" He strode forward, embracing the other Alpha. "I'm glad you could make it."

Articus returned the hug, careful not to squish the baby between them. "Wouldn't miss it for the world. Congratulations, cousin."

Wren stepped forward, adjusting Ash in her arms. "He's been talking about this non-stop since we got the invitation," she said with a laugh.

Cassius peered at the bundle in her arms. "And how's the little one doing?"

Wren beamed, her eyes sparkling with maternal pride. "He's growing like a weed. I swear he gets heavier every day." She leaned in, allowing Cassius to get a better look at the baby. Ash gurgled happily, reaching out a chubby hand toward Cassius.

Before Cassius could respond, Articus spoke up. "Ash already has all the attention on one side of the mountain, Honey. Let the man enjoy his wedding day." He turned to Cassius with a wide grin. "I bet you can't wait to see Alysa, huh?"

Cassius felt a warmth spread through his chest at the mention of her name. "It's totally fine. I was the same when Aurora first came to me. However, I should probably start heading to the ceremonial grounds. Will you join me?"

They made their way to the ceremonial grounds, a beautiful clearing in the heart of the Annex Pack's territory. Flowers in various shades of white and purple adorned the area, their sweet scent carried by the gentle breeze. Cassius's heart began to race as he took in the sight of the arch where he and Alysa would soon be standing.

As Articus and Wren took their seats, Cassius moved to stand beneath the arch. He fidgeted with the cuffs of his shirt, suddenly feeling nervous.

What if I mess up the vows? What if—

His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a twig snapping nearby. Cassius turned to see Aleksander approaching. His best friend's face broke into a wide grin.

"Ready to make an honest woman of my sister?" Aleksander clapped him on the shoulder.

Cassius chuckled, grateful for the moment of levity. "More than ready. I just hope I don't trip over my own feet walking up there."

"You've got this," Aleksander said, his steel-gray eyes filled with pride and happiness for his friend. "Alysa loves you more than anything. Just focus on that."

As they chatted, more guests arrived. The Light Side Alphas filed in, their presence adding an air of formality to the gathering. Cassius greeted each in turn, introducing them to the Starlight’s Dark Side Alphas they hadn't yet met.

Blake Bennett, the Auburn-haired Alpha of the Yellow Cicada Pack, approached with a warm smile. "Cassius, it's an honor to be here."

Cassius nodded, feeling the weight of Blake's words. "Thank you for coming."

Callahan bounded over next, his enthusiasm palpable. "What a beautiful day for a mating ceremony! Your Alysa must be something special to have caught your eye."

A fond smile tugged at Cassius's lips at the words from the Alpha of the Summer Rain Pack. "She certainly is, Finn. I'm a lucky wolf."

As the Alphas mingled, Cassius caught sight of Fannar Agdluak, the imposing Alpha of the Frost Peaks Pack. The white-haired man stood apart from the others, his icy gaze taking in the surroundings.

Cassius made his way over. "Fannar, I'm glad you could join us. I hope the journey wasn't too taxing."

Fannar's lips twitched in what might have been a smile. "It takes more than a little travel to deter me, Cassius. Your hospitality is appreciated."

The clearing hummed with conversation as Light and Dark Side wolves interacted, some for the first time. Cassius watched with satisfaction as old prejudices seemed to melt away in the face of shared excitement.

The soft strains of music filled the air, and Cassius's breath caught in his throat as he saw Alysa appear at the end of the aisle.

A hush fell over the gathering as Alysa emerged from a nearby tent, resplendent in her ceremonial gown. She was radiant, her brown eyes shining with love and nervous anticipation. Their eyes met, and suddenly, all of Cassius's nerves melted away.

There she is. My mate.

As Alysa walked toward him, Cassius couldn't take his eyes off her. Her chestnut hair cascaded down her back in soft waves, and her smile was radiant. When she reached him, he took her hands in his, marveling at how perfectly they fit together.

Elder Greymane began the ceremony. "We are gathered here today to witness the union of Cassius White and Alysa Volkov. Their bond will not only join two souls but also strengthen the ties between our Packs."

Cassius listened to the words, but his focus was entirely on Alysa. He squeezed her hands gently, silently communicating his love and devotion. She squeezed back, her eyes never leaving his.

When it came time for the vows, Cassius took a deep breath and began to speak from his heart. "Alysa, from the moment you came into my life, everything changed. You brought light and warmth into my world, and you loved not just me but Aurora as well.

“I promise to love and cherish you for all of our days, to stand by your side through every challenge, and to build a life filled with joy and laughter. You are my mate, my partner, and my best friend. I love you more than words can express."

Tears spilled down Alysa's cheeks as she listened to his words. When it was her turn, her voice was soft but filled with emotion.

"Cassius, you captured my heart from the very beginning, even when I tried to deny it. Your strength, your kindness, and your love for Aurora showed me the kind of man you truly are. I promise to support you in all your endeavors, to be your rock when you need strength, and to love you unconditionally. You and Aurora are my family, my home. I love you with every fiber of my being."

Elder Greymane smiled warmly at the couple. "By the power vested in me by the Moon Goddess laws of our Packs, I now pronounce you mates for life. May your bond be unbreakable, your love eternal. Cassius, you may mark your mate."

Cassius's heart pounded as he gently brushed Alysa's hair aside, exposing the curve of her neck. He leaned in, his lips grazing her skin before he bit down, sealing their bond. The rush of emotions that flooded through him was overwhelming—love, joy, and a sense of completion he'd never felt before.

As Cassius pulled back, he saw the mark on Alysa's neck, a physical representation of their bond. She looked up at him, her eyes shining with love and happiness. Without hesitation, he pulled her into a deep, passionate kiss, pouring all of his emotions into it.

The assembled guests erupted into cheers and applause. They broke apart, breathless and grinning, and turned to face their friends and family. Cassius felt a sense of pride and contentment wash over him.

Cassius felt a surge of completeness wash over him. The mating bond hummed between them, a tangible connection that filled him with warmth.

The celebration that followed was a whirlwind of congratulations, laughter, and music. Cassius found himself pulled from one conversation to another, barely able to keep Alysa's hand in his as they made their rounds.

Articus cornered them near the refreshment table, his eyes twinkling with mischief. "So, cousin, ready for the joys of married life? I warn you, it's not all moonlight and roses."

Wren elbowed him playfully. "Don't scare them, Art. They look happy enough to me."

Cassius laughed, his arm tightening around Alysa's waist. "We're more than ready. Though I'm sure we'll be coming to you for advice on balancing Pack duties and family life."

"I'm genuinely happy for you both," Articus said sincerely. "Alysa, welcome to the family. And Cassius, it's about time you found someone to keep you in line."

Alysa laughed, her eyes twinkling with mischief. "Oh, I intend to do just that," she teased, nudging Cassius playfully.

As they continued to mingle, Cassius noticed the easy interaction between the Light and Dark Side Alphas. Selena, usually so enigmatic, was engaged in an animated conversation with Callahan. Ragnar's booming laughter could be heard as he swapped stories with Blake.

"It's amazing to see everyone getting along so well," Alysa murmured, following Cassius's gaze.

As the sun began to set, casting long shadows across the clearing, Cassius managed to steal a moment alone with Alysa. They slipped away from the festivities, finding a quiet spot near a bubbling stream.

"How are you feeling, my mate?" Cassius asked, tucking a stray strand of hair behind Alysa's ear.

She leaned into his touch, her eyes filled with contentment. "Happy. Overwhelmed. A little bit in shock that this is real."

He chuckled, understanding completely. "I know the feeling. But it is real, and you're stuck with me now."

"I wouldn't have it any other way." Alysa's laugh was music to his ears. "Any regrets about tying yourself to a clumsy, shy wolf like me?"

Cassius turned to face her, cupping her face in his hands. "Not a single one," he said firmly. "You're everything I never knew I needed, Alysa. You and Aurora are my world now."

They shared a tender kiss, savoring this private moment amidst the celebrations. As they pulled apart, Cassius rested his forehead against hers. "I can't wait to start our life together," he whispered.

"Neither can I," Alysa replied, her eyes shining with love and excitement for their future.

Cassius leaned closer to Alysa, feeling a surge of gratitude for her presence in his life. He handed her a glass of champagne he had taken from a table as they made their escape.

“Here’s to new beginnings,” he said, raising his glass in a toast, their eyes locking in a moment of shared understanding.

“To new beginnings,” Alysa echoed, her voice soft yet filled with conviction.

As the sun began to set, casting a warm golden glow over the clearing, the guests started to say their goodbyes. Cassius and Alysa stood side by side, thanking everyone for coming and sharing in their special day.

The Light Side Alphas left as a group, their presence having marked a significant shift in relations between the two sides since Wren’s union with Articus.

The couple were among the last to leave, little Ash fast asleep in his father's arms. "Take care of each other," Articus said, his voice thick with emotion. "And don't be strangers. You're always welcome in our territory."

As the last of the guests departed, Cassius and Alysa found themselves alone in the clearing. The sound of crickets filled the air, and the first stars began to twinkle in the darkening sky.

Cassius took Alysa's hand, bringing it to his lips for a gentle kiss. "Ready to go home, my mate?"

Alysa nodded, her smile radiant in the fading light. "More than ready. Let's go start our forever."

As they made their way back to their home, Cassius felt a profound sense of change settling over him. He was no longer just an Alpha, no longer just a father. He was a mated wolf, with a partner to share his burdens and his joys.

With Alysa by his side and Aurora waiting for them at home, Cassius knew he could face whatever came their way.

As they crossed the threshold of their home, Cassius pulled Alysa close for one more kiss. The future stretched out before them, full of promise and potential. Whatever it held, they would face it as one.

The future had never looked brighter for Cassius White, and he couldn't wait to see what it held for him and his new family.


Epilogue - Alysa

The crisp autumn air nipped at Alysa's skin as she stepped onto the balcony of the Whiteborn estate. The sun had barely crested the horizon, painting the sky in hues of pink and gold. She inhaled deeply, savoring the scent of pine and wildflowers that permeated the mountain air.

Six months had passed since her mating ceremony with Cassius, and still, Alysa found herself marveling at the beauty of her new home.

The estate had changed in subtle yet profound ways since she first set foot on its grounds several moons ago. New flowers bloomed in the gardens, the training grounds had been expanded, and there was a sense of growth in the air.

She’d come here as a nanny, unsure of her place and hiding from feelings she couldn’t name. Now, she was the mate of an Alpha, her every step woven into the pulse of this Pack.

Alysa's gaze swept over the sprawling grounds, taking in the mix of modern buildings and traditional log cabins. Guards patrolled the perimeter with clockwork precision, a reminder of the constant vigilance required to keep their Pack safe. In the distance, she could see Pack members starting their day, their movements purposeful and coordinated.

A gentle breeze ruffled Alysa's chestnut hair, and she absently ran a hand over her slightly rounded belly.

So much has changed.

The sound of footsteps behind her drew Alysa from her reverie. Strong arms encircled her waist, and she leaned back into the familiar warmth of her mate's chest. Cassius nuzzled her neck, his lips brushing against her mating mark.

"Good morning, my love," he murmured, his voice still husky with sleep. "You're up early."

Alysa turned in his arms, drinking in the sight of him. His blonde hair was tousled and his blue eyes were bright despite the early hour. "I couldn't sleep," she admitted. "The little one was restless."

Concern flickered across Cassius's face as he placed a gentle hand on her belly. "Are you feeling alright?"

She smiled, covering his hand with her own. "I'm fine. Just excited, I think. We have that meeting with the Pack council today, remember?"

Cassius groaned playfully. "How could I forget? Aleksander's been hounding me about it for weeks."

Their laughter mingled in the crisp morning air, a sound that never failed to warm Alysa's heart. As Alpha and Alpha-Mate, their days were often filled with responsibilities and challenges, but moments like these reminded her of the deep bond they shared.

They made their way back inside, the routine of their morning falling into place with practiced ease. Alysa headed to the nursery while Cassius started the coffee maker, the rich aroma soon filling the air.

Aurora's excited babbling greeted Alysa as she entered the nursery. The toddler stood in her crib, green eyes sparkling with delight at the sight of her mother. "Mama!" she cried, arms outstretched.

Alysa's heart swelled as she scooped up her daughter. "Good morning, my little moonbeam," she cooed, peppering Aurora's chubby cheeks with kisses. The girl's laughter was music to her ears.

As she changed Aurora's diaper and dressed her for the day, Alysa marveled at how quickly the child was growing. It seemed like only yesterday that Aurora had been a tiny, helpless infant. Now, at eighteen months old, she was a bundle of energy and curiosity.

"Dada?" Aurora asked, her little brow furrowed as she looked around the room.

"Daddy's making breakfast," Alysa explained, smoothing down Aurora's blonde curls. "Should we go find him?"

Aurora nodded enthusiastically, practically bouncing in Alysa's arms as they made their way to the kitchen. The sight that greeted them made Alysa's breath catch in her throat.

Cassius stood at the stove, flipping pancakes with one hand while balancing a stack of reports in the other. His brow was furrowed in concentration, a pencil tucked behind his ear. He looked up as they entered, his face breaking into a wide smile.

"There are my girls," he said, setting down the reports and holding out his arms.

Aurora squealed with delight, practically launching herself from Alysa's arms into her father's embrace. "Dada! Pan-cake!"

Cassius chuckled, lifting Aurora high above his head before settling her on his hip. "That's right, princess. Pancakes for my little wolf."

Alysa's heart melted at the sight of them together. His gruff exterior softened whenever Aurora was around, his love for his daughter evident in every gentle touch and patient word.

As they sat down to breakfast, Aurora babbled happily, her vocabulary growing by leaps and bounds. "Mama eat," she said, pointing to Alysa's plate.

"That's right, Sweetheart," Cassius praised, his chest puffing with pride. "You're getting so smart."

Alysa couldn't help but smile at his reaction. "She certainly is. I think we have a future Alpha on our hands."

Cassius's eyes sparkled with mischief. "Or maybe a diplomat. Did you hear her negotiating for more syrup earlier?"

Their laughter filled the kitchen, a perfect start to what promised to be a busy day. As Alysa watched Cassius clean syrup from Aurora's chin, she felt a wave of contentment wash over her.

This is home.

Cassius took to fatherhood with a dedication that never ceased to amaze her. Despite the demands of his position as Alpha, he always made time for Aurora, cherishing every milestone and new discovery.

As if sensing her gaze, Cassius looked up, his blue eyes meeting hers. The love and contentment she saw there made her breath catch.

How did I get so lucky?

A sharp kick from within her belly drew Alysa's attention. She placed a hand on the swell of her stomach, a mix of excitement and nervousness fluttering in her chest. They hadn't told Aurora about the pregnancy yet, waiting until Alysa was further along. But at five months, it was becoming harder to hide.

Cassius noticed her movement, concern flickering across his face. "Everything okay, Love?"

Alysa nodded, a soft smile playing on her lips. "Just a little restless today. I think… I think it might be time to tell her."

Understanding dawned in Cassius's eyes, followed quickly by a flash of excitement. He whispered something to Aurora, who giggled and toddled as they made their way over to the couch.

"Mama okay?" the little girl asked, placing a small hand on Alysa's knee.

Alysa's heart melted at the concern in her stepdaughter's voice. "I'm fine, Sweetheart. But there's something Daddy and I want to tell you. Something exciting."

Aurora's eyes widened with curiosity. "What, Mama?"

Cassius joined them on the couch, lifting Aurora onto his lap. "Well, princess," he began, his voice gentle, "you know how much Mama and I love you, right?"

Aurora nodded solemnly. "Lots and lots."

"That's right," Alysa continued, taking Aurora's hand and placing it on her rounded belly. "And soon, we're going to have even more love to share. You're going to be a big sister."

Aurora's brow furrowed in confusion. "Big sister?"

Cassius chuckled, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. "That's right, moonbeam. There's a baby growing in Mama's tummy. And when it's born, you'll have a little brother or sister to play with and help take care of."

Understanding dawned on Aurora's face, followed quickly by a brilliant smile. "Baby?" she asked, patting Alysa's belly gently.

"That's right, Sweetheart," Alysa confirmed, her eyes filling with happy tears. "A baby. Your little brother or sister."

Aurora's excitement was contagious. She peppered Alysa's belly with kisses, chattering away about all the things she would teach the baby. Cassius watched with pride and joy, his arm wrapped securely around Alysa's shoulders.

As the initial excitement settled, Aurora looked up at Alysa with wide, serious eyes. "Mama still love Aurora?"

Alysa's heart clenched at the question. She gathered Aurora into her arms, holding her close. "Oh, my darling. Mama and Daddy will always love you. Having a new baby doesn't change that. Our hearts just grow bigger to make room for more love."

Cassius leaned in, enveloping both of them in a warm embrace. "That's right, princess. You'll always be our special girl. And now you get to be a big sister, too. That's a very important job."

Aurora seemed to consider this for a moment before nodding solemnly. "I be good big sister," she declared.

Alysa and Cassius exchanged a look over Aurora's head, their eyes shining with love and pride. In that moment, surrounded by the warmth of her family, Alysa felt a sense of peace and rightness settle over her.

As the morning wore on, Alysa found herself growing restless. The walls of the estate, usually so comforting, felt confining. She turned to Cassius, who was reviewing reports at his desk. "What do you say we go for a walk? I think we could all use some fresh air."

Cassius's face lit up at the suggestion. "That sounds perfect. What do you think, Aurora? Want to go exploring?"

Aurora clapped her hands in excitement. "Yes! 'Sploring!"

They bundled up against the cool autumn air, Aurora insisting on wearing her favorite wolf-eared hat. As they stepped outside, Alysa took a deep breath, savoring the crisp mountain air.

Hand in hand, with Aurora skipping between them, they made their way down the winding path that led through the Whiteborn estate. The grounds were a riot of color, the trees adorned in shades of red, gold, and orange.

Aurora chattered away as they walked, pointing out everything that caught her eye. "Look, Mama! Pretty leaf!" she exclaimed, bending to pick up a vibrant red maple leaf.

"It's beautiful, Sweetheart," Alysa agreed, helping Aurora tuck the leaf into her pocket for safekeeping.

Alysa chuckled softly, watching the way Cassius’s face softened as he spoke to their daughter. “She’s growing up too fast,” she said, a hint of wistfulness in her voice.

Cassius nodded, his gaze dropping to meet hers. “But she’ll always be our little girl,” he said, his voice filled with quiet certainty.

A year ago, she had been adrift, unsure of her place in the world. Now, she was mated to the man she had loved for so long, mother to a beautiful little girl, and carrying a new life within her. The enormity of it all threatened to overwhelm her at times.

As if sensing her mood, Cassius squeezed her hand gently. "What's on your mind, my love?"

Alysa smiled, leaning into his solid warmth. "Just thinking about how far we've come. How different things were a year ago."

Cassius nodded, his eyes softening as he gazed at her. "I thank the Moon Goddess every day for bringing you into my life, Alysa. You and Aurora… you're everything to me."

His words warmed her from the inside out, chasing away the lingering doubts and fears. "And you're everything to us," she replied, her voice thick with emotion.

They came to a stop at the edge of a small clearing, Aurora running ahead to chase a butterfly. Cassius wrapped his arms around Alysa from behind, his hands coming to rest on her rounded belly.

"I love you," he murmured, his breath warm against her ear. "Both of you. All of you."

Alysa leaned back into his embrace, watching as Aurora twirled in a shower of falling leaves. The setting sun painted the sky in breathtaking shades of pink and gold, a fitting backdrop to the perfect moment.

As they made their way back to the home, Aurora's energy finally flagging as she asked to be carried, Alysa's mind drifted to the future. There would be challenges ahead, she knew. The responsibilities of being Alpha-Mate, the joys and trials of raising two children, and the constant work of maintaining the alliance between Packs.

But with Cassius by her side and the love of their growing family to sustain them, Alysa felt ready to face whatever came their way.

As they crossed the threshold of their home, Aurora already half-asleep in Cassius's arms, Alysa paused for a moment. She looked back at the sprawling grounds of the Whiteborn estate, bathed in the golden light of the setting sun. A sense of belonging, of rightness, washed over her.

This is my Pack.

Her hand rested protectively over her rounded belly. With a contented smile, Alysa closed the door behind her, and she knew with absolute certainty that she was exactly where she was meant to be.

*****

THE END
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He bullied me severely, leaving me traumatized and an outcast.

I ran from my pack, only to end up as a captive, tortured and enslaved by others.
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Will my bully Alpha heal all the wounds he’s caused?
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