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CHAPTER 1: CLARA
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The numbers on my computer screen blurred together as I stared at Luna Remedies' quarterly projections. Six million in revenue. Not bad for a company I'd built from nothing with bloodied hands and a shattered heart.

I should have felt proud.

Instead, I felt hollow.

My corner office overlooked Philadelphia's skyline, floor-to-ceiling windows offering a view most executives would kill for. The minimalist décor—white walls, chrome fixtures, a single orchid on my glass desk—screamed success. Professional. Put-together. Nothing like the broken girl who'd fled New York five years ago with a dying mate bond and a secret growing in her belly.

That girl was dead.

I'd made sure of it.

My wolf stirred restlessly beneath my skin, a low whine echoing through our connection. She'd been anxious all week, pacing like she sensed something coming. I rubbed the phantom ache in my chest where the mate bond used to live—or where it was supposed to be dead.

Some wounds never fully healed.

The intercom on my desk buzzed. "Ms. White, you have a call on line two. Emily Chen. She says it's urgent."

My hand froze over the keyboard. Emily never called during business hours. We'd learned to be careful, to keep our communications off any grid that could be traced back to my old life.

"Put her through."

The line clicked, and Emily's voice came through—breathless, panicked, everything she normally wasn't. "Clara, don't say anything. Just listen. We found something in the Blackthorn Corporation server breach. Footage from their underground levels. It's... it's your mother."

The air left my lungs.

My mother.

"She's alive, Clara. Magnus has been keeping her prisoner in New York. For five fucking years, she's been alive, and we had no idea."

My vision tunneled. The projections on my screen, the orchid, the skyline—everything faded to white noise. My hands gripped the desk's edge hard enough that my knuckles went bloodless.

"Are you sure?" My voice came out strangled, barely above a whisper.

"I've watched the footage twelve times. It's her. She's thinner, older, but it's definitely her. The timestamp is from three days ago."

Three days.

My mother had been alive this entire time. While I'd mourned her. While I'd rebuilt myself. While I'd raised her granddaughter alone, telling Lily stories about the grandmother she'd never meet.

All lies.

Magnus had her.

"Send me everything." I was already standing, my mind racing through logistics, plans, the carefully constructed walls I'd built around my new identity. "Every file, every piece of footage. I need to see it."

"Clara—"

"Send it. Now."

The line went dead.

I sank back into my leather chair, my breathing coming in sharp, painful bursts. Within, my wolf let out a sorrowful howl that echoed through my bones. Images flashed through my mind unbidden, memories I'd tried so hard to bury.

Five years ago. The Silvermoon Pack estate. Michael's eyes—cold, green, empty.

"I, Michael Stone, reject this bond."

The words carved through me like silver through flesh. My wolf screamed. The magical connection between us, golden and bright and perfect, SNAPPED. Pain unlike anything I'd ever known radiated from my chest, spreading like poison through every cell.

I collapsed. Heard my mother scream. Saw Michael's face—was that regret? Horror? It didn't matter. He'd already turned away, his father's hand on his shoulder, steering him toward his future.

A future that didn't include me.

The bond's breaking felt like dying. I wished I had.

I shook my head, forcing the memory back into its box. No. I couldn't afford to think about Michael Stone right now. Couldn't afford to remember the boy who'd destroyed me or the man he'd probably become.

My computer chimed. Emily's encrypted email, packed with files.

I opened the first video.

And there she was.

My mother.

Her golden hair—the same shade as mine used to be before I'd dyed it dark—was streaked with gray. Her face, once vibrant and full of life, looked gaunt. But her eyes... her eyes still held that fierce Silvermoon spirit. She sat in what looked like a concrete cell, wrists chained to the wall, her head held high even in captivity.

Rage cascaded through me, white-hot and blinding. My wolf surged forward, claws pricking at my fingertips. I forced the shift back, forced myself to breathe.

Magnus Blackthorn.

The monster who'd murdered my father. Who'd stolen our pack. Who'd apparently kept my mother alive as some kind of twisted insurance policy.

And Michael... did he know? Was he part of this?

The thought made my stomach twist. I'd spent five years convincing myself I hated him. That the bond meant nothing. That I'd moved on.

Lies. All of it.

Because even now, even after everything, the mention of his name made my traitorous heart skip.

Fuck.

I checked my watch. Almost seven. The office was empty, my assistant long gone. I grabbed my purse and headed for the elevators, my heels clicking against marble floors that suddenly felt too bright, too clean for what I was about to do.

The drive to my brownstone in Rittenhouse Square took fifteen minutes. Fifteen minutes of my mind spinning through scenarios, plans, the cost of what I was about to do.

Going back to New York meant facing Michael.

Going back meant risking everything I'd built.

But my mother was alive. And she needed me.

I let myself into the brownstone quietly. Betty, Lily's nanny, looked up from the couch where she was reading. "You're home early."

"Family emergency. I'll need you to stay with Lily for a while. A few weeks, maybe longer."

Her eyes widened, but she nodded. Betty had been with us since Lily was born. She knew not to ask questions.

I climbed the stairs to Lily's room, each step feeling heavier than the last. The door was already cracked open, soft nightlight glowing against princess-pink walls. My daughter slept sprawled across her bed, dark hair—Michael's hair—fanned across her pillow. She clutched her stuffed wolf, the one she'd named "Brave."

Four years old. Perfect. Innocent.

She had her father's green eyes and my stubborn chin. A perfect blend of the two people who'd created her in one stolen night of passion before the world fell apart.

Your father doesn't even know you exist.

The thought twisted like a knife. I'd kept Lily secret for good reason. Michael had rejected me—rejected us, even if he didn't know about the "us" part. I wouldn't give him the chance to reject his daughter too. Wouldn't let him break her the way he'd broken me.

But looking at her now, sleeping so peacefully, guilt gnawed at my chest.

"I'm sorry, baby," I whispered. "Mommy has to go away for a little while. But I promise I'll come back. And I promise I'll keep you safe."

I pressed a kiss to her forehead, breathing in her scent—milk and honey and innocence. My wolf whimpered, hating the idea of leaving our pup. But there was no choice.

My mother needed me.

And Magnus Blackthorn needed to pay.

I retreated to my bedroom and pulled a black duffel bag from the closet. The packing was methodical, clinical. Designer business suits went in first—the armor of Clara White, successful CEO. Then the other items. The ones that spoke to who I really was.

Silver bullets in a velvet pouch. Blessed by the Silvermoon pack shaman before everything fell apart.

A knife with a wolfsbane-coated blade. Illegal in most shifter territories, lethal to werewolves.

Fake IDs. Passports. Credit cards under three different names.

And at the bottom of the bag, wrapped in silk—my mother's pendant. The Silvermoon pack heirloom. The only thing I'd managed to grab the night I fled.

I held it up to the light, watching the moonstone catch and reflect the glow from my bedside lamp. This was who I was. Not Clara White, corporate shark. But Clara Silvermoon, daughter of murdered alphas, mother to a secret heir, and a woman with nothing left to lose.

My phone buzzed. Matthew, my analyst.

"Emily told me. I've already booked you on the red-eye to LaGuardia. Leaves in three hours. And Clara? I'm coming with you."

"No. You and Emily stay here. I need you monitoring from a distance."

"Clara—"

"That's final. Keep eyes on Blackthorn Corporation's systems. Any movement on those underground levels, I need to know immediately."

I hung up before he could argue.

The drive to the airport was a blur. I'd changed into dark jeans, a black turtleneck, leather jacket—clothes that let me move, that let me fight if needed. My brown hair was pulled back in a sleek ponytail. Contacts instead of my usual glasses. I looked like a different person.

I was a different person.

Clara White checked in for her flight with a polite smile and flawless fake credentials. First class, of course. Had to maintain the image.

I settled into my seat by the window, watching Philadelphia disappear beneath the clouds. Somewhere down there, Lily was sleeping. Safe. Protected.

This is for her too, I reminded myself. For the future she deserves. One where her grandmother is alive. Where the monsters are defeated. Where maybe—just maybe—she can know her father without fear of rejection.

My chest tightened.

Michael.

God, I wasn't ready to see him. Wasn't ready to face those green eyes that had haunted my dreams for five years. The boy I'd loved was gone, replaced by... what? The man who worked for Magnus? Who stood by while my mother was imprisoned?

Or had he changed? Did he ever think about me? About the bond he'd severed?

Did it hurt him the way it still hurt me?

"Fuck," I whispered into the darkness of the cabin.

My wolf stirred again, more insistent this time. She'd been quiet since the rejection, broken and subdued. But now... now she was waking up. As if she sensed something.

As if she knew we were going home.

The flight attendant's voice crackled over the intercom. "Ladies and gentlemen, we're beginning our descent into New York. Please return to your seats and fasten your seatbelts."

New York.

My hands clenched on the armrests. Through the window, I could see the city lights spread out like stars. Somewhere down there, my mother was waiting. Magnus was scheming. And Michael...

Michael Stone has no idea what's coming for him.

The plane touched down with a gentle bump. I grabbed my bag from the overhead compartment, my heart pounding harder with each step toward the exit. The jetway smelled like recycled air and desperation. Or maybe that was just me.

I stepped into LaGuardia Airport, into the chaos of midnight arrivals and departures. The crowd pressed around me—humans and shifters alike, all absorbed in their own dramas.

And then it hit me.

A scent. Faint, distant, but unmistakable. Earthy and wild with a hint of spice. The scent that had consumed my dreams and haunted my nightmares for five long years.

Michael.

My wolf surged forward with a force that nearly brought me to my knees. She howled—a sound of longing and fury and recognition that only I could hear. My skin prickled with awareness, every nerve ending suddenly alive and screaming.

No. It wasn't possible. He wasn't here. He couldn't be here. This was just my imagination, my wolf's desperate hope playing tricks on—

The scent grew stronger.

My breath caught. Heart racing, I turned slowly, scanning the crowd, searching for a face I'd both dreaded and craved seeing again.

The mate bond—that dead, severed thing—pulsed once in my chest.

And then again.

Recognition bloomed like wildfire through my veins. My wolf stopped pacing.

She'd found him.
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CHAPTER 2: MICHAEL
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The Blackthorn Corporation logo gleamed in chrome against the marble wall of my corner office, catching the late afternoon sun that spilled through floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Manhattan's financial district. Forty-three stories up, the city sprawled beneath me like a chess board—and I'd spent the last five years learning how to play.

I should have been focused on the quarterly reports spread across my mahogany desk. Instead, I found myself staring at the same paragraph for the third time, my wolf prowling restlessly beneath my skin.

Something was wrong.

Had been wrong for days now.

My wolf paced and circled, agitated in a way I hadn't felt since—

No. I wasn't going there.

I gritted my teeth and forced my attention back to the numbers. Revenue down twelve percent. Three major contracts lost in the last quarter. Ashford Pack pulling out of our distribution deal. Hamilton Industries suddenly reneging on partnerships we'd had for a decade.

Someone was sabotaging us.

And I had no fucking clue who.

My phone buzzed. Magnus's assistant. "Mr. Stone, Alpha Blackthorn would like to see you in his office. Now."

Of course he did.

I straightened my tie—charcoal gray, conservative, everything Magnus expected from his protégé—and headed down the hall. The executive floor smelled of expensive cologne and ambition, the air thick with the scent of shifters positioning for power. Secretaries nodded as I passed. Junior executives stepped aside.

I'd earned this. Clawed my way up from nothing after my father died, after the rejection that nearly—

My chest tightened. My wolf whimpered.

Stop it.

Magnus's office took up the entire north corner of the building. Dark wood paneling, leather furniture that probably cost more than most people's cars, and a view that made mine look like a broom closet. The man himself sat behind a desk that could double as a landing strip, his silver hair perfectly styled, his dark suit tailored to intimidate.

He'd taken me in after my father's death. Became the alpha I needed when I had nothing left. When the bond I'd severed had left me broken and barely functioning.

I owed him everything.

"Sit," Magnus said without looking up from the documents he was reviewing.

I sat.

The silence stretched. A power play I'd learned to navigate years ago. Don't speak first. Don't show weakness. Wait.

Finally, Magnus set down his pen and fixed me with those cold gray eyes. "We have a problem."

"The sabotage."

"Worse. I've been monitoring our systems. Someone's been accessing restricted files. Financial records. Client databases. Personnel information."

My hands clenched on the armrests. "How long?"

"Six months. Maybe longer. Whoever it is knows what they're doing."

Six months. Jesus. "IT hasn't caught them?"

"Whoever this is makes our IT department look like children playing with toy computers." Magnus leaned back in his chair, fingers steepled. "We need fresh blood. Someone who can root out our problems from the inside. Someone we can trust."

I nodded slowly, my mind already running through candidates. "I can reach out to—"

"I've already had HR compile a list of potential strategic analysts. Top tier candidates. Harvard, Wharton, Stanford." He slid a folder across the desk. "I want you to handle the interviews personally. Find someone smart enough to catch our saboteur but loyal enough not to become a liability."

The weight of his expectation settled on my shoulders like always. Five years of proving myself. Five years of being the perfect second, the ideal VP, the son he'd never had.

All because I'd made the right choice that night.

Hadn't I?

My wolf snarled. I shoved him down.

"I'll start tomorrow," I said, reaching for the folder.

"Michael." Magnus's voice stopped me. "I know this company inside and out. I've built it from nothing. And someone is trying to destroy it. Don't disappoint me."

The unspoken threat hung in the air between us. I'd disappointed him once—when I'd almost chosen Clara over my duty, over the pack, over everything Magnus had planned for my future.

Never again.

"I won't." I stood, folder in hand. "I'll find whoever's behind this."

Back in my office, I loosened my tie and tried to breathe. The sun had dipped lower, casting long shadows across the polished floors. My wolf continued his relentless pacing, clawing at my insides like he was trying to get out.

What the hell was wrong with me?

I'd been fine—well, as fine as someone could be with a severed mate bond slowly killing them—for five years. Functional. Successful. Everything I was supposed to be.

But the last three days? My wolf had been going insane. Restless. Agitated. Like he sensed something coming.

Or someone.

I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes. Fuck. I needed sleep. Or a drink. Or both.

Instead, I opened the folder Magnus had given me.

Five candidates. All impressive on paper. MIT graduate with dual degrees in cybersecurity and business analytics. Former CIA consultant turned corporate strategist. A woman who'd built her own tech startup from the ground up before selling it for eight figures.

And then—

Clara White.

The name meant nothing to me. But her credentials...

CEO of Luna Remedies. Built the company from nothing five years ago—right out of her Harvard MBA program. Specialization in corporate restructuring and competitive analysis. Revenue growth of 400% in three years. Testimonials from Fortune 500 companies praising her "uncanny ability to identify weaknesses in organizational structure."

Impressive.

More than impressive.

I flipped to her photo, but the image was grainy, printed from what looked like a low-resolution website screenshot. She stood at a podium giving a presentation, her face turned away from the camera, only her profile visible. Dark hair pulled back in a severe bun. Sharp business suit. Professional to the point of austere.

My wolf suddenly stopped pacing.

Then threw himself against my ribcage so hard I gasped.

What the fuck?

I stared at the photo, my heart pounding for no reason I could name. Something about her posture, maybe. Or the line of her jaw. Or—

This was ridiculous. I was losing it. Five years of slowly dying from a broken mate bond was finally catching up to me, making me see ghosts in every brunette with good business sense.

I set the file aside and moved to the next candidate.

But my wolf wouldn't settle. He prowled and whined, fixated on that folder like it contained prey he desperately needed to hunt.

"Jesus Christ," I muttered. "Get a grip."

I forced myself to review all five candidates methodically, taking notes, comparing qualifications. By the time I finished, it was past seven. The office had emptied, leaving only the hum of ventilation and the distant sound of cleaning crews on lower floors.

Clara White was the best candidate. By a significant margin.

Her experience was recent and relevant. She'd dealt with corporate sabotage before—one of her case studies involved rooting out an embezzlement scheme at a pharmaceutical company. She was available immediately, according to the notes. And she had no ties to any pack that might create conflicts of interest.

Perfect.

Too perfect?

I shook off the paranoia. Magnus was right—we needed someone good. Someone who could find the leak before it sank us completely.

I reached for my phone to tell HR to schedule her interview, but my hand froze halfway.

My wolf was going absolutely berserk.

Not aggressive. Not angry.

Desperate.

Like he was trying to tell me something I was too stupid to understand.

I looked at Clara White's file again. Really looked this time. The profile photo. The timeline of her company's founding. The location—Philadelphia. The fact that she'd appeared out of nowhere five years ago with venture capital funding from anonymous investors and proceeded to build an empire.

Five years ago.

Right after—

No.

Clara was dead. Or as good as dead. The bond had severed. I'd felt it break, felt the magical connection between us snap like a bone. She'd left New York and disappeared, and I'd told myself it was better that way. Better for her to start over somewhere far from me and the destruction I'd caused.

This was just coincidence. A woman with similar timelines and impressive credentials. Nothing more.

But my wolf wouldn't stop howling.

I pulled up Luna Remedies' website on my computer. Professional layout. Testimonials from satisfied clients. A mission statement about "rebuilding what's been broken." Press releases about expansion into new markets.

And a photo of their executive team.

I clicked on it.

There—second from the left. Clara White, CEO and Founder.

The image was slightly blurry, obviously taken from a distance at some corporate event. She wore a black dress, her face turned slightly away from the camera as she spoke to someone out of frame.

But I could see enough.

Dark brown hair instead of the golden blonde I remembered. Different styling, different clothes, different everything.

But something about the curve of her neck, the way she held herself, the line of her jaw—

My wolf went utterly still.

Then exploded into a frenzy of recognition and need that nearly drove me to my knees.

No. No, it couldn't be.

I'd broken the bond. Severed it completely. There was no way Clara could be—

My phone buzzed. HR.

"Mr. Stone? We've confirmed interviews for all five candidates. Ms. White can come in tomorrow at nine if that works for your schedule."

Tomorrow.

Nine a.m.

Twelve hours from now.

"That's... that's fine." My voice sounded strange to my own ears. Strained. "Send her up when she arrives."

I hung up before I could change my mind.

This was insane. I was losing my mind. Five years of guilt and regret had finally broken something in my brain, and now I was seeing Clara in every successful businesswoman who crossed my path.

But my wolf knew.

He paced and circled, anticipation thrumming through every nerve. Not agitated anymore.
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