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Chapter One – Shadows Before the Eclipse
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The Witch felt the coming of the eclipse long before the sky gave any sign.

It arrived first as a pressure behind his eyes, a low thrum beneath the skin, like the memory of thunder trapped in bone. Magic, usually obedient and precise, shifted restlessly inside him. It did not hurt—not yet—but it ached, as though the world itself were drawing a slow, anticipatory breath.

He stood alone in the upper observatory of his keep, a circular chamber of black stone and open arches that framed the night sky. Stars glittered coldly above, sharp as broken glass. He had charted them for centuries, memorized their cycles, bent their influences to ritual and ward. Nothing in the heavens surprised him anymore.

Nothing except this.

The Witch pressed his palm to the stone balustrade. The rock responded faintly, veins of sigil-light stirring beneath the surface. His magic reached outward without conscious command, tasting the air, measuring currents. The ley lines were misaligned—subtly, dangerously. Like a spell begun with flawless precision and ending with an unfamiliar hand.

“Too early,” he murmured.

The eclipse was still weeks away. It should not be calling to him yet.

And yet it was.

He closed his eyes, drawing his power inward, forcing it back into the disciplined channels he had carved through years of ruthless control. Magic obeyed structure. Emotion weakened it. Desire—especially desire—corrupted intention. He had learned that lesson when kingdoms were younger and names meant something permanent.

Still, the pressure did not fully recede.

A presence stirred at the edge of his awareness.

Not an enemy. Not a spirit.

A person.

His breath caught before he could stop it.

No.

The Witch straightened, spine rigid, jaw tightening as he severed the outward thread of perception. He did not need to look to know who had crossed the outer wards. He felt it the way the ocean feels the moon—inevitable, subtle, devastating.

Footsteps echoed on the stair below. Human, unhurried. Familiar.

The Witch did not turn.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said quietly, voice smooth as obsidian. “The wards are unstable tonight.”

A pause. Then: “They always are when you say that.”

The corner of his mouth twitched despite himself. He hated that—hated how easily the man’s presence cracked his composure. He had bent storms to his will, unmade curses mid-casting, erased beings older than language. And yet a single voice behind him could undo hours of disciplined silence.

“I warned you,” the Witch said. “If the magic lashes out—”

“I trust you.”

The words were spoken simply, without reverence or fear. That was what made them dangerous.

The Witch turned then.

Moonlight spilled through the arches, painting the observatory in silver and shadow. The man stood at the threshold, cloak still fastened, dark hair tousled by the climb. His eyes—too perceptive, too steady—lifted to meet the Witch’s without hesitation.

Magic surged.

The Witch felt it immediately, a violent swell beneath his ribs. The sigils along the walls flared brighter, reacting to his internal shift. He swallowed, tightening his mental grip, forcing the power down.

“You shouldn’t look at me like that,” he said.

“Like what?”

“As though I am—” He stopped himself. Ancient caution slammed into place. Words shaped reality. Confession was a spell he could not afford.

The man took a step closer anyway. “You’re tense.”

“Leave.”

The command lacked force. The Witch despised that most of all.

The man studied him for a long moment, then shook his head. “Something’s wrong.”

The Witch laughed softly. “Something is always wrong.”

“This is different.”

Of course he would notice. He always did. The Witch had chosen him—foolishly, dangerously—precisely because he did not flinch at shadows or avert his gaze from truths that made others tremble.

The eclipse stirred again, responding to the closeness between them. The Witch felt the pull now, unmistakable. Not celestial alone. Personal.

Desire.

He turned away sharply, cloak swirling. “You must go before night deepens.”

“And if I don’t?”

The Witch closed his eyes.

Centuries ago, he had sworn never to bind another soul to his fate. He had watched lovers age into dust while he remained unchanged, had felt magic recoil when grief seeped into spellwork. He had survived by keeping his heart separate from his power.

But the eclipse was changing the rules.

“You don’t understand what’s coming,” he said quietly.

“Then tell me.”

The Witch hesitated. In that pause lived prophecy, ruin, and longing sharpened to a blade. He saw flashes of possibility—himself unbound and burning, the sky torn open, the world reshaped by a choice he was afraid to name.

“No,” he said at last. “Not yet.”

The man’s expression softened, but he did not retreat. “Whatever it is,” he said, “you don’t have to face it alone.”

The Witch felt something inside him fracture—just slightly, just enough.

Outside, far beyond mortal sight, the moon began its slow, inevitable drift toward shadow.

And the Witch, who had never feared darkness, felt for the first time the terror of wanting something the night could take away.
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Chapter Two – The Witch Who Does Not Kneel
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They spoke his name as a warning.

In courts both mortal and otherwise, it was lowered to a whisper—never invoked lightly, never without calculation. He was the Witch who did not kneel. Not to kings, not to covens, not even to the ancient powers that predated written spellcraft. He had stood while others bowed, survived while others faded into myth.

Fear followed him like a loyal hound. Reverence trailed close behind.

Solitude was the price.

The Witch walked the lower halls of his keep as dawn bled faintly into the sky, pale and uncertain. Stone pillars rose like the ribs of some ancient beast, etched with sigils that had not been carved so much as remembered into place. His magic lived in these walls, older than the mortar, woven through every arch and passage.

It had never rebelled before.

Now it whispered.

He ignored it, long strides echoing through the emptiness. Servants kept their distance at this hour, and those bound to his household by oath or necessity had learned when not to cross his path. The Witch preferred it that way. Distance was order. Distance was control.

He paused before a narrow window overlooking the eastern ravine. Fog clung to the depths below, concealing what lay beneath—a reminder that not everything required illumination to exist.

Once, long ago, he had believed differently.

The memory rose unbidden.

He had been younger then, though still ancient by mortal reckoning. The coven hall had been alive with candlelight and ambition, the air thick with incense and prophecy. He remembered standing at the center of the circle, magic humming eagerly in his blood, while the Seer’s eyes rolled white.

“Power without anchor becomes ruin,” she had croaked. “Love will be your undoing.”

He had laughed.

Arrogance, yes—but also certainty. He had seen lovers weaken great mages, had watched emotion erode discipline until spells slipped and consequences followed. He had believed himself immune, above such frailties.

The Seer had leaned closer, breath smelling of ash and myrrh. “Every eclipse you survive will take something from you. Every bond you form will demand payment.”

He had stopped laughing then.

Prophecies were never vague where he was concerned. They were cruelly precise, unfolding across centuries with patient inevitability. He watched them claim his peers one by one—those who loved too fiercely, trusted too deeply, hoped too much.

He learned.

When the first man he loved aged and died in his arms, the Witch had sealed his heart behind layers of spellwork so intricate even he could not easily dismantle them. When the second was lost to a magical backlash meant for him, he had sworn never again to let affection blur his focus.

He became colder. Sharper. Unreachable.

And the world rewarded him for it.

Kingdoms sought his counsel. Spirits bowed. Covens fractured rather than challenge him. He did not kneel—and so neither did fate.

Until now.

The Witch’s fingers curled against the stone. He could feel the fracture forming, subtle but undeniable. Desire had found a fault line in his discipline and was widening it with every stolen glance, every unguarded moment.

Fool, he thought.

He had told himself this connection was temporary. Useful. A mortal perspective to ground him, nothing more. He had not accounted for the way his magic listened when the man spoke, or how the wards softened when he passed through them.

Worst of all, he had not accounted for the way denial now felt like exposure rather than protection.

Footsteps approached, cautious but unafraid.

“You didn’t sleep,” came the familiar voice.

The Witch did not turn. “Neither did you.”

A soft exhale—almost a laugh. “No.”

Silence stretched between them, heavy but not hostile. The Witch hated how easily the man occupied his space, how natural it felt. That was the true danger. Not passion, not longing—but ease.

“You’re restless,” the man said. “The keep feels... loud.”

The Witch’s jaw tightened. “The eclipse is disrupting the currents.”

“That’s not all.”

He turned then, slowly, meeting the man’s gaze. There was no accusation there, only concern. It was disarming in a way no threat could ever be.

“You see too much,” the Witch said.

“And you hide too much.”

For a moment, the Witch considered the easy path—dismissal, command, retreat. He had perfected them all. But the words lodged in his throat, refusing to take shape.

“I have survived because I do not kneel,” he said instead. “Not to fear. Not to prophecy. Not to desire.”

The man stepped closer, just enough for the Witch to feel the warmth of him, the quiet, steady pulse of a living heart. “And what if this isn’t about kneeling?”

The question struck deeper than intended.

The Witch looked away, gaze drawn back to the fog-filled ravine. “Every prophecy that speaks of me ends in loss,” he said softly. “I will not add another name to that ledger.”

The man was quiet for a long time.

Then: “You don’t get to decide the ending alone.”

Magic stirred—gentler this time, but no less insistent. The Witch felt the truth of it resonate through him, unsettling and undeniable. Control had always been his shield. But shields, he was beginning to realize, also isolated the one who wielded them.

He straightened, drawing his composure around himself like armor. “You should leave before the day grows stronger.”

“Will you still be here when I return?”

The question was simple. The implications were not.

The Witch met his eyes once more. For centuries, he had been the immovable constant in a world defined by change. Now, standing on the edge of an eclipse that threatened to unravel everything, he felt something dangerously close to uncertainty.

“Yes,” he said at last. “I will be here.”

The man nodded, accepting the answer without pressing for more. When he turned away, the Witch felt the absence like a sudden chill.

Alone again, he released a slow
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