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The first sign that I’ve crossed the wrong border is the silence.

No insects.

No wind.

No birds screaming warnings into the sky.

Just stillness so complete it presses against my ears until my pulse is the loudest thing left alive.

I stop walking.

The forest around me doesn’t look different from the last mile—same towering trees, same tangled roots, same moss slick with damp—but something has shifted. The air feels heavier, like it’s been waiting for me. Like it knows me.

That’s when the ache blooms in my chest.

Not pain exactly. More like… pressure. A deep, invasive pull that sinks hooks into my ribs and tugs, slow and deliberate, as if something far away has just noticed my existence.

I swear under my breath and clutch the strap of my bag tighter against my shoulder.

“Don’t,” I whisper. “Don’t do this now.”

Magic stirs.

It always does when I’m afraid.

I’ve spent years learning how to bury it—how to press it down until it’s nothing more than a faint hum under my skin. But fear loosens the locks. And this place? This place feels like a hand sliding between my ribs, curling around something vital.

I take another step.

The ache sharpens.

My breath catches, and for a terrifying second, my vision blurs. Heat ripples through my veins, unnatural and electric, like I’ve brushed against a live wire.

That’s when I know.

I’ve crossed into Alpha territory.

I don’t need a signpost or a warning rune carved into stone. My magic recognizes the land the same way blood recognizes a wound. Whatever rules this place is powerful, ancient, and deeply, violently alive.

I turn around.

Or try to.

The forest behind me looks wrong now—too dark, too dense, the shadows pressed together like they’re conspiring. My instincts scream that going back is just as dangerous as going forward.

“Perfect,” I mutter. “Absolutely perfect.”

This wasn’t supposed to happen. I was supposed to pass through unnoticed, stay on the outer edges, keep my head down until I reached the coast. Another city. Another fake name. Another life built on silence and suppression.

But the hunters forced my hand.

They were getting closer—too close. I felt them tracking my magic days ago, sniffing around like bloodhounds. I couldn’t stay. I couldn’t risk exposure.

So I ran.

Straight into the jaws of something worse.

The pull in my chest tightens again, more insistent this time. It doesn’t hurt, but it steals my breath, bends me forward slightly like gravity has suddenly doubled.

I press my palm flat against my sternum.

“No,” I say more firmly. “You don’t get to claim me.”

The words feel stupid the moment they leave my mouth.

Magic doesn’t care about what I want.

I force myself to walk, each step deliberate, careful. The forest watches. I can feel it—eyes in the shadows, attention sliding over my skin like a cold blade.

I don’t know how long I walk before I hear it.

A low sound.

Not quite a growl. Not quite a snarl.

It rolls through the trees like thunder dragged across stone, vibrating through the ground and straight into my bones.

I freeze.

My heart slams so hard it hurts.

Shifter.

Alpha.

Every instinct I have lights up in panicked warning. This isn’t just any territory. This is ruled by something dominant enough to make the land itself bow.

Another sound follows—closer this time. Footsteps. Heavy. Unhurried.

Whatever is out there isn’t hunting.

It’s approaching.

I reach inward, grasping for my magic despite the risk. It answers instantly, flaring hot and eager, curling through my veins like smoke with teeth.

Bad idea.

The moment I touch it, the pull in my chest snaps tight.

Hard.

I gasp, stumbling as pain finally erupts—sharp and blinding, like something inside me has been yanked violently out of place.

“No—” I choke.

The forest explodes into motion.

A presence crashes into my awareness, massive and overwhelming. Power slams into me like a physical force, stealing the air from my lungs and driving me back against the trunk of a tree.

I don’t see him at first.

I feel him.

Heat. Rage. Control held together by sheer willpower and something darker underneath—something fractured and furious, scraping endlessly against the inside of my skull.

Then the shadows shift.

And he steps into view.

He’s taller than I expected. Broad-shouldered, solid, his dark clothing clinging to a body built for violence. His presence bends the space around him, like the world has learned to make room.

His eyes lock onto mine.

Silver.

Not the pale, empty kind—but molten, burning with intelligence and something feral barely restrained.

The pull in my chest screams.

My knees almost buckle.

He feels it too. I know he does, because his entire body goes still, like a predator scenting blood.

“What,” he says slowly, voice rough and edged with restrained fury, “are you doing in my territory?”

The sound of his voice does something terrible to me. It slides under my skin, sinks hooks into my nerves, makes my magic writhe like it recognizes him.

I swallow hard.

“I was just passing through.”

His gaze drops—to my throat, my hands, the way my fingers tremble against the bark behind me. His nostrils flare.

“Liar.”

The word lands heavy and final.

I straighten despite the fear curling tight in my stomach. “I don’t belong here. I’ll leave.”

I push off the tree and immediately regret it.

The pull surges again—violent this time. Pain lances through my chest, sharp enough to steal my breath completely. I cry out despite myself, clutching at my ribs as my magic flares wildly, spilling out in a way I haven’t allowed in years.

His reaction is instant.

He’s in front of me in a blur of motion, one hand snapping out to grip my arm, the other braced beside my head against the tree. I’m trapped between him and bark, his body heat overwhelming, his scent—pine, smoke, something darker—filling my lungs.

The contact detonates something inside me.

The ache in my chest moves.

It shifts, slides, latching onto him with a force so sudden and terrifying I sob.

He hisses through his teeth, a sound torn from him like pain.

“What did you do?” he snarls.

“I didn’t—” My voice shakes. “I swear, I didn’t—”

His grip tightens just enough to remind me he could break me if he wanted. His jaw is clenched, muscles in his neck standing out as he fights something invisible.

The air between us crackles.

I feel it then—something cold and corrosive bleeding into my magic. Not mine. His.

A curse.

Ancient. Twisted. Alive.

It brushes against my power and my magic reacts instinctively, curling around it like it’s been waiting.

Absorbing.

His eyes widen a fraction.

“No,” he breathes. “No, no, no—”

Pain rips through both of us.

I scream.

He roars.

The world tilts, darkness creeping in at the edges of my vision as something inside me locks into place with a final, terrible certainty.

When the pain recedes, I’m shaking so hard I can barely stand.

He’s staring at me like I’ve just destroyed his life.

“What are you?” he demands, voice low and dangerous.

I meet his gaze, heart pounding, magic humming violently under my skin.

“Someone who never should’ve come here.”

His jaw tightens.

“Too late for that.”

He straightens, grip never leaving my arm, and I realize with cold dread that the forest around us feels different now.

Like it’s sealed.

Like it’s claimed us both.

And whatever curse is eating him alive has just found a new home.

In me.
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Kael

The moment the curse recoils, I know something has gone catastrophically wrong.

It doesn’t retreat the way it does after a surge. It doesn’t sink back into my blood with a sullen hiss and wait for another chance to tear me apart. It moves. Shifts. Like a living thing startled out of its den.

Toward her.

The realization hits me at the same instant the forest seals.

The land answers my authority with a low, vibrating hum—roots knitting tighter, shadows deepening, the air thickening until escape becomes a concept instead of an option. I didn’t command it. I didn’t have to. The territory reacts to threat on its own.

And the woman in my grip? She’s shaking like a leaf caught in a storm she never saw coming.

Her scream still echoes in my ears, raw and terrified, as the last tremor of pain rips through my spine and then—nothing. The curse goes quiet.

Not dormant. Not pacified.

Gone.

My breath comes hard and uneven as I stare at her, at the place where my hand grips her arm. I should release her. I know that. But my fingers refuse to loosen. The contact anchors me in a way nothing has for years.

I feel… clear.

Too clear.

“What are you?” I demand again, but the words come out lower this time, edged with something that sounds uncomfortably like awe.

Her eyes are wide, pupils blown, chest heaving as she fights for air. She looks fragile like this, pressed to the tree, but the magic coiled under her skin tells a different story. It hums against my senses, sharp and bright, brushing against mine with an intimacy that makes my teeth grind.

“I told you,” she whispers hoarsely. “Someone who doesn’t belong here.”

A lie.

Or maybe a truth she doesn’t understand yet.

I release her arm abruptly and take a step back, forcing distance between us before instinct does something I can’t take back. The moment the space opens, the pull snaps tight again—an invisible tether yanking hard at my chest.

I suck in a breath through my teeth.

She staggers too, one hand flying to her sternum as if she feels it from the other end.

That confirms it.

“Shit,” I mutter.

Her head snaps up. “What?”

I don’t answer. I’m too busy taking stock—of myself, of the land, of the way the curse’s absence leaves an aching void where constant agony used to live.

For the first time in over a decade, my thoughts are my own.

No whispers clawing at the edges. No pressure behind my eyes. No simmering rage threatening to tip me into bloodshed.

Relief slams into me so hard my knees almost buckle.

And right on its heels comes dread.

Because curses don’t simply vanish.

They transfer.

My gaze drags back to her.

She’s watching me warily now, shoulders squared despite the tremor running through her. Brave—or stupid. Maybe both.

“You felt it,” I say.

Her lips press together. “I felt… something.”

That something is writhing inside her like a snake newly caged.

I can sense it. A dark stain woven into the brighter threads of her magic, already trying to root itself. And worse—her power is responding, curling around the curse like it recognizes it.

Like it wants it.

The realization sends a cold shard of fear through me.

“What’s your name?” I ask.

She hesitates. Just long enough.

“Elyra.”

The name settles into me with unsettling ease.

“Elyra,” I repeat, testing the sound. The pull tightens, sharp and possessive. The land hums in approval.

Mine.

I shove the thought away violently.

“You crossed into restricted territory,” I say, forcing authority back into my voice. “You triggered a magical event that affected me directly. You don’t get to walk away from that.”

Her chin lifts. “I didn’t do this on purpose.”

“I believe you,” I say, surprising us both. “But intention doesn’t change consequence.”

Her gaze flicks to the space between us. “What did I do to you?”

Everything.

I turn away from her and pace a short distance, boots crunching softly over fallen leaves as I gather my thoughts. The curse has ruled my life for so long that its absence feels like stepping into sunlight after years underground.

Too bright. Too exposed.

“You felt pain when you touched me,” I say. “Tell me exactly what happened.”

She swallows. “It… pulled. Like something inside you reached for me. And when it touched my magic, it—” Her voice falters. “It latched on.”

I close my eyes briefly.

That confirms the worst of it.

“You’re a witch,” I say flatly.

Her shoulders tense. “Yes.”

The admission crackles between us, heavy with risk. Witches aren’t welcome in Alpha territories—not because of superstition, but because their magic is unpredictable. Powerful. Dangerous.

And this one?

This one just stole my curse.

“I was hiding among humans,” she continues quickly. “I suppress my magic. I didn’t know your land was this close.”

“You didn’t feel the boundary?” I ask sharply.

“I did. Too late.”

I turn back to her, studying her with new eyes. She doesn’t look like a threat—no weapons, no aggressive stance—but magic like hers doesn’t need claws to be lethal.

“What kind of witch absorbs curses?” I ask.

Her brow furrows. “I don’t absorb them. I… reshape them. They change inside me.”

That’s worse.

My jaw tightens. “You need to come with me.”

Her eyes widen. “Absolutely not.”

“This isn’t a negotiation.”

She straightens, fear sharpening into defiance. “You can’t just take me prisoner because something went wrong.”

I step closer again, unable to help myself. The pull eases when I do, like a tension relieved. Her breath stutters.

“I’m not taking you prisoner,” I say quietly. “I’m taking responsibility.”

“For what?”

“For the fact that my curse is now inside you.”

The words land hard.

Her face drains of color. “That’s not possible.”

“You felt it,” I say. “You said it yourself.”

She shakes her head slowly. “No. No, no—if that’s true, then—”

Then she’s in danger.

From the curse. From my enemies. From anyone who realizes what she carries.

“And you’re not leaving this territory,” I finish, “until I know exactly what it’s doing to you.”

Her laugh is sharp and brittle. “You think I trust you enough to go anywhere with you?”

I hold her gaze steadily. “No. But you’ll come anyway.”

Anger flares in her eyes. “You’re proving every terrible thing people say about Alphas.”

A flicker of something dark stirs in me at that, but I crush it down. Dominance would be easy. Too easy. The land would obey. She would be forced.

But the bond—the thing snapping tight between us—hates the idea.

“Walk with me,” I say instead. “Or I carry you. Your choice.”

Her jaw clenches. For a moment, I think she might actually try to run.

Then the pull tightens again, enough to make her wince.

She exhales sharply. “Fine. But if you try anything—”

“I won’t,” I say, and I mean it more than she knows. “Not without consent.”

Her gaze flickers, something unreadable passing through it, and then she nods stiffly.

We move through the forest together, side by side but not touching. Every step sends a ripple through the bond—awareness sliding along my nerves, cataloging her presence with an intimacy that makes my skin prickle.

She smells like rain and smoke and something faintly sweet beneath it all. It’s distracting.

“Kael,” I say after a few minutes.

She glances at me. “What?”

“My name,” I clarify. “Since we’re being honest.”

She studies my profile. “Kael,” she repeats softly.

The land hums again.

I ignore it.

“You’re an Alpha King,” she says, not a question.

“Yes.”

“Your curse—how long?”

“Since birth.”

She flinches. “That’s… impossible.”

“Yet here I am.”

“And now it’s in me,” she murmurs, dread creeping into her voice. “What happens when it… wakes up?”

I don’t answer right away.

Because I don’t know.

What I do know is this: the bond tightening between us isn’t just magical backlash.

It’s a claim.

A fated, catastrophic entanglement that could either save us both—or destroy everything I rule.

We reach the edge of the clearing where my stronghold rises from the stone like a fortress grown from the mountain itself. Torches flare to life as we approach, sentries stiffening at the sight of her.

“Kael?” one of them calls, eyes narrowing.

“She’s under my protection,” I say without breaking stride. “No one touches her.”

Elyra’s breath catches.

Inside me, something ancient and dangerous smiles.

Because whatever she is to me now—curse-bearer, catalyst, witch—

She’s already under my skin.

And the bond is just getting started.
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Elyra

The stronghold isn’t just intimidating—it’s alive.

Stone walls rise from the mountainside like they were grown instead of built, dark and jagged, veins of silver-threaded rock running through them like a pulse. Torches ignite as we approach, one by one, without anyone touching them. The fire burns low and steady, casting long shadows that stretch toward me like grasping hands.

Every instinct I have is screaming.

Run. Hide. Disappear.

But the invisible tether in my chest tightens with every step forward, pulling me along whether I want to go or not.

I keep my spine straight, my expression carefully neutral, even as panic coils tighter in my gut. The guards lining the entrance watch me with open suspicion—some with curiosity, others with barely concealed hostility. They can sense it. Whatever happened between Kael and me in the forest didn’t stay there.

It followed us home.

“Don’t look at them,” Kael murmurs under his breath as we pass through the gates. “They’ll read it as weakness.”

“I’m not afraid of them,” I lie quietly.

His mouth twitches, like he knows exactly how false that is. “Good.”

We enter the inner hall, and the doors seal behind us with a heavy thud that echoes far too loudly in my head. The sound lands like a finality.

Trapped.

The pull in my chest flares again, sharp enough to make me stumble. Kael catches my elbow without thinking, steadying me. The contact sends a jolt















































































































