
  
    [image: Cursed]
  


  
    
      CURSED

      
        THE CURSED ONES

        BOOK ONE

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        RENEE HANVIN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Renee Hanvin

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Previously published under my former pen name, Alaska Bodhi.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      For Maddy

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

    

    
      
        Sinner

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Also by Renee Hanvin

      

      
        Meet Renee Hanvin

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Titania

      Nestled in a bed of clover, the dense forest enveloped me, its shadows a sanctuary—yet somehow, he found me. The air shifted. A quiet disturbance prickled my skin as he emerged from the darkness, his broad form blending with the night until he moved closer, filling my world with his presence.

      The world seemed to shrink as he knelt beside me, every movement fluid, deliberate, and impossibly smooth. My pulse thudded in my ears as he leaned down, lowering himself over me, his body blanketing mine like a shield against the night. His heat radiated through the thin fabric separating us, the weight of him grounding and electric at once, pinning me to the earth and stealing the breath from my lungs.

      Our faces were so close I could feel the whisper of his breath against my lips. His amber eyes, deep and molten, locked onto mine, and I was caught—captured by something raw, magnetic, and unspoken that passed between us. It wasn’t just attraction; it was deeper, darker, something that reached into my chest and seized hold of my very soul.

      But even that pull was nothing compared to the kiss that followed. His lips touched mine, firm yet achingly tender, igniting a fire that surged through me, consuming every thought, every breath. Heat flared through me, sharp and consuming, sparking from my lips and curling low in my belly. His taste was intoxicating—dark, heady, and addictive, lingering on my tongue and leaving me desperate for more.

      A soft moan escaped me when I tilted my head back, baring the curve of my neck. The invitation was silent, but he heard it anyway. His lips moved to my jaw, trailing slow, deliberate kisses down to my throat. Each press of his mouth left a spark in its wake, a trail of heat that burned deeper than skin. When his lips lingered at the hollow of my throat, a shiver rolled through me, and I clutched at his shoulders, desperate to keep him there.

      The forest seemed to hold its breath, the rustle of leaves and the hum of night falling away, leaving just the sound of my pounding heart and the rasp of his breath against my skin. A faint rustle in the undergrowth broke through the haze, and I stiffened. The air changed again, sharper this time, carrying with it an undeniable awareness—we weren’t alone.

      He froze, his lips still against my neck, and a low growl rumbled from his chest. The sound vibrated through me, primal and possessive, sending another shiver coursing down my spine. His amber gaze flicked to the shadows, sharp and dangerous. But he didn’t move. He stayed above me, his body still pinning mine, his heat and strength a silent declaration.

      The undergrowth parted, and three figures emerged, their movements smooth and calculated, like predators sizing up their prey. My breath hitched as I took them in, my pulse hammering in my chest. Each man was a reflection of impossible beauty, their features sharp, symmetrical, and eerily similar to the one who still hovered over me. Like him, their eyes gleamed with that unnatural amber glow, faint but undeniable in the dim light.

      The tallest of the three, his dark hair tousled in a way that felt both effortless and deliberate, let his gaze sweep over me. Slowly. Deliberately. The smirk tugging at his lips was a warning and a promise, one that sent an involuntary shiver down my spine.

      Beside him, the broadest of the group stood with a quiet authority that was impossible to ignore. His arms crossed over his chest, muscles flexing beneath his shirt, as his mouth curved into a slow, dangerous smile. There was something in his stare that made me feel both exposed and alive all at once.

      The third man moved with a calm that almost masked the hunger burning behind his amber eyes. He knelt beside us, close enough for me to see the way his gaze softened as it met mine. But there was nothing gentle about the way his hand reached out, his fingertips grazing my cheek in a touch so light, so deliberate, it sent a pulse of heat straight through me.

      Above me, the man who had found me growled low and deep, his chest vibrating against mine. The sound wasn’t a warning. It was a claim. “She’s mine,” he said, his voice a dark, possessive growl that settled in the pit of my stomach like a weight I didn’t want to move.

      “And what’s yours is ours,” the smirking one shot back, his grin widening into something wicked. He crouched at my side, his hand trailing down the length of my arm. The warmth of his touch lingered, a teasing reminder of just how easily they could unravel me.

      Before I could form a thought, much less protest, the calm one leaned in closer, his lips brushing softly against my jaw. His touch was gentle, deliberate, but it burned all the same. At the same moment, the man above me resumed his slow, unrelenting path along my neck. His mouth was fire, and I was drowning in it.

      The tallest one chuckled, low and amused, as his hand skimmed over my hip. “You’ve got good taste, brother,” he murmured, his voice like smoke, curling around me and pulling me deeper into their web.

      Their movements were unhurried, their touch calculated and overwhelming. Heat bloomed wherever they claimed me, an all-consuming fire that left no room for logic or reason. My senses dulled under the weight of them—their hands, their lips, their presence—and the forest seemed to pulse with the same charged energy. Even the air felt alive, vibrating with the unspoken connection that bound them to each other, and now to me.

      Amber bled into the shadows around us, brightening until the glow consumed me entirely. The heat of their touch melted into the warmth of a cauldron’s fire, its flickering light casting dancing shadows on the walls of a darkened room. Thin fingers tipped with black-painted nails dropped ingredients into the cauldron as they worked a spell.

      Black smoke plumed into the air, swirling thick and alive, as the witch stirred the contents in a clockwise direction. There was no denying she was conjuring evil. The only thing missing was the animated cackle of wickedness. Picking up a blackened doll, she dug a hole in the earth beside her and buried it before tipping the brew over the makeshift grave.

      A wolf howled. The sound tore through the heavy air, sharp and piercing, carrying with it an unspoken warning and sending a chill vibrating through my core.

      I was losing myself, caught in the pull of their intensity, when a voice shattered the moment.

      “Titania,” Sally called, her voice cutting through the haze like a blade. “Dinner is ready.”

      My head jerked up, the spell breaking as reality came rushing back. My chest rose and fell with rapid breaths, and the forest faded into the familiarity of my surroundings. I blinked, disoriented, as the men dissolved from my mind, their touches lingering only in memory.
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      Titania

      “Seems no matter how busy we make their schedule, they still never tire.” I dropped onto the sofa, more exhausted after my meditation session than before.

      “You were no different at six years old, trust me,” Mom pointed out, her tone tinged with affection.

      “But there was only one of me,” I reminded her, and she laughed, conceding my point. My twin sisters weren’t badly behaved, quite the opposite, but their boundless energy seemed to defy the laws of physics.

      “Full of life, they are, but now they sleep.” As if on cue, Gran came in carrying a tray of tea and moon cookies, her delicate movements belying the mischievous glint in her eye. “Shall we, Iris?”

      “Oh yes, let’s. I’ve been looking forward to this all day.”

      I frowned, curiosity flaring at their conspiratorial exchange. Whatever they were planning, I was glad to be included in their scheming.

      Mom stood and crossed the room to the ancient jarrah desk that had always been a fixture in the corner. I’d long assumed the key was lost and its purpose had been reduced to serving as a makeshift altar. Apparently, I was wrong.

      From the pocket of her cape, Mom pulled out a large, tarnished key—more talisman than tool. It caught the light, the intricate engravings seeming almost alive as she turned it in her fingers. My breath hitched as she slipped it into the lock, twisting it until a satisfying click broke the quiet.

      The front panel eased down, revealing an inner desk far older than its outer casing. Time seemed suspended as I took in the contents. A feather quill and ink pot, an array of wax sticks and a brass seal, and a neat stack of homemade paper tucked carefully toward the back.

      “Why would anyone hide this away?” I murmured, more to myself than anyone else.

      Mom reached deep into the far corner to retrieve another object—a small key, smaller than the first but no less intricate. She held it tightly for a moment, then returned the desk to its locked state.

      “Let’s do this.” They exchanged a look before turning their attention to me. “You ready?”

      “I guess so.” I shrugged, intrigued about what they were up to. “Would you like me to carry the tea?” I reached out to take the tray from Gran. She looked frailer these days, and her energy drained quicker than it used to. I didn’t want her to overexert herself, especially with whatever was about to unfold.

      “That’s okay, I’ve got it.” She smiled softly as she shook her head.

      The air seemed heavier as the three of us moved toward the hall, the sense of mystery thickening with every step. Whatever they had planned, set me on edge. What could be so secret to be kept under lock and key.

      I had no idea where they were taking me, but the closet under the staircase was the last place I expected them to stop. Pranks weren’t their usual style, but they’d been acting strangely for days. A part of me wouldn’t have put it past them.

      I arched an eyebrow, making it clear I wasn’t going to entertain their games for long. My attic was calling louder than usual, and I would have happily turned in for the night if the jokes were on me.

      “Don’t look so worried.” Mom turned and glanced over her shoulder before slipping the tarnished key into the lock.

      Like the desk in the family room, the cupboard under the staircase had always been sealed shut. I’d assumed it was to keep the twins away from anything dangerous—not because it led to a hidden passage and another locked door beyond.

      I shook my head in disbelief. So many secrets revealed in a single evening, yet I’d lived in this house my entire life without a clue.

      “Any chance you’ll tell me where this leads to?”

      “Why tell when you’re about to see for yourself.” Gran replied, stepping aside for Mom to open the door.

      Steps leading downward came into view, disappearing into dim, flickering light. The air was cool, scented with the heady aroma of amber and sandalwood. Even in the faint glow, I recognized Mom’s handiwork. The scent that always reminded me of home was woven into her very essence.

      “Wait until we’re clear of the bottom step before you follow. We don’t want to block your view,” Mom instructed, her voice unusually gentle. She turned to me, and for the first time, I noticed the tears welling in her eyes. “I can’t believe how quickly you’ve grown up,” she whispered, her voice trembling as her grip tightened briefly on my hand.

      “Oh, Iris, pull yourself together,” Gran chided, brushing past her daughter with a practiced air of authority as she descended the stairs.

      Mom lingered for a moment, giving my hand one last squeeze before following.

      The soft flicker of light grew stronger, shadows dancing against the staircase walls. The smell of incense thickened as I descended, each step increasing the weight of my curiosity. What could be so monumental that they’d kept it hidden all this time?

      I gasped when the space before me came into full view. Candles burned in every corner, their flames illuminating the room in a pale blue glow that seemed to pulse with life. Shelves lined the walls on either side of me, crammed with jars, boxes, and stacks of books. Herbs hung in neatly tied bundles above me, their dried leaves whispering of secrets held within.

      And the altar. At the far end of the room, it loomed like the centerpiece of a sacred tableau. Smoke curled around its edges, obscuring the details, but its presence was undeniable, commanding respect even in its haze.

      “Wow,” I whispered, the word barely audible over the pounding of my heart.

      “Welcome to the Temple of Khione.” Mom’s voice broke the silence, reverent as she gestured toward the space. She bowed her head toward the altar, her movements deliberate and full of meaning.

      “Khione,” I murmured, recalling the mythology. The Greek goddess of snow, beloved by Poseidon and mother to his son. She’d always been one of my favorites.

      Gran beckoned for me to follow as she moved toward a curtain at the back of the room. I hesitated—torn between following her and exploring the jars, boxes, and leather-bound books that called to me like old friends.

      “Don’t worry,” Mom reassured me, clearly reading my hesitation. “You’ll have plenty of time to explore after tonight.”

      I followed them, stepping closer to the altar as I passed. Up close, its intricacy was even more striking. Crystals sparkled in the candlelight, forming a pentagram on the floor—amethyst, most likely, given Mom’s penchant for the stone. The air hummed with energy, warm and inviting, unlike anything I’d felt before.

      Beyond the curtain, the space transitioned. The coziness of the room was a stark contrast to the grandeur of the temple. Floor cushions surrounded a low table where Gran set down the tea tray. The shelves continued from the temple room, stacked with glass jars, while a long table opposite the curtain displayed an array of tools I couldn’t yet identify.

      “This is unbelievable,” I said, finally finding my voice. “The energy here—it’s incredible.”

      Mom smiled, clearly pleased by my reaction. “Welcome to the heart of our practice,” she said softly.

      I couldn’t stop from smiling. Whatever this night held, it was already proving to be unforgettable.

      “Besides the fact that this place is the coolest, I’m guessing you brought me down here for a reason?” I crossed my arms, feigning nonchalance. Better to cut to the chase than drag out the suspense.

      “It’s almost your birthday, so we thought it was about time we let you in on a few things,” Mom confessed, her tone light but her smile strained. She accepted a steaming cup of tea from Gran.

      They exchanged one of their secret glances—a look so loaded it practically spoke in its own language. It was the kind of silent communication I’d grown up around but never quite cracked, no matter how much I tried.

      Gran poured a cup for me and handed it over.

      “Thanks.” I took a sip, savoring the floral, honeyed sweetness. Her after-dinner brews had a way of settling nerves I didn’t even realize I harbored.

      “We’ve always tried to be honest with you,” my mother began cautiously, only for Gran to cut in.

      “As honest as we could be without breaking sacred codes or instilling unnecessary fear.”

      Mom reached out and clasped her hand in an uncharacteristic show of affection.

      “Okay…” My brow furrowed. The way they were talking, it seemed they were determined to make up for years of withheld fear in one sitting.

      “I’m just going to say it,” Mom blurted, steeling herself with a deep breath. “Then you can ask all the questions you want.”

      I sat up straighter, bracing for whatever revelation they were about to drop.

      “As you know, we’re witches,” she said, her words quick and clipped. “And now that you’re almost twenty-two, it’s time for you to attend a special school to learn how to protect yourself.”

      Her nose wrinkled, and her eyes squinted, as if she fully expected me to fling my teacup across the room in protest.

      It took me a moment to process her words. Even then, they didn’t make much sense.

      “Protect myself from what?” I asked, half-skeptical, half-curious.

      “Hunters,” Gran said gravely. “Demons. Servants of Lucifer.”

      “Excuse me?” I blinked.

      “I know this is a lot to take in, and we wouldn’t send you away if there was any other option—”

      “I don’t get it. If you’re witches, then why aren’t they after you?”

      “Because,” Gran’s voice sounded rehearsed and devoid of its usual warmth, “once a natural witch gives birth to a daughter, her powers transfer to the child. The mother is no longer worth hunting. It’s the child’s power Lucifer seeks—a power that fully awakens after twenty-two turns of the wheel of the year.”

      The words hit me like a slap, and I leaned back in my seat. “Wait. What do you mean, natural witch?”

      Her lips pressed into a thin line. She glanced at my mother, who gave her a subtle nod.

      “Descendant from an immortal.”

      A laugh erupted from me—sharp, incredulous, and verging on unhinged. “Immortal? Really? Next, you’ll tell me we’re related to Zeus.”

      “This is serious,” Mom said, her voice low and heavy with emotion.

      “Oh, I’m sure it is,” I said, sarcasm dripping from every word. “Let me guess, now’s the part where you tell me my father was some kind of demonic prince or something?”

      “This has nothing to do with your father,” Mom scowled, lifting her hand as if warning me off the subject of him. “This is about me—about us.”

      I scoffed, but Gran leaned forward, her expression soft. “It wasn’t preventable. If it were, we would’ve spared you this.”

      I tilted my head, narrowing my eyes. “There’s a catch, isn’t there?”

      Mom hesitated before answering. “When you turn twenty-two, you’ll stop aging.”

      The room fell silent. My mind reeled, trying to absorb what she’d just said.

      “Until you give birth,” Gran  added quietly, “and pass the curse to your daughter.”

      “Oh, great. Eternal youth, demonic threats, and a preordained childbearing destiny. This just keeps getting better,” I muttered, rolling my eyes so hard it hurt.

      “What about Sally and Kate? Are they bound for the same fate?”

      “No,” Mom said firmly. “Only the eldest inherits the gift.”

      “Gift?” I scoffed. “That’s what you call it?”

      “The school will help you,” she said gently. “They’ll teach you to harness your power and use it for good.”

      “That is,” I interjected bitterly, “if I’m not taken out by a demon hunter first.”

      Mom winced but didn’t argue. “You’ll be safe until the moment you turn twenty-two. The protective barrier you were born with will hold until then. Once you arrive at the school, you’ll be guarded by your appointed protectors.”

      “Protectors?” I repeated, my brow lifting.

      “Wolf Riders,” she said, her tone softening. “A leader and his three brothers. They’ll be your pack.”

      “Do you know them?”

      She shook her head.

      I inhaled sharply, the weight of it all pressing down on me. “Do I have a choice in this?”

      Her gaze turned somber. “If you don’t go, we’ll all become targets.”

      It wasn’t meant as a guilt trip, but it landed like one anyway. Numbly, I nodded. “When do I leave?”

      “The day after tomorrow.”

      My stomach dropped. “So soon?”
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      Titania

      To introduce a temple room so grand a little over a day before I was due to leave was like leading a bee to nectar only to swat it away before it could drink.

      At least Mom was considerate and took the twins lessons to give me time to explore—not that a few hours was enough to make a dent in the information I was keen to learn.

      Spells, rituals, and experiences written in Mom and Gran’s hands kept me turning the pages long after the twins went to bed.

      I probably should’ve spent time with them before I went away, but I wasn’t in the mood to mask how I felt about the move. The last thing I wanted was for them to be at threat because of me, but that didn’t stop me from resenting the part where my life was about to change against my will and there was nothing I could do to prevent it from happening.

      For the first time in my life I’d not only be away from my family and my home, but I’d be attending an actual school—even if one specifically to train cursed withes, home schooling was all I’d ever know.  To say fear of the unknown was beginning to kick in would be an understatement. The knots forming in the pit of my stomach squeezed tight and caused me to feel nauseous.

      Already I felt like an outcast, like I wasn’t really welcome in the only home I’d known. My departure was their ticket to safety.

      Mom tried to convince me that the Valley was an opportunity for me to spread my wings, but I saw it as being clipped—stuck in a town I knew nothing about or else risk being hunted by demons. I shuddered. What did they do if they caught me? One of the many questions Mom and Gran failed to answer. And why would they? What did they care? Their freedom was my misery.

      When the car pulled into the driveway, I froze. I hadn’t expected much from my escort—maybe someone ordinary, forgettable. But the moment the man stepped out and stretched to his full height, my breath hitched. It was him.

      The vision from my meditation, the one that left me flustered thinking about him, stood just a few feet away, larger than life. Liquid amber eyes caught the sunlight as his gaze locked with mine, gleaming like molten gold. The same eyes that had pierced through me in that surreal moment. His dark, slightly tousled hair shimmered as he ran a hand through it, and the effortless precision of his movements sent my stomach into knots. There was no mistaking him.

      Through the open window, I watched from the second storey as he adjusted his fitted black shirt, the fabric pulling snug across a broad chest that made it impossible not to stare. His boots crunched against the stone driveway with deliberate steps, each one radiating a quiet confidence that bordered on arrogance.

      I stepped back from the open window, my pulse racing.

      This can’t be happening.

      The logical part of me wanted to dismiss it as coincidence, but the rest of me knew better.

      Mom’s voice calling from the kitchen broke the trance, and I grabbed my bags with shaky hands, heading for the stairs before I could second-guess myself.

      I reached the bottom stepped and a cool rush of air hit me as Gran opened the door to the porch, but it did nothing to steady my nerves. Up close he was even more striking, and the way he carried himself sent an involuntary shiver down my spine. My family hovered, silent for once, their unease hanging in the air as thick as mine.

      I forced myself to look away, clutching the strap of my bag as though it might tether me to reality. My hands trembled despite my best effort to seem calm. Whatever lay ahead, it was going to be far more complicated than I’d imagined.

      “Rip, come on in.” Gran stepped back and let him past.

      “Hey.” The hesitation in his voice indicated he wasn’t so confident as I pinned him to be as he swept over us with a glance.

      Awkward looked good on him.

      “Welcome, Rip.” Mom broke the silence before turning to me. “You’re going to have an amazing time. I’ve been there before. Trust me,” she said, pulling me into one last tight embrace. Her voice wavered slightly, betraying her usual calm composure. She pulled back and fixed me with a determined look, her hands gripping my shoulders. “Open yourself up to the possibilities—trust your gut. And, above all else, have fun.”

      She glanced briefly in Rip’s direction, a subtle yet unmistakable flicker of approval lighting her eyes before she turned back to me with a wink. My cheeks heated instantly.

      I didn’t have to be a mind reader to know what she was thinking, and the unspoken suggestion sent my mind spiraling into dangerous territory. I fought the blood rising up my neck, but it was a losing battle.

      In the few moments since meeting Rip, I’d felt emotions I had spent my entire life suppressing. His mere presence seemed to awaken something within me—something raw and consuming. The curiosity to know more about him burned so brightly it was embarrassing.

      “It’ll take two days to get to the Valley,” Mom said, now addressing Rip in a clipped, businesslike tone. “I’ve arranged an overnight stay at the halfway point—newlyweds, if anyone asks.”

      She crossed to the fireplace, opened the small trinket box that had always been there, and pulled out a delicate ring. “You’ll be needing this, for two reasons,” she said as she took my left hand. Sliding the ring onto my finger, the one that screamed spoken for, she added, “The first is obvious, and the second… you’ll learn in time.”

      Her voice cracked as she closed her hand over mine, tears welling in her eyes. She leaned in to kiss my cheek, her breath catching. “Don’t forget to call us.”

      Rip moved beside me, slipping the strap of my bag over his shoulder and gripping the handle of my suitcase with ease. “You ready?”

      His deep voice, thick and warm, held a quiet authority, a sense of finality that left no room for hesitation.

      I nodded, swallowing down the lump in my throat.

      My sisters each gave me a hug, their energy bright but tinged with sadness. But it was Gran’s embrace that finally cracked the armor I’d been holding together. Her arms wrapped tightly around me, grounding me in the way only she could.

      “Always trust your gut, and know that we’ll be by your side in a flash if you need us—all you have to do is call.” Her voice was steady, but the emotion in her words left me trembling.

      Tears slid silently down my cheeks, but I refused to make eye contact. The hollow ache inside me was unbearable, and I knew if I gave in to the sobs threatening to break free, I wouldn’t be able to stop. Instead, I turned away and moved toward the door, where Rip stood waiting, a silent and steady presence.

      He didn’t offer empty reassurances or try to comfort me. That wasn’t his role, and strangely, I appreciated that.

      I half expected Rip to turn up on a motorbike after my mother referred to him as a Wolf Rider. A flicker of relief passed through me at the idea of clinging to his back for two days. The car felt like a small mercy in an otherwise daunting journey.

      Sliding into the passenger seat, I slumped down, watching my family grow smaller in the side mirror as we drove away. I clung to the hope that they stayed there, waving, until we disappeared from sight—even though it wouldn’t change what lay ahead.

      Rip remained silent, his attention fixed on the road, but I couldn’t help stealing glances at him. His stoic expression offered no clues as to what he was thinking. Did he see me as just another assignment? Or was there more to the glint in his molten amber eyes when they flicked briefly in my direction?

      I swallowed hard, unsure if I even wanted to know the answer. The weird pull toward Rip, my desire for him to want me as much as I wanted him was uncomfortable enough without adding embarrassment to the mix if he wasn’t interested.

      The roads out of town were unfamiliar, twisting and turning through a dense forest that stretched endlessly on either side. I had no idea if we were heading in the right direction, but Rip seemed to have it covered.

      “Do you go to the school in the Valley?” It was all I could think to ask to break the silence. Mom hadn’t told me much about him, and I was curious.

      He glanced over, his amber eyes flicking toward me with mild surprise, as if he’d expected me to stay silent longer. “Ah, no.” He shrugged, his tone casual. “That’s just a witch thing.”

      There was no awkwardness or apology in the way he said it, no hesitation in categorizing me. It was refreshing—not many outsiders carried that kind of confidence about witches.

      “What are you then?” My words came out with a trace of sarcasm I couldn’t quite suppress. “If you’re not a witch,  then can I ask what you are?”

      He smirked faintly, keeping his eyes on the road. “I’m a Wolf Rider.”

      “And what exactly is a Wolf Rider?” I turned my head to look out the window, feigning interest in the trees. It kept him from seeing me roll my eyes.

      He hesitated. When I glanced back, his jaw was tight, the muscles flexing as if he was annoyed—or maybe just deciding how much to tell me.

      “You don’t have to explain if you don’t want to,” I said with a shrug, trying to play it off. Small talk wasn’t exactly my forte, anyway.

      “It’s not that,” he said, shaking his head. “How much has your mother told you? About all of this, I mean.”

      I tilted my head, considering my answer. Was he frustrated? Disapproving? Probably both. “A bit.” I hesitated, then sighed. “Actually, not much. Okay, fine—nothing.”

      My voice dropped on the last word, and I wrapped my arms around myself. Mom had blindsided me, first announcing she was sending me away and then acting as if it was some kind of fun adventure. Either she’d lost her mind or just didn’t care about me anymore.

      Rip shook his head, a faint scowl crossing his face. “Not your fault. But going in blind makes my job harder.”

      “Sorry,” I muttered, feeling the heat of embarrassment creep up my neck. Being a burden before we’d even started wasn’t how I wanted to make a first impression.

      He glanced over, his expression softening slightly. “Look, I’m not going to sugarcoat this for you. If I say something that’s too much, just tell me to stop.”

      “Deal.” I straightened in my seat, bracing myself.

      He was quiet for a moment, his hands steady on the wheel. Then, with a quick glance in my direction, he said, “I’m a wolf.”

      I blinked. “Like… an actual wolf?”

      He nodded. His bluntness caught me off guard, but not as much as the revelation itself. My lips twitched as I fought back laughter, unsure if it was nerves or sheer disbelief.

      “I didn’t see that coming,” I said, finally letting the laughter out.

      He grinned, clearly unbothered. “At least I made you laugh.”

      I couldn’t help but smile back, though I quickly sobered. “So… if you’re a wolf, does that mean the other protectors are wolves too?”

      “Yeah. We travel in packs. Hence, Wolf Riders.”

      “That sounds like a biker gang,” I said, smirking.

      “Something like that.” He shrugged, as if it wasn’t the most bizarre thing he’d ever heard.

      “And the others—are they your actual brothers or pack brothers?”

      “Pack brothers,” he said, nodding. “The bond’s stronger than blood.”

      I nodded slowly, processing. The idea of the man sitting next to me being able to shift into a wolf should have felt weirder, but for some reason, it didn’t.

      “You don’t need a full moon or anything, right?”

      He chuckled. “Nah. That’s a werewolf thing.”

      His matter-of-fact tone made me laugh again. My problems felt like nothing compared to the wild new reality unfolding in front of me.

      Rip kept the conversation going, easing me into the details of the town, the school, and even the house I’d be living in. By the time he was done, some of my dread had lifted, replaced by cautious excitement. Maybe living with thirteen other witches wouldn’t be so bad.

      “Any food allergies I should know about?” Rip asked, catching me off guard.

      I turned to him, trying to gauge if he was joking, but his serious expression told me otherwise.

      “Not that I know of,” I said. “Why?”

      “Well, if we’re supposed to be married, I figure I should know these things.”

      The casual shrug he added made my jaw drop. Of all the things Mom dumped on me, this one was the most ridiculous. “We’re living in the twenty-first century. I don’t think my integrity would be questioned if I spent the night with a man out of wedlock.”

      Rip smirked but didn’t argue. “Fair point.”

      “Just so you know,” I said, “I’m vegetarian.”

      “I’m not,” he replied, raising a hand like he was confessing a sin. “Wolf thing.”

      I shook my head, laughing. Charismatic, cheeky, and now somehow endearing, Rip was full of surprises. If nothing else, he was making this whole mess slightly more bearable.

      “You’re entitled to your own choices, and considering the wolf thing, I imagine it’s a given in your pack.”

      “You could say that.” Rip laughed, his easy charm effortlessly cutting through the tension.

      “I study herbal medicine,” I offered, unsure why I felt compelled to share. Maybe it was a way to bridge the gap or keep the conversation flowing. At least it gave us something to talk about if the silence grew awkward.

      “Makes sense. Best of both worlds in that field,” he said, his tone approving.

      I nodded, recognizing that he was referring to both the witching world and the mundane one. “What about you? Do you work outside of being my protector?”

      Rip shook his head.

      “Are Lucifer’s demons so bad that you’ll be guarding me twenty-four-seven?” I shuddered before he even answered.

      “They ensure life doesn’t get boring, that’s for sure—but let’s not worry about that for now. We’re supposed to be on our honeymoon.” He reached over and took my hand, his grip firm yet warm. The energy between us charged, and I wondered if he felt it, too. “You okay with this?” His gaze flicked down to our joined hands.

      “We are married, aren’t we?” I teased, stealing a glance without turning my head to look at him.

      “Works for me.” Rip smiled, and for once, it wasn’t his usual grin. A hint of shyness crept in, softening his gaze as his eyes locked on mine.

      “Works for me too.” I surprised myself being so forward. Isolation had made me cautious, but maybe that was beginning to change.

      Although the silence was comfortable between us, I couldn’t keep my nerves at bay as we drove the rest of the way to the hotel. I’d never spent the night with a man before. While this wasn’t a typical relationship, the thought of sharing a bed had my stomach in knots.

      My thoughts flashed to my last meditation session, and I wondered if the warmth from Rip’s body would be so enticing as it was during that session. That is if he slept in bed with me and didn’t insist on taking the floor.

      “Does this—violate your position?” I glanced down at our hands to make it clear what I meant.

      “Violate my position?” He frowned, then released a burst of laughter. “Oh, trust me, this is nothing. We’re permitted to be whatever you want, or need, us to be.”

      “Us?” My brow furrowed.

      “Me and my brothers. Your wish is our command.” He dipped his head in a mock bow, like a knight pledging fealty.

      “Your duty—part of the job,” I murmured, the spark of warmth fading into a dull throb of humiliation. How naïve was I to think he might feel something beyond obligation?

      “Not at all,” he said quickly, his voice softening. “We’re going to be spending a lot of time together, and already, I can’t get enough of your company. I don’t feel it’s my duty at all.”

      There was something in his tone—an honesty that rang true. His expression matched it and, for a moment, I let myself believe him.

      Trust your gut. Mom’s words echoed in my mind.

      The connection was there, undeniable. If Rip was up for the newlywed act, I was happy to play along.
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      Rip

      The moment I saw her, I was done for. She walked into the room, and everything else just...faded. No sounds, no movement, just her. It wasn’t just her looks—though, hell, those alone were enough to take a man out at the knees. It was deeper than that, something raw and primal that slammed into me like a wrecking ball. My wolf stirred, waking with a snarl that echoed through my chest, fighting my will to contain him.

      Titania.

      Her name settled in my mind like it had always been there, a name I’d never heard but somehow knew. The pull toward her was immediate, electric, like a live wire snapping through my veins. Every instinct I had screamed the truth—she’s mine. A bond I’d heard shifters talk about in reverent whispers but never thought I’d find. I wasn’t the kind of man who got lucky like that. I wasn’t the kind who deserved it.

      But none of that mattered because fate doesn’t give a damn about what you deserve. She was here, and every part of me was alive in a way I didn’t know was possible. The connection between us hummed like a taut string, and my wolf? He was ready to tear through me to get to her, staking his claim before I even had the chance to breathe.

      I couldn’t let that happen. I couldn’t afford to.

      Titania doesn’t know what she is to me, and she sure as hell doesn’t know the danger she’s stepped into by being in my orbit. My job is to protect her from hunters, from the darkness that lurks in the shadows. Where I thought my duty was going to be easy, I never anticipated having to protect her from an even bigger threat… me.

      She turned, her big, innocent blue eyes locking onto mine, and I felt it again—that tightening in my chest, sharp and unrelenting. Her full lips curved into a smile, one so soft, so effortless, it was like she didn’t even realize she was wrecking me. My gaze lingered too long, too hungry, on the gentle swell of her hips, the curve of her waist, and the way every inch of her seemed designed to make me forget every vow I’d made to keep her safe.

      She’s petite, tiny even, but her body? Every part of it is temptation itself. Perky breasts that would fit perfectly in my hands. A tight, round ass that has no business looking that damn good. When she moved, floating across the room like she wasn’t even touching the ground, her light blonde hair caught the light, glowing like a halo.

      An angel. She looked like a goddamn angel. And those eyes, framed by lashes too long to be real, had a way of cutting right through me, leaving me bare and exposed in a way I wasn’t ready for.

      Her scent hit me next, warm and sweet, wrapping around me like a drug I didn’t want to fight. My wolf growled, pacing inside me, restless and wild with the need to claim her, to mark her, to make her ours. The desire was relentless, a constant ache that gnawed at me, making it harder and harder to breathe.

      I didn’t move.

      Titania doesn’t know about the bond that tied us together before she even walked into my world. She doesn’t know about the danger that follows me, the shadows I can’t shake. She doesn’t know that the safest thing I could do for her is stay as far away as possible.

      My jaw clenched, fists shoved deep into my pockets to keep from reaching for her. I forced myself to stay rooted in place, even as every part of me screamed to close the distance. She deserves better. Better than me. Better than this life. Better than the chaos that comes with the protection I’m meant to provide.

      So, I stayed back. Silent. Watching.

      Wanting her was inevitable—hell, it was the only thing I was certain of anymore. But this isn’t about what I need. It’s about her. Keeping her safe. Keeping her whole. And if that means fighting every instinct in my body to stay away, then so be it.

      Because Titania doesn’t belong to the world she was born to. She’s too pure, too untouched. And I’d stop at nothing to keep her that way.
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      Titania

      The attendant behind the counter giggled as soon as Rip stepped into the hotel lobby. I didn’t blame her—he had that effect.

      Rip was quick to refer to me as his wife, pulling me close to his side and pressing a kiss to my forehead. The giggling stopped, but the lingering glances through her lashes didn’t.

      Emotions stirred. Not that I had any reason to be jealous, after all, we weren’t a real couple. Although, that didn’t stop the sensation of a thousand butterflies fluttering in my stomach when his lips touched my skin.

      “Will you be dining in the restaurant tonight?” She slide two keys across the counter. “I’ve included a second in case you need it.”

      “Thanks, but I doubt it—I won’t be letting her out of my sight for a moment. Never know who might come along and try to steal her from me.” He kissed my forehead again for good measure.

      He was really selling the act, so I decided to join in. I tipped my head back and laughed, then stretched up and pressed a quick kiss to his mouth.

      His eyes widened in shock, but a grin soon replaced it. “I think we should take this behind closed doors,” he teased, snatching the keys from the counter with a wink.

      “If you could book a table for two at eight, we’d appreciate it,” I said, stepping into the role. I imagined it was what a wife would do.

      Alone in our room, I couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to truly be a wife to someone like Rip. Would I ever rank first on his list of priorities, or would his loyalty to his brothers always come first?

      Rip dropped my bag onto the bed, then shrugged the backpack from his shoulders and set it down beside it.

      “Do you want a rest before dinner?” His gaze sweeping over the hotel room. He lingered on the armchair in the corner, as if debating whether to give up the bed.

      “A shower would be nice if we’ve got time.” I glanced toward the open bathroom door, noting the lack of privacy. The only way I’d get some would be if Rip stepped out—not exactly the behavior of a newlywed.

      “I’m guessing Iris didn’t think the layout through when she booked.” A grin tugged at his lips.

      “Truth be known, she probably did.” I couldn’t hold back a laugh. Nudity wasn’t an issue for my mother—skyclad was practically her default attire. We’d grown up with much the same attitude, but in front of Rip, it was more daunting than I was willing to admit.

      “Want me to step out for some air?” Hands stuffed into his pockets, he didn’t look as confident as I’d expected him to be.

      I shrugged. “And blow our cover?” Why we needed a cover in the first place, I didn’t know. No doubt Mom had her reasons, even if they weren’t valid beyond her own mind. Throwing me into a situation I would otherwise have shied away from was her style.

      “You’re right. Realistically, I should be joining you.”

      We’d only known each other for a few hours—he didn’t even know my favorite food. But from what I could tell, we were going to be spending a lot of time together. Maybe it was time to jump in with both feet, to push myself beyond my comfort zone.

      Tilting my head to the side, I couldn’t keep the smile off my lips. “As a newly wed, you should.” Turning toward the bathroom, I began unbuttoning my dress.

      I dished up the offer on a silver platter. It was completely up to him if he was wanting to take it or not.

      The fabric of my dress slipped from my shoulders and pooled at my feet. I slid my knickers down my legs, letting them join the growing heap, and with a quick flick of the clasp, my bra followed.

      I glanced over my shoulder as I gathered my hair into a loose knot, hoping it would stay dry. Rip hadn’t moved. Fully clothed, he stood frozen, watching my every move with an expression I couldn’t quite read.

      Uncertain my voice would come out steady, I offered him a small smile before stepping into the shower.

      Soon, steam began to coat the glass, forming a foggy barrier. It was the privacy he’d suggested earlier, though I hadn’t taken him up on it at the time. Now, it felt more like a shield, hiding me from the humiliation threatening to bubble up.

      I let the hot water work its magic, waiting a moment longer before daring to glance toward the door.

      It was clear—Rip wasn’t interested in stepping out of duty and into something more. Not with me.
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      The moment Titania stepped into the bathroom, I turned my back, clenching my fists to anchor myself. My wolf stirred restlessly under my skin, claws raking against the fragile barrier of control I’d built over the years. Every instinct in me recognized her as mine the second we met, but now was not the time to act on it.

      The bond was instant, a pull stronger than anything I’d ever known. It defied logic, and yet it was as natural as breathing. I’d spent my life avoiding attachments, knowing the risks my world brought to those close to me. But Titania? She was different. Her scent wrapped around me like the forest after a fresh rain, grounding me and setting me on fire all at once.

      My restraint was a fragile thing. Her laugh from earlier still echoed in my mind, soft and genuine, and when she’d kissed me at the counter, it took everything I had not to pull her closer and let the world fade away. She had no idea what she’d done to me. I’d played my part, but nothing about my reaction was an act.

      Titania had this quiet strength about her, a mix of confidence and vulnerability that drew me in. Her emerald eyes sparkled with curiosity, and her pale blonde hair framed her face in soft waves. The dress she’d worn clung to her in all the right ways, emphasizing curves that made my mouth go dry. She wasn’t just beautiful, she was captivating, every inch of her speaking to something primal within me.

      And now she was in the shower, her silhouette barely visible through the steam clouding the glass. My wolf snarled, demanding I close the distance, but I stayed rooted to the spot. This wasn’t about desire—though that was undeniably there. It was about respect. About her.

      I leaned against the wall, exhaling slowly. This was dangerous. She was dangerous. Not in the way that made me fear for my life, but in the way that made me fear for my heart. Mates were a gift, one my kind cherished, but they were also a responsibility. A bond like this wasn’t just about emotion or attraction; it was soul-deep. And I’d never been good at letting people in.

      The sound of the water stopped, snapping me out of my thoughts. I turned my head slightly, catching a glimpse of her through the fogged-up glass as she
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