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Serapha

The summons reached me at dawn, carried by a wolf who refused to meet my eyes.

That alone told me this was not a healing request. This was a judgment.

I broke the wax seal with fingers still numb from sleep, my breath fogging the chill air of my workroom. The message was brief, formal, and edged with authority.

By order of the Northern Council, you are commanded to present yourself at Veyne Hold within three days. Your task is not to cure—but to assess. Determine whether Alpha Kaelric Veyne is fit to retain his rule.

I read it twice. Then a third time.

Assess.

Not heal.

My stomach tightened.

“Healers don’t assess,” I muttered to the empty room. “We mend.”

The wolf shifted his weight, claws clicking softly against the stone floor. Ash-gray fur. Council mark branded into his shoulder. He was young—too young to carry messages like this. Which meant they wanted speed. And silence.

I folded the parchment carefully and slid it into my satchel. “Tell the Council I’ll comply.”

The wolf inclined his head once, relief flashing through his eyes before he turned and padded back toward the forest.

The door shut behind him with a final, echoing thud.

Only then did my hands begin to shake.

Everyone knew of Kaelric Veyne.

They whispered his name like a curse half-remembered, half-feared. A once-dominant Alpha who had lost his voice during a failed binding ritual—though accounts differed wildly on what had truly happened that night.

Some said he had screamed until his throat bled, and the land itself had swallowed his sound.

Others claimed he had offered his voice willingly, a sacrifice to save his pack from something older and darker than wolves.

What was certain was this: Kaelric Veyne ruled in silence. No commands. No public howls. No Alpha rites spoken aloud.

And yet his pack still obeyed.

That alone made him dangerous.

I strapped my satchel across my body, fingers brushing the hidden compartment sewn into the lining. The one that carried tools I was never supposed to use. Magic I was never meant to acknowledge.

Forbidden magic doesn’t announce itself with fire and screams. It hums quietly beneath the skin. It waits.

As mine did now.

By midday, I was riding north.

The land changed the farther I traveled—trees growing thicker, shadows stretching longer, the air carrying a low, constant vibration that set my teeth on edge. Wolves watched from the treeline, their eyes reflecting silver and gold, their bodies tense but disciplined.

This was Alpha territory.

By nightfall, Veyne Hold rose from the mountainside like a beast carved from stone. High walls. Watchtowers etched with ancient sigils. The gate stood open, yet the message was clear: enter if you dare.

I dismounted slowly, pulse thrumming. The horses back at the healer enclave had grown restless the moment I’d packed. They’d known where I was headed.

The bond—if the stories were true—would be here.

I told myself not to be ridiculous. Fated mates were rare. Dangerous. And I had learned long ago not to hope for things that could ruin me.

Still, as I stepped across the threshold, something inside my chest pulled tight—sharp and sudden, like a thread being drawn taut.

I gasped.

The air shifted.

Every instinct I had screamed presence.

Wolves lined the inner courtyard, forming a silent corridor. None spoke. None moved. Their gazes tracked me with unnerving intensity—not hostile, not welcoming.

Assessing.

A tall figure stood at the far end.

Alpha Kaelric Veyne.

He did not move as I approached. Did not bare his teeth or bow his head. He simply watched.

Broad shoulders wrapped in dark leather. Scars tracing his throat and collarbone like pale lightning. His hair fell loose down his back, black as ravens’ wings, catching the torchlight in sharp glints.

But it was his eyes that stopped me.

Steel-gray. Ancient. Heavy with something unspoken.

The moment our gazes locked—

Something snapped.

Not gently. Not poetically.

Violently.

My breath punched out of me as heat tore through my veins. My knees nearly buckled, and I had to grip the strap of my satchel to stay upright.

No.

The bond surged again, unmistakable now. A pull deep in my core, answering something wild and furious inside him.

His wolf.

Kaelric stiffened.

I felt it—felt him feel it—through the invisible tether binding us. Shock. Recognition. A surge of possessive fury that rolled off him in waves so intense the wolves lining the courtyard lowered their heads instinctively.

He took one step forward.

The bond tightened.

Another step.

My magic flared in response, unbidden, hot and dangerous beneath my skin.

“Stop,” I whispered, though I wasn’t sure if I meant him—or myself.

He halted instantly.

His jaw clenched. A low sound rumbled in his chest—not a voice, not a growl. Something raw and broken.

Slowly, deliberately, he lifted his hand.

Open palm. A gesture of restraint.

Of control.

The wolves exhaled as one.

I swallowed hard. “Alpha Veyne,” I said, forcing my voice steady. “I am Serapha Noctyne. I was sent by the Council to—”

His eyes darkened.

Not anger. Not hatred.

Resignation.

He turned sharply and gestured for me to follow.

No words. No ceremony.

Just command.

I followed him into the keep, every step echoing far too loudly in the cavernous hall. Torches flickered as we passed, shadows dancing across stone etched with runes I recognized—and wished I didn’t.

Binding magic. Old. Dangerous.

We entered a private chamber lined with books, weapons, and maps. The door closed behind us with a decisive click.

For the first time since arriving, we were alone.

The bond pulsed between us, thick and electric. I could feel his awareness like heat against my skin.

He moved to the desk, grabbed a charcoal stick, and wrote quickly on parchment.

You were not meant to be here.

I stared at the words.

“I didn’t choose this,” I said quietly. “And neither did you.”

His lips pressed together, jaw flexing. He wrote again.

They will try to use you.

“I know.”

He looked up sharply.

I met his gaze without flinching. “They always do.”

Something shifted then. Subtle. Dangerous.

He studied me—not as a healer, not as an emissary—but as something else.

As his.

The realization sent a shiver down my spine.

I set my satchel on the table and unlatched it slowly. “I need to examine you. Your throat. The scar tissue. The magic bound there.”

He hesitated only a moment before nodding.

When I stepped closer, the bond flared so intensely my vision blurred. Heat pooled low in my belly, shocking in its intimacy. His breath hitched as my fingers hovered inches from his skin.

I had never touched my mate before.

And everything in me knew that was what he was.

“I won’t hurt you,” I murmured, though my magic thrummed in anticipation.

His eyes softened—not weak, not broken.

Trusting.

As my fingers brushed the scar at his throat, the world tilted.

Power surged.

And somewhere deep beneath the stone of Veyne Hold, something ancient stirred in response.
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Serapha

The moment my fingers touched the scar at Kaelric Veyne’s throat, the air changed.

Not metaphorically.

Literally.

The torches lining the chamber guttered, flames bending inward as if drawn toward us. The runes carved into the stone walls pulsed faintly, reacting to something they recognized—and feared.

I jerked my hand back.

Kaelric inhaled sharply, his chest expanding beneath the dark leather of his tunic. His eyes flashed silver, then settled back into gray, but the effort it took him to rein it in was unmistakable.

“I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I should have warned you. My magic—”

He shook his head once. A sharp, decisive motion.

Then, slowly, deliberately, he reached for my wrist.

The bond flared the instant his skin met mine.

Heat surged up my arm, flooding my veins, stealing my breath. It wasn’t desire alone—though that was there, hot and insistent—it was recognition. Belonging. A terrifying sense of rightness that made my knees weak.

His grip was firm but careful, thumb pressing lightly against my pulse.

I felt his awareness snap into focus on it.

On me.

He released me just as suddenly and turned away, stalking across the chamber like a caged storm. He dragged a chair back from the table with unnecessary force, then sat, elbows braced on his knees, head bowed.

Not in submission.

In restraint.

I swallowed, forcing my racing heart to slow. “If we’re going to do this,” I said softly, “we need rules.”

He looked up.

I continued before I lost my nerve. “You can’t push me away every time something reacts. And I can’t pretend the bond doesn’t exist. But we also can’t let it control us.”

His lips twitched. Not quite a smile. Something darker.

He stood again, crossed the room, and picked up the charcoal.

The bond is dangerous here.

I nodded. “I felt it. The runes. They’re responding.”

They are feeding.

My breath caught. “On what?”

His jaw tightened. He wrote again.

On us.

A chill slid down my spine.

I moved closer despite myself, scanning the markings etched into the walls. They weren’t just bindings. They were conduits—old magic designed to draw power from living sources.

From an Alpha.

From a mate.

“This place wasn’t built to heal you,” I said quietly. “It was built to use you.”

He met my gaze steadily.

He already knew.

“That means the Council didn’t send me to help,” I went on. “They sent me to confirm whether you’re still… useful.”

His fingers curled around the charcoal until it snapped.

I flinched at the sharp crack, but he barely seemed to notice. He dropped the broken pieces onto the desk and turned toward the window, staring out at the darkened courtyard below.

Wolves patrolled in precise, silent patterns. Loyal. Watchful.

Waiting.

“They’re afraid of you,” I said.

He shook his head once.

They are afraid of what I contain.

My magic stirred uneasily.

I stepped closer, close enough to feel the heat radiating from him. “Then let me help you carry it.”

He turned so fast I barely had time to react.

His hands came up, bracing against the wall on either side of my head. He didn’t touch me—but the space between us vanished.

The bond roared to life.

I gasped, breath catching as his presence pressed in on me from all sides. His scent—pine, smoke, something dark and wild—wrapped around me, making my skin prickle.

His eyes searched my face, desperate and fierce.

Then he leaned his forehead against the stone beside my temple and closed his eyes.

The gesture undid me.

“You don’t have to do this alone,” I whispered.

He exhaled slowly, the sound rough and broken.

His hand lifted, hovering inches from my cheek. Trembling.

I stayed perfectly still.

Permission.

He brushed his knuckles against my skin—just once, feather-light—and the connection between us flared so brightly it stole my breath.

Images flooded my mind.

Fire.

Blood on stone.

A circle of chanting wolves.

A blade at his throat.

His scream—cut off mid-sound.

I staggered back with a cry.

Kaelric caught me instantly, arms wrapping around my waist to steady me. His grip was iron-strong, but his touch was careful, reverent.

I clutched his tunic, fighting the dizziness. “That—” My voice shook. “That was you.”

His expression darkened.

You should not have seen that.

“You didn’t mean to show me,” I said. “But the bond—it’s already breaking through the barriers.”

His eyes hardened with resolve.

Then it must be controlled.

“How?” I demanded.

He released me reluctantly and moved back to the desk.

Distance.

My chest tightened. “That won’t work.”

It must.

“You think separating us will weaken the bond,” I said. “But it won’t. It’ll only make it hurt more.”

His gaze flicked to mine, sharp and assessing.

I pressed on. “You didn’t lose your voice because you were weak. You lost it because you were willing to sacrifice yourself. That kind of magic doesn’t disappear just because you ignore it.”

He stared at me for a long moment.

Then he wrote something that made my breath stop.

You are not safe here.

I laughed softly, though fear curled in my gut. “Neither are you.”

A knock sounded at the door.

Sharp. Formal.

Kaelric straightened instantly, all softness vanishing. The Alpha returned in a heartbeat—silent, commanding, impenetrable.

He opened the door to reveal an older wolf, gray streaking his hair, eyes sharp with calculation.

“Alpha,” the man said, inclining his head. His gaze flicked to me. “Healer.”

I felt the weight of his scrutiny like a blade against my skin.

“The Council requests an update,” the elder continued. “They are… concerned about the timing of your arrival.”

Kaelric’s jaw tightened.

He stepped aside, gesturing for the man to enter.

I did not miss the way he positioned himself slightly in front of me.

Protective.

The elder’s eyes narrowed.

“And?” the man prompted. “What is your assessment, Healer Noctyne?”

I met his gaze evenly. “It’s too early to determine anything definitive.”

The lie tasted bitter—but necessary.

The elder studied me for a long moment, then nodded slowly. “See that it remains so.”

He turned back to Kaelric. “The Council expects compliance.”

Kaelric’s eyes flashed.

He said nothing.

The elder left, the door closing behind him with a heavy finality.

Silence filled the chamber again—thick, oppressive.

I exhaled shakily. “They’re watching every move we make.”

Kaelric turned to me, expression grim.

Then we must choose our moves carefully.

I nodded. “Starting with where I sleep.”

His brow furrowed.

I squared my shoulders. “I’m not leaving the keep. And I won’t be isolated. Not while the bond is this volatile.”

Understanding dawned in his eyes.

Slowly, he inclined his head.

Agreement.

My pulse quickened.

Whatever I had just committed to, there was no turning back now.

And deep beneath the stone of Veyne Hold, the magic answered—hungry, awakening, alive.

Serapha

The chamber felt smaller once the elder left.

Not because the walls had moved—but because the truth had.

Kaelric remained still for a long moment, shoulders squared, gaze fixed on the door as if expecting it to burst open again. When he finally turned back to me, the silence between us was heavier than before.

It wasn’t empty.

It was waiting.

“You don’t want me isolated,” I said, breaking it. “Neither do I.”

His eyes searched my face, measuring something unseen. Risk. Trust. Consequence.

He went to the desk again, slower this time, and wrote.

The keep is not safe at night.

I arched a brow. “You think anywhere here is?”

A corner of his mouth twitched—dark humor, fleeting.

Safer with me nearby.

My pulse jumped.

“That’s not an argument against staying close,” I pointed out. “That’s an argument for it.”

He exhaled sharply through his nose, a sound that might have been a laugh in another life. Then he wrote again.

You will stay in the east wing. Two guards. My command.

“No guards inside the room,” I said instantly. “They’ll interfere with the magic.”

His jaw tightened.

“They’ll interfere with me,” I added more softly. “And with us.”

His gaze lifted to mine, intense and unguarded for a heartbeat. Then he nodded once.

Agreed.

The bond thrummed in approval.

I hated how relieved that made me feel.

The east wing was quieter than the rest of the keep, its halls lit by low-burning lamps instead of torches. The stone here felt older, smoother—worn by centuries of careful footsteps.

Kaelric walked beside me, close enough that our arms brushed occasionally. Each contact sent sparks skittering up my spine.

Neither of us spoke.

We didn’t need to.

When we reached the chamber assigned to me, he paused at the threshold. His hand lifted as if to open the door—then hesitated.

I felt it then. The tension coiling through him. The instinct to guard. To claim. To stay.

“You don’t have to leave,” I said quietly.

His head snapped toward me.

“I mean—” I chose my words carefully. “You don’t have to stay either. But don’t make this harder than it already is.”

He studied me for a long moment, then shook his head and opened the door.

The room was spare but comfortable. A large bed. A hearth. A narrow balcony overlooking the inner courtyard.

As soon as I stepped inside, my magic stirred uneasily.

I turned slowly, scanning the walls.

“Kaelric,” I murmured. “There are runes in here too.”

His shoulders stiffened.

I traced one with my eyes—subtle, almost hidden beneath decorative carvings.

“Not feeding runes,” I said after a moment. “Monitoring.”

His eyes darkened.

They want to know when the bond escalates.

“Yes,” I agreed. “And it will.”

He turned away sharply, pacing the room like a wolf denied an exit.

Then you should not stay.

I crossed my arms. “I already told you. I’m not leaving.”

He stopped in front of me, close enough that I could feel the heat of him, the tension vibrating through his frame.

You do not understand what happens when I lose control.

“Then help me understand,” I said.

He stared at me, conflict etched into every line of his face.

Slowly, he lifted his hand and pressed it flat against his chest.

Then he dragged it down to his throat.

Then lower—to his abdomen.

To the place where his wolf lived.

The air shifted.

I felt it—the pressure, the barely contained fury, the constant restraint. His wolf wasn’t weak.

It was caged.

“You’re afraid you’ll hurt me,” I said.

His eyes locked onto mine.

I am afraid I will need you too much.

The admission hit harder than any growl.

I stepped closer before I could second-guess myself. “You won’t break me.”

His breath stuttered.

“I wasn’t sent here to judge you,” I continued. “And I won’t be used against you. Whatever the Council thinks, whatever they want—I won’t be their weapon.”

He looked away.

You should not make promises you cannot keep.

I reached out slowly, giving him time to pull back.

He didn’t.

My hand settled over his heart.

The bond surged—hot, bright, overwhelming. His pulse thundered beneath my palm, matching mine beat for beat.

“I’ve already broken worse promises,” I whispered. “Survived worse consequences.”

His hand came up, covering mine.

For a moment, neither of us moved.

Then the keep shuddered.

It was subtle—but unmistakable. A tremor that rattled the hearthstones and sent a fine spray of dust drifting from the ceiling.

Kaelric stiffened instantly, senses flaring.

“What was that?” I asked.

His eyes went silver.

He moved to the door in a blur, opening it just as a runner skidded to a halt in the corridor.

“Alpha,” the young wolf gasped. “The lower wards—they flared.”

Kaelric was already striding past him, motioning for me to follow.

We descended into the depths of the keep, passing through corridors few wolves ever saw. The air grew colder, heavier, thick with ancient magic that pressed against my skin like a living thing.

At the base of a long stairway, the runes changed.

These were older. Sharper.

Hungry.

I sucked in a breath. “This is where it’s sealed.”

Kaelric nodded once.

We entered a vast circular chamber carved deep into the mountain. At its center lay a stone dais etched with symbols that made my magic recoil.

And at its heart—

A crack.

Thin. Jagged. Pulsing faintly with dark light.

My blood ran cold.

“It’s weakening,” I said.

Kaelric’s jaw clenched.

It always does when the bond surges.

I stared at him. “You’re saying this thing reacts to us.”

To me, he corrected. Then, after a beat—to you now as well.

A low hum filled the chamber, rising in pitch. The crack widened a fraction.

“What’s inside?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I wanted the answer.

Kaelric’s gaze never left the seal.

The price of my crown.

The chamber shuddered again.

I reached for him without thinking, fingers curling into his sleeve. “Then we need to reinforce the seal.”

He turned to me sharply.

No.

“Kaelric—”

Reinforcing it will deepen the bond’s strain, he wrote quickly, urgency bleeding through his precise script. It will draw more from you.

“I can handle it.”

You do not know that.

I lifted my chin. “Neither do you.”

The hum intensified, magic pressing in from all sides. The crack glowed brighter.

Kaelric swore silently, hands fisting at his sides. Then he looked at me—really looked at me.

Decision flashed in his eyes.

He took my hands in his.

And knelt.

The gesture stole my breath.

Not submission.

Trust.

The chamber reacted instantly. The hum shifted, resonating with the bond, with us.

Kaelric pressed his forehead against my knuckles.

If you do this, he wrote with one hand, you bind yourself to the seal.

“I already am,” I said hoarsely. “We both are.”

His eyes burned into mine.

Slowly, reluctantly, he nodded.

I closed my eyes and let my forbidden magic rise.

The air screamed.

The seal flared.

And somewhere deep within the mountain, something ancient roared in fury as it realized—

It was no longer feeding on silence alone.
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The magic answered me like a scream swallowed by stone.

It surged up from the depths of my blood, hot and reckless, tearing past the careful restraints I’d spent a lifetime building. The chamber shuddered violently as the runes flared, their lines blazing white-hot before shifting to a dangerous, pulsing red.

Kaelric’s grip tightened around my hands.

The bond snapped tight—no longer a thread, but a chain drawn suddenly taut between us.

I cried out as power ripped through my veins, too much, too fast. My knees buckled, but Kaelric was already there, hauling me against his chest as the world tilted and spun.

“Kaelric—” I gasped.

His arms locked around me, iron-strong, unyielding. He pressed his forehead to mine, breath ragged, eyes blazing silver.

The seal roared.

Not audibly—not with sound—but with pressure. With intent. The crack at its center widened another hair’s breadth, dark light spilling out like smoke made of hunger.

I felt it then.

Awareness.

Something ancient stirred beneath the mountain, furious at the disruption, enraged by the presence of my magic entwined with his.

Enough, Kaelric signed roughly, one hand leaving me only long enough to scratch symbols against the stone floor.

The runes responded sluggishly, resistant.

“This isn’t enough,” I panted. “It’s already adapted to you. To your silence.”

His eyes locked onto mine.

Then, deliberately, he reached up and pressed my palm against his throat.

The scar burned beneath my skin.

Power surged—raw

































































































































































































































