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            Harper

          

        

      

    

    
      Coming home is never easy.

      There’s a reason that I moved out of this town as soon as I could. As I followed the familiar, winding road back through the woods, my eyes saw each landmark with a combination of recognition and resentment.

      That’s the mailbox that I hit when I was fifteen. Accidentally, of course, but Susan Winters never let me forget it.

      There’s the field I set a tiny, tiny fire in when I tried to use an elemental spell on my own. It definitely recovered: you can hardly even see the burn marks now.

      Yeah, I sighed as I made the turn towards the house I grew up in. I definitely left for a reason.

      Well. Several reasons. Many of them have to do with the same reason I’m coming home now.

      Granny Alma.

      And everything she represents.

      My phone rang, and I looked down. My Aunt Lucy, the lucky black sheep of the family, was as supportive as could be. However, if she was calling me from Spain or Mozambique or somewhere worldly and awesome, I was going to flip out.

      I hesitated before swiping to answer.

      “Hi doll,” she purred.

      “Hi Auntie L,” I answered automatically.

      “Just wanted to check and see how the drive is going,” she asked. There was genuine concern in her tone, and I sighed, my resentment fading to a trickle instead of a roar.

      "I’m just a few miles away," I whispered into the phone, even though no one else was around. I shifted and eyed the house on the horizon warily. "I'm not sure I can do this, Lucy."

      "Of course you can, baby. It's all going to be all right. You're being so brave," my Aunt Lucy reassured me gently, but believing her was easier said than done. Sure, Lucy could reassure me when she wasn't the one who had to take over our family legacy. She got to galivant the world, the sixth daughter of a sixth daughter, born to be an outcast. She was nice, but the circumstances of her birth meant she was terrible with magic.

      And, as such, she was someone who no witch on earth would task with keeping the family legacy alive.

      I didn’t have her luck.

      I had, as of recently, inherited that legacy.  A legacy I knew little about, due to the fact most of my education on it had disappeared in the sands of time.

      Unfortunately, everyone in my family kept telling me that I would figure it all out when the time was right.

      I was so tired of everything being a cryptic lesson to decipher when it came to my mom's side of the family.

      The lack of transparency was absolutely on the list of reasons why I left and never came back.

      I sighed. "If you say so... but I just want to get this over with quickly and go back to the city. It's my home now." I protested, still resentful of the fact that I had to quit my job in order to handle all of this mess.

      And it was a mess.

      Generations of it. Literally.

      Old resentment bubbled up in me. Why couldn't someone else take charge? Why did I have to return to this town I walked away from as a teenager, determined never to come back? Why did I have to leave my friends, my career, and my incredible apartment?

      It was bullshit. Pure and simple.

      Magic, to me, had never been a joy.

      It had always been a burden.

      And for now, it was mine to bear.

      Lucy’s voice was so kind on the phone, I wanted to shake her. "You're already there. Clearly, something inside you doesn't fully agree with that sentiment, Harper."

      "Yeah, it's called guilt," I replied bitterly. That same guilt immediately prompted me to add, "Sorry, I didn't mean to snap at you. Listen, I should keep going before it gets late. I'll talk to you soon. Love you."

      I heard her murmur her love, then hang up. I was fully immersed in a world I thought I had left behind for good, my car surrounded by the buildings that defined my childhood. I could feel my heart pounding in my chest as I drove down the familiar winding roads that would take me through Main Street, and then further to Granny Alma’s cabin. It had been years since I had been back, but the memories flooded back as if I had never left. I could still remember the smell of the flowers on Main Street in summer, the sound of the creek bubbling under the bridge, and the sight of the mountains surrounding the town like an impenetrable fortress.

      And, of course, I remembered him.

      I couldn’t think of this town without thinking of magic and Luke, and neither one filled me with joy.

      My phone beeped, and I checked it again. It was a text from my friend Cassandra, one of the witches that I had found in the city when I moved there.

      Cassandra: Did you finish your drive to the boonies yet?

      Harper: Almost. It’s so far out here!

      Cassandra: Ugh. Miss you already.

      I grinned. I had spent the last few days trying to talk Cass into coming with me. I tried again.

      Harper: You know, you could join me!

      Cassandra: No thanks. I choose life.

      Harper: Fine. Love you.

      Cassandra: Bye girl.

      I put my phone away. Cassandra had been a lifesaver for me. After I left home, she was my first friend, and I couldn’t have done the move without her.

      It was part of why I wanted her with me now.

      As I pulled up to my grandmother's cabin, I felt a wave of sadness wash over me. I didn’t regret leaving, but I did regret not calling my granny more often while I still had the chance.

      Of all the reasons I left home, Granny Alma wasn’t really one of them. We had gotten along well, and I knew she loved me. I didn't move out because I didn't love her. God knows I adored Granny Alma. She was an amazing woman, but I couldn't live the life she expected me to, particularly not after Mom passed away.

      It had been months since Granny Alma passed away, and I still couldn’t believe she was really gone. It almost felt like Granny Alma was going to live forever. She was a powerful witch, and with power often came the gift of long life. I’m not sure how old she was, precisely. Granny Alma was like the stars or the seasons; something that was eternal and inevitable. I truly never realized that she would pass. Despite the fact that she trained me to take her place, it was inconceivable to me.

      She was a witch.

      A damn good one.

      And I loved her dearly.

      For the thousandth time, I thought about how it would be so easy if magic could fix this problem. It would be so much better if I could just use some of this obnoxious power to bring her back or to walk away from the family legacy forever.

      Unfortunately, magic responded to everything.

      Including intentions.

      Using it to serve one’s own needs and ambitions was very high on the “do not do this” list. "We mustn't use magic for our selfish needs," my grandmother's voice filled my head as if she was standing right there beside me. “Magic knows when it’s being used badly, and it will act badly in return. Magic wants to be selfless, good, and to help.”

      Annoying. But true.

      Granny’s voice faded as I stopped the car and got out. I wished she was here, definitely. But she wasn’t here, not any longer, and she would never be again.

      The air was crisp and cool, and I shivered as I shut the car door. It was the end of summer, and the air was just getting the edge that meant autumn was coming soon. The woods carried the very barest hint of fall coming in, and while it was clear that summer was still holding on tight, its grip was loosening ever so slightly.

      I breathed in again.

      I’ll admit that in the city, I didn’t get to breathe air that was anywhere near this fresh. I closed my eyes again, sucking in that smell of fading sunlight and warm leaves, letting it wash over me…

      I paused.

      A chill ran down my spine that had nothing to do with the fall air.

      It felt…

      Dark.

      My eyes snapped open. I scoured the area around the cabin. Granny Alma kept the yard neat; there was nothing around except her impressive flowerpots and a little herb garden. There were a couple of leaves brushed against the front door, but other than that, everything seemed completely normal.

      You’re just worried, I said to myself. Anxious about the Oath.

      Yeah.

      That’s it.

      I shook off the strange feeling and walked toward the cabin. I pulled out the key, which had sat unused for years, and I slowly put it in the lock.

      I ignored the way my neck prickled and turned the key.

      As I finally opened the door, I was hit with the familiar scent of cedar and lavender. It was like stepping back in time to a simpler place where things made sense.

      I walked silently through the living room and into the kitchen, my steps the only sounds in the large, empty home.

      The house was still as cozy and warm as I remembered, with wooden beams on the ceiling and creaky floorboards beneath my feet. The walls were adorned with pictures of many generations of witchy women, most of whom were gone long before I was even born. The furniture was old but well-kept, with comfortable chairs and couches that invited guests to sink in and relax. Shelves of books lined the walls, with titles on witchcraft and magic, along with classics and contemporary novels.

      It was still home.

      I wasn’t sure what to do with that knowledge.

      I had loved it here. This cabin had always been my safe place. When I was a kid, I was always so proud when I read fairy tales, because it felt like my home could fit so well in any of those enchanted forests. Not for the first time, I wondered why a branch from my mom's side of the family had decided to pause their lives for good to inhabit this place, to help a town that didn't really believe in magic.

      "We have a legacy," my Mom used to tell me, her smile so sweet, her hair always smelling of lavender. "We must keep the oath our foremothers took long before our time."

      The legacy. It was all anyone ever talked to me about. I hated that most of my memories of her revolved around it. I missed her so much, even after all these years.

      Now I didn’t have her or Granny Alma to maintain that legacy.

      It was just me.

      I entered the kitchen, an ample space where my granny and I used to bake cookies in between making potions and re-working spells. I rolled my fingers wistfully over the cabinets, feeling the rich, dark wood that echoed the cabin's original style.

      My eyes caught on something that was new. It was a large basket. In it, there was an envelope.

      With my name on it.

      I didn’t hesitate. I ripped open the letter and started reading.

      "Dear Harper," the note neatly placed inside the large woven basket read. My eyes filled with tears. I would recognize Granny Alma’s handwriting anywhere. “You really took the time to write me a letter, Granny?” I whispered.

      Of course she did.

      I kept reading. "Welcome home. My time might be up, but yours has only just begun. This is the first step toward continuing our family legacy. I know you are ready. You’ve always been, even if you still hold doubts in your mind. Embrace your magic and use it sagely, selflessly.”

      I held the note between my fingers, and a bittersweet wave of emotions flooded my heart. My grandmother always had a flair for the dramatic, and leaving me a hidden note to find when I enter the house was exactly her style.

      Her confidence in me, however, made me want to run as far as I could in the other direction.

      "What am I doing here?" I asked out loud, and as I turned to walk back into the living room, I felt a surge of vertigo overtake me completely. My gut clenched with fear: the feeling was familiar. I hadn’t had it in years, but I knew what was about to happen. I barely managed to hold onto the kitchen counter before one of my mind-bending visions overtook me—

      Pain, horror, blood. Roars emanating from deep inside the woods and spreading over the town I used to know. Now it is a dilapidated wreck, with memories of happy families and unfulfilled promises.

      The evil continues to spread further still, onto the next town, the next city, like a virus. Sharp fangs, dark magic, and a sense of impending doom.

      Someone heaves for air, taking their last breath. Dark hair so damp with blood it sticks to his forehead, green eyes, once so bright, now glazes over with death.

      "Luke!" I try to scream, but I’m not there. I am far away, in a city far from where I grew up, embracing the life I chose over my family legacy. "Luke," I whisper once again, but he is gone. The boy I grew up with, now a man, is unreachable and lost to me in my vision.

      And then, just as suddenly as it began, the vision ended.

      A gasp escaped my lips as I tried to take it all in, tears rolling down my cheeks as I collapsed heavily onto the floor.

      “Luke…” I whispered, and this time, the words were actually uttered into the real world and not just in the depths of my mind. I hadn’t spoken that name out loud in seven years, not since the day I moved away from this place, running as fast and far as I could to live with my father.

      I may not have talked about Luke in years.

      But that didn’t mean he wasn’t on my mind.

      I hadn’t seen him in just as long.
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            Harper

          

        

      

    

    
      7 years ago

      

      It was a hot, lazy day in July, just like any other. We had spent the morning swimming in the creek, and afterward, we lay on the bank, our skin still damp, our breath heavy. His broad shoulders and chiseled chest were on full display as he lounged in his swimsuit beside me, the muscles of his arms rippling with every subtle movement he made.

      His scent was intoxicating, a mixture of pine and musk, and when he leaned in close to brush his lips against mine, I could see the fire burning in his green eyes.

      Luke had always been the stuff of dreams, a wild thing that could never be tamed. His lopsided smirk and dark, tousled hair that fell effortlessly over his forehead made it impossible for me to take my eyes off him, even when he teased me about staring.

      He kissed me softly at first, and when his tongue traced the seam of my lips, I lost myself in his arms. His touch was confident, almost possessive, like he knew that he had me wrapped around his finger. In more ways than one, he did.

      The kiss deepened, becoming more passionate, more urgent, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, clinging to him with all the fierceness a sixteen-year-old girl could muster.

      "You're mine, Harper,” he grunted against my lips, refusing to break off the kiss, and I flushed brightly at his words, my heart racing with excitement.

      But then, as he climbed on top of me, as I felt the weight of his muscular body gently pinning me against the pleasantly warm riverbank, a vision more powerful than anything I had experienced up until that moment flooded my mind, and suddenly the taste of blood filled my mouth.

      I pulled away from him abruptly and stumbled backward, my hand flying to my mouth in shock.

      "What the hell?!" he exclaimed, blood from his busted lip staining his chin and his hand as he applied pressure on the cut. I had sunk my teeth into his skin. Not a playful little nibble, oh no. It was hard to startle Luke, always so confident and in control, but I had truly caught him off guard. His expression softened as he took in my distress, and he took a step forward, trying to reach out to me, but I took a sharp step back.

      "My mother is dead," I heard myself saying, though the words didn't seem to come from my mind. It was the vision. I had seen the tourist with a flashy red car going too fast to stop in time. I had heard her scream and seen the blood covering the asphalt. I had felt her last breath in my throat and then her heart skipping its last beat.

      "What are you talking about, Harper? Your mom is fine. We saw her this morning,” he tried to comfort me, but I could see fear rising in those green, bright eyes.

      “I saw it. I felt it. She’s dead. She—” I couldn’t say anything else, overflooded with the realization that I had lost the person I loved most in the world. Tears streaming down my cheeks, blurring my vision, I started to run toward the town, not caring how badly the gravel in the dirt road was scraping against my bare feet. All I could see was the image of my mother, her lifeless body crumpled on the ground. Her eyes closed forever.

      I didn’t make it past the first few blocks of neatly maintained houses before I saw Granny Alma in the distance, running toward me from the direction of our house. We lived about half a mile away from the town proper. Our family had always enjoyed a certain sense of privacy.

      “Harper!” she screamed, and I knew that instant she had seen what I saw. She knew what I knew. My heart clenched in pain at the look of worry etched deeply into her face, and I stumbled toward her, my legs weak and trembling. She wrapped her arms around me, her embrace strong and comforting, and we stood like that for a long while, neither of us speaking.

      A week later, boxes filled with my things were loaded onto the back of my dad’s car, and I rested on the passenger seat, watching the town I had been born and raised in disappear into the distance.
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        * * *

      

      Harper

      Now

      

      I jolted awake.

      First, I saw Luke in a vision.

      Now I was dreaming of him.

      This was getting worse and worse.

      After my hellacious vision earlier, I took a quick minute to lie down on the couch. Clearly, my last-minute nap, however, lead to something a little more intense. Not to mention the fact that it was dark outside, meaning that my nap had turned into a deep sleep.

      I sighed and shook off the dream, deciding that I might as well continue what I started and get some regular sleep in my regular room.

      Walking into my bedroom was like stepping through a portal straight to the past. Everything was kept exactly like I left it. I turned 17 the day before my dad picked me up, and I never returned.

      The room was cozy and serene, bathed in the soft glow of the overhead light in its vintage sconce. The walls were painted a tranquil shade of powder blue, with subtle touches of white and cream on the furniture and accents. A twin bed dominated the center of the room, covered in a handmade quilt my mom had sewed just for me. Fluffy pillows and soft sheets invited me to curl up, read a book, or listen to music.

      A wooden dresser with a large mirror stood tall on one side of the room, displaying an array of trinkets and keepsakes from my childhood. A porcelain doll that my granny gifted me on my eighth birthday sat on top of the dresser, and in the bookcase rested the small stack of books I didn't pack with me all those years ago.

      I glanced at the spines and frowned.

      They were all spellbooks passed down from my ancestors.

      I moved away because the longer I looked at them, the guiltier I felt.

      Opposite the bed, a large wooden wardrobe carved with intricate designs was a testament to my granny's love for art and folklore. Welcoming and nostalgic, with touches of magic and whimsy, this was the place where my mom read me nighttime stories, and where I managed to get a toy to levitate for the first time. And that window overlooking the forest was the one Luke climbed through the night he kissed me for the first time, not long before that day in the lake.

      I was back all right, but precisely what I was supposed to do was something no one ever bothered telling me.

      I knew what was required of me to uphold my family legacy.

      I just wasn’t sure how to live the life I wanted and do what I needed to at the same time.

      And I sure as hell didn’t know what Luke, my teenage crush and first love, had to do with any of it.
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            Luke

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of leaves rustling and the crunch of twigs underfoot filled the air as we sprinted through the woods.

      It was training day. A pack is only as strong as its weakest members, and like hell I was going to let anyone be weak.

      Not when I was their Alpha.

      So, every day, I led a select few members of the pack in a brutal training session, setting a swift pace that kept us all challenged. It wasn’t easy keeping up, but it was necessary if they wanted to survive.

      I was their Alpha, and it was my job to make sure they were all strong enough to face whatever threats came their way to protect the rest of the pack.

      I could hear the flutter of bird wings and the scurrying of small animals as they fled from our path. Their fear was justified.

      We liked prey, and everything in this forest that wasn’t us was fair game.

      In the distance, the cars came and went through Main Street. My nose filled with the million different smells of the forest, with all my senses on high alert.

      Everything seemed normal.

      Until it wasn’t.

      Nothing prepared me for the intoxicating scent that filled my nostrils all at once, stirring the wolf inside of me.

      I froze and sniffed the air.

      I knew this smell.

      I knew it so well, it was almost as familiar as my own. It was a scent I hadn’t felt in years, a scent that forced me to come to a sudden halt, my head dizzy with excitement and bewilderment, desire and frustration.

      "Alpha, what is it?" Jason, one of my pack members, asked, sensing my distress. My pack was small but mighty. There was Jason and a few others, plus my three brothers. Together we made up the bulk of the wolf pack.

      Given the weight of the task we’d been given, keeping the woods and the town safe from Him, I would have liked to have at least a little more backup.

      However, He had been asleep for hundreds of years.

      The Oath made sure of that.

      Still, the scent made me realize that, while I was used to protecting the world from Him alone, there was another half to this ancient equation.

      Harper.

      My heart pounded in my chest, and my wolf snarled and growled, urging me to track her down that instant. I grabbed onto a nearby tree and used it to hold my weight up.

      "It's nothing," I grumbled, barely controlling my wolf's instincts. "Just keep running."

      It was not nothing.

      But I wasn’t ready to talk about it.

      We continued, accelerating our pace to make up for the sudden interruption, but my mind was no longer on the training; it was on her.

      Harper.

      She was here.

      She was home.

      She was back in my territory, and it was all I could do to keep my wolf from taking over completely and running to her, claiming her as my own the way I should have all those years ago.

      As I ran, my mind was filled with memories of her. I could still taste her lips on mine, her silky, smooth skin underneath my fingertips.

      Unfortunately, I could also still feel the utter devastation as I watched her walk away from me, leaving this town behind.

      And me in the process.

      I growled again, throwing myself forward.

      I’d spent almost ten years trying to forget her.

      I’d failed at it for every second of that time.

      A wolf can’t just forget their fated mate. It’s not something I had control over; she was as much a part of me as my inner wildness. She was part of the fundamental makeup of my body, embedded in my soul.

      But she didn’t want me.

      She didn’t want us.

      And I had no choice but to let her go.

      My paws pounded against the forest floor. Harper’s smell, faint as it was, hit me like a sledgehammer. I figured that with Alma’s death, she would return at some point. But that was months ago.

      For months, I looked for her.

      Now that she was here, I didn’t know what to do.

      Harper and I were fated, but for more than just our own relationship.

      The town, and everyone in it, relied on us to keep the Oath that our families made years ago.

      It was the Oath that kept the evil at bay.

      I had no idea if we’d be able to do it.
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            Harper

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, I felt refreshed, if still confused. At my Aunt Lucy’s urging, I decided that it was time to figure out what I would have to do in order to fulfill the Oath.

      The faster I did that, the faster I could go back to my life, and leave this one behind again.

      So, after a quick breakfast of a granola bar and some of the instant coffee I found in a cabinet, I got to work. If there was one place in Granny Alma’s house where I’d be able to find out what needed to be done to fulfill the Oath, it was the basement. So, down the stairs I went, into the basement that was filled with mysteries and latent magic. The stone walls were covered in ancient tomes that had always whispered secrets into my family’s ears, and jars containing everything from soil to herbs to strange colorful concoctions.

      Every first witch in my mom’s family, meaning the oldest daughter of the oldest daughter, had been trained in this basement. Our family legacy was always clear; Vale witches protected the town. In this basement, dozens of women had been trained to complete the Oath and protect the town. They turned into magical juggernauts here, capable of holding down literally hundreds of years of magic to fulfill their destiny.

      I left before mine was finished.

      I remember hearing bits of oaths and promises, bits of warnings and protection spells over the years, but I never turned the page to the final chapter of what, precisely, the Oath meant.

      My mom died before I could figure that out.

      And I couldn’t possibly stay here to find out after that.

      Now, both my Mom and Grandmother, the last two Vale witches, were gone.

      There was no one to teach me. No kind face to smile as I practiced, and no one to provide feedback.

      I had to figure it out on my own.

      I gritted my teeth.

      After Granny Alma died, I thought about not coming back at all. It was only because of my Aunt Lucy’s frantic begging that I did. Aunt Lucy couldn’t perform the magic, but she knew more than I did about what the Oath was. She insisted that she couldn’t help me, but she knew bad things would happen if I didn’t fulfill the oath. She was really, really clear that there were no other living Vale witches who could do it.

      Only I could.

      Now that I had the additional complication of a vision involving the death of Luke, I knew that I had to do this. I had to see it through.

      I may have abandoned Luke all those years ago, but I still cared about him. I wouldn’t want him to get hurt.

      So, I guess I didn’t have any more options.

      For Luke and for Lucy, I would figure this out.

      I walked over to the shelf, not even bothering to brush off the layer of dust that had settled on the spines of those books, and I started to look for answers. I picked up one tome after another, flipping through their pages, but I saw nothing that could help me.

      Some were chapters I had already read, spells I had learned to cast a long time ago. Others seemed like gibberish, words that made no sense, mysteries without a solution.

      Finally, though, I made my way to a corner of the basement, behind an apothecary desk, where I came face-to-face with a bookcase I seemed to have forgotten all about. Granny Alma had always used to usher me away from that portion of the basement, explaining that I wasn't ready for the knowledge that lay within those books.

      I supposed that I was finally ready, seeing as both my Mom and Granny were long gone, and the rest of my maternal family believed I was the heir to everything left behind in this house... including the Oath.

      My fingers trembled as I reached for the largest tome on the shelf. It was bound in leather that was at least three or four centuries old. The pages were yellowed with age. I opened it slowly, taking in the strange, archaic characters that danced across the pages.

      Somehow, they made perfect sense, even though I don’t think I had ever laid eyes on this language before. As I read the ancient words, a knot formed in my stomach. It was written in a feminine hand, and I knew instantly it was one of my ancestors. I read out loud:

      “I, Aurora Vale, daughter of Annalise the Wise and granddaughter of Esme the . Spellbinder, do hereby swear this solemn oath to my descendants and to the world. I have seen the horrors that lurk in the shadows, the evil that dwells in the heart of one who called himself a king. He was not a man, but a beast, a wolf that, through vile methods, stole the power of magic. A tyrant who sought to enslave and destroy all who opposed him. He had no mercy, no compassion, no love.

      I lost my Mother and Grandmother, creating and casting a spell that would bind this creature forever, locking him away in the darkest corner of the woods I called home. I lost my beloved husband in the battle, but he gave his life freely, protecting our town and our children.

      Now I have to pass on this duty to my heirs, for the spell is not permanent, as hard as we tried to make it so. He will not rest, he will not give up, and he will always seek a way to escape and resume his conquest. He will always be a threat, a danger, a curse. And so I entrust this task to my children and grandchildren and beyond. One of them, a woman with magic in her soul and love in her heart, will be chosen each generation. They must never forget, never falter, never fail. But they will not carry this burden alone. They will find an ally in whoever carries the title of Alpha in the great pack that protects these lands at the time of their oath. May the Goddess bless them and guide them, may the moon shine upon them, and may the elements aid them and protect them. They are Vales, the guardians of their generation.”

      My heart raced as I read the words, feeling the weight of the responsibility that came with being a Vale. The thought of being the chosen one, the one to protect my family and the town, terrified me.

      I dropped the book.

      I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t handle the pressure, the fear, the danger. I didn’t want to lose more than I already had. I just wanted to be a normal person, enjoy my comfortable life in the city, go out with friends, and worry about things a twenty-seven-year-old should, not magic and curses and sacrifices.

      “Oh God, this couldn’t be happening,” I exhaled sharply, but I couldn’t stop myself from reading more, so much more. Page after page flew by, and I took in everything. The spells, the warnings, the conditions.

      One part made me gasp. I read out loud, “The spell that bound him required a constant flow of magic and will, a connection between the guardian and the prison. It is a ritual that has to be performed every night for a full moon cycle under the light of the stars. It is a test of endurance and faith, of courage and love. It is a sacrifice that only a true Vale can make.”

      He would try to tempt me, to deceive me, to break me. He would send his minions, his spies, his illusions. He would whisper in my dreams. He would haunt my thoughts. He would twist my emotions. I must not listen and stay strong, stay true.

      I knew I had a life of my own, far away from this place. I knew that I wanted to see the world, to explore new lands, but I forced myself to look around and truly see that this was where I belonged. If I couldn’t do this, if I found it was my destiny to break free from the confines of this town, I was given this choice. Once the initial ritual had been completed, I must return once a year for as long as I shall live, to renew the seal that kept him locked away. I must come back on the night of the summer solstice, when the magic was strongest, and the darkness was weakest. I must perform the ritual again, with the same dedication and devotion as before, reaffirming my oath and my bond with the prison.”

      I stumbled backward, the book slipping out of my grasp and landing with a loud thud on the stone floor. My heart raced, and my mind spun with the weight of the knowledge I just gained. The Vale legacy was real, there was a very real curse, and it was my burden to bear.

      I paced back and forth, my mind racing with thoughts and fears. I couldn’t handle this. I couldn’t do what was expected of me. I wanted to just run, and flee back to the city.

      "Oh, God, oh, God, oh..." But my words froze on my lips when I heard footsteps upstairs, a cold, painful panic taking over my mind. Could it be one of the minions I had been warned about?

      I grabbed the book and quickly replaced it on the shelf, making sure it was hidden from plain sight, then looked around to try and find something to protect myself with.

      I spotted a metal rod and picked it up, frantically looking through the jars and boxes neatly stacked around the basement, whispering the same ancient words my Granny had taught me all those years ago before I turned my back on our legacy.

      The rod glimmered with a soft blue hue, magically charged like a cattle prod, and I held it tightly, trying to steady my breathing and calm my nerves as the footsteps drew closer and closer. The basement door creaked open, and I tensed, ready to fight if necessary.

      The figure in the doorway made the breath punch out of me in a woosh.

      It was someone tall and broad-shouldered, with green eyes that could cut through steel.

      I knew those eyes.

      "L-Luke?" I stuttered out, unable to believe what I was seeing.

      "Hey, Harper," he said, his voice deep and low, sending shivers down my spine. "It's been a long time."
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      I stared at her, taking in every detail of the woman before me. Though she had always been gorgeous, Harper had grown into a breathtaking beauty.

      My wolf roared inside me as I took in the waves of ash-blonde hair that cascaded down her back, the curves of her body, and the shape of her full, pink lips. Her eyes, already the brightest shade of blue I had ever seen, glowed under the hue of whatever it was she was clinging to. I looked closer, noticing that it was a rod imbued with magic the Vale women so easily cast.

      I tried to keep my emotions in check, to act like the Alpha I had become since we last saw one another. Yet my wolf stirred at the sight and scent of her, and I had to take a deep breath to regain control of my animal instincts.

      "What are you doing here?" she asked, clearly not expecting to see me there.

      "I could ask you the same thing," I said, my voice rougher than I intended. "Didn't see you at your grandmother's funeral."

      I was being a fucking jackass, and I knew it, but I couldn’t help myself. My fated mate left seven years ago, and I still didn’t know how to deal with her coming back into my life without so much as a word of warning.

      "That's none of your business," she protested, but I could see the shame rising in her eyes as she dropped the rod. The instant it hit the ground, the blue hue vanished, as if it had never been there to begin with. Harper blinked at me and continued. "I didn't feel ready to come when I first got the news, but I couldn't stay away, and you know it. I had to find answers. About the Vale Oath, the history of this town."

      I couldn’t help but notice there was a searching quality in her eyes, a vulnerability that made my protective instincts flare.

      "You shouldn't be poking around things you don't understand," I said, my voice low and commanding.

      She raised an eyebrow, looking at me with a mixture of defiance and annoyance, clearly having enough of my shit.

      "And who are you to tell me what I can and can't do?"

      I stepped forward, staring deep into those blue eyes I thought I'd never see again.

      "You're in my territory, little enchantress. And that gives me the right to ask questions if I feel like it."

      She pursed her lips, holding my stare, but I could sense the tension in her body, and hear her heart pounding in her chest.

      "I'm a witch, not an enchantress."

      "My mistake." I shrugged with a little smirk. It was an old joke, and I felt like a jerk bringing it up, especially when she clearly wanted to play along.

      She huffed; the tension palpable between us. She narrowed her eyes at me. "It's not your territory, though. It's the Alpha's. Your father's," she replied snidely, clearly trying to push my buttons.

      I took another step forward, her very presence igniting something primal within me. My wolf whispered in my ear, urging me to claim her, to make her mine. She was so close now, so painfully close, and it would be so easy to lift her off the ground and take her in my arms.

      I wanted to.

      But I couldn’t, and Harper was the one who made that abundantly clear.

      "He's no longer the Alpha," I said solemnly, my voice low and gentler than before. "He died a few years ago."

      Her eyes widened with shock and guilt, and she pulled her hands over her mouth, clearly regretting her words.

      "I had no idea. God, I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to—"

      "It's all right."

      "But—"

      "I said it's all right, Harper. I don't want to talk about my old man. You didn't know. I'm the Alpha now, and you..." I looked her up and down, inhaling her scent, my entire being on fire just by having her stand there in front of me.

      I ached to touch her, to hold her, kiss her, own her. I longed to ask her why the hell she left to begin with, how she could abandon us and the future we might have had.

      I did none of those things.

      Instead, I nodded at the basement. "And you are here to take the Vale Oath, aren't you?"

      Harper nodded, her eyes downcast. She looked so hesitant, so clearly conflicted, and I had the feeling she would rather be anywhere else but here.

      It made me want to growl and drag her into a cave, so she could never leave me again.

      She sighed. "Yes, it seems I'm the chosen heir and need to follow the family legacy. I thought I had outrun all that shit when I left with my dad back in high school."

      The reminder of that day slapped me. She was so casual about it, so cavalier.

      For Harper, it was a necessary escape.

      For me, it was the worst day of my life.

      However, through my pain, I recognized that it wasn’t fair. I knew I couldn’t blame her, not entirely. She was hurting; her mom had just died, and she didn’t want to be anywhere near me or our town.

      She also didn’t know we were mates.

      I never told her.

      And it was too fucking late now.

      I sighed, the weight of my responsibilities more noticeable than on any regular day. I wanted to help her, to guide her, but I also knew that the Vale Oath was not something to be taken lightly. It was a binding agreement between Vale women and the wolves of our pack, one that had been upheld for countless generations.

      There has been a partnership between us for years, but as far as I knew, no wolf had ever had a witch as a mate.

      Ever.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what this meant for us. There was so much left unsaid when she walked away from this town. From us.

      "Are you ready for it?" I asked, and Harper looked up at me, her eyes wide with uncertainty and doubt, fear and frustration.

      "I don't think I really have any choice, do I? If I decide to leave..." She paused and shivered, and she didn’t need to tell me she was having one of her visions. I remembered the last one she had to endure before leaving town for good.

      It was brutal.

      I stepped forward, my urge to reassure her overwhelming. "I'll be there to protect you every step of the way. Not only because it's my responsibility as the new Alpha, but—" I paused, knowing I shouldn't say anything else. I shouldn't, because there was so much she didn’t know. "…but because it's you. If anyone as much as touches a hair on your head, I'll rip their throat out."

      My wolf growled in agreement, and I didn’t think I could control him in that situation even if I tried. Harper's eyes widened at my admission, her cheeks flushed, her heart skipping a noticeable beat.

      She had no idea what I would do for her, or the full extent of my feelings for her. She had no idea she was my fated mate, and I had known it since the day I turned 18.

      "I appreciate your offer of protection," she said softly, her eyes darting away from mine, trying so hard to sound tough. "But I can take care of myself, you know."

      "You might very well be able to, yes, but that's not going to change the fact that I'll be here through this whole process," I said, towering over her, feeling her warmth emanating from her body, drawing me in. "Stubborn little enchantress."

      "I'm two years younger than you, for crying out loud!" She protested, and I couldn’t help but chuckle at her indignation, even though I could barely control my wolf around her, even though I was still pissed about how she left town all those years ago. "And it's witch."

      "Same difference."

      "Were you always this annoying, or did you get worse with time?" Harper retorted, wrinkling her nose with annoyance, but there was a hint of that old smile playing at the corners of her full lips. It was all I could do not to pick her up in my arms.

      "Both, probably." I smirked down at her, staring achingly at this gorgeous little witch who seemed to be entirely unaware of the pull she had on me.

      Did she know she could ask me to do just about anything for her, and I would feel compelled to agree if only to see her smile? Did she know she held the heart of the Alpha in her hands?

      "I suppose some things never change," she replied, biting her lip.

      It was plump and pink between her white teeth, and my mind went straight to what those lips could do in many, many other contexts.

      I had to shake my head to clear my thoughts.

      It was evident that she still felt uncertain about the whole situation. Taking a step closer to her, I brushed my hand against her arm, feeling the undeniable heat between us.

      "You don't want to take the oath, do you?" I asked, observing as she lowered her gaze and slowly shook her head, a long sigh escaping her lips.

      "No, I don't. But I know I have to," she whispered, her voice filled with reluctance, frustration, and sorrow. "I've seen what will happen if I leave, and I could never live with myself if I simply walked away to pursue a more comfortable life."

      "It's all right," I reassured her. "Let's go upstairs. It's damp down here, and you could use a cup of tea."

      We ascended the stairs together, my senses heightened, the past intertwining with the present in this familiar home. Harper placed the kettle on the stove and then turned to me, her expression hesitant and uncertain.

      "I'm sorry about earlier," she spoke tentatively, her beautiful blue eyes reflecting the guilt and regret in her voice. "I didn't mean to offend you."

      "You couldn't have known," I replied, trying to ease the tension.

      A brief silence lingered between us as the kettle boiled and as she poured tea into two cups, her gaze returning to me once more.

      "So, tell me," she said, a slight smile playing at the corners of her lips, her tone teasing. "What's it like being the Alpha?"

      I couldn’t help but chuckle at her question.

      "It's not always easy," I admitted, taking a sip of the tea. "But it's never dull, that's for sure. I have a feeling it's about to become even more challenging with you back in town."

      Harper laughed in response, and that sound, oh, how I had missed it.

      Despite everything, including the awful circumstances, I was happy she was here.

      I missed her.

      My heart skipped a beat as I looked at her.

      She was back now, but for how long? Would we be able to do what needed to be done for the Oath?

      And would I be able to let her walk away from me again when the time inevitably came?
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      I took a sip of my tea, attempting to calm my nerves. Luke's eyes bore into me, intense and probing, and I couldn't help but wonder what he was thinking. Even back when we were kids, his mind remained an enigma to me.

      He bore a striking resemblance to the 18-year-old I had left behind, yet it felt as though a lifetime had slipped away in his eyes.

      "So," he broke the silence, his words hanging in the air. "How have you been?"

      I shrugged, uncertain of how much to reveal. How transparent should I be with him? Should I confess my longing to return to the city, to the job and friends I had left behind? Should I disclose the depth of my yearning for him, surpassing anything I had imagined, and the nightly struggle to suppress the memories of his touch?

      "Fine... good," I mumbled, the words faltering on my lips. "And you? Your brothers? The pack?"

      "We're doing all right," he replied, reclining in his chair, a sense of authority emanating from him. "We've experienced steady growth, and the transition has been relatively smooth. We even managed to integrate a troublesome pack in the area, bringing them under our leadership."

      My gaze lingered on him, despite the internal warning to avert my eyes. He was utterly captivating, exuding confidence and power. Time had only enhanced his appeal. His tousled dark hair retained its allure, while his emerald green eyes reflected an irresistible glimmer, drawing me in. He possessed a devastating handsomeness that quickened my pulse and stole my breath. I reminded myself of my limited intentions, and my unwillingness to succumb to him again.

      Yet, it wasn't just his physicality that affected me so deeply. His presence exuded a sense of comfort, a familiarity that surpassed any connection I had experienced before. Not even my mother, grandmother, or my old friends and fleeting boyfriends in the city evoked such emotions.

      "Sounds like you've been keeping busy."

      "And you sound reluctant to share your experiences," he retorted, his words laced with an edge.

      "I'm not sure what you expect me to say," I replied, my tone tinged with defensiveness. "I attended college, secured a job, and made acquaintances. That's about it." I don’t have social media, preferring to keep a low profile, so that’s all I’m going to report.

      He doesn’t need to know anything beyond that.

      "That's it?" he repeated incredulously, his disbelief palpable. "You have nothing to share about your boyfriends, adventures, or the places you've visited?"

      "Don't go there, Luke."

      "Go where? You left to pursue a better life, and I can sense the traces of your dating escapades. It lingers in the air."

      "No, you couldn't!" I hissed, my frustration and defensiveness mounting. "And even if I did, what's it to you? We haven't been in a relationship for seven years. Was I supposed to confine myself to a convent? Are you trying to shame me for my choices? Because that's not acceptable."

      "That's not what I'm trying to do," he responded, a touch of exasperation in his voice. "I want you to let down your walls and have an open conversation with me. Stop keeping your guard up. And if riling you up is the only way to accomplish that, then so be it."

      I took a deep breath, attempting to calm myself. He was right—I had been holding back, and it wasn't sustainable if I intended to stay here for the next few weeks.

      "You're right," I admitted, my voice softer now. "I suppose I've forgotten how to communicate with you. So much has changed, and I don't even know where to begin." I sighed, my gaze falling to the swirling liquid in my tea cup as I idly twirled the spoon.

      "Start with why you left," he suggested, his tone gentler now, his eyes fixed on mine. "We never really had the chance to discuss it, and I think it's time we did."

      I took another deep breath, nodding in acknowledgment.

      "I left because I felt like I didn't belong here.” Finally, I whispered the words that should have been spoken long ago. “After my mother's death, I had this overwhelming urge to escape, to forge a new path for myself." I paused, nervously nibbling on my lower lip. With hesitation and undeniable guilt, I looked up at him. "I'm sorry if my departure hurt you. It was never my intention."

      "I know." He nodded slowly, though his green eyes darkened slightly, his jaw visibly tensing. My actions may not have been intended to cause harm, but they did.

      "I've missed you, Luke," I blurted out, the words tumbling from my lips before I could stop them. His expression softened, his eyes narrowing as he studied me intently.

      "I've missed you too, Harper. More than you'll ever know."

      Something in his tone, the way he said it, made my heart skip a beat. He tilted his head ever so slightly, his intense green gaze almost compelling me to look away.

      "Your heart is racing, little enchantress," he murmured, his voice low and husky, a small smirk playing on his lips. "Over a hundred beats per minute."

      "Luke..." I whispered, uncertain of my own desires or intentions, overwhelmed by his presence and the sensations flooding my senses.

      

      Luke leans forward, his eyes never leaving mine, and he cups my cheek, his thumb caressing my skin in a soft, tender gesture. The warmth from his touch spreads through my body, setting every nerve ending on fire, and I can barely breathe.

      "You feel it too, don't you, Harper? The connection between us?"

      I nod, my eyes fixed on his, my hands trembling slightly.

      "I've always felt it," I admit, my voice barely above a whisper.

      "Then stop fighting it," he grunts, his voice low and seductive. "Let me in. Accept the gift the Moon Goddess has given us."

      Before I can even process what's happening, Luke's lips crash against mine, sending shockwaves of heat and pleasure throughout my body. The kiss is passionate, almost desperate, as if he's been waiting for this moment from the moment I left my old life behind. I kiss him back just as urgently, my fingers tangling in his hair. It's like nothing I've ever felt before, every inch of my being consumed by him.

      The Moon Goddess… the moon…

      

      “Harper?” his concern-ridden voice pulled me back to reality, and I found myself enveloped in his strong, muscle-clad arms. Blinking once, then twice, I looked up at him. It had all been a vision—the kiss, his confession—merely a figment of my imagination. "Are you okay?"

      I was leaning precariously back in my chair, nearly toppling over. He must have lunged forward just in time to catch me, preventing a collision with the unforgiving floor.

      "Luke, you... you never told me," I managed to stammer, still reeling from the shock of the truth that had been revealed to me in that sudden, vivid vision.

      "Tell you what?" he asked, helping me regain my balance. I remained seated as he stood by my side, towering over me effortlessly, the weight of his secret now so painfully evident.

      "That I am your fated mate," I whispered, my words barely audible. It was as if I could sense his wolf stirring in response to the revelation.

      I probably could.

      Growing up as a witch in this town, the local wolf shifter pack wasn’t exactly a secret. Among wolves, a fated mate was something sacred. It was a soulmate, but more; one half of a person, existing elsewhere in the world. Finding your fated mate was like winning the lottery and striking gold all at the same time.

      Impossible.

      And yet, apparently, I was Luke’s.

      Which made him mine.

      Anger bubbled up in me, thick and vivid.

      We were fated mates. A fact that he had to have known long before I met. Hell, he probably knew when he turned eighteen, the night that his wolf had been made part of himself. Luke had known for years that we were blessed soulmates.

      But he never told me.
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      It wasn't easy to catch me off guard, but if anyone could do it, it was Harper. She had done it repeatedly in the past, and here she was, doing it again.

      Some things truly never changed.

      I stood there, rendered speechless, as the secret I had intended to keep locked away in my heart for years was suddenly laid bare before us.

      Damn those Vale witches and their visions.

      Restlessness stirred within my wolf, his presence now undeniable. The sensation was a mix of exhilaration and terror, leaving me torn between snapping at Harper or pulling her into my arms and never letting go.

      "You never told me," she spoke once more, her voice carrying reproach and confusion.

      Inhaling deeply, I fought to contain the smoldering anger, searching for a way to steer the conversation away from the edge of chaos. Easier said than done.

      "You were sixteen. I was waiting for the right time. You were so young and I wasn’t sure what to do, and then your mom died. And then, you left," I replied, attempting to explain. "I didn't want to overwhelm you. Your situation is different. You don't fit into the conventional ranks of our pack. You're a witch, a Vale on top of that. You aren't bound by the moon and the primal instincts that compel us toward our fated mates."

      "I still had the right to know," she huffed, and an involuntary growl rumbled in my chest at her stubbornness.

      "And when was I supposed to tell you?" I retorted, frustration lacing my words. "When you announced you were leaving town the day before your father came to pick you up? What was I supposed to do? Hunt you down and drag you back so you could be with me? I couldn’t do that to you then, Harper. I couldn’t stand that you didn’t want us, that you didn’t want me. I let you go. I respected your damn decision. And now you're berating me for not making things more difficult for you?" My anger simmered, hot and bright, and I felt a growl grip my throat.

      Harper and I might have been fated mates, but that didn’t mean we automatically would be head over heels for each other.

      Clearly.

      I made decisions that may not have been totally honest with her, but I was trying to protect her. Then, and now.

      I would never do anything to intentionally hurt her.

      Harper’s eyes searched mine, and I saw the muscles in her face relax. Her voice softened, carrying a hint of genuine hurt. “I could never fully understand what was happening between us, why I was so drawn to you. Those summers, that longing. I thought it was merely some childhood crush that never faded.”

      She pursed her lips, her frustration with the secret I had kept from her evident, but something deeper fueled her anger. “My mother and my grandmother kept the details of the oath from me, and you kept the fact that the moon itself desires our union hidden from me. Does anyone believe I can handle the truth? Or am I just a fragile little flower in the eyes of all of you?"

      Her words stung, igniting a deep-seated restlessness within me as my wolf fought to assert dominance. Her desolation at the realization felt hopeless, like she was teetering on the edge of a pit that, if she fell into, would consume her.

      I didn’t know how to bring her out of it.

      "Don't take that tone with me, Harper! Things would have turned out very differently if you hadn't run away from your problems," I snapped, my voice sharper than intended. She was pushing my buttons, and I was losing control of my temper like a fool. But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't reignite my dwindling resentment.

      She stared at me, and I realized far too late that I had put my foot in my mouth. "I didn't run away from my problems. I left to find myself, to discover who I could be without my mother. I needed a fresh start," she retorted, her eyes flashing with anger. Sarcasm dripped from her words as she added, "If the Alpha permits, I'd prefer to be alone now. You should leave."

      Harper’s dismissal was clear and total. She spun, walking away from me.

      Again.

      I stared at her in disbelief, my heart heavy with a mixture of regret and anger. Regret for not revealing the truth earlier, and anger at her for leaving without giving me the chance to explain. I knew she was hurting, but so was I. The mere thought of being without her, of not having her by my side as my mate, was unbearable.

      "Fine, have it your way," I grunted, shaking my head in frustration. I knew better than to stay and prolong this argument. Escalation would serve no purpose. "But here's some advice: If you don't want to be treated like a child, stop acting like a spoiled brat,” I managed to grunt. Following her lead, I turned, and walked out.

      As I left Harper's cottage, my wolf urged me to turn back and put an end to this nonsense. But I couldn't. I had to give Harper the space she desired, just as I had to accept her decision when she left town.

      My wolf, after all, was part of the problem.

      He wanted Harper from the moment he woke in my chest. I’d always liked her: we were friends and I had a crush on her for as long as I could remember.

      It wasn’t until I got the wolf, though, that I realized what I felt for Harper was much more than just a childhood crush.

      Reaching the edge of the forest, I shifted into my wolf form, allowing the cool night air to soothe my frayed nerves and burn off the pent-up energy. It wasn't until dawn broke that I returned to the packhouse, my heart and mind still in turmoil. Perhaps I should reject her and move on from the binding fate that tethered us together. Find a mate who yearned to be with me instead of running from our connection. The very thought sickened me, but my pride whispered in my ear, challenging the determination of my wolf.

      For now, all I could do was retreat to my bedroom, seeking solace in rest. I attempted, if only for a brief respite, to forget the familiar ache that had consumed my heart since the day Harper bid her farewell.
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      Harper

      "Fuck!" I exclaimed, the words bursting forth once I was truly alone in the living room. I couldn't believe how quickly everything had unraveled.

      It’s not like I hadn’t thought about Luke at all over the past ten years. Of course I had. He was my first love, my high school sweetheart. He was the Alpha’s son in a town that did its best to hide the supernatural from the human population.

      When I left town, I left Luke too, and the regrets I had from doing that felt like they would swallow me whole sometimes.

      It’s a small town. Logically, I knew that I couldn’t avoid him. Being home meant seeing Luke, and there was just no way around that.

      However, I was woefully unprepared for him to step into my house on the very first day. I hadn't had time to gather my thoughts, to decide what I wanted to say or ask, or how to respond to him.

      And I certainly wasn't expecting to have not one but two visions that forced me to confront truths that I had been oblivious to for most of my life.

      I gripped the dish towel in the kitchen, pulling tightly on opposite ends of the fabric.

      I couldn’t help myself. I screamed. "I didn't ask for magic! All I wanted was to be normal. Have a normal mother, a normal grandmother, a normal childhood, and a normal crush!" I shouted, feeling like a petulant child throwing a tantrum.

      Luke had called me a child. He told me that I was handling all of this with a less than stellar level of maturity.

      The worst part was that Luke might be right about that, too.

      I screamed at the empty room as if someone were standing there, listening to my grievances. Yet, I was alone. However, in a peculiar way, every woman in the Vale family tree was there with me, at least those who had passed. Their energy, their magic, their Oath.

      It was still an Oath for which I was responsible. If I chose to turn my back on it, that was my prerogative. I could just leave. Go back to the city, to my life there. I could easily abandon this town and go without completing the Oath. But that path came hand-in-hand with the knowledge that this town would be consumed by darkness, that Luke would meet a horrific, agonizing end, and that I would have allowed a cruel tyrant to be unleashed upon the world simply because I refused to make the sacrifice that my ancestors had accepted long before my time.

      I had a choice, yes, but my heart, soul, and conscience could never fathom accepting what lay behind door number two.

      So, it wasn’t really a choice.

      Not at all.

      "All right," I whispered, half to myself and half to my Granny Alma. She was no longer here, but her presence still lingered in the house as if guiding me one final time. "This is happening. It's going to be a challenging month, but what doesn't kill you makes you stronger, right?"

      I didn't want to truly entertain the possibility that I might not have the opportunity to grow stronger if everything went wrong, but the threat loomed menacingly in my mind.

      "He will try to trick you," a voice warned, and I took a slow, calming breath, attempting to maintain composure to keep my wits about me. Yes, he would try to deceive me, to exploit my fears and weaknesses.

      But I was a Vale, and like the women who came before me, I would ensure that the entity in the woods remained right where it belonged, at least for one more generation.
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      8 years ago

      

      I stepped into the clearing, the air thick with the scent of pine and the dampness of the earth. The sunlight filtering through the trees cast dappled light across the forest floor, and I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that today was the day.

      I was finally going to shift, embrace the wolf inside me, and become a full-fledged member of the pack.

      As the others gathered around me, my father and brothers included, I took a deep breath, feeling the energy coursing through me. I had been waiting for this moment my whole life, eager and excited to see what being a werewolf truly meant.

      For a few moments, I felt nothing but disappointment as I looked down at my human form. Perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps I was not ready yet. But then, something shifted inside my chest, something deep and primal and fierce. And suddenly, I was no longer in control.

      The moment I felt the wolf inside me take over, my eyes filled with a golden glow, and I let out a howl that echoed throughout the forest. I felt alive, more alive than ever before, and a bond that could never be broken was formed between me and the wolf lurking inside me since my birth.

      I felt my body shifting, my bones changing, and my senses growing tenfold. I ran through the forest, four paws landing heavily on the ground with each new step, and I allowed myself to be free, utterly free, connected to the moon and the earth.

      It was only hours later, as I sat alone in the clearing where the transformation had first taken place, basking in the light of the moon, that I smelled it... smelled her.

      That sweet, intoxicating scent was like nothing I had ever experienced before, more powerful than my transformation even. Every fiber of my being longed for the person responsible for that scent, a mix of lavender and honey, of books and latent magic.

      I followed it desperately, a man on a mission, my heart drumming so fast in my chest that I thought it would explode at any moment. And then I saw her, sitting on the Vale house porch, looking up at the stars, wearing the same old shorts and blouse she had when I saw her that morning.

      Harper.

      She was little more than sixteen then, two years my junior, the girl I had grown up around, the annoying kid that begged me to guide her through the woods, the adorable tween I protected from bullies, the friend I hung out with after school as we grew together.

      Her ash blonde hair was a tangle of wild curls that night. She had been trying a new hairstyle, and she hated it, but to me, she had never looked more beautiful. Maybe it was because I was finally seeing her, not just her face and her body and her smile, but her heart and her soul.

      I knew without a shadow of a doubt that she was my mate, that we had always been destined to be together. Our bond hadn’t appeared until recently, with the appearance of my wolf, but after he showed up, I knew that it had always been harper for me.

      It explained so much.

      That was why I had grown so furious every time any kid dared tease or bully her, why I had been so quick to come to her aid whenever she needed me. It wasn’t just because I cared deeply about my childhood friend, though that was a part of it as well. It was because my dormant wolf always knew what she truly meant to us.

      It was like a bolt of lightning had struck me, and suddenly, my world was narrowing down to just her. I couldn't take my eyes off Harper even if I tried.

      I knew right then and there that I would never want to be away from her, that I would do anything to keep her safe from any harm, any pain.

      "Hey, Luke," she spoke, and her voice sounded like music. She flushed as she always did when I was around, and now I could also hear her heart beating faster in her chest as I moved closer to her, the way her breath became slightly more irregular. "You look like you've been rolling around in the mud; what have you been up to?"

      "Join me for a walk, and I'll tell you all about it," I said, offering her my hand, and she gladly took it, turning around for just a moment to tell her mother she would be back in a little while.

      Her skin was silky, smooth and enticing, and as I intertwined my fingers with hers, I knew this was where I belonged.
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        * * *

      

      Harper

      8 years ago

      

      I gasped out loud when I saw a face lurking in the darkness just outside my window. I held my breath, a scream building up in my lungs, but before I could let it out, my eyes adjusted to the lack of lighting enough to recognize the features of my nighttime intruder.

      “Luke, you almost gave me a heart attack,” I protested in a whisper, jumping out of bed and making my way to the window. He had climbed the side of the house like it was just another everyday feat, and I opened the window for him to enter my bedroom. “Ever heard of doors?”

      “It’s late,” he replied with that lopsided smirk that made my heart flutter every single time. God, why did he have to be so painfully handsome? Why did he have to stare at me with those wonderfully green orbs like I was the only girl in the world? It filled my stomach with butterflies, and I didn’t know how to handle the intensity of those emotions. “I didn’t want to wake up the Vale witches.”

      “Well, you woke up one of them.” I giggled and motioned for him to come inside, but he remained right there on the window, half of his body poking into my room. He was the epitome of any teenager’s dream boy, with his tousled dark hair falling casually over his forehead, his boyish smirk the perfect blend of smug and lovable, and his jaw sharp enough to cut through glass. “Are you just going to stay there all night, or do you plan to come inside? It’s cold out there.”

      But before I could say anything else, he prompted his body upwards, resting his knee on the edge of the window, catching me completely by surprise. He moved as fast, as limberly as a wild beast. In the blink of an eye, his hand was pressed against the back of my neck, his lips crashing against mine in a kiss so passionate, so breathtaking. The entire world seemed to vanish around us. I gasped against his lips, all semblance of logical thinking flowing out of my mind at once.

      He pulled himself completely into my bedroom then, wrapping his strong arms around me with such possessiveness I almost forgot how to breathe. His tongue darted into my mouth, as his scent, his taste overflowed me.

      It was a feeling I had never experienced before, a deep and intense connection that left me dizzy.

      As we finally parted, panting and gasping for air, I looked up at him, feeling my heart hammering in my chest, his green eyes gleaming with such intensity I felt like he was staring right into my soul.

      "What was that for?" I whispered, my voice barely above a breath.

      He smirked down at me so annoyingly smugly, his green eyes twinkling.

      "Just wanted to let you know that you're mine, my little enchantress," he whispered, his voice husky and low, making my heart skip a beat yet again.

      "Enchantress?" I somehow managed to quip. "I'm a witch."

      "If you say so." He chuckled, his fingers tracing lazy circles on my lower back.

      "Harper? Tell the Greene boy it's time to go back home and that he can use the front door to get out unless wolves have forgotten to teach their cubs manners since my time," Grandma Alma called out from downstairs then, and I couldn't help but giggle as Luke sheepishly took a step away from me, though his grin never faltered.

      "Sorry, ma'am," he called back, his tone filled with the respect every single member of the Greene pack had for my grandmother. He turned toward me, his grin widening as he gave me a little wink. "See you tomorrow, Harper."

      With that, he turned on his heels and walked out my bedroom door, stepping down the stairs. Luke wasn't about to give Grandma Alma an excuse to talk to his dad, the Alpha, about his manners; that was for certain.

      His manners, like most of him, were great.

      I smiled to myself.

      Granny Alma liked Luke. She told me so all the time.

      I think that maybe I liked Luke too.

      In fact, I more than just liked him.

      I think that maybe, I might love him.
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      Sleeping proved impossible, and so, after two hours of restlessly tossing and turning on my bed, I decided it was time to give up and just head back into the forest. Clearly, lying still was doing nothing to calm my nerves, and I needed to find a way to dissipate the tension building up inside me like a violent storm.

      So I slipped on a pair of jeans and a sweater, laced up my boots, and made my way out of the house and into the forest without exchanging a single word with anyone I crossed paths with. The moon hung high in the sky, casting an ethereal glow over the clearing as I entered the woods.

      I couldn't stand the way Harper had spoken to me earlier. The frustration and hurt in her voice cut through me like a knife, and of the million ways I had envisioned the moment she finally discovered the truth about our bond, this was definitely not one of them. I had hoped for understanding and acceptance, even dared dream of a confession of everlasting love. Instead, all I got was anger and resentment.

      Those were just my own emotions.

      Harper’s added a whole different layer to the situation.

      My wolf surged, the desire to let him take over and unleash his rage growing stronger with each passing moment. I hissed out a breath, holding him back.

      Even that action, familiar as it was, poked at the resentment building up in me. I was an Alpha now. I was responsible for my pack, but I felt myself losing control, and the truth of the matter was, I didn't want to hold back.

      I wanted to destroy something.

      With a guttural growl, I finally let my wolf form take over. My bones shattered and rearranged themselves as fur sprouted all over my body. My senses sharpened, and a surge of power coursed through me. I felt unstoppable.

      My wolf ran through the forest, tearing through the underbrush and slamming fiercely against trees. His anger was primal, untamed, and I couldn't help but let out a howl, releasing some of the pent-up frustration within me.

      "Luke!" Ben's voice came from somewhere on my left.

      One of my brothers, my trusted beta. Of course, he would come here, probably alerted by some concerned members of the pack.

      He wasn't alone. Harry and Drew, my two youngest siblings, followed closely behind. They stood at a safe distance, watching me with concerned eyes.

      Wolves have big families. The original unit of a pack for wild wolves is, after all, the family. After our dad died, however, our pack had fluctuated slightly in size. Currently, all of the pack officers were my brothers and I.

      It was better this way than some of the bigger wolf packs. Running everything through bureaucracy was not exactly my cup of tea, so having direct contact with my family members was the best option for me.

      Ben cautiously approached, holding up his hands in a peaceful gesture.

      "Brother, this is not you. Our Alpha doesn't lose control this way," he said soothingly, but it only helped fuel the anger inside me. Their Alpha didn't lose control, that was right, but at this moment, my wolf didn't give two shits about anything but Harper and how pathetic, how disastrous that long-awaited reunion had turned out to be. "What's going on? Is it about Harper being back in town?"

      I growled at the mention of her name. The sound was feral, conveying all the pain and frustration that had been building up inside me since Harper's departure all those years ago, finally erupting on her return. My wolf urged me to tear something apart, to release the pent-up energy in a destructive manner.

      Dimly, I was aware of my father’s warning in my head. Without your mate, you’re unstable. If she rejects you, your wolf and your pack is at risk.

      The Alpha gene is powerful. Without the balancing influence of a mate, it has a tendency to take over.

      I think of this in a strange, floating way, like it’s floating by my head.

      More important, to me at least, is the all-consuming rage bubbling up in me.

      Ben stepped back, concern etched on his face, and to my beast, to my anger-fueled wolf, this was just another trigger. It longed to hunt, to shed blood, and at that moment, it didn't quite matter whether or not it was a member of my pack. My own flesh and blood.

      "Luke, remember what we were taught growing up. In these woods, it's dangerous to let your anger grow rampant. He uses that to His advantage. He can use it against you, even from His prison.”

      Ben was right. I needed to remember who I am. I needed to approach this rationally, thoroughly. Logically.

      But I couldn't calm down. The anger inside me consumed every rational thought, overpowering any semblance of control or rational thinking. I leaped forward, teeth bared and claws extended, ready to attack anything and everyone in my path.

      I didn’t care who was in front of me. I was out for blood.

      My wolf lunged forward, his sharp teeth aiming for Ben's throat. He was the closest target, and all I saw was a flash of vulnerability that needed to be crushed.

      At that moment, our bond didn't matter. Nothing mattered but the urge to destroy, a darkness I had never experienced before taking over my soul. It was like spiderwebs wrapping around my heart, hardening it with cruelty and disdain.

      Dimly, movement caught the corner of my eye. My youngest brothers, Drew and Harry, charged toward me with a united force. Drew, being the smaller and quicker of the two, avoided my snarling jaws and instead went for my hind legs, trying to topple me over. On the other hand, Harry went for my neck, his powerful jaws clashing against mine as he fought to redirect my attack. All three tried their best to restrain me, but my fury was relentless.

      I thrashed against them, snarling and snapping, my claws slashing through the air. The impact of my blows against their bodies echoed through the forest, but still, they persisted.

      Ben's agility and experience allowed him to dodge the worst of my attacks, but he was growing weaker with each blow. The frenzy of my wolf was overpowering. But was it truly my wolf lusting for blood and destruction?

      No, even in my current state, I was numbly aware that darkness, that hatred came from somewhere far from our impromptu battlefield. Somewhere where shadows seemed to come alive.

      My wolf's jaws finally found their mark, and I hissed triumphantly as I managed to sink my teeth into Ben's shoulder. I could immediately feel blood gushing fiercely from the wound.

      That was when whatever darkness was finally overpowered by another emotion, this time coming from within my heart. Guilt.

      I saw the pain in Ben's eyes, the betrayal etched across his face, and that proved enough to snap out of my trance.

      I released my grip on Ben, dropping him to the forest floor. He lay there, gasping for breath, blood staining his coat and the ground beneath him. The sight sent a surge of panic through me, and I could feel my human form slowly but surely taking over my wolf.

      "Gaia, what have I done?" my voice trembled as I fell to the ground by my brother's side, trying to stop the blood from continuing to gush out at such an alarming rate. My voice was hoarse with regret. The hard ground below me scraped my knees, and the crisp midnight wind awakened goosebumps up and down my skin, but I barely noticed, my entire attention on Ben. "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to harm you this way. I don't know what took over me."

      But we all knew exactly what had taken over me. We had been warned against losing control too often growing up. Been warned about the way the curse still lingered in these woods could sense our anger, our frustration, our pain and exploit it to its master's benefit.

      “Luke, we need to take him back. He needs help,” Drew said, crouching on the ground by our side, his eyes filled with concern. I shook my head.

      “No, we can’t move him while he’s losing this much blood,” Harry replied hastily, and I knew he was right.

      "Drew," I turned my head, applying as much pressure on my brother's wound without causing him more harm. He had a cut on the bridge of his nose, and a nasty bruise growing on his forehead, and I wanted to apologize to him as well. To all of them, but there would be time for that later. "Go look for Harper and bring her here. Ben's too weak in his current state to heal properly without help."

      Without magic… they all knew that was what I meant.

      Guilt crushed my throat, crumpling me into pieces.

      Ben would need magic to heal, if he even stood a chance.

      Perhaps he would be able to. Perhaps he wouldn't. The truth of the matter was I couldn't risk it. I couldn't allow Ben to die, not when all he had been trying to do was help me regain control.

      Not when I was the reason.

      I would never, ever be able to live with myself if he didn’t make it.

      Drew was our best scout, the fastest in the entire pack when it came to covering long distances. He exchanged a troubled look with his twin, Harry, but instinctually nodded. Even now, even after what I had done, they still followed my commands without question.

      "Ben, hang in there," I whispered hoarsely, watching my brother wince in pain, his breathing labored.

      If Ben died because of me, I wouldn’t be able to live with that weight.

      My body, my mind, my thoughts…

      All of them had been beyond my control.

      No, a voice whispered as I clenched Ben’s hand. You were in control. You’re always in control.

      I swallowed, my throat thick with emotion.

      That felt like the truth.

      And the truth was that I was the reason my brother lay dying in front of me.
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      I had been unable to fall asleep for hours, and even when I did, my slumber was troubled. Thoughts of Luke and our encounter kept replaying in my mind, tormenting me and sapping away any chance of rest. The anger and resentment in his eyes seared into my memory, and I couldn't shake off the feeling of betrayal. How could he have kept something so significant from me for all these years?

      My dreams were filled with chaotic flashes of Luke's wolf form, his snarling jaws, and the sound of his growls echoing through the forest. I could feel his anger inside me, but also something else. A burst of distant laughter, cruel and pleased, emanating from the depths of the most horrible darkness. A heart beating faster with fear. A searing pain that practically had me jumping up on my bed, my heart pounding in my chest.

      My hand darted toward my shoulder, and I half-expected to find blood there, but of course, I found nothing but my skin and the straps of my sleeveless shirt.

      The room was shrouded in darkness, the only source of light coming from the faint glow of the moon seeping through the curtains. It took a few moments for me to catch my breath and for the remnants of the dream to fade away.

      No.

      This wasn't a dream. I knew better than to fool myself into brushing it off like a silly nightmare. All residue of sleepiness long gone, I jumped out of my bed and randomly grabbed a pair of jeans, practically hopping down the stairs as I rushed to put my sneakers on.

      Just as I reached the living room, a powerful howl cut through the silence. My heart leaped into my throat, and without pausing to think, I rushed to the front door and pulled it open, coming face-to-face with an unnaturally large wolf.

      Its fur was dark and matted, and its eyes glowed with the intensity of the moon's blessing. Instinctively, I knew it wasn't Luke, but neither was he a stranger.

      It was one of the Greene brothers, all right. Which one, I couldn't tell.

      Blood, pain, darkness. It all came together in my mind then, and I nodded without needing any further explanation.

      "I need to get some ingredients from the basement," I said, my voice coming out as a trembling little croak. "I'll be back in a second."

      Without another word, I made my way across the living room and down the stairs, my pace so desperately quick that I almost stumbled twice. I grabbed fistfuls of herbs and colorful powders, not stopping to consider what I truly needed. I was going on pure instinct, and that would need to be enough for now.

      Up the stairs I went once more, a bag hanging on my elbow, my breath ragged. The wolf was inside my living room now, and if my heart hadn't been filled with concern over what the hell could be going on in the forest, I could have laughed.

      That massive, dark wolf, large enough to bite my arm off without any struggle, was carrying two large quills in its mouth, having stolen them from the sofa.

      He moved toward the door with incredible limberness, his movements graceful and unnaturally fast. He growled a sound that didn't sound menacing but rather urgent, turning his head toward his back, and I knew right away what he wanted to convey.

      "All right." I nodded, my heart pounding in my chest. "Let's go."

      I climbed onto the wolf's back, clutching its fur tightly as it bolted out of the house and into the forest. The wind whipped against my face and chilled my skin, making me regret not wearing a coat. He moved with such effortless speed that it almost felt like I was flying. We weaved through the trees, following an invisible trail that only the wolf seemed to know.

      Before long, we made our way into a clearing, and the scene unfolding before my eyes made my heart drop.

      In the center of the clearing lay none other than Ben, Luke's older brother. He had never been a great leader, and thus his birth order hadn't automatically given him the position of Alpha in the pack. He was more bark than bite, and he’d always been easygoing and kind, a stark contrast to Luke’s intensity. His hair, as dark as Luke's, was trimmed short and neat, just like the last time I saw him. But this was not the time to reminisce about the past.

      His shirt was almost soaked-through with blood, and Luke kneeled before him, butt-naked, applying pressure to the wound, trying his best to contain the damage. Ben was badly beaten, and I knew it had been his pain, his fear I had experienced in the dream.

      Tears blurred my vision as the weight of the situation settled upon me, but there was no time for that either. There was no time for questions or anger or fear. There was no time to ask the question before a third young man I could only assume was one of the twins helped me slip off the wolf’s back. He was slim and tall, and his boyish looks reminded me of the child I had known back when I was a teenager. Drew and Harry had been thirteen when I left town, so that would make them around twenty now.

      I didn’t know the details, but I knew Ben was badly hurt, and the person who had harmed him was no other than his leader. His Alpha.

      Luke.

      "Harper, thank heavens you're here," the twin, I wasn't sure whether it was Drew or Harry, spoke breathlessly. "Please help them."

      Them. Ben was the one injured, but their younger brother could immediately tell there was something wrong with Luke as well. Or at least, there had been.

      My spine tingled.

      Something had gone horribly, horribly wrong here.

      The twin grabbed my bag and carried it for me toward the center of the clearing. I kneeled down beside Luke, my hands shaking slightly as I began searching through the ingredients I had brought with me. Luke looked up at me, his eyes filled with remorse and pain.

      "You need to save him, Harper. You need to save my brother," he whispered hoarsely, his voice trembling like never before. "I don't know what came over me."

      His eyes were dark with a mix of emotions, filled with so much sorrow it washed off of him in waves. Luke’s face was pale and drawn, as though he was the one who had lost blood.

      He lost more than that, I realized.

      He was about to lose his brother.

      Unless I did something about it.

      I nodded at once and started mixing the herbs and powders together, creating a healing salve, letting the energy build up inside me as I whispered ancient verses that had been passed from generation to generation in my family.

      I could feel the scented salve slowly become imbued with a spell as ancient as magic itself. The Vale women hadn't created it but had certainly made it their own. The salve glowed a soft blue, emanating a comforting warmth, and I scooped a fistful, unsure how much would be needed for a wound of this magnitude.

      "Move your hand," I told Luke in a soft whisper. He looked up at me, eyes filled with concern, with undeniable fear of what could happen if he stopped applying pressure.

      Reluctantly, Luke released his grip on the wound, and I immediately began applying the healing salve to Ben's shoulder. The familiar energy of the spell coursed through my fingertips, and I could feel the wounds mending beneath my touch.

      As I worked, I could sense the tension in the air. Luke's guilt hung heavy, like a dark cloud, and the twins stood nearby, one in wolf shape, another in human form, their eyes focused on the scene unfolding before them. No words were exchanged, only the sound of rustling leaves and uneven breaths.

      The healing process was slow and delicate. I had to focus my energy, channeling it into the wound and willing it to mend. I could feel dark energy in the wound.

      My hands shook.

      The Oath.

      The Oath is what kept this at bay. It was what kept Him sealed in the darkness. This was the deal that the Vale witches had made, so long ago. The damage was there, right in front of me. It wasn’t Luke’s fault, not fully. He had been the vehicle for something larger.

      Something older and darker. Not Luke, no.

      This was the influence of the thing the Oath was made for. The creature I had come to think of as the Dark One.

      I blew out a breath, focusing on the magic.

      Slowly but surely, Ben's breathing started to grow steadier, and the bleeding gradually stopped. The pain etched on his face began to ease, replaced with a sense of relief.

      Once I was satisfied with the progress, I glanced up at Luke. His eyes were red, his usually confident demeanor diminished. It broke my heart to see him like this.

      "All right," I finally nodded, moving my hand away from Ben's shoulder, my finger tingling with the salve's pleasant warmth. "He's going to be okay but will need to rest for a few days. There's enough salve left if we need to reapply some tomorrow, but I doubt it. His body will heal itself."

      I stood up slowly, my legs shaking lightly, and that was when I finally allowed myself to focus on something other than the emergency at hand.

      Particularly in the fact that Luke was very much naked from head to toe, and heavens, his body was nothing short of magnificent. His defined muscles rippled beneath his glistening skin, showcasing the perfect balance between strength and agility. Every line and curve seemed sculpted with precision, leaving no doubt about his physical prowess. His broad shoulders tapered down to a narrow waist, and his chest was chiseled and adorned with a dusting of dark hair, old scars telling stories of past battles.

      Every inch of his figure was a testament to his primal nature, and denying the raw magnetism he emanated was impossible.

      Between his legs, the outline of his manhood was too large, even in his restful state, to ignore, and I had to force myself to avert my eyes, flushing so furiously that my skin suddenly felt on fire.

      "Luke, you should probably put some clothes on," I said, my voice coming out a bit squeaky.

      "Here, use this," Drew or Harry spoke, and I turned to see the second twin in his human shape, one of the quilts wrapped around his waist. He was thin and athletic, his figure exposing his role in the pack. He wasn't a warrior, not really, but not any less useful for that. I doubted anyone else in the pack could have reached my home so quickly.

      Luke was silent, awfully so, but he nodded and grabbed the fabric, wrapping it around his waist.

      "He'll be fine, Luke," I reassured him softly. "Just give him some time to rest and recover."

      Luke nodded, his eyes still filled with guilt. "I never meant for any of this to happen," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "I lost control, Harper, and I can't forgive myself for what I did."

      "He was there, wasn't He?" one of the twins asked, and before I could answer, Ben spoke for the first time since my arrival.

      "Yes, I saw Him in Luke's eyes."

      A thick silence hung between us, and I wondered if I could truly live up to my ancestor's legacy.

      There was so much at stake if I didn’t. Luke’s loss of control was likely the very least of what lay ahead of us if I didn’t figure it out.

      I gulped, my throat dry and tight. I felt lost, in way over my head, far too aware of the consequences that would befall us all if I failed.
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      The Alpha’s house was silent, almost peaceful, which seemed so strange after last night’s events. None of my siblings lived here any longer, having moved onto their own places, though the entire pack lived in relatively close residences. The twins had fallen asleep on the sofas in the living room, and except for a few snores, they were refreshingly quiet, at least for the time being.

      It wasn’t quite communal living, but we did make sure none of the nearby houses were inhabited by non-members. The arrangement wasn’t perfect, but it made things easier to manage. Decades ago, the pack had lived deep in the forest, but toward the beginning of the twentieth century, the need to be closer to the town and its inhabitants had become too pressing to ignore any further.

      As it turns out, we had to nurture our human side as well as our wolf side.

      The house was the closest to the forest line, a cozy two-story cottage nestled among the trees, just on the outskirts of town. Its exterior was made of warm, weathered wood, with a chimney puffing smoke from the fireplace inside.

      As the Alpha, use of the cottage was immediately passed down to me after my father's death, but it was an honor I wasn't too certain I wanted to accept. It was the house we all grew up in, and though I had fond memories of this place, it no longer felt like home.

      There were still old buildings in the depths of the forest, of course, and we used them for training and storage purposes, but only the most reclusive among my pack lived there any longer.

      That morning, though, Ben was back in his old room, where he slept when we were children. His breathing had gone back to normal, and he seemed to be resting peacefully, his wound a rough scar with dark scabs. It was healing faster than it would normally, even with our advanced body functions, just like Harper said.

      I came to a stop before the doorway to a large, frequently unused guest room. There she laid, my Harper, curled up in the center of the bed, fast asleep. Her chest rose and fell with each steady breath, and I couldn't help but feel my heart warm at the sight of her peaceful expression. Her hair, pale and delicate, spilled over the pillow.

      Carefully, I stepped into the room, trying my best not to disturb her slumber. I wanted to protect her from the darkness that lurked within me and all around this forest. The Oath wasn’t made because it was easy. The magic that was required, according to my dad, was something that went above and beyond their regular amount of magic.

      I would have given anything to keep her from having to do get anywhere near that evil place. I wanted to prevent her from fighting against the evil that lurked in the forest, and performing the ritual that could be so taxing to a witch's soul and body.

      But she was stronger than I gave her credit for, wasn't she? Harper had saved Ben and brought him back from the brink of death, coming to our aid without hesitation, even after our argument.

      Her words floated back to me from the day before. She was right. Her mother, grandmother and I had all treated her like she was fragile. We wanted to protect her, but the overall impact was not helpful at all.

      Harper deserved to be seen. She was strong. She was capable.

      Protecting her didn’t change any of that, and all it did was make her feel like I didn’t think she was worthy or capable of the challenges ahead of her. On top of that, she clearly hadn’t asked for my help.

      And, clearly, she would have preferred for things to go very differently between us.

      Protecting Harper was in my nature. As a wolf, it was ingrained in me to protect my pack. Protect my mate.

      But Harper didn’t need protection.

      She needed my help.

      Slowly, I sat down on the edge of the bed, reaching out to gently brush a strand of hair from her face. Her skin was soft, and my wolf, now back to its usual self, stirred inside me. Not with violence or hatred but with longing and desire.

      She stirred slightly, her eyes fluttering open to reveal her beautiful blue gaze.

      "Luke?" she murmured, her voice filled with sleepiness and confusion. It seemed to take her a moment to realize where she was. I had to hold back the urge to lean in and capture her soft, pink lips with my own. No matter how urgent my heart made it seem, this wasn’t the time or place for any of that.

      "Yeah, it's me," I whispered, my voice barely audible. "I’m here, I made some coffee.”

      “That’s nice,” she whispered. Her eyes searched mine.

      I felt the question before she asked it. “What happened?”

      I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to remember what happened. It was too fresh, too brutal.

      Too awful to remember what I had done to my own brother.

      “I… I don’t know. My dad told me that the longer I went without a fated mate, the more unstable I would be. But this was… more than that. It was like my body was someone else’s. I had all of the ability to see what I was doing. But I wasn’t… I wasn’t in control,” I managed to grit out.

      Harper nodded. “It was Him, wasn’t it?”

      I cracked an eye open to look at her. “Who do you think that is?”

      “Him. The one in the forest, that my ancestors made the Oath about.”

      I sighed. “Yeah.”

      “You kept that from me to?” She snapped.

      “Harper…”

      “Whatever. Are we fully covered now, when it comes to secrets? You got any more stashed inside you?”

      “I’m sorry,” I say quietly. “I know that I didn’t do right by you. I thought I was protecting you. But you’re right. You deserve to make your own decisions. You’re a powerful witch and you absolutely deserve the truth.”

      Harper blinked at me. She frowned, the little vee between her eyebrows creasing adorably.

      I wanted to kiss it and smooth it away.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “The thing in the forest… since my Granny died, he’s been trying to get out, hasn’t he?”

      I nodded. “It’s not bad. This is the worst thing that’s happened. Usually it’s just a bad feeling, a darkness. This was…”

      “Worse,” she finished.

      I grimaced. “Much worse.”

      Harper sighed and closed her blue eyes. I leaned closer, wishing I could gather her in my arms.

      I couldn’t.

      Not yet.

      “Harper,” I said gently. “I wish I could let you sleep longer, but we can't delay the inevitable any longer.”

      She cracked open one eye. “I know.”

      She sat up and sighed, rolling her neck to stretch. The column of her throat was smooth, and I wanted to lick it.

      I gulped.

      She stood and turned back to me. “He's gaining power, and the ritual is the only way to avoid Him drawing either of us any closer to his corruption."

      I nodded. “Yeah. That’s how I understand it anyway.”

      She sighed heavily, clearly not eager to have that conversation, but I could see a quiet determination rising in her eyes.

      “Okay, we’ll have to dig through Granny’s stuff. I left before…” she grimaces. “Before they could tell me how to do this. But please, coffee first, and perhaps something to eat. Then we can start planning our strategy."

      Harper looked so exhausted, and I wished I could wrap my arms around her and hold her until she fell asleep in my arms, but I couldn't allow myself any further distractions. Not after what had happened last night.

      I stood up, giving her one last gentle touch on the cheek before taking her hand and helping her to her feet.

      Her skin was silky smooth, beckoning me toward her, but I managed to push it all back, and we made our way down the stairs, walking in awkward silence.

      It didn't used to be this way, back when we were younger. Back when life by Harper's side seemed so effortless.

      Back before everything got so fucked up.

      The scent of fresh coffee filled the air as I prepared a pot, and I found myself instinctually reaching for the cream before looking over my shoulder.

      "You still take it with way too much cream and two teaspoons of sugar?" I asked, and I couldn't deny I got some satisfaction when I saw the look of surprise in her eyes, the flushing crawling up her neck.

      "Yeah. Wow, I didn't think you'd remember that," she mumbled, and I felt the urge to tell her I remembered far more than she would ever imagine.

      As she nestled the warm cup between her hands, I busied myself cooking two good servings of bacon and eggs.

      "You know I can feel you staring at me even though my back is turned, don't you?" I asked with a little smirk, and I can't help but feel a hint of satisfaction as a little gasp, so soft most humans wouldn't actually be able to hear it from a distance, escaped her lips.

      But oh, I had heard it, all right.

      Shifter hearing means there’s very little that I miss.

      Being obsessed with Harper means there’s even less.

      As I turned around, holding up two plates, her stunningly blue eyes met mine, and for a moment, it felt like time stood still. It was almost as if we had been transported back to those carefree days of our youth, where our connection carried no second-guessing or resentments.

      "You somehow look even more beautiful than you did back then," I admitted, my voice barely above a whisper. Harper's cheeks flushed a deep shade of pink, and I couldn’t help but feel a surge of pride, knowing that I could still elicit that reaction from her. "And trust me, I always thought you were breathtakingly gorgeous."

      Harper looked away, a small smile playing at the corners of her lips. "You always did have a way with words, Luke Greene."

      Placing the plates on the counter between us, I took a step closer to her. I couldn’t resist the pull any longer. Reaching out, I let my hand reach for her ash-blonde locks once more, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear, my fingertips lingering on her soft skin. "I mean every word, Harper Vale. My little..."

      "Enchantress?" she asked, her voice cracking with emotion, and I let my thumb trace an invisible path down her cheek, finally reaching her full, pink lips.

      My thumb rolled over her lower lip as I towered over her, our eyes locked in an intimate gaze, a rush of warmth spreading through my veins at the sound of that single word. Our silly little inside joke.

      "You've always had a way of captivating me, even from the very beginning."

      I could see the mixture of uncertainty and desire flickering within her eyes. Her breath hitched slightly as I leaned closer still, the air crackling with tension, and I could distinctly hear the sound of her beating heart.

      We leaned in, coming closer. I hovered, unsure of how to proceed.

      It would take nothing to lean forward. To finish it. To seal my lips against hers. My wolf screamed at me to do it. It wanted her with an intensity that frightened me.

      I did too.

      Finally, after all those years, Harper was in my arms again, right where she belonged.

      That urge, that overpowering desire, spread like wildfire, and I wanted nothing more than to kiss her. I would lean forward, tasting the bittersweetness of coffee on her lips, her tongue. Harper's hands would find their way to my chest, her fingers lightly grazing against my skin, and it would be enough to set me on fire.

      I could do it.

      I just had to lean forward two inches. Maybe three.

      “Luke,” she breathed. Her words fanned across my lips in a gentle caress.

      So close…

      “We can’t,” she whispered.

      I felt my heart fracture.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. I went to pull back but felt her arm on my chest.

      I looked down.

      Her hand was so small, right over my heart. I looked up at her blue eyes.

      She quirked a smile at me. “We really left things undone, didn’t we.”

      “You could say that,” I murmured.

      Harper’s eyes are sad as she looked into mine. “I know. But right now. This… whatever’s going on. I don’t belong here, Luke. I want to leave after it’s done.”

      She couldn’t have crushed me more if she had dropped a weight on me.

      “What?” I pulled back.

      “I.. my life isn’t here.” Harper frowned, her arms wrapping around herself. I wanted to replace them with mine.

      “I know. But you’re here. A Vale witch. To do the Oath,” I said. My words sounded halting and stupid as they came out of my mouth. It had never occurred to me that, now that Harper was back in town, she would leave again.

      I had assumed that since she was back, she was back for good.

      Harper shook her head. “I’m just here to do the Oath,” she clarified.

      “Oh,” I managed to say. I gulped, looking down at my rapidly cooling breakfast.  “I see.”

      “Yeah. But,” she steps closer again, her hand touching my elbow lightly. “I know we need to work together on this. The Oath is a big deal, and I read that the Alpha shifter would be… well. A help to me.”

      “Yeah,” I tried to sound normal, but I knew it came out as bitter. I sighed and tried again. “Yes. Of course. Whatever you need, Harper. You’ll have it from me and my pack.”

      I meant it.

      She studied me again. “Okay. Thank you.”

      I nodded, and turned to start cleaning up.

      “Luke…”

      I spun, so much faster than I should have. “Yes?”

      “We didn’t get closure, all those years ago.”

      “No,” I said. “We didn’t.”

      “Maybe we can work on that. At the very least. I owe you that,” she adds softly.

      I don’t wait then. She looks so sad and small, and I dropped the pan in my hands. I swept her up in a hug.

      “I’d like that,” I whispered into her hair.

      “Me too,” she whispered back.

      I wrapped my arms around her petite body urgently, possessively. I could feel her surrendering to me, her body melting into mine, and I couldn't help but feel a surge of possessiveness.

      I could stay here like this forever. Harper’s scent surrounds me, calling to me like a siren song. She sighs and leans closer, holding me tightly. Her breasts are pressed against my chest, and I can’t help the low rumble that starts there.

      I want her.

      God, I want her so badly.

      I’m about to press a kiss to the top of her head when I stop. The sound of the kitchen door creaking open and the soft padding of footsteps interrupted us. Startled, Harper timidly pulled away, and I had to resist the urge to growl at whoever dared ruin this long-awaited moment.

      "Are we interrupting anything?" Drew asked, a mischievous grin playing on his lips. Harry stood by his side, shooting his brother a mildly annoyed yet undeniably amused look.

      "You are so fucking immature."

      "Well, I am younger than you, Harry. I have the right to act childish from time to time."

      "You’re younger by all of two minutes!" Harry protested, but I wasn't really in the mood to hear them bickering for two minutes straight. Harper chuckled softly, just as she used to back in the day.

      It felt right, to have her here. Listening to my brothers tease each other, eating breakfast with us.

      For however long that was, I’d take it.

      "Drew, Harry," I greeted the twins, my voice slightly strained as I tried to hide my disappointment. “Focus.”

      "Sorry, just coming in to grab some breakfast," Harry said sheepishly, and as they sat down at the counter, Drew boldly grabbed one of the plates, starting to devour it with gusto.

      I knew arguing with him would lead nowhere. When it came to food, Drew had always embraced a wild wolf mentality, and I wasn’t in the mood to scold and father him. So instead, I decided to simply turn around and cook three more servings. I wasn't sure if Ben would feel up to eat, but I at least had to try.

      That’s all I could do. Try.

      I brought the plates over to the table, glad to see one of the twins had the good manners to allow Harper to eat her breakfast instead of jumping on the remaining unattended dish.

      We ate together, the twins cracking jokes, managing, as always, to relieve whatever tension might be lingering with surprising ease.

      "How's Ben?" Harry finally asked, though, and I felt my heart tighten with guilt.

      "Sleeping soundly. I checked on him earlier. His wound is fully closed now; I think he'll be back to his normal self in a day or two," I replied, trying to keep my voice calm and composed. After all, I was their leader and needed to act as it. My gaze turned toward Harper as I added, “Thank you for everything you did last night. I don’t want to think what could have happened if you hadn’t arrived so quickly.”

      "I couldn't just stand by and do nothing," she mumbled modestly. “I’ve known you Greene boys all my life.”

      A spark of frustration echoed through me. She had known us all her life. We had known her.

      We were connected.

      And she didn’t want to stay here. She wanted to fulfill her obligation, then go.

      I knew that made sense. It had been ten years, after all. Harper had a life somewhere else.

      But she belonged with us. She just said it. She was the one who pointed that out.

      Then why was it so hard for Harper to embrace our family, our pack, just the way I wanted her to? I knew better than to ask this question, though. At least not in front of the twins, not when Ben lay upstairs, injured due to my lack of control over my emotions. I had given into my anger and, in the process, allowed the curse to seep into my veins, giving our enemy power over me.
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      "Ugh, I just don't get the supposed charm of quaint little towns," I hissed to myself, my gaze scanning the streets and tiny buildings surrounding me.

      This was not the kind of place I was accustomed to. I preferred the bustling cities, where chaos reigned, and people were easily manipulated. But my purpose here was far more important than my personal preferences.

      Harper Vale was back in town, and the time to pull at the strings I had spread over the past few years had finally arrived.

      I had spent ages befriending the only living Vale witch heir. Oh sure, there were others, and they had been targeted in their own ways. But I wasn’t one to set small goals.

      I was out for a big fish.

      And Harper was the biggest fish of them all.

      The familiar air of magic and long-forgotten curses filled the air. The Vale seal on Him was almost broken; I could feel him close, calling to me in a siren song of defiance and power. The townspeople seemed oblivious to the true importance of their small little hellhole, their ignorance ripe for the taking.

      I walked down the cobblestone streets, a wicked smile playing on my lips as I entered an adorable little hotel near the town's main street. It was sickeningly cute, and I felt the urge to burn it down to the ground just for fun. For now, that would have to wait.

      The front desk was small. So small that I doubted they even had concierge service.

      Ugh. How would I press any of my clothes?

      I sauntered to the desk. "Hello, I'm here to check-in. Have a reservation under Cassandra Hayes," I said to the receptionist as I reached the front desk, my voice sweet and inviting.

      "Welcome to the Old Forest Inn! We're so happy to have you here, Ms. Hayes," the young woman greeted with a smile. "Let me just find your reservation. Ah, here it is. You have a deluxe suite booked for three weeks. Would you like help with your bags?"

      I nodded, appearing pleasant and happy. People were easy to fool. If you were pretty and seemed interested in what they had to say, more often than not, they’d pay attention to you. I listened, not bothering to make small talk or engage in any unnecessary conversation. The receptionist led me up to my room, and as soon as the door closed behind her, I took a moment to take in my new home for the next few weeks.

      It wasn't as bad as I had feared but nowhere near as good as I could have hoped. It was lacking in the extravagant luxury I was accustomed to. Tossing my bag on the bed, I walked over to the window, gazing out at the small town below.

      The charming cuteness of it all made my skin crawl. I despised the simplicity, the innocent charm that hung in the air like a sickeningly sweet perfume. But beneath the surface, I knew the darkness that lurked, the secrets waiting to be unraveled, and it made dealing with all the other bullshit manageable. The anticipation was intoxicating, and I could already taste the victory on my lips. He was there, frozen in the depths of this ancient forest as He had been for centuries, but soon He would be freed.

      I pulled out my cell phone, smirking to myself when I searched through my contacts and finally found Harper’s. I waited as the phone rang again and again, growing more impatient with each passing moment.

      As I was told to leave a message after the beat, I felt the urge to snap at that little brat but instead forced myself to smile. Though she couldn't see me, I had learned long ago that my voice came across far friendlier if I was actually grinning.

      “Hey, Harper!” I said, my voice sweet and sugary. "I decided to take you up on your offer after all. Call me back when you get this message so we can meet up and you can give me a tour! I can't wait."

      I rolled my eyes as I hung up, throwing the phone on the bed and searching through my bag. There it was, that glass vial that contained the potion I had been using on Harper, feeding her a drop or two every few days for close to a year now.

      Becoming friends with her was easy enough, but earning her undivided trust was far more of a challenge, and I couldn't leave anything to chance.

      As I perched on the edge of the bed, waiting for Harper's call, I couldn't help but revel in the thrill of the chase. The game had just begun in earnest, and I was determined to come out on top.
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      Harper

      I frowned at my phone. I could see that I’d missed a call from Cassandra, but I couldn’t get anything to go out. “Do you have cell service around here?” I turned to Luke.

      He shook his head. “No. We’ve managed to civilize ourselves slightly, but getting cell service is beyond us. We have WIFI, sometimes,” he added casually.

      I frowned. “How do you get anything done?”

      “We go into town,” Luke says quietly. He glanced down at my phone. “You’ll catch up with them soon.”

      “It’s my friend. Cassandra,” I blurted out. His eyebrows raised.

      “Just in case you thought it was a… guy,” I finished lamely.

      I’m not sure why I want Luke to know that it was Cassandra. It’s none of his business. I even told him so earlier today.

      But I do need him to know that it wasn’t a boyfriend calling.

      I haven’t even asked him if he has someone.

      This was so confusing.

      “Let’s go,” I say brightly. “We’re burning daylight, let’s get out there.”

      “After you,” Luke gestures.

      I stomp ahead, hoping he doesn’t notice the pink coloring on my cheeks.

      I had spent the last twenty four hours learning as much as I could about the Dark One and the Vale Oath. The best that I could determine was that I needed to essentially go and use my blood to re-seal the door that kept Him, whoever he was, imprisoned. Vale witch blood was like a wax seal; over time, it grew brittle, and the magic needed to be renewed. The spell itself didn’t seem super complicated, but it was time consuming. I would essentially need to return for a series of rituals over the next moon cycle, to ensure that the spell took and that the Dark One’s seal wouldn’t be broken again.

      In theory, this was easy.

      It would be especially easy if I hadn’t run away from my training, and I had spent enough time with Granny to make it happen.

      But that past didn’t matter, because it didn’t happen.

      So now, we trudged through the forest. I was armed with a very detailed note page, because the tomes of spell books were too heavy to carry, and too valuable to lose.

      I felt like a little girl wearing her mom’s clothes.

      Not at all like a witch about to seal a powerful magic user in his tomb forever.

      The forest was calm today. However, as we walked, it seemed like the calm shifted from peaceful to tense. Even though the sun had been shining brightly only a few moments ago, streams of warmth cascading through the canopy, the forest seemed to grow darker and colder the closer we got to the heart of the curse.

      The four of us walked in silence, a heavy tension lurking in the air between us, and my legs suddenly felt heavy as lead. It was as if I was suddenly walking through muddy waters, and the woods I had found so gorgeous growing up felt menacing and cruel.

      “I almost feel like the trees are staring at me,” I whispered, not really knowing why I was keeping my voice down.

      The twins exchanged a glance, their eyes filled with understanding. "They are," Harry replied, his voice barely audible. "This part of the forest has never been welcoming to our pack."

      "And we sure as hell prefer staying away from it too," Drew added, and as Luke turned to shoot him an admonishing look, he sheepishly continued, "Not that I'm complaining."

      The air seemed to grow thicker, almost suffocating. The trees seemed to close in around us, their branches reaching out like skeletal hands, ready to snatch us away.

      "It's part of the curse, Harper," Luke explained, his voice low, commanding. "It keeps ordinary people away, keeps them from getting too close to His prison. It's kept the town from expanding too deep into the forest for generations now."

      I felt His presence all around us now, pulsating with malevolence. It was a sinister energy that seemed to seep into every fiber of the forest, that threatened to take hold over my soul, sending shivers down my spine.

      "I can't do this," I gulped, taking a step back. I was terrified, the weight of my responsibility suddenly oppressive, the dark magic lingering all around me, stealing the air from my lungs.

      The twins exchanged worried looks, and Luke gently grabbed my arm. "Harper, I understand you are afraid. I'm sure every Vale witch was scared when they walked this path, but you are stronger than you give yourself credit for."

      His touch was comforting; his words offered a glimmer of hope amidst the suffocating fear that threatened to consume me.

      "Luke... can't we come back tomorrow? Or the day after? I don't feel up for this today," I mumbled, but the instant those words slipped out of my mouth, I knew it was bullshit. I was just looking for an excuse to get the hell out of that place, and I knew that if I did so, I would probably never muster the courage to come back.

      Luke's grip tightened on my arm, firm yet not unkind, his thumb comfortingly caressing my skin.

      "I wish I could spare you from this, Harper," he said, his voice filled with genuine concern. "But we don't have the luxury of time. We need to face this darkness head-on and put an end to it. I let it take over me last night, and I cannot allow myself to ever be that weak again. I am the Alpha of my pack and took an oath to guide the next Vale heir through this journey.”

      I swallowed hard, my fear mingling with determination. Luke was right. There was no turning back now. We had a responsibility to fulfill, and I couldn't let my own apprehension hinder the task at hand.

      Taking a deep breath, I nodded firmly. "Okay, let's do this. Lead the way."

      But before he could take a step forward, I reached out to him, grabbing his arm tightly, a pleading look in my eyes.

      "Hold my hand and don't let go, please," I whispered, my voice barely a breath, my eyes pleading. "I need you with me, Luke."

      Luke's expression softened, and I breathed out in relief as he gripped my hand tightly, intertwining our fingers together.
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      The instant Harper reached out and grasped my arm tightly, her eyes pleading for reassurance, a surge of protectiveness washed over me. At that moment, I would have done anything, everything, to keep her safe.

      As I lovingly, almost possessively, took her hand, I couldn't help but be struck by the contrast between her small, uncalloused hand and the strength and determination that emanated from her. She was my perfect mate in every sense of the word. The woman meant to be my Luna.

      I tightened my grip on her hand, wanting her to feel my presence, to know that I was by her side every step of the way.

      It was clear that she was still scared, and I wished I could rip that ugly feeling from her heart altogether, but she no longer seemed paralyzed by hesitation. Her willingness to confront her fears head-on, to trust me to guide her through this treacherous path, only deepened my love for her.

      The oppressive darkness intensified, centuries of malevolence that had tainted this sacred place, pressing down on my shoulders. But I refused to let it break me. I would never again let it take claim over my heart or my mind.

      "What do you call Him?"

      "Huh?" she asked, giving me a confused look.

      "What do you call that creature we're both tasked with keeping in his jail for another generation? Giving our fears a name makes it easier to confront them. So, what do you call Him?"

      "The Dark One," she said, and I nodded. "Have you ever seen Him before?"

      "No one has seen him, but I have been here once, with my father," I gritted my teeth, the memory alone enough to give even a mighty warrior pause. My dad assured me that in order to help the Vale witches, all Alphas had to understand the pull of what we were dealing with.

      I was fourteen.

      The memory of how the forest felt gave me nightmares.

      I nodded. "We're close now."

      I turned to face the twins, giving them a sober look that let them know I would not accept any protests or arguments.

      "You two stay here," I said commandingly, and though Drew opened his mouth to say something, he quickly took a step back when my eyes turned a bright shade of yellow, my wolf glaring directly at his own. "Right here. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, Alpha,” Harry replied dutifully while Drew nodded silently.

      I squeezed Harper’s hand even tighter as we stepped forward into a path so tightly surrounded by trees that no light seemed to penetrate through. The branches of the trees twisted and contorted as if they were reaching out to snatch her away from me, but I would not allow it.

      "Use your magic, Harper. Summon a light to guide us."

      She nodded, closing her eyes and inhaling softly, whispering words that made no sense to me. A small, dainty blue light began to glow mid-air right in front of her face, growing wider and larger, until it was the size of my fist.

      It floated about a foot in front of us, not too bright, not too dim, and as we stepped forward, it matched our movements and speed.

      Time seemed to stretch on endlessly as we traversed through the thick undergrowth. The air grew unnaturally cold, and it felt as if the forest itself was closing in on us.

      And then, we saw it. The heart of the curse. The trees suddenly opened up, allowing us to walk straight into a clearing, but the canopy of branches above us created a monstrous ceiling that surrounded us in the deepest darkness I had ever experienced. Even my wolf senses couldn't have seen a thing without Harper's magic.

      And there, in the center, all by itself, monstrously deformed, stood the tree that held the Dark One captive.

      Its roots spread out like twisted veins, buried deep within the earth. Its branches reached up towards the sky as if pleading for release. And within its gnarled trunk was a gaping hole, revealing a darkness so profound that it seemed to consume all light. Not even a Vale's light could bring sunlight into that small corner of hell.

      "Harper," I whispered, my voice barely audible above the haunting stillness of the forest. "This is it. Here is where you must start your ritual. Are you ready?"

      "As ready as I'll ever be," she replied, her voice trembling sickly, but there was undeniable determination in her blue gaze.

      I stood just behind her as I had been instructed to by my father, feet firmly planted on the ground, my wolf growling a warning into the depths of the tree. She kneeled on the floor, taking an ancient-looking book from her bag and opening it solemnly.

      Her hands trembled, but her voice never wavered as she began to read. It was unlike anything I had ever heard before. It was Harper's voice, yes, but so much more than that. A hundred other women's voices merged together with hers. Centuries worth of Vale women, I reckoned. It was impossible to know for sure, but my wolf seemed to recognize them somehow. An ancient knowledge passed on from generation to generation of Alphas.

      The spell reverberated through the clearing, and I watched with reverence as the book began to glow with an energy that seemed to emanate from Harper herself.

      It cast an ethereal glow on her lovely face, and that was when I heard it for the first time. A sound louder than anything I had experienced before. It was enough to make me want to retreat and cover my ears with my hands, but I refused to move. The ground shook beneath us and a gust of wind whipped through the air, swirling around us, making Harper's ash-blonde hair swirl around her face in messy waves.

      As the ritual continued, the sound grew more deafening, a cacophony of roars and howls that seemed to echo from within the tree itself. My wolf growled in response, his energy almost overpowering me completely.

      She turned to look at me, fear evident in her eyes as the spell reached its crescendo.

      "I need you to cut my hand," she said, her voice quivering, extending her hand toward me.

      "What?" I asked, shocked by her words, but her eyes showed a steely determination.

      "The spell requires Vale's blood to be spilled as it did on that day when the Dark One was forced into his prison. Cut my hand," she repeated her request, and I wished I could deny it.

      The idea of hurting Harper, even at her behest, made me sick to my stomach.

      "Don't hurt your fated mate. She will never look at you the same way. She will never forgive you," a voice filled my ears, making my very soul tremble.

      I couldn't hurt my Harper. I found myself shaking my head, doubt taking hold of my heart.

      "I could never hurt you, Harper. You are the reason my heart continues to beat," I whispered, staring deep into those eyes that had haunted my dreams for years. She flushed furiously at my words, the whirlwind making those long strands of hair fly around her face, slowly retreating.

      She seemed to hesitate, too, her lips trembling as she began to retreat her hand away from me. I saw Harper inhale sharply, and then the wind became so fierce, so erratic, that it almost forced me off my feet.

      Something was happening.

      Something very, very bad.

      I turned back to Harper, my eyes wide. My instincts screamed at me to protect her. I opened my mouth to say that, and she shook her head.

      “You have to cut me!” she screamed.

      “No, Harper I…”

      "Now!" she screamed, and once more, the voices of all the Vale women before her spoke in tandem.

      My claws grew instinctually, and I slashed at her hand, watching in horror as blood poured from the wound. It wasn't a small cut, but then again, I knew deep down it wasn't supposed to be.

      That crimson blood stained the ground, and a howl filled with hatred pierced my ears. I steeled myself, roaring at the tree, my wolf breaking through the curse long enough to keep the Dark One's power at bay, allowing Harper to complete the first and most vital ritual.

      "Let's get out of here," her voice was no longer filled with determination as she put the book away, and all energy seemed to have escaped her body. She almost fell to the ground as she attempted to stand up, and I swept Harper in my arms, holding her close before turning around and dashing away from the clearing.

      She closed her eyes, and I could feel her losing consciousness in my arms, her head resting heavily upon my chest.

      “Harper!” I felt my breath catch in my chest, but I forced myself to keep going, to keep running forward as fast as my legs allowed me to. “You are going to be okay, I swear. You’re going to be okay.”
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      I had to grip the table to steady myself, a wave of vertigo and pain overflooding me all at once.

      Magic, think and hot and nauseatingly good, sat in the air like smoke.

      “Fuck,” I mumbled, inhaling sharply to compose myself, leaning forward against the restaurant’s table. A waitress shot me a worried look, but I forced myself to smile so as not to gather any unwanted attention.

      Somehow, Harper had managed to renew the Oath. The process was starting, and I was too late to prevent her from beginning it. Her Vale witch magic was strong. I felt it in the depths of my soul, which was to be expected. I had, after all, bonded my magic to Him. I just hadn’t expected Harper to start the first ritual so soon after her arrival.

      “Too fucking soon,” I whispered to myself, gritting my teeth as I tried to contain the anger growing within me. I had spent so much time peppering the seeds of doubt in her heart, and for what?

      No, I couldn’t let myself grow despondent by just a small setback. There were still plenty of days left, plenty of chances to sabotage her.

      The seal wouldn’t be done, and the Oath wouldn’t be complete, until the moon cycled back to where we started tonight.

      I looked down at my phone. No answers from Harper. I wrinkled my nose with annoyance.  I needed to get more proactive about meeting up with her unless I wanted any unwanted influences pushing her down the wrong path.

      I had spent years trying to get under Harper’s skin. I knew her better than everyone. Than anyone else in the entire planet.

      She was mine.

      And I’d do anything to keep her from preventing Him from awakening.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Harper

      By the time I woke up, my head was pounding and my hand was killing me, but at least I was no longer in the woods.

      The sweet scent of lavender surrounded me, that comforting, old smell that brought me back to my childhood. I was lying on my old bed, wrapped up in the coziest of blankets.

      Raising my hand to my hand, I saw it had been bandaged up, the familiar scent of the balm I had crafted for Ben immediately reaching my nostrils.

      “You’re awake,” Luke’s low, masculine voice beckoned me to turn my gaze toward the door frame, where he stood so confidently, cutting an imposing figure in the dimly lit room.

      "Yeah," I said, my voice still weak from exhaustion. "How did I get here?"

      Luke walked over to me, his eyes filled with concern as he sat down on the edge of the bed. "I carried you out of the forest. You passed out after completing the ritual."

      Memories of the ritual flashed through my mind, the overpowering darkness, the deafening sound, and Luke's unwavering support. I turned my gaze back toward my bandaged hand, the pain a constant reminder of what I had done. "I didn't expect it to be so... intense."

      "It was necessary," Luke said softly, his hand reaching out to gently brush against mine. "You did what had to be done. I'm proud of you, Harper. You completed the first ritual.”

      I smiled weakly at Luke's words, grateful for his support. "One down. Two more to go,” I managed to croak.

      I meant it as a joke, but Luke didn’t laugh. “I’m so proud of you. That was… you were amazing,” he said with a sincerity that made me shiver.

      Thank you," I whispered, feeling both relieved and drained at once. I wasn't sure I could withstand the rest of this seemingly endless month, but what other choice did I have?

      I had to complete the Oath. That was clear. Whatever was sealed in that tree was absolutely not something that should roam the earth, and even if it hadn’t driven Luke to attack Ben, I could clearly see that it was definitely really bad, and I had a responsibility to keep it there.

      One more month, and the Oath would be complete.

      Then I could return to my normal life. In my normal apartment. With my normal friends.

      I frowned.

      For some reason, that thought should have been comforting.

      Instead, it felt…

      I heaved out a breath, unwilling to sit with how uncomfortable I felt thinking about my old life.

      Call Cassandra back. You’ll be right as rain once you talk to her, I thought to myself.

      Yes. That was it. I just needed some space from all of this, and I needed to be reminded of why I left in the first place.

      And my friend Cassandra was the perfect way to do that.

      I looked at Luke, who was arranging my pillows with a dedication that would make any nurse proud.

      Luke, who had refused to hurt me in the forest.

      Luke, whose calm presence was something that made my heart swell with happiness.

      Even when it shouldn’t.

      "What you said in the woods when I asked you to hurt me…" I whispered, unable to contain myself even though I knew it was hardly the time or place to discuss any of it. Our wounds were still too fresh from our last argument, resentment having lingered between us ever since I left this town seven years ago. "You really meant it?"

      "Every word," he whispered huskily, leaning in closer to me, his presence, his scent, his warmth intoxicating. "I should have told you everything back when we were younger. I should have let you know what I had discovered on the night I turned eighteen. I'm sorry I was too stupid to realize that back then."

      I blinked.

      He was sorry. He truly, totally, and completely was.

      His apology rang through me like a bell, and I felt his sorrow in my very heart.

      His hands shook on my pillow. “I was an idiot, Harper. I was young and a total dumbass. If I hadn’t done that, you might have wanted to stay. It’s my fault. I kept you from learning your legacy. I tried to protect you, and instead, I set you up to be hurt. I should have helped you embrace who you are by telling you everything, and I’m so fucking sorry, Harper,” he finished on a whisper.

      His eyes were molten with sadness, and it made my heart ache for him.

      “I made my own choices,” I said slowly.

      He shook his head. “But would you have made them if you knew everything? Would you have changed your opinion on magic? On…us?”

      “I…” I closed my mouth.

      I didn’t know.

      But I knew that he was hurting right now, and I didn’t want him to.

      Luke’s face was so sad, all I could think of was to kiss it away.

      I sat up until our faces were almost touching. We’d been here before. Our near-kiss from a few days prior was on my mind.

      Now, however, there weren’t any younger brothers to barge in.

      And I wouldn’t let him get away.

      I tilted my eyes up to look into his, making our lips so close that I could feel the heat coming off of him. He froze, his pupils wide, and he stared at me like I was the only thing in the world.

      I licked my lips.

      His eyes grew dark as he watched my tongue.

      "Luke..." his name slipped from my mouth like nectar, and his lips were on mine before I could say anything else. His touch  was possessive, igniting my skin, my body, and my heart.

      I couldn't help but respond, my body melting into his, my good hand tangling in his dark hair. The kiss was a flurry of emotions—years of pent-up desire, longing, and regret all wrapped into one passionate moment. Luke's lips moved against mine with a hunger that mirrored my own, his hand cupping the back of my neck as if he never wanted to let me go. It was as if time had stopped, and the only thing that mattered at that moment was the electricity building up between us.

      His arms, so powerful, so insanely strong, wrapped around me, making me feel safer, warmer than ever before.

      My body arched instinctively towards his as Luke climbed on top of me, his towering figure pressing me deeper into the softness of my old bed. Every touch, every caress, felt like fire against my skin, igniting a passion within me that I had long suppressed. My fingers traced the contours of his muscular back, feeling the ridges and planes of his body beneath my touch.

      His body was a work of art, hewn from years of training and fighting. Yet, there was a tenderness in his touch, a love that had never faded despite the years apart. It was a bittersweet reunion, filled with passion and regret, but none mattered in that moment.

      Luke's hands trailed down my sides and paused at the hem of my shirt, slowly lifting it up to expose my bare skin. Goosebumps rose in their wake as his lips left mine, tracing a path down my neck and toward my collarbone. Every touch, every kiss, sent waves of pleasure coursing through my body. Luke's lips moved lower, leaving a trail of fire in their wake until they reached the curve of my breast, where he paused, a smirk dancing on my skin.

      I moaned out loud as he wrapped his lips around one of my erect nipples, sucking gently at first but growing more and more passionate as the seconds slipped by.

      Seconds seemed to extend into hours as he explored my body lustfully, making me quiver under his touch, aching for more, so much more.

      His free hand traveled down my stomach and played with the waistband of my jeans before unbuttoning them with no hesitation. His fingers found their way between my legs, stroking me in the most intimate way, and I gasped, my body trembling with anticipation.

      Luke's calloused thumb rolled over my clit, sending a jolt of pleasure through me. My back arched off the bed, desperate for more, as I pushed my hips against his touch. He continued to tease me, his fingers dipping into my wetness before sliding back up to my clit. The pleasure was overwhelming, and I couldn't hold back anymore.

      "Luke, please," I moaned, the need in my voice evident, my moans growing more insistent with each passing second.

      "Please what?" he grunted, voice heavy with arousal, with unbridled desire.

      "Luke, don’t make me say it,” I protested sheepishly, too embarrassed to say the words out loud. I had completely forgotten what I had intended to tell him before his lips crashed against mine. All rational thinking seemed to have been utterly shattered as pleasure and desire grew at alarming rates.

      "Please what?" he repeated his question more demandingly, teeth scraping the sides of my nipple, prompting a loud moan to escape my lips.

      "Please—" but before I could finish my plea, a loud noise emanating from the front door, all the way downstairs, brought us to a halt. We both froze, our breathing heavy and labored. Luke reluctantly pulled away from me, though he didn’t quite abandon my bed, the weight of his body still flattening the mattress underneath his mighty muscles.

      "Harper?" A familiar voice traveled through the open window.

      It was Cassandra, whose presence totally cemented my opinion of her as one of those friends that always seemed to be there when I needed her, no matter the time or place.

      I was finally able to get her message, and she had promised she'd try to join me in my hometown for emotional and magical support the instant she was able to excuse herself from work.

      Clearly, she had done exactly what she said, and she had finally made it.

      My heart swelled with joy, and I couldn’t believe my luck.

      “Who is it?” Luke asked, furrowing his brow with a mixture of mistrust and frustration.

      “A good friend. She’s here to help me with the ritual,” I tried to sit back up, but he didn’t seem too keen on the idea. “Luke, let me up. I need to go downstairs.”

      “I’m not sure anyone but a Vale and our pack is supposed to intervene in the ritual,” he said wearily, but I waved my hand dismissively.

      “She’s a trusted friend, a talented witch. She’ll make this whole process easier,” I said. I didn’t understand what the issue was.

      Clearly, Luke was being mistrustful for no reason.

      He folded his arms. “Harper, I think you should send her away.”

      “Why?” I asked, feeling a surge of defensiveness overtake me all of a sudden. I suddenly felt oddly dizzy and uncomfortable. “I told you I trust her.”

      “Trust her with anything else, but not this?”

      “You aren’t my Alpha, Luke, or have you forgotten the Vales don’t kneel to you and your tribe?” I snapped as I finally managed to abandon my bed and our proximity. I felt sick to my stomach. Why didn’t he trust me? Didn’t we just talk about how he knew that I could make my own decisions? That I was a powerful witch in my own right?

      Was that all just to get me into bed?

      “I just don’t think we need to bring other people into this,” He tried again.

      “Why not? Are you trying to protect me again?” I snapped.

      “That’s not what I meant,” he answered, clearly taken aback.

      “Then let me make my own decisions,” I said before stomping out of the bedroom.

      Luke didn’t mean anything he’d said. He still didn’t trust me to make my own decisions.

      And I wasn’t going to stand for it.
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      I stood there in the kitchen, leaning against the wall closest to the kitchen table, arms crossed, trying my darndest not to stare daggers into this newcomer.

      Cassandra. That was how Harper had introduced her after hugging her at the door and leading her inside. They were now sharing some tea and a cake she had brought over, and I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that something was so very wrong with this woman.

      She was… wrong.

      She looked glossy, like she had stepped out of a picture. But it was too much. Her skin was too smooth, her hair too shiny. If someone had taken a doll, given it chic clothing and a smile, and made it smell like a chemical waste factory, that would be Cassandra.

      I didn’t like her.

      I could sense my wolf growling deep within me, and I found myself struggling not to let it show through.

      “Heavens, Harper, this house is just as beautiful as you said it was!” Cassandra squealed chirpily, and I inwardly called bullshit. Something about her voice, high pitched and overly bubbly, let me on to the fact that she was lying.

      I just wasn’t sure why Harper couldn’t see it.

      Harper, far from being suspicious, beamed in the other woman’s presence. “Thank you so much. I’m so glad you could make it. It’s been a real struggle so far. I could use some magical guidance for sure,” Harper replied with a sigh of relief, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up at the idea of this woman being involved in our rituals at all.

      “So, how did you two meet?” I asked, trying my best to keep my voice leveled and polite, staring straight at Cassandra. I wanted to see her expression, the way her gaze shifted as she replied to my answers. Perhaps I would be able to figure out what was going on by catching her in a lie, and find out why my wolf was so stirred by her presence in this house.

      “We met at a seance,” Harper was the one to reply, though, and I shot her a confused look.

      “Seance?” I raised my brow, already guessing where this was going. “Were you attending one or hosting it?”

      “He does know you are…” Cassandra whispered then, leaning toward Harper. “You know?”

      “Yeah, of course, he does,” Harper shot her a startled look and then turned back toward me. “I think he just doesn’t approve of seances.”

      Of course I didn’t.

      It was witch 101 that you couldn’t use magic for personal gain. Even I knew that, despite the fact that I wasn’t a witch. If Harper was making a living in the city by using her magic, either to actually contact the dead or pretend to, then bad things were going to happen.

      “I have a feeling I won’t approve, no,” I said, standing up straight and moving closer to the table. “What did you do for a living in the big city, huh? You never did go into details.”

      I could see her flushing at my answer, and it was all the answer I needed. Shaking my head and rolling my eyes, I let out a heavy sigh.

      “Oh, Harper, come on. The Vales have always known to keep away from selling their souls for money," I said with a hint of disappointment in my voice.

      "Sell our souls?" Cassandra chuckled, rolling her eyes sharply at my words. "Excuse us for needing to make a living like anyone else. We are no different from a lawyer or an accountant, using what was taught to us to support ourselves."

      I scoffed at her response, feeling my anger rise.

      "Using what was taught to you? Magic is not meant to be used for personal gain or profit. It's a sacred gift, a connection to something greater. It's not a tool to be exploited for money,” I snarled at her.

      "I understand your perspective," Cassandra said calmly, her voice dripping with condescension. "But times change, traditions evolve. We live in a modern world where practicality is necessary. We can't always rely on old beliefs and traditions to sustain us. Let me guess, you are one of those druids that lives off his connection with nature, meditating in the forest and pretending that the rest of the world doesn't exist?"

      I clenched my fists, feeling my wolf clawing at the surface, desperate to defend our beliefs. But I knew I had to keep my composure, no matter how infuriating this woman was.

      "Nature is not just some romantic fantasy," I replied, my voice firm. "It's a source of life and balance. It's about respecting the earth and all its creatures, not exploiting them for personal gain."

      "Cassie, Luke doesn't have magic," Harper said cautiously, shooting me a look. "He's a werewolf. He's the guy I told you about."

      Cassandra scoffed again, taking a sip of her tea. "Well, that explains a whole lot, then."

      I narrowed my eyes at her, not appreciating the condescending tone in her voice. "And what exactly does it explain?" I asked, my voice dripping with sarcasm.

      Cassandra set down her teacup and leaned back in her chair, a smug smirk tugging at the corners of her lips. "It explains your narrow-mindedness and inability to see beyond your own limited perspective. Werewolves, like yourself, are creatures of instinct and emotion. Magic requires reason and intellect. It's no wonder you fail to understand its practical applications."

      I turned to face Harper, but much to my shock, she actually averted my gaze, lowering her eyes toward her cup of tea and taking another sip.

      The tea.

      I felt a low growl emanating from the depths of my soul. A cloyingly sweet smell came from that hot beverage Cassandra had poured for Harper. It was overpowering, almost sickeningly saccharine. The realization hit me like a ton of bricks.

      My protective instincts kicked into overdrive as anger surged through my veins.

      "What did you do to her?" I demanded, my voice laced with anger.

      Cassandra stared at me with a deadpan look on her face and then shrugged nonchalantly.

      "What is he talking about?" she asked Harper, who shot me a frustrated, confused look.

      "Please, Luke, you're making a scene."

      "I'm not making a fucking scene," I growled, my voice low and dangerous. "I can smell whatever concoction she put in that tea. Harper, this woman is poisoning you."

      I leaped forward, knocking the teacup out of Harper's hand before she could take another sip. The contents splattered across the floor, leaving a sickly sweet residue behind.

      "What the hell?" Harper shouted, her eyes widening in shock.

      "Harper, I'm telling you, this woman is dangerous. I could sense it before she even set foot in this door."

      I could feel the tension rising in the room as the three of us stared each other down. Harper seemed torn. I could see her gulping hard, her eyes darting from Cassandra then back to me.

      "This guy is insane, Har!" Cassandra hissed, and she actually had the gall to grab at her arm and pull her away from me as if she was protecting Harper from some sort of rabid dog.

      Before I could respond, Harper interjected, her voice wavering. "Luke, I... I think it's best if you go, at least for now, ok? I get that you still can’t accept that I needed to leave this town, but that’s no reason to treat one of my friends this way. I’m not going to turn my back on everything I discovered and learned in the city just because you wish I had never left to begin with.”

      Shock and betrayal washed over me. I couldn't believe she was siding with Cassandra, even after what just happened.

      I had to remind myself that this wasn't Harper speaking. This was whatever potion this woman had been feeding her for God only knew how long. Arguing further would only push her away. I had to play this right. I needed to be patient and approach it in a different way than my wolf urged me to.

      I took a deep breath, trying to reign in my anger and frustration. It was clear that Harper had been manipulated by Cassandra, likely through some sort of enchantment, or at least a very long period of manipulation. She reminded me of a snake, always worming her way into things she shouldn’t.

      Harper was clearly just a victim of her, magic or no.  If I wanted to help her, I needed to approach this situation with caution.

      "All right, Harper, you're right. I'll leave now, but listen to me for a second," I said, stepping toward her. Cassandra tried to tug at her arm to get her to back away from me, but mercifully Harper's eyes were locked with me. "My wolf smelled trouble a mile away, and he's rarely wrong. There's something off about her, and I'm worried for your safety. So I'll go, but promise you will not drink or eat anything you didn't prepare yourself. Let's say I'm just being paranoid. I'm not asking you to send her away, just to be cautious and protect yourself. Can you promise me that?"

      "You know, Luke," Cassandra interrupted before Harper could reply, her voice dripping with false sympathy. "I've heard so much about you and your protective nature. It's sweet, really. But Harper is an adult capable of making her own decisions. She doesn't need you barging in and causing a scene."

      I gritted my teeth, resisting the urge to lunge at Cassandra. My wolf was clawing at the surface, desperate to protect Harper from this dangerous woman. But I knew that losing my cool wouldn't help anyone. I needed to remain calm and composed, and so I ignored her, speaking to my little Vale enchantress and her alone.

      "Just promise me that you'll be careful. That you'll be mindful of what you consume. I'm not asking you to cut ties with Cassandra, just to be cautious. Can you do that?"

      I could see the hesitation in her gaze, the battle between trust and doubt waging within her. But finally, she gave me a small nod.

      "I promise, Luke," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "I'll be careful."

      Relief flooded through me, but I knew I couldn't push my luck. Instead, I turned around and reluctantly walked toward the door.
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      “I think he’s getting moonsick or something,” Cassandra said after a moment of complete silence had filled the house.

      I gave her a weary look, not really knowing what to say. I wished I could say I was certain Luke was going through a rough period or something, but there was this sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach that I couldn't push away.

      I sighed quietly, offering my friend a sheepish smile.

      "I'm sure he'll get over it soon. Please don't take it personally; he's just weary of outsiders."

      Cassandra leaned forward, concern etched across her face. "Harper, you can't let his paranoia get to you. You've found a new path, a new purpose in life. You are bigger than this town, you know? Don't let anyone take that away from you."

      "I guess so," I mumbled, shrugging quietly.

      Cassandra nodded, her expression thoughtful. "There's definitely something off about him, and I don't just mean his behavior. His presence is... unsettling, to say the least."

      I frowned, looking up at her. Part of me wanted to believe her, to trust that what I was doing was right and that Luke's worries were unfounded. But another part of me kept on replaying Luke's words, and the fact that she was talking against him wasn't really sitting well with me either.

      "What do you mean?"

      Cassandra paused for a moment as if carefully considering her next words. "There's darkness within him, Harper. I can feel it. It's like a storm brewing beneath the surface. And I don't mean his wolf. I mean something much deeper."

      "Luke is not dangerous, Cassie. I've known him and his family all my life,” I snorted. Not to mention the fact that we had just hooked up and I was his fated mate. I desperately wanted to catch my friend up on that particular bit of gossip, but every time I opened my mouth to say something about it, I found I couldn’t.

      For some reason, I wanted to hold back.

      Cassandra sighed. "Maybe you are right. But I don't know; something about him unsettles me deeply. Wouldn't you like to just go back to the city and think things through? I'm a bit worried about you, if I have to be perfectly honest."

      "I can't do that." I shook my head vigorously. "No, no way. I had a vision, a horrible vision of what would happen if I left before the month was over. I need to see this through.”

      Cassandra frowned, her expression filled with concern. "Harper, visions can often be unclear and misleading. You can't base your entire future on one vision. It's important to consider all aspects and make rational decisions for yourself."

      "Thanks for your advice." I smiled softly and then turned toward the shattered teacup still lying on the floor, surrounded by a sticky residue. I sighed, realizing that I would have to clean up the mess. As I grabbed a broom, Cassandra spoke up again.

      "Let me help you with that," she offered, and I nodded, grateful to have her here.

      Cassandra and I cleaned up the broken teacup together in silence, the tension in the room palpable. I couldn't help but feel torn between my loyalty to Luke and my friendship with Cassandra. She had been there for me on my darkest nights, and while I definitely understood where Luke was coming from, I couldn’t believe that anything about my dearest friend was off.

      "We should rest for the night," I said at last, offering Cassie a weary smile. "Let me show you to one of the guest rooms."

      Cassandra nodded and followed me up the stairs to one of the guest rooms.

      "It might be a bit dusty, but otherwise, it's clean," I said apologetically, giving her a sheepish little grin. "I haven't really had too much time to clean since I arrived."

      "Not a problem," she winked at me and closed her eyes, a soft, red hue emanating from her body as she whispered ancient words I instinctively understood. Her long hair began to levitate around her as if she were diving into the depths of an ocean.

      "Cassie, don't," I whispered, feeling awfully uncomfortable. She peeked at me through one open eye, the hue around her growing softer.

      "Why not? We did it all the time back in the city."

      "Yeah, but here it's different. My mom and grandma took this balance thing really seriously. I don’t want to go against their wishes in the house that they raised me in, you know?”

      Cassandra shrugged, her hair settling back into place as she opened her eyes fully. "Fair enough. I can respect that. I’ll just have to get used to doing stuff the old-fashioned way while I’m here.”

      I let out a small laugh, appreciating her understanding. "Thanks. I know it’s a bit of a pain in the ass, but I really do appreciate it." I gestured for her to make herself comfortable and headed towards the door. "Try to get some rest."

      "Thank you, Harper. And remember, I'm here for you. Whatever you need."

      I offered her a grateful smile and left her to settle into the guest room. As I made my way to my own bedroom, I couldn't shake the feeling that something was still off. Luke's warning echoed in my mind, but I felt sick to my stomach whenever I tried to figure out whether I had reasons to suspect Cassie's intentions or not.

      In my dreams, I found myself back in the woods, surrounded by the familiar sights and smells of nature. But there was an undercurrent of darkness and unease this time. I could feel a storm building in the distance, a storm that threatened to consume everything in its path.

      I tried to run, but my body felt heavy and sluggish. Every step was a struggle as if the very air was resisting my movements. Panic gripped my chest as the storm drew nearer, its dark clouds swirling ominously above me.

      Cassandra stood there. She hadn't seen me, hadn't noticed me. Her back was turned to me, and I could see exactly what she was looking at.

      Monstrously deformed, its roots spread out like twisted veins, its branches reaching up towards the sky as if pleading for release. Those words weren't mine. Someone else had stood in that clearing not long ago, and those were the words their mind used to describe the hideous entity he had witnessed.

      Cassandra’s hair was once more hoovering dauntingly around her, the red hue around her body now a terrifying shade of crimson that made me think of blood.

      I woke up with a start, my heart pounding in my chest. Sweat coated my forehead as I gasped for air. It took a moment for me to realize it had all been a dream, but the feeling of unease lingered.

      Still struggling to regain my composure, I slowly made my way downstairs, hearing noises coming from the kitchen.

      There was Cassie brewing a pot of tea. She turned to me, a smile on her face, but suddenly I could tell it didn't seem to reach her eyes.

      "Good morning, Harper," she greeted me, her voice as sweet as ever. "Did you sleep well?"

      I forced a smile and nodded, trying to ignore the unease that lingered within me. "Just had a bit of a rough night.”

      Cassandra poured me a cup of tea, her eyes never leaving mine. "Here, have a cup. It'll help calm your nerves."

      I hesitated, a million thoughts racing through my mind. She really wanted me to drink that tea. More than I think she ever had before.

      Something was wrong. I could hear Luke's words of warning flooding my head.

      I decided to follow his advice.

      "Yeah, thanks. I'll drink it after taking a shower," I said as casually as possible, trying to buy myself some time to figure out whether I was being silly or if there was more to Cassandra than met the eye.
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      “Luke, you need to get a hold of yourself,” Ben’s voice interrupted my pacing, and I couldn’t help but stop, given everything I had put my brother through the last time I had allowed myself to lose my temper.

      His movements were still hesitant, slow, but he was on his feet again, and that was more than I could have hoped for. I had been almost certain my brother would not survive the attack, and thanks to Harper, here he was.

      “Yeah, you are right,” I offered him a short-lived smile and let myself fall on the nearest sofa, groaning as I let my head hang back, staring at the ceiling. “It’s like all we fucking encounter are obstacles lately. I guess it’s starting to get to me.”

      “Father always warned us that the first ritual of any Vale was filled with bumps on the road. I guess they come in all shapes and forms,” he shrugged, sitting next to me, and I could barely bring myself to look his way, guilt still overflowing my heart whenever he was around.

      Ben was my beta, my most trusted advisor, and most importantly, my brother. And I had come close to killing him.

      “Luke.”

      “Hmm?”

      “I’m getting tired of you avoiding me like the plague. Get over it already, for fuck’s sake,”

      I straightened up, shooting him a reproachful look, before bursting out laughing.

      "Forgive me for feeling bad about hurting you, asshole," I retorted, my laughter mixed with a hint of self-deprecation. I knew that Ben was right, that I needed to move on from the guilt and face the consequences of my actions. But it wasn't easy to forgive myself for the pain I had caused him.

      Ben rolled his eyes at my response, but I could see a glimmer of amusement in his eyes. "Feel bad all you want, Luke, just don't let it consume you. We're brothers, we've faced worse than this. We'll get through it."

      His words hit me with a wave of nostalgia as memories flooded my mind. Growing up, Ben and I had always been each other's rock. He was older than me by almost three years and yet he never acted as a rival, never showed any resentment when our father groomed me instead of him to become the next alpha.

      "I know," I whispered, my voice filled with gratitude. "So, tell me, what would you do about this Cassandra issue?"

      Ben leaned back on the sofa, deep in thought. "Well, it's clear that there's something off about her, but if she's really putting some sort of spell on Harper, we're going to need evidence."

      I nodded in agreement, my mind racing with possible courses of action.

      "What about sending one of the twins to look through her bags?" he suggested, and I considered his idea. It was a risky move, but it might be our best shot at uncovering the truth in a less direct manner.

      "Yeah, that could work," I replied, a glimmer of hope filling me. "Which one of them do you think would be the best fit for the job?"

      Ben thought for a moment before answering. "I think Harry would be the better choice. He's more cautious and less impulsive. What worries me is the possibility that she might have put on some sort of protective spell. If she's as sneaky as you say she is, I wouldn't put it past her."

      "I don't think she would," I said, shaking my head. "You should have heard her speaking about werewolves. She looks down on us."

      "So you're saying she underestimates us? Well, let that be her downfall, then." He grinned, and I nodded. "We can make some sort of distraction so that we are certain she's not downstairs while Harry sneaks into her room."

      "It's good to have you back," I patted his good shoulder, but Ben still winced slightly at the contact. “Sorry.”

      “If you say you’re sorry one more time, I’m going to punch you," he chuckled, but there was a hint of seriousness in his voice. He was right. I needed to stop dwelling on the past and focus on the present. We had a problem to solve, and we needed a plan.

      "Bad-mouthing your Alpha? That's a bold move, Ben," I grinned, glad to have him back on his feet.

      Ben flashed me a playful smirk. "Well, someone's gotta keep you on your toes, little brother, Alpha or not Alpha."

      I chuckled, the tension slowly dissipating from my body. It was good to have this banter back, to feel the familiarity and ease in our interactions. We had been through so much together, and I knew that no matter what, we would always have each other's backs.

      "All right, let's get things into motion," I said, leaning forward with a determined look in my eyes. "I don't want Cassandra holding power over Harper for a second longer if we can help it."
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        * * *

      

      I could barely believe my eyes when I saw Harry’s wolf rushing away from the house. He was supposed to spy as a human, not a wolf. I didn’t want that awful woman knowing anything about me or my pack, and I had given Harry explicit instructions to not shift. What was he doing shifting in Harper’s home? What had gone wrong to force him to forgo his human face?

      We stood just outside the Vale household, seemingly there with Ben as some sort of olive branch offering. There was something off about Harper, and my every instinct kept screaming at me to jump into action, but I had to be clever about this whole mess.

      “I’m so glad to see you back on your feet, Ben.” Harper’s smile was earnest, but I couldn’t stop staring into those beautiful eyes of hers. They were weary, exhausted like she was fighting against something in the depths of her heart. With Cassandra standing by her side, though, I couldn’t quite inquire about what was going on, though.

      It was killing me.

      “All thanks to you, kiddo,” Ben grinned at Harper, and she chuckled softly. Cassandra didn’t seem too glad to see us there, but she was at least being cordial ever since I apologized for letting my temper get the best of me.

      I tried my best to keep my focus on the conversation, but my mind kept drifting to Harry. What was he doing? Had he been able to find any evidence in Cassandra's room?

      I noticed her gaze flickering in the direction of the woods, and my wolf growled deep inside me. Something was wrong.

      "Admiring our beautiful forest?" Ben, ever the smooth talker, was quick to bring Cassandra's attention back to us.

      "I'm more of a city gal myself, not too fond of mud and dirt." Cassandra's gaze never once abandoned the woods, and that was when I noticed it. Her right hand, which she was trying to nonchalantly hide behind her back, emanated a soft hue of red.

      She was using magic.

      "What the fuck are you doing?!" I roared, my wolf getting the best of me as I leaped forward and grabbed Cassandra by the wrist, forcing her hand out from behind her back. The red hue around her hand intensified, pulsating with an ominous energy.

      "Luke, stop!" Harper screamed in shock.

      Cassandra's eyes widened in surprise, her façade of innocence crumbling for just a moment. "Let me go of me!" she hissed, her voice laced with a touch of fear.

      A howl, filled with something I could only describe as excruciating pain, came to us from the forest. I would recognize Harry's howl anywhere, and so did Ben. He moved to stand beside me, his eyes narrowing as he took in the sight before him.

      "What are you doing to our brother?" he demanded, his voice dripping with authority.

      Cassandra struggled against my grip, but I held on tightly, determined to uncover the truth.

      "I don't know what you are talking about! Harper, these guys are insane. Please help me!"

      "Luke, let go of her!" Harper screamed, her voice trembling fiercely.

      I growled fiercely, my wolf instincts taking over. "What the hell were you trying to do? What kind of spell were you casting?"

      "Harper, get this beast off me!" Cassandra yelled then, and it sounded more like a command than a plea.

      Before I knew what was happening, Harper's familiar blue hue filled my senses, a surge of pain coursing through my body. It was as if someone had struck me with an electric shock, causing my muscles to seize up and my vision to blur, but just as my grip on Cassandra’s wrist started to falter, it all came to a sudden halt.

      I blinked just in time to see Ben forcefully holding Harper off the ground by her hips, his free hand over her nose and mouth, keeping her from whispering any of those ancient words, keeping her from breathing without outright harming her.

      Ben winced as he held her firmly. I could tell that the way she was thrashing around to break free was taking a toll on him due to his injury, but he never once loosened his grip.

      “Fuck,” Cassandra whispered under her breath. She glared daggers at me then, any semblance of innocence disappearing from her face. "You know nothing, silly little werewolf. You have no idea what I'm capable of, what power I possess."

      Ben's grip on Harper tightened as he held her off the ground, but his hand slipped from her nose so she could inhale, and I watched my little enchantress gulp for air. She was fighting to get him off her, fighting to continue whatever spell she had been casting on me, looking possessed by some dark shadow.

      If anyone else had been the one grabbing Harper so roughly, I would have immediately lost my mind, no matter their intentions. But this was different. This was Ben, my brother, someone I trusted with my life. And I could see in his eyes that he was only trying to protect us.

      Cassandra let out a low laugh, a sinister smile tugging at the corners of her lips. "Well, it seems like I underestimated you, Luke. But know this, you can't stop what's already in motion. The darkness is coming, and there's nothing you can do to prevent it."
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      "Harper, get this beast off me!"

      That was the last I remembered hearing. Then all became a blur. Someone grabbed me, a large, calloused hand on my hand and nose, keeping me from breathing, from speaking. My body thrashed all on its own, and I was only dimly aware of a scuffle going on all around me. Red hues of magic, the grunts of a wolf, a desperate urge to defend Cassandra. I felt blood in my mouth as I bit someone, something.

      A hand, perhaps, but I couldn’t be sure. My mind was a misty mess of confusion, and no coherent thought could navigate the way to the surface.

      “I’m sorry about this, Harper,” I heard someone whispering right into my ear. Whoever was keeping me from using my magic, restraining me against their body. I once more bit into that hand to break free, but he, because I was certain it was a he, covered my nose, cutting off my air supply all over again.

      Desperation coursed through me as I struggled against my captor's grip. My body fought against the restraint, muscles straining with all their might. I could feel the power of my magic welling up inside me, ready to burst forth and defend myself, but most importantly, Cassandra.

      Panic bubbled up within me, my struggles becoming more frenzied. I couldn't breathe, couldn't think, and my lungs felt like they were about to burst.

      And then, a different kind of darkness took over, and all I could feel was my body and mind shutting down.
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        * * *

      

      “No!” I screamed into an empty room, my heart pounding in my chest. Guilt washed over me like a tidal wave, even though I couldn't yet wrap my mind around what had happened.

      I had tried to attack Luke, hadn't I? I had tried to attack Ben too.

      The memory of it all was hazy, but the emotions were still raw. The darkness that had consumed me, the loss of control.

      “Harper,” a voice called out to me, and I turned to see Luke standing in the doorway.

      It all came back to me then. We had been talking in front of my home when he grabbed Cassandra's hand. It had been humming with magic, but what spell was she casting? And why was she trying to conceal it?

      I had tried to get them all to calm down, but then she had snapped an order at me and I had completely lost control over my mind, my body.

      "I'm so sorry, Luke," I choked out, tears streaming down my face. "Oh my God, you were right, she had some sort of hold on me. I tried to attack you. I could have hurt you. Who knows what I would have done if Ben hadn't stopped me?"

      Luke walked towards me slowly, his eyes filled with concern and understanding. "Harper, it's okay. None of this was your fault. She was drugging you, playing tricks with your mind. Who knows how long she's been at it?"

      He pulled me into his arms, holding me tight as I cried.

      "You tried to warn me," I mumbled weakly, letting myself be enveloped by those strong, muscular arms. I sobbed quietly there, lost in his embrace, for what felt like an eternity.

      Finally, though, I managed to regain a semblance of composure. I still felt off, my mind not fully recovering from that odd mist that had swallowed me whole.

      "She's working with Him, isn't she? Why else would she be doing all of this?"

      "I suppose she at least wants something from the Dark One, but that doesn't really matter. If there's one thing my father taught me, it's that He doesn't play well with others. Whatever she thinks she's going to get if he manages to set him free, it's just a trick, a lie."

      I looked up at Luke, our faces nearly touching as we sat in such close proximity. His eyes were filled with determination, and I could see the fire burning within him, making me feel safe, letting me know he would stand by my side through thick and thin, no matter what obstacles we might encounter on the way.

      "We need to find out what she was trying to do, what potion she was using on me," I said, my voice determined. "But she must have already destroyed any evidence. I don't know how long she'll be able to take control over my mind without being certain what she's been slipping into my drinks."

      I saw a smirk tugging at the corners of his lips, and I knew he had outsmarted all of us, the smug bastard.

      "Harry slipped into her bedroom this morning. We have a vial of whatever she was using to drug you. I would recognize that cloyingly sweet scent anywhere."

      "Oh, well, aren't you awfully satisfied with yourself?" I asked with a sigh of relief, teasing him to release some of the tension clutching at my heart, my mind.

      Luke chuckled, a sound that sent a shiver down my spine.

      "I may be a bit satisfied with my resourcefulness," he admitted. "But mostly, I'm just glad that I got you away from her grip. You can figure out what kind of potion it is from the sample, right?"

      I nodded in agreement, the weight of the situation beginning to lift from my shoulders.

      "Yeah, I can. It might take some time, but it'll be worth the effort. I can find a way to revert all effects once I know for sure." I paused, shooting him a guilt-ridden look. "And what about Ben? Is he all right? He held me back, and I know I tried to strike his shoulder to break free."

      "He's a tough one," Luke said, a hint of pride in his voice. "He'll be okay."

      “What about Harry?”

      “He’s still licking his wounds. I don’t know what the hell Cassandra was doing to him, but he’s got some nasty burns on him. He had to shift after he grabbed the vial to keep himself from being severely hurt. He said it felt like his whole body was on fire. But he’s going to be okay. Drew is with him. I’m annoyed at whatever Drew is doing to distract him from the pain, but okay.”

      “The Greene boys, always there to save the day,” I chuckled softly, giving him a grateful smile.

      “Only when it comes to our favorite Vale girl,” he replied affectionately, the fire in his stare making me flush from head to toe.

      God, I wanted Luke so badly it hurt, but this wasn’t the time or place to focus on those feelings. It muddled my heart, and I still wasn’t sure what I would do once the month was over. Once we defeated Cassandra and sealed the Dark One for another generation, then I could allow myself to figure out my feelings for him and make a decision about my future. Our future.

      For now, I needed to stay focused on the task at hand. There were still so many unanswered questions, and we couldn't let Cassandra's actions go unnoticed or unpunished.
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      The entire pack had been tasked with finding Cassandra’s hiding place, but so far, all efforts had proven unsuccessful. We weren’t a big pack; mostly my brothers and a couple of other members. After my father died, I had let the other pack members choose if they wanted to stay with us or not.

      Most didn’t.

      I wasn’t into the games that other Alphas played, and I didn’t want members who didn’t want to be with me. Wolves who didn’t respect that went their own way, and my policy was no harm, no foul. They were free to go and explore their options, and we would end up with wolves who wanted to stay in the pack.

      Until now, that hadn’t been a problem. But, given that we were searching for a witch, I vividly wished that I had more noses to throw at the problem. With a full pack, this would have been much, much easier.

      Magic, and magic users, were much harder to find.

      The problem with magic was that she might very well be hiding in plain sight, right under our noses. But there was a silver lining to this whole mess. As long as she had to focus on avoiding being caught, she was too busy to continue her plans.

      In the meantime, I had ordered security to be tightened around both the pack's main territory and Harper's home. I was certain she wasn't exactly thrilled about the prospect of having two or three bodyguards around her house at all times, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

      I had all but moved into Harper's home as well, at least for the time being, and honestly, I hadn't been able to tell whether she was glad or apprehensive about it. Perhaps a bit of both, honestly.

      It only made sense, not only due to safety concerns but also the daily rituals she had to carry out, mercifully, in the safety of the Vale home. We'd have to return to the woods eventually, but the book didn't demand it for now.

      "Is it as exhausting as it seems?" I asked gently as we sat together on the basement floor. There were strange arcane symbols etched all around us. She had been drawing almost frantically, lost in a trance as she whispered words I couldn't comprehend even if I tried. I was there to keep her safe, not understand the magic, though.

      Trying to understand their magic had been what had led the Dark One down the path of destruction, after all.

      "Honestly? Yeah, but I have to do it. It'll only be a few more weeks, and then I can take a break," she replied, letting herself fall onto her back. The basement floor must have been terribly unforgiving against her body, but she didn't seem to mind.

      I couldn't help but feel the weight of her burden. The responsibility she carried on her shoulders was immense, and yet she remained determined and focused. I admired this amazing, strong-willed woman more than I could possibly say.

      "I have no doubt it will be worth it," I reassured her, coming to lay beside her, tilting my head to the side so I could stare into those gorgeous eyes of hers. "You've come so far already, and you've faced every challenge head-on. I have complete faith in you."

      A small smile tugged at the corners of her lips, and she looked at me with gratitude in her eyes. "Thank you, Luke. Your faith means a lot to me."

      I reached out and gently brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. "I'll always be here to support you, Harper. No matter what happens, we'll get through this together."

      Her smile widened, and she leaned closer, her hand finding mine and intertwining our fingers. Her skin was so beautifully flushed, and I could hear her heartbeat growing faster. I could sense her skin growing warmer. No, not just warmer. Hotter.

      "I think we make a pretty good team, don't you?"

      "The best team, if you ask me," I whispered huskily, propping myself up on my elbow, my gaze locked with hers. The air in the room felt charged with tension, and I could feel the magnetic pull between us growing stronger by the second.

      Her breath hitched slightly, her eyes fluttering shut as I leaned closer, my lips hovering just inches away from hers. The anticipation in the air was palpable, and I could feel the electricity coursing through my veins. The kiss was soft and tender, filled with the depth of emotion that had been building between us for so long. I could taste the lingering traces of her tears on her lips, and it only made me hold her tighter, wanting to ease her pain and reassure her of my love.

      She gasped softly, surrendering to my touch, and I took the opportunity to explore every inch of her mouth. Our tongues danced together, a sensual rhythm that spoke of our desire and longing. As I climbed on top of her enticing body, the heat of our connection became almost overwhelming.

      I leaned down to roll my mouth down her neck, tracing a path of desire along the sensitive skin. A low moan escaped Harper as I found her sweet spot, sucking and nibbling on it gently. Her hands tangled in my hair, tugging me closer, urging me to give her more.

      Our bodies moved together in a desperate dance of need and desire. We had already been at the verge of making love before, interrupted by forces outside our control. This time, nothing would stop me from claiming her.

      Clothes were discarded in a frenzy, forgotten in our hunger for each other. I reveled in the feel of her smooth skin under my fingertips, the softness of her curves driving me wild with longing.

      My hands discovered those firm, gorgeous breasts all over again, and I delighted myself in the way she arched her back and moaned in response to my touch.

      “You’re mine, Harper,” I grunted as my lips replaced my fingers, breathing heavily against her flushed skin, taking one of her erect, pink nipples into my mouth. I suckled at it, flickering that sensual little button with my tongue, eliciting moan after moan from my little enchantress. “Say it.”

      “Luke, I…”

      “Say it,” I grunted, lost in the throes of passion, my fingers now lost between her legs. I could feel her arousal pooling against my skin as I rolled my thumb over her clit, and her moans flooded my senses.

      My wolf was practically howling in my mind, urging me to make love to my mate at long last after so many years of waiting.

      She pushed her hips up, silently begging for more, and I gladly obliged, sliding a finger into her wetness. Her walls clenched around me, a sign of just how ready she was for me.

      Fuck, she was so tight. How would it feel like to have her wrapped around me for real?

      “Please,” she moaned breathlessly, and I slowed down my movements, keeping her right there on the edge, feeling her muscles tensing against my body.

      "Harper… you know what I want to hear," I insisted huskily, needing to hear those words escape her full lips, even if they were whispered in a moment of wild passion. She would have time to come to this conclusion at her own time, and she would have time to figure out what she truly wanted once this whole nightmare was over, but for now, this would have to be enough.

      My wolf demanded it, and I knew in my heart those words were only moments away from escaping my little enchantress’s mouth at long last.

      “I’m yours,” her voice was soft, dreamy, lost in a sea of moans and whimpers. All semblance of control over my wolf, over my desires, flew out the window that very instant.

      It was happening.

      It was finally time for us to seal our bonds, and become fated mates.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 20

          

          

      

    

    







            Harper

          

        

      

    

    
      "I'm yours," I whispered, the words emanating from the depths of my soul. I knew I shouldn't be saying anything of the sort until I had made a decision about what I would do once the month was over, but how could I resist him any longer?

      The way Luke touched me, the way he made me feel, it was all too much to ignore. I wanted him, all of him, in every way possible, and temptation weighed too heavily on my heart.

      At that moment, I was his. Time would tell if that was a mistake or not, but for now, I longed to give myself fully to Luke.

      I brushed my fingertips over the amazing landscape of his chest. He was sculpted and mighty, every muscle defined beneath his skin. It was a sight I couldn't resist exploring, and my hands continued their journey across his body.

      His breath hitched as my fingers traced the contour of his abs, and I could feel the heat radiating from his skin. I marveled at the power and strength he possessed and how fiercely protective he was of me. It was an intoxicating combination.

      Desire burned within me, aching for release. The thought of finally being intimate with him, of surrendering myself completely, filled me with a mix of excitement and nervousness.

      His lips once more reached the swell of my breasts, and that tongue that elicited so much pleasure from me began dancing over my peaks. Luke's hands began to knead them gently, and my entire being writhed beneath him.

      Luke positioned himself at my entrance, and I opened my legs further on either side of his hips. He was so hard against my soaked folds. I could feel every ridge, every inch of him, and the anticipation nearly drove me mad.

      With a slow, deliberate movement, Luke entered me. The feeling of him stretching me, filling me completely, was more intense than I could have ever imagined. I let out a sound that was something between a moan and a yelp, my nails digging into his back as he began to move within me.

      It felt unlike any other sexual encounter I had ever experienced before him. Our bodies moved in perfect sync like we were truly meant to be together. There was a connection here, wild and untamed.

      My moans and gasps filled the basement, echoing off the walls and merging with his growls and grunts as our desire consumed us.

      Time seemed to blur as we lost ourselves in each other. Luke's hands gripped my hips, guiding me, filling me so completely. My walls clenched fiercely around his girth as I grew closer to the edge, his hands working their magic all over my curves.

      My back arched, pressing myself closer to him, wanting to feel every inch of him against me... inside me.

      "Luke!" I screamed out his name, my nails sinking so deep into his back I could hear him grunt with a mixture of arousal and pain.

      I was reaching the peak, I was right there, on the verge of exploding, and his cock throbbed deep inside me as I embraced that long-awaited ecstasy. Moaning out his name like a mantra, my voice raw with passion, I felt that coil that had been tightening further and further finally unravel.

      Luke's thrusts grew more urgent, his own release imminent, and I clung to him desperately, wanting to feel his release inside me.

      With one final push, he let out a guttural groan, his body tensing as he found release.

      "I need you Harper," he grunted as he pulsated within me, filling me with his warmth and completing the intimate connection we had formed.

      We lay together, our bodies still intertwined, catching our breath and basking in the aftermath of our passion. The room was filled with a serene silence, broken only by our heavy breathing and the soothing sound of our hearts beating in sync.

      I knew I loved him, deep down. I knew my heart would always be tied to his with invisible strings that had probably been there long before I even noticed him as anything other than a friend for the first time.

      We were fated. There was no doubt about that in my mind.

      And yet, was I truly ready to settle for this small town I had sworn I would never again return to? Would I choose him over the life I had built for myself far away from this place?

      My plan had been to leave. I was going to complete the Oath, then walk out into the world on my own.

      Now, I didn’t know, and the confusion was sitting like a lead weight in my chest.

      I couldn't shake the feeling that this moment of bliss was fleeting. It was a distraction from the darkness that surrounded us, a temporary escape. What waited for us on the other side, once the darkness finally faded for real, was yet to be determined.

      “I don’t know if I can say that yet,” I mumbled apologetically, feeling my heart breaking by not replying to those words. I was being a goddamn fool; that was what it seemed to be telling me.

      But Luke didn’t seem saddened or irked by my answer. Instead, he merely kissed the top of my head with tenderness and whispered, “You’ll get there, my little enchantress. I know what hides in your heart now, and you’ll let it break free once you are ready.”

      I didn’t have time to think of a reply. Before I knew it, Luke was moving to his feet and picking me up from the floor like I weighed nothing at all.

      “Hey!” I giggled as he carried me upstairs, as naked as the day I was born. He wasn’t wearing a lick of clothing either, and his firm abs and chiseled chest were on full display. I couldn't help but admire his physique, swooning just a tiny bit inwardly. I didn't want to give him any more reasons to be full of himself, after all.

      But oh God, he was truly magnificent. Most guys couldn't hold a candle to this real-life Adonis, even by hitting the gym every single day for months on end.

      My heart swelled with affection as Luke carried me up the stairs. I wrapped my arms around his neck and buried my face into the crook of his shoulder, inhaling his intoxicating scent.

      He finally entered the master bathroom, carrying me over to the spacious bathtub.

      "I think you should take a nice, long bath while I cook us dinner."

      I gave him a little smile as he began preparing the bath, making sure the water was warm and pleasant, and I could hardly keep my eyes off him as he moved. The sight of those strong, toned muscles was a sight to behold, and it brought a blush to my cheeks.

      "Thank you, Luke," I said softly, sinking into the warm water. The tension from the day's events seemed to melt away as I relaxed into the soothing embrace of the bath.

      Luke nodded, a small smile playing on his lips. "Anything for you, Harper."

      "Flatterer," I giggled softly, but the truth was, my heart fluttered with his words. It wasn't just his actions or his touch that made me feel special, but the way he saw me and believed in me.

      Kissing me one last time, Luke stepped out the door, leaving me there to enjoy some much-needed peace amidst the chaos that had consumed our lives.
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      I stumbled forward into the heart of the forest, into the darkness that engulfed everything in its midst. I felt weakened and humiliated, but I refused to admit defeat.

      This had been no more than a momentary setback. I would be victorious in the end.

      I collapsed as I reached the clearing at long last and lay there on my back, staring up at the ocean of branches hiding the sky from sight. My entire body hurt, and though I was no longer bleeding, the wounds throbbed painfully, and I had to focus all of my magic just to keep them closed.

      “You were supposed to muddle his mind,” I spoke out loud, my voice reproachful. “You said his brother’s death would claw at his soul, destroying him from within! The brother is alive, and look at what he did to me!”

      There was no response, of course. I was the one that needed to use words to get my message across. The creature lurking in the depths of that prison, of that twisted, corrupted tree, didn’t lower himself to such means. He communicated through a different language—one of darkness, fear, and manipulation. One of magic and power.

      But I was in pain and overflowing with anger, frustration, and shame, so I kept talking, kept on spitting out my venom.

      “You think you’re so clever, don’t you? Playing with people’s minds, controlling them like puppets. Well, you failed this time, and it almost got me killed!” I shouted, my voice echoing through the empty clearing.

      I had failed, too; that was the thing. I had underestimated that little bitch, Harper, and it had cost me dearly.

      I knew he could hear me. The presence of the creature was always lurking in the back of my mind, a constant reminder of the power he held over me ever since I had tied myself to him a year ago.

      As I lay there, my body aching and my mind racing, I felt his power oozing from the roots surrounding me. I felt my wounds tingling, stinging as if the dark energy was seeping into my very being. I gritted my teeth and clenched my fists, withstanding the pain, knowing the reward that would come from it.

      He didn't give anything without taking something back, after all. I felt my wounds closing up, the strength returning to my battered body.

      But along with the physical healing, there came a surge of something else. It was an intoxicating rush, a surge of power that fueled my desire for dominance and control. The dark energy within me fed off my anger and frustration, and I found myself reveling in it.

      With renewed strength, I pushed myself up from the ground and stood tall in the clearing. The trees surrounding me seemed to sway in acknowledgment. The creature within that ancient tree was pleased. I could feel its presence grow stronger as I further embraced my dark side. We were united, bound together by dark rituals that had taken away part of my soul.

      It was a price worth paying.

      The battle was far from over, but now I was ready. I would not be defeated again, for the pain had only made me stronger.

      Luke and Harper would rue the day they had crossed me. They would regret ever standing in my way.

      Without hesitation, I began to summon the shadows, drawing them towards me until they swirled around in a cyclone of darkness. The air grew heavy and cold, and the creature within the tree stirred, his presence growing stronger in response to my magic. It whispered promises of ultimate power and control, luring me further into its grasp, and I embraced it gladly.

      I could see the blood Harper had poured on the ground as clear as day, and though I couldn't yet wash it away, I could diminish its effect. I hadn’t realized it would be so easy, or I would have done it sooner. I raised my hands, the shadows dancing around my fingertips, a red hue bathing over the entire clearing.

      I commanded them to consume the blood, to erase the evidence of Harper's interference. I knew no amount of magic would be able to destroy the powerful spell that bound the Vales to my master, but that was all right for now.

      All I needed was to force open the spiritual door an inch or two further, allowing his power to seep further into our world.

      The air crackled with energy as the shadows swirled and twisted, gradually extending beyond their confines, expanding further into the clearing.

      I could sense the creature within the tree watching with anticipation, eager to break free from His ancient prison.

      "Soon," I said out loud, a promise both to Him and myself. "Soon, you will be free after all these centuries. And you will remember who aided you in your quest, won't you?"

      His answer came in the form of painful tingles filling my soul, my heart, and my body, merged with powers beyond anything I could have achieved on my own. It was a heady sensation, intoxicating and addicting. I reveled in the control I now possessed, using it to fuel my desire for vengeance.

      With a flick of my wrist, I directed the shadow tendrils toward the trees surrounding me. They slithered and writhed, snaking their way around the trunks and branches, causing the forest to shudder with their dark influence. The leaves turned black, and the air became heavy with an ominous presence.

      I turned my attention back to the ancient tree, its twisted branches reaching out like gnarled fingers. It seemed to pulse with malevolent energy, encouraging me to fully embrace the corruption he was offering.

      "Yes," I smirked, fully healed now, my power greater than it had been before. "Those little wolves and their witch won’t know what hit them.”

      I turned around and walked away from the clearing then. This time I didn’t have to cower and stop every few feet. I didn’t have to focus on healing the claw wounds threatening to end my life right there on the forest floor.

      Before long, I would come face-to-face with Harper and her wolf pet again, and I would surely emerge victorious this time around.
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      The energy pulsated through the forest, primal, ancient, created out of sheer darkness and hatred.

      I felt it before I even heard the ground cracking open, a sound eerily resembling an egg being hatched, only a thousand times louder. The earth beneath my feet trembled, sending a shiver up my spine.

      "Harper!" I screamed, my wolf howling from deep within my soul. I could sense those pulsating waves of wickedness traveling toward its target, almost like I could predict the way the wind would turn. I wanted to protect her from the violent and destructive force that was beating through the forest.

      My entire being had one mission, and it was to save her.

      This energy was alive, filled with a malevolent hunger that could not be sated. Not far from the Vale home, trees swayed violently, their branches clawing at the sky as if in protest. Birds scattered in a frenzy, their chirps of joy replaced with shrill cries of fear.

      I felt myself shifting mid-air as I leaped in front of Harper, my beautiful mate. Our bond was so fresh; I couldn’t lose her now. Her eyes were wide with surprise and fear as that darkness finally manifested itself, emanating from the ground like roots that had developed a mind of their own.

      My muscles rippled and stretched, bulging beneath my skin as they reshaped themselves, preparing for the onslaught of raw energy.

      Bones elongated and cracked, their structure rearranging itself to the shape of my wolf. Claws erupted from my fingertips, glistening obsidian under the dim light of the moon that had already started to reign in the sky. Fur sprouted all over my body, pitch black and sleek, and my eyes, once human and warm, turned amber with a feral glint, betraying the wildness that now consumed me. Ears sharpened, rising to delicate points on the top of my head, enhancing my senses to unimaginable heights.

      My body grew larger and more muscular, each sinewy limb pulsating with strength and agility. The transformation completed with a speed I had never mustered before, and just in time to help me withstand the fierce attack meant for Harper.

      The root took the form of a vicious tentacle, sending shards of soil and rocks flying in all directions. Its elongated form coiled and writhed like a serpent, the darkness within it shifting and swirling with eerie intensity. The tentacle thrashed wildly, seeking to ensnare and consume its prey.

      It pierced straight through my stomach like a guided missile, and I let out a guttural growl of pain and anger. The darkness within the tentacle seeped into my body, infecting me with its malevolence. It felt like poison coursing through my veins, numbing my senses and clouding my mind.

      As I collapsed onto the floor, my claws dug into the ground, anchoring me in place as the tentacle disappeared into thin air. It had been almost like an arrow shot from the depths of the forest, perhaps as a Hail Mary attack meant to take Harper out of the equation.

      I took a deep, ragged breath, my body trembling with agony as Harper fell to her knees by my side.

      "Luke!" her voice was marred with dread and horror, and I felt her tears washing over my face. My vision was blurry, but I could still see her, leaning over me, her eyes a precious shade of blue.

      I nuzzled against her, my wolf form finding solace in her presence.
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      Harper

      I must have cast a spell without even realizing what I was doing, because as I fell to the floor by Luke’s side, a bolt of blue energy burst up into the night sky, erupting with the force of a rescue flare. It suddenly felt like it was broad daylight, but the light emanating from above was cerulean, illuminating the forest with an otherworldly glow.

      I looked down at Luke, his wolf form still pressed against me. His breathing was labored, his body too weak to shift back to human form. Concern washed over me as I looked for a wound to heal, finding only strange, dark burn marks that seemed to seep into the depths of his body.

      "Luke, stay with me," I whispered, tears streaming down my face. "You have to fight this. We can't lose you... I can't lose you."

      He let out a low whimper, his amber eyes flickering with what I could only describe as agony. I could feel the poison coursing through his veins, and I knew I would lose him if I didn't find a way to draw out the darkness that threatened to consume him.

      But the usual spell I would have used to heal him under normal circumstances seemed to be blocked by whatever energy was looming within him. I had a feeling the balm I had crafted for Ben would prove just as useless.

      This wasn't a normal wound. This involved blood magic, energy forged out of pain and distress. It was as if my soul could feel it pulsating inside Luke’s body, an abomination to the kind of magic the Vale family had revered for centuries.

      “There they are!” one of the twins screamed in the distance, and as I looked up, I saw both Harry and Drew dashing toward us. They ran ahead of a small group of pack members, which of course included Ben.

      Though the twins were the first to arrive, it was Ben, my beloved Luke’s Beta, who took command over the situation, commanding his siblings to lift their Alpha and take him into my house.

      “What happened to him?” he asked me, jaw tense with concern and alertness. I forced myself to inhale sharply and find some semblance of composure. Time was of the essence, and there was no time to let myself be overflowed by panic.

      “Cassandra must have allowed the Dark One to cast a spell through her magic, through her body even perhaps. I’m not sure about the specifics. It all happened so fast, but I am certain it was some sort of forbidden magic emanating from the ground. Luke jumped in front of me, and that thing… that…” I paused, trying to figure out what I had seen. It had been so sudden, so violent and terrifying. “I think it looked like a root, like one of the roots emanating from that horrible tree where the Dark One rests now. It went right into Luke, and then he collapsed on the ground, and oh… Oh, Ben, I don’t know how to heal him!”

      He stared at me silently, letting me blurt out that string of words that somehow created a sentence, even though my brain felt muddled with fear and concern. He only spoke when I stopped to breathe.

      “You’ll find a way. Vale women always find a way,” he replied firmly, resting his hands on my shoulders. “Go in your basement, look for a solution. Let your magic guide you. I’ve seen your grandmother and your mom do that when I was a kid. It’ll show you the way.”
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      Exhaustion weighed heavy on my eyelids as I trudged up the basement stairs, the weight of the situation not giving me a moment to rest. The sun was high in the sky, casting a harsh light through the windows, a cruel contrast to the darkness that was consuming Luke.

      I had spent the entire night researching, pouring over ancient tomes of magical remedies and spells. The information was overwhelming, often contradicting and confusing. But there was one thing that seemed to be a constant—blood magic to create a powerful curse that bound with the victim's soul.

      I needed to cast out that curse, to rip it from his body, and though I didn't know exactly how painful it might be for him, I knew with the size of his wound, it might very well send him into shock.

      It might very well kill Luke.

      As I stepped into my living room, the sight of Luke lying on the floor sent a pang of anguish through my heart.

      His brothers had tried lying him on the bed, but he kept on twitching and writhing in pain, unable to find any comfort, constantly being on the verge of falling off the edge.

      So they had placed blankets and pillows on the ground, and gently helped him onto the living room floor. Ben kneeled by his side, his hand gently resting on Luke's forehead, trying to bring him some relief.

      The twins sat nearby, looking lost, silent in a way that only helped enhance the concern growing inside my heart.

      I approached them slowly, my mind racing with the different ways my attempts to heal him might go.

      Ben looked up at me, his eyes filled with worry. "Harper, did you find anything?" he asked, his voice strained.

      I nodded, kneeling on the opposite side of Luke's body, who slowly opened his eyes and looked up at me. He had turned back into his human form at some point through the night, and the wound was far more noticeable now, taking over every inch of his chest.

      "He hasn't been able to sleep at all?"

      "Not a lick," Ben said, shaking his head with frustration. "I don't think his body can handle much more."

      I took a deep breath, my hands trembling slightly. "I think I may have found a way to remove the curse, but it's risky. He's been pierced with a curse that'll inevitably eat at his soul. I need to reach directly into the wound and rip the curse out. It's as painful, as brutal as it sounds, and I'm afraid it might…”

      I paused, unable to utter the rest of the words out loud. But the implications hung heavily in the air. It might kill him.

      "Do we have any other choice? Is there another way to heal him?"

      I bit my lower lip nervously, the weight of the decision pressing down on me. "If there is, I haven't found it, and I don't think we can wait any longer. The curse itself could kill him while I try to find alternatives."

      "Then we act now," he said firmly, his gaze meeting mine. In this moment, the Beta was in charge, and he was rising up to the occasion.

      The twins exchanged concerned looks before moving closer to us.

      "Is there anything we can do to help?" Drew asked, his voice cracking slightly.

      I looked at them, grateful for their support. "I'm going to need your help to hold Luke down. This process is going to be painful, and he will thrash around. I don't know exactly how much force he might still have left in him."

      They nodded, their expressions determined. We positioned ourselves around Luke, and I looked down into his eyes, brushing a strand of dark hair away from his forehead, completely drenched with sweat.

      "I love you, Luke," I whispered gently, and he struggled to smile, but was ultimately unable to manage such a feat.

      "I... I love you too," he grunted through gritted teeth, somehow managing to speak despite the pain.

      I took a deep breath, steeling myself for what was to come. I closed my eyes and reached out with my magic, searching for the dark energy that was embedded within Luke's chest. I could feel it, pulsating and writhing like a living thing.

      I tried to be gentle at first, but it proved impossible. I needed to be forceful. However much I hated the idea of bringing Luke any further pain, I needed to be rough.

      And so I forced myself to sink my fingers against his stomach. My magic sunk into his body then, grabbing and gripping at the curse that seemed to squirm and wiggle inside him like vermin.

      Luke let out a scream, a guttural sound of anguish that sent chills down my spine. His body convulsed beneath us, his muscles tensing and contorting in pain. I could feel his struggles against his brothers' hold, his desperate attempts to free himself from the torment I was inflicting on him.

      I had to push through, to keep going until I could pry the curse from his body. Sweat dripped down my forehead, stinging my eyes, as I focused all my energy on the task at hand. The curse fought back, resisting my efforts with all its malevolent strength.

      As I tugged and tore at the curse, I felt the darkness within it seep into me, infecting my own magic. It was like plunging my hands into a pool of tar, the sticky substance clinging to my skin, weighing me down. But I couldn't let it deter me. I had to save Luke, no matter the cost.

      A primal scream tore from deep within Luke's chest, and for a moment, I feared I had gone too far. But then, with a final pull, the curse gave way, detaching itself from his body. I stumbled back, gasping for breath as that dark energy withered away into nothingness.

      Luke laid on the ground, his breathing labored and shallow, his eyes open. He was alive.

      Relief washed over me, tears streaming down my face as I crawled toward him, my limbs trembling with each new movement.

      The twins let go of his limbs and Ben slid away just enough to let me through, offering me a hopeful look.

      "Did it work?"

      "I think so." I nodded weakly, but it was Luke himself who brought a real sense of relief to my terrified little heart.

      "You don’t have to sound so worried, you know?" he quipped with a weak smile. "I'm a tough guy, remember?"

      I let out a shaky laugh, the stress and fear of the past few hours lifting from my shoulders. "Oh trust me, I know, but you still screamed like a little baby for such a big, bad wolf."

      He reached up, his hand trembling as he cupped my cheek gently. "Well, next time, I'll try to scream a bit more manly for you, my love."

      I couldn't help but let out a sob, a mix of relief and overwhelming love for this man who had risked everything for me. I leaned into his hand, closing my eyes and savoring the warmth and comfort of his touch.

      He gently pulled me toward him, and I leaned down to kiss him, relief washing over me like a healing balm.

      For a moment, a blissful, wonderful moment, nothing existed but the two of us. Drew was, of course, the one who inevitably cut through the romance, though, as he returned to his usual wisecracking self.

      "Ugh, it's like watching our parents make out. Quit it already," he joked, adding some much-needed levity to what had been quite literally a life-or-death situation.

      Harry smacked his brother on the back of the head, but there was a grin on his face.

      "Let them have their moment, jerk," he chuckled, rolling his eyes. "I should start taking bets on how long it'll be before you meet your mate and have to eat up your words."

      Ben chuckled and shook his head at the twin's bantering. It signaled things were slowly going back to normal. "Quit it already, you two. I cannot imagine a pair of women that would put up with your bickering for life."

      I looked down at Luke, caressing his cheek, feeling a surge of gratitude and love coursing through me. We had faced a dark and terrifying moment together, but we had come out on the other side stronger than ever.
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      “You’re spoiling me,” I couldn’t help but grin as Harper walked into the bedroom carrying a tray filled with my favorite meal once again.

      Ben and the twins had helped me up to Harper’s room the previous day, and she had dutifully doted on me ever since. I couldn’t say I was too bothered by it, though, as her way of healing me now that the curse had been ripped out alternated between sweet-scented balms and tender kisses and sensual caresses.

      I was slowly going back to my old self, and though I needed her aid to get into the bathroom, I had even managed to take a long, relaxing back before sleeping through the night.

      It was noon now, and lunch had apparently been served. I could only assume the fact that my stomach was growling with hunger was a good sign.

      I wasn’t worried Cassandra was going to retaliate. Not yet. I couldn’t.

      I had to focus on the moment.

      Harper placed the tray on the bed and sat down next to me, her eyes filled with warmth and affection. "You deserve to be spoiled," she said softly, brushing a strand of hair away from my forehead. "You went through so much, and you came out stronger."

      I smiled at her, feeling a swell of gratitude in my chest. "I couldn't have done it without you," I admitted, reaching out to take her hand in mine. "You saved me, my love."

      She leaned in and pressed a gentle kiss to my lips, and I gladly returned it, feeling my wolf stirring inside me, and suddenly a different sort of hunger emerged.

      I let my right hand slip toward those long, silky strands of hair, while my left trailed lower, tugging at the fabric of her shirt. She gasped softly into the kiss, as my fingers tangled in her hair.

      "I don't think you're up for strenuous activity just yet," she murmured against my lips, breaking the kiss to catch her breath. I smirked then, my right hand reaching the swell of her breasts.

      "Who said anything about strenuous?" I teased, my voice laced with desire. "I could just lie back and let you do all the work."

      Harper's cheeks flushed a deep shade of red, and she playfully swatted at my chest.

      "You're incorrigible," she giggled, her eyes sparkling with mischief and desire. "But I suppose a little bit of indulgence won't hurt."

      I grinned at her, adoring the way she moaned oh so softly as I kneaded her breasts with my left hand, allowing my thumb to roll over her erect nipple, only a thin layer of clothes separating it from my skin.

      I slipped my right hand lower, tracing circles on the inside of her thigh.

      "Exactly," I murmured, my voice husky with need. "Besides, it's part of the healing process, right? Physical therapy and all?"

      Harper's breath hitched as my fingertips brushed against her most sensitive spot.

      She moaned once more, her eyes sparkling with desire as I teased her further.

      "Well, I suppose there is some truth to that," she breathed, her voice barely above a whisper. "But I'll make sure not to get you too worked up."

      Despite her words of caution, her body betrayed her as she arched into my touch, a small squeal escaping her lips.

      "Slow sounds good," I said, my voice thick with longing, and I removed my hands from her curves long enough to pull at her clothes, aching to feel her naked form against my body. Since I was wearing nothing but a pair of loose pants and my underwear, I would have no trouble reaching down and ridding myself of that pesky inconvenience.
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      Harper

      Luke's touch had a way of making me lose control. As he pulled at my clothes, a surge of heat rushed through me, and I eagerly helped him remove them, revealing my naked form to him.

      He was still weakened by everything he had gone through, but the wound was nearly healed and I couldn't resist his allure much longer anyways.

      I straddled him, feeling his hardness underneath me, and a moan escaped my lips as his hands roamed my body, exploring every curve, every inch of skin. His touch was electrifying, igniting a fire within me that only he could extinguish.

      Luke leaned forward then, half-sitting on the bed as he took one of my nipples into his mouth, swirling his tongue around it before moving on to the other as my hands trailed down his abdomen, fingertips ghosting over his sensitive skin.

      Luke's muscles rippled and flexed beneath my touch, sculpted and defined from years of physical training and his recent struggles. His abdomen was chiseled, with a tantalizing six-pack that begged for exploration. His broad shoulders provided a sense of security and stability, contrasting with the vulnerability in his eyes. Every inch of him was a work of art, and I could explore him for hours without ever growing bored.

      His length throbbed pleadingly against my inner thigh, and I inhaled slowly, somehow managing to resist the temptation to rush forward. I wanted to savor every moment, every touch and prevent him from straining himself further than necessary.

      I leaned down, capturing Luke's lips in a passionate kiss, hunger and desire intertwining in our breath. Our tongues danced together, tasting each other's desires as our bodies pulsed with anticipation. There was a raw intensity in the air, a magnetic force drawing us closer with every passing second.

      I coyly slipped my hand down his abs, reaching between our legs and tantalizingly rushed my fingertips over his erection.

      Luke groaned against my lips, his hands gripping my hips as he bucked his hips, seeking more friction. I could feel the urgency building within him, the need to be consumed by our desire.

      Guided by instinct, my hand wrapped around him, pumping slowly and rhythmically, eliciting a deep moan from within his throat. I marveled at the way he responded to my touch, how I could make this fierce Alpha quiver with desire.

      His hands were not idle, far from it. Every caress sent shivers down my spine, intensifying the moistness growing between my legs.

      I rocked my hips against him then, aching for more, and I finally positioned myself over his firmness, slowly but surely allowing Luke to sink within me.

      He grunted as I began moving my hips in a slow, deliberate rhythm. The connection between us was electric, every thrust sending waves of pleasure coursing through my body. Luke's grip on my hips tightened, his breath coming out in ragged gasps as I continued to impale myself time and time again with his firm arousal, feeling my walls clenching fiercely around him.

      "No, no, no," I whispered, somewhere between playful and admonishing, as he began to thrust his hips up inside me more forcefully. "You can move a bit, but you need to take it easy. Let me take charge this one time, Luke."

      He paused for a moment, his breath heavy with desire, before nodding in understanding. I could see the longing, the burning desire in his eyes, the struggle to hold back and let me guide the pace.

      With each movement of my hips, I set a rhythm that was both sensual and loving. Our bodies became one, a symphony of passion and longing, as we surrendered to the pleasure consuming us.

      His muscles tensed beneath my touch, and I couldn't help but eventually quicken the pace, my body becoming a storm of sensations as Luke's grunts and moans grew louder, more desperate. I could feel him teetering on the edge, his body ready to explode with ecstasy as my own approached the edge with each new caress, each thrust, each kiss.

      The world around us seemed to vanish as wave after wave of pleasure crashed over us. Moans of ecstasy filled the room, mingling with our ragged breaths, creating a symphony of pleasure.

      As we rode the waves of bliss, I felt a connection deeper than anything I had experienced before. It was more than physical, more than a mere joining of bodies. It was an emotional and spiritual union, a testament to the love and desire we shared.

      I was his mate just like he was mine. I knew it now. I might not be a werewolf like Luke, but the connection was there, invisible threads intertwining our souls together.

      As our bodies trembled with the aftershocks of pleasure, I collapsed on his chest, breathless and satiated.

      I nestled against his shoulder, feeling the rise and fall of his chest as we both tried to catch our breath. The room was filled with a delicious silence, broken only by the soft sounds of our contented sighs.

      Luke's fingers gently traced patterns along my back, soothing and comforting. As the world around us slowly came back into focus, I lifted my head to meet Luke's gaze. His eyes were filled with a tenderness and devotion that only deepened my love for him. We were both scarred, both flawed, but in that moment, we were perfect together.

      "I love you," I whispered, my voice filled with a mixture of awe and devotion.

      "I love you too, my little enchantress,"

      "Witch," I grinned sweetly, kissing him as I gave myself fully to him, at long last.
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      I sat on my grandmother's old rocking chair, my family's ancient book hovering just in front of me mid-air, pages slowly turning. The living room was bathed in a soft hue of blue, and though I was reading, my eyes were barely open. Understanding the incantations and spells in the tome went beyond my physical form.

      The book seemed to have a mind of its own, guiding me through its ancient knowledge, revealing secrets and spells that had been long forgotten.

      I couldn't shake the feeling of unease that had settled over me since Cassandra went into hiding. We needed to find her, to stop her before she could carry out whatever nefarious plan she had in mind.

      I could feel Luke moving somewhere outside the house, training, his movements fierce and precise. I could hear the pack's scouts rushing through the forest, miles away, searching for Cassandra's hiding place, led by the twins. Drew's chuckle vibrated through the connection as he told another joke, making Harry groan with equal parts frustration and amusement.

      I could see Ben standing guard near the darkness expanding in the heart of the forest. I could hear him whispering something under his breath, his words traveling directly into my ear.

      “It's growing. The darkness is growing."

      I knew it then. I knew where Cassandra had been hiding, and suddenly, as if a gust of wind had taken over my house, the book's pages began to flutter faster and faster, transporting me far from that room, far from the safety of my home.

      

      The clearing has never been darker, not since that creature filled with greed and cruelty had been forced into the depths of his prison. It has been centuries since any witch has opened her magic to Him.

      Now Cassandra stands by the tree, her skin paler than death itself, her eyes black voids, her lips curled into the cruel smirk of her Master.

      She looks up at me then. No one ever interacts with me in my visions, but now she is staring right at me, somehow traveling through the forest and into my mind.

      “I will help him break free at long last, and there is nothing you can do to stop me,” she whispers so softly, though her voice is practically filling my head. I can hear the wood cracking, darkness pulsating underneath the surface. The air becomes heavy with an unnatural stillness, and I can feel the weight of Cassandra's words hanging in the air.

      Fear grips me, but I refuse to let it consume me. I have to be strong, for myself and for everyone who depends on me.

      "Many have tried to come to his aid. Many have tried to defeat my ancestors. None succeeded, Cassandra. It's not too late for you. I can help you… come to us, and I'll find a way to remove that darkness from your heart, I swear," I try to reach out to her, my voice fills with hurt and hope. I love the woman I have come to know as my friend and hope she is still somewhere beneath that cruel influence.

      But Cassandra only laughs, a chilling sound that echoes through the forest.

      "There is no saving me, Harper. I am beyond redemption," she declares, her voice laced with a hint of madness. "I have embraced the darkness, and together, we will bring about his resurrection."

      "He will discard you the moment he gets what he wants from you, don't you see that? He won't govern with you by his side. He's a tyrant, he craves only power. He will destroy everything and everyone in his path, including you," I plead, desperation seeping into my voice.

      Cassandra's eyes flicker with a mix of defiance and torment. "I don't expect you to understand, Harper. You've never known the depths of his power, the allure of what he offers.”

      “Please…” I mumble.

      

      Before she could reply, a sudden thumping sound startled me, and there I was, sitting on my grandmother’s rocking chair, staring at the book. It was lying on the ground now, opened at a page I had never seen before.

      My breath hitched as I read the words that were now prominently displayed before me.

      "No," I mumbled weakly. This was one of the spells my grandmother had often warned me against. There were bindings so powerful, so life-altering that magic itself demanded a sacrifice in return.

      I felt a shiver run down my spine, the gravity of the situation sinking in.

      The words danced on the pages, forming an ancient script filled with mystic power and warnings of the consequences that awaited those who dared to utter them.

      

      "Beneath the moon's pale glow, with blood and sacrifice bestowed,

      I call upon the magic's might to heed my bidding in this rite.

      Let darkness drain the well of power from a witch's soul, this very hour.

      Through this spell, her essence drained, her ties to magic thus unchained.

      But heed this warning, with utmost dread, for there is a price, a soul unshed..."

      

      As the words resonated within my mind, a chill ran down my spine. This was no ordinary spell; it was a sinister enchantment that could strip a witch of her very essence, and in exchange, I would have to give far more than I bargained for.

      The front door opened, and Luke stepped into the living room, clearly alerted by the short-lived whirlwind that had just taken place inside the house.

      “What happened, Harper?" he asked, his voice grave and low. "Are you all right?"

      I pursed my lips, closing the book with a heavy thud, my throat suddenly so horribly dry. I felt cold inside, and as I raised my gaze to meet Luke's, the urge to sob threatened to take over.

      “I know how to stop Cassandra,” I whispered, feeling the words coming out in trembling waves. “But I don’t think I can do it.”

      Luke frowned then, looking confused and concerned, and he moved toward me, wrapping those strong, protective arms around me. I melted against his touch, knowing this could very well be the last time I enjoyed it the way I was at this moment.

      “You can do anything,” he reassured me as he stared deep into my eyes, and a tear broke free despite my best efforts to keep them at bay. “I believe in you.”

      “Hey, get out of my way!”

      “I was the one to see her. I’m going to tell the Alpha about it!”

      “You are a child, Drew; quit that. Hey!”

      I raised my gaze toward the front door, where Drew was pushing his twin to the ground to gain the upper hand. They were still children in their own right, even though they were well over their 18th birthday already, squabbling as they did back when we were younger.

      “Quit it, the both of you!” Luke grunted, his wolf growling menacingly, prompting the twins to take a sharp step back, eyes wide open, faces pale.

      “Sorry, Alpha,” they said in unison, and if the situation hadn’t been so dire, if my heart wasn’t breaking inside my chest, I would have giggled at their antics.

      “What is it, then? What have you discovered?”

      “Vines of shadows spreading over the forest, both toward the east and the west corners, and rapidly approaching the town,” one of them said before the other chimed in.

      “The vines aren’t just black like shadows should be. They have these odd veins. Red, like that witch’s magic.”

      “Cassandra,” Luke said, turning toward me, and I nodded, a feeling of dread overtaking my heart. “You said you know how to stop her, Harper. There is no more time to waste. If we falter now, she might help Him take over the forest.”

      I nodded.

      That couldn’t happen.

      If it did, it wasn’t just us or our small town that would be in danger.

      It would be the entire world.
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      "Luke!" Ben's voice beaconed us closer, guiding us through the darkness.

      It was unlike anything I had ever experienced before. This was no mere obscurity. This was the complete absence of light, and only Harper's magic afforded us any semblance of sight. We moved cautiously, stepping over the tangled mess of vines that seemed to pulsate with otherworldly energy. Each step felt heavy with the weight of the impending battle.

      As we broke through the wall of darkness, deeper and deeper into the woods, I finally managed to catch sight of my brother, standing guard just at the entrance to the clearing. But there was no need to enter it now, as the opening had become so wide we were practically inside that ancient, cursed location now.

      It was as if time itself had stopped here, frozen in a moment of eerie stillness. The air was thick with an unnatural silence, broken only by the soft whisper of the wind rustling through the trees.

      And there, standing at the heart of the clearing, was Cassandra. She was surrounded by an aura of pure darkness, intertwining with the vines that spread from her feet. Her eyes glowed with an eerie red light, and her presence exuded a sense of power that sent shivers down my spine.

      "She's been still for a while. Hasn't replied to anything I said to her," Ben caught me up to what had happened so far. Behind us, Drew and Harry stood by Harper's side. Every able-bodied warrior and scout in my pack followed suit.

      I nodded, my eyes never leaving Cassandra's form, her allegiance to the creature growing stronger with each passing moment.

      "Tell us what you need us to do to support you while you cast your spell, Harper," I told her, turning to face my fated mate. She looked up at me with such pain, such hurting in her eyes, that I couldn't help but feel my determination faltering. "What is it? Why does this worry you so?"

      She pursed her lips tightly and grabbed my hand, pulling me a foot away from my brothers.

      "There is a price I must pay to sever Cassandra's connection with magic, to remove all traces of His power from her soul," she muttered, her voice barely above a whisper. It was as if each word brought her pain, and I wished I could endure it all for her.

      "What's the price?"

      Her eyes searched mine, so clear, so beautiful, and I felt the urge to pull her off her feet and take her far away from this place.

      "Whatever I hold dearest in my heart," she whispered then, her voice trembling. "I think it will be my memories of you, our bond.”

      Silence hung heavy in the air as her words settled between us. My heart constricted at the thought of Harper losing her memories of us, of the childhood we shared together, of our love, which she had finally allowed herself to fully embrace.

      "No," I said firmly, gripping her hand tightly. "There must be another way. We can find another solution."

      I had already lost her once, but she had returned to me. She had embraced our bond, our intertwined fate. I couldn't permit myself to lose her a second time, especially not when it could prove to be permanent.

      "Luke, I don't know any other way of fixing this."

      "No!" The yell escaped my throat before I could stop it, anger and despair filling me to the brink.

      But before she could reply, a blast of red magic erupted from Cassandra, sending shockwaves through the clearing. The floor beneath us trembled, and the vines of shadows grew thicker and more menacing.

      I could feel the darkness closing in around us, suffocating the air and making it difficult to breathe.

      Tentacles of darkness bolted from the ground, striking out at my pack with a ferocity that matched the anger in my heart.

      Before I could react or give my pack members my orders, the battle had begun, maiming people I had known all my life, werewolves I had sworn to protect. Killing one, then another and finally a third one.

      My wolf growled, urging me to fight, but my heart ached too heavily to listen to it.

      "Alpha, we need your guidance!" Ben yelled, his voice strained with pain as he transformed into his wolf form, leaping forward to attack one of the shadowy figures.

      I knew he was right. I knew I had to lead them, and fight against this menace, but the consequences were too dire.

      "I cannot pay that price," I told her, for the first time in my life, considering abandoning the oath I had taken, the oath every Alpha in my family had taken before me.

      "We have no other choice," she replied, stepping away from me, her eyes glimmering with determination. "I've seen what happens if I fail. I lose you either way, Luke, but at least if I do this, you get to live. You get to save your pack. Go, fight, keep her distracted! I need time to complete the spell."

      I stared at Harper, feeling a mix of emotions swirling inside me. Fear for her safety, anger at the situation, and a sense of deep sadness at the thought of becoming a stranger in her eyes.

      "I will find a way to make you remember us," I said with a heavy heart and nodded before turning to face the chaos that was unfolding around us. My pack members were fighting for their lives, their howls and growls mixing with the crackling of magic. I had to focus on the battle, on protecting my people.

      Harper would forget me.

      But she would save us all.

      I shifted into my wolf form, feeling the familiar surge of power coursing through my veins. I leaped into the fray, biting and clawing at the shadowy figures attacking us.

      My wolf instincts took over as I fought with every ounce of strength I had. Ben helped me guide our pack, his strength and loyalty unwavering beside me. Harry and Drew leaped from shadow to shadow, distracting them and using their speed and agility to their advantage. But the darkness seemed relentless, its power growing stronger with each passing moment.

      I fought harder, driving back the shadowy figures with every swipe of my claws. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Drew fall to the ground, a shadowy figure looming over him. Without thinking, I lunged towards it, knocking it away from my brother and ripping it into shreds.

      My pack fought alongside me, their training and trust in my leadership evident in every move they made. But for every shadowy figure we defeated, it seemed like two more took their place.

      I glanced back at Harper, who was focused on completing the spell, her entire body engulfed in a veil of blue energy that destroyed every inch of darkness attempting to reach her. The thought of her losing her memories of us was unbearable, but I had to trust in her decision, trust that I would be able to bring her back to me in time.

      The darkness around Cassandra intensified, enveloping her form. I watched in shock as her eyes widened in terror, her grip on the shadows loosening. It was as if the spell had released her from the hold of the creature she had aligned herself with.

      Without warning, a blast of red magic erupted from the center of the clearing, nearly knocking me back and sending several of the members of my pack crashing into nearby trees.

      The shadows began to retreat, their forms dissipating into the air as our fangs and claws landed on them until there were no more, until the glow of the moon brought relief to my bruised form.

      I turned towards Harper, expecting to see her victorious, but instead, she had collapsed on the ground, her body trembling. I rushed to her side, concern overwhelming me as I turned back into my human form, naked as the day I was born.

      "Grab Cassandra, and let's get out of here!" I screamed at Ben, my voice filled with urgency. He nodded and hurried over to Cassandra, scooping her up in his arms. Just like Harper, she had fainted, her body completely drained from the spell.
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      “Fuck! Careful with that thing!” I hissed as one of the healers sewed up my cuts. The poor girl almost jumped out of her skin, and it was Ben who managed to soothe her.

      “Don’t worry, he’s just sensitive over what happened on the battlefield. You’re doing a great job,” Ben said patiently, and I reluctantly grunted in agreement.

      “No need to snap at poor Daisy,” Harry added, not looking up as he focused on bandaging his right arm. “She’s just healing you, Alpha.”

      “Fuck off, Harry,” I grunted, but my tone was far less aggressive now, knowing that my siblings were right, and I sighed, turning to face the poor omega girl. “Sorry, Daisy, it's been a rough day.”

      “It’s ok,” she smiled sweetly, finishing up and applying a bandage over the wound. “Should be able to heal on its own now.”

      “Why don’t you go check on Drew?” Ben added, motioning toward the other corner of the room. Drew sat there, his leg stretched out, uncharacteristically quiet. That was how we knew he was in pain.

      “What happened to him?” I asked, shooting my Beta a worried look. I loathed the idea that anyone in my pack, and more so my brothers, had been harmed because of my hesitation to act sooner.

      “One of those shadows managed to stab his leg,” Ben replied, taking a sip of his drink before continuing. “It’s not healing well. I think whatever curse affected you that night is in him now, too. But it’s only his lower leg, and doesn’t look nearly as vicious. When Harper wakes up, she’ll have to extract it from him.”

      The mere mention of Harper’s name made my heart ache. I had to trust that we would find a way to bring her back to me. If I didn't have that, I could not possibly imagine a future with any happiness, any hope.

      I walked over to Drew, crouching down beside him. "Hang in there, brother," I said softly, placing a hand on his shoulder. "Harper will be able to help you when she wakes up. Just hold on a little longer."

      Drew nodded, his face etched with pain, and he opened his mouth, clearly attempting to make a joke by the look in his eyes, but his voice faltered.

      "Heavens, he's silent," Harry quipped out loud, and Drew shot him a look over my shoulder. "I never thought I'd live to see the day! We should face those shadows every single day so I can enjoy some peace and quiet."

      I grinned as Harry took his jab at his twin, taking over the role of the jester to encourage a small laugh from Drew.

      "Shut up, will you?" Drew managed to reply, and winced as the chuckle made his leg shift. "Fucker."

      "Relax, kid, you'll be back being your insufferable self in no time," I offered him a warm smile, and Drew nodded, closing his eyes as Daisy worked on his wound. It looked bad, perhaps worse than Ben had suggested.

      I stood and turned my attention to the rest of the room. The healers were already tending to the other members of my pack, their injuries ranging from minor cuts and bruises to more serious wounds. My pack had given their all in the battle, and I couldn't have been prouder of them.

      I walked over to my room, deciding to rest for a few hours. There was nothing I could do to help now anyways, and I needed to keep my wits upon me when my leadership was needed.

      But instead of sleeping, though, I found myself staring out the window, contemplating what the future might hold for Harper and me.

      The moon was full, casting a soft glow over the landscape, and I found myself silently asking Gaia why she seemed so determined to keep the mate she had granted me just out of arm's reach.

      A knock at the door interrupted my thoughts, and I turned to see Ben standing there, holding a tray of food. "Thought you might be hungry," he said, offering me a small smile.

      I nodded and took a seat at the desk, my mind still preoccupied with thoughts of Harper.

      "Thanks. Come, join me. How many did we lose?”

      “Five,” he said slowly, wearily. “And I’m not sure two others are going to make it through the night.”

      Silence filled the room then, and I inhaled slowly, somehow managing to harden my heart for the time being. There would be time to mourn soon, but not now. Not yet.

      “We need to speak about what we'll do with Cassandra when she wakes up."

      It was clear I wasn't going to manage to get any rest, not until Harper woke up and I was able to see the true consequence of her spell with my own two eyes, and not until Drew was fully healed from that vicious curse. So, instead, I decided to occupy my mind with just about anything else to avoid falling into despair.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Harper

      My head throbbed as I slowly sat up, the sun trickling into the room through the open window.

      I groaned softly, wondering if I would be lucky enough to find an aspirin on my nightstand, but as I looked around, I realized the chances were close to none of that happening.

      I was, after all, not in my room.

      Memories of the battle flooded me then, and I inhaled slowly, trying to remain composed.

      So Cassandra had been defeated then, and with her, the power the Dark One had granted her.

      He would be weakened now, and the rest of the rituals should be easy enough to conduct.

      My stomach growled, prompting me to leave the room and head down the stairs, following the sound of conversations.

      There, I found Harry or Drew, one of the Greene twins, cooking breakfast with the help of a few other pack members.

      "Harper!" he exclaimed, turning to face me, relief washing over his face. "You're awake! How are you feeling?"

      "Weak and exhausted, but also hungry, so I guess that's something," I offered him a small smile and sat down at the table. "Can I get a serving of whatever you are cooking?"

      "Sure thing," he nodded but approached me empty-handed. "In a few minutes, though. Drew's badly hurt, and he needs your help."

      "All right," I nodded, sighing as I stood back up. "Lead the way."

      I didn’t know if I was up to using my magic so soon after the strain of the battle, but what choice did I have? I couldn’t let Drew suffer because his pain was inconvenient to me.

      The twins and Ben were like family, after all. There would be time for breakfast and perhaps even a nap later. Now that the worst was over, I only had to focus on finishing the remaining rituals and I would be free to decide what came next for me without being tied down by my family’s legacy for another whole year.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 28

          

          

      

    

    







            Harper

          

        

      

    

    
      I followed Harry through the crowded room into a makeshift infirmary area, where healers tended injured pack members.

      In the corner, I saw Drew lying on a cot, his face pale and sweat coating his forehead. I hurried over to his side, concern flooding my body.

      "What happened to him, Harry?"

      "One of the shadow creatures got a hold of his leg," he explained, his voice filled with worry. "It looks like that curse, the one you managed to remove from…” He paused, and I shot him a puzzled look. “I mean, that curse you researched, right? That curse of blood magic or something like that?”

      I kneeled down beside Drew, biting my lip as I examined his leg. I was dimly aware that I had researched this wound before, but couldn’t for the life of me remember how, when or why.

      It wasn’t anywhere near its full potential, though, and that made sense when I remembered the sheer number of shadows emanating from the cursed ground. The Dark One had been forced to spread thin to deal with the Greene pack.

      “Yes, it looks like it. God, I cannot imagine how badly it’ll hurt.”

      "I can,” Harry mumbled, and I frowned with confusion.

      “Huh?”

      “I mean to say he can take whatever you need to do," Harry spoke on Drew's behalf, and I nodded, breathing in slowly as I placed my hands on the affected limb.

      "Sorry about this, Drew," I said apologetically before pressing all ten fingers into his flesh. He let out a scream that sounded horribly like a howl, but I couldn't hesitate now. If I had to start over, it would only be worse.

      I felt the Dark One's curse twisting and contorting inside Drew's body as if fighting against me, but I persisted, refusing to let it win.

      Harry had to physically hold his twin down as he thrashed and screamed in agony. My heart pounded in my chest, my head spinning as the dark energy attempted to cling to Drew's being. I was dimly aware that people had started to gather around us, but my attention was solely on the curse struggling against my magic.

      Slowly, though, it began to dissipate, leaving behind only the remnants of a dark stain on Drew's leg.

      His back had been arched so far above the cot that it almost seemed like his spine was going to snap in half, but as I removed my hands from his thigh, Drew heavily collapsed back onto the cot.

      Someone hugged me then, so suddenly and excitedly, that we both rolled onto the floor together. Harry's long, wiry arms were wrapped around me so tightly it was hard to breathe, but I didn't try to push him away. Instead, I hugged him back, smiling as I felt his relief washing over me.

      "Thank you, Harper," he whispered, clearly breathing easy for the first time in god-only-knew how long. "Thank you so much."
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        * * *

      

      Luke

      “Get off the poor girl, pup,” Ben chuckled softly as he moved closer to the cot, where Drew was lying, exhausted, sweat all over his brow. Right next to it, on the floor, Harry clung to Harper as if his life depended on it.

      I couldn’t say I blamed him: he and Drew had a connection I could never hope to fully comprehend, and had his twin died, well… I think we might have lost Harry as well.

      “Yeah, sorry about that,” Harry said sheepishly, sitting up and helping Harper do the same. Her clothes were askew, but other than that, she seemed perfectly fine.

      God, if anyone other than one of my brothers had thrown himself on Harper and hugged her that way, I would have completely lost it. My wolf would have demanded blood for goddamned certainty.

      “That’s the closest he’ll get to a girl; let him enjoy it while it lasts,” Drew quipped, his eyes still closed, and I knew for certain then he was going to make it.

      “Prick,” Harry grunted, shaking his head sheepishly.

      Though I wanted to approach Harper at once, I knew better than to push my luck. She wouldn’t recognize me, and I needed to give her some time before approaching this delicate issue. Who knew what kind of side effects the spell had had in her mind, after all?

      “If you really want to thank me, I could really use some breakfast,” Harper said good-humoredly, completely unaware of the sacrifice she had agreed to make in order to defeat Cassandra.

      I felt my heart breaking at how casually she was acting, when inside me, there was nothing but turmoil and grief. She couldn’t grieve what she didn’t remember.

      “I’ll cook a banquet,” Harry said excitedly, rushing to the kitchen before Harper could say anything else.

      Ben shot me a look, and offered me a silent nod of acknowledgment before stepping toward Harper.

      “Come, let me help you up,” he said, offering her his hand. Harper gladly accepted the help, and offered Ben a warm smile.

      “So, it all worked all right, didn’t it? We defeated her.”

      “Cassandra? Yes, we did. All thanks to you,” he replied earnestly, and her smile grew wider still. I wanted to be the one speaking to her about her victory. I wanted to be the one she smiled at. “You did great, Harper.”

      “You Greene boys weren’t half bad either.”

      Greene boys, all sans one.

      As she turned to walk toward the kitchen, her gaze met my eyes for a brief instant. There was no recognition, no spark of familiarity. It was as if we were complete strangers. It was a gut-wrenching feeling seeing her look right through me. But I couldn't let that deter me. I had to be patient and give her time.

      Drew shot me a look as if silently asking if he should introduce us, but I quietly shook my head. No, this wasn’t the right moment for that. She was exhausted, drained from the battle and healing Drew. She deserved to enjoy her breakfast and rest for at least a full day before she was shoved into this new shitshow.

      I needed to be strong for both of us. I was the Alpha of my pack, I was her fated mate, and our destinies merged into a single future by the Moon Goddess herself. In time, we would be together again. This was nothing more than a momentary obstacle in our path… at least, that was what I kept telling myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 29

          

          

      

    

    







            Harper

          

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t get it,” I mumbled, sitting across the table from Ben and this other guy. This exceedingly handsome, brooding guy who kept staring at me with an almost unbearable intensity. "What do you mean he's your brother? I know your brothers, Ben. Harry and Drew."

      Ben sighed and ran a hand through his hair, looking slightly uncomfortable.

      "Luke is our sibling," he replied solemnly, while this guy I'd never seen before in my life just sat there, his green gaze focused entirely on me. "The spell you had to cast in order to defeat Cassandra had this side effect, you see..."

      "No way, you're just jesting with me," I rolled my eyes, shaking my head dismissively. It didn't make any sense. Why would I forget about a single guy and not the rest of the Greene pack? I remembered everything that happened leading up to this day, no gaps or holes in between.

      "I can assure you, Harper, I'm not joking. This is real, and we get that it's going to take some time for you to process all of this. I can't imagine the spell you cast would allow you to just fully embrace this truth at once because what would be the real price to pay then, right?"

      I turned to face this stranger who had been silent all of this time, letting Ben do the talking for him.

      His tousled dark hair was similar to the twins, that was true, and he had those piercing green eyes all the siblings seemed to share, but I still couldn't connect him to them in any way.

      His features were chiseled, giving him an air of ruggedness, and a smattering of stubble adorned his chin. He had a strong, athletic build, as evidenced by how his broad shoulders stretched against his shirt. Despite his intense gaze, there was a softness in his expression at something hidden in the depths of his being.

      I shifted, uncomfortable under his stare. He was too handsome, too intimidating, too everything.

      "I don't know. It all sounds too strange to believe," I protested weakly. Surely magic could have odd side effects? Surely there were prices to pay for certain curses and blood magic, but why the memories of this guy in particular? "I don't get it, though. Why him? I mean, wouldn't it make sense if I forget about all you Greene boys? Or about my mom, my family, my past?"

      Luke finally spoke up, his voice smooth and husky.

      "The spell targeted the connection between you and me, specifically, Harper. It's because we have a deeper bond, a bond that goes beyond family and friendship."

      I arched my brow sharply, suddenly feeling oddly defensive. I didn't know why that was, and perhaps it was another effect of the spell, but I didn't really want to listen to him.

      "What kind of bond?"

      Only then did he avert my gaze for the first time since Ben had introduced him to me. His hands were clasped together tightly, his knuckles turning white. There was a vulnerability in his expression, a flicker of uncertainty that caught my attention.

      "I don't think it's the right moment to discuss those details," he said wearily, and I narrowed my eyes at this answer.

      "What do you mean it's not the right moment? I have the right to know what was going on between us."

      Luke sighed and ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident in his eyes. "I understand that you have a right to know, Harper. And I promise that I will tell you everything when the time is right. But right now, it'll only be counterintuitive, and you might be overwhelmed, or worse. We don't even know the full extent of this spell. What if you begin to recover your memories and it hurts you? We need to figure out more about this mess before taking any more steps."

      I clenched my jaw, frustrated at his evasiveness. "How can I trust you if you won't tell me the truth?"

      Luke's gaze softened, and he reached across the table to grasp my hand. His touch sent a jolt of electricity through me, and I couldn't help but pull away instinctively. His eyes widened at my reaction, hurt flashing across his face.

      "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to startle you."

      "Harper, I understand you have no reason to trust someone you feel you don't know, but you do remember me, right?" Ben intervened, clearly sensing the tension growing in the air. I nodded, giving him a frustrated look. "Then trust me when I say I don't think jumping into the deep end at once is a good idea. Let's take this one step at a time, all right?"

      I sighed, reluctantly accepting that they might be right after all. As much as I wanted answers, diving headfirst into the unknown could potentially do more harm. I needed to trust that they had my best interests at heart and that they would eventually reveal everything to me, even though it was infuriating.

      I hated the idea of someone else taking the reins of my life and making decisions on my behalf.

      "Fine," I muttered, relaxing my tense shoulders. "I'll trust you for now, but just know that I eventually expect answers."

      Luke nodded solemnly, his gaze filled with a mix of understanding and regret. "I promise you will get the answers you seek. But for now, let's focus on recovering and ensuring your well-being. And researching exactly what that ritual was and the full extent of its consequences. I only learned about it moments before you cast it."

      Luke remained silent, his gaze fixed on me, and I once more shifted awkwardly on my chair.

      "Would you please stop looking at me that way?" I blurted out, the intensity of those green eyes too much for me to handle. Luke blinked as if startled by my sudden outburst, and slowly looked away, a sheepish expression on his face.

      "I apologize if I made you uncomfortable," he whispered, his voice slightly strained. "It's just... hard for me as well. This whole situation. I've known you my entire life, and the memories you've erased from your mind are among the dearest to me."

      "It's not like I did it on purpose," I snapped at him, feeling so defensive, so alert all of a sudden. I suppose speaking of the memories and the spell awakened a sense of defensiveness in me. It must be part of whatever I had to pay, but I won't know it for sure until I do some research.

      "You actually did do it on purpose, though," he grunted, and I could sense a hint of resentment in his voice. "You said it was the price you had to pay, and there was no other option. You made that choice."

      "Maybe I wanted to forget," I muttered bitterly, surprising even myself with the words. Both Luke and Ben stared at me, tension growing to brand new heights.

      Luke sighed heavily, running a hand through his hair in frustration.

      "You don't mean that," Ben whispered reproachfully and then turned to his brother. "She doesn't mean that, Luke."

      "Why not? Maybe that's what happened. I could have wanted a fresh start, a clean slate," I replied at once, feeling the defensiveness inside me grow with each passing moment. "You know what? I need some fresh air. I'll go out for a walk if that's ok with you two. Or is that too much for me to handle right now as well?”

      They exchanged a glance before Luke nodded. Ben was the one to speak, though. "A walk might do you some good," he said, concern evident in his voice. "Would you like me to go with you?"

      "No, I just want to be alone for a while," I replied as I walked toward the door, wanting so badly to be away from all of this mess. If I hadn't been forced to stay there until the month was over, I would have rushed home, gotten in my car and driven far away from this town. Instead, I walked alone, feeling so awfully lost yet unable to grasp what emotions truly lurked behind the shadows of the spell.

      All I knew was that I wasn’t nearly as angry as despondent now that Luke wasn’t around. Was that because I wanted to get away from him as I had told him, or was it because the feelings he awakened in me were in direct conflict with those blocked memories I couldn’t gain access to even if I tried?
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      The early morning mist hung low in the clearing as I gathered a large group of pack members around me.

      The past few weeks had been filled with uncertainty and chaos, and I needed to get my mind off of it all. Training my warriors, my scouts, and fighters was the only thing that brought a semblance of order and control back into my life.

      Dressed in workout gear, I stood tall at the front of the group, my gaze surveying each individual. Determination burned in my eyes as I addressed them.

      "All right, everyone, listen up," I commanded, my voice steady and authoritative. "Today, we're going to push ourselves like never before. We need to be prepared for whatever challenges come our way, and that means training and pushing our limits."

      The group nodded in agreement, their faces determined and focused.

      I took a deep breath, grounding myself in the present moment. The weight of everything happening with Harper hung heavily on my shoulders, but I couldn't allow it to distract me now. I had a responsibility to my pack, to train them to the best of my abilities.

      "Remember, it's not just about physical strength, but mental endurance as well. We need to be able to push through any obstacle that comes our way."

      As one, the pack nodded and spread out, preparing for the grueling run ahead. I led them as usual, but I didn't slow down as minutes slipped by, pushing myself and them harder and harder.

      It was after two hours of running nonstop up the harshest terrain Harry had been able to map out that I began to feel the burn in my muscles and the pounding of my heart. Sweat trickled down my brow, but I pushed through, my mind focused solely on the task at hand.

      It was easier than thinking about Harper. It was easier than remembering our last conversation.

      As the morning let way to noon, fatigue began to set in. But I wasn't about to let them give up. I pushed my own limits, setting an example for them to follow. My legs ached, and my lungs screamed for air, but I refused to slow down.

      "Keep pushing!" I called out, my voice strained but composed. A few of my men were starting to fall behind.

      "You heard the Alpha!" Ben echoed my command, close behind me as usual.

      The sound of heavy breathing and pounding footsteps filled the air, creating a symphony of determination and will.

      By the time we arrived back at the neighborhood most of the pack lived in, except for the few that had chosen to remain in the woods, exhaustion hung heavy in the air, and a few of those following me were practically dragging their feet. Only the best among my men managed to keep up until the last moment, until I slowed my pace and finally came to a stop.

      I surveyed my pack, pride swelling within me. Most of them had shown me that they were ready to face whatever challenges lay ahead. None of them had given up, even when they had been slowed down by exhaustion and pain.

      "I am proud of each and every one of you," I declared, standing tall even though my legs were practically screaming for a break.

      As we dispersed, the sun began to descend in the horizon, casting a warm glow over the clearing.

      "So, did it work?" Ben asked, standing by my side, and I shot him a weary look. "Did it manage to distract you from Harper?"

      "I suppose it did," I shrugged, not certain what else to say. It was impossible to describe the heartbreak that listening to my fated mate uttering such words had caused.  I could still feel her in my bond, and I wasn’t sure if she could feel it either.

      It was killing me.

      I sighed. “Let’s go check on Drew. He should be doing better now.”
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      Harper

      "This should do it," I told Hannah, one of the pack's healers, offering her the balm as I finished the potion. It glowed with a soft hue of blue, and it should be more than enough to last her for a day or two. "I should get going. There's a lot of research I need to do and only one place I can do it in."

      My family home's basement, where all the books I had inherited from my mother and grandma sat, depositories of great knowledge and wisdom.

      But as I stepped out into the street, I saw him. Luke, that man I had no recollection of, and yet was supposed to be someone special in my life.

      I watched him from a distance as he finished up his training with the pack. The sweat glistened on his forehead, his dark hair sticking to his damp skin. Every movement he made was fluid and controlled, showcasing his strength and agility.

      Despite the fatigue evident on his face, there was a fierce determination in his piercing green eyes that refused to waver. Luke's intense focus never shifted, and as he finally came to a stop, a sense of pride radiated from him.

      "Don't stare, don't stare," I told myself, but it was impossible to avoid it. Luke was shirtless, revealing the sculpted muscles of his chest and arms. Drops of sweat trailed down his tanned skin, hinting at the hours he spent training and accentuating the definition of his chiseled abs, so perfectly defined. There was a raw power in his presence, a primal energy that radiated off of him.

      I found myself tracing every line and curve of his body with my eyes, taking in the way his biceps bulged with power, corded and strong. The truth of the matter was, I wasn't just enthralled by how impossibly tall, strong, and handsome he came across as. I found myself captivated by his mere presence. This seemed to awaken something deep inside me, something that filled me with discomfort and confusion.

      His men followed him with no hesitation, no doubt, even when they were clearly physically drained. And when he turned to speak to them, they listened, truly listened, no hint of annoyance or rebellion in their faces.

      He seemed to embody everything a leader should be—strong, fierce, and unwavering.

      I tore my gaze away, realizing that I had been staring for far too long. Luke was someone I was supposed to know, someone who had meant something to me. But in that moment, he was a stranger, an enigma that I couldn't decipher, and something inside me kept urging me to get away from him.

      Perhaps it was because I had truly wanted to get rid of whatever connection we shared. Or perhaps Ben was right, and the spell was trying to prevent me from regaining my memories, keeping the distance between us as massive as possible.

      I needed to get to the bottom of this and figure out the truth for myself.
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      A knock on the front door interrupted my concentration, and without any warning, the books hovering mid-air just in front of me heavily hit the floor.

      With a sigh, I stood, stretching my sore legs, wondering exactly how long I had been down there.

      I had browsed through book after book the previous night and had only managed to get a few hours of restless sleep before giving up around dawn and coming back downstairs.

      As I reached the living room, I noticed the warm light of noon peeking through the windows. That long, it would seem.

      “Hey, uhm… I’m assuming Harry?” I said, opening the door and finding one of the twins standing there.

      “Yeah, Drew’s milking his recovery for everything it’s worth. Has all the prettiest girls in the pack tending to him, playing the sympathy card,” Harry replied with a little grin, though it was clear in his eyes how relieved he was that Drew was back to his antics.

      I chuckled lightly. "Well, it sounds like Drew is making the best of his situation. How's he doing, though? Is he healing well?"

      Harry nodded. "Yeah, he's doing much better. You really saved his life. I don't know how I'll ever make it up to you, Harper. I mean, you keep saving my siblings—it's like you're our guardian angel or something."

      I shrugged, mildly embarrassed by his praise.

      "I just did what needed to be done. I care about all of you, so of course, I would do whatever I could to help. But I'm hardly an angel or anything like that. I mean, your brother, the Alpha, must be pretty pissed with me right now, huh?"

      Harry let out a laugh.

      "Pissed? Nah, he's not pissed, just...frustrated. I don't think he could ever be truly angry with you, Harper," he grinned but then seemed to hesitate, his smile faltering. "I'm not sure I'm supposed to speak too much about that subject. I mean, Ben is worried I'll say more than I should."

      I furrowed my brow, curious about what Harry was trying to say. Perhaps this was the way to get more answers than Ben and Luke wanted to give me for the time being.

      "Say more than you should about what? What is Ben worried about?"

      Harry's expression turned serious, and he shook his head.

      "Nothing."

      "Come on, Harry," I said as we sat on the sofa. "You know you can trust me."

      "It's not about trust," he said, shifting uncomfortably. "It's about helping you go through this whole process in the best way possible."

      I sighed, feeling frustrated with the evasiveness of everyone around me, but knowing Harry was the most likely to give up and reveal the truth. He was terribly grateful, after all, and seemed uncomfortable with keeping a secret.

      "Look, I appreciate that you all want to protect me and make sure I'm okay, but I need to know the truth. I need answers, Harry. I can't keep going on like this, feeling lost and confused. Wouldn't you want to know if something happened to Drew?"

      Harry's eyes softened, and he nodded. "They're just worried that it might overwhelm you or cause more harm than good."

      I leaned in closer, my voice barely a whisper. "Harry, please. I can handle it. Whatever it is, I need to know. I deserve to know." He hesitated for a moment, his eyes scanning my face before finally letting out a sigh.

      "Fine," he relented, his voice barely audible. "But promise me you won't hold it against them. They're doing what they think is best for you."

      "I promise," I replied, my heart pounding in my chest. "Just tell me."

      Harry took a deep breath and began to speak, his words slow and measured. "There's something you need to understand about Luke," he started, his eyes flickering with empathy. "When you first left, back when you were seventeen, it almost killed him. I had never seen him so despondent, he wouldn't speak to any of us, not even to my father. It was a dark time for him, you know? And when you came back, he regained hope that you would stay, that you would embrace your bond."

      I furrowed my brow, not quite understanding what he was trying to say. "Bond? What bond?"

      "You're his fated mate," he spoke slowly, his expression serious. "It's something that's ingrained in our shifter bloodlines, but you know, it doesn't always happen just between shifters."

      "I know what fated mates are, but that's insane," I mumbled, a wave of emotions crashing over me, and I couldn't help but feel overwhelmed. Fated mates? Could this be possible? If I bonded to him the way Harry described, could I truly be so affected by the blessing of the Moon Goddess when I wasn't a part of the Greene pack?

      My chest felt tight.

      I wondered if that was the bond I shared with Luke.

      In a way, it made sense. It made perfect, terrible, wonderful sense.

      Magic worked in strange ways, I knew that for a fact, but did it mean I was truly fated to be with this man I couldn't remember a single thing about?

      I sat there in silence, my mind racing with thoughts and questions. It was a lot to take in, and I didn't know how to process it all.

      "Are you all right?" Harry asked, frowning with clear concern. The poor pup must have been worried sick that he had messed up after all, going against what his Alpha and Ben had instructed him to do.

      "I'm okay," I replied, trying to steady my breathing. "It's just... a lot to absorb. I'm not sure what to make of it all."

      Harry nodded, understanding etched across his face. "I get it. It's a heavy thing to process, especially when you can't remember anything about it. But Luke, he...he loves you. He's cared about you since you were kids. Honestly, I don't remember a time in my childhood when I didn't see you two running around together."

      "I appreciate you taking the risk to tell me the truth. It's important to know, even if it's overwhelming. I hope my so-called fated mate would trust me enough to tell me all of this instead of thinking I'm too frail to handle things."

      "Harper, that's unfair. He only has your best interest at heart. He's trying to give you the space and time you need to heal."

      I sighed, frustrated at myself for lashing out. "I know, Harry. I'm just... confused. I wish I could remember. But right now, it's all a blank slate for me, and I keep getting this urge to run away whenever he's around."

      "I've never truly understood magic, if I’m honest. But your grandma was amazing at it, and I know you are, too. So I don't have a doubt in my mind that your memories will come back eventually because you'll find a solution to all this mess. You are a kickass witch."

      I managed a weak smile at Harry's words, feeling a glimmer of hope spark within me.

      “Flatterer,” I chuckled softly, offering him a small smile.

      "Just calling it as I see it. The way you saved Ben first and then Drew, I thought I was going to lose both of them. But you came to the rescue like a wonder woman," Harry shrugged, a big smile brightening up his face. "Just promise you won't rush yourself. Take the time you need to heal and process everything. There's one more thing I know for sure, and that's the fact that Luke will wait for you, no matter what."

      I nodded, feeling a sense of gratitude wash over me. "Thank you, Harry. I really needed to hear that."

      "So, uhm, I was here for something in particular, though," he said with a sheepish grin. "Cassandra's not waking up, and, well, Luke wanted to know if we should be worried, or do something, or just wait it out. I guess he didn't want to bother you after the way you two left things off the last time you talked."

      “I’m honestly not sure. I’ve never really dealt with blood magic in real life before, I’ve only read about it. But for now, I wouldn’t get too concerned. I had to rip the magic out of her body, her soul. I suppose it will have a long-lasting effect on her, but I do need to research all of this mess further before knowing for sure.”

      “Did you find out anything more about the spell you cast?” he asked cautiously, and I shook my head.

      “Not so far, but I feel I’m getting closer,” I said with a sigh. “Actually, I should get back to it now.”

      “Why don’t I cook us lunch while you go back to the basement? That way, you’ll have one less thing to worry about,” he offered, his smile so earnest and sweet. I nodded at once, grateful to have someone in my corner.
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      I stood on Harper’s doorstep, a place I had found myself in a thousand times before. And yet now it felt so different. The air around me felt heavy with anticipation and uncertainty. I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself as I knocked on the door. My wolf was grunting inside me, telling me it was time to stop being patient, that it was time to kick-start her memories somehow, but I didn't want to push Harper unnecessarily.

      I owed it to her to be as gentle as I could muster, though it had never been my strong suit.

      The sound echoed through the stillness of the house, and I waited anxiously for someone to answer. After what felt like an eternity, the door swung open, and there she was, as beautiful as ever, her long hair cascading prettily down her back, those eyes sparkling with a light of their own.

      The shape of her lips, the roundness of her breasts, the curve of her hips, it all beckoned me toward her, my fated mate, my Luna. Why did we always have to struggle? It was as if we were forced to endure a never-ending test to make certain our love was strong enough, worthy enough.

      "Hi," she said, giving me the same awkward look she had ever since the truth came out after the spell. I wanted my Harper back. My little enchantress.

      "Hey, Harper," I replied as casually as I could, offering her a smile even though I didn't feel like grinning. It had been almost a week, and still no signs of her recovering, even a single of our memories together. "I wanted to stop by and check on you."

      "I'm actually glad you did," she said, and I would be lying if I claimed I wasn't surprised.

      "You are?"

      "Yeah, I found the spell," she stepped away from the door, letting me inside. The living room was covered in what seemed like a hundred different books, all of them thick and weathered from decades, if not centuries, of use. "I've been researching non-stop, as Harry probably told you."

      My heart swelled with hope as I took in the sight of her, so determined and focused.

      "Yeah, he told me you've been awfully busy. I wanted to come and give you a helping hand, but Ben thought it would be best if I gave you some space," I replied earnestly, and she shrugged quietly as if not sure what to reply.

      "It's not fair to either of us to live like this, in this constant state of uncertainty. You deserve to know whether or not there's a way for me to recover the memories of whatever it was we had, and I deserve to know the truth and make an informed decision before... well before the month is over."

      "I agree," I said softly, taking a step closer to her. "But I also want you to know that no matter what happens, no matter what memories you do or don't recover, I'm still here, waiting for you. Always,” I whispered. “You’ll always be my fated mate.”

      Harper looked up at me, her eyes searching mine. I could see the fear and vulnerability in them, mixed with so much more. A whirlwind of emotions, most of them probably conflicting, filled her gaze.

      "And I appreciate that, but there's something we need to discuss before I go into what I found," she said, her stare hardening somewhat. She looked somewhat pissed, and I wondered what fresh hell was coming now. "I know what you were hiding from me. What our bond is."

      A deafening silence filled the room then, and I felt myself gulping, my wolf growing more impatient by the moment. So she knew. That was supposed to be a bad thing, but every instinct in my body was yelling at me to take advantage of the fact the cat was out of the bag to win her back.

      "I deserved to know even though you guys felt I wasn't ready for it. I needed to know something so big, so fundamental."

      "I just wanted to protect you, to give you the time and space to heal. I didn't want to overwhelm you."

      Harper scoffed, and it was evident my words weren't what she was looking for as she went from mildly pissed to noticeably frustrated.

      "Either you see me as your equal or as this little porcelain doll that needs to be protected. You can't have it both ways.” Her words hit me like a punch to the gut. She was right, of course. I had been treating her with kid gloves, thinking that she needed to be protected and coddled. But that wasn't fair to her. She was strong and capable, and she deserved to be treated as such.

      "I'm sorry, Harper," I said sincerely, taking a step closer to her. "You're right. I've been taught ever since I was a kid that I needed to protect those around me, that I needed to make hard decisions and take responsibility for my pack. But you're my equal in every sense of the word. You were meant to be my Luna, and I should have known better than to underestimate your strength."

      I could see her expression softening, her gaze growing warmer, and she nodded slowly, letting out a long sigh.

      "Thank you for acknowledging that," she said, and then, much to my surprise, she added, with a little smile tugging at the corners of those full lips. "Took you long enough."

      A joke? She was joking with me when up until this moment, she had been acting so horribly defensive around me.

      Maybe, just maybe, we were making progress.

      "Better late than never, right?" I chuckled, feeling a weight lift off my shoulders. "But seriously, you're right. I can be too stubborn sometimes—that's one of the reasons I need you by my side. To snap me out of my own head. To challenge me and make me remember that I don't always have all the answers. Alphas can be..."

      "Assholes? Arrogant? Self-centered?" she asked, but her voice didn't hold the same bite as before. I chuckled lightly, shaking my head and tsking at her words.

      "And what about little enchantresses? They can be cunning and sneaky, huh?"

      But she didn't laugh at my little jab. Instead, Harper blinked, clearly surprised by my words. She looked dazzled for a moment, her eyes glazed, and I took a step forward, wondering if she was about to fall to the ground. However, she seemed to steady herself, and Harper stared into my eyes then, swallowing hard before whispering,

      "I remember that," her voice quivered as she spoke so quietly I could barely hear her. "I remember getting so annoyed at you refusing to call me a witch."

      I stood there, my wolf practically screaming at me to grab her in my arms and kiss her right that instant. I somehow managed to control those urges, at least for the time being.

      "Just annoyed?" I asked hoarsely, and she bit her lower lip as if searching in her mind, her heart, for the answer.

      "No, not just annoyed," Harper said slowly, clearly still processing the sudden rush of memories. "It was...endearing, too. And I can remember feeling so exasperated, but not in a bad way. It was in a way that made my heart flutter like it was a part of our dynamic, our banter," she paused, her gaze shifting toward the floor. "It felt like home."

      I couldn't help the smile that spread across my face, and I took another step closer to her, needing to be near her, to feel the connection between us that hadn't been completely lost.

      "Harper," I said softly, reaching out to tentatively touch her arm. "Perhaps our connection is too strong for even a curse to destroy it completely. Perhaps you need to open your heart to me, and let the memories come back."

      "It can be dangerous," she replied hesitantly, motioning toward the books. "The spell I used demanded a price to be paid. If I recover my memories, won't it demand something else?"

      I felt a pang of guilt as her words hit me. She was right, of course. The spell she used had consequences, because all magic has a price, and if she were to regain her memories, who knew what the price would be? But I also knew that I could not live without Harper, without my fated mate.

      "It's a risk we have to take, Harper," I said, my voice gentle but determined. "I can't bear to see you struggling like this, and perhaps regaining your memories will bring you some peace, some clarity. We'll face whatever consequences come our way together."

      Harper finally ripped her stare off the floor, and her eyes met mine once more. I could see the conflict within her. Part of her wanted to remember, to fill in the gaps in her memory. But another part was scared of what that might mean, of what she might find.

      "We only have two nights left before the month is over," she said, and I could practically see the gears shifting in her head. "And the Dark One is weakened now. There is nothing he can do to fight back, no tricks to pull. He had placed too much of his power in Cassandra, and that power is within me now. He'll be sealed safely for another year no matter what happens, so what if I returned that power? Not to Cassandra, but to him. That way, the curse can leave right along with the magic, and we'd have an entire year to figure out a spell to rip that power away from Him without the threat of the curse looming over our heads."

      Now there was the brilliant Harper I knew and loved.

      "I should have told you the truth on that first day," I said, staring at her in awe, realizing the brilliance of her plan. It made perfect sense. After all, she had only cast this spell in the first place because there was no other alternative without further research. We would have months and months to figure out an answer this time around. "I was holding you back all along."

      She flushed then, and one of those sweet smiles that stirred all sorts of emotions deep inside me brightened her beautiful face.

      "It's okay, Luke," she said softly, her voice filled with warmth. "We were both trying to protect each other in our own way, weren't we? I let go of everything that held us close during the battle against Cassandra. I can't remember you, but I do remember the fight. I remember the people who died and how close Drew was to joining those ranks. I'm sure it mustn't have been easy to accept that decision either."

      "No, it wasn't easy," I admitted, his voice tinged with sadness. "I wanted to be pissed, but I didn't have the time to argue with you. My brothers and sisters were dying. And you had the key to save most of them. I couldn't let my pack down, but it was still the roughest decision I've ever had to make."

      I leaned forward, staring deep into her eyes, feeling I was slowly but surely on my way to recover my girl. She wasn't pushing me away any longer. She wasn't bitter or angry. My wolf was pleased, though he certainly would have preferred much more.

      "I can't promise that we won't face challenges or that there won't be pain. But what I can promise is that I'll be there for you every step of the way. We'll face whatever comes together, and that's an oath."
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      We stood in the dark clearing, a solemn silence looming across the night. The stars were hidden behind the canopy of thick, menacing branches that forced this corner of the forest into endless darkness. Only a hoovering ball of light emanating from the depths of my magic allowed us to see past those endless shadows.

      The Dark One didn’t seem as menacing now, not as He had on my first night here.

      “I wonder if my ancestors felt the way I do now,” I spoke out loud, even though I was merely musing on the way my heart felt in this place now, in comparison to that first spell, where I poured my blood onto the clearing.

      “What do you mean, Harper?” Luke asked, and I could see all four Greene brothers turn to face me.

      It was the five of us. The rest of the pack members selected for this last quest waited outside the clearing in case we needed reinforcements.

      “I don’t feel as scared as I felt that first night. I don’t feel as intimidated or as overwhelmed. It’s almost as if I managed to look past that darkness and see right into the depths of His prison. Hatred is keeping Him alive, but He’s also scared. Terrified because He knows that He’ll fail, just as He failed every single time He faced one of us Vales. I couldn’t see that before, but I can now. We’ve won.”

      A solemn silence filled the clearing once more, but suddenly, a little chuckle interrupted the ceremonious atmosphere. I looked to my left, where the twins were standing side-by-side.

      “Sorry, sorry,” the twin I could only assume was Drew raised his hand apologetically, but the smile on his face didn’t waver. "I'm sorry, you just sounded so badass, Harper. It's like you were channeling your inner superheroine or something."

      "You really need to learn when to shut up, Drew," Luke grunted warningly, but there was a hint of amusement in his voice.

      "Hey, what did I do?" the second twin protested, and I raised my brow, staring at both of them.

      "Sorry, couldn't help myself," Harry added sheepishly, and Ben chuckled by Luke's side before immediately forcing himself back to a more severe posture, admonishing the twins into silence.

      We couldn't have joked this way while standing in this clearing a month ago—that was for certain. Something had indeed changed, and I suspected the same shift occurred every new generation.

      "We have a job to do," Luke said at last, and all humor stopped at once then. "We need to finish the final ritual and sever the curse once and for all."

      His brothers nodded in agreement, their faces displaying the same fierce determination that I felt. We had come too far and fought too hard to let this opportunity slip away. I took a deep breath, drawing on the strength and power that flowed through my veins.

      Luke turned toward me then, his eyes locked on mine. "Are you ready?"

      I nodded, inhaling slowly as I took a step forward and then another until I stood just before the vicious-looking tree, which loomed ominously before me.

      The Greene brothers stood behind me, my guardians, my protectors, but I was the one who needed to seal this creature in His prison, just like my ancestors had done before me.

      I closed my eyes, focusing on the power that pulsed within me. I could feel it twisting and turning, ready to be unleashed, separate from my own magic. It was darker, menacing even, and while I could have fixed it over time, turning it into a part of myself, I was ready to let go of it.

      Taking a deep breath, I began the incantation, reciting the words I had read in the ancient book where I had discovered the spell I had used to defeat Cassandra merely days ago.

      The air crackled with energy, and a gust of wind rustled the leaves of the surrounding trees. The Dark One's presence grew stronger, and I could almost hear him bargaining with me, offering all sorts of favors and promises of endless power. I felt that dark magic pulsating inside me, tugging at my pride, my fear, my ambition, offering me the world in exchange for freeing this creature that lurked in the shadows.

      "No, there is not enough in this world you can offer to convince me to free you," I hissed out loud, and a roar answered from the confines of the tree. The earth trembled underneath my feet, but I knew he was too weak to do anything other than try to scare me.

      I continued the incantation, my voice growing louder and more resolute with each word. The magic I had inherited from my mother, my grandma, and every Vale woman before them began casting the dark powers outside, causing the air around me to ripple and distort. The tree itself seemed to groan, its branches quivering as if trying to retreat away.

      The Dark One's presence grew more furious, His threats and pleas reaching a fever pitch. He didn’t use any words, but I could understand everything He was saying nonetheless.

      I remained steadfast, my resolve unshaken, feeling Luke's presence just behind me. Even though I couldn't remember our past together, it was still a comforting anchor, his unwavering support giving me the strength to stand tall and face the darkness head-on.

      As the incantation reached its climax, I felt the last of the powers I had ripped from Cassandra gather and swirl around me. I held my breath, my heart pounding in my chest as I prepared myself for the final act.

      With a final surge of resolve, I thrust my hands forward, releasing all the magic back into the tree. But alongside it went the curse, the inevitable seal that bound him to His prison for another generation. All I would have to do until my watch was over was return once a year to reaffirm my role as guardian of this forest and use my time wisely to research a proper solution for the curse I had just ripped from my mind.

      I stood there, panting, feeling utterly exhausted, my legs trembling as I struggled to remain standing on my own two feet.

      Luke stepped forward, his eyes filled with pride and awe. He gently took my hand in his, his touch grounding me. "You did it," he whispered, his voice filled with wonder.

      His touch was enough to fill my mind with a thousand different memories all at once.

      Memories of him and I, the love and connection we shared. The laughter, the tears, the moments of passion and vulnerability. It was as if a floodgate had been opened, and I was overwhelmed by the depth of our bond.

      Tears welled up in my eyes as I looked into Luke's face, finally seeing him not just as the man who had been by my side during this tumultuous journey but as the one who had always been there, the one who was meant to be my fated mate.

      "I remember," I whispered, my voice shaky. "I remember everything.”
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      Music and laughter filled the streets as my pack celebrated the end of another successful ritual month. It happened once every generation and was always cause for mirth and merriment.

      I hadn’t been alive during the last one, nor had most of my pack members. After all, Harper’s mother had died before her time came. The last time a Vale woman had gone through the process, it had been Harper’s grandmother, and only the elders among the group remembered those days.

      “She was quite the woman,” one such elder, Christopher, said with a grin as he recounted the last celebration all those years ago. “Most beautiful woman I ever laid eyes on.”

      “Hey, that’s my granny you’re talking about,” Harper giggled, and those listening to the conversation chuckled alongside her.

      “Well, Miss Harper, you look just like her when she was your age, so I suppose it must be a compliment for you too,” Christopher added good-naturedly, and it was my time to protest.

      “That’s my Luna you’re talking about,” I grunted, somewhere between menacing and amused.

      “I apologize, Alpha,” he replied without too much contrition. It had been a perfectly innocent compliment, and I knew it, but I would always feel protective of Harper no matter the circumstances.

      "I only have eyes for you, though, my Luna," I corrected myself, my expression softening, pulling her into my arms possessively. "Let them stare. I couldn't care less."

      Harper smiled up at me, her eyes shining with love and mischief. "Such a smooth talker you are," she teased, leaning in closer. "Flattery will get you everywhere."

      "Oh, will it?" I grunted huskily, my voice filled with desire as I pressed her body against mine, feeling her soft curves melding perfectly with mine. A low groan of desire filled the air between us as I pulled her into a searing kiss, her soft curves melding perfectly with mine. A low groan of desire filled the air between us as I pulled her into a searing kiss that left us both breathless.

      The kiss was passionate, urgent, as if we were trying to make up for lost time. I held her tightly, my hands moving instinctively to cup her face, deepening the kiss. Her lips were soft, pliant, and the taste of her mingled with the intoxicating scent of the celebration surrounding us. Every touch, every movement, felt electric. It was as if our bodies were magnetically drawn to each other, seeking solace and release. Her fingers tangled in my hair, and she must have felt my arousal pressed against her lap. Harper softly moaned into my mouth as our tongues danced together.

      Before I could lift her up from the ground and carry her straight into my home to get lost in this perfect moment, a sharp whistle cut through the air, causing us to break apart reluctantly. I turned to see Ben walking toward us with a serious expression.

      "Fuck, can't we get a break?" I grunted foul-humoredly, but Harper gave me a sweet peck on the lips, her smile so earnest, so sweet.

      "We have the rest of our lives to enjoy all of that," she comforted me, grounding me as usual. "It's not the end of the world that we have to wait a tiny bit longer to be in each other's arms."

      I couldn't help but smile at her words, her unwavering optimism and love for us. She was right, of course. We had overcome so much already, and waiting a little longer wouldn't dampen the fire between us.

      Turning my attention back to Ben, I raised an eyebrow in question. "What's going on?"

      Ben sighed, his expression conflicted. "Cassandra woke up, and she's asking for Harper."

      My heart dropped at the news, and I tightened my hold on Harper, protective instincts kicking into overdrive. "What does she want with Harper?" I growled, my voice laced with anger and concern. "There is no way I'm going to allow her in the same room as that woman."

      "Luke..."  Harper protested, and I looked into her eyes. "You promised you wouldn't make decisions for me."

      "That's not what I meant to do. I'm just trying to protect you," I replied with frustration, unable to hold back my instinct to protect the woman I loved against all harm. “That witch poisoned you, she manipulated you, she killed several of my men. I would have left her there after the battle if I hadn’t thought the Dark One could use her to His advantage somehow.”

      "I know you are, but you also swore you would treat me as your equal, not a delicate thing you needed to keep safe," she reminded me, and I sighed, wishing I could say she was wrong, that she needed to listen to me and stay the hell away from Cassandra.

      But she was my Luna, and she was stronger than anyone, including myself, had given her credit for.

      "You're right. I'm sorry, Harper. So, what do you want to do?"

      "I'll talk to her," she said after considering my question for a moment, and I felt myself tensing at these words.

      “Harper, can’t we discuss this further?” I had to grit my teeth to avoid asking her if she had completely lost her mind.

      “Luke, we don’t know what she’ll be like now that she’s not under His influence. He filled her with hatred and greed. You didn’t mean to attack Ben that night in the forest, did you?”

      “It’s not the same,” I replied, wounded by the accusation, but the look in Harper’s eyes let me know it wasn’t as different as I wished it was.

      “The influence he held over you lasted only a few hours, but had Ben died or had you harmed someone who wasn’t one of your siblings, you might have given in for much longer than just a single night,” she said sagely, and I could do nothing but sigh at these words. She was right. I had felt that darkness filling me so completely, and I surrendered to it, losing myself in the raw power rushing within me. "You can be in there with me. Don't worry. She doesn't have magic anymore. I'm not sure she'll ever be able to recover from it either."

      "All right,” I nodded, however reluctantly. I wasn’t going to be leaving her alone with that woman, though, magic or no magic, so it was a good thing she had preemptively agreed to have me in the room with them. “All right, let's go then."
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      The walk to Cassandra's room felt like an eternity, even though we were only a few houses away. She had been placed in Ben's home, in a secure room on the second floor. My heart pounded in my chest, a mixture of concern and anticipation swirling inside me. Luke walked beside me, his presence comforting and reassuring. I knew he would protect me no matter what, and that gave me the strength to face whatever version of Cassandra I might encounter.

      As we entered the room, the sight of Cassandra lying on the bed made my heart ache. She looked frail and weak, her once vibrant green eyes now dull and empty. She had lost so much during her time under the Dark One's control, and I couldn't help but feel a pang of sympathy for her.

      Cassandra's eyes flickered as we approached, and I stood there for a moment, letting silence linger between us.

      She looked awfully pale, her hair slightly matted, combed into a simple ponytail behind her head. She was usually so flashy, so astonishingly gorgeous. Now she looked delicate and sickly, though the underlying beauty was undeniable.

      "Harper," she whispered, her voice barely audible. "I knew you would come."

      I took a deep breath, trying to push away the memories of the pain and suffering she had inflicted on me and Luke's pack. "What do you want, Cassandra?" I asked, my voice steady and calm.

      A look of remorse crossed her face, but she held my eyes, and her semblance seemed to recover a dash of her previous strength, if only for a moment.

      "I want a chance to make things right, a chance to apologize."

      Luke scoffed beside me, his face filled with anger. "After everything you've done? You think we would just forgive you?"

      Cassandra shook her head slowly. "No, I don't expect forgiveness. I just want a chance to prove myself, to make amends."

      "I don't know if I can trust you," I admitted, my voice tinged with doubt. "I need time before I can make a decision, and I don't think it's a good idea for you to stay here much longer. Perhaps you should return to the city, recover from everything you've been through, and I promise to get in touch with you when I'm ready to talk."

      She bit her lower lip, clearly defeated by my words, and nodded reluctantly.

      "Fine. I am in no position to argue," she replied with a little shrug, and then, after a moment's hesitation, Cassandra added: "Is all of it gone? My magic? I feel so empty, like something's missing inside me."

      "Yes," I confirmed, my voice low and cautious. "I had to expel that darkness from you, and it was irremediably bonded with your own powers. It was the only way, Cassandra."

      "You should be grateful we didn't leave you there for dead," Luke grunted with irritation, and I sighed, giving him a reproachful look. "What? She hurt us, she hurt you. I'm not going to be any more merciful than we already have been. It's more than she deserves."

      "He's right, I messed up," Cassandra said softly, and I turned to face her, feeling awful about this young witch devoid of her magic. She had made terrible mistakes, yes, but she had also been manipulated by a cruel creature that corrupted her mind and her soul. "You did what needed to be done, Harper."

      I nodded solemnly, and there was a moment of silence between us before she cautiously asked: "Do you think I'll ever be able to recover that connection to magic?"

      It was my turn to nibble at my lip, and I shrugged silently, not certain what to say.

      "I don't have the answer to that question, Cassie. Maybe? If you ever do recover your magic, though, I hope you use it more responsibly than you have up until now," I answered at last, and she sighed quietly. There was nothing else to say, nothing either of us could add at this time.

      And so I stepped toward the door and bid her goodbye, at least for the time being. She didn't beg. She didn't ask me to help her recover her powers. Cassandra just watched me go, and it broke my heart to step away from the person who had, at one point, been my closest friend.
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      "I could take her back to the city," Ben said as we took a seat in the living room of his house. It was rustic and cozy, with wooden beams and a fireplace that would crackle softly during the winter.

      I looked at Ben, raising a brow at his offer.

      "You've got to be kidding me," I grunted with frustration, shifting my gaze between him and Harper. "What's the matter with the both of us, wanting to bend over backward for that woman? She betrayed Harper, she poisoned her, and she is responsible for the death of several of our pack members, for fuck's sake!"

      "Alpha," Ben spoke calmly, as always acting like the voice of reason. "You almost killed me, not too long ago, because of that creature's dark influence. If I have managed to forgive you without holding any grudges, knowing you would have never normally attacked me in that manner without that corrupting force taking claim over your heart, how can we just turn our backs to another one of His victims?"

      I sighed, feeling the weight of his words sinking in. Ben was right, of course. I had attacked him under the influence of the Dark One's power, and he had forgiven me. It wasn't an easy thing to accept, but it was necessary to acknowledge my own mistakes and shortcomings. If Ben could forgive me, then perhaps extending a little compassion to Cassandra wasn't completely out of the question.

      I glanced over at Harper, who was watching me intently, her eyes filled with understanding and love. I knew it was important to her that I find it in my heart to forgive Cassandra, to give her a chance at redemption. And if it was important to Harper, then it was important to me, too.

      "All right," I conceded, my voice filled with reluctance. "You can take her back to the city. But keep your wits upon you, Ben. I don't trust her, and I don't want you to hesitate to intervene if she poses a threat to anyone. Especially you. I don't think I can handle the twins without you around."

      Ben nodded, offering me an amused grin. "Yeah, I'm irreplaceable, I know," he teased me warmly, and I smiled back at him. "I'll be careful, I promise."

      "Good," I replied, leaning back in my chair and sighing heavily. The weight of the situation still lingered, but I knew I had made the right decision. We needed to be able to move on, to leave the past behind. Now that Harper had finally recovered her memories, we could embrace our new life together, and that was what I intended to do.

      Harper wrapped her arm around mine, planting a tender kiss on my cheek. Her touch brought me comfort, grounding me in the midst of these complicated emotions.

      "I'm proud of you," she whispered, her voice filled with love and support.

      I looked into her eyes and saw the unwavering faith she had in me. It was that faith that gave me the strength to face my own demons and grow into the alpha I needed to be for our pack. Because, as my Luna, this was her pack too now. At long last, she had arrived where she belonged.

      "You're right, as always," I replied, a soft smile playing on my lips. "My Luna."
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        * * *

      

      “Do you remember this place?” I asked as we stepped out of the forest and into the clearing leading to the lake. Walking into a clearing that was not filled with darkness and threatening forces was a relief.

      She grinned, looking around with a wide grin on her full, pink lips. Heavens, she was magnificent.

      As I looked at Harper, I couldn't help but feel a surge of love and admiration. Her hair cascaded down her back in loose waves, perfectly framing her face. Her eyes sparkled with a mischievous glint that always made my heart skip a beat. Her radiant smile was infectious, lighting up her entire face and bringing joy to anyone lucky enough to witness it.

      Her petite figure was complimented by her graceful movements. I adored the way my Luna exuded such confidence and strength while retaining that gentleness that had always managed to put others at ease. Her skin was flawless, kissed by the sun, and adorned with freckles that danced across her cheeks.

      I was immensely grateful she had finally returned to me, that she had finally embraced the connection that bound us together after all these years. She was my rock, my everything. And I knew that no matter what challenges lay ahead, we would be unstoppable as long as we faced them together.

      The lake had been our little refuge from my pack, my father, her family, and their legacy back when we were teenagers. It was nestled in a small valley, surrounded by towering trees that provided shade and a sense of seclusion. The water was crystal clear, reflecting the vibrant green of the surrounding vegetation. The air carried a hint of freshness, the scent of wildflowers and the earth. It was a tranquil oasis, untouched by the chaos and darkness that had plagued our lives for so long.

      It was here that we shared our hopes and dreams, our fears and vulnerabilities. This place had witnessed our laughter and tears and held a special place in both of our hearts.

      As we approached the edge of the water, I couldn't help but feel a sense of nostalgia. Memories flooded my mind of lazy summer afternoons spent swimming and splashing in the cool water, of quiet evenings lying on the grass, stargazing, and sharing whispered secrets.

      Harper's hand slipped into mine, and I felt a surge of warmth and comfort flow through me.

      "I love you, Luke," she whispered, her smile so bright, so earnest. I smiled at her, leaning in to capture her lips with my own.

      "I love you too, Harper."

      I slipped away to stare deep into her eyes, and then, as I had so many times when we were kids, I let a mischievous grin grow as I held onto her hand so she could not slip away.

      "Hey, no," she opened her eyes wide, realizing what I had in mind. Memories of our childhood must have flooded her mind as I nodded playfully right at the edge of the rocks that overlooked the lake. "Don't you dare, Luke Greene."

      I used to push her in just to annoy her, just because it was so much fun to hear her squeal and giggle back when we were kids. We weren't children any longer, that much was true, yet we could still embrace the carefree spirit of our youth. And with the trials we had overcome, we deserved a moment of lightheartedness.

      I gripped her hand tighter and laughed, pulling her toward the edge of the rocks. "Come on, Harper, don't be such a spoilsport."

      "No, no, no, no, no!" she squealed between giggles, and though I could have just pushed her over the edge with little trouble, I let her struggle against my grip before finally picking her up from her hips. "Don't you dare, I still have my clothes on!"

      “Are witches really that afraid of water?” I teased her further, and she squealed out loud once more, playfully kicking at me as she used to all those years ago.

      “Luke, I swear I'll turn you into a toad!” she warned me, her tone a mixture of amusement and faux frustration.

      I laughed, feeling the weight of the past few weeks lifting off my shoulders. It was refreshing to have this carefree moment with Harper, to forget about the darkness that had consumed our lives for so long. The lake was our escape, our sanctuary, and being here now with her felt like coming home.

      With a mischievous grin, I jumped into the water, still holding onto Harper tightly. We both plunged into the cool, refreshing depths, laughter filling the air.

      As we surfaced, Harper spluttered, pushing her wet hair out of her face. She glared at me, but there was no anger in her gorgeous eyes, only joy and merriment.

      "You are insufferable," she said, a smile tugging at the corners of her lips as she splashed water on my face.

      I couldn't help but laugh once more, the sound carrying across the peaceful lake. "And you love it," I retorted, swimming closer to her.

      Her expression softened, and she wrapped her arms around my neck, her breath tickling my lips as she whispered, "I do love it."

      I closed my eyes as she drew me closer for a kiss, her petite body swimming against mine. The water rippled around us as we embraced, the warmth of our love enveloping us.
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      The sun cast a golden glow on the water and the sound of birds chirping filled the air. It was as if time stood still, and all that existed at that moment was Luke and me, surrounded by the tranquility of nature.

      I held onto Luke as we swam idly in the lake, the water giving me a sense of weightlessness. His warmth radiated through me, and I sighed in contentment.

      Luke's body was a work of art, sculpted with defined muscles and chiseled abs. Each movement he made showcased his strength and power, with those broad shoulders and huge arms that provided me with endless protection. His taut chest and rippling abdomen were unmovable boulders my breasts and stomach were pinned against.

      Every inch of him radiated raw masculinity and quiet confidence that was both intoxicating and irresistible. As I traced my fingers over the ridges and valleys of his muscular back, I felt a surge of desire mixed with adoration.

      Luke's hand trailed up and down my back, sending shivers down my spine. I tilted my head back, closed my eyes, and allowed the water to carry us gently as he left a trail of kisses down my neck. My mind felt clear, free of worries and fears. All that mattered was the unspoken and unbreakable love that flowed between us.

      He tightened his arms around me, his voice low and husky in my ear. "Weren't you going to turn me into a toad?" he asked challengingly, and I couldn't help but let out a giggle mixed with a long moan as he pressed me against his muscular frame more insistently, letting me feel his arousal against my lower stomach.

      I opened my eyes and looked up at him, a mischievous grin spreading across my lips. "Don't tempt me," I said playfully, my voice filled with desire. "I could do it, you know? Keep you as my animal companion."

      He chuckled, his heated gaze locked with mine. "I think I'd much rather be your lover than your toad."

      Luke's lips brushed against mine in a gentle, teasing kiss. His erection pressed against my pelvis was a constant reminder of the pleasure he could bring me.

      I let out a soft moan at his words, feeling the desire between us intensify. The water lapped against our bodies, heightening the sensations and creating an intimate backdrop for our passion. I pressed myself against him, our bodies molded together in perfect harmony.

      Luke's lips trailed down my neck once more, leaving a trail of hot, wet kisses along the way. I tilted my head back, offering him more access, relishing in the feel of his tongue against my skin. The pleasure shot through me, making my body tingle with anticipation.

      His hand moved down my back, lingering over the curve of my waist before prompting me to float away from his grip, just long enough to twirl so that I was looking away from him. Luke then pulled me close once more, his erection nestled against my buttocks as he slid his hand underneath my dress.

      My breath hitched in my throat as his fingers grazed the sensitive skin of my inner thigh, teasingly close to where I longed for his touch. I arched my back, silently pleading for him to fulfill my desires.

      "Luke..." I moaned gently and felt him smirk against my skin as his fingers inched closer to my core. He knew exactly what he was doing to me with his slow, deliberate movements. "Please."

      A soft groan escaped my lips as he finally made contact, his fingers gliding along my moist, swollen folds.

      I let out a strangled cry, my body trembling with need as he began to tease me, his touch alternating between gentle strokes and firm pressure. The sensations intensified, building up to the point where I could no longer hold back. The desire coursed through my veins, overpowering any sense of reason or restraint.

      Luke's hand tangled in my wet hair, pulling it playfully, and I let out a little squeal as he released it. He now had free access to the straps of my dress, and he didn't hesitate to pull them down my shoulders, letting the fabric lazily float away.

      "My dress..." I protested weakly, but he slid his hand over my neck and jaw, gently prompting me to turn my head back toward him.

      "We'll get it later, my little enchantress," he whispered, capturing my lips with his own in a passionate, longing kiss.

      Our tongues entwined, dancing in a rhythm as old as time itself. There was a hunger between us, a need that could only be satiated by one another.

      I moaned into his mouth, feeling his hardness pressed against me, so stiff, so filled with promises of pleasure. The ache intensified, demanding release.

      "Make love to me," I half-pleaded, half-commanded, as I breathed in his scent.

      Luke's grip tightened around me, his lips finding their way to my ear as he whispered, "With pleasure, my Luna."

      With a fluid motion, he lifted me out of the water and carried me to the grassy bank of the lake. The sun's warm rays kissed our skin as he gently set me down, his gaze filled with a mix of love and desire. There was an intensity in his eyes that made my heart race, and I knew that at this moment, we were both consumed by an insatiable hunger for one another.

      No words were necessary as he stripped away the wet garments that clung to his body; the air was thick with anticipation as I admired every inch of his perfect, sculpted figure.

      He was an Adonis, every muscle defined like no other man I had ever laid eyes on. His length was fully erect, firm, and ready to fill me to the brink. He smirked down at me, noticing the way I was devouring him with my eyes.

      Luke kneeled before me, hooking his fingers on either side of my panties, and pulled them away with one swift, smooth motion. I lay there naked before him, my skin flushed from both arousal and the warm sun shining above us.

      I watched as he positioned himself between my thighs, his gaze never leaving mine. His hands roamed over my body, caressing every curve and dip, passion, and love evident in every touch.

      "Luke... oh, God..." I let out a soft gasp as he entered me, slowly at first, relishing in the feeling of him filling me completely, but soon picked up the pace, prompting my entire body to quiver with pleasure.

      Our bodies moved in perfect sync, a dance of passion and desire. Each thrust brought us closer together, and I clung to him, my nails digging into his back as he quickened his pace, his movements becoming more urgent.

      The world around us faded away, and all that seemed to exist was the heat of our bodies, the sound of our labored breaths, and the intoxicating sensations that consumed us. I could feel myself slowly moving toward the peak, my muscles tightening with anticipation.

      "I'm close... oh, I'm so close," I moaned out, clinging to him desperately, pushing my hips up against Luke every time he thrust into me.

      "Don't fight it, my Luna," he grunted breathlessly, and his hands discovered my breasts all over again, kneading at them with an expert touch that drove me wild with desire. "Embrace it... I want to feel you tightening around me. I want to feel you climax," he whispered, his voice filled with longing and need.

      "Yes, yes, yes, yes!" I closed my eyes and tilted my head back, sensations rippled through my body, overwhelming me with a wave of pleasure that crashed over me in waves. My muscles tightened around him, pulling him deeper as the climax washed over me in an explosion of ecstasy.

      I cried out his name, my voice cracking as I embraced that mind-numbing orgasm. Luke's movements grew more desperate, his thrusts almost erratic as he chased his own release. I could feel him growing even harder inside me, his breath hot against my ear as he reached the edge.

      In one final, powerful thrust, Luke let out a guttural moan, his body tensing as I held onto him tightly, feeling his warmth spill deep within me. Our bodies trembled as we rode out the waves of our climaxes together, our breathing ragged and heavy.

      Time seemed to stand still as we rode out the aftershocks, our bodies intertwined, hearts beating as one.

      The sun beat down on us, wrapping us in a comforting warmth that matched the love we felt for each other. Sweat and water glistened on our skin, and I marveled at the sight of us, two souls bound together in a moment of pure ecstasy.

      I looked up at Luke, his eyes filled with love and tenderness. In moments like these, our connection felt unbreakable, a force that could withstand anything the world threw at us. We were stronger together, and as long as we had each other, nothing could tear us apart.

      “I love you,” I whispered, unable to stop smiling even if I tried.

      Luke smiled and kissed my forehead, his fingers playing with the wet strands of my hair. “And I love you, my Luna, my Harper," he replied, his voice filled with sincerity.

      As the sun began to set, casting a warm glow over the lake, we curled up together, content in each other's arms. The world may have been filled with darkness and danger, but within our love, we had found an everlasting light that would guide us through any storm.

      "We should head back home," I whispered gently, and he sat up lazily, nodding without any real hurry. He let his gaze roll over my curves, taking in the sight before looking over at the lake.

      "I guess I better go fetch your dress, huh?" he asked with a playful grin.

      "You better, unless you want anyone we cross paths with to get an eyeful," I replied, matching his playful grin.

      "I'm not in the mood to go on a killing spree," he chuckled back warmly and headed toward the water, giving me a lovely view of his backside. God, he was truly magnificent.

      I watched him with a smile, enjoying the way his body moved with such grace and power. It was only a minute or two later that he handed me the dress, which was absolutely soaking wet. I sighed, wringing it before putting it on. It clung to my body almost lasciviously, and I could see the glimmer of desire returning to Luke's eyes.

      I laughed softly, running my fingers through my damp hair. "You're insatiable, aren't you? Come on, it's really getting late. I want to get some dinner before heading to bed."

      "All right, all right," he relented, but his stare remained as intense as before. "But trust me, you won't be getting much rest when we head to bed."

      I giggled at this, and we made our way back home through those familiar trails in the forest. By the time we reached my family house, the moon shone down on us, casting a soft glow that illuminated the love and happiness radiating between us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      One year later

      Harper

      As we stepped through the front door, a sense of warmth and familiarity washed over me.

      We had moved together into my family's home, had restored it to make it our own, and had managed to transform it into a sanctuary of love and happiness.

      "Can you believe it?" I chuckled softly, exhaustion mixing with pure joy. "Twins. Who would've thought?"

      I held our newborn twins, their tiny bodies nestled against me, and couldn't help but marvel at the perfect symmetry of their features. In their eyes, I saw a reflection of our love, a reminder of the new chapter we had embarked on.

      Luke chuckled alongside me, his hand gently rubbing my lower back as I headed straight for the sofa.

      "I think we underestimated just how much mischief we could create together, my Luna," he replied with a grin. "God, I just hope they don't turn out to be too similar to their uncles."

      "Uncles Drew and Harry will try to make sure they do," I replied with a laugh.

      "Heavens, no, I'll have to find a way to keep them away from my sweet pups," Luke chuckled as I settled down on the sofa. He held little Alma in his arms and gently placed her on one of the two bassinets he had already prepared in the living room. Then came Sasha, bundled up in the same matching outfit, and she was safely nested on the bassinet right next to her sister's. "At least they are girls. Maybe that will make them less of a handful."

      "Doubtful," I replied good-humoredly, but as adorable and amusing as I found this conversation, I could feel my eyelids growing heavier and heavier with each passing moment.

      "I don't care, honestly. They can run around the entire forest covered in mud and pull pranks on everyone they encounter for all I care. They'll still be perfect," Luke whispered, his voice filled with awe and adoration.

      "They truly are. Our little miracles."

      “Ben has been asking when they can come to meet the twins,” he was staring at our little bundles of joy with all the pride only a new father could muster, and it was just about the most endearing sight I had ever encountered.

      “Tomorrow,” I said with a smile, knowing I was far too exhausted after we were released from the hospital to welcome any guests today. Even the following day, I would remain tired beyond belief, and every day for weeks, from what I had been told, but at least I would begin settling into my new life as a mother.

      I couldn’t wait for their uncles to meet Alma and Sasha. They were the newest members of the Greene pack, and I knew in my heart that they would be cherished and protected beyond their wildest dreams.

      “They are so small, so young, and already they are so beloved, isn’t it crazy?” I mused out loud sleepily, and Luke turned to face me with a warm smile. He leaned in and pressed a soft kiss against my forehead, his touch gentle and comforting.

      "Rest now, my love, I'll enjoy watching my three girls taking a much-needed nap," he whispered, his voice laced with tenderness. "We've got this. We'll figure it out together."

      I nodded, my eyes finally giving in to the exhaustion of these long yet blissful days since the twins had been born.

      "I love you, Luke," I whispered dreamily as I drifted off to sleep, feeling Luke pulling a soft quilt over my body and being flooded by an overwhelming sense of gratitude for the life we had created together.

      "I love you, too, my Luna."
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      The Shifter’s Potion

      In the Academy’s enchanted halls, I’m forced to play nice with my hot fellow professor, rival, and the only person there who knows my true identity.

      

      Jaxon Blackwood taunted me when we were kids, and now I’m stuck with him at the Elysium Academy of Arcane Arts.

      

      But that was nothing compared to being raised under my father’s iron fist.

      

      Tasked with the impossible, we set out to acquire something that could get me a safe, permanent haven away from my home that I have wanted for so long.

      

      With Jaxon in my way, it only fuels my desire to put him in his place once and for all.

      

      With a twist of fate, the only place I want Jaxon now is…underneath me.

      

      But our connection attracts danger as my vengeful father sets his sights on our destruction.

      

      I’m about to find out if our bond can endure the trials of hidden identities and family feuds, or if it will be torn apart as we guard a secret that could change our world.

      Click here now to get The Shifter’s Potion for free!

      

      Chapter One

      I could feel the tension in the room even before I responded, it simmered between Jaxon and I as it always had but not to a level such as this. I was insulted, how dare he?

      “No,” we said in unison.

      Jaxon Blackwood stood beside me in the Dean’s office of the Elysium Academy of Arcane Arts, his arms crossed as firmly as mine. He was handsome, there was no denying it. He was irritating and stubborn enough for his charm to prove ineffective on me, not that he had stopped trying.

      Dean Fraser sighed and spread his hands across his mahogany desk. “Do you hate each other that much?”

      Our answer was mutual. “Yes.”

      Fraser sat in silence. My wolf sensed Fraser’s inner beast nudging us, asking us to at least hear him out. No chance— not if my childhood nemesis turned professional adversary were involved. My argument tickled my tongue, but talking over the Dean’s silence would make me sound stupid.

      Jaxon elbowed me as though urging me to speak.

      Instead of smacking him, I had to play nice. We rarely saw each other, partly because we had different departments— he was a historian, and I was a herbalism professor— but mostly because I avoided him. He was the only person at Elysium who knew my secret, though I didn’t know why he was still keeping it. Probably terrified of my father finding out.

      Good. I was too.

      The Dean shrugged and flapped his hand as though shooing us out of his office. “Fine. If you don’t want a joint assignment, I’ll give the new research lab to someone else—”

      “Wait, what?” I spun.

      “Lab?” Jaxon’s thick eyebrows shot up. As if being in charge of the entire history department wasn’t enough for him.

      “Oh, now you’re interested?” The Dean chuckled. “Take a seat. I’ll get the map.”

      While Fraser rummaged through sliding drawers, I stole glimpses of Jaxon. Childhood softness had given way to adult sharpness, but there was still an irritating kindness in his face he was always smirking to compensate for. The neck I used to tear at when we were pups was thicker now. His shoulders had filled out, and his chest tested the buttons of his shirt. He’d probably win a fight against me these days for once.

      “What’s this, Delilah?” he whispered, pointing at my lap.

      I wouldn’t fall for a classic gotcha where he’d flick my nose if I looked down.

      “There’s something there. I’m serious, Miss Linskey.” The way he said my new last name almost made me flinch. That was the real gotcha. “Get rid of it before Fraser sees. You look like a clown.”

      I glanced down. Flecks of pink glitter clung to my skirt. They hadn’t budged when I’d frantically brushed off the fabric in the hallway, and they weren’t going anywhere now.

      I tried to cover my lap and hissed, “The alchemy lab spewed it all over me on my way past.”

      “Sure.”

      “It’s chaos out there. Whoever’s running it needs to get those students under control.”

      “Oh, it’s your department?”

      I was reaching for a sizzler of a come-back when a heavy thud shut my mouth. Dean Fraser spread a campus map across his desk and pointed at us in warning. “This stays in the room.”

      “The map?” Jaxon asked.

      “Idiot,” I whispered.

      “This information, Mr. Blackwood.” The Dean pointed to an old scribble in the center of the map. “Catacombs under the campus have suddenly opened up, seemingly of their own accord.”

      “What catacombs?” I asked.

      For once, Jaxon was silent.

      “Exactly,” Fraser grunted. “No one knew they existed. Get down there and map them before they close up again. Delilah, there’ll be algae for your research, no doubt.”

      They are not exactly my favorite plants, but fine. As a herbalism professor, I’d take anything in the flora scope.

      “Jaxon, the architecture and structures will need to be dated.” Fraser gave us a long pause. “There will be plenty of research opportunities if either of you finds something noteworthy. No doubt, the kind of research that demands permanent tenure and generous resources.”

      I don’t didn’t know why Jaxon did the same—he already had most of that—but I agreed without hesitation. Tenure and a research lab were good reasons to continue at the Academy, and I’d do anything to stay and to stay away from my pack.

      Fraser slid two keys across the desk. “The opening is inside a locked chamber at the bottom of a dried-out well, just  beyond the alchemy lab.”

      “You know the way, don’t you, Delilah?” Jaxon handed me my key with a huge smile. “It’s right behind the glitter machine.”

      ***

      Buzzing with excitement, I rushed across campus, through my herb garden, and into my cabin on the edge of the woods. Upstairs in my loft, I dodged the bundles of herbs hanging from the rafters and slid into my desk chair.

      “Check it out, Georgia.” I dangled the key in front of my salamander’s tank. “The key to my promotion!”

      The key to us staying at the Academy for as long as possible.

      My father had allowed me to study herbalism for the good of our pack. I’d had childish dreams of tending to our wounded fighters and saving us from savage enemies until I realized that we were the savages.

      Leaving the pack would have ended in a fight with my father— which was a fight no one ever won. Taking a job at the Elysium Academy annoyed him, but he couldn’t deny me following my dreams to teach herbalism, even at a campus with enemies in the halls.

      Enemies like Jaxon Blackwood.

      Georgia fluttered her gills and floated higher, checking out the key.

      “Catacombs. I bet you’d love it down there. Slippery. Dark. Cold…” I moved mortar and pestles off my cluttered desk and flipped open my Materia Medica to trawl for herbs. “I wonder if there’s anything I can take to ward off cockroaches like Jaxon Blackwood….”

      Click here now to get The Shifter’s Potion for free.
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