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  CHAPTER 1 : My Curse
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LYRA

Another painting.

Another night where my hands move without permission, creating images I don’t understand.

I stare at the canvas in front of me, my fingers stained with violet and silver paint. The gallery is closed. Everyone went home hours ago. But I stayed because sleep means nightmares, and nightmares mean waking up screaming with burns on my palms that shouldn’t exist.

The painting shows a wolf. Grey fur, amber eyes that seem to glow even in paint form. Behind the wolf, a crescent moon bleeds into thirteen crows circling like a funeral procession.

I didn’t plan to paint this.

I don’t remember painting this.

But here it is, still wet, my fingerprints visible in the swirls of color because somewhere around midnight I threw away my brushes and just used my hands like some kind of primitive artist channeling something I can’t name.

“Lyra? You’re still here?”

I jump, knocking over a jar of paint thinner. It spills across the floor, the chemical smell burning my nose.

Rebecca stands in the doorway of my studio, her coat buttoned up against the Seattle rain that never seems to stop. Her eyes go wide when she sees the painting.

“That’s… wow. That’s different from your usual work.”

Different. Right. My usual work is abstract landscapes, soft colors, safe art that rich people buy to match their couches. This painting looks like it crawled out of a nightmare and decided to exist on canvas.

“I was just experimenting,” I say, trying to sound normal, like my hands aren’t shaking.

Rebecca walks closer, her heels clicking on the concrete floor. “Are you okay? You’ve been staying late every night this week. And your last three paintings have all had wolves in them.”

“I’m fine.”

I’m not fine.

I’m the opposite of fine.

“You look exhausted, Lyra. When’s the last time you actually slept?”

I don’t answer because I don’t remember. Tuesday? Wednesday? The days blur together into one long stretch of pretending to be human while something inside me screams that I’m anything but.

“Go home,” Rebecca says gently. “Get some rest. The exhibition opening is in three days and we need you functional, not collapsed on the floor.”

I nod, grabbing my jacket from the chair. My fingers brush the leather and a shock of static electricity jolts through me, strong enough to make me gasp.

It’s been happening more and more lately. Static shocks that feel like lightning. Lights that flicker when I’m angry. Glass that cracks when I’m scared.

You’re losing your mind, I tell myself. Normal people don’t do this.

But then again, maybe I was never normal.

I walk out into the Seattle rain, letting it soak through my jacket immediately. The cold feels good against my skin, which has been burning hot for days now. Like I have a fever that won’t break.

My apartment is seven blocks away. I could take the bus but I need to walk, need to move, need to do something with the restless energy that crawls under my skin like insects.

The streets are empty this late. Just me and the rain and the occasional car passing by, headlights cutting through the darkness.

I’m three blocks from home when I feel it.

Someone is watching me.

I turn around fast, my heart pounding. The street behind me is empty. Just wet pavement reflecting streetlights and the glow of closed shop windows.

You’re paranoid, I think. You’re exhausted and paranoid and probably hallucinating.

But the feeling doesn’t go away.

I walk faster.

The sensation of being watched intensifies, like pressure against my spine. I want to run but that feels stupid, crazy, like something from a horror movie where the girl dies because she panics.

I reach my building—a converted warehouse with overpriced loft apartments—and fumble with my keys. My hands shake so badly it takes three tries to get the key in the lock.

The door opens.

I practically fall inside.

When I turn to close the door behind me, I see him.

A man stands across the street, partially hidden in the shadow between two streetlights. Tall. Broad shoulders. Rain running down his face but he doesn’t seem to notice or care.

And his eyes.

Oh god, his eyes.

Even from this distance, I can see them. Storm-grey that shifts to amber in the streetlight, like they’re glowing from the inside.

My hand clutches the door frame. My vision swims.

I know those eyes.

I’ve painted those eyes.

I’ve dreamed about those eyes every single night for months.

“No,” I whisper. “Not real. You’re not real.”

But he takes a step forward, into the light, and I see his face clearly now. Sharp jawline, dark hair wet from rain, an expression of such intense focus that it feels like being pinned by a predator’s gaze.

My chest tightens. My breath comes in short gasps.

This isn’t happening.

He takes another step.

Every window in my building explodes.

Glass shatters outward in a shower of glittering shards. Car alarms start screaming. Someone in another apartment is yelling but it sounds far away, underwater, wrong.

I try to stay standing but my legs give out.

The last thing I see before darkness takes me is him running toward me, those impossible eyes wide with something that looks like recognition, like grief, like coming home after being lost for far too long.

Then nothing.




I wake up to beeping.

My head feels like it’s been split open with an axe. My mouth tastes like copper and ash. When I try to open my eyes, the light stabs into my brain and I groan.

“Easy. Don’t move too fast.”

A woman’s voice. Professional. A nurse, maybe?

I force my eyes open despite the pain. Hospital room. White walls, that specific smell of disinfectant and sadness. An IV in my arm. Monitors beeping steadily beside my bed.

“What happened?” My voice comes out rough, broken.

The nurse—middle-aged, kind eyes, dark skin—smiles but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “You’re at Harborview Medical Center. You collapsed outside your apartment building. There was a gas leak that caused an explosion. You’re very lucky.”

Gas leak.

Right.

Because gas leaks make every window explode simultaneously while leaving the actual building structure intact. That makes perfect sense.

“How long have I been here?”

“About six hours. It’s four in the morning now. You have a mild concussion, some cuts from falling, but nothing serious. The doctor wants to keep you for observation until tomorrow, just to be safe.”

I nod, immediately regret it when pain shoots through my skull.

The nurse adjusts something on my IV. “You have a visitor. He’s been here since you arrived. Wouldn’t leave even when we told him visiting hours were over. Says he’s a friend.”

My heart stops. “What does he look like?”

“Tall, muscular, looks like he could be a model or something. Very intense eyes. Should I send him away?”

“No.” The word comes out too fast, too desperate. “No, I… I want to see him.”

Why do I want to see him? I don’t even know who he is.

But that’s a lie, isn’t it?

I know those eyes.

The nurse leaves. I have maybe thirty seconds before he walks in. I use that time to try to make sense of what’s happening, but my thoughts are muddy, confused, like trying to grab smoke.

Then the door opens.

And he walks in.

Up close, he’s even more overwhelming than he was across the street. Tall—at least six-three. Broad shoulders stretching a black t-shirt that looks expensive but simple. Dark jeans. Boots. His hair is still damp from the rain, pushed back from his face. And those eyes, god, those eyes look at me like I’m the only thing in the entire world that matters.

“You’re awake,” he says. His voice is deep, rough around the edges, with an accent I can’t quite place.

“Who are you?”

Something flickers across his face. Pain, maybe. Or disappointment.

“My name is Kael. Kael Morrison.”

He says it like I should recognize the name. I don’t.

“Do I know you?”

He moves closer to my bed, slowly, like I’m a frightened animal that might bolt. When he’s close enough, he reaches out toward my hand where it rests on the blanket.

“Don’t,” he says. “Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you.”

“That’s exactly what someone who’s going to hurt me would say.”

The corner of his mouth twitches. Almost a smile. “Fair point.”

But he keeps reaching, and I don’t pull away even though every rational part of my brain is screaming at me to press the call button and get the nurse back in here.

His fingers touch mine.

Electricity explodes through my body.

Not painful. Not exactly. More like every nerve ending I have suddenly wakes up and starts singing in harmony. Heat rushes through my veins. My heart monitor goes crazy, beeping frantically.

Kael’s eyes widen. His hand tightens on mine.

“You feel it,” he breathes. “You feel the connection.”

“What is this?” I try to pull away but I can’t. The sensation is too intense, too overwhelming. “What’s happening to me?”

“I can explain. But you need to calm down first. Your heart—”

“My heart is fine!” I finally yank my hand away from his and the loss of contact feels wrong, like tearing off skin. “What did you do to me?”

“Nothing. I would never—” He runs his hand through his hair, frustrated. “This isn’t how this was supposed to go.”

“How what was supposed to go? Are you stalking me? Is that what this is?”

“No. God, no. Lyra, please—”

“How do you know my name?”

The monitors are screaming now. The nurse bursts back into the room, taking one look at my vitals and glaring at Kael.

“Sir, you need to leave. Now.”

“Please,” Kael says, looking at me, not at the nurse. “Just let me explain—”

“Security!” the nurse shouts.

Kael backs toward the door, his eyes never leaving mine. “I’ll come back. When you’re ready. When you can listen.”

“Don’t,” I say, but my voice wavers.

He pauses at the door. “You had a dream last night. Before you woke up. A man with grey eyes reaching for you across flames. You’ve been having that dream for months.”

My blood goes cold. “How do you know that?”

“Because I’ve been having the same dream. Of you. Reaching for me. And I can never quite touch you before I wake up.”

Then he’s gone.

The nurse gives me something to calm down. Within minutes, I’m drifting again, but this time sleep doesn’t bring darkness.

Instead, I dream.




I’m standing in a forest. Not a normal forest—the trees are too tall, too ancient, their bark shimmering with something that might be moonlight or might be magic.

I’m wearing clothes I don’t recognize. A long dress made of dark fabric that feels like water against my skin. My feet are bare on moss-covered ground.

“You came back.”

I turn.

Kael stands behind me. But not modern Kael in jeans and a t-shirt. This Kael wears leather and rough-spun cloth, like something from centuries ago. A sword hangs at his hip. His eyes glow amber in the darkness.

“I don’t understand,” I say. “Where are we?”

“You know where we are.” He moves closer. “This is where it began. Where we began.”

“I don’t know you.”

“You do.” His hand reaches up to touch my face and I let him, which is crazy because this is a dream, none of this is real. His fingers are warm against my cheek. “You know me the way you know your own heartbeat. The way you know breathing.”

“This doesn’t make sense.”

“It will. When you’re ready to remember.”

“Remember what?”

He leans closer, his forehead almost touching mine. “Everything. Who you were. Who we were. What was taken from you.”

“Nothing was taken from me. I’m just Lyra Thornwood. I’m an art curator. I live in Seattle. I’m normal.”

His laugh is sad. “You were never normal, love. You were extraordinary.”

The forest around us starts to dissolve. I can feel myself waking up, being pulled back to reality.

“Wait!” I grab his arm. “If this is real—if any of this is real—tell me one thing. Please.”

“Anything.”

“Why do you look at me like I broke your heart?”

His eyes meet mine. In them, I see centuries of pain, of loneliness, of searching for something lost.

“Because you did,” he whispers. “Three hundred and forty years ago, you broke my heart. And I’ve been trying to find you ever since.”




I wake up gasping.

The hospital room is empty. Early morning light filters through the blinds. My IV is gone. According to the clock on the wall, it’s seven AM.

I sit up slowly, testing my body for pain. The headache is mostly gone. The cuts on my arms are bandaged but don’t hurt.

What hurts is the aching emptiness in my chest that wasn’t there before.

Three hundred and forty years ago.

That’s impossible.

People don’t live for three hundred years.

But as I sit there in the hospital bed, surrounded by beeping machines and fluorescent lights, I can’t shake the feeling that everything I know about myself is wrong.

My phone is on the bedside table. Someone must have brought it from my apartment. I grab it, unlock it, and pull up the internet browser.

My fingers hover over the search bar.

What do I even search for? “Man who claims to know me from three centuries ago”? “Why do I feel electricity when he touches me”? “Am I completely losing my mind”?

Instead, I type: Kael Morrison Seattle

The results are… strange.

There’s a Kael Morrison who owns a consulting firm. Another who’s a doctor. A few social media profiles. But none of them look like the man from last night.

I try: Kael Morrison Pacific Northwest

Different results. A few news articles about land preservation. A mention in a story about wildlife conservation. And then, at the bottom of the page, a small article from a local paper:

Mysterious Benefactor Saves Forest Land from Development

An anonymous buyer has purchased 5,000 acres of old-growth forest in the Olympic Peninsula, preventing planned development. Local conservation groups celebrate the acquisition, though the buyer’s identity remains unknown. Sources close to the transaction suggest the buyer may be connected to the Morrison family, longtime residents of the area…

The article is from two years ago.

I click on it, scanning for more information, but there’s nothing else. Just that tantalizing mention of the Morrison family.

My door opens. I expect a nurse but instead it’s Rebecca, holding a bag from my favorite coffee shop and looking worried.

“Oh thank god,” she says, rushing over. “I came as soon as I heard. Are you okay? They said there was an explosion—”

“I’m fine.” I take the coffee she offers, grateful for the normal human interaction. “Just a gas leak. Bad timing.”

Rebecca sits in the visitor’s chair, studying my face. “You look different.”

“I have a concussion. Of course I look different.”

“No, not like that. You look…” She tilts her head. “Awake. Like you’ve been sleepwalking for months and suddenly snapped out of it.”

Her words hit too close to something I don’t want to examine.

“They’re keeping me until this afternoon,” I say, changing the subject. “Can you handle the gallery?”

“Already on it. But Lyra, seriously, are you sure you’re okay? Because last night before you left, you seemed… off. And now there’s an explosion at your building, and you’re being weird about it.”

“I’m not being weird.”

“You’re absolutely being weird.”

I take a sip of coffee, buying time to think of what to say. How do I explain that a stranger showed up who feels like someone I’ve known forever? That when he touched me, my entire body came alive in a way it never has before? That I’m having dreams about forests and ancient times and a love story I can’t possibly remember?

“There was a man,” I finally say.

Rebecca leans forward. “Oh?”

“He was at the hospital last night. Said his name was Kael Morrison. He knew things about me, Rebecca. Personal things. My dreams.”

“That’s terrifying.”

“It should be terrifying.” I meet her eyes. “But it’s not. When he touched my hand, I felt… safe. Connected. Like something inside me recognized him.”

“Lyra, that sounds like—”

“I know how it sounds. Trust me, I know.”

Rebecca is quiet for a moment. Then: “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. Part of me wants to never see him again. The rational, sane part of me.”

“And the other part?”

I stare down at my coffee. “The other part wants to find him and demand answers. Because something is happening to me, Rebecca. Has been happening for months. The static shocks, the lights flickering, the paintings I don’t remember making. Something is wrong with me.”

“Maybe you should see a doctor. A real one. Not for the concussion—for everything else.”

She’s right. That’s the smart choice, the logical choice.

But logic doesn’t explain why my palm still tingles where Kael touched me.

Logic doesn’t explain the dreams.

And logic definitely doesn’t explain the voice I heard in my head this morning when I first woke up, a voice that sounded like mine but wasn’t, whispering: Find him. You need to find him.




They discharge me at two PM with a list of concussion symptoms to watch for and instructions to rest.

Rebecca drives me home. My building is a disaster zone—police tape, broken glass being swept up, contractors assessing damage. The landlord meets me in the lobby, apologetic and stressed.

“Everyone’s getting hotel vouchers until we can get the windows replaced,” he says. “Should be three, maybe four days. I’m so sorry about this, Ms. Thornwood.”

I nod, not really listening. I’m scanning the lobby, the street outside, looking for grey eyes and broad shoulders.

He’s not here.

I’m disappointed and relieved in equal measure.

Rebecca helps me pack a bag in my apartment, which is covered in broken glass but otherwise intact. I grab clothes, my laptop, my sketchbook. At the last minute, I also grab the leather journal that appeared in my apartment last week—the one with blank pages that sometimes show symbols I can’t read.

“Where’s that from?” Rebecca asks, eyeing the journal.

“I don’t remember. It just… showed up.”

“That’s not concerning at all.”

I ignore her sarcasm and stuff the journal into my bag.

The hotel is nice but generic. Rebecca leaves after making me promise to call if I need anything. I’m alone again, in a room that smells like air freshener and other people’s lives.

I should sleep. I should eat. I should do any number of responsible things.

Instead, I open my laptop and start searching.

Kael Morrison.

Pacific Northwest wolves.

Ancient forests Olympic Peninsula.

Unexplained electrical phenomena in humans.

Memory loss.

Dreams that feel like memories.

Hours pass. The sun sets. I order room service that I barely touch.

And then, at eleven PM, as I’m about to give up and try to sleep, I find it.

A forum post from three years ago, buried in a thread about local legends:

Has anyone else noticed the Morrison family? They’ve owned land in the peninsula for as long as anyone can remember, but nobody seems to know anything about them. My grandmother swears she went to school with a Morrison in 1950—guy named Kael. But that’s impossible because I met a Kael Morrison last year at a conservation meeting and he looked maybe 30. Family resemblance, maybe? But the photo my grandmother showed me looks exactly like the guy I met. Same face, same eyes. It’s uncanny.

My hands shake as I read it again.

Then again.

A Kael Morrison in 1950.

A Kael Morrison now.

Same face. Same eyes.

Three hundred and forty years ago, you broke my heart.

“This is insane,” I whisper to the empty hotel room.

But I’m already pulling up maps, finding the address of Morrison Family Holdings that was mentioned in that old conservation article.

I shouldn’t go.

I should stay here, in this safe generic hotel room, and pretend none of this is happening.

But that voice in my head—the one that sounds like me but isn’t—whispers again: Find him.

So I do.

I grab my jacket, my keys, and I walk out the door.




The drive to the Olympic Peninsula takes three hours.

By the time I reach the address—a long gravel road leading into old-growth forest—it’s two AM and I’m questioning every decision that led me here.

This is how people die in horror movies, I think. Driving alone to a strange location in the middle of the night to meet a man who claims to have known you for centuries.

But I don’t turn around.

The road ends at a gate. Beyond it, I can see lights through the trees. A house, maybe. Or houses, plural.

I park and get out. The air smells like pine and earth and something else, something wild I can’t identify. The forest around me is alive with sounds—owls, small animals moving through underbrush, wind through branches.

I walk to the gate. There’s no buzzer, no intercom.

I’m about to give up when I feel it again.

That sensation of being watched.

I turn slowly.

Kael stands behind me, maybe ten feet away, like he materialized from the shadows themselves.

“You came,” he says.

“You knew I would.”

“I hoped.”

We stare at each other. Even in the darkness, his eyes catch the moonlight and glow faintly amber.

“I need answers,” I say, proud that my voice doesn’t shake. “Real answers. Not cryptic dream bullshit.”

“Okay.”

“Just… okay?”

“You came all this way in the middle of the night. The least I can do is be honest.”

He walks past me to the gate, enters a code I can’t see, and it swings open. “Come inside. There are things I need to show you. Things that will be easier to believe if you see them.”

“How do I know this isn’t a trap?”

Kael looks at me, and the expression on his face is so raw, so vulnerable, that it takes my breath away.

“Because if I wanted to hurt you, I’ve had three hundred and forty years to do it. Because you’re my—” He stops himself. “Because I would die before I let anything happen to you.”

My what? I want to ask. What were you going to say?

But I don’t.

Instead, I walk through the gate.

The forest closes around us like a living thing. Kael leads the way down a path lit by solar lights, deeper into the trees. We don’t speak. My heart pounds so loud I’m sure he can hear it.

After maybe ten minutes of walking, the trees open up into a clearing.

And I stop dead.

Because I’ve seen this place before.

In my dreams.

In my paintings.

A large house—more like a lodge—sits at the center of the clearing. Wood and stone, built to look like it grew from the forest itself. Warm light spills from the windows.

And around the house, scattered through the clearing, are people.

No.

Not people.

Because as I watch, one of them shifts.

Their body blurs, reforms, and suddenly there’s a wolf standing where a person was a second ago. Huge, with grey fur and amber eyes.

I stumble backward.

Kael catches my arm, steadying me.

“Easy,” he murmurs. “Breathe.”

“That’s—that’s not—people can’t—”

“They can. We can.”

I look up at him. His eyes are glowing amber now, bright in the darkness. “You’re…”

“A werewolf. Yes.”

The world tilts.

But before I can fully process that impossible statement, before I can run or scream or faint, something else happens.

The wolves in the clearing all turn toward us as one. Their heads snap in our direction. And then they start moving, surrounding us, and I’m terrified because I’m about to be eaten by a pack of werewolves, which is definitely not how I planned to die.

But they don’t attack.

They bow.

Every single wolf lowers their head in a gesture of respect, of submission, and they’re not looking at Kael.

They’re looking at me.

“What’s happening?” I whisper.

Kael’s hand tightens on my arm. When I look at him, his expression is complicated—hope and fear and something that looks almost like reverence.

“They recognize you,” he says softly. “The pack recognizes their Luna.”

“Their what?”

“Luna. It means—”

But he doesn’t get to finish explaining.

Because at that moment, the silver markings on my arms—the ones I thought were just bruises from the explosion, the ones I’ve been ignoring all day—begin to glow.

Violet light pulses under my skin, racing up my arms, across my shoulders, down my spine.

I look down at my hands and watch in horror as the light spreads across my palms, forming symbols I’ve never seen but somehow understand.

Ancient symbols.

Witch symbols.

“No,” I breathe. “This isn’t real. This isn’t happening.”

The power builds inside me, violent and overwhelming, like lightning trapped in my chest trying to explode outward.

Kael pulls me against him, his arms wrapping around me tight.

“Let it out,” he says urgently. “Don’t fight it. You’ll hurt yourself if you fight it.”

“I don’t know how!”

“Yes, you do. Deep down, you remember. Trust yourself, Lyra. Trust your magic.”

Magic.

The word unlocks something.

The power erupts from me in a wave of violet light that sweeps across the clearing, knocking everyone back—everyone except Kael, who holds me through it, anchoring me.

When the light fades, when I can see again, the clearing is silent.

Every person—because they’re people again, not wolves—is staring at me with expressions of awe and fear.

And I’m glowing.

My entire body is outlined in faint violet light, and I can feel the magic humming under my skin like electricity, like coming home, like remembering how to breathe after forgetting for far too long.

“What am I?” I whisper.

Kael’s arms tighten around me. “You’re a witch, Lyra. One of the most powerful I’ve ever known. And three centuries ago, someone cursed you to forget.”

The clearing starts spinning.

“Kael—”

“I’ve got you. I won’t let you fall.”

But I’m already falling.

Into his arms.

Into darkness.

Into a past I can’t remember but that’s reaching up to claim me anyway.

And the last thing I think before unconsciousness takes me is:

This is only the beginning.
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KAEL

The rain hammers against my skin like tiny bullets, but I don’t move. Can’t move. My eyes are locked on the seventh floor of that building, on the window where she stands—where Lyra stands, even though she doesn’t remember that name anymore.

One hundred and fifty-six years.

That’s how long I’ve been searching. How long I’ve been incomplete. How long my wolf has been howling in the empty spaces of my soul where our mate should be.

Mate. Mate. MATE.

My wolf presses against my skin, desperate to shift, to run to her, to claim what’s ours. I force him down. Not yet. Not like this.

“You’re really going to do this?” Declan’s voice cuts through the storm. My Beta stands a few feet away, rain dripping from his dark hair, his arms crossed. He looks pissed. He usually does when it comes to her.

“Yes.”

“She broke you, Kael. She chose power over you. Over—” He stops himself, but I hear what he doesn’t say. Over your daughter.

My jaw clenches so hard I taste blood. “I know what she did.”

“Do you?” Declan steps closer, his eyes flashing amber in the darkness. “Because from where I’m standing, you look like a lovesick puppy about to get his heart ripped out again.”

“Watch it.” The Alpha command slips into my voice without permission. The air around us thickens with power.

Declan’s head tilts back slightly—submission to his Alpha—but his eyes stay defiant. That’s why he’s my Beta. He’s the only one who’ll tell me when I’m being an idiot.

“I’m saying this because I’m your friend,” he says quietly. “Because I watched you break after she left. Watched you search for decades while the pack needed you. Watched you become a ghost.” He pauses. “She destroyed you once. What makes you think this time will be different?”

“Because Maven found her.” I turn back to the building, to that window on the seventh floor. “The curse is weakening. This is our chance—our only chance—to break it completely.”

“And if she chooses power again?”

“She won’t.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I have to believe that.” My voice cracks on the last word. Damn it. “I have to believe that the woman I loved—the woman who was my mate—is still in there somewhere. That the curse took her, not that she left willingly.”

Liar, my wolf whispers. We both know the truth.

I ignore him. Have to. Because if I accept that Lyra chose to abandon us, chose to trade our daughter’s freedom for dark magic, chose power over love… then these one hundred and fifty-six years were for nothing.

“The windows just exploded,” Declan says suddenly.

I saw. Every window in her building burst outward in a shower of glass. Car alarms scream. People run. And through our bond—that thin, golden thread that’s kept me sane all these years—I feel her.

Fear. Confusion. Power spiraling out of control.

“She felt the bond,” I breathe. “She felt me.”

Go to mate! Now! My wolf is frantic.

“Kael—” Declan starts.

I’m already moving. The Alpha speed kicks in and I’m across the street in seconds, yanking the building door open hard enough that the hinges scream. The lobby is chaos. People screaming, running, glass everywhere.

I ignore them all.

The stairs. Seven floors. I take them three at a time, my heart pounding, my wolf clawing under my skin. The bond pulls me forward like a rope around my ribs.

Mate needs us. Mate is scared. Protect mate.

“I know,” I mutter. “I know, I know, I know.”

Her scent hits me on the fifth floor and I nearly stumble. Vanilla and wildflowers and something dark underneath—magic, old and powerful and currently unstable. It’s intoxicating. Devastating. Home.

I haven’t smelled her in three centuries and my wolf nearly takes over completely.

The hallway on the seventh floor is empty except for one person—a woman with auburn hair standing outside apartment 7C. Maven. She looks at me with those unnaturally green eyes and nods once.

“She’s inside. Unconscious. The bond recognition was too much for her human mind to process.” Her voice is melodic, ancient. “You have maybe two minutes before the ambulance arrives.”

“Why are you helping me?” I’ve never trusted Maven, even though she’s the one who found Lyra.

She smiles, sad and knowing. “Because I’m the one who cursed her. And I’ve been trying to fix it ever since.”

My hands curl into fists. “You—”

“Later. Right now, your mate needs you.” She gestures to the door. “And Kael? The curse knows you’re here. It will fight back. You have seventy-two hours before it tries to complete itself.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means if you can’t break the curse in three days, it will kill her to preserve itself.” Maven’s eyes flash with something like regret. “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

Then she’s gone. Just… vanishes into thin air like she was never there.

Mate. Door. NOW.

I try the handle. Locked. I could break it down, but that would draw attention. Instead, I pull out the lock pick set I’ve carried for decades—you learn things when you’re searching for someone who doesn’t want to be found—and work the lock.

Click.

The door swings open.

And there she is.

Lyra lies on the floor of her living room, unconscious, surrounded by shattered glass and smoking scorch marks on the walls. Her dark hair fans around her head like a halo. Her skin is too pale. But she’s alive. She’s here. After all this time, she’s—

“Beautiful,” I whisper.

She looks the same. Exactly the same as the day I lost her. The curse kept her frozen, young, untouched by time while I aged normally for a wolf. I’m one hundred and fifty-six now. She appears maybe twenty-eight, though she’s actually three hundred and forty.

I kneel beside her, my hands shaking. I want to touch her so badly it physically hurts. Want to pull her into my arms and never let go. But I’m also terrified. What if she wakes up and doesn’t know me? What if she looks at me with those violet eyes—no, they’re human brown now, the curse hiding her true nature—and sees a stranger?

What if she remembers and hates me for finding her?

“Lyra,” I say softly. “Lyra, can you hear me?”

She doesn’t move. Doesn’t respond. But the bond between us pulses with her heartbeat, steady and strong.

Touch mate. Need to touch mate.

My wolf is right. I reach out slowly, carefully, and brush my fingers against her cheek.

The effect is immediate and electric.

Her eyes fly open—human brown, not the violet I remember—and she gasps. The bond flares between us like lightning. I feel her confusion, her fear, her overwhelming sense of recognition even though she has no idea who I am.

“You,” she breathes. “You were in my dream. Gray eyes. You were—” She stops, her hand flying to her throat. “What’s happening to me?”

“You’re safe.” I keep my voice calm even though my wolf is howling. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

“Who are you?” She tries to sit up and winces. “And why does my head feel like it’s splitting apart?”

“My name is Kael Morrison.” I help her sit up, keeping my hands gentle even though I want to crush her against my chest. “We’re… old friends.”

Liar. We’re mates. Tell her.

“Old friends?” She looks at me like I’m crazy. “I don’t know you. I’ve never seen you before in my life.”

Each word is a knife to the gut. Of course she doesn’t remember. The curse took everything.

“I know.” I sit back on my heels, giving her space even though it kills me. “But you knew me once. A long time ago.”

“That’s impossible. I’m only twenty-eight and I’ve lived in Seattle my whole life and—” She stops, her eyes widening. “Wait. No. That’s not… I don’t actually remember…” Her breathing speeds up, panic setting in. “Why can’t I remember my childhood? Why can’t I remember anything before I was twenty?”

“Because someone took those memories from you.” I choose my words carefully. “Someone cursed you.”

“Cursed?” She laughs, but it sounds hysterical. “Like magic? That’s insane. Magic isn’t real.”

The lights flicker. The temperature drops. And for just a second, her eyes flash violet.

She gasps. I watch her see it reflected in the glass of a picture frame across the room.

“What was that?” Her voice shakes. “My eyes… they were purple. That’s not possible. That’s not—”

“Lyra—”

“Don’t call me that!” She scrambles backward, away from me. “My name is Lisa. Lisa Thorn. Not Lyra. You have the wrong person.”

“Your name is Lyra Thornwood,” I say gently. “You’re three hundred and forty years old. You’re a witch—one of the most powerful I’ve ever known. And someone cursed you to forget everything. Your magic. Your past. Your—” I stop myself before saying ‘your daughter.’ Too much, too fast. “Your true self.”

She stares at me like I’ve grown a second head. “You’re insane.”

“I know how this sounds.”

“Do you?” She gets to her feet, shaky but determined. “Because it sounds like you’re a stalker who broke into my apartment with some elaborate fantasy about magic and curses and—”

The window explodes.

Not from the outside in. From the inside out. Glass shoots into the night as violet flames erupt from Lyra’s hands. She screams, staring at her palms in horror as fire dances across her skin.

“Make it stop!” She’s crying now, terrified. “Make it stop, make it stop, make it—”

I’m on my feet in an instant, pulling her against my chest, wrapping my arms around her even as the flames lick at my skin. It burns. God, it burns. But I don’t let go.

“Breathe,” I murmur against her hair. “Just breathe. I’ve got you.”

“It hurts,” she sobs into my shirt. “Why doesn’t it hurt you?”

“Because I’m not human.” I let my eyes shift—human gray to wolf amber. “And neither are you.”

She looks up at me. At my glowing eyes. At my elongated canines. At the truth she can’t deny anymore.

The flames extinguish.

We stand there in her destroyed apartment, holding each other, breathing hard. The bond between us sings with rightness even as her logical mind rejects everything that’s happening.

“What are you?” she whispers.

“I’m a werewolf.” I loosen my grip but don’t let go completely. “Alpha of the Pacific Northwest pack. And you’re my—” I catch myself. Can’t say mate. Not yet. “You’re someone very important to me.”

“A werewolf.” She says it like she’s testing the words. “And I’m a… a witch?”

“Yes.”

“This is insane.”

“I know.”

“I’m going crazy.”

“You’re not.”

She laughs, high and broken. “How do you know? Maybe I’m having a psychotic break. Maybe I’m in a coma and this is all a nightmare.”

“If this was a nightmare,” I say softly, “would it feel like this?”

I take her hand—the one that was just covered in flames—and place it over my heart. The bond flares between us, warm and golden and undeniable.

She gasps. “What is that?”

“It’s called a bond. A connection between two souls.” I watch her face, see her try to process. “You feel it, don’t you? The pull. The recognition. Like you know me even though you’re sure you don’t.”

“Yes,” she breathes. Then, louder, “Yes, I feel it. But I don’t understand. I don’t understand any of this.”

Sirens wail in the distance. The ambulance Maven mentioned.

“We need to leave,” I say. “The curse is going to fight back now that it knows I’ve found you. Staying here puts you in danger.”

“Leave?” She pulls away from me, wrapping her arms around herself. “I’m not going anywhere with you. I don’t know you. This is my home. My life.”

“This isn’t your life. It’s a prison.” The words come out harder than I intend. “The curse gave you a fake existence. A fake name. Fake memories. Everything you think you know about yourself is a lie.”

“You’re lying.” But her voice wavers.

“Am I?” I gesture to the destroyed apartment. “You just shot flames from your hands. Your eyes turned purple. The windows exploded when you saw me. Does any of that fit with the life you think you’re living?”

She opens her mouth. Closes it. Opens it again.

“I…” She looks around at the damage, at the evidence she can’t deny. “I need to sit down.”

“Lyra—”

“LISA!” she screams. “My name is Lisa and I don’t care what you say or what’s happening or how crazy this all is—I am NOT going with you!”

The lights explode. Every single one. Darkness swallows the apartment.

In that darkness, I hear her breathing, fast and panicked. Hear her heart racing. Feel her terror through the bond.

“I’m scared,” she whispers. “I’m so scared and I don’t know why.”

“Because part of you remembers.” I move toward her slowly, careful not to startle her. “Deep down, beneath the curse, you remember what was taken from you. And you’re mourning it even though you don’t understand why.”

“What was taken from me?”

Everything, I want to say. Me. Our daughter. Your power. Your purpose. Three hundred years of life.

But I can’t. Not yet. She’s barely holding it together as is.

“The truth,” I say instead. “And I can help you find it. But only if you trust me.”

“Trust you?” She laughs bitterly. “I don’t even know you.”

“You do.” I find her in the darkness, my wolf sight cutting through the black. She’s shaking. “You just don’t remember yet.”

Flashlights appear in the hallway. Voices. The building manager. The ambulance crew.

“We’re out of time,” I say urgently. “Come with me or stay here. But if you stay, the curse will lock down harder. This confusion you’re feeling? This will be your life. Never knowing why you feel incomplete. Never understanding the magic inside you. Never—”

I stop myself before saying ‘never knowing your daughter.’

“Never what?” She grabs my arm, her fingers digging in. Even in the darkness, even terrified and confused, her touch sends electricity through me. “Never what?”

“Never being whole,” I finish.

She’s quiet for a long moment. The voices in the hallway get closer.

“If I go with you,” she says slowly, “will you tell me everything? No more cryptic answers. No more ‘I’ll explain later.’ Everything.”

It’s a lie if I agree. I can’t tell her everything. Not about Sera. Not about her betrayal. Not until she’s stronger.

But I say, “Yes.”

“You’re lying.” She sounds so certain. “I don’t know how I know, but I do. You’re going to keep things from me.”

Smart. Even cursed, even with her memories gone, she’s still sharp.

“Some things,” I admit. “Some things you’re not ready to hear. But I promise I’ll tell you what I can. And I promise I’ll never hurt you.”

“How do I know that?”

“You don’t.” I hear the building manager unlock the apartment door. “But you’re going to have to choose. Trust me or trust the curse. One of us is lying about who you are.”

The door swings open. Flashlight beams cut through the darkness.

“Oh my god,” the building manager says. “What happened here?”

Lyra looks at me. Then at the destroyed apartment. Then back at me.

I hold out my hand.

She takes it.

“We’re leaving,” I announce to the shocked people in the doorway. “Gas leak. Very dangerous. We’re going somewhere safe.”

“Sir, you can’t just—”

I let my eyes flash amber. Let a tiny bit of Alpha power leak into my voice. “We’re leaving. Now.”

They step aside. Humans always do when confronted with predator energy they don’t consciously understand.

I pull Lyra past them, down the hall, down the stairs. She doesn’t resist. Doesn’t speak. Just holds my hand like a lifeline.

Declan waits by his truck in the parking lot, looking supremely unimpressed.

“You’re bringing her with us?” He doesn’t hide his disgust. “Kael, think about—”

“She comes with us.” Alpha command. Final. “Get in the truck.”

Declan’s jaw clenches but he nods. “Yes, Alpha.”

I open the passenger door for Lyra. She hesitates.

“I’m really doing this,” she says quietly. “I’m really leaving my life behind to go with a man who claims to be a werewolf because I shot fire from my hands.”

“Yes.”

“This is insane.”

“Yes.”

“I should call the police. Or a psychiatrist. Or both.”

“Probably.”

She looks at me, really looks at me, for the first time since she woke up. Studies my face like she’s trying to solve a puzzle.

“Why do I want to trust you?” she asks. “Why does some part of me feel safe with you even though logically I should be terrified?”

“Because you knew me before,” I say softly. “And even though the curse took your memories, it couldn’t take what we were to each other.”

“What were we?”

Everything.

But I say, “Friends. Close friends.”

“You’re lying again.”

“Yes.”

“But you won’t tell me the truth.”

“Not yet.”

She nods slowly, like she expected that answer. Then she gets in the truck.

I close the door and meet Declan’s eyes over the hood.

“This is a mistake,” he says quietly.

“Probably.”

“She’s going to break you again.”

“Maybe.”

“Then why—”

“Because she’s my mate,” I snap. “Because I’ve been incomplete for one hundred and fifty-six years. Because our daughter is trapped in the spirit realm waiting for her mother to remember she exists. Because I love her even after everything she did. Is that enough of a reason for you?”

Declan flinches at the venom in my voice. “I just don’t want to watch you die inside again, brother.”

“Too late.” I walk around to the driver’s side. “I’ve been dead inside since she left. This is the first time I’ve felt alive in over a century.”

I get in the truck. Lyra sits in the middle seat, pressed against me because Declan takes up so much space on the other side. I can feel her warmth. Smell her scent. Feel the bond humming between us.

Mate, my wolf sighs contentedly. Found mate.

Yeah. We found her.

Now we just have to figure out how to make her remember us.

And hope that when she does, she doesn’t run again.

I start the engine and pull out of the parking lot. In the rearview mirror, I see Maven standing in the shadows, watching us leave. She raises one hand in a small wave.

Seventy-two hours, she said. Three days until the curse tries to kill Lyra.

I press my foot down on the gas.

We’re running out of time.




We drive in silence for twenty minutes before Lyra speaks.

“Where are we going?”

“My pack’s territory. Olympic National Forest.”

“That’s hours away.”

“Two and a half, actually.” I keep my eyes on the road even though I’m hyperaware of every breath she takes. “We’ll be there by dawn.”

“And then what?”

“Then we work on breaking the curse.”

“How?”

“I don’t know yet.” Honest. “But I have people who might.”

She’s quiet for another moment. Then, “The woman with auburn hair. Outside my apartment. Is she one of your people?”

Maven. Of course Lyra saw her.

“She’s… complicated. She’s a witch. She’s going to help us.”

“A witch.” Lyra tests the word. “Like I’m supposedly a witch.”

“You’re not supposedly anything. You are a witch. A powerful one.”

“I don’t feel powerful. I feel confused and scared and like my entire life just imploded.”

“I know.” I risk glancing at her. She’s staring at her hands, at the palms that shot fire less than an hour ago. “I’m sorry. I know this is overwhelming.”

“Overwhelming.” She laughs, but there’s no humor in it. “That’s one word for it.”

Declan shifts in his seat, drawing her attention.

“You’re very quiet,” she says to him. “For someone who’s apparently okay with kidnapping.”

“I’m not okay with it,” Declan replies flatly. “I think this is a terrible idea. But he’s my Alpha, so I follow his orders.”

“Alpha.” She looks at me. “That’s like… a leader?”

“Something like that.”

“And you have a pack. Multiple werewolves.”

“About two hundred in our territory, yes.”

Her eyes widen. “Two hundred.”

“Give or take.”

“And they all… they all turn into wolves?”

“We’re not cursed humans who turn into wolves,” Declan says before I can answer. He sounds irritated. “We’re shifters. We have two forms. Both are us. Both are natural.”

“Okay.” She processes that. “And witches? They’re also real?”

“Very real.”

“What else is real? Vampires? Dragons? Unicorns?”

“Vampires, yes. Dragons, depends on your definition. Unicorns, no, but there are fae who sometimes take equine forms, so maybe that’s where the myth comes from.” I catch her expression. “You okay?”

“No.” She laughs again, high and slightly unhinged. “No, I’m definitely not okay. My entire worldview just shattered. Everything I thought was fiction is real. I apparently have magic powers. My name isn’t even my name. And I’m in a truck with two werewolves driving toward a forest where two hundred more werewolves live. So no, Kael, I’m not okay.”

She said my name. It’s the first time since she woke up.

Mate said our name!

My wolf preens like an idiot.

“I get that this is hard—” I start.

“Hard?” She turns to face me fully, anger replacing fear. “Hard is losing your job. Hard is a bad breakup. This is… this is impossible. This is world-ending. This is—”

She stops abruptly, her hand flying to her throat again.

“What’s wrong?” I’m already pulling over, alarmed.

“I don’t know. It feels like… like something’s wrapped around my neck. Tight. Getting tighter.” Her breathing speeds up. “Kael, I can’t—”

The curse.

“Declan, call Maven. Now.” I unbuckle my seatbelt and turn to Lyra. “Look at me. Just look at me.”

Her eyes find mine—human brown, but terrified.

“This is the curse,” I tell her. “It knows I found you. It’s trying to fight back.”

“Make it stop.” She’s clawing at her throat now, even though there’s nothing there. “Please, make it stop.”

I pull her into my arms, ignoring Declan’s protests. The moment I touch her, the bond flares. I push calming energy through it, using the mate connection to anchor her.

“Breathe,” I murmur. “In through your nose, out through your mouth. Match my breathing.”

She tries. She’s shaking so hard I can feel it through my whole body.

“In,” I breathe. She breathes in. “Out.” She breathes out.

Slowly, slowly, her breathing evens. The invisible pressure on her throat eases.

“What was that?” she whispers against my chest.

“The curse trying to kill you.” Maven’s voice comes from the back seat.

We both jump. She wasn’t there a second ago.

“Jesus Christ!” Declan shouts. “Stop doing that!”

Maven ignores him, her green eyes fixed on Lyra. “The curse is adaptive. It knows you felt the bond. It knows you’re starting to question your reality. So it’s going to try to complete itself before you can break it.”

“Complete itself how?” I ask, still holding Lyra.

“By consuming her soul entirely. If it succeeds, she won’t just forget her past—she’ll cease to exist as Lyra Thornwood completely. The human identity will become her true self and the witch will die.”

Lyra goes rigid in my arms. “Die?”

“Your soul will die, yes. Your body will live on as Lisa Thorn, human art curator, with no memory of magic or this conversation or—” Maven’s eyes flick to me, “—of anyone from her past.”

“No.” The word rips from my throat. “That’s not happening.”

“Then we need to move fast.” Maven leans forward. “Kael, I need to take her to the Nexus. Not your pack lands.”

“Absolutely not.” I don’t trust Maven, don’t trust whatever the Nexus is. “She stays with me.”

“The Nexus has wards against curse magic. Your pack lands don’t. If I take her there, I can slow the curse’s progression. Give us time to figure out how to break it.”

“Or you could be lying.”

“I could be.” Maven doesn’t deny it. “But what choice do you have? Let the curse complete itself, or trust me?”

I look down at Lyra. She’s watching me, waiting for my decision.

“What do you want to do?” I ask her.

She blinks, surprised. “You’re asking me?”

“It’s your life. Your choice.”

“Is it though?” She pulls away slightly. “Because it sounds like either way I’m screwed. Either I let this curse kill who I really am, or I go to some mysterious place with a witch I don’t know and hope she doesn’t make things worse.”

“Yes.” At least I’m honest.

She looks at Maven. “Why did you curse me in the first place?”

Maven’s expression flickers—guilt, regret, sorrow. “Because I was young and stupid and followed orders from people who claimed to know better. Because I believed witches and wolves shouldn’t mix. Because I was wrong.” She holds Lyra’s gaze. “I’ve spent two hundred years trying to fix what I broke. Let me help you.”

Lyra is quiet for a long moment. Then she nods.

“Okay. Take me to the Nexus.”

“Lyra—” I start.

“Kael.” She touches my face, her hand soft against my jaw. The bond shivers at the contact. “I appreciate you trying to protect me. But I need answers more than I need safety right now.”

She’s so much like the Lyra I remember—brave and stubborn and willing to take risks for the truth.

Our mate, my wolf sighs. Strong mate.

“I’m coming with you,” I say firmly.

“No.” Maven shakes her head. “The Nexus has wards against predators. You won’t be able to enter without an invitation.”

“Then get me an invitation.”

“That’s not how it works—”

“I don’t care how it works.” Alpha power leaks into my voice. “Wherever she goes, I go. End of discussion.”

Maven and I stare at each other. Power crackles between us—wolf and witch, instinct and magic.

Finally, Maven sighs. “Fine. But you’ll have to be bound temporarily. Suppress your wolf. Trick the wards into thinking you’re human.”

“Whatever it takes.”

Maven nods. “Then we leave now. Declan, drive to these coordinates.” She rattles off numbers. “And Kael? When we get there, let me do the talking. The Nexus doesn’t like Alphas much.”

Great. This just keeps getting better.

But I don’t care. As long as I’m with Lyra, as long as I can protect her, I’ll deal with whatever the Nexus throws at us.

I buckle her back in, keeping one hand on her leg. The contact calms my wolf.

We found mate. We keep mate. No one takes mate again.

Yeah, buddy. No one takes her again.

Not the curse. Not the Nexus. Not anyone.

She’s mine.

And this time, I’m not letting her go.
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LYRA

The hospital room smells like bleach and something metallic that makes my stomach turn. My head pounds like someone took a hammer to my skull and decided to keep going for fun.

I blink slowly, trying to make sense of where I am.

White walls. Beeping machines. An IV in my arm.

What happened?

I remember standing on my rooftop. Remember the rain. Remember gray eyes staring at me from across the street.

Then nothing.

Well, not nothing exactly. There was pain. Blinding, searing pain. And the sound of glass exploding everywhere, like the whole world was shattering around me.

“You’re awake.”

I jerk my head toward the voice and immediately regret it. Pain shoots through my temples.

A nurse stands by the door, clipboard in hand, looking at me with that professional concern nurses always have. Like they care but not really because they see too many patients to actually care about any single one.

“What happened?” My voice comes out rough, like I swallowed gravel.

“Gas leak,” she says simply. “You’re lucky to be alive. The whole building’s windows blew out.”

Gas leak.

I know that’s not true. I don’t know how I know, but I know.

“How long have I been here?”

“About fourteen hours. You’ve been in and out of consciousness.” She checks something on the machines beside my bed. “The doctor will be in soon to check on you.”

She leaves before I can ask anything else.

I stare at the ceiling, trying to piece together what happened. But my memories feel slippery, like trying to hold water in my hands.

Those eyes though.

I remember those clearly. Storm-gray, intense, looking at me like he knew me. Like he could see straight through to whatever broken thing lives inside my chest.

The door opens again.

I expect the doctor.

I get him instead.

The man from across the street walks into my hospital room like he belongs here, like he has every right to be here, and my heart does this weird stuttering thing that makes the monitor beside me beep faster.

He’s tall. That’s the first thing I notice. Tall and broad-shouldered, wearing dark jeans and a black jacket that looks expensive. His hair is dark with silver streaks at the temples, even though he can’t be older than early thirties. And those eyes.

God, those eyes.

They’re locked on mine, and I can’t look away even though every instinct tells me I should be calling for the nurse, asking who the hell this stranger is.

“Who are you?” I manage to say.

He stops at the foot of my bed, hands shoved in his pockets, and for a long moment he just stares at me. Like he’s memorizing my face. Like he hasn’t seen me in forever and needs to make sure I’m real.

“A friend of a friend,” he says finally. His voice is deep, rough around the edges. “I heard about the explosion. Wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“I don’t know you.”

“No.” Something flickers in his eyes. Pain maybe. “You don’t.”

The way he says it makes my chest ache for reasons I can’t explain.

He moves closer, coming around the side of the bed, and I should tell him to stop. Should tell him to leave. But I don’t. I just watch him approach like I’m under some kind of spell.

“What’s your name?” I ask.

“Kael.” He pulls a chair close to the bed and sits down, like he’s planning to stay awhile. “Kael Morrison.”

“I’m—”

“Lyra Thornwood.” He says my name like it costs him something. Like it hurts to say it out loud. “I know.”

My heart is racing now. The monitor betrays me with its steady beeping that’s getting faster and faster.

“How do you know my name?”

“Your assistant, Rebecca, mentioned it when I asked about you at the gallery.” He leans back in the chair, but his eyes never leave mine. “You curate art.”

“Yeah.” I try to sit up straighter, but my arms feel like jelly. “You came to the gallery?”

“Few weeks ago.” He nods. “You were showing a collection of modern expressionism. I didn’t get to talk to you. You seemed… busy.”

I don’t remember him. I should remember someone who looks like him, someone with eyes that make my breath catch, but there’s nothing in my memory.

Just like there’s nothing in my memory before three years ago.

Don’t think about that now.

“Why are you really here?” I ask, because friend of a friend doesn’t show up at a hospital fourteen hours after an explosion unless there’s more to the story.

Kael’s jaw tightens. He leans forward, elbows on his knees, and the movement brings him closer. Close enough that I can smell him—pine and rain and something wild I can’t name.

“Because I needed to see that you were alive.” His voice drops lower. “And because I think you know this wasn’t a gas leak.”

My breath catches.

“What do you mean?”

“You felt it.” He’s watching me so intently it’s like he’s trying to see inside my head. “When you saw me across the street. You felt something.”

I want to deny it. Want to tell him he’s crazy.

But I can’t.

Because he’s right.

I felt something. Something huge and terrifying and overwhelming. Something that made every window in my building explode outward.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lie.

His mouth quirks up in the corner. Not quite a smile, but close. “Yes, you do.”

“You should leave.” My voice shakes. “I don’t know you. You can’t just walk into my hospital room and—”

“Touch your hand?”

He reaches out before I can stop him, before I can even think to pull away, and his fingers wrap around mine.

The world explodes.

That’s the only way I can describe it. The world just… explodes.

Heat rushes through me, starting where his skin touches mine and spreading like wildfire through my veins. Every nerve ending lights up. My heart stutters, then races. The monitor beside me goes absolutely haywire, beeping so fast it sounds like one long alarm.

And the lights.

Oh god, the lights.

Every light in the hospital room flickers. Once. Twice. Then they burst, showering us in sparks and broken glass.

I yank my hand back, gasping.

Kael doesn’t move. He just sits there in the darkness, lit only by the emergency lights that kick on in the hallway, and he looks at me like this is exactly what he expected to happen.

“What the hell was that?” I’m shaking. My whole body is shaking.

“That,” he says quietly, “is what I came here to see.”

The door bursts open. The nurse from earlier rushes in, eyes wide, looking between us and the broken lights.

“What happened? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I manage to say. “The lights just… went out.”

She looks suspicious but nods. “I’ll get maintenance up here. And you—” She points at Kael. “Visiting hours are over. You need to leave.”

Kael stands slowly. He’s so tall he seems to fill the entire room. He looks at the nurse, then back at me, and there’s something in his eyes that makes my chest clench.

“I’ll be back,” he says.

“Don’t,” I whisper.

But he’s already walking toward the door. He pauses at the threshold, turns back to look at me one more time.

“You can’t run from this, Lyra. Whatever you’re feeling, whatever you think is happening—you can’t run from it.”

Then he’s gone.

I sit there in the darkness, surrounded by broken glass and the smell of burnt electricity, and I try to tell myself that this is all some kind of hallucination. That I’m still unconscious. That none of this is real.

But my hand still tingles where he touched me.

And my heart won’t stop racing.

And somewhere deep inside my chest, something that’s been sleeping for a very long time starts to wake up.




The doctor releases me the next morning with a bottle of painkillers and instructions to rest. Rebecca picks me up, chattering nervously about the explosion and how lucky I am to be alive and how she’s been fielding calls from concerned gallery patrons all night.

I barely hear her.

I’m too busy thinking about Kael Morrison and his storm-gray eyes and the way the world exploded when he touched my hand.

What’s wrong with me?

Rebecca drops me off at my apartment building. The windows are all boarded up, waiting for repairs. The landlord is standing outside, talking to some contractors, and he gives me an apologetic look as I walk past.

“Insurance should cover everything, Ms. Thornwood. Give us a week, maybe two.”

I just nod and head inside.

My apartment looks like a war zone. Glass everywhere. The couch is covered in fragments. My paintings are ruined, covered in shards that glitter in the afternoon light coming through the boarded windows.

I should cry. Should feel something about the destruction.

But I’m numb.

I walk carefully through the glass to my bedroom. It’s in better shape than the living room, only one window, less damage. I sink onto my bed and stare at the ceiling.

My phone buzzes.

I ignore it.

It buzzes again.

And again.

Finally, I grab it off the nightstand and look at the screen. Three texts from a number I don’t recognize.

Unknown: You need to be careful.

Unknown: They know you’re waking up.

Unknown: Don’t trust anyone who says they want to help. Not yet.

My hands start shaking.

They know you’re waking up.

What does that even mean?

I’m about to text back when there’s a knock at my door.

My heart jumps into my throat.

It’s just Rebecca, I tell myself. Or the landlord. Or maintenance.

But I know it’s not.

I know who it is before I even open the door.

Kael stands in my hallway, looking exactly the same as he did at the hospital except now he’s wearing a different jacket. This one’s leather, worn and comfortable-looking.

“You shouldn’t be here,” I say.

“Can I come in?”

“No.”

He smiles. Actually smiles, and it transforms his whole face. Makes him look younger, less haunted. “Fair enough.”

We stand there staring at each other through the doorway. I should close the door in his face. Should tell him to leave me alone.

But I don’t.

“Why are you here?” I ask instead.

“Because you have questions.” He leans against the doorframe, casual but alert. Like he’s ready to move at any second. “And because I’m the only one who can answer them.”

“I don’t have questions.”

“Liar.”

The word isn’t mean. It’s soft, almost affectionate, and it makes my chest do that weird clenching thing again.

“Fine.” I cross my arms. “What’s happening to me?”

“That’s complicated.”

“Try me.”

Kael studies me for a long moment. Then he sighs and runs a hand through his hair, and I notice his hand is shaking slightly.

He’s nervous.

I don’t know why that surprises me, but it does.

“Can I at least come in to talk?” he asks. “Standing in your hallway seems… I don’t know. Inadequate for this conversation.”

Against every instinct that’s screaming at me to slam the door, I step back and let him in.

He moves past me carefully, like he’s trying not to get too close, and I catch that scent again—pine and rain and wildness. It makes my head spin.

He looks around my destroyed apartment, taking in the glass and the boarded windows and my ruined paintings.

“I’m sorry,” he says quietly. “This is my fault.”

“How is this your fault?”

“Because I came back.” He turns to face me, and the pain in his eyes is so raw it makes my breath catch. “I should have stayed away. Should have let you live your life. But I couldn’t. I’ve been looking for you for so long, and when I finally found you, I just… I couldn’t stay away.”

My heart is pounding so hard I can feel it in my throat.

“What are you talking about? We’ve never met before yesterday.”

“Haven’t we?”

He takes a step closer.

I take a step back.

“Don’t,” I whisper. “Don’t come near me.”

“Why?” Another step. “Because you’re afraid of what you’ll feel?”

“Because I don’t know you!”

“Your body knows me.” Another step. “Your soul knows me. Even if your mind doesn’t remember.”

Remember what?

The question dies on my lips because he’s right in front of me now, close enough that I have to tilt my head back to look at him, close enough that I can feel the heat radiating off his body.

Close enough that when he reaches up slowly, telegraphing every movement, I don’t pull away.

His fingers brush my cheek.

The world tilts.

Heat floods through me, so intense I gasp. My knees go weak. If he wasn’t suddenly gripping my elbow with his other hand, I’d probably fall.

“Do you feel that?” His voice is rough, strained. “Do you feel what happens when I touch you?”

I can’t speak. Can’t breathe. Can’t think.

All I can do is feel.

And what I feel is impossible.

It’s like every cell in my body recognizes him. Knows him. Wants him.

This is insane.

“Let me go,” I manage to whisper.

He does. Immediately. Steps back so fast he nearly trips over a piece of broken glass.

His eyes are glowing.

His eyes are glowing.

Not figuratively. Literally glowing, amber light replacing the gray, making him look otherworldly and dangerous and beautiful in a way that makes my chest ache.

“What are you?” The question comes out broken.

The glow fades slowly, leaving his eyes gray again. He looks wrecked, breathing hard, hands clenched into fists at his sides.

“I’m a lot of things,” he says roughly. “But mostly, Lyra, I’m yours.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“I know.” He laughs, but there’s no humor in it. “Believe me, I know.”

I stumble backward until I hit the wall. My legs won’t hold me anymore. I slide down to sit on the floor, glass crunching under me, and I wrap my arms around my knees.

“I think I’m going crazy,” I whisper.

Kael moves toward me, then stops himself. “You’re not crazy.”

“Then what’s happening to me?”

“You’re waking up.” He crouches down a few feet away, keeping distance between us. “Something inside you that’s been sleeping for a long time. It’s waking up.”

“What thing? What are you talking about?”

He opens his mouth. Closes it. Looks away.

“I can’t tell you everything,” he says finally. “Not yet. It’s… complicated. And dangerous.”

“Dangerous how?”

“There are people who don’t want you to wake up.” His jaw clenches. “People who did something to you. Something that made you forget. And if they find out you’re starting to remember—”

“Remember what?” I’m on my feet again, anger cutting through the fear. “I don’t know what you’re talking about! I don’t have amnesia. I remember my whole life. I remember college and grad school and opening the gallery and—”

“Do you?” He stands too, and there’s such certainty in his voice it makes me falter. “Do you really remember? Or do you just have memories that feel like they might be yours?”

My mouth opens but nothing comes out.

Because he’s right.

God help me, he’s right.

I’ve always felt like my memories are slightly wrong. Like they belong to someone else and I’m just borrowing them. But I’ve never said that out loud because it sounds insane.

“Who are you?” I ask again, quieter this time.

“Someone who cares about you.” He takes a careful step forward. “Someone who’s been looking for you for a very long time. Someone who… who loves you.”

The words hit me like a physical blow.

“You can’t love me. You don’t know me.”

“I know you better than anyone.” His voice breaks. “I know how you hum when you paint. I know you take your coffee black with one sugar. I know you hate thunderstorms but love the rain. I know you have a scar on your left shoulder blade from when you fell out of a tree as a child. I know—”

“Stop.” I’m shaking. “Stop it. How do you know those things?”

“Because I was there.” He moves closer, close enough to touch but he keeps his hands at his sides. “For all of it. I was there.”

“That’s impossible.”

“Is it?” His eyes search mine. “You paint wolves, Lyra. You’ve been painting wolves for three years. The same wolf in every painting, even though you don’t know why. You see him in your dreams. You wake up crying because you miss someone you can’t remember. You feel like you’re incomplete, like half of your soul is missing.”

Every word is a knife in my chest because it’s true.

All of it.

I paint wolves constantly. The same wolf with gray fur and amber eyes. I dream about running through forests. I wake up with tears on my face and an ache in my chest that never goes away.

“How do you know that?” I whisper.

“Because that wolf is me.” His voice is barely audible. “And you’re my mate.”

The word hangs in the air between us.

Mate.

“That’s…” I don’t even know what to say. “That’s not possible. People don’t have mates. That’s not real.”

“Isn’t it?”

He takes my hand before I can stop him, and this time I’m ready for it. Ready for the heat and the electricity and the way my whole body lights up at his touch.

But I’m not ready for what happens next.

The room disappears.

Suddenly I’m standing in a forest. Trees tower above me, their branches blocking out most of the light. There’s moss under my bare feet and the smell of earth and pine everywhere.

And across from me, watching me with amber eyes, is a massive gray wolf.

It’s him.

I don’t know how I know, but I know.

The wolf is Kael.

He takes a step toward me and I should run. Should be terrified.

But I’m not.

I drop to my knees and reach out, and when his massive head pushes against my palm, I feel complete for the first time in three years.

“I’ve missed you,” I whisper.

Then I’m back in my apartment, hand still in Kael’s, tears streaming down my face.

“What was that?” I gasp.

“A memory.” His thumb strokes across my knuckles, gentle and reverent. “One of thousands. They’re in there, Lyra. Buried deep. But they’re still there.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I know.” He pulls me into his arms, and I should push him away but I can’t. I just let him hold me while I fall apart. “I know, and I’m sorry. I’m so sorry this is happening to you.”

His hand is in my hair. His heart is pounding against my cheek. He smells like home.

How can he smell like home?

“Tell me the truth,” I say against his chest. “All of it.”

“I can’t.” His voice is wrecked. “Not yet. If I tell you too much too fast, it could kill you.”

I pull back to look at him. “What?”

“Whatever was done to you, whatever made you forget—it’s still active. It’s like a curse. And if you try to break it too quickly, it will fight back.” His hands cup my face. “I almost lost you once. I’m not losing you again.”

“When?” The question comes out broken. “When did you lose me?”

Pain flashes across his face. “Three hundred and forty years ago.”

I should laugh. Should tell him he’s insane.

But I’m looking into his eyes, and I can see the truth there.

He’s not lying.

“That’s impossible,” I whisper. “I’m twenty-eight years old.”

“Your body is twenty-eight.” His thumb brushes away a tear. “Your soul is much older.”

My phone buzzes again. We both look at it where it’s lying on the floor nearby.

Unknown: He’ll tell you everything you want to hear. But he’s hiding the most important truth. Ask him what YOU did. Ask him why you were cursed.

My blood runs cold.

“Who is that?” Kael asks sharply.

“I don’t know.” I pull away from him and grab the phone. “They’ve been texting me all morning.”

His jaw clenches as he reads the message. “They’re trying to turn you against me.”

“Are they lying?”

Silence.

“Kael.” I stand up, phone clutched in my hand. “Are they lying?”

“No.” The word is barely a whisper. “They’re not.”

My heart drops into my stomach.

“What truth are you hiding?”

He looks at me with such anguish it makes my chest hurt.

“You were cursed,” he says slowly. “Three hundred and forty years ago. By a group of witches called the Shadow Council.”

“Why?”

“Because you fell in love with me.” He steps toward me but I back away. “Because you’re a witch and I’m a werewolf, and they said that was forbidden. Because we had a daughter together, and they considered her an abomination.”

A daughter.

The words echo in my head.

“I have a daughter?”

“Had.” His voice breaks completely. “They took her when they cursed you. Trapped her in the spirit realm. She’s been waiting for you for three centuries.”

I can’t breathe.

Can’t think.

Can’t process what he’s telling me.

“You’re lying.” But even as I say it, I know he’s not. “This is insane. This is—”

The window behind Kael explodes inward.

He spins, putting himself between me and whatever’s coming, and through the shower of glass I see three figures in black cloaks standing on my fire escape.

“Collectors,” Kael growls.

His body starts to change. Bones cracking, reshaping. Fur sprouting across his skin. Within seconds, a massive gray wolf stands where Kael was.

The wolf from my paintings.

The wolf from my dreams.

One of the cloaked figures raises a hand toward me. I feel something wrap around my chest, squeezing, cutting off my air.

I try to scream but nothing comes out.

I’m going to die.

The wolf—Kael—launches himself at the Collectors with a snarl that shakes the walls.

And somewhere deep inside me, buried under three centuries of forgetting, something ancient and powerful and furious wakes up.

My hands burst into violet flames.

The Collectors freeze, staring at me.

I stare back at my burning hands, terror and wonder mixing into something overwhelming.

“Impossible,” one of the Collectors whispers. “She shouldn’t be able to—”

The flames explode outward.

I’m screaming. The fire won’t stop. It’s consuming my kitchen, my living room, spreading faster than I can control because I don’t know how to control it.

Make it stop make it stop make it stop—

Something massive tackles me to the ground.

Kael. Human again. Naked and covered in scratches but human.

He pins me down, his body covering mine, and the moment his skin touches mine the flames extinguish.

Just… stop.

Like they were never there.

I’m gasping for air, shaking so hard my teeth chatter.

“I’ve got you,” he murmurs against my ear. “I’ve got you. You’re okay. You’re safe.”

“What—” I can’t even form words. “What was—”

“Your magic.” His arms tighten around me. “It’s breaking through the curse.”

I look past him to where the Collectors were standing.

They’re gone.

My apartment is destroyed. Actually destroyed this time. Black scorch marks cover every surface. The couch is ashes. My paintings are gone.

Everything is gone.

“I did this,” I whisper.

“Hey.” Kael cups my face, forcing me to look at him. “You didn’t know. You couldn’t control it.”

“I could have killed you.”

“You didn’t.” He presses his forehead against mine. “You would never hurt me.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes,” he says fiercely, “I do.”

There are voices in the hallway. People shouting about fire. Footsteps running.

“We need to leave,” Kael says. “Now. Before they send more Collectors. Before the authorities ask questions you can’t answer.”

“Leave? I can’t just—”

“Lyra.” He pulls back to look at me, and his eyes are glowing amber again. “Your life as you know it is over. The curse is breaking. You’re waking up. And everyone who wanted you asleep is going to come for you. We leave now, or you die. Those are the options.”

I stare at him.

At this man—this wolf—who claims to know me. Who says he loves me. Who says we have a daughter trapped in another realm.

Everything I thought I knew about myself, about the world, is falling apart.

I should say no.

Should tell him to leave.

Should try to salvage my normal life.

But looking into his eyes, I realize something.

I don’t want normal.

Normal has always felt wrong. Like wearing someone else’s skin.

And this—this terror and confusion and impossible magic—feels more real than anything I’ve experienced in three years.

Maybe longer.

Maybe forever.

“Okay,” I whisper. “Okay. Where do we go?”

Relief floods his face. He pulls me to my feet, grabs his jacket from where it fell during the fight, and wraps it around my shoulders.

“Somewhere safe.” He takes my hand, and this time I hold on tight. “Somewhere I can protect you while you remember who you really are.”

“And who am I?”

He looks at me with such love it makes my chest ache.

“You’re Lyra Thornwood,” he says. “Witch. Warrior. Mother. My mate. And the woman who’s going to change everything.”

The door to my apartment bursts open.

My neighbor Maven stands there, auburn hair wild, green eyes blazing with power.

“Go,” she says. “Out the window. I’ll hold them off.”

“Who are you?” I ask.

She smiles. “Someone who’s been waiting a very long time for you to wake up. Now GO!”

Kael doesn’t hesitate. He pulls me toward the broken window, toward the fire escape, toward whatever comes next.

And as we climb down into the alley behind my building, as sirens wail in the distance and my burning apartment lights up the sky, I feel something shift inside me.

Something huge.

Something inevitable.

My old life is ashes.

But maybe, just maybe, that’s exactly what needed to happen.

Maybe I needed to burn down everything I thought I knew.

To become who I was always meant to be.














