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  Chapter 1: The Curse Born

  
  




Six Years Ago

Anthonia’s POV

The contractions hit like lightning splitting the night sky, and I gripped the silk sheets of our royal bed with fingers that had already shifted partially to claws. The blood moon hung heavy outside our chamber windows, casting everything in an ominous crimson glow that made my sweat-dampened skin look like it was painted in shadows.

“John,” I gasped, reaching for my mate’s hand as another wave of agony crashed through me. “Something’s wrong. This isn’t… this isn’t normal.”

My Alpha King stood beside our bed, his dark eyes wild with panic and something else—something that made my wolf whimper deep inside my chest. Fear. John was afraid, and I’d never seen him afraid of anything in the five years since we’d been mated.

“The healers are coming, my love,” he said, but his voice was tight, strained. “Hold on. Our son is almost here.”

Dr. Malia Sterling burst through the chamber doors, her healer’s bag clutched in white-knuckled hands. Behind her came Romeo Blackthorne, John’s most trusted advisor, his silver hair gleaming in the moonlight and his pale eyes immediately assessing the situation with a calculating coldness that made my skin crawl even through the haze of labor pain.

“Your Majesty,” Malia breathed, moving quickly to my side. “The contractions are coming too fast. We need to—”

Her words cut off in a sharp gasp as she touched my forehead to check my temperature. Where her fingers made contact, dark veins suddenly spread across my skin like spilled ink, branching out from the point of contact in twisted, unnatural patterns.

“What the hell?” John snarled, his Alpha power filling the room with pressure that made everyone except me drop their gazes in submission. “What’s happening to her?”

Malia jerked her hand back, staring at her fingers in horror. They were blackened, as if she’d dipped them in tar, and I watched in growing terror as the darkness began to creep up her arm.

“I don’t know,” she whispered, cradling her affected hand against her chest. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”

Another contraction seized me, but this time it brought with it something else—a presence, ancient and malevolent, pressing against the edges of my consciousness like smoke trying to seep into my lungs. My wolf howled in distress, sensing the wrongness, the corruption that was spreading through my body with each passing second.

“The blood moon,” Romeo said suddenly, his voice cutting through my pain with sharp clarity. “Ancient texts speak of curses that can only be cast during the blood moon, when the veil between worlds is thinnest.”

“Curses?” John’s voice was a low growl, dangerous and protective. “What are you talking about?”

But I barely heard their conversation because the presence in my mind was growing stronger, more insistent. Images flashed behind my eyelids—twisted faces, gnarled hands weaving dark magic, voices chanting in a language that predated human civilization. An ancient spirit, something that had been bound and forgotten, was trying to use my unborn child as an anchor to return to this world.

No, I thought fiercely, placing both hands on my swollen belly even as the dark veins spread further across my skin. You cannot have him. He is mine, he is ours, and you will not touch him.

The spirit’s rage hit me like a physical blow, and I screamed—not from the labor pain, but from the sensation of claws raking across my soul. The temperature in the room plummeted, and frost began forming on the windows despite the late summer heat.

“Anthonia!” John’s hands were on me, warm and strong, but the moment he touched my skin, the dark veins began spreading to him as well. He jerked back with a curse, staring at his hands in shock.

“Don’t touch her,” Romeo commanded sharply. “Whatever this is, it’s spreading through physical contact. Your Majesty, you need to step back.”

“Like hell I’m stepping back from my mate,” John snarled, but I could see the conflict in his eyes. The marks on his hands were already fading, his Alpha healing burning away whatever corruption had tried to take hold, but the fear in his gaze was growing stronger.

Another wave of otherworldly cold swept through the room, and suddenly I could see it—a shadow standing in the corner, tall and impossibly thin, with eyes like burning coals and fingers that ended in talons. The ancient spirit had found enough purchase in our world to manifest, drawn by the blood moon and the vulnerable moment of birth.

The child will be mine, it whispered directly into my mind, its voice like grinding stone. Through him, I will return. Through him, I will have vengeance on those who bound me.

“No,” I said aloud, my voice stronger than I felt. “You’re wrong.”

The spirit laughed, a sound like breaking glass. You cannot stop what has already begun, little wolf. The curse is in your blood now, spreading with each heartbeat. Soon, everything you touch will wither and die, including the child you carry.

But as the spirit spoke, I felt something else—my son, strong and pure, his tiny life force burning bright inside me like a star. And in that light, I found my strength.

“John,” I called to my mate, never taking my eyes off the shadow in the corner. “Trust me. No matter what happens next, no matter what anyone tells you, remember that I love you and I love our son. This thing wants us to fear each other, wants us to turn away from love. Don’t let it win.”

John’s hand covered mine, warm and steady despite the corruption trying to spread between us. “I trust you, Anthonia. Always.”

The spirit shrieked in rage, and I felt its power slam into me like a battering ram. Dark veins spread across my entire body now, covering my arms, my chest, crawling up my neck toward my face. But instead of weakening me, I drew on the love I felt—for John, for our unborn child, for the pack that looked to us for protection—and I pushed back.

You think love makes you strong, the spirit hissed. But it will be your downfall. They will fear you now. They will cast you out. You will die alone, abandoned by those you would protect.

The final contraction hit, and our son entered the world with a cry that cut through the supernatural darkness like a blade of pure light. Malia, despite her injured hand, moved quickly to catch him, and the moment she held him, the shadow in the corner let out a wail of frustration.

No, it snarled. He was to be mine. The ritual—

“Failed,” I finished, my voice hoarse but triumphant. “You gambled on finding a weak vessel, but you chose wrong. My son belongs to the light, not the darkness.”

The spirit’s form began to waver, its hold on our world weakening. But as it faded, its voice carried a promise that chilled my blood: The curse remains, little wolf. In trying to save your child, you have doomed yourself. They will fear you now. They will cast you out. And in the end, you will lose everything you sought to protect.

The shadow vanished, taking the supernatural cold with it, but the damage was done. Dark veins covered my body like a twisted tattoo, and when Malia tried to hand me my son, the cloth blanket began to smoke and char where my skin touched it.

“I can’t…” I whispered, staring at my hands in horror. “I can’t touch him.”

John took our son from Malia, his face a mask of shock and growing fear as he looked between me and the baby. Our child was perfect—healthy, strong, with John’s dark hair and what looked like my green eyes. But when John’s gaze returned to me, I saw the exact moment when the spirit’s poison began to work.

“The curse,” Romeo said softly, his voice carrying just the right note of sympathetic horror. “Ancient magic, designed to corrupt the bearer and spread to anyone they touch. I’ve read about such things in the old texts. Those afflicted become… dangerous. To everyone around them, especially to children.”

“No,” I said desperately, trying to reach for my son but stopping when I saw how John pulled the baby protectively against his chest. “That’s not… I would never hurt him. I would die before I hurt him.”

But even as I spoke, I could see the doubt creeping into John’s eyes. The dark veins were still spreading, now reaching my face, making me look like something out of a nightmare. And when I tried to sit up, the silk sheets beneath me began to wither and decay.

“Perhaps,” Romeo continued carefully, “it would be best if the Queen… recovered… elsewhere. Away from the child, away from the pack. Until we can determine the full extent of the curse’s effects.”

“You’re talking about banishment,” I said, the words hitting me like physical blows. “John, you can’t possibly be considering—”

“Look at yourself, Anthonia,” John said quietly, and the pain in his voice was almost worse than the curse itself. “Look what you’ve become. What if Romeo is right? What if you’re dangerous now?”

I stared at my mate—my true mate, the other half of my soul—and saw that the spirit had won after all. Not through possession or corruption, but through fear. Through doubt. Through the insidious whisper that love wasn’t strong enough to overcome the unknown.

“John,” I whispered, one last plea. “Please. Don’t let fear win. Don’t let it destroy us.”

But he was already turning away, cradling our son protectively, and I knew that everything I’d fought to save was slipping through my fingers like shadows at dawn.

The blood moon began to set, taking with it the last hope I had of convincing him that love was stronger than any curse.

I had saved our son from the ancient spirit, but in doing so, I had lost my mate, my home, and my place in the world.

The curse was complete, just not in the way the spirit had intended.
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Chapter 2: The Banishment

Six Years Ago - Three Days After the Birth

Anthonia’s POV

The silver shackles around my wrists burned like liquid fire, but that pain was nothing compared to the agony tearing through my chest as I watched John pace back and forth across our—his—chamber. The dark veins had spread further since the birth, covering my neck and creeping toward my jawline like twisted roots seeking light they would never find.

“Please,” I whispered for the hundredth time since they’d brought me here under guard. “Let me see him. Let me see our son.”

John stopped pacing, his broad shoulders tensing beneath the royal blue shirt that used to be my favorite on him. When he turned to face me, his dark eyes held a coldness I’d never seen before—not even when facing our enemies in battle.

“His name is Ethan,” he said, as if I didn’t know. As if I hadn’t been the one to whisper that name into his ear during long nights when we’d planned our future together. “And you will not see him. You will not touch him. You will not breathe the same air as him if I can help it.”

The words hit me like physical blows, and I felt our mate bond—already strained and poisoned by fear—crack a little more. “John, I’m still me. I’m still your mate, your Luna. This curse, whatever it is, it doesn’t change how I feel about you, about Ethan.”

“Doesn’t it?” Romeo’s smooth voice cut through the tension as he entered the chamber, carrying a leather portfolio that I somehow knew contained my death sentence. “Because from where I stand, Your Majesty, the curse has changed everything.”

He opened the portfolio and pulled out a series of photographs that made my blood run cold. They showed the royal gardens, specifically the rose bushes where I’d tried to walk yesterday during my brief moment of allowed freedom. Every flower I’d passed was dead, withered to black husks. Every blade of grass beneath my feet had turned to ash.

“The pack physicians have run extensive tests,” Romeo continued, his pale eyes never leaving my face. “Everything the Queen touches dies within hours. The very air around her becomes toxic to living things. Even the stone walls of this chamber are beginning to crack from prolonged exposure to her presence.”

I stared at the photographs, my heart sinking. I remembered that walk, remembered desperately needing fresh air after three days of confinement. I’d been so careful not to touch anything, but apparently, it hadn’t mattered.

“That’s impossible,” I said weakly. “I would know if I were killing things just by being near them.”

“Would you?” John asked, and the doubt in his voice was like a knife twisting in my chest. “When did you last eat, Anthonia? Really eat? When did you last sleep without nightmares? When did you last look in a mirror?”

I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it. The truth was, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt hungry. Food had tasted like ash since the birth. Sleep brought only visions of that ancient spirit and its promises of destruction. And mirrors… I’d been avoiding mirrors because I couldn’t bear to see what I’d become.

Romeo pulled out another document, this one bearing the official seal of the Royal Council. “The elders have voted, Your Majesty. For the safety of the pack, particularly the young Prince, Queen Anthonia must be banished beyond pack borders until a cure can be found.”

“And if no cure exists?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.

“Then the banishment becomes permanent,” John said quietly. “For everyone’s safety.”

I looked at my mate—my true mate, the man who’d once promised to love me through anything—and saw that the decision had already been made. The Romeo I’d never fully trusted had poisoned his mind with fear and duty, and the John who’d held my hand during labor had been replaced by the Alpha King who put pack safety above all else.

“I see,” I whispered. “And our son? What will you tell him about his mother?”

John’s jaw clenched. “I’ll tell him his mother loved him enough to stay away. That she was… sick… and couldn’t be around children.”

“Sick.” The word tasted bitter in my mouth. “Is that what we’re calling it?”

“The curse is a sickness,” Romeo interjected smoothly. “A supernatural infection that could spread to others, particularly to young wolves whose immune systems aren’t fully developed. You wouldn’t want to risk harming Prince Ethan, would you, Your Majesty?”

The bastard knew exactly what buttons to push. Even through my heartbreak and rage, my maternal instincts screamed at me to protect my child. If there was even a chance I could hurt him…

“Where?” I asked, my voice barely audible. “Where will you send me?”

“The Whispering Woods,” John replied. “Beyond the northern border. There’s an old cabin there, abandoned but functional. You’ll have supplies, enough to last until…”

“Until I die,” I finished for him.

His face cracked slightly, showing a glimpse of the man I’d fallen in love with. “Until we find a cure. I swear to you, Anthonia, I will never stop looking for a way to break this curse.”

But even as he spoke the words, I could see the lie in his eyes. He didn’t expect to find a cure. He expected me to waste away in the woods, alone and forgotten, until the curse consumed me entirely.

Romeo cleared his throat. “The escort is ready, Your Majesty. For everyone’s safety, the Queen should depart before nightfall.”

“Now?” The word came out as a broken sob. “You’re sending me away now? I haven’t even… I haven’t gotten to hold him. Not once. I haven’t gotten to tell him I love him.”

“You can’t hold him,” John said harshly. “Your touch would kill him.”

“Then let me see him! Let me look at him through the window, let me hear his voice, let me—” My desperate plea was cut off as the silver shackles tightened, activated by some remote trigger Romeo held.

“The longer this drags out, the harder it will be,” Romeo said with false sympathy. “Clean breaks heal faster, Your Majesty.”

Two royal guards entered the chamber—Drake Ashford, John’s Beta, and James Silvercrest, one of Romeo’s closest allies. Drake’s face was carefully neutral, but I caught the flash of sympathy in his eyes before he looked away. James, on the other hand, seemed almost eager to be rid of me.

“Your Majesty,” Drake said quietly, addressing me with the respect my title still technically commanded. “We’re ready to escort you to the border.”

I stood slowly, the silver shackles making every movement agony. The dark veins had spread to my face now, creating intricate patterns across my cheeks that looked like war paint in the wrong light.

“John,” I said one last time, putting everything I had left into his name. “Please don’t do this. Whatever I’ve become, whatever this curse has made me, I am still the woman who loves you. I am still the mother of your child. Don’t let fear destroy what we built together.”

For a moment—just a moment—I saw him waver. The mate bond pulsed between us, weak but still present, carrying echoes of every laugh we’d shared, every kiss, every whispered promise in the dark.

Then Romeo stepped forward, placing a hand on John’s shoulder, and the moment shattered.

“Think of Ethan,” Romeo murmured. “Think of your duty to the pack. A true Alpha protects his people, even from those he loves.”

John’s expression hardened again, and I knew I had lost.

“Take her,” he commanded, not meeting my eyes. “Take her to the border and see that she crosses safely. Leave the supplies as planned.”

Drake moved to my side, his touch gentle despite the necessity of force. “This way, Your Majesty.”

As they led me from the chamber, I turned back one last time. John stood by the window, his back to me, but I could see the tension in his shoulders, the way his hands clenched into fists at his sides.

“When you discover the truth,” I called out, my voice carrying despite the shackles’ pain, “when you realize what you’ve done and who you’ve trusted, I pray it won’t be too late.”

John didn’t turn around, but I saw him flinch as if struck.

The door closed behind me with a finality that echoed through my very bones.

As Drake and James led me through the castle corridors I’d once walked as Queen, pack members pressed themselves against the walls, fear and disgust plain on their faces. Children who had once run to me for hugs now hid behind their parents. Elders who had bowed respectfully now couldn’t meet my eyes.

By the time we reached the castle gates, word had spread. A crowd had gathered—not to see me off, but to make sure I was really leaving. Their whispers followed me like a toxic cloud:

“The cursed Queen…” “Death’s touch…” “Thank the Moon Goddess the Prince is safe…” “She should have been put down…”

Each word was a nail in the coffin of my old life.

The journey to the northern border took three hours on foot, three hours during which I memorized every detail of the pack lands I might never see again. The rolling hills where John and I used to run together under the full moon. The meadow where he’d first told me he loved me. The stream where we’d talked about our future children, planning names and dreams that now felt like someone else’s memories.

When we reached the border, Drake personally removed my shackles, his movements careful and apologetic.

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” he said quietly, so James couldn’t hear. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think this is right.”

“Then why didn’t you speak up?” I asked, rubbing my burned wrists.

Drake’s jaw tightened. “Because I’ve seen what happens to those who oppose Romeo’s counsel lately. And because…” He gestured helplessly. “Because I don’t know what else to do. If you really are dangerous—”

“I’m not dangerous to those I love,” I said firmly. “Remember that, Drake. When the time comes, remember that.”

He studied my face for a long moment, then nodded slightly. “The supplies are in the cabin. There’s enough food for several months, medical supplies, warm clothing. His Majesty… His Majesty wanted to make sure you had everything you needed.”

“Everything except my family,” I said bitterly.

Drake winced. “I’m sorry.”

James stepped forward impatiently. “We need to go. The sun’s setting, and Romeo wants us back before full dark.”

As they turned to leave, I called out one more time: “Drake! Tell him… tell John that I meant what I said. When he learns the truth, I hope it’s not too late. But I also hope he can forgive himself when that time comes.”

Drake nodded once, then disappeared into the trees with James.

I stood alone at the border of everything I’d ever known, watching the lights of the castle fade in the distance. Somewhere in those walls, my son was growing up without his mother. Somewhere in those halls, my mate was learning to live without his true partner.

The curse had won after all—not by corruption or possession, but by turning love into fear and trust into doubt.

As I walked deeper into the Whispering Woods, toward a cabin that would become my prison and my sanctuary, I placed one hand over my heart and whispered a promise to the wind:

“I will find a way back to you, my son. I will find a way to break this curse, to show your father the truth. And when I do, heaven help those who turned our love into a weapon against us.”

The woods seemed to listen, and for just a moment, I could have sworn I heard them whisper back: “We will help you survive, daughter of the moon. But the price of truth is always higher than the cost of lies.”

I didn’t understand the warning then.

I would, soon enough.
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John’s POV

The whiskey burned like liquid fire as it went down my throat, but it wasn’t enough to silence the echo of Anthonia’s voice in my head: When you discover the truth, when you realize what you’ve done and who you’ve trusted, I pray it won’t be too late.

I poured another glass with hands that trembled despite my Alpha strength, standing alone in my study while my son slept peacefully in the nursery three floors above. Ethan. My perfect, innocent boy who would grow up never knowing the touch of his mother’s hand, never hearing her voice sing him to sleep.

The mate bond was a constant ache in my chest now, like a broken rib that wouldn’t heal. Every instinct I possessed screamed at me that I had made a terrible mistake, that I had cast aside the other half of my soul based on fear and whispered warnings. But every time I closed my eyes, I saw those photographs Romeo had shown me—the withered roses, the blackened grass, the stone walls beginning to crack from her mere presence.

What kind of Alpha would I be if I put my own desires above the safety of my pack? What kind of father would I be if I risked my son’s life for the sake of my own broken heart?

“Your Majesty?”

I turned to find Romeo standing in the doorway of my study, his silver hair perfectly styled despite the late hour, his pale eyes reflecting sympathy that I desperately wanted to believe was genuine.

“You should be sleeping,” he said, closing the door behind him with the quiet authority of someone who had been by my side for nearly a decade. “Tomorrow will bring fresh challenges, and you’ll need your strength.”

“Sleep.” I laughed bitterly, taking another drink. “You think I can sleep knowing what I just did? Knowing that I sent my mate—my true mate—into exile like some kind of diseased animal?”

Romeo moved to the chair across from my desk, settling into it with the easy confidence of someone who knew his counsel was valued. “You did what any good Alpha would do. You protected your pack, your son, your future. That takes strength, John. More strength than most men possess.”

“Does it?” I stared into my glass, seeing Anthonia’s face reflected in the amber liquid. “Or does it just make me a coward who chose fear over love?”

“It makes you a king,” Romeo said firmly. “And kings must make impossible choices. You think this was easy for me to recommend? I watched you fall in love with Anthonia, watched you build a life together. Do you think I enjoyed being the one to show you those photographs, to present the council’s findings?”

I looked up at him, searching his face for any sign of deception. But Romeo had been my advisor since I took the throne, had guided me through political crises, territorial disputes, and pack challenges with wisdom that had never led me astray. If I couldn’t trust him, who could I trust?

“The curse,” I said slowly. “In all your research, have you found any mention of a cure? Any way to reverse what’s been done to her?”

Romeo’s expression grew grave. “I’ve consulted every text in our archives, reached out to scholars in neighboring territories. The curse that has afflicted the Queen is… ancient. Powerful. The few references I’ve found suggest that such magic feeds on the life force of its host until there’s nothing left.”

The words hit me like a physical blow. “You’re saying she’s going to die.”

“I’m saying that the curse will consume her eventually, yes. But John—” Romeo leaned forward, his voice taking on an urgent tone. “You gave her the best possible chance by removing her from the pack. Away from the stress of royal duties, away from the constant drain of being around others, she might have months, even years. And in that time, perhaps we can find some way to ease her suffering.”

Months. Years. But not a lifetime. Not the decades we’d planned together, growing old side by side, watching our children have children of their own.

“She said something,” I murmured, thinking back to her final words. “About discovering the truth, about who I’ve trusted. What do you think she meant?”

Romeo was quiet for a long moment, and when he spoke, his voice was heavy with regret. “The curse affects more than just the body, Your Majesty. It warps the mind as well, breeds paranoia and delusions. She’s probably convinced herself that someone is to blame for her condition, someone close to you who she can point to as a villain in this tragedy.”

“You think she suspects you?”

“I think she’s looking for someone to blame because the alternative—that this was simply a random act of supernatural malevolence—is too horrible to accept.” Romeo’s pale eyes met mine steadily. “I don’t take it personally. If I were in her position, dying and separated from everything I loved, I might look for conspiracies too.”

The logic was sound, but it did nothing to ease the crushing weight in my chest. I finished my whiskey and immediately poured another, noting dimly that the bottle was now half empty.

“The pack is already talking,” I said, changing the subject because thinking about Anthonia’s inevitable death was too much to bear. “Whispers about the cursed Queen, questions about what this means for the royal bloodline.”

“Let them talk,” Romeo said dismissively. “In time, they’ll see that you made the right choice. And as for the bloodline…” He gestured toward the ceiling, toward the nursery where Ethan slept. “You have a strong, healthy heir. The Kael legacy will continue.”

“But what about when he asks about his mother? What do I tell him when he wants to know why she isn’t here?”

Romeo stood, moving to the window that looked out over the pack lands. “You tell him the truth—that his mother loved him so much she stayed away to keep him safe. That she was brave enough to sacrifice her own happiness for his wellbeing. In time, he’ll understand that sometimes love means letting go.”

I wanted to argue, wanted to say that love meant fighting, meant never giving up, meant moving heaven and earth to stay together. But the evidence was right there in those photographs, in the reports from the pack physicians, in the way Anthonia’s own touch had begun to wither everything around her.

“The council is satisfied with the decision?” I asked.

“Completely. Edwin was initially hesitant, but when I showed him the full extent of the curse’s effects, he agreed that banishment was the only safe option. James has already begun implementing additional security measures around the castle, particularly around the Prince’s quarters.”

I nodded, though something about Romeo’s quick agreement from the elders bothered me. Edwin had been my father’s closest friend, had known Anthonia since she was a child. It seemed unlike him to give up on finding an alternative so easily.

“Perhaps I should speak with Edwin myself,” I said. “Get his perspective on—”

“I wouldn’t recommend that,” Romeo interrupted smoothly. “Edwin is… struggling with the decision. He cared deeply for the Queen, and watching her transform has been difficult for him. I think it would be kinder to give him time to process what’s happened before asking him to relive it.”

Again, the logic was sound. Again, something felt wrong about it.

I was saved from pursuing the thought by a soft knock at the door. Malia entered, her healer’s bag in one hand and a concerned expression on her face.

“Your Majesty,” she said, bowing slightly. “I wanted to check on you. You haven’t eaten today, and with everything that’s happened…”

“I’m fine,” I said automatically, though we all knew it was a lie.

Malia’s eyes moved to the half-empty whiskey bottle, then back to my face. “Grief is a process, Your Majesty. But it’s important that you take care of yourself, especially now that Prince Ethan needs you more than ever.”

“How is he?” I asked, latching onto the one bright spot in this nightmare. “Any signs of… problems?”

“None whatsoever,” Malia assured me. “He’s healthy, strong, developing exactly as he should. Whatever protection you managed to provide by removing the Queen from his proximity, it seems to have worked.”

The relief was almost overwhelming. At least I had done right by my son, even if it meant destroying my own heart in the process.

“I’ve been thinking about the curse,” Malia continued carefully. “The way it manifested, the symptoms we observed. I’d like to do some additional research, perhaps consult with healers from other packs—”

“No.” Romeo’s voice was sharp, cutting through Malia’s offer like a blade. “Absolutely not. We cannot risk word of this spreading beyond our pack borders. Can you imagine what our enemies would do with the knowledge that our Queen was cursed, that our royal bloodline might be tainted?”

Malia looked taken aback by the vehemence in his tone. “I wasn’t suggesting we advertise it. But surely, in the interest of finding a cure—”

“There is no cure,” Romeo said flatly. “I’ve already exhausted every possible avenue of research. All we can do now is hope that the Queen finds some peace in her exile and that the curse dies with her.”

Dies with her. The casual way he said it made my wolf snarl with protective rage, but the human part of me recognized the harsh practicality of it. If Anthonia was truly dying, if there was no way to save her, then perhaps it was better to let her go quietly rather than prolonging the agony for everyone involved.

“I should check on Ethan,” I said, standing abruptly. The whiskey made the room spin slightly, but I managed to maintain my balance. “Make sure he’s sleeping well.”

“Of course,” Romeo said, moving toward the door. “Try to get some rest yourself, John. Tomorrow we’ll need to address the pack officially, reassure them that their Alpha King remains strong despite this personal tragedy.”

As they left, I made my way upstairs to the nursery, my steps heavy with grief and alcohol. Ethan lay in his crib, tiny fists curled against his chest, completely unaware that his world had already been shattered before he was old enough to understand what he’d lost.

I reached down to stroke his soft cheek, marveling at how perfect he was, how innocent. In the dim light from the hallway, his features looked like a perfect blend of mine and Anthonia’s—my dark hair, her delicate bone structure, eyes that might turn her brilliant green when they finished changing.
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