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1. The Tribute of the Silver-Eye
"Sign the contract, Lyra."

My stepfather, Alpha Joshua, pushed the thick cream paper across his glass desk.

He did not look at me. He looked at the silver pen lying between us.

"I am not signing my life over to the Obsidian Pack," I said. My voice was flat. I kept my hands flat on my thighs so he would not see them shake.

"You do not have a choice," Joshua said. He leaned back in his leather chair. The silver signet ring on his finger caught the light of the fluorescent bulbs overhead. "The treaty is finalized. The Obsidian Throne requires a tribute bride to secure our mining routes through the Blackridge Wastes. You are twenty-two. You have no wolf. You are a drain on our resources."

"I run your entire laundry facility and clean the north wing," I said. "I am not a drain."

"You are an embarrassment," he corrected. His voice was calm, which made it worse. "A wolfless bastard of a dead mother whose bloodline is a stain on this pack. You should thank me. At least in Crow's Reach, you will have a title before you die."

I stared at him. The dark brown dye in my hair felt heavy, a reminder of the silver-white roots I had spent years hiding. If he knew what my blood could do, he would not sell me to the King. He would keep me in a basement and drain me himself.

"He kills his mates, Joshua," I said. "Everyone knows Silas Vance is mad. The last tribute did not survive three months."

"Then try to survive four," Joshua said. He stood up. He was a large man, over six feet, with the heavy shoulders of an Alpha wolf. His presence exerted a pressure in the small room, a weight that made my chest tighten. "The transport is waiting downstairs. Sign, or my guards will drag you to the border in chains. The choice of how much dignity you keep is yours."

I looked at the pen.

The room was silent except for the hum of the heater in the corner.

If I stayed here, I would remain a servant until I died of exhaustion or Joshua decided to dispose of me quietly. If I went to Crow's Reach, I might die, but I would be outside of his reach.

I picked up the pen. My fingers were cold. I signed my name at the bottom of the parchment.

"Good," Joshua said. He reached out and snatched the paper before the ink was dry. "Get out. Your things are already in the truck."

*

The ride to the border took four hours.

I sat in the back of a black armored SUV. Two of Joshua's beta guards sat in the front seat, silent and rigid. They did not speak to me. To them, I was cargo.

The heater in the SUV was broken. The cold of the Blackridge Wastes seeped through the thick glass windows, freezing my toes inside my boots. I wore my heaviest wool coat, the one I had taken from the lost-and-found three winters ago.

Outside, the pine trees gave way to barren rocks and black gravel. The ground was covered in patches of gray ice.

This was the boundary. The border between the Silver-Eye territory and the lands of the Obsidian Throne.

The SUV slowed to a stop.

"Out," the driver said. He did not look back at me.

I opened the heavy door. The wind hit me immediately, biting at my face and neck. I stepped out onto the gravel road.

A hundred yards ahead stood a massive iron gate built between two sheer rock walls. Three black vehicles were parked on the other side of the gate.

A man stood in front of the middle vehicle. He wore a heavy black coat that came down to his knees. He was tall, but he was not the King. His posture was relaxed, yet there was a calculation in the way he watched us approach.

"Is that her?" the man asked as we reached the gate. His voice was deep, carrying over the wind.

Joshua's guard pushed me forward. My boot slipped on a patch of ice, but I caught my balance.

"Lyra Sterling," the guard said. "The tribute from the Silver-Eye Pack. The contract is signed."

The tall man stepped closer. He had graying hair at his temples and sharp blue eyes. This was Keith, the Beta of the Obsidian Pack. I recognized him from the files I had stolen from Joshua's office weeks ago.

Keith looked me up and down. His gaze stopped on my hair, then moved to my face.

"She is small," Keith said. "And she has no scent of a wolf."

"She is clean," the guard replied. "And she belongs to your King now. Our agreement on the western silver veins begins tomorrow."

"The King will receive her," Keith said. He waved a hand.

The iron gates opened with a heavy, scraping sound.

"Go," the guard told me. He gave me a hard shove between my shoulder blades.

I walked forward. I did not look back at the Silver-Eye guards. I kept my head high, my eyes locked on Keith.

"Get in the middle car," Keith said to me. He did not touch me. "The road to Crow's Reach is long. We must arrive before the storm blocks the mountain passes."

I climbed into the back seat of the sedan. The interior was lined with black leather. It was warm inside, the air smelling of clean leather and iron.

Keith got into the front passenger seat. A younger driver was at the wheel.

As the car moved forward, passing through the massive iron gates, I felt the shift in pressure. The air here felt thicker, charged with a strange, low-frequency hum that made the skin on the back of my neck prickle.

"Do you know where you are going, girl?" Keith asked without turning around.

"Crow's Reach," I said.

"You are going to the home of a monster," Keith said. His voice was flat, devoid of emotion. "You are the third tribute this year. The King's mind is a dark place. If you wish to live, you will speak only when spoken to. You will not look him in the eyes."

"If he is so dangerous, why do you serve him?" I asked.

The driver tensed. I saw his eyes dart to the rearview mirror.

Keith turned his head slightly, his profile sharp against the gray light of the window. "He is the Sovereign. His blood is our strength. We do what we must to keep the pack alive, regardless of the cost."

I did not answer. I reached into my coat pocket, my fingers brushing against the small, hard leather notebook I had hidden there. My mother's journal. It contained the only records of our family's runic lineage, written in a language I was still trying to translate.

If Silas Vance was as mad as the rumors said, I would need more than a book to survive. I would need to find his weakness before he found mine.

The car climbed higher into the mountains. The gravel road turned to solid black stone, winding through narrow chasms that blocked out the sky.

Finally, the road opened up.

Crow's Reach sat on a jagged peak of black volcanic rock. It was a fortress of dark stone, its towers rising like broken teeth against the gray clouds. There were no lights in the windows. It looked abandoned, a monument to a dead era.

The car stopped in the inner courtyard. The walls here were fifty feet high, blocking out the wind but trapping the freezing cold.

"Out," Keith said.

I opened the door and stepped onto the cold stone. My boots made a sharp clicking sound that echoed off the walls.

Two guards in black armor stood at the entrance of the main hall. They held heavy rifles across their chests. They did not move as we approached.

Keith led me through the double iron doors.

The entrance hall was massive. The floor was black marble, polished so highly that I could see my own reflection beneath my feet. High above, a iron chandelier hung from thick chains, its candles unlit. The only light came from the gray daylight filtering through the high windows.

"Wait here," Keith said. He turned and walked down a side corridor, his footsteps fading into the distance.

I stood in the center of the hall. The air was cold enough that my breath formed white clouds before me.

Then, the air changed.

A heavy weight settled over the room. It was a physical pressure, so intense that my knees buckled slightly. The skin on my arms went cold.

I turned.

A man stood at the top of the wide stone staircase at the end of the hall.

He was massive. He stood at least six-foot-five, his shoulders broad enough to fill the entire archway. His hair was jet-black, falling over his forehead. He wore a dark, open coat over a black shirt, and even from this distance, I could see the thick, pale scars that lined his neck and collarbones.

But it was his eyes that made me freeze.

They were a piercing, icy silver. They did not look human. They looked like frozen lakes, empty of warmth, filled with a deep, territorial hunger that made my skin prickle.

Silas Vance. The Cursed King.

He descended the stairs slowly, his movements silent despite his size. Every step he took seemed to increase the pressure in the room, making it hard to draw air into my lungs.

He stopped five feet from me.

The moment his gaze locked onto mine, a sudden, sharp pain flared in my chest. It felt like a physical wire had been threaded through my heart and pulled tight.

I gasped, grabbing my chest.

Silas froze. His silver eyes widened, then darkened instantly. The silver bled away, replaced by a pitch-black color that swallowed his pupils entirely.

"No," he whispered. His voice was a low, rasping sound that rattled in his throat.

He took a step back, his hands clenching into fists. The veins on his neck stood out, turning a dark, bruised purple.

"What is this?" he growled. The air around him seemed to warp with heat.

"I am Lyra Sterling. I am the tribute."

"You are not a tribute," Silas said, his voice rising, thick with a violent, primal anger. He stared at me as if I were a ghost. "You are a curse."

He took another step back, his breathing heavy and ragged. He looked down at his own hands, which were shaking.

"Keith!" Silas roared. His voice shook the glass panes of the high windows.

Keith appeared from the corridor, his face pale. "Sire?"

"Take her away," Silas ordered. He did not look at me again. He turned his back, his entire body rigid with tension. "Put her in the north tower. Lock the doors. She is not to leave those rooms."

"Sire, the treaty—" Keith began.

"Do it!" Silas snarled. He slammed his fist into the stone pillar beside the stairs. The granite cracked under his knuckles. "Get her out of my sight before I tear her throat out."

The pain in my chest did not fade. It remained a cold, sharp ache, pulling me toward him even as two guards grabbed my arms and dragged me toward the dark stairs.

I looked back over my shoulder.

Silas Vance stood in the shadows of the staircase, his hands covered in blood from the cracked stone, his black eyes watching me with a mixture of raw terror and absolute hatred.

I had survived the Silver-Eye Pack. But as the heavy oak door of the north tower slammed shut behind me, the lock clicking into place, I realized the true nightmare had just begun.
2. The Gates of Crow's Reach
The heavy metal key turned twice in the lock. The sound was loud in the small stone room. I stood in the center of the space, holding my hand over my chest. The pain there was a physical ache. It did not stop. It was a constant pressure behind my ribs, exactly where my heart beat.

I walked to the wooden door and pulled on the iron ring. The wood did not move. I pressed my ear against the surface. I heard the boots of the two guards move away down the stone corridor. Their footsteps grew quieter until there was only the sound of the wind outside the castle.

I turned around to look at the room. It was small. The walls were grey granite blocks with white mortar between them. There was a single bed with a wool blanket, a wooden table with a pitcher of water, and one window high up on the wall. Three thick iron bars were set into the stone of the window frame. Cold air came through the opening, bringing the smell of wet pine and snow.

I walked to the window and stood on my toes to look out. The ground was sixty feet below. I could see the stone walls of Crow's Reach and the dark pine trees of the forest beyond the wall. Everything was covered in thick snow. Two guards stood on the wall below my window, carrying iron spears.

I sat on the edge of the bed. The physical pain in my chest pulsed. It was a sharp pain in my flesh. I knew what this was. My mother had told me about the fated-mate bond before she died of a sudden fever in the Silver-Eye Pack. She told me it was a physical connection between two people. She said it was supposed to bring peace. She had secret notebooks written in ancient runes that she hid under the floorboards of our cabin. I had studied those drawings for years, even though I did not understand their full meaning.

This did not bring peace. It was painful.

My stepfather, Joshua, had sent me here as a peace offering to secure the silver mines. He did not care what happened to me. He wanted the treaty signed so he could trade silver with the southern packs. Now, I was locked in a tower by a king who had looked at me with fear and anger.

I pulled my collar aside to look at my skin. There were no marks, but the skin over my sternum was red and warm to the touch.

The room had no fireplace. The cold of the northern mountains came through the stone walls. My fingers were stiff. I rubbed my hands together to keep them warm. I had only my thin wool tunic and a pair of leather boots. Joshua had not allowed me to pack my things. He had given me to the Obsidian guards with nothing but the clothes on my back.

I looked at the water pitcher on the table. It was made of dark clay. I poured some water into a wooden cup and drank it. The water was cold and tasted of minerals.

Footsteps sounded in the corridor again. They were heavy and slow. They stopped outside my door.

The key turned in the lock. The door swung open.

Silas Vance stood in the doorway.

He had to bend his head to clear the frame. He was very tall and broad. He wore a dark leather coat with no markings. His hands were wrapped in clean white linen bandages. The blood from his cracked knuckles had seeped through the cloth, leaving dark red spots on the white fabric.

His eyes were not black now. They were the light, cold silver I had seen when he first descended the stairs. He looked at me with a completely still expression.

"Get up," he said. His voice was quiet. It did not have the anger from before, but it was deep.

I stood up. I kept my back straight. I did not want him to see that my hands were shaking. "Why am I locked in this room?"

Silas stepped into the room. He closed the heavy door behind him. He took up most of the space in the small room. He stood five feet away from me.

"You are the daughter of Joshua Sterling," Silas said.

"I am his stepdaughter," I said. "He does not care about me. He kept me as a servant in his house. I worked in the kitchens and the laundry. I did his physical labor."

Silas looked at my hands. I kept them down by my sides, but he saw my skin. My skin was dry and there were small scars on my knuckles from years of physical work.

"Joshua is a greedy man," Silas said. "He would not send his own daughter to the Obsidian Throne. He sent you because he thinks I will kill you. He wants to use your death as a reason to break the treaty and take our mines."

"Are you going to kill me?" I asked.

Silas did not answer immediately. He walked to the small table and touched the wooden pitcher. "The mate bond is a disease in my family line. It is not a gift. When we touch our mates, the curse in our blood grows stronger. It makes us lose our minds. It makes us violent."

I watched his hands. "The pain in my chest. Is that the curse?"

"Yes," Silas said. He turned to face me. "It is the reaction of your body to my blood. The bond is trying to connect us, but my blood is poisoned. If I claim you, the poison will go into your mind. You will go mad within months. You will try to kill me, or you will kill yourself. My mother died because of this. My brother died because of this."

He spoke with no emotion in his voice, but his fingers clenched tightly against the wooden table. The wood made a small cracking sound under his grip.

"I rejected you to save your life," Silas said. "But the bond does not care about rejections. It is still there. I can feel your presence from across the castle. It is a physical pull."

"I can feel you too," I said. "It hurts."

"It will hurt more if we are close," Silas said. "But I cannot let you leave Crow's Reach. If Joshua finds out that the bond exists between us, he will use it. He will tell the other packs that the Cursed King has a mate. They will attack us to take our land and our silver."

"I am not your weak spot," I said. "I do not even know you."

Silas took a step closer to me. The physical ache in my chest grew sharper. My veins felt cold. My breathing became faster.

He stopped two feet from me. He was very tall. I had to look up to see his face.

"You are my mate," he said. "That makes you a danger to me, and me a danger to you. I have to keep you here where I can see you. If you leave, my enemies will capture you to gain power over me."

"You are going to keep me in this room?"

"No," Silas said. "You will be allowed to walk in the courtyard during the day. But you will have guards with you. You will not speak to anyone from the outside. You will not speak to the pack elders."

He reached out his hand. He did not touch me, but his hand stopped an inch from my shoulder. His skin was warm. I felt the physical heat coming from his body.

The silver in his eyes flickered. A dark speck of black appeared in his left pupil. It grew larger, covering the silver.

"He is coming," Silas whispered. His breathing suddenly became rough and uneven.

"Who?" I asked.

"The beast," Silas said. He gripped his own head with his bandaged hands. "It wants to take control. It wants to claim you. It does not care about the curse."

He stumbled backward. His black hair fell over his forehead. His face was pale, and the veins in his neck were turning a dark purple color. His face showed extreme physical pain.

I did not think about my safety. I took a step forward and grabbed his wrist.

My fingers wrapped around his thick wrist, right over the white linen bandages.

The moment my skin touched his, a sudden sensation went through my arm. It was a physical pull. My blood moved toward my fingers. I felt a physical connection to his skin.

The sharp pain in my chest did not get worse. Instead, it changed. My chest became heavy and cold.

Silas froze.

The dark purple veins on his neck began to fade back to his normal skin color. The black in his eyes shrank, disappearing until only the clear, cold silver remained.

His breathing slowed down. He looked down at my hand on his wrist, then up at my face.

"What did you do?" he whispered.

"I do not know," I said.

My legs were heavy. I felt the physical fatigue of a long run. I let go of his wrist and took a step back. I sat down on the edge of the bed because my knees were shaking.

Silas remained standing. He looked at his hand, then at me. His expression was no longer cold. It was filled with shock.

"The darkness in my head," Silas said. "It stopped. It has never stopped before. The curse always grows when my mate is near. It does not go away."

"I felt it," I said. My voice was very quiet. "I felt something heavy go into me. I feel very tired now."

Silas came closer. He knelt on one knee in front of the bed so that his face was level with mine. He did not touch me, but his silver eyes searched my face.

"Who was your mother, Lyra?" he asked.

"Her name was Sarah," I said. "She was a member of the Silver-Eye Pack. But she was not born there. She came from the south. She never told me about her family or her bloodline."

"She had ancient blood," Silas said. His voice was tense. "My father carved runes into his chest to stop the curse. They did not work. He
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