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​CHAPTER ONE: THE WITHDRAWAL
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The High Tower reeked of rot. No pine. No silver. Just cold stone and the acidic tang of my mind beginning to fracture.

It had been seventy-two hours since Elara walked out of the suite. Seventy-two hours since the silver-tether had been stretched to its absolute, agonizing limit.

I stood at the narrow slit of the window, my large, clawed hands gripping the freezing masonry until the stone began to hairline-fracture. My human skin was pale, mapped with a network of grey veins that pulsed in time with the throb in my skull. The withdrawal wasn't just mental; it was a physical flaying. Without Elara’s presence to knit the frayed edges of my sanity, the Plague was clawing its way back to the surface with a vengeance.

A low, vibrating growl started in my chest—a sound I couldn't control.

"Your Highness."

I didn't turn. I didn't have to. The scent of the Royal Healer—dry parchment and chemical salts—invaded the room.

"The King is growing impatient," the man stammered, his boots clicking nervously on the obsidian floor. "Your tremors... they were seen during the morning briefing. If you do not stabilize the bond before the Council meeting tonight, the High Lords will move for a regency. They will say the wolf has finally won."

"The wolf is the only thing keeping me from tearing this tower down stone by stone," I rasped. My voice sounded like glass grinding against glass. I turned slowly, and the Healer flinched.

My eyes were no longer blue. They were a murky, turbulent grey, the pupils blown wide as I hunted for a scent that wasn't there.

"Where is she?" I demanded.

"In the West Spire, guarded by the King's personal—"

I was across the room before he could finish the sentence. A blur of midnight and malice, I caught the Healer by the front of his robes, lifting him until his toes dangled inches from the floor. The grey veins in my arms thrummed with a frantic, silver-starved heat.

"She is mine," I whispered, the words vibrating with a feral authority. "My Tether. My soul. And if my father thinks a few iron bars and a dozen guards will keep me from what is legally and primally mine, he is more senile than the Council suspects."

I dropped the man and stormed toward the heavy iron-bound door. Every step was a battle. My muscles felt like they were being pulled apart by invisible hooks, the silver-fever making my skin feel three sizes too small. I needed her. Not just for the crown. Not just for the sanity. I needed the feel of her pulse against my teeth, the way her silver-fire tasted like the first breath of air after a drowning.

I reached the West Spire in a haze of red-rimmed rage. The guards didn't even try to stop me. They saw the lengthening of my shadow, the way the air ionized around me, and they stepped aside.

I threw open the doors to her chamber.

Elara was standing by the hearth, her silhouette framed by the flickering orange light. She was wearing a simple linen shift, her hair unbound and falling over her shoulders like a curtain of dark silk. She looked small. Fragile.

And she looked entirely unimpressed.

"Get out, Kaelen," she said, her voice steady and cold. She didn't even turn to look at me.

"I can't," I choked out, my knees hitting the rug. The proximity to her was a torture of its own. Being in the same room as her silver, but not touching it, was like standing in a desert and watching the rain fall just out of reach.

I crawled toward her—a Prince reduced to a beast. Fingers trembled inches from her shift's hem. My claws gouged the floorboards. Silver withdrawal burned my throat like molten glass. I could taste her magic in the air—oasis inches from a drowning man.

"Elara... please." My voice cracked. "The rot... it's eating the light."

She turned. Silver-fire eyes. No pity. Only betrayal's cold math.

"You tracked me like prey," she purred, crouching predator-close. Her palm hovered over my forehead—the Mend's heat taunted, untouched. "Secured me like a battery."

I moaned, fangs dropping, claws splintering floorboards. Her scent—soap, moonlight, mine—flayed me.

"You want salvation, Kaelen?" Her fingers traced air millimeters from my cheek. Magic burned my skin without healing. "Earn it."

She leaned close. Voice lethal silk. "What did your father do to my family?"

I convulsed. No answer. No relief.

She rose gracefully, stepping over my shattered form. The door clicked. Darkness consumed.

I'd thought her my tether to sanity. She'd made me her dog.
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​CHAPTER TWO: THE LEASH AND THE CROWN
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The Royal Council Chamber didn't smell of strategy; it smelled of fear.

I stood by the heavy obsidian doors, flanked by four High Guards whose hands rested on the silver hilts of their greatswords. King Malphas sat on his throne of carved basalt, his face a mask of ancient fury. At his right hand was Lord Cassian, the leader of the Shadow Pack, whose emerald eyes tracked my every movement with a calculation that made the silver in my blood hiss in response.

But my focus was on the figure collapsing in the center of the room.

Kaelen wasn't just shaking anymore. He was vibrating, his body caught in the violent, final throes of Silver-Withdrawal. His military tunic was soaked through with sweat, the dark fabric clinging to the agonizing tension of his muscles. Grey veins mapped his face, their cold, ash-like lines threatening to swallow the last of the blue in his eyes. He was panting, a dry, ragged sound that echoed off the high vaulted ceiling.

Seventy-two hours of my silence had brought the future King of Oakhaven to his knees.

"This is an embarrassment, Malphas," Lord Cassian purred, his voice like silk sliding over a blade. Cassian's emerald gaze slid to my throat, lingering there with a palpable, proprietary greed. "The Mender's light would serve the Shadow Pack far better than this... display. An unstable Alpha is a liability, but an unstable Tether is an opportunity."

"He has a Tether," the King growled, his Alpha-voice ionized, making the air in the room snap with static. He turned his lethal gaze to me, dismissing Cassian’s thinly veiled threat with a wave of his hand. "A Tether who seems to have forgotten her place."

The King stood, the basalt throne scraping against the floor. He didn't walk toward me; he commanded me. The force of his power was a localized gravity that tried to crush me where I stood.

"Mender," he spat the word as if it were an insult. "Your Prince is dying. Your Crown is crumbling. Correct this. Now."

I didn't move. I looked from the King to Kaelen, the man who had stalked me, claimed me, and then sold me for a marriage license. He looked up at me through the haze of his madness, his grey eyes wide with a silent, tortured plea that tore at the very root of my silver-blood.

"No," I said. The word was a single, defiant crystalline point.

"What?" The King’s roar had a physical impact. The glass on the basalt table shattered.

"I won't fix him," I said, my voice cold and steady, the silver in my veins rising to form an armor around my mind. "I won't be the battery you plug him into whenever you need him to be a useful tool. You used my family, you used my light, and you let me think I was saving a man when you were just securing an asset."

I looked at Kaelen, letting him see the ice in my gaze. "I told you, Your Highness. Tonight, you starve. No touch. No mend. Not until I have my freedom."

A lethal silence fell over the chamber. Even Lord Cassian had stopped tapping his long, clawed fingers.

Then, Kaelen let out a sound that wasn't human.

It was a guttural, primal sob, a noise of pure, broken need. He lunged across the floor, not on his feet, but on his hands and knees. He wasn't the Prince of Oakhaven; he was a wolf reduced to a starving dog. He hit the base of the platform where the guards stood, and his hand—now fully clawed—snapped out and closed around my ankle.

His clawed grip executed a silver-fire detonation. My vision whited out. Power hemorrhaged from my veins into his starvation—a violent, orgasmic flood that left me gasping, knees buckling against his chest. I was empty, hollowed out, but I was also terrifyingly full of his sensation. His heartbeat was mine. His relief was mine. And his monstrous, selfish relief was drowning me.

"Mender," Malphas warned, his voice low and dangerous, seemingly oblivious to the primal surge of power between us. "If you do not complete the Mend, his heart will stop from the shock. Fix him. Now."

I had two choices: Let him die, or surrender. I looked down at the top of his dark head, at the tension in his broad back. I hated him for what he had done. I hated him for needing
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