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1. The Ashes of Oakhaven
I ground the silver-leaf into the stone mortar, pushing the pestle down until my knuckles turned white.

The dust got into my throat, tasting of metal. I did not cough. I was used to it.

For ten years, this bitter dust had been my survival.

I poured three drops of the silver-laced liquid into a cup of hot water. The water turned a cloudy, metallic gray.

I drank it in one swallow. It burned my throat, a sharp heat that settled in my stomach.

The pain was familiar. It kept my inner wolf quiet, dormant, and hidden from the pack registry.

If the King's inspectors found a girl with a hidden royal bloodline, they would execute me. They executed my parents and my brother ten years ago during the Purge of the White Sun.

I was thirteen then. Now I was twenty-three, and I still woke up sweating from memories of screaming and the smell of burning flesh.

I wiped my hands on my canvas apron. My palms were scarred from handling raw silver-leaf and boiling acid.

I packed three jars of wolfsbane salve into my leather satchel. Bram, the tavern owner of the Black Boar, paid ten copper coins per jar. It was enough to buy flour and firewood for the next week.

I pulled my wool hood over my ash-brown hair. My dark amber eyes looked back at me from the dirty glass of my single window. I looked pale, my features thin from the early winter cold.

I stepped outside into the cold afternoon.

Oakhaven was a dying border town on the edge of the Lycan Sovereignty. The wooden houses were gray with rot, leaning against each other. Slush filled the narrow streets, and the air smelled of wet wood, horse manure, and coal smoke.

A cold wind blew off the mountains, freezing the slush into slippery ice.

I walked fast, keeping my head down.

Two guards in heavy iron armor stood at the corner of the main street. They carried spears and wore the crest of the Obsidian Citadel—a black wolf skull.

They watched me as I passed, their eyes lingering on my satchel.

I did not look at them. I kept my breathing steady. If they smelled the silver on my breath, they would think I was a smuggler or an outlaw.

I turned the corner and headed toward the Black Boar tavern.

The heavy oak door of the tavern rattled against its iron hinges as I pushed it open.

The air inside was warm and thick. It smelled of cheap ale, roasted pork, and wet dog. Several local miners sat at the long wooden tables, shouting over each other.

I walked straight to the counter. Bram was wiping a glass with a dirty, grease-stained rag.

'You are late, Elena,' Bram said, his voice low.

'The silver-leaf took longer to dry,' I said, keeping my voice quiet. I pulled the three jars from my satchel and placed them on the wood.

Bram picked one up, unscrewed the lid, and sniffed it. He nodded, satisfied.

'The miners have been complaining about muscle aches from the cold,' Bram said. 'This will sell fast.'

He reached under the counter and slid a small leather pouch of copper coins toward me.

I reached for the pouch, but my fingers stopped before they touched the leather.

The hair on the back of my neck stood up.

A man sat in the dark corner of the tavern, watching the room.

He was tall and heavily built, his presence taking up the entire corner. He wore a dark leather coat with a high collar that hid his neck. His hair was jet-black and cropped short.

His eyes were slate-gray. They were cold, scanning the tavern with absolute focus.

He did not look like the local miners or mercenaries. He had a hard, scarred jaw and a posture that commanded attention. A jagged scar ran from his collarbone up to his shoulder, barely visible beneath his collar.

He was undercover, but he did not look like he belonged in a place as dirty as Oakhaven.

Two men in red leather jackets—the mark of the Crimson Fang syndicate—stood near his table.

'You do not belong here, stranger,' one of the syndicate men said. He had a scarred face and carried a heavy iron pipe.

The dark-haired man did not move. He did not look at his drink.

'I am here for a delivery,' the stranger said. His voice was deep and calm, vibrating through the small tavern.

'There is no delivery for you,' the syndicate man replied. He swung the iron pipe at the stranger's head.

The stranger moved before the pipe could hit him.

He stood up, caught the pipe with his bare hand, and twisted it. The syndicate man screamed as his wrist cracked.

The stranger threw him across the table, splintering the wood.

The second syndicate man pulled a silver-tipped dagger. He lunged at the stranger's chest.

The stranger stepped aside, grabbed the man's arm, and slammed his elbow down onto the man's joint. The bone broke with a loud pop.

The tavern erupted into chaos.

People screamed, pushing toward the exit. Chairs were thrown, and glasses shattered against the walls.

I grabbed my coin pouch and turned to run toward the back door.

But more syndicate men rushed into the tavern through the rear entrance. They drew their weapons, blocking my escape.

'Block the doors!' one of them yelled. 'Do not let him leave!'

I was trapped against the wooden counter.

The tall stranger fought three men at once. His movements were precise and lethal. He did not show any fear. He moved with a speed that normal humans could not match.

Suddenly, a small metal cylinder bounced across the floorboards. It stopped near the stranger's boots.

It hissed.

A dense gray smoke erupted from the cylinder, filling the room in seconds.

The smell of burning silver hit my nose. It was thick and suffocating.

I coughed, my eyes watering instantly. The silver in the smoke reacted with the dormant wolf blood in my system. My chest burned with a sharp, white-hot pain.

The stranger gasped. He stumbled back, his hands moving to his eyes. The silver-smoke had blinded him.

'Guard!' he shouted, his voice rough. 'Secure the perimeter!'

The smoke was too thick to see through. I staggered forward, trying to find an open window or a side door.

I could not breathe. My lungs felt like they were filled with hot ash.

I ran blindly into the haze.

My shoulder collided with a hard, muscular body.

I bounced back, but a massive hand shot out of the smoke and grabbed my arm.

His grip was incredibly strong. It locked around my wrist, pinning me in place.

'Who is there?' the stranger demanded. He was blind, coughing, but he did not let me go.

He pulled me hard against his chest.

Our bodies collided.

The physical contact triggered a sudden heat in my chest.

The silver suppressants in my blood failed. The dormant wolf inside me woke up with violent force.

My heart beat against my ribs. My vision cleared, the smoke no longer blinding me.

I could see his face, only inches from mine.

His neck was exposed, the skin hot and smelling of ozone and fresh blood.

A primal, ancient hunger took over my mind. I was a wolf recognizing its fated mate under extreme survival stress.

My teeth grew long and sharp, aching with the need to bite.

The stranger tried to twist my arm behind my back, his muscles straining.

I did not think. I did not plan.

I lunged forward and sank my teeth deep into the side of his neck.

I bit down with all my strength, my fangs piercing his skin and muscle.

I tasted his hot, metallic blood.

The moment my teeth broke his skin, a bright golden light exploded between us.

The light flared outward, pushing back the gray smoke.

The physical pain of the bond binding our lives made me scream. It felt as if a physical cord was being pulled through my chest.

The stranger let out a deep, guttural scream of absolute agony.

An intricate, glowing seal carved itself into his neck, burning through his skin.

The magical backdraft knocked us back.

My strength vanished. My limbs went numb.

The stranger fell backward onto the floorboards, and I collapsed on top of his chest.

The gold light faded, leaving us in the dark, smoky tavern.

My eyes closed as darkness took over.
2. The Accidental Bite
Cold stone pressed against my cheek.

I opened my eyes and coughed. The metallic taste of dried blood coated my tongue.

I tried to lift my hands, but heavy iron chains rattled against the stone floor. The metal rings locked around my wrists were thick and cold. They dug into the skin of my palms, rubbing against my apothecary scars.

A sharp pain flared in my chest. It radiated from the center of my ribs and traveled straight to my neck.

I sat up slowly, my muscles aching. The movement made the room spin. I pressed my back against the wall of the cell, trying to steady myself.

I was inside a small, damp dungeon. The walls were made of black, jagged stone. Moisture ran down the surface of the rock, pooling in the crevices of the floor. Heavy iron bars blocked the exit, separating me from a dark corridor lit by a single torch.

The silver-laced suppressants in my blood were completely gone. I could feel the presence of my wolf now, dormant for years but now awake and restless. She was silent, but her heat coursed through my veins. It was a physical weight I had not felt since I was thirteen years old.

I touched my collarbone. The skin there was swollen and hot.

Footsteps echoed down the stone corridor. They were heavy, deliberate, and metallic.

I pulled my knees to my chest and backed into the corner of the cell. The cold of the stone wall seeped through my thin cotton tunic, making me shudder.

A figure stopped in front of the iron bars.

It was the man from the tavern.

He was no longer wearing the muddy cloak of a traveler. He wore a dark leather brigandine reinforced with black steel plates. His jet-black hair was pushed back, revealing the sharp angles of his face and the cold, slate-gray eyes that stared down at me.

A jagged scar ran from his collarbone up to his shoulder. Beside it, on the left side of his neck, was a fresh, raw wound. It was the shape of a set of teeth, and it glowed with a faint, pulsing golden light.

The Alpha King. Valerius Thorne.

My breath stopped in my throat.

I recognized him from the proclamations posted in the town square of Oakhaven, though those drawings did not show his physical presence. He was massive, his broad shoulders filling the width of the corridor. He towered over the two guards standing behind him.

"Unlock the cell," Valerius said. His voice was low and carried absolute authority.

The guard stepped forward quickly, his hands shaking as he turned a large iron key in the lock. The heavy door swung open with a loud groan.

Valerius walked into the cell. The space immediately felt smaller. He stopped two feet away from me and looked down.

"What did you do to me?" he asked. His voice was quiet, but it filled the room.

"I was trying to escape the smoke," I said. My voice sounded cracked and dry. "It was an accident."

Valerius knelt down, bringing his face level with mine. The scent of him—copper and ozone—filled the small cell.

"An accident," he repeated. He reached out and grabbed my chin.

The moment his fingers touched my skin, a sharp spasm of physical pain shot through my chest. I flinched back, but his grip was solid. He did not let go. His fingers were warm against my cold skin.

His slate-gray eyes widened slightly. I saw the muscles in his jaw tighten. He felt the pain too.

"You bit me," Valerius said, his grip tightening. "You carved an ancient royal seal into my neck. No common apothecary has the strength to break through my natural shields, let alone mark me."

"I did not mean to," I said, struggling to pull my chin from his hand. "My wolf woke up because of the silver-smoke. I did not know what I was doing. The survival instinct took over."

"Who sent you?" he demanded. His gray eyes searched my face, scanning my features for any sign of deceit. "Was it the Crimson Fang? Did Julian send you to bind my life to yours?"

"I do not know any Julian," I said, my voice rising. "I do not know the Crimson Fang. I am Elena Vance. I run an apothecary shop in Oakhaven. That is all."

Valerius let go of my chin. He stood up and looked down at his own hand, which was trembling slightly.

"You are lying," he said. "The Vance family died ten years ago during the Purge of the White Sun. My father made sure of it. I watched the ashes of their estate burn."

I stopped breathing for a second. The memory of the fire, the screams of my family, and the smell of burning flesh returned to my mind. I clenched my fists, my scarred palms digging into my skin.

"I survived," I said, looking directly into his cold eyes. "No one sent me. I was hiding in Oakhaven. I used silver suppressants to keep my wolf quiet so your guards would never find me."

Valerius stared at me for a long moment. He reached up and touched the glowing golden mark on his neck.

"The mark is real," he said, his voice dropping. "I feel your heart beating in my chest. I feel your fear. It is a physical link."

"Then you know I am telling the truth," I said. "Let me go. I will leave the territory. I will never return."

"No," Valerius said. He stepped closer, his shadow falling over me. "The mark binds our life forces together. If you die, I die. If your heart stops, my reign ends. I will not let you out of my sight. You are too dangerous to be free."

"You cannot keep me here," I said, pulling on the iron chains. The metal clanked loudly against the floor.

"I am the King," Valerius said. "I can do whatever is necessary to protect this kingdom. You are a threat to my life and my throne. Until I know for certain who you are, you belong to the state."

"I am not an assassin!" I shouted.

"We will see," Valerius said. He turned to the guard standing at the door. "Bring her to the high tower chambers. Secure the windows. Put four guards at the door."

"Sire," the guard said, bowing his head. "What about Lady Seline? She is waiting in the great hall. She has been asking about the incident in Oakhaven."

Valerius's expression hardened. "Tell her I am busy with matters of state. She does not need to know about this. Keep the dungeons closed to all visitors."

"Yes, Sire."

Valerius looked back at me. His gaze was intense, analytical, and completely devoid of warmth. He did not show any vulnerability, despite the trembling of his fingers.

"We have three moons to complete the blood-rite," he said, his voice dropping to a whisper. "If we do not, the incomplete bond will drive us both mad. The physical pain will eventually stop our hearts."

"Then break it," I said. "There must be a way to break it."

"There is no way to break an ancient seal," Valerius said. "We are bound, Elena. Whether you like it or not."

He turned and walked out of the cell, his heavy steps fading down the stone corridor.

The guard stepped in and unlocked my chains from the wall, keeping the cuffs on my wrists. He grabbed my arm and pulled me up. My legs were weak, but I forced myself to stand.

I had survived the Purge of the White Sun by remaining invisible. Now, I was locked in the heart of the Obsidian Citadel, bound to the very man whose family had destroyed mine.

The guard led me out of the cell and up a winding stone staircase. The air grew colder as we ascended, but the burning heat in my neck did not fade. It was a constant physical tension in my chest, a direct physical sensation that pointed to Valerius's location somewhere in the castle.

We reached a heavy wooden door guarded by two sentries in silver armor. The guard unlocked the door and pushed me inside.

The room was large, but it was not a prison cell. It contained a wooden bed with wool blankets, a small table with a basin of water, and a single high window with iron bars.

The door slammed shut behind me, and I heard the heavy lock turn.

I walked to the window and looked out. The Obsidian Citadel sat on a high cliff, overlooking a dark forest that stretched to the horizon. It was the Whisperwood, a sub-zero forest where the cold could freeze a wolf's cells. Beyond that forest lay the cold peaks of the mountains.

I sat down on the edge of the bed and pressed my hands against my face. My palms were sweaty, and my pulse was fast.

I had spent my entire life avoiding the pack hierarchy. I had used silver suppressants to keep my wolf quiet so I could live as a human, free from the demands of Alphas. Now, I was bound to the most powerful Alpha in the territory.

I looked at the water basin on the table. I walked over and washed the dried blood from my face. My dark amber eyes looked tired in the reflection, and my messy ash-brown hair was tangled with soot.

I needed to find a way out of the Citadel before the three moons were up. I would rather die in the freezing forest than be a prisoner to the King.

The sound of the door lock turning made me spin around.

The door opened, and a woman stepped into the room. She was tall and elegant, with platinum blonde hair styled in intricate braids. Her jawline was sharp, and her cold green eyes swept over the room before landing on me. She wore a green velvet gown trimmed with silver thread.

Lady Seline.

She closed the door behind her, leaving the guards outside.

"So," she said, her voice smooth and devoid of emotion. "You are the girl from Oakhaven."

I did not answer. I stood my ground, my hands clenching at my sides.

Seline walked closer, her green eyes scanning my torn clothes, my scarred hands, and finally, my neck.

"You look like a common street rat," Seline said. "Yet, Valerius has locked you in the high tower instead of the dungeons. Why?"

"Ask him," I said.

Seline's eyes narrowed. "I am his betrothed. Our marriage is necessary to secure the borders of this kingdom. My father taught me that everything is a transaction. I have paid too much for this throne to let an accidental mark steal it from me."

She stepped closer, the scent of lavender filling the air between us.

"If you are an assassin, you will die," she said quietly. "If you are something else, I will make sure you disappear anyway. I will not let a nameless commoner ruin my family's survival."

"I want to leave," I said. "Tell him to let me go."

Seline smiled, but her eyes remained cold. "He will not let you go. He is paranoid. He believes everyone is trying to kill him. But I can make your stay here very brief."

She turned and walked to the door, knocking twice. The guard opened it immediately.

She looked back at me over her shoulder.

"Enjoy the room while you can," Seline said.

The door closed, and the lock clicked into place.

I was alone again, but the threat was clear. I had to get out of the Obsidian Citadel before Valerius's paranoia or Seline's ambition killed me.
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