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​CHAPTER ONE: THE SILVER STITCH
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The air in the lower laundry halls didn't just smell like lye; it felt like it was trying to skin you alive. It was a thick, wet heat that clung to the stone walls and turned the fine hairs on my neck into damp coils. Down here, thirty feet below the golden spires of Oakhaven, the sun was nothing more than a rumor. We lived by the stuttering light of tallow candles and the orange flicker of the massive hearths that boiled the water for the masters above.

I leaned into the wooden washbasin, my muscles screaming in a dull, rhythmic ache I had long since learned to ignore. My fingers were the worst—pruned, raw, and bleeding at the cuticles from the harsh alkaline soaps. I was nineteen, but my hands looked like they belonged to a woman of sixty.

Scrub. Rinse. Wring. Repeat.

In this castle, humans were the grease that kept the gears turning. We were the invisible hands that cleaned the blood from the hunting tunics and the wine from the silk sheets. If you didn't look up, if you didn't catch the eye of a passing Shifter, you might survive to see the next moon. The wolves didn't see us as people; we were furniture that breathed.

And for a girl like me—a girl with a secret humming in her marrow—being invisible was the only thing keeping me off a dissection table.

A sudden, bone-shattering howl ripped through the ceiling.

The sound was so violent, so jagged with agony, that I dropped the heavy linen sheet I was wringing. It hit the soapy water with a dull thwack. Around me, the other thirty laundry girls froze. The rhythmic splashing of water stopped. Even the fire in the hearth seemed to cow in fear.

It wasn't a normal howl. It wasn't the call to the moon or the signal of a kill. It was the sound of a mind tearing in half.

"The Prince," whispered Martha, an older woman whose hands were scarred from forty years in the pits. She crossed herself, her eyes wide. "The Primal Plague. It’s reached the Royal Wing."

The rumors had been flying for months. A rot was spreading through the Alpha bloodlines—a madness that stripped away the man and left only a mindless, bloodthirsty beast. Usually, the afflicted were taken to the woods and put down. But you couldn't just put down the Crown Prince.

The heavy oak doors at the far end of the hall—reinforced with iron bands—didn't just open. They were obliterated.

The sound was like a lightning strike. Wood splinters the size of daggers flew through the air, clattering against the stone basins. A massive shadow stumbled through the wreckage, and the temperature in the room instantly plummeted. It felt like a storm had walked into the basement.

Prince Kaelen.

I had seen him only once, from the back of a crowd during his investiture. He had looked like a statue carved from ice—cold, beautiful, and utterly lethal. Now, he looked like a man who had been dragged through hell.

His fine white silk shirt was shredded, hanging in bloody tatters off a chest that seemed too large for a human frame. His muscles were corded, twitching with a frantic, uncontrolled energy. His skin was flushed a deep, bruised crimson, and the veins in his neck were bulging, pulsing with a sick, rhythmic beat.

But it was the eyes that made the girls scream.

They weren't blue anymore. They were swirling with a chaotic, gold-green fire—the signature of the Plague. He was halfway through a Shift, his jaw jutting out, his teeth lengthening into serrated points.

"Run!" Martha shrieked.

The hall exploded into chaos. Servants scrambled over each other, knocking over baskets of clean linen and slipping on the soapy floors. They bolted for the service tunnels, their screams echoing off the damp stone.

I tried to move. My brain told my legs to run, to vanish into the shadows like I always did. But my feet were rooted.

Kaelen stumbled, his massive shoulder slamming into a granite pillar with enough force to crack the stone. He groaned—a sound that started as a sob and ended as a predatory snarl. He looked up, and for one heartbeat, his gaze locked onto mine.

Deep beneath the gold-green fire, I saw him. The man. He was drowning in his own skin, clawing for air in a sea of madness.

Help me.

He didn't say it. He couldn't. But I felt it.

My blood began to boil. Not the heat of the laundry, but a sharp, electric sting that started in the center of my chest and raced toward my fingertips. The Silver. It was the curse my mother had warned me about on her deathbed. “Never touch them, Elara. If they feel what you have, they will never let you go.”

Kaelen let out a choked roar and lunged. He didn't reach me. He collapsed three feet away, his claws—long, black, and dripping with a dark ichor—gouging deep furrows into the floor. He was fighting the beast with everything he had, his body vibrating so hard the water in the basins rippled.

I shouldn't have done it. I should have let the guards find him. But the Silver in my veins was screaming, a high-pitched frequency that demanded to be released.

I stepped forward. My bare feet splashed in the soapy runoff. I reached out, my small, raw hand trembling as I hovered it over his burning shoulder.

"Prince Kaelen?" I whispered.

The moment my skin met his, the world vanished into a white-hot flash.

It wasn't a touch; it was an explosion. A blinding bolt of silver lightning shot from my fingers, racing into his body. It felt like I was being emptied out, my very life-force being sucked into the vacuum of his madness. I gasped, my knees hitting the wet stone, but I couldn't pull away. I was tethered.

I felt his mind. It was a forest on fire, filled with screaming shadows and the stench of rot. My silver magic acted like a needle, stitching the frayed edges of his consciousness back together with threads of moonlight. I saw his memories—the weight of a crown he never wanted, the loneliness of a throne, the terrifying moment the Plague first touched his thoughts.

Stitch. Bind. Mend.

Kaelen’s body arched, a silent scream frozen on his lips. The angry crimson flush on his skin began to recede, replaced by a pale, healthy gold. The gold-green fire in his eyes flickered, fighting the silver, before finally being extinguished.

He slumped forward, his forehead resting against my shoulder. He was heavy—pure, dead weight—and he smelled like ozone, pine needles, and the iron tang of blood.

The silver-fire in my veins died down to a dull, throbbing ache. I was gasping for air, my vision swimming with dark spots. I had never used that much power. I felt hollowed out, as if I were nothing but an empty shell.

I tried to pull back, to scramble away before he realized what had happened. But a hand—large enough to wrap entirely around my forearm—shot out and clamped onto my wrist.

His grip was terrifying. It wasn't the clumsy grab of a beast; it was the calculated hold of a predator who had just found his prize.

"What... are you?" he rasped.

He lifted his head. The madness was gone. His eyes were back to that piercing, crystalline blue, but they weren't cold anymore. They were burning with an intensity that made the breath catch in my throat.

"I... I'm a servant, Your Highness," I stammered, my voice cracking. "I was just... trying to help."

"Help?" He let out a low, dark sound that was half-laugh, half-growl. He didn't let go of my wrist. Instead, he pulled me closer, dragging me through the soapy water until I was pinned between his legs. "You didn't just help me, girl. You reached into the dark and pulled me back."

He leaned in, his nose brushing against the pulse point at my neck. I froze. The air around him was charged, making the fine hairs on my arms stand up. He inhaled deeply, his nostrils flaring.

"I can smell it on you," he whispered against my skin, sending a jolt of pure electricity through my spine. "The silver. It’s not just in your hands. It’s in your breath. It’s in your soul."

"Please," I breathed, my hand fluttering against his bare, muscled chest. "Let me go. I won't tell anyone."

"Let you go?" Kaelen looked at me, his blue eyes darkening until they were almost black. His hand moved from my wrist to the back of my neck, his fingers tangling in my hair, forcing my head back so I had to look at him.

"The Plague has been hunting me for months," he said, his voice dropping to a possessive, territorial rumble. "And I just found the only shield in the world. You aren't a servant anymore, little ghost."

He leaned down, his lips hovering just a hair’s breadth from mine. I could feel the heat radiating off him, a primal, overwhelming force that made my own blood sing in a way that terrified me.

"You're my Tether," he snarled, the word, a vow and a threat all in one. "And from this moment on, you belong to me."

Behind us, the heavy boots of the Royal Guard echoed in the hallway, their torches casting long, flickering shadows. But Kaelen didn't look at them. He didn't look at anything but me.

I had saved the Prince from the beast. But looking at the hunger in his eyes, I realized I had just become the prey of something much more dangerous.
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