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1. The Silver Sentence
My father did not look at me when he pressed his thumb to the electronic sensor. The device chirped. It was a short, sharp sound that signaled the transfer of five million credits and the ownership of my life. He stood in the center of our dirt-floor cabin, wearing his best jacket, and stared at the wall. He did not say goodbye. He did not ask if I was afraid. He only wiped a smudge of grease from the screen of his handheld unit.

High Priest Malphas stood in the doorway. He was a tall man, sixty years or older, draped in heavy purple velvet that did not move when he walked. The fabric hid a withered arm that hung uselessly at his side. He smelled of old parchment and formaldehyde. Two guards in black tactical gear stood behind him. They wore the crest of Obsidian Peak on their shoulders—a silver wolf head trapped in a circle of thorns.

"The transaction is complete," Malphas said. His voice was dry. It sounded like paper rubbing together. "Bring her."

The guards moved forward. One of them grabbed my upper arm. His grip was too tight. I did not fight him. I was twenty-four years old and had lived in the irradiated borderlands my entire life. I knew how to survive. Surviving meant knowing when a fight was already lost. I was a woman born to a Lycan pack who could not shift. I was a mistake of biology. To my father, I was a debt-clearing asset. To the Council of Obsidian Peak, I was a biological sponge.

They pushed me toward the armored transport waiting outside. The air in the borderlands was thin and tasted of dust. I looked back once. My father was already walking toward the kitchen, likely to check the balance on his account again. I turned my head and stepped into the dark interior of the vehicle. The door slammed shut. The lock engaged with a heavy mechanical thud.

We drove for six hours. The road grew steeper as we ascended the base of the volcano. Obsidian Peak was a fortress of black stone and geothermal pipes. Heat began to bleed through the floorboards of the transport. I sat on the metal bench and stared at my hands. I was short-cropped hair and amber eyes and a body that had never known the heat of a wolf’s spirit. I was empty. That was why they wanted me.

When the doors opened, we were inside a massive cavern. The ceiling was lost in shadows, but the walls glowed with the orange light of lava channels behind reinforced glass. Malphas was there, waiting for me. He pointed toward a set of double doors made of solid iron.

"The King is waiting," Malphas said. "You will not speak unless he addresses you. You will not touch him unless the ritual requires it. If you fail to absorb the silver, you will die. If you succeed, you will remain here until the next moon. Do you understand?"

"I understand that I was sold," I said. My voice was steady. I didn't have the luxury of tremors.

Malphas did not respond. He turned and led me into the throne room. It was a vast, circular chamber. At the center sat a chair carved from a single block of volcanic glass.

Silas Vane sat on that chair. He was thirty-two, but his face was a mask of exhaustion. He was tall and skeletal, though his shoulders remained broad. He wore a black shirt unbuttoned at the collar. I saw them immediately. Silver veins, thick and bright as liquid mercury, tracked up his throat and disappeared under his jawline. His eyes were the color of cold flint. He looked at me, and for a second, the air in the room felt heavy.

"This is the one?" Silas asked. His voice was low. It held no warmth.

"Elara Vance," Malphas said. "She has zero Lycan DNA. Her blood is a void. She is the perfect vessel for the Sin-Eating."

Silas stood up. He moved slowly. I could see the stiffness in his joints. The Argent Blight was turning his blood into metal. He walked toward me until he was only a foot away. He was much taller than me. He looked down, his gaze scanning the scar across my collarbone.

"You are small," Silas said.

"The curse doesn't care how tall I am," I replied.

Silas narrowed his eyes. "You have a tongue. That will be a problem."

"It’s the only part of me that isn't for sale," I said.

Malphas stepped forward, holding a silver ceremonial dagger and a heavy leather-bound book. "The sun is setting. We must begin the binding. The King’s blood is reaching a critical state."

Silas didn't take his eyes off me. He reached out and grabbed my right hand. His skin was ice cold. It felt like touching a refrigerator coil. I expected a shock, or a burn, or the sudden onset of the silver rot. But as his fingers clamped around my wrist, something happened.

The silver veins on his neck, which had been pulsing with a faint, rhythmic light, suddenly went dim. The mercury color faded to a dull gray. Silas gasped. It was a sharp, involuntary sound. He didn't let go. He gripped my wrist tighter. His flint-colored eyes widened.

"What did you do?" he whispered.

"Nothing," I said. I was telling the truth. I felt a strange vacuum in the center of my chest. It wasn't pain. It was a sensation of drawing water from a well. I felt a heavy pressure moving from his skin into mine, traveling up my arm.

Malphas stepped closer, his eyes fixed on Silas’s throat. "The veins. They are receding. This has never happened before. The bride usually convulses within seconds."

Silas pulled me closer. Our chests were almost touching. I could smell the metallic tang of his blood and the scent of the cold stone. He looked down at our joined hands. The silver light was literally draining out of his skin and disappearing into mine. My skin did not turn silver. It stayed the same tan color it had always been.

"The pain," Silas muttered. He sounded confused. "It’s stopping."

He released my wrist as if he had been burned. The moment the contact broke, the silver veins on his neck flared back to life, though they were less bright than before. He staggered back a step, hitting the edge of his throne. He stared at me with a mixture of suspicion and a raw, naked need that he couldn't quite hide.

"She isn't a sponge," Silas said, looking at Malphas. "She is a drain."

"The Law of the Null," Malphas whispered. He looked at me with a new, predatory interest. "The prophecy said the one who eats the sins of the King shall become the judge of the pack. We thought it was a metaphor for death."

"It wasn't," Silas said. He stood up straight, his breathing leveling out. He looked at the guards. "Take her to the North Tower. Lock the door. No one enters without my seal. Not even the Council."

"Sire, the ceremony isn't finished," Malphas protested. "The marriage contract must be sealed with the branding."

Silas walked back to me. He took the ceremonial dagger from Malphas’s hand. He didn't use it on me. Instead, he took my left hand and pressed his thumb against the jagged scar on my collarbone. He pressed hard.

"She is branded enough," Silas said. "She is mine. By law and by blood. Move her now."

The guards grabbed me again. This time, I didn't look back at the King. I looked at the floor. My arm felt heavy, as if the bone had been replaced with lead. The pressure in my chest was still there, a dormant weight that I didn't understand. I had come here to die as a sacrifice. I had expected to be a footnote in the history of a dying kingdom.

But as they led me down the cold stone corridors toward the North Tower, I realized the silver wasn't killing me. It was waiting. I could feel it sitting just beneath my skin, a cold, quiet power that didn't belong to a wolfless girl from the borderlands. I wasn't just a bride. I was a weapon that had just been loaded.
2. Scavenger of the Wastes
The guards’ grip on my arms was tight. They didn't speak as they pulled me away from the throne. They didn't even look at me. After what happened with Silas, they treated me with a caution that felt new. Before, I was just a slave my father sold for five million credits. Now, I was something else.

I looked down at my hands. They were steady, which surprised me. The silver light that had traveled from Silas’s skin into mine was gone from the surface, but I could still feel it. It sat in the center of my chest. It was a cold, solid sensation. It didn't hurt. It just occupied space where nothing had been before.

We moved out of the throne room and into a wide corridor made of polished black stone. The walls reflected the orange glow of the geothermal lamps. I saw my own reflection in the stone. I looked small between the two armored men. My dark hair was messy and my amber eyes looked too bright. I didn't look like a queen. I looked like what I was—a girl from the borderlands who had spent her life digging through radioactive trash for copper wire.

"Where are you taking me?" I asked.

The guard on my right didn't turn his head. "The North Tower. The King gave his orders."

"The King is dying," I said. I wanted to see if they would react. "That silver on his neck. It's the Argent Blight, isn't it?"

Both guards stiffened. The one on the left tightened his hand on my bicep. "You should keep your mouth shut, Null. You’re lucky he didn't kill you on the spot for touching him without permission."

"He touched me," I reminded him.

They didn't answer. We reached a set of heavy steel doors. One of the guards pressed his palm against a scanner. The doors hissed open to reveal a private lift. It was small and cramped. We stepped inside, and the floor dropped away as the lift ascended the interior wall of the volcano.

I watched the city of Obsidian Peak through the glass panel. It was a vertical maze of metal and rock. From this height, I could see the lower districts where the workers lived. They were crowded and dark, lit only by the faint orange steam rising from the vents. It reminded me of the wastes, but with more walls.

In the wastes, I had a routine. I would wake up before the sun hit the radiation line, check my traps for desert rats, and then spend ten hours in the rusted ribs of the old cities. My father, Elias, would sit in the shade of our shack and wait for me to bring back something he could sell for a bottle of synthetic rye. I had survived the wastes for twenty-four years because I knew how to hide. I knew how to be invisible.

Now, I was the center of everything.

"He called me a drain," I said to the lift doors. "What does that mean?"

"It means you’re a freak," the guard on the left muttered. "Lycans have spirits. We have the wolf. Even the humans in the city have a trace of it. You have nothing. You're a hole in the world."

I thought about the word. A hole. When Silas touched me, I hadn't felt like a hole. I had felt like a sponge. I had felt his pain. It was a jagged, screaming thing that had been living under his skin. When it flowed into me, the pain stopped for him. For me, it just turned into a cold weight.

The lift slowed and came to a stop. The doors opened onto a circular landing. This was the North Tower. It was high above the rest of the palace, isolated from the main corridors. There were two more guards stationed at the door. They stepped aside when they saw the seal on the first guard’s shoulder.

They led me into a large room. It wasn't a cell, which confused me. There was a bed with silk sheets, a low table made of dark wood, and a large window that overlooked the edge of the volcano. It was a cage, but it was a luxurious one.

"Stay here," the guard said. "The High Priest will be here soon to begin the evaluation."

"Evaluation?" I stepped back. "Silas said I was his. He said the ceremony was over."

"The King says many things when the rot is in his brain," the guard replied. He walked out and the door slammed shut. I heard the heavy thud of a magnetic bolt engaging.

I was alone.

I walked to the window. The wind howled against the reinforced glass. Below, the kingdom of Obsidian Peak stretched out like a wound in the earth. To the south, I could see the gray expanse of the wastes where I had come from. My father was probably there now, counting the credits Malphas had given him. Five million. That was enough to buy a small estate in the southern cities. It was enough to buy a new life.

He had sold me because I was wolfless. He had called me a burden for two decades. I wondered if he knew that his 'burden' was currently the only thing keeping the Alpha King from turning into a silver statue.

I sat on the edge of the bed. The silk felt strange against my skin. I was used to coarse wool and dirt. I reached up and touched my collarbone, right where Silas had pressed his thumb. The skin felt hot. There was no mark, no ink, but I could still feel the pressure of his hand.

He had claimed me. He hadn't asked. He hadn't offered a choice. He had simply decided I belonged to him because I could take away his agony.

I closed my eyes and tried to focus on the weight in my chest. If I was a weapon, as I had thought in the corridor, I needed to know how to use myself. I breathed in deeply, trying to find the edges of the power. It felt like a pool of cold water sitting behind my ribs. It didn't move. It didn't react to my thoughts. It just waited.

A soft clicking sound came from the door. I stood up, expecting Malphas. I expected the smell of formaldehyde and the sight of those withered robes.

But the door didn't open. Instead, a small panel at the bottom of the door slid back. A tray of food was pushed through.

"Eat," a voice said from the other side. It wasn't a guard. It sounded like a woman, her voice low and hurried. "The King is coming back tonight. He’s in a rage. The Council tried to take his authority while he was in the infirmary."

"Who are you?" I asked, moving toward the door.

"A friend to those who have no wolf," she whispered. "They’re going to test you, Elara. They’re going to see how much you can take before you break. Don't let them see the silver."

"What do you mean?" I knelt by the door.

"The more you take from him, the more you become like him," she said. "The Null isn't just a drain. It’s a mirror. If you absorb the King’s curse, you absorb his nature. You have to fight it."

Before I could ask anything else, I heard footsteps in the hall. The person outside scrambled away.

I looked at the food tray. There was a bowl of broth and a piece of bread. I wasn't hungry. My stomach felt tight with a mixture of fear and a new, pulsing energy.

I went back to the window. The sun was starting to set, casting long, bloody shadows across the volcanic rock. I thought about what the woman said. A mirror.

If Silas Vane was a man of cold flint and paranoia, what would I become if I took all of that into myself? I was already cynical. I already hated the world that had discarded me.

I touched the glass. A faint frost began to form where my fingertips met the surface. It wasn't from the cold outside. The frost was silver.

I pulled my hand back, my heart finally starting to beat faster. The silver wasn't just sitting in my chest. It was moving. It was responding to my fear.

I wasn't just a scavenger anymore. I was a vessel for a king’s rot, and the rot was starting to change the way I looked at the world. I didn't want to escape to the southern wastes anymore.

I wanted to see Silas Vane again. I wanted to see if I could make him bleed silver until there was nothing left of him but the man he was before the curse. Or perhaps, I just wanted to see if I could take everything he had and make it mine.
3. The Price of a Father
The heavy thud of boots against the stone floor signaled his arrival before the lock even turned. I stayed by the window, my fingers still resting against the silver frost on the glass. The temperature in the room dropped ten degrees the moment the heavy oak door swung open.

Silas Vane did not walk into a room. He invaded it. He stood in the doorway, his chest rising and falling in uneven shifts. The silver veins on his neck were thick, pulsing with a dull, metallic light that looked like liquid mercury trapped under a layer of thin parchment. He looked at the food tray on the floor, then at me.

"Get away from the window," he said. His voice was a low rasp that lacked any inflection.

I didn't move. I kept my hand on the glass, feeling the coldness of the silver frost seep into my skin. "I was told you were in a rage. I was told the Council tried to take your chair while you were bleeding out in the infirmary."

Silas crossed the room in three long strides. He grabbed my wrist and pulled my hand away from the window. He stopped when he saw the marks on the glass. He stared at the silver frost, his grip tightening until my bones shifted.

"Where did this come from?" he asked. He turned my hand over, inspecting my palm.

"It came from you," I said. I met his flint-colored eyes. "I touched you, and now I am leaking your sickness. Is that what you paid five million credits for? A mirror for your own rot?"

He shoved my hand back toward me and turned away, pacing the small perimeter of the cell. He looked like a trapped animal, his muscles twitching under his dark shirt. He didn't have his royal cloak now. He just looked like a man who was losing a fight with his own blood.

"Five million credits was the price your father set," Silas said. He stopped pacing and looked at the stone wall. "He didn't haggle. He didn't ask what would happen to you. He just gave me a routing number and waited for the confirmation beep."

I leaned back against the cold stone. "My father is a scavenger. He knows the value of scrap metal. I suppose I was just the most expensive piece he had left."

Silas laughed, but the sound was dry and ended in a cough that brought a trace of silver to his lips. He wiped it away with the back of his hand.

"Elias Vance isn't a scavenger, Elara. He is a man who owed a debt to the High Priest that exceeded his life expectancy. He didn't sell you for greed. He sold you to stay out of the incinerators. He traded your life for his heartbeat."

The words felt like a physical weight in my chest. I had spent years thinking he was just a desperate man who wanted a way out of the wastes. To know he had traded me to pay off a debt to Malphas made the air in the room feel thinner.

"It doesn't matter why he did it," I said. My voice was steady, despite the way my pulse thudded in my neck. "The result is the same. I am in a tower, and you are dying, and the people who work for you are waiting for you to turn into a statue so they can melt you down."

Silas moved toward me again. This time, he didn't grab me. He stopped inches away, his shadow covering me completely. He smelled of ozone and something sharp, like the air before a lightning strike.

"They won't get the chance," he whispered. He reached out, his hand hovering near my collarbone, right over the jagged scar. "The Council thinks they bought a sacrifice. They think they bought a sponge to soak up the blight until it kills you. But you aren't dying, are you?"

I looked down at his hand. The silver veins on his fingers were receding. Just being near me was pulling the pressure out of his system. I could feel the energy moving between us, a cold current that traveled from his skin to mine.

"I feel it," I said. "It sits behind my ribs. It feels like a pool of lead."

"Then take more of it," Silas commanded. He stepped closer, pressing his chest against mine. He grabbed both of my hands and forced them against his
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