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​Prologue: The Second Mate
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Nine Years Before Sera



Morrigan Nightshade knew the exact moment her world ended and began.

It was during the coronation of the new High King—Vesper Silvercrown, barely twenty-four and already carrying the weight of his father's death in the tight line of his shoulders. The Obsidian Citadel's throne room was packed with Alphas from every territory, all come to witness the transfer of power, all pretending they weren't calculating whether the young king would be strong enough to hold the Federation together.

Morrigan was there as part of her pack's delegation, standing near the back in formal leathers that felt too stiff, too constraining. She was a warrior, not a politician. Give her a battlefield over a ballroom any day.

But then Vesper's coronation concluded, and he descended from the dais to greet the assembled Alphas, and his eyes found hers across the crowded room.

The world fractured.

One moment, Morrigan was herself—fierce, independent, content with her life as a pack warrior. The next moment, there was a bond where there hadn't been one before, snapping into place with the inevitability of a river finding the sea.

Mate.

The recognition crashed through her like lightning. This stranger, this king she'd never spoken to, was hers. Was meant for her. The bond sang with absolute certainty, and for one perfect, terrifying moment, Morrigan believed in destiny.

Vesper froze mid-conversation with an Eastern Alpha, his silver eyes going wide. Across fifty feet of crowded throne room, through dozens of oblivious wolves, their gazes locked.

He felt it too.

Morrigan's heart was pounding so hard she thought it might crack her ribs. The bond pulled her toward him with gentle insistence, whispering that she should go to him, introduce herself, start the conversation that would define the rest of their lives.

This is it, she thought with a giddy terror that made her want to laugh and run in equal measure. This is what the legends talk about. The mate bond. The perfect match.

Vesper excused himself from the Alpha he'd been speaking with and crossed the room. He moved like water, graceful despite his size, every inch the predator wearing a crown. When he stopped in front of her, close enough that Morrigan could smell cedar and winter, the bond hummed with approval.

"I felt it," Vesper said quietly, his voice pitched for her ears only. "The bond. You felt it too?"

Morrigan nodded, not trusting her voice.

"What's your name?"

"Morrigan. Morrigan Nightshade. Third-born daughter of the Nightshade pack, warrior class." She was babbling, the words tumbling out too fast. "I didn't mean to—I wasn't expecting—"

"Neither was I," Vesper said, and something in his expression made Morrigan's breath catch. Not quite a smile, but close. Hope, maybe. Possibility. "I don't know what this means. But I'd like to find out. If you're willing."

"I'm willing," Morrigan said, and meant it with every fiber of her being.

They spent the next hour in a quiet corner of the Citadel gardens, talking. Just talking. Getting to know each other while the bond hummed contentedly between them, approving of every laugh, every shared confidence, every moment of connection.

Vesper told her about the weight of the crown he'd just inherited, about his fear that he wasn't ready, about his younger sister who still cried for their father. Morrigan told him about growing up overlooked as a third daughter, about proving herself on the battlefield, about the satisfaction of being good at something.

"I like you," Vesper said as the sun began to set, painting the sky in shades of amber and rose. "Not just because of the bond. I genuinely like you. That's... rare for me."

"I like you too," Morrigan said, and it was true. The bond made her want him with an intensity that was almost frightening, but underneath that, she actually enjoyed his company. His dry humor. His unexpected gentleness. The way he looked at her like she was more than just a warrior or a third daughter or a bond-match.

Like she was someone.

"I have to warn you," Vesper said, his expression growing serious. "There's a curse. On my bloodline. My mates—" He stopped, started again. "It doesn't end well. My mother went mad. Other Silvercrown mates before her. I don't know if I should even attempt—"

"We'll figure it out," Morrigan interrupted, taking his hand with a confidence she didn't entirely feel. "Together. Whatever this curse is, we'll face it together."

Vesper looked at their joined hands for a long moment. Then he nodded. "Together."

When he kissed her that night—gentle and careful, like she was something precious—Morrigan felt like the luckiest wolf alive.

The bond sang with perfect contentment, and Morrigan let herself believe this was the beginning of something beautiful.

She didn't notice the wrongness yet. Didn't notice how the bond's whisper of "go to him" was becoming "stay with him." Didn't notice how her awareness of Vesper's location was growing from pleasant to persistent.

Didn't notice the first intrusive thought that slithered through her mind like oil through water:

He's mine. Anyone who tries to take him will regret it.

The thought felt like hers. Sounded like her voice. And that's what made it so dangerous.

Because three months later, when Morrigan's hands were wrapped around Lyra Silvercrown's throat and Vesper was tearing her away with horror in his eyes, she would remember this night.

Would remember thinking the bond was a blessing.

Would remember believing love could conquer curses.

Would remember the exact moment she'd been wrong.

But tonight—this perfect, terrible tonight—Morrigan Nightshade stood in the garden with her mate and believed in happy endings.

The bond hummed between them, patient and hungry.

And The Devourer, ancient and bound and twisted by three centuries of Morvanna's revenge, began to wake.
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​Chapter 1: The Historian's Gambit
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POV: Sera Ashford



The mountain pass smelled like winter and regret.

Sera pulled her cloak tighter as the hired carriage rattled over another patch of broken stone, the wheels groaning in protest. Through the narrow window, she watched the peaks rise like jagged teeth against a sky the color of old bruises. Somewhere beyond those ridges lay the Obsidian Citadel—and the man who might be her death.

"The closer you get to him, the less of yourself will remain."

Her grandmother's warning whispered through her mind, the words as familiar as her own heartbeat. Sera had heard them a dozen times in the weeks before she left the northern territories. Each time, she'd nodded, promised to be careful, and continued packing anyway.

Because what choice did she have?

She pressed her palm against the leather satchel at her side, feeling the weight of five years of research compressed into journals, maps, and fragments of texts most scholars didn't even know existed. The truth about the Silvercrown curse. The truth about Morvanna's bloodline. The truth about what Sera herself was—and what she might be walking into.

Her wolf stirred beneath her skin, restless and anxious. It had been quiet for months, dormant, almost forgotten. But the closer they got to the Citadel, the more it paced inside her ribcage, whining like it recognized something in the air.

Or someone.

Sera closed her eyes and forced herself to breathe. In through the nose, out through the mouth. The meditation technique her grandmother had taught her to quiet the beast. It didn't work as well as it used to.

"You all right back there, miss?" The driver's voice cut through the silence, rough with the accent of the mountain territories.

"Fine," Sera called back, her voice steadier than she felt. "How much longer?"

"Another hour, maybe less. Road gets worse before it gets better."

Of course it did.

She pulled out her mother's journal—the one that had started all of this—and ran her fingers over the cracked leather cover. Inside were the careful notes of a woman who'd lived in hiding her entire life. A woman who'd loved a wolf and borne his child, knowing the Council would kill her for the crime of existing.

Witch-wolf hybrid. Abomination. Those were the words the old laws used.

Sera had been five when the "rogue attack" killed her parents. She'd been twenty-one when she finally found the Council's correspondence authorizing the execution. And she'd been twenty-four when she discovered her mother's real heritage: a direct descendant of Morvanna the Scorned, the witch who'd cursed the Silvercrown bloodline three hundred years ago.

Which meant Sera carried both wolf and witch blood in her veins. Which meant she was the only person alive who could break the curse.

If you survive long enough to try.

She opened the journal to a page she'd read so many times the ink was fading. Her mother's handwriting, cramped and urgent:

"The failsafe exists. I've seen it in the old texts, the ones Morvanna's descendants keep hidden. A way to sever The Devourer from the bloodline. But it requires someone like me—like us. Someone who carries both magics. If you're reading this, Seraphina, if you've found the truth about what we are, please don't do anything foolish. The curse destroys everyone it touches. Even those who try to break it."

Too late for that, Mom.

The carriage lurched to a stop, and Sera's head snapped up. Through the window, the Citadel rose from the mountainside like something carved from midnight itself. Obsidian walls stretched toward the sky, veined with silver that caught the dying light and threw it back in cold, sharp flashes. Ancient wards hummed in the air—she could feel them even from here, a pressure against her skin that made her teeth ache.

The driver cleared his throat. "Obsidian Citadel, miss. I'll take you to the main gate, but no further. I don't... my kind isn't welcome inside."

Sera gathered her satchel and stepped out into the mountain wind. It cut through her cloak like knives, carrying scents that made her wolf lift its head: pine and stone and something older, something that tasted of pack magic and territorial boundaries and power.

The Citadel loomed above her, impossibly large, impossibly dark. She could see wolves patrolling the walls—guards moving with supernatural grace, their eyes tracking her even from this distance.

"Thank you," she told the driver, pressing coins into his weathered hand.

He didn't meet her eyes. "Good luck, miss. You'll need it."

The carriage rattled away before Sera could ask what he meant.

She stood alone on the road, the wind howling around her, staring up at the fortress that had been home to the Silvercrown Alphas for five centuries. Home to kings. Home to the cursed.

Home to Vesper.

Her dreams had shown her fragments: silver eyes in the darkness, a voice like winter, hands that could kill or protect with equal ease. Her grandmother's visions had been clearer—an Alpha King drowning in isolation, a mate bond waiting to snap like a bear trap, a choice that would save them both or destroy them utterly.

But Sera wouldn't know for certain until she met him. Until she looked into his eyes and felt whether the bond was real or just another cruel trick of fate.

She started walking.

The main gate was a massive thing of iron and enchanted silver, covered in runes that glowed faintly in the dimming light. Two guards stood on either side, both male, both watching her approach with expressions that ranged from suspicious to outright hostile.

"State your business," the taller one said. His hand rested on the sword at his hip.

"Seraphina Ashford. I'm expected. I'm the historian hired to catalog the archives."

The guards exchanged glances. The shorter one—a wolf with scars crossing his throat—consulted a ledger. "Ashford... yeah, you're on the list. Beta Dacian will meet you inside."

The gates swung open with a groan of metal and magic, and Sera stepped through into another world.

The courtyard was vast, paved in the same black stone as the walls. Torches burned in silver sconces, casting dancing shadows across the faces of wolves who paused in their duties to stare at her. She could feel their attention like physical weight—assessment, curiosity, and something else. Pity?

They know what happens to women who come here.

"Miss Ashford."

The voice came from her left, deep and clipped with authority. Sera turned to find a man approaching—late thirties, powerfully built, with dark hair shot through with silver and eyes that missed nothing. He wore the formal attire of a high-ranking pack officer, and the way the other wolves deferred to him spoke of power and respect earned over decades.

"Beta Dacian," Sera said, inclining her head in the formal greeting of wolf culture.

His expression didn't soften. "You're late."

"The mountain roads—"

"I don't care about the roads. The King expects punctuality from those who serve the Citadel." He looked her up and down, and Sera felt like she was being inventoried. "You're smaller than I expected for someone who claims expertise in supernatural history."

"Knowledge doesn't require height."

A flicker of something—amusement? irritation?—crossed his face. "No. But survival in this place requires more than cleverness. Come. I'll show you to the archives and your quarters. The formal introduction to King Vesper will happen at tonight's banquet."

Tonight. She'd meet him tonight.

Her wolf whined, a sound of anxiety and anticipation that only she could hear.

Dacian led her through hallways that felt carved from shadow itself. The obsidian walls absorbed light rather than reflecting it, and the silver veins running through the stone pulsed with a rhythm that almost matched her heartbeat. Portraits lined the corridors—Silvercrown Alphas going back generations, each one staring out from their frame with expressions of barely contained grief.

She noticed immediately: none of them had mates pictured beside them.

The Widow Kings. That's what the old texts called them. Cursed to be alone, or to destroy everyone they loved.

"The archives are in the lower levels," Dacian said, his voice echoing off stone. "You'll have access to the general collection. The restricted sections require special permission."

"And how do I get that permission?"

"You don't. Those texts are sealed for good reason."

Sera filed that information away. Restricted sections meant secrets. Secrets meant answers.

They descended a spiral staircase that seemed to go down forever, the air growing cooler and heavier with each step. Finally, they emerged into a space that stole Sera's breath.

The archives stretched out before her like a cathedral to knowledge itself. Vaulted ceilings disappeared into darkness above. Shelves upon shelves of books, scrolls, and bound manuscripts created a labyrinth of information that would take a lifetime to fully explore. The air smelled of old leather and parchment and something darker, something that made her witch blood tingle with recognition.

Blood magic. These texts have been written in blood.

"Impressive," she managed.

"It's the most complete collection of supernatural history in North America," Dacian said, and for the first time, there was something other than coldness in his voice. Pride. "The Silvercrown line has been preserving knowledge for five hundred years. Your job is to catalog and preserve what's here. Not to remove anything. Not to share anything with outside parties. And absolutely not to enter the restricted sections without explicit authorization. Clear?"

"Crystal."

He studied her for another long moment, then nodded toward a side passage. "Your quarters are through there. The banquet begins at sunset. Don't be late."

He left without another word, his footsteps fading up the stairs until Sera stood alone in the vast silence of the archives.

She waited until she was certain he was gone. Then she moved.

The restricted section wasn't hard to find—it was the one area with actual wards on it, shimmering barriers of magic that would alert someone if breached. But Sera had spent five years studying ward magic, and more importantly, she had her mother's gift for unraveling protective spells.

She knelt in front of the barrier, closed her eyes, and let her witch blood rise. It felt different than her wolf—cooler, sharper, like touching ice that didn't melt. She could feel the structure of the ward, see the way the magical threads wove together.

There. A weakness. A gap just large enough to slip a concentrated pulse of counter-magic through.

The ward shivered, then parted like a curtain. Sera slipped inside before it could reform.

The restricted section was smaller than she expected, just three shelves of texts that looked ancient and dangerous. She ran her fingers along the spines, reading titles in languages both familiar and foreign, until she found what she was looking for.

Registry of the Silvercrown Line. Mates and Outcomes.

Her hands shook as she pulled it from the shelf.

The ledger was bound in black leather that felt wrong to touch, like it remembered the deaths it catalogued. Sera forced herself to open it, to read the clinical, emotionless entries:

Mate #1: Alina Frost. Bond formed March 3. Rejected before completion. Subject deceased by her own hand within three months. King Vesper showed no visible grief.

Mate #2: Morrigan Nightshade. Bond formed June 12. King maintained distance. Subject became violent and obsessive within six weeks, attempted murder of Royal Sister. Exiled. Current status: rogue, presumed unstable.

Mate #3: Lilith Crane. Bond formed July 14. Rejected immediately upon recognition. Subject descended into mania within nineteen days. Executed by her own father at his request. King Vesper showed no grief.

Mate #4: Name unknown. Bond recognition occurred at Treaty Summit. King fled before introduction. Subject currently institutionalized, catatonic state, prognosis terminal.

Sera's stomach turned. Four women. Four lives destroyed by a curse they never asked for.

And she was about to become number five.

Unless you break it first.

She closed the ledger with shaking hands and returned it to the shelf, then slipped back through the ward before it could fully detect her presence. But she'd seen what she needed to see. Vesper Silvercrown wasn't a monster—he was trying to protect his mates the only way he knew how.

By destroying them before the curse could.

Sera made her way back through the archives, her mind racing with calculations and probabilities and the terrible arithmetic of survival. She was so lost in thought that she almost walked past it.

A portrait. Smaller than the others, tucked into an alcove like someone had tried to hide it.

The man in the painting was young—maybe twenty-two, twenty-three—with silver eyes that held something the older portraits lacked. Hope. There was hope in those eyes, and a vulnerability that made Sera's chest ache.

Vesper.

She knew it was him even without the nameplate. Something in those eyes called to a part of her she couldn't name, couldn't define. Not the bond—that hadn't snapped yet—but something deeper. Recognition. Like meeting someone she'd known in another life.

The portrait showed him before he became the Widow King. Before the curse had carved away everything soft and left only survival instinct.

What happened to you? she thought. What did they do to make you give up?

Her wolf stirred again, this time with something that felt dangerously like longing.

No. She couldn't afford that. Couldn't afford to feel anything for him until she knew whether the bond was real or just another trap laid by Morvanna's three-hundred-year-old revenge.

Sera forced herself to turn away from the portrait and headed toward her quarters. She had a few hours before the banquet. A few hours to prepare for the moment that would seal her fate.

She was halfway to her room when she felt it.

A pull. Electric and undeniable, dragging at something deep in her chest. Her wolf surged to the surface, no longer whining but howling, desperate to follow that invisible thread toward its source.

East wing. He was in the east wing.

Sera stopped mid-step, her hand bracing against the cold stone wall. The pull was so strong it was almost painful, like every cell in her body was trying to reorient itself toward magnetic north.

He's here. He's close.

Her grandmother's voice echoed through her memory: "The bond will know before you do. Your wolf will recognize him even if your mind doesn't."

And if her grandmother's visions were right—if the dreams and the research and the impossible hope were all leading to this moment—then somewhere in the east wing of the Citadel, Vesper Silvercrown was feeling the same pull.

Her fate was about to be sealed.

Whether she was ready or not.
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​Chapter 2: The Evening Star
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POV: Vesper Silvercrown



The reports blurred together after the third hour.

Vesper rubbed his eyes, trying to focus on the words swimming across the parchment. Southern border. Three rogue sightings. Ward stone integrity at seventy-two percent. Numbers and locations that should have alarmed him but instead just added to the crushing weight of responsibility that never seemed to lift.

He hadn't slept properly in weeks. Maybe months. Time had a way of losing meaning when you spent it alone in a study that smelled of old leather and older regrets.

"You look like hell."

Vesper didn't look up from the reports. "Good evening to you too, Isolde."

His chief strategist swept into the study with the confidence of someone who'd been telling kings uncomfortable truths for thirty years. Isolde was in her fifties, silver-haired and sharp-eyed, with a tongue that could flay a man at twenty paces. She'd served his father before him and showed no signs of retiring just because Vesper found her blunt assessments inconvenient.

"When's the last time you ate?" she demanded, dropping into the chair across from his desk without waiting for invitation.

"This morning."

"Liar. Dacian said you skipped breakfast and lunch." She leaned forward, her expression softening just slightly. "Vesper, you can't keep doing this to yourself."

"Doing what? My job?"

"Punishing yourself." She gestured at the reports spread across his desk. "These could wait until tomorrow. The Council meeting could be delegated. You don't have to carry everything alone."

Yes, I do. Because who else was there? Who else could bear the weight of a cursed bloodline and a fractured Federation without crumbling under it?

The door opened again, and Dacian entered, his expression carefully neutral. That was never a good sign. When his Beta looked that controlled, it meant he was about to say something Vesper wouldn't like.

"The Council sent another message," Dacian said without preamble.

Vesper set down the report he'd been pretending to read. "Let me guess. More demands about producing an heir?"

"They're calling it a 'friendly reminder' of the timeline." Dacian's mouth twisted with distaste. "You have a year from their last ultimatum to find a suitable mate and complete the bond. That gives you..." He consulted a paper. "Eleven months remaining. Or they invoke the Rite of Challenge."

Isolde made a disgusted sound. "The Rite of Challenge. As if killing you and installing one of their puppets would somehow make the Federation stronger."

"It would make them stronger," Vesper said quietly. "That's all they care about."

The Rite of Challenge was ancient law—if the ruling Alpha was deemed unfit, the Council could sanction a formal challenge. Trial by combat. The winner took the throne. The loser died.

Vesper had fought his way to the throne at twenty when his father fell in the territorial wars. He'd spent twelve years defending it, consolidating power, holding together a Federation that wanted to fracture along old grudges and older ambitions.

And now the Council wanted him to risk it all by taking a mate. By condemning another innocent woman to madness and death just so the Silvercrown bloodline could continue.

"I'm not doing it," Vesper said.

Dacian and Isolde exchanged glances.

"Vesper—" Isolde began.

"I'm not condemning another woman to the curse. I won't do it. If the Council wants to challenge me, let them. At least then the only person who dies is me."

"You can't mean that," Dacian said, his voice tight with frustration. "You'd let everything we've built fall apart? Let them install Octavia Greythorn or one of the other power-hungry vultures?"

"I mean exactly that." Vesper met his Beta's eyes, letting him see the truth of it. "The Silvercrown line is poison, Dacian. It destroys everything it touches. Better to let it end with me than perpetuate another three centuries of suffering."

Isolde stood abruptly. "I'm not going to sit here and listen to you martyr yourself. You're not your father, Vesper. You're not responsible for a curse that was cast before you were born."

"No," Vesper agreed. "But I'm responsible for what I do with it. And I choose to let it die."

She stared at him for a long moment, then shook her head. "You're a fool. A noble fool, but a fool nonetheless." She headed for the door, then paused. "The new historian arrived today. Dacian settled her in the archives."

Vesper barely registered the words. Scholars came and went, always hoping to uncover some secret that would make their careers. They never found what they were looking for because the real secrets—the ones that mattered—were locked away where curious minds couldn't reach them.

"Seraphina Ashford," Dacian added. "From the northern territories. She has impressive credentials, actually. Five years of independent research on supernatural history."

"Wonderful." Vesper returned his attention to the reports. "Make sure she signs the confidentiality agreements and understands the restricted sections are off-limits."

"Already done."

"Then I don't see why you're bothering me with this."

Dacian's expression flickered with something—concern? frustration?—but he simply nodded. "The banquet starts at sunset. You should prepare."

Vesper's jaw tightened. He hated these formal gatherings, the political theater of reminding the packs who held power. But they were necessary. Weakness invited challenges, and challenges meant blood.

"I'll be there," he said.

They left him alone in the study, and Vesper returned to his reports, trying to focus on ward integrity percentages and rogue movements. Anything to avoid thinking about the Council's ultimatum. About the choice they were trying to force.

But his mind wouldn't cooperate. It kept drifting to the ledger he kept locked in his desk. The one that catalogued his failures in clinical, emotionless detail.

Four mates. Four lives destroyed by his cursed bloodline.

Vesper closed his eyes and let himself remember, because forgetting them would be the real crime.

Alina. Young, bright-eyed, terrified when the bond snapped. He'd sent her away immediately, thinking he was being merciful. She killed herself three months later, unable to bear the incomplete connection. He hadn't even known until a letter arrived from her father, blaming Vesper for her death. He'd been right to.

Morrigan. God, Morrigan. He'd thought he could manage that one, keep her at a distance while maintaining enough connection to keep the bond from killing her. Instead, she'd descended into obsession so complete she'd tried to murder Lyra, convinced his sister was "stealing" his attention. The look in Morrigan's eyes when he'd exiled her still haunted him—hatred and love and madness all twisted together until they were indistinguishable.

Lilith. He'd rejected her the moment the bond snapped, hoping a clean break would be kinder. She went feral within weeks, her wolf completely consuming her humanity. Her own father had begged Vesper for permission to end her suffering. Vesper had granted it and paid for a funeral he hadn't attended.

The fourth. He didn't even know her name. Felt the bond snap from across a crowded treaty summit and fled before they could be introduced. Cowardice disguised as mercy. Last he'd heard, she was catatonic in a psychiatric facility, her mind shattered by a bond that would never be completed.

Four women. Four casualties of a curse he couldn't break and wouldn't inflict again.

The Council could threaten him all they wanted. He wasn't going to make it five.

Vesper stood from his desk, his body protesting the movement. Every scar ached—the claw marks across his ribs from the wolf who'd tried to claim his father's throne, the silver burn on his forearm from a witch's curse he'd barely survived, the dozens of smaller marks that told the story of a life spent fighting.

The sun was setting. He could feel it in his bones, the way dusk always settled into him like coming home. Vesper. Evening star. His mother had named him that because he'd been born as the first star appeared in the sky. She'd died when he was seven, and he'd spent the rest of his life wondering if she'd known what she was cursing him to become.

He dressed for the banquet mechanically—formal attire in the deep gray of Silvercrown colors, silver accents that caught the fading light. The clothes felt like armor. Another performance. Another night of pretending he was a king instead of a man waiting to die.

The walk to the banquet hall took him through corridors he'd known his entire life. Obsidian walls that absorbed more light than they reflected. Silver veins that pulsed with the ancient magic holding the wards in place. Portraits of his ancestors staring down with expressions of grim duty.

Not one of them had a mate beside them.

The Widow Kings. That's what the old texts called his line. Cursed to stand alone.

Vesper was halfway to the hall when it hit him.

A pulling sensation, low in his chest, like a hook had caught behind his sternum and was dragging him toward something. His wolf—silent and dormant for over a year—suddenly surged to the surface with a snarl of pure need.

No.

Vesper stopped mid-step, his hand slamming against the wall to keep himself upright. His wolf was howling inside him, clawing at his control, desperate to follow that invisible thread toward its source.

Not again. Please, not again.

He hadn't felt this in a year. Not since the fourth mate. Not since he'd learned to completely suppress his wolf's instincts, to lock that part of himself away where it couldn't recognize bonds or feel the pull of fate.

But something had broken through his defenses. Something powerful enough to wake the beast he'd thought he'd buried.

Vesper forced himself to breathe. In. Out. Lock it down. Bury it. Deny it.

His wolf fought him every step, but Vesper had twelve years of practice controlling the uncontrollable. He shoved the instinct down, walled it off, refused to acknowledge what his body was trying to tell him.

There is no mate. There is no bond. There is only duty and the will to see it through.

The pulling sensation didn't disappear, but it muted enough that he could function. Enough that he could straighten, smooth his clothes, and continue toward the banquet hall.

It was probably nothing. Stress. Exhaustion. His mind playing tricks after too many sleepless nights.

Liar, his wolf whispered. You know what this is.

Vesper ignored it. He was good at ignoring things that would destroy him.

The banquet hall doors stood open, warm light and the murmur of voices spilling into the corridor. Vesper paused at the threshold, gathering himself. The mask of the High King—cold, controlled, untouchable. He'd worn it so long it felt more real than his actual face.

He stepped into the hall.

The conversations didn't stop, but they shifted. Wolves turned to acknowledge him, bowing their heads in respect or wariness or calculation. The usual political dance. Vesper scanned the room automatically—Dacian near the head table, Isolde in conversation with one of the territorial Alphas, Lyra laughing with her friends near the far wall.

Everything normal. Everything safe.

Then his gaze caught on a figure near the archival records table, half-hidden by the crowd.

Dark hair pulled back in a practical braid. Storm-grey eyes that held intelligence and wariness in equal measure. She was smaller than most of the wolves in the room, dressed simply, out of place among the formal finery.

And she was staring directly at him.

Their eyes locked.

The bond snapped into place like a bear trap closing around his throat.

Vesper's world fractured. He could smell her from across the room—winter roses and old books and something wild that made his wolf howl in triumph. He could feel her emotions bleeding through a connection that shouldn't exist, couldn't exist, that he'd spent a year making sure would never exist again.

Fear. Determination. Recognition.

She knows. Somehow, she knows what this is.

The bond was screaming at him: claim, protect, never let go. Every instinct he'd buried was clawing its way to the surface, demanding he cross the room and mark her as his before anyone else could even think about touching her.

Vesper's hands clenched into fists. His wolf was going berserk, thrashing against the control he'd spent years building. The pull toward her was so strong it was physical, a gravity he couldn't resist.

No. Not her. Not another one.

He saw the moment she felt it too—her eyes widening, her hand rising to her chest like she could physically feel the hook that had just lodged in her heart. She went pale, swaying slightly, and Vesper realized with horror that she was fighting it just as hard as he was.

She knows what the bond means. She knows what it will do to her.

And still, she didn't look away.

For a moment—one terrible, perfect moment—Vesper saw his future laid out like a path he couldn't avoid. This woman, standing beside him. The bond, growing stronger. Her descent into madness as the curse took hold. Her death, inevitable as winter.

He saw Morrigan's face twisted with obsession. Lilith's eyes, empty of everything human. The nameless fourth mate, catatonic and broken.

He saw this woman—Seraphina Ashford, the historian who'd arrived today—becoming the fifth name in his ledger of failures.

I won't do this to her.

Vesper turned and walked out of the banquet hall.

He heard the gasps, the confused murmurs, but he didn't stop. Didn't look back. He just walked, putting distance between himself and the woman whose scent was already burned into his memory, whose emotions he could still feel thrumming through a bond he hadn't asked for and wouldn't accept.

He made it to his private chambers before his control shattered.

Vesper slammed the door and leaned against it, breathing hard. His wolf was still howling, furious at being denied, clawing at his insides like it could tear its way out and return to her.

Mate. Ours. Go back. Claim her. Protect her.

"No," Vesper said aloud, his voice rough. "I won't condemn her to death."

But even as he said it, he could feel the bond settling into place, hooking into his soul like roots finding purchase. It was already too late.

The curse had found its next victim.

And there was nothing Vesper could do to save her except the one thing he'd always done.

Let her go before she could become another casualty of his poisoned bloodline.
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​Chapter 3: The Snap
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POV: Sera Ashford



The world ended the moment their eyes met.

Sera had read about mate bonds in a dozen different texts. She'd studied the clinical descriptions, the poetic accounts, the terrified testimonies of those who'd felt the snap and survived to document it. She'd thought she was prepared.

She was wrong.

The bond didn't slide into place. It slammed into her like a physical blow, a hook lodged behind her sternum and yanked tight. Her knees buckled. She grabbed the edge of the archival table to keep from collapsing, her vision blurring at the edges as every nerve in her body suddenly rewired itself toward one singular purpose.

Him.

She could smell him from across the room, through the press of bodies and the scent of food and wine. Cedar smoke and winter rain and something wild and ancient that bypassed her rational mind and spoke directly to the wolf clawing at her insides.

Mine. Ours. Claim him. Mark him. Never let him go.

The compulsion was immediate and overwhelming. Sera's wolf surged to the surface with a snarl of pure need, demanding she cross the room, that she touch him, taste him, sink her teeth into his throat until everyone in this hall knew exactly who he belonged to.

No.

Sera dug her nails into her palms, hard enough to break skin. The pain was sharp and bright and blessedly real, cutting through the haze of instinct trying to drown her rational mind.

Fight it. You knew this would happen. You prepared for this. You're not an animal. You're not a victim. FIGHT IT.

But god, it was hard.

The bond was alive inside her, a living thing with hooks and teeth, screaming that she was incomplete without him. That every second she wasn't touching him was agony. That nothing else mattered except closing the distance between them and making sure he never, ever left her sight again.

Sera forced herself to look at him—really look, not just feel the pull.

Vesper Silvercrown stood frozen at the entrance to the banquet hall, and he looked like a man staring at his own death.

He'd gone bone-white, all the color draining from his face. His silver eyes were wide with something that looked like grief, like horror, like he was watching someone he cared about fall off a cliff and couldn't do anything to stop it. His hands were clenched into fists at his sides, knuckles white with the force of it.
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