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​Chapter 1: The Zero-Point Tithe


POV: Kaelen Thaw

The cold didn’t just bite in the Obsidian Rift; it owned you.

I stood on the precipice of the High Altar, my boots clicking against the polished black glass that served as the floor of Aethel-Gard. Below me, the city breathed in rhythmic, glowing pulses of violet and blue. It was a masterpiece of engineering and ego, a subterranean glacial kingdom carved into the belly of a volcano that should have killed us all centuries ago.

But it hadn't. Because of me.

I closed my eyes, letting the Siphon hum beneath my skin. It was a low-frequency vibration, the sound of a thousand lives being quietly drained of their excess. To the citizens of the Rift, I was a god. To the council, I was a weapon. To myself, I was simply a vacuum—a man who had traded the warmth of a soul for the absolute, terrifying power of the frost.

"The Tithe is late, My Lord," a voice rasped behind me.

I didn't turn. I didn't need to. The scent of ozone and wet fur told me exactly who it was: Zhor-Val, my Second. A man who smelled of ambition and tasted like a threat I hadn't yet bothered to eliminate.

"Patience is a virtue, Zhor-Val," I said, my voice as smooth and lethal as a fresh sheet of ice. "Though I suppose virtues are in short supply in the wastes."

"The Outer Clans are restless," he continued, stepping closer than he should have dared. "They say the volcanic pressure is rising. They say your frost is thinning at the edges."

I turned then, my movement so fast it was a blur of shadows. I didn't shift; I didn't need the beast to exert dominance. I simply grabbed him by the throat, my fingers digging into the pressure points that governed his resonance.

Instantly, the heat drained from his face. His eyes widened as the Siphon began to work, pulling the very air from his lungs. In the Rift, mercy was a luxury I couldn't afford, and I certainly wasn't feeling luxurious today.

"Let them talk," I whispered, leaning into his ear. "And the next time you bring me the gossip of cowards, I’ll drain you until you’re nothing but a hollow husk for the wind to whistle through. Am I clear?"

He choked out a nod, his knees hitting the glass. I released him, watching with bored detachment as he crumpled.

I turned back to the view. My city. My prison.

In the 2026 era of the Merciless Alphas, we didn't rule through packs and brotherhood. We ruled through the math of survival. The Obsidian Rift required a Zero-Point—a core of absolute cold to counteract the magma chamber beneath us. I was that core. But every year, the "Draw" grew heavier. I was a sponge that was becoming dangerously full of other people's discarded emotions, their petty fears, and their useless hopes.

I needed a stabilizer. A battery.

The heavy iron doors of the Great Hall groaned open, the sound echoing like a dying beast against the ice-walls.

"The Tithe has arrived," the herald announced.

I adjusted the cuffs of my tailored charcoal suit. In Aethel-Gard, we didn't wear pelts; we wore power. I looked like a CEO, I moved like a predator, and I felt like nothing at all.

As I descended the stairs toward the center of the hall, the atmosphere changed. Usually, the Tithe consisted of Raw Lunar Quartz, livestock, or young warriors for the guard. But today, the air didn't smell like minerals or fear.

It smelled like sunlight.

It was an impossible scent in a world that hadn't seen the sun in three generations. It was citrus and jasmine, wrapped in a layer of something so hot it made the hair on my arms stand up.

The group of travelers from the Outer Wastes stood in a circle, their furs tattered and singed. In the center of them sat a crate made of reinforced lead.

"Alpha Thaw," the leader of the caravan said, bowing so low his forehead touched the ice. "We bring you the Sun-Glass offering. A daughter of the Empyrean line."

My heart didn't skip a beat—it didn't know how to—but something in the Siphon flared. A sharp, stinging needle of awareness.

"A Flare?" I asked, my voice dropping an octave.

"The last of them, My Lord. She was found in the Ash-Fields. She is... volatile."

I gestured with a flick of my wrist. The guards stepped forward, their heavy gloved hands gripping the latches of the lead crate. With a mechanical hiss, the seals broke.

The temperature in the room didn't just rise; it exploded.

The frost on the windows turned to steam in a heartbeat, clouding the view of the city. The guards stumbled back, shielding their eyes from the sudden, blinding radiance that poured from the box.

And then, she stepped out.

She wasn't wearing furs. She was draped in a slip of translucent silk that looked like it had been woven from liquid gold. Her skin wasn't the pale, translucent white of the Rift-dwellers; it was a deep, glowing bronze that seemed to pulse with an internal rhythm. Her hair was a riot of copper and flame, falling in waves down a back that she held with the arrogance of a queen.

But it was her eyes that stopped my breath. They weren't brown or blue. They were the color of a dying star—white-hot at the center and bleeding into a molten orange at the edges.

This was Nyxine Solari.

She didn't look at the guards. She didn't look at the hall. She looked directly at me.

"So," she said, her voice a low, melodic thrum that vibrated in my very marrow. "You’re the man who thinks he can cage the sun."

I felt the Siphon within me reach out instinctively. Usually, when I touched a soul, it was like drinking from a stagnant pond—bitter, heavy, and dull. But as my power grazed the edges of her aura, it was like slamming my hand into a live wire.

It hurt. It was glorious.

"I don't think I can cage it, Little Flare," I said, stepping into her personal space, ignoring the way the air sizzled between us. "I know I can. In this Rift, everything belongs to the frost. Including you."

She didn't flinch. If anything, she leaned closer, the heat radiating off her so intense I could feel the sweat beginning to bead at the small of my back—a sensation I hadn't felt in a decade.

"Mercy is a lie, Alpha," she whispered, her gaze tracing the line of my jaw with a terrifying intensity. "You didn't bring me here to save me. You brought me here to bleed me dry."

"Save you?" I let out a short, cold laugh. "I don't save things, Nyxine. I preserve them. There is a difference."

I reached out, my fingers hovering just an inch from her throat. The "Blood-Link" I’d heard about in the ancient texts—the one the council dismissed as myth—screamed in my ears. It was a high-pitched frequency, a resonance that demanded to be closed.

"You’re a battery," I told her, my voice hardening. "A beautiful, glowing piece of equipment designed to keep my city from melting. You will live in the Sun-Glass Tower. You will be fed, you will be clothed in the finest silks, and in return, you will give me every spare spark of that fire in your blood."

Her lips curled into a smile that was more of a snarl. "And if I refuse to burn for you?"

"Then I will take it," I said.

I closed the distance, my fingers finally making contact with the skin of her neck.

The world vanished.

It wasn't a shift. It was a Soul-Flash.

In an instant, I wasn't standing in the Great Hall. I was standing in the middle of a supernova. I saw her life—the burning fields of the Ash-Wastes, the way she had been hunted like a prized animal, the way she had learned to hide her light behind a wall of silence.

And she saw me.

She saw the ritual that had turned my heart into a block of obsidian. She felt the crushing weight of the thousand souls I carried every day. She felt the silence. She felt the cold.

I jerked my hand back as if I’d been burned. Because I had been.

On my palm, a faint, glowing mark was already beginning to form. A Brand. The mark of a fated mate, twisted by the Siphon into something dark and jagged.

The guards were staring. Zhor-Val was half-standing, his eyes narrow and suspicious. The travelers were trembling.

Nyxine was the only one who hadn't moved. She was breathing heavily, her chest heaving under the silk, the "Flare" in her eyes brighter than ever.

"The Tithe is accepted," I announced, my voice cracking for the first time in my adult life. I masked it instantly, turning my back on her before she could see the way my hand was shaking. "Take her to the Tower. Double the resonance locks. No one enters without my thumbprint."

"Alpha?" Zhor-Val questioned. "The Purity Ritual... we must ensure she isn't carrying the Empyrean rot."

"I have already tested her," I snapped, the coldness returning to my voice with a vengeance. "She is mine to calibrate. Now get her out of my sight."

As they led her away, her scent lingered—sunlight and defiance.

I looked down at my hand. The brand was pulsing, a tiny, rhythmic heartbeat that was out of sync with my own.

I had wanted a battery to power my city. Instead, I had just invited a wildfire into a house made of ice.

My passion was a prison, I had always told myself. A way to keep the world out. But as I watched Nyxine Solari disappear behind the heavy lead doors, I realized the prison wasn't for her.

It was for the man I used to be. And the fire was already beginning to melt the locks.

POV: Nyxine Solari

If the Obsidian Rift was hell, the Sun-Glass Tower was a specialized, exquisite form of torture designed just for me.

The guards had dragged me through the city, their iron grips burning against my skin, though not as intensely as the memory of Kaelen’s touch. The Rift-dwellers had shrunk away from us as we passed, eyes wide with a mixture of awe and terror. To them, I was a monster made of light, a freak of nature that could burn their precious ice-kingdom to ash if I so desired.

If only they knew how much I desired it.

But then we reached the tower, and my fire was smothered before it could even ignite.

It stood as a singular spire of perfectly clear, sun-hardened glass, rising out of a base of unyielding obsidian. It was beautiful in the way a sharpened diamond is beautiful—clinical, lethal, and devastatingly precise.

The guards shoved me through the entrance, and the heavy lead doors hissed shut behind me, sealing with a mechanical finality that sounded like a death sentence.

Instantly, the sensory overload hit me.

Outside, the Rift was a world of shadow, perpetually bathed in the cool, violet glow of Lunar Quartz. Here, everything was blinding, sterile white. The floors, the walls, the furniture—all crafted from a specialized glass that amplified whatever light hit it. There were no shadows to hide in, no corners to seek refuge.

It was a panopticon of my own making. He had stripped me of my clothes—that slip of liquid gold that had been my only shield—and left me with nothing but the pulsing heat beneath my skin.

I stumbled forward, my bare feet clicking against the flawless floor. The air was warm, a stark contrast to the absolute zero of the hall where I had met him, but it was a recycled, artificial warmth. It smelled of nothing. No ozone, no sweat, no life. Just sterile, maddening perfection.

I was an Empyrean Flare. My power thrived on chaos, on the unpredictable rhythm of the sun and stars. In this room, there was no rhythm. There was only the static, unwavering geometry of his control.

I ran my hands over the walls, searching for a seam, a flaw, anything. But the glass was seamless. It was a single, monstrous mold designed to contain me.

He had called it mercy. But as I pace the confines of the room, feeling the eyes I couldn't see watching my every move, I knew the truth. Mercy in Aethel-Gard was just a slower, more refined way to break you.

I forced myself to breathe, to calm the frantic beating of my heart that was trying to harmonize with the tiny, foreign rhythm still pulsing in my hand. The Soul-Flash. The shared moment of vulnerability. I hated him for it. I hated that I knew the coldness was a mask, a cage he had built around himself.

And I hated that he knew I was a prisoner long before I ever set foot in this tower.

My gaze settled on the far wall, where the glass curved outward into a massive, floor-to-ceiling window. Through it, I could see the city—a sprawling map of my failure. It was breathtaking, but all I could think about was the man who ruled it. The man who had looked at me not as a woman, but as a component, a tool to be calibrated.

" calibrate me," I whispered, the words tasting like ash. "I will burn you first."

I moved toward the window, my hands pressing against the glass. It was warm, vibrating slightly with the energy of the city below. I focused my will, gathering the raw heat that pool in my core, the same heat that had kept me alive in the Ash-Wastes when all others had perished.

I would melt this tower. I would turn his precious sun-glass back into sand.

I pushed the energy outward, letting it surge down my arms and into my palms. The glass began to hiss. Steam rose from where my skin touched the surface.

Yes.

I pushed harder, ignoring the way my skin began to blister. A crack formed. Small at first, like a spiderweb, but it was a fracture. I could feel the cold of the Rift waiting just on the other side.

And then, the room hummed.

It wasn't a mechanical sound. It was a resonance. A low, deep vibration that seemed to emanate from the very foundations of the tower.

Instantly, the glass began to repair itself. The crack vanished. The fracture healed.

The energy I had pushed into the glass wasn't melting it; the tower was absorbing it. It was drinking my power, using my own fire to reinforce my prison.

A sob of frustration escaped me. I was a weapon that could lay waste to armies, yet I was powerless against a room of mathematical perfection.

I spun away from the window, my gaze sweeping over the minimalist space. There was no bed, just a raised platform of polished white marble. No clothes, just the cold promise of isolation. He wanted me to be a battery, and he had built me a socket.

My eyes landed on the only other break in the seamless glass: a massive, obsidian archway that I assumed was the exit. It had no handle, no keyhole. Just a smooth, black surface.

I approached it, my heart pounding in a new, terrifying rhythm. I didn't try to use my heat this time. I had learned that lesson.

I reached out, my hand hovering just inches from the black glass.

The archway hummed, a higher, sharper frequency than the floor. And then, a sound echoed through the sterile silence—the sound of Kaelen’s voice, distorted and mechanical, repeating a single, sharp command in the language of the Alphas.

It was a Resonance Lock.

My breath hitched. The outline had been clear, but experiencing it was a different kind of horror. This lock didn't open to a key or a passcode. It opened to him. Specifically, to the unique frequency of his voice, his vibration, his will.

He didn't just own my body, my light, my future. He owned the very vibration of my freedom. I couldn't leave this room unless he willed it, unless he spoke the words that would release the lock.

It was a level of control that was possessive, domineering, and completely, utterly Huang-style. He was the morally grey king, and I was his captive consort, trapped in a gilded cage that only he had the frequency to unlock.

I pressed my hand against the cold, unyielding obsidian of the lock, and for the first time since I had arrived in this hell, the fight left me. I sank to my knees, the heat of my skin contrasting with the icy perfection of his prison.

He thought he had me. He thought he could use me to power his city, to balance his own brokenness, while keeping me contained behind his resonance locks.

He had built a prison of light, thinking it would tame my wildfire.

He forgot that the hottest fires are the ones that have been contained the longest.

I looked at the Brand on my hand, still pulsing with that foreign, unwanted heartbeat. It was dark now, a jagged scar in the middle of my palm.

"You call this passion a prison, Kaelen Thaw," I whispered to the empty, bright room. "But you’re the one who is trapped. Because the moment I find your frequency... I’m not just going to unlock this door. I’m going to use your own resonance to blow this entire glacial kingdom sky-high."

The thought was the only comfort I had in the maddening silence of my exquisite, blindingly perfect cell. He had given me a prison. But he had also given me a target.

And I was going to enjoy every second of bringing him down.

POV: Kaelen Thaw

The mark on my palm pulsed with a heat that was fundamentally offensive to my nature.

I stood in my private study—a room constructed of dense, sound-dampening obsidian that usually felt like a sanctuary. Tonight, it felt like a tomb. I stared at the jagged, glowing Brand, watching the way the light under my skin flickered in time with a heartbeat that wasn't mine.

I was a Siphon. I was designed to take, to drain, to hollow out. I wasn't designed to link.

A sharp chime echoed through the room. I didn't have to look at the monitor to know who it was. Zhor-Val wouldn't let the sun go down—if we had a sun—without making sure I was still the monster he feared.

"Enter," I commanded. My voice was a gravelly rasp, the ice in my throat beginning to melt from the sheer proximity of the Flare’s resonance.

Zhor-Val stepped in, his expression a mask of feigned concern. In his hand, he carried a digital tablet—the legal records of the Aethel-Gard Council.

"The Council is requesting the official classification of the Tithe, Alpha," he said, his eyes darting toward my closed fist. "They’re hearing rumors. The travelers saw the flash. They’re calling it a Fated Pairing."

The word felt like a slur. In the 2026 era of the Merciless Alphas, we had evolved past the primitive biological urges of our ancestors. We didn't have "mates." We had strategic alliances and biological matches. To be "fated" was to be compromised. It was a weakness that the High Council would use to strip me of my title and my city.

"It is a biological anomaly," I said, my tone flat enough to cut glass. "Nothing more. Her energy frequency is an exact inverse of mine. The 'flash' was a localized electromagnetic discharge caused by a sudden stabilization of the Rift’s core."

Zhor-Val bowed, but the skepticism in his scent was a pungent rot. "Of course, My Lord. And how shall I list her in the archives? As a Consort?"

I stood up, the chair scraping against the stone with a sound like a dying scream. I walked toward him, letting the cold bleed out of me until the frost began to creep up the legs of his trousers.

"List her as Asset-Zero," I hissed, leaning into his space until he was forced to look at the void in my eyes. "She is a Siphon-Battery. A utility. A piece of infrastructure. If I hear the word 'Consort' or 'Luna' again, I will personally ensure you spend the rest of your life as a decorative ice-sculpture in the foyer."

"Understood, Alpha." He scrambled back, the tablet trembling in his hand. "Asset-Zero it is."

He retreated, the doors sliding shut with a hiss. I stood in the silence for a long moment, the Brand on my hand burning hotter with every second I spent away from her. The Soul-Flash had done more than just show me her memories; it had created a biological vacuum. My body, which had spent decades under the crushing weight of other people’s discarded emotions, was now screaming for the one thing that could neutralize the burden.

I needed to see her. Not because I wanted to. Because I needed to calibrate the machine.

I left my study and descended into the private elevator that led to the Sun-Glass Tower. The security protocols were absolute—a series of biometric scans and resonance checks that only I could pass. As I stepped into the pressurized corridor, the air began to change. The stale, recycled scent of the city was replaced by that impossible aroma of citrus and jasmine.

I reached the obsidian archway. The lock recognized the specific vibration of my DNA, the heavy stone sliding aside with a low, sub-bass hum.

I stepped into the blinding white light of the tower.

She was standing by the window, her back to me. The silk slip she wore was translucent against the artificial sun-glow of the room, revealing the elegant, bronze curve of her spine. She looked fragile. She looked like a lie.

"I can hear your heart," she said, her voice cutting through the sterile silence. She didn't turn around. "It sounds like a clock that’s about to break."

"My heart is made of stone, Nyxine," I said, my voice projecting a coldness I didn't entirely feel. "It doesn't break. It only crushes."

She turned then, her movement slow and deliberate, like a predator circling a kill. The "Flare" in her eyes was dim, shadowed by the way the tower was already beginning to drink from her. She looked tired, but the defiance in her jaw was a sharpened blade.

"Is that why you put me in this box?" she asked, gesturing to the seamless glass walls. "Because you're afraid I'll crush you back?"

I walked toward her, my footsteps silent on the glass floor. I didn't stop until I was inches away, until the heat radiating from her skin was a physical pressure against my chest. 

But I wasn't a hero.

"I put you in this 'box' because you are dangerous," I said, my hand reaching out to grip her chin, forcing her to look up at me. Her skin felt like liquid fire, and the contact sent a jolt of raw, unfiltered sensation through my arm that nearly brought me to my knees. "You are a generator of chaos in a city of order. You are a battery that hasn't been grounded yet."

"And you're the ground?" she spat, her breath hot against my lips. "You're just a parasite with a crown, Kaelen. You don't want to stabilize me. You want to eat me."

"I want to use you," I corrected, my thumb tracing the line of her lower lip. It was a possessive, territorial gesture. "There is a debt to be paid for your survival, Nyxine. The travelers sold you to me for three crates of Lunar Quartz and a promise of protection. I don't pay for things I don't use."

I felt her shudder, her pupils dilating until the orange glow was a thin ring around a black abyss. The "Blood-Link" was screaming now, a frantic, rhythmic demand for more. It wanted me to pull her flush against me, to bury my face in the crook of her neck and drain every ounce of light until we were both consumed.

I did the only thing a heartless man could do. I leaned in until our lips were a hair’s breadth apart, letting her feel the absolute zero of my breath.

"You think this is a prison of passion," I whispered, my voice a dark promise. "But passion requires a heart. I don't have one. I have a void. And a void doesn't love, Nyxine. It only consumes."

I felt her hand go to my chest, her fingers splaying over the spot where my heart should have been beating. Her touch was a brand, a localized explosion of heat that threatened to shatter the obsidian cage around my emotions.

"You're lying," she whispered, her eyes searching mine with a terrifying clarity. "I saw you in the Flash. I saw the boy who cried when the ice first took his mother. I saw the man who hates the cold."

I jerked back, my grip on her chin tightening for a split second before I shoved her away. The mention of the Flash—of the vulnerability I had spent a century burying—was a violation.

"The Flash was a trick of the Siphon," I snapped, the ice in the room suddenly thickening. Frost began to bloom on the glass furniture, a physical manifestation of my rage. "You will not speak of it again. You will not look for a man who doesn't exist."

I turned toward the archway, my movements stiff and robotic. I needed to get out of the light. I needed the dark.

"Kaelen," she called out, her voice stopping me at the threshold.

I didn't turn.

"The tower is drinking from me," she said, her voice small but steady. "It’s hurting."

I looked over my shoulder, my eyes falling on the way her glow was flickering, her skin looking a shade paler than it had ten minutes ago. A pang of something—not pity, but a protective, territorial instinct—flared in my gut.

"The tower is calibrating to your frequency," I said, the lie tasting like copper. "Once it's done, the pain will fade into a dull hum. You'll get used to it. Everyone in the Rift gets used to the drain."

"And what happens when there's nothing left to drain?"

I looked at her—really looked at her—and for a fleeting second, the heartless Alpha saw the girl who was the only sun he would ever know.

"Then I'll find a new use for the husk," I said.

I stepped through the archway, and the obsidian door slammed shut, cutting off the light.

I stood in the darkened corridor, my breath coming in ragged gasps. I looked down at my hand. The Brand was no longer just a mark; it was a scar, the skin around it puckered and red.

She was right. I was a parasite. I was a man who was living on borrowed time and stolen heat.

I leaned my head against the cold stone of the corridor, the silence of the Rift rushing back to fill the void. I had told her that passion was a prison, but as I stood there, listening to the muffled, frantic hum of the Sun-Glass Tower, I knew the truth.
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