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1. The Valuation of Flesh
The legal documents for the Iron-Rail alliance lay on the oak desk between us.

I did not look at the ink signatures. I looked at Vance Garrow.

He sat behind the heavy desk, his broad shoulders squared in his dark wool coat. His clothes smelled of coal smoke and sweat. If I looked closely, I could see a faint, cloudy film at the very edges of his gray eyes. He did not seem to notice it yet. He was twenty-eight, the Alpha of Blackwood Ridge, and he believed he was untouchable.

Celine Marrow sat in the leather chair beside him. She wore a green velvet dress. The fabric at her cuffs was slightly frayed, though she had tried to trim the loose threads. Her perfume was strong. It smelled of artificial jasmine, a scent she used to hide the sharp, sour odor of her own stress-pheromones.

"The alliance with the Marrow pack is signed, Elora," Van said. His voice was flat. "The Iron-Rail controls the logistics for the entire northern sector. Without their trains, Blackwood Ridge cannot ship its coal. My people will starve this winter."

"I know the shipping numbers," I said. I kept my hands flat on my thighs. My knuckles were still dark with the soot of the railyards where I had worked before I became a clerk. "I am the one who wrote the quarterly transport audits for you."

"Then you understand why this must happen," Van said. He did not look me in the eye. He looked at the paper. "The mate bond between us is... an inconvenience. We are from different castes. You are a logistics clerk with no family assets. Celine is the daughter of the Iron-Rail Alpha. This marriage is necessary for the pack."

Celine shifted in her chair. The velvet fabric rustled. She reached out and touched Van’s forearm, her fingers white against his dark sleeve.

"We want to be fair to you, Elora," Celine said. Her voice had a high, rehearsed pitch. "We know this is difficult. We are prepared to offer you a secure position."

I looked at her hand on his arm. I felt a hard, physical pull in my chest—the natural pull of the fated bond demanding I claw her fingers away. I forced my muscles to remain still. I did not move a single finger.

"What position?" I asked.

Van cleared his throat. He looked up, his jaw tight. "You will remain in the pack-house. I am offering you a position as my secondary consort. You will have your own rooms in the west wing. You will receive a monthly allowance of two hundred credits. You will not have to work in the railyards or the office again."

He thought he was being generous. He thought he was saving me.

To him, I was a low-status female who should be grateful for warm rooms and a master’s scraps. He wanted the status of the Iron-Rail alliance, but he also wanted to keep his fated mate in a side room for when his instincts became too loud to ignore.

"No," I said.

The single word was quiet. It cut through the room.

Van’s eyebrows came together. "No? Elora, be reasonable. You have no money. Your parents died in the mines. If you leave Blackwood Ridge, you have nothing."

"I have my hands," I said. I raised them, showing him the dry skin and the soot in the creases of my palms. "And I have my mind. I will not live in your west wing as a secret."

"You are rejecting my offer?" Van’s voice grew louder. The physical weight of his Alpha aura pushed into the room. It was a heavy, suffocating pressure meant to make lower-caste wolves bow their heads. My chest tightened under the force of it, but I did not bow. I held his gaze.

"I am rejecting you," I said. "And I am leaving the Blackwood Ridge pack."

Celine let out a small breath that sounded like a laugh, though her eyes remained wide and anxious. "You cannot just leave a pack, Elora. You bear the brand."

She was right. On my left shoulder, beneath my wool shirt, was the physical brand of the Blackwood Ridge. It was a mark burned into the skin of every member at the age of eighteen. It linked us to the Alpha's territory.

"I want my legal severance pay," I said. "Under the regional labor code, a pack member who departs due to a dissolved mate contract is entitled to five thousand credits for relocation."

Van stood up. His chair scraped hard against the floorboards. "Five thousand credits? The pack treasury is tight, Elora. You know this."

"Then find the money," I said. "Or I will take my files to the Regional Coalition and show them how you calculated your tax exemptions last spring."

Van’s face turned red. A vein bulged on his temple. He knew I had the records. I had kept the ledgers myself.

"And there is one more thing," I said. "I want the brand-excision. Today."

Celine stood up too, her hand flying to her mouth. "Excision? With hot silver? You will not survive the pain. People die from that."

"I will survive it," I said. "I want every trace of your pack removed from my body. I want nothing connecting me to you when I walk out of this valley."

Van looked at me. For a second, a flash of doubt passed over his face. The bond between us was new, only three weeks old, but it was real. By demanding the excision, I was demanding the physical destruction of the link. It would hurt him too. The Bond-Sunder would begin the moment the metal cut into my skin.

"If that is what you want," Van said, his voice cold and hard as iron. "I will call the pack surgeon. But once it is done, you are dead to this pack. You will receive your five thousand credits, and you will leave the territory before dark."

"Agreed," I said.

Ten minutes later, the pack surgeon, an old beta named Dr. Gray, entered the study. He carried a wooden box. When he opened it, the smell of sulfur and antiseptic filled the room. Inside lay the excision tools: iron shears and a thick, heavy blade tipped with pure silver.

A coal-fired burner sat on a small table in the corner of the office. Dr. Gray placed the silver blade over the blue flame. The metal began to turn a dull, hot red.

"Pull down your shirt on the left side, Elora," Dr. Gray said. His hands were shaking slightly. He had known me since I was a child.

I unbuttoned the top three buttons of my flannel shirt and pulled the fabric down, exposing my left shoulder. The Blackwood Ridge brand—a stylized pine tree crossed by two iron rails—stood out in dark, raised scar tissue against my pale skin.

"Do you want an anesthetic?" Dr. Gray asked.

"No," I said. "Anesthetic slows the healing of silver burns. I want it done quickly."

I looked at Van. He stood by the window, his back to me, but his reflection in the dark glass showed his face was pale. His fingers tore at the hem of his coat.

"Hold her," Dr. Gray told the Beta sentry who stood by the door.

"No," I said. "I do not need to be held."

I gripped the edges of the oak desk with both hands. My knuckles turned white.

Dr. Gray took the heated silver blade from the burner. The air in the room grew hot near my face. He did not look at my eyes. He placed the edge of the red-hot silver against the top of the brand.

When the metal touched my flesh, the pain was not like a normal burn. Silver acts as a poison to our kind. It felt as if a physical spike of ice was being driven through my shoulder blade, down into my ribs, and straight into my spine.

I did not scream.

I bit my lip until I tasted the copper tang of blood. My eyes watered, turning the room into a blur of yellow light and dark shadows. I could hear the wet, hissing sound of my own flesh burning away under the blade. The smell of scorched hair and meat filled the small office.

Beside the desk, Celine turned away and sickened into her silk handkerchief.

Van turned around from the window. His eyes were wide. He took a step toward me, his hand reaching out instinctively as the bond between us began to tear. The physical pain of the rejection was hitting him now—a dull, heavy ache in his chest that would soon grow into the sensory isolation of the Blindness. He looked like he wanted to stop the doctor.

I stared at him through the blur of my tears. I kept my eyes wide and focused on his face so he could see that I was not bowing. I was paying the price for my own freedom.

The silver blade dug deeper, cutting out the margins of the old scar. My muscles shook. My knees wanted to fold under me, but I kept my weight pressed hard into the wood of the desk.

Then, with a final, wet scrape, the blade was pulled away.

Dr. Gray used a pair of iron tongs to lift the piece of blackened skin—the brand of Blackwood Ridge—and dropped it onto the metal tray. It landed with a soft, heavy thud.

My shoulder felt as if it were still on fire. Liquid blood mixed with dark silver-ash ran down my arm, staining my sleeve.

"Apply the pressure dressing," Dr. Gray muttered to his assistant, his voice tight with discomfort.

I pushed the assistant’s hands away. I took a clean cotton rag from my own pocket and pressed it against the wound myself. The pain made my head spin, but I stood up straight.

I looked at Van. The film in his eyes seemed slightly thicker now, though it might have been my own blurred vision. He looked smaller to me. The Alpha of the ridge looked like a man who had just traded his own soul for a few miles of rusty iron track.

"The five thousand credits," I said. My voice was a whisper, but it was steady.

Van reached into his coat drawer. He pulled out a leather pouch containing regional banknotes and threw it onto the desk. It slid across the wood and stopped near the metal tray holding my burnt flesh.

I picked up the pouch with my clean hand. I did not touch the tray.

"We are done," I said.

I turned and walked out of the office. My boots clicked against the wooden floorboards, loud and distinct in the silent room. I did not look back at the Alpha, his new bride, or the home I had known for twenty-four years.

I walked down the stairs, out of the pack-house, and into the cold rain of the Red Basin.
2. The Price of the Brand
My boots sank into the wet gravel of the driveway. I kept my hand pressed against the cotton rag on my left shoulder. The blood soaked through the fabric, warm and sticky against my fingers.

Behind me, the heavy oak doors of the Blackwood Ridge pack-house closed. The lock clicked into place.

I did not stop. I walked down the gravel path toward the main road that led to the rail junction.

The air smelled of sulfur and wet coal dust. The iron works of the valley spit black smoke into the sky.

I could feel the empty space in my mind where the pack link used to be. It was quiet. The constant mental noise of forty-two wolves had disappeared, leaving only the sound of my own breathing and the rain hitting the dirt.

The physical absence of the mate bond left a dull sensation in the center of my chest. I knew that three miles away, in his office, Van was feeling the same sensation. But his pain would grow. The blindness would start to cloud his eyes. His ability to track scents would fade.

I adjusted the strap of my canvas bag, careful not to let it touch the raw edge of my shoulder. The five thousand credits in the leather pouch clinked against my metal rule inside the bag.

That money was my transition capital. I had calculated the cost of rent in the Red Basin, three months of food, and the price of a local business permit. It came to three thousand four hundred credits. I had a margin of one thousand six hundred credits.

The gravel road turned into a dirt path as I neared the railway tracks. The rain grew heavier, soaking through my wool coat and making the fabric heavy against my skin.

I reached the edge of the Blackwood Ridge boundary line. A simple iron gate stood across the dirt road.

A sentry named Jax sat in a wooden guard shack near the gate. He held a mug of steaming tea. When he saw me walking alone in the rain, he stood up and stepped outside.

"Elora?" Jax looked at my shoulder. The red stain had spread down to my elbow now. "What are you doing out here? Where is your driver?"

"I do not have a driver," I said. "Open the gate."

Jax looked at my neck. The area where the Blackwood Ridge brand used to be was covered by my coat collar, but he could smell the silver. His eyes went wide. He reached for his pocket radio.

"I cannot let you cross without authorization from the Alpha," Jax said. "The border is closed to non-members."

"I am a non-member," I said. "And I have my severance papers."

I reached into my pocket with my clean hand and pulled out the document signed by Dr. Gray and Van. I held it out to him.

Jax took the paper. His fingers left gray grease smudges on the white sheet. He read the lines quickly, his eyes moving back and forth.

"The brand is gone," he whispered. He looked at me with a mix of fear and confusion. "The Alpha let you do this?"

"I paid the price for it," I said. "Open the gate."

He walked to the iron lever and pulled it down. The gate swung open with a screech of ungreased hinges.

I walked through. The mud of the neutral territory coated the soles of my boots.

I did not look back at Jax or the guard shack. I kept my eyes on the steel tracks of the rail line half a mile ahead.

The rain washed some of the blood off my hand, but the wound on my shoulder continued to bleed. The silver had burned deep into the muscle. The heat from the metal blade had cauterized some vessels, but the movement of my arm kept breaking the scabs.

I reached the rail junction just as a cargo train began to slow down.

The train consisted of twenty steel cars loaded with raw coal from the northern mines. It was bound for the Red Basin smelters.

I knew the schedule. This train stopped for five minutes at the water tower to refill its boilers before climbing the ridge.

I walked along the gravel bed next to the tracks. The metal wheels of the train squeaked as the brakes pressed against them.

A man in a heavy canvas jacket jumped down from the caboose. It was Peter, a low-caste human clerk who managed the cargo manifests for the regional transport company.

"Elora?" Peter said. He stopped and stared at me. "You are not on the shift manifest for today."

"I am not working," I said. "I need a ride to the Red Basin."

He looked at my bloody coat and the pale expression on my face. "What happened?"

"I am no longer with the pack," I said. "I have five thousand credits. I can pay for a seat in the clerk's car."

Peter looked toward the front of the train, then back at me. He knew how much I had helped him with the shipping logs over the last two years. I had corrected three of his math errors that would have cost him his job.

"Keep your money," Peter said. He climbed back up the iron ladder of the caboose and held out his hand. "Get in before the engineer starts the engine again."

I grabbed the iron handrail with my right hand and pulled myself up. The effort strained my left shoulder, and a fresh wave of warm blood ran down my arm. I stepped into the small, wood-heated cabin of the caboose.

The room smelled of dry paper, coal smoke, and kerosene. It was warm.

I sat down on a wooden bench in the corner.

Peter closed the heavy door, shutting out the sound of the rain. He picked up a clean rag from his desk and handed it to me.

"You are bleeding a lot," he said.

"It will stop," I said.

I took off my wool coat. The left sleeve of my cotton shirt was completely red. I took a small pocket knife from my bag and cut the sleeve off at the shoulder.

The wound was a jagged circle of charred flesh and red muscle. The silver-ash had left gray streaks inside the raw skin.

Peter winced and looked away. "That was done with silver."

"Yes," I said.

I took my water canteen and poured the water directly over the wound.

The pain made my vision go gray for a second. I pressed my teeth together and did not make a sound.

I used the clean rag Peter had given me to wipe away the loose ash and blood. Once the skin was clean, I took a small tin of salt from my bag.

I poured a small amount of salt onto my fingers and pressed it into the wound.

The sensation was intense. My body stiffened, and my fingers dug into the wood of the bench. I waited for twenty seconds until the pain settled into a steady ache.

"You are crazy," Peter whispered. He was sitting at his desk, staring at his log books but looking at me out of the corner of his eye.

"The salt prevents infection," I said. My voice was tight. "The silver prevents the skin from healing quickly. I cannot afford an infection in the Red Basin."

I wrapped the remaining clean cotton rags tightly around my shoulder, securing them with a piece of twine.

I put my coat back on. The damp wool felt cold against my bare skin, but it covered the bandage.

The train jerked forward with a loud clang of iron couplers. The wheels began to turn, click-clacking against the steel rails as we moved toward the Red Basin.

I sat in the corner and watched the dark pine trees of the Blackwood Ridge slide past the small window.

The territory of my birth was disappearing behind the thick gray mist. I felt no regret. I felt only a calculations-based focus on what I needed to do next.

The Red Basin was different from the Blackwood Ridge. The Ridge was old, relying on family lines and traditional land rights. The Basin was industrial. It was run by the Basin Shipping Corporation, which was controlled by Alpha Silas Thorne.

In the Basin, people were judged by their productivity, not their wolf blood. That was why I was going there.

Three hours later, the train slowed down as it entered the massive rail yard of the Red Basin.

Through the window, I saw rows of steel warehouses, coal heaps, and hundreds of workers moving through the mud. Huge steam cranes lifted iron crates from train cars onto flatbed trucks.

The train stopped at the main unloading platform.

"We are here," Peter said. "The gate guards will check your identification papers."

"I have my regional residency permit," I said. "And my severance documents."

I climbed down the iron ladder of the caboose. The rain had stopped, but the air was cold and filled with the smell of grease and wet iron.

I walked toward the main exit gate.

Two large men in black leather coats stood at the turnstile. They were members of the Basin Pack. They had the corporate logo of the Basin Shipping Corporation pinned to their collars.

One of the guards stepped in front of me. "Name and purpose."

"Elora Vance," I said. "I am registering for residency and seeking employment."

I handed him my papers.

The guard looked at the severance document. His eyes stopped at the section describing the brand-excision. He looked at my left shoulder.

"You are a rogue from the Ridge," the guard said. His voice was loud. "We do not take Blackwood rejects."

"I am not a reject," I said. "I chose to leave. I have five thousand credits in capital, and I have five years of logistics experience at the Blackwood Ridge junction."

"We do not care about your credits," the guard said. "Go back to the Ridge."

"She does not need to go back," a voice said from behind the guard.

The guard turned quickly.

A man walked out of the brick office building next to the gate.

He wore a long, clean wool coat that did not have any mud on it. His hair was dark and combed back. He wore silver-rimmed spectacles, and a thin scar ran through his left eyebrow.
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