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1. Chapter 1: The Forged Decrees
Sign the paper, Elara.

Connor’s voice did not shake, but his fingers pressed hard against the heavy paper on the oak table. His blue eyes looked tired. His golden-blonde hair was combed back, but a few strands fell over his forehead.

I did not look at the pen he offered. I looked at the title printed at the top of the parchment: Decree of Sovereign Dissolution and Territorial Transfer.

This is a forgery, Connor, I said. My voice was flat. I kept my hands flat on my lap so he could not see any movement. The pack bylaws do not allow the Alpha to seize Silver Ridge. My father secured that land for my bloodline in the original treaty.

The treaty was amended, Connor said. He looked past my shoulder, refusing to meet my gray eyes. The council approved the revisions last night. Silver Oak is facing foreclosure on three major trade routes. We need the mineral rights of Silver Ridge to secure a loan from the northern banks.

You mean you need Vanessa Thorne’s family money, I said.

Vanessa stepped forward from the shadows near the heavy curtains. Her auburn hair was pinned up, but her shoulders were stiff under her green silk dress. She was twenty-three, a year younger than me, but her family held the keys to the northern trade routes.

It is a simple matter of survival, Elara, Vanessa said. Her voice was thin. Connor has to think of the entire pack. Your personal land cannot stand in the way of our survival.

My personal land is my birthright, I replied. I stood up. My shoulders were broad from years of training, and the fabric of my shirt pulled against the scars on my back. The Silver Ridge belongs to me. It has never belonged to the Silver Oak pack.

Connor stood up as well. He was taller than me, but he leaned forward, trying to use his height to press his point.

I am the Alpha, Connor said. I decide what belongs to the pack. Your bond to me is severed. I am rejecting you as my mate and as the Luna of Silver Oak.

The physical reaction hit my chest immediately. It was not a metaphor; it was a physical spasm of pain in my lungs. My lungs felt tight, and a hot ache spread outward from my collarbone where the mark used to be. The mate bond did not break cleanly. It tore at the tissues of my body.

I forced my face to remain completely still. I did not gasp. I did not touch my chest.

A formal rejection requires the presence of the pack elders, I said. And it requires the signature of the High Minister under the Iron Treaty. You cannot simply write a paper and call it law.

The elders are already outside, Connor said. He waved his hand toward the double doors of the council room. They have already signed the transfer of Silver Ridge. They are waiting to witness your exile.

Exile? I asked. For what crime?

For refusing to assist the pack in a time of financial emergency, Vanessa said. She smiled, though her lips remained tight. An uncooperative Luna is a threat to the stability of the territory. The bylaws allow the Alpha to remove any member who actively sabotages the pack’s survival.

I looked at Connor. You spent our entire treasury on the southern border dispute. You mismanaged the timber contracts. Now you are stealing my land to pay for your mistakes.

I did what I had to do for my family's legacy, Connor said. His blue eyes flashed with sudden anger. My father left me a pack that was already failing. I will not let it collapse because you want to keep a stretch of dirt.

That dirt has three active copper veins and a clean water source, I said. It is worth five million credits. You are giving it to the Thorne family for a fraction of its value just to secure your position.

Sign the paper, Elara, Connor repeated. He shoved the pen toward me again. If you sign it, I will let you leave with your personal belongings. If you refuse, the elders will strip your rank by force. You know what the Severance Rite does to a wolf.

The Severance Rite was a physical extraction. They would use silver-tipped chains to bind my wolf, then use the Pack Link to cut my connection to the territory. It would leave permanent scars on my wrists and ankles. It would also damage my nervous system.

I will not sign, I said.

I turned away from the table and walked toward the double doors.

Where are you going? Connor called out.

To the pack court, I said. I am going to demand a formal hearing under the Iron Treaty.

Vanessa laughed behind me. The court is loyal to the Alpha, Elara. You have no allies there.

I did not answer. I pushed the heavy oak doors open.

Two pack guards stood in the hallway. They wore the gray uniforms of the Silver Oak elite. They looked at me, then looked past me to Connor.

Let her go to the hall, Connor commanded from behind me. Let the elders explain the law to her.

I walked down the stone corridor. The air in the castle was cold. My leather boots made a rhythmic clicking sound against the slate floor. I did not rush. I kept my chin up and my spine straight.

The Grand Hall was filled with people. The elder council sat on the raised dais at the far end of the room. Elder Thomas, a man of seventy with gray hair and cold eyes, sat in the center.

As I entered, the whispers in the room stopped. More than fifty pack members stood along the walls. They were my neighbors, people I had trained with, people I had helped when the winter fever hit the lower village. None of them looked at my eyes. They looked at the floor or at the banners on the walls.

I walked to the center of the room and stopped before the dais.

Elder Thomas, I said. Alpha Connor is attempting to seize Silver Ridge using forged pack bylaws. I demand an immediate injunction under Section Four of the Iron Treaty.

Elder Thomas did not stand up. He adjusted his glasses and looked down at a document on his desk.

The council has already reviewed the documents, Elara, Thomas said. The transfer of Silver Ridge is legal. Your father, the late High Minister, signed a secret codicil twenty years ago. The land was always collateral for the pack's primary debt.

My chest tightened as I heard the words.

What did you say? I asked.

Your father signed the codicil, Thomas repeated. He held up a yellowed piece of paper. I recognized my father's signature at the bottom. The ink was faded, but the handwriting was unmistakable. In the event of a financial deficit exceeding three million credits, the ownership of Silver Ridge transfers to the reigning Alpha to secure the pack's survival.

My father had lied to me. He had told me the land was mine, safe from any pack interference. He had traded my future away decades ago to protect his own position in the council.

Connor walked into the Grand Hall, with Vanessa clinging to his arm. He walked up the steps of the dais and stood next to Elder Thomas.

The law is clear, Elara, Connor said to the crowd. His voice was loud, projected through the pack link so everyone in the hall could hear it. Elara Vance has refused to comply with the legal transfer of Silver Ridge. She has attempted to sabotage the pack's alliance with the Thorne family. Under Article Nine, she is stripped of her title as Luna.

A murmur went through the crowd, but no one spoke in my defense.

By the power vested in me as Alpha, Connor continued, I officially reject Elara Vance as my mate. I banish her from the Silver Oak territory. She has until sunset to cross the southern border. If she returns, she will be treated as an intruder and executed.

The mate bond snapped completely.

A sharp pain developed in my torso. I felt my knees want to buckle, but I forced my muscles to lock. I kept my gray eyes fixed on Connor. My wolf inside me went silent, retreating into the cold depths of my mind. The connection to the pack link died, leaving a cold, empty void in my thoughts.

Vanessa stepped forward and smiled down at me. Your things have already been removed from the Luna suite, Elara. You can leave now.

I looked at the elders. I looked at Connor. I looked at the silent crowd of wolves who had once called me their protector.

You have stolen my land, I said. My voice was quiet, but it carried through the silent hall. You have broken the treaty. You think this will save your pack, Connor. But you have only ensured its ruin.

I did not wait for his response. I turned around and walked out of the Grand Hall. My boots clicked against the stone floor, the only sound in the entire room. I did not look back.

I walked out of the heavy stone gates of the packhouse. The afternoon sun was low, casting long shadows across the gravel driveway.

A small black duffel bag sat on the grass near the gatehouse. A guard had thrown it there. My spare boots, two pairs of trousers, three shirts, and my personal journals were inside. Nothing else remained of my five years as Luna.

I picked up the bag. The strap was cold.

I did not feel like crying. My father had trained me to view alliances as business contracts. When a contract was breached, crying did not restore the balance. Only litigation or retaliation did. Connor had breached our contract. My father had breached his contract with me before he died.

I walked down the main road that led away from the village. The pack members I passed did not look at me. They stepped off the dirt path to let me pass, their eyes fixed on their own boots.

I reached the southern border three hours later.

The border was marked by a high iron fence and a stone guardhouse. Two guards stood on duty. One of them was Marcus, a young warrior I had trained with during the spring trials.

He did not raise his spear, but he did not open the gate either.

You have to leave your pack token, Elara, Marcus said. His voice was low. He looked at the silver oak-leaf pin on my collar.

I reached up and unpinned the silver leaf. The metal was heavy in my palm. I handed it to him.

Tell Connor that the ledger is not closed, I said.

Marcus did not reply. He placed the pin in his pocket and pressed the lever to open the iron gate.

The gate swung open with a loud scrape of iron against gravel.

I stepped through the gate. My boots hit the muddy road of the neutral zone.

Behind me, the gate slammed shut. The lock clicked into place.

I was twenty-four years old. I had no pack, no mate, and no land.

But I had my mind, my training, and my knowledge of the regional laws.

I turned my back on Silver Oak and began the long walk north toward the Blackwood Crags.
2. Chapter 2: Exile in the Cold
My boots sank into the cold clay of the border road.

I adjusted the strap of my duffel bag. The heavy canvas cut into my collarbone. I did not stop walking.

The road to the Blackwood Crags was eighty miles of unpaved mountain paths.

My father had taught me that a contract was only as strong as its enforcement. He had signed away my birthright, Silver Ridge, twenty years ago in a secret deal with the Sterling family. I had discovered the paperwork in his private desk after his funeral, but I had believed Connor would never use it against me.

I had been wrong.

Connor had used the unregistered codicil to take the land and install Vanessa Thorne as his new Luna.

I pulled my coat tighter around my shoulders. My physical training at Silver Oak had been brutal. The scars on my ribs and back from the spring trials ached from the drop in temperature, but I ignored the sensation.

I checked my watch. It was four in the afternoon. Night would fall in three hours.

I needed shelter, but I had only fifty silver credits in my pocket. It was enough for a room at a neutral-zone boarding house, but not enough to buy passage on a transport carriage.

I reached the village of Oakhaven by dusk. It was a small settlement populated by rogues, exiled wolves, and low-tier merchants who traded between the werewolf packs and the northern Lycan Court.

I walked into the local tavern, The Iron Anchor.

The air inside smelled of grease and stale ale.

Several men and women sat at the wooden tables. They wore thick wool coats and heavy leather boots. They looked up when I entered, their eyes scanning my muddy trousers and the small duffel bag.

I walked straight to the wooden counter.

The bartender was an old werewolf with a grey beard and a notched ear. He was wiping a glass with a dirty rag.

"Room for the night," I said. I placed two silver coins on the counter.

He looked at the coins, then looked at my face. He recognized me. He had seen me at the border negotiations two years ago when I was still the Luna of Silver Oak.

"We don't want any trouble from Connor's pack here," he said. His voice was low and rough.

"I am no longer with Silver Oak," I said. "Our contract is dissolved. I am a traveler passing through to the north."

"The Alpha rejected you," he said. It was not a question. "The news traveled fast on the pack link. They say he took your land too."

"The land belongs to me," I said. "The legal title remains in question. I only need a bed for eight hours."

He stared at the silver coins. Then he slid them off the counter and handed me a heavy iron key with the number four stamped on it.

"Upstairs," he said. "Do not cause any trouble. There are Lycan scouts in the area. They do not care about pack politics, but they will kill anyone who disrupts the peace."

"Thank you," I said.

I took the key and walked up the creaking wooden stairs to the second floor.

Room four was small. It contained a narrow bed with a grey wool blanket, a wooden chair, and a small washbasin.

I locked the door behind me and pushed the wooden chair under the doorknob. It was a habit from my years of travel.

I sat on the edge of the bed and opened my duffel bag.

I pulled out my father's old ledger and a copy of the Iron Treaty. The pages were worn at the corners.

I opened the treaty to Section Twelve.

Section Twelve stated that all ancestral collateral agreements, property transfers, and land mortgages between recognized werewolf packs must be registered with the Lycan King's registrars within thirty days of execution. Failure to register rendered the transfer null and void under crown law.

I knew for a fact that Connor's father had never registered the codicil. They had kept it secret to avoid paying the registration tax to the Lycan King. The Sterling family was always greedy, and that greed had made them sloppy.

If I could reach the Lycan Court at the Blackwood Crags, I could file a formal dispute.

The Lycan King, Valerius, was the only authority who could overrule an Alpha's pack decree. He was the sovereign.

But Valerius was not known for his mercy.

I
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