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1. The Blood Moon Rejection
Stand still, Elena.

Torin spoke the words directly into my face. His breath smelled of bitter ale and raw meat.

The microphone on the stone altar carried his voice to every corner of the amphitheater. Three hundred wolves from the northern packs sat on the stone tiers. Their eyes were dark. No one smiled.

The temperature had dropped below freezing. The stone dais was slippery with ice. I kept my feet planted, my leather boots pressing into the frost. I kept my shoulders back. I did not let my hands shake.

"I, Alpha Torin Vance of the White Ridge Pack, reject you," Torin said.

The words caused an immediate physical reaction in my chest. Heat spread across my collarbone. The skin turned red and began to burn. The mark of our fated bond, which had settled into my skin three years ago, began to dissolve.

I did not move. I did not blink. My gray eyes stayed fixed on his face.

"You are wolfless," Torin continued. He turned his back to me, addressing the crowd of alphas. His voice grew louder, bouncing off the high stone walls. "You have no wolf to run with our pack. You cannot fight. Our healers have examined you, and they have confirmed that your blood is thin. You are barren. You cannot give this pack an heir."

A low murmur passed through the rows of spectators.

I looked at the side of Torin's face. His golden hair was styled back, but his jaw was tight. His amber eyes flicked toward the northern leaders.

He was desperate. I knew the pack's financial records better than anyone. The White Ridge Pack owed three thousand pounds of raw silver to the Lycan King. The mines were nearly empty, and the northern merchants were refusing to renew our trade agreements. Torin needed to project absolute strength to the other packs tonight. He needed to show them that he was willing to cast away any perceived weakness to keep his position.

"She is a liability to our bloodline," Torin shouted. "I cast her out. She is no longer my mate. She is no longer the future Luna of the White Ridge."

The bond snapped.

My chest muscles contracted, and a sharp tearing sensation went through my lungs. I gasped for air, my throat closing. The physical pain was sharp and intense. I bent forward, my hands gripping my knees, but I did not let myself fall. I forced my spine straight again. I breathed through my nose, tasting the metallic tang of blood where I had bitten the inside of my cheek.

My mother had died in the salt mines when I was ten years old. She had spent her final years working in the dark because she had trusted an alpha's promise of protection. I had learned then that relying on the mercy of shifters was a mistake.

"Elena Vance is stripped of her rank," Torin declared. "She will leave the pack house tonight. Her name is removed from our ancestral registry. She is assigned to the low-caste border-workers at the southern perimeter."

The low-caste border-workers lived in the wooden barracks five miles from the main village. They cleared rocks from the frozen fields and cut firewood. Most died of exposure before they reached thirty.

Torin waved his hand.

A young woman stepped out from behind the stone pillar of the altar. It was Lyra, the daughter of the Iron-Claw Alpha. Her hair was dark, and she wore a heavy white fox fur coat that had been purchased with White Ridge funds last month.

She walked to Torin's side and took his hand. She did not look at me. She kept her eyes on the crowd, her face tilted upward.

"The White Ridge Pack will remain strong," Torin told the assembly. He held Lyra's hand in the air. "We will build a new future."

The northern alphas stood up from their stone benches. They raised their heads and howled. The sound was a loud, high-pitched vibration that shook the dust from the stone pillars.

Two pack guards walked up the steps of the dais. One of them was Bram. He had worked with me on the winter food distribution ledgers just two days ago.

He did not look at my eyes. He pointed toward the steps.

"Move," Bram said.

I turned and walked down the stone stairs.

The white ceremonial dress dragged in the dirt. The hem turned gray, then black from the soot of the torches. I did not look back at Torin. I did not look at Lyra.

I walked down the main path of the amphitheater. The members of my pack, people I had helped during the winter shortages by secretly rerouting grain supplies, stood in silence. Some turned their backs to me as I passed.

A young warrior named Cole spat on the ground near my boots.

"Wolfless trash," he said.

I kept my eyes forward. I did not speed up my pace.

They did not know the truth. Torin did not know.

For three years, I had managed every contract, every land lease, and every trade agreement for this pack. Torin spent his days training in the yard or drinking in the main hall. He signed the documents I prepared without reading them. He believed the pack was surviving because of his physical strength, but it was my calculations that kept the food coming and the southern merchants satisfied.

Without my management, the White Ridge Pack would face bankruptcy within ninety days. The southern merchants would not accept Torin's aggressive demands. They had only signed the treaties because they trusted my word.

I reached the heavy wooden gates of the amphitheater.

My fingers went to the pocket of my dress. Inside was a small piece of gray stone, a fragment of raw silver ore from the lower mines. It was the only item I had left from my mother. She had died in those deep tunnels, her skin turning gray from the dust, her lungs failing after ten years of hard labor. Torin’s father had sent her there when she could no longer work the fields. Now, Torin was doing the same to me.

The cold wind from the northern peaks hit my face. My skin was cold, and the silver streaks in my dark hair fluttered against my cheeks.

"Your items have been sent to the southern barracks," Bram said, stopping at the gate. "You are not permitted to enter the main pack village again."

"I understand," I said.

My voice was clear and level.

Bram stared at me. He had likely expected me to cry, to beg for Torin's mercy, or to scream.

I did not give him a reaction. I walked past him, out into the dark forest path.

The snow was thin on the dirt road, but the cold was constant. The physical pain from the broken bond remained, a dull, pulsing ache in my collarbone, but I walked through it. Each step away from the amphitheater made the air feel clean.

I walked for two hours through the dark pines.

The southern barracks was a low building made of rough pine logs. The roof was bowed from the weight of old snow, and the smell of wet wood and burned grease came from the open door. Ten low-caste workers sat around a small iron stove in the center of the common room.

They looked up when the door opened.

"Look at this," a man named Dennis said. He was fifty, his hands thick and scarred from decades of pulling stones from the earth. "They threw you out of the pack house."

"I am here to work, Dennis," I said.

I walked to the empty cot in the corner of the room. A thin gray blanket lay on the straw mattress. I sat down and pulled off my leather boots. My toes were blue.

Dennis pulled a metal cup from the shelf and poured hot water into it. He pushed it toward me.

"Drink it," he said. "The frost will take your toes if you do not heat your blood."

I took the cup. The warm metal heated my palms. I drank the water. It was hot and tasted of iron, but it stopped the shaking in my chest.

"The King's tax collectors do not accept excuses," Dennis said, leaning against the wooden table. "Last year, the Iron-Claw pack failed to pay their silver. The King's guards came and took three of their young females. No one has seen them since."

"The Salt Treaty," I said. My voice was quiet. "The ancient law allows the crown to take hostages if the tithe is unpaid. It is written in the imperial charters."

"You know too much for a border-worker," Dennis muttered. He looked at my dark hair, his eyes lingering on the silver streaks. "Your mother had those same marks in her hair. She died before she could explain them, didn't she?"

"She died of the lung-rot," I said. I did not want to talk about my mother's secrets.

"The silver streaks only appear on those who spend too much time in the mines," Dennis said. "Or those with ancient blood. That is what the old people say."

I did not answer. I stared at the metal cup.

I lay back on the cot, pulling the thin blanket over my shoulders.

King Cassian Morvath.

I had studied the imperial tax records. He was thirty-two, a ruler who lived in the Obsidian Citadel far to the south. His family had ruled the Lycan throne for generations, but rumor said his bloodline was dying. His older brothers had died of the Silver Rot, a disease that turned the bones of high-caste Lycans to ash.

My mother had told me about the Silver Rot before she died in the mines. She said it was a curse, a genetic disease caused by centuries of exposure to weaponized silver during the old wars.

I closed my eyes.

The room was silent except for the snoring of the other workers and the wind whistling through the log walls.

My collarbone throbbed with a dull, constant ache where the bond had been torn away. The physical pain made it hard to breathe deeply, but I forced my lungs to expand. I was twenty-three. I had no wolf, no mate, and no pack status.

But I was still alive.

And I still had the details of every contract, every secret trade route, and every unpaid debt of the White Ridge Pack memorized.

Torin believed he had discarded a useless female.

He was about to discover the true cost of my absence.
2. Banishment to the Salt Mines
3. The King's Demand
I dropped the wooden crate of iron pickaxes onto the dirt floor.

The impact sent a cloud of gray dust into the air of the barracks. I did not cough. My lungs were accustomed to the dry air of the southern border after three weeks of working the mineral lines.

Dennis wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his gray sleeve. He looked at the stack of iron tools remaining in the corner.

"That is the last of the mining gear for the third shift," Dennis said. He leaned his back against the rough pine wall. "The tax collectors will cross the border by midnight. Alpha Torin sent word that every ledger must be ready for inspection."

"Torin does not know how to read a mining ledger," I said. My voice was flat. I wiped my hands on my wool trousers. "He relies on the numbers his advisors give him, and those numbers have been incorrect for three months."

"He is still the Alpha, Elena," Dennis whispered. He looked toward the open doorway of the barracks. "If the guards hear you speak of him that way, they will put you in the lower cells again."

"They can try," I said.

The sound of heavy iron bell tolls echoed from the watchtower on the hill. It was not the midnight signal. It was three hours early.

A guard named Marcus ran through the open doorway. His face was pale. He did not look at me. He looked directly at Dennis.

"The royal carriage is at the gates," Marcus said. He breathed heavily. "The King did not send tax collectors. King Cassian came himself."

I stood still. My gray eyes narrowed.

"The King does not leave the Obsidian Citadel for minor border packs," I said.

"He is here," Marcus repeated. "He brought two dozen armored Lycan guards. They have already broken through the northern wooden gate because the sentries did not open it fast enough. Alpha Torin is riding down from the main keep now. Everyone must go to the main yard immediately."

Dennis reached for his woolen coat. His hands shook as he pulled the fabric over his shoulders. He looked at me with concern.

"You should stay in the back, Elena," Dennis said. "Torin is already angry about the silver shortage. If he sees you in front of the King, he will blame you for the pack's failure."

"I am a border laborer now," I said. "I go where the guards tell me to go."

I walked out of the wooden barracks. The cold air hit my face. The snow on the ground had turned to dark mud from the boots of the workers.

A crowd of sixty low-caste pack members stood in the center of the yard. They stood in rows. Their heads were lowered.

I did not lower my head. I stood near the back, my shoulders square. My dark hair with its silver streaks was pulled back with a piece of leather.

The sound of
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