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1. The Ritual of Severance
"I, Joshua Vance, Alpha of the Silver Ridge Pack, reject you, Clara Vance, as my mate."

Joshua did not look at my eyes when he spoke. He looked down at the gray stone floor of the Great Hall. His broad shoulders were tense under his heavy leather ceremonial vest, the leather creaking as he shifted his weight.

The pack stood in a wide circle around us. Three hundred wolves watched in absolute silence. Beside Joshua stood Vivienne of the Ironwood Clan, her long, manicured fingers wrapped around his right wrist.

A physical pain started in the center of my chest. It was a hot sensation behind my ribs, a sharp pull that traveled through my collarbone. The mate bond, which had existed as a physical pull beneath my skin since my twentieth birthday, broke.

I did not fall to the floor. I kept my back straight. My hands clutched the sides of my gray linen skirt to stop my fingers from shaking.

"Do you accept this rejection, Clara?" Elder Thomas asked from the shadows of the wooden dais. He held the ceremonial obsidian dagger. The black stone blade was clean and dry in his palm.

"I do," I said. My voice was quiet, but it did not shake.

Vivienne smiled. She stepped closer to Joshua, her fingers sliding up his arm to rest on his shoulder. She wore a deep red silk dress, a color that belonged to the Ironwood Clan. The fabric was bright against the dark stone of our hall.

"The alliance with Ironwood is necessary for our survival," Joshua said. He spoke loudly so the entire hall could hear his words. He finally looked up, his blue eyes meeting my dark amber eyes. "Our southern borders are insecure. The human loggers are pushing closer to our dens. We need the Ironwood warriors to secure our perimeter."

"You do not need to explain your pack politics to me, Joshua," I said. "You made your decision."

The physical ache of the broken bond grew stronger. It was a throbbing pressure that radiated from my chest down to my fingers. My inner wolf was unawakened. I was twenty-two years old, and without an active wolf, I had no physical power to challenge an Alpha.

"You have until sunrise to leave Silver Ridge territory," Joshua said. He looked away from me, his jaw clenching. "You are stripped of your name. You are stripped of your rank. You are no longer a member of this pack."

"I will not need until sunrise," I said.

I turned my back on him. I did not look at Vivienne, and I did not look at the elders who had known me since my childhood. I walked down the center aisle of the Great Hall. My leather boots clicked against the stone tiles.

The pack members on either side of the aisle stepped backward. They cleared a path for me, their faces blank. Nobody spoke to me. Nobody reached out to touch my shoulder. To them, an unawakened female rejected by her mate was a liability. The physical sickness of a broken bond killed many unawakened within a few days.

I pushed through the heavy oak doors of the hall and stepped out into the night.

The air outside was cold. I walked down the dirt path toward the small wooden cabin at the edge of the village. It was the cabin where I had lived alone since my parents died in the border skirmishes five years ago.

The village was quiet. Most of the families were still inside the Great Hall, celebrating the new alliance with the Ironwood Clan.

I entered my cabin and shut the wooden door behind me. I did not turn on the oil lamps. I walked directly to the wooden dresser in the corner of the room and pulled out a pair of heavy iron sewing shears.

I stood in front of the small, cracked mirror hanging on the log wall.

My dark hair fell past my shoulders in thick waves. Joshua had liked to touch it when we were younger, before his father died and the weight of the Alpha title changed his priorities.

I lifted the shears. I clamped the cold metal blades against the dark strands at the nape of my neck and squeezed.

The iron blades ground together. Clumps of dark hair fell to the pine floorboards. I cut it quickly, ignoring the uneven edges, until my hair hung in a sharp, short bob that cleared my shoulders.

Next, I unbuttoned the gray linen pack dress. I pulled a match from the box on the mantle, struck it against the stone fireplace, and dropped it onto the dry pine kindling.

The flame caught the wood. I tossed the linen dress into the fire.

I watched the grey fabric turn black, then curl into grey ash. The heat hit my face, dry and hot, but I did not step back.

I opened my closet and pulled out the clothes I bought on my last trip to the human town. I dressed in a pair of heavy denim trousers, a black cotton shirt, and my sturdiest leather boots.

I packed a single canvas bag with my personal documents, a small photo of my parents, and my savings—three hundred dollars in human currency.

The physical pain in my chest flared again, forcing me to lean against the wooden table. I pressed my palm flat against my breastbone. My skin felt hot, and my breathing was shallow. Joshua’s wolf was rejecting my body, and my own system was struggling to adapt to the sudden absence of the bond's energy.

I forced myself to stand upright. I would not stay here and let them find me sick in the morning.

I walked out of the cabin, leaving the wooden door open to the cold night air.

I did not take the main dirt road that led to the pack borders. Instead, I walked through the dark conifer forest, heading south toward the border line where the trees ended and the concrete began.

The ground was cold beneath my boots. The forest was dark, the moon barely visible through the thick canopy of branches.

The physical strain of the severed bond made my legs feel heavy. Every step required deliberate effort. My muscles were sore, and my throat was dry.

After two hours of walking, the trees began to thin. I reached the wire fence that marked the boundary of the Silver Ridge territory.

I climbed through a gap in the rusted chain-link fence, my canvas bag snagging briefly on a wire barb before I pulled it free.

My boots hit the wet asphalt of the human road.

Ahead of me, the yellow sodium lights of the Gray District glowed against the dark sky. High-rise buildings of glass and steel rose in the distance. They were structures of concrete and glass, completely different from the wooden cabins of the Silver Ridge pack.

I looked back at the forest one last time. The dark trees stood silent, a physical boundary that had kept me small for twenty-two years.

"I am done," I said to the empty road.

I turned toward the city lights and began to walk.

The road led me past a twenty-four-hour human convenience store. The smell of gasoline filled the air. A delivery truck rumbled past, its tires splashing rainwater from a puddle onto the sidewalk.

I walked for another hour until I reached the center of the Gray District.

The streets here were lined with stone buildings. Brass plaques marked the entrances of offices. This was the financial zone, where human laws and Lycan treaties intersected.

My body was shaking from the physical exhaustion of the broken bond. I needed shelter, and I needed a job. I could not survive on three hundred dollars for more than a few weeks.

I stopped in front of a three-story brick building with a sign that read: Thorne & Associates - International Trade and Logistics.

The lobby inside was lit by a single desk lamp. A security guard sat behind a glass partition, reading a newspaper. His name tag read Arthur.

I pushed the heavy glass door open, the warm air of the heating system hitting my face as I stepped inside.
2. Leaving the Forest Behind
The glass door clicked shut behind me. The sound was loud in the quiet lobby.

I wiped a bead of sweat from my temple. My hand was shaking. The physical pain from the broken bond made my chest tight. Every breath required a conscious effort of my chest muscles.

Arthur looked up from his desk. He folded his newspaper and set it down on the counter. His eyes went from my unevenly cut hair down to my wet denim trousers and the cheap canvas bag in my hand.

"Can I help you, miss?" he asked. His voice was flat. "The office is closed. It is three in the morning."

"I am looking for employment," I said. My voice sounded thin, but I kept my shoulders straight. "I need to speak with the manager of logistics or human resources."

Arthur frowned. He stood up from his chair. "HR opens at nine. You cannot wait inside. You will have to come back tomorrow."

"I cannot wait outside," I said. "I need a position tonight. I am willing to work the night shift. Filing, sorting, data entry. I know the shipping logs and the regional pack treaties."

"This is a private corporate office, miss," Arthur said, reaching for his desk phone. "I will have to ask you to leave, or I will call the district security officers."

The physical strain was growing worse. The rejection fever was rising, making my skin hot to the touch while my hands remained ice cold. If I went back out into the rain, my body would give out before morning. I needed to stay inside this building.

"Look at my hands," I said, holding them out. They were steady now, forced into stillness by sheer willpower. "I am not here to cause trouble. I can catalog fifty logistics files an hour. I know the import tariffs of the southern packs."

Arthur paused, his hand hovering over the receiver of his black desk phone.

The elevator doors at the back of the lobby slid open with a soft chime.

A man in his late thirties stepped out. He wore a rumpled grey suit jacket and had a blue pen tucked behind his ear. His fingers were stained with black ink. He was holding a stack of yellow shipping manifests.

"Arthur," the man said, not looking up from his papers. "Did the transport truck from the northern border check in yet? The harbor authority is threatening to impound the entire cargo if we do not have the clearance codes by four."

"Not yet, Mr. Alder," Arthur replied, keeping his hand on the telephone. "And I was just telling this young woman that the lobby is closed."

Mr. Alder stopped. He looked at me, his eyes taking in my disheveled appearance. He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. "We do not have any open positions for manual labor here, young lady. If you are looking for cleaning work, the contractor comes on Tuesdays."

"I am not looking for a cleaning job," I said. I stepped forward, holding my ground despite the sudden wave of nausea that hit my stomach. "You are talking about the northern border cargo. Is it the timber shipment from the Silver Ridge territory?"

Mr. Alder raised an eyebrow. He stopped shuffling his papers. "How do you know about that?"

"Silver Ridge has been using the old transit codes from the 2018 treaty," I said. My memory of the pack administrative documents was precise. I had spent years organizing Joshua's family paperwork while he prepared to become Alpha. "But the Gray District updated its environmental tariff laws three months ago. If your shipment has raw timber, the human customs office will hold it at the gate because the pack did not submit the chemical treatment certificates."

Mr. Alder stared at me. He looked down at the manifest in his hand, then back up at me. "The pack representatives swore all their documentation was valid."

"They do not read the human regulatory updates," I said. "They rely on physical dominance to enforce their borders. They do not understand that the Gray District operates on civil law, not pack law."

"And how do you know this?" Mr. Alder asked.

"I lived there," I said. "I managed their administrative ledgers until twelve hours ago. The shipment is currently sitting at Sector Four gate. Am I correct?"

Mr. Alder looked at the digital tablet on his wrist. "Yes. The driver says the human guards are refusing to let the trucks pass the barrier."

"Tell your driver to invoke Subsection Nine of the 2012 Inter-Species Commerce Act," I said. "It allows for a temporary seventy-two hour transit bond for agricultural and raw materials if the importing corporation pays a cash deposit at the main terminal. Thorne & Associates has a registered financial bond account with the district court. You can release the cargo tonight and file the certificates tomorrow morning."

Mr. Alder was silent for several seconds. He tapped his fingers against his stack of papers. Then he lifted his tablet and pressed a button.

"Call the driver," he said into the device. "Tell him to present the Subsection Nine transit bond to the gate sergeant. Use our corporate deposit account."

He paused, waiting. The lobby was completely silent except for the hum of the air conditioner.

I stood still. My knees were trembling under my trousers. The lack of the mate bond was draining my physical stamina. I clamped my teeth together to stop them from chattering. I would not fall.

After two minutes, Mr. Alder's tablet buzzed. He pressed the speaker.

"Mr. Alder," a voice came through the speaker. "The guard accepted the subsection reference. They are opening the security gate now. The trucks are moving."

Mr. Alder cut the connection. He looked at me with a new expression. The skepticism in his eyes had turned into genuine interest.

"Who did you say you were?" he asked.

"Clara," I said. "Just Clara."

"You do not have a pack scent," he noted, his eyes narrowing slightly as he tried to catch my scent. "But you know their laws."

"I am no longer part of any pack," I said. "I am an independent resident of the Gray District now."

"You look like you have not slept in days, Clara," Mr. Alder said. He walked over to the security desk. "But you just saved us forty thousand dollars in delay fines."

"I need a job," I said. "And I need a place to sit down where I can work."

Mr. Alder looked at the security guard, then back at me. He nodded slowly. "Our night data entry clerk resigned last week. The shift is from ten in the evening until six in the morning. It pays twenty dollars an hour. You will be sorting transport manifests, inputting customs codes, and checking compliance logs."

"I will take it," I said.

"I need to see your identification," he said.

I reached into my canvas bag and pulled out my human identification card. It was a basic resident card I had obtained three years ago during a supply run. My last name was listed as Vance, but I did not want to use it.

"The system will register you under your legal name," Mr. Alder said, taking the card. "Clara Vance." He looked at the card, then at me. "Any relation to the Silver Ridge Alphas?"

"None," I said. "Not anymore."

He did not press the issue. He swiped the card through a reader on the security desk and handed it back to me.

"Follow me," he said. "I will show you your desk. There is a coffee machine in the break room. You look like you need it."

"Thank you, Mr. Alder," I said.

I followed him toward the elevator. Every step required a massive physical effort, my boots heavy against the floor. But my mind was clear.

We rode the elevator to the second floor. The doors opened to a large, open office space with rows of grey cubicles. Most of the desks were dark, their computer monitors blank. At the far end of the room, a single desk was illuminated by a green banker's lamp.

"This is the logistics department," Mr. Alder said. He led me to a corner desk. "Your job is to clear the digital queue of shipping manifests. The instructions are on the screen. If there are any discrepancies in the customs codes, flag them for review."

He turned on the computer monitor. A list of hundreds of digital files appeared on the screen.

"I will check on you at five o'clock," Mr. Alder said. "Do your best."

"I will," I said.

He turned and walked back toward the elevator, his shoes squeaking on the linoleum floor.

I sat down in the swivel chair. The cushion was firm, supporting my aching spine. I closed my eyes for ten seconds, letting the cold air from the ceiling vent cool my face.

The pain of the broken bond was a dull, thumping ache in the center of my chest. The tissue in my chest was tender, throbbing with a persistent heat. I knew my body was struggling to adapt to the absence of the pack link and the mate connection. Without the ambient energy of a pack, my physical strength was reduced to that of an ordinary human.

I opened my eyes. I looked at the computer screen.

The first file on the list was a transit manifest for a shipment of silver ore coming from the southern mines. The importing party was listed as the Ironwood Clan. The exporting party was Thorne & Associates.

I began to read. My fingers found the keyboard.

I did not think about Joshua. I did not think about the Great Hall, or the ceremonial dress I had burned in the stove. I did not think about Vivienne.

I focused on the numbers.

By four in the morning, I had processed fifty manifests. My fingers moved quickly over the keys. I corrected three incorrect tariff codes and flagged a shipment of agricultural goods that lacked the proper veterinary inspection stamps.

My physical state was deteriorating. The fever made my vision blurry at the edges, and my skin felt increasingly hot. I took a sip of the cold water I had poured from the break room dispenser, forcing myself to swallow past the dry tightness in my throat.

At four-thirty, the elevator doors at the end of the floor opened.

I did not look up immediately. I kept my eyes on the screen, typing a note into a compliance report.

The sound of footsteps approached my desk. They were slow, deliberate steps. The sound of a metal-tipped cane tapping against the hard floor accompanied each stride.

I stopped typing.

The air in the room became cold. A physical pressure settled over the cubicles, different from the heavy, aggressive presence of an Alpha. This pressure was quiet, precise, and completely controlled.

I looked up from my monitor.

A man stood at the entrance of my cubicle.

He was tall and wore a black wool overcoat over a dark grey suit. His dark hair was combed back, with silver streaks running through the sides. His eyes were a very pale blue, almost grey, and they were fixed on me. He held a black cane with a silver handle shaped like a wolf's head.

He did not look the same as the provincial Lycans. He had no dirt under his fingernails, no scent of pine or damp earth. He smelled of cold air and clean paper.

I stood up from my chair. My legs were weak, but I forced my posture to remain upright.

"Can I help you, sir?" I asked.

The man did not answer immediately. He looked at my short, unevenly cut hair. He looked at my face, noting the sweat on my forehead and the pale color of my skin. Then his eyes drifted down to the computer screen, where the compliance log was open.

"You are the new night clerk," he said. His voice was low and deep, carrying an authority that made my skin cold.

"Yes," I said. "I am Clara."

He leaned slightly on his cane. "Mr. Alder tells me you resolved a customs dispute at the northern border forty minutes ago."

"I pointed out a regulatory contradiction," I said. "It was a simple administrative error on the pack's part."

"The Silver Ridge Pack does not consider their errors simple," the man said. "They are currently threatening to sue our logistics branch for breach of contract because their trucks were delayed."

"They have no legal basis for a lawsuit," I said. "Under the 2018 treaty, they agreed to comply with all human municipal regulations within the Gray District. They failed to obtain the chemical certificates. If they sue, they will have to submit their internal financial logs to the district court for discovery. They cannot afford to do that."

The man's pale blue eyes narrowed slightly. A tiny muscle in his jaw twitched.

"You understand their financial situation," he said.

"I know they are operating on a deficit," I said. "And I know they cannot afford a legal battle in a human court."

The man stood silent for a long moment. He watched me with complete stillness.

"I am Cassian Thorne," he said.

My breath stopped for a fraction of a second. The Sovereign of the Obsidian Court. The man who controlled the trade treaties that kept the provincial packs from starving.

"Mr. Thorne," I said, keeping













OEBPS/nav.xhtml

  
    Table of Contents


    		1. The Ritual of Severance

		2. Leaving the Forest Behind

		3. The Threshold of the Gray District

		4. The Forensic Auditor

		5. A Contract with the Sovereign

		6. Five Years of Silence

		7. The Collapse of Silver Ridge

		8. The Boardroom Confrontation

		9. The Price of a Bailout

		10. Phantom Pains in the High-Rise

		11. A Transactional Alliance

		12. The Defamation Gambit

		13. Auditing the Wolf

		14. The Sovereign's Gambit

		15. A Chosen Bond

		16. The Forest Burns

		17. The Foreclosure of Silver Ridge

		18. The Summit of the High Council

		19. Way Out of Your League

		20. The New Era




  
  
    Landmarks


    
      
      		Title Page


      		Main Content


    


  


