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1. The Ghost in the Soot
I sat on the blackened stone that used to be my throne.

The air was thick with the smell of old charcoal. It had stayed that way for three years. I didn't mind it. The grit remained on my tongue, reminding me of what I had allowed to happen.

My hands were stained grey from the soot. I wiped them on my torn trousers. The fabric was thin and frayed. I watched the dust rise from my skin and settle back down on the floor of the ruins.

A sound came from the edge of the clearing. It was the sound of boots on dry leaves. Wolves did not come here anymore. They stayed away from the remains of the Blackwood estate. They were afraid of the man I had become.

"Alpha Thorne."

I did not turn. I knew the voice. It belonged to Marcus. He was one of the few who still dared to find me when the world outside changed. He sounded nervous. I could hear his heartbeat from twenty feet away. It was fast.

"I am not an Alpha," I said. My voice was rough and low. I had not used it in weeks.

"The Iron Fang pack sent a messenger," Marcus said. He stopped ten feet behind me. He stayed at a distance where he could run if I lost control. "Silas is calling a summit. He says the five packs need a new alliance. He has invited everyone to the Grey Peak."

I looked at the charred remains of the nursery wing. That was where she had been. That was where the fire had reached its highest point. I could still see the black marks on the stone where the heat had cracked the foundation.

"Tell him I am dead," I said.

"He knows you are not. He sent a message specifically for you. He says he has something to show the council. He claims it concerns the Blackwood lineage."

I stood up. My joints popped. I was thirty-two, but my body felt much older. I had not shifted in a year. The wolf inside me was a heavy weight, dormant and locked away by my own choice.

"There is no Blackwood lineage," I said. "I destroyed it."

"He mentioned a woman, Kaelen."

I moved across the space. I did not think about it. I was just there. I had Marcus by the throat. My eyes were changing. I could feel the heat of the gold pushing against the grey of my irises.

"Do not say her name," I said. I did not shout. My voice was a flat, dangerous sound.

"I did not," Marcus choked out. His face was turning red. "But he is bringing a woman named Lyra. He says she is his new Luna. He wants the world to see her. He says she is the key to everything."

I let him go. He fell to his knees, gasping for air. He rubbed his neck where my fingers had left marks.

"Go," I told him.

He did not wait. He scrambled away through the skeletal trees. I watched him go until the sound of his footsteps faded into the silence of the dead forest.

I looked at my hands. They were shaking. Silas was a man who took what others discarded. He had waited until I broke my own pack to rise to power. Now he wanted to use a name that sounded like hers to provoke me.

I walked toward the cellar. It was the only part of the house that had not collapsed. I kept a bowl of water there, filled by the rain.

I saw my reflection. My hair was long and unkempt. A scar ran across my chest. I had done that to myself the night I realized she was gone. I had tried to cut the bond out of my own flesh. My eyes were bloodshot and tired.

I looked like the monster they called me.

I found a rusted blade on the floor. I began to cut my hair. I did not use a mirror for the back. I just removed the length until it was short enough to stay out of my eyes. I needed to see clearly.

I spent the next hour scrubbing the soot from my skin. The water in the bowl turned black. I used a piece of rough burlap to remove the layers of filth. My skin was red and raw when I finished.

I found a chest that had survived the heat in a corner of the cellar. Inside were clothes I had not touched in years. Black leather and heavy wool. They smelled of cedar and dry earth.

I pulled on a clean shirt. It felt tight across my shoulders. I had lost weight, but the muscle remained. It was hard and functional.

I started walking toward the Grey Peak.

The forest around the Blackwood estate was silent. The trees were twisted and dead. I had destroyed my own people's history because I could not live in a world where Elara did not breathe. I had killed the council members who failed to save her. I had burned the memories until only the ash remained.

I was the Mad Alpha. It was a title I had earned with blood.

As I walked, a sense of numbness tried to settle in. It started in my fingers and moved up my arms. The world began to lose its color. I felt like I was watching myself from a distance. It was the dissociation that usually preceded an episode of violence.

I bit my tongue until the pain brought me back. I could not lose my mind now. Not when Silas was playing games.

I reached the summit grounds at dusk on the second day. I could smell hundreds of wolves. The scent of different packs mingled in the air. It was a thick, heavy smell of sweat and power.

I stayed in the shadows. I moved through the underbrush without making a sound.

A large tent stood in the center of the clearing. Torches were lit around the perimeter. I saw the Alphas of the other packs. They looked older. They looked like men who were tired of the constant tension between the territories.

Then I saw Silas.

He stood on a platform made of fresh timber. He wore a suit that was too clean for the setting. He held a silver-tipped cane. He did not look like a warrior. He looked like a man who bought his way into rooms he didn't belong in.

He tapped the cane against the wood. The sound was loud. The talking stopped instantly.

"Brothers," Silas said. His voice was smooth and practiced. "We have lived in the shadow of the Blackwood collapse for too long. Kaelen Thorne abandoned his duty. He left a vacuum that has caused nothing but problems for our borders."

I gripped the bark of a tree. My nails sank into the wood. I did not breathe.

"I am here to offer a new path," Silas continued. "And to introduce the woman who will stand beside me."

He turned toward the back of the platform.

A woman stepped out into the torchlight.

My heart stopped. It felt like a physical weight in my chest that had suddenly ceased to move.

She wore a dress of deep green. Her hair was pulled back. I saw it immediately. The birthmark. The small, dark shape on her collarbone. I knew every millimeter of that mark.

It was Elara.

She looked exactly as she had three years ago, but her eyes were amber and vacant. She looked at the crowd, but she did not seem to see them. She stood still, her posture rigid.

A small boy walked out beside her.

He was about four years old. He had dark hair and a serious face. He stood close to her, holding onto her dress. He looked small and out of place in the center of the clearing.

"This is Lyra," Silas announced. He placed a hand on her shoulder. She did not move. "And our son, Leo. The future of the Iron Fang pack."

The crowd began to whisper.

The boy looked up. The light from the torches hit his eyes. They were not blue like Silas’s. They were grey. They were the exact color of my own eyes.

The numbness in my head vanished. It was replaced by a heat that I could not contain. The wolf inside me, the one I had kept locked away, tore at the bars of its cage.

I did not think about the consequences. I did not think about the silver Silas carried.

I shifted while I was still in the air.

The sound of my bones breaking and resetting was the only thing I heard. I was a large, grey wolf before I hit the ground. I lunged from the shadows and landed on the platform with a heavy thud.

I stood between Silas and the woman. I growled, a sound that came from deep in my lungs.

I looked at her. I waited for her to recognize me. I waited for her to scream my name or reach out to touch my fur.

She did not. She looked at me with a face that showed no emotion except for a slight twitch of her lips.

"Monster," she said. Her voice was cold.

She did not know me.

Silas moved fast for a man with a cane. He did not shift. He reached into his jacket and pulled out a small, curved blade.

I moved toward Elara, trying to push her toward the edge of the platform, trying to get her away from him. I wanted to take the boy. I wanted to run until we were back in the ruins where it was safe.

She lunged at me.

I felt a sharp, intense pain in my shoulder. She had driven a silver-laced dagger into my muscle. The silver caused a searing sensation in my blood. My legs gave out.

The shift broke. I hit the wooden floor as a man. I was naked and bleeding, the silver paralyzing my nerves. I looked up at her, gasping for air. My vision was starting to blur.

"Elara," I whispered.

She stood over me. She held the bloody knife with a steady hand. She looked down at me like I was something she had found under a rock.

"My name is Lyra," she said. "And you are a rabid animal."

Silas walked over and kicked me in the side. The blow sent me rolling off the platform and into the dirt.

"Take him away," Silas told his guards. "Throw him back into the ash. He is a ghost. Let him stay with his dead pack."

I could not move. I watched as they led her away. She did not look back.

The boy, Leo, stopped at the edge of the platform. He looked down at me. He touched his own chest, right where my scar was located.

Then he turned and followed her into the dark.
2. A Summit of Liars
The boots of the Iron Fang guards hit the dirt next to my head. One of them grabbed my hair and pulled my face upward. I could not stop him. The silver from the dagger was moving through my veins. It made my limbs heavy and my skin feel as if it were being pressed against a hot stove.

"He looks smaller than the stories say," the guard said. He had a thick neck and smelled like cheap tobacco. He looked at the other guard and laughed. "The great Mad Alpha of Blackwood. Now he is just a naked man bleeding in the mud."

They grabbed my shoulders and dragged me. My chest scraped against the rough ground. I felt the friction on my skin, but the silver paralysis was stronger than the pain of the rocks. I watched the platform move further away. Silas stood there with his hand on Leo’s shoulder. Elara—Lyra—stood beside them. She was cleaning my blood off her knife with a white cloth.

She did not look at me again. She looked at the crowd of wolves who were watching the display. Her expression remained neutral. There was no flicker of memory in her amber eyes. There was no sign that she had ever slept in my arms or carried my child.

"Throw him in the ravine," the first guard ordered. "Silas said to let the ash have him. He won't be able to shift for hours with that much silver in his system."

They reached the edge of the summit grounds where the forest began. The trees here were charred remains from the fires that had swept through the territory years ago. They swung my body and let go. I tumbled down a steep embankment. My head hit a tree trunk, and my vision went white for a second. I came to rest in a pile of wet leaves and soot at the bottom of the slope.

I lay there. I tried to focus on my breathing. The silver was a physical weight inside my heart. I could hear the guards walking away, their footsteps fading as they returned to the feast Silas had prepared for the other Alphas.

I stayed still for a long time. The night air was cool against my skin. I forced my fingers to twitch. Then my wrist. I needed to get the silver out. If it reached my spine, the paralysis would become permanent.

A shadow moved near the trees. I tried to growl, but only a wet clicking sound came from my throat. A man stepped into the faint moonlight. He wore a heavy coat and carried a crossbow.

"Don't try to fight, Kaelen," he said.

It was Marcus. He had been a scout for Blackwood before I burned it all down. He knelt beside me and turned me over. He saw the wound in my shoulder. The skin around the puncture was turning a bruised purple color.

"She got you good," Marcus muttered. He pulled a small leather kit from his pocket. He took out a pair of iron tweezers and a small vial of clear liquid. "This is going to hurt. I don't have anything to dull it."

He poured the liquid into the wound. It was an extraction agent. It reacted with the silver, causing the metal to bubble to the surface. My back arched. I wanted to scream, but my lungs wouldn't expand far enough. Marcus used the tweezers to pull out three small shards of silver that had broken off the blade.

He pressed a cloth against the hole. The pressure was intense. Slowly, the heavy weight in my limbs began to lift. The heat in my blood receded.

"Why are you here, Marcus?" I managed to say. My voice was a rasp.

"I've been following you for months," he said. He helped me sit up. He handed me a pair of trousers and a shirt he had taken from a pack. "I thought you were going to die in those ruins. Then I saw the summons for the summit. I knew you’d come when you heard Silas was bringing a new Luna."

I pulled the clothes on. My hands were shaking. "She’s alive, Marcus. It’s her."

"I saw her," Marcus said. His face was grim. "But she’s not the woman we knew. She looked right through me when they arrived. And the boy..."

"The boy is mine," I said. I stood up. My legs were weak, but they held. I leaned against a tree. "He has my eyes. He touched his chest where my scar is. He knows, even if she doesn't."

Marcus shook his head. "Silas is telling everyone the boy is his heir. He’s using the child to buy the loyalty of the other four Alphas. They want a future. They want a bloodline that can actually survive the hunters. Silas is promising them exactly that."

"He’s lying to them," I said. I started walking back up the slope. The silver was mostly gone, but my shoulder felt like it was being poked with a hot iron.

"Where are you going?"

"To the summit. I need to hear what he tells them. I need to know what he did to her."

We moved through the shadows of the burnt trees. We reached a ridge that overlooked the main square of Grey Peak. The five Alphas were seated around a large stone table. Silas sat at the head. Lyra was seated to his right. Leo sat on a smaller chair next to her.

Silas stood up. He held a silver-tipped cane in his hand. He tapped it against the stone floor.

"The age of the True Alpha is over," Silas said. His voice carried across the clearing. "The Blackwood line proved that. Kaelen Thorne was a True Alpha, and look what he did. He destroyed his pack. He murdered his own people because he could not control his grief. He was a slave to his animal nature."

Alpha Vance of the Stone-Claw pack leaned forward. "And you are different, Silas? You have the Iron Fang, but you are not a True Alpha by blood."

"I am better," Silas said. He gestured to Leo. "This boy represents the future. He carries the Ethereal Gene. You have all heard the legends. The child of the gene is not restricted by the weaknesses of our kind. He will be the first of a new breed. An Immortal Alpha. He will not fear silver. He will not lose his mind to the shift."

I gripped a rock until my knuckles turned white. He was talking about my son as if he were a science project.

"And the woman?" Alpha Sarah of the Moon-Strider pack asked. She pointed at Lyra. "You claim she is your mate, but we all saw the way the Mad Alpha looked at her. She looks like a ghost."

Silas smiled. It was a thin, predatory expression. "She is Lyra. She was found in the aftermath of a border skirmish, her memory gone. I saved her. I gave her a home. She chose me. She is the mother of the future, and she is loyal to the Iron Fang."

Lyra did not blink. She sat perfectly still. She looked like a statue. I realized then that her scent was not just suppressed; it was altered. The alchemical smell I had noticed earlier was coming from a small glass vial she wore around
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