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1. The Scavenger's Mistake
I held my breath and slipped my metal pick into the third tumbler of the vault lock.

The iron door was cold. The air in the Obsidian Concord always carried a low temperature that seeped through the stone walls, making my fingers stiff.

I forced my hands to work. I had survived in the borderlands for ten years by keeping my hands quick and my mind clear. My family was dead, executed by a rogue pack when I was twelve. I had only myself to rely on.

A soft click echoed in the small stone chamber.

The heavy door creaked open an inch. I pulled it back slowly, avoiding the sound of the ungreased hinges.

Inside, the vault of the Onyx Coalition was dark. A single stone pedestal stood in the center. On top of it sat the runic obsidian stone.

The stone was dark, its flat surfaces carved with geometric lines. It was the size of a human fist. It contained the territorial magic that kept the Onyx Coalition’s borders stable against the wild packs. On the black market, this stone would buy me passage out of this freezing mountain range.

I walked toward the pedestal. My boots made no sound on the stone floor.

I reached out and grabbed the stone.

The moment my fingers touched the cold surface, the runes did not stay dark. They flared with a bright, hot blue light.

The light did not just shine. It emitted a physical heat. A sudden wave of warmth rushed up my arm, sinking deep into my muscles.

The heavy iron door behind me slammed shut with a loud crash.

The lock clicked. I was trapped inside the vault.

I turned around, my back against the pedestal. I drew my silver-plated knife from my belt.

The lights in the vault flared to life. Oil lamps along the walls caught fire, illuminating the stone chamber.

The heavy door began to turn. The massive iron bolts slid back with a loud screech.

The door swung open.

Five men walked into the vault. They did not look like ordinary human men. They walked with heavy, balanced steps, their bodies broad and muscular.

The first man was the tallest. He had a scarred jaw and silver eyes that fixed on me immediately. This was Garrick. His physical presence was heavy, making the small room feel crowded.

Behind him was Nikolai. His sharp features were neutral, but his mismatched eyes—one blue, one green—scanned the room, taking in every detail of my position.

Silas stood to the right. His long black hair was pulled back, showing the ritual burn scars that covered his neck and collarbone. He stared at me with an intensity that made me grip my knife tighter.

Jaxom walked in with a loose, aggressive stride. He wore no shirt under his leather vest, exposing his muscular chest and the dark tribal tattoos that wrapped around his arms. His wild golden eyes were bright with anger.

The last to enter was Vance. He was meticulously groomed, his blue eyes sharp, his aristocratic features showing amusement despite the security breach.

"A thief," Garrick said. His voice was deep and flat. "In the high-security vault."

"She touched the stone," Nikolai said. He pointed at the pedestal. "Look at the runes."

The blue light on the obsidian stone was still glowing. It pulsed in time with my own pulse.

Jaxom stepped forward.

"I will break her neck now."

"Wait," Silas said. He stepped in front of Jaxom. His voice was quiet, full of gravity. "The stone is not rejecting her. It is bonding with her blood."

I kept my knife raised. "Keep your distance. I am not looking for a fight, but I will open your throat if you touch me."

Garrick laughed. It was a harsh sound devoid of humor. He took a step toward me. "You are in the heart of our fortress, human. You have nowhere to run."

As he moved closer, a sudden change occurred in the air.

The temperature in the room seemed to rise. My chest tightened. A strange, heavy ache began to grow in my stomach, spreading outward to my limbs. It was a physical sickness, a sudden heat that made me gasp.

Garrick stopped. His silver eyes widened. He gripped his chest, his posture stiffening.

"What is this?" Jaxom muttered, taking a step back. He rubbed his throat. "My blood is hot."

"The fever," Vance said. His usual charm vanished. He stared at me, his blue eyes wide. "It is the mate bond. But there are five of us."

"That is impossible," Nikolai said. He was breathing heavily now, his hands clenching into fists. "A human cannot trigger the bond for an entire council. Unless..."

"The Catalyst Bloodline," Silas whispered. He fell to one knee, his eyes locked on mine. "The ancient texts spoke of a woman who could channel our magic. The one who could stabilize the wards."

I felt the heat rising in my own throat. My stomach churned. The urge to step toward them was strong, a physical pull that dragged at my muscles, tempting me forward.

I hated it. I hated the feeling of my body betraying my mind.

"I do not care about your prophecies," I said. My voice was tight. I forced myself to stand straight, ignoring the nausea of the sudden fever. "Stay back."

Garrick took another step. His silver eyes were dark now, the pupils dilated. "You are ours."

"I belong to myself," I said, pointing the knife at his chest. "Come any closer and I will show you how deep this blade can go."

He did not look angry. He looked possessed. The dominant presence of the Alpha was heavy, but I refused to submit. I had survived too much to become a prize for five ruthless wolves.

"Put the knife down," Jaxom said, though he did not step closer. His chest rose and fell rapidly, and his knuckles were white as he gripped his side. He glared at the walls of the vault, but the physical sickness of the sudden mate bond was keeping him in place.

"No," I said. "And my name is Audrey."

Nikolai stepped to the side, trying to flank me. His mismatched eyes were focused on my hands, analyzing my grip on the silver blade. "She is trained. Look at the scars on her wrists. Those are not from shackles. Those are from knives."

"She is a survivor," Vance remarked, his blue eyes tracking the sweat dripping down my temple. "A very valuable one. The Frost-Scythe pack would pay a high price for her if they knew she carried the Catalyst blood."

"She is not leaving this fortress," Garrick said. His voice carried the weight of his Alpha authority. The sound vibrated in the small stone chamber, making my teeth ache. "She is the key to our survival. Our borders are failing. The wards are decaying. She will stabilize them."

"I will not do anything for you," I said. "I came here for the stone. Let me leave, and you can keep your failing borders."

"You do not understand," Silas said, still on his knee. He looked up at me, his face pale. "The fever has already begun. If you leave us now, the rejection will cause extreme physical pain. It will damage our minds."

"I have survived worse pain," I lied. The sickness in my stomach was growing worse. An intense physical heat pressed against my ribs. I had to clench my jaw to keep from showing my weakness.

Garrick reached out. His hand was large, his fingers scarred. "Let me touch you. Just once. It will ease the fever."

"Touch me and you lose the hand," I said, cutting the air between us.

He flinched back, not out of fear, but out of surprise. He was used to absolute obedience. He had executed his own father to take control of this pack. He did not know how to handle a human who looked at him with disgust.

"She is fierce," Jaxom said, a grin touching his lips despite his obvious discomfort. "I like her. She is different from the soft females of the southern packs."

"She is a thief who tried to ruin us," Nikolai corrected, his voice sharp. "We must lock her in the high tower. We cannot trust her near the stone or the gates."

"We will keep her close," Garrick decided. He looked at the other four Alphas. "All of us. The bond is shared. We must determine how to split her energy to feed the wards."

"I am not a battery," I spat. "And I am not your shared property."

"You are whatever we need you to be," Garrick said.

He stepped forward, ignoring my knife. His speed was unnatural. Before I could slash at him, his hand clamped around my wrist.

The contact brought a sudden, violent wave of heat. The fever in my blood flared, a wave of intense physical sickness and possessive need washing over me. My legs buckled.

I fell, but Garrick caught me, his arms locking around my waist.

"Let go of me," I whispered, my strength draining rapidly as the physical connection intensified the bond.

"Never," Garrick said, his silver eyes staring down into mine.

I spit at his face. The saliva hit his cheek.

His jaw tightened, the silver eyes flashing with a dangerous light. For a second, I thought he would strike me. Instead, he gripped my waist tighter, his fingers digging into my leather jacket.

"You speak with hostility for a human," he said, his voice dropping to a low pitch. "But your blood tells a different story. You want this as much as we do."

"I want to put a bullet in your head," I said, though my voice lacked its usual force. The heat of his body was entering mine, soothing the sharp ache in my chest but replacing it with a heavy, thick lethargy.

Nikolai stepped closer, his green eye fixed on where Garrick’s hand held my waist. "We must separate them. If the bond settles too quickly, the feedback will disable us before we can secure the outer perimeter. The Frost-Scythe scouts were spotted near the pass this morning."

Vance stepped between Garrick and me. He reached down and pried my fingers off my silver knife, which had fallen to the stone floor during my collapse. He picked it up and turned it over in his hand.

"A nice blade," Vance said, his voice light but his eyes serious. "Silesian steel. This is not cheap scavenger gear, Audrey. Who sent you?"

"Nobody," I said, leaning my head back against Garrick’s chest because my neck could no longer support its own weight. I hated myself for the weakness, but the physical reality of the Catalyst blood was overwhelming. "I work alone."

"She is lying," Nikolai said. "She was bypassing our thermal sensors with a military-grade dampener. I found it on the outer wall."

Silas stood up, his ritual burn scars stretching as he turned his neck. He walked to the pedestal and picked up the runic obsidian stone. The blue light had faded back into the dark stone, but a faint hum remained in the air.

"It does not matter who sent her," Silas said. "The stone has chosen. The prophecy of the Five Pillars is active. She must be taken to the altar room to begin the stabilization process."

"No," Garrick said. He lifted me easily into his arms, cradling me against his chest. I tried to push against his shoulders, but my arms were heavy and I could not lift them. "She goes to my quarters first. I will keep her under watch."

"Your quarters?" Jaxom stepped in front of Garrick, his wild golden eyes flashing. "We share the bond, Tyrant. You do not get to keep her to yourself because you have the highest title."

"I am the leader of this coalition," Garrick said. "I make the security decisions."

"We are a council," Vance reminded him, his polite tone returning but his blue eyes remaining cold. "And a shared mate means shared access. If you keep her in your quarters, we will all be spending our nights there to prevent the rejection sickness from killing us. I do not think you want that."

Garrick stared at Vance, then at Jaxom. The room was silent, and the pressure made my chest tight.

"We will use the southern tower," Nikolai suggested. "It has five separate entrances, all leading to the central chamber where she will sleep. It is the only way to balance the physical proximity the bond demands without violating our individual territories."

Garrick looked down at me. His face was inches from mine. I could feel his breath on my skin. It was warm and carried the scent of mint and cedar.

"Do you agree to this, thief?" Garrick asked.

"I agree to none of it," I said, my voice returning slightly. I glared at each of them in turn. "The moment I can move my legs, I am going to find a way to kill all five of you and take that stone."

Jaxom let out a loud, genuine laugh. "I definitely like her."

"Take her to the tower," Garrick ordered, ignoring my threat. He did not hand me to anyone else. He carried me out of the vault, his steps heavy and steady on the stone stairs.

The other four followed close behind, their eyes never leaving my form. I was trapped in a fortress of shifters, bound to them by a biological curse I did not understand, but as we ascended into the cold upper levels of the keep, I began to plan.

They thought they had captured a savior.

They were about to find out how dangerous a cornered scavenger could be.
2. Five Thrones of Ash
Garrick's boots struck the stone steps with a heavy, rhythmic thud.

His arms were solid under my back and thighs, holding me with a grip that left no room for movement. I did not struggle. My muscles felt heavy, drained of strength after I touched the runic stone in the vault.

"Put me down," I said. My throat was dry.

"No," Garrick said. He did not look at me. His scarred jaw was set, and his silver eyes remained fixed on the landing ahead. "You cannot walk. You would fall down these stairs."

Behind us, the other four men followed in silence. I heard their breathing. It was fast and uneven, matching the quick pace of my own heart. The heat in my chest had not faded. It had spread through my limbs, a thick, uncomfortable warmth that made my skin sweat under my leather shirt.

We reached the top of the stairs and entered a circular stone chamber. Five heavy iron doors were set into the walls at equal intervals. Each door had a different crest carved into the wood above the frame. In the center of the room sat a low platform covered in dark furs.

Garrick carried me to the platform and set me down. The moment his hands left my skin, a cold ache started in my chest. I gasped, my fingers clawing into the thick fur.

Across from me, Garrick flinched. He rubbed his chest, his silver eyes narrowing as he stared down at me.

"The fever is already setting in," Nikolai said, stepping into the room. His heterochromatic eyes—one pale blue, one dark brown—scanned my face. "If we separate now, the rejection will make us all sick within an hour. We must remain in this room."

"This is the neutral zone," Vance said, adjusting the cuffs of his grey coat. His sharp blue eyes looked at the dusty floor, then at me. "The Southern Tower sits on the intersection of our five territories. The magic here is balanced. It will keep the fever from killing her while we decide what to do next."

I sat up, leaning back on my hands. My wrists, marked with pale scars from my childhood, shook slightly, but I kept my shoulders straight. "I am not a piece of land for you to divide. Let me go, and the fever stops."

"It does not work that way," Silas said. He walked toward the platform, his long black hair falling over his shoulders. The ritual burn scars on his neck showed above his collar. "The bond is locked. If you leave us, your heart will stop. And our wards will fail."

"Then let them fail," I said, looking him in the eye. "I survived the destruction of my home. I can survive your pack falling apart."

Jaxom laughed, a loud sound that echoed off the high stone ceiling. He leaned against the wall near one of the iron doors, his muscular arms crossed. The tribal tattoos on his skin shifted as he moved. "She fights back. I told you. She is not going to sit here and play the quiet captive."

"She will do what is necessary to survive," Nikolai said. He stepped closer to the platform, his movements quiet. "Audrey. That is your name. We found your identification papers in the vault."

"My name is none of your business," I said.

"You are a scavenger," Nikolai continued, ignoring my words. "You work for whoever pays the most. But you touched the stone. You have the Catalyst blood. That changes your value."

"I do not care about your magic," I said. "I wanted the stone because it is worth enough gold to buy my way out of the Concord. I am leaving."

I tried to stand. The moment my feet touched the cold stone floor, a wave of nausea hit me. My knees buckled.

Before I could hit the ground, Jaxom was there. His hand caught my arm, pulling me back onto the platform. His grip was hot, sending a shock of warmth through my cold skin that made the nausea vanish instantly.

Jaxom stared at me, his wild golden eyes wide. He did not let go. "The touch works fast. The sickness went away, did it not?"

"Let go of me," I said, pulling my arm back. He released me, but his eyes stayed on my face, full of a strange, intense focus.

"This is the problem," Garrick said, his deep voice cutting through the room. "We cannot touch her without triggering the bond, and we cannot leave her without getting sick. We are trapped here as much as she is."

"We have a bigger problem," Nikolai said. He pulled a small piece of parchment from his vest pocket. "My scouts just sent word. A scouting party from the Frost-Scythe Pack has been spotted at the outer pass. They are moving fast. They know we have the stone, and they likely know we found the Catalyst."

Silas stepped forward, his expression turning hard. "The Frost-Scythe will try to take her. They know our territorial wards are weak. If they get the Catalyst, they can bypass our defenses completely."

"We must defend the pass," Garrick said, turning toward the door that led to his territory. "I will take my warriors."

"No," Vance said, his voice smooth but firm. "If you take your warriors, you leave the keep vulnerable. And if you go too far from her, the fever will return. You will be useless in battle."

Garrick turned back, his face dark with anger. "Are you suggesting we stay here and wait for them to attack?"

"I am suggesting we use our resources wisely," Vance said. He looked at me, a cold smile on his aristocratic face. "The Catalyst can stabilize the wards. If she does it now, the Frost-Scythe will not be able to cross the border. The magic will block them."

"How do I stabilize them?" I asked, my voice flat.

"You must channel your blood into the central stone at the altar," Silas said. "It requires a ritual. You must accept the connection to the five of us to complete it."

I laughed. It was a cold, dry sound. "You want me to bind myself to five shifters I do not know, who captured me and put me in a tower? I would rather watch the Frost-Scythe burn this fortress to the ground."

Garrick stepped closer to the platform. He stood over me, his silver eyes flashing. "If they burn this fortress, they will kill you first, scavenger. They do not take prisoners. They execute humans."

"And you don't?" I asked, pointing to my scarred wrists. "I know what packs do to people like me. I have the scars to prove it. I am not helping you."

The silence in the room grew heavy. The heat in my chest was rising again, a physical pain that made it hard to breathe. I could see the sweat on Garrick's forehead. The rejection fever was affecting him too. He clenched his fists, his body shaking slightly with the effort to control his anger.

"We do all stay, or we all leave," Silas agreed. "The bond demands balance."

I watched them, my mind working through the pain. They did not trust each other. Their alliance was weak, and they were ready to turn on each other. They were strong, but their suspicion of one another was a weapon I could use.

"You want me to save your pack?" I said, looking at Vance, then at Garrick. "Then give me something in return."

Garrick narrowed his eyes. "What do you want?"

"My freedom," I said. "Once the wards are stable and the Frost-Scythe are gone, you let me leave. You give me the runic stone and safe passage out of the Concord."

"The stone belongs to the coalition," Garrick said.

"Then you can watch your coalition die," I replied, leaning back against the furs.

The pain in my chest spiked, a sharp sensation that made me gasp. The five Alphas flinched simultaneously, each of them grabbing their chests as the physical feedback of my rejection hit them.

They were bound to me, and my defiance was hurting them.

Vance looked at Garrick, his aristocratic face pale. "We have no choice. Agree to her terms for now. We can discuss the details of the stone later."

Garrick stared at me, his silver eyes cold. He slowly nodded. "Fine. If you stabilize the wards tonight, we will grant you safe passage."

I did not believe him for a second. But it gave me time.

"Then let us go to the altar," I said, forcing myself to stand despite the heat burning in my veins.

"The altar is in the lower levels," Silas said, stepping toward the center door. "We must hurry. The sun is down, and the scouts will reach the outer perimeter soon."

He opened the heavy iron door, revealing a dark stone corridor that sloped downward. The air that rushed out was cold and smelled of old dust and wet earth.

Garrick walked beside me, his shoulder brushing mine. The physical contact sent a sudden wave of relief through my body, cooling the fever instantly. I pulled away, keeping a deliberate distance between us. I did not want to rely on their presence to feel normal.

"You do not like being touched," Nikolai observed, walking on my other side. His heterochromatic eyes stayed fixed on my movements. "A scavenger who hates physical contact must have a difficult time surviving in the borderlands."

"I survive because I do not let people get close enough to hurt me," I said.

"And yet, you are here," Nikolai said. "Bound to five of the most powerful shifters in the Concord."

"A temporary arrangement," I replied. "Do not get used to it."

We reached a large, subterranean chamber. In the center of the room sat a massive obsidian altar, its surface carved with intricate runes that glowed with a faint, pulsing blue light. Five smaller stone pillars surrounded the altar, each connected to it by a shallow groove carved into the floor.

"This is the heart of our defenses," Silas said, his voice reverent. He walked to the altar, his ritual burn scars stark under the glowing blue light. "Each pillar represents one of our territories. The runic stone sits in the center to balance the flow of magic. But without a Catalyst to direct the energy, the magic simply leaks away."

He reached into his leather pouch and pulled out the runic obsidian stone I had tried to steal. He placed it carefully into a circular depression in the center of the altar.

The blue light flared, casting sharp shadows across the stone walls of the chamber.

"What do I need to do?" I asked, approaching the altar.

"Place your hands on the stone," Silas said. "Let your blood touch the runes. We will each hold one of the pillars to anchor the magic to our lands. Once the connection is made, you must direct the energy outward to the border wards."

I looked at the five Alphas. They had already taken their positions at the five pillars. Garrick stood at the largest pillar, his silver eyes fixed on me. To his left, Vance stood with a calm, poised expression. Nikolai was next, his sharp features illuminated by the blue light. Silas stood with his eyes closed, his lips moving in a silent prayer. Jaxom gripped his pillar with both hands, his golden eyes bright with anticipation.

They were all waiting for me.

I stepped up to the altar. The heat in my chest was intense now, a throbbing pain that demanded relief. The stone was cold, but the light pulsing from it felt warm.

I reached out and placed my palms against the smooth obsidian.

The moment my skin touched the stone, a sharp pain shot up my arms. I gasped as the runes flared bright white. The energy rushed through my
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