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1. The False Accusation
The glass shattered against the marble floor of the private wing.

Lyra crumpled in the middle of the mess. She gripped her stomach, her auburn hair spilling over her face. Red liquid soaked through her white silk dress. It spread fast, staining the floor.

I stood three feet away. My hands were empty. I didn't move. I didn't even breathe. I looked at the broken carafe and then at the woman who had spent the last six months making my life a living hell.

"Elowen, why?" Lyra whispered. Her voice was thin. She looked up, her amber eyes wide. "I told you I would leave. I told you the baby didn't have to change anything."

I opened my mouth to speak, but the heavy oak doors slammed open.

Silas burst into the room. He didn't look at me. He didn't ask what happened. He saw the blood. He saw Lyra on the floor. He saw me standing over her.

He reached her in two steps. He dropped to his knees, his massive frame shaking as he gathered her into his arms.

"Don't move," Silas said. His voice was a low vibration that made the windows rattle. He looked at Lyra's stomach, his face turning a shade of grey I had never seen on him. "Lyra, stay with me."

"The baby," she gasped. She grabbed his shirt, her knuckles white. "She pushed me, Silas. She said there could only be one heir to Silvercrest. She said she’d rather see it dead than let a mistress's brat take her place."

I finally found my voice. It felt like my throat was full of dry sand. "I didn't touch her, Silas. She threw the carafe herself. She fell on purpose."

Silas finally looked at me. The slate-grey of his eyes was gone. They were almost black. The scar on his chest, visible through his partially unbuttoned shirt, seemed to darken.

"Shut up," he said.

"Silas, look at the glass," I said. I stepped forward, pointing at the shards. "The trajectory is wrong. If I had pushed her—"

"I said shut up!" Silas roared. The force of his Alpha command hit me like a physical blow. It forced my knees to the floor. My head bowed against my will. The pack bond, the invisible thread that connected my soul to his as his Luna, pulsed with his pure, unadulterated hatred.

He lifted Lyra. Her head fell back against his shoulder. She looked at me over his arm. For a split second, the pain in her face vanished. Her lips didn't move, but her eyes were bright and clear. She wasn't hurting. She was winning.

Silas carried her toward the door. "Guards!"

Two men in Silvercrest uniforms appeared instantly. They looked at me on the floor, then at the bleeding woman in their Alpha's arms.

"Take her to the dungeon," Silas ordered. He didn't look back. "Seal the silver-reinforced cell. If she speaks, strip her of her rank. If she resists, use the prods."

"Silas, please," I said. I struggled against the weight of his command. My muscles burned. "You’re making a mistake. She’s lying to you. She’s been planning this since the day she arrived."

He stopped at the threshold. He didn't turn around. "You tried to kill my child, Elowen. You tried to murder the only thing in this world I actually want. You aren't my Luna anymore. You're nothing."

He walked out.

The guards moved in. One of them, a man named Marcus who had sworn his loyalty to me three years ago, grabbed my arm. He didn't do it gently. He hauled me to my feet.

"Don't make this harder, Elowen," Marcus said. He wouldn't look me in the eye.

"You know me, Marcus," I said. My voice was steady now, even if my body was shaking. "You know I wouldn't do this."

"I know what I see," he replied. He pushed me toward the hallway.

We walked through the pack house. I saw the faces of the people I had led. The kitchen staff, the younger wolves, the elders. They stood in the shadows of the corridors, watching me pass. Word moved through the pack link faster than sound.

The Luna attacked the Alpha’s mate.

The Luna tried to kill the pup.

I could feel their disgust. It was a physical pressure, a collective withdrawal of the warmth I had lived in for years. The pack bond didn't just carry Silas’s anger; it carried the rejection of three hundred wolves. It felt like being skinned alive.

They took me down into the cold, damp levels beneath the estate. The air smelled of wet stone and old iron. They threw me into a cell that was barely large enough for a cot. The walls were lined with silver mesh, designed to keep a wolf from shifting or using their strength.

I sat on the edge of the cot. Hours passed. The sun set, leaving the cell in total darkness except for a single dim light in the hallway.

I expected a trial. I expected the Council of Elders to ask for my side. I expected Silas to calm down enough to look at the evidence.

I was wrong.

The cell door opened at midnight. Silas stood there. He wasn't wearing his Alpha jacket anymore. He was in a black t-shirt, his arms covered in Lyra's dried blood.

"The doctor says the baby is gone," he said. His voice was flat. There was no emotion in it, which was worse than the rage.

My heart stopped. "Silas..."

"Don't say her name," he interrupted. "The council met. They wanted your execution. They said a Luna who turns on the pack's future is a rogue in spirit."

"And what did you say?" I asked.

"I told them death was too easy for you," Silas said. He stepped into the cell. He was so tall he had to duck his head. The space felt like it was shrinking. "You value your status, Elowen. You value the power of being the Silvercrest Luna. You think your bloodline makes you untouchable."

He reached out and grabbed my throat. He didn't squeeze hard enough to stop my breathing, but he forced my head back against the stone wall.

"I am going to take it all," he whispered. "I am going to strip you of every title, every memory of this pack, and every ounce of strength you have."

"You can't," I choked out. "The Soul-Severing is illegal. The High King banned it a century ago."

"The High King isn't here," Silas said. He let go of my throat and stepped back. Two more men entered the cell. They were carrying a heavy wooden bench and leather straps.

Behind them walked the Pack Shaman. The old man looked at me with pity, but he didn't stop. He carried a bowl of obsidian-colored liquid and a jagged knife made of bone.

"Silas, listen to me," I said. Panic finally broke through my numbness. I tried to stand, but the guards grabbed me. They forced me onto the bench, face down. They strapped my arms and legs so tightly the leather bit into my skin. "She isn't even pregnant! Silas, check the medical records! She used a glamour!"

"The blood on my hands was real," Silas said. He stood at my head, looking down at me. "The loss I feel in my soul is real. You are a monster, Elowen. And today, I'm going to make sure the world sees you for the hollow creature you are."

I felt the Shaman's cold fingers on the back of my neck. He moved the hair aside, exposing the base of my spine where the pack bond was anchored to my nervous system.

He began to chant in a language that sounded like grinding rocks.

"Silas, please!" I screamed. "If you do this, you'll kill me!"

"Then die," Silas said.

I felt the bone knife sink into the skin at the nape of my neck.

It wasn't a normal cut. It felt like a hot iron was being driven into my brain. The Shaman wasn't cutting my flesh; he was cutting the metaphysical connection between my wolf and my body.

I heard a sound that wasn't a scream. It was a high-pitched psychic wail that echoed through the entire pack house. It was the sound of a soul being torn in half.

Every memory I had of the pack—the first time I ran through the woods, the ceremony where I took the Luna vow, the moments of shared strength during the winter hunts—began to burn. They were being incinerated.

My wolf, the part of me that had been my constant companion since I was sixteen, began to howl in terror. I felt her being pulled away, her claws dragging against my ribs as she was sucked into a void.

"Finish it," Silas ordered.

The Shaman plunged the knife deeper.

My vision went white. The world vanished. There was only the sensation of being hollowed out, as if my internal organs were being replaced with cold lead.

I felt the bond snap.

It was a physical explosion of agony. I heard the leather straps groan as my body convulsed. Then, there was nothing. No Silas. No pack. No wolf.

Just a silence so absolute it felt like the end of the universe.

I went limp against the bench. My breath came in shallow, ragged gasps. I couldn't feel my limbs. I couldn't feel the floor.

Silas leaned down. He spoke into my ear, but his voice sounded like it was coming from the bottom of a well.

"You have until dawn to leave the territory," he said. "If you are still on Silvercrest land when the sun hits the trees, I will hunt you down myself. And I won't use a knife next time."

He unstrapped my arms. I slid off the bench and hit the floor like a sack of grain.

I watched his boots as he walked out of the cell. The Shaman and the guards followed him. The heavy iron door slammed shut, and the lock clicked.

I lay there in the dark, my face pressed against the cold stone. For the first time in my life, I was alone. Truly alone.

And somewhere, deep in the part of my mind that Silas thought he had destroyed, something dark and ancient began to stir. It wasn't my wolf. It was something much, much older.

It felt like a void. And it was hungry.
2. Ritual of the Soul Severing
The lock on the cell door clicked. The sound echoed off the stone walls and settled into the heavy silence of the dungeon.

I lay on the floor. I looked at my fingers. They were pressed against the cold stone, but I couldn't feel the texture of the granite. The connection between my nerves and my brain was frayed.

My spine burned. The Shaman had cut through the skin and the muscle to reach the metaphysical cord. Now, the wound bled onto the floor, the liquid warm and sticky against my neck.

I tried to call out to my wolf. I reached for the familiar presence that had lived in the back of my mind for eight years.

I found a hole.

It wasn't just that she was quiet. She was gone. The space where she had lived was a vacuum. Every time I tried to think of her, I felt a sharp pang in the center of my chest.

I was a Hollow.

I pushed my palms against the floor. My muscles shook. Without the strength of the pack bond, my body felt heavy. I was just a human woman now, carrying the weight of a physical form that didn't have the support of a spirit.

I managed to sit up. The movement made the room spin. I leaned my back against the damp wall and waited for my vision to clear.

I looked at the high, barred window. The sky was a bruised purple. The sun would be up in an hour.

Silas had given me until dawn. If I was still here when the light hit the trees, he would kill me. He had said it with the same flat tone he used for trade agreements. He didn't see his wife. He didn't see the woman who had managed his household and tended to his wounded warriors for three years.

He saw a murderer. He saw the woman who had supposedly pushed Lyra down the stairs.

I looked at my hands. They were stained with my own blood. I hadn't touched her. I had been across the room when she tripped on her own hem and shattered the glass carafe. She had looked me in the eye as she fell, a small, triumphant smile on her face before she started screaming.

I stood up. I had to use the wall for leverage. My legs were weak, and my knees buckled twice before I regained my balance.

I walked to the door. It was locked from the outside. I didn't have the strength to break it. I didn't have the claws to pick the lock.

I sat back down and waited.

Exactly forty minutes later, the iron bolts slid back. The door swung open.

Two guards stood there. They weren't the senior warriors I had trained with. They were young men, barely twenty, with hard eyes and tight mouths. They wore the Silvercrest crest on their leather vests—the same crest I had helped design.

"Get up," the one on the left said. His name was Jace. I had given his mother extra rations last winter when she was sick with the lung-rot. He didn't look at me now.

"I am up," I said. My voice was a raspy whisper. My throat was dry from the screaming.

"The Alpha wants you at the border," Jace said. He stepped into the cell and grabbed my arm.

His grip was bruising. In the past, I would have thrown him off. Now, I just stumbled as he pulled me toward the hallway.

We walked through the lower levels of the pack house. It was early. Most of the pack was still asleep, but a few servants were in the halls. They stopped and stared. Some of them looked away. Others spat on the floor as I passed.

I kept my head up. I didn't have my wolf, but I still had my pride.

We reached the back exit that led toward the forest. The air was cold. A thick mist hung over the grass, obscuring the tree line.

Silas was waiting at the edge of the cleared land. He wore a heavy black coat. Lyra stood beside him, wrapped in a thick wool shawl. Her face was pale, her eyes red as if she had been crying for hours. She leaned her head against Silas's shoulder.

He had his arm around her waist, holding her close.

I stopped ten feet away from them. The guards let go of my arms.

"The sun is up, Elowen," Silas said. He looked at the horizon. A sliver of orange light was breaking through the grey clouds.

"I know," I said.

"You are no longer pack," he said. "You are no longer my mate. You are a rogue. If you step foot on Silvercrest land again, you will be executed on sight."

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small leather pouch. He tossed it at my feet. It clinked with the sound of a few coins.

"For the journey," he said. "Consider it the final payment for your service as Luna."

I didn't pick it up. I looked at Lyra. She was watching me over the edge of her shawl. The grief in her eyes was fake, but the satisfaction was real. She had won. She had taken my rank, my home, and my soul.

"I didn't do it, Silas," I said.

Silas's face contorted. He took a step toward me, his hand twitching. "Don't lie. Not now. I saw the blood. I saw her on the floor. You hated her from the moment she arrived because she held the heart you could never win."

I looked at him. I saw the man I had tried to love. He was a stranger. He was a fool who had been blinded by a pretty face and a well-timed lie.

"You're right," I said. "I never had your heart. And after today, you'll never have mine again either."

I turned away from him. I didn't look at the coins on the ground. I walked toward the tree line.

Every step was a struggle. My lungs burned. The Soul-Severing had left me physically depleted. I reached the first row of pines and kept going.

I heard the sound of their footsteps retreating toward the pack house. I heard the heavy thud of the gate closing.

I was alone.

I walked for hours. I followed the old deer paths that led north, away from the fertile lands of the valley. The terrain became rocky. The trees grew thin and stunted. The birds stopped singing.

I reached the edge of the Deadwood Barrens by noon.

It was a place of grey dust and black, leafless trees. The ground was cracked. No grass grew here. The air smelled like sulfur and old ash. This was where the outcasts came to die. The soil was toxic, and the water was bitter.

I crossed the boundary line.

As soon as my feet hit the grey dirt, I felt a change.

The void in my chest flared. It wasn't pain. It was a cold, pulsing sensation. It felt like a heartbeat, but it was too slow.

I fell to my knees. The grey dust rose in a cloud around me.

I looked at my hands. The skin was turning pale, almost translucent. The veins beneath the surface looked like black ink.

I closed my eyes. In the darkness of my mind, something moved.

It wasn't my wolf. My wolf had been warm. She had been made of sunlight and instinct.

This thing was cold. It was made of shadows and ancient hunger. It moved through the empty spaces of my soul, filling the gaps the Shaman's knife had left behind.

It was the Primordial Resurgence. The thing Silas's ancestors had tried to kill. It had been dormant in my bloodline for a thousand years, waiting for a trauma large enough to wake it.

Silas had provided that trauma.

I felt my teeth sharpen. I felt my fingernails elongate into black points.

I looked up at the grey sky. My vision shifted. The world was no longer grey. I could see the flow of energy in the air. I could see the heat rising from the ground. I could see the life force of a small beetle crawling over a rock twenty yards away.

I stood up. I didn't feel heavy anymore. The exhaustion was gone, replaced by a cold, steady power.

I wasn't a Hollow. I was something else entirely.

I looked back toward the Silvercrest border. I could see the distant peaks of the mountains where the pack house sat.

Silas thought he had destroyed me. He thought he had left a broken woman to die in the dirt.

I began to walk deeper into the Barrens. I didn't need a path. The shadows moved with me, stretching out from my feet like living things.

I heard a sound in the distance. It wasn't a wolf's howl. It was the sound of metal scraping against stone. It was coming from beneath the earth.

I followed the sound. I walked until the sun began to set, casting long, distorted shadows across the wasteland.

I reached a jagged ravine. At the bottom, a massive iron door was set into the rock. It was covered in runes that glowed with a faint, golden light.

Two warriors stood guard at the door. They weren't werewolves. They were taller, their skin the color of obsidian, their hair as black as the trees in the Barrens. They wore armor made of a strange, dark metal that seemed to absorb the light.

They raised their spears as I approached.

"Stop," one of them said. His voice was deep, like the rumbling of the earth. "No surface-dweller enters the Kingdom of the Obsidian Thorns."

I didn't stop. I walked until the tip of his spear was an inch from my throat.

I looked him in the eye. I didn't hide the void in my gaze.

"I am not a surface-dweller," I said.

The guard lowered his spear. He looked at my eyes, then at the black veins on my hands. He stepped back and signaled to his partner.

"The King must see this," he whispered.

The iron door began to groan. It slid open, revealing a tunnel that spiraled down into the deep dark.

I stepped inside. The air was cool and smelled of stone and old magic.

I left the light of the moon behind. I didn't need it. I was going to find a new throne in the shadows.
3. Exile to the Deadwood Barrens
The stone floor was smooth. It didn't have the grit of the Barrens or the soft carpet of the Silvercrest pack house. It felt like polished glass under my bare feet. The tunnel sloped downward at a sharp angle. I didn't slip. My balance was different now. My center of gravity had shifted. Every step felt intentional and solid.

The two guards didn't speak. They walked with a synchronized gait. Their dark metal armor made no sound. It didn't clank or rattle. It absorbed the faint light coming from the walls. The walls didn't have torches. They had thin strips of white crystal embedded in the rock. The light was steady and cool.

I watched the back of the guard in front of me. He was broad-shouldered and tall. His skin was the color of a moonless night. He didn't look back to see if I was following. He knew I was there. I could hear his heartbeat. It was slower than a normal wolf's. It was a heavy, rhythmic thud that echoed in my ears.

We walked for ten minutes before the tunnel opened into a cavern. I stopped. I couldn't help it. The space was enormous. A city was built into the sides of the cave. Buildings were carved directly into the black rock. They had sharp angles and flat roofs. There were bridges made of the same dark metal as the guards' armor. They connected the different levels of the city.

Water fell from the ceiling in
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