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1. The Ash-Heap of Rejection
I stood on the cold stone floor of the Ironwood Great Hall.

The air in the room was cold. My fingers were numb. I kept my hands folded in front of my wool tunic, hiding the slight tremble in my fingers.

The hall smelled of wet pine and damp earth from the boots of a hundred warriors. I did not move. I kept my eyes fixed on the raised oak platform at the far end of the room.

Gideon stood on the platform. His brown hair was cut short, and his shoulders were broad under his heavy leather vest. He did not look at me. His gaze was fixed on the crowd of pack members who lined the stone walls.

Beside him stood Lady Kaelen Thorne. She was twenty-eight years old, tall, and regal. Her platinum blonde hair was pulled back in tight warrior braids that lay flat against her scalp. Her red leather armor was clean, free of the mud that coated the boots of the local guards. She looked down at me with flat, gray eyes.

I recognized the men and women in the crowd. There was Brandon, the blacksmith who had repaired my father's tools. There was Sarah, who had taught me how to sew wool when I was ten. Both of them looked at the floor. They did not want to meet my eyes. In the Ironwood Pack, survival depended on staying in the Alpha's favor. Standing up for a wolfless orphan was a quick way to lose your shelter.

"The Ironwood Pack requires strength," Gideon said. His voice was loud. The sound bounced off the stone pillars.

"We require alliances that will secure our northern border," Gideon continued. "The Bloodthorn Pack has offered their support."

I kept my chin up. I knew what was coming. The whispers had traveled through the village for three days. Gideon had found his fated mate in me six months ago, but a fated mate without a wolf was a political liability. I had no beast to run with his, no power to add to his line. My twenty-two years of life had taught me that people only valued what they could use. Gideon had found a better option.

"Aurelia Vance," Gideon said, finally turning his brown eyes toward me. There was no warmth in them. There was only the calculation of a leader making a trade. "You are wolfless. You cannot defend this territory. You cannot bear heirs who will carry the strength of the Ironwood name."

"You knew what I was when you claimed me, Gideon," I said. My voice did not shake. I made sure of it. "You accepted the bond."

"I made a mistake," Gideon replied. He stepped closer to the edge of the platform. "An Alpha must put his people before his personal attachments. The Bloodthorn alliance is the only way to save our people from the sickness spreading from the capital. Kaelen Thorne will stand beside me as my Luna."

Before Gideon became Alpha, he had told me that my status did not matter. We had spent nights talking by the river at the edge of the territory. He had promised that he would protect me once his father passed the leadership to him. He had used my knowledge of the border paths—paths I knew better than any wolf because I had to walk them on foot—to secure his first hunting runs. Now, those promises were gone.

Kaelen Thorne stepped forward. Her leather boots made no sound on the wood.

"The Bloodthorn Pack does not tolerate weakness, Aurelia," Kaelen said. Her voice was sharp and clear. "Gideon needs a true mate who can fight at his side. You are a human in every way that matters. You would die in the first skirmish, and your death would cost us our territory."

I looked at her. "You want his title, Kaelen. Do not pretend this is about my survival."

A low murmur ran through the crowd. Gideon's jaw tightened.

"Silence," Gideon commanded. His voice carried the weight of his Alpha status. The physical pressure of his command hit my chest, making it hard to breathe, but I did not look down. I had spent years learning how to resist the mental push of Alphas. Without a wolf, the command had less of a biological hold on my mind, even if it made my ribs ache.

"Step forward," Gideon said.

I took three steps forward. My boots clicked against the wet stone. The physical pull of the mate bond was a warm pressure in my core, a biological force that tried to draw me closer to him. It was a cruel biological trick.

Gideon drew a silver dagger from his belt. He did not use it to cut. He held it between us, the polished metal reflecting the orange flame of the torches.

"I, Gideon, Alpha of the Ironwood Pack, formally reject you, Aurelia Vance, as my fated mate," he said. His voice was steady, devoid of hesitation. "I sever the bond. I release you from my protection, and I banish you from these lands."

The words triggered the biological mechanism of the bond.

A sharp physical pain spread through my chest. A physical cord behind my ribs tightened and severed. My lungs contracted. I could not draw air for several seconds.

My knees wanted to buckle. The sheer force of the rejection sent a wave of nausea through my stomach. I forced my legs to remain straight. I gripped my hands together so hard my nails dug into my palms, drawing blood. I refused to fall to the stone.

Gideon did not look at me again. He turned to Kaelen and offered her his hand. She took it.

Two heavy-set guards stepped out from the shadows of the pillars. They wore the gray iron badges of the Ironwood elite. They gripped my arms. Their fingers dug into my skin through my wool sleeves.

"Remove her," Gideon said.

The guards dragged me backward. I did not fight them. There was no point. My chest still ached with a dull, throbbing pain that made every breath feel heavy and shallow. My skin felt cold, the internal warmth of the mate bond completely gone.

They pulled me through the heavy oak doors of the Great Hall. The cold night air hit my face. It was raining. The drop of temperature did not help the ache in my chest, but it cleared the smell of wet pine from my nose.

We walked down the muddy path of the village. We passed the small wooden cabin where my parents had lived before the border wars took them. The windows were dark now, the property claimed by the pack treasury.

As the guards marched me past the bakery, the door opened slightly. Mrs. Gable looked out. Her face was pale in the light of her single candle. She had sold me bread every Tuesday since my mother died. I looked at her, hoping for a nod, a small sign of recognition.

Instead, she closed the door and slid the iron bolt into place. The sound was loud in the quiet street. It was the sound of my complete isolation.

People watched from their windows, pulling their leather curtains shut as we passed. I had lived here my entire life, but tonight I was an exile.

The guards dragged me to the wooden palisade gates that marked the boundary of the Ironwood territory. The heavy wooden bars were raised.

"If you return, we have orders to kill you on sight," the guard on my left said. He was a man named Thomas who had eaten dinner at my family's table three years ago. He did not look me in the eyes as he spoke.

They shoved me forward. I stumbled in the mud, my hands hitting the wet dirt.

The heavy wooden gates slid shut behind me. The iron bolt slid into place with a loud metallic thud.

I lay in the mud for a minute. The rain soaked through my tunic, making the fabric heavy and cold against my skin. The physical pain of the broken bond was settling into a constant, low-intensity throb. I pushed myself up onto my knees, then stood.

The forest outside the gate was dark. The trees were thick, their branches blocking the little moonlight that filtered through the heavy gray clouds. This was the borderland, a neutral zone that lay between the Ironwood Pack and the waste territories of the Midnight Sovereign.

I wiped the wet mud from my palms onto my trousers. I had no food, no weapons, and no shelter. My dark hair, shot with silver streaks near my temples, hung in wet clumps around my face. I looked back at the gate once, then turned toward the dark trees.

I walked for an hour. My boots were filled with cold water, and my toes were numb. Every step required effort. The lack of a wolf meant I did not have the accelerated healing or the thermal regulation of the other pack members. I was entirely human in my vulnerability to the cold.

A sound behind me made me stop.

It was not the sound of an animal. It was the distinct clank of iron armor and the heavy, rhythmic step of trained soldiers.

I turned around, backing up against the thick trunk of a pine tree.

Three figures stepped out from the darkness of the trees. They did not wear the leather or gray iron of the Ironwood Pack. They wore black plate armor that did not reflect the light. Their faces were covered by iron helms cast in the shape of beast skulls.

"Aurelia Vance?" the lead soldier asked. His voice was deep, muffled by the iron visor.

"Who are you?" I asked. I reached down to my boot, but I had no knife. I had nothing but my bare hands.

"By order of the Midnight Sovereign, you are to come with us," the soldier said.

"I do not belong to the Sovereign," I said, stepping to the side.

The three men moved with speed that went beyond human capability. Before I could take another step, the lead soldier was in front of me. He reached out with a heavy black gauntlet and grabbed my wrist.

The moment his metal glove touched my skin, a strange sensation ran up my arm. It was not the warmth of the mate bond, nor was it the pain of the rejection. It was a cold, heavy pressure that made my muscles lock.

The second soldier pulled a thick black sack over my head, cutting off the light. I felt my hands being bound behind my back with heavy iron ropes.

"We have the target," a voice said close to my ear. "Bring her to the Prince."

I was lifted off my feet and slung over a horse's back. The ride lasted for hours. The horse's ribs pressed against my stomach with every stride, bruising my skin. The iron ropes around my wrists cut into my flesh, but I did not ask them to loosen the bindings. I knew they would not. The air grew colder, and the smell of wet pine vanished, replaced by a sharp, metallic odor that made my throat dry. It was the smell of the capital's border, where the land was dying.
2. Tribute to the Mad Prince
The horse stopped.

The metal plates of the guard's armor creaked as he dismounted. I hung upside down across the leather saddle, the coarse black hair of the animal rubbing against my chin through the rough fabric of the hood.

They pulled me down. I hit the ground hard.

My knees struck stone, and the impact sent a sharp pain through my legs. The smell of wet pine was entirely gone now. The air smelled of sulfur, damp stone, and rotting vegetation.

A hand grabbed my upper arm and pulled me upward. I stood on shaky legs.

"Walk," the guard said.

He pushed me forward. I walked blindly, my boots scraping against rough stone steps. The wind here was cold and dry. It lacked the moisture of the Ironwood forest. I could hear the heavy thud of large wooden doors opening ahead of us.

We entered an interior space. The sound of our footsteps changed, echoing off high stone walls. The temperature inside was even lower than the air outside. The cold made the hair on my arms stand up.

The guard reached up and pulled the dark hood off my head.

I blinked against the dim light. I stood in a large hall built of dark, unpolished stone. High, narrow windows let in the gray light of the late afternoon. There were no tapestries on the walls, and no rugs on the floor. Everything was built of black rock.

Two rows of thick obsidian pillars supported the vaulted ceiling. Along the walls stood guards dressed in the same black plate armor as my captors. They did not move.

At the far end of the hall, on a raised stone platform, sat Prince Valerius Vane.

He was twenty-six years old, but his face looked drawn. His skin was pale, almost white. He had prominent, angular features and dark hair that fell past his ears. His eyes were dark gray, the color of charcoal. They were fixed on me.

I saw the dark veins on his neck. They were not normal veins. They were black lines that traced from beneath his high collar up to his jawline, twitching under his skin.

"Unbind her," Valerius said.

His voice was deep and flat.

The guard behind me drew a dagger and sliced the iron ropes around my wrists. The ropes fell to the stone floor with a loud clang. I rubbed my wrists. The skin was red, bruised, and broken in several places where the iron had cut into me during the long ride.

"Leave the room," Valerius commanded.

The guards did not hesitate. They turned and marched out of the hall, their heavy boots striking the stone in unison. The large wooden doors creaked shut behind them, leaving me alone with the prince.

Valerius stood up from his stone seat. He was tall, with broad shoulders, but his movements were stiff, as if he were in physical pain.

He walked down the steps of the platform toward me.

I did not move. I stood my ground, my dark hair with its silver streaks falling over my face. I watched him closely.

"You are Aurelia Vance," he said. He stopped five feet away from me.

"I am," I said. "And your guards kidnapped me from the border. I do not belong to your kingdom."

"You were exiled by the Ironwood Pack," Valerius said. He looked at my face, then at my hands. "Gideon rejected you. You have no pack now. You have no protection."

"That does not give you the right to bring me here in chains," I said.

"I did not use chains. I used iron ropes," Valerius replied. He did not smile. "The situation in my kingdom is dire. The rot is spreading. It has reached the outer walls of the keep. My people are starving because the soil produces nothing but ash."

"I am wolfless," I said, raising my chin. "I have no magic. I cannot heal your land. Gideon discarded me because I have no value. If you are looking for a miracle, you made a mistake."

"The high priests speak of a prophecy," Valerius said. He stepped closer. The black veins on his neck pulsed. He winced, his hand twitching at his side.

"They say the Vance line holds the anchor. They say the contact between our lines will end the Hunger. It will stabilize the curse."

"Prophecies are written by old men who want to control others," I said. "I am not your cure."

"We will find out," Valerius said.

He reached out his right hand. His fingers were long and pale, the skin around his nails dark and dry.

I stepped back, but my heel hit the base of one of the thick obsidian pillars. There was nowhere to run. The stone behind me was cold against my back.

"Do not touch me," I said.

Valerius did not stop. He stepped into my space. I could smell the cold, metallic scent of his skin. He raised his hand and pressed his bare palm directly against my left palm.

The moment his skin touched mine, the world went cold.

It was not a normal cold. It was a freezing sensation that rushed up my arm and settled in my chest. I gasped, but the air in my lungs felt like ice.

A loud, deafening crack echoed through the great hall.

The obsidian pillar behind me split in half. A deep fissure ran up the stone, and large black shards exploded outward. One sharp fragment sliced across my cheek, drawing blood.

Valerius cried out in pain. The black veins on his neck turned a deep, swollen purple. They expanded, tracing up his cheeks toward his temples.

The cold energy between our palms turned into a burning heat. Our skin felt fused together. I tried to pull my hand away, but I could not. The physical pain was intense. I looked down and saw black smoke rising from the point where our palms met.

A sudden force threw us apart.

I fell to the floor, sliding across the rough stone. My left hand felt extremely hot, with a deep, throbbing pain. I held it against my chest and looked at my palm.

A jagged, deep scar now ran across my left palm. It was raw and bleeding, the flesh blackened at the edges.

Valerius lay on his back several feet away. He struggled to his feet, panting. His charcoal-gray eyes were wide. The black veins on his face were still swollen, and his breathing was shallow.

The double doors of the hall burst open.

A guard rushed in, his helmet missing. His face was pale.

"Your Highness!" the guard shouted. "The forest outside the eastern gate. It is happening again, but faster. The trees are turning to black ash. The river has stopped flowing. It is filled with thick, black sludge."

Valerius did not look at the guard. He kept his eyes on me.

"The rot is spreading," Valerius whispered. His voice was thick with realization. "It is not stopping."

"I told you," I said, pushing myself up to a sitting position. My left hand shook from the pain.

"I am not your cure."

"No," Valerius said. He walked slowly toward me, his boots clicking on the stone. He looked down at my bleeding hand, then at his own hand, which also bore a fresh, red mark across the palm.

"You are not the cure. You are the other half of the curse. You are the Void."

"Then let me go," I said. "If my presence causes this, let me leave."

"I cannot do that," Valerius said. He looked down at me with an intense, dark expression. "If you leave, the land dies anyway. If you stay, we rot. But I cannot let you out of my sight."

He turned to the guards who had entered the hall.

"Take her to the high tower," Valerius ordered. "Lock the doors. Put four guards at the entrance. No one is to speak to her. No one is to touch her."

Two guards stepped forward. They did not touch my hands this time. They grabbed my shoulders and pulled me to my feet.

I looked at Valerius. He stood near the cracked obsidian pillar, his hand resting on the damaged stone. He did not look away from me as the guards dragged me toward the door.

My left palm throbbed with a cold, dull ache. The scar was permanent. I knew then that my life at the Ironwood Pack was truly over, and my survival in this decaying kingdom had just become a fight against the prince himself.
3. The First Ruinous Touch
The iron-toed boots of the guards scraped against the wet stone floor of the corridor.

Their fingers dug deep into the wool of my tunic, pinching the skin on my shoulders. They pulled me backward, away from the grand hall and the cracked black pillar.

My heels dragged on the ground. The skin on my left palm burned. The black edges of the fresh scar were tight and dry, but the center of the wound still dripped dark red blood onto the stone.

"Let go of me," I said. My voice sounded thin in the long hallway.

The guards did not answer. They were tall, thick-set men wearing the gray leather armor of the Midnight Sovereign's elite guard. They kept their eyes straight ahead.

We passed through a narrow archway. The air grew colder as we began to climb a spiral staircase. The steps were made of rough, dark granite, worn down in the center by centuries of boots.

Each step jarred my spine. The pain in my hand flared with every movement, a sharp ache that ran from my wrist up to my elbow.

I looked down at my hand. The skin around the jagged scar was swollen and purple.

"Stop," I said, trying to plant my feet on a step. "I can walk."

The guard on my left tightened his grip. "The Prince ordered us to bring you to the top. Keep moving."

We climbed thirty-four steps before we reached a heavy door made of thick oak planks
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