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1. The Winter Solstice Rejection
The Great Hall of the Silver-Crest pack was loud. Five hundred wolves sat at the long wooden tables. The smell of roasted boar and spilled ale filled the room. High torches flickered on the stone walls, casting shadows across the faces of the high houses.

At the front of the hall, on the elevated stone dais, sat Alpha Torin Blackwood. He was twenty-seven years old, broad-shouldered, with sharp, aristocratic features. His amber eyes looked over the room. Beside him sat Lady Katherine, a high-ranking female from a neighboring territory.

I stood in the shadows near the kitchen entrance.

My hands were raw from the lye soap I had used to clean the copper pots in the kitchen. For twelve hours, I had worked alongside the pack servants to prepare the feast. My back ached from lifting the heavy iron crates of wood for the fireplaces.

For five years, I had occupied this space. I was twenty-three years old, pale, and completely devoid of a wolf spirit. In a pack that valued physical strength and spiritual dominance, my wolfless status made me an outcast.

Torin had kept me as his mate in name only, leaving me to sleep in a small, drafty alcove near the pantry while he focused on his borders and his political alliances. The pack members knew I had no power. They ignored me, or they made comments about my weakness when I walked past.

Tonight was the Winter Solstice Summit. The night when alliances were signed and the high houses celebrated their strength. I had waited for this night because every high elder of the territory was present. They would have to witness what I was about to do.

I walked out of the shadows. My bare feet made no sound on the cold stone floor. I wore a simple white linen dress that reached my ankles. My dark hair, which I had cut short that morning, felt light against my neck.

I walked down the center aisle of the hall.

The laughter at the tables subsided. The wolves stopped eating. They turned their heads, watching me approach the center of the room.

In the middle of the Great Hall was the ancestral pool. It was a deep, circular basin carved into the bedrock. The water inside came from a natural spring deep within the mountain. It was clear and freezing cold.

Torin set his silver cup down on the table. His amber eyes narrowed as he looked at me.

"Selena," he said. His voice was deep.

I did not answer him. I walked to the edge of the pool.

"Get back to your quarters," Torin said. He stood up from his chair. He was six feet four inches tall. His massive frame dominated the dais. "You are not permitted in the hall during the summit."

"I am here to claim my right," I said.

I stepped over the stone edge.

The freezing water hit my skin. I took another step. The water rose to my shins, then to my knees. The cold was physical and immediate, but I did not stop. I walked until I stood in the center of the pool.

"She is crazy," a voice from the high houses muttered.

"Get her out of there," another said.

Torin walked down the steps of the dais. His leather boots clicked against the stone. His face was tense.

He spoke with his Alpha Command. A heavy physical weight dropped onto the room, pressing down on my shoulders. It was a power designed to force submission in weaker wolves. But since I had no wolf spirit, the pressure had no hold on my mind. I felt the physical weight, but my will remained my own. I kept walking.

"Selena, this is your final warning," Torin said. "Get out of the pool before I have the guards remove you."

"I, Selena Vance, daughter of the old blood, invoke the Rite of Severance," I said. My voice did not shake.

A sudden quiet descended on the room. The guards at the doors did not move. The elders at the front tables sat up straight.

"You have no wolf," Torin said. His voice was lower now, danger in his tone. "You cannot invoke a rite."

"The ancestral laws do not require a wolf," I said. "They require blood. My blood is older than this pack's claim to the land."

I looked directly into his amber eyes.

"I reject you, Alpha Torin Blackwood, as my fated mate," I said. "I sever the bond between us."

A sharp physical pain occurred in my chest.

It was not an emotional feeling. It was a physical tearing sensation behind my sternum. The air left my lungs.

Torin gasped. He stumbled forward, his right hand slamming against his chest. A low, painful sound came from his throat. His inner wolf was reacting to the sudden break.

My legs lost their strength. I fell forward into the water.

The cold spring water splashed over my shoulders.

I began to cough. It was a deep, heavy cough that originated in my chest.

I opened my mouth, and a thick, dark fluid spilled out. It was not normal red blood. It was black. It floated in thick, heavy clumps in the clear water around me.

"Selena!" Torin shouted.

He leaped into the pool. His boots splashed through the water. He reached down and grabbed my shoulders, pulling me up.

His hands were very hot against my freezing skin.

"What did you do?" he demanded. His eyes were wide. The pupils were dilated. He looked at the black fluid floating in the pool, then at my face. "What is this?"

I coughed again. More black blood stained the front of his grey shirt.

"I am leaving," I whispered. My throat was dry.

Elder Cassandra, the high-shaman of the pack, walked quickly to the edge of the pool. She was seventy years old, her face lined with deep wrinkles. She knelt and dipped her fingers into the water, touching the black substance. She brought it to her nose and sniffed.

Her face lost all its color.

"The Obsidian Decay," Cassandra whispered.

Torin looked at her. "What is that? What does that mean?"

"Her heart muscle is calcifying," Cassandra said. Her voice was thin. "Her blood is turning black. This only happens when a fated bond is starved of affection and suppressed for years. You ignored her, Torin. You let your pack treat her like a servant."

"I kept her safe in the keep!" Torin shouted. He lifted me completely out of the water. He held me against his chest. His heart was beating very fast. "I gave her everything she needed."

"You gave her nothing that her soul required," Cassandra said. "The rejection she just spoke has activated the final stage of the decay. She is dying, Alpha."

"No," Torin said. He tightened his grip on me. "I refuse the rejection. I do not accept it. The bond is still there."

He turned and carried me out of the pool. He walked past the silent, staring members of the high houses.

"Get the healers to my quarters!" Torin ordered as he ran toward the high tower.

I did not fight him. I had no strength left. The faint black veins on my neck burned.

Torin carried me up the spiral stone staircase of the high tower. He kicked open the heavy oak door of his private sanctuary.

He laid me down on the large bed, which was covered in thick gray furs.

I began to shiver violently.

"Cassandra!" Torin yelled down the hallway. "Bring the herbs!"

"They will not work," I said. My voice was quiet.

"Be quiet, Selena," Torin said. He sat on the edge of the mattress. He grabbed my cold hands. "You are not dying. I am the Alpha. I will not allow you to die."

He closed his eyes.

A bright, golden light began to emanate from his palms. This was his Alpha aura. It was the healing energy he used to patch up his warriors.

He pressed his hands against my chest, right over my heart.

"Take my power," he muttered. "Let it heal you."

The moment the golden energy touched my chest, my body convulsed.

A physical spasm racked my spine. The pain was more intense than the cold water.

My body did not absorb his healing aura. It treated the energy as a hostile force.

I arched my back and screamed.

More black blood rushed up my throat. I coughed, and the dark fluid spilled onto the gray furs of his bed.

"Stop!" I gasped. "It is burning me!"

Torin pulled his hands back. The gold light vanished. He stared at his palms, which were stained with my black blood. His fingers were shaking.

"Why?" he asked. "Why is my power hurting you?"

Cassandra entered the room. She carried a bowl of warm water and a clean cloth. She walked past Torin, ignoring his frantic expression, and sat beside me. She began to clean the black blood from my chin.

"Her body views your power as a threat," Cassandra said. "For five years, your authority was the source of her isolation. Her physical body has adapted to defend itself against you. Your energy is a poison to her now."

Torin took a step back. His shoulders slumped.

"I will find another way," he said. He looked at me, his eyes filled with a desperate expression. "I will find a cure. I will trade with the other packs."

"There is no simple cure, Alpha," Cassandra said. "The decay has progressed too far."

I lay on the furs, staring at the timber ceiling.

I felt no satisfaction in his panic. I felt no anger. I only felt a deep, heavy exhaustion.

"Let me go, Torin," I whispered.

"Never," Torin said.

He walked to the door of the sanctuary. He stepped out into the hallway and closed the heavy oak door. I heard the distinct sound of the iron key turning in the lock.

The window of the tower rattled as the winter wind grew louder.

I looked at the lock on the door, then at my hands. I had to find a way out.
2. Black Blood on Sacred Ground
The key turned in the lock. The heavy iron mechanism clicked into place, and the sound of Torin's footsteps faded down the stone corridor.

I lay still on the bed of gray furs. My mouth tasted of iron and rot. I raised my hand and wiped the wetness from my chin. When I looked at my fingers, they were covered in a dark, thick fluid. It was not red. It was completely black.

The Obsidian Decay was moving quickly now.

I sat up. The simple motion made my head spin, and a sharp pain flared in my chest. I sat on the edge of the mattress and waited for the room to stop tilting. My feet were bare against the cold stone floor.

I looked at the locked oak door. If I stayed here, Torin would keep me in this room. He would try to force his golden Alpha aura into my body again, believing he could command my illness to disappear. He did not understand that his power was a toxin to me now. Every time he tried to heal me, my body would fight his energy, and the decay would accelerate.

I had to leave. I had to get out of the high tower before his warriors returned to guard the corridor.

I stood up. My knees shook, but I forced my weight onto them. I walked to the wooden table near the hearth. The fire was dying, leaving only glowing red coals that cast long shadows across the room.

Cassandra had left her medical supplies there. Among the linen wraps and glass jars was a long, thin steel probe. It was used for cleaning deep wounds.

I picked it up. The metal was cold against my fingers.

I walked to the heavy door. The lock was a double-lever design, common in the older parts of the Silver-Crest keep. During my five years of isolation, when Torin left me alone for weeks in the empty guest wings, I had spent hours studying the locking mechanisms of the doors. It had been a way to pass the time. Now, it was my only chance of survival.

I inserted the steel probe into the keyhole. I pushed it deep until I felt the resistance of the first internal lever.

My hands were trembling. A cold sweat broke out on my forehead, and the black veins on my neck throbbed with a heavy pressure. I held my breath to steady my fingers. The metal probe scraped against the brass levers inside.

I pushed the steel probe upward. A soft click echoed inside the wood.

One.

I moved the probe slightly to the left, searching for the second lever. My vision went blurry for a moment. I leaned my shoulder against the door frame, closing my eyes until the dark spots faded. My heart beat too slow, a sluggish, heavy pulse that made my limbs feel heavy.

I could not faint here. If I fainted, I would die in this bed, under Torin's control.

I opened my eyes and focused on the keyhole. I guided the metal tool again, feeling the tension of the second lever. I applied upward pressure, pushing past the resistance of the old spring.

The mechanism gave a loud, metallic clack.

I grabbed the iron door handle and turned it. It rotated fully. I pulled the door open a few inches, peering into the hallway.

The corridor was dark and empty. The torches in the wall brackets had burned down to embers, casting a dim orange glow. Most of the pack warriors were down in the Great Hall, managing the chaos of the Winter Solstice Summit after my public rejection of the Alpha.

I stepped out of the room, leaving the door slightly ajar.

The stone floor was freezing under my feet. I walked quickly, keeping my hand against the rough wall to maintain my balance. My short hair, which I had cut with a hunting knife only hours ago, brushed against my neck. It felt light. It felt like a physical weight had been lifted from my head.

I reached the spiral stone staircase at the end of the hall. The stairs wound downward into the lower levels of the keep.

I went down slowly, placing one foot carefully on each step. Every movement sent a jolt of pain through my chest. I could hear the distant, muffled sound of voices from the main floors below, the angry shouts of pack elders and the hurried footsteps of guards. The back stairwell, however, remained silent and dark.

At the bottom of the stairs, a heavy wooden door led to the outer courtyard.

I pushed the door open.

The cold air hit me immediately. A massive blizzard had settled over the mountain. Snow fell in dense, heavy sheets, reducing visibility to a few feet. The wind screamed through the stone archways of the keep, carrying ice that stung my face.

I stepped out into the storm. I wore only my thin ceremonial tunic, and the freezing wind went straight through the fabric.

I walked toward the edge of the courtyard. The snow was already deep, covering my ankles and numbing my feet instantly.

I entered the Whisperwood. The thick pine trees offered some shelter from the wind, but the temperature was dropping rapidly. My skin turned pale, then blue. My toes were numb, and I could no longer feel my fingers.

I kept moving. I had to put as much distance between myself and the keep as possible.

The black blood continued to rise in my throat. I coughed, and the dark fluid stained the white snow. The dark fluid was stark against the frozen ground.

My chest felt tight, a heavy pressure squeezing my ribs and restricting my breath. The decay was calcifying my heart, turning my blood into a thick, slow-moving poison.

I stumbled over a fallen branch hidden beneath the snow. I fell forward, landing face-first in a drift.

The cold felt peaceful. For a moment, I wanted to stay there. I wanted to close my eyes and let the snow cover me. It would be a quiet end compared to the years of neglect and public humiliation I had endured under Torin's rule.

But then I thought of Torin's face when he refused my rejection. I thought of his possessive, desperate eyes, and his refusal to let me go even when his own power was killing me.

If I died here, he would find my body. He would bury me in the ancestral plots of the Silver-Crest pack. He would claim me in death the way he never did in life.

I could not let him have that satisfaction.

I pushed myself up. My arms shook under my weight, but I stood up. I dragged my feet through the deep snow, moving deeper into the forest, away from the path.

A sound broke through the wind. It was the heavy crunch of boots on ice.

I stopped. I pressed my back against the trunk of a large pine tree, trying to minimize my presence.

Three figures emerged from the dense snow. They did not wear the silver and gray colors of the Silver-Crest pack. They wore dark, insulated coats with runic patterns stitched in silver thread on the sleeves.

The man in the center was lean and agile. He had sharp cheekbones and calculating, obsidian eyes. It was Silas Thorne, the leader of the Eclipse Syndicate.

He stopped a few feet from me. He looked at my thin tunic, my bare feet, and the black blood on my chin.

"Selena Vance," Silas said. His voice was steady and calm against the howling wind. "You are a long way from the Alpha's tower."

I tried to step back, but my legs failed me. My knees buckled, and I slid down the trunk of the pine tree, sitting in the snow.

"Stay back," I said. My voice was small and raspy.

Silas walked forward. He knelt in front of me in the snow. He did not touch me, but his eyes scanned the black veins on my neck.

"The Obsidian Decay," Silas said, his voice flat. "Your heart is turning to stone. The rejection has triggered the terminal stage."

"How do you know about that?" I asked.

"My syndicate has kept records of the old magic," Silas said. "The things Torin's family tried to erase. The decay is not just a disease, Selena. It is a consequence of what they took from you."

I looked at him, my breathing shallow. "What do you want, Silas?"

"I want what is inside the Sunken Monolith," Silas said. "And you are the only one who can unlock it. Your bloodline is the key."

"I am dying," I said.

"The Monolith holds the cure," Silas replied. "But you will not reach it if you stay here. You will freeze, or your Alpha will find you."

A loud, long howl echoed through the trees from the direction of the keep. It was
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