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1. The Blood Coronation
"Stand still, Evelyn."

Lyra's fingers dug into the fabric of my dress, her grip tight and warning.

We stood at the center of the Great Hall of Oakhaven. The stone walls rose high above us, cold and damp. Hundreds of pack members filled the tiered stone galleries, their eyes fixed on us. Above us, massive iron chandeliers held burning wax candles that cast a yellow glow over the crowd.

On the raised stone dais stood King Valerius Thorne. He was twenty-eight years old, with a towering height and broad shoulders. His obsidian hair was cut short, brushing the high collar of his black leather tunic. A thick, pale scar cut horizontally across his throat. His amber eyes fixed on me, the gold irises glowing with a crimson light that showed his inner wolf was active.

Next to him, the chief elder, a grey-haired man named Corin, held the heavy gold crown. Beside Corin stood the other elders, their faces expressionless as they prepared to crown Valerius as the Alpha King of the unified territories. The ceremony had been planned for months, meant to solidify the alliance between the Throne and the Vance bloodline.

I was twenty-two years old, the younger daughter of the late Lord Vance. While Lyra had spent her life learning pack politics and court etiquette, I had been relegated to the kitchens and the outer stables, ignored because my body lacked the wolf spirit. My silver-streaked dark hair hung loose over my shoulders. My storm-grey eyes remained fixed on the dais, my pale skin contrasting with the dark fabric of my simple grey dress, which had several patches at the hem.

"He is looking at me," Lyra whispered. She was twenty-three, my older half-sister, dressed in a heavy silk gown of deep blue. In her hand, she held a crystal amulet that glowed with a faint, artificial blue light. It was one of her forged relics, designed to make the pack believe she possessed the ancient winter magic needed to cleanse the land.

The crowd went silent as Valerius stepped down from the dais. His heavy boots clicked against the stone floor.

The physical presence of his Alpha aura rolled off him. It was a heavy pressure that forced several low-ranking wolves in the front row to drop to their knees. My own legs trembled under the force of it, but I kept my knees locked. I refused to bow.

Valerius stopped three feet in front of us. He did not look at Lyra. His crimson-tinged eyes scanned my face, stopping on my collarbone.

"Evelyn Vance," Valerius said. His voice was deep and carrying. "The bloodline of Oakhaven requires physical strength. The Void Blight is at our borders. It has consumed three of our southern outposts this month alone. We do not have time for a weak Luna."

"I am aware of the threat, King Valerius," I said, keeping my voice steady.

"You are wolfless," he said. The words were a flat statement of fact, cold and clear. "You have no magic. You cannot shift. You cannot protect our people from the corruption."

Lyra stepped forward, her hand sliding onto Valerius's leather-clad forearm. "She is a liability, Valerius. The pack needs a Queen who can stand beside you. My relics prove my connection to the ancient bloodline. I have the power to cleanse the Blight."

Valerius did not pull away from Lyra's touch. Instead, his gaze hardened as he looked down at me.

"I, King Valerius Thorne of Oakhaven, reject you, Evelyn Vance, as my fated mate," he said.

The words triggered an immediate physical reaction.

The fated bond, which had existed as a warm physical pull between our chests since my twentieth birthday, snapped.

I had kept the bond a secret, hoping that my status as his fated mate would make him look past my wolfless condition. But Valerius was a pragmatist. He wanted a weapon, not a mate who could not shift.

The pain was immediate and violent. A sharp sensation ripped through my chest. My lungs refused to expand. The heat of the severed bond concentrated on my collarbone, burning through the skin.

I refused to scream. I bit my lower lip until I tasted copper.

A dark mark began to form on the pale skin below my throat. It was the physical brand of rejection—a jagged, blackened scar. It burned as it etched itself into my flesh, sending waves of heat through my collarbone.

I looked up, meeting Valerius's gaze through my physical agony. He did not look away. His face was completely expressionless, showing only cold resolve, though his jaw muscles clenched tightly. He stood still, accepting the severing of our bond with cold indifference.

"It is done," Valerius said. His voice did not waver, but his amber eyes flickered, the crimson glow dimming for a brief second before returning.

"You are now stripped of your status within the Oakhaven pack," Valerius continued, his tone cold. "You are an exile. By the authority of the throne, you are banished to the Deadlands."

A loud murmur ran through the crowd in the gallery. The Deadlands were a barren waste outside our southern border, completely infected by the Void Blight. No one survived there.

"Valerius," I said, my voice hoarse from the pain in my chest. "You are making a mistake. Lyra is not what you think she is. Her relics are false."

Lyra stepped closer to him, her fingers tightening on his arm. "She is lying to save herself, Valerius. Do not listen to her."

"Silence," Valerius commanded. His voice carried the physical weight of his Alpha command.

The pressure hit my chest, forcing me down to one knee. My hands pressed against the cold stone floor to keep myself from collapsing completely. The rejection brand on my collarbone throbbed with every beat of my heart.

"You will leave Oakhaven before sunrise," Valerius said, looking down at me. "If you are found within our borders after dawn, you will be executed."

He turned his back on me, stepping back toward the dais where the pack elders waited with the crown.

"Wait," I said, pushing myself up to a standing position. The physical pain in my chest was intense, but my anger was stronger.

"Look at me, Valerius."

The King stopped. He turned his head slightly, his profile sharp in the candlelight.

"You think you are saving your kingdom," I said, my voice clear enough to carry across the silent hall. "But you have just thrown away the only thing that could have stopped the Blight. I hope your new Queen's fake relics are enough to save your walls when the corruption reaches them."

Lyra turned to the guards, her face twisting in anger. "Guards! Remove her from the hall! She insults the King and the future Queen!"

Two heavy-set guards stepped forward. Their names were Thomas and Greg, men I had known since childhood. Now, they looked at me with cold disgust. They grabbed my arms, their grip tight enough to bruise my skin. I did not fight them. I kept my eyes fixed on Valerius's back as they dragged me backward down the center aisle of the Great Hall.

The pack members on either side of the aisle drew back their silken robes, avoiding any physical contact with me. I saw my cousin Marcus turn his head away, refusing to make eye contact. The betrayal was complete.

Valerius did not turn around again. He stood beside Lyra, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword, his posture rigid.

The heavy oak doors of the Great Hall slammed shut behind me.

The guards dragged me down the stone corridors of the castle, their boots echoing on the damp walls. They did not stop until we reached the southern gate of the fortress.

"The King's orders are absolute," the lead guard said, opening the small iron wicket gate that led to the outer path. "Keep moving south. If we see you again, we will not hesitate to use our silver blades."

They shoved me out into the cold night.

I fell onto the gravel path, the sharp stones cutting into the palms of my hands. Behind me, the heavy iron gate slammed shut, the lock turning with a heavy click.

I was alone.

The night air was freezing, but the heat of the rejection brand on my chest was still burning. I pressed my hand against the black scar on my collarbone. The pain was intense, making it hard to take a full breath.

I looked south.

Beyond the outer fields of Oakhaven lay the Deadlands. A thick, purple-grey mist hung over the tree line in the distance. The Void Blight had already killed the vegetation there, leaving nothing but blackened branches and poisoned soil.

I pulled my thin grey cloak tighter around my shoulders. I had no weapons, no food, and no pack connection anymore. The mental link to the Oakhaven pack was gone, replaced by a cold, empty silence in my mind.

But as I took my first step toward the dead forest, a strange sensation stirred deep within my chest.

It was not the pain of the rejection. It was something else—a cold, sharp energy that seemed to wake up in response to the freezing air. It was a physical presence, distinct and powerful. Ice cracked under my skin.

I stopped. My breath came out as a thick white cloud in the dark night.

For twenty-two years, I had been completely wolfless. But now, as the pack link severed and the rejection brand settled into my skin, something old and primordial was waking up inside me.

I looked down at my hands. A faint, silver light flickered beneath my fingernails. My skin felt freezing to the touch.

I smiled, the pain in my chest suddenly feeling distant.

Valerius had exiled me to die. He had chosen Lyra and her lies to save his kingdom.

I turned my back on Oakhaven and walked directly into the dark, poisoned mist of the Deadlands.
2. The Sovereign's Decree
I walked into the grey mist.

The air temperature dropped with every ten steps I took. The trees on both sides of the path were dead. Their bark was black. It peeled off the wood in dry strips. My leather boots sank two inches into the grey soil.

The skin on my collarbone was hot. The brand Valerius had burned into my flesh stayed warm, but the cold under my skin began to push against that heat. It was a physical mass of cold in my chest.

I stopped next to a fallen pine tree. The wood was covered in purple slime. This slime was the Void Blight. It was the rot that was killing the plants and animals in this territory.

I stretched out my right hand. My fingers were cold. I touched the blackened bark of the tree. The purple slime bubbled. It made a hissing sound.

White frost spread from my fingertips. The frost was three inches thick. It covered the purple slime. The bubbling stopped. The rotten wood beneath the frost turned into dry white powder. The powder fell onto the dirt.

I looked at my hand. A silver light was visible beneath my fingernails. My skin felt cold. My skin was pale.

For twenty-two years, the members of the Oakhaven pack told me I had no wolf. My father did not speak to me. My half-sister Lyra told the pack that I was useless. Valerius, the Alpha King, rejected me in the Great Hall because he believed I had no power. He wanted to secure an alliance with Lyra because he believed she possessed the magic to stop the rot.

They were incorrect.

I was not wolfless. My wolf was different from the wolves of the pack. It was an ancestral entity. It did not belong to the Oakhaven lineage.

The silence in my head was quiet, but it was not empty. The pack link had been severed by Valerius. The space where the link used to be was now filled with this cold energy. It was a heavy, frozen power.

I heard a sound in the brush to my left.

The dry branches of a dead willow tree broke. Something was moving in the mist.

I walked backward until my back touched a granite boulder. The stone was cold and rough against my spine.

A creature stepped out of the fog. It was a wolf, but its body was deformed. Its skin had no fur. Purple veins ran across its chest and legs. Its eyes were black. A dark fluid ran from its eyes down its snout. This was a Blight-beast.

The beast stood six feet away from me. It opened its mouth. It had forty teeth in three rows. The teeth were black. The beast made a clicking sound in its throat.

My chest moved fast. I had no iron weapons. I had no silver blades. I was alone.

The beast jumped at me.

I held up both of my hands with my palms facing forward.

Cold air came out of my hands. The air in the clearing became colder. The moisture in the air turned into solid ice crystals.

The cold air hit the beast.

The beast stopped moving in the air. It fell to the ground. The purple veins on its skin turned white. The black fluid in its eyes became solid ice. It hit the dirt with a loud sound.

It lay on its side. It did not breathe.

I walked to the beast. I kicked its side with my boot.

The frozen skin cracked. The entire body of the beast broke into small pieces of ice. The pieces fell into the dirt. The purple color was gone. Only white ice remained.

The cold energy in my chest became quiet.

I looked back toward Oakhaven. The stone fortress was two miles away. The lights in the high windows of the castle were yellow.

The pack was celebrating the coronation. Valerius was with Lyra. He believed her lies. He believed her relics would stop the purple rot.

I turned away from the lights. I walked further into the Deadlands.

The ground went upward. I walked up a steep hill. The wind was strong here. It carried the smell of rotten leaves and damp earth.

The cold did not make me shiver. My skin was cold to the touch, but I felt warm inside my chest. My ears could hear the wind moving through the trees three miles away. My nose could smell water.

I found an opening in a limestone cliff. It was a cave six feet high and ten feet wide. The inside was dry.

I walked inside. The floor was covered in dry dirt.

I sat down on the ground. I put my hand on my collarbone. The rejection brand was a jagged black scar. It was a broken circle.

But I felt no pain. The ice energy had stopped the nerves in my chest from sending pain signals to my brain.

I closed my eyes.

I saw a white shape in my mind. It was a large wolf with white fur and blue eyes.

"Evelyn," a voice said. The sound was inside my head. It did not use the pack link. It came from my own blood.

"I am here," I said out loud.

"The Winter Wolf is awake," the voice said. "The rot is spreading. The king's magic cannot stop it. Only your ice can save the land."

"I will save the land," I said. "But I will not do it for Valerius. I will not do it for the people who threw me out."

"Your power belongs to you," the voice said.

I opened my eyes. The cave was dark, but I could see the cracks in the stone walls clearly.

I stood up. I walked to the mouth of the cave.

The purple mist was moving. It was flowing toward the borders of Oakhaven. The plants at the edge of the forest were turning black.

Valerius would see that Lyra had no power. He would search for the magic that could stop the rot.

He would find me.

I would not make it easy for him.

I raised my left hand. A single crystal of ice formed above my palm. It was six-sided and flat. It hovered in the air.

I let the crystal fall to the ground.

I sat back down on the dry dirt of the cave. I needed to rest. I needed to understand how to control the cold.

The hours passed. The sun did not rise, but the sky became a lighter shade of grey.

I walked out of the cave again. I looked down at my hands. The silver light was gone, but my skin remained white. My hair had streaks of silver in the dark strands.

I walked down the rocky hill. I wanted to find the boundary line of the Oakhaven pack territory. I wanted to see how far the purple rot had traveled.

I walked for two hours. The forest was silent. No birds sang. No insects made noise. The only sound was my boots hitting the dirt.

I reached the edge of the Deadlands. A wooden fence marked the boundary of Oakhaven. On the other side of the fence, the grass was green. On my side, the grass was black and wet.

I saw two guards on horseback on the other side of the fence. They wore the iron armor of the King's guard. They had swords on their belts.

They did not see me. I stood behind a thick oak tree. The tree was dead, but its trunk was wide enough to hide my body.

"The King is angry," one guard said. His voice was loud in the quiet forest.

"Why?" the second guard asked.

"The rot moved three yards closer to the eastern wall last night," the first guard said. "Lady Lyra tried to use the relic, but the purple slime did not stop. It grew over the stone."

"I thought she had the power," the second guard said.

"She told the King she needs more time," the first guard said. "But the King is impatient. He has ordered more guards to the border."

They rode away. The sound of their horses' hooves became quiet.

I stayed behind the tree.

The rot was moving faster than they expected. Valerius was realizing that his new alliance was not working.

I felt a small vibration in my chest. It was not the pack link. It was a physical pull. It was the remnant of the bond between Valerius and me.

The bond was broken, but the connection was not completely gone. I could feel his direction. He was in the castle, two miles north. He was angry. I could feel his frustration.

I pulled my cloak tight. I did not want to feel him. I focused on the cold in my chest.

The vibration stopped. The ice blocked the feeling.

I walked back into the deeper part of the Deadlands.

I found a small stream. The water was purple and thick. It did not flow. It stayed in pools.

I put my hand near the water.

The purple liquid turned to solid ice. The ice was clear. The purple color disappeared.

I took a deep breath. The cold air filled my lungs.

I was no longer the weak girl they had exiled. I had the power to save them, or to let them fall.

I would wait.

I would let the rot reach their walls. I would let Valerius see his kingdom turn to ash.

Only then would I show him what he had discarded.

I walked back toward my cave. My steps were steady. The pain of the rejection brand was gone.

I was the Winter Wolf.

And I would have my revenge.

I reached the cave entrance again. The sun was now fully up, though the light was dim through the thick grey clouds.

I sat on a stone ledge outside the cave. I looked at a dead leaf that lay on the ground. It was brown and dry.

I focused my thoughts on the cold inside my chest. I directed that cold down my right arm and into my hand.

I pointed my index finger at the leaf.

A small stream of white mist flowed from my finger. It touched the leaf. The leaf did not turn to ice immediately. Instead, a thin layer of frost grew over it.

I pushed more energy.
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