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Prologue
The physical pain of a broken mate bond is not an abstract concept. It is a direct, intense physical pain in the center of my chest.

I press my bare palm against my collarbone. Under my fingers, the skin is split open in a jagged line. Warm blood drips onto the white snow of the Northern Reach.

Behind me, the iron gates of the Silverthorn Pack territory remain shut.

Alpha Donald Thorne stood on the stone dais just one hour ago. He spoke clearly in front of the entire assembly of three hundred wolves.

"I, Donald Thorne, Alpha of the Silverthorn Pack, reject you, Aurelia Vance, as my mate and future Luna," he said. His voice did not shake. His blue eyes were steady and cold.

He chose a political alliance with the North-Eastern Pack. He chose a female with a strong wolf form and family wealth.

They all believed I was wolfless. They believed my lack of a shifting form made me a liability to the pack safety.

After the rejection, the pack guards dragged me to the border. They threw me into the blizzard without a coat. They expected the freezing temperatures to finish what the broken bond started.

But the freezing temperatures are not killing me.

I lie on my back in the snow. My body temperature is rising rapidly. The snow beneath my shoulders is melting into a pool of water.

A strange sensation runs through my skeletal system. My bones are cracking. They are rebuilding themselves with greater density.

My fingernails extend. They turn into thick, black claws that can cut through stone.

My vision shifts. The darkness of the forest disappears. I can see the individual pine needles on a branch fifty yards away. I can hear the heartbeat of a rabbit burrowing deep under the frozen ground.

My silver-gray eyes glow with a bright gold light.

The ancient scrolls of the first packs describe this event. It is the Rejection Catalysis. When a pure descendant of the primordial Lycan bloodline is rejected by a standard werewolf mate, the physical trauma triggers a genetic awakening.

I am not wolfless. I am a Lycan of the ancient lineage.

I stand up. The wind blows hard, but I do not feel cold. The scar on my collarbone remains, but the internal pain is gone. It is replaced by a physical power that demands action.

A sound echoes through the pine trees. It is the heavy, synchronized crunch of boots on frozen snow.

I turn toward the sound. I prepare my claws.

Six male figures walk out of the tree line. They are taller than any wolf in the Silverthorn Pack. They wear black iron chest plates and heavy leather coats. Their eyes are a dark amber color.

In the center of the formation stands King Kaelen Vane.

He is thirty-two years old. He is the ruler of the Lycan territories. His black hair is cut short. His jawline is sharp and unsympathetic. He has several scars on his neck from past battles.

He stops ten feet away from me. He looks at my gold eyes. He looks at the melted snow around my bare feet.

"Aurelia Vance," Kaelen says. His voice has a physical frequency that makes the ground beneath my feet vibrate.

"I am not dead," I say. My voice is lower than before. It has an authority that matches his own.

"I see that," Kaelen says. He does not reach for his weapon. He keeps his hands at his sides. "Your bloodline has awakened."

"Why are you here, King Kaelen?" I ask. "The Silverthorn Pack is far from your border."

Kaelen pulls a leather document case from his coat. He opens it and reveals a parchment with the royal red seal of the Sanguine Treaty.

"The treaty states that any wolf of primordial descent must be brought to the Obsidian Citadel," Kaelen says. "The Lycan court is on the verge of a civil war. The ancient prophecy states that only the bearer of the Primordial Empress bloodline can bind the factions."

"I will not be a political tool for your court," I say. I step back. "I just escaped one master. I will not take another."

Kaelen eyes my claws. He does not show fear. He remains calm.

"I do not offer you a master," Kaelen says. "I offer you survival. The rebel lords are already searching for you. They want to end your bloodline before you reach the capital. If you stay here, they will destroy you."

"And what do you want from me?" I ask.

"I want peace in my kingdom," Kaelen says. "We will work together to secure it. You will come to the Obsidian Citadel as my claimed mate under the treaty. But we both know it is a political arrangement."

I look back toward the Silverthorn territory. Donald thinks he destroyed my life. He thinks I am a dead body in the snow.

I look at Kaelen Vane. His amber eyes are cold, but they offer a path to power.

"I will go with you," I say. "But we are not partners. We are allies."

Kaelen nods once. "That is acceptable, Aurelia."

I remember the faces of the Silverthorn Pack members. They stood in the great hall and watched Donald reject me. They did not speak. Some of them smiled. They thought I was a weak human with no wolf. They thought I was a waste of pack resources.

Donald's new mate stood beside him. Her name is Elena. She looked down at me with contempt. She had a strong gray wolf form and came from a wealthy family.

"You do not belong here, Aurelia," Donald had said before he signed the papers. "A pack needs a strong Luna. You cannot even shift."

Now, I feel the massive power inside my veins. The primordial Lycan blood is thick and hot. I do not need a standard wolf form. I have the strength of the ancient rulers.

Kaelen's warriors keep their hands on their sword hilts. They are alert. They recognize the golden glow in my eyes. They know what my transformation means.

"The Sanguine Treaty is ancient," I say, my voice steady in the cold air. "It allows the Lycan King to claim any royal wolf. But it does not say I must obey you."

"It does not," Kaelen agrees. He steps forward. He is very close now. I can feel the heat radiating from his large frame. "I do not expect obedience from a primordial. I expect results. We must present a united front to the council. The rebel lords will try to challenge my rule. They will try to use your presence to spark the war."

"Let them try," I say. My claws retract slowly back into my fingers. "I have nothing left to lose. Donald Thorne took everything from me. I will take everything from those who try to stop me now."

Kaelen's face does not change, but I see a flicker of respect in his amber eyes.

"Good," he says. "Then we have an understanding. Put on this coat. We must travel far to reach the Obsidian Citadel."

One of his warriors steps forward and hands me a thick black coat made of heavy fur. I wrap it around my shoulders. It is warm, but my body is already generating its own heat.

I take one last look at the Silverthorn border. The iron gates are silent.

Donald Thorne thinks he discarded a weak female. He does not know that he just unleashed an Empress.

I turn my back on my past. I walk into the frozen forest with the Lycan King.

1. The Severing
"I, Alpha Donald Thorne, reject you, Aurelia Vance, as my fated mate and future Luna of the Silverthorn Pack."

Donald’s voice was loud in the stone hall.

He did not look at my face. His blue eyes remained fixed on the stone pillar behind me.

The pack elders sat in a semi-circle behind him. Their expressions were flat and cold. Beside Donald stood Vivian, the daughter of the neighboring Alpha. Her chin was tilted upward. She wore a red silk dress that stood out against the gray stone of the hall.

The rejection hit my body immediately.

The mate bond, which had linked our minds and bodies for the last three years, broke.

I fell to my knees. The stone floor felt hard and cold against my shins.

I gripped my collarbone. A sharp physical pain began in my chest. My skin blistered where the mark of our bond had rested. The connection to Donald vanished. My chest felt empty of his presence.

I squeezed my eyes shut. For three years, Donald had kept me at the edge of his pack, ashamed of my lack of an active wolf. He had used my lack of power to justify his distance. Now, he was using it to justify my exile. He had waited until his father passed away to break the bond publicly and secure a political alliance with Vivian’s pack.

"Do you accept the rejection, Aurelia?" Elder Thomas asked. His voice echoed off the high ceiling.

I looked up at Donald. He was twenty-six years old, with broad shoulders and golden hair. But beneath his clean appearance, his jaw was tight. He was afraid of the political decay of his pack. He believed discarding me would secure his alliance and save his territory from bankruptcy.

"I do," I said. My voice did not shake.

I stood up. My knees were weak, but I forced my legs to lock.

The pain in my collarbone was intense. I refused to scream. I did not want them to see me show weakness.

"You are stripped of your rank and your title," Donald said. He finally looked at my face. His blue eyes showed a brief moment of regret, but his face quickly turned cold again. "You have until sunset to leave Silverthorn territory. If you are found within our borders after dark, the guards will treat you as an intruder."

"I will not need until sunset," I said.

I turned away from him. I did not look at Vivian. I did not look at the elders who had watched me grow up.

I walked down the center aisle of the hall. The pack members who had gathered to watch the ceremony stepped away from me. They cleared a wide path. They did not want to touch me.

I pushed through the heavy wooden doors of the Great Hall and stepped out into the open air.

The mountain air was freezing.

I did not have a coat. I wore only the thin white tunic required for the ceremony. The cold air hit my bare arms. The physical pain in my chest was still intense.

The mate bond was gone. My inner wolf, which had always been quiet and weak, was completely inactive. I was twenty-four years old, wolfless, and cast out into the Northern Reach.

I walked past the borders of the pack house and past the guard posts. The guards looked away as I passed. They had received their orders. I was no longer a member of their pack.

I crossed the boundary line. I stepped off the gravel of the pack territory and onto the dirt path that led into the forest.

The forest of the Northern Reach was dark.

I walked for three hours.

The pain in my collarbone did not stop. It grew hot. The heat spread down my arms and into my ribs. My skin felt tight.

My vision became blurry.

I stumbled over a tree root and fell onto the frozen ground. The cold dirt pressed against my cheek.

I lay there, breathing heavily.

My heart beat fast.

My body temperature rose rapidly. My skin felt hot to the touch. This was not the normal reaction to a rejected bond. A normal rejection left a wolf physically weak.

This was different.

My blood felt hot, and my veins expanded.

I pulled myself up against a large pine tree. My fingers dug into the rough bark.

A sudden spasm shook my spine. My bones popped as they adjusted in their sockets. I gasped, pressing my forehead against the tree.

The pain was in my blood. My dormant ancestral genes woke up inside my body.

I looked down at my hands.

My fingernails had grown longer, curving into sharp, dark points. They were thick and dark.

My vision cleared suddenly.

I could see the individual needles on the pine branch ten feet away. I could hear the movement of a small animal digging under the snow a mile to the west.

The scent of the forest rushed into my nose. I smelled sharp pine, wet earth, and the cold scent of snow.

I gasped. My chest expanded.

The weak, quiet presence of my previous wolf was gone. I felt a new, powerful instinct settle in my mind.

I walked to a small, frozen stream nearby. I cracked the thin layer of ice with my boot and looked at my reflection in the dark water.

My copper hair was tangled. The scar on my collarbone was red and raw. It was a jagged line where the bond had broke.

But my eyes had changed.

My silver-gray eyes were gone. In their place, my eyes glowed gold.

The Rejection Catalysis.

I had read the ancient texts when I was a child. The books spoke of a genetic trigger—a severe physical trauma that activated the dormant primordial traits of the ancient Lycan bloodline.

The rejection had not killed me. It had activated my true lineage.

I was not a weak, wolfless reject.

I was a Lycan.

I heard the sound of heavy footsteps in the snow behind me.

The scent of wild, powerful wolves filled the air. I smelled old iron and frozen earth.

I turned around slowly. I stood with my back against a rock face.

Four large wolves emerged from the trees. They were twice the size of standard wolves. Their fur was jet black, and their eyes were a sharp yellow.

They were Lycan sentries.

They did not attack. They circled me, keeping their massive bodies tense and their heads held low.

Then, the trees parted.

A man walked into the clearing.

He was extremely tall, with black hair and a razor-sharp jawline. He wore a heavy black coat lined with fur. His chest was bare beneath it, showing deep physical scars from years of warfare. His cold amber eyes locked onto mine.

King Kaelen Vane.

The Lycan King.

The four sentries bowed their heads as he approached.

Kaelen stopped ten feet from me. His amber eyes swept over my copper hair, down to the fresh scar on my collarbone, and then settled on my glowing gold eyes.

"The primordial blood," Kaelen said. His voice was low and heavy. The surrounding sentries lowered their heads even further.

I did not bow. I held his gaze. My gold eyes remained fixed on his amber eyes.

"Who are you?" I asked.

Kaelen did not answer my question. He stepped closer, studying my face.

"The Silverthorn Pack rejected you today," he said. "They discarded the only person who could save their bloodline."

"I do not belong to Silverthorn," I said.

"You belong to the realm now," Kaelen said. He reached into his coat and pulled out a rolled parchment sealed with black wax. "Under the authority of the Sanguine Treaty, I claim you, Aurelia Vance."

I stood my ground. My claws flexed. "I am not a prize to be claimed, King."

Kaelen’s expression remained cold. "This is not a matter of choice. A prophecy dictates that only your blood can unite the warring factions of the Lycan court. A civil war is coming, and I will not let the only person who can stop it freeze to death in the woods."

He stepped closer. His massive frame towered over me.

"You are coming with me to the Obsidian Citadel," Kaelen said. "Not as my mate, and not as my guest. You are the asset I need to save my kingdom."

I looked at the four massive Lycans surrounding me, then back to the King.

I had just escaped one controller. I was not about to submit to another.

But as I felt the raw power of the Lycan blood pulsing in my veins, I realized my situation had changed.

I was no longer powerless.

"I will come," I said, my voice cold. "But do not expect submission, King Kaelen. If you try to use me, I will destroy your power."

Kaelen’s lips turned up in a faint, humorless smile.

"I would expect nothing less," he said.
2. Into the Frozen Waste
Kaelen turned his back on me and began to walk through the deep snow.

"Keep up," he said over his shoulder.

The four sentries closed the circle around me. They did not touch me, but their large bodies blocked any path back toward the Silverthorn territory. I looked down at my hands. The skin was pale, but the dark veins that had flared during the catalysis were fading back beneath my flesh. My strength remained. My muscles felt dense and warm despite the freezing temperature of the Northern Reach.

I stepped forward, my boots sinking into the snow. The physical pain from the broken bond at my collarbone was a dull, constant ache, but it no longer made me weak.

"We are ten miles from the border of the Lycan territory," Kaelen said as I caught up to his side. He walked with long, heavy strides. "My transport is waiting at the crossing. If you try to run, my sentries will catch you. They are trained to restrain, not to kill, but they will not be gentle."

"I am not running," I said. "I have nothing left in the Silverthorn pack. Donald made sure of that."

"Donald Thorne is a fool," Kaelen said. His voice was flat, devoid of anger or sympathy. "He traded a purebred descendant of the ancient line for a political alliance with a minor pack. He does not understand the balance of power."

"He did not know what I was," I said. "None of us did. I was wolfless."

"You were dormant," Kaelen corrected. "The rejection broke the lock on your bloodline. The trauma of a severed fated bond forces the body to adapt or die. Your blood chose to adapt."

I focused on my breathing. The cold air filled my lungs, but it did not make me shiver. The heat inside my body was constant. I could feel the blood pumping through my veins, thicker and faster than it had ever run when I was considered a wolfless member of the Silverthorn pack.

"Your eyes," Kaelen said, his voice breaking the silence. He was looking at my face. "They are still gold. The color has not faded back to grey."

"Does that trouble you?" I asked.

"It confirms the reports," Kaelen said. "The old texts state that the primordial descendants do not hide their true nature. The gold is a sign of your physical superiority over the standard wolves. Your old pack did not recognize your lineage because it was dormant, hidden under the human skin. They saw only a girl without an active wolf spirit."

"They saw what they wanted to see," I said. "They wanted an excuse to cast me aside. Donald needed a reason to align with Vivian's pack. My lack of a wolf gave him the perfect justification."

"He is a fool who lacks vision," Kaelen said. "He looked at your immediate utility rather than your bloodline. A ruler who cannot plan for the next winter is not fit to hold a territory."

We walked in silence for several minutes. The pine trees grew thicker here, their branches heavy with ice. The wind was loud, blowing snow across our path. I watched Kaelen. He did not wear a hat, and the snow melted against his black hair. His jaw was set, his amber eyes scanning the trees.

"Why do you need my blood to prevent a civil war?" I asked.

Kaelen stopped. He turned to face me, his tall frame blocking the wind.

"The Lycan factions are divided," Kaelen said. "The southern lords believe my family has held the throne for too long. They want to install their own ruler. They have weapons, they have soldiers, and they have the support of several standard wolf packs."

He stepped closer. "But they do not have legitimacy. The Sanguine Treaty states that the true sovereign must possess the blood of the Primordial Empress to claim absolute rule. My line has the strength, but your line has the origin. If I claim you, the rebel lords cannot contest my right to rule without violating the ancient law."

"You want to use me for your own protection," I said.

"I want to use you as a solution," Kaelen said. "I am a pragmatist, Aurelia. I do not offer you a romantic alliance. I offer you survival and a position of power. In exchange, you give me your presence at the court and your blood to seal the treaties."

"And if I refuse?"

"Then the rebel
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