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1. The Golden Needle
The steel needle went deep into the vein of my left arm.

I did not flinch. I had felt this sharp pain thousands of times over the last five years.

Beside my cot, the heavy glass cylinder of the transfusion machine began to fill. My blood was not normal. It was dark red, but it had gold flecks that glowed in the dim light of the cellar.

Garrett sat in the iron chair across from me. His skin was gray. Dark black veins crawled up his neck, disappearing under his jaw. He was gasping for air, his chest rising and falling in shallow movements.

His lungs rattled when he breathed. The sound was dry and scraping. The Ash-Rot was turning his lungs into gray ash, and only my blood could stop it.

"It hurts, Evelyn," he whispered. His voice was hoarse.

"I know," I said. "It will stop soon."

The gold-flecked blood flowed through the clear plastic tube and into the port on Garrett’s forearm. The ancient runes carved into the metal base of the machine began to glow with a faint, warm light.

I felt the coldness spread through my limbs. The blood loss always made me cold. My skin, already pale, turned almost translucent. Faint gold lines showed beneath the skin near my collarbone, glowing for a second before they faded.

Garrett closed his eyes as my blood entered his system.

Slowly, the gray color of his skin began to recede. The black veins on his neck shrank, turning into thin lines before disappearing completely. His breathing became deep and even.

He opened his eyes. They were no longer bloodshot. They were dark and clear.

"You save me every time," he said. He reached out and touched my cheek. His hand was warm now.

"I do not know what I would do without you, Evelyn," he said.

"You do not have to think about that," I said. My voice was quiet. I was very tired. "We are together. I will always help you."

"Yes," he said. He stood up. He was tall, his shoulders broad. He had the physical appearance of a strong Alpha.

He pulled the needle out of his arm and pressed a clean cloth to the small wound. Then he reached down and pulled the needle out of my arm. He did not put a bandage on me. I had to hold the cotton ball against my own skin to stop the bleeding.

"Can I come to the gala tonight?" I asked. "I have the blue dress."

Garrett looked down at me. The warmth in his eyes was gone. He looked serious and distant.

"You are too weak, Evelyn," he said. "Look at you. You can barely sit up. The guests would think I keep a sick girl in my house. It is better if you stay here and rest."

"But you said we would tell the pack soon," I said. "You said when your health was stable, we would announce our bond."

He turned toward the wooden door of the cellar. "We will talk about that later. Rest now."

He left the room. The heavy door clicked shut, and the lock turned.

I sat on the edge of the cot for a long time. My arm throbbed where the needle had been. The room was dark, lit only by a single candle on the wooden table.

I did not want to stay in the cellar anymore. I had spent five years in this basement, hooked to a machine, giving away my blood to keep him alive. He had told me he loved me during his fever dreams. He had told me I was his savior.

I wanted to see him stand before the pack. I wanted to hear him say my name in public.

I stood up. My legs shook, but I forced myself to walk to the small washbasin. I washed the dried blood from my arm and put a clean white bandage over the puncture mark.

I took the dark blue dress from the wooden wardrobe. It was simple, made of cheap cotton, but it was clean. I brushed my long, silver-platinum hair and let it fall over my shoulders to hide the gold veins on my collarbone.

I unlocked the secondary door with the key I had hidden under the mattress. It led to the kitchen stairs.

The main hall of Thorne Manor was bright and loud.

Hundreds of guests stood in groups, holding crystal glasses filled with wine. The air smelled of roasted meat and heavy perfumes.

I walked along the edge of the room, keeping close to the stone pillars. My head felt light from the blood loss, but I kept my eyes on the platform at the end of the hall.

Garrett stood there. He was talking to a group of men in dark wool suits. He looked strong and healthy. The Ash-Rot was completely gone from his face. My blood had worked perfectly.

"What are you doing here?"

I turned. My half-sister, Sienna, stood behind me. She wore a green silk dress that hung perfectly on her body. Her golden curls were styled high on her head, and she wore a diamond necklace that caught the light.

"I came to see the announcement," I said.

Sienna laughed. It was a sharp, loud sound. "You look pale and sick, Evelyn. Your dress is dirty. Go back to the kitchen before you embarrass our father."

"I have as much right to be here as you do," I said.

"We will see about that," she said. She turned and walked toward the platform, her silk dress rustling against the stone floor.

Our father, Elder Vance, stood near the steps. He watched her with a smile, ignoring me completely.

A bell chimed. The crowd went quiet.

Garrett stepped forward on the platform. He raised his glass.

"Packmates, allies from the south," Garrett said. His voice carried across the high ceiling. "Tonight, we celebrate the Equinox. We celebrate the strength of the Blackwood Pack, and the new alliances that will keep us warm through the winter."

The crowd clapped.

"To ensure this strength, we must look to the future," Garrett continued. "An Alpha needs a Luna. A woman who represents the wealth, the beauty, and the power of our people. Tonight, I am proud to announce my betrothal."

I took a step forward. My fingers clamped onto the edge of my dress.

"I present your new Luna," Garrett said, his eyes scanning the crowd. He stopped and looked directly at Sienna. "Sienna Vance."

The room erupted in loud cheers.

My father stood beside Sienna, a proud smile on his face. He led her up the wooden steps to the platform.

Garrett took her hand. He smiled at her. He leaned down and kissed her cheek.

My chest felt cold. The pain in my chest was physical, a sharp ache that made it hard to breathe.

I walked through the crowd. People tried to push me back, but I ignored them. I walked straight to the steps of the platform.

"Garrett," I said.

The music had started, but my voice was loud enough for him to hear.

Garrett looked down. The smile vanished from his face. Sienna looked at me with amusement.

"Evelyn," Garrett said, his voice dropping to a whisper. "Get out of here."

"You promised," I said. I looked at his clear skin, his strong shoulders. "You told me I was your future. You took my blood this afternoon."

The guests near the platform stopped talking. They looked between me and Garrett.

Sienna stepped forward. "She is crazy, Garrett. She is a wolfless omega who works in the kitchens. Why is she speaking to you like this?"

Garrett looked at the guests, then back at me. His expression turned angry.

"Evelyn, leave now," he said. "Your utility to my health does not entitle you to my throne. A weak, scentless girl like you could never stand beside me as Luna. I need a woman of status. I need Sienna."

He looked at me with disgust.

"You are nothing but a tool to keep this pack strong," he said. "Your blood belongs to the Blackwood Pack. You belong in the cellar."

The words were clear. They did not have any hidden meaning. He did not love me. He had never loved me. He had used me to save his own life, and now he was casting me aside.

The physical pain of his rejection tore through my body, but then it stopped. The coldness inside me turned into a hard, clean anger.

"No," I said.

"What did you say?" Garrett asked.

"My blood does not belong to you," I said. "You will never touch me again."

I turned my back on him. I walked through the silent crowd. Nobody tried to stop me.

I went down the stone stairs to the cellar.

The transfusion machine stood in the corner, its glass cylinder still containing a few drops of my golden blood.

I grabbed the iron chair and slammed it into the glass. The cylinder shattered, sending glass and gold-flecked blood across the stone floor.

I pulled the runic tubes from the wall and ripped the copper wires out of the base. I smashed the machine until it was nothing but a pile of broken metal and glass.

To sever my pack bond, I had to remove the mark of the pack from my flesh. The Blackwood brand was on my left shoulder, a small wolf head burned into my skin when I was a child.

I took the small silver knife I used for cutting bandages. I held the blade over the candle flame until the metal was hot.

I pressed the flat side of the hot blade against the brand on my shoulder.

The pain was immediate and intense. I did not scream. I held the blade there until the smell of burnt skin filled the small room.

The invisible pull of the pack link in my mind snapped. I felt a sudden, empty silence. The bond was gone.

I packed my small bag with a spare shirt and a loaf of bread from the pantry.

I did not look back. I walked out of the back door of the manor, into the freezing night, leaving Garrett Thorne to rot.
2. The Equinox Humiliation
My boots sank into the deep snow outside the kitchen door.

The temperature was below zero. The cold air hit my face and neck, causing me to cough. I pulled the collar of my wool coat up, but it did not block the freezing wind. The fabric pressed directly against the fresh burn on my left shoulder. The smell of my own burnt skin remained in my nose.

I walked toward the thick line of pine trees at the edge of the lawn.

Behind me, the stone walls of Thorne Manor rose three stories high. Light spilled from the tall windows of the ballroom, yellow and bright against the dark night. I could hear the faint bass notes of the music from the Equinox Gala. They were still celebrating my sister Sienna’s betrothal to Garrett. They did not know yet that the transfusion room in the cellar was destroyed.

My left arm hung limp at my side. The burn had blistered, and every step sent a sharp, hot wave of pain across my collarbone. I had no bandages left. I had only my small bag, a single spare shirt, and a loaf of bread from the kitchen pantry.

I entered the forest. The pine needles underfoot were frozen solid, cracking under my weight. My feet were already cold inside my worn leather boots.

I was physically weak. For five years, I had sat in the iron chair in the cellar, watching my blood flow through plastic tubes into Garrett’s veins. My body had not produced enough red blood cells to replace what he took. My skin was pale, and my limbs felt heavy and slow.

I remembered how he used to sit in the chair next to mine. His skin would be gray and dry from the Ash-Rot, his breathing shallow. He would hold my hand while the needle was in my arm. He told me I was his savior. He promised me that once his pack was secure and his health was restored, we would be together. He had called me his special girl.

It had all been a lie. He had used those promises to keep me compliant. He had kept me in that cellar so I would not run away while he planned his future with my sister. He wanted her status, her father's wealth, and her perfect appearance to stand beside him as Luna, while he kept me hidden in the dark to feed him my life.

I climbed the first steep slope of the mountain. The ground was rocky and uneven. I had to use my right hand to grab the rough bark of the spruce trees to pull myself upward. My breath came in short, shallow gasps. I stopped after ten yards to rest my forehead against a cold tree trunk.

A sharp howl broke the quiet of the night.

It came from the direction of the manor stables. It was the high, clean signal of a scout wolf. Then, another wolf joined in, followed by a third. The pack knew I was gone. Garrett had gone down to the cellar for his post-gala transfusion and found the glass cylinders shattered. He had found his source of survival destroyed.

I forced my legs to move. I did not run because I did not have the physical strength. I walked, placing one foot in front of the other, focusing entirely on the ground.

I knew the terrain of the Wyrmtooth Mountains. I had spent my childhood mapping these woods. I knew the Blackwood Pack border patrols kept to the lower ravines where the walking was easier. They would not expect a weak, wolfless female to take the high, rocky pass through the peaks.

The snow began to fall heavier. Large white flakes stuck to my eyelashes and my platinum-silver hair. The wind grew stronger as I climbed higher, blowing snow directly into my eyes.

I reached the three-mile marker, which was a simple pile of stones near the frozen creek. My knees shook. I stumbled over an exposed root and fell forward. My knees hit the hard ground beneath the white drift of snow.

The pain in my shoulder flared. I lay there for a minute, my chest rising and falling. The temptation to close my eyes and let the cold take the pain away was strong. But I knew if I slept now, I would die in this forest.

I pushed myself up using my right arm. My hands were red and raw. I looked at the veins on my inner wrist. In the dark, they looked dark gray. The golden light of my Sun-Warden lineage was buried deep under five years of physical depletion.

I heard the sound of barking dogs in the distance.

They were the large mastiffs from the northern kennels. Garrett used them for tracking because they could follow a human scent through deep snow. They were still half a mile behind me, but they were moving fast.

I stepped into the frozen creek. The ice near the edges was thin, cracking under my boots. The water was four inches deep and freezing. It soaked through my leather boots immediately. My feet went completely numb within seconds.

I walked forty yards upstream, staying in the middle of the water where my scent would not stick to the dry rocks on the banks. Every step caused a sharp, cold pain in my bones. It felt like my feet were being crushed.

I climbed out of the creek onto a flat ledge of granite. I did not stop to wring out my socks. I had to keep moving.

The path became steeper. The trees were smaller here, stunted by the high altitude and the constant wind. I was approaching the neutral zone between the Blackwood Pack and the Frost-Peak Syndicate.

I looked back over my shoulder.

Down in the valley, yellow torchlight moved through the trees. The trackers had reached the creek. They would spend ten minutes trying to find where my scent left the water, but they would find my tracks eventually.

I walked faster, my breath forming white clouds in the freezing air.

I crossed the border marker. It was a granite pillar carved with the Blackwood wolf emblem. When I stepped past it, I felt no physical change. The pack bond was already gone, severed when I burned the brand off my skin. I was no longer a member of the Blackwood Pack. I was an exile, completely unbound.

The wind on the ridge was brutal. It blew directly from the northern glaciers, carrying fine ice that stung my face. My vision became blurry. I could not feel my fingers or my feet anymore.

I walked down the northern slope. The trees here were different. They were massive iron-pines, their dark trunks standing straight against the wind. This was the territory of the Frost-Peak Syndicate.

My legs finally gave out.

I fell forward into a deep drift of snow. I tried to roll onto my back, but my body refused to obey my brain. The cold had reached my chest. My breathing was slow and shallow.

I lay in the dark, watching the snow cover my sleeves.

The skin near my collarbone felt warm for a brief second. A faint, golden glow appeared beneath my skin, tracing the path of my veins. The heat lasted only a moment before the cold took over again, snuffing out the light.

I heard the sound of footsteps.

They were heavy and slow. They did not sound like the quick, running steps of Garrett's trackers. They were the steps of someone who was not afraid of the dark or the cold.

I forced my eyes open. My eyelashes were frozen together, but I could see a large shadow standing in front of me.

The man was broad-shouldered and tall. He wore a long coat of dark wolf fur. His dark hair was dusted with snow. He had a pale scar that ran from his left temple down to his jawline.

His ice-blue eyes looked down at me. There was no pity or warmth in them.

This was Nikolai Volkov. The Alpha of the Frost-Peak Syndicate. I recognized his face from the alliance documents in Garrett's study.

He did not reach down to help me. He stood with his boots inches from my head.

“You are on Frost-Peak land,” he said. His voice was deep and flat. “We do not allow trespassers.”

I tried to speak, but my tongue was dry and thick. Only a faint whisper came out. “I... left.”

Another man stepped out from the shadow of an iron-pine. He wore the gray coat of a border patrol guard. He carried a silver-tipped spear.

“She is the Blackwood omega, Alpha,” the guard said, looking down at me. “The one they keep in the manor cellar. Look at her shoulder. The brand is gone. She burned it off.”

Nikolai leaned down slightly. His eyes fixed on my left shoulder, where the torn coat showed the raw, blistered skin.

“A runaway,” Nikolai said. “Garrett Thorne’s personal blood bag.”

The words did not hurt. They were the truth. I looked back at him, forcing my amber eyes to meet his ice-blue ones.

“I am not his blood bag,” I whispered. “Not anymore.”

The guard looked toward the ridge. “The Blackwood trackers are near the creek. They will see our torches. If we keep her, it violates the treaty.”

Nikolai did not look at the ridge. He kept his eyes on me.

“I do not care about Garrett’s treaties,” Nikolai said. He reached down and grabbed my right arm. His grip was extremely firm, pulling me up out of the snow drift with one clean movement.

My legs could not support my weight. I leaned against his chest. His chest was muscular and warm despite the freezing temperature.

“We do not keep weak people here,” Nikolai said, his voice close to my ear. “If you cannot work, you do not survive in the north. What can you do, omega?”

“I know the Blackwood supply routes,” I said, my voice shaking from the cold. “I know their guards. I know where they store the silver.”

Nikolai looked at me for a long three seconds. The wind blew his dark hair across his scarred forehead.

“We will see if you are telling the truth,” he said.

He lifted me into his arms. He did not carry me gently, but he kept his hands away from my burnt shoulder. I closed my eyes as the darkness took over my mind.
3. Scentless and Discarded
I woke up when a heavy metal cup pressed against my dry lips.

The water was cold. I swallowed it quickly. The liquid spilled down my chin and onto my torn collar.

"Slow down," a deep voice said.

I looked up. Nikolai Volkov stood beside the cot. He was no longer wearing his heavy fur coat. He wore a grey wool shirt with the sleeves rolled up, revealing thick, scarred forearms. The pale scar on his face was prominent under the bright light of a single electric bulb hanging from the ceiling.

The room was small. The walls were made of rough grey stone, damp with water droplets. An iron stove stood in the corner, radiating heat that smelled of coal.

"Where am I?" I asked. My throat felt raw.

"The Frost-Peak medical station," Nikolai said. He set the metal cup down on a wooden table beside the cot. "You have been asleep for ten hours."

I tried to sit up, but a sharp pain shot through my left shoulder. I gasped and pulled my arm close to my ribs.

An older woman in a white canvas apron walked into the light. She had grey hair tied in a tight knot at the back of her head. Her hands were covered in clean cotton gloves.

"Do not move, girl," the woman said. Her voice was flat. "The skin on your shoulder is damaged. You burned it to the bone in some places."

"I had to remove the brand," I said.

Nikolai leaned against the stone wall. He crossed his arms over his chest. "A wolf brand is made of silver and pack magic. Burning it off does not just hurt the skin. It causes severe psychological shock. Most wolves lose their minds when they try it."

"I did not lose my mind," I said, looking directly into his blue eyes.

"No," Nikolai said. "But you are weak. My pack doctor says you have the red blood count of a starving child. Your veins are small. Your muscles are thin."

"I spent five years in a cellar," I said. "My blood was taken twice a week. Sometimes three times."

The pack doctor, whose name was Martha, began to cut away the remains of my wet shirt with a pair of metal shears. She was careful, but the cold metal touching my burnt skin made my muscles tense.

"Who took it?" Nikolai asked.

"Garrett Thorne," I said. "He has the Ash-Rot. His lungs are failing. My blood is the only substance that stops the decay."

Martha stopped cutting. She looked at Nikolai, then back at me. "The Ash-Rot has no cure. If what you say is true, the Blackwood Alpha has been living on borrowed time."

"He has," I said. "And now his time is running out. He rejected me. He chose Sienna Vance to be his Luna because she has a strong family lineage and twenty coal mines. He told me I was just a scentless omega with no value."

Nikolai did not show any emotion. His face remained still. "My border guards confirmed your scent. Or rather, the lack of it. You have no pack scent, and you have no wolf scent. To any shifter, you smell like nothing."

The words did not anger me. I had heard them my entire life. "I was born without an inner wolf. My parents hid me because of it. When Garrett found out my blood could heal him, he kept me locked away so the other packs would not find out about my lineage."

"The Sun-Wardens," Nikolai said, his voice dropping. "The old records say their blood was gold."

"My blood is red," I said. "But it has gold flecks in it. You saw them in the snow."

"I saw them," Nikolai agreed. "But gold blood does not buy bread in the winter. We have three hundred wolves in this syndicate. The mines are freezing. The iron we dig is hard to sell because the Blackwood Pack controls the main trade routes to the south. We need food, coal, and weapons. Not legends."

He stepped closer to the cot. His large frame blocked the light from the bulb, casting a shadow over me.

"You promised me information," Nikolai said. "You said you knew the supply routes. If you lied to save your life, I will throw you back across the border. Garrett’s trackers are still waiting at the creek."

"I did not lie," I said.

I pointed to the wooden table. "Give
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