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1. The Silverwood Banquet and the Public Rejection
I stood against the cold stone pillar at the back of the Great Hall.

The heat from the open fire pits in the center of the room did not reach me.

The air smelled of roasted deer meat, spilled ale, and the damp fur of two hundred wolves who had spent the day patrolling the wet forests.

Julian Thorne stood on the raised oak platform at the front of the hall.

He wore his formal leather tunic. The silver wolf crest of the Silverwood Pack was embroidered on his chest.

His blond hair was cut short and neat. His blue eyes looked over the pack members who sat at the long wooden tables.

He appeared to be a man who had never suffered.

His father, Alpha Sharon, stood behind him with his arms crossed over his chest.

I pulled my wool cloak tighter around my shoulders.

I was twenty-two years old, and I was a bastard.

More than that, I was wolfless.

Every other member of the Silverwood Pack had a wolf spirit inside them. They could shift. They could run through the forest.

I could not. My body had never changed.

The pack healers had examined me when I turned eighteen and declared me defective.

Julian had been my friend since we were children. We had made promises to each other in the quiet parts of the woods where his father could not see us.

But promises made by children do not survive the demands of a pack hierarchy.

Julian raised his hand. The noise in the hall died down.

"Pack members," Julian said. His voice was loud and clear. "Tonight, my father steps down as the ruling Alpha. I take the oath to lead the Silverwood Pack."

The crowd erupted into shouts. Men banged their wooden mugs on the tables.

Julian smiled. It was the perfect, arrogant smile of a leader who believed he deserved everything.

He looked toward the high table where the Bellerose family sat.

Lyra Bellerose sat next to her father. She wore a green silk dress. Her brown hair was pinned with gold clips.

She looked at Julian with a small, pleased expression.

"To secure our southern borders and ensure our prosperity," Julian continued, "I announce my union with Lyra Bellerose. She will be my Luna."

The cheers were louder this time. The alliance with the Bellerose pack meant wealth and weapons.

I did not move. I did not blink.

I had known this was coming, but the public announcement caused my skin to feel cold.

Julian held up his hand again. The room became quiet.

He looked toward the back of the room. He looked directly at me.

"Aurelia Vance," Julian said. "Step forward."

My boots clicked against the stone floor as I walked down the center aisle.

The pack members turned their heads to watch me. Some of them whispered to each other. Others looked away, refusing to meet my silver-gray eyes.

I kept my head high. I did not show any weakness.

I stopped five feet from the raised platform. I looked up at Julian.

Julian looked down at me from his high position. His chest rose and fell with heavy breaths.

"Aurelia," Julian said, his voice dropping slightly so only the first few tables could hear. "You knew this had to happen. My father would never let me claim a wolfless female."

"I know," I said. My voice did not falter. "You always did exactly what your father told you to do."

His jaw tightened. A flash of anger showed in his blue eyes.

He was insecure. He wanted me to beg. He wanted me to cry so he could feel like a merciful leader.

Instead, I stood still. My arms remained straight at my sides.

"I have a duty to the pack," Julian said, raising his voice again so everyone in the hall could hear. "The Silverwood Pack must remain strong. We cannot afford weakness at the top."

"Our childhood agreement is void," Julian said. His voice did not shake. "A wolfless female cannot support the Alpha. I reject you as my partner. I reject any bond between us."

The pain was immediate.

The thin connection we had shared since we were young tore apart.

The tissue behind my breastbone tightened and burned.

It was a physical sensation, identical to a deep laceration across my chest.

I kept my face completely blank. I did not let my eyes water.

I looked at the thin scars on my collarbone, visible above the collar of my tunic. They were from old training fights where I had to fight twice as hard as the wolves just to survive.

"I understand," I said. My voice was flat and steady.

Alpha Sharon stepped forward. His face was scarred and his gray hair was pulled back.

"Aurelia Vance has no rank," Sharon said to the crowd. "She is a bastard and she has no wolf. She will leave the inner pack house tonight. She is assigned to the northern border outpost at the Red Ridge."

A quiet murmur went through the room.

The Red Ridge was a frozen mountain pass. The guards there died regularly from the cold and from rogue wolf attacks.

It was not a relocation. It was an execution.

Julian did not look at me. He looked at his father, then at Lyra.

"The transfer will happen immediately," Julian said.

"She will leave with only the clothes on her back," Sharon added. "She has no right to Silverwood property."

I looked at the people I had grown up with. None of them looked back. They kept their heads down, staring at their wooden plates.

They were afraid of Sharon. They were loyal to the strength of the Alpha.

Before I could reply, the heavy oak doors at the end of the Great Hall swung open.

A cold wind blew into the warm room, extinguishing several candles on the tables.

The sound of heavy boots echoed from the stone entrance.

King Valerius Vane entered the hall.

He was twenty-nine years old, six feet four inches tall, and broad-shouldered.

His skin was sun-bronzed, and his eyes were a bright, golden-amber.

A faint scar ran from his left temple down to his cheekbone.

He wore a heavy black coat made of thick wool and leather.

Five northern soldiers followed him. They carried long steel swords at their hips.

The Silverwood wolves stood up from their benches. Several of them growled.

Alpha Sharon reached for the sword at his belt.

Valerius did not look at any of them. He walked straight down the center aisle.

He stopped right next to me.

He was much taller than I was. I could feel the heat coming from his body in the cold draft.

He looked down at my face. He evaluated my silver-gray eyes and my dark hair.

Then he looked up at Julian and Sharon.

"The King of the Obsidian Crags is not welcome here," Sharon said. His hand was tight on his sword hilt. "We have no treaty with the north."

"I do not need an invitation to enter a hall that is this poorly guarded," Valerius said. His voice was deep and calm. It carried to the back walls of the room.

Julian stepped forward to the edge of the platform. "This is my pack. You will state your business and leave."

"I came to watch the ceremony," Valerius said. "And I watched you throw away your resources."

He pointed a leather-gloved hand at me.

"You just rejected this woman," Valerius said. "And you are sending her to the Red Ridge."

"She is a wolfless bastard," Julian said. His face was red. "She has no value to the Silverwood Pack. Her fate is my decision."

Valerius turned his golden-amber eyes back to me.

"She is of value to me," Valerius said.

The room went completely silent.

Sharon laughed. It was a dry, scraping sound. "You want a human reject, King Valerius? Why? To clean your floors?"

"She has lived in your pack house for twenty-two years," Valerius said. "She knows your patrol routes. She knows your defense weak points. She knows your food storage locations."

He stepped closer to me. I could smell the cold mountain air on his coat.

"And she has no reason to keep your secrets," Valerius added.

He looked at my face. "Will you come to the north, Aurelia? Or do you want to freeze to death at the Red Ridge?"

I looked at Julian.

His blue eyes were wide with anger. He did not want me, but he did not want another man to take me either. His arrogance was hurt.

I looked at Valerius.

His expression was hard. There was no kindness in his golden eyes.

I knew Valerius Vane was not a savior. He was a ruthless ruler who had executed his own brother. If he was taking me, it was because he had calculated my exact worth down to the copper coin.

I would let him use me. For now. But I would find a way to secure my own safety. I would never let another man decide my fate again.

"I will go with you," I said.

Valerius reached out and gripped my arm. His fingers were strong and firm through my wool sleeve.

"Then she is under my protection," Valerius said to the room. "Any attack on her is an attack on the Obsidian Crags."

Julian took a step down from the platform. "You cannot take her. She is Silverwood blood."

"You rejected her," Valerius said. He did not move his hand from my arm. "You stripped her of her rank. She belongs to no pack now."

He looked at the northern soldiers behind him. "Prepare the horses."

He turned me toward the exit.

I did not look back at Julian. I did not look at the people I had known my entire life.

I walked out of the Great Hall into the cold night air.

The night air was freezing. Rain had begun to fall, turning the dirt of the courtyard into thick mud.

Valerius led me to a large black stallion. The horse stood still as we approached.

He did not help me onto the horse. He pointed to the saddle of a smaller gray horse behind his.

"Mount," Valerius said. His voice was curt.

I grabbed the leather reins and pulled myself up. My muscles ached from the tension of the banquet, but I did not show it.

Valerius mounted his stallion. He looked back at the doors of the Great Hall. Julian stood in the doorway. He was watching us, his fists clenched at his sides.

Valerius turned his horse toward the northern gates. "We ride fast," he said to his men. "The southern wolves are cowards, but they are stupid enough to follow us if they get drunk enough."

I kicked my horse into a trot, following close behind him.

I had left my home behind. I had no wolf, no pack, and no future in the south.

But I was alive.
2. The Grim King Offers a Transactional Escape
The mud from the horse's hooves hit my face, cold and gritty.

My fingers were stiff. They had frozen into curled shapes around the leather reins.

The rain did not stop. It soaked through my thin wool cloak, through the cheap silk of my banquet dress, and chilled my skin.

I did not complain. I did not make a sound.

Behind us, the lights of the Silverwood Pack house had completely disappeared into the dark valley.

Ahead, there was only the black shape of the northern mountains.

Valerius rode five paces ahead of me. His black stallion moved with steady, sure steps on the rocky ground.

He did not look back to see if I was keeping up.

He knew I was. The sound of my horse's hooves on the stones was loud enough in the quiet night.

Three of his northern guards rode behind me.

They were silent. They wore heavy gray coats with iron buckles.

I could feel their eyes on my back, watching the human bastard who had just been thrown out by her own people.

My thigh muscles burned.

Being wolfless meant I had to rely entirely on my own physical endurance.

I did not have the rapid recovery of a shifter.

Every mile we rode registered as a dull ache in my joints.

I gripped the saddle tighter.

I would not fall off. I would not give them the satisfaction of seeing me fail.

We rode for three hours.

The path grew steeper and narrower.

The trees changed from thick oaks to tall, thin pines that creaked in the wind.

Finally, Valerius pulled his horse to a stop.

In front of us stood a low stone building.

It was built directly into the side of the cliff.

A single iron lantern hung above the thick wooden door, its flame flickering in the damp air.

"Dismount," Valerius said. His voice was loud in the dark.

I slid down from the saddle.

When my boots hit the wet stone, my knees buckled.

I did not fall. I grabbed the stirrup and held myself upright until the blood began to flow back into my legs.

Valerius walked past me.

He did not offer his hand. He did not look to see if I was standing.

"Bring the horses to the stables," he told his guards. "Keep them saddled. We do not stay long."

"Yes, Your Majesty," one of the guards said.

Valerius pushed the heavy wooden door open and walked inside.

I followed him.

The room inside was small and dry.

A fire was burning in a stone hearth at the back.

The air smelled of burning birch wood and wet wool.

I walked toward the fire.

I did not care if I looked desperate. The heat felt good on my frozen hands.

Valerius took off his heavy leather coat and threw it onto a wooden table in the center of the room.

Underneath, he wore a dark tunic fitted close to his chest.

His shoulders were wide, and he carried himself with the absolute authority of a king.

The faint scar running from his left temple down to his cheekbone looked white in the firelight.

He turned his golden-amber eyes toward me.

"You did not cry," he said.

"I have no tears left for Julian Thorne," I said. My voice was raspy from the cold air.

"He wanted you to beg," Valerius said. He walked over to a wooden cupboard and pulled out a clay pitcher and two tin cups. "He expected you to kneel and ask for mercy so he could look generous in front of his new mate."

"Then he does not know me," I said.

Valerius poured water into both cups.

He did not offer me wine or hot tea. He handed me a cup of cold water.

I took it.

The tin cup was cold against my skin, but I drank it quickly. My throat was dry.

"He knows you are wolfless," Valerius said. He sat down on a heavy wooden chair near the table. "He knows you have no pack to protect you. He thought you had no choices."

"And now I have you," I said. I set my empty cup on the table. "But you are not a savior, King Valerius. Why did you take me?"

He leaned back in his chair. His gaze was steady and analytical.

"You are the bastard daughter of Alpha Sharon's late brother," Valerius said. "You lived in the Silverwood house for ten years. You know their routines."

"I was a servant," I said. "I cleaned their rooms and worked in their kitchens."

"You did more than that," Valerius said. "You watched. I saw your eyes during the banquet. You do not look at things like a servant. You look at them like an enemy."

I did not deny it. He was right.

"The Silverwood Pack is expanding their borders," Valerius continued. "They are making a treaty with the Bellerose faction. If they succeed, they will control the southern trade routes. My kingdom will be cut off from the southern markets."

"So you want me to help you stop them," I said.

"I want your knowledge," he said. "I want the patrol routes of the Silverwood guards. I want to know where their border posts are weak. I want to know which lords in their alliance are greedy and can be bought."

"And what do I get in exchange for this?" I asked.

"I already told you," Valerius said. "My protection. In the Obsidian Crags, Julian cannot touch you. My laws are absolute. If he sends his wolves to take you, my soldiers will kill them."

"Protection is temporary," I said. I walked closer to the table, standing opposite him. "What happens when you have all the information you want? What happens when you no longer need me?"

Valerius did not blink. "Then you will have to make yourself useful in other ways."

"That is not a contract," I said. "That is a delayed execution. I will not trade one master for another."

A small, hard smile appeared on his lips.

It was not a warm smile. It was the smile of a man who appreciated a challenge.

"You have courage for a wolfless girl," he said.

"Courage is all I have left," I replied. "I want a written agreement. I want my own quarters in your castle. I want an allowance of gold that belongs to me, not to the crown. And I want three guards who answer only to me."

Valerius stood up.

He was much taller than me, and he used his height to try and intimidate me.

He stepped close, until I could smell the cold mountain air on his skin.

"You ask for a lot," he said. His voice was low and dangerous. "My northern lords are already angry that I brought a southern girl into our territory. If I give you gold and guards, they will see it as an insult."

"They will see it as a sign of your authority," I countered. "You took what Julian Thorne threw away. If you treat me like a servant, you show the south that you only took their garbage. If you treat me like a queen, you show them that you have the power to decide who is worthy."

He stared down at me.

His amber eyes seemed to search my face, looking for any sign of fear.

I kept my chin up.

My shoulders were straight.

I did not let my hands shake.

"You are smart," Valerius said.

"I had to be," I said. "Smart was the only way to survive in Silverwood."

He reached into his leather vest and pulled out a small dagger.

The hilt was made of black bone, carved with the symbol of a wolf's head.

The blade was short, sharp, and made of dark steel.

He placed it on the table between us.

"Take it," Valerius said. "My lords will test you. Some of them might not wait for my permission to try and rid themselves of a southern spy. If anyone tries to touch you, use this."

I looked at the dagger.

I did not hesitate. I reached out and gripped the bone hilt.

The weapon felt balanced in my hand.

I tucked it into the leather belt of my dress.

"We will write the contract when we reach the Obsidian Crags," Valerius said. "I will give you your room and your gold. But the guards will be mine. They will report to my commander, but they will protect your door."

"And the information?" I asked.

"You will give me the first set of patrol routes tomorrow," he said. "If the information is correct, you will get your first payment of gold. If it is false, I will throw you out into the snow."

"The information will be correct," I said. "I want Julian Thorne to lose his borders just as much as you do."

Valerius nodded once. "Good. We have an agreement."

He walked
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