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1. The Severing Ceremony
I stood on the cold stone platform in the center of the Ashwood Pack's ceremonial hall. My eighteenth winter had ended yesterday. My skin was cold under the thin white dress the pack laws forced me to wear.

Across from me stood Thomas Sterling. He was twenty-one years old, the newly appointed Alpha of the Ashwood Pack. His shoulders were wide, and his jaw was set in a hard line. He did not look at my face. Instead, his eyes were fixed on the stone wall just above my head.

Next to him stood my cousin, Clara. She was seventeen, her cheeks flushed with red color. She wore a red silk gown that contrasted with my plain white cotton dress. She held Thomas’s hand. Her fingers were wrapped tightly around his wrist.
2. Banished to the Frozen Waste
Clara squeezed his wrist, her manicured nails digging into his skin. She smiled at me. It was a small, triumphant curve of her lips that she did not try to hide from me.

Thomas cleared his throat. The sound echoed in the silent stone hall. Behind him, the elders of the Ashwood Pack stood in a semi-circle, their heavy gray robes brushing the cold floor.

"Evelyn Vance," Thomas said. His voice was loud, filling the room. "You have passed your eighteenth winter without a wolf. You cannot shift. You cannot run with the pack. You cannot defend our borders."

He took a step forward, releasing Clara's hand. He did not look at my eyes. He looked at my collarbone.

"An Alpha needs a Luna who can share the pack link," Thomas continued. "A wolfless mate is a liability to the Ashwood Pack. Therefore, I reject you as my mate and as a member of this pack."

The words did not surprise me. I had known this day was coming since my birthday passed without the shifting fever. But hearing them spoken aloud made the air in my lungs feel heavy. I did not move. I did not cry out. I kept my shoulders straight.

"I accept your rejection, Alpha Thomas," I said. My voice was flat and steady.

Clara let out a small breath. Her shoulders relaxed. She stepped closer to Thomas, her fingers brushing his arm in a public show of ownership.

Elder Vance, my uncle and the oldest pack shaman, stepped forward from the shadows of the pillars. In his hands, he carried a heavy iron crucible. The metal was dark, but the liquid inside glowed with a bright, thick white light. It was melted raw silver, heated over the ceremonial furnace in the back of the hall.

The heat from the crucible reached me before my uncle did. The fumes made my throat feel dry.

"The pack laws require the severing of the wolfless," Elder Vance said. He looked at me with no warmth in his eyes. To him, I was a failure of our bloodline.

"You will bear no scent. You will have no connection to our kind. You will leave this territory and never return."

Two pack warriors stepped up behind me. They grabbed my arms, holding me still. Their grip was tight, bruising my skin. I did not fight them. It was useless to struggle against shifted wolves.

"Hold her," Thomas ordered.

Elder Vance lifted a long iron rod with a flat, circular tip. He dipped the tip into the liquid silver. The molten metal clung to the iron.

He stepped close to me. I could see the sweat on his forehead. I could smell the chemical sting of the heated silver.

He did not hesitate. He pressed the hot, silver-coated iron directly against the right side of my neck, where my scent gland lay beneath the skin.

The pain was immediate. It was a sharp, searing heat that went straight to my nerves. My muscles seized. The warriors held me down as my body tried to pull away.

I bit my lip until I tasted blood. I did not scream. I refused to give Thomas and Clara the satisfaction of hearing me beg.

Elder Vance pulled the iron away, then dipped it back into the crucible. He moved to the left side of my neck.

He pressed the metal down again. The skin burned. The smell of singed flesh and heated silver filled the small space between us.

My vision went black for a second. I forced myself to stay conscious. I focused on the image of Thomas’s face, on the way he looked away from the smoke rising from my skin. I focused on Clara’s small, satisfied smile.

I memorized every detail. I would remember this pain, and I would make them feel it.

"It is done," Elder Vance said. He put the iron rod back into the crucible.

The warriors released my arms. My knees buckled, but I caught myself before I hit the stone floor. I stood on my own two feet, my breath coming in short, shallow gasps.

Liquid silver had entered my skin, sealing the glands permanently. The heat left a throbbing, physical ache that spread down my collarbone and up to my jaw.

I could feel the silver reacting with the residual wolf blood in my system, but my body did not fail. My unique physiology kept me standing.

"Take her to the northern border," Thomas said. He turned his back to me, wrapping his arm around Clara’s waist. "Throw her into the waste. She is no longer Ashwood."

The two warriors grabbed my shoulders again. They dragged me across the cold stone floor, out of the ceremonial hall, and into the freezing air outside.

The wind hit my bare arms. The thin white cotton dress offered no protection against the snow.

They threw me into the back of an open truck. The metal bed was freezing. I lay there as the truck started, its tires spinning in the snow before gripping the road.

We drove for two hours. The pain in my neck did not stop. It settled into a dull, hot ache that made every movement difficult.

The truck stopped at the edge of the active pack territory. Beyond the wooden fence posts lay the northern waste—the border of the Frostwood Empire. It was a land of jagged black rocks and deep snow.

The warriors got out of the truck. One of them grabbed my arm and pulled me out, throwing me onto the frozen ground.

My hands scraped against the sharp ice.

"Good luck surviving the night, wolfless," the warrior said.

He got back into the truck. The vehicle turned around and drove back towards the Ashwood territory, leaving me alone in the dark.

The snow fell in thick, heavy flakes. It covered my white dress, blending me into the white drifts.

I stood up. My limbs were stiff from the cold. The wounds on my neck had stopped bleeding, but they were raw and exposed to the freezing wind.

The cold air hit the raw burns on my neck. I touched the wounds with my fingertips. The skin was hard and blistered. The liquid silver had cooled, leaving a dark gray crust over the destroyed scent glands.

The silver in my system did not kill me. If a shifted wolf had this much raw silver pressed into their skin, the metal would enter their bloodstream and cause rapid organ failure within minutes.

My body, however, was different. Because I did not possess a wolf, the silver did not trigger the fatal biological reaction. It destroyed the scent glands, but my heart continued to pump blood. The pain was intense, but it was localized to the skin and the muscle tissue underneath.

I walked through the deep snow drifts, my thin slippers sinking into the cold white powder. The wind blew against my dress, freezing the wet fabric against my thighs. My skin turned red, then white, then lost all feeling.

I counted my steps to keep my mind off the cold. One thousand. Two thousand. Three thousand.

My breath came out in small white clouds that vanished immediately in the wind. I knew that hypothermia would set in soon if I did not find shelter.

The pine forest ahead offered some cover from the wind, but it also held wild animals and territorial patrols.

I reached the first line of trees. The ground here was covered in pine needles and patches of dirt, making it slightly easier to walk. I leaned against a thick trunk, catching my breath.

That was when the howl broke the silence.

It was a long, deep sound that vibrated through the air. It did not carry the high-pitched, frantic tone of the Ashwood scouts. This was the deep call of a northern hunter.

I stood up straight, pressing my back against the pine tree.

The gray wolf that emerged from the brush was massive. It stood nearly five feet tall at the shoulder. Its thick coat was white and gray, perfectly suited for the winter environment.

The wolf stopped ten yards away from me. Its ears went forward. It raised its head, sniffing the air.

I watched its nose move. I knew what it was experiencing. To a wolf's sharp sense of smell, I did not exist. I had no scent of fear, no scent of blood, and no scent of a female wolf. I was a blank space in its sensory map.

The wolf took a slow step forward, its amber eyes fixed on me. It was not snarling. It was confused.

Two more wolves stepped out from the trees to my left. They were equally large, their bodies tense and ready to spring.

I kept my hands at my sides. I did not make any sudden movements. If I ran, they would hunt me down. If I attacked, they would kill me.

"Stand down," a voice commanded.

The wolves did not make a sound, but they immediately shifted their positions, moving aside to clear a path.

The man who walked through the trees was tall, with broad shoulders that filled out his heavy black leather coat. The gray fur trim of his hood was dusted with snow. His face was sharp, with a strong jawline and a long, pale scar that ran down his left cheek.

His dark eyes locked onto mine. There was no warmth in his expression, only a cold, calculating curiosity.

He was Alpha King Kaelen Mercer, the sovereign of the Frostwood Empire.

He walked up to the gray wolf and placed a hand on its head. The beast leaned into his touch, its ears flat.

Kaelen looked at my thin white dress, which was now torn and stained with dirt. He looked at my bare, frozen feet. Finally, his gaze moved to my neck, where the dark gray scars of the silver burns were clearly visible.

"What do we have here?" he asked. His voice was deep, carrying a physical weight that made the air feel heavier.

I did not look down. I held his gaze.

"A survivor," I said. My voice was raspy from the cold, but I kept it firm.

Kaelen took a step closer. He did not use his Alpha authority on me. He did not need to. His physical presence was enough to fill the space between us.

He leaned in slightly, his nose moving near my collarbone. He was trying to catch my scent.

He found nothing. His eyebrows pulled together in a brief moment of surprise before his face returned to its cold mask.

"You have no scent," he said. "The Ashwood Pack seared you."

"They did," I replied.

"And they threw you into my territory to die," Kaelen said. He looked down at my hands, which were clenched into fists to stop them from shaking. "Why are you still standing?"

"Because the silver did not kill me," I said. "And the cold has not finished the job yet."

Kaelen let out a short, dry laugh. It was a sound devoid of humor.

"A wolfless omega with silver in her veins," he murmured. He reached out, his gloved fingers grasping my chin. He turned my head to the side, inspecting the raw, blistered burns on my neck.

His touch was cold, but his grip was firm. I did not pull away. I kept my eyes on his face.

"You should be dead," Kaelen said, his eyes scanning the silver-scarred skin. "Raw silver kills shifted wolves. It should have stopped your heart."

"My heart is still beating," I said.

He released my chin. He stepped back, looking me up and down once more.

"A wolfless exile is of no use to me," Kaelen said. "My empire does not carry dead weight."

"I am not dead weight," I said. I took a step toward him, despite the pain in my feet. "I survived the Ashwood Pack. I survived the silver. If you leave me here, you waste an asset."

Kaelen tilted his head. "An asset? A wolfless girl freezing in a cotton dress?"

"I can handle raw silver," I said. "Your wolves cannot. I know your mines are full of it. I can go where your warriors die."

He stared at me for a long moment. The wind blew between us, carrying the scent of pine and fresh snow.

The amber-eyed wolf whined softly, but Kaelen did not look at it. He kept his eyes on me.

"You are bold for someone who is one hour away from freezing to death," Kaelen said.

"I am practical," I replied.

He turned his back to me and began walking back toward the path he had come from.

"Bring her," Kaelen ordered the wolves.

The gray wolf moved behind me, nudging my hip with its snout. It was not an aggressive movement, but it was clear. I was to follow.

I took a breath, the cold air stinging my lungs, and followed the Alpha King into the dark forest.
3. The Scourge of the North
My boots sank into the deep snow. The gray wolf walked close behind me, its breath hitting the back of my legs.

Ahead of us, Kaelen Mercer walked with long, heavy strides. His black leather coat contrasted with the white snow.

My toes were numb inside my thin shoes. The cotton dress did not keep out the cold.

I kept my eyes on Kaelen's back. I did not ask him to slow down. I did not ask for a coat.

To survive in the Frostwood, I had to show him I was not a liability. Every step was painful, but I did not stop.

The forest began to thin after we walked for two miles. The sound of running water grew louder.

We emerged onto a wide, cleared ridge. Below us lay a stone fortress built into the side of a mountain. Smoke rose from several stone chimneys.

Iron cages and wooden carts lined the perimeter. This was a border outpost, a place built for war and mining.

Kaelen did not look back at me as we walked down the steep path. He walked through the wooden gates of the fortress.

Two guards dressed in heavy iron armor bowed their heads as he passed. Their eyes shifted to me.

They stared at my white dress. Then their eyes moved to my neck, where the dark gray, hard scars of the seared silver stood out against my skin.

They did not hide their disgust. To them, a wolfless omega was a useless creature.

"Inside," Kaelen said, pointing to a heavy wooden door at the base of the stone keep.

I walked past him and entered the building. The air inside was warm. A large fireplace filled the room with heat.

The sudden change in temperature made my skin sting. I stood near the door, refusing to move closer to the fire.

Kaelen walked in behind me. He removed his black gloves and threw them onto a long oak table in the center of the room.

A man with a scarred face stood by the hearth. He wore the gray uniform of a Frostwood commander.

"My King," the commander said, bowing. "We did not expect you back so soon."

"We found a trespasser on the southern border," Kaelen said. He gestured toward me.

The commander looked at me. He sniffed the air, his nose twitching. He found no scent.

"A wolfless outcast," the commander muttered. "And she bears the marks of the Ashwood Pack."

"She says she can handle raw silver, Donald," Kaelen said, his voice flat.

Donald looked from Kaelen to me. His eyes widened slightly. "That is impossible. She is wolfless, but she is still human. Raw silver would poison her blood within minutes."

"Let us find out," Kaelen said.

He walked to a heavy iron chest in the corner of the room. He unlocked it with a key from his belt and pulled out a small wooden box.

He set the box on the oak table. He opened the lid.

Inside lay a chunk of raw silver ore. It was dark, covered in gray crust and sharp ridges. Even from three feet away, Donald took a step back, his eyes watering.

"This was taken from the deep veins this morning," Kaelen said. "The dust alone is enough to choke a warrior."

He looked at me. His amber eyes were cold and analytical.

"Pick it up, Evelyn," Kaelen ordered.

I did not hesitate. I walked to the table.

My hands were red from the cold, but they were steady. I reached into the wooden box and wrapped my fingers around the raw silver ore.

The rock was cold and heavy. The sharp edges pressed into my palm.

I lifted it out of the box and held it in my open hand.

Donald watched me, his hand hovering over the hilt of his sword. He expected me to scream. He expected my skin to blister and turn black.

Nothing happened.

The silver did not burn me. My skin remained its normal pale color. My breathing stayed regular.

"How?" Donald whispered, taking another step back. "The toxic dust should have blocked her lungs by now."

"Her scent glands were destroyed with raw liquid silver three years ago," Kaelen explained. He kept his eyes on my hand. "Her body did not reject it. It absorbed it. She has a tolerance."

"This is a gift from the Ashwood Pack's cruelty," I said, looking down at the ore. "They wanted to destroy me. Instead, they made me useful to you."

Kaelen walked closer to me. He was much taller than me, and his shadow covered the table.

He reached out and took my wrist. His grip was tight, but he did not hurt me. He looked at my palm, where the silver ore rested.

"The Ashwood mines are failing because their workers are dying of silver sickness," Kaelen said. "Thomas Sterling is desperate for new veins. He does not know how to mine the deep caves safely."

"Thomas is an idiot," I said. "He relies on brute force. He does not understand the chemistry of the ore."

"And you do?" Kaelen asked.

"I spent three years watching my father study the mines before Thomas exiled him," I said. "I know where the safe veins are, and I can extract the raw silver without killing your men. But I want something in return."

Kaelen let go of my wrist. He let out a low, dry sound that was almost a laugh.

"You are a prisoner in my fortress, Evelyn," he said. "You do not dictate terms to the King of the North."

"I am not a prisoner," I said, holding his gaze. "I walked into your territory willingly. If you lock me in a cell, you get nothing. If you work with me, you get the wealth of the deep mines."

"And what do you want?" Kaelen asked.

"I want resources," I said. "I want weapons. I want your warriors to train me in combat."
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