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Prologue

	The command cracks across the clearing like a whip.

	Arielle Williamson lowers herself to the cold earth before she can stop the instinct. Pine needles bite into her palms. Damp soil stains the hem of her white ceremonial dress. Above her, the full moon hangs vast and merciless, silver light spilling over the gathered pack.

	Hundreds of wolves stand in a wide circle—warriors in leather and steel, elders draped in fur-lined cloaks, families clutching children to their sides. No one speaks. No one moves.

	At the center of it all stands the Alpha of Silver Ridge.

	Her mate.

	Ronan Hale’s boots crush frost beneath his heels as he steps forward. His broad frame blocks the moonlight for a breath. She knows every line of his body, every scar earned in battle, every subtle shift in his posture when he’s weighing a decision. For three years she stood at his side as Luna.

	Tonight, she kneels alone.

	“Arielle Williamson,” Ronan says, voice carrying across the clearing. “You stand accused of conspiring with rogue wolves to weaken this pack.”

	A murmur ripples outward, sharp and disbelieving.

	Her head lifts. “That is a lie.”

	Her voice doesn’t shake. She refuses to give them that.

	Ronan’s jaw tightens. Once, that look meant he was fighting for her. Tonight it means he has already chosen.

	“Evidence was found in your chambers,” he continues. “Letters. Maps. Routes of our patrols marked in red.”

	“I have never betrayed Silver Ridge.” Her gaze moves to the elders. To the warriors she trained beside. “You know me.”

	Some avert their eyes.

	The bond between her and Ronan hums faintly beneath her skin—a familiar warmth at her sternum, like a steady pulse that has lived there since the night they first touched palms beneath a rising moon. It should be roaring now, defending her. It should be forcing him to hesitate.

	Instead, it feels… thin.

	Her wolf shifts uneasily inside her ribs, claws scraping against bone.

	Ronan descends the small stone dais until he stands only a few paces away. Close enough that she can scent the cedar and smoke that has always clung to him. Close enough that she can see the strain around his eyes.

	“Look at me,” she says quietly.

	He does.

	For a heartbeat, the clearing disappears. There is only the man who once traced lazy circles against her skin while she mapped out pack alliances beside him. The man who promised her they would rule differently than those before them.

	“Tell them,” she says. “Tell them you don’t believe this.”

	His throat works.

	The moonlight shifts.

	And something cold slips into his scent—sharp, metallic, wrong.

	“I reject you,” Ronan says.

	The words strike harder than any blade.

	Arielle’s breath leaves her in a soundless gasp. The bond inside her chest jerks violently, like a rope pulled too tight.

	“You cannot,” she whispers. “Not without cause. The law—”

	“I reject you,” he repeats, louder. “As my mate. As my Luna.”

	Gasps tear through the crowd now. Elders step forward, hands lifted in alarm.

	“Alpha,” one protests. “This is irreversible.”

	Ronan’s eyes never leave hers. “I know.”

	The bond snaps.

	It does not fade gently. It does not dissolve.

	It tears.

	White-hot agony explodes through her chest, radiating outward until her vision fractures into shards of light. Arielle screams—she cannot stop it—as something inside her is ripped away.

	Her wolf howls, a sound of pure, primal anguish.

	The clearing tilts. She falls forward, fingers digging into dirt, nails splitting as pain sears across her collarbone. Flesh burns. The scent of her own skin charring fills her lungs.

	When she collapses onto her side, the world is silent except for her ragged breathing.

	Moonlight gleams off raw skin just below her throat.

	A crescent-shaped mark blazes there, angry and red.

	The symbol of a broken bond.

	No one moves to help her.

	Through the haze of agony, Arielle feels something else.

	Not emptiness.

	Not entirely.

	Beneath the ruin of the snapped bond, beneath the hollow ache where Ronan’s presence once lived, something older stirs.

	A pulse.

	Slow.

	Deliberate.

	Her wolf stills, confused.

	Ronan takes a step back as if burned. For the first time, doubt flashes across his face.

	“What did you do?” he demands hoarsely.

	Arielle lifts herself onto one elbow. Every movement sends fresh pain through her chest, but she forces herself upright. If this is the end of her reign, she will meet it standing.

	“I did nothing,” she says. “You chose this.”

	The elders exchange uneasy glances.

	The pulse beneath her scar strengthens.

	It feels… vast. Like standing at the edge of a cliff and realizing the drop below is deeper than imagined.

	For a heartbeat, the air in the clearing thickens. The wolves shift restlessly. A few lower their heads without seeming to understand why.

	Ronan inhales sharply.

	The connection between them may be broken, but something else has awakened—and it does not answer to him.

	Arielle presses her palm to the burning crescent at her collarbone. Power hums beneath her skin, coiling, waiting.

	Fear flickers through the crowd now.

	Not of her guilt.

	Of her strength.

	Ronan recovers first. “Arielle Williamson, by the authority of Alpha of Silver Ridge, I banish you beyond our borders. You are no longer Luna. You are no longer pack.”

	Each word lands like a stone sealing her fate.

	Two warriors step forward, hesitant.

	Arielle straightens fully. Her legs tremble, but she locks her knees.

	“You believe forged letters over your own mate bond?” she asks Ronan softly.

	His jaw tightens. “The bond lied.”

	“No,” she says. “Someone tampered with it.”

	A flicker. There. The smallest crack in his certainty.

	But it is too late.

	She will not beg.

	The warriors reach for her arms. She shrugs them off and walks on her own, down the stone steps, through the parted ranks of wolves who once bowed when she passed.

	Some faces hold pity. Others relief. A few—satisfaction.

	At the edge of the clearing, she pauses.

	The forest beyond the border markers looms dark and unforgiving. Rogues roam there. Exiles. Creatures who answer to no Alpha.

	She should feel terror.

	Instead, beneath the ache in her chest, that ancient pulse beats stronger.

	She turns once more to face the pack.

	“I did not betray you,” she says, voice carrying in the night air. “One day, the truth will come for all of us.”

	Her gaze meets Ronan’s.

	“And when it does,” she adds quietly, “I hope you survive it.”

	She steps across the boundary.

	The moment her foot touches rogue territory, the last faint thread tying her to Silver Ridge dissolves.

	Cold wind rushes through the trees. The scent of pine and distant snow fills her lungs.

	Behind her, the clearing erupts into low, uneasy voices.

	Ahead, the forest waits.

	Arielle walks without looking back.

	

	

	Hours later, when the pack’s noise has faded into silence and the moon begins its slow descent, she stumbles to a stop beside a frozen stream.

	Her strength drains all at once.

	She sinks to her knees, hands gripping ice-slick stones.

	The pain of the broken bond crashes over her in waves now that she is alone. Tears burn her eyes, but she refuses to let them fall.

	“I will not be defined by rejection,” she whispers into the night.

	Her wolf lifts its head within her, wounded but alive.

	The crescent mark at her collarbone pulses again.

	This time, it does not burn.

	It glows.

	Silver light seeps from beneath her skin, faint but undeniable.

	Memories she does not recognize flicker at the edges of her mind—women standing beneath ancient moons, voices chanting in a language older than pack law, bonds snapping and reforming at their command.

	Arielle inhales sharply.

	Moonseer.

	The word surfaces from somewhere deep, carried on blood older than Silver Ridge.

	She presses her palm harder against the mark. The glow fades, but the pulse remains.

	Someone tampered with her bond.

	Someone wanted her cast out.

	And someone underestimated what breaking her would awaken.

	Across the valley, hidden among the trees overlooking Silver Ridge, a cloaked figure lowers a hood.

	The scent of crushed sage and iron drifts faintly on the wind.

	“Good,” the figure murmurs, watching the distant border where Arielle disappeared. “Let her discover what she is.”

	A thin smile curves unseen lips.

	“By the time she understands her power, it will be too late to stop what’s coming.”

	The wind shifts, carrying the faintest echo of Arielle’s solitary howl into the night.

	It does not sound broken.

	It sounds like a promise.

	And somewhere deep within the forest, something answers.

	 

	 


Chapter 1 – Exile’s Edge

	Run.

	Arielle sprints through the undergrowth as dawn fractures the horizon, frost snapping beneath her boots. Breath burns in her lungs, steady and controlled. She does not look back.

	The rogue forest does not forgive hesitation.

	Branches whip at her arms. The scent of wild deer and distant wolf musk cuts through the icy air. Somewhere to her left, a predator gives chase—not to her, but close enough to remind her what she is now.

	Alone.

	Two years ago, she would have moved with a patrol at her back. Now she moves without sound, every step chosen, every inhale measured. Survival has stripped her down to instinct and rebuilt her stronger.

	She reaches the ridge overlooking her small clearing and drops into a crouch.

	Still.

	Listening.

	The cabin she built from fallen timber stands quiet beneath the pines. Smoke does not rise from the chimney—she never lights a fire during daylight. The frozen stream glints beside it like a blade.

	Nothing moves.

	Only after a full minute does she descend the slope.

	Inside, the air smells of dried herbs and cedar shavings. A single table, a narrow bed, shelves carved into the walls. No softness. No wasted space.

	Arielle shuts the door behind her and rests her palm against the crescent scar at her collarbone.

	The mark no longer burns.

	It hums.

	That steady, ancient pulse has become a constant companion. At first she feared it. Now she studies it. Tests it.

	Sometimes, under the full moon, she feels threads in the air—connections between wolves miles apart. Bonds that tighten and strain and fray. She cannot yet control what she senses.

	But she knows this:

	The breaking of her bond did not leave her empty.

	It left her altered.

	A crack splits the quiet.

	Wood shifting?

	No.

	Footsteps.

	Measured. Controlled. Not rogue.

	Arielle reaches for the blade beneath her table and moves toward the back wall. There is a narrow escape hatch she carved months ago.

	Another step.

	Too deliberate to be coincidence.

	Her wolf rises within her, alert.

	Then the scent reaches her.

	Leather. Steel. Authority.

	Pack.

	Not Silver Ridge.

	Stronger.

	Colder.

	She does not flee.

	She moves to the center of the cabin instead and waits.

	The door opens without splintering.

	Four wolves stand framed in pale morning light—warriors by the cut of their armor and the stillness in their stances. They do not enter fully. They do not need to.

	“We come under royal decree,” the lead warrior says.

	His voice is calm. Respectful.

	Arielle keeps her blade low at her side. “Royal decree holds no weight beyond pack borders.”

	“It does when issued by the Alpha King.”

	The words settle between them.

	Alpha King.

	Koda Norris.

	Even in exile, his name travels.

	The youngest ruler to unite five northern packs. Strategic. Ruthless when necessary. Controlled to the point of legend.

	“What would he want with me?” she asks.

	The warrior’s gaze flicks briefly to her collarbone, where the faint silver pulse glows beneath her skin before dimming.

	“You are summoned to the capital.”

	“Summoned,” she repeats. “Or captured?”

	“If capture were the intent,” he says evenly, “we would not be speaking.”

	Arielle studies them.

	They are not tense. Not hostile.

	They are waiting.

	“For what reason?” she asks.

	“A contract.”

	The word lands heavier than it should.

	Arielle’s grip tightens on the blade.

	“I am not pack,” she says. “I hold no territory. No army. No leverage.”

	“His Majesty believes otherwise.”

	His Majesty.

	She almost laughs.

	“I will not kneel again,” she says quietly.

	The lead warrior inclines his head slightly. “You are not being asked to.”

	Silence stretches.

	Two years ago, she would have dismissed this as mockery. A political display meant to humiliate her further.

	Now, she calculates.

	The Alpha King does nothing without purpose.

	If he wants her in his capital, there is gain to be had.

	And danger.

	“What are the terms?” she asks.

	“You will hear them from him directly.”

	Not from a messenger.

	From the king himself.

	That detail shifts something in her chest.

	Arielle slides the blade back beneath the table.

	“If this is a trap,” she says, meeting the warrior’s eyes, “you will regret stepping into my forest.”

	A faint curve touches his mouth. “So we’ve been told.”

	She gathers only what she needs—a cloak, her hunting knife, a small leather pouch of dried herbs. Nothing more.

	The cabin has served its purpose.

	She steps outside without looking back.

	As they move north, the forest changes.

	Rogue scent fades, replaced gradually by structured patrol routes and marked boundaries. Snow deepens beneath towering pines. The air sharpens with altitude.

	By nightfall, the mountains rise ahead like dark sentinels.

	The capital rests carved into stone and ice, walls of obsidian catching the moonlight. Towers spear into the sky, banners snapping in cold wind.

	Arielle slows as they approach the gates.

	She has not stood within pack walls since the night she was cast out.

	Her wolf does not cower.

	It stands taller.

	The gates open without challenge.

	Inside, the scent of thousands of wolves presses against her senses—power layered upon power. Warriors training in lower courtyards. Elders crossing stone bridges. Voices echoing across high arches.

	Heads turn as she passes.

	Recognition flickers in some faces.

	Disdain in others.

	The fallen Luna.

	She meets every gaze without lowering her chin.

	They lead her through a series of corridors lit by torches set in iron brackets. The heat contrasts sharply with the frozen air outside.

	At last, they stop before double doors carved with the sigil of the united packs—a crowned wolf beneath a full moon.

	The doors open.

	The chamber beyond is vast but spare. A long table of dark wood dominates the center, maps weighted by carved stone markers. Windows cut high into the walls reveal the night sky.

	He stands at the far end.

	Koda Norris.

	Broader than rumor suggests. Dark hair tied loosely at his nape. Sleeves rolled to reveal forearms lined with old scars. He studies a map when she enters.

	He does not look up immediately.

	He finishes marking a border with a piece of charcoal.

	Only then does he lift his gaze.

	Storm-gray eyes meet hers.

	The impact is not the violent snap of a mate bond.

	It is steadier.

	Assessing.

	Aware.

	“Arielle Williamson,” he says.

	Her name sounds different in his voice—measured, deliberate.

	“Alpha King,” she replies.

	He gestures to the warriors. They withdraw, doors sealing shut behind them.

	Silence settles.

	He does not circle her like prey.

	He does not stare at her scar in morbid curiosity.

	He studies her the way he studied the map—searching for strengths and fault lines.

	“You survived,” he says.

	“Yes.”

	“Most exiled Lunas do not.”

	“I am not most Lunas.”

	A flicker of something—approval?—crosses his features.

	He steps closer, stopping at a respectful distance.

	“No,” he agrees. “You are not.”

	The faint pulse beneath her collarbone stirs.

	Not painfully.

	Not urgently.

	Aware.

	He notices the subtle shift in her breath. His gaze drops briefly to the mark at her skin before returning to her eyes.

	“I will be direct,” he says. “An ancient law binds this throne. Before the next Blood Moon, the Alpha King must take a Luna—or rival packs may lawfully challenge for dominance.”

	“And you require a convenient bride,” she says coolly.

	“I require a capable queen.”

	The correction is immediate.

	Not defensive.

	Precise.

	“You have alliances at your disposal,” she says. “Daughters of powerful Alphas eager for favor.”

	“I have met them,” he replies. “They want a crown. Not responsibility.”

	“And you believe I want either?”

	“I believe,” he says quietly, “you want your name cleared.”

	The words strike deeper than accusation ever did.

	Her jaw tightens.

	“You have no authority over Silver Ridge.”

	“No,” he agrees. “But I have authority over investigation. Over council review. Over the reopening of cases buried for political convenience.”

	She goes still.

	“You believe I was framed.”

	“I believe,” he says carefully, “that bonds do not shatter cleanly without interference.”

	The air shifts between them.

	He knows.

	Or suspects.

	“Why involve yourself?” she asks. “This is not your war.”

	“It will be,” he says. “If the instability spreads.”

	He moves to the table and turns the map toward her. Marked patrol routes. Border disputes. Trade lines.

	And one region highlighted in red.

	Silver Ridge.

	“Your former mate gathers support among dissatisfied packs,” Koda says. “He speaks of weakness in the throne. Of corrupted bonds.”

	Ice slides through her veins.

	“He uses my exile as proof,” she realizes.

	“Yes.”

	“So you want to silence him.”

	“I want to prevent civil fracture.”

	His gaze locks with hers again.

	“With you beside me.”

	The meaning lands fully now.

	Not bride.

	Not convenience.

	Political unity.

	A reclaimed Luna at his side would undermine her former mate’s rhetoric instantly.

	“And in return?” she asks.

	“In return, I reopen your case publicly. If evidence proves manipulation, Silver Ridge will answer to the crown.”

	“And if it does not?”

	“Then you will have stood as queen by your own merit.”

	Silence deepens.

	The pulse beneath her scar strengthens, as if listening.

	A contract marriage.

	A throne.

	A chance at truth.

	And proximity to the most powerful Alpha in the realm.

	Dangerous.

	Calculated.

	Strategic.

	“Why me?” she asks finally. “You could choose someone less… complicated.”

	His answer comes without hesitation.

	“Because you know what it costs to lose a bond.”

	The words land low and intimate.

	“And you would never treat one lightly.”

	Heat flickers beneath her skin.

	Not desire.

	Recognition.

	He steps closer—just enough that she can feel the warmth radiating from him.

	“This would be a contract,” he says. “One year. Shared authority. No forced claiming. No expectation beyond what we agree.”

	Her breath catches despite herself.

	No forced claiming.

	He says it as though he knows what that promise costs her.

	“And if a mate bond forms?” she asks quietly.

	His jaw tightens almost imperceptibly.

	“Then we decide what to do with it,” he says.

	Not fate.

	Not destiny.

	Choice.

	The word hums louder than the pulse beneath her scar.

	Arielle studies him—the steadiness in his stance, the restraint in his voice, the absence of hunger in his gaze.

	He is not asking her to kneel.

	He is asking her to stand beside him.

	Outside the high windows, the moon climbs higher.

	Two years ago, she was cast out beneath its light.

	Now, under another full sky, she is being offered a crown.

	Arielle lifts her chin.

	“I will hear the full terms,” she says.

	Relief does not flash across his face.

	Only resolve.

	“Good,” Koda Norris replies. “Because the Blood Moon rises sooner than anyone anticipated.”
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