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Chapter 1: The Crown I Asked For
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POV: Elena

––––––––
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THREE DAYS AFTER THE full moon, I asked for the coronation.

Not the full moon itself—that accounting comes later, when I have language for what happened in those twelve minutes between the moon clearing the tree line and Silas going to his knees on the bedroom floor with his hands pressed flat against his temples and Ares making a sound inside him that I felt through the inverted Bond like a door being torn from its hinges.

Three days after.

Three days to let the Bond's new architecture settle. Three days to understand the specific, vertiginous quality of what it felt like to be the anchor rather than the tethered—to feel the Bond running toward him rather than from him, to feel his proximity as warmth I was generating rather than warmth I was receiving. Three days to build the management layer that the inversion required, because the inverted Bond transmitted differently than the original, and I needed to understand the transmission before I could use it.

Three days to watch him try to understand what had happened.

He hadn't asked. That was the thing that had been sitting in my chest since Monday—he hadn't asked a single question about the full moon. He'd come to the library on Sunday morning with the patrol report and the specific, careful quality of a man who had been in a room all night with something he was still categorizing, and he'd sat across the fire and reviewed the patrol report and not said anything about the twelve minutes that had rearranged the architecture of what lived between us.

He was waiting.

For me to explain, or to not explain, or to do the next thing—whatever the next thing was—and he was giving me the specific, deliberate space of a man who had said don't fight it and had meant it and was now on the other side of it and was choosing to continue meaning it.

He trusts you, Artemis said. The same thing she'd said before the full moon. Different weight now. He still trusts you.

I know.

I went to him on Wednesday morning.

He was in the war room.

Not the patrol maps this time—the council correspondence, the specific, dense stack of formal communications that Rainer sorted by urgency and left on the left side of the table for the Alpha's attention. He was at the window when I came in, standing with his back to the room, looking out at the northeast grounds where the frost had pulled back two inches from the stone since Monday.

Spring was coming.

The Bond—the inverted Bond, my Bond now—hummed with his proximity. Different than before. Before, his proximity had felt like warmth I was embedded in. Now it felt like warmth I was producing and extending toward him, and the extension required my consent in the way that breathing required effort but not thought. Automatic. Present. Mine.

He turned when I entered.

The gold eyes. He'd been watching the grounds but the Bond had told him I was in the corridor before I'd opened the door, and what I saw in the transition—the specific fraction of a second between him registering my presence through the Bond and him composing his face for the room—told me that the inverted Bond was giving him the same continuous awareness of me that the original Bond had given him of me.

Except now the awareness ran from me to him rather than from him to me.

He felt me the way a tethered thing felt the thing holding the tether.

"Elena," he said.

"Good morning." I crossed to the table—not to his side this time, to the center, the neutral geography of someone who has come with a proposal rather than a gesture. "I want to talk to you about the Luna ceremony."

He turned fully from the window.

"The ceremony," he said.

"The formal one." I stood at the center of the table and held his gaze with the specific directness of a woman who has decided this is a conversation she's going to drive. "I've been the Luna for five months. The pack has known me by title and by the mark. But there's been no formal investiture—no public ceremony, no binding ritual, no official transfer of pack authority from the Alpha to the Luna line."

His expression moved through something I watched carefully—not surprise, not quite, the specific quality of a man who had been waiting for the next thing and was now receiving it and was deciding in real time whether it was the thing he'd expected.

"You're asking for the coronation," he said.

"I'm asking you to plan one."

"Why now."

He's asking because he wants to understand whether this is the plan or whether this is something else.

"Because," I said, "I want the pack to know I'm here by choice." I let the inverted Bond carry the specific frequency of that sentence—the truth of it, the complicated real truth that was also exactly what I needed it to be. "Five months of the mark and the title and the silver chain—" I paused at the chain, let it sit in the air. "I want them to see me walk to the throne without the chain. I want them to see that I'm—" I stopped. Rebuilt. "I want to be crowned."

The war room held its cold morning light.

He was reading me through the Bond—or trying to. The inverted Bond had changed what he had access to. Before, he'd been the anchor, the origin point, and the Bond had given him my transmission. Now the Bond ran from me, and what it gave him was what I chose to extend toward him, which was—this morning, at this table—the genuine complicated frequency of a woman who meant what she was saying even though she meant more than she was saying.

"The long elders will oppose it," he said. "Croft has been opposing the title since October."

"I know." I held his gaze. "Which is why I want you to override them."

A pause. Not surprise—the specific stillness of a man receiving a request that has an obvious answer and is giving himself the beat to confirm the obvious.

"You want me to publicly override the elder council," he said. "For the coronation."

"Yes." I let the Bond carry the warmth of it—the specific, genuine warmth of someone who has asked for something they want, not only something they need. "I want the pack to see that."

He looked at me. At the specific arrangement of my face—the new face, the one I'd been building since Wednesday, which was neither the soft configuration nor the managed warmth but the thing underneath both of them that had been growing in the soil of this house for five months and was now, post-inversion, running at its full amplitude because the management layer I was building for the inverted Bond required a different kind of authenticity than the management layer for the original Bond had required.

The original Bond's management had required concealing.

The inverted Bond's management required using. Using what was real. Letting it run at the transmission amplitude the Bond could carry.

Because he needs to feel it, Artemis said. The inverted Bond runs from you to him. What you feel, he feels—the same way you used to feel what he felt when the original Bond's leakage was high. If you're going to need him to continue the choices he's been making, he needs to feel that what you're asking for is genuine.

It was genuine.

That was the thing I'd been sitting with for three days in the bone-deep quiet of the post-inversion recalibration. The coronation was genuine. The wanting of it was genuine. The wanting of the pack to see me walk to the throne without a chain was genuine. None of that was constructed.

The plan that used those genuine things was something else.

But the things themselves were real.

"All right," Silas said.

I kept my face still.

"You'll plan it," I said.

"Yes."

"And the elder council—"

"The elder council," he said, "answers to me." He moved from the window to the table—not to my side, to his position at the head, the specific, territorial quality of a man returning to his natural geography. "If I tell them the coronation proceeds, it proceeds."

"When?" I said.

He looked at the council correspondence on the table. At the logistics of it—the scale, the precedent, the specific administrative weight of a ceremony that hadn't been performed in Blackwood for eleven years.

"Two weeks," he said.

Two weeks.

The plan needed two weeks. Two weeks to finish the personnel restructuring, to complete Calla's position in the east corridor, to finalize the supply line that Fenn had been building for six weeks, to confirm the southern pack's readiness at the border. Two weeks was exactly what the plan needed.

He looked at me.

"Elena." His voice was careful—the specific care of a man who had been filing information for three days and was now deciding whether this was the moment to name what he'd filed. "The coronation. What does it give you that you don't already have?"

Here it is, Artemis said.

The real question. Underneath the logistics and the elder council override and the two weeks. The question of a man who had watched her build something for five months and was now looking at the building's newest addition and trying to understand its function.

I looked at him.

"It gives me," I said, "the throne."

"You already have access to—"

"Not access." I held his gaze. "The throne itself. The formal, public, pack-witnessed transfer of—" I chose the word. "—authority. Not the Alpha's authority. The Luna's. The specific authority that only transfers through the coronation ritual." I paused. "Which is distinct from the Alpha's authority and runs parallel to it and cannot be revoked by the Alpha once it's been formally transferred."

The room was very quiet.

He knew. Of course he knew—he'd read the same chronicles I'd read, had known the pack law longer than I'd been alive. The Luna's authority, once formally transferred through the coronation rite, was the one piece of Blackwood's governance architecture that the Alpha's authority could not override. It was the same principle that made the Blood Bond's anchor-point irreversible: once the pack had witnessed the transfer, the transfer was the pack's, not the Alpha's to rescind.

"You're asking me," he said, "to give you something I cannot take back."

"Yes," I said.

"Knowing what I know about what you're building."

"Yes."

He looked at me for a long time.

The inverted Bond hummed between us—my warmth, my transmission, the genuine complicated real thing that was running at its full amplitude because that was what the inverted Bond's management required.

He reached out. Put his hand on the table—not on mine, beside mine. The same position as the war room three days ago when he'd said it mattered and I'd said I know.

"Will you tell me," he said, "after the coronation—when whatever you're building finishes—will you tell me what it was."

Not will you stop. Not will you wait. Will you tell me what it was.

He's already decided to say yes, Artemis said. He's deciding what he wants in exchange for the yes. Not the coronation—what he wants from you. After.

"Yes," I said. "After. I'll tell you everything."

He looked at the table. At our hands beside each other on the council correspondence.

"Two weeks," he said.

"Two weeks."

"And Elena." He looked up. The gold of his eyes carrying the specific quality of a man who has made a decision he can feel the full cost of and is making it anyway. "Whatever you build—I need you to know. This house—" He stopped. "I need you to know that I understand the difference between what I did and what this is. What's been in this room."

"I know," I said.

"Do you."

I held his gaze.

"Yes," I said. And through the inverted Bond I let him feel the full amplitude of that—the genuine complexity of yes, I know the difference, and I know both things are true, and I know neither one cancels the other.

He received it.

The Bond carried it from me to him—the new direction, the new architecture, the warmth that was mine now in a way it hadn't been before.

He kept his hand beside mine on the table.

"I'll send word to the elder council this afternoon," he said.

"Thank you," I said.

I turned to go.

At the door: "Silas."

"Yes."

"Tell Croft," I said, "that the Alpha and the Luna are in agreement." I kept my face to the door. "Make sure he understands that phrase. In agreement. Both of us. Together."

A pause.

"All right," he said.

I walked to the library.

Fourteen days.

In the east cellar, Julian was eating the food Mira had passed through the service panel—I knew this through the Fated frequency, the specific quality of someone operating at sustained endurance, present and patient and counting the same days I was counting.

In the east corridor, Calla walked her position.

In the supply chain, Fenn was moving materials.

And in the council correspondence on the war room table, a coronation was about to be scheduled—the formal, public, pack-witnessed transfer of an authority that could not be revoked.

The throne was two weeks away.

One key at a time, Artemis said.

The last key.
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Chapter 2: The Cost of Wanting
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POV: Silas

––––––––
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I SENT THE COUNCIL summons at the second hour.

Not in the afternoon, the way I'd told Elena—at the second hour, before the frost had finished receding from the northeast grounds, before Rainer had completed his morning patrol review. I'd been at the war room window for an hour before that, watching the frost line, and somewhere between the window and the summons I'd made a decision I'd already made at the table with her hand beside mine and her asking for the thing I couldn't take back.

I'd made the decision at the table. I just hadn't sent the summons yet.

Rainer appeared in the war room doorway at the third hour. He had the expression he wore when he was carrying a report he suspected I already knew the contents of and was deciding how to frame the delivery.

"The council summons," he said.

"Yes."

"All seven elders."

"Yes."

He came in. Set the patrol report on the table. Stood with his hands at his sides—not in the at-ease posture of a man waiting for orders, the specific stillness of a man who has decided that this conversation requires him to be present rather than efficient.

"Sir," he said.

"Say it, Rainer."

"The coronation rite hasn't been performed in Blackwood for eleven years. The last one was—" He stopped. "Your mother's."

"I know."

"The protocol requires the elder council's formal endorsement. All seven. Croft will refuse."

"Croft will be instructed," I said.

"Instructing Croft hasn't historically resulted in—"

"Rainer." I looked at him. "Croft will be instructed. And Croft will comply. And the coronation will proceed in two weeks with the ceremony the rite requires." I held his gaze. "Is there anything in that sequence that you need clarification on?"

He held my gaze for exactly two seconds.

"No, sir," he said.

He left.

I stood at the window for another ten minutes before I went to the council room.

The elder council occupied the same chairs they always occupied—Croft at the far end, the specific positioning of a man who had decided that territorial distance from the Alpha's chair was a form of leverage he could maintain as long as he held his seat. The others arranged by seniority and, more practically, by their read of which direction this meeting was going to move.

Aldric was the only one who looked unsurprised.

I'd been watching Aldric for three weeks. He'd been watching me for longer than that—since the second banquet, when Elena had given him exactly one second of eye contact over the fish course and he'd been making decisions about his investment portfolio ever since. He'd been providing Elena with information through the library and through casual corridor conversations, and he'd been doing it with the specific, deliberate care of a man who had decided that his future lay in a different direction than his current employment.

I had not moved against him.

Not because I hadn't noticed. Not because the decisions were ambiguous. But because Aldric, with his territorial law background and his eleven years of Blackwood service and his thorough knowledge of the chronicle records, was more useful inside this room than outside it—and because whatever Elena was building, she was building it with the specific, careful architecture of someone who knew the difference between an asset and a liability.

Which meant Aldric was an asset.

Which meant he was going to be useful to me in this room today.

"Alpha," Croft said. The specific opening of a man who has been summoned without explanation and has decided that dignity requires him to be the first to speak. "The summons was not accompanied by an agenda."

"The agenda is the Luna's coronation," I said.

The room's response moved through it in a wave—seven different faces processing the same information with seven different levels of preparation. Most of them had not been prepared. Croft had been.

"The coronation rite," Croft said, "requires the formal endorsement of the elder council." He folded his hands on the table. "The endorsement requires a majority. I will not be endorsing this."

"The endorsement," I said, "requires the Alpha's authority and the elder council's formal witness. The witness is not optional. The endorsement is noted for the record and carries advisory weight." I held his gaze. "Not veto weight."

Croft's jaw worked. "That interpretation of the rite protocol is—"

"Accurate," Aldric said, from his position three seats down. He hadn't moved. His
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