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1. The Price of Ambition
I, Alpha Cassian Thorne of the Silver-Ridge Pack, reject you, Evelyn Vance, as my mate and my Luna.

The words sounded clear in the grand hall of the Equinox Summit.

Cassian did not look at me when he spoke. He kept his chin high, his shoulders square, and his hands gripped the edge of the wooden podium.

The hundreds of Alphas and high-ranking wolves in the gallery stopped talking. The silence was immediate.

I stood three feet away from him on the marble stage. I did not move. I did not cry. My hands remained folded in front of my dark grey dress.

"Do you accept the rejection, Evelyn?" Cassian asked, his voice carrying through the microphone.

He finally turned his head to look at me. His brown eyes held no warmth. He analyzed my face, then looked down at my hands. His expression was identical to when he reviewed the monthly pack expense sheets I prepared for him. He looked like he was making a business decision.

"I accept your rejection, Cassian," I said. My voice did not shake.

A sharp, physical pain occurred in my chest. The severance of the fated mate bond caused an intense ache in my muscles, starting from my sternum and spreading to my shoulders. My body temperature dropped. I gripped my fingers together to keep my hands from shaking.

Cassian turned back to the crowd. He did not look at me again.

"The Silver-Ridge Pack requires new direction," Cassian announced to the assembly. "We require alliances that strengthen our borders and our trade. Today, I claim Talia DuPont as my true chosen mate and the new Luna of Silver-Ridge."

Talia stepped out from the wings of the stage. She wore a silk dress that matched the blue of the DuPont family banner. Her father, the northern tycoon, smiled from the front row of the gallery.

Talia walked to Cassian's side. She slid her hand into his arm. She looked down at me, her lips curved upward in a small smile.

"You are stripped of your rank, Evelyn," Cassian said, his voice cold. "You have twenty-four hours to leave Silver-Ridge territory. You will leave the keys to the treasury office on my desk."

I looked at the man I had helped for five years. I had balanced their books. I had negotiated their silver trade contracts under the Silver Accord. I had rebuilt their bankrupt treasury while Cassian took the credit.

I had spent my entire youth ensuring the Silver-Ridge Pack survived the winter recessions. I had personally drafted the silver supply agreements with the northern mines. Cassian had signed his name on the documents, but the calculations were all mine.

Now, I was being discarded in front of every pack leader on the continent.

"The treasury is fully balanced up to this morning," I said, my voice quiet but audible to the wolves in the front rows. "You will find the ledger on the table."

I turned to walk down the stone steps of the stage. My legs felt heavy, and the physical pain from the broken bond made it difficult to move my muscles.

The crowd parted for me, but nobody looked me in the eyes. To them, a rejected Luna with no inner wolf was a useless person. I had no pack. I had no family left. I had nothing.

"Stop," a voice commanded.

The sound did not come from the stage. It came from the back of the hall, near the heavy iron double doors.

The voice was deep and loud. The pressure in the room increased. Several Alphas in the back row immediately stepped aside, their heads bowing in an involuntary reaction to the authority in that tone.

King Charles Valerius stepped into the center aisle.

He was thirty-one years old, tall, and dressed in a black military coat with gold buttons. His dark hair was brushed back, but a few strands fell over his forehead. His eyes were not the normal color of a wolf shifter; they were entirely black. No white showed in his eyes.

His chest rose and fell in rapid, shallow breaths. The veins on his neck were dark and pronounced.

I recognized the signs. It was the Obsidian Haze. The madness that plagued his bloodline was active. His skin was flushed, and sweat beaded on his forehead.

The Alphas in the room held their breath. A king suffering from the Haze was highly dangerous. He could slaughter half the room before anyone could stop him.

Charles did not look at Cassian. He did not look at Talia. His black eyes were locked entirely on me.

He walked down the aisle. His boots made a rhythmic, heavy sound against the stone floor. With every step he took toward me, the physical pain in my chest eased.

The physical coldness in my body began to fade. A sudden warmth began to spread from my center outward to my fingers.

Charles stopped five feet away from me.

His wolf was visible in the way he stood—shoulders tense, fingers slightly curved as if ready to claw, his head tilted to track my scent. His chest stopped heaving. His breathing slowed down, becoming deep and steady.

The dark veins on his neck began to recede. The black color in his eyes receded slightly, showing a ring of dark grey around his pupils.

He looked down at me.

"What is your name?" he asked. His voice was rough.

"Evelyn Vance," I said.

"You are no longer Silver-Ridge," he said. It was not a question.

"I am not," I replied.

Charles turned his head toward the stage. His gaze landed on Cassian.

Cassian stood still, his hand still holding Talia's. I saw the muscles in Cassian's jaw twitch. He was an Alpha, but Charles was the King. The difference in their physical power was obvious. Cassian's shoulders lowered slightly in a defensive posture.

"You rejected her," Charles said to Cassian.

"She is wolfless, Your Majesty," Cassian said, trying to make his voice sound steady. "She cannot provide the strength the Silver-Ridge Pack needs. The rejection is legal and complete."

Charles did not answer him. He looked back at me.

He reached out his hand. His palm was broad, scarred across the knuckles, and warm.

"The Silver-Ridge Pack is foolish," Charles said, his voice echoing in the silent hall. "And their Alpha is blind."

He stepped closer to me. The scent of him—clean, sharp, and dry—filled my nose. The physical connection between us was strong and immediate. It was a fated mate bond, but it felt different from the one I had shared with Cassian. This bond felt heavy, ancient, and absolute.

"I claim her," Charles announced, his voice booming through the hall.

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

"Evelyn Vance is now under the protection of the Onyx Throne," Charles said. "She will return with me to the Onyx Citadel. Anyone who disputes this claim disputes the Crown."

A murmur went through the crowd.

Cassian took a step forward, his face turning red. "Your Majesty, she is a civilian of my territory—"

Charles turned his head slightly. The dark veins on his neck flared again. His eyes turned completely black.

"Do you wish to challenge my claim, Alpha Cassian?" Charles asked. His voice was very quiet, but the physical threat in it made Cassian stop.

Cassian looked at the king. He looked at the guards standing near the doors. He slowly took a step back, his jaw tight.

"No, Your Majesty," Cassian said through his teeth.

Charles looked back at me. The blackness in his eyes subsided once more. He offered his arm to me.

"Let us leave this place, Evelyn," he said.

I looked at his arm. I looked at the dark fabric of his coat. I knew what this meant. I was trading one powerful man for another. I did not trust him. I did not trust the fated mate bond that had just broken me minutes ago.

But I had no pack, no money, and no home. If I walked out of this hall alone, Cassian's allies would ensure I never made it to the border alive.

I placed my hand on Charles's arm. His muscles were hard beneath the wool of his coat.

"Thank you, Your Majesty," I said.

We walked down the center aisle together. The Alphas parted for us, bowing their heads as we passed.

I did not look back at Cassian. I did not need to. I could feel his eyes on my back, heavy with a sudden, tense confusion.

Outside the hall, the black carriage of the royal family waited. Six black horses stood ready.

The royal guards opened the door for us. Charles helped me inside, his hand lingering on my wrist for a fraction of a second before he let go.

As the carriage pulled away from the Equinox Summit, I looked out the window. The stone hall grew smaller in the distance.

My life as the Luna of Silver-Ridge was over. My life as a political asset in the King's court was about to begin.

Inside the carriage, the air was cold.

Charles sat across from me on the black leather seat. He did not speak immediately. He leaned his head back against the cushion and closed his eyes. His breathing was still slightly irregular, but the dark veins on his neck had faded back beneath his collar.

The carriage moved forward, the wheels rattling against the cobblestone road leading away from the summit hall.

"Why did you do that?" I asked.

Charles opened his eyes. The dark grey rings around his pupils were clear now.

"I had no choice," he said.

"You are the King," I said. "You always have a choice."

"The Haze was active," he said. His voice was quiet. "If I had not claimed you, my wolf would have torn that hall apart to reach you. You are my mate, Evelyn."

I leaned back against my seat. The word "mate" made my muscles tense.

"I was Cassian's mate as well," I said. "That bond did not stop him from discarding me when a better financial alliance appeared. I do not trust the bond."

Charles looked at me. His expression was unreadable.

"I am not Cassian," he said. "I do not make decisions based on DuPont's money."

"You have your own reasons," I said. "You need the mate bond to cure the Haze. It is a utility to you."

Charles did not deny it. He simply looked out the window as the trees of the neutral territory passed by.

"The Onyx Citadel is not a gentle place," he said. "My court is full of people who will want to see you fail. If you wish to survive there, you will need to remain unemotional."

"I survived five years of Cassian's neglect," I said. "I can survive your court."

He turned his head back to look at me, and a small, sharp smile appeared on his face. It was not a warm smile, but it was the first sign of approval he had shown.

"We will see," he said.
2. The Equinox Rejection
I looked down at my hands.

The skin around my wrists was red. Cassian had held my arms tightly during the ceremony before he rejected me. The physical pain of the severed bond was constant. A dull ache remained in my chest, making my breathing shallow.

Charles watched me from the opposite seat. He did not lean forward. He kept his hands flat on his knees.

"You are remarkably quiet," he said.

"I am calculating," I replied.

"Calculating what?"

"How long it will take for the Silver-Ridge Pack to run out of money," I said. "And how long I can survive this physical pain. The rejection bond is active. My body is reacting to the loss of the connection."

Charles frowned. His grey eyes darkened. "The pain of a severed bond can cause physical decline. Your wolf is gone, but the biological connection was still there."

"I am aware of the biological facts," I said. "I managed the medical ledgers for the pack. I know the survival rate of rejected mates. It is thirty percent within the first year if they do not find another anchor."

"And you think I am your anchor?" Charles asked.

"You are my fated mate," I said. "The biological resonance is already stopping my cell damage. I can feel it. But that does not mean I trust you."

"I do not ask for your trust, Evelyn," he said. "I ask for your presence."

"My presence requires payment," I said. "I want full access to your financial records. I want to see the ledgers of the royal treasury."

Charles raised an eyebrow. "You want to look at my books?"

"Yes," I said. "I know your kingdom is wealthy, but I also know you are losing money. Your army is too large to maintain on your current tax base. You are importing grain from the western territories at a high price because your own agricultural sector is undeveloped."

Charles leaned back. He did not deny my words. "You did your research."

"I did," I said. "I spent five years making Cassian's pack the richest in the north. I did it by analyzing trade data. If I am to live in your citadel, I will not be a decorative object. I will have a job."

"The High Council will not like a woman managing the treasury," Charles said. "Especially not an outsider."

"The High Council does not have to like it," I said. "They simply have to accept the results when your revenue increases."

"The Obsidian Haze is not a simple curse," he said. "It is a physical disease of the blood. It causes violent episodes and loss of control."

"The symptoms are clear," I said. "Violent behavior, memory loss, and a high heart rate. I read the texts in the Silver-Ridge archives before Cassian locked me out of them."

"You read my family's medical history?"

"I read everything that could affect our trade treaties," I said. "The Valerius royal family controls the southern border. If you lost control and started a war, our silver transport routes would be blocked. I needed to know the probability of your survival."

Charles leaned forward. The movement was fast. He stopped when his face was only twelve inches from mine. I did not move back. I forced my breathing to remain steady. The sheer size of his shoulders made the carriage feel smaller.

"And what did you conclude, Evelyn?"

"That you were going to die within two years," I said. "Unless you found your fated mate. Which you have now done."

He looked down at my neck. There was no mark there yet. Only the pale skin above my collarbone.

"I claimed you," he said. "The bond is recognized by the laws of the realm. But we have not completed the mating process."

"We will not complete it," I said. "I am not a biological cure for your disease. I am a strategist. I will help you stabilize your kingdom, and you will give me protection and a salary."

Charles let out a short, dry sound. It was not a laugh, but he looked amused. "You think you can negotiate with me?"

"I know I can," I said. "Because without me, you will lose the Silver Accord."

"Explain," he said, settling back into his seat.

"Cassian signed a contract with Talia DuPont's father," I said. "The DuPont family owns the northern mines. They believe they can bypass the royal tax by shipping the silver through the western pass. But the western pass is blocked by snow for six months of the year. I am the only person who knows the alternative routes through the neutral territories. Cassian does not have the maps. I burned them before I left."

Charles watched me. "You burned the maps?"

"I did," I said. "I knew Cassian was planning to replace me. I do not leave my intellectual property behind for a man who treats me as an administrative assistant."

The carriage jolted as we hit a rough patch of road. Outside the window, the pine trees grew thicker. The light of the setting sun was blocked by the tall mountains of the Onyx territory.

The air inside the carriage grew colder.

Charles suddenly gripped the leather armrest. His knuckles turned white. His breathing became loud and ragged.

I watched him closely. The veins on his neck turned black. The dark color spread upward toward his jawline. His eyes went completely black. The grey irises disappeared entirely.

"Charles?" I said.

He did not answer. He bared his teeth, a low sound vibrating in his throat. His body stiffened. He stared at the carriage door. He reached out and grabbed the iron handle, his fingers bending the metal.

The scent in the carriage changed. It smelled of wet earth and copper. It was the scent of his wolf.

I did not run. There was nowhere to go. Instead, I moved across the carriage and sat on the seat next to him.

"Look at me," I said.

He turned his head slowly. His face was tense. His muscles were rigid as he fought to control his movements. His hand reached out and gripped my shoulder. His fingers dug into my skin through my dress. The grip was tight enough to cause a bruise, but I did not pull away.

"Touch me," he whispered. His voice was rough. "Evelyn. The Haze is active."

I reached up and placed my hand on his cheek. His skin was hot.

The moment my palm touched his face, the dark veins on his neck stopped spreading. He closed his eyes. He leaned his head into my hand. His breathing began to slow down.

The physical pain in my chest—the ache of the broken rejection bond—suddenly decreased. The warmth from his skin seemed to stop the cold pain inside me. It was a physical reaction.

"Is it working?" I asked.

"Yes," he muttered. He kept his eyes closed. "Do not move your hand."

We sat in silence as the carriage climbed the mountain road. My hand remained on his face. He held my other hand in his lap, his grip firm but no longer painful.

I realized then that we had a mutual dependence. He needed my presence to remain sane. I needed his bond to survive the physical rejection of my former mate.

It was not love. It was a survival strategy. And I understood survival better than anything else.

The carriage slowed down. Outside, the sound of iron gates opening echoed through the forest.

Charles opened his eyes. The blackness had receded, leaving his grey eyes clear again. He looked at my hand, which was still on his cheek, and then down at our joined hands.

He did not let go immediately.

"We are at the border of the Onyx territory," he said. His voice was calm again.

"Your Haze is reactive to stress," I noted, pulling my hand back.

"It is reactive to the proximity of other Alphas," he corrected. "The summit was too crowded."

He looked out the window. "My guards will report our arrival to the citadel. By tomorrow morning, the entire court will know I have brought a rejected Luna to the royal apartments."

"They will be displeased," I said.

"They will be furious," Charles said. "The High Council has been pressuring me to marry into the Southern Coalition to secure our borders. They will see you as a threat to that peace."

"I am a threat to their current plans," I said. "But I am an asset to your treasury. I will show you the ledgers of the Silver-Ridge pack. They have been hiding their true profits for years. I can double your tax revenue from the northern routes within three months."

Charles looked at me, a genuine look of interest in his eyes. "You are more dangerous than I thought, Evelyn."

"I am simply employed," I said.

We passed through the gates of the Onyx Citadel. The stone walls were high and black, rising up into the mountain side. Armed guards lined the entrance, their silver spears reflecting the torches.

The carriage came to a complete stop in the central courtyard.

A guard opened the carriage door. He bowed deeply. "Welcome back, Your Majesty."

Charles stood up first. He stepped out of the carriage and then turned to offer me his hand.

I looked at his large, calloused hand. If I took it, I was publicly declaring my alliance with the Obsidian Throne. I was telling the entire pack world that I was no longer Evelyn of the Silver-Ridge, but the mate of the King.

I took his hand.

His fingers closed around mine, warm and solid. He pulled me out of the carriage.

The courtyard was filled with members of the royal court. They stood on the stone steps, their expressions a mix of curiosity and anger. Among them, I recognized several high-ranking Alphas from the southern packs.

They did not bow to me. They watched me with hostile, calculating expressions.

"Ignore them," Charles said softly, his voice barely audible. "They cannot touch you while you are with me."

"I am not afraid of them," I said.

We walked up the stone steps together. The guards formed a line on either side of us, their weapons held at attention.

As we reached the top of the steps, a tall man with grey hair stepped forward. He wore the heavy gold chain of the High Chancellor. His name was Lord Alistair, and he had been Charles's advisor for a decade.

"Your Majesty," Alistair said, his voice cold. "The council was expecting you to return alone. We did not anticipate you bringing the rejected mate of a northern Alpha into the citadel."

"My decisions do not require the council's anticipation," Charles said. His voice was flat, but there was an underlying weight to it that made Alistair step back.

"She is a political liability," Alistair said. "The Southern Coalition will see this as an insult. They expected a marriage alliance."

"The Southern Coalition does not dictate my mating choices," Charles said. "Evelyn is my mate. She will reside in the royal apartments."

A murmur went through the crowd of nobles.

I stepped forward, looking directly at Alistair. "I am also the financial administrator of the Silver Accord," I said. "If you wish to discuss the trade deficits of your southern provinces, I have the ledgers in my trunk."

Alistair stared at me, his eyes narrowing. "This is not a place for accountants, girl."

"It is a place for survival," I said. "And right now, your treasury is losing fifteen percent of its silver revenue to illicit trade in the northern pass. I can stop that loss. Can your Southern Coalition alliance do the same?"

Alistair did not answer. He looked at Charles, but Charles merely kept his arm around my waist, his grip possessive and unyielding.

"We are done here," Charles said.

He led me through the heavy oak doors of the citadel, leaving the court behind us.

We walked through the grand entrance hall. The floor was made of black marble, polished so highly that it reflected the lanterns on the walls. The ceiling was high, supported by stone pillars.

Charles led me up a winding stone staircase. His hand remained on my waist, his palm warm through the fabric of my dress.

"Your apartments are in the east wing," he said. "They are adjacent to mine."

"Are there connecting doors?" I asked.

"Yes," he said. "But they will remain locked if you wish it."

"I do wish it," I said. "I need my own space."

"You have it," he said. "But do not mistake my patience for weakness, Evelyn. You are my mate. My wolf wants to claim you completely. The only reason I am not doing so is because I see your physical pain."

"My physical pain is manageable," I said.

"It is not," he said. He stopped on the landing of the stairs and turned to face me. "You are pale. Your hands are shaking. The rejection bond is trying to pull you down, and my presence is the only thing keeping your system stable. If I lock those doors and never see you, you will deteriorate."

"I am stronger than you think," I said.

"I know how strong you are," he said. His voice was quiet. "I watched you stand in that hall while your Alpha discarded you. You did not cry. You did not beg. You stood there with absolute control. That is why I chose to intervene. I do not need a weak queen. I need someone who can stand beside me when the Haze takes my mind."

We reached the doors of the east wing. Two guards in black armor stood at attention. They opened the double doors, revealing a large suite of rooms.

The main room had a large fireplace, a dark wooden desk, and several leather chairs. Through an archway, I could see a large bed with black silk sheets.

"This is your space," Charles said. "My quarters are through the door on the left. The key is on your side."

"Thank you," I said.

He looked at me for a long moment. He reached out and touched a strand of my hair, his fingers lingering near my cheek. "Rest, Evelyn. Tomorrow, the work begins."

He turned and walked out of the room, closing the door behind him.

I stood in the center of the room. The silence was absolute.

I walked over to the desk. I placed my hands on the dark wood.

My life as the Luna of Silver-Ridge was over. Cassian had rejected me, believing I was nothing without his pack. He believed Talia's wealth would solve his problems.

He was wrong.

I sat down at the desk. I opened the drawer. Inside, there was a stack of clean parchment and a quill.

I began to write down the names of the northern silver merchants. I wrote down the exact dates of
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