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"Raise your chin."

Tamsin's voice came from behind me.

"Was it low?"

"No. It was a command."

"That was better."

Tonight was not a wedding.

It was a trap.

I was Lyra Vale.

Northern commander.

Future Luna.

Cassian Thorn's promised mate.

In a few minutes, he would reject me in front of the entire court.

That was the point.

The silver doors opened.

Every noble house in the capital filled the crescent hall. Elders in bone-white robes stood nearest the altar. Military banners from the North hung on the opposite wall like warning signs.

Then I stepped forward in black and silver.

A whisper moved through the hall at once.

"She wore that?"

"That was a war uniform."

"She came to a bond ceremony dressed like that?"

I kept walking.

My boots hit the white stone in slow, hard beats. My coat brushed the backs of my calves. Steel sat cold at my wrists and collar.

Blood already touched my tongue.

From the drug.

Not fear.

I had left lace and flowers for women who still believed this kind of night ended kindly.

One elder clicked his tongue. "She did not even pretend."

Another answered, "A Luna should calm a kingdom, not look ready to conquer it."

"Then find another Luna," I said without slowing.

The whisper died.

They had feared me long before tonight.

Cassian waited at the center of the moon altar.

He looked exactly the way the court loved him: golden-haired, broad-shouldered, regal.

Pale armor. Perfect face. Perfect prince.

Too bad I knew him.

I only measured the distance between us.

Ten steps.

Nine.

Eight.

His gaze locked on me. It sharpened at my uniform, then dropped to the blade-shaped brooch at my throat.

"You could have dressed for the rite," he said under his breath when I reached him.

"I did," I replied.

He did not like that.

Good.

The High Priestess lifted both arms. "Under the witness of the moon, the altar, and the Alpha Council, we begin the sacred bond."

The hall went silent.

I placed my palm over the carved moonstone.

The first pulse hit at once.

Pain flashed through my veins.

Hot. Sharp. Wrong.

The drug I had taken before entering the hall slid through my blood and twisted my scent into something unstable, unfinished, dangerous. My wolf clawed at my ribs. My fingers almost locked against the stone.

Cassian inhaled.

Then he frowned.

"What is this?" one elder muttered.

Another leaned forward. "Her scent is fluctuating."

"That is not a stable bond response."

The High Priestess lowered her eyes. Too calm. Too ready.

A laugh almost slipped out.

So they had all come sharpened for the kill.

Cassian stared at me. "Lyra..."

"What?" I asked softly.

His voice dropped further. "Your scent."

"Does it frighten you?"

"This is not a game."

"No," I said. "It is not."

The moonstone burned hotter under my hand. My pulse slammed against my throat. For one ugly second, black spots pressed at the edge of my vision.

I swallowed them down.

The hall had to believe I was still standing inside his choice.

I had walked in here to destroy it.

One of the older council wolves rose from his seat. "Future Alpha, if the bond presents irregularity, you are not required to proceed."

Another elder added, "The kingdom cannot risk instability on the throne."

There it was. Not even hidden.

They had spent years calling me useful, necessary, extraordinary. Tonight they wanted a gentler word for dangerous.

Cassian did not answer.

He kept looking at me like he was already measuring the cost of standing beside me.

That was the part I had counted on.

The Priestess asked, "Cassian Thorn, do you accept the bond offered before the moon?"

Silence stretched.

The whole hall leaned toward him.

I turned my face fully to his and gave him the knife myself.

"What is it?" I asked, loud enough for the front rows to catch every word. "Are you afraid to marry me?"

His eyes flashed.

"This is neither the time nor the place."

"No?" I asked. "Then let me help you. Are you afraid of my blood? My rank? Or are you afraid that once I stand beside you, the throne will never belong to you alone again?"

A hiss ripped through the nobles.

Tamsin did not move behind me. Not one inch.

One elder barked, "Insolence."

Another snapped, "She proves our concern with every breath."

Cassian's face changed.

Cornering him had never been the real trick.

Give him a cleaner way to be cruel, and he took it every time.

"Enough," he said coldly.

I held his gaze. "Then say it."

"Lyra."

"Say it."

The Priestess stepped in at exactly the right moment. "If doubt exists, Future Alpha, the rite allows refusal."

I felt the entire hall sharpen.

There it was. The path. The clean, lawful, public blade.

I made my voice very calm. "Do it, Cassian. Or spend the rest of your life wondering whether you were man enough to stand beside me."

That hit exactly where I wanted it to.

His pride always moved first.

His mouth flattened. "You mistake arrogance for strength."

"And you mistake caution for rule."

His eyes turned to ice.

Then he faced the altar.

"Before the moon, the council, and this kingdom," Cassian said, each word colder than the last, "I reject this bond."

The hall exploded.

A woman gasped. Someone near the back cursed.

Boots scraped hard stone as northern commanders surged half a step forward.

The moonstone under my palm burst with violent light.

Pain tore through me.

It was a ripping pain, hot enough to make my teeth cut into my tongue, brutal enough to drive a broken breath from my chest. The altar flared white. The bond line between us snapped in a blaze of silver and blood-red sparks.

My knees almost gave.

Almost.

I bit down until I tasted blood and stayed upright.

"By sacred witness," the Priestess declared, voice ringing through the chaos, "the rejection is sealed."

Sealed.

That was the word she used.

I had better ones.

That single moment would spread through the court before dawn. Lyra Vale rejected. Lyra Vale unstable. Lyra Vale too hard, too sharp, too dangerous to become Luna.

Let them eat it.

Let them pass it hand to hand like gossip over sweet wine.

I dragged one hand from the altar.

Blood ran from my lip. A thin line. Enough for the room to feast on.

I lifted my fingers and wiped it away.

The closest noblewoman stared at me as if she had expected tears.

She would die waiting.

Cassian turned back toward me. Something flickered across his face. Not regret. Not yet.

Maybe he had wanted me furious. Begging. Broken.

I gave him none of it.

"You should be escorted out," one elder said sharply.

"No," I answered.

My voice came out rough from the pain, but it carried.

"I can walk."

I stepped back from the altar.

One step. Then another.

The hall split open before me.

Nobles stared.

Commanders burned.

The elders looked almost relieved.

That part made me want to smile.

I inclined my head toward the altar with perfect court grace.

"May the kingdom enjoy the peace it just chose," I said.

Then I turned and left under the moonlight that should have crowned me.

My body held until the doors shut behind me.

Then the pain came back hard enough to bend my breath. My fingers dug into my palms.

Tamsin moved to my side at once. "Commander."

"Do not touch me."

She stopped.

She knew better.

My breath came thin and hot. The drug. The rejection. The altar. Everything inside me felt torn open and forced shut at the same time.

The corridor was empty except for us, silver with moonlight from the high windows.

Tamsin watched my face carefully. "Should I call the northern guard?"

"No."

"Should I summon a healer?"

"No."

"Should I kill someone?"

That almost pulled a laugh from me.

"Later," I said.

She exhaled once. "Then tell me this was worth it."

I pressed one hand flat over the center of my chest.

It was worth it. It had to be.

I had not bled for survival all these years just to kneel pretty beside a frightened king.

I turned my head toward the closed ceremonial doors.

Behind them, the kingdom had already started rearranging itself.

This time it would break my way.

I looked at Tamsin.

"First step," I said.

Her eyes sharpened.

I said, "Done."
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Tamsin did not waste a second.

"Good," she said. "Then let me give you tomorrow's corpse count."

"Talk."

We started walking. Fast. My chest still burned from the broken bond, but I kept my back straight.

"The court already has a story," Tamsin said. "You were cold, proud, impossible to stand beside. Apparently men prefer women who do not remind them how small they are."

"How original."

"There is more."

"There is always more."

She handed me a crystal slate. MoonNet flickered alive across it. My name sat at the top of every feed.

Too harsh to be Luna.

Too ambitious to be a wife.

Rejected under the moon.

I gave the slate back.

"Pathetic," I said.

"You want it buried?"

"No."

Tamsin glanced at me. "No?"

"Let them laugh first."

That shut her up for half a breath.

Then she smiled. "There you are."

I wanted to answer. Pain lanced through my ribs instead. My wolf struck hard against my chest, furious, wounded, still trying to understand what I had forced it to endure.

I kept walking.

By dawn, the capital had already crowned my replacement.

Cassian stood on the temple steps in pale silver. Selene Ashcroft stood beside him in white, all soft lines and lowered lashes. Her dress moved in the wind like prayer smoke.

I watched from the shadow of my carriage while nobles crowded the steps below.

"She came quickly," Tamsin murmured.

"She was always meant to."

Selene lowered her head as the matrons circled her.

"Poor thing," one of them said. "To be pulled into this after such an ugly public scene."

"She carries herself so gently."

"That is what a future Luna should look like."

Selene lifted one hand to Cassian's arm.

The touch was light, polite, measured for effect.

Then she tilted her face up just enough for the crowd to catch the pale gold scent oil at her throat.

Sweetness for the crowd.

Compatibility for the idiots.

Useful either way.

"She is using the moon resin," Tamsin said.

"I know."

"Do you want me to expose it?"

"No."

"Still no?"

"Still no."

The carriage rolled forward again.

By noon we were back in the North command compound, where stone replaced silk and nobody smiled unless they meant it.

The quartermaster met us halfway across the yard.

"Commander."

"Report."

"The southern tax office already froze tomorrow's moon-silver transfer."

A laugh pushed at my throat.

"They think they moved first?"

"Apparently."

I stripped off my gloves finger by finger. My hands still shook from the altar.

"Send riders to Mine Corridor Three."

The quartermaster stiffened. "Now?"

"Now."

"That line feeds half the royal reserve."

"Not anymore."

He did not ask twice.

That was one reason I kept him.

Tamsin walked beside me into the war room. Maps covered the central table. Ledgers waited in neat stacks under black stone weights. The first shaft of morning light cut across the northern routes in cold gold.

"You want the whole line?" she asked.

"I want every crate, every guard rotation, every account seal."

"On what authority?"

I looked at her.

She answered herself. "Border instability."

"Exactly."

"That is not technically a lie."

"I hate lying."

That got a short laugh out of her.

I leaned over the map and pressed one finger to the silver route feeding the capital.

"Cassian thinks rejection ended my claim."

Tamsin folded her arms. "Did it?"

"No."

"Good."

"It only changed the route."

Orders left the room within minutes.

Within minutes, guards were moved, account seals changed hands, and three moon-silver convoys were already turning north "for border review."

Three hours later, a red-faced treasury official stormed into the compound with two palace wolves behind him.

"Commander Vale," he snapped, "you cannot halt royal mineral transfer without council approval."

"Watch me."

His face blanched. "This silver is under palace allocation."

"This silver sits on northern land, under northern protection, guarded by northern blood."

"You are abusing emergency power."

"Then file a complaint."

He stepped closer. "The future Alpha will hear of this."

"He can stand in line."

Tamsin turned her face away.

That was how I caught her trying not to grin.

The official left shaking with rage. Let him carry my answer back with both hands.

I held myself together until night.

Then the bond wound opened again.

I locked myself inside my quarters before it got ugly.

My fingers cramped first.

Then the bones shifted.

Sharp.

Wet.

Wrong.

I hit the desk hard enough to crack one corner. My nails pushed into claws and bit splinters from the wood. Breath tore out of me in ragged bursts.

"Damn it," I ground out.

The room smelled like blood and resin and snapped magic.

The altar had broken the bond.

The drug had twisted the damage.

Now my body wanted payment.

I braced both hands on the desk until the shaking passed. Sweat ran down my back. The skin over my knuckles throbbed where the wolf kept trying to break through.

I forced it down.

I had survived worse.

I would survive this too.

That was when it reached me.

A scent.

Not from the room.

From outside.

Steel.

Night wind.

Silver Fang.

My head lifted.

The training grounds sat beyond the east wall. Too far for a human nose. Not for mine tonight.

The scent hit again, cleaner this time.

Him.

Riven.

Tamsin knocked once and entered without waiting.

"The mine transfer is ours," she said. Then she stopped. "You look terrible."

"You always know how to comfort me."

She crossed the room. "The shift started again?"

"It will pass."

"Do you want a healer now?"

"No."

She stared at my hands, at the cracked desk, at the blood under my nails.

"Then what do you want?"

I pushed away from the splintered wood.

The scent outside pulled at something low and dangerous inside me.

"Saddle the car," I said.

"Now?"

"Now."

"Where are we going?"

I looked toward the dark beyond the compound wall.

"To the training grounds."
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