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1. The Shadow Concubine Contract
The leather folder sat on the mahogany desk between us. It was embossed with the Valerius crest, a sun rising over a mountain peak. Kaelen did not look at me. He stood by the tall window of the solar, his hands clasped behind his back. The ceremonial gold armor he wore for his coronation caught the light of the setting sun. Every plate was polished to a mirror finish.

I reached out and touched the cover. The leather was cool. I expected to find a marriage license or a declaration of my new status as Luna. We had felt the bond six months ago. The heat in my blood had been undeniable. I had spent those months living in the margins of the palace, waiting for him to finish the transition of power from his father.

I opened the folder.

'Shadow Concubine Contract' was printed across the top of the first page in thick, black ink.

I read the first paragraph. My breath stayed in my lungs. The document outlined a set of rules for a woman kept in secret. It mentioned the west wing of the palace. It mentioned a monthly allowance of five thousand credits. It mentioned a non-disclosure agreement that carried the penalty of imprisonment.

"What is this, Kaelen?" I asked. My voice did not shake. I focused on the way the ink looked on the page.

Kaelen turned around. His face was symmetrical and tan. He looked exactly like the hero the Crimson Peak pack wanted. "It is a security measure, Elara. We have discussed the political climate. The southern packs are looking for a reason to break our alliance. They expect me to marry a woman with a lineage that strengthens our borders."

"You are my mate," I said. I stood up. The chair scraped against the stone floor. "The Moon Goddess paired us. You felt the heat. You claimed it."

Kaelen stepped toward me. He stopped three feet away. He did not try to touch my hand. "The bond is a biological occurrence. It is a pull of the blood. But I am an Alpha. I have responsibilities that go beyond my own physical urges. I have to marry Lady Serafina. Her father controls the iron mines. Without them, our warriors have no weapons."

I looked down at the contract again. Clause twelve stated that any children born of this arrangement would have no claim to the Valerius name or the throne. They would be raised in a separate facility.

"You want me to live in the shadows while you marry another woman," I said.

"I am offering you a life of luxury," Kaelen said. He gestured to the room. "You were a scavenger, Elara. You spent your days digging through the waste of the kill-sites. You ate the scraps the wolves left behind. Now, I am offering you a suite of rooms, the best food, and my protection. All you have to do is sign the papers and accept your place."

"My place is at your side," I said. "As your Luna."

Kaelen let out a short breath. It was not a laugh. It was a sound of irritation. "Look at yourself. You have silver hair that marks you as a freak. You have no family. You have no name. The pack will never bow to a scavenger. If I make you my Queen, they will see it as a sign of weakness. They will think I am controlled by my instincts instead of my intellect."

I picked up the folder. The paper felt like a weight I did not want to carry. I did not feel the heat of the bond anymore. I felt a different kind of warmth. It started in my chest and moved to my limbs. It was not the soft pull of a mate. It was a hard, solid wall of realization.

I tore the contract in half. The sound of the vellum ripping was loud in the quiet room. I tore it again. I dropped the pieces on his desk. They scattered across the wood like fallen leaves.

"I don't want your money," I said. "And I don't want to be your mistress."

Kaelen's jaw tightened. A muscle in his cheek pulsed. "You are being emotional. Think about the alternative. If you walk out of this room, you have nothing. You will go back to the mud. You will die in a ditch before the winter ends."

"Then I will die," I said.

I turned and walked toward the door. My boots made a rhythmic sound on the floor. I did not look back at him. I could feel his gaze on my spine. It felt oily.

I pushed open the heavy oak doors and walked into the hallway. Two guards stood there. They wore the gold and red of the Valerius house. They did not move to stop me. They looked at me with pity. They had probably helped draft the document.

I walked down the grand staircase. The citadel was full of people. They were dressed in their finest clothes for the coronation ball. Women in silk dresses and men in tailored suits filled the great hall. They smelled of expensive soap and wine. None of them looked at me. To them, I was just a servant who had stayed too long.

I reached the main courtyard. The air was colder here. The sun had disappeared behind the peaks, leaving the sky a bruised purple. In the center of the courtyard stood the Aethel Pillar. It was a ten-foot-tall shard of obsidian. Its surface was jagged and dull. The pack used it as a mounting block for horses or a place to lean their spears. They had forgotten what it was centuries ago.

I tripped on a loose stone near the base of the pillar. I put my hand out to catch myself. My palm scraped against the sharp edge of the obsidian. A deep cut opened across my skin.

I felt the sting. I pulled my hand back, but a smear of my blood remained on the black stone.

I stood up and wiped my hand on my pants. I intended to keep walking, to get to the gates and never look back.

Then the ground hummed.

It was a low vibration that traveled up through the soles of my boots. I stopped. The humming grew louder. It sounded like a swarm of bees was trapped deep inside the earth.

I turned back to the pillar.

The blood I had left on the stone was gone. It had soaked into the obsidian. A thin line of gold light appeared where the cut had been. It spread. It moved like water, filling the cracks and crevices of the rock.

The light became blinding. It was not the yellow of a candle or the orange of a fire. It was pure, molten gold.

The obsidian began to crack. Large pieces of the outer stone fell away, hitting the ground with heavy thuds. Underneath the dull shell was a core of translucent crystal. It pulsed with a steady rhythm.

A shockwave rolled out from the pillar. It knocked me back a step. It hit the citadel walls and made the windows rattle. The people inside the great hall stopped talking. I heard the sound of hundreds of feet rushing toward the doors.

Kaelen appeared on the balcony above the courtyard. He looked down at the pillar. His face was pale. The light from the crystal reflected in his eyes.

I looked at my hand. The cut was gone. My skin was smooth. My silver hair began to lift, floating around my head as if I were underwater. My eyes felt hot. I knew, without a mirror, that they were glowing.

The crystal core of the pillar began to project images into the air. They were tall, regal figures with silver hair and gold eyes. They stood on the very ground where the citadel now sat. They commanded the earth. I saw them raise mountains and call the rain.

The images shifted. I saw a man who looked exactly like Kaelen's father. He held a curved blade. He was not fighting a war. He was stealing. He was cutting the throats of the people in the images while they slept. He was taking their crowns and placing them on his own head.

A voice echoed in the courtyard. It did not come from a person. It came from the air itself. It was the collective memory of the land.

'The blood has returned,' the voice said. 'The line of Aethelgard is awake.'

The crowd in the courtyard fell silent. They looked at the images of the murder of the old kings. They looked at me.

Kaelen gripped the stone railing of the balcony so hard it cracked. "This is a trick," he shouted. His voice was high and thin. "This is scavenger magic! Guards, seize her!"

No one moved. The guards stayed still. They were looking at the pillar. They were looking at the truth written in light.

I looked up at Kaelen. I did not feel small anymore. I felt the weight of the mountains in my bones. I felt the power of the storm in my lungs.

"The throne is not yours, Kaelen," I said. My voice was quiet, but it carried to every corner of the square. "It never was."
2. Blood Upon the Obsidian Pillar
Kaelen’s fingers gripped the stone railing until the marble cracked under his pressure. His face had turned a shade of grey that matched the overcast sky.

Behind him, Lady Serafina stood frozen. Her expensive silk dress caught the gold light of the pillar, making her look like a pale imitation of the power currently radiating from my skin.

"Kill her!" Kaelen screamed. His voice cracked, losing the polished, baritone edge he used during his speeches. "She is using illusions! She is a witch!"

Not a single guard moved. Commander Thorne, a man who had served Kaelen’s father for twenty years, lowered his spear. He looked from the projection of the murder in the air to me, then back to the balcony.

I stepped toward the center of the courtyard. The obsidian shards on the ground crunched under my boots. I didn't feel the cold anymore. The heat in my chest was constant and rhythmic, matching the pulse of the crystal core.

My silver hair floated around my shoulders. When I looked at my reflection in a pool of rainwater, my eyes were solid gold. There was no pupil, no iris—only light.

"The images are from the stone, Kaelen," I said. My voice sounded deeper, vibrating through the ground. "The Aethel Pillar only speaks the truth of the land. It remembers the blood that was spilled to build this citadel."

The pillar pulsed again. A new image appeared. It showed a younger version of Kaelen’s father standing over a cradle. He wasn't holding a weapon. He was holding a small, glowing vial of purple liquid.

He poured the liquid over the infant in the cradle. In the projection, I saw the baby’s natural silver aura turn black. It looked like ink spreading through clear water.

A gasp went through the crowd. The elders of the pack moved closer to the light, their faces etched with horror.

"Siren blood," Elder Hrothgar whispered. He pointed a trembling finger at the projection. "He used a Siren Hex. He bound the true heir’s power and forced a fake bond."

I felt a sharp, agonizing pull in my gut. It was the mate bond I had shared with Kaelen for years. For the first time, I didn't feel it as a connection. I felt it as a parasite.

It was a thick, oily cord of magic anchored in my spine, reaching out to Kaelen. As the pillar’s light touched me, the cord began to smoke. It turned a sickly green color and started to shrivel.

I doubled over, clutching my stomach. The pain was different from the rejection. It felt like a fever leaving my body.

Kaelen saw the green smoke. He vaulted over the balcony railing, landing in the courtyard with a heavy thud. He didn't look like a king. He looked like a man watching his bank account drain to zero.

"Stop it!" Kaelen rushed toward me, his hand outstretched. "Elara, you are mine! The Goddess paired us!"

"The Goddess had nothing to do with you," I said.

As he reached for my throat, a shadow detached itself from the gateway of the courtyard. It moved faster than any wolf I had ever seen.

A heavy, scarred hand caught Kaelen’s wrist mid-air.

Cyrus Vane stood between us.

He was taller than Kaelen, his frame covered in dark leather and iron-studded armor. Black hair fell over his forehead, partially obscuring eyes that looked like a winter storm. Runes were carved into the skin of his neck and hands, glowing with a faint, angry blue light.

He was the Black Dog. The man who had been sent to find me every time I tried to run as a child. The man who was paid to be my executioner if I ever showed a hint of power.

"The Alpha is speaking to you, Kaelen," Cyrus said. His voice was a low growl that made the hair on my arms stand up.

Kaelen tried to pull his hand away, but Cyrus didn't budge. He twisted Kaelen’s wrist until the Alpha was forced to his knees.

"Let go of me, Vane!" Kaelen hissed. "You work for me! Your family serves the crown!"

"My family serves the Aethelgard line," Cyrus replied. He looked back at me over his shoulder. For a second, the storm in his eyes stilled.

I felt something then. It wasn't the oily pull of the Siren Hex. It was a low, heavy thrum in my marrow. It felt like the earth moving beneath a mountain.

My power reacted to him. The gold light from the pillar flared, wrapping around Cyrus’s boots. The blue runes on his skin turned gold, matching my eyes.

Cyrus let out a short, sharp breath. He let go of Kaelen as if he had been burned.

"It’s you," he whispered. He sounded like a man who had just seen a ghost.

Kaelen scrambled backward, his eyes darting between the two of us. He saw the way the magic was reacting. He saw the truth the entire pack was now seeing.

"She is a monster!" Kaelen yelled to the crowd. "Look at what she is doing to the Black Dog! She’s enchanting him!"

I ignored him. I walked toward the pillar and placed both hands on the warm crystal.

The images of the past vanished. The light didn't fade, though. It flowed into me, filling the empty spaces where Kaelen’s fake bond had been.

I felt the territory. I felt the roots of the trees miles away. I felt the snow falling on the northern peaks. I felt the heartbeat of every person in the courtyard.

I turned back to the pack. Kaelen was standing near the guards now, trying to rally them.

"I am Elara Aethelgard," I said. I didn't need to shout. The wind carried my voice to the furthest walls of the citadel. "The blood of the First Dynasty is mine. The land has recognized its owner."

I looked at the guards.

"You were sworn to protect the crown," I said. "The crown is currently on the head of a thief. Will you stand with the man who poisoned a baby to steal a throne, or will you stand with the earth you walk on?"

Commander Thorne was the first. He knelt, pressing the head of his spear into the dirt.

One by one, the other guards followed. The sound of their knees hitting the stone echoed like drumbeats.

Kaelen backed away. He looked at Lady Serafina, but she had already retreated into the shadows of the hall, her eyes wide with terror. He was alone.

Cyrus stepped toward me again. He didn't kneel. He stood his ground, his hand resting on the hilt of a massive blade strapped to his back.

"They will come for you now," Cyrus said. He wasn't looking at the guards. He was looking at the horizon. "The other packs. The ones who helped Kaelen’s father hide the truth. They won't let an Aethelgard live."

"Let them come," I said. I felt the ground tremble under my feet. "I have been a ghost for twenty-four years. I am finished with hiding."

I looked at Kaelen. He was shaking. The gold light was so bright now that it began to singe the edges of his ceremonial armor.

"Go," I told him. "Run back to your father’s lies. Tell him the scavenger is gone. Tell him the Queen is here."

Kaelen didn't wait. He turned and fled toward the stables. He knew he had no power here anymore. The fake bond was broken, and with it, his control over the pack’s magic.

I turned to Cyrus. The golden light on his runes was still pulsing.

"Why didn't you kill me when you had the chance?" I asked. "You found me in the woods three years ago. You had your sword at my throat."

Cyrus looked down at his hands. The blue light was fighting to return, but the gold held it back.

"The Law of the Hunt," he said. "My family was cursed to find you. I thought I was hunting an enemy. I didn't know the magic was lying to me."

He took a step closer, his presence overwhelming.

"I wasn't hunting you to kill you, Elara," he said. "I was hunting you because I couldn't breathe without knowing where you were. The hex turned the pull into a kill-drive."

I looked at the pillar, then at the man who had haunted my nightmares since I was a girl.

The truth was more terrifying than the lies. The man I feared was the one the land had chosen for me.
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