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Chapter 1: The Sound of Silence
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POV: LUNA

The pregnancy test is a white strip of paper tucked inside my coat pocket, and I keep touching it through the wool like it might disappear. It won't. I've checked four times.

Rain hammers the red carpet stretched out before the Voss Tower entrance, turning the whole spectacle into something that belongs underwater. The cameras are everywhere — a wall of white flashes that turn the night into a stuttering, broken daylight. Pack elders in their best suits. Beta socialites in couture that costs more than my monthly stipend. Alpha heirs who've never once looked at me directly, because why would they? I'm the Omega who stutters when she's nervous, the girl who can't shift, the one they whisper about in the corridors of the Pack House.

Wolfless, they say, like it's a diagnosis. Like I'm already dead.

I press my palm flat against the test strip through the fabric and make myself breathe.

He'll come out and I'll show him. He'll see it and everything will make sense. Julian isn't like the others. He's my Fated Mate — I felt the bond snap into place on my eighteenth birthday, a warm golden thread pulling tight in the center of my chest, anchoring me to him. He felt it too. I know he did. I saw it in his eyes.

The automatic doors of the tower slide open.

He walks out.

And Victoria is on his arm.

I don't recognize her at first — my brain refuses to assemble the information correctly, the way a body rejects a transplant. Victoria Ashworth. Pure-blood Beta. The face that's been on three international magazine covers this month, cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass, wearing a silver Valentino gown that catches every flash and multiplies it. She laughs at something Julian says, tipping her head back, and the cameras go absolutely insane.

Julian doesn't smile. He never smiles for cameras. But his hand — his hand rests at the small of her back with a possessive ease that makes the golden thread in my chest contract so hard I lose my breath.

No. Stop. There's an explanation. There has to be.

I take a step forward onto the red carpet, and someone grabs my arm.

"This is a ticketed entrance, ma'am." A Pack security guard, broad-shouldered, not meeting my eyes. The universal body language for you don't belong here.

"I — I have to—" My stutter betrays me immediately, the way it always does when I'm scared, when the words I need most get lodged somewhere between my brain and my teeth. "I n-need to speak to Julian. To Alpha Voss. P-please, it's — it's important."

The guard's eyes skate over me. Over my coat, which is three years old. Over the rain flattening my hair. Over every single way I fail to look like I belong on this carpet.

"Step back, please."

"You don't understand." I pull the coat open slightly, enough for him to see the edge of the paper. "I n-need five minutes. Just — just five—"

"Luna."

His voice.

The golden thread yanks violently, and my whole body turns toward him before my mind can decide not to. Julian stands six feet away on the red carpet, rain beginning to spot the shoulders of his black Armani jacket, and he's looking at me.

Really looking at me.

For one horrible, suspended second, I search his face for what I need — the flash of recognition, the softening, the private acknowledgment that exists only between Fated Mates. I search for him, the Julian who once slipped into the Pack archive library at midnight because he heard me humming to myself and said it was the only sound that made Ares quiet down.

I don't find him.

What I find instead is a stillness so complete it doesn't belong on a human face. His jaw is a locked thing, a sculpture. His eyes — those amber eyes I've memorized down to the darker ring at the outer edge — are flat in a way I've never seen before. Flat and cold and entirely, deliberately empty.

Victoria follows his gaze to me, and something moves across her perfect features. Not surprise. She knew I'd be here.

She knew.

"Julian—" I start, and my voice, my traitorous, stuttering, useless voice cracks right down the middle of his name. "I n-need to tell you — there's something you have to—"

He raises one hand.

It's a small gesture. Understated. The kind of movement a man makes when he's done tolerating an interruption in a board meeting.

His scent hits me then — blackthorn and bitter wormwood and the sharp, cold edge of a coming storm. My body answers before I can stop it. My own tuberose-and-sea-salt scent blooms desperately in the rain, sweet and pleading, reaching for him even as my mind screams that it's over. The Omega gland on the inside of my wrist throbs in helpless recognition, heat pulsing under the thin skin where my pulse beats fastest.

For a fractured half-second, his fingers twitch at his side. The movement is almost involuntary — his hand rising in that precise rejection gesture, but the rain-slicked edge of his knuckle accidentally brushes the sensitive inner skin of my wrist.

The contact is barely there. Less than half a second.

It shouldn't matter.

But it does.

Electricity explodes up my arm, straight into the golden thread. My breath catches; his does too. For that single, brutal instant, our bodies remember everything — the way his teeth once sank into the gland at the back of my neck, the way my low hum had vibrated through his chest and made his cock throb inside me, the way the bond had locked with a wet, golden click while I came untouched around nothing but the marking bite. Even now, even as he prepares to destroy me, his blackthorn pheromones surge, thick and seeking, curling around my tuberose like they still want to claim, to knot, to keep.

The shared pain is already beginning — the bond tearing at both ends at once. I feel the rip in my chest, but I also feel it echo in him, a mirrored agony that makes the muscle along his jaw jump.

And then he speaks, and I understand what it means to be crushed.

Not by grief. Not by heartbreak. By sound.

"I officially reject you."

Three words. Four syllables for the last one. But it's not the words that do it — it's the register, the Alpha Tone that lives beneath the human voice, the bone-deep frequency that Omegas and Betas cannot resist, cannot argue with, the sound that the Moon Goddess herself encoded into the Pack hierarchy. It doesn't travel through air. It travels through the blood. Through the Matebond itself, using the very connection that's supposed to protect me as a conduit to destroy me.

The golden thread doesn't break. It's ripped.

I can't describe it as pain, because pain is something you feel in your body and this doesn't happen in my body. It happens in whatever part of me exists below my body, below skin and bone and the specific weight of a four-month-old pregnancy I haven't told anyone about. The bond shatters outward from the center of my chest like tempered glass, every shard turning inward on the way down, and the sound that wants to come out of me is so large and so wrong that it jams completely in my throat.

Not a scream. A silence.

My lungs fill with it.

"Remove this Rogue from Pack territory." Julian's voice stays at that same precise, boardroom-clean level. He doesn't look at me again. He's already half-turned toward the tower doors, his hand resettled on Victoria's back. "She's been attempting to infiltrate our Mating Ceremony under false pretenses."

Rogue.

He called me a Rogue.

I've been Pack-registered since I was seven years old. I have the documentation in my apartment, in a plastic folder with my birth records and my pathetically slim Omega evaluation scores. I've been Packless in every way that matters for years — no wolf, no shift, no standing — but I have never, in my life, been called a Rogue.

The word does something to the crowd. I watch it happen in my peripheral vision, the subtle ripple of revulsion, the way the nearest Alphas step back from me, the way the Betas angle their bodies away. Being a Rogue isn't just low status. It's contagion. It's a warning label.

Two Pack security guards materialize on either side of me.

I don't resist. My legs aren't working right, so the question of resistance is mostly theoretical. They're not rough — that's the worst part, somehow, the professional neutrality of it, the hands at my elbows guiding me backward off the red carpet like I'm an inconvenient piece of staging furniture to be repositioned.

Say something, I tell myself. Say his name. Show him the test. Open your mouth and make the sound.

My mouth opens.

Nothing comes out.

The Alpha Tone severed something when it tore through the bond. Not my vocal cords — I know that, clinically, some distant part of me knows that — but the connection between what I feel and what I can give voice to. Like a circuit breaker tripping in a building, shutting everything down to protect the larger structure. My body's emergency response to a catastrophic overload.

I'm standing in the rain on the wrong side of the velvet rope and I cannot make a single sound.

Victoria glances back at me once, over her shoulder, and I see it — the micro-expression she doesn't bother to suppress because she's decided I'm already gone. It's not cruelty, exactly. It's satisfaction. Neat and complete and precisely calibrated.

She knew.

She planned this.

I look down at my hand. The pregnancy test has fallen out of my pocket at some point, and the rain has already soaked through it, the lines blurring, the paper going translucent against the wet red carpet. A security guard's shoe comes down on it absently as he repositions himself, and the paper tears.

Somewhere in my chest, where the Matebond used to live, there is nothing. A cavity. An absence so loud it rings.

He didn't just leave you, the silence tells me. He erased you. He used your bond as a weapon, and he didn't even watch you fall.

The camera flashes keep firing. Nobody is photographing me — I'm not worth the memory card — but the light keeps strobing anyway, white, white, white, the whole glittering machine of Pack society processing this beautiful, normal Mating Ceremony right over the top of whatever I am.

Whatever I was.

I'm standing on the sidewalk beyond the velvet rope now, and I don't remember walking there. The rain is harder. My coat is soaked through. The test is destroyed. The bond is gone, and the place where it was feels like a surgical site, like something has been cleanly, professionally removed, and the numbness is only going to last so long before the real pain arrives.

My hand drifts to my stomach.

Still there. Still the realest thing.

He took everything else, I think, and my internal voice is strange to me, hollow and new, scraped clean of the girl who spent four years believing a Fated Mate was destiny. He took my Pack. He took my bond. He took my voice.

The cameras flash.

Julian Voss disappears through the tower doors with Victoria on his arm and the full weight of the Pack's approval at his back, and he does not look back, not even once.

I tip my face up into the rain.

He didn't just silence me.

He taught me what silence is.

And I'm going to make him live inside it.
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Chapter 2: The Wolf That Died
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POV: JULIAN 

I watch her disappear into the rain from the window of the green room, and I don't move.

Elder Crain's voice is still in my ear — the private channel, the bone-conduction earpiece disguised as a simple hearing aid that no camera has ever caught. He'd been talking for forty minutes before the ceremony. Forty minutes of compound sentences built around a single, unambiguous threat.

The Omega. The wolfless one. She's a liability the Council will not absorb.

I'd said nothing.

She carries no bloodline value. No wolf. No standing. An Alpha of your caliber cannot afford the optics of a defective Mate. Not with the IPO filing in six weeks.

I'd said nothing.

If you don't handle this tonight, Julian, we will. And we won't be as clean about it.

He'd held up the blade then. Old bone handle, the steel edge dark with something that wasn't rust. The scent hit me before the visual registered — sharp and green and deeply, biologically wrong, the olfactory equivalent of a scream. Wolfsbane on a blade. Not enough to kill a full Alpha. Enough to end an Omega who couldn't shift, whose body had no defense mechanism, no wolf to fight through the poison.

He'd smiled at me across the green room counter, pleasant as a grandfather at Sunday dinner, and set the blade down between us like punctuation.

Handle it. Or we will.

So I handled it.

I keep my back to the room. The mirror on the wall shows me a man I recognize structurally — black jacket, jaw that could cut marble, the particular controlled stillness that five years of Alpha authority training builds into your posture — but the eyes are wrong. The amber is too dark. Ares is pulling at the surface, and I'm spending every available watt of control keeping him down.

The door behind me opens.

I know it's her before she speaks. Her scent arrives first — sea salt and tuberose and something cool underneath both, like moonlight if moonlight had a temperature. The bond flares in my chest like a lit match, and Ares slams against the inside of my ribs so hard I grip the counter's edge.

Mate, he snarls. MATE. She's here. She's right there. Turn around. Turn—

"Julian."

Her voice. She stutters on the first syllable of my name half the time, but not now — now it comes out soft and unbroken and exactly the way it sounds in the part of my brain I've been trying to shut off for the last three hours.

I don't turn around.

"You need to leave." My own voice is a stranger's. Flat. Boardroom-clean. The voice I use when I'm firing someone and I need them to understand that the conversation is already over.

"I know what they s-said to you." She steps further into the room. I can track her by scent alone — three feet behind me now, then two. "I heard them, Julian. Before the ceremony. I was in the hallway and I heard — Crain had a w-weapon and—"

"You were eavesdropping on a Council session."

"I was trying to find you." Her voice pitches lower. "I have something to tell you. Something that—"

"Luna." I put every gram of Alpha Tone into her name that I can spare without triggering full submission. Just enough to stop her moving. "Whatever you heard, whatever you think you understand about tonight — you don't. And it doesn't matter. What happened on that carpet was real. What I said was real."

The lie sits in my mouth like a mouthful of ground glass.

Silence behind me. Then, carefully: "You felt the bond. I know you did. On my birthday — I felt you feel it. Ares—"

"Don't." The word comes out harder than I intend, and she stops. "Don't say his name."

Don't, Ares echoes inside me, but his version is a plea, not a command. Don't do this. Don't send her out there alone. She's carrying — Julian, she's carrying something, her scent has shifted, there's a third—

I cut him off. It takes everything. Slamming a mental door on a wolf who is three times my size and twice my desperation, and holding it closed with everything I am.

"The contract is on the counter." I hear my own voice producing the sentence. "Standard NDA. Non-disclosure of Pack affiliation, Matebond status, all Council proceedings. There's a check attached. The amount is—"

"I don't want your money."

"The amount," I continue, "is sufficient to establish you somewhere outside of Pack territory. New city. New documentation if you need it. The Council's reach doesn't extend past the tri-state border if you stay—"

"Julian, stop." Her voice breaks on the second word. "Stop talking like — like this is a b-board meeting. Like I'm a — an acquisition that didn't work out."

The counter's marble edge is going to have my fingerprints in it permanently. I can feel the material beginning to give under the pressure of my grip, a hairline compromise in the stone.

Turn around, Ares is howling. Look at her. She deserves to have you look at her when you destroy her.

I don't turn around.

"You need to take the check and go. Tonight. Before the Council decides the situation requires a more direct solution."

Another silence. Longer this time.

Then she makes a sound.

It starts low — barely above breath, not quite a hum, not quite a note. But it finds the specific frequency that lives in the hinge of my jaw and the base of my skull like she has the blueprint, and Ares goes absolutely still inside me. Not quiet. Still. The difference between a raging animal and an animal who has found the one thing that makes the world make sense.

She's singing.

Three notes. Four. She's not performing, she's not projecting, she's producing the sound the way a body produces warmth — involuntarily, functionally, as a basic biological response to something it's trying to fix. She sang to me once before, in the archive library, when I came in at midnight with Ares half-wild from a territorial dispute and she was sitting between two shelves humming something without words, and every single aggressive instinct I had dissolved on contact.

She's doing it again.

And I cannot let her.

I spin around and cross the distance between us in two strides and my hand comes up between us, not touching, but close — close enough that she stops. Her eyes — those gray eyes that have no business being as steady as they are right now — meet mine, and I watch her read my face, and I watch the moment she finds what she's looking for and what it costs her to find it.

She sees that I mean it.

She sees that I know exactly what I'm doing.

"Don't." The word comes from somewhere below my ribcage. "Don't make this harder than it is."

Than it is for you? The stutter has burned off completely. What's underneath it is something I've never heard from her before — a cold, clean precision.

The memory slams into me anyway, vicious and unbidden — her eighteenth birthday, when the bond had ignited fully in the containment suite. She had been trembling against me, skin fever-hot and already damp with the first rush of heat the connection triggered. I’d pinned her gently to the wall, my thigh pressing firmly between her legs, feeling the slick, scorching heat of her cunt soaking through the thin fabric as she rocked against me on instinct. Her small hands had fisted in my shirt, nails digging into my shoulders while I kissed down her throat, tongue and teeth grazing the sensitive gland at her neck, tasting salt and moonlight and pure, addictive Luna. The bond had amplified every sensation: the desperate throb of her clit against my leg, the tight, fluttering clench deep inside her that I could almost feel around my cock, the heavy ache in my own balls as pre-cum leaked hot against my zipper. She’d gasped my name like a prayer, hips jerking harder, her slick coating my thigh while Ares roared mine inside my chest.

I had stopped myself that night, barely. Tonight I am finishing what I started.

I reach past her and pick the check up from the counter and hold it out.

She looks at it for a long time.

Then she takes it. Her fingers don’t shake. Mine, by some structural miracle, don’t either, but it’s a near thing, and the moment she takes the paper from my hand and the contact breaks, Ares produces a sound inside me that I will spend the rest of my life trying to forget. Not a howl. Not a roar.

A keen. Long and thin and entirely without hope.

"Go out the service entrance," I hear myself say. "There's a car waiting. The driver will take you wherever you want to go. Don't come back to Pack territory, Luna. Not for any reason."

She looks at me one more time.

I make my face into the thing it's going to have to be for the rest of my life — the flat, empty Alpha mask, all the warmth behind it smothered, nothing left on the surface that she can use as a reason to stay. I make it perfect. I've been practicing for years, long before tonight, and I have never hated a skill more.

She nods once.

She walks to the door.

Say something, Ares screams. Say her name. Say anything. Tell her about the blade. Tell her what Crain showed you. She'll understand. She's your MATE, she will—

The door closes.

The room is very quiet.

I stand in it for eleven seconds. I count them. It seems important to count them, to have something concrete and numerical to put between me and the sound the bond makes as it finishes dying — a slow, structural collapse, like a building going down floor by floor, each one a distinct impact that you feel in your teeth.

On the twelfth second, I walk to the mirror.

The man looking back at me is immaculate. Jacket unrumpled. Jaw set. The only evidence of anything is the hairline fracture running through the marble counter behind him, which can be explained away, repaired, removed from the record.

Inside me, Ares makes one final sound.

Then nothing.

The nothing is worse than the howling was. The howling was Ares fighting. The nothing is Ares lying down in the dark and closing his eyes, and somewhere in the biological architecture of what I am, something understands that a wolf who lies down like that does not always get back up.

I killed my soul tonight, I think, and my own internal voice is a new thing — quieter than it used to be, and older, and completely without softness.

From now on, I'm just the Alpha who doesn't have a Mate.

And if the Moon Goddess has any mercy left in her, she'll let Ares sleep until there's nothing left to wake up for.

My phone buzzes on the counter. Crain's number.

I pick it up.

"It's done," I say.

"Good." He sounds the way he always sounds — measured, satisfied, and utterly indifferent to the cost. "The IPO filing will reflect the change in your personal status. We'll issue a statement about Victoria in the morning."

I say nothing.

"Julian." A pause. Almost paternal. "You did the right thing."

I end the call.

Somewhere in the city, in the rain, Luna is getting into a car with a check in her pocket and a secret she never got to tell me. And somewhere in the car, she'll unfold that check and see the number, and she'll understand that I tried to make it enough, tried to turn an unforgivable thing into something she could at least survive.

What I don't know — what I won't know for five years, when a diamond-masked woman walks into my boardroom and Ares detonates back to life inside me like a bomb I forgot I'd buried —

is that the secret was not hers alone.
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Chapter 3: The Moon Goddess's Gift
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POV: LUNA

The motel room smells like mildew and other people's desperation.

I've been sitting on the edge of the bed for what the digital clock tells me is two hours and forty-three minutes, though I have no memory of the time passing. The bedspread is a pattern of brown diamonds that someone once thought was cheerful. The window faces a parking lot. The rain is still going, softer now, a steady percussion against the glass that might be soothing under different circumstances.

The pill bottle is in my right hand.

I've been holding it long enough that the plastic has gone warm against my palm.

You don't have to do this, some distant part of me offers, and the rest of me answers it with the comprehensive silence of a person who has already done the math. I'm twenty-three days from the Pack territory border. I have Julian's check, which I have not cashed, because cashing it requires a bank account in my name and a name requires documentation and documentation requires a Pack affiliation I no longer have. I am technically, legally, biologically a Rogue. I have forty-two dollars in my jacket pocket, a burner phone with eleven percent battery, and a body that is hosting a life I cannot afford and cannot explain and cannot — cannot —

He'll never know, Aura says.

That's the first time she's spoken in three days. Since the moment on the red carpet when the bond tore, she's been a room in my head with the lights off and the door sealed from the inside. Not gone — I've always known, in the way you know about a bruise before you press it, that she was still in there. Just absent in the way of something that has given up on making itself heard.

He'll never know, she says again, and her voice in my mind is smaller than it used to be, the ghost of a wolf who has been fading for years. Neither will she.

She.

I look down at my stomach.

Four months. The bond had been building for weeks before Julian's birthday brought it to full ignition, and somewhere in the compressed, impossible timeline of a Fated Mate connection, this happened. A heartbeat I can't hear yet. A person who doesn't know yet that her father used the Matebond as a murder weapon, that her mother is sitting in a brown-diamond motel room with a bottle of pills and the structural integrity of wet paper.

You would do that to her, Aura says quietly. To protect her from what?

My hand tightens on the bottle.

From this, I think back, and I mean the room and the parking lot and the forty-two dollars and the absence where a Pack used to be, where a bond used to be, where a future used to be. From being born into nothing. From being mine.

She's already yours.

I uncap the bottle.

The television is on because I turned it on when I came in and never turned it off — white noise, the same instinct that makes you run a faucet in an empty house. It's been murmuring to itself in the background, some late-night channel cycling through content, and I've been registering it the way you register rain: present, meaningless, ambient.

Then the music starts.

Not a song I recognize. A woman performing live — the camera angle catches the stage from behind, the sea of crowd ahead of her, the specific electricity of forty thousand people in a single moment of collective attention. She's not a great singer. Her technique is functional at best, her range unremarkable. But there's something about the way she's reaching for the note, the way her whole body opens around the sound—

Something moves in my chest.

Not the bond. That space is empty and scabbed over and I have stopped expecting anything from it. This is something older than the bond. Something that predates Julian, predates the Pack, predates the eighteen years I spent being Wolfless and categorized and managed. Something that lives at the base of my spine and the back of my throat and has been dormant long enough that I'd stopped believing it was there.

Aura shifts.

She doesn't stand up. She doesn't shake herself off or snap into focus. But she moves — a turning over, like something very large adjusting its position in a space too small for it, and the sensation is so unfamiliar after three days of her absolute stillness that I drop the pill bottle.

It hits the floor. Pills scatter. A handful roll under the radiator, and a few more make it to the bathroom doorway, and I watch them go without moving.

Sing, Aura says.

"I can't." My speaking voice is a ruin. It's been hoarse since the red carpet, scraped raw by the crying I've done in the hours I don't remember, and before that hollowed out by the bond breaking and the Alpha Tone scything through it. "My voice is—"

Sing.

On the television, the woman hits the highest note of her set, and the crowd detonates, and something in my blood responds to the frequency the way iron responds to a magnet — involuntary, directional, completely outside my control.

I open my mouth.

What comes out is barely a sound. A thread. A single note hovering somewhere between a breath and a vibration, and it's ugly, cracked down the middle, and for about three seconds it's just the proof of how thoroughly I've been broken.

Then it changes.

I don't change it. I'm not doing anything — I'm sitting on a brown-diamond bedspread in a parking-lot motel with forty-two dollars and a scattered prescription, and I am not a performer, I have never been a performer, the only time I've ever sung in front of another person was in the archive library at midnight when I didn't know Julian was listening. I'm not doing anything except producing this single thread of sound and letting it exist in the room.

But the room responds.

The quality of the air shifts. Not metaphorically — physically. The ambient vibration of the rain and the television and the radiator's metallic tick reorganizes itself around the note I'm producing, the way iron filings reorganize around a magnet. I watch the curtain move against a window I didn't open. I watch the surface of the water in the glass on the nightstand develop a ring pattern, concentric circles moving outward from the center.

There she is, Aura breathes, and she sounds like someone seeing a sunrise they weren't sure would come.

I sing louder.

The note expands, finding the edges of the room, and something inside my chest unlocks in the way of a door that's been sealed so long the mechanism has rusted, and behind the door is not what I expect. Not grief. Not the bond-shaped absence. Something ancient, something that predates everything I've been told I am — no wolf, no shift, no value, no standing — something that the Pack's entire taxonomy of worth has no category for because it has never encountered it before.

The Gift.

I don't have a better name for it yet. What I know, in the specific and immediate way of physical experience rather than intellectual understanding, is that my voice is not a voice. It's a frequency. It's a biological instrument that the Moon Goddess apparently decided to put inside a wolfless Omega for reasons I can only assume made sense at the time, and for twenty-three years it's been sitting there sealed and dormant and categorized as a stutter, as a defect, as one more thing wrong with the girl who couldn't shift.

It's not a stutter.

It's a pressure valve. My voice has been so large, so structurally significant, that my body built a blockage to contain it, the same way you'd brace a door against a flood. When I'm scared, when I'm overwhelmed, when the full weight of what I carry tries to express itself — the blockage holds. Not because I'm weak. Because the thing behind it is too big for a normal opening.

I stand up from the bed.

I walk to the bathroom, and I look at myself in the mirror above the sink, and I keep singing — still one note, still technically graceless, but the water in the pipes behind the wall is humming in harmonic response and the light above the mirror is flickering in time with the vibration. The woman in the mirror has rain-wrecked hair and mascara she didn't think to remove and the specific hollowness of someone who has been through a biological catastrophe in the last seventy-two hours.

She also has the eyes of someone who has just discovered a weapon.

He took your bond, Aura says, and she's on her feet now, fully, her weight shifting in the way of something enormous testing the ground. He took your Pack. He took your name.

"Yes," I say, and my speaking voice is steadier than it has any right to be.

He used the bond to hurt you. Used the thing that was supposed to protect you as the instrument of your destruction.

"Yes."

And you have been sitting in this room trying to decide whether to survive it.

The pills on the floor catch the flickering light. A small white scatter pattern, absurd and irreversible and already, already, already in the past — because I know, with the bone-certainty of something shifting into alignment, that I am not going to take them. Not because the math has changed. Not because the room has stopped smelling like mildew or the parking lot has become something other than what it is.

Because Aura is awake.

Because my voice just moved the water in a glass from six feet away.

Because something sealed inside me for twenty-three years has decided, apparently without consulting me, that now is the time.

I look at the woman in the mirror for a long time.

Then I crouch down, gather the scattered pills back into the bottle, walk to the bathroom sink, and turn on the tap. I tip the bottle over. I watch the white tablets dissolve and spiral and disappear. I watch it all the way to the end, until the last one is gone and the water runs clear.

I straighten up.

He taught me what silence is, I told myself on the red carpet, and I meant it as a vow and a direction and a shape for the fury that had nowhere else to go.

But I understand it differently now, standing in a flickering bathroom with my voice still vibrating in the pipes.

"He taught me what silence is," I say to the woman in the mirror, and my voice doesn't crack, doesn't stutter, lands clean and final as a verdict. "So I know exactly what I'm going to give him."

Aura makes a sound in my chest.

Not a howl. A note.

The mirror fogs at the edges, though the water is cold, and in the condensation at the top left corner, barely visible, the outline of something enormous and winged presses against the glass from the other side for just one breath—

Then it's gone.

And I'm alone in the mirror again.

Except I'm not. Not anymore. Not ever again.

I turn off the tap.

I need a notebook. I need to write down what just happened before the specific frequency of it fades, because it won't come from grief again — I know that much. Next time I'll have to find it deliberately, build toward it, learn its architecture the way you learn an instrument. And an instrument, properly learned, becomes a weapon.

He has a media empire.

I have this.

Let's see, Aura says softly, which one is louder.
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Chapter 4: A Ten-Million-Dollar Note
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POV: LUNA

The elevator opens directly into the penthouse boardroom, and the view hits first.

Fifty-two floors of Manhattan below us, the city laid out like a circuit board, all that contained electricity pretending to be civilization. The floor-to-ceiling glass makes the room feel suspended — not grounded, not safe, just hanging there above everything else by the architectural arrogance of someone who needed the whole world to be beneath him at all times.

Charming, Aura says dryly. Nothing's changed.

Everything has changed. That's rather the point.

I let Marcus — my head of security, six-four, built like a architectural feature — hold the elevator door while I take three seconds to exist in the threshold. It's a technique Gabriel taught me in year two, when Siren was still a rumor and the mask was still just a concept sketched on a cocktail napkin. Own the entrance, he'd said. Make them feel your arrival before they see your face.

The mask catches the light first. That's by design — three thousand Swarovski crystals set in platinum filigree, custom-fitted, covering everything from my forehead to the bridge of my jaw. Below it, the red Saint Laurent dress that my stylist described as "a controlled detonation." The heels are Louboutin, twelve centimeters, the specific shade of nude that makes legs look like they start at the collarbone.

I am not the girl who stood in the rain on a red carpet in a three-year-old coat.

I am absolutely, precisely, deliberately not that girl.

The boardroom has
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