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When I pushed open the door, I already saw Lyra perched on the edge of Kieran's desk.

Her collar was loosened. Not torn, just undone enough to tell me exactly whose hands had been there.

Kieran was bent over her, fingers smoothing the displaced fabric with a tenderness he hadn't shown me in years.

I walked straight in and set the documents on his desk.

"Border patrol authorizations. Sign them."

He flinched. Pulled his hand back a beat too slow.

Lyra slid off the desk so fast her hip knocked the inkwell. Black ink bled across my patrol reports.

"Anra." His voice shifted, loss of composure first, then that practiced recovery. "You're early. I thought the border inspection ran three more days."

"Came back to handle something urgent."

I kept my eyes on him while he picked up the pen.

He didn't read the documents. He never did.

Page one. Page two. Page three.

His mind was still on the girl standing two steps behind him, trying to smooth her collar back into place.

Page four.

He signed page four without a single glance.

Good.

"Anything else?" he asked, setting the pen down.

I picked up the stack.

Before I turned to leave, I glanced at Lyra.

She looked right back.

There was no fear in her face, no guilt, not even the decency to fake embarrassment.

Just victory.

The settled, comfortable kind. The kind that had stopped being thrilling months ago and had simply become normal.

She knew she had already won.

She had known for a while.

I almost admired the honesty of it.

A few years ago, I would have slammed the door. Made a scene. Dragged evidence before the Elders and demanded Kieran explain himself while the whole pack watched.

But this was not the first time.

This was just the latest time wearing different clothes.

So I turned to leave.

And that was when I saw it.

The moon-crown casket on the third shelf of the side cabinet, silver and ancient, sealed with a blood-clasp that only Luna's hands were supposed to open.

The clasp was undone.

It wasn't forced or broken. Someone had opened it carefully, examined it, and set it back with time to spare.

Beside the casket, on the dark wood, a faint scatter of gold dust caught the firelight.

Honeysuckle-scented powder.

Lyra's.

The same shimmer she dusted across her collarbones before every public appearance. The same one the younger maids had started copying, because why wouldn't they? The Alpha's favorite healer wore it.

I stared at that dust for two heartbeats.

This was not a woman stealing a man.

This was a woman measuring a crown.

I looked back at Kieran.

He was watching me with that careful patience of an Alpha who had learned, over seven years, that his Luna swallowed things quietly.

"Go rest," he said. "You look exhausted."

I walked out without another word.

He did not follow.

He never did.

And tonight, for the first time in seven years, I was glad.

Because buried at the bottom of that stack he had just signed without reading, beneath three legitimate border authorizations, was a document with a very different title.

Mate Dissolution Writ.

His signature was already on it.

And he did not even know.
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I closed the door behind me, thoughtfully and gently, and even hung the ward-seal back in place.

He probably thought I was being considerate, giving him space, giving her space, the way I always did.

But I didn't walk away.

I stood right outside the door, in the dark corridor where nobody ever bothered to light the torches.

Through the wood, Lyra's voice came first. Soft. Coy. The honeyed whine of a girl who had never once been punished for anything.

"Alpha, she scared me half to death just now."

Kieran's low laugh. The one with the lazy rumble underneath. The one he used to save for me.

"Scared of what? She won't bite you."

"But she's your Luna..."

"Exactly." His voice was easy, warm, amused. "That's why she's so well-behaved. You saw it yourself. She handed me the files and left. Didn't even make a scene."

Lyra giggled.

"So she really doesn't mind?"

"Mind what?" His chair creaked. I could picture him leaning back, arms behind his head. "She's been doing this for seven years. She walks in, she sees, she walks out. That's her talent."

My back was against the stone wall. Cold seeped through my riding cloak.

He had turned seven years of my endurance into a punchline.

"Then..." Lyra's voice dropped lower, turned sticky. "Will you come to the tower tonight? Or do you have to go back to her?"

"Play is play," he said. "But home is home. Got to keep up appearances."

"You really can't skip one night?"

"You don't understand." His voice took on that indulgent tone men use when they think they're explaining the world to someone smaller. "She'll never leave. Do you know what she gave up to be with me? She turned her back on the entire Vale bloodline. Her father still won't speak to her."

He paused.

"Where would she even go?"

Lyra laughed, the breathless kind.

"So she's stuck."

"She's loyal," he corrected. "Too stubborn to admit I won."

"And if she finds out about us? About... me trying on the crown?"

Two seconds of silence.

Then Kieran said, very softly:

"What do you think?"

"I think..." Lyra drew it out, savoring it. "She'll cry. And then she'll forgive you. Like always."

He didn't deny it.

He just laughed.

I stood alone in the corridor. The torchlight from the far end barely reached my feet.

I should have felt something, rage or grief or at least that old sting of betrayal.

But there was nothing.

I think that part of me had gone numb a long time ago.

I smiled.

The smile surprised me.

It was small, but it was real.

I was done.

Seven years of fixing his borders, his finances, his feuds with neighboring packs, and his reputation, while he sat in that chair and told pretty girls that I was too stupid to leave.

And he was right.

I had been stupid.

But not anymore.

I pushed off the wall and walked down the corridor toward the ceremonial alcove.

The Luna's master key-seal sat on its hook. Palm-sized iron disc, stamped with the Blackmoor moon-crest and keyed to my blood.

It opened every private ward in Luna Tower, every sealed archive, every treasury gate.

Without it, Lyra could try on every crown in the estate and none of them would recognize her.

I slid it into my sleeve without making a sound and kept walking.

Past the great hall.

Past the kitchens.

Past the east wing where our bedroom no longer felt like ours.

Back in my private quarters, I locked the door and went straight to the hearth.

From the hidden compartment behind the loose stone, I pulled out a small velvet box.

Inside was a silver ring, thin and cheap, the kind sold at border-town night markets.

On the inside, scratched in clumsy letters: A.

He gave it to me the night of the Moon-Rage.

The night he lost control of his wolf and I threw myself on top of him, bare-handed, and held him down until the madness passed.

I was seventeen. He was nineteen.

His hands were still shaking when he pushed the ring onto my finger.

"I know it's nothing," he had said, voice cracking. "But one day I'll replace it with a real crown. I swear on every moon that rises."

I believed him.

I believed him the way only a seventeen-year-old can believe anything. Completely. Stupidly. With her whole chest.

I held the ring over the fire and watched the silver darken, warp, and let the scratched letter melt into nothing.

No tears.

No ceremony.

I just let it fall into the flames and watched it die.

"I thought the debt would keep me here forever," I said to the empty room.

The fire popped. Sparks drifted upward.

"But debts can be repaid. And now, Kieran, I'm going to collect everything you owe me, with interest."
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The next morning, I walked into Luna Tower, home, or what used to be.

The first thing I noticed was the young maid by the entrance, the one who always greeted me with "My Luna."

Today she saw me and froze.

"My Luna. I mean... good morning. Miss Ashwell asked that the corridor be cleared before noon. She has a fitting..."

She caught herself, but the damage was done.

Miss Ashwell, not the healer or the guest.

Miss Ashwell, with instructions, and a fitting, and authority over my corridor.

"A fitting for what?" I asked.

The maid went pale.

"I... I shouldn't have..."

"Tell me."

She looked at the floor.

"The Blood Moon Wedding crown-robe. The sample arrived yesterday. Miss Ashwell... she's trying it on this morning."

I nodded.

"Thank you."

She looked like she wanted to cry more than I did.

I walked deeper into the tower.

The moon-herb cabinet was locked with a new lock that did not answer to my key.

Outside my private chambers, two guards I didn't recognize stood at attention. Lyra's crest on their collars.

In the records room, the guest ledger showed Lyra had been authorizing dinner seating for the past month. My name was not on the approval chain.

I pulled every file.

Every receipt.

Every healer requisition.

Moon-herb baths.

Fertility tonics.

Blood-strengthening elixirs.

All billed to the Luna's household account. All authorized by Kieran.

And at the bottom of the stack, a wolf-cub bloodline screening application.

Lyra Ashwell's name.

Kieran's seal.
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