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1. The public severance
Kaelen Thorne did not look at me as he tapped the glass screen of the lectern. The blue light from the projection caught the jagged scar on his chest, the one he had earned protecting the pack borders three years ago. Behind him, the digital display flickered, changing from the Obsidian Crest corporate logo to a medical document with my name at the top.

I stood three feet away from him on the granite stage of the High Moon Plaza. My silver-blonde hair was pinned back, exposing my neck for a ceremony that was supposed to solidify our union for the next decade. Instead, I saw my own DNA sequence mapped out for five hundred pack members and the entire board of directors to see.

“The data is conclusive,” Kaelen said. His voice was steady. He didn’t have the tremor I usually heard when we were alone. “The Vance bloodline has reached a genetic stagnation point. According to the board’s analysts and the Lunar Regulatory Commission’s standards, this union no longer serves the survival of Obsidian Crest.”

I felt the blood leave my face. My fingers curled into my palms, my nails digging into the skin. I looked at Beta Silas, who stood in the shadows just behind the heavy velvet curtains. He held a tablet, his eyes fixed on the numbers he had likely helped manipulate. He didn't look guilty. He looked like a man watching a stock price rise.

“Kaelen,” I whispered. The microphone on the lectern didn’t pick it up, but his wolf ears did. His jaw tightened. He still refused to meet my eyes. “We discussed the merger. You said we would find a way.”

“Plans change when the survival of the pack is at stake, Elara,” he said into the microphone. He turned toward the crowd, his shoulders broad in his tailored black suit. “A Luna’s primary function is the continuation of the Alpha line and the stabilization of the pack’s spiritual assets. If she cannot provide a successor, she cannot hold the seat.”

Seraphina Voss sat in the front row. She was dressed in white, her dark hair falling in soft waves over her shoulders. Her father, the CEO of Voss International, sat beside her. They weren't just guests. They were the new investors. Seraphina tilted her head, her expression one of practiced pity. I saw the way her hand rested on her thigh, fingers tapping a rhythmic beat of triumph.

Kaelen reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small, obsidian-handled knife. This wasn't a corporate termination. This was a spiritual severance. The air in the plaza grew thick. The bond between us, that invisible thread that had pulsed with warmth for years, suddenly began to vibrate with a high-pitched frequency that made my teeth ache.

“By the power vested in me as Alpha of Obsidian Crest,” Kaelen announced, his voice booming across the plaza, “I hereby declare Elara Vance unfit for the role of Luna. I reject the fated bond. I sever the tie.”

He didn't wait for my response. He didn't give me the chance to speak my defense. He sliced the palm of his hand with the knife and held it up. The blood dripped onto the stone floor.

I felt a sudden, violent pull in the center of my chest. It was as if a physical cord had been grabbed and yanked until it snapped. My knees hit the granite. A sound escaped me, a low groan of physical agony that I couldn't suppress. The golden hue in my eyes flickered, replaced by a cold, predatory blue that I had never seen before.

Kaelen winced. He staggered back a step, his hand going to his own chest, right over his heart. He felt it too. The Phantom Ache was immediate. It wasn't the clean break the textbooks promised. It was a jagged, messy tear. But he didn't stop. He looked over my head, toward Seraphina.

“The chair of Luna is vacant,” Kaelen said, his voice cracking for the first time. “And it will be filled by a partner who brings the necessary stability to our future. Seraphina Voss, step forward.”

I stayed on the floor as Seraphina rose from her seat. The crowd, my pack, the people I had worked for and protected, remained silent. No one shouted in protest. No one stepped forward to help me up. They looked at the digital screens, at the false report that called me a dead end, and they looked away.

Seraphina climbed the stairs. Her heels clicked on the stone, a sharp, repetitive sound that echoed in the silence. She stopped beside Kaelen. He took her hand, his bloody palm staining her white sleeve.

I forced myself to stand. My legs were heavy, and every breath felt like I was inhaling ground glass. I didn't look at Kaelen anymore. I looked at Silas. The Beta had a faint smile on his face. He had won. He had traded me for a merger and a genetic lie.

“You are stripped of your title, your shares, and your standing,” Silas said, stepping forward now that the ritual was done. “You have one hour to vacate the Luna suite. You will take nothing that belongs to the Obsidian Crest corporate estate.”

I looked at my hands. They were shaking, but the gold was gone from my vision. Everything looked sharper. The colors of the plaza were fading, turning into a dull grey, but I could see the flow of energy between the people in the crowd. I could see the rot beginning at the edges of the plaza, the leaves on the decorative trees turning black and curling inward. The Resonance was reacting. The land knew what he had done.

“I don't need an hour,” I said. My voice was different. It wasn't the soft, supportive tone of a Luna. It was hard. It was the voice of the woman who had spent twelve hours a day fixing Kaelen’s balance sheets while he was out on patrol.

Kaelen finally looked at me. His face was pale. The dark circles under his eyes seemed to deepen in seconds. He looked like he wanted to reach out, but Seraphina tightened her grip on his arm. She leaned into him, marking her territory.

“The bond was more than just a contract, Kaelen,” I said, loud enough for the front rows to hear. “You think you can calculate the cost of this? You have no idea what you’ve just let go.”

I turned my back on them. I didn't run. I walked down the center aisle of the plaza. People pulled their feet back as I passed, as if I were contagious. I felt the Phantom Ache growing, a dull, throbbing heat in my chest that told me exactly where Kaelen was standing. It was a homing beacon of pain.

I reached the edge of the plaza and didn't look back at the headquarters. The tall, glass-and-steel towers of Obsidian Crest looked like tombstones against the night sky. I walked past my car, which I no longer owned, and kept walking until I reached the gates of the territory.

As I stepped across the boundary line and into the neutral territory that led to Silver City, a surge of power hit me. It wasn't the pack's power. It was something internal, something that had been buried under the weight of the bond for years. It felt like a lock had been picked.

I looked back once. The lights of the plaza were flickering. The air above the Obsidian Crest territory was shimmering with a sickly, yellow haze. The Blight had started. Kaelen had his merger, he had his new Luna, and he had his lie.

I turned toward the neon glow of Silver City. I had nothing but the clothes on my back and a blue-eyed wolf that wanted blood. I wasn't going to die in a ditch. I was going to find the people who wrote that report, and I was going to take everything they valued.
2. Ashes of the obsidian pack
The first step onto the neutral pavement felt different. The soles of my boots didn't hit the ground with the same weight they had ten minutes ago. I looked down at my hands. The fine, shimmering gold lines that usually traced my veins—the mark of a Luna's connection to her pack—were gone. In their place was a faint, electric blue pulse that flickered and then vanished beneath my skin.

I kept walking until I reached a small, windowless terminal on the edge of the Silver City highway. It was a place for people who didn't want to be tracked. The air inside didn't have the scent of pine or cedar from the Obsidian Crest forests. It smelled of stale coffee and exhaust fumes. I walked to the counter. A man with a grey beard and a faded tattoo of a wolf on his forearm looked at me. He didn't bow. He didn't offer the respect he would have given a Luna.

"One way to Silver City," I said.

My voice sounded lower than usual. It had a vibration to it that made the plastic partition on the counter rattle. The man squinted at me. He looked at my eyes and paused. He reached for a ticket but kept his gaze on my face.

"That’ll be forty," he said. "Next bus leaves in ten minutes."

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the emergency cash I kept in my jacket. It was the only thing I owned that wasn't tied to the Thorne estate. I pushed the bills across the counter. As my fingers brushed his, a spark jumped. It wasn't static. For a split second, I saw a thin, frayed grey line extending from his chest and disappearing through the back door behind him. It looked like a piece of old rope, half-unravelled and vibrating with a dull, low frequency.

I pulled my hand back. The line vanished. The man rubbed his knuckles and frowned, looking around the room as if he felt a draft. He handed me the ticket and turned his attention back to a small television sitting on a shelf behind him.

I sat on a plastic bench in the corner. The television was tuned to a local news station. A grainy image of the Obsidian Crest plaza appeared on the screen. The headline at the bottom read: 'ALPHA THORNE ANNOUNCES NEW MATESHIP AMID RECOGNITION CEREMONY.'

Kaelen was on the screen. He stood next to Seraphina. She had her hand on his chest, right over the spot where his scar was. Even through the low-resolution broadcast, I could see he looked ill. His skin had a greyish tint, and he was gripping the podium with enough force to make his knuckles white. Seraphina was smiling, her white dress stark against the dark suits of the Beta and the council members behind them.

"A historic merger," the reporter’s voice said over the footage. "The Voss International conglomerate will provide the necessary capital to stabilize the Obsidian Crest territory. Alpha Kaelen Thorne has officially ended his bond with Elara Vance, citing genetic incompatibility and the long-term health of the pack lineage."

I watched my own name scroll across the screen. There was no mention of the years I spent managing their accounts or the way I had negotiated the very treaties that kept the pack from being annexed by the Silver City council. I was just a 'genetic incompatibility.'

I looked at the television and felt a sudden, sharp heat in my chest. It wasn't sadness. It was a physical pull. It felt like a hook was buried in my sternum, and someone was yanking on it from miles away. The Phantom Ache. It was the sign of a broken bond trying to heal itself in the wrong way. Kaelen would be feeling it too. He would be feeling the vacuum I left behind, and the land would be feeling it even more.

Outside the window, the sky over the Obsidian Crest mountains was no longer clear. A thick, yellow haze sat over the peaks. The trees at the edge of the border looked limp, their leaves losing their color. The Resonance was breaking. Without a Luna to anchor the spiritual energy of the pack, the land was starting to rot.

"Bus to Silver City is boarding," the man at the counter shouted.

I stood up. My knees felt weak for a moment, but then that blue pulse returned to my hands
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