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1. The Scavenger of Blackcreek
The jagged edge of a rusted turbine housing sliced through the leather of my glove. I didn't pull back. I pressed my weight into the pry bar, hearing the groan of metal giving way to grit. The silver conduit was wedged deep in the throat of the machine, a thin vein of lunar-reactive metal that could buy me enough grain for a month. Or enough silence from the landlord for two.

Blackcreek didn't offer many ways to live. You either worked the soot-furnaces until your lungs turned to ash, or you scavenged the graveyard of the old world. I chose the graveyard. The dead machines didn't ask for my story. They didn't care that I had been cast out of the Thorne Pack with nothing but the clothes on my back and a mark of rejection burned into my soul.

The conduit snapped free. I tumbled back into the oily mud, clutching the prize to my chest. The silver pulsed with a faint, sickly light. It felt heavy. To my kind, this metal was a slow poison. To me, it was the only power I had left. I shoved the conduit into my reinforced satchel and stood up, wiping a smear of grease across my forehead.

My hands shook. The silver-scars on my palms ached, a constant reminder of three years spent digging for the very thing that was meant to kill us. I climbed out of the excavation pit, my boots sliding on the wet slag. The sky above the Iron Kingdom was a flat, bruised purple, choked by the constant output of the Citadel's chimneys.

I walked toward the village perimeter. The smell of sulfur and unwashed bodies grew stronger as I approached the shanties. People watched me from the shadows of their doorways. They knew my face. They knew I was the girl who had been rejected by an Alpha's son. In their eyes, I was worse than a stray. I was a bad omen.

I reached the exchange counter at the edge of the market. Renny, a man with one eye and a permanent scowl, sat behind a reinforced glass partition. He didn't look up as I dropped the conduit onto the scale. The needle jumped.

"It’s clean," I said. My voice sounded rough, even to my own ears. "No oxidation. High grade."

Renny poked at the metal with a pair of long-handled tongs. He weighed it in silence, his single eye darting between the scale and a ledger on his desk. He reached under the counter and pulled out a small stack of blackened coins and a sack of flour. He pushed them through the slot.

"Prices are down," Renny said. He finally looked at me, his gaze lingering on the scar tissue visible at my wrists. "The King’s men are in the valley. They’re seizing shipments for the war effort. You’re lucky I’m taking it at all."

I grabbed the coins. "What war?"

"The one the King says is coming. Or the one his brother is starting. Take your pick." Renny leaned forward, lowering his voice. "The scouts were here an hour ago, Kaelen. They were asking about the girls in the village. Specifically, the ones without packs."

I felt a cold sensation settle in my stomach. I didn't answer. I pulled my hood lower and stepped away from the counter. The fated mate system was a trap, but the King’s law was a cage. If the Lycan nobility were here, it meant someone was about to lose their freedom. I had already lost mine once. I wouldn't let it happen again.

I made my way through the narrow alleys, avoiding the main thoroughfares. My shack was a lean-to built against the ruins of a stone wall on the far side of the creek. It wasn't much, but it was mine. I reached the door and stopped. The wooden frame was splintered.

I reached into my boot and pulled out a narrow knife. The blade was coated in a thin layer of silver-dust, a desperate modification that would hurt a Lycan more than a standard steel edge. I kicked the door open and stepped inside.

The room was empty, but my things had been tossed across the floor. My spare blankets were torn. The floorboards where I hid my extra silver had been pried up. I felt a surge of heat in my chest—not the warmth of a bond, but the sharp fire of hatred.

"Looking for this?"

A man stepped out from the shadows behind the door. He was tall, wearing the gray and black leather of a King’s scout. He held my small jar of silver shavings in his gloved hand. He looked at me with a mixture of disgust and curiosity.

"Scavenging silver is a capital offense in the Iron Kingdom," the scout said. He stepped closer, his scent hitting me—pine and cold iron. He was a pureblood, a high-ranking wolf from the Citadel. "Especially for a nameless stray."

"Give it back," I said. I held the knife steady.

The scout laughed. It was a dry, humorless sound. He dropped the jar, and it shattered on the stone floor. The silver dust scattered into the cracks. "The King doesn't care about your trinkets, girl. He’s looking for something else. Stand still."

He moved faster than I could track. He grabbed my arm, his fingers digging into the muscle. I swung the knife, aiming for his throat, but he caught my wrist with his free hand. He twisted my arm back, forcing me to drop the blade. He shoved my sleeve up, exposing the inner part of my forearm.

He wasn't looking for a pack mark. He was looking at my blood. He pulled a small, silver needle from a pouch at his belt and jammed it into my vein. I bit my tongue to keep from screaming. The needle glowed a deep, pulsing crimson as it filled.

"Found you," the scout whispered.

He didn't wait for me to recover. He dragged me out of the shack and into the street. I fought him, kicking at his shins and trying to sink my teeth into his hand, but he was too strong. He threw me toward a group of other scouts who were waiting on horseback.

In the center of the village square, a black carriage stood waiting. It was made of reinforced steel, etched with the royal seal of the Rex lineage. The villagers stood in a wide circle, their heads bowed. None of them looked at me.

The door of the carriage opened.

A man stepped out. He was a head taller than the scouts, his presence heavy enough to still the air. He wore a long black coat over military fatigues. A permanent silver scar ran across his left cheek, bisecting the stubble of his jaw. His eyes were the color of a winter sea—cold, deep, and utterly devoid of mercy.

King Valerius Rex.

He walked toward me, his boots clicking against the cobblestones. The scouts stepped back, clearing a path. He stopped three feet away. I didn't bow. I stood my ground, even as my knees shook. I stared directly at the scar on his face.

"The blood is a match, Sire," the scout said, kneeling. "She is the one."

Valerius looked me up and down. His gaze was clinical, the way a butcher looks at a carcass. He didn't see a woman. He saw a solution to a problem. He reached out, his hand hovering near my face. I spat at his feet.

The scouts gasped. One of them stepped forward to strike me, but Valerius raised a hand, stopping him. The King’s expression didn't change. He simply wiped a speck of dirt from his lapel.

"I am not here for your submission, Kaelen Thorne," Valerius said. His voice was a low rumble that vibrated in my chest. "I am here for your blood. You are the Chosen Luna."

"I’m nothing to you," I spat. "I was rejected. I’m a scavenger. I don't belong to any King."

"You belong to the prophecy," Valerius said. He stepped into my personal space, his heat overwhelming the cold air. He leaned down, his lips close to my ear. "And as of this moment, you belong to me. Chain her."

The scouts moved in. I didn't go quietly. I punched the first one in the nose, feeling the satisfying crunch of bone. I grabbed a piece of jagged metal from a nearby scrap pile and swung it, catching another scout across the arm.

Valerius watched me with an unnerving stillness. He didn't look angry. He looked interested.

They finally tackled me to the ground. Heavy iron shackles were snapped around my wrists. The metal was cold, biting into my skin. They dragged me toward the carriage. I looked back at the village—at the people who had watched me suffer for three years. They were already turning away, returning to their lives as if I had never existed.

I was thrown onto the floor of the carriage. Valerius stepped in after me and sat on the plush velvet bench. He looked down at me, his face a mask of granite. The carriage began to move, jolting as it left the village square.

"You’re making a mistake," I said, my voice trembling with rage. "I’ll kill you the first chance I get."

Valerius leaned back, crossing one leg over the other. He didn't look at me. He looked out the window at the receding village.

"Many have tried," he said. "You’ll have to wait your turn. For now, try to survive the night. The lunar rot doesn't wait for your permission."

I huddled on the floor, the iron of the shackles burning against my wrists. I wasn't a mate. I wasn't a queen. I was a prisoner of a fate I never asked for, headed toward a Citadel built on the bones of people like me. But as the carriage climbed the mountain road, I made a silent vow.

If I was meant to be the cure for his kingdom’s madness, I would make sure the process destroyed him too.
2. The King's Arrival in Iron and Blood
The carriage wheels hit a deep rut in the dirt road, throwing my shoulder against the wooden side of the interior. The impact sent a jolt of heat through my bruised arm. I didn't make a sound. I kept my eyes on the floor, watching the way the dust danced in the thin strips of moonlight coming through the window shutters.

Valerius sat opposite me. He didn't move when the carriage swayed. He sat with his back straight and his hands resting on his knees. His fingers were long and thick. I could see the edge of the silver scar on his cheek. It didn't look like skin. It looked like a permanent mark of fire.

My wrists burned. The iron shackles were tight, but it was the silver content in the metal that caused the real damage. I am a Lycan, even if I am an outcast. Silver is a toxin to our blood. It felt like needles were being pushed into my veins where the metal touched me. I shifted my hands, trying to find a position that didn't hurt. It was impossible.

"The more you move, the more it will bite," Valerius said. His voice was steady. It didn't have any emotion in it. He spoke about the pain as if he were reading a list of supplies. He didn't look at me. He looked at the wall behind my head.

"Then take them off," I said. My throat was dry. Every word felt like I was swallowing sand. I looked up at him, forcing myself to meet his eyes. They were a shade of blue that reminded me of deep water where the sun never reaches. "If I'm so important to your prophecy, why are you poisoning me?"

He finally turned his gaze to mine. He didn't blink. "You are a scavenger who tried to stab a King. You stay in chains until we are behind the walls of the Citadel. The silver is a low dose. It will not kill you. It will only make you weak enough to stay in that seat."

I pulled at the chains. The clink of the metal was loud in the small space. "I was defending my home. You came into Blackcreek like you owned the people living there."

"I do own them," he said. He didn't raise his voice. He stated it as a fact, the same way he might say the sky was dark outside. "I am the crown. Every inch of the Iron Kingdom belongs to the Rex line. That includes the soot-choked alleys where you hide your stolen silver."

I leaned forward. The movement made the silver iron sear my skin. I didn't care. "I don't belong to any line. My Alpha rejected me. My pack threw me out. I am a ghost in your kingdom, Valerius. You can't own something that doesn't exist."

He leaned forward too. He was so close I could feel the heat coming off his body. He smelled like cedar wood and the metallic scent of his own armor. He didn't look angry. He looked focused. He reached out and grabbed my chin with his thumb and forefinger. His grip was firm. He forced me to keep my head up.

"The blood marker says otherwise," he said. "The silver needle didn't lie. Your blood reacted to it. That makes you the Chosen Luna. You are the vessel. You are the only thing standing between this species and the madness of the rot."

I tried to pull away, but he didn't let go. "I didn't ask for that. I don't care about your species. Let the rot take you. It would be an improvement for most of the people I know."

He let go of my chin. He didn't shove me, but the way he released me felt like a dismissal. "You speak from a place of small grievances. You think of your rejection. You think of your hunger. You do not think of the thousands of Lycans who will tear each other apart when their minds break. If the rot spreads, Blackcreek will be burned to the ground by its own residents."

I looked out the sliver of the window. We were climbing. The air was getting thinner and colder. In the distance, I could see the silhouette of the Obsidian Citadel. It sat on the peak of the mountain. It was a mass of black stone that looked like a jagged tooth reaching for the moon.

"Why is it a woman?" I asked. I didn't look at him. "Why does a woman have to be a vessel for your rot?"

"The ancient architects built the system that way," Valerius said. He adjusted the cuff of his sleeve. "The Luna bloodline has a specific enzyme. It acts as a filter. You will absorb the excess lunar energy that causes the rot. You will hold it so the rest of us don't have to."

"And what happens to the filter?" I asked. I turned back to him. I saw a brief shift in his expression. His jaw tightened for a fraction of a second. "Does the filter survive?"

He didn't answer immediately. The carriage jolted again. We were onto the paved stones of the Citadel's approach road. I could hear the sound of horses and the shouts of guards. The King's arrival was being signaled.

"We are researching the ancient texts," Valerius said. He stood up as the carriage began to slow down. He was so tall he had to hunch his shoulders under the roof. "The records are incomplete. We will find a way to manage the load."

"You're lying," I said. I felt a cold sensation in my stomach. It wasn't the silver. It was the realization that I was a tool that was meant to be used until it broke. "You know exactly what happens. That’s why you brought chains."

He reached for the door handle. "I brought chains because you are a fighter, Kaelen. I need
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