
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Rejected Luna Claimed by the King: A Second Chance Werewolf Romance

        

        
        
          Lee Pheonix

        

        
          Published by Lee Pheonix, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      REJECTED LUNA CLAIMED BY THE KING: A SECOND CHANCE WEREWOLF ROMANCE

    

    
      First edition. March 21, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Lee Pheonix.

    

    
    
      Written by Lee Pheonix.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


​Outline



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


●  Chapter 1: The Altar of Deletion

[image: ]




●  Chapter 2: The Needle’s Pulse

●  Chapter 3: The Architecture of Silence

●  Chapter 4: The Static of Rebirth

●  Chapter 5: The Iron King Protocol

●  Chapter 6: The Ghost in the Grid

●  Chapter 7: The Ghost in the Throne


●  ​Chapter 8: The Weight of the After


​

​

​

​

​

​

​


​Chapter 1: The System Purge


The air in the Grand Cathedral of Aurelia did not circulate; it vibrated. It was a pressurized hum, the collective psychic weight of three thousand high-tier shifters standing in a synchronized, expectant silence.

Vespera Thorne stood at the altar, her knees locking to keep from betraying the tremor in her marrow. Above her, the "Great Link"—a massive, crystalline lattice of fiber optics and raw amber—pulsed with a rhythmic, golden light. It was a masterpiece of biological engineering. To the congregation, it was a holy union. To Vespera, it was a translucent noose.

Ten seconds, she thought, the numbers scrolling in a frantic red ticker across her internal vision. In ten seconds, my mind will never be private again.

Beside her, Alpha Julian smelled of expensive ozone and cold, calculated victory. He didn't look at her; he looked at the holographic display floating above them, watching the compatibility percentages climb with the clinical hunger of a day-trader. 98.4%. 98.9%. Vespera felt the ghost of a file hidden in the encrypted "vault" of her neural-link—a single string of corrupted code she’d pulled from the pack’s financial ledger two nights ago. It felt like a physical weight behind her left eye, a jagged shard of glass she was trying to swallow. If the Link merged them now, Julian wouldn't just see her heart; he would see her treason. He would see the offshore accounts, the diverted "Blood-Tax," and the slow, black rot he had cultivated at the heart of the Aurelia elite.

A bead of sweat traced a cold, agonizing line down her spine, beneath the heavy, ceremonial white silk of her gown. The fabric felt like a shroud, stiff with silver threading that prickled against her skin like microscopic needles.

"Relax, Vesper," Julian murmured. His voice was a smooth, baritone caress that didn't reach his eyes. He reached out, his thumb grazing the back of her hand.

The touch was a violation disguised as comfort. Through the thin skin of his palm, she felt the low-frequency thrum of his Alpha-command. He wasn't just touching her; he was "pinging" her system, checking for irregularities in her biometric stream. It was a digital interrogation masquerading as a lover's caress.

Don't spike. Keep your heart rate at sixty-five. Think of the water. Think of the rain in the scrap-heaps.

"I’m fine," she whispered, her voice sounding thin and brittle against the vast, vaulted ceiling.

"You’re loud," he countered, his grip tightening just a fraction—enough to bruise, yet too subtle for the cameras to catch. "Your sub-link is broadcasting anxiety. It’s messy, Vesper. Clean it up before the merge. I won't have the pack tasting your... instability."

The congregation shifted. A thousand silk suits rustled like the wings of a dying moth. In Aurelia, there was no such thing as a secret; there was only data that hadn't been decrypted yet. Vespera looked out at the sea of faces, and for a terrifying second, they didn't look like people. They looked like nodes in a vast, hungry network. Their eyes were vacant, tuned into the Pack-Stream, waiting for the surge of communal dopamine that followed a successful Union. They wanted to feast on her intimacy. They wanted to feel her submission as if it were a drug.

I should scream, she thought, the impulse rising in her throat like bile. I should rip this dress off and run until my lungs burst.

But the paranoia was a sedative. If she ran, the automated turrets at the cathedral doors would identify her "erratic pulse" as a system glitch and neutralize her before she hit the pavement.

The High Priest stepped forward, his hands gloved in silver conductive thread. He raised the "Linking Needle," a slender spike of obsidian tipped with a pulsing blue light. This was the moment. The "Claiming." In the old world, it was done with teeth and blood. In Aurelia, it was done with a port at the base of the skull.

The needle hummed, a high-pitched whine that set Vespera’s teeth on edge. She smelled the sharp, sterile scent of rubbing alcohol and the metallic tang of the needle’s power source.

"Julian," she whispered, a final, desperate plea. She didn't even know what she was asking for. Mercy? Silence? A chance to delete the file before it killed them both?

He leaned in, his lips brushing her ear. It should have been a sensual gesture, but his breath was cold. "Don't fight it, Vesper. You’re exactly where you were designed to be."

The needle touched the sensitive skin at the nape of her neck.

Vespera’s world exploded into a fractured kaleidoscope of sensory overload. The "Great Link" roared to life, and for a heartbeat, she wasn't a girl—she was a signal. She felt the sudden, violent intrusion of Julian’s mind—not his thoughts, but his will. It felt like a flood of cold, gray mercury pouring into her skull, heavy and suffocating.

Accessing... the system whispered in her mind. Syncing Vespera_Thorne_v9.2 to Alpha_Julian_Prime.

She felt him searching. He moved through her memories like a thief in a darkened house, knocking over vases, looking for the one thing she was trying to hide. Her internal monologue became a frantic prayer of hide-hide-hide-empty-empty-empty.

Then, the glitch happened.

It wasn't a slow realization. It was a catastrophic system failure. The golden light of the cathedral turned a jagged, electric violet. A sound like tearing metal ripped through the psychic link.

Julian’s "mercury" mind suddenly recoiled, pulling away from her with a violent jerk. Vespera gasped, her back arching, her fingers clawing at the altar’s marble edge.

"Incompatibility detected," a cold, synthetic voice boomed through the cathedral’s speakers.

The silence that followed was deafening. The three thousand nodes in the congregation blinked in unison, their connection severed. Vespera felt the void in her head—the sudden, terrifying absence of the pack-hum. She was alone. Truly, terrifyingly alone.

Julian stood back, his face pale, his eyes wide with a mixture of shock and something far more dangerous: a hunter’s realization. He looked at the holographic display. The numbers were tumbling, crashing into the single digits. 0.01%.

"Rejection," the High Priest whispered, the word sounding like a death sentence.

Vespera’s heart didn't just spike; it shattered the rhythm she’d worked so hard to maintain. She looked at Julian, seeing the shift in his expression. The mask of the loving Alpha had slipped, revealing the jagged edge of the politician beneath. He knew. He didn't know what she had hidden yet, but he knew she had poisoned the link.

"You," Julian hissed, his voice no longer a caress. It was a serrated blade. "What did you do?"

He didn't wait for an answer. He reached out, not to touch her, but to signal the guards.

"The candidate is corrupted," Julian announced to the silent, staring crowd. His voice was steady, reclaiming the narrative before the scandal could bloom. "Vespera Thorne has hidden a terminal virus in her core. She is a threat to the Aurelia network."

The betrayal was so seamless, so fluid, that Vespera almost believed him herself. She looked at her hands; they were shaking. The white silk of her dress seemed to be turning gray, the silver threads losing their luster as the cathedral’s power grid diverted away from her.

"Julian, please," she gasped, but her voice was drowned out by the heavy thud of the Enforcer’s boots.

They didn't grab her with hands. They used magnetic restraints that snapped around her wrists, pulling her arms behind her back with a bone-jarring pop. The cold metal bit into her skin, a physical echo of the rejection.

"Purge her," Julian commanded, his eyes locking onto hers one last time. There was no love there. Only the cold, calculating need to delete the evidence of his own corruption. "Throw her into the Dead Zone. If she wants to be a ghost, let her haunt the scrap-heaps."

Vespera didn't fight as they dragged her down the aisle. She didn't scream as the thousands of pack-members watched her with eyes that were no longer vacant, but filled with a collective, programmed disgust.

As the heavy, lead-lined doors of the cathedral began to close, Vespera caught a glimpse of the "Great Link" above the altar. It wasn't golden anymore. It was flickering, a dying ember in a city of neon.

She had been deleted. And in Aurelia, the only thing worse than being a ghost was being a ghost that remembered how to haunt.

The last thing she felt before the darkness of the transport ship swallowed her was a strange, phantom sensation at the base of her skull—not the mercury of Julian, but a sharp, rhythmic pulse. A heartbeat that wasn't hers. A signal from the Dead Zone, waiting for a wolf with nothing left to lose.

The paranoia was gone, replaced by a cold, crystalline clarity. She had the file. She had her life. And soon, she would have a King who knew exactly how to use a broken signal.

The interior of the transport ship smelled of scorched ozone and the sour, metallic tang of fear. Vespera lay on the vibrating floor plates, her cheek pressed against cold induction-steel. The magnetic restraints on her wrists didn't just bind her; they pulsed with a low-frequency hum that seemed to vibrate against her very marrow, a constant reminder of her status as "malfunctioning hardware."

Deleted. The word echoed in the hollow space where her pack-link used to be.

In Aurelia, being unlinked was a sensory deprivation chamber. The constant, comforting white noise of three thousand minds—the shared dreams, the communal hunger, the background hum of Julian’s authoritative calm—had been ripped away, leaving a silence so loud it made her ears ring. It was a phantom limb that refused to stop aching.

The ship lurched, a gut-wrenching drop in altitude that told her they had cleared the city’s shimmering atmospheric dome.

They’re going to dump me like scrap, she thought, her breath hitching in her chest. A biological glitch in a titanium world.

She rolled onto her side, the white silk of her ceremonial gown—now stained with hydraulic fluid and dust—tearing against a jagged floor bolt. Through the small, reinforced porthole at the rear of the hold, she watched Aurelia recede. It looked like a fallen star, a geometric cluster of neon violets and electric blues, beautiful and utterly indifferent.

Then, the floor groaned.

The air pressure shifted, a sudden pop in her sinuses as the rear hatch unsealed. The transition was violent. The climate-controlled sterility of the city was sucked out, replaced by the "Rust-Mist"—the heavy, suffocating atmosphere of the Dead Zone. It tasted of ionized copper, wet ash, and ancient, rotting machinery.

"Stand up, Glitch," a voice barked over the intercom. It was distorted, filtered through a gas mask.

Vespera scrambled to her feet, her movements clumsy without her neural-balance compensators. Two Enforcers stood at the edge of the ramp, their faces hidden behind matte-black tactical visors. They didn't look like men; they looked like statues carved from shadow.

One of them stepped forward, the hydraulic hiss of his power-armor sounding like a viper’s strike. He didn't speak. He reached out, his gloved hand closing around her upper arm with a force that made the bone creak.

"Julian..." she started, the name a reflex, a plea to a ghost.

The Enforcer’s visor tilted. "The Alpha doesn't hear ghosts, Thorne. You’re off the map now."

He shoved.

Vespera didn't scream. The air was whipped from her lungs as she tumbled down the ramp, hitting the jagged, uneven terrain of the "Stack." She rolled through a drift of discarded microchips and rusted copper wiring, the sharp edges of the waste shredding the remnants of her silk sleeves.

When she finally stopped, she lay still, her face buried in the cold, irradiated dust. The transport’s engines roared, a deafening upward surge of heat and wind that pelted her with gravel, and then—silence.

Actual, terrifying silence.

Vespera pushed herself up, her palms bleeding, the magnetic restraints finally flickering out as their short-range battery died. She pulled her hands apart, the shackles clattering into the dark.

She was at the base of a mountain made of dead technology. Towering skeletons of old-world cranes leaned over her like prehistoric predators, their rusted cables swaying in the toxic wind with a rhythmic creak-clank, creak-clank. The sky above was a bruised, murky orange, thick with the smog that never lifted.

I have the file, she whispered to herself, her fingers digging into the dirt. That’s why I’m alive. Julian didn't kill me because he needs to know if I’ve already transmitted it.

The paranoia began as a prickle at the base of her skull. Out here, without the pack-shield, she was a beacon of heat in a frozen wasteland. Every shadow was a scavenger; every gust of wind was a drone’s wing.

She began to walk, her bare feet flinching at the sharp cold of the metal beneath the dust. She needed cover. The "Rust-Mist" was getting thicker, a swirling gray soup that limited her vision to a few feet.

Crunch.

She froze. The sound hadn't come from her. It was the distinct weight of a heavy boot crushing glass.

Vespera ducked behind the rusted shell of a mag-lev coach, her heart hammering a frantic, uneven rhythm against her ribs. She pressed her back against the cold metal, her lungs burning as she tried to stifle her breathing.

Is it a Cleaner? Did Julian send someone to finish the job?

She peered around the edge of the coach. The mist swirled, parting for a fraction of a second to reveal a shape. It was tall, impossibly lean, and draped in a heavy, dark coat that seemed to absorb the little light left in the sky. It wasn't moving. It was just... standing there, ten yards away, facing her.

"I can hear your heart, Vespera," a voice drifted through the fog.

It wasn't Julian’s baritone. This voice was deeper, laced with a strange, metallic resonance that felt like it was being broadcast directly into the liquid of her inner ear. It was cold, precise, and carried the weight of a mountain.

"I’m not a hunter," the voice continued. "But I am a collector of broken things."

Vespera’s hand went to her throat, her fingers brushing the port at the base of her skull. It felt hot. The "Ghost-Link"—the corrupted data she carried—was beginning to throb, a rhythmic pulsing of red code behind her eyelids.

Syncing... Syncing... a ghost-voice whispered in her mind.

"Who are you?" she hissed, her voice cracking.

The figure stepped forward. As he emerged from the mist, the air around him seemed to hum with static electricity. His face was a mask of aristocratic cruelty and mechanical precision. One eye was a piercing, organic amber; the other was a glowing sapphire lens that whirred as it adjusted its focus.

King Malakai. The Glitch King. The man who was rumored to have replaced his heart with a core of pure, volatile data.

Vespera backed away, her heels catching on a pile of cables. "You... you’re the one they talk about. The King of the Scrap."

Malakai didn't smile. He tilted his head, the sapphire eye spinning. "And you are the girl who broke the Aurelia Link. Do you have any idea how much noise you made, Vespera? You didn't just reject a mate; you sent a shockwave through the entire regional grid."

He moved toward her with a fluid, predator’s grace. Vespera turned to run, but her feet slipped on the oily slick of the metal floor. She fell hard, and before she could scramble up, Malakai was there, standing over her like a shadow that had finally caught up.

He reached down, his fingers—encased in fine, black leather—closing around her jaw. He didn't squeeze, but the contact was electric. Literally.

A jolt of pure, white-hot energy shot through Vespera’s body. Her back arched, a soft, broken cry escaping her lips as the "Ghost-Link" in her head suddenly roared to life. The file—the corrupted data she had been hiding—didn't just sit there anymore. It began to unfold.

Accessing Black-Gate Protocol...

"What... what are you doing?" she gasped, her vision blurring into a sea of blue pixels.

"I told you," Malakai whispered, leaning down until his face was inches from hers. The scent of him was overwhelming—not the earth and musk of a wolf, but the sharp, clean scent of a high-voltage spark and expensive sandalwood. "I collect broken things. And you, little wolf, are the most beautifully broken thing I’ve ever found."

The touch of his thumb against her skin was a sensory explosion. Without the pack-link to dampen her emotions, the physical sensation was magnified a thousand times. She felt the texture of his glove, the steady, rhythmic hum of the reactor in his chest, and the terrifying, magnetic pull of his will.

It wasn't the "Union" Julian had offered. That had been a drowning. This was a jump-start.

"Julian wants you dead because you have his secrets," Malakai murmured, his amber eye darkening. "I want you alive because you are the secret. Your wolf isn't dead, Vespera. She’s just been waiting for a different kind of power."

Outside, in the distance, the high-pitched whine of a seeker-drone cut through the air. The red searchlight swept over the scrap-heaps, drawing closer.

"They're coming for me," she whispered, her fingers instinctively clutching the lapels of his coat.

Malakai gripped her waist, pulling her flush against him. The heat radiating from his body was intense, a stark contrast to the freezing mist. "Let them come. They’re looking for a girl. They aren't prepared to find a Queen."

He didn't wait for her to agree. He pressed his hand against the port at the base of her neck. Vespera’s world didn't just fade—it overrode. The gray landscape of the Dead Zone dissolved into a torrent of light and code, and as the seeker-drone turned the corner, the space where they stood didn't just empty—it glitched out of existence.

She was no longer falling. She was being uploaded.

The air inside King Malakai’s sanctum didn’t behave like air. It was a pressurized, synthetic medium that tasted of liquid nitrogen and expensive sandalwood, vibrating with the subsonic thrum of a thousand servers buried beneath the floorboards.

Vespera materialized against a wall of reinforced glass, her knees buckling as the "glitch-transport" released her. The transition had felt like being shredded into binary code and stitched back together by a blind tailor. Her skin prickled with residual static, the fine silver threads of her ruined gown glowing with a dying, bioluminescent violet.

"Breathe, Vespera. The nausea is merely your nervous system attempting to re-map its coordinates."

Malakai stood five paces away, silhouetted against a panoramic view of the Dead Zone. From this height, the scrap-heaps looked like the rusted vertebrae of a fallen god, stretching toward a horizon choked by orange smog. He hadn't moved since they arrived, yet he seemed to fill every corner of the darkened room.

I am in the throat of the wolf, she thought, her fingers digging into the plush, charcoal carpet. Not the pack-wolf. The machine-wolf.

She looked at him, her vision still swimming with digital artifacts—ghostly trails of red and blue that clung to his silhouette. He was shedding his heavy carbon-fiber coat, revealing a tailored waistcoat that hugged a frame of terrifying, lean efficiency. The sapphire lens of his left eye whirred, a microscopic sound like a dragonfly’s wings, as it scanned the room for threats she couldn't see.

"Where is this?" she rasped. Her voice felt like it had been scraped raw by the teleportation.

"The Needle," Malakai replied, his voice a low-frequency hum that resonated in the hollow of her chest. "A dead-spot in Aurelia’s surveillance grid. Even Julian’s high-orbit satellites see nothing here but a ghost in the machinery."

He stepped toward her, his movements so fluid they felt choreographed by an algorithm. Vespera backed further into the glass, the cold surface biting through the thin silk at her shoulders. The paranoia, which had been a screaming siren in the cathedral, had mutated into something quieter and more lethal: an intimate, suffocating awareness of the man in front of her.

"You're afraid," he observed. He wasn't guessing; he was reading the biometric data leaking from her unshielded ports. "Your heart rate is 110. Your cortisol levels are spiking. You’re waiting for the blow."

"In my experience," Vespera whispered, her eyes tracking the rhythmic glow of the reactor beneath his shirt, "the blow always comes. Especially from Kings."

Malakai stopped inches from her. The air between them was thick with ozone, the scent of a coming storm. He reached out, his hand hovering near her face. He didn't touch her—not yet—but she could feel the heat radiating from his palm, a localized sun in the freezing room.

Don't look at the eye, she told herself. Don't let him in.

But her own wolf—the broken, "Ghosted" thing she had become—was leaning toward him. It was a traitorous instinct, a biological yearning for the very thing that had just destroyed her: a link. Without Julian’s mercury-will suppressing her, her senses were raw, bleeding into the environment. She could hear the hum of the blood in Malakai’s veins; she could hear the infinitesimal click of his prosthetic eye.

"Julian wanted to delete you because you represent a variable he cannot control," Malakai murmured. He tilted his head, the sapphire lens glowing brighter. "He sees a glitch. I see a backdoor."

He finally closed the distance. His fingers brushed the line of her jaw, trailing upward to the sensitive skin just below her ear.

Vespera gasped, her eyes fluttering shut. The contact was an electric shock, but it didn't hurt. It was a surge of pure, unfiltered information. For a split second, she didn't just feel his hand; she felt the architecture of his mind—a vast, cold labyrinth of logic gates, guarded by a deep, aching loneliness that felt like an open wound.

"Stop," she breathed, though she didn't pull away. Her hands came up, hovering over his chest, her palms sensing the mechanical thrum of his heart. "What are you doing to me?"

"I am stabilizing you," he said, his voice dropping to a predatory silk. "Your neural-link is hemorrhaging data. If I don't tether you, the file you stole will cook your brain from the inside out."

The file. The reminder hit her like a bucket of ice water. The "Black-Gate Protocol." She had nearly forgotten it in the sensory fog of his presence. Was that his game? To seduce the data out of her?

"You're no better than him," she hissed, her internal monologue sharpening into a blade. "You just want the key to the city. You want to replace Julian's corruption with your own."

Malakai’s grip tightened, his thumb pressing into the hollow behind her ear. It was a dominant, possessive gesture, yet there was a strange, vibrating tension in his hand—as if he were fighting the urge to do more than just hold her.

"Julian wants to rule Aurelia," Malakai said, his breath ghosting over her lips. "I want to burn it down. There is a difference, Vespera. One requires a politician. The other requires a Queen with a grudge."

He leaned in closer, his forehead resting against hers. In the darkness of the sanctum, the only light came from their eyes—her flickering amber and his glowing sapphire. The ambiguity of the moment was a physical weight. Was this an alliance or a kidnapping? Was the heat between them a byproduct of their mismatched frequencies, or something far more ancient?

Vespera felt her wolf stir—not the gray, fading shadow it had been in the Dead Zone, but something darker, armored in the black code Malakai was feeding her. She felt her nails lengthening, digging into the fine fabric of his waistcoat.

"Why me?" she whispered, her voice lost in the hum of the room. "There are thousands of rejected wolves in the scrap-heaps."

"Because none of them had the spite to steal the Alpha’s crown on their way out the door," Malakai murmured.

He moved his hand from her jaw to the base of her skull, his fingers hovering over the port. Vespera stiffened. This was the ultimate vulnerability. In the cathedral, Julian had used a needle. Malakai used his own skin.

"Let me in, Vespera," he commanded. It wasn't a request; it was an override. "Let me see what you saw."

"No," she whispered, even as her body betrayed her, her neck arching to give him better access. "You'll see... everything."

"I have already seen the darkness," he said, his voice a low growl that sent a shiver down her spine. "It doesn't frighten me."

He pressed his index finger into the port.

The world didn't just explode; it inverted. Vespera’s scream was silent, a digital howl that echoed through the sanctum’s servers. She was no longer standing in a room; she was a stream of light being pulled through a needle’s eye.

She saw the file—the Black-Gate Protocol—unfolding like a predatory flower. It wasn't just financial records. It was a map of the city’s soul, a kill-switch for every neural-link in Aurelia. And she saw Malakai’s reaction to it. She felt his shock, his cold, calculating hunger, and then—something she didn't expect.

Protection.

Behind the logic and the steel, Malakai’s mind wrapped around hers like a shield. He wasn't just taking the data; he was burying it, hiding it deep within his own encrypted core where Julian’s seekers could never find it.

The connection snapped.

Vespera fell forward, her head hitting Malakai’s shoulder. She was gasping for air, her lungs feeling like they had been vacuum-sealed. He held her, his arms like iron bands around her waist, his chest heaving in a rhythmic echo of her own.

For a long minute, neither of them spoke. The only sound was the whirring of his eye as it recalibrated to the dim light. The intimacy of the moment was terrifying—a soul-deep exposure that left her feeling stripped bare.

"They're searching for you," Malakai said finally, his voice rougher than before. He didn't let go. If anything, he pulled her closer, his chin resting on the top of her head. "The Enforcers have hit the Dead Zone. Julian has declared you a 'Class-A Biohazard.'"

Vespera laughed, a jagged, hollow sound. "I suppose that’s one word for it."

"He's afraid of you," Malakai said, pulling back just enough to look into her eyes. The sapphire lens was calm now, a steady, deep blue. "And he should be. Because you’re not a ghost anymore, Vespera. You’re the virus that’s going to bring him to his knees."

He reached out and brushed a stray lock of hair from her face, his touch lingering. The paranoia was still there—a quiet, humming doubt in the back of her mind—but it was being drowned out by a new, more dangerous sensation.

She wasn't just a rejected Luna. She was the weapon in the hands of a King who had forgotten how to feel.

"What happens now?" she asked.

Malakai looked out at the glowing neon of Aurelia, his expression unreadable. "Now, we wait for the sun to rise. And then, we show them what happens when you throw away something that refuses to stay dead."

Vespera looked at her hands. They weren't shaking anymore. In the reflection of the glass, she saw her own eyes. They weren't just amber. A faint, electric blue pulse flickered in her pupils—a spark from the King’s own fire.

The hunt had begun. But for the first time in her life, Vespera Thorne wasn't the prey.

The silence in the Needle was not an absence of sound; it was a physical weight, a pressurized vacuum that seemed to suck the very breath from Vespera’s lungs. Outside the reinforced glass, the "Rust-Mist" of the Dead Zone swirled in aggressive, oily plumes, occasionally illuminated by the jagged, red sweep of a distant Enforcer searchlight.

Vespera stood in the center of the dark sanctum, her bare feet sinking into the charcoal carpet. The silver-threaded silk of her ruined gown felt like a second, shedding skin—cold, damp, and smelling of the copper-static of the transport ship.

I am a ghost in a machine, she thought, her fingers tracing the jagged edge of a tear in her bodice. And the machine is watching me.

She could feel him. Even without the neural-link, Malakai’s presence was a localized gravity well. He was standing by a console of liquid-glass, his back to her, his long, dark coat discarded to reveal the sharp, predatory lines of his waistcoat. The rhythmic whir of his sapphire eye was the only clock in the room, a mechanical heartbeat that set her own pulse to a frantic, uneven staccato.
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