and went down on one knee. "Your... Majesty.
stuttered. "You are here"

I'looked him over, her words echoing in my head.

"Rook I murmured.

He raised his eyes to me hesitantly. The fear in
them was as clear as day, but beneath it,
something much more defiant simmered.

“You do know why I am here?" I asked, my voice

monotone, my eyes narrowed.
He swallowed. "I know, Your Majesty."

I took in Rook's appearance—disheveled, broken,
but still standing. Despite everything, he
managed to look me in the eye, though ba




arely moving. The machines he was hooked up
to beeped. I stroked his limp hand, watching as
Rook's apprehension grew.

“He is dying," I murmured.
“Yes, Your Majesty," Rook took a step closer.

I reached into my pocket and retrieved the

injections. [ heard Rook gasp.

It was another 100 ml of Nerexylin. I twirled it on
my finger. ‘I was too merciful the first time." I
clenched my jaw.

“Your Majesty..."

“It's because none of you lost your lives that you
would be brazen enough to lay a hand on her

again.’

“The Luna said..."




uckled dryly. "You know things dontw
ay." I looked back at Ryder. "He will h
pay for your crime."

Rook's eyes widened. "I am begging you, Your
Maijesty." Rook's desperation was palpable, a
bitter, broken thing as he moved closer on his
knees, his hands trembling as he reached out,
pleading.

"Your Majesty," his voice cracked, thick with
anguish, "please... I beg you. Ryder is all I have. I'll
do anything—take the injection myself. Double
the dose. Triple it if that's what it takes.'

| watched him, his words ringing hollow against
the cold stone walls. His body was shaking, and I
could see the raw fear that surged beneath the

thin veneer of courage he was trying to maintain.




- Istudied him, my expression impassive, makir
no move to reach out or soften my gaze. Instead
I glanced back at Ryder, his still form a haunting
reminder of their betrayal. "Innocent?” |
murmured, almost to myself. "Did you spare her
when she was innocent? Did you think twice?"

Rook's breath hitched, his voice barely a whisper.
"It was a mistake. A terrible, terrible mistake. I

thought because she was a...

"A werewolf? She is mine. What gave you the
right to torture my captive? She is mine to hurt,
to break, to kill. You had no right" I growled.

"I realize that now. [ am begging...

"You think begging can undo that?" I let the ‘
syrlnge ghnt in the low light, watchmg hl'




ent. I]l take whatever Ve
se... let him live

[ leaned down, my face close to his as [ held the
syringe between us. "You think you're ina
position to barter?" My voice dropped to a
chilling whisper. "Your life was spared once, but I

will not spare it again.’

Rook's head dropped, a fresh wave of sobs
racking his body. He was completely, utterly
defeated, yet still he pleaded, broken words
slipping out as he pressed his forehead against
my shoe. "Ryder doesn't deserve this... I'm the

one you want. Just... don't let him suffer

anymore.

Silence filled the room, broken only by the
rhythmic beeping of the machines that tethered
Ryder to life. I stared down at Rook, his |




gleamed under the dim light as I held it out to
him, its dark, polished barrel a brutal contrast to.
the pale hand that trembled as he reached for it.

"This gun," I murmured, meeting his desperate
gaze, "is loaded with the finest silver bullets. If
you want your brother spared, Rook, you'll have
to do more than beg" I extended it further, my
fingers loosening around the grip. "You'll have to

prove it.’

Rook's hand shook violently as he took the gun

from me, his eyes wide, his breaths coming fast
and shallow. He glanced over at Ryder, his gaze
filled with a pain so raw it seemed to cut througi ;

brushing against Ryder's knuckl




by me or anyone else under my rule. Your sins," I
gestured to the gun, "will be absolved

Rook’s lip quivered as he closed his eyes, a
shuddering breath escaping him. His fingers
tightened around the gun, and he pressed it
against his own temple, the metallic glint of silver

gleaming as he drew in a ragged breath.

Silence stretched between us, thick and
unbearable. I could see the terror in his eyes, his
hand trembling as he struggled to steady himself.
His gaze shifted to his brother one last time,
desperation mingling with a profound sorrow.

His voice barely above a whisper, he pleaded one i

last time, "Forgive me, Ryder..."




" For a second, he didn’t move, frozen in shock

~ he tried to process what hadn't happened. Slow
he opened his eyes, staring down at the gun in
his hand in disbelief. His breaths came in shallow
gasps as realization washed over him—no bullet
had fired. He was still alive.

A shudder of relief swept through him, followed
by confusion and horror as he looked up, his eyes
meeting mine, searching, desperate to

understand.

[ watched him impassively, the faintest trace of
satisfaction lurking in my gaze. "You've proved
yourself, Rook" I said, my voice as cold and
smooth as steel. "You were willing to sacrifice

your life without hesitation for your brother's
sake. Since you had the courage to pull that i




only ma ging to mouth a quiet, "Th .
_ he lowered his head, overwhelmed. His
forehead was coated in sweat. i

I only laughed, hollow and mirthless. "This was
not my mercy," [ sneered. "It was the princess’’
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