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1. The Executioner King arrives
I stood on the stone platform in the center of the Silver-Claw village. The cold from the granite seeped through the soles of my feet. It was the night of the Blood Moon, and the sky had turned a dark, bruised red.

My father, Alpha Vance, stood ten feet away from me. He didn't look at my face. He looked at the heavy iron shackles on my wrists. His jaw was tight. Behind him, my seven sisters stood in a perfect line. They were dressed in white silk, their hair braided with silver thread. They were the pride of the pack. I was the eighth-born, the mistake, the girl without a wolf.

I looked at my oldest sister, Lyra. She was smiling. It wasn't a kind smile. It was the look of someone watching a nuisance finally get cleared away.

"The King is here," my father said.

His voice was flat. He didn't sound sad. He sounded relieved.

The sound of heavy horses hitting the dirt road echoed through the square. The village was silent. Hundreds of members of the Silver-Claw pack had gathered to watch the execution. They stood in the shadows, their eyes reflecting the red light from above.

A line of riders emerged from the trees. They wore black plate armor that didn't reflect the moon. In the center of the group was a man on a horse larger than the rest. He didn't wear a helmet.

King Silas Vane was thirty-one years old, but he looked like he had lived three lives. A scar ran along his jawline, jagged and white against his tanned skin. His hair was black and cut short. When he pulled his horse to a stop at the base of the platform, he looked up at me.

His eyes were a bright, metallic yellow. They were the eyes of a High Alpha who had killed his own father to take the throne.

Silas dismounted. His boots made a heavy thud on the ground. He didn't look at my father. He didn't look at the crowd. He walked straight toward the stairs of the platform.

"Alpha Vance," Silas said. His voice was deep. It had a gravelly quality that made the air feel heavier.

"High Alpha," my father replied, bowing low. "The sacrifice is ready. The Eighth-Born is prepared for the Goddess."

Silas reached the top of the stairs. He was tall, standing at least a head above my father. He stopped three feet away from me. I smelled leather and old smoke. I didn't move. I didn't lower my head.

"You are Elara," Silas said. It wasn't a question.

"I am," I said. My voice was steady. I had spent twenty-two years being treated like a curse. I was finished with being afraid.

Silas turned to look at my father. "She has no wolf?"

"None," my father said. "She is a Mute-Wolf. A vessel of ancestral sin. Her presence has poisoned our lands for two decades. The Moon Goddess demands her blood to keep the Veil intact."

Silas looked back at me. He reached out and grabbed my chin with his hand. His skin was hot. His grip was firm, forcing me to look up into his yellow eyes. He searched my face for a long time. I saw his nostrils flare.

"She doesn't look like a curse," Silas said. "She looks like a woman."

"She is a shell," Lyra called out from the line of sisters. She stepped forward, her white dress fluttering. "She has no soul, King Silas. She was born empty. If you don't kill her tonight, the Blood Moon will break the Veil and the Abyss will swallow us all."

Silas let go of my chin. He looked at Lyra for a second, then looked back at me. He reached for the hilt of the sword at his hip.

The crowd let out a collective breath. My father stepped back, giving the King space to work.

Silas drew the blade. It wasn't steel. It was pure silver, engraved with runes that glowed with a faint blue light. The air around the blade seemed to hum. This was the weapon meant to touch a soul. Since I was told I didn't have one, I wondered what it would feel like.

"Do you have any last words?" Silas asked.

I looked at my sisters. I looked at the father who had kept me in a cellar for half my life. I looked at the villagers who had thrown stones at me when I was a child.

"I hope the Goddess is hungry," I said. "Because I'm not going to give her what she wants."

Silas didn't blink. He raised the silver sword. The red light of the Blood Moon caught the edge of the blade.

"Kneel," he commanded.

I stayed standing. "No."

Silas let out a short, dry sound. It might have been a laugh. He moved fast. His hand landed on my shoulder, and he forced me down. My knees hit the stone hard. He gripped my hair and pulled my head back, exposing my throat.

The silver blade was cold as it touched the skin of my neck. I felt the sharp edge bite in just enough to draw a single drop of blood.

"For the Veil," Silas whispered.

He pulled the blade across.

But the metal didn't cut deeper.

The sound of the wind stopped. The rustle of the leaves in the trees died. A villager in the front row was frozen in the middle of a gasp. A bird was suspended in the air above the square, its wings locked in place.

Silas was frozen, too. His yellow eyes were wide, fixed on my throat, but he didn't move.

I could still move. I blinked. I breathed.

Everything was gray. The red moonlight had vanished, replaced by a flat, colorless light that didn't come from a sun or a moon.

"Elara," a voice said.

It didn't come from behind me. It came from inside my head.

I looked up.

A woman stood at the edge of the platform. She looked exactly like me, but her skin was so pale it was almost transparent. Her hair was a blinding white, flowing around her as if she were underwater. She wore a dress made of light that hurt to look at.

"Who are you?" I asked. My voice sounded loud in the absolute silence.

"I am the one they pray to," she said. She walked toward me. Her feet didn't make a sound on the stone. "I am Selene. And you are a disappointment."

I looked at the frozen King Silas. I looked at the silver blade still pressed against my skin.

"They are killing me for you," I said. "Isn't that what you wanted?"

Selene stopped in front of me. She tilted her head. Her eyes were blank white orbs.

"They think you are a sacrifice," she said. "They think you are the end of a curse. They are fools. You are the First Luna. You are the original mate of the wolf-spirit. I have been reborn across centuries to keep the God of the Depths in his cage, and you are my vessel."

She reached out and touched my forehead. Her finger was freezing.

"But you are broken, Elara. You have no wolf because I took it from you eons ago. I needed you manageable. I needed you weak."

I felt a surge of heat in my chest. It wasn't the heat of a wolf. It was something older. It felt like molten metal moving through my veins.

"You lied to them," I said. "You made them hate me."

"I made them fear you," Selene corrected. "There is a difference. But the seals are failing. The Alphas who rejected you—the ones who saw your 'emptiness' and turned away—they hold the fragments of the prison lock in their blood. Their disdain fuels the God beneath us."

She looked at Silas. "And this one. The High Alpha. He is your fated mate. I suppressed the bond. If you two ever truly united, you would have the power to pull the moon from the sky. I cannot allow that."

I felt the silver blade at my throat start to vibrate.

"Then why have you stopped time?" I asked.

"Because the God of the Depths is waking," Selene said. Her face twisted into an expression of fear. "And if you die now, I lose my connection to this world. I will be forgotten. I will become nothing."

She leaned in close to my ear. Her breath smelled like ozone.

"The silver blade is about to move, Elara. You can let it kill you and end this cycle. Or you can take the power I have hidden from you and become a monster."

"I'm already a monster to them," I said.

Selene smiled. It was a terrifying, hollow thing.

"Then show them."

She vanished.

The gray light snapped back into red. The wind roared back to life. The bird above the square finished its flight.

Silas pulled the blade.

I didn't feel the metal tear my throat.

Instead, the silver blade shattered.

Pieces of the enchanted metal flew into the air like glass. One piece grazed Silas’s cheek, drawing a line of blood.

I stood up. I didn't feel weak. I didn't feel like a girl without a wolf.

My hair, which had been dark brown, was turning a shimmering silver-white at the ends. My skin felt tight, humming with a power that wasn't animal. It was celestial.

Silas stumbled back. He looked at the broken hilt in his hand, then at me. The molten yellow of his eyes was filled with something I had never seen in an Alpha.

Pure, unadulterated shock.

"What are you?" he whispered.

I looked at my father, who was staring at me with his mouth open. I looked at my sisters, whose silk dresses were being whipped by a wind that seemed to be coming from me.

"I am the reason you should have stayed in the dark," I said.

I reached out and grabbed the front of Silas’s black armor. I pulled him toward me. He was heavy, but I moved him like he weighed nothing.

"You were sent to kill a girl," I told him.

I leaned in, my face inches from his.

"But there is no girl left here."
2. When the Moon Bleeds
Silas did not pull away. He did not even blink as my fingers locked into the heavy plates of his black chest piece. The blood on his jaw was a bright, wet line against his skin. He looked down at my hand, then back up at my eyes. His own eyes were yellow and bright, the color of heated metal.

"You broke the silver," he said. His voice was low. It vibrated through the metal I held.

"I broke your lie," I said. I did not let go. I felt a hum in my palms that had nothing to do with a wolf. It was a steady, rhythmic pulse. It felt like the ground beneath the village square was breathing in time with my own chest.

Behind him, my father moved. Alpha Vance stepped off the granite execution platform. His face was red. He held his own heavy blade, the steel reflecting the red light of the blood moon. He looked at my hair, which was now white from root to tip.

"It is a trick," my father shouted. His voice cracked. "The Mute-Wolf has made a deal with a demon. Silas, move aside. I will finish this myself."

Silas did not move. He kept his gaze on me. He ignored the Alpha of the Silver-Claw Pack as if he were a barking dog. Silas reached up. His large, scarred hand covered mine where I gripped his armor. His skin was hot.

"There is no demon here, Vance," Silas said. He spoke without turning his head. "There is only something you did not tell me about your daughter."

I looked past Silas at my father. For the first time in twenty-two years, I did not see a man to be feared. I saw something else. Near his heart, beneath his ribs, there was a faint, sickly glow. It was a knot of gray light that pulsed with every breath he took. It looked like a bruise on his soul.

Selene had called it a seal.

"She has no soul!" my sister Lyra screamed from the front row of the onlookers. She was gripping the fabric of her silk dress so hard her knuckles were white. "She is the eighth-born. She is the curse on our house! Kill her before she brings the moon down on us!"

I let go of Silas. I turned my head toward Lyra. The wind picked up, swirling the dust around my feet. The silver-white ends of my hair whipped against my cheeks. I felt a sudden, sharp clarity. I saw the same gray pulse near Lyra's heart. It was smaller than my father's, but it was there.

"You are all so afraid," I said. My voice sounded different. It was steady. It did not have the tremble of the girl who had spent her life hiding in the kitchens. "You spent years telling me I was empty. You told the whole world I was a vessel for sin."

I took a step toward my father. The guards at the edge of the platform raised their spears. They were shaking. I could see the wood of the spear-shafts vibrating in their hands.

"Get back!" my father yelled. He swung his sword in a wide arc. The steel whistled through the air.

I did not stop. I did not feel fear. I felt a strange, cold pull toward the gray light in his chest. It felt like a piece of me was trapped inside him. It was a hunger that had nothing to do with food or blood. It was a demand for return.

Silas stepped between us. He moved with a speed that most wolves couldn't match. He put his hand on the hilt of the broken silver blade at his belt.

"That is enough, Vance," Silas said. "The execution is over."

"Over?" My father's eyes went wide. "The law of the United Packs says the eighth-born must die. You are the High Alpha. You are the one who enforces the law."

Silas turned his head then. He looked at my father with a flat, dangerous expression. "The law applies to the soulless. This girl is not soulless. Look at her."

My father looked. He saw what the rest of the pack saw. I wasn't the small, shadowed figure they had kicked for two decades. I stood tall. The power coming off me was visible now, a faint silver shimmer that distorted the air like heat over a road.

"She is a monster," my father whispered.

"She is coming with me," Silas said.

He reached out and grabbed my upper arm. His grip was firm. It wasn't the grip of a man trying to hurt me. It was the grip of a man claiming a prize.

"I am not going anywhere with you," I told him. I tried to pull my arm away, but his strength was immense. He was a wall of muscle and black iron.

"You have two choices, Elara," Silas said, leaning down so only I could hear him. "You stay here and let your father and his men try to kill you until you have to burn this entire village to the ground to survive. Or you come with me and find out why the Moon Goddess stopped time for you."

I froze. My eyes snapped to his. "You saw her?"

"I saw the light," Silas said. "I saw the way the world went gray. I am the High Alpha. Nothing happens in this kingdom that I do not witness."

He didn't tell me he saw Selene. He didn't tell me he knew she was the First Luna. He only knew something had changed. He saw the power and he wanted to own it. That was the way of Alphas. They saw strength and they tried to put a leash on it.

"I am not a weapon for your wars, Silas Vane," I said.

"We will see," he replied.

He turned to his men. The twelve black-armored riders who had arrived with him were already on their horses. They looked like statues in the red moonlight.

"Secure her," Silas ordered.

Two of the riders dismounted. They approached me with heavy iron shackles. I looked at the iron. I looked at the gray light in my father's chest. I could feel the God of the Depths shifting far below the earth. It was a heavy, tectonic movement. The world felt thin. It felt like a piece of paper about to tear.

I looked at my sisters. Lyra was staring at me with pure, unmitigated hatred. Behind her, the younger ones were huddled together. They had spent their lives making sure I knew I was nothing.

I held out my wrists.

Silas watched as the iron clicked shut. The metal was cold, but it didn't dampen the fire in my blood. If anything, it gave me something to focus on.

"You are making a mistake," I told Silas as he led me toward his massive black horse.

He swung up into the saddle with a grace that contradicted his size. Then, he reached down and hauled me up in front of him. I was forced back against his chest. His armor was hard and cold, but his body heat seeped through my thin white dress.

"I have made many mistakes, Elara Vance," Silas said. He kicked the horse into a gallop. "But taking you alive is not one of them."

We rode out of the Silver-Claw village as the blood moon began to fade. The red light was replaced by a sickly, bruised purple. I looked back once. My father was still standing on the execution platform. He looked small. He looked like a man who had realized too late that he had been sleeping on top of a volcano.

I looked at the gray pulse in his chest one last time before we cleared the village gates. It was the first fragment of my soul. I knew then that I would have to come back for it. I would have to come back for all of them.

Silas's arm tightened around my waist. He rode like a man possessed. He didn't look at the path. He looked straight ahead, toward the mountains of the north where his fortress sat.

"Why did you really stop the blade?" I asked over the sound of the hooves.

"The blade broke itself," Silas said. "I was just the one holding the handle."

"You didn't answer me."

He looked down at me. The yellow in his eyes was darker now, more like amber. "Because when I looked at you on that platform, I didn't see a curse. I saw a girl who was waiting for the world to burn. And I've always wanted to see a fire that big."

I didn't respond. I turned my gaze back to the road.

I wasn't a girl anymore. And I wasn't just a fire.

I was the end of everything they knew.
3. The Goddesss First Lie
I leaned my head back against Silas’s shoulder. The hard edge of his breastplate pressed into my spine. He didn't slow the horse. The animal’s hooves hit the dirt in a rhythm that vibrated through my teeth. I watched the trees of the Silver-Claw territory vanish. They were dark shapes against a sky that had turned from blood-red to a heavy, bruised purple.

Silas’s arm stayed locked around my waist. He held me so tight I found it hard to take a full breath. The iron shackles on my wrists rattled with every jump of the horse. The sound was constant. It was the only thing I heard over the wind.

"You aren't shaking," Silas said. He spoke into my ear. His voice was loud enough to carry over the gallop.

"I have nothing left to be afraid of," I told him. I looked at my hands. They were pale. The silver-white of my hair blew across my vision. It was the color of the moon before it had started to bleed.

He pulled on the reins. The horse slowed. We were at the edge of a deep ravine. A narrow bridge made of stone and iron crossed the gap. Silas didn't cross it immediately. He steered the horse toward a small clearing near the cliff’s edge. He brought the animal to a halt and climbed down.

He reached up and gripped my waist. He lifted me off the saddle. He didn't put me down gently. My feet hit the ground, and the impact sent a jolt of pain through my ankles. I stumbled. Silas caught my arm. His fingers were hot through the fabric of my sleeve.

"Wait here," he said. He let go and led the horse toward a small pool of rainwater trapped in the rocks.

I sat down on a flat stone. My legs were stiff. I looked at the iron around my wrists. The metal was thick. It was etched with runes I didn't recognize. I touched the surface of the iron with one finger. The metal felt cold. Then, it felt warm. The warmth grew until it was hot.

I looked up. Silas was busy with the horse. He was removing the saddle. He didn't see me.

The world stopped.

The sound of the wind died. The horse froze with its head dipped toward the water. A single drop of water hung in the air, caught between the sky and the pool. The purple of the clouds turned to a dull, flat gray.

I stood up. My shackles didn't make a sound when I moved.

"Elara."

The voice came from behind me. I turned. She was standing at the edge of the ravine. She looked exactly like me, but her eyes were older. They were the color of a dead star. Her hair was a long sheet of silver that didn't move, even though there was no wind. She wore a dress made of white light.

"Selene," I said. I didn't bow. I didn't feel the urge to pray. "You lied to me."

The Goddess stepped toward me. Her feet didn't touch the dirt. She floated an inch above the ground. "I have never lied to you, First Luna. I only gave you the truth you were ready to hear."

"You told me I was empty," I said. I held up my shackled hands. "You let my father treat me like a curse for twenty-two years. You let them put me on that platform."

"The sacrifice was necessary to wake your blood," Selene said. She reached out a hand. She didn't touch me, but I felt a pressure in my chest. "Look at the world, Elara. Look at what the Alphas have done. They have grown fat and arrogant on the power I gave them. They have forgotten the God of the Depths. They have forgotten the prison."

She pointed toward the south, back toward the Silver-Claw Pack.

"Your father. Your sisters. The suitors who turned their backs on you. They carry the Seals in their blood. Those gray pulses you see? Those are the locks. But the locks are rusting. The Alphas are weak. Their greed is feeding the God below."

"What do you want from me?" I asked.

"You must reclaim the fragments," Selene said. Her voice grew louder. It echoed in my skull. "The Alphas must die. Every one of them who rejected you. When their hearts stop, the Seal returns to you. You are the only vessel strong enough to hold the God back. If you do not kill them, the prison will break. The God will rise and consume everything you see."

I looked at her. I saw the way she looked at me. It wasn't the look of a mother. It was the look of a craftsman checking a tool.

"You want me to be your executioner," I said.

"I want you to be the savior," Selene corrected. "Kill the Alphas. Shatter their hearts. Take back the power they stole from your soul. Only then will the world be safe."

She began to fade. The gray world started to regain its color.

"Wait," I said. "What about Silas? He didn't reject me. He didn't have a Seal."

Selene’s expression changed. For a second, she looked afraid. "Silas Vane is the Jailer. He is the one who keeps the keys. Do not trust him, Elara. He does not want the world saved. He only wants to own the fire."

She vanished.

The sound of the wind rushed back into my ears. The drop of water hit the pool with a splash. Silas turned around. He held a leather water skin in his hand. He stopped walking when he saw me.

He looked at my face. Then he looked at my hair.

"Your hair," he said. He walked toward me. He dropped the water skin. "It’s completely white."

I reached up and pulled a strand of hair over my shoulder. It was the color of bone. I looked back at Silas. I looked at his chest.

There was no gray pulse. There was nothing but the steady beat of a human-like heart. If he was the Jailer, he was a part of this game I didn't understand yet.

"It changed when the moon bled," I said. I didn't tell him about the Goddess. I didn't tell him about the command to kill.

Silas reached out. He took a lock of my hair between his fingers. His touch was heavy. He didn't pull away. He leaned in closer. I could smell the scent of horse, leather, and something sharp, like pine needles.

"You aren't a Mute-Wolf," he whispered. His eyes searched mine. The amber in them was bright. "I knew they were wrong about you. A girl without a soul doesn't break a silver blade by looking at it."

"What am I to you, Silas?" I asked. "A weapon? A trophy?"

He let go of my hair. He moved his hand to the side of my neck. His thumb rested just below my jaw. I felt his pulse through his skin. It was fast.

"I haven't decided yet," he said. "But I’m not letting you go back to them. They wanted to kill you because they were afraid. I’m keeping you because I want to see why the Goddess chose you."

"She didn't choose me," I said. I looked down at the iron on my wrists. "She created me for a purpose I


















OEBPS/nav.xhtml

  
    Table of Contents


    		1. The Executioner King arrives

		2. When the Moon Bleeds

		3. The Goddesss First Lie

		4. Frozen in the Silver Hour

		5. The Kings Dark Obsession

		6. First Seal The Alpha of Spite

		7. The Weight of Ancient Blood

		8. Shattering the Mute Myth

		9. A Contract of Flesh and Bone

		10. Second Seal The Alpha of Scorn

		11. The Kings Tactical Failure

		12. Visions of the First Luna

		13. Third Seal The Alpha of Greed

		14. Obsession Becomes a Bond

		15. The Hidden God Stirs

		16. The Midpoint Betrayal

		17. Fourth Seal The Alpha of Lies

		18. Elara Reclaims her Voice

		19. Silas Faces the Mirror

		20. Fifth Seal The Alpha of Fear

		21. The Holy Crusade Begins

		22. Sixth Seal The Alpha of Envy

		23. The Goddess Claims a Host

		24. The Seventh Seal and the Sisters Blood

		25. Reckoning at the Lunar Altar

		26. The Death of a Goddess

		27. The Final Mortal Breath




  
  
    Landmarks


    
      
      		Title Page


      		Main Content


    


  


