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I haven't seen anything in five years.

Silas did that to me.

He blinded his true mate for another woman and called it duty.

I still remember the night the silver arrows fell through the trees. I was stupid enough to think being his mate meant I was the one person he would never use as a shield.

Once, when we were sixteen, Silas carried me across the frozen river because one thin crack in the ice scared me.

He had laughed then, breath white in the air, and told me, "If the world ever goes dark, Nuo, follow my voice. I will always bring you home."

For five years, I followed that voice.

It had led me into a tower.

So when I saw the arrow meant for him, I moved. I thought he would drag me back. Instead, he put both hands on my shoulders and shoved. Not away from danger. Into it. Into the poisoned silver rain. Into the path he had chosen for me because Selena was standing behind him and the Northern alliance was worth more than my eyes.

"Nuo, I'm sorry," he said.

Liar. His voice shook, but his eyes were already on her. On the princess. On the future. On everything that wasn't me.

The venom burned through my eyes in seconds.

I remember a healer shouting for neutralizing salts before the pain swallowed language. The first forty-eight hours, someone said. Keep the optic nerves alive. Silver damage could be stopped from spreading if the salts reached the blood in time. Another voice snapped that the salts were needed elsewhere.

Then Selena screamed, and every footstep ran away from me.

The light ended there. Not with grief. Not with love. With white-hot agony. No one called for a doctor. No one knelt beside me.

They were too busy checking whether their precious Alpha and his chosen princess had survived.

Later, when I asked why they had stopped the treatment, Silas told me silver damage was irreversible once the Moon had judged it. I believed him because loving someone makes a priest out of his lies.

Now I live in the West Tower. That's what they call mercy here. A locked room with expensive sheets. A pretty grave. Silas keeps me in it like a damaged relic he is too guilty to throw away and too selfish to let go.

He keeps his true mate locked upstairs while he teaches the pack to bow to Selena downstairs. I heard him before the door even opened. Those heavy, controlled footsteps. Thud. Thud. Thud. It used to be my favorite sound in the world. Now it makes my stomach turn.

"Nuo."

His voice came first. Low. Rough. Possessive in the way men sound when they think ownership is a form of tenderness.

"Stop hiding from me."

I sat at the far edge of the bed, facing the open window because it was the closest thing to air. He crossed the room without waiting for permission. The mattress dipped. Then his hand closed around my ankle. I jerked so hard the chain at the bedframe clinked. He pulled once. Not violently. Worse. Effortlessly.

Like moving me required no more thought than dragging a blanket back into place. I slid across the sheets and hit his chest. Warm. Hard. Infuriatingly alive.

"You were smiling for the doctor earlier," he said.

His fingers came up to my face, tracing the edge of the lace mask I wore over the ruined white of my eyes. He sounded angry. Not hurt. Angry.

"Why do you only act dead when I'm around?"

I didn't answer. Silence was the last thing in this tower that still belonged to me, so I held on to it. Then I caught Selena's perfume on him. In his collar. In his hair. On his skin. Thick and sweet, like flowers left too long beside a coffin.

My throat clenched. I shoved at his chest and twisted away, barely making it to the edge of the bed before I gagged. Pain shot through my ribs. Tears leaked from eyes that could give me nothing else. Behind me, he went still.

"You think I'm disgusting?"

His voice dropped low enough to sound dangerous. He didn't understand. I wasn't sick because of him. I was sick because he'd carried her into my room on his skin.

"I'm sick, Silas," I said hoarsely. "Please. Just leave me alone."

He didn't leave. The bed shifted again. A hand pressed to the mattress beside my shoulder. Another closed around the back of my neck. Not a blow. Not even a kiss. Just control. He bent close enough that his breath touched the scar at my throat.

"You're my mate."

Each word landed like a lock turning.

"Blind or not."

"Broken or not."

"Selena can have the council chamber. She can have the ceremonies. But you stay here."

His thumb dragged once, slowly, across the old mark on my neck.

"You're mine."

I laughed then. It came out cracked and ugly and too close to a sob. Because there it was. The truth of him. He didn't want a wife. He wanted a living wound. Something ruined he could keep close enough to call devotion.

"Fine," I whispered.

My voice came out raw.

"Give her the title. Give her the throne. Give her every pretty thing you chose over me."

I turned my face toward the dark I had been living in for five years.

"But one day, Silas, you're going to realize something."

He said nothing. For once, he listened.

"This hole you built to bury me?" I whispered. "It's the only place you have left to hide."

Silas didn't come to the tower that morning. He sent maids instead. Six of them. All efficient hands and pinned mouths and the kind of careful cruelty that only appears when a household has decided one woman matters and another doesn't.

"Lift your chin."

"Hold still."

"The Alpha wants the black lace mask."

No one asked whether I wanted any part of this. They laced me into a gown so tight it felt like being wired into a coffin. Satin scraped my skin. A corset bit into my ribs. Someone fastened jewels at my throat as if decoration could hide what had been done to me.

"Why bother?" one maid muttered while she worked on my hair. "She can't even see the room."

"Because tonight the pack needs a symbol," another replied. "If the Alpha presents her, no one can say he abandoned his mate."

There it was. In Crete, symbols had always mattered more than women. I was not being taken downstairs as his wife. I was being displayed so no one could accuse him of replacing his true mate too quickly. Not love. Not regret. Presentation. I sat still after that.

When Silas finally arrived, the room changed before he spoke. Cedar. Rain. That cold steadiness he wore like a crown.

"Leave us."

The maids fled so quickly their skirts whispered against the stone. Then he was in front of me. I could feel it. The heat of his body. The silent inspection. His hand grazing my shoulder as if he had bought the fabric and the flesh beneath it in the same transaction.

"You look beautiful, Nuo."

He said it gently, as though this were kindness. As though I hadn't spent the night listening to the chain on my ankle scrape the bedframe every time I turned.

"If I look beautiful," I said, "it is because six women spent an hour disguising what you made of me."

His fingers paused at my throat. Then resumed.

"Tonight." He fastened a clasp at the back of my neck. "You will stand beside me."

Not dance with me. Not honor me. Stand beside him. Like a relic they were too superstitious to hide and too ashamed to display honestly. The ballroom was already roaring by the time he led me in. Music. Laughter. Crystal. Silverware. The heavy perfume of wealth and wolf pride. And under all of it, the whispers.

"That's her?"

"I heard the venom left her eyes white."

"My cousin said the first healer argued with the Alpha over medicine," another voice whispered. "Then the healer was sent north."

"Hush."

"He still keeps her?"

"He has to. The Moon marked her first."

"Selena is the one who looks like a Luna."

I kept my fingers wrapped around Silas's arm because there was nothing else to anchor myself to. He didn't shake them off. He didn't reassure me either. He only kept walking, making me feel every watching stare without giving me even one word to stand on. Then White Fox lilies cut through the air. Sweet.

Sharp. Smug. Selena.

"Silas," she said warmly, as though she hadn't been wearing his scent like a second skin for months. "You really brought her."

My jaw tightened. She came close enough that her bracelets chimed near my wrist.

"Poor sister," she murmured. "You should hear the room. They finally understand. He may have married you beneath the Moon, but he is building the future with me."

I turned toward where I thought her face would be.

"Then why are you whispering?" I asked softly. "Say it louder. If you are already queen, why are you still afraid of a blind woman hearing it?"

For one clean second, she said nothing. Then she laughed. Light. Pretty. Venomous.

"Alpha," she called, louder now. "The orchestra is waiting."

I heard the musicians shift. The room quieted. Too quiet. The first ceremonial dance. The one that belonged to the Alpha and his mate. My hand loosened on Silas's sleeve. Here it was. The last decent thing he could still do in public. He knew it. I knew it. The room knew it. He exhaled once. Slowly. Then he removed my hand from his arm.

Not harshly. Carefully. As if that made it better.

"Just this one dance," he said under his breath.

To me. To himself. I don't know. Then he stepped away.

"Of course, Selena."

Applause exploded around me. The orchestra swept up into motion. And I stood there with empty air where my mate had been. He wanted it exactly like that. His blind mate in public. His future Luna in his arms. Their steps moved across the floor in perfect time. Even blind, I could hear the shape of them. The crowd loved it.

Of course they did. The strong Alpha. The radiant political bride. The wounded mate tucked neatly at the edge of the room so everyone could say he had been merciful enough to keep her alive. I tried to back away before anyone could hear me break.

My heel caught in the hem. Then glass shattered. A table tipped. Champagne crashed around me. Pain tore up my shin. Someone gasped. Someone laughed. Someone said, "God, look at her." I put my palm down and found broken crystal.

Blood slicked between my fingers. I told myself to get up. I told myself not to cry. I told myself his name would not leave my mouth even if I bled out on polished marble while he danced. Then another set of hands reached me. Steady. Warm. Human.

"Nuo."

I knew that voice. Ivy. He crouched beside me without hesitation.

"You're cut. Don't move."

"I have to," I whispered. "He brought me here."

"He brought you here to make a statement," Ivy said, and for once there was anger in his voice sharp enough to cut.

"I'm taking you out before the rest of the room decides your humiliation is entertainment."

He lifted me before I could argue. The crowd parted. I heard the music falter. One beat. Two. Then pick back up. Silas didn't call my name. That silence followed me all the way out of the ballroom. By the time the night air hit my face, something inside me had gone very still. Good. Still things couldn't beg.
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