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1. The Eighth Child: A Curse of Silence
The stone floor of the Great Hall was cold enough to numb my knees through my thin leggings. I pushed the heavy scrub brush forward, the bristles catching on the uneven rock. Grey water splashed over my knuckles. I did not flinch. In the Silvercrest Pack, an eighth-born daughter learned early that flinching only invited more attention. And for a Null like me, attention was a dangerous thing.

I moved the bucket. The hall was being prepared for the Blood Moon Ascendance. High above, servants draped heavy banners of slate grey and silver from the rafters. Tomorrow night, Silas would stand on the dais and reaffirm his right to lead us. And tomorrow night, according to the laws of our kind, he would have to acknowledge the mate the moon had chosen for him.

I felt the pull in my chest, a low, steady thrum that pointed directly toward the heavy oak doors at the end of the hall. Silas was behind them. He had been there for hours, meeting with the Council and the emissaries from the Belmonte lineage. Every time I heard his voice through the wood, my skin prickled. It wasn't the warmth other girls described when they spoke of their mates. It was a static charge. It made me smell ozone and the scent of rain hitting dry earth.

"Move it, Null."

A heavy boot clipped my hip. I tumbled sideways, my hands sliding into the dirty water. Maren, the lead laundress, stood over me. She was a third-born with a sturdy wolf and a temper that usually found its mark on my shoulders. She didn't look at my face; she looked at the silver flecks in my irises, the only physical sign that I wasn't entirely human.

"The Alpha doesn't want to see your shadow when he comes out," Maren said. She kicked the bucket, slopping more grey water onto the area I had just finished cleaning. "Go to the kitchens. They need the venison dressed, and the hunters brought in a massive kill. Since you don't have a wolf to help you hunt, you can at least use your hands to clean up after those who do."

I stood up, wiping my wet palms on my apron. I didn't argue. Silence was my only defense in a pack that viewed my birth as a clerical error by the gods. I was the eighth child of the Silverthornes. My parents had been high-ranking once, but their bloodline had soured with me. After I was born, my father lost his position as Lead Sentinel. Then they died in the winter raids, leaving me to pay the debt of my existence through service.

I carried the bucket toward the servant's entrance. As I reached the door, the heavy oak portals at the front of the hall swung open. Silas Vane walked out. He was twenty-four, but he carried the weight of the Silvercrest mountains in his stride. His hair was the color of obsidian, and his eyes were a startling, clear gold.

I stopped. The bond between us snapped tight, a physical cord that threatened to pull me toward him. I gripped the handle of the bucket until the metal bit into my palm. He saw me. His stride didn't break, but I saw his jaw tighten. He was surrounded by three older men in ornate furs—the Council—and a woman who looked like she was carved from ice and sunlight.

Lyra Belmonte. She was the daughter of the Alpha of the South, and she wore her power like a weapon. Her golden-blonde hair was braided with silver wire. She looked at the hall, then at me. Her lip curled just enough to show the tips of her teeth.

"Is this the quality of help you keep here, Silas?" Lyra asked. Her voice was smooth, carrying across the stone walls without effort. "She smells of dishwater and old blood."

Silas didn't look at her. He kept his gold eyes locked on mine for one second too long. I saw the conflict there—the recognition of the fated bond clashing with the cold reality of his ambition. He needed the Belmonte alliance. His pack was struggling, the mountain winters getting longer and the prey thinner. A Null mate was a death sentence for his reputation.

"She is a servant," Silas said. His voice was flat. "Elara, go to the kitchens. Now."

The way he said my name sent a shiver through me. It wasn't a command; it was a warning. I bowed my head and ducked through the small door, the scent of him—cedar and something sharp like lightning—clinging to my senses.

Inside the kitchen, the heat was suffocating. Three deer carcasses hung from hooks in the ceiling, their blood dripping into copper pans. I grabbed a skinning knife. My hands were shaking, but I forced them still. I had to be invisible. If I could just survive the Ascendance, if I could just get through the public ceremony, maybe I could fade into the background again.

"You're late," a voice rasped from the corner.

I looked up. Elder Varick sat in a wooden chair near the hearth. He was seventy, his eyes clouded with cataracts, but he always seemed to know exactly where I was standing. He was the pack’s record-keeper, the one who held the stories of our ancestors. He was also the only person who looked at me with something other than disgust. It was closer to fear.

"I had to finish the floors," I said. I began the first long cut down the deer’s belly. The hide resisted, then gave way.

"The moon is turning red, Elara," Varick said. He tapped his cane against the floor. "The eighth child is a silent child until the seal breaks. Your parents knew. They tried to hide the spark in your blood, but Silas Vane is a man of fire. Fire finds what is hidden."

"There is nothing hidden, Varick," I said, my voice low. "I have no wolf. I am a Null. Silas will choose Lyra because she is a wolf, and I am a mistake."

Varick chuckled, a dry, rattling sound. "The mistake wasn't your birth. The mistake was thinking the Moon Goddess only makes warriors. Sometimes she makes a cage. And sometimes, she makes the thing that breaks the cage."

I ignored him and focused on the work. I stripped the hide, my muscles aching. I had spent twenty years believing I was empty. If there was a 'Lunar Maw' or a prophecy inside me, it hadn't helped when the other children threw stones at me in the creek. It hadn't helped when Silas’s father had told my parents I was a stain on the pack's honor.

Hours passed. The sun dipped below the jagged peaks of the mountains, casting long, purple shadows across the kitchen floor. I was finishing the last of the meat when the door opened again. It wasn't Maren or another servant.

It was Silas.

He stood in the doorway, his large frame blocking the light. He had discarded his formal furs, wearing only a black tunic that stretched across his shoulders. He looked at the blood on my apron and the knife in my hand. He walked toward me, each step deliberate. I backed up until my spine hit the cold stone of the wall.

"Silas," I whispered. "You shouldn't be here. The Council—"

"The Council is at dinner," he said. He stopped inches from me. The heat radiating from his body was intense. He reached out, his hand hovering near my face before he dropped it. "The bond is screaming, Elara. It has been since the sun went down."

"Then tell them," I said, a spark of hope catching in my chest despite myself. "Tell them the moon chose me."

Silas closed his eyes. When he opened them, the gold was clouded with a dark, heavy weight. "I can't. Silvercrest is dying. If I don't take Lyra as my Luna, her father will cut off our trade routes through the pass. We won't survive the winter. My people will starve."

"I am your mate," I said. I reached out and touched his forearm. The skin-to-skin contact felt like a jolt of electricity. He gasped, his fingers curling into fists. "Doesn't that mean anything?"

"It means the goddess is cruel," he snapped. He grabbed my wrists, holding them tight. He wasn't hurting me, but his grip was like iron. "You have no wolf, Elara. You can't lead a hunt. You can't defend the borders. You can't give me heirs that will hold this pack together. I have to do what is right for Silvercrest."

"By rejecting me?" The words tasted like ash.

"By doing what I must," he said. He leaned down, his forehead resting against mine for a fleeting second. I smelled the ozone again, stronger now. "Tomorrow, at the Ascendance, I will announce the alliance. I need you to stay in the shadows. Don't come to the dais. Don't make me look at you when I say the words."

He let go of my wrists and turned, leaving the kitchen without another word. I stayed pinned against the wall, my heart thumping a frantic rhythm against my ribs. He wasn't just choosing a pack over a woman. He was choosing a lie over the truth the moon had written into our souls.

I looked down at my hands. They were stained with the blood of the deer. In the corner, Varick was watching me with his sightless eyes.

"The silence is almost over, little wolf-less girl," the old man whispered. "But the screaming comes first."
2. The Moon Ceremony: A Public Execution
I didn't answer Varick. I turned to the stone basin and plunged my hands into the freezing water. The deer blood swirled in the basin, turning the clear liquid into a murky pink. My fingers were numb, but I kept scrubbing until the skin beneath my nails was clean. The static in the back of my brain grew louder with every second that passed. It was the bond. Silas was moving further away, heading toward the Great Square, and the distance felt like a physical weight pulling on my chest.

Varick’s cane tapped against the floor. He stood up, his sightless eyes fixed on the space where I stood. He didn't offer any more cryptic warnings. He just shuffled toward the back exit that led to the elders' quarters. I stayed in the kitchen until the silence became unbearable. Then, I smoothed my apron, wiped my damp hands on my skirts, and followed the path toward the lights of the ceremony.

The Great Square was carved into the side of the mountain. Huge bonfires burned at the four corners, sending orange sparks into the black sky. The entire Silvercrest Pack was there. I saw the hunters in their heavy furs, the mothers holding their children close to the warmth, and the elders seated on the front benches. They all looked toward the dais, a raised platform of granite where the Alpha stood.

I kept to the back, pressing my shoulder against a cold stone pillar. Silas stood at the center of the platform. The firelight played across his obsidian hair and the sharp lines of his face. He looked every bit the Alpha the pack needed—strong, unwavering, and distant. Beside him stood Lyra Belmonte. She wore a gown of gold silk that seemed to glow. Her blonde hair was intricate, woven with silver wires that caught the light whenever she moved her head. She looked like a queen. I looked like the girl who had just finished butchering a deer.

Silas raised his hand, and the murmurs of the crowd died down. The only sound was the crackling of the logs and the distant howl of the wind in the peaks. I felt the ozone smell of the bond thickening in my lungs. It was so strong I thought I might choke on it. Silas’s gold eyes scanned the crowd. For a second, his gaze locked onto mine. The pressure in my chest spiked. I saw the briefest flicker of hesitation in his expression before his face turned back into a mask of stone.

"Members of Silvercrest," Silas began. His voice was deep and reached every corner of the square. "We have endured three years of the harshest winters in our history. Our stores are low. Our borders are pressed by those who think we are weak. Tonight, we ensure our survival."

A cheer went up from the hunters. Silas waited for it to die down. He didn't look at me this time. He reached out and
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