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The first lesson I learned was simple.

A girl with blood on her hands is easier to own than a girl with hope.

I was twelve when they took my name and gave me a blade.

Not all at once. The Shadow Fang were too clever for that. They did not drag me into their stone halls and call me a killer on the first night. They washed the ash from my hair. They wrapped a blanket around my shoulders. They gave me broth I could barely swallow. They told me I had survived because the Moon still had use for me.

Then my aunt Seraphine knelt before me, beautiful and cold in her black mourning gown, and said, “Nyra Selene Veyne, you must be brave now.”

I had no strength left to ask what brave meant.

Behind her, men carried the dead from Moonveil.

I remember smoke on the hills. I remember silver leaves burning in the grove. I remember the cracked white stones of the Luna temple shining under a black sky. I remember wolves howling, not in victory, but in loss.

I remember a girl with gray eyes reaching for me.

Then nothing.

A clean dark.

That was the mercy my mind gave me.

Fourteen years later, I knew better than to trust mercy.

The Shadow Fang Sanctuary stood in a canyon beyond any lawful pack border. No banners flew above it. No Alpha crest marked its gates. It was built from dark stone, old secrets, and the kind of silence that made young wolves forget the sound of home.

I had slept there more nights than I had slept anywhere else.

Still, I never called it home.

Home had been Moonveil once. A dead territory now. A place of silver-leaf trees, moonwater springs, and old songs sung by Lunas who believed the bond between wolves was sacred. My mother had ruled there with a soft voice and a spine no one could bend. Selene Veyne, last true Luna of Moonveil. My father, Darius, had served as her scholar and guard. He had carried law books in one hand and a sword in the other.

They were dust now.

Their daughter had become a ghost used by other people.

I was twenty-six years old. Nyra Selene Veyne. Last of a fallen bloodline. Rogue by pack law. Assassin by training. Weapon by command.

The Shadow Fang called me their finest blade.

They meant it as praise.

I heard it as a sentence.

That night, winter pressed against the canyon walls. Wind came through the cracks in the training yard and dragged dust over my boots. Above me, the moon was thin and pale, a narrow cut in the sky.

I stood in the center ring with a practice knife in my hand and bloodless bruises under my skin.

Across from me, three recruits watched me like I was a tale told to scare children.

Their trainer had sent them at me one by one. Then all together. None of them lasted long.

The youngest boy was still on one knee, trying to pull air into his lungs. He could not have been more than sixteen. Too young to belong here. Too proud to admit fear. His hair hung in his eyes, and his hands shook around the wooden blade I had knocked from his grip.

I looked at him and saw myself before they finished breaking me in.

“Stand,” I said.

He pushed up too fast and nearly fell again.

The older recruits laughed.

I turned my head.

The laughter stopped.

That was another lesson the Shadow Fang had given me. Fear was faster than respect. Easier too.

The boy straightened. His jaw set hard, but his eyes gave him away. He was afraid I would shame him. Afraid I would hurt him for failing. Afraid the men watching from the arches would mark him as weak and throw him into the lower cells for correction.

I tossed my knife aside.

It hit the sand with a soft sound.

“Again,” I said.

His eyes widened.

“Without the blade.”

He swallowed. “Mistress Nyra, I do not understand.”

Mistress. Lady. Blade. Ghost. They had many names for me. None of them felt like mine.

“You are holding it like it will save you,” I told him. “It will not. Not if your feet are wrong.”

One of the older recruits shifted. “Master Voss said we were to test you.”

I glanced at him. “And now you have.”

His mouth closed.

The boy lowered his wooden blade.

I stepped closer, slow enough that he did not flinch. “Left foot back. Keep your weight low. Never reach with the knife before your body knows where it will go.”

He obeyed.

Poor child. Still soft enough to listen.

My wolf stirred inside me, silent and watchful.

Vesper had never liked the Sanctuary. She hated the scent-masking oils, the silver-threaded doors, the herbs burned in the sleeping halls to dull a wolf’s dreams. She hated the rules most of all.

Do not answer an Alpha unless commanded.

Do not form attachment.

Do not mourn the dead past sunset.

Do not ask who paid for the contract.

Do not spare a target because they weep.

Do not trust the mate bond.

That last rule was carved above the inner hall in old runes, though most recruits could not read it. I could. My father had taught me old pack script before he died. Seraphine had been displeased when she learned I remembered.

A mate bond is the Moon’s chain, the Shadow Fang taught.

A blade must have no chains.

The boy adjusted his stance. Better.

A sound came from the arched doorway behind me.

Soft steps. Measured. A silver ring tapping once against stone.

The recruits dropped to one knee.

I did not.

Seraphine Veyne entered the yard in a gown black as crow feathers. Snow dusted her shoulders. Her silver-streaked hair was pinned high, and the old Moonveil pendant at her throat caught the moonlight.

My mother’s pendant.

She wore it as if grief had given her the right.

“Aunt,” I said.

Her pale amber eyes met mine.

Same blood. Same old Luna mark around the iris. In another life, she might have looked at me with love.

In this one, she looked at me the way a queen might look at a dagger she had sharpened herself.

“Nyra,” she said. “You are wasting time with strays.”

The boy’s face went red.

I felt Vesper bare her teeth inside me.

Outwardly, I gave Seraphine nothing. “He was falling wrong.”

“He was losing.”

“Those are not always the same.”

A faint smile touched her mouth. Not warm. Never warm. “Still soft in hidden corners, I see.”

Soft.

That word had followed me since childhood. When I cried after my first week in the Sanctuary, Seraphine called me soft. When I refused to strike a beaten recruit who could no longer stand, my trainer called me soft. When Rowan Thorne found me sharing half my bread with a sick omega girl, he called me foolish, then turned his back so no one else would see.

Rowan had been kinder than most.

That was why the Shadow Fang sent him away.

Seraphine’s gaze moved over the recruits. “Leave us.”

They obeyed at once.

The boy looked back before he passed under the arch. I gave him the smallest shake of my head. Do not thank me. Do not remember this. Kindness was safest when no one named it.

When we were alone, Seraphine walked to the edge of the ring.

“You were summoned,” she said.

“By whom?”

“The council of knives.”

The old council. The ones who took contracts from Alphas, nobles, elders, and cow we were alone, Seraphine walked to the edgeards who wanted death done at a distance.

I picked up my knife from the sand and wiped it clean with a cloth.

Seraphine watched the motion. “You do not seem curious.”

“I was taught curiosity was undisciplined.”

“You were taught many things because you needed them.”

Because I needed them.

That was how she dressed every cruelty. She never said she wanted power over me. She said she wanted me alive. She never said she feared what I might become. She said the world would devour a lone girl with Luna blood.

Perhaps she was right once.

That was the worst part.

“When?” I asked.

“Midnight.”

The moon was already high. Midnight was not far.

“Who is the mark?”

Seraphine’s eyes cooled.

So there was a mark. Not a lesson. Not a test. A killing.

“You will be told in the contract chamber.”

“I am being kept blind?”

“You are being honored.”

A bitter taste touched my tongue. “Those words often mean the same thing here.”

Her hand moved before I saw the anger in her face.

Not to strike me. Seraphine was too refined for that now. She reached up and adjusted the pendant at her throat, as if reminding us both what family had been reduced to.

“You forget yourself,” she said.

“No.” I slid my knife into the sheath at my thigh. “I remember myself very well.”

Her expression sharpened.

For a moment, the years fell away. I was twelve again, standing barefoot on cold stone while she told the council I had no one left. While she promised to raise me in service. While she signed my childhood away with a drop of Veyne blood.

I had not known what any of it meant.

I knew now.

The Shadow Fang did not rescue orphans. It claimed useful survivors.

“You are alive because of me,” Seraphine said quietly.

There it was.

The chain beneath every kindness.

I looked toward the high canyon walls. Snow drifted down, slow and white. It vanished the moment it touched the sand.

“I know,” I said.

She hated that answer. Too calm to fight. Too empty to reward.

“The council has chosen you for a task worthy of your blood,” she said. “A task that will free us from old debts.”

Us.

Seraphine used that word when she wanted obedience.

My fingers rested near the knife at my thigh. “Old debts have old names.”

“So do old enemies.”

That made Vesper still.

The world had many enemies. Rogues who sold pups to fighting pits. Alphas who broke border oaths. Nobles who poisoned their brothers for rank. I had killed enough of them to know evil did not always wear a wolf’s face.

But Seraphine did not speak like this for common blood.

Old enemies meant Moonveil.

It meant the night my family died.

It meant the pieces of memory I could never hold for long.

Smoke. Silver leaves. A gray-eyed girl. My own hands shaking under moonlight.

“Tell me,” I said.

“You will hear it in chamber.”

I laughed once, softly. “Still afraid I will refuse?”

Her face changed.

Not much. Seraphine had mastered herself before I was born. But something moved behind her eyes. Something close to fear.

That interested me.

“You have never refused a contract,” she said.

“I have never been given the whole truth before one.”

“The truth is a luxury.”

“No. It is a weapon. You taught me that.”

For a moment, silence held us.

Then Seraphine stepped closer. Her scent was cold jasmine, old parchment, and silver smoke. Under it was the Veyne blood scent, the same one hidden beneath my own. Moonwater and night-blooming flowers. A Luna scent.

Mine had been buried under oils, ash, and steel for years.

No one outside the Sanctuary knew what I truly was.

That was Seraphine’s doing too.

“Listen to me carefully,” she said. “What comes tonight will test more than your skill. You will hear names that wake grief. You will be tempted to question what has long been settled. Do not.”

A cold line moved through me.

“What names?”

Her gaze dropped to my left forearm, where an old scar crossed the bronze skin. A training scar. I had earned it at fifteen when I hesitated over a target who turned out to be a father hiding his young son in a cellar.

Rowan had cleaned the wound afterward.

“Pain is clean,” he told me then. “Guilt is not. Learn the difference, little wolf.”

I had tried.

The Shadow Fang preferred if I did not.

Seraphine spoke again. “There are wolves who would use your past against you.”

“You mean the past you refuse to explain.”

“I mean the past that made you dangerous.”

Dangerous. Useful. Alive.

Never beloved. Never innocent. Never free.

My jaw tightened. “The dead do not need my danger.”

“No. But the living do.”

She stepped back. “Wash. Dress for council. No armor. Formal black. Carry only one visible blade.”

“Visible?”

Her mouth curved. “You are still my niece.”

There were times I almost wished she were only cruel. It would have made hating her simple.

But Seraphine had held me through fever when I was thirteen. She had sat awake beside my bed when wolfsbane dreams made me cry out. She had taught me court speech, old law, and how to lower my gaze without lowering my will. She had saved me.

Then she had shaped the saved thing into something sharp enough to sell.

That was the wound she left in me.

Not that she never loved me.

That she loved me only where I served her fear.

After she left, I stood alone in the yard until the cold settled into my bones.

The Sanctuary bell rang once.

Then twice.

Midnight coming.

I went to my cell.

It was not called a cell, of course. The Shadow Fang preferred softer words for ugly things. Quarters. Chamber. Resting room. Mine held a narrow bed, a wash basin, a cracked mirror, a locked chest, and a single high window too thin for escape.

I had escaped harder places.

I stayed because I had nowhere to go that did not carry a grave.

On the wall beside the bed was a small mark I had carved when I was fifteen. A crescent moon no larger than my thumb. Rowan had seen it once and said nothing.

Everyone in the Sanctuary pretended we had no gods but duty.

Still, I had kept the moon.

I washed the dust from my hands and face. The water turned cloudy in the basin. I braided my black hair tight against my scalp, then tied it at the nape of my neck. My eyes stared back from the cracked mirror, pale amber with a silver ring.

My mother’s eyes.

Seraphine’s eyes.

The eyes of a Luna line that should have ended in fire.

I touched two fingers beneath my left collarbone, where my oldest scar sat hidden under skin and memory. Not from training. From Moonveil. I did not remember the blade, only waking with bandages and Seraphine’s voice above me.

“You survived, little moon. Now you must become worth the cost.”

A child believes what she is told.

A woman pays for it.

I dressed in formal black. Soft trousers. High boots. A fitted coat with silver clasps at the throat. No rank marks. No family crest. The Shadow Fang did not permit claimed identities.

In the locked chest beneath my bed, I kept things I was not meant to keep.

A strip of faded blue cloth from my mother’s old shawl.

A page from my father’s law book.

A broken silver hairpin shaped like a moonflower.

I opened the chest and touched the page.

The old script read: A Luna is not the Alpha’s shadow. She is the pack’s second flame.

I had read those words so many times I could see them with my eyes closed.

Second flame.

What a foolish thing to keep in a place built to snuff out light.

A knock came at my door.

Not Seraphine. Her knock was always two taps, patient and certain.

This one was three.

I closed the chest and stood. “Enter.”

Elias Crow slipped in before the door had opened all the way.

He looked the same as ever. Sandy hair too long, hazel eyes too clever, mouth already prepared for a lie. He wore a servant’s gray cloak over leather armor and had the restless air of a wolf who survived by never standing where the blade fell.

“Good evening, death’s favorite daughter,” he said.

“Leave.”

He shut the door behind him. “That is no way to greet an old friend.”

“We are not friends.”

“Old acquaintance?”

“No.”

“Former co-survivor of three unfortunate assignments?”

I gave him a flat look.

He smiled. It faded quickly.

That caught my attention.

Elias liked fear when it belonged to other people. It gave him something to joke around. When he wore it himself, the matter was serious.

“What do you know?” I asked.

He moved closer and lowered his voice. “Enough to wish I knew less.”

“The mark?”

His gaze flicked to the door. “I cannot say.”

“Cannot or will not?”

“In this place, there is no difference.”

I stepped toward him. “Elias.”

He swallowed. “There is a Thornmere seal on one of the witness scrolls.”

Thornmere.

The name landed hard.

Alpha Kael Draven’s territory. Black pine forests. Mountain laws. Soldiers raised on obedience and grief. The strongest northern pack still standing after the old wars.

And enemy to Moonveil.

I had never crossed deep into Thornmere land. No contract had sent me there. No council had allowed it.

Now I understood Seraphine’s warning.

Old enemies.

“What else?” I asked.

Elias shook his head. “Nyra, do not pull at this one.”

“Since when do you offer wise counsel?”

“Since I saw Cassian Vale’s man arrive before dusk.”

Cassian Vale.

The noble wolf with a white-gold bloodline and hands too clean for the harm done in his name. I had seen him only twice. Once at a distance during a border negotiation. Once in the Sanctuary’s east hall, speaking privately with Seraphine.

Both times, Vesper had disliked his scent.

“What does Vale want with a Shadow Fang contract?” I asked.

“What all noble wolves want. Someone else to carry the sin.”

“Who is the target?”

Elias looked truly afraid now.

That told me more than an answer would have.

He reached inside his cloak and held out a small folded paper. “I was never here.”

I took it.

“Do not open it in the hall,” he said. “And if they ask, I came to admire your charming temper before you died.”

“Before I died?”

His attempt at a smile failed. “Slip of the tongue.”

“Elias.”

He opened the door. “Some contracts are paid in coin. Some are paid in blood. This one smells like both.”

Then he was gone.

I stood in the center of my room with the folded paper in my hand.

For a long moment, I did not open it.

Vesper pressed against my ribs from within, not growling now. Listening.

A summons bell rang through the Sanctuary.

Third bell.

Council time.

I unfolded the paper.

There were only four words written in Elias’s uneven hand.

Ask about Liora Draven.

The room seemed to narrow.

Liora.

I did not know that name.

Yet something in me moved toward it.

Gray eyes. A hand reaching for mine. Blood on a moonstone pendant. A child’s voice saying, “Run.”

Pain flashed behind my eyes, bright and sharp. I gripped the edge of the table until it passed.

No.

Not pain.

Memory.

A broken piece of it.

I folded the paper again and held it over the candle flame.

Fire took the edges first. Then the ink. Then the name.

Liora Draven vanished into ash.

But not from me.

Another knock came.

Two taps.

Seraphine this time.

I opened the door before she could speak.

Her gaze moved over my face. If she saw anything there, she did not show it.

“The council waits,” she said.

“Then let us not keep them.”

We walked through the Sanctuary together.

The halls were narrow and cold. Torches burned blue in iron brackets. Recruits and guards lowered their eyes as we passed. Some out of respect for Seraphine. Most out of fear of me.

At the inner stair, the old Shadow Fang words were carved into black stone.

A blade has no mother.

A blade has no mate.

A blade has no grave until the hand that holds it is done.

I had passed those words a thousand times.

That night, they looked less like law and more like a prayer made by frightened men.

The council chamber waited below the Sanctuary, deep in the rock where no moonlight reached. Contracts were signed there. Names were erased there. Wolves walked in with souls and came out with orders.

At the final door, Seraphine stopped.

“You will remember who raised you,” she said.

I looked at her.

For once, I let her see the anger.

“I remember everything I am allowed to remember.”

Her face went still.

Beyond the door, old wolves murmured. A silver bowl struck stone. The contract bell answered.

One clear note.

One final summons.

My hand closed around the knife at my side.

I had been called many things in my life. Orphan. Rogue. Shadow. Assassin. Last Veyne. Broken Luna. Seraphine’s blade.

Tonight, the council would give me another name to carry.

Target killer.

Oath bound.

Condemned.

I did not yet know that the name waiting inside would change all the others.

I did not yet know that Alpha Kael Draven was more than an enemy.

I did not yet know that the Moon, cruel old witness that she was, had already tied my fate to the one wolf I had every reason to hate.

Seraphine opened the black door.

Then I stepped into the chamber where the contract waited in blood.
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Blood did not frighten me anymore, but the way Seraphine smiled at it always did.

The bowl sat between us on the black stone table, dark and still beneath the candlelight. It was not fresh enough to steam, but not old enough to crust around the edges. Someone had bled for this summons. Someone always did.

Seraphine Veyne stood on the other side of the table with her silver-streaked black hair pinned high and her pale amber eyes fixed on me. My aunt never looked tired. Never looked afraid. Even here, deep inside the Shadow Fang Sanctuary, where the walls sweated cold and the halls carried the smell of iron, smoke, and old obedience, she looked like a queen waiting for the world to remember it owed her a throne.

“Nyra,” she said. “You came quickly.”

“I was told not to keep you waiting.”

A faint smile touched her mouth. “Still obedient.”

The word landed softly, but my wolf stirred beneath my skin.

Vesper did not like that word. Neither did I.

I kept my face empty. That was one of the first things the Shadow Fang taught me. Pain could be seen. Anger could be used. Fear could be followed like a scent trail through snow. So I gave Seraphine nothing.

Around us, the contract chamber waited in silence. No windows. No banners. No comfort. Only black stone, three candles, and the carved mark of the Shadow Fang set into the floor beneath my boots. A wolf skull with a blade through its jaws.

Home, they had called this place when they brought me here at twelve.

A cage with better locks was still a cage.

Seraphine dipped two fingers into the bowl. When she lifted them, red slid slowly over her silver rings.

“One final contract,” she said.

My pulse did not quicken. I had trained it not to.

“Final,” I repeated.

“Yes.” Her eyes sharpened. “Complete it, and your debt to the order is paid. Complete it, and you may walk away.”

Walk away.

The words should have meant nothing. I had heard promises before. Men begged with them. Women lied with them. Packs built laws around them and broke them when convenient.

But some foolish, buried part of me still listened.

Away meant no more sleeping with knives under my ribs. No more changing safehouses before dawn. No more waiting for Seraphine’s ravens to find me. No more names whispered through blood bowls.

Away meant a life no one had shaped for me.

My hand rested near the blade strapped to my thigh. Not because I meant to draw it. Because touch reminded me what I was.

“What is the target?” I asked.

Seraphine’s smile faded into something colder.

She reached into the sleeve of her dark gown and withdrew a sealed parchment. The wax was black, stamped with no pack crest. That meant the buyer wanted secrecy. Important wolves always did. They spoke of honor in public and purchased murder in private.

She placed the parchment beside the bowl.

“Alpha Kael Draven of Thornmere Dominion.”

For one breath, the chamber changed.

Not visibly. The candles still burned. The stone still held its cold. Seraphine still watched me with that smooth, measuring expression.

But something moved inside my chest.

Not fear. I had been sent after Alphas before. Not many, but enough to know they bled when cut deep enough.

This was something stranger.

A pressure beneath my ribs. A low pull, like a hook catching somewhere I had no armor.

Vesper lifted her head inside me.

Thornmere.

The name tasted like pine smoke and old warnings.

Kael Draven was not just an Alpha. He ruled one of the strongest northern packs. Thornmere wolves were soldiers from the cradle, disciplined, brutal, loyal to blood and stone. Their borders were watched by sentinels who could track a broken twig through rain. Their Alpha had survived three challenges before he turned thirty.

And he hated Moonveil blood.

Everyone knew that.

I looked at the parchment. “Why him?”

Seraphine’s eyes narrowed slightly, as if the question disappointed her. “Because someone powerful wants him dead.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the only one you need.”

I met her gaze. “If I go after Kael Draven, I need to know who benefits from his death.”

“You need to know where he sleeps, how he patrols, when his guard changes, and where to place the blade.”

“Alphas do not die without consequence.”

“No,” Seraphine said softly. “They do not.”

The blood on her fingers had nearly dried. She lifted the parchment and broke the seal.

“Kael must die before the Blood Moon Summit. Seven nights from now, the packs will gather in the valley beneath Thornmere’s eastern ridge. Alliances will be renewed. Old claims will be spoken. Power will shift.” She unfolded the contract. “If he arrives alive, certain doors close. If he dies before then, other doors open.”

“For whom?”

Her smile returned. “You ask more questions than you used to.”

“I learned from better liars.”

The air tightened.

For a moment, I thought she might strike me. She had done it before, when I was young enough to believe pain meant correction. But Seraphine only wiped her fingers with a white cloth and set it aside.

“You are not being sent to debate politics,” she said. “You are being sent because you are the only blade I trust to reach him.”

Trust.

Another pretty word with teeth under it.

I took the parchment from her. The contract was written in old ink, the kind mixed with ash and blood so it could not be altered. Kael’s name sat in the center, each letter sharp and black.

Alpha Kael Draven.

A sketch had been pinned beneath the contract. Charcoal lines formed a hard face, dark hair, broad jaw, storm-gray eyes. Even in a drawing, the man looked difficult to kill. Not because he was handsome, though he was. Handsome meant nothing. Death had no preference.

It was the eyes.

The artist had captured something cold there. Not emptiness. Control.

I knew that look. I wore it every morning.

“His patrol schedule?” I asked.

Seraphine slid a second paper across the table. “Attached. He rides the western border after dusk when unrest rises. He prefers to inspect weak points himself.”

“Arrogant.”

“Protective,” she corrected. “There is a difference. Learn it before you face him.”

My gaze lifted.

Seraphine rarely corrected me unless the correction mattered.

“You know him.”

“I know of him.”

“That is not the same.”

“No,” she said. “It is not.”

Silence pressed between us.

Somewhere beyond the chamber, a distant cry rang through the training hall, then stopped sharply. A young recruit, maybe. The Sanctuary was always teaching someone to swallow pain.

I remembered being small in these halls. Twelve years old, ribs bruised, hair hacked short because Seraphine said enemies could grab long hair. I remembered asking when I could go home.

There had been no home left.

Moonveil had burned. My parents had died. My name had become something people spat before reaching for silver.

Seraphine had told me I survived because she saved me.

The Shadow Fang had told me I survived because I was useful.

Both lessons had shaped me.

Neither had warmed me.

“What is the promised payment?” I asked.

“Freedom.”

The word came too quickly.

My thumb brushed the edge of the parchment. “Written?”

Seraphine’s jaw tightened.

I almost smiled.

“Clever girl.”

“No,” I said
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