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CHAPTER 1: RUNNING FROM FATE
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The scent of rain clung to the damp air, thick with the musk of pine and earth. Shadows stretched long beneath the towering trees as twilight settled over the Neutral Zone, where no pack ruled and no laws governed. It was the only place in the shifter kingdom where a rogue could disappear, where a nobody like Raine Duskborne could carve out a quiet life without drawing attention.

At least, that was what she had believed.

She wiped a hand over her brow, smearing sweat and flour across her skin as she moved between tables in the dimly lit tavern she called home. The Moonlit Stag was more than just a business—it was her refuge. Here, she didn’t have to be a shifter with untamed magic, an anomaly with no pack. She was simply Raine, the tavern keeper, serving drinks and breaking up the occasional drunken brawl.

But tonight, the air felt different.

She had sensed it before she even stepped outside—the way the wind carried an unfamiliar scent, sharp and predatory beneath the usual mix of damp wood and roasting meat. Even now, as she moved between the tables, wiping them down with a rag, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching.

The tavern was alive with laughter and the low hum of voices. Merchants, hunters, and rogues alike crowded around the fire, drinking away their coin and their worries. A pair of burly shifters from the mountain packs were deep in a heated argument over a game of dice, while a lone figure in the corner kept his hood drawn low, his eyes flickering like molten gold beneath the shadow of his cloak.

Raine ignored them all, focusing instead on her work. The last thing she needed was trouble.

She had worked too hard to stay hidden, too long to avoid the bloodied politics of the shifter kingdom. No pack would claim her. No alpha would own her. That was the way it had always been, the way it had to be.

Until the door swung open.

A gust of cold night air rushed inside, carrying the scent of pine, iron, and something darker. The tavern fell into a hush, the kind that always followed the presence of a predator. Raine’s spine went rigid as she turned toward the entrance.

And locked eyes with the wounded alpha.

He was tall, towering over the threshold like some beast cut from the shadows. Black hair hung in damp strands around his face, and blood dripped from a deep gash along his side, staining his torn leathers. His scent was unmistakable—power, rage, and the unmistakable dominance of an alpha who had never been bested in battle.

Shadowfang.

The name hit her like a curse.

The Shadowfang Pack was the most feared in the kingdom, a pack that thrived in the dark and ruled through violence. No alpha from their ranks had ever shown weakness, yet here he was, bleeding onto her tavern floor.

His gaze locked onto hers, unreadable and piercing, before his legs buckled.

Raine reacted before she could think. She darted forward, catching him just as his weight sagged. Heat rolled off him in waves, his skin burning even through his clothes.

“Shit,” she muttered, barely managing to keep him upright. “You’re burning up.”

His breath was ragged, his body trembling against hers, but he didn’t collapse completely. Not yet. His fingers curled around her wrist, the grip surprisingly strong.

“Help me,” he rasped.

The tavern remained silent, the eyes of every rogue and shifter fixed on them. They were waiting, watching. If they realized who he was, they wouldn’t hesitate to finish what someone else had started.

She should have let them.

But instead, she did the one thing she would regret for the rest of her life.

She saved him.



The back room of the tavern was small, cluttered with old crates and the lingering scent of dried herbs and woodsmoke. Raine lowered the alpha onto the cot, wincing as his weight pressed into the already-stained mattress.

“You’re lucky I don’t throw you right back outside,” she muttered, grabbing a knife from the nearby table.

He let out a low growl, his golden eyes flashing in the dim candlelight. “Then why didn’t you?”

She scowled. A good question. One she didn’t have an answer for.

Instead of responding, she focused on his wounds. His leathers were soaked with blood, the deep gash along his ribs dangerously close to his heart. If he weren’t a shifter, he’d be dead.

“This is going to hurt,” she warned.

“I’ve had worse.”

Of course he had. She rolled her eyes before pressing the blade to his side, cutting away the torn fabric. His muscles twitched beneath the touch, his breath hitching when the cool air met the wound.

Raine swallowed hard, trying not to let her eyes linger. It wasn’t fair for an alpha to look like this, to be built like something carved from stone and war. He radiated strength even now, even broken and fevered.

“Who did this to you?” she asked, grabbing a bowl of warm water and a rag.

His jaw clenched. “Does it matter?”

“Only if they come looking for you.”

That made him pause. His gaze met hers again, sharp and assessing, before he exhaled roughly. “I was ambushed on the western border.”

She frowned. The western border wasn’t far from here. That meant whoever had attacked him might still be close.

“Great,” she muttered. “As if I didn’t have enough problems.”

A ghost of a smirk touched his lips. “You don’t even know who I am, do you?”

“I know exactly who you are,” she shot back, wringing out the rag before pressing it to his wound.

His entire body tensed, a guttural snarl slipping from his throat, but he didn’t push her away.

She worked in silence, cleaning the wound with steady hands. The moment her fingers brushed his skin, something pulsed deep within her—a strange, electric jolt that sent a shiver down her spine.

She froze.

His golden eyes darkened, nostrils flaring as if he had sensed it too.

The bond.

No. It wasn’t possible. She had no mate. She had no ties to any alpha, let alone one from Shadowfang.

She ripped her hands back, her heart hammering.

His gaze burned into her, searching, knowing.

“What are you?” he murmured, voice barely above a whisper.

Raine forced herself to move, grabbing the nearest bandages and wrapping them around his torso, her movements rougher than necessary.

“I’m no one,” she said.

A lie.

And from the look in his eyes, he knew it.

The wound would heal, but something deeper had already been cut between them. Something neither of them could take back.

Raine Duskborne had spent her entire life running.

But now, fate had finally caught up to her.
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CHAPTER 2: THE ALPHA’S UNWANTED CLAIM
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The storm had passed, but the air inside the tavern was still thick with tension. Raine sat on the edge of a wooden stool in the back room, staring at the unconscious alpha stretched out on her cot. His fever had broken, but his body still thrummed with barely restrained power, even in sleep. His wounds were already healing—shifters had always been quick to mend—but something about him felt different. Stronger. Darker.

She should have never brought him inside.

She knew what he was. Kieran Blackthorne, Alpha of the Shadowfang Pack. A name spoken in hushed whispers, a predator whose reputation sent even the strongest wolves slinking back into the dark. She’d heard the stories, of course—how he ruled through fear, how he had never lost a challenge. A beast with a blade for a heart. And now, he was here, tangled in her sheets, his presence burning through the air like wildfire.

Raine exhaled sharply and stood, raking a hand through her hair. She had spent years keeping her head down, avoiding the wars of the alphas and their endless thirst for dominance. She wasn’t a queen. She wasn’t a warrior. She was a survivor.

And yet...

Her fingers still tingled from where she had touched him.

That connection—whatever it was—was dangerous.

She grabbed a fresh cloth, dipping it into the basin of water beside the cot. The tavern was still bustling beyond the door, but no one had come looking for the wounded alpha. No pack, no warriors, no assassins creeping through the night. Whoever had ambushed him had left him for dead. And she had made the mistake of saving him.

Raine pressed the damp cloth against his forehead, forcing herself to ignore the way his dark lashes flickered against his skin, the way his lips parted ever so slightly with his slow, even breaths. He looked different in sleep, stripped of the fury that always seemed to hang around him like a second skin.

But he wasn’t weak.

She had seen the raw strength in him, the fire that burned in his golden eyes.

A fire that was now focused on her.

Before she could move, his hand shot out, fingers closing around her wrist with lightning speed.

Raine’s breath hitched.

His grip wasn’t crushing, but it held her firm, tethering her in place. His body was still, his chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm, but his eyes—golden and piercing—were locked onto hers.

“You should have let me die,” he murmured.

Raine jerked back, yanking free from his grip. “Trust me, I’m regretting it.”

A smirk ghosted over his lips. “Liar.”

She scowled, standing and crossing her arms over her chest. “You need to leave.”

Kieran pushed himself up, wincing slightly but otherwise unfazed by his injuries. His muscles tensed as he adjusted, the bandages wrapped around his ribs pulling taut over his bare skin. He looked too comfortable in her space, like he belonged there, and Raine hated that her traitorous heart skipped a beat at the sight of him.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said.

Her nails dug into her palms. “I didn’t ask for your company.”

“No,” he mused, watching her too closely. “But you saved me.”

Raine clenched her jaw. “That doesn’t mean I want you here.”

Kieran tilted his head slightly, his golden gaze flickering with something unreadable. “You feel it too, don’t you?”

Her stomach twisted. “Feel what?”

“The bond.”

The word sent ice through her veins.

No.

There was no bond. There couldn’t be.

She had spent her entire life avoiding this—avoiding alphas, avoiding the pull that tied mates together in ways they could never escape.

Her wolf stirred inside her, restless, but she forced herself to ignore it.

“You’re wrong,” she said, keeping her voice steady.

Kieran’s lips curled into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Am I?”

Damn him.

She had to end this.

Raine took a step back, forcing steel into her spine. “You can stay the night. But come morning, I want you gone.”

Something flickered in his gaze—something dangerous, something that sent a shiver down her spine. But he didn’t argue.

Not yet.

She turned on her heel, shoving open the door and stepping back into the main tavern before she could say something she’d regret.

The heat of his gaze burned into her back long after she left.



The storm had passed, but trouble had only just begun.

Raine had barely stepped behind the bar when the doors slammed open again, sending a gust of cold air rushing into the tavern. A group of men strode inside—six of them, all broad-shouldered, their movements sharp and controlled. Not locals. Not rogues. These men belonged to someone.

And Raine had a very good guess as to who.

The tallest of the group stepped forward, his gaze sweeping the room before settling on her. His scent was familiar—dark, spiced with something bitter. He wasn’t an alpha, but he carried himself like a soldier.

“We’re looking for someone,” he said. His voice was smooth, controlled.

Raine arched a brow, feigning disinterest as she wiped down the counter. “A lot of people pass through here.”

The man’s lips twitched. “This one would stand out. Black hair, golden eyes. Might be injured.”

Her stomach clenched.

She forced a smirk. “Sounds like a real catch.”

The man’s expression didn’t change. “If he’s here, you’d be wise to tell me.”

Raine leaned forward, resting her elbows against the bar. “And if I don’t?”

Something sharp flashed in his eyes. “Then we’ll have a problem.”

The tavern had gone quiet, the tension thick enough to choke on. Raine felt the weight of every eye in the room, waiting to see what she would do.

She could lie. She could tell them she had





















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Natalia Rosewood





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





