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CHAPTER 1: A QUEEN WITHOUT A KINGDOM
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The scent of smoke still clung to the air, lingering even as the fires died. The battlefield was quiet now, the echoes of war fading into silence, but Raine could still hear them—the growls, the clash of steel, the desperate screams of those who had refused to kneel.

The blood had long since dried on her skin, but she could still feel it.

This was her victory.

And yet, it didn’t feel like one.

The throne was hers. The kingdom belonged to her. Malik was dead. His forces had scattered, the loyalists either fleeing into exile or bending the knee. The war that had nearly torn Eryndral apart was finally over.

But war never truly ended.

Not for those who had won.

Raine stood on the balcony of the palace, her hands braced against the cold stone railing, her gaze fixed on the city below. Even from here, she could see the unrest. The way the people moved through the streets—hesitant, uncertain.

They had called for a queen.

But they had never expected her.

A rogue. A wolf without a pack. A ruler without a kingdom.

The weight of it pressed down on her, heavier than the crown she had yet to place upon her head.

Behind her, the chamber doors opened. She didn’t turn.

She didn’t have to.

She felt him before he spoke.

Kieran.

His presence was a force, steady and unwavering, burning like golden fire in the dark. His voice was quiet, but there was something sharp beneath it. “You can’t keep avoiding them.”

Raine exhaled slowly. “I’m not avoiding them.”

Kieran’s silence told her he didn’t believe her.

She finally turned, meeting his gaze. His golden eyes flickered in the torchlight, watching her too closely, as if searching for the cracks she refused to show.

“They’re waiting for you,” he said.

She knew that.

The elders. The alphas. The council that had once served Malik, now gathered in the throne room, waiting for her to claim what she had fought for.

What she had bled for.

But she didn’t move.

Kieran took a step closer, his expression unreadable. “This is what you wanted, isn’t it?”

Was it?

She had spent her entire life running from this throne, from the bloodline that had shackled her to a fate she had never asked for. But now, there was no running. No hiding.

She was queen.

She had won.

And yet, the kingdom did not feel like hers.

She swallowed hard, glancing back at the city. “They don’t trust me.”

Kieran’s jaw clenched. “They will.”

She didn’t respond.

Because she wasn’t sure that was true.

Kieran exhaled sharply, dragging a hand through his dark hair. “You can’t keep waiting, Raine. Every day you hesitate, you give them more reason to question you.”

“I know.” Her voice was quieter than she wanted it to be.

Silence stretched between them.

Then—

“The packs are restless.”

Raine’s stomach tightened at the sound of Talon’s voice.

She turned to find him standing in the doorway, his storm-gray eyes dark with something unreadable. He had barely spoken since the battle, since the moment Malik had fallen and the kingdom had been left in her hands.

Talon was a warrior. A rogue, just as she had been. He had never wanted to be bound to a queen, never wanted to be tied to a kingdom.

And yet, here he was.

Bound to her.

Just like the others.

She swallowed hard. “How bad is it?”

Talon leaned against the wall, crossing his arms. “Depends on who you ask. Some are willing to follow. Some are waiting for you to prove yourself.” His gaze sharpened. “And some are waiting for you to fail.”

Raine’s hands curled into fists.

Of course they were.

Not everyone had wanted Malik gone. Not everyone had welcomed the idea of a new ruler, especially not a queen who had spent most of her life in exile.

Talon tilted his head slightly. “You need to act. Before someone else does.”

She knew that.

But she didn’t know how.

Not yet.

She turned back to the city, her stomach twisting with something uneasy.

She had won the throne.

But a throne was not the same as a kingdom.

And this kingdom was still waiting to see if she was strong enough to rule it.

Behind her, Kieran sighed. “What do you want to do?”

The question settled heavy in her chest.

What did she want?

She wanted to rule.

She wanted to protect what she had fought for.

She wanted to prove that she was not just a rogue, not just a lost heir, not just a wolf who had stumbled into power.

She wanted to be the queen they feared.

The queen they respected.

The queen they would never forget.

Slowly, she straightened.

Then she turned.

And she walked toward the throne room.

Toward her kingdom.

Toward the war that was only just beginning.
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CHAPTER 2: THE ALPHAS WHO WANT TO CONTROL ME
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The throne room was suffocating. Not from the heat of the torches lining the walls or the scent of blood that still clung to the stone from the battles fought before, but from the weight of the stares pressing down on Raine as she stepped forward.

She had expected resistance. Expected the alphas to test her, to doubt her, to see if she was strong enough to rule them. But she had underestimated just how much they would crave control over her.

She could feel it in the air.

They did not look at her like a queen.

They looked at her like a prize.

The wolves who had once stood beside Malik—the alphas who had helped him rule—were gathered here now, watching her, waiting for her to prove she deserved what she had taken. They did not bow. Not yet.

Gaius, the eldest among them, stepped forward first, his scarred face unreadable. He had fought for Malik, had been one of his most trusted advisors, and yet he had survived the battle unscathed. That alone made Raine wary.

"You took the throne in battle," Gaius said, his voice rough, weathered. "But battles do not make a queen."

Raine held his gaze, unflinching. "Then what does?"

A smirk curled at the edges of his lips. "A queen must be strong enough to rule. Wise enough to lead." His gaze flicked to the three alphas standing behind her—Kieran, Talon, and Soren—before returning to her. "And willing to submit to the power of the packs."

A sharp growl rumbled from Kieran’s chest. He stepped closer, his golden eyes flashing with rage. "She will submit to no one."

The room tensed.

Raine could feel the shift in the air, the subtle challenge in Gaius’s words, the expectation. He wasn’t just questioning her strength—he was testing her loyalty. Testing how much control the alphas at her side had over her.

And that was the real danger.

The kingdom did not yet see her as a ruler.

They saw her as a woman surrounded by powerful men.

A woman they could manipulate, if they played the game well enough.

Raine exhaled slowly, tilting her head. "Is that what this is about?" Her voice was calm, even. "You fear that I will not bend to you? That I will not kneel?"

Gaius’s smirk deepened, but he said nothing.

Because he didn’t need to.

The message was clear.

The alphas did not want a queen.

They wanted a puppet.

A ruler they could control.

A ruler they could claim.

Raine stepped forward, closing the distance between them until she was only a breath away from the elder alpha. She let her power unfurl, let the force of her presence press against him, let her wolf rise beneath her skin, sharp and dangerous.

"I did not fight for this throne just to hand it over to the first man who thinks he can take it from me," she said, her voice quiet but firm.

The room was silent.

Raine turned, sweeping her gaze over the gathered wolves, daring them to challenge her, to speak, to try to take what she had already won.

"You think I need an alpha to rule?" she continued, her voice gaining strength. "That I need to be bound to one of you to secure my place?" She let the words settle before she gave a slow, deliberate smirk. "If that were true, I would have already chosen one."

The tension in the room tightened.

She knew what they had been waiting for.

She could see it in the way they watched her, in the way they measured Kieran, Talon, and Soren, in the way they calculated their next move.

They had expected her to bond with one of them.

To be claimed.

To be controlled.

But she wasn’t here to be claimed.

She was here to rule.

Talon chuckled from behind her, his storm-gray eyes glinting with amusement. "Well, that shut them up."

Soren smirked. "For now."

Gaius studied her for a long moment, something unreadable passing through his gaze before he finally inclined his head. Not in submission. Not yet.

But in acknowledgment.

"You are bold, Queen Raine," he murmured. "Let us hope you are strong enough to back it up."

With that, he turned and left, the other alphas following behind him, their expressions unreadable, their thoughts hidden.

Raine exhaled slowly, the moment stretching, the weight of what had just happened settling deep in her bones.

This was only the first test.

There would be more.

Because this kingdom was watching.

Waiting.

And if she faltered, if she hesitated, if she showed even a single moment of weakness—

They would take everything from her.

And she would never let that happen.
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