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    For those who run toward the dark, rather than away from it.

For the ones who fight, even when surrender is inevitable.

— for the wild things that refuse to be tamed...



    



  	
        
            
            "The Wilds do not choose. They do not ask. They do not love."

"They take."

—Unknown, from the Lost Histories of the Wildborn
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This novel is a dark fantasy romance with themes of dominance, submission, and supernatural transformation. It contains explicit scenes of primal, rough eroticism, violence, and psychological intensity. Reader discretion is advised.
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​0: THE TRACKER'S TRADE
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​Three months before the Wilds

She twisted the knife once—efficient, clean—and stepped back as he crumpled into the mud. Blood pooled dark beneath him, mixing with the rain that had been falling since dawn. Around her, the forest was silent save for the steady drip of water from skeletal branches.

The bandit died with Raissa's blade in his throat.

Three bodies. Three bandits who'd been terrorizing the northern trade routes for months, slipping through the fingers of every hired sword and town guard sent after them.

But not hers.

Raissa wiped her blade on the dead man's cloak and sheathed it at her hip. Her breath came steady, her heartbeat calm. This was what she did. What she was good at. The best, some said—and they weren't wrong.

She crouched beside the leader's corpse, pulling the silver ring from his finger. Proof of the kill. Lord Harren would want to see it before he paid, and Raissa had learned long ago never to trust a contract without collateral.

The ride back to Greyhollow took two hours. By the time she reached the manor gates, the rain had stopped, leaving the world smelling of wet earth and decay. The guards recognized her immediately—most did, these days—and waved her through without question.

Lord Harren met her in his study, a soft man with softer hands who looked at her like she was something dangerous he'd invited into his home. Which, she supposed, she was.

"The ring," she said, dropping it onto his desk.

He picked it up with two fingers, examining it in the firelight. "And the others?"

"Dead. All three. You'll find the bodies two miles north of the Blackwater crossing."

Harren's jaw tightened. He didn't ask how she'd done it. No one ever did. They paid her to solve problems they couldn't—or wouldn't—handle themselves, and they preferred not to know the details.

He counted out the gold slowly, each coin clinking against the desk. Fifty pieces. Enough to live comfortably for half a year, if she were the type to live comfortably.

She wasn't.

Raissa pocketed the gold and turned to leave.

"There's another contract," Harren said behind her. "If you're interested."

She paused at the door. "I'm listening."

"The Delorry Wilds. Something's been killing travelers on the eastern road. The village elders are offering triple your usual rate."

Raissa turned back slowly. "The Wilds."

"I know." Harren's expression was carefully neutral. "I told them you wouldn't take it. No one in their right mind goes into those woods."

She should have walked away. Should have taken her gold and found an easier contract, something that didn't involve ancient forests and whispered warnings. But the words triple rate echoed in her mind, and beneath that, something darker.

Pride.

"Tell them I'll take it," she said.

Harren's eyes widened. "Miss Caine, I don't think you understand—"

"The Boundaries Accord," Raissa said flatly. It wasn't a question.

Harren nodded slowly. "The treaty's held for a hundred and fifty years. Wolves stay in the deep Wilds. Humans stay on the roads and in the settlements. Everyone lives." He leaned back in his chair, fingers steepled. "But something's changed. Three attacks in the last month. Travelers torn apart. The elders are terrified—not just of the wolves, but of what happens if we don't respond. If we let them cross the boundary unchecked, the treaty collapses. Other lords will demand we do the same."

Raissa understood. The treaty kept wolves in the Wilds. Her job was to kill the ones that forgot.

"They want enforcement," she said.

"They want the problem solved before it becomes a war." Harren's voice dropped. "Sending a tracker deep into wolf territory... it's a risk. If you're caught, if they think we're escalating—"

"Then I won't get caught." She turned toward the door again. "When do I leave?"

"Tomorrow. The elders will brief you at dawn."

"I understand perfectly." She met his gaze, unflinching. "They want something dead. That's what I do."



The tavern in Greyhollow was crowded that night, thick with smoke and the smell of cheap ale. Raissa sat in the corner, her back to the wall, nursing a drink she had no intention of finishing. Around her, voices rose and fell in drunken conversation.

"—heard it was wolves—"

"—not wolves, something worse—"

"—my cousin's boy went into those woods last spring, never came back—"

"—they say the Wildborn hunt there, that they'll tear you apart just for crossing their territory—"

Raissa listened without appearing to. The Wilds. Everyone had a story about them, each more outlandish than the last. Monsters. Demons. Ancient curses. She'd heard it all before, in a dozen different villages about a dozen different places.

Fear made people stupid. Made them see shadows where there were none.

"You're really going, then?"

She looked up. The barkeep stood beside her table, a grizzled man with more scars than teeth. He'd been watching her since she walked in.

"Word travels fast," Raissa said.

"It does when it's a death sentence." He set down a second drink she hadn't ordered. "On the house. Consider it a last meal."

"I don't plan on dying."

"No one ever does." He leaned closer, his voice dropping. "My brother was a tracker too. Good one. Went into the Wilds five years ago, tracking something for the village elders. They found pieces of him scattered across three miles of forest."

Raissa's expression didn't change. "Then he wasn't good enough."

The barkeep straightened, something like respect flickering in his eyes. "Maybe. Or maybe the Wilds don't care how good you are." He tapped the table twice. "Good luck, tracker. You'll need it."

She watched him walk away, then turned her attention back to her drink. Around her, the conversations continued, each voice adding to the chorus of warnings she had no intention of heeding.

The Wilds were just another forest.

The things that killed there were just another contract.

And Raissa Caine had never failed to collect.

Back in her room at the inn, Raissa laid out her weapons with methodical precision. Daggers aligned. Sword oiled. Each blade checked for balance and edge. The ritual was familiar, grounding—the kind of work that didn't require thought.

But thought came anyway.

Death. The barkeep had spoken of it so casually, as if it were inevitable. As if stepping into the Wilds was stepping into a grave.

Raissa had stopped fearing death years ago. Around the time her mother had died.

She paused, her hand stilling on the hilt of her short sword.

Fourteen years old. Fever that wouldn't break. Her mother had burned through the night, skin slick with sweat, eyes rolling back. But what Raissa remembered most clearly now—what she'd tried not to think about for years—was the strangeness of it all.

The herbs her mother had insisted on. Bitter things, ground into paste, burned in the hearth. The way she'd kept them isolated from the village, turning away the healer's wife when she came to help. "We don't need anyone," her mother had whispered, gripping Raissa's wrist with surprising strength. "We need to be alone."

And her final words, delirious and desperate: "Don't let it wake. Don't let them find you."

Young Raissa had thought it was fever madness. The ravings of a dying woman. But older Raissa—the one who'd learned to read people, to track the small inconsistencies that revealed truth—wondered now if her mother had known something. Had been running from something.

Her mother had died afraid. Raissa had never understood why.

She'd spent years not thinking about it. Easier that way. Easier to believe her mother had simply gotten sick, simply died, simply left her alone in the world.

But the memory surfaced now, sharp and unwelcome: her mother's eyes, wide and terrified, fixed on something Raissa couldn't see.

Whatever her mother had feared, it had died with her. Raissa had made certain of that.

She picked up her sword again and continued her preparations.



She left at dawn.

The road to the Wilds was empty, the morning mist clinging to the ground like a living thing. Raissa moved with practiced efficiency, her pack light, her weapons close. Two daggers at her hips, a short sword across her back, and a dozen smaller blades hidden in places most people wouldn't think to look.

The forest loomed ahead, dark and ancient, its trees twisted into shapes that seemed almost deliberate. The boundary was marked by a line of stones, each one carved with symbols she didn't recognize. Warnings, probably. Or wards.

She stepped over them without hesitation.

The temperature dropped the moment she crossed into the Wilds. Not gradually—instantly, as if she'd walked through an invisible barrier. The air tasted different here, thick and heavy, carrying scents she couldn't quite place. Moss and rot and something else. Something wild.

Raissa's hand moved to her dagger.

The forest was silent. No birds. No insects. Just the whisper of wind through branches that seemed to bend toward her as she passed.

She'd been tracking for three hours when she found the first body.

Or what was left of it.

The man had been torn apart, his remains scattered across the forest floor in a pattern that spoke of violence and rage. Raissa crouched beside what might have been a torso, studying the wounds with clinical detachment.

Claws. Large ones. And teeth marks that suggested something far bigger than a normal wolf.

She stood slowly, her gaze sweeping the trees.

The Wildborn.

So the stories were true after all.

A branch snapped behind her.

Raissa spun, daggers already in her hands, but the forest was empty. Just shadows and silence and the growing certainty that she was being watched.

"Come out," she called, her voice steady. "I know you're there."

Nothing.

Then—movement. A flicker of gray between the trees, too fast to follow. Another to her left. A third behind her.

Raissa turned in a slow circle, her blades ready, her heart rate steady despite the adrenaline flooding her system.

They were circling her.

"I'm not here for you," she said, addressing the shadows. "I'm tracking whatever killed the travelers on the eastern road. If that's you, we have a problem. If it's not, let me pass."

A low growl answered her. Deep and resonant, vibrating through the air like a physical thing.

Raissa's grip tightened on her daggers.

The wolves emerged from the trees like smoke given form—massive creatures with eyes that gleamed with an intelligence that was distinctly inhuman. Five of them. No, six. All watching her with the focused intensity of predators who'd already decided she was prey.

She should have been afraid.

She wasn't.

"Last chance," Raissa said quietly. "Walk away."

The largest wolf—a gray beast with scars across its muzzle—took a step forward. Its lips pulled back, revealing teeth designed to tear and rend.

Raissa moved first.

She was fast—faster than most humans had any right to be—but the wolves were faster. The gray lunged, and she twisted aside, her blade flashing out to catch its shoulder. Blood sprayed. The wolf yelped and fell back, but two more were already moving.

The fight was brutal and brief.

Raissa's blades sang through the air, finding flesh with practiced precision. She moved like water, flowing between attacks, her body remembering every lesson the wilderness had taught her. A wolf snapped at her leg—she drove her dagger down through its skull. Another came from behind—she spun, her blade opening its throat.

But they kept coming.

For every wolf she wounded, two more pressed forward. They were coordinating, working together with the efficiency of a pack that had hunted as one for years. Herding her. Wearing her down.

Her breath came in ragged gasps. Sweat stung her eyes. Blood—hers and theirs—slicked her hands, making her grip uncertain.

A massive brown wolf caught her arm, teeth sinking deep. Raissa screamed, more in rage than pain, and slammed her other blade into its eye. It released her with a howl, but the damage was done. Her left arm hung useless, blood streaming from the wound.

She stumbled back against a tree, raising her remaining dagger with her good hand.

The wolves circled, panting, their eyes gleaming with something that looked almost like approval.

They'd tested her.

And she'd proven herself worthy prey.

"Come on," Raissa snarled, her vision swimming. "I'm not done yet."

The wolves parted.

And through the gap, he came.

The black wolf was enormous—easily twice the size of the others, with fur like midnight and eyes that burned gold in the darkness. Power radiated from him, primal and absolute. The other wolves lowered their heads in submission as he passed, their bodies trembling with instinctive deference.

Alpha.

The word whispered through Raissa's mind, though she didn't know where it came from.

The black wolf stopped three paces away, those golden eyes fixed on her with an intensity that made her breath catch. He was studying her. Evaluating. His massive head tilted slightly, and she could have sworn she saw confusion flicker across his inhuman features.

"What are you waiting for?" Raissa's voice was hoarse, defiant. "Finish it."

The wolf took a step closer.

Then another.

Raissa's hand tightened on her dagger, though she knew it was useless. She was bleeding out, exhausted, cornered. But she'd be damned if she died cowering.

The black wolf's nose touched her throat.

She felt the heat of his breath against her skin, the sharp points of his teeth grazing her pulse. One bite. That's all it would take. One snap of those massive jaws and she'd be gone.

But he didn't bite.

He inhaled deeply, drawing her scent into his lungs, and a low rumble vibrated through his chest. Not quite a growl. Something else. Something that made heat coil low in her belly despite the terror flooding her veins.

The wolf pulled back slightly, his golden eyes meeting hers.

And then he shifted.

The transformation was fluid, almost beautiful—bones reshaping, fur receding, until a man stood before her. Tall and broad-shouldered, with dark hair and those same burning gold eyes. Scars marked his chest and arms, testament to countless battles. He was naked, utterly unselfconscious, and radiating a dangerous, predatory power that made her wolf-form seem almost tame by comparison.

"You fight well," he said, his voice rough, like gravel and smoke. "For a human."

Raissa's jaw clenched. "Go to hell."

A smile ghosted across his lips—sharp and humorless. "Already there, little hunter." He leaned closer, one hand bracing against the tree beside her head, caging her in. "You've trespassed in my territory. Killed my wolves. By rights, I should tear out your throat and leave your body for the crows."

"Then do it."

His eyes narrowed. "You're not afraid."

"I'm terrified," Raissa said flatly. "But I'll be damned if I beg."

Something flickered in his gaze—surprise, perhaps. Or respect. His free hand came up, fingers catching her chin, tilting her face toward the moonlight. His touch was surprisingly gentle, though his grip was iron.

"What's your name?"

"Does it matter?"

"It does to me."

Raissa held his stare, refusing to look away even as her vision blurred at the edges. Blood loss was catching up to her. "Raissa Caine."

"Raissa." He said her name like he was tasting it, rolling it over his tongue. "I am Marrok. Alpha of the Whitecrest pack." His thumb brushed across her lower lip, and she felt that touch everywhere. "And you, Raissa Caine, have created a problem for me."

"Then solve it," she whispered. "Kill me or let me go."

Marrok's expression darkened. "I should." His hand slid from her chin to her throat, fingers wrapping around the column of her neck. Not squeezing. Just holding. Possessing. "Every instinct I have says you're a threat. That you're human, and humans are prey, and I should end you before you bring more of your kind into my territory."

"But?"

His grip tightened fractionally. "But my wolf won't let me."

Raissa's breath caught.

"He wants you," Marrok continued, his voice dropping to something dark and dangerous. "And what my wolf wants, he takes." He leaned in until his lips brushed her ear. "So here's what's going to happen, little hunter. You're coming with me. You're going to heal. And then we're going to figure out exactly what you are and why you smell like something that should be impossible."

"I'm not going anywhere with you."

"You don't have a choice."

Before she could respond, his hand moved to the back of her neck, and the world tilted. Darkness rushed in, pulling her under, and the last thing she felt was the heat of his body against hers and the terrifying certainty that her life had just changed forever.

Raissa ducked under snapping jaws, drove her second dagger up into soft flesh beneath a jaw. The wolf screamed—a sound that was far too human—and she ripped the blade free, spinning to face the next attack.

They were everywhere. Teeth and claws and eyes that burned with rage. She fought like something feral, all instinct and violence, her blades finding flesh again and again. But there were too many. For every wound she dealt, they drove her back another step, herding her, cornering her.

Her back hit a tree.

The wolves stopped, forming a semicircle around her, their breathing heavy, their eyes fixed on her with something that looked almost like respect.

Almost.

Raissa's chest heaved, blood—hers and theirs—dripping from her blades. Her left arm burned where claws had caught her, and she could feel warmth spreading down her side from a wound she hadn't noticed taking.

But she was still standing.

Still defiant.

"Come on then," she snarled, raising her daggers. "Finish it."

The wolves didn't move.

They were waiting.

For what, she didn't—

The scent hit her first.

Pine and smoke and something darker, something that made every instinct she had scream danger. The wolves parted, their heads lowering in submission, and through the gap stepped the largest wolf Raissa had ever seen.

Black as midnight, with eyes like molten gold.

It moved with a predator's grace, each step deliberate, powerful. The other wolves backed away as it approached, giving it space, giving it deference.

Alpha.

The word whispered through Raissa's mind unbidden.

The black wolf stopped three feet away, its gaze locked on hers. It didn't growl. Didn't bare its teeth. Just watched her with an intensity that made her skin prickle.

Raissa stared back, refusing to look away, refusing to show the fear that was finally, finally starting to creep in.

Because this wasn't just a wolf.

This was something else entirely.



Marrok

The human should have been dead already.

Marrok circled her slowly, his wolf form rippling with barely contained violence, every instinct screaming at him to tear, to rend, to eliminate the threat that had dared enter his territory.

But he didn't.

Because something was wrong.

She stood against the tree, bleeding, cornered, her weapons still raised despite the impossibility of her situation. Her scent filled his lungs—fear and sweat and blood, yes, but beneath that, something else. Something that made his wolf pause, made it tilt its head and want in a way that had nothing to do with hunger.

What is she?

Just a human. A trespasser. Prey.

But her eyes—dark and defiant and utterly unafraid—held his, and Marrok felt something shift in his chest. Something primal and unwanted and completely wrong.

His wolf wanted her.

Not to kill. Not to hunt.

To claim.

The realization sent a shock of rage through him. She was human. Weak. Fragile. She had no place in the Wilds, no right to stand before him and meet his gaze like an equal.

And yet.

Her scent called to something deep in his blood, something ancient and instinctive that recognized her as his before his mind could even process the thought. The way she'd fought—vicious and skilled and refusing to submit even when surrounded—had stirred his wolf in ways that made no sense.

She should mean nothing.

She should be nothing.

But standing there, bleeding and defiant, she was everything.

No.

Marrok snarled, the sound ripping from his throat, trying to shake off the unwanted pull. This was madness. Humans didn't call to Wildborn. They were prey, nothing more. Whatever he was feeling was an aberration, a mistake his wolf was making because—

Because why?

He had no answer.

Behind him, Saku shifted, the beta wolf's confusion evident in the tilt of his head. The pack could sense Marrok's hesitation, could smell the conflict rolling off him in waves. They didn't understand. Neither did he.

Kill her, his mind demanded. End this.

But his wolf refused.

It wanted her alive. Wanted her close. Wanted to taste her skin and hear her heartbeat and feel her submit beneath him in ways that had nothing to do with death.
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