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They dressed me like a sacrifice.

Silk clung to my skin, pale and shimmering, the color of fresh snow before it was stained. Gold thread traced my waist, my shoulders, my throat—each stitch a reminder that my body did not belong to me. Not tonight. Not ever.

I stood motionless while the maids worked around me, their fingers efficient, reverent, afraid. No one spoke. They never did when preparing me for public display. Silence was safer. Silence did not invite questions.

“Lift your chin, Your Highness.”

I obeyed, because that was what princesses did. We lifted our chins. We swallowed our screams. We smiled while the walls closed in.

The mirror reflected a stranger.

Aurelia Viremont, Crown Jewel of the Southern Kingdoms. Future bride to a man I barely knew. Political asset. Bargaining chip. Peace offering wrapped in silk.

I pressed my palms against the vanity, grounding myself. The glass was cool. Real. Unlike the life being decided for me behind closed doors.

“Tomorrow,” one maid whispered, unable to stop herself.

Tomorrow I would marry Lord Evran Holt. Tomorrow I would smile as he took my hand, as if he had not inspected me like livestock when our fathers signed the contract. Tomorrow I would become his—another cage, gilded and locked.

I met my own gaze in the mirror and felt something dangerous stir beneath my ribs.

Not fear.

Anger.

“You may go,” I said softly.

The maids froze. One glanced toward the door, as if expecting punishment to fall from the ceiling.

“Please,” I added. “I want to be alone.”

They curtsied and fled.

The moment the door closed, I exhaled a breath I’d been holding for years.

Alone, I unpinned the heavy jewels from my hair, letting them fall one by one onto the vanity. Each clink sounded like defiance. I stripped off the ceremonial gown and replaced it with a simple dark cloak hidden beneath my bed—coarse wool, anonymous, forbidden.

My heart thundered as I pulled it over my head.

If I stayed, I would suffocate.

If I left, I might finally breathe.

I slipped through the servant corridors, barefoot, silent, my pulse roaring in my ears. The castle knew me too well—every stone, every shadow—but tonight, it let me go.

Outside, the city breathed differently after dark. Smoke and sweat and secrets curled through the air. Torches flickered low. Laughter echoed from taverns. Somewhere, music thudded like a second heartbeat.

I followed the sound underground.

The entrance was hidden behind a butcher’s shop, the stench of blood thick enough to make my stomach twist. A heavyset man blocked the stairs, eyes sharp, greedy.

“Invitation,” he grunted.

I placed a gold coin in his palm. Then another.

He smiled and stepped aside.

The stairs spiraled down into heat and noise and something darker—something that made my skin prickle.

The arena was carved into stone, circular and brutal. Torches lined the walls. Men and women packed the stands, shouting, betting, drinking. At the center, iron bars enclosed a pit slick with old blood.

My breath caught.

Inside the cage, two figures circled each other.

Not men.

Wolves.

They stood upright, massive and scarred, eyes burning with intelligence and fury. Chains hung from their wrists, their necks. Their bodies were marked with brands—ownership burned into flesh.

A roar went up as they clashed.

Fists flew. Claws tore. Blood sprayed.

I gripped the railing, bile rising in my throat.

This was what my people did in the dark. This was the price of our peace.

“They’re beasts,” a man beside me laughed. “Better here than tearing our throats out.”

I turned to him slowly. “They’re people.”

He snorted. “Not anymore.”

The fight ended quickly. One wolf fell to his knees, breathing ragged, blood pouring down his side. The other staggered back, barely standing.

The crowd howled for death.

“Finish him!”

“Rip his throat out!”

Guards entered the pit. One wolf was dragged away. The other—the wounded one—was kicked, forced to his feet.

He couldn’t stand.

A man in dark leathers stepped forward, execution blade gleaming. He raised it high.

“No,” I whispered.

The word burned its way up my throat, louder than I intended.

“No,” I said again, stronger. “Stop.”

The executioner froze. The crowd murmured.

I stepped forward, throwing back my hood.

Gasps rippled through the stands.

“A princess?” someone hissed.

The executioner looked to the shadows above the pit, toward a private balcony veiled in darkness.

That was when I felt it.

A presence.

I looked up.

From the shadows, a man watched me.

Not human. I knew it instantly. Power radiated from him—cold, coiled, lethal. His eyes gleamed like molten gold in the torchlight, fixed on me with unsettling intensity.

The alpha.

My breath hitched.

He said nothing. He did not move. But the air shifted, thick with command.

I forced myself to speak.

“Spare him,” I said, my voice echoing. “I command it.”

Laughter broke out. Disbelief. Mockery.

The executioner hesitated, then lowered the blade slightly.

The alpha’s gaze sharpened.

For one terrifying moment, I thought he would refuse me. Thought he might order the wolf’s death just to prove that my title meant nothing here.

Instead, he inclined his head.

Barely.

The executioner cursed and shoved the wounded wolf toward the gate. Guards dragged him out, leaving a smear of blood behind.

The crowd booed.

I couldn’t breathe.

The alpha’s eyes never left mine.

There was no gratitude in his gaze. No softness.

Only calculation.

Possession.

A shiver traced my spine as if something ancient had just taken notice of me.

I pulled my hood back up and fled before my courage could fail.

But even as I climbed the stairs, even as the night air cooled my burning skin, I knew one truth with bone-deep certainty:

I had been seen.

And nothing in my life would ever belong to me again.
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I did not sleep.

Every time I closed my eyes, I saw them again—those golden eyes watching me from the shadows, sharp and knowing, as if they had peeled me open and memorized what lay beneath my skin.

I lay rigid beneath silk sheets, listening to the castle breathe.

The hour before dawn was always the quietest. Even the guards grew careless then, footsteps slowing, voices hushed. I stared at the ceiling, tracing the cracks with my gaze, counting heartbeats until the pounding in my chest eased.

It didn’t.

I had crossed a line tonight. Not just sneaked out, not just disobeyed protocol—I had intervened in wolf business. Worse, I had done it publicly.

Mercy, my tutors had once said, was a virtue.

They had never mentioned how dangerous it could be.

A soft knock sounded at my door.

I bolted upright.

“Aurelia,” my father’s voice murmured. “Open the door.”

Cold dread slid down my spine.

I wrapped the sheets around myself and crossed the room, pulse thudding. When I opened the door, King Alaric Viremont stood there, fully dressed, his crown absent but his authority unmistakable. Two guards flanked him, rigid as statues.

“You were not in your chambers earlier,” he said calmly.

I swallowed. “I needed air.”

“At midnight,” he said. Not a question.

“Yes.”

His gaze flicked to the guards. “Leave us.”

They obeyed instantly.

The door closed with a soft click that sounded far too final.

“You embarrassed me tonight,” my father said, stepping inside.

I clenched my fists in the fabric. “I saved a life.”

“You disrupted a controlled execution in an illegal arena I have spent years pretending does not exist,” he snapped. “Do you understand the political implications of what you did?”

I lifted my chin. “Do you understand the moral ones?”

The slap came fast.

My head snapped to the side, cheek burning. I tasted blood.

“Do not lecture me,” he said quietly. “Especially not on the eve of your wedding.”

I turned back slowly, meeting his eyes. “They’re not beasts.”

His jaw tightened. “They are wolves.”

“They were people once.”

“They forfeited that right when they crossed the border,” he replied. “You will not speak of this again. Do you hear me?”

I did hear him.

I simply did not obey.

“Yes, Father,” I said, because that was expected.

He studied me for a long moment, then nodded once. “Good. Tomorrow, you will be radiant. And obedient.”

He left without another word.

I sank onto the bed, fingers trembling, and pressed my palm to my stinging cheek. The pain grounded me. Reminded me I was still alive. Still mine—if only barely.

But beneath the ache, something else pulsed.

A memory.

The alpha’s gaze.

Not cruel. Not mocking.

Interested.

I wrapped my arms around myself and stared into the darkness until the sun rose.

The city buzzed with rumors by morning.

Servants whispered. Guards exchanged glances. Even the air felt tense, like the moment before a storm broke.

I dressed mechanically, allowing the maids to lace me into another ceremonial gown—this one crimson, heavy with embroidery. The color of blood.

Fitting.

As they worked, one maid leaned close, her voice barely audible.

“They say the wolves escaped,” she whispered.

My breath caught. “Who says?”

“Everyone,” she replied. “The arena was found empty at dawn. Broken chains. Dead guards.”

My heart hammered. “All of them?”

She nodded. “Including the alpha.”

I forced myself to remain still, to breathe slowly.

He was free.

I should have felt relief.

Instead, dread coiled tight in my stomach.

The wedding rehearsal dragged on like a funeral procession.

Lord Evran Holt stood beside me at the altar, his hand heavy on my arm. He smiled too much, leaned too close, his breath warm against my ear.

“You look… exquisite,” he murmured.

I resisted the urge to pull away.

He smelled of cologne and arrogance. Of entitlement.

“I trust you slept well,” he continued.

“I did not,” I replied honestly.

His fingers tightened. “You will learn.”

The priest droned on about unity, about sacrifice, about duty. I stared past him, imagining the northern wilds beyond the city walls—untamed, dangerous, free.

When rehearsal finally ended, I fled the chapel, lungs aching.

The corridor was empty.

Too empty.

I slowed, senses prickling.

That was when the torches went out.

Darkness swallowed the hall in an instant. A chill swept through me, raising goosebumps along my arms.

“Hello?” I called.

Footsteps echoed softly.

Measured. Confident.

I backed away, heart racing.

A figure stepped into the dim light spilling from a distant window.

Tall. Broad. Dressed in dark leathers that seemed to drink in the shadows.

Golden eyes gleamed.

The alpha.

My breath stuttered. “You.”

His gaze swept over me, slow and deliberate, lingering on the curve of my throat, the line of my waist. Hunger flickered there—not just physical, but something deeper. Older.

“Princess,” he said, his voice low, roughened like stone scraped raw. “You should not wander alone.”

“What are you doing here?” I whispered.

He took a step closer.

The air thickened. My skin tingled, as if every nerve had been awakened.

“I came to see if mercy was a mask,” he said. “Or a weakness.”

“I meant it,” I said. “I would do it again.”

His lips curved—not quite a smile. “Good.”

“Good?” My voice trembled. “You murdered guards. You escaped.”

“They murdered my people,” he replied calmly. “Balance is… important.”

I swallowed. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“And yet,” he murmured, stopping an arm’s length away, “here I am.”

I could smell him now—pine, smoke, something wild and intoxicating. My pulse thudded in my ears.

“Leave,” I said, though my body betrayed me, leaning subtly toward his warmth.

He reached out, fingers brushing my wrist.

The contact sent a jolt through me, sharp and electric.

I gasped.

His eyes darkened. “You feel it too.”

“Feel what?” I demanded.

“This,” he said softly.

His thumb traced the inside of my wrist, where my pulse raced. The sensation spread, heat pooling low in my belly.

I hated it.

I wanted more.

“Stop,” I whispered.

He hesitated.

Then footsteps echoed from the far end of the hall—guards approaching.

The alpha’s hand dropped instantly. His expression hardened.

“This city is no longer safe for you,” he said.

“I’m not leaving,” I said. “I have a wedding.”

He laughed quietly. “No. You have a cage.”

Before I could protest, before I could scream, the floor lurched beneath me.

He moved fast—too fast. One moment I stood there, the next I was pressed against the wall, his body shielding mine.

A sharp sting flared at my neck.

I cried out.

Warmth spread beneath my skin, followed by a dizzying rush that stole my breath.

He pulled back, eyes blazing.

Blood stained his lips.

“What did you do?” I gasped, legs buckling.

He caught me easily.

“I protected you,” he said, voice strained. “From what’s coming.”

The guards rounded the corner.

The alpha’s arm tightened around me.

The world tilted, blurred, dissolved into darkness as he leapt through the window, carrying me with him into the night.

When I woke, the air was cold.

My head rested against a hard chest that rose and fell steadily beneath me. The scent of pine and smoke filled my lungs.

We were moving.

I blinked, groaning softly.

Golden eyes looked down at me.

“You’re awake,” he said.

I tried to sit up. “Put me down.”

“Not yet.”

“Now.”

He smirked. “Still commanding.”

“Still human,” I snapped.

“Not for long,” he murmured.

Fear curled tight in my chest. “What does that mean?”

He did not answer.

Ahead of us, the city lights faded, replaced by open land and endless dark.

I stared at the horizon, heart pounding.

I had left the castle.

I had crossed the line.

And I had the sinking feeling that whatever mark burned on my neck had just bound me to something far more dangerous than a forced marriage.








  
  
  CHAPTER THREE – MERCY IS A CRIME

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




The cold wakes me first.

It seeps through the thin fabric of my gown and bites into my skin, sharp enough to steal my breath. My lashes flutter open, and for a moment, I don’t know where I am—only that the world smells wrong.

Not stone and incense and polished wood.

This air is wild.

Pine. Wet earth. Smoke.

I shift, groaning softly, and realize I’m lying on my side, wrapped in a heavy cloak that isn’t mine. Beneath my cheek is packed dirt, still warm from a fire that has burned down to embers. Above me, branches knit together to form a canopy of shadow and starlight.

Memory crashes back in jagged pieces.

The corridor. The alpha. The sting at my neck.

My hand flies up instinctively.

The skin there is tender. Hot. When my fingers brush it, a sharp pulse of heat ripples through my body—down my spine, into my chest, low into my belly.

I gasp and yank my hand away.

“What did you do to me?”

The voice comes from the edge of the clearing, low and calm.

“You’re awake sooner than I expected.”

I scramble upright, the cloak slipping from my shoulders. He stands across the dying fire, arms crossed, dark hair falling loose around his face. In the firelight, his eyes gleam like molten gold.

The alpha.

Ragnar.

“You kidnapped me,” I say, pushing to my feet despite the dizziness. “You assaulted me. You—”

“I saved your life,” he interrupts. “And if you keep shouting, you’ll draw worse things than me.”

I clamp my mouth shut, breath shaking.

The forest presses in around us, alive with distant sounds—wind through leaves, the snap of twigs, something moving far too quietly to be human.

“Where are we?” I demand.

“North of the border,” he replies. “Beyond human patrols.”

My heart slams against my ribs. “You can’t keep me here.”

“I can,” he says evenly. “And I will.”

Anger flares, bright and reckless. “My father will send an army.”

Ragnar’s mouth curves. Not amused. “Good.”

I stare at him. “Good?”

“Yes,” he says. “They’ve been marching for years. They just haven’t crossed the line yet.”

I shake my head. “You don’t understand—”

“I understand perfectly,” he snaps, stepping closer. The air shifts, pressure rolling off him in waves. “Your people cage my kind. They bleed us for sport. They teach their children we are monsters.”

He stops an arm’s length away, towering over me.

“And you,” he says softly, “are the first human who has ever ordered mercy.”

The words land heavier than any accusation.

“I didn’t do it for you,” I say.

“I know.”

That unsettles me more than anything else.

I wrap my arms around myself, suddenly aware of how exposed I am—silk gown torn, hair loose, bare feet sinking into cold soil.

“Then why take me?” I whisper.

Ragnar’s gaze flicks to my neck.

“The mark,” he says.

My stomach drops. “Mark?”

He hesitates.

Just a fraction. But I see it.

“What mark?” I insist.

He reaches out, slow enough that I could stop him if I wanted to. I don’t. His fingers brush my hair aside, exposing my throat.

The place he bit me burns at his touch.

There is no wound. No blood.

Only a faint, darkened impression of teeth against my skin.

My breath catches. “What is that?”

His jaw tightens. “A claim.”

The word sends a shock through me. “You can’t—”

“I can,” he says. “And I did.”

I shove his chest, furious. “I didn’t consent!”

His hands snap out, catching my wrists mid-air. He doesn’t hurt me—doesn’t need to. His grip is iron.

“You walked into an execution pit and ordered mercy,” he says quietly. “You met my gaze and did not look away. You followed me into shadow without screaming.”

His eyes blaze. “Do not pretend you are helpless now.”

Heat floods my face, shame and anger tangling in my chest. “That doesn’t give you the right to mark me like property.”

Silence stretches between us.

When he speaks again, his voice is rough. “Under wolf law, it does.”

I laugh sharply, the sound brittle. “Your laws mean nothing to me.”

“They will,” he says. “Sooner than you think.”

I wrench my hands free and turn away, nausea rising. My neck throbs, the sensation spreading with each heartbeat.

“What does it do?” I ask, staring into the trees.

“It binds,” he replies. “Temporarily.”

Temporarily.

The word does nothing to ease the fear curling in my gut.

“And if it doesn’t?” I whisper.

Ragnar doesn’t answer.

We move at first light.

He gives me boots—soft leather, worn but sturdy—and a heavier cloak. I accept them without comment, pride meaningless when survival is at stake.

The forest thickens as we travel, the terrain growing rougher. He moves with effortless grace, parting branches, scaling rocky inclines without slowing. I struggle to keep up, lungs burning, legs trembling.

He notices.

“Stop,” he says after an hour.

I sink onto a fallen log, gulping air. “I can walk.”

“I know,” he replies. “But not like this.”

He crouches in front of me and, without warning, lifts me into his arms.

“Hey—!”

“Quiet,” he murmurs. “Unless you’d prefer the wolves hear you.”

My protest dies on my lips.

He carries me easily, my body pressed against his chest, my head tucked beneath his chin. His warmth seeps into me, chased by that same electric hum that flares whenever he’s close.

It’s wrong.

It’s intoxicating.

I hate it.

“You enjoy this,” I accuse.

His breath stirs my hair. “No.”

“Then why do it?”

“Because you’re bleeding.”

I freeze. “I am not.”

“Not visibly,” he says. “But the mark draws energy. Until your body adjusts, it will weaken you.”

I swallow hard. “You could remove it.”

“Yes,” he says. “I could.”

“But you
























































































