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I was meant to be married by dawn.

Instead, I stood at the edge of the city’s underbelly, my silk cloak damp with fog and fear, watching monsters bleed for human pleasure.

The bells of Viremont rang somewhere far behind me—soft, ceremonial, cruel. Each chime reminded me that tomorrow I would belong to a man whose hands I had never held, whose voice I barely remembered, whose name had been chosen long before I was old enough to protest.

A crown for a cage.

I pulled my hood lower and pressed deeper into the shadows of the stone corridor. The air here was thick with smoke and iron. Torches burned low along the walls, their flames licking against carved arches older than the kingdom itself. Men crowded the tiers of the pit below, their laughter sharp, hungry. Gold passed from hand to hand. Wine sloshed. Bets were shouted.

And in the center of it all—

The wolf screamed.

It wasn’t the sound I expected.

Not animal. Not feral.

Human.

My fingers curled into fists as I leaned forward, heart hammering so hard I was certain someone would hear it. The pit was circular, its floor soaked dark with blood that glistened beneath torchlight. Chains rattled as a massive figure stumbled to one knee.

He was naked but for torn trousers, his back a lattice of scars. Silver cuffs bit into his wrists, etched with runes I recognized from the forbidden texts in the royal library. Suppression marks.

Werewolf.

Captured. Broken. Displayed.

The crowd roared as another fighter was dragged into the ring—larger, broader, eyes already glowing with the madness that came when the shift was forced too long.

“This one won’t last,” a man beside me said, spitting onto the stone. “Look at him. Barely standing.”

I swallowed hard. My throat burned.

I should not have been here. I knew that. Every lesson drilled into me since childhood screamed danger. Wolves were enemies. Monsters. Killers. That was what the priests taught. What the generals preached. What my father signed into law.

But monsters did not look like this.

The wounded wolf lifted his head, breath ragged, eyes dark with pain—and for one horrifying moment, his gaze found mine.

Not wild.

Not empty.

Aware.

Something inside my chest fractured.

The signal horn sounded. The fight began.

The larger wolf lunged, claws flashing. The injured one barely dodged, stumbling, blood spraying across the sand. Each blow landed with a sickening crack. Bones. Flesh. Pain made spectacle.

The crowd screamed for more.

I couldn’t breathe.

“This is wrong,” I whispered, though no one heard me.

The injured wolf went down hard, face striking stone. He didn’t rise.

A man in a crimson mantle stood from the royal box opposite the pit. He raised his hand. Silence rippled outward like a held breath.

“The execution,” someone murmured reverently.

Two guards approached with silver blades.

“No,” I said.

The word slipped from my lips before fear could stop it.

I moved.

Before I could think better of it, before survival screamed louder than conscience, I pushed forward, my boots striking the edge of the pit.

“Stop!”

The word echoed.

Every head turned.

The guards froze.

The man in crimson narrowed his eyes.

My hood fell back.

Gasps rippled through the arena like a living thing.

“That’s—”

“The princess—”

I didn’t look at them. I couldn’t. My eyes were locked on the wolf kneeling in the blood, his chest heaving, his gaze flicking toward me in disbelief.

“He’s done,” I said, my voice shaking but loud. “You’ve had your entertainment. Let him live.”

The silence that followed was worse than laughter.

Then the man in crimson smiled.

“Your Highness,” he said smoothly, “this creature has killed three men.”

I took a step closer to the pit, skirts brushing bloodstained stone. “So have your generals,” I replied. “So have your soldiers. Yet they are celebrated.”

Murmurs. Unease.

From the shadows behind the royal box, someone moved.

I felt him before I saw him.

The air shifted. The torches guttered, as though frightened. Conversations died mid-breath.

He stepped forward slowly, power rolling off him in waves I could feel in my bones.

Tall. Broad. Dressed in black leather and steel, marked with the sigils of the northern clans. His hair was dark, his face carved from hard lines and sharper intent.

And his eyes—

Gold.

Not glowing. Not wild.

Burning.

The man in crimson bowed. “Alpha Rhydan.”

The name struck like thunder.

Rhydan Blackclaw.

The Wolf King.

My heart slammed into my ribs.

He descended the steps into the pit with deliberate calm, boots crunching through blood and sand. He stopped inches from the wounded wolf and looked down—not with mercy, not with cruelty, but with ownership.

Then he lifted his gaze to me.

The world narrowed to that single moment.

Those eyes stripped me bare.

Not my clothes—my soul.

“You speak for him?” Rhydan asked.

His voice was low, rough, dangerous. It slid over my skin like a blade.

I forced myself not to flinch. “I speak for justice.”

A corner of his mouth twitched. “Human justice?”

I lifted my chin. “For mercy.”

The wolf at his feet stirred, fingers twitching toward Rhydan’s boots.

Rhydan didn’t look away from me. “Mercy,” he repeated softly. “Is a luxury bought with power.”

He turned to the guards. “Release him.”

A wave of shock crashed through the arena.

The guards hesitated.

Rhydan’s eyes flashed.

The chains were unlocked.

The wounded wolf collapsed, barely conscious.

Cheers did not follow.

Fear did.

Rhydan stepped closer to me, close enough that I could smell smoke and winter on him. Close enough that my pulse betrayed me.

“You should not be here, princess,” he said quietly.

“And yet,” I replied, my voice trembling despite myself, “you listened.”

His gaze dropped to my throat, to the frantic beat of my pulse. “For tonight.”

Then his hand closed around my wrist.

The world exploded.

Gasps. Shouts. Steel ringing.

I was hauled against his chest, strength iron-hard, unyielding. Panic flared—then something darker, deeper, coiled low in my belly.

Rhydan leaned down, his mouth near my ear.

“Run,” he murmured.

Then chaos erupted.

The torches went out.

The walls shook.

Wolves howled.

And as the world burned, the Wolf King carried me into the dark—whether as prisoner, prize, or prophecy, I did not yet know.

But I knew one thing with terrible clarity.

My life as a princess had ended.

And something far more dangerous had begun.
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The darkness swallowed us whole.

One moment I was choking on smoke and screams, the next I was airborne—my feet leaving the ground as Rhydan hauled me against him and surged forward with brutal speed. My scream was ripped from my throat by the rush of air as stone walls blurred past, torches smashing against the ground, flames snuffed out under boots and bodies.

“Put me down!” I shouted, pounding uselessly against his chest.

He didn’t even slow.

The world became sound and motion—steel clashing, men shouting orders, wolves howling with a fury that vibrated through my bones. I glimpsed shapes lunging through the dark, eyes flashing gold, bodies shifting mid-stride into massive, lethal forms.

The underground arena was no longer a place of spectacle.

It was a battlefield.

Rhydan ducked through a collapsing archway, debris raining down around us. His grip tightened, one arm locked around my waist, the other free—ready, lethal. A guard charged from the smoke, sword raised.

Rhydan moved without breaking stride.

There was a crack—bone meeting stone—and the guard crumpled, unconscious before he hit the ground.

I gasped.

“You’re killing them!” I cried.

“No,” Rhydan replied, voice calm, almost bored. “I’m not.”

That terrified me more.

We burst into a narrow passage, damp and foul-smelling, torches flickering wildly as shadows leapt along the walls. Rhydan skidded to a halt, pressing me back against cold stone as a squad of soldiers poured into the corridor ahead.

He turned his head slightly. “Hold on.”

“To what?” I demanded.

His mouth curved faintly. “Me.”

Then he lunged.

The world fractured.

He slammed into the soldiers like a living weapon. I felt every impact through his body—every blow, every twist, every sharp exhale as steel glanced off leather or bit shallow into muscle. Blood sprayed. Men screamed.

I clung to him despite myself, fingers fisting in his cloak as terror and something dangerously close to exhilaration coiled in my chest.

This was not a man fighting.

This was a predator unleashed.

A blade slashed across his shoulder. He didn’t even grunt.

Another soldier charged from behind. Rhydan spun, elbow smashing into the man’s throat with a sickening crunch.

Silence fell—ragged and sudden.

Bodies lay scattered across the corridor floor.

Rhydan finally set me down.

My legs nearly buckled.

He caught me before I fell, hands gripping my arms with unyielding strength. “Stay upright,” he ordered.

“I didn’t ask for this,” I snapped, breath coming fast, heart racing. “You dragged me into a massacre.”

His eyes flicked over my face, sharp and assessing. “You walked into one.”

“That was different.”

“How?” he challenged.

I opened my mouth—and shut it.

Because I didn’t have an answer that didn’t sound weak.

Rhydan stepped back, creating distance, but his presence still pressed against me like heat. “You should have died tonight.”

My stomach dropped. “Is that a threat?”

“It’s a truth.” His gaze hardened. “The men you defied don’t forgive mercy.”

I crossed my arms, forcing my shaking hands to still. “Then why did you save me?”

For the first time since we met, he hesitated.

Just a fraction.

“Because,” he said slowly, “you looked at my wolf and saw a man.”

The words struck deeper than I expected.

Before I could respond, a distant horn blared—sharp and urgent.

Rhydan swore under his breath. He grabbed my wrist again. “We move. Now.”

“I won’t go with you,” I said, though fear trembled beneath my defiance.

He leaned close, eyes blazing. “You already are.”

We took off again, this time through a maze of service tunnels beneath the city. The air grew colder, damper. Water dripped from above. My breath fogged as we climbed upward, stairs spiraling toward something brighter.

A grate burst open overhead.

Night air slammed into my lungs.

We emerged into chaos.

The city burned.

Fires raged along the lower districts, smoke choking the sky. Wolves—dozens of them—poured through streets and alleys, fighting soldiers, tearing down banners, howling their freedom to the stars.

Rhydan didn’t slow.

We raced toward the outer wall, where a breach had already been blown open. A massive wolf waited there, fur black as pitch, eyes glowing gold.

“King,” the wolf growled, voice distorted by the shift.

Rhydan nodded once. “Take the wounded. Fall back.”

The wolf’s gaze flicked to me. “The human?”

Rhydan’s hand tightened on my wrist. “She comes with me.”

“No!” I protested, panic spiking. “You can’t just—”

A thunderous explosion rocked the wall behind us.

Rhydan cursed and lifted me again, this time throwing me over his shoulder like a sack of grain.

I screamed and pounded his back. “Put me down!”

He broke into a run as arrows rained from above. One whistled past my ear. Another struck the ground inches from his feet.

A gate loomed ahead—open, twisted, broken.

Beyond it stretched darkness.

The wild.

We crossed the threshold at a dead sprint.

The city’s lights vanished behind us as the land fell away into forest and rock. The night swallowed us, thick and cold, the moon a thin blade overhead.

Rhydan didn’t stop until we were deep among the trees.

When he finally slowed, my body was shaking uncontrollably.

He set me down gently this time.

“Breathe,” he said.

I sucked in air, chest burning, vision swimming. “You… you kidnapped me.”

“Yes.”

“You’ve declared war.”

“Yes.”

“And you expect me to what?” I demanded. “Thank you?”

He crouched in front of me, bringing us eye to eye. “I expect you to survive.”

His hand lifted slowly, deliberately, as if giving me time to pull away.

I didn’t.

He brushed my hair from my face, thumb grazing my cheekbone. The touch was infuriatingly gentle.

“You are not safe among your own kind anymore,” he said quietly. “You embarrassed powerful men. They will make you pay.”

“I’m a princess,” I whispered.

“Not tonight.”

A chill slid down my spine.

“Then what am I?” I asked.

Rhydan’s gaze dropped to my mouth, lingered, then lifted back to my eyes.

“A complication,” he said. “And possibly the most dangerous one I’ve ever taken.”

A howl echoed through the forest—answered by another, and another, until the night vibrated with it.

Rhydan stood and turned north. “Come.”

I hesitated.

The city burned behind me.

The forest waited ahead.

I took a step after him—then another.

And with each step, I knew with terrifying certainty that I was walking away from everything I had ever been.
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The forest did not welcome me.

It closed in, dense and unyielding, branches clawing at my cloak as if the land itself resented my presence. The ground was uneven, roots and rocks hidden beneath damp leaves, forcing me to watch every step as I followed Rhydan deeper into the dark.

He moved like he belonged here.

Silent. Certain. Untouched by the cold that had already begun to sink into my bones.

I stumbled for the third time, catching myself on a low branch before I fell. My breath rasped too loud in my ears, panic and exhaustion twisting together until I could barely tell one from the other.

Rhydan stopped abruptly.

I nearly ran into his back.

“Keep up,” he said without turning.

“I’m not built for this,” I snapped. “In case you hadn’t noticed, I wasn’t raised to sprint through wilderness at midnight.”

He glanced over his shoulder then, eyes glowing faintly in the moonlight. “You were raised to survive politics,” he replied. “This is simpler.”

“That’s debatable.”

He turned fully to face me, studying me in a way that made my skin prickle. Not leering. Not dismissive. Assessing.

“You’re slowing us down,” he said. “If the patrols catch up—”

“They won’t,” I said, though I had no idea if that was true.

A muscle in his jaw flexed. “You don’t know that.”

“And you don’t know I can’t keep going.”

For a moment, I thought he might argue. Instead, he sighed—actually sighed—and shrugged out of his heavy cloak. Before I could protest, he draped it around my shoulders, the weight and warmth startling.

It smelled like smoke and winter.

“I didn’t ask for your charity,” I muttered, pulling it tighter anyway.

He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “This isn’t charity. It’s strategy.”

I looked up at him. “You keep calling me a complication. A liability. Yet you’re protecting me.”

His gaze darkened. “Don’t mistake necessity for kindness.”

“Then enlighten me,” I said. “Why am I necessary?”

He didn’t answer.

Instead, he turned and resumed walking, forcing me to hurry after him.

We traveled in tense silence for what felt like hours. The forest gradually thinned, giving way to rocky slopes and open ground. The moon rose higher, pale and sharp, casting silver light across the land.

At last, we reached a narrow ravine, hidden by jagged stone and thick underbrush. A low fire burned within, carefully shielded from view. Two wolves stood guard—both in human form, both armed, both watching me with naked suspicion.

Rhydan raised a hand. “Stand down.”

They did, though their eyes never left me.

“You’re bringing her here?” one of them asked. His voice was rough, edged with disbelief.

“Yes,” Rhydan replied.

“She’s human.”

“I’m aware.”

The other wolf crossed his arms. “The clans won’t like this.”

Rhydan’s gaze flicked sharply to him. “The clans answer to me.”

The wolves exchanged






























































































