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Introduction
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This story is a dark paranormal romance about a cursed Alpha King, a frightened territory, and a woman who refuses to become anyone's sacrifice. It begins in fear: locked doors, full-moon warnings, and a castle that has mistaken desperation for duty.

Rhea Vale enters Blackfang Castle as a prisoner, not a willing savior. Kael Varkos begins as a king powerful enough to terrify his own bloodline. Their bond is not written as instant forgiveness. It is a test. It asks whether a monster can choose mercy, whether a kingdom can confess its harm, and whether love means anything if freedom is not standing beside it.

The world inside these pages is dangerous, emotional, and violent, but the heart of the romance is choice. Rhea does not tame the Alpha King by becoming smaller. She changes the story by demanding that every yes in the castle knows where the door is.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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The King Beneath the Moon

Before the city learned to fear the full moon, Blackfang Castle feared it first.

The castle sat above the valley like a black crown driven into stone, its towers sharpened against the sky, its gates iron-toothed, its windows narrow and watchful. On ordinary nights, servants crossed the halls with practiced silence because silence kept a person alive near power. On moon nights, even silence trembled.

Every lock was checked before sunset. Every child of the royal bloodline was moved to the inner wing. Every mirror was covered, every silver bell polished, every guard given a spear tipped in blessed metal. The wolves of Blackfang were not cowards. They had won border wars, broken rival packs, and held the mountain passes against armies twice their size. Yet when the moon turned full, the bravest among them lowered their eyes and prayed the king would remain behind the chamber door.

Kael Varkos stood in the moon chamber with chains around his wrists and no crown on his head. He did not need one. Even bound, barefoot, and bare-chested beneath the cold window, he looked like a ruler carved from night. His black hair fell across his brow. His golden eyes were steady. That steadiness frightened Lorian Greve more than rage would have.

Rage was simple. Kael's control was the narrow bridge over a pit no one else could see.

Lorian fastened the last silver lock with hands that had begun to shake from age and guilt. He had served three Varkos kings. He had buried two. He had raised this one from a boy who woke screaming after his father's moonlit rampages into a man who could silence a war council with one breath. Lorian loved him like a son and feared him like a judgment.

"How many tonight?" Kael asked.

Lorian looked up. The question was quiet. That made it worse.

"None who carry the true scent, Majesty."

A muscle moved in Kael's jaw. Beyond the chamber door, Queen Maerra waited with Prince Dorian and Lady Cassia, pretending they had come to support him instead of to make sure the locks held. Varek Thorne stood with the royal guard, his face pale beneath old scars. The entire family had gathered on the safe side of the iron.

"Then call off the search," Kael said.

Lorian's breath caught. For years, he had sent trusted wolves into the city before full moons. They watched festivals, markets, alleys, and winter roads. They searched for a scent old stories promised would one day appear: moon-blood, silverwood, the impossible sweetness of a true Luna. They had found fear instead. Seventy-three women had been taken, tested by proximity to the king's curse, and returned when the bond did not answer. Lorian had told himself each return made the sin smaller. It did not.

"If we stop," Lorian said, "the beast may reach the city."

"If we continue, we become the beast before the moon even rises."

The old servant closed his eyes. There were moments when Kael sounded less like the monster the territory feared and more like the boy buried beneath duty. Those moments never lasted long enough.

The moon climbed above the mountain.

Silver light poured through the ceiling window and touched Kael's shoulder.

His body reacted before his face did. Black veins spread beneath his skin, quick as ink dropped into water. His hands curled. The chains tightened. Somewhere behind the iron door, Maerra whispered his name and then covered her mouth as if a mother's love might make the curse worse by being heard.

"Leave," Kael ordered.

"My king-"

"Leave while I can still ask."

Lorian backed away. Varek dragged the outer gate shut. The locks turned one by one, each metallic click a confession that no one in Blackfang trusted its own king beneath the moon.

The first snarl shook dust from the ceiling.

Then Kael screamed.

Not from fear. Not from weakness. From the sound of a man being torn out of himself while still alive to feel it.

The chains held for seven heartbeats. On the eighth, one snapped. On the ninth, the second tore free from the wall, stone and rune shattering together. By the tenth, the thing inside the chamber was no longer shaped like a man.

The Nocturne rose huge and black beneath the moon, a wolf larger than any warhorse, its fur darker than the space between stars. Its claws struck sparks from the floor. Its golden eyes held no law, no throne, no mother, no brother, no memory. The beast lowered its head and breathed against the iron door.

Every wolf outside stepped back.

Dorian raised his silver knife with a hand he could not keep steady. Cassia did not mock him for it. Maerra pressed both palms to the door and wept without sound.

Inside, the Nocturne struck the wall. Stone cracked. A second blow split the runes. A third sent old dust spilling into the corridor through the seams of the gate. Varek shouted orders. Spears lowered. Lorian stood still, because after nineteen years of full moons, he had learned the cruelest truth of Blackfang: no weapon could save the king from himself.

Only one soul could call him back, the legends said. A Luna born not to obey him, not to flatter his crown, not to warm his bed or soften his temper, but to make the beast answer to choice.

No one had found her.

Another crash shook the chamber. The iron bent outward.

Lorian looked toward the slit of moonlit sky beyond the corridor. Somewhere below the mountain, the city was locking its doors. Mothers were pulling daughters indoors. Women were hurrying through alleys with keys hidden between their fingers. They feared the monster in the castle, and they were right to fear him.

But Lorian feared something else more.

He feared that if the Luna did not appear soon, Blackfang would stop searching for salvation and settle for sacrifice.

The Nocturne howled, and the sound rolled down the valley like thunder learning a name.

Before dawn, a messenger would ride to the city. Another search would begin. Another wrong would be dressed as necessity. Another woman would be watched by wolves who told themselves the kingdom left them no choice.

High above them all, the moon burned white and silent.

And in the lower city, a young woman with short black hair and a dark prince costume did not yet know that the next full moon would open the door to a castle, a curse, and a king who would either choose mercy or be destroyed by the woman he was never meant to own.
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CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]


The Warning on the Screen

The city always changed before a full moon. Shops shut their iron gates while daylight still clung to the roofs, mothers dragged children indoors by their sleeves, and the police sirens did not chase criminals that evening. They warned people to hide.

Rhea Vale watched the news through the glass of a closed cafe. She was twenty-three, sharp-eyed, and dressed as a dark prince for the last night of the harvest festival. Her short black hair was tucked beneath a velvet cap, her boots were muddy, and a wooden sword hung at her hip like a joke that had stopped being funny.

On the television, red letters crawled across the screen: BLACKFANG BEAST SEEN NEAR EASTERN DISTRICT. WOMEN ADVISED NOT TO WALK ALONE.

Beside her, Isolde Morrow hugged her princess gown around her knees. "We should have left earlier."

Rhea looked at the round moon rising behind the towers. "Then we walk faster."

Isolde tried to laugh, but fear had already stolen the sound from her throat. Her silver crown glittered beneath a streetlamp, making her look exactly like the kind of girl stories punished first: beautiful, gentle, and dressed in pale blue silk.

"Do not look scared," Rhea whispered.

"That is a cruel thing to ask when I am scared."

"Then look angry. It works better."

They turned into a narrow lane between a bakery and a tailor's shop. The festival music faded behind them. Only their footsteps remained, quick and uneven over wet stones. In every window above, curtains shifted and vanished. The whole city knew what full moon meant.

For years, women had disappeared on nights like this. Some returned before dawn with blank eyes and trembling hands. Some refused to speak of what they had seen. A few never returned at all.

People blamed the beast from Blackfang Castle.

No one blamed the king aloud. That was how fear survived.

The first man stepped from the mouth of the lane as if the shadows had given birth to him. He wore a gray coat, black gloves, and the calm expression of someone who had never been refused.

Rhea stopped. Her hand slid beneath her coat toward the little knife hidden against her thigh.

Two more men appeared behind them.

Isolde grabbed Rhea's sleeve. "Please tell me they are drunk festival fools."

The man in gray inhaled slowly. His eyes flashed amber. "Not fools. Not drunk."

Werewolves.

Rhea lifted her chin. "Move."

The man smiled at her costume. "Brave little prince."

Then his gaze passed over her and fixed on Isolde's gown, her crown, her pale face. He looked relieved, almost thankful.

"There," he said to the others. "The pretty one. Lord Lorian was right."

Isolde whimpered.

Rhea stepped in front of her. "Touch her and lose your hand."

The werewolf's nostrils flared again. For a heartbeat, confusion crossed his face. Then he looked away.

One of the wolves behind Rhea laughed. "She brought her lover."

The gray-coated man studied Rhea's dark trousers, flat coat, cropped hair, and half mask. His mistake settled over his features. He saw a young man. A witness. An inconvenience.

"Take him too," he said. "The king dislikes loose tongues."

Rhea moved before they did. She yanked the knife free and cut the nearest wolf across the sleeve. He cursed and staggered. She kicked backward, caught another in the knee, and shoved Isolde toward the open street.

"Run!"

Isolde tried.

A hand caught the back of her gown. Silk ripped. She screamed.

Rhea spun toward her, but a cloth slammed over her mouth. Bitter herbs flooded her nose: wolfsbane, smoke, and iron. Her strength slipped as if someone had cut the strings inside her.

The moon rose higher.

From far beyond the city walls, a howl rolled down from the mountains. It was so deep the stones beneath her cheek seemed to answer.

Rhea fought the darkness as long as she could. She heard wheels clatter over cobblestones, men speaking in low voices, Isolde crying nearby. She smelled pine forests and rain, then cold mountain air rushing through a carriage crack.

When she managed to open her eyes, the city was already gone.

Blackfang Castle stood on the cliff above them, taller than any church, darker than any nightmare. Its towers cut the moon into silver pieces. Along the outer wall, iron spikes caught the light. Banners hung from the battlements: a black wolf crowned in red.

The carriage passed through gates wide enough for giants.

A servant with white hair waited
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