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Chapter one


I’ve been fighting for three days straight and I can still taste the blood in my mouth.

Not mine. Theirs. Ours. After seventy-two hours on a battlefield, it all tastes the same. Copper and ash and the particular bitterness that comes from watching men you trained bleed out in the mud while you keep moving because stopping means dying.

I’m not ready to die.

Not yet. Not when Alaric is still breathing somewhere in this hell.

My sword catches a Fae soldier across the throat, and he goes down in a spray of red that’s brighter than human blood, almost luminous. Pretty, if you don’t think about what it means. I don’t have time to think. Thinking gets you killed. I’m already moving, boots slipping in gore as I shove past the body toward the gap in our left flank where we’re hemorrhaging men.

“Hold the line!” My voice is raw, shredded from three days of screaming orders. “Pikes forward! Archers, loose on my mark—“

The world goes silent.

Not quiet.

Silent.

Like someone reached into reality and strangled every sound at once. The screaming cuts off mid-breath. Steel stops ringing. Even the wind dies, leaving nothing but this horrible, suffocating stillness that presses against my ears like water.

My skin crawls.

Every instinct I’ve honed over six years of warfare is screaming at me to run, but my body has gone rigid. Frozen. Because I know what this is.

I’ve heard the stories since I was a child.

When the air goes dead like this, when the world itself seems to recoil…

One of the Sovereign is here.

My head turns before I can stop it. Stupid. Looking at them is how they get inside your head, but my body doesn’t care about strategy right now. It cares about survival, and survival means knowing where the predator is.

He’s standing where our left flank used to be.

Just standing there in the middle of the carnage like he’s surveying a garden he’s particularly proud of. Relaxed. Unhurried. Untouched by the blood and smoke and bodies scattered at his feet.

Blond hair falling loose past his shoulders, so pale it’s almost white in the dying sunlight. Armor that looks like someone carved it from bone and mother-of-pearl, pristine despite the slaughter around him. And his eyes…

Even from fifty yards away, I can see them. Blue. Too blue. The kind of blue that shouldn’t exist in nature.

Thalanis.

The name hits my chest like a crossbow bolt.

I’ve never seen him before. Never wanted to. But every soldier in the realm knows his name. Commander of the Fae armies. Lord of the North. Unseelie. Mindwalker. Sovereign. The thing that mothers whisper about when their children won’t sleep. The reason we have runes carved into border stones and stitched into prayers.

Never bargain with the Fae.

Never give them your true name.

And if you see one of the Sovereign, you run or you die, because fighting is just a slower way to reach the same end.

My gaze tracks his, following the line of his attention across the field.

No.

Oh gods, no.

Alaric is on his knees.

He’s thirty yards away, surrounded by bodies. His men. Fae. Impossible to tell anymore in the mess of limbs and armor and blood. There’s so much blood, dark and wet, soaking through the front of his armor where something punched through the plate into the meat beneath.

His sword is buried point-first in the mud where his strength gave out.

He’s still conscious. Still trying to stand even though his body won’t cooperate, one hand pressed against the wound while the other scrabbles uselessly for purchase in the churned earth.

That’s Alaric. He’d fight until his heart stopped if you gave him the chance.

I’m running before the decision is made.

My legs burn. My lungs scream. I’ve been fighting for three days without proper sleep, and my body is past its breaking point, but none of that matters. I hit the mud at a full sprint, boots skidding, and go down hard on one knee before catching myself.

Someone tries to grab me, one of my soldiers, probably trying to pull me back to safety, and I drive my elbow into their face without looking. They fall away.

I slam into the ground beside Alaric, and my hands are already on the wound, pressing down even though I can feel the blood pulsing hot and slick between my fingers. Even though I know it’s too late.

The hole is too big. Too deep.

He’s dying.

“Rowan.” His voice is steady. Of course it is. He’s bleeding out in the mud, and he still sounds like he’s giving a tactical briefing. “You need to get out of here.”

I can’t answer. My throat has closed up around something sharp and jagged.

I look up.

Thalanis is walking toward us.

Each step sends a spike of pressure through my skull. Not pain exactly, but something worse. Like fingers brushing against the inside of my head. Testing. Looking for a way in.

I’ve been trained to resist mental attacks. I’ve fought Fae spell singers and illusionists and mind-benders who could make you see your worst nightmares made flesh.

This is nothing like that.

This is gravity. This is inevitability. This is standing at the base of a mountain and realizing all your training doesn’t mean shit when it decides to fall on you.

“Stop,” I say, because I’m a captain and a princess, and that word has weight.

He doesn’t even slow down.

“You can’t stop me.” His voice is quiet. Calm. And it’s not coming from his mouth. It’s already inside my head, blooming between my thoughts as if he planted it there himself. “This field is forfeit. Your general’s death is already written.”

Alaric tries to push himself up. I slam my palm down on his chest, holding him in place, and his blood squelches under my knees.

“I’ll give you anything.”

The words tear out of me before I can stop them. Desperate. Raw. Breaking every rule I’ve ever learned.

Never bargain with the Fae.

“You have nothing I want.”

No mockery. No cruelty. Just fact, delivered with the kind of certainty that comes from being older than recorded history.

My mind scrambles. My army—no, he’s slaughtering them right now. My title—meaningless to something that existed before crowns were invented. Gold, land, treaties, alliances.

None of it matters.

What do you offer a thing that predates civilization?

Behind me, Alaric’s breathing turns wet and shallow. Rattling.

He’s dying.

“No.” It rips out of me. Not defiance. Refusal. I refuse to accept a world where this happens. “Please.”

That makes Thalanis pause.

Not my rank. Not my sword arm. That one broken word.

His head tilts slightly, and the pressure in my skull sharpens. Like fingers tightening on the nape of my neck. Not forcing their way in. Just resting there. Waiting.

“You would beg,” he says, and there’s genuine curiosity in his voice now. Almost wonder. “Not for your soldiers. Not for your crown. For him.”

“He’s-” My voice cracks. I drag it back under control through sheer spite. “He’s worth more than all of it.”

Something flickers across Thalanis’s face.

Surprise, maybe.

Or hunger.

I feel him then. Skimming across the surface of my thoughts like fingertips trailing through water. Not pushing. Not taking. Just tasting what I’m offering him.

Testing to see how far I’ll go.

The rules are screaming in my head.

Alaric is dying in my arms.

I say the one thing every child is taught to never say.

“I’ll give you my true name.”

The words hit the air and the world seems to shudder.

Silence.

Not the unnatural silence from before. This is different. Heavier. Like the moment before lightning strikes.

Thalanis goes absolutely still.

For three heartbeats, nothing moves. Not him. Not me. Not even the smoke rising from the burning siege towers.

“Your true name,” he repeats, so softly I barely hear it.

“For his life.” My voice is shaking now, but I force it steady. “You heal him. You let him walk off this field. And you never touch him again. Not ever.”

I’m bargaining with a Sovereign. Laying down terms like I have any power here at all.

I don’t.

But Alaric is dying and I’m out of options.

His hand closes around my wrist, slick with blood. “Rowan,” he whispers, and there’s horror in his voice now. Genuine horror, cutting through the pain. “Don’t do this. Don’t-”

Thalanis looks at him. Then at me.

Then he smiles.

It’s not cruel. That would almost be better. It’s delighted. Like I’ve just handed him a gift he never expected to receive.

“Bold,” he murmurs, and the word curls through my mind like silk dragged across bare skin. “Incredibly, devastatingly foolish. But bold.”

He steps closer.

Up close, it’s so much worse.

The stories don’t do him justice. He’s beautiful the way a weapon is beautiful: perfect and deadly and designed for a single purpose. Pale hair falling loose over armor that looks carved from bone. Eyes the color of a winter sky, bright and cold and utterly inhuman.

He looks young. Maybe thirty, if I had to guess. But his eyes are old. Ancient.

“Princess,” he says, because of course he knows who I am.

My stomach drops.

“You know what I am.” It’s not a question. “What I can do.”

I force myself to nod.

“Do you know what giving me your true name would mean?” His head tilts slightly, almost curious. “With my particular skills?”

The screams around us have faded to a dull roar. White noise. I can still hear Alaric’s breathing, wet, uneven, each one shorter than the last.

I’m running out of time.

“Yes,” I say.

“Tell me.”

My mouth is dry. “You could walk through my mind like it’s your own house. Change things. Take things. Make me forget-” My voice catches. “Make me forget him.”

“I could,” Thalanis agrees pleasantly. “I could make you forget your own name even as you speak it. I could rewrite every memory you have. Make you love me instead of him. Make you beg me to hurt you. Beg me me to love you.”

He’s not threatening me.

He’s explaining.

“You would be mine,” he says gently. “Body and soul. And there would be nothing left of you that I didn’t allow.”

My hands are shaking. I press harder against Alaric’s wound to hide it.

“I know.”

“Tell me understand you know what you’re giving me.”

“All of me,” I say without hesitation. “My mind. My body. My soul. I would be yours. To play with. To have,” my breath hitches, I can’t say it, “relations with.”

“Sex, princess. I could take you whenever, however. You would be consenting to this. Volunteering for it. And you wish to make this bargain?” He sounds fascinated. “For his life?”

I swallow. My mouth tastes like copper and ash.

“Yes, or his long, healthy life. You don’t get to hurt him after. You don’t get to punish him for this. He walks away safe.”

That gives Thalanis pause.

Not because I’ve outwitted him—I haven’t. But because I’ve surprised him again.

“You would bind the bargain forward,” he murmurs. “Not merely survival. Safety. Continuance.” His eyes track over my face as if he’s memorizing it. “You love him that much.”

It’s not a question, but I answer anyway.

“Yes.”

“Enough to give yourself to the thing all men fear.”

“Yes.”

Alaric groans behind me, trying to speak, and the sound cuts through me like a blade.

Thalanis looks past me at the man bleeding into the mud. His expression doesn’t change, but something in the air shifts. The pressure eases, just slightly.

“You would trade what no Sovereign has been offered in centuries,” he says quietly, “for one mortal man.”

“He’s not just one man,” I snap, the edge breaking through despite myself. “He’s mine.”

Silence.

Then Thalanis laughs.

It’s soft. Genuine. Delighted.

“Oh, princess,” he says. “You’re going to be so much fun to break.”

He lifts one hand.

The world bends.

Light fractures at the edges of my vision. Space folds in on itself, wrong and nauseating, and a figure steps out of nothing: a Fae cloaked in pale green, with hair like spun silver and eyes that glow faintly in the smoke.

“Healer,” Thalanis commands without looking away from me. “Save the general. Do not let him die.”

The Fae kneels instantly beside Alaric.

Power hums through the air, thick and wet and wrong, making my teeth ache. I watch as light pours from the healer’s hands into Alaric’s wound, knitting flesh, sealing arteries, drawing breath back into collapsing lungs.

Alaric gasps—a full, clean breath—and my vision blurs.

He’s going to live.

I did it.

I saved him.

Thalanis extends his hand.

Not palm up in supplication. Forearm offered, wrist bare, like we’re soldiers about to seal a pact.

Despite the terror clawing at my ribs, my body knows the ritual. I’ve seen it done. Every child has, in stories and songs and warnings.

I reach up.

My hand is covered in Alaric’s blood. It smears across Thalanis’s pale skin as I clasp him just below the elbow, my fingers pressing against muscle and tendon. His skin feels cool. Smooth. Almost like stone.

His grip closes around my arm in return, firm, impersonal, exact.

A soldier’s grip.

A judge’s grip.

“When you speak your true name,” he says quietly, “there is no taking it back. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“And you do this willingly?”

My throat is so dry it hurts. “Yes.”

“For love.”

“Yes.”

“For a man who will never be able to follow you where this leads.”

I don’t answer that. Can’t.

The healer draws back; his work complete. Alaric coughs, alive—alive—and reaches for me with shaking hands.

“Rowan,” he breathes. “Don’t—please don’t-”

Thalanis’s eyes don’t leave mine.

“Speak it,” he says.

The world narrows.

The battlefield falls away. The screams, the dying, the iron stink of blood and burning wood. Even Alaric’s voice fades into white noise.

There’s only this moment.

Only this choice.

My true name has never been spoken aloud. It isn’t meant for tongues shaped by human speech. It’s older than the language we speak, older than the kingdoms we serve. My mother whispered it once when I was born, pressed her lips to my ear and breathed it into me like a secret, and then never again.

It’s the name written in my bones. The name the world would call me if the world had a voice.

I take a breath.

“Roa–wen–an.”

The syllables scrape their way out, wrong and brittle, like forcing shattered glass through my throat. They hang in the air between us—thin, exposed, impossibly fragile.

And then nothing happens.

No crack of thunder. No surge of power. No sense of loss.

The battlefield remains. Alaric is still there, still breathing, still reaching for me.

Hope flares in my chest, sharp and treacherous.

Maybe the stories were wrong. Maybe…

Thalanis smiles.

He repeats it softly, reverently, rolling each syllable on his tongue like he’s savoring a wine he’s waited centuries to taste.

“Roa–wen–an.”

The thread snaps tight inside my chest. It feels like it’s coiling around my very self.

I gasp, the sound tearing free as heat blooms beneath my skin. Deep, intimate, invasive. Not pain. Possession. A line drawn straight through the center of me, burning itself into existence.

Light explodes from where our forearms are clasped.

White-gold and merciless, bright enough to sear shadows into the mud. I can’t look away. Can’t close my eyes. Can only watch as runes begin to write themselves across my skin.

They start at my wrist, flowing script in a language I don’t know but somehow recognize. They spiral up my forearm, wrapping around muscle and bone, climbing higher. Over my elbow. Across my shoulder. Up the side of my neck.

I feel every line as it burns itself into me. Slow. Deliberate. Permanent.

A brand.

A collar.

A claim.

I try to pull away and can’t. The light holds me fast, and Thalanis’s grip doesn’t waver.

“Shh,” he murmurs, and his voice is gentle. Almost kind. “It will be over soon.”

The runes reach my throat and wrap around it like fingers. I choke on nothing, my free hand flying up to claw at my neck, but there’s nothing there. Nothing physical. Just heat and pressure and the overwhelming certainty that something has locked into place.

Then, as suddenly as it started, it stops.

The light fades.

I’m left gasping, my skin still burning, my heart slamming against my ribs.

I look down at my arm.

The runes are still there. Faint now, like scars that have mostly healed, but visible. Undeniable. They wind all the way up to my throat, disappearing under the collar of my armor.

I know without checking that they circle my neck completely.

A collar I can never take off.

I force myself to look at Thalanis.

Power has marked him too, but sparingly. A single ring of light forms around his forearm: clean, precise, elegant. Not a brand. Not a shackle.

A tally mark.

My stomach drops.

I look closer.

There are other rings on his arm. Faint, but there. Silver and gold and one that looks almost black, like old blood.

Four rings total now.

This is not his first bargain.

But I’m the first human foolish enough to bargain herself.

The realization hits me like cold water.

How many others? How many desperate people made deals they couldn’t take back? Where are they now?

Are they still alive?

Thalanis releases my arm and steps back, admiring his work.

“Beautiful,” he murmurs. “You wear it well, princess.”

The thread in my chest hums, warm and present and aware. I can feel it now. Feel him on the other end of it, waiting.

The bargain is sealed.

I belong to him now.

Alaric.

I turn toward him on instinct.

“Ah.”

The word is soft. Almost amused.

The thread tightens.

Not a command. A warning.

I stop mid-movement, my body going rigid.

I’m not frozen. Not compelled. I could move if I wanted to. I could run to Alaric, throw myself at his feet, beg his forgiveness.

But I don’t.

The thread rests against my will like a hand on my shoulder, and I understand with perfect, horrible clarity what Thalanis is doing.

What he wants.

He’s not going to force me.

He’s going to make me choose.

“You see?” Thalanis says, stepping closer. I feel his presence at my back, solid, certain, inescapable. “No chains. No leash. You are free, princess.”

I hate him for that.

For making it true.

I force myself to look at Alaric anyway,, just a fraction, just enough to see him struggling to his feet. The healer’s magic has closed the wound, but he’s still weak. Still covered in blood.

Still reaching for me.

His mouth forms my name.

Thalanis clicks his tongue softly.

“Careful.”

The thread hums. Not pulling. Just there. Present. Patient.

Reminding me what I am now.

I understand then. Fully. Completely.

He could order me not to look. Could make it easy. But he won’t.

He wants me to walk away knowing I could have turned back.

He wants the choice to be mine, so I can’t blame anyone but myself.

Thalanis turns and begins to walk, already certain I’ll follow.

“Come, princess,” he says gently. “It’s time to leave.”

The thread pulls.

Not hard. Not violent. Just a gentle tug, like someone taking my hand.

My feet move.

One step.

Then another.

I’m ten paces away when Thalanis raises his hand without looking back.

A Fae commander materializes from the smoke, tall and lean, with hair like spilled ink and armor that seems to drink the light. He drops to one knee with liquid grace.

“My lord.”

“Leave the general alive,” Thalanis says, his voice carrying effortlessly across the carnage. Clear. Absolute. “Slaughter the rest.”

The commander’s gaze flicks to me.

There’s no surprise in his eyes.

“She’s mine now,” Thalanis says simply.

The commander rises and turns back toward the battlefield, already calling orders in a language I don’t speak.

Behind me, someone screams.

Then another.

The slaughter begins.

I should stop. Should turn. Should do something.

But I keep walking.

One foot in front of the other, following Thalanis through the smoke and blood and bodies while the runes at my throat burn like a brand settling fully into place.

Behind me, Alaric is screaming my name.

My soldiers are dying.

My army is being cut down like wheat.

And I just keep walking.

Because the thread is pulling, gentle and patient and inevitable, and I’ve already made my choice.

I gave Thalanis my true name.

I belong to him now.

And there’s nothing I can do about it.

Thalanis doesn’t look back. Doesn’t need to. He knows I’m following.

He knows I’ll always follow.

The battlefield fades behind us, and somewhere in the distance, I hear Alaric’s voice one last time, raw and broken and full of betrayal.

Then even that is gone.

There’s only the thread.

Only Thalanis.

Only the collar I can never take off.

And the terrible, crushing certainty that I’ve just damned myself to save the man I love.


Chapter two


The Fae camp smells like winter even though it’s autumn.

Cold and clean and wrong. Not the smoke and blood and shit smell of a human military camp. This smells like frost and pine needles and something underneath that I can’t name. Something that makes my skin crawl.

Thalanis walks ahead of me, unhurried.

I follow because the thread pulls and my legs move and I can’t seem to make them stop.

I’m still covered in Alaric’s blood.

It’s drying now, sticky and dark on my hands, my armor, my face where I must have touched it at some point. I can smell it. Copper and iron and the particular sweetness that comes when there’s too much of it.

He’s alive, I remind myself. He’s alive because I saved him.

The thought doesn’t help.

What have I done?

We pass through the edges of the camp, and Fae soldiers turn to watch. They don’t salute Thalanis. Don’t bow. Just step aside and stare with eyes that catch the firelight wrong, too bright, too knowing.

I see other prisoners as we walk deeper into the camp.

Human soldiers tied to posts, blindfolded, gagged. A handful huddled in a crude pen made of twisted branches that glow faintly in the dark. None of them are from my company. None of them are people I know.

They’re the ones who survived whatever skirmish brought them here.

Lucky them.

One of the prisoners—a boy who can’t be more than sixteen—lifts his head as we pass. His eyes go wide when he sees me. Sees the runes wrapped around my throat.

He knows what it means.

Everyone knows what it means when a Fae puts their mark on you, but he doesn’t know how badly I’ve fucked up.

I look away.

Thalanis’s tent is at the center of the camp, larger than the others, made of pale fabric that seems to glow softly from within. Two guards stand at the entrance, tall, armored, expressionless. They pull the flaps open without a word as we approach.

Thalanis steps inside.

I follow.

The interior is bigger than it should be. Magic, probably. The kind that bends space to suit its master. There’s a bed—a real bed, not a camp cot—with dark furs piled on it. A table with maps spread across it, marked with symbols I don’t recognize. Chests and trunks stacked against one wall. Weapons on stands.

It looks like a lord’s bedroom, not a field commander’s tent.

Thalanis turns to face me for the first time since we left the battlefield.

His armor is still pristine. No blood. No mud. Like he stepped through a massacre and came out the other side untouched.

Maybe he did.

He looks me over slowly. Methodically. Starting at my boots and working his way up—taking in the blood-soaked armor, the way I’m standing too rigid, the trembling I can’t quite hide.

When his eyes reach mine, something in his expression shifts. Not quite a smile. Satisfaction, maybe.

“Stay here,” he says. “Don’t leave this tent.”

The thread hums in agreement.

Then he turns and walks out.

I’m alone.

For a long moment, I just stand there.

The silence is overwhelming. After three days of constant noise—screaming, steel on steel, orders being shouted—the quiet presses against my ears like water.

My legs start shaking after a few minutes. Exhaustion and adrenaline crash hitting all at once.

I take a step. Just one. Testing.

The thread doesn’t pull. Doesn’t tighten. Just stays there, present and watchful.

He said don’t leave the tent. He didn’t say don’t move.

I take another step. Then another.

I start pacing.

Back and forth across the carpet, my boots leaving faint prints of dried blood and mud. I can’t seem to stop moving. Can’t stand still. The horror of what I’ve done is starting to sink in now that I’m not focused on just following Thalanis.

I gave him my true name.

The words echo in my head over and over.

I gave a Sovereign my true name.

My hands are shaking. I press them together but it doesn’t help.

Alaric is alive. That’s what matters. He’s alive and safe and he’ll walk off that battlefield and go home and-

And what?

Mourn me? Hate me? Think I abandoned him?

I squeeze my eyes shut.

He was screaming my name. I heard him. I heard him and I just kept walking.

My breath comes faster. Shallower.

I did this willingly. I chose this.

I had to. He was dying. He was-

But I chose it. I would have done anything to save him.

I pace faster. The tent isn’t that large, and I keep having to turn, retrace my steps, turn again. Like a caged animal.

I want to touch something. Pick up one of the weapons on the stands. Examine the maps. Do anything to distract myself from the spiral in my head.

But I’m too afraid.

What if he’s testing me right now?

So I just pace. Back and forth. Back and forth.

The runes on my throat feel tight. Like they’re constricting. I reach up to touch them and my fingers find only smooth skin, but I can feel them there. Burning. Permanent.

A collar I can never take off.

I’m going to be sick.

I stop pacing and press my hands against my stomach, breathing hard. The panic is rising now, fast and vicious, and I can’t stop it.

What did I do?

What did I do?

He’s a Mindwalker. He can rewrite my memories. Make me forget Alaric. Make me forget myself. Make me into whatever he wants me to be. His willing whore. A traitor to my people. An assassin.

And I gave him permission.

I gave him the keys. I opened the doorway to my mind, to my soul.

My vision blurs. Tears I’ve been holding back for hours finally break through.

I sink down onto my knees—not because anyone told me to, just because my legs won’t hold me anymore—and I press my hands over my face and try not to sob out loud.

I don’t know how long I stay like that.

Long enough for the tears to stop. Long enough for my breathing to even out. Long enough for the numbness to settle back in.

When I finally lower my hands, my face is wet and my eyes burn.

I’m still curled up on the floor when the tent flap opens.

Thalanis enters first.

Behind him are three figures—one in pale healer’s robes carrying a leather satchel, and two servants with bundles of dark fabric in their arms.

I scramble to my feet, swaying slightly.

Thalanis’s gaze sweeps over me—taking in the tear-stained face, the way I’m standing too far from where he left me.

He smirks and gestures to the stool near the entrance. “Sit.”

The thread hums.

I sit.

The healer approaches without hesitation. They don’t look at my face. Don’t acknowledge me as a person. Just reach for the buckles on my armor.

“Wait,” I start.

“Rowan, be still.”

The words land differently this time.

Not a suggestion carried by the thread. Not a gentle pull.

A command.

Weight behind it. Power. The thread snaps tight, and my entire body locks into place.

I can’t move.

Can’t speak.

Terror spikes through me, sharp and immediate.

This is different. This is what giving up my name can really do. What he can really do.

Thalanis steps closer, watching my face. “That’s better. Just like that, princess. Perfectly still.”

The healer starts unbuckling my armor.

I want to flinch away. Want to fight. Want to scream.

I can’t.

My body is a prison. Locked from the inside. I’m trapped in my own skin while they move me however they want.

The healer strips my armor away piece by piece. Chest plate. Pauldrons. Vambraces. Each piece hits the ground with a dull thud. Then the gambeson underneath, soaked with blood and sweat. They cut it off me with a knife.

Down to my undershirt. Thin linen, nearly transparent where blood has soaked through.

One of the servants brings a basin of water and sets it beside the healer.

They peel the undershirt away from the wound in my side—the one I’d forgotten about—and I can’t even gasp as the fabric pulls at dried blood.

Cool fingers probe the injury. Magic hums, sharp and invasive, knitting flesh back together. It feels wrong. Deeply, fundamentally wrong. But I can’t move. Can’t react. Can only sit there frozen while they work.

The healer moves efficiently. Other injuries I hadn’t noticed. Cuts. Bruises. A gash across my shoulder blade. They fix them all with the same uncaring magic.

Then they sit back and nod to Thalanis.

He makes a small gesture.

The command releases.

I gasp, dragging in air, my body sagging forward before I catch myself.

“Stand,” Thalanis says.

I stand on shaking legs.

The servants move in.

They strip me. Undershirt. Breast binding. Pants. Under clothes. Everything into a pile on the ground until I’m naked in the middle of the tent.

I want to cover myself. Want to hide.

But Thalanis is watching, and I can feel his attention like a physical weight.

One servant brings the basin of water and begins washing me.

The water is warm. She works quickly, scrubbing away blood and mud and three days of battlefield grime. Not rough. Not gentle. Just thorough.

When she reaches my hair, she undoes what’s left of my braid and works her fingers through the tangled mess until my black hair hangs wet and heavy down my back.

The other servant brings clothing.

They dress me like a doll.

White silk shirt first, so thin I can see my skin through it. Long sleeves that button at the wrists. Neckline low enough to show the runes wrapping around my collarbones.

The runes are impossible to hide through the sheer fabric. Black lines spiraling up my arms. Circling my throat.

That’s the point.

He wants everyone to see what I am. What I did.

Black leather pants next. They fit like they were tailored for me, and with Fae magic, maybe they were. Lacing up the sides, hugging every curve. Practical enough to ride in, but tight enough that I feel exposed.

Then the corset.

Black leather, shaped for under my ribs, with laces up the back.

They position it around my ribs and start pulling.

Tighter.

I gasp as the breath squeezes out.

“Keep going,” Thalanis says mildly.

They pull harder. The corset constricts like a living thing, forcing my spine straight, my shoulders back, pushing my breasts up until they’re nearly spilling out of the low neckline.

I can barely breathe.

They tie off the laces and step back.

I stand there shaking, trying to drag air into lungs that won’t expand properly.

One servant kneels and wipes my feet clean. No boots. Just bare feet against the ground.

Then they gather my ruined armor and clothes and leave.

Thalanis circles me slowly. Examining his work.

“Better,” he murmurs. “Much better.”

He stops in front of me, close enough that I have to tilt my head back to meet his eyes.

“We’ll leave for the Fae lands tomorrow,” he says. “Once the army has finished securing the field. Until then, you’ll stay here. With me.”

His hand reaches out. One finger traces the rune circling my throat—slow, deliberate, possessive.

I shudder.

“I’m sure you’re wondering what happens next,” he continues. “What I plan to do with you.” His eyes find mine. “The answer is: everything. I’m going to take you apart, princess. Piece by piece. Thought by thought. Until there’s nothing left that I didn’t put there.”

The thread pulses.

“But not tonight. Tonight, you’re going to think about what you’ve done. About the choice you made.”

He steps back.

“Kneel, Rowan” he says softly.

The thread pulls, and my knees buckle, and I’m on the ground before I can think about resisting.

The ground is soft, but the position makes the corset even tighter. Forces what little air I have out of my lungs.

I can’t breathe properly.

Can’t think.

“Good girl,” he murmurs.

Then he’s gone, disappearing into the night.

I kneel.

Time passes.

My knees start to ache almost immediately. The corset won’t let me adjust my position. Won’t let me shift my weight. I’m locked in place by his command and my own exhaustion.

The ache spreads. Knees. Thighs. Lower back.

My lungs burn from shallow breaths.

Outside, I can hear the sounds of the camp. Fae voices. Laughter. The crackle of fires.

Somewhere in the distance, a human prisoner screams.

The sound cuts off abruptly.

I close my eyes and try to remember Alaric’s face.

Try to hold onto why I did this.

But all I can feel is the thread in my chest and the collar around my throat and the terrible certainty that I made a mistake.

That saving him might have cost me everything.

The burning in my knees intensifies. Sharp now. Painful.

I can feel tears building again.

I try to blink them back.

Can’t.

The first one spills over. Then another.

They run hot down my face, dripping off my chin onto the sheer white shirt.

I kneel there in silence, knees burning, tears falling, and wait for whatever comes next.


Chapter three


Idon’t know how long I kneel there before he returns.

Long enough for the burning in my knees to turn sharp. Then sharper. Then into something that makes my vision blur at the edges.

Long enough for the tears to dry on my face, leaving salt tracks that itch.

Long enough for my thoughts to spiral and fracture and reform into something that feels dangerously close to breaking.

The tent flap opens.

Thalanis enters carrying a tray.

He sets the tray on the table without looking at me. The smell hits first—roasted meat, bread, something sweet. My stomach clenches. I can’t remember the last time I ate.

“Stand,” he says.

The thread releases and I try to rise. My knees scream. My legs won’t cooperate. I make it halfway up before my muscles give out and I collapse back down with a sound I can’t quite suppress.

Thalanis glances over. Something that might be amusement flickers across his face.

“Try again.”

I grit my teeth and force myself up. This time I make it, swaying, catching myself against nothing. Every part of me hurts. The corset makes it worse—can’t breathe properly, can’t balance properly.

“Come here.”

I cross the few steps to where he’s settled into his chair. The tray is on the table beside him. Two plates.

One is beautiful. Glazed ceramic painted with delicate patterns. Piled with sliced meat that’s still steaming, roasted vegetables glazed with something that catches the lamplight, bread that looks soft and perfect, small fruits arranged almost artfully.

The other is wooden. Rough. Contains what looks like gray sludge.

Gruel.

Of course.

Thalanis picks up the beautiful plate and settles back in his chair, watching me.

“You’re going to feed me,” he says conversationally. “By hand. Carefully. Don’t spill anything.”

The thread hums in agreement.

I stare at him.

A power play. A reminder of what I am now.

Not a princess. Not a captain.

A servant.

A-I can’t even think it.

A thing that belongs to him.

My hands are shaking as I reach for the plate he’s holding out.

“Kneel first,” he says. “You’ll feed me from your knees.”

The thread pulls, and I’m back down before I can stop it. The impact sends fresh pain shooting through my kneecaps. I bite down on a gasp.

He holds the plate just within reach.

I take it with both hands, careful not to drop it, and set it on my lap.

Then I pick up a piece of meat between my fingers.

It’s warm. Tender. The smell makes my mouth water despite everything.

I lift it to his mouth.

He takes it slowly, deliberately, his lips brushing my fingers. His eyes never leave mine.

I pull my hand back and reach for another piece.

This goes on. Meat. Vegetables. Bread torn into small pieces. Fruit.

He eats slowly. Makes me wait between bites. Sometimes he takes what I offer immediately. Sometimes he makes me hold it there, arm extended, shaking with effort, before he finally opens his mouth.

I don’t speak. Can’t. My throat is too tight.

The gruel sits on the table beside us. I can smell it now, bland, watery, faintly sour.

When the beautiful plate is finally empty, Thalanis leans back with a satisfied sound.

“Good,” he murmurs. “You’re a quick learner.”

I’m still kneeling. Still holding the empty plate. My arms are trembling.

He takes it from me and sets it aside. Then picks up the wooden bowl of gruel.

“Your turn,” he says.

He doesn’t hand it to me. Just holds it.

I reach for it, and he pulls it back slightly.

“No hands,” he says. “Lap it up like the pet you’re becoming.”

The words hit like a slap.

I stare at him. Surely he doesn’t mean…

“Did I stutter?” His voice is mild. Patient. “Put your hands behind your back and eat.”

The thread doesn’t pull. Doesn’t force.

But I can feel the weight of the command, anyway. The expectation.

I clasp my hands behind my back.

He holds the bowl closer.

The gruel is thick. Lumpy. It doesn’t smell like food. It smells like paste and desperation.

I lean forward and dip my face toward it.

The first mouthful is worse than I expected. Bland and gritty and faintly bitter. It coats my tongue, my teeth. I force myself to swallow.

“Keep going,” Thalanis says.

I do.

Lap after lap, like a dog at a bowl. The gruel gets on my face. My chin. Drips down onto the sheer white shirt.

I can feel his eyes on me the entire time.

Cataloging. Memorizing.

Enjoying this.

When the bowl is finally empty, he sets it aside and produces a waterskin.

“Thirsty?” he asks.

I am. Desperately. My mouth tastes like ash and gruel and my throat is so dry it hurts.

I nod before I can stop myself.

“Ask nicely.”

The words stick in my throat. I have to force them out.

“Please,” I whisper. “Water. Please.”

“Better.”

He uncaps the skin and brings it to my lips.

I drink greedily. Water spills down my chin, soaking into the already-stained shirt, but I don’t care. It’s the first thing I’ve had to drink since…

Since the battlefield.

Since before Alaric.

He pulls it away before I’m done.

“That’s enough. Can’t have you getting sick.”

I’m still thirsty. Still desperate for more. But he caps the skin and sets it aside with finality.

Then he stands.

“On your feet.”

I stand. Swaying. The corset makes my head spin, not enough air, not enough balance.

Thalanis crosses to the bed and gestures to the floor beside it.

“Lie down,” he says. “At the foot of the bed. On your side.”

The thread pulls me forward.

I sink down onto the carpet. It’s soft, at least. Better than kneeling. I curl onto my side, knees bent, arms tucked against my chest.

The position is uncomfortable. The corset digs into my ribs. My hip presses against the floor at a bad angle.

I hear him moving above me. The rustle of fabric. Armor being removed. Boots hitting the floor.

Then the bed creaks as he settles into it.

Silence.

I lie there in the dark, trying not to move, trying not to think about where I am. What I am.

A pet.

That’s what he’s making me into. Not even human anymore. Just something that sleeps at his feet and eats from bowls and exists for his amusement.

My chest tightens.

I can’t do this.

I can’t-

“Sleep,” Thalanis says from above me.

The word lands different than his other commands.

Not a suggestion. Not even a normal order.

Magic.

I feel it wash over me like a wave, warm and heavy and irresistible. My eyes close before I can fight it. My thoughts scatter. Everything goes soft and distant and wrong.

I try to cling to consciousness. Try to stay aware.

But the magic is stronger.

It pulls me down.

Down.

Down.

Into darkness.


Chapter four


Iwake to fingers snapping near my face.

Sharp. Loud. Deliberately jarring.

My eyes fly open and I jerk upright—or try to. The corset won’t let me move properly. I end up gasping, disoriented, my body screaming protest at being wrenched from sleep so suddenly.

Thalanis is crouched beside me, fully dressed.

Not in armor this time. Fae clothing, dark leather and fabric that seems to shift colors in the lamplight. His pale hair is pulled back. He looks rested. Composed. Like he slept perfectly while I lay cramped and aching on the floor.

“Good morning, princess,” he says pleasantly.

I can’t answer. My mouth tastes like gruel and desperation. My throat is too dry.

He stands and crosses to the table, pouring water into a cup. When he returns, he holds it just out of reach.

“Sit up properly.”

I struggle into a sitting position, every muscle protesting. The corset makes it nearly impossible to breathe.

He brings the cup to my lips and tips it.

I drink desperately, water spilling down my chin. He pulls it away before I’m done.

“That’s enough. We’re leaving soon. The tent needs to come down.”

Leaving. Right. Back to the Fae lands.

My stomach twists.

“On your feet.”

I stand. Barely. My legs are shaking. Everything hurts. My knees especially, still burning from kneeling for so long last night.

Thalanis studies me with that tilted-head expression, like I’m a puzzle he’s working out.

“You look terrible,” he observes. “But that will improve once you’ve eaten. Come.”

He walks toward the tent entrance.

The thread pulls and I follow.

Outside, the camp is already stirring. Fae soldiers moving with efficient purpose, breaking down smaller tents, loading supplies. The sky is barely light—dawn, maybe, or close to it.

I’m barefoot on cold ground. The thin shirt does nothing against the morning chill. I wrap my arms around myself instinctively.

“Hands behind your back, Rowan,” Thalanis says without looking back.

The thread tugs and my arms fold behind me instantly.

He leads me through the camp toward a large fire pit at the center. Other Fae are already gathered there. Some eating, some standing in groups talking in Aelthir, the Fae tongue, that liquid language I can’t understand.

They turn to look as we approach.

I feel their eyes like brands on my skin. Cataloging. Assessing. Some of them smile.

One says something in Aelthir that makes the others laugh.

My face burns.

Thalanis’s chair is already set up near the fire, a proper chair, not a stool or log like the others are using. Positioned like a throne.

And beside it, on the ground…

A collar.

My steps falter.

It’s leather. Dark. Heavy-looking. With a chain already attached that’s bolted to the base of Thalanis’s chair.

He settles into his seat and gestures to the collar.

“Kneel.”

The thread pulls, and I’m on my knees before I can think. The cold ground bites into my kneecaps, already raw from last night.

Thalanis picks up the collar.

It’s not like the rune collar around my throat. That one is invisible, just marks burned into my skin. This one is real. Tangible. Physical.

He leans forward and fastens it around my neck.

It’s tight. Not choking, but close. The leather is cold against my skin, settling just above the runes. The weight of it is immediate. Undeniable.

He clips something and I hear metal clicking into place.

The chain.

I’m chained to his chair.

Chained like a dog.

My breathing goes shallow. Fast.

“There,” Thalanis says, settling back. “Much better.”

A servant approaches with a tray—food for him. Bread, meat, eggs, fruit. The smell makes my stomach clench with hunger.

He begins eating.

I kneel there beside him, chained, my hands still pinned behind my back, while Fae soldiers and servants move around the fire pit. Some sit and eat. Some stand talking. All of them glance at me.

The whispers start almost immediately.

They’re not even trying to be quiet.

The Aelthir flows around me, musical and incomprehensible. I catch repeated sounds. Words that might mean something about me. About Thalanis.

One soldier says something that makes his companions laugh. He mimes something with his hands. I don’t want to know what.

Another group is staring openly. One of them—a female Fae with silver hair—says something and her friend responds. They both look at me and smile.

Not kind smiles.

Knowing ones.

My face is on fire. I want to disappear. Want to curl into myself and vanish.

But I can’t move. The chain won’t let me get far, and the thread keeps me kneeling upright, visible.

On display.

Thalanis eats slowly. Deliberately. Like he has all the time in the world.

He’s enjoying this.

Enjoying watching me kneel here while his people whisper and stare and judge.

At least he’s not making me feed him, I think desperately. At least I don’t have to do that in front of all these people…

He sets down his plate.

My relief is sharp and immediate. It’s over. He’s done. He’ll unchain me.

“Are you hungry, princess?” he asks.

The question is casual. Conversational.

I hesitate, then nod.

“Use your words.”

“Yes,” I whisper.

“Yes, what?”

I don’t know what he wants. Sir? Master? My lord? I can’t bring myself to say any of those.

“Yes... please.”

His mouth curves. “Good enough.”

He picks up a piece of bread and holds it out.

Toward me.

Between his fingers.

Oh.

Oh no.

This is worse.

Last night he fed me, humiliatingly, yes, but privately. Just him watching. This is…

Everyone can see.

Every Fae at this fire pit is watching as Thalanis holds out the bread and waits.

I’m frozen.

“Come now,” he says pleasantly. “You said you were hungry. Eat.”

The whispers have stopped. It’s quiet now. Everyone watching.

I lean forward.

My lips close around the bread, and I take it from his fingers carefully. Chew. Swallow.

It tastes like ash.

“Good girl,” Thalanis murmurs.

He picks up another piece. Holds it out.

I take it.

And another.

This goes on. Bread. Fruit. Small pieces of meat.

Each time I have to lean forward. Each time his fingers brush my lips. Each time I’m acutely, painfully aware of every single Fae watching this.

Watching me eat from his hand like a tamed animal.

Some of them have stopped pretending not to stare. They’re just watching openly now.

One says something in Aelthir—quiet, but I hear it. The tone is mocking.

Another responds and they both laugh.

My face is burning so hot I’m surprised I haven’t caught fire.

Thalanis picks up a piece of fruit—something sweet-smelling and sticky—and holds it out.

I take it.

Juice runs down my chin.

“You’re making a mess,” he observes. “Clean my fingers.”

I freeze.

He lifts his hand closer. His fingers glisten with fruit juice.

“Lick them clean,” he says. Soft. Patient. Absolute.

The thread hums.

I lean forward and my tongue touches his fingertips.

The taste of fruit mixed with salt. Skin. Wrong and intimate and—

“All of them,” he says.

I lick each finger clean while the Fae watch.

While they whisper.

While Thalanis smiles down at me like I’m the most entertaining thing he’s seen in decades.

When his hand is clean, he wipes it on a cloth and picks up his cup.

“Open your mouth.”

I do.

He tips water into it—just enough to swallow. Not enough to really drink.

“Good.” He sets the cup aside. “You’re learning your place quickly, princess. I’m pleased.”

The words make my stomach turn.

He reaches down, and his fingers find the rune circling my throat—the invisible collar beneath the leather one. He traces it slowly, possessively.

“She’s beautiful when she’s broken,” someone says in Valdan—my tongue, so I know they want me to hear it.

Thalanis’s smile widens.

“She’s not broken yet,” he says. Also in Valdan. Loud enough for everyone to hear. “But she will be.”

He stands, and the chain forces me to stay kneeling as he towers over me.

“We leave within the hour,” he announces to the gathered Fae. “Finish your preparations.”

They disperse slowly, reluctantly, still glancing back at me.

Thalanis doesn’t unchain me yet. Just stands there, adjusting his cuffs, while I kneel at his feet.

Finally, he reaches down and unclips the chain from the chair.

“Come.”

I stand on shaking legs as he leads me through the camp, leashed like his pet.

The tent is already half-dismantled when we arrive. Servants moving efficiently, packing everything into trunks and crates. The bed is gone. The table. Most of the rugs.

What’s left is just open space and cold morning air.

“Kneel there,” Thalanis says, pointing to a spot near the center, dropping my leash on the ground. “Stay out of the way.”

I obey.

The servants work around me as if I’m furniture. They don’t look at me. Don’t acknowledge me. Just keep packing.

Thalanis stands nearby, overseeing. Occasionally giving instructions in Aelthir. It sounds musical. Flowing. Nothing like Valdan with its hard consonants and practical rhythm.

Time passes.

I don’t know how long. My knees are screaming again. The corset makes it hard to breathe. But I don’t move. Can’t. He told me to stay.

The tent fabric comes down. Suddenly I’m kneeling in full daylight, exposed to the entire camp. Fae soldiers passing by stare. Some smile. One says something in Aelthir that makes his companion laugh.

I keep my eyes down.

Finally, a Fae approaches Thalanis—tall, with dark hair and armor that looks like it was grown rather than forged.

He speaks in Aelthir. Thalanis responds. They converse briefly.

Then the messenger leaves and Thalanis turns to me.

“The portal is ready. Stand.”

I stand, swaying slightly.

He steps closer and reaches for the leash, tugging as I climb to my feet.

“You know,” he murmurs, almost to himself. “It suits you.”

The leather sits heavy and tight around my throat. Impossible to ignore. Impossible to hide.

He wants everyone to see it.

Wants everyone to know what I am. As if the runes weren't enough.

“Come,” he says, already walking.

The thread pulls, the leash tugs, and I follow.

We move through the camp one last time. Fae soldiers pause to watch us pass. Some bow to Thalanis. None acknowledge me except to stare.

I keep my eyes forward, trying to ignore the weight of the collar. The way it marks me as clearly as the runes beneath it.

Ahead, I can see it.

The portal.


Chapter five


The portal is at the far edge of camp.

I can see it from a distance—a tear in the air, shimmering and wrong. It looks like someone took a knife to reality and sliced it open. The edges ripple with colors that shouldn’t exist.

Around it, Fae are gathering. Mounted on creatures that make my breath catch.

They look like horses at first glance.

But they’re not.

They’re bigger. Taller. Their coats are snow white and seem to glow faintly in the morning light. Their manes flow and shift like they’re caught in wind that isn’t there, moving constantly, never still. Eyes that are too intelligent. Too aware.

Not horses.

Something else wearing a horse’s shape.

Thalanis leads me toward one at the edge of the gathering. It’s tacked in golden armor that catches the light—chest plate, bridle, saddle all gleaming and ornate. The creature tosses its head as we approach, that impossible mane flowing.

“Can you ride?” Thalanis asks.

The question catches me off guard.

“Yes,” I say automatically.

Of course I can ride. I’m a princess. A warrior. I’ve been riding since I was old enough to sit a saddle. I’ve ridden warhorses into battle, controlled mounts in the chaos of combat.

Riding is as natural to me as breathing.

Thalanis smiles.

“Good,” he says.

Then his hand comes up and touches my temple.

The world lurches.

Something inside my head shifts. Like a door closing. Like a room I’ve always had access to suddenly locked.

I stumble back, and Thalanis catches my arm, steadying me.

“What,” I start.

Then I look at the creature.

And I’m afraid.

It’s so big. So tall. How does anyone get on something that size? How do you control it? How do you-

The thoughts spiral, fast and panicked.

I don’t know how to ride.

The knowledge is gone. I can remember being on horses. Remember battles. But the skills, the muscle memory, the confidence-

All of it sealed away behind that locked door in my mind.

“What did you do?” My voice comes out high. Shaking.

Thalanis’s smile widens.

“I took it from you,” he says pleasantly. “Your ability to ride. All those years of training. All that skill. Gone.” He taps my forehead lightly. “Locked away where you can’t reach it.”

I’m staring at him. Can’t process what he’s saying.

He took it. Just—took it. Reached into my mind and removed something fundamental.

“Why?” The word is barely a whisper.

“Because I can,” he sounds amused. Delighted, even. “Because I wanted to see what you’d look like afraid of something you mastered years ago. Because it pleases me to see you afraid.”

He steps closer, backing me against the creature’s flank. I flinch away from both of them.

“What will I take next, I wonder?” His voice is soft. Musing. “Your ability to fight? To speak? Maybe I’ll take your memories of him. Make you forget the man you gave everything to save.”

Horror crashes through me.

He could. He absolutely could. He could reach into my head right now and erase Alaric completely. Make it so I never loved him. Never knew him.

“Please,” I start.

“Shh.” His finger touches my lips. “I’m not going to take him. Not yet. I want you to remember. Want you to hold onto that love while I break everything else. It will make it so much sweeter when you finally forget him willingly.”

He steps back and gestures to the creature.

“Now. Mount up.”

I stare at the thing. It’s massive. The saddle is so high. How do I…

“I can’t,” I whisper. “I don’t know how-”

“You do know how,” Thalanis says, that cruel amusement still in his voice. “The knowledge is still there. I just sealed it away. Your body remembers even if you can’t access it. So mount up, Rowan.”

The thread hums and the command settles in.

My body moves before my mind catches up.

Muscle memory. He’s right. My body knows this even if I don’t. My foot finds the stirrup. My hands grip the saddle. I pull myself up and swing my leg over.

I’m mounted.

And I’m terrified.

The creature shifts beneath me and I grab the saddle horn with both hands, certain I’m going to fall. It’s so high. So unstable. How does anyone do this?

Thalanis mounts behind me in one fluid motion.

His body settles against my back, surrounding me. He wraps my leash around his wrist. One hand comes to my throat, fingers wrapping around the leather collar, gripping it firmly.

Not choking. But controlling.

I can feel his knuckles pressing against my neck. Feel the way the collar tightens slightly with his grip.

He’s holding me like I’m a disobedient animal on a leash.

“Hands on the saddle horn,” he says. “Don’t let go.”

I grip it tighter.

He produces a length of cord and before I can ask what it’s for, he’s binding my wrists to the horn. Wrapping the cord around and around, then tying it off.

“If you fall during the portal crossing, you’ll die,” he explains casually. “Can’t have that. Not when I have such plans for you.”

His other hand takes the reins while he keeps his grip on the collar.

Bound. I’m bound to the saddle and he’s holding me by the throat and I’m sitting on a creature I’m suddenly, irrationally terrified of.

“Please,” I try one more time. “Give it back.”

“No.” The word is final. His grip on the collar tightens slightly. “You’ll ride like this. Afraid. Helpless. Completely dependent on me to keep you safe. That’s how I want you.”

He clicks his tongue, and the creature moves.

I make a desperate noise and grip the horn tighter, even though the bindings won’t let me fall. The movement feels wrong. Unstable. Like I’m going to tip forward or slide off at any moment.

Thalanis’s fingers flex on the collar, holding me steady.

“Easy,” he murmurs against my ear. “I’ve got you.”

The words should be comforting.

They’re not.

We join the other mounted Fae moving toward the portal. I can see it clearly now, that rip in reality, shimmering and impossible.

My heart is pounding so hard I can feel it in my throat.

The portal. The creature. Thalanis’s hand on my collar. All of it too much.

We’re almost there when someone rides up beside us—the dark-haired Fae who delivered the message earlier. He says something to Thalanis in Aelthir.

Thalanis responds. They converse briefly, and I catch the tone, if not the words. Respectful. Professional. Discussing logistics, probably.

The other Fae’s eyes flick to me, then away. He says something else—a question, maybe.

Thalanis laughs.

Then he switches to Valdan, clearly wanting me to understand.

“She’s adjusting well,” he says. “Learning her place quickly. Though I may have made things a bit harder for her just now.”

The other Fae looks confused.

Thalanis continues. “I sealed away her ability to ride. She’s a cavalry captain, you understand. Has been riding since childhood. And now,” he shifts slightly, making the creature move, and I gasp and clutch the saddle horn tighter. His grip on my collar tightens too, holding me in place. “Now she’s terrified. It’s delightful.”

The other Fae’s expression shifts. Not shock. Not disapproval.

Appreciation.

Like Thalanis has just shown him a particularly clever trick.

He says something in Aelthir that sounds approving, then rides ahead.

“Bastard,” I whisper.

Thalanis’s lips brush my ear. “Careful, princess. I can take your ability to speak just as easily as I took your riding. Would you like to find out what it’s like to have words but no way to use them?”

I close my mouth.

We reach the portal.

Up close, it’s worse. The shimmer makes my eyes hurt. The edges ripple and pulse like something alive.

The first Fae rides through and disappears.

Then another.

Then another.

My breathing is coming fast now. Shallow. The corset makes it worse.

“It won’t hurt,” Thalanis says. “The crossing is instantaneous. Just hold on.”

Like I have a choice. I’m literally tied to the saddle, and he’s holding me by the collar.

He urges the creature forward.

We step into the portal.

The world inverts.

That’s the only way I can describe it. Everything turns inside out and wrong and my stomach drops and I can’t tell which way is up or if there even is an up anymore.

And then we’re through.

The creature’s hooves hit solid ground and I’m gasping, dizzy, my vision swimming.

But we’re through.

We’re-

Oh.

The air hits me first.

It’s cold. Colder than it should be. Sharp and clean and it smells-

Sweet. Too sweet. Like flowers and honey and something underneath that makes my head spin.

The light is different too. Brighter. More vivid. The colors are too saturated, as if someone turned up the contrast on reality.

We’re in a forest.

Trees tower around us, massive things with silver bark that seems to glow faintly. Their leaves are colors leaves shouldn’t be. Deep purple. Bright blue. Gold.

The other Fae are already moving, riding ahead down a path that cuts through the trees.

And in the distance, through the gaps in the canopy…

A castle.

It rises from the landscape like something out of a dream. White stone that gleams. Towers that spiral impossibly high. Banners that catch light that isn’t quite sunlight.

Beautiful.

Terrifying.

“Welcome to the Fae realm,” Thalanis says against my ear. His grip on my collar hasn’t loosened. “Your new home.”

My new home.

The words settle like stones in my stomach.

Not home. Prison.

The creature moves forward, following the others down the path. I can see more now as we ride, the forest is alive in ways that feel wrong. Flowers that glow. Vines that seem to move on their own. Birds with too many wings singing in harmonies that hurt to hear.

Everything is too much. Too bright. Too beautiful. Too alive.

This isn’t the mortal realm anymore.

This is his world.

And I’m trapped here.

Thalanis keeps his grip on my collar as we ride, holding me steady. Not comfort. Control.

Reminding me with every breath that I belong to him now.

The castle grows larger as we approach. I can see the details now. Windows that shimmer as if they’re made of liquid light. Walls that seem to shift and change when I’m not looking directly at them. Gates that stand open, waiting.

Waiting for me.

We pass through the gates into a massive courtyard.


Chapter six


The courtyard is chaos.

Controlled chaos, but chaos nonetheless. Fae servants moving everywhere, taking mounts, carrying supplies, shouting to each other in Aelthir. The white creatures are being led away, still glowing faintly, their impossible manes still flowing.

Thalanis dismounts in one smooth motion.

His hand leaves my collar, and I can breathe properly again, or as properly as the corset allows. He undoes my bindings. Then his hands are on my waist, lifting me down.

My legs buckle when my feet hit the ground. No muscle memory to catch me now. No trained responses. Just terror and weakness.

He steadies me, then reaches up to untie the cord binding my wrists to the saddle.

My hands are numb. I flex them, wincing.

“Wait here,” he says. “Don’t move.”

The thread settles into place, and my feet root to the cobblestones.

He walks a few paces away, and a Fae approaches immediately—tall, dressed in formal robes, carrying a leather folder. They speak in rapid Aelthir. Thalanis gestures. The other Fae bows and hurries away.

More Fae approach. All speaking that liquid language. All demanding his attention.

I stand where he left me, shivering in the too-bright air, surrounded by movement and noise and otherness.

The collar is heavy around my throat. A reminder. A claim. The leash hangs heavy between my breasts.

Time passes. I don’t know how long.

My legs are shaking. I want to sit down. Want to collapse. But he said don’t move, and the thread won’t let me disobey.

Finally, Thalanis turns back to me.

Behind him is another Fae.

This one is different from the servants and messengers. He’s dressed in dark armor—not the ornate ceremonial kind, but practical fighting gear. A sword at his hip. His hair is dark, pulled back severely. His face is hard. Scarred across one cheek.

A soldier.

No. A captain.

The realization hits like a fist.

He’s what I was. What I lost.

“Princess,” Thalanis says, and there’s amusement in his voice. Like he knows exactly what I’m thinking. “This is Captain Varen. My second-in-command.”

Varen’s eyes sweep over me. Clinical. Assessing. No sympathy. Just evaluation.

He sees the collar. The leash. The runes visible through my sheer shirt. The way I’m shaking.

He says something to Thalanis in Aelthir.

Thalanis responds, and I catch my name in the flow of words. Rowan.

They converse briefly. Varen nods once.

Then Thalanis turns to me and switches to Valdan.

“I have matters to attend to,” he says. “The transition from field command to court takes time. Arrangements need to be made. Reports filed. Territories secured.” His smile sharpens. “And you, princess, are a complication I wasn’t expecting.”

He steps closer, his hand coming to my throat. Not the collar this time. Just his fingers against my skin, feeling the runes beneath.

“I need to prepare for you properly. Can’t just throw you in my quarters and hope for the best. You’re a princess. A warrior. You require… special accommodations.”

His thumb traces the rune circling my neck.

“So you’re going to wait. Somewhere secure. Somewhere I don’t have to worry about you getting lost or causing trouble.”

He releases my throat and steps back.

“You will go with Captain Varen. You will do exactly what he tells you. You will be silent unless he asks you a direct question. And you will wait to be retrieved. Do you understand?”

It’s not really a question.

The thread pulses, warm and certain, sealing the commands into place.

I nod.

“Say it,” Thalanis commands.

“I understand,” I whisper.

“Good girl.”

He turns to Varen and says something in Aelthir. The captain nods.

Then Thalanis is walking away, already surrounded by other Fae demanding his attention.

I’m alone with Varen.

He looks at me for a long moment. Those hard eyes cataloging everything. The collar. The corset. The bare feet. The tear stains still dried on my face.

Then he takes my leash and begins to lead me through the courtyard.

We move through the courtyard, away from the chaos. Through an archway into a quieter section of the castle.

The halls here are different from the grand entrance I glimpsed earlier. Narrower. Darker. Utilitarian stone instead of gleaming marble.

Service corridors, maybe.

We pass a guard post. Two Fae in armor nod to Varen as we pass. Their eyes linger on me.

My stomach sinks.

We’re going down.

Stone steps, worn smooth by centuries of feet. Down. And down. And down.

The air gets colder. Damper. The smell changes—less sweet, more like earth and stone and something metallic underneath.

We reach the bottom and I see them.

Cells.

A dungeon.

He’s taking me to the dungeon.

The corridor stretches ahead, lined with doors. Heavy wood reinforced with iron. Small barred windows at eye level.

Some of the cells are occupied. I can see movement behind the bars. Hear sounds—breathing, shifting, a low moan.

Prisoners.

Varen leads me past them. Past doors that might hold soldiers I fought beside. Past cells that might contain people who know my name.

He stops at a door near the end.

Pulls a key from his belt and unlocks it.

The door swings open with a sound like a death knell.

“Inside,” he says.

His voice is rougher than Thalanis’s. Less musical. Pure authority.

The thread pulls and I step inside.

The cell is small. Maybe eight feet by eight feet. Stone floor. Stone walls. A bucket in the corner—I don’t want to think about what that’s for. A thin pallet against one wall that might generously be called a bed.

No window. Just a small grate near the ceiling that lets in a trickle of air.

Varen stays in the doorway, watching me.

“You’ll wait here,” he says. “Don’t try to leave. Don’t call out. Don’t cause trouble.” He pauses. “The collar marks you as Lord Thalanis’s property. That will keep most away. But not all. So if you’re smart, you’ll stay quiet.”

Lord Thalanis.

The title makes something in my chest clench.

“How long?” I ask. My voice sounds small. Hollow.

Varen shrugs as he unclips the leash. “However long it takes. Could be hours. Could be days. He’ll send for you when he’s ready.”

Days.

I might be here for days.

“Don’t worry,” Varen says, and there’s something that might be dark humor in his voice. “You won’t starve. Someone will bring food. Water. The bare minimum to keep you alive and functional.” His eyes sweep over me one more time. “You’re too valuable to let die in a cell.”

Valuable.

Like an object. A possession.

Which is exactly what I am.

He starts to close the door.

“Wait!”

He pauses.

I don’t know what I was going to say. Please don’t leave me here? Please tell Thalanis I’ll be good? Please just let me go?

None of it matters. None of it will change anything.

“Never mind,” I whisper.

Varen nods once.

Then the door closes.

The lock clicks.

I’m alone.

I stand there for a moment, frozen, listening to his footsteps fade away down the corridor.

Then I sink down onto the pallet.

It’s thin. Hard. Barely softer than the stone floor.

I pull my knees up to my chest, or try to. The corset won’t let me curl up properly. Won’t let me make myself small.

So I just sit there, back against the cold stone wall, and try to process where I am.

What I am.

What I did.

A dungeon. In the Fae realm. Locked away like a prisoner. Like nothing.

The collar sits heavy around my throat. I reach up and touch it. The leather is still slightly warm from where Thalanis gripped it during the ride.

I could try to take it off. Could work at the buckle, see if…

No.

Even if I got it off, the runes are still there. The real collar burned into my skin.

I can’t escape this.

Can’t escape him.

I close my eyes and try to remember Alaric’s face.

Try to hold onto the reason I did this.

But all I can think about is Thalanis’s hand on my temple. The way he reached into my mind and took something from me like it was nothing.

What will he take next?

The question echoes.

My ability to fight. To speak. My memories of Alaric.

He could take all of it. Could turn me into a hollow shell with no past, no skills, no self.

And I wouldn’t be able to stop him.

Time passes.

I don’t know how long. There’s no way to measure it down here. No sun. No sounds except the occasional shuffle from other cells. The drip of water somewhere.

I try to sleep, but can’t. The corset won’t let me lie down comfortably. Every position hurts. And my mind won’t stop spinning.

At some point—hours later? A day?—I hear footsteps.

I tense, expecting Varen. Expecting to be retrieved.

But the footsteps pass my door. Stop at another cell. I hear the lock turn. Hear voices speaking Aelthir. Hear the door close again.

The footsteps fade.

Not for me, then.

More waiting.

The cold is seeping into my bones now. The stone floor leeching all warmth from my bare feet. I pull them up onto the pallet and wrap my arms around myself.

The silence is oppressive. Crushing.

In battle, there was always noise. Always movement. Always something to do, something to react to.

Here, there’s nothing.

Just me and the cold and the dark and the waiting.

I don’t know what he’s preparing.

Don’t know what special accommodations a princess requires.

Don’t know what he has planned.

But I know it won’t be anything good.

I lean my head back against the stone and close my eyes.

And wait.


Chapter seven


Idon’t know how long I’ve been in the cell when the door finally opens.

Long enough that I’ve lost track of time. Long enough that the bucket in the corner has been used and emptied twice by silent servants who won’t meet my eyes. Long enough that I’ve slept and woken and slept again on that thin pallet until my body aches in new places.

Long enough that when I hear the lock turn, I actually feel relief.

The door swings open.

Varen stands there, impassive as always. Behind him, lamplight from the corridor makes him a dark silhouette.

“Up,” he says. “Lord Thalanis has sent for you.”

Lord Thalanis.

The title makes something in my chest clench, but I stand anyway. My legs are stiff. The corset hasn’t been removed since I put it on. Has it been three days? Four? I can barely breathe properly.

I’m filthy. I can smell myself. Sweat and fear and the mustiness of the cell.

Varen looks me over with clinical disinterest. “You look like shit.”

I don’t answer. Can’t. My throat is too dry.

He produces the leash and clips it to my collar, giving me no choice but to follow.

Back through the corridors, up the endless stairs. My bare feet are numb against the stone. The collar around my neck feels heavier than before, like it’s been gaining weight with each hour I spent alone.

We don’t go back to the courtyard. Instead, Varen leads me deeper into the castle, through halls that become progressively more ornate. Tapestries that move. Floors that gleam. Windows that show impossible views.

We stop at a door.

It’s large. Dark wood carved with intricate patterns that seem to shift when I’m not looking directly at them.

Varen knocks once.

“Enter.” Thalanis’s voice comes from inside.

Varen opens the door and gestures for me to go in.

I step inside and the door closes behind me.

I’m alone with him.

The room is-

Overwhelming.

It’s massive. High ceilings. A bed that could fit six people easily, draped in dark fabric. Furniture that looks as if it grew rather than was built. A fireplace with flames that burn blue. Windows that look out over that impossible forest.

And doors. Multiple doors leading to other rooms.

This isn’t just a bedroom. It’s a suite. Chambers.

His chambers.

Thalanis is standing near the fireplace, holding a glass of something dark. He’s dressed more casually than I’ve seen him, just dark pants and a shirt that’s partially unlaced, showing pale skin.

He looks me over slowly.

“You’re disgusting,” he observes. Not cruel. Just factual. “How long has it been since you bathed?”

I try to remember. The servants washed me before dressing me in these clothes. That was…

“Four days,” he answers his own question. “Four days in that cell. Four days to think about what you are now. What you’ve become.”

He sets down his glass and crosses to me.

Up close, I can see his eyes tracking over every detail. The dried tear tracks on my face. The way my hair is matted and tangled. The grime on my bare feet. The corset that’s digging into my ribs.

“Did you think about it?” he asks. “What you traded for his life?”

I nod.

“Use your words.”

“Yes,” I whisper. My voice is rough from disuse.

“And what conclusion did you reach?”

I don’t know how to answer that. Don’t know what he wants to hear.

His hand comes up and grips my chin, forcing me to meet his eyes.

“I asked you a question.”

“I,” My throat is so dry. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know.” He releases my chin. “Well. You have time to figure it out. The rest of your life, in fact.”

He steps back and gestures to one of the doors.

“Through there. You’ll bathe. There are servants waiting to help you.”

The thread pulls me toward the door.

I push it open and step into a bathing room.

It’s as large as some bedrooms I’ve seen. A pool set into the floor, already steaming. Mirrors on every wall. Shelves with bottles and soaps and things I don’t recognize.

And two Fae women waiting beside the pool.

They’re both beautiful in that unsettling way all Fae are. One older, with silver hair pulled back severely. One younger, with features that might be sympathetic if her eyes weren’t so cold.

“Strip her,” Thalanis says from behind me. “Everything. Including the collar. I want her completely bare for cleaning. She stinks.”

The older one moves first. Her hands go to the corset laces without asking permission.

I stand there, frozen, as they undress me with efficient, impersonal movements.

The corset comes off and I can finally breathe fully. Then the shirt. The pants. Everything peeled away.

Then the older servant’s hands go to the collar.

She unbuckles it.

The leather pulls away from my throat and I can breathe.

I didn’t realize how much weight it had. How much presence. Without it, my neck feels strange. Light. Wrong.

The servant hands the collar to Thalanis, who takes it almost reverently. Examines it. Runs his fingers over the leather.

Then he sets it aside carefully and gestures to the pool.

“Clean her thoroughly. I want to see what I’m actually working with under all that filth.”

The servants guide me into the pool.

The water is hot. Almost too hot. I sink into it and my muscles scream in relief and protest at the same time.

The servants follow me in. They’re wearing simple shifts that get wet immediately, but they don’t seem to care.

They start washing me.

Not gently. Thoroughly.

Scrubbing away days of grime and sweat and fear. Working soap through my tangled hair. Their hands are everywhere—my scalp, my back, my breasts, between my legs.

My throat feels naked. Exposed. I keep wanting to touch it, but the servants won’t let me move my arms freely.

Thalanis is there. Standing at the edge of the pool. Watching.

His eyes track every movement. Every inch of skin they reveal as the dirt washes away.

I’ve never been so exposed. Even when he stripped me before, it wasn’t like this. This is methodical. Thorough. Like I’m livestock being cleaned before market.

The younger servant works on my hair while the older one scrubs my skin with something that smells like herbs and makes my skin tingle.

“Her arms,” Thalanis says.

The older servant lifts my arm, holding it up. Examining it.

The runes are still there. Black lines spiraling from wrist to shoulder. Impossible to wash away because they’re not on my skin, they’re in it.

“And her throat,” he says.

My chin is tilted up. The runes circling my neck are displayed clearly. Without the collar hiding them, they’re stark. Undeniable.

A collar I can never remove.

“Good,” Thalanis murmurs. “The marks are settling well. They’ll be permanent within a week.”

Permanent.

The word makes my chest tight.

Thalanis tilts his head, studying me with that unsettling focus. “Continue washing her,” he tells the servants in Aelthir. “I want to examine something.”

He moves closer to the edge of the pool and crouches down. His eyes lock onto mine.

“Hold still, princess.”

I feel it immediately, that invasive pressure against my mind. Like fingers prying open a door I didn’t know I had.

I try to pull back, but there’s nowhere to go. The servants hold me steady as Thalanis sifts through my thoughts. My memories.

It’s violating in a way that makes my skin crawl. Worse than being naked. Worse than the collar.

He’s inside my head.

I can feel him sorting through moments like pages in a book. Flipping past some. Lingering on others.

His expression shifts. Focuses.

And I know—I know—what he’s found.

Alaric’s hands on my waist. His mouth on mine. The way he’d pulled back, breathing hard.

“We should wait,” I’d whispered. “For our wedding night.”

“Are you sure?” His voice rough with want. “Rowan, we’re already engaged. No one would-”

“I want it to be special. I want to wait.”

He’d kissed my forehead. Stepped back. “Then we’ll wait.”

Thalanis’s eyes gleam.

He digs deeper. Finding more.

Alaric’s hand sliding up my thigh beneath my skirts. My hand catching his wrist.

“Not yet,” I’d breathed against his mouth.

“You’re making this very difficult,” he’d groaned, but he’d stopped. He’d always stopped.

Another memory. Months later. His frustration more evident.

“Two years, Rowan. We’ve been engaged for two years.”

“Just a few more months. Until the wedding. Please.”

He’d sighed. Agreed. Because he loved me. Because he’d thought we had time.

Thalanis pulls out of my mind abruptly.

The servants have finished washing me. They guide me out of the pool, water streaming off my skin. They begin drying me with soft cloths.

But Thalanis’s expression has changed completely.

There’s something predatory in his eyes now. Something hungry and delighted.

He says something sharp in Aelthir to the servants. They immediately set down the cloths and leave the room.

We’re alone.

I’m standing there naked and dripping, and he’s looking at me like he’s just discovered something precious.

“Come here,” he says softly.

I don’t move.

“Rowan.” His voice hardens. “Come. Here.”

My feet move before I can stop them. The thread pulls me forward until I’m standing directly in front of him.

He reaches out and cups my face. Tilts it up so I have to meet his eyes.

“I found something very interesting in your memories,” he murmurs. “But I need to confirm it.”

His hand slides down. Over my throat. Between my breasts. Lower.

I try to step back, but his other hand catches my hip. Holds me in place.

“Stay still.”

His fingers trail down my stomach. Lower. Between my legs.

I make a sound, something between a gasp and a whimper.

His touch is gentle at first. Exploratory. One finger traces along my folds, then presses gently at my entrance.

Just slightly. Testing.

I tense. Can’t help it.

He presses a little more. Carefully. And then—

He stops.

Pulls back.

His smile is slow. Predatory. Triumphant.

“You’re a virgin.”

It’s not a question, but I nod anyway. My face burns.

“You saved yourself for him.” He sounds delighted. Fascinated. “For your wedding night. For Alaric.”

I can’t speak. Can’t look at him.

“How romantic,” he continues, his hand still resting possessively between my legs. “How devoted. You’ve been engaged for—how long?”

“Two years,” I whisper.

“Two years. And you never,” he makes a gesture with his free hand. “Never let him touch you. Never even let him inside you.” His eyes are bright. Sharp. “What kind of man waits two years for his bride and never claims her?”

“We wanted to wait,” I say. My voice is barely there. “For the wedding.”

“How precious.” His thumb brushes against me—just once—making me flinch. “And now you never will. That wedding will never happen. That wedding night will never come. Because you gave yourself to me instead.”

His hand finally leaves me, trailing back up my body.

“Do you understand what this means, princess?” Thalanis asks. His voice is soft. Dangerous. “Your virginity was supposed to be his. Something you saved. Something special. And instead, it’s mine.”

He reaches out and traces one finger along my collarbone. Down between my breasts. Stopping just above where the water covers me.

“I’m going to take it,” he says. “But not today. Not yet. Something this precious deserves a proper ceremony. Proper… preparation.”

His finger trails back up. Circles one nipple.

I shudder.

“You’re going to beg me for it,” he continues. “You’re going to ask me—plead with me—to take what you saved for him. And when I finally do, you’re going to thank me for it.”

“I won’t,” I protest.

“You will.” He stands. “You will because I’ll make you. Because your body will crave it, even if your mind doesn’t. Because I’m going to train you so thoroughly that the thought of anyone else touching you will feel wrong.”

His hand trails over my shoulder. Down my spine. Over the curve of my ass.

“Better,” he murmurs. “Much better. Now I can actually see what I have.”

He moves in front of me.

“You’re thin. Too thin. Have you been eating?”

No, but I don’t answer.

“No matter. We’ll fix that. Can’t have you wasting away.”

He reaches out and cups my breast. Testing the weight. His thumb brushes my nipple, and I gasp.

“Responsive,” he observes. “Good. That will make things easier.”

His hand drops.

“Dress her. Not the same clothes. Something appropriate for her new station.”

The servants return immediately and start dressing me like I’m a doll.

Another sheer shirt. This one even more transparent than the last. I can see my skin clearly through it. The runes on my arms. On my throat.

Leather pants again. Just as tight.

But no corset this time. Instead, a simpler leather band that wraps just under my breasts. It pushes them up slightly but doesn’t restrict my breathing.

When they’re done, Thalanis picks up the collar.

He holds it for a moment. Looking at it. At me. Back at it.

Then he steps close.

“You know what this is?” he asks softly.

I don’t answer.

“The runes are magical. I own you, but this you can feel.”

He buckles it. Slowly. Deliberately.

“There,” Thalanis murmurs. His fingers trace the edge of the collar. “Perfect. You look so much better with it on. Don’t you think?”

He doesn’t wait for an answer. Just steps back and gestures to a mirror.

I don’t want to look. Don’t want to see.

But the thread pulls and I turn.

The woman in the mirror is—

Not me.

Can’t be me.

She’s marked. The runes are stark against pale skin. The collar sits heavy around her throat—dark leather against the black lines of the runes. The clothing leaves nothing to imagination—every curve, every line of her body on display.

She looks like a slave.

She looks owned.

“This is what you are now,” Thalanis says from behind me. His hands come to my shoulders. “This is what you chose. When you gave me your name, when you made that bargain, this is what you were choosing.”

His lips brush my ear.

“Welcome to your new life, princess.”

He releases me and walks toward the main room.

“Come. I’ll show you where you’ll be staying.”

I follow because I don’t have a choice.

He leads me through the bedroom to another door. Opens it.

Inside is—

Another room. Smaller than his, but still larger than any room I had in the palace back home. A bed. A wardrobe. A small table with a chair. A window.

It’s beautiful. Comfortable. Everything I might need.

“Your room,” Thalanis says. “Your accommodations. You’ll stay here when you’re not with me.”

I step inside, hope flickering despite everything. My own room. My own space. Maybe—

He points to the door.

“It only opens from my side. You can’t leave unless I allow it. The window is sealed—you can see out, but it won’t open. There’s a bell by the bed. If you need something urgently, you can ring it. Otherwise, you wait.”

The hope dies.

“But,” he continues, “most nights you won’t sleep here. You’ll sleep in my room. On the floor beside my bed. Like the pet you are.”

He crosses to the wardrobe and opens it.

Inside are more clothes. All of them like what I’m wearing now. Sheer shirts. Tight pants. Some dresses that look even more revealing.

Nothing warm. Nothing modest. Nothing I would have chosen.

“You’ll be dressed appropriately each day. Sometimes I’ll choose. Sometimes the servants will.”

He closes the wardrobe.

“The rules are simple,” he says. “You obey me instantly. You obey anyone I designate to give you orders—Captain Varen, the servants, anyone I tell you to obey. You speak only when spoken to unless I give you permission otherwise. You go where I tell you. You do what I tell you. You are mine to command in all things.”

He steps closer.

“If you disobey, you’ll be punished. If you please me, you’ll be rewarded. It’s very simple.”

“What kind of rewards?” I hear myself ask.

His smile is sharp.

“You’ll see. Perhaps I’ll let you sleep in the bed instead of the floor. Perhaps I’ll let you come when I’m touching you. Perhaps I’ll let you eat real food instead of gruel.” He tilts his head. “Perhaps I’ll give you back something I’ve taken from your mind. If you’re very, very good.”

The threat is clear. He can take more. Will take more.

“Now,” he says. “It’s late. You’ll sleep here tonight. The servants will wake you in the morning and prepare you for the day. You’ll dine with me. And then we’ll begin your education properly.”

He turns toward the door.

“Wait,” I say.

He pauses. Looks back.

“What... what kind of education?”

His smile widens.

“You’ll see.”

He opens the door.

“Sleep well, princess. Tomorrow your real training begins.”

The door closes.

I hear the lock click.

I’m alone in this beautiful cage.

I sink down onto the bed, and my body finally gives out. The adrenaline that’s been carrying me crashes, and I’m shaking. Crying.

I’m clean. I’m dressed. I’m in a comfortable room.

And I’ve never felt more like a prisoner.

My hand goes to the collar. I wrap my fingers around it. Feel the leather. The weight.

I lie back on the bed and stare at the ceiling.

He’s going to train me. Break me. Make me into something else.

And there’s nothing I can do to stop it.

The worst part?

When he touched me in the bath, when his thumb brushed my nipple—

My body responded.

I felt it. That spark. That heat.

He’s right.

He’s going to make my body crave him even while my mind screams in horror.

And I chose this.

I close my eyes and try to sleep.

But all I can see is Thalanis’s smile. All I can hear is his voice.

“You saved yourself for him. And now it’s mine.”


Chapter eight


Iwake to hands on my shoulders.

Shaking me. Not gentle.

My eyes fly open and I jerk upright, disoriented. For a moment I don’t remember where I am. Then it all crashes back.

The Fae realm. Thalanis’s chambers. My gilded cage.

The two servants from last night are standing over me. The older one—silver hair pulled back severely—and the younger one with cold eyes.

“Up,” the older one says. Her voice is flat. “Lord Thalanis wants you prepared for the day.”

I sit up slowly. My body aches. The bed is soft but I barely slept—every time I started to drift off, I’d jerk awake, certain I heard the door opening.

“Stand,” the older servant says.

I stand.

She looks me over critically. “You’re still wearing yesterday’s clothes. Strip.”

I hesitate.

“Now.”

The thread doesn’t pull because Thalanis isn’t the one giving the order. But he said I’m to obey the servants. And I’m too afraid to disobey.

I pull off the sheer shirt. The leather band. The pants.

Standing naked in front of them while they examine me like livestock.

The younger one brings a basin of water and a cloth. Washes me quickly, face, neck, between my legs. Efficient. Impersonal.

Then they dress me.

A different sheer shirt, this one even more transparent. The runes on my arms are completely visible through the fabric. So are my nipples.

Different pants. Just as tight.

A different leather band under my breasts—this one has small buckles on the sides. I don’t know what they’re for.

The collar stays on. Of course it does.

When they’re done, the older servant steps back and nods.

“Acceptable. Come.”

She opens the door and I follow her through Thalanis’s bedroom into a corridor I haven’t seen before.

We walk in silence. The younger servant behind me. The older one leading.

We stop at another door and the older servant knocks once.

“Enter,” Thalanis’s voice.

We go in.

It’s a dining room. Smaller than I expected, intimate. A table set for one. Thalanis is already there, seated, with food laid out before him.

And standing in the corner is a Fae I haven’t seen before.

Tall. Broad-shouldered. Dark hair. A scar cutting across one cheek. Armor that looks functional, not decorative. A sword at his hip.

His eyes track me as I enter, but his expression doesn’t change.

“Good morning, princess,” Thalanis says. He’s dressed casually again—dark pants, shirt partially unlaced. Like he just woke up. “Come here.”

I cross to him.

He looks me over, just like the servants did. Taking in the sheer shirt, the tight pants, the way the runes are on full display.

“Good,” he murmurs. “Lira, Senna, you may go. Return in an hour to collect her.”

The servants bow and leave.

I’m alone with him.

And the guard in the corner.

Thalanis gestures to the floor beside his chair.

“Kneel, Rowan.”

My body obeys instantly.

The floor is cold stone. My knees press against it, and I can already feel the ache starting.

“This is Tieran,” Thalanis says, gesturing to the guard. “He’ll be with you whenever I’m not. Watching. Making sure you don’t do anything foolish.”

My stomach drops.

“He’s with me?”

“Always,” Thalanis finishes. “When you’re in your room. When you’re bathing. When you’re dressing. When you’re using the facilities. Always. You have no privacy anymore, princess. You gave that up.”

I look at Tieran. He looks back. Impassive. Like this is completely normal.

“He won’t speak to you unless necessary,” Thalanis continues. “He won’t touch you unless I order it. He’s simply there.”

He picks up a piece of bread and takes a bite.

I kneel there, watching him eat, while Tieran watches me from the corner.

The silence stretches.

Finally, Thalanis speaks.

“You’re wondering why I called you here this morning.”

I nod.

“Use your words.”

“Yes,” I whisper.

“Yes, what?”

I don’t know what he wants.

“Yes... my lord.”

His smile is pleased. “Good. You’re learning.”

He takes another bite.

“I called you here because your education begins today. And the first lesson is very simple.” He sets down the bread and looks at me. “Your body belongs to me. Every part of it. Every response. Every sensation. All mine.”

My breathing goes shallow.

“And we’re going to start proving that right now.”

He settles back in his chair. Spreads his legs slightly.

“Come here,” he says. “Crawl.”

The thread pulls, and I’m moving. Crawling across the floor toward him on my hands and knees.

I stop between his legs.

He’s looking down at me with that satisfied expression. Like I’m exactly where I belong.

“You’re a virgin,” he says. “Never been touched. Never pleasured a man. Never even seen a cock, have you?”

My face burns. I shake my head.

“Say it.”

“No, my lord.”

“We’re going to start fixing that. Unlace my pants.”

My hands are shaking as I reach for the laces. They’re complicated—Fae design with multiple crisscrossing cords.

“Slowly,” he says. “I want to watch you struggle with it.”

I work at them. My fingers fumble. I can feel his eyes on me. Can feel Tieran’s eyes from across the room.

Finally, I get them open.

“Good girl. Now take me out.”

I reach inside with trembling hands and-

Oh.

He’s already hard. Hot and thick and heavy in my hand. The skin is soft over the hardness beneath, and I don’t know what to do with it. How to hold it. Where to-

“Look at it,” Thalanis says. His voice has gone lower. Rougher. “I want to see your face when you realize what you’re going to be taking.”

I look down.

For a full second, I’m paralyzed, stunned by the sight. Thalanis’s cock is far larger than I’d imagined. I’d read stories, certainly—I knew the mechanics, the general size, the shape, the color—but seeing his, thick and elegant and swelling with every heartbeat, makes those stories seem like children’s tales. I wrap my fingers around it, barely managing, and test the weight in my hand. It’s hot, soft-skinned but impossibly hard underneath, and the head is flushed an angry purple. I stare, mouth dry. My mind reels in slow, lazy circles: How is that supposed to fit inside me?

Thalanis senses everything. His voice is a dark amusement. “Intimidating, isn’t it?” He leans back in the chair, stretching his legs wider, his hand closing around a handful of my hair. “You’ll take it. Your body will learn. In time, you’ll crave it.” He tugs, making my scalp burn. “But for now, you’ll begin where all good things do: at the beginning. With your mouth. Show me your tongue, Rowan.”

I lick my lips, throat tight. My heart is thundering. I can’t look away from what’s in my hands.

“Open, Rowan.” The command is a slow, unhurried threat.

I open my mouth.

“Lick it,” he says, not unkindly. “Just the tip. Get it wet for me.”

I lean in. My tongue trembles as I touch it to the head of his cock. The taste is a shock—salty, a little bitter, but also something uniquely him, a flavor that makes my mouth water and my body clench in a way I don’t understand. The texture is smooth and slick under my tongue, and as I circle the tip, a clear bead wells up and I taste that, too. I flush, but I do as I’m told.

“That’s it,” Thalanis murmurs, voice a low growl. “Taste it. Explore it. Every part, every vein. Learn what pleases me. Learn to please.”

I shiver. I run my tongue along the slit, tracing the ridge, then swirl around the head, feeling my cheeks heat as I hear a pleased exhale from above me. The smell is thick, heady, and I can feel my body responding without my permission, a warmth curling between my thighs.

“Now open wide,” he says, “and take me in your mouth.”

I hesitate. It’s enormous—there’s no way it will fit. But his hand tightens in my hair, coaxing me forward, and I part my lips as wide as I can.

The smooth, swollen head presses against my tongue and pushes inside. I gag, instantly, but Thalanis is gentle for now: he lets me pull back, cough, then guides me in again. “Just the head. For now. Wrap your lips around it. Use your tongue, Rowan.”

I do. My lips seal around him, and his heat fills my mouth. I fight the urge to gag again, focusing on the taste and texture; my tongue moves, tracing the underside, and I feel him twitch in response. He makes a noise—a low, rumbling sound of pleasure that vibrates through my bones. He’s watching every movement. I can feel his gaze burning into me, controlling me, marking every little stumble and gasp.

“Good girl. Now move your head. Bob it—up and down. Slow at first, then faster. Let’s see your hunger.”

My cheeks burn hotter, but I obey. I move my head, taking him deeper each time. His hand controls the rhythm, gentle but insistent. I gag again as he pushes a little deeper, and my eyes water immediately.

“Breathe through your nose,” he instructs, patient. “Focus. You’ll get used to it. Again.”

I try again. It’s a strange feeling, the fullness of him in my mouth, the way my tongue and lips have to stretch to accommodate. My jaw aches, my throat tightens, but I get a little better each time. The taste is everywhere—on my lips, my hands, dripping down my chin when I can’t keep up. The more he pushes, the less I resist, my body learning the rhythm.

He watches me struggle. His other hand strokes my cheek, then traces the edge of my jaw, almost tender, before tugging my hair to urge me forward again. “You look so pretty like this,” he croons. “Tears streaming down your face, eyes wide. You’re built for this, Rowan.”

A flush of shame runs through me, but so does something else—something hot, needy, desperate. I can feel it between my legs: the wetness, the ache. Even as I gag, even as my nose runs and my face burns, my body craves more.

In the corner, the guard—Tieran, Thalanis called him—watches. He’s a silent statue, arms crossed, face unreadable. I try not to look at him but I can feel his eyes, cold and impassive, tracking every wet, helpless sound I make.

Thalanis lets me rest for a moment, his cock resting heavy on my tongue. I can taste the precome, bitter and thick, and I swallow without thinking.

He smiles, sharp and approving. “You’re a fast learner. Now take a little more. Relax your throat. Let me in.”

He pushes my head forward again. I try to do what he says—flatten my tongue, open my throat, relax—but I gag, spluttering, and tears stream down my face. He doesn’t let up, not entirely. He lets me pull back for air, then pushes again, and again, each time a little deeper.

My jaw feels unhinged. My throat is raw. My arms tremble with the effort of holding myself up, but I can’t stop. I don’t want to stop. Every time he gives a word of praise—good girl, that’s it, you’re doing so well—my body responds, a spike of heat straight to my core.

He moans, low and hungry, and his hand tightens in my hair. “You’re going to learn to love this, Rowan. To beg for it. To crave being used.”

I whimper. The sound is lost around his cock, but he hears it, and it makes him laugh—soft, cruel, delighted.

He sets a rhythm, rocking his hips in time with my head. The first time he shoves deep enough to choke me, I panic—my hands claw at his thighs, but he holds me in place, just long enough for panic to turn to dizzy heat, then pulls back, lets me gasp for air before plunging in again.

I lose track of everything but sensation. The taste, the smell, the heat of him. My own hair is stuck to my tear-streaked cheeks, my neck bowed, the collar biting into my throat every time he thrusts.

The humiliation—the certainty that I’m on display, that Tieran sees everything—should make me want to crawl out of my skin. Instead, it makes me work harder, desperate to please, desperate for any scrap of approval.

I can’t help it: I’m soaked. My body is trembling, not just from exertion but from arousal so sharp it makes me dizzy.

Thalanis notices. Of course he notices. His voice is smug, lazy. “You’re dripping, aren’t you? Just from having your throat fucked.”

I try to shake my head, to deny it, but he shoves me down again and holds me there, his cock deep in my throat, while I gag and choke and my eyes roll back in my skull.

He lets me go, finally, and I collapse forward, bracing myself on his knees.

He strokes my hair, almost soothing. “You’re doing so well. My clever princess.”

I can’t muster a reply. I just pant, saliva and tears streaking my face, the taste of him everywhere.

He wipes a tear away with his thumb, then smears it across my cheek. “Pretty thing. Open, now. All the way.”

He pushes again—harder this time, more insistent. I brace myself, relax, and let him in as deep as I can. I can feel the head of his cock battering the back of my throat, can feel every twitch and pulse. I focus on my breathing—slow, through my nose—and the pain starts to become something else, something electric.

He starts to lose control. His hips jerk, his fingers dig into my scalp. I hear his breath hitch, then a ragged moan.

“Don’t you dare spill a drop,” he says. “You’ll swallow. All of it. Do you understand?”

I try to nod. His cock pushes even deeper, stealing my breath.

With a final, guttural sound, he comes. Hot, bitter fluid floods my mouth and thickens in my throat. For a terrible moment, I can’t swallow it all; it spills out of my lips and down my chin, burning and humiliating.

He holds my face there, buried against his hip, until every pulse is spent. Then he pulls out and lets me slump back.

I gasp for air, my throat raw, choking a little as I gulp down the last of his come. My whole face is wet—tears, saliva, everything—and I can’t stop shaking.

He tucks himself away and laces his pants back up, looking completely composed.

Like he didn’t just fuck my throat while I cried.

“Not bad for a first attempt,” he says conversationally. “You’ll get better with practice. And you’ll get plenty of practice. Every morning, I think. Yes. Every morning you’ll wake me like this.”

I’m still on the floor, shaking, trying to catch my breath.

And between my legs, I’m still wet.

Still aching.

Hating myself for it.

“Clean your face and come here,” he says, walking back to the table. “You’ll eat now.”

I wipe my face with shaking hands—clearing the tears, the spit, the come that spilled—and crawl, because he didn’t tell me I could stand, to his chair.

He gestures to the floor beside it.

“Kneel here. You’ll eat what I give you. Hands behind your back.”

I kneel, my wrists crossing like they’ve been bound.

He picks up a piece of fruit and holds it out.

I take it from his fingers. The taste is sweet, clean, washing away the bitter taste in my mouth.

“Good girl,” he murmurs, stroking my hair like I’m a pet that performed a trick.

The praise makes that heat between my legs pulse.

I hate it. Hate that my body responds to his approval like that.

We continue. Him feeding me small bites between his own. Bread. Cheese. Meat. Fruit.

My stomach rebels at first—after days of gruel, real food is almost too much.

But I eat what he gives me because refusing feels more dangerous.

When he’s done, he pushes his chair back.

“Stand.”

I stand on shaking legs. My knees ache from kneeling on stone.

He walks toward the door leading back to his bedchamber.

“Come.”

I follow.

Tieran follows behind me. Silent as a shadow.


Chapter nine


In the bedchamber, Thalanis settles into a large chair near the fireplace.

“Stand there,” he says, pointing to a spot in front of him. “Where I can see you clearly.”

I stand where he indicated.

Tieran takes up position against the wall. Watching.

“Now,” Thalanis says, voice as cold and precise as a scalpel. “The second lesson. Your pleasure belongs to me. You don’t get to come unless I allow it. Understand?”

I nod—what else can I do? I nod and keep my eyes down, afraid of what my face might betray.

He seems to sense the reluctance pooling under my skin, the way my silence is both acquiescence and mute defiance.

“Use your words,” he says, quietly deadly.

“Yes, my lord.” The words taste like honey and ashes.

“Good.” He leans back, settling into the chair like a king on his throne, every inch of him at ease. “Take off your clothes. All of them except the collar.”

My hands twitch. For a second I consider protesting, begging, bargaining for some scrap of modesty—but there’s nothing in his face that would soften at my resistance. There is only expectation, and the silk-thread pull of the compulsion he has knotted through my bones.

I reach for the shirt.

“Slowly,” Thalanis interrupts, his voice deceptively gentle. “I want to watch. I want to see you understand what’s happening. That you’re not just undressing for comfort, or to bathe. You’re stripping for me. Displaying yourself for me.”

For a moment I hover between compliance and rebellion, but my body knows which way the thread is wound. I pull the shirt over my head slowly. The fabric—so thin it’s almost transparent—sloughs over my skin, catching on the hard beads of my nipples, making me shiver as it leaves my arms bare.

There’s no way to do this gracefully. I am all awkward angles, ribs and collarbone and bruised knees, but I follow his instruction, making it last, feeling each inch of skin exposed to the air and to their eyes.

When the shirt is gone I stand, topless, feeling the weight of their stares. Thalanis is smiling, not kindly. Tieran watches with the blank face of a statue, but I can see his eyes flicker and drop to my breasts, lingering, then back up to meet mine. There is nothing impersonal in it.

Thalanis nods his approval. “The leather next.”

My hands fumble at the belt around my waist. The movement draws attention to my torso, the way the runes on my skin seem to glow in the firelight. I unbuckle it, let it fall with a soft thud to the floor.

“The pants,” Thalanis says, as if reading from a script.

I work the lacings at my hips, fingers clumsy, then ease them down. The fabric clings to my thighs, then puddles around my feet. I step out of them and try not to cover myself.

Now I stand completely naked except for the collar. The firelight throws shadows across my body, accentuating sharp angles and soft curves. I am aware of every flaw, every scar, every patch of gooseflesh. My nipples are hard as glass, standing out against the pale skin of my chest. Between my legs I can feel the heat and wetness, the evidence of my humiliation and arousal both, and I know Thalanis can see it as well.

“Beautiful,” he murmurs. “The runes look so good on you. Like you were made to be marked. Made to be owned.”

The words settle over me like a shroud. My skin burns in their wake.

Thalanis’s gaze is slow, deliberate, predatory. It lingers on my breasts, then slides downward, pausing at the shadow between my thighs. He wants me to know exactly what he sees, and he makes no effort to hide it. For a moment the shame feels like a physical weight, a pressing heat that makes it hard to breathe.

In the corner, Tieran’s eyes slide down my body and then back up again. I try to fix my gaze on the floor, but it’s impossible not to notice the way he looks at me—hungry, impassive, as if cataloguing every detail for some later use.

My hands hover at my sides. I don’t know what to do with them—cover myself, stand at attention, curl into a ball of embarrassment. But Thalanis has not given me permission to move, so I stand there, trembling, all my secrets on display.

“Now,” Thalanis says, and there’s nothing lazy about his command anymore. “Spread out on the bed and touch yourself.”

The words are so foreign I don’t process them at first.

He waits. There is no impatience in him, only certainty that I will obey.

I freeze. My mind stutters, searching for some alternative, some loophole. But the thread pulses through my core, making my knees weak.

“Did I stutter?” His voice cracks like a whip. “Touch yourself. Show me how you pleasure yourself.”

“I don’t—” My voice scrapes out, dry and cracked. “I’ve never—”

His eyebrows lift, and for a moment his mask slips—he is genuinely surprised. “Never? Not even once? You’ve never touched yourself?”

I shake my head, face burning so hot I feel feverish.

He laughs, low and delighted. “Even better,” he says, and he sounds almost giddy. “Then this will be your first time. And I get to watch. How perfect. Now, Rowan.”

The command is a knife under my ribs. My body moves before my mind does, feet stepping shakily to the bed, climbing onto the mattress on aching knees.

The sheets are cool against my bare skin. I can’t stop trembling.

“Start with your breasts. Cup them. Feel their weight. Show me.”

I force my hands to obey, bringing them up to my chest. My breasts feel alien in my own hands, softer and heavier than I expected. I cup them, palms hot, and for a moment I just hold them there, kneeling on the bed, naked and shivering.

“Play with your nipples,” Thalanis instructs, voice gone rougher. “Pinch them. Roll them between your fingers. Find out what feels good.”

I touch one, tentatively. My thumb brushes over the nipple and a jolt of sensation runs through me—sharp, a little painful, but not unpleasant. I pinch it like he said, and the jolt turns into a spike of feeling that makes me gasp.

“There it is,” Thalanis says. “Do it again. Harder.”

I obey. This time the sensation is overwhelming, bordering on pain, but underneath it is a pulse of pleasure so intense it leaves me dizzy.

“Both of them. I want to see you work yourself up,” he says.

I use both hands. Pinching, rolling, squeezing. The sensations build and overlap, a confused tangle of pain and pleasure. My breathing grows faster, shallow and uneven.

I try to focus on the physical sensations, on the way my skin tingles and my nipples throb, but my mind keeps slipping sideways—to the memory of his cock in my mouth, the taste, the sound of his approval, the hungry way he watched me.

Between my legs, the heat is building, insistent. I squeeze my thighs together, hoping to dull the ache, but it only makes it worse.

“Don’t hide it,” Thalanis says sharply. “Spread your legs. Let me see how wet you’re getting.”

The humiliation is so raw I want to disappear, but the thread compels me, unyielding. I part my thighs, exposing myself to him and to Tieran, who now looks openly interested.

“Perfect. Look how wet you are and I haven’t even told you to touch yourself there yet. Your body knows what it wants even if you don’t.”

Every word makes the shame more acute, more unbearable. I am slick, swollen, the evidence of my desire shining in the low light.

“Now,” Thalanis says, “one hand stays on your breast. The other goes between your legs.”

The command is so clear, so impossible, that my body obeys before my mind catches up. My left hand stays tangled in my breast, still pinching and rolling my aching nipple. My right hand slides down my belly, over the sharp curve of my hip, lower, lower.

“Touch yourself. Explore. Find what feels good.”

I hesitate, then let my fingers brush over the folds of skin between my thighs. The wetness is shocking—hot, slippery, undeniable. I can’t believe it’s really me, can’t believe it’s my body responding this way to him, to being watched, to being used.

He wants a show, so I give it to him. I slide my fingers up and down, not really sure what I’m doing, but every stroke makes me shiver. Then I find a spot—a small, hard nub that makes me gasp when I touch it.

“There?” Thalanis asks, voice full of cruel affection. “That’s where it feels good?”

I nod, unable to speak. My face is wet with tears and sweat. My lips tremble.

“Rub it. Gently at first. Small circles. Show me how sensitive you are.”

I do as he says, circling my clit with wet, shaking fingers. The pleasure is instant and overwhelming. My hips jerk forward, seeking more. I can’t stop the little whimpers that escape me.
“Are you going to come?” Thalanis asks. “Is that what you’re building to?”

The sound of his voice spears straight through the haze of pleasure, banishing everything except his words. I nod, frantic, dizzy, every thought and instinct boiling down to a single, desperate imperative: yes, yes, let me, please, I need to—

“Stop.”

The command lands like a blow to the back of my neck. I freeze, hands seized in their last motion, my thighs trembling with the sudden violence of unsatisfied need. The pleasure hovers there, a living thing, pulsing just beneath my skin, frantic, trapped, unfinished.

“Hands at your sides, Rowan. Now.”

I drop my hands so fast they sting when they hit the mattress, knees still spread, the slick evidence of my humiliation running down the inside of my thighs. I can’t look at him, can’t even breathe through the throb of denial. I want to touch. Need to touch. I never knew wanting could be like this—sharp, sick, almost painful.

He lets me feel it. He lets me hang there, vibrating at the edge of what I didn’t even know I could need, my whole body screaming for relief, for completion, for mercy.

But he gives none.

The sensation fades slowly, not like water draining from a cup, but like rain evaporating from dry ground—leaving behind a memory, a craving, a parched ache that is worse than before. The loss is so sharp I gasp, a little animal sound, half-protest, half plea.

“No,” I manage, voice cracked and hoarse. “Please—”

“Please what?” Thalanis’s smile is a cut across his face, white and shining and predatory. “Say it.”

My breath stutters. My face is wet with sweat and tears, my hair clinging to my cheeks. “Please let me finish.”

“No.” The word is absolute, the closing of an iron gate. “I told you. Your pleasure belongs to me. You don’t get to come unless I allow it. And I don’t allow it. Not yet.”

His smile is the worst thing I’ve ever seen. It’s not even cruel, not really—more like the quiet satisfaction of a craftsman admiring his own handiwork. A potter spinning a vessel, then pausing, deciding it needs more work. More time. More patience.

The tears threaten again, stupid, embarrassing, but as unstoppable as the need pulsing between my legs. My whole body is red with shame.

“Again,” he says. “Touch yourself. Build it back up. I want to see how desperate I can make you.”

I shake my head, small, pathetic. But the thread of compulsion is there, coiled under my ribs, and my hands rise. I cup my breast with my left and slide my right hand down, over my belly, back between my legs, where I am slicker than ever, the heat radiating outward, an electric hum filling every inch of me.

This time I don’t hesitate. I know what I want. What he wants.

I rub my clit in small, slow circles, the way he said, and the rush of pleasure is immediate and overwhelming. My hips jerk against my own hand; I can’t be still. I squeeze my breast, pinch the nipple, bite down on a moan.

The edge comes even faster, hunger building in a matter of seconds. My body remembers. It’s already primed, already frantic.

But then, just before the peak, just as I can feel the whole world narrowing into a single, exquisite point—

“Stop.”

I freeze again, hands rigid, every muscle tensed and shaking.

“No!” The word tears itself out of me. I didn’t mean to say it. I didn’t know I could say it. “Please, please let me—”

“No,” Thalanis says, calm as a winter lake. “Again. And keep your eyes open this time. Look at me while you do it.”

My face is raw with humiliation, but my eyes lock onto his, and I start over. Fingers shaking, pinching, rolling, rubbing, the ache growing with every new denial. I chase it, desperate, unable to stop myself, even though I know what’s coming.

He makes me do it again. And again. And again.

Each time is worse than the last. The need doubling, tripling, until the space between my legs is nothing but burning, frantic, desperate hunger. My hands are shaking so badly I can barely keep them where he wants.

After the third time, I’m crying openly, sobbing his name, pleading with every scrap of dignity I have left. “Please, my lord. Please, I need—I need—”

“What do you need?” He’s leaning forward in the chair now, his eyes narrow and hungry and so, so pleased. “Say it. Tell me exactly what you want.”

“I need to come,” I whisper, then louder, sobbing: “Please, please let me come, I’ll do anything, I’ll do anything—”

“Anything?” His smile sharpens, wicked and beautiful. “You'll already do anything I tell you.”

My whole body is trembling, but I nod. “I don’t care,” I gasp. “Please. Just please let me—”

“No,” he says simply. “Get dressed.”

The words don’t even make sense at first. I stare at him, mind blank with confusion and pain.

“I said get dressed,” he repeats. “Your lesson is over.”

“But I—“ My voice is a splintered thing, too wounded to finish the sentence.

“You what? Need to come? Of course you do.” He stands, unfolding himself from the chair with slow, deliberate grace. “That’s the point. You’re going to spend the rest of the day needing it. Aching for it. And you’re not going to touch yourself. You’re not going to find relief. You’re just going to sit with it.”

I want to protest, to beg again, but there’s nothing in his eyes that suggests he’ll ever relent. Just a cool, infinite patience.

“Please—”

“Get. Dressed. Rowan.” Each word is a blow, harder than the last.

With trembling hands I try to pull my shirt over my head, but my fingers barely work, fine motor control lost to the quivering, crawling need that fills me up. The thin fabric drags over my nipples and I cry out, the sensation more intense than anything I’ve ever felt—too sharp, almost painful, but underneath it is a craving so deep it makes me want to scream.

I force the shirt down, hands clumsy and desperate. The pants are worse. They cling to my thighs and the wetness is instantly obvious, soaking through the cheap material, sticking to my skin. The belt feels like a joke; I can’t even buckle it straight. Everything about me screams “undone,” and no clothes in the world will hide it.

When I finally manage it, breathing ragged, chest heaving, I turn to Thalanis. He is already at the door, Tieran a silent shadow behind him.

“Tieran will take you back to your room. Lira and Senna will bring you lunch later. You’ll stay there until I send for you tonight.”

He turns, and for a moment—just a moment—there is something in his face that is almost human. Hunger, yes. But also a kind of satisfaction, a craftsman’s pride in a masterpiece in progress.

“And princess?” His voice is colder, sharper, more dangerous than ever. “Don’t touch yourself. Don’t try to finish what we started. Tieran will be watching. And if you disobey, your punishment will be severe. You’ll learn that your pleasure only happens when I allow it. When I give it to you. Never on your own.”

The command burns into me, undeniable, inescapable. It settles over my skin, tight as a shroud.

He’s gone.

I’m left in the silence, trembling, with Tieran’s eyes fixed on me, unblinking, impassive. The ache between my legs is a living thing now, a wild animal caged just behind my skin. I can barely walk, each step a new humiliation.

“This way,” Tieran says, his voice almost gentle, but not soft enough to register as kindness.

I follow, awkward, shamed, every movement a reminder of my unfinished need. We walk the corridors in silence, the only sound the slick wetness of my thighs rubbing together, the faint sobs still leaking out of me despite everything. My face is so red it feels like I’m burning alive.

When we reach my room, Tieran opens the door and gestures me inside. I go, head down, arms wrapped around myself.

He does not follow me in at first. I dare a glance up and see that he is still at the threshold, watching, always watching.

When he does step inside, it’s to take up a post in the corner, arms folded over his chest, face unreadable.

He doesn’t speak. He doesn’t need to.

I collapse onto the bed, curling in on myself, every muscle still tight, every sense still sharp with longing. The mattress is cold and damp under my cheek. I squeeze my legs together, hoping to dull the ache, but it only amplifies. I try to rub against the sheets, but even that is denied to me—every time I move, the compulsion flares, hot and electric and it makes me cry, tears rolling down my cheeks.

I curl up on my side and try to breathe through it.

Try to ignore how my body is screaming for touch. For release. For anything.

Try not to think about how I begged him.

How I said I’d do anything.

How I meant it.

I’ve been here less than a week and already my body is betraying me. Already I’m desperate for sensations I never knew existed until this morning.

He’s breaking me down. Showing me that my body will crave what he gives me even when my mind knows it’s wrong.

And the worst part?

It’s working.

I can still feel the phantom sensation of my own fingers. The building pleasure. The desperate need.

And I know I’d do it all again.

That I’d beg again.

That I’d mean it.

I chose this.


Chapter ten


Itry to keep count at first. Marking time by meals, by the light through the window, by the rhythm of Thalanis’s use.

But it’s hard. Time feels different here. The light never quite looks like sunrise or sunset. The routine is so consistent that one day bleeds into the next.

Morning comes with Lira and Senna’s hands on my shoulders. Strip. Wash. Dress in sheer fabric that hides nothing.

Tieran watches from the corner as I’m prepared. I try to cover myself at first. They slap my hands away.

“Lord Thalanis wants you displayed, not hidden,” Lira says coldly.

He calls for me with a single snap of his fingers. That’s all it takes. I’m learning to listen for it, to anticipate his summons, to scramble across the floor on hands and knees the moment his attention flickers toward me. Any hesitation is met with a cold, blank stare from Tieran and a sharp rebuke from Lira later, in the privacy of my cell.

This time I crawl to Thalanis’s chair with my eyes lowered, like prey drawing itself into the mouth of the predator. The ancient rug burns my knees. My hands tremble, not only with fear but with some base, unwanted excitement that vibrates deep in my belly. He is always composed, always expectant, as if my obedience is the only possible outcome.

He parts his loose black pants with a silent command. I hesitate, staring at the intricate lacing, the heavy silver clasps that hold them fast. My fingers fumble with the knots. Every mistake prolongs my humiliation, draws out the moment. Lira is somewhere behind me, watching from the shadows with a professional dispassion. Tieran is nearer, lounging against the post of the bed, eyes bright with anticipation.

At last I work the laces free and reveal him. He is erect already. Waiting for me. He could have forced me with a word, but that isn’t the point. He wants to see me submit, wants to see the moment I choose—however begrudgingly—to take him into my mouth.

I do.

The taste is sharp, metallic, foreign. The bulk of him fills my mouth and I almost gag right away. Tears prick my eyes, and I try to breathe through my nose, remembering Lira’s instructions from the first day. He threads his hand through my hair and pushes me gently, inexorably, deeper. My throat contracts. I sob and cough around him, drool leaking from the corners of my mouth. Still he doesn’t let go.

Tieran makes a soft noise, approval or pleasure or both. I want to die.

Thalanis is patient. He guides me with calm precision, drawing me up and down, teaching me how to breathe, how to relax my jaw, how to keep my teeth clear. He corrects my every mistake, and when I fail he simply waits for me to recover, then makes me try again. It is interminable. I lose all sense of time, of self. I am what my mouth is doing and nothing else.

When he finally comes, the sudden bitter flood surprises me. I choke, then force myself to swallow, afraid of what will happen if I spit it out. Some still spills, thick and bright, down my chin and onto my naked chest. I want to wipe it away, but Lira’s instructions echo: Wait for permission.

Thalanis leans back, utterly unaffected, and flicks a damp strand of my hair from my face. “Clean yourself,” he says. “And remember—your mouth belongs to me now.”

I wait until he gestures his permission, then use the back of my hand to wipe my lips. My eyes sting. My throat aches. I want to scream.

But I nod, and whisper, “Yes, my lord.”

He stands and leads me to his bedchamber. The room is huge, lined with mirrors and dark glass, the bed so wide two bodies could sleep without ever meeting. Thalanis gestures to the center of the mattress.

“On the bed,” he instructs. “On your back. Legs spread.”

I obey, climbing onto the taut sheets. I lie with arms at my sides, legs parted awkwardly, feeling every inch of my skin exposed to the chill air. Thalanis stands at the foot of the bed, watching me with an unreadable expression.

He doesn’t touch me, not at first. Instead, he makes me touch myself again, just like before. His words are soft, hypnotic, but the intent behind them is steel. I must stroke, circle, press, all while he narrates what I’m doing wrong or right. He tells me to go slower, then faster. He asks if I can feel how wet I am, how much my body betrays me. His voice is so matter-of-fact, as if this is nothing more than a lesson in arithmetic.

He brings me right to the edge, then makes me stop. My hips buck, seeking release, but he pins me with a single word: “Still.” My body freezes. The need is a fire spreading through my thighs and up my spine.

“No release,” he says. “Not until I say.”

He leaves me there, panting on the sheets, and Tieran hauls me back to my cell.

The rest of the day is spent pacing the cold floor, desperate and unsatisfied, my body humming with thwarted need.

That night, as I curl on the floor, restless, I catch Tieran watching me. He says nothing, just gives me a look that’s almost sympathetic. Almost.

The next day is worse.

I’m woken by Lira’s sharp voice. She drags me from the cot, marches me to the bathing room. Senna helps her. They scrub me, dress me, paint my lips with a translucent gloss, then lead me to him.

Thalanis is waiting, reading a slim book. He doesn’t look up as I enter, but I sense his attention, as if the room itself is an extension of his will.

The morning ritual repeats, but this time my hands are steadier. The terror is still there, but it’s dulled, replaced by a sickening certainty: I have to do this, or things will get even worse.

As I kneel, he orders, “Look up at me.”

I do. His eyes are fathomless, silver shot through with violet. He studies my expression as I work him, as if searching for something buried beneath my fear. I try to keep back the tears, but a few slip down my cheeks, anyway.

“Don’t hide your pain,” he murmurs. “It’s beautiful.”

Something inside me cracks, and I force myself to take him deeper. I can hold it longer now, swallowing against the urge to gag. He smiles, not unkindly, and strokes my cheek as he finishes.

This time, when he tells me to clean myself, I do it with a kind of numb resignation. Senna brings a damp cloth. I wipe my face without looking at anyone.

Thalanis leads me to the bed again. I lay myself out, legs spread wider than before. He watches, then tells me to show him what I learned yesterday. I obey. There’s no hesitation. My hands move with mechanical precision, finding the places he taught me.

He watches the entire time, silent. Only when my breathing gets ragged and my hips start to jerk does he say, “Stop.” I freeze. He doesn’t let me finish.

He leaves me wanting, aching, more desperate than before.

This is how he trains me.

That night, I dream of him. His hands. His voice in my ear. I wake slick between my thighs, body throbbing with need, and I sob, hating myself for it.

On the third day, it’s the same. Maybe worse.

I’m eager to please now, because the alternative is unthinkable. The licking chill of the cell, Senna’s disappointed eyes, Lira’s scornful slap on the wrist. I find myself on the rug before Thalanis even before he calls me, and my hands don’t shake as much when I unlace his pants.

He notices. He always notices.

I take him in my mouth and he praises me, tells me how well I’m doing, how quickly I’m learning. The words ignite something inside me, a hot coil of shame and something darker, something like pride.

When he comes, I swallow without pause. It’s almost easy.

Later, as he makes me rub myself on his bed, he lets me get closer than ever before. My whole body is vibrating, on the verge of shattering, but again he denies me.

He leaves me on the bed, writhing, and Tieran drags me back to my cell.

I spend hours pacing, hands pressed between my legs, desperate for release. I don’t dare. The rules are clear: I come only when commanded. My whole body aches with the need.

That night, I dream again. Of Thalanis’s voice, the weight of his body, the scent of his skin.

I wake breathless and ashamed, but also—I can’t deny it—hungry for more.
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I think my body has finally cracked. Not broken in the way I always imagined—some shattering, final defeat—but softened, warped, twisted so that everything unfamiliar becomes routine. The morning ritual of crawling to Lord Thalanis’s chair, kneeling and unfastening his pants, the cool silver biting my fingers, the fabric stiff with his scent—I do it without thinking now, like I’ve always belonged here, ready to be used. The anticipation is a deep, animal thrum in my gut, pulsing against the cold stone of the floor and the even colder gaze of Tieran, who now barely bothers to pretend he isn’t enjoying the spectacle.

I don’t even notice the sting of the rug on my knees anymore. I haul myself across the room when summoned, eyes on the floor, naked but for the soft white shift that covers nothing, the thin leather collar snug against my throat. Thalanis only needs to crook a finger and I’m at his feet, hands already working the intricate silver clasps, the muscle memory of obedience more real than anything I ever learned as a princess.

He’s harder, faster now. My tongue and lips have adapted, my jaw no longer aches the way it did those first mornings. I know precisely how to angle my head, how to hollow my cheeks, how to steady my breathing so I don’t choke when he thrusts deep, filling my mouth with his taste. There is a rhythm to it, a grim, relentless pleasure in my own humiliation—one that I barely admit to myself, but which is there all the same, trembling in my blood. I have never been more aware of my body as an instrument, a tool, a thing to be played and mastered.

He comes with a low, guttural groan, and this time, he holds my head down, both hands tangled in my hair like reins, until I swallow every drop. My cheeks burn with shame and arousal. For a moment, his breathing is the only sound in the room.

“Perfect,” he says, finally releasing me. “You’re perfect.”

The word hangs in the air after he speaks it. It’s the first time he’s called me anything other than “girl” or “pet” or “whore.” The word “perfect” does something in me that I hate. My whole body warms, not with pride but with a sick, desperate gratitude that’s almost worse than the pain of denial. I crave his approval more with each passing day. I hate myself for it, but soon I stop caring enough to hate.

This morning, after he sets aside his book, he tells me to touch myself. The command is so matter-of-fact, so inevitable, that my hands move before my mind catches up. I sit on the hard tiles, knees bent, legs open, the air stinging my slick skin. Thalanis sits back in his chair, studying me with an expression that’s half boredom, half hunger.

He talks the whole time.

“Look at how wet you are,” he says, voice low and intimate, like he’s whispering in my ear from the other side of the room. “Look at how your body responds. You’re so desperate for it now. So needy. Your fingers are soaked.”

It’s true. I’m dripping. The sounds are obscene, echoing in the high-ceilinged room. I bite my lip, remembering the first day and the shame of being watched; now the shame is lessened only by the fact that I want to show him, to prove I can take it, can be as depraved as he wants me.

“Beg me,” he says, after several minutes. “Beg me to let you come, Rowan.”

I don’t need the command. Not anymore.

“Please,” I gasp. “Please, my lord, let me come. I need it, I—”

“No.”

I sob. It’s not even a dramatic, performative thing. I just crumple, shaking, my hands trembling and thighs soaked. Every nerve is raw, every touch magnified until I can’t stand it. He keeps me on the edge for what feels like hours, then orders me to stop, to kneel, to hold still while he fingers the collar at my throat.

“Not yet,” he murmurs. “You’re not ready.”

The next day, I wake to the sound of Lira’s boots in the hall. She swings the cell door open, grabs me by the elbow, and yanks me to my feet without so much as a warning. I’m dizzy, head pounding from lack of sleep and a night spent tossing on the cot, knuckles pressed between my thighs, desperate for relief. Lira doesn’t care. She drags me to the bathing chamber, where Senna is waiting with a basin of hot, perfumed water and a stack of white towels.

They strip me with brutal efficiency, scrubbing my skin raw. Senna rubs lotion into my thighs, which only makes the ache worse. Lira stands in the corner, arms crossed, eyes cold and clinical. She paints my lips with a translucent gloss, combs my hair, and buckles the collar one notch tighter.

“Pretty,” she says, then shoves me forward.

Thalanis is already there, reading, one long leg draped over the arm of his chair. He doesn’t look up as I enter, but the air in the room thickens, charged with the electric anticipation that comes whenever he’s near. I fall to my knees on the rug, every muscle tensed, waiting for his first word.

The oral is a blur. I am all mouth and tongue and need. My hands are steadier now, my motions practiced and sure. He finishes in less than a minute, his pleasure as sharp and sudden as the pain of his denial. I clean myself off without waiting for permission, and when he tells me to touch myself, I do it with something like pride, knowing I’m doing it right, that I’m meeting his impossible standards.

He makes me stop seven times. Each time, I whine, desperate, eyes filling with tears. By the end, I’m ruined and I spend the afternoon curled on my side, legs pressed together, hands shaking from the effort of not disobeying and finishing what I started.

That night I dream of him. Of his hands, his voice, the taste of him on my tongue. In the dream, I’m not just submitting—I’m eager, greedy, begging for more. I wake soaked, my thighs sticky, the need so intense I can barely breathe.

On the third day, or what I think is the third, the cycle continues. Lira comes for me at dawn, hauls me from my cot, and delivers me to the bathing chamber. This time, Senna is rougher, digging her nails into my scalp as she washes my hair. The cold water sluices down my back, making me gasp. Lira sneers at my shivers.

“Don’t pretend you’re cold,” she says. “We all know why you’re shaking.”

I stare at the floor. I don’t want to give her the satisfaction of seeing me cry, but the tears are right there, just beneath the surface.

Thalanis is waiting, as always. He beckons me with a single extended finger, and I crawl to him, hands and knees, the collar biting into my skin.

He unlaces his pants and pushes my face down onto his cock. This time, I don’t even hesitate. I take him deep, swallowing around the thickness, using my tongue the way I know he likes. He grunts, then groans, and when he finishes, he pulls me off by the hair and makes me lick his fingers clean.

“You’ve gotten better,” he says. “I’m pleased.”

The words make me flush with a sick, twisted pride. I kneel at his feet, waiting, desperate for another command.

He tells me to spread my legs and touch myself while he watches. I do it. My shame is gone, replaced by the need to perform, to please him.

“See how easy it is?” he murmurs. “How quickly you adapt?”

I nod, breathless, fingers moving faster than I ever dared before.

He brings me right to the edge, to the brink of shattering, then says, “Stop.”

I freeze. Unable to breathe. On fire.

He leaves me like that, ruined.
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I wake up already wet. It’s a dull ache, a constant pressure, like hunger or thirst. When Lira comes to get me, I don’t fight her. I stand, strip, and let Senna wash me without protest. The humiliation is dull now. Familiar.

At breakfast, I crawl to Thalanis’s chair as soon as I enter the room. I don’t need to be told. He seems almost amused.

“Eager this morning,” he says, hand in my hair. “Good.”

The oral is smooth, almost easy. I take him deep, using every trick I’ve learned, and when he finishes, I swallow without a word. He strokes my cheek, and for a moment, I feel almost cherished.

I am eager. I hate that I am. But my body knows this leads to praise. To approval. To the possibility—however unlikely—that he might let me come.

When I touch myself today, I’m so wet it’s running down my thighs.

“Look at yourself,” Thalanis says. He’s moved a mirror in front of me. “Look at what you’ve become.”

I see myself. Naked except for the collar. Fingers working desperately between my legs. Face flushed. Mouth open. Completely wanton.

I look like a whore.

“Beautiful,” he says. “This is your truth. This is what you are under all that princess training. A desperate, needy thing that craves pleasure above all else.”

He brings me to the edge nine times.

I’m incoherent by the end. Just pleading and crying and begging.

“Please please please please—”

“No.”


Chapter eleven


Ican’t take it anymore.

The need is constant now. Burning. All-consuming.

I can’t think about anything else. Can’t focus on anything but the ache between my legs.

At breakfast, I service him like I was made for it. And maybe I was. Maybe this is all I am now.

The thought should horrify me.

Instead, it makes me wetter.

When he tells me to touch myself, I do it without hesitation. Desperate. Shameless.

But today—

Today is different.

“Stop,” he says after I’ve edged myself twice.

I stop, panting.

He stands from his chair and crosses to me.

My heart pounds.

He stands so close now I can smell him, the bright, herbaceous scent of the bath oil from this morning, undercut with something sharp and a little feral. Every muscle in my body tenses, waiting for... I don’t even know what. Permission? More? Less?

He tips my chin up between thumb and forefinger. There’s a pause, so long I wonder if this is the test—if he’s going to leave me hanging, abandoned at the edge of need. But then he speaks, voice low and deliberate. “I think,” he says, with the measured patience of a scientist observing a promising experiment, “that you’ve learned the lesson. Your body responds beautifully now. You’re desperate. Obedient.”

The words land in my core, unmistakable in their finality. This is no accident, no hopeful guess on his part. He’s catalogued every gasp, every twitch of my hips, every helpless moan. I am his hypothesis made flesh, and the data is all in.

My cheeks burn. I can’t meet his eye, can’t do anything but exist in this precise, infinite moment. Then he moves, fingers brushing my cheek with a gentleness that undoes me more completely than any slap or bite. He traces the line of my jaw, the hollow of my throat—lingering there, where my pulse hammers.

He presses. Just enough that the world narrows to the soft threat of it. I would do anything, anything at all, for him to never take that hand away.

I don’t have to wait long. He drags his fingers down, over the bones of my collar, not stopping until he’s cupping my breast through the thin silk of the shift he put me in this morning. He squeezes, and the fabric gives, and the heat of his palm sinks straight through to the hardness of my nipple. He rolls it between two fingers, slow and terrifyingly precise, until my knees buckle.

I gasp before I can help it.

He smiles. Not kindly. “I think,” he repeats, as if to himself, “it’s time for a reward.” He tugs the silk aside and bares my breast, then bends, licking lazy circles around the nipple before sucking it into his mouth. The rough of his tongue, the keen, deliberate pressure of his teeth—it’s a new kind of torment, one that bypasses thought entirely and dissolves me into animal need.

He pulls away only when my breath turns to a whimper. “Or perhaps,” he murmurs, as his other hand slides over my stomach and down, “it’s time to show you the difference between your clumsy fingers and my skilled hands.”

He doesn’t ask permission. He never does. His fingers dip between my legs, and I come apart. It’s nothing like touching myself. Nothing like what he made me do, hour after hour, all these days. He knows exactly where to press, exactly how much pressure to use. He circles my clit, first feather-light, then with a deliberate, devastating firmness that makes my toes curl and my hips jerk forward. I’m undone in three seconds.

It’s humiliating how quickly I lose control.

“Good girl,” he says, and it’s the only thing keeping me upright.

He doesn’t stop, not even when the pleasure at the edges threatens to tip over into pain. He’s relentless, and it’s too much, and not enough, and I never want it to end. He brings me right to the edge, and when he stops, I sob, wail.

“There,” he whispers against my ear. “That’s it. That’s what I wanted to hear.”

I collapse, legs unable to support me, head spinning from the lack of oxygen. Something in my chest is cracked open, raw and exposed. I can barely breathe.

He trails his hand up, wet with me, and smears it along my cheek. “You see the difference, Princess?” he says, soft and terrible. “You see how your body knows who it belongs to?”

I nod, because it’s true. There is no comparison. Every time he touches me, I forget my own name.

He leans down, lips brushing my temple. He could say something gentle, or sweet, or at least final. Instead: “You’ll never be able to do it yourself again. Not now. Not ever. That’s what I’ve made you.”

I want to fight it. I want to say that he’s wrong, that I am still myself. But the truth is, I already know he’s right. My fingers are useless compared to his; my own touch feels like a mockery now.

He stands me up, shoves the hair from my face. “You’re not done,” he tells me. “Touch yourself for me.”

My hand shakes, but I do as I’m told. I reach between my legs, seeking that perfect place, and I find it—but the sensation is dulled, stripped of all its sharpness. I rub harder, desperate for the same burst of pleasure, but it eludes me. I’m panting, humping my own hand, but the edge is always just out of reach.

He watches without pity. “It’s not enough, is it?”

I shake my head, sobbing now.

“Louder,” he says. “Tell me.”

“It’s not enough!” The words break on a sob. I hate how needy I sound, how empty.

He smiles, vicious and satisfied. “It never will be again.” He sits back, arms folded, and gestures for me to keep going. “You’ll keep trying, though. Over and over. Until I tell you to stop.”

I obey. I have to.

He makes me edge myself six more times. But it’s torture now. My fingers feel wrong. Insufficient. I need his hands. Need his touch.

By the end, I’m not begging for release.

I’m begging for him.

“Please touch me. Please use your hands. Please, I need your hands on me—”

“Good,” he says. “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear. That’s the lesson, princess. Your pleasure doesn’t just belong to me. It requires me. You can’t even make yourself feel good anymore. Only I can do that.”

He reaches out. One finger traces my lower lip.

“From now on, when you’re desperate like this, you’ll remember my hands. Remember how much better I am at pleasuring you than you are. And you’ll crave it. Crave me, Rowan.”

I’m still crying. Still desperate. Even as the command echoes through me.

“Please,” I try one more time.

“No. Not today. But soon. If you’re very good.”

He turns away.

“Get dressed. You’ll spend today thinking about the difference. Thinking about how much you need my touch now.”
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That afternoon, locked in my room with Tieran watching, all I can think about is his hands.

How they felt. How skilled they were. How my own fingers are clumsy and wrong in comparison.

I’m aching. Desperate. And for the first time, touching myself won’t even help. Won’t even come close.

I need him.

The realization is crushing.

He’s right. He’s conditioned me.

I curl up on the bed, throbbing and needy, and know that tomorrow will be worse.

Know that I’ll beg even more desperately.

Know that eventually, he’ll give in.

And when he does, when he finally lets me come on his fingers—

I’ll be completely his.
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When Thalanis summons me to breakfast the next day, there’s something different in his expression.

Anticipation.

I kneel beside his chair after servicing him—that’s automatic now, something I do without thinking—and he strokes my hair while he eats.

“There’s to be a celebration,” he says casually. “A ball. To celebrate our victory over the human armies.”

My stomach drops.

“All the court will attend. The other lords. The generals. Everyone of importance.” He glances down at me. “And you’ll attend as well.”

I look up at him.

“As your—”

“As my pet,” he finishes. “As my prize. As visible proof of what I won on that battlefield.”

My hands clench in my lap.

“You’ll be dressed appropriately. Displayed appropriately. And you’ll behave appropriately. Understand?”

“Yes, my lord,” I whisper.

“Good.” He picks up a piece of fruit and holds it out. I take it from his fingers automatically. “Eat. You’ll need your strength. It’s going to be a long night.”

The dread builds all day.

Lira and Senna bring me lunch but I can barely eat. My stomach is in knots.

A ball. In front of the entire court. Everyone will see me. Will see what I’ve become.

Will see the runes. The collar. Will know exactly what I am.

When evening comes, Thalanis himself comes to collect me.

“Come,” he says. “We have preparations to make.”

I follow him back to his chambers. Into the bathing room.

Lira and Senna are already there. And another Fae I haven’t seen before, an older woman with sharp features and measuring eyes.

“Strip.”

I do. The motion is automatic now.

Into the bath. They scrub me more thoroughly than usual. My skin is raw by the time they’re done.

Out of the bath. Dried. Oiled until my skin gleams.

Then the older Fae approaches with tools I don’t recognize.

“What?” I start.

“Hair removal,” Thalanis says from where he’s lounging against the wall. “I want you completely smooth. Everywhere.”

My face burns.

They lay me back on a padded table. Spread my legs.

The process is humiliating and painful. Hot wax. Strips of cloth. My skin screaming.

When they reach between my legs, I try to close my thighs instinctively.

“Be still,” Thalanis says from across the room.

The command snaps into place like a lock. My body goes rigid. Completely frozen.

I can’t move. Can’t even twitch.

Senna spreads my legs wider and holds them while the older Fae works.

I can feel everything: the hot wax, the strips being pressed down, the sharp pain when they’re ripped away, but I can’t react. Can’t flinch. Can’t even gasp.

Tears leak from my eyes, but I can’t blink them away.

“Good,” Thalanis says. “Much easier when you cooperate.”

The command holds until they’re finished. Then it releases and I gasp, my body sagging.

I’m smooth. Everywhere. Every trace of hair gone.

“Perfect,” Thalanis says, running his hand down my leg. Over my mound. “Like a doll. Much better.”

His fingers slide lower. Testing.

I’m wet. Of course I am. I’m always wet now.

“Eager for tonight?” he asks.

“No,” I whisper.

“Liar.” His fingers press inside. Just slightly. Testing my entrance.

I gasp.

This is the first time he’s touched me there since he concluded I was intact.

“Still so tight,” he murmurs. “Still a virgin. For now.”

He pulls his fingers out, and I whimper at the loss.

“Soon,” he says. “But not tonight. Tonight is just for show.”

They work on my hair next. Braiding it elaborately. Threading it with silver chains that catch the light.

Cosmetics. Dark around my eyes. Red on my lips. Rouge on my cheeks.

I look in the mirror and barely recognize myself.

“The corset,” Lira says.

It’s black leather. Familiar. Underbust. They wrap it around my ribs and start lacing.

Tight.

Tighter.

I gasp as the breath is squeezed from my lungs.

“Tighter,” Thalanis says from where he’s watching. “I want her waist tiny. I want her struggling to breathe all night.”

They pull harder. The corset constricts like a living thing. My ribs compress. Each breath becomes shallow. Inadequate.

When they finally tie it off, I’m panting. The world feels slightly dizzy from lack of air.

“Perfect,” Thalanis says. “Now the dress.”

Deep blue silk that shimmers when it moves. Cut so low in the front my breasts will be barely contained.

The skirt is long and flowing, but slit up both sides to my hips.

They slide the silk over my head. It settles over the corset, the bodice fitting perfectly over the compressed curve of my waist. My breasts are pushed up even higher by the corset beneath, nearly spilling from the low neckline.

Jewelry next. Silver cuffs on my wrists that echo the runes.

The collar stays on. They add a thin silver chain to it that hangs down between my breasts.

When they’re done, Thalanis dismisses the servants.

“Out. All of you.”

Lira, Senna, and the older Fae leave quickly. Even Tieran steps into the corridor.

I’m alone with him.

He circles me slowly, examining every detail. The dress. The corset beneath it. The jewelry. The way my breasts are displayed. The slits showing my legs.

“Stunning,” he murmurs. “You look like a princess again. Almost.”

Then he moves.

Fast. Before I can react.

His hand closes around my throat—not the collar, but just above it—and he walks me backward until my back hits the wall.

Hard.

The impact drives what little air I have from my lungs. I gasp, struggling to breathe in the tight corset.

“I’ve been patient all week,” he says. His voice is rougher now. Darker. “Edging you. Teasing you. Training that desperate little body.”

I shudder underneath him.

“Still so responsive,” he says. “Good. I want everyone to see how you react to my touch.”

His hand slides down. Over the silk. To the slit in the skirt.

Through it, his fingers find bare skin.

Higher.

Between my legs.

I’m already wet. Already aching. Seven days of denial and this morning’s teasing have left me desperate.

He strokes me slowly. Deliberately.

Just like this morning. Those skilled fingers that know exactly where to touch.

“Please,” I whisper before I can stop myself.

“Please what?”

“Please—” I can’t finish. Can’t articulate what I want.

His fingers circle that sensitive spot. The pleasure builds immediately. Sharp. Focused.

“Please touch me?” he suggests. “Please make me come? Please use your skilled hands instead of making me use my clumsy fingers?”

“Yes,” I gasp. “All of that. Please.”

“Such a good girl. Begging so sweetly.” His fingers speed up slightly.

The pleasure spikes. I’m already close. After a week of denial, it doesn’t take much.

“You’re going to come on my fingers,” he says. “Right here. Right now. While you’re dressed for a ball. Because you can’t help yourself.”

“Yes,” I moan. “Please—”

His fingers press harder. Circle faster. The pressure building. Building.

I’m right there. Right on the edge. If he just—

He stops.

Pulls his hand away.

“No!” The word bursts out. “No, please, you can’t—”

“Can’t I?” He examines his fingers. They’re wet. Glistening. “I think I just did.”

I’m shaking. Tears threatening.

“Please,” I beg. “Please finish. Please let me—”

“No.” He walks to a chest. Opens it. “Not yet. Not until after the ball. If you’re good.”

He pulls something out.

Metal. Leather. Complex buckles and straps.

My eyes widen.

“What is that?” I whisper.

“You’ll wear this tonight,” he says, walking back to me. “Can’t have you getting too excited during the ball. Can’t have you touching yourself in some dark corner. This will keep everything... contained.”

“Please,” I try. “I won’t touch. I promise. I’ll be good—”

“Lift your skirt.”

The thread pulls and I gather the silk up around my waist.

He kneels in front of me.

The belt is cold. The metal plate fits over my mound, between my legs. Straps wrap around my hips. A lock at the front.

He positions it carefully. The metal plate presses against me—not painfully, but constantly. Right against that sensitive spot his fingers just abandoned.

“This belt,” he says, adjusting the straps, “will press against you all night. With every step. Every movement. A constant reminder of what you’re not getting.”

He pulls the straps tighter. The pressure increases. Not enough to hurt. Just enough to torment.

“And you’re already so wet,” he continues. “So desperate. You’re going to feel this all night. Feel the pressure. Feel the denial. And there’s nothing you can do about it.”

He locks it.

Click.

The sound is final.

I’m sealed. Locked away. Unable to touch. Unable to find relief.

And the pressure…

Every breath makes the metal shift slightly. Press. The sensation is maddening.

“Perfect,” Thalanis says, standing. He drops my skirt back into place. The silk hides the belt. “No one will know you’re locked. No one will know how desperate you are. Except you and me.”

He leans in close.

“And if you’re very, very good tonight. If you behave perfectly. If you please me—” His lips brush my ear. “Then when we return, I’ll unlock you. I’ll use my fingers. And I’ll finally, finally let you come.”

Hope flares despite everything.

“Really?”

“If you earn it,” he says. “If you’re perfect.”

He steps back. Studies me.

“Are you ready?”

No. I’ll never be ready for this.

But I nod.

“Good. Remember the rules. You speak only when spoken to. You obey anyone I tell you to obey. You stay by my side unless I send you elsewhere. And you smile.”

“Smile?”

“Smile. Like you’re happy to be there. Like you’re proud to be mine.”

The command forces my lips into something that might pass for a smile.

It feels like a grimace.

“We’ll work on it,” he says. He picks up the silver chain attached to my collar. Holds it loosely. “Come, let’s go show you off.”

He leads me out of his chambers.

Through corridors. Grand halls. The sound of music growing louder.

With each step, the belt presses. Shifts. Reminds me.

I’m desperate. Denied. Locked.

And about to be displayed in front of hundreds of Fae.

We stop at massive double doors.

Thalanis looks at me.

“Last chance to compose yourself. Once we go through those doors, everyone will see you. See what you are. See what you’ve become.”

My breathing is shallow. The belt presses with each breath.

“I know you’re scared,” he says. “I know you’re humiliated. Good. That’s exactly how I want you to feel. Desperate and denied and on display.”

His hand comes to my face.

“But remember this: you chose this. You gave yourself to me. You volunteered. So when they stare and whisper and judge, remember that this is what you bargained for.”


Chapter twelve


The ballroom is overwhelming.

That’s my first thought as the doors swing open and light pours out.

Massive doesn’t even begin to describe it. The ceiling soars impossibly high, painted with scenes that move, stars wheeling across a twilight sky, creatures dancing through forests that shift and change. Chandeliers hang from silver chains, but they’re not holding candles. They’re holding captured light, orbs that glow and pulse like living things.

The floor is polished stone that reflects everything like dark water. Columns line the walls, carved with intricate patterns that seem to writhe when I’m not looking directly at them.

And everywhere are Fae.

Hundreds of them. Maybe more.

All dressed in elaborate gowns and suits that make my dress look simple by comparison. Silk and velvet and fabrics I don’t have names for. Colors that shouldn’t exist. Jewelry that gleams with its own light.

And they all turn to look as we enter.

Every single one of them.

The music doesn’t stop. The conversations don’t pause. But I can feel their attention shift. Lock onto us.

Onto me.

Thalanis tugs the chain gently.

“Come.”

I take a step forward and immediately regret it.

The belt shifts. The metal plate presses against me—right against my clit—and the sensation makes me gasp.

Another step. Another press.

It’s maddening. Every movement makes the belt shift slightly. Reminds me. Torments me.

And I have to walk through this entire ballroom. Have to parade on his leash while hundreds of Fae watch.

The whispers start immediately.

Not quiet whispers. They don’t even try to hide it.

I don’t speak Aelthir fluently yet, but I’m picking up words. Fragments.

“Human—”

“Princess—”

“Collared—”

“His—”

And some in Valdan. Clearly meant for me to hear.

“Look at her. The warrior princess. On a leash.”

“Beautiful, though. I’ll give him that.”

“The runes are exquisite.”

“What do you think he’s got planned for her?”

“Think he’s fucked her yet?”

Thalanis walks slowly. Deliberately. Giving them all time to look. To see.

My face is burning. The corset makes it hard to breathe, and my chest is heaving with shallow gasps. Which only makes my breasts threaten to spill from the low neckline.

Another step. The belt presses. I bite my lip to keep from making a sound.

We’re halfway across the ballroom when someone approaches.

A Fae lord. Tall. Silver hair. Wearing midnight blue that matches my dress—probably not a coincidence.

“Thalanis,” he says. His voice is smooth. Cultured. “Congratulations on your victory.”

“Lord Caelus.” Thalanis inclines his head slightly. “Thank you.”

Caelus’s eyes drop to me. Sweep over me from head to toe.

“And this is your prize?”

“This is Princess Rowan Avelaine.” Thalanis’s hand comes to my head. Strokes my hair like I’m a pet. “Or she was. Now she’s just mine.”

“May I?” Caelus gestures toward me.

“Of course.”

Caelus steps closer. His hand comes to my face, tilting my chin up so I’m forced to meet his eyes.

They’re pale blue. Cold.

“Such defiant eyes,” he murmurs. “Even now. I can see why you chose her.”

“Oh, I didn’t choose her. She gave herself to me.”

His hand drops to my throat. Fingers trace the runes circling it. Then the collar beneath them.

“Beautiful work. And she gave you her name willingly?”

“Threw herself at my feet and offered it,” Thalanis says. “Begged me to take it.”

“Fascinating.” Caelus’s hand trails lower. Over my collarbone. Brushing the top of my breasts.

I want to pull away. Want to slap his hand off me.

But Thalanis said to behave. The command weighs on me, so I sit still.

“So responsive,” Caelus observes. “Look how she’s breathing. Is she frightened or aroused, I wonder?”

“Both,” Thalanis says. He sounds amused.

They talk over me like I’m not there. Discussing me. My training. My responses.

More Fae approach. More introductions. More hands touching. Examining the runes. The collar. My hair. My skin.

I’m passed from hand to hand like an object.

And with every shift of my weight, the belt presses. Reminds me. Torments me.

Finally, Thalanis leads me toward the center of the room where there are clusters of chairs and low tables laden with food and drink.

“Kneel, hands behind your back, Rowan,” he says, gesturing to the floor beside a large chair.

I kneel and switch to a position that feels very familiar at this point. The movement makes the belt press harder and I have to bite back a whimper.

The stone floor is cold against my knees. The corset makes it hard to sit back on my heels, so I’m forced to stay upright. Displayed.

Thalanis settles into the chair and accepts a glass of wine from a passing servant.

Other Fae drift over. Pull up chairs. Start conversations in Aelthir that I can only partially follow.

I kneel there beside him while they talk. While they drink. While servants circulate with trays of delicacies.

His hand comes to my head occasionally. Stroking my hair. Scratching lightly at my scalp like I’m a dog.

And I hate how good it feels. How the touch makes me lean into his hand. Makes that heat between my legs pulse.

Which makes the belt press. Which makes the need worse.

Someone says something in Aelthir and the group laughs.

One of them—a female Fae with dark hair and sharp features—switches to Valdan.

“Does she understand us when we speak Aelthir?”

“Some,” Thalanis says. “She’s picking it up. Faster than I expected, actually.”

“Clever little pet.” The female Fae leans forward. “What’s your name, pet?”

I look at Thalanis. He nods slightly.

“Rowan,” I say. My voice sounds small. “Rowan Avelaine.”

“Rowan Avelaine,” she repeats. “Such a grand name for something on its knees.”

More laughter.

“Tell me, Rowan Avelaine,” she continues, “do you enjoy kneeling at your master’s feet? Do you like being displayed like this?”

The question is a trap. Any answer will be wrong.

“I—”

“Answer honestly,” Thalanis says. His hand tightens slightly in my hair. A warning.

“No,” I whisper.

“No?” The female Fae’s eyebrows raise. “You don’t enjoy it? Then why do you do it?”

“Because I have to.”

“Because you gave him your name,” she says. “Because you chose this. No one forced you onto that battlefield. No one forced you to bargain. You did that all on your own.”

The words hit like a slap because they’re true.

“Yes,” I say.

“Yes, what?”

“Yes... I chose this.”

“Good girl.” Her smile is cruel. “At least you’re honest about your mistakes.”

The conversation moves on. They switch back to Aelthir.

I kneel there, burning with shame, while the belt presses and torments and drives me slowly insane.

Time passes. I don’t know how long. My knees are screaming. The corset makes every breath a struggle. The belt is a constant, maddening pressure.

And I’m getting wetter. I can feel it. The arousal building despite—or maybe because of—the humiliation.

The need is getting worse. The denial more painful.

Finally, the music shifts. Changes to something slower. More rhythmic.

Around the ballroom, couples are moving to the dance floor.

Thalanis stands. Holds his hand out to me.

“Come. We’re going to dance.”

I look up at him. “I don’t—the belt—”

“Will make it very interesting. Stand.”

I struggle to my feet. My legs are numb from kneeling. I sway and he catches my arm.

“Careful. Can’t have you falling.”

He leads me toward the dance floor. With each step, the belt shifts. Presses. The sensation is overwhelming.

We reach the edge of the floor and he pulls me close. One hand at my waist. The other taking my hand.

“I don’t know how to dance like this,” I say. “Not Fae dancing.”

“You don’t need to know. Just follow my lead. Let me move you.”

The music swells and he starts moving.

I try to follow. Try to match his steps. But the belt makes everything harder. Every shift of weight makes it press. Every turn makes it move.

And he’s holding me so close. My breasts pressed against his chest. His hand on my waist, fingers splayed possessively. His other hand gripping mine.

“Everyone is watching,” he murmurs against my ear. “Every Fae in this room is watching me dance with my pet.”

I can feel their eyes. Can feel the weight of their attention.

“They’re wondering what you look like under that dress,” he continues. His hand slides lower on my back. “They’re wondering how you sound when you beg. How you taste. How tight you are.”

His lips brush my ear.

“They’re wondering if you’re wet right now. If you’re desperate. If you’re aching.”

“Stop,” I whisper.

“Why? It’s true, isn’t it? You are wet. You are desperate. I can see it in your eyes. Feel it in how you’re trembling.”

We turn and the belt shifts, and I can’t stop the small sound that escapes.

“There it is,” he says. “That’s what I wanted to hear.”

He’s moving me faster now. Spinning me. The belt presses with every movement. Every step.

The pleasure is building. Somehow. Just from the pressure. Just from the constant stimulation even though it’s not enough. Will never be enough.

But it’s there. Building. Making me desperate.

“Please,” I gasp. “Please, I can’t—”

“Can’t what? Can’t dance? Can’t handle the pressure? Can’t stand being on display like this?”

“All of it,” I sob.

“Too bad.” He spins me out and then back into his arms. The movement makes the belt press hard and I cry out softly.

“That’s it,” he murmurs. “Let them hear. Let them know how desperate you are.”

The music seems to go on forever. We dance and dance, and with every step I’m more desperate. More needy. More aware of the hundreds of eyes watching.

Finally—finally—the music ends.

I’m shaking. Barely standing. Held up only by his grip.

“Beautiful,” he says. “You danced beautifully. Like the good pet you’re becoming.”

He leads me off the floor. Back toward his chair.

But we don’t get there.

Someone else approaches. Another lord. Older. Distinguished.

“Thalanis. A word?”

“Of course, Lord Maerik.”

They step aside. Talking in low voices.

I stand there alone. On display. With the belt pressing and tormenting and driving me mad.

And every Fae nearby is staring.

Assessing.

Judging.

Watching the human princess who gave herself to a Sovereign and ended up collared and desperate and on display.

This is my life now.

This is what I chose.

And the worst part?

Some twisted, broken part of me is enjoying it.

The attention. The degradation. The way Thalanis’s hands felt on me during the dance.

I hate myself for it.

But I can’t deny it.

The belt presses. Reminds me.

And I stand there shaking, desperate, and wait for whatever comes next.


Chapter thirteen


Thalanis finishes his conversation with Lord Maerik and returns to me.

His hand comes to the small of my back. Possessive. Controlling.

“Come. There’s something I need to do.”

He leads me through the crowd. Not back to his chair. Toward the front of the ballroom where there’s a raised platform.

A dais.

My stomach drops.

We climb the three steps and suddenly we’re elevated. Above everyone. Visible to the entire room.

There’s a throne on the platform. Ornate. Made of what looks like white wood twisted into elegant shapes.

Thalanis doesn’t sit. Just stands beside it and raises one hand.

The music stops.

Conversations fade.

Every eye in the ballroom turns to us.

“My lords and ladies,” Thalanis says. His voice carries effortlessly across the vast space. Must be magic. “Thank you for joining me in celebrating our victory over the human forces.”

A cheer goes up. Glasses raised.

“The war was long. Costly. But we have prevailed. And I have brought back not just victory—“ His hand comes to my shoulder. “But something none of you have seen in over a century.”

The crowd stills. Leans forward.

“A human.”

The murmur that goes through the ballroom is immediate. Electric.

“Princess Rowan Avelaine,” he announces. “Daughter of King Thorne of Valdan. Captain of their cavalry. Warrior. Leader.” His hand slides from my shoulder to my throat, fingers wrapping around the collar. “And now—mine.”

The crowd’s reaction is stronger now. Fascination. Hunger. I can see Fae near the front pressing closer, trying to get a better look.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Thalanis continues. “A human? Here? In our realm? How is this possible?”

He turns me slightly, showing me to different sections of the crowd.

“She gave me her true name willingly. Threw herself at my feet on the battlefield and offered it in exchange for her beloved’s life. A noble sacrifice. A foolish one. But it gave me the power to bring her through the barriers. To bring her here. To keep her.”

His fingers trace the runes visible on my throat above the collar.

“As you can see, our bargain left her marked. Proof of her choice.”

He lifts my arm, displaying the runes that spiral from wrist to shoulder.

“She’ll carry them for the rest of her life.”

He releases my arm, and it falls to my side.

“I know many of you have never seen a human before. Most of you weren’t even born the last time one walked these halls. They’re forbidden from our realm for good reason—they’re weak. Fragile. They die so easily.”

His hand comes back to my waist. Pulls me against his side.

“But this one—this one is different. She’s a warrior. Strong. Resilient. And she’s given me something no human has given a Fae in generations. Complete control. Her true name. Her mind. Her will.”

The crowd is utterly silent now. Hanging on every word.

“Some of you know my reputation,” he continues. “You know what I do. How I break minds. How I take enemies—powerful, ancient enemies—and reduce them to nothing. I’ve broken Fae generals. Court members. Princes who thought themselves untouchable.”

His smile is cold.

“Breaking a human should have been trivial. They’re so much weaker than we are. Their minds so simple. Their wills so fragile.”

He pauses.

“And yet this one—this princess—has proven surprisingly entertaining. She fights. She resists. She hates what she’s becoming even as her body betrays her. Even as she learns to crave what I give her.”

My face is burning. He’s telling them everything.

“She’s been in my care for just over a week,” he continues. “And already she’s adjusting. She kneels without hesitation. Obeys without question. Services me every morning. Begs so prettily when I deny her.”

Someone in the crowd makes an appreciative sound.

“I know you’re curious,” Thalanis says. “Desperate to see her up close. To examine this marvel. This rarity. This human who walks among us.”

His hand slides down to my hip. Possessive.

“So I’m extending an invitation. Come. Approach. Examine her. See how human flesh differs from ours. Touch her if you wish—I allow it. Ask her questions. Satisfy your curiosity about a race you’ve only heard stories about.”

No.

Please no.

“She’ll answer truthfully. She’ll stand still. She’ll let you inspect her. Consider it my gift to you on this night of celebration.”

He looks at me.

“Won’t you, princess?”

The thread hums. The command settling into place.

“Yes, my lord,” I whisper.

“Good girl.” He settles into the throne. “Come then. Don’t be shy. She won’t bite. Though I’m training her to do other things with her mouth.”

Laughter ripples through the crowd.

For a moment, nothing happens. They just stare.

Then someone moves. The female Fae from earlier. Dark hair, sharp features.

She climbs the steps and approaches slowly. Like I’m a wild animal that might bolt.

“May I?” she asks Thalanis.

“She’s yours to examine.”

The female Fae reaches out tentatively. Her fingers touch my arm.

“Warm,” she murmurs. “Warmer than us.”

Her fingers slide up. Over my shoulder. To my throat.

“And soft. So soft. Is all human skin like this?”

“I only have the one to compare,” Thalanis says. “But yes. Softer than ours. More fragile. You can see the veins through it if you look closely.”

The female Fae tilts my head. Examining my throat.

“The runes are beautiful. And they burn?”

“Ask her.”

She looks at me. “Did it hurt? When these appeared?”

“Yes,” I whisper. “It felt like being branded from the inside out.”

“Fascinating.” Her fingers trace the runes on my throat. Then down my arm. “And you can feel this?”

“Yes.”

“Does it hurt now?”

“No. Tingles. Sometimes.”

“Remarkable.” She steps back. “She’s beautiful, Thalanis. Truly.”

“Thank you.”

The female Fae descends.

And the floodgates open.

Suddenly there’s a press of Fae moving toward the dais. All of them wanting to see. To touch. To examine the human.

Thalanis raises his hand.

“Form a line. You’ll each get your turn. But orderly. I won’t have her overwhelmed.”

They organize themselves. A line forming down the steps and into the ballroom.

Dozens of them. Maybe more than a hundred.

All waiting for their turn to inspect me.

The next one climbs up. A male Fae. Young. His eyes are wide.

“I’ve never seen a human before,” he breathes. “May I—”

“Go ahead.”

His hands come to my face. Cupping it. Turning my head from side to side.

“Their bone structure is different. More delicate. And their eyes—” He stares into mine. “Do all humans have eyes like this?”

“Different colors,” Thalanis says. “Hers are blue. Some are brown, green, gray. Inferior to ours, of course. They can’t see as well in darkness. Can’t perceive as much color.”

“And they age,” the young Fae says. “They die so quickly.”

“Sixty years if they’re lucky. Maybe seventy.”

“How old is she?”

“Twenty-four.”

“So young. Already a quarter through her lifespan.”

His hands slide down. Over my throat. My shoulders. Down my arms.

“And they feel pain like we do?”

“More intensely, actually,” Thalanis says. “Their nerves are more sensitive. It’s one of the things that makes her so entertaining.”

The young Fae’s hands drop away. “Thank you, my lord.”

He leaves.

Another approaches. Older. More confident.

This one doesn’t ask. Just starts examining me.

Hands on my arms. Lifting them. Examining the runes closely.

“The marking is exquisite. I’ve seen bargains before but never on human flesh. It took to the skin beautifully.”

Fingers probe at my throat. At the collar.

“Two bindings. The magical and the physical.”

“Insurance,” Thalanis says. “And control. I like her collared.”

“Does she sleep in it?”

“Always. She never takes it off. Can’t without my permission.”

The Fae’s hands slide lower. Over my shoulders. Down toward my chest.

“And their bodies, they’re structured like ours?”

“Similar enough. Though more fragile. More sensitive. They scar more easily. Bruise more readily. It takes less force to hurt them.”

“But they heal?”

“Eventually. Slowly. Not like us, not without magic.”

The hands slide over the fabric of my dress. Feeling the shape of me beneath.

“Remarkable. Thank you for this opportunity, Lord Thalanis.”

“My pleasure.”

The inspections continue.

Each Fae brings different questions. Different curiosities.

“More than we do. They dehydrate quickly.”

“Can they use magic at all?”

“No. None. They’re completely mundane.”

“Do they dream?”

“Yes. Quite vividly, from what I understand.”

“And their emotions, are they as complex as ours?”

“In some ways, more so. They feel everything intensely. Joy, fear, shame, desire.”

The questions keep coming. The hands keep touching.

Someone lifts my hair. Examines my ears.

“They’re shaped differently. More rounded.”

“Less sensitive to sound, too,” Thalanis says. “Inferior hearing.”

Someone touches my collarbone. Traces it.

“Their bones are more pronounced. More visible.”

“More breakable, too.”

Someone asks me directly: “Can you understand Aelthir?”

“Some,” I say. My voice is shaking. “A little.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Just over a week.”

“And you’re learning already? Impressive. I didn’t think human minds could grasp our language.”

“They can,” Thalanis says. “Though it takes longer than it would for us. She’s picking it up faster than I expected. She’s clever. For a human.”

The line seems endless.

Each Fae wanting their moment. Their chance to examine the exotic creature on display.

Some are gentle. Reverent almost.

Others are rougher. Grabbing. Turning me. Lifting my skirt to examine my legs.

“Their legs are different too. The muscle structure—”

“And their feet. So small. So delicate.”

“Are they weak? Can they run?”

“She was a cavalry captain,” Thalanis says. “She can ride. Fight. She’s stronger than most humans. Though still weaker than any Fae.”

Someone asks to see my teeth.

I open my mouth. Fingers pull my lips back.

“Flat. Mostly flat. A few sharp ones but nothing like ours.”

“They’re omnivores. They eat plants and meat both.”

“How primitive.”

My jaw aches by the time they release me.

Another Fae. This one staring at my chest.

“May I?” They gesture to my neckline.

“Go ahead.”

The dress is tugged down. Just slightly. Exposing more.

“No runes here?”

“Not yet,” Thalanis says.

Not yet. The words hang there. Promising more marking to come.

“But human breasts—they’re structured like ours?”

“Similar. Though they’re more sensitive. More responsive to touch. Aren’t you, princess?”

I can’t answer. Can’t speak.

“She likes having them touched,” Thalanis continues. “Don’t you?”

My face is on fire.

“Yes,” I whisper.

“Fascinating,” the Fae murmurs. They release my dress. “Thank you.”

The inspections blur together.

So many hands. So many questions. So many eyes examining every inch of me.

“Do humans mate like we do?”

“Can they conceive with Fae?”

“How do they sound when they’re in pain?”

“What do they taste like?”

That last question makes my stomach turn.

“Sweet,” Thalanis says. “Their sweat, their tears, their arousal—all sweeter than ours. It’s quite pleasant actually.”

The line continues.

Twenty. Thirty. Forty Fae.

My legs are shaking. The corset makes every breath a struggle. The belt presses constantly, maddening.

And the shame, being reduced to this. To a curiosity. An exotic animal for them to gawk at.

Not a human. A thing.

Someone touches my face. Traces my lips.

“And these? They kiss like we do?”

“They do. Though their technique needs training. I’m teaching her.”

“And with her mouth she—”

“Services me every morning. She’s becoming quite skilled.”

“I’d like to see that.”

“Perhaps later. If she’s very good.”

My eyes sting. Tears threatening.

Someone notices.

“She’s crying. Do humans cry often?”

“When they’re overwhelmed. Frightened. Ashamed. Yes. They leak quite readily. It’s one of their tells.”

“Fascinating.”

The line keeps moving.

And I stand there, displayed and examined and reduced to an object of scientific curiosity.

This is what I am now.

Not a princess. Not a warrior.

Just a human.

The first they’ve seen in a century.

A marvel. A curiosity. A toy. A pet.

And Thalanis’s property.


Chapter fourteen


The line eventually ends.

I don’t know how many Fae examined me. Fifty? Seventy? More?

Each one with their hands on me. Asking questions about human anatomy, human weakness, human differences. Treating me like a curiosity in a museum. Something exotic and strange to be studied.

My legs are trembling by the time the last one finishes. The corset makes every breath shallow and inadequate. My head is spinning slightly from lack of air.

And the belt, the belt is driving me absolutely insane.

Every shift of weight makes the metal plate press against my clit. Every movement reminds me of what I’m not getting. The constant pressure is maddening—not enough to satisfy, just enough to keep me desperate. To keep me aware of the aching need between my legs, that’s only gotten worse throughout the night.

And I’m so wet. I can feel it. The arousal has nowhere to go, trapped against the metal, making everything slick and hot and unbearable, sticking to my thighs.

Thalanis stands from his throne finally.

“I think that’s enough inspection for now,” he announces to the lingering crowd. “Though I’m sure more of you will want your turn later. She’ll be available.”

The casual way he says it—like I’m a sculpture they can come view whenever they want—makes my stomach turn.

“For now.” He takes my hand. His fingers are cool against my overheated skin. “I believe the music calls for dancing.”

No. Please no.

Dancing means movement. Movement means the belt shifting and pressing and tormenting with every step.

But the thread pulls and I let him lead me down from the dais.

Back to the dance floor where other couples are already swaying to the music. It’s a slower song now. More intimate. The kind where bodies press close.

Thalanis pulls me against him. One hand settles at my waist, fingers splayed possessively. The other takes my hand, holding it up in the proper dancing position.

I bite my lip to keep from making a sound.

“Everyone is still watching,” he murmurs. “Still fascinated by the human. By what you are. What you’ve become.”

We turn, and the belt grinds against me. I can’t stop the small gasp.

“That’s it,” he says. “Let them see how you suffer. How desperate you are.”

The music swells. He spins me out and back. Each movement torture.

“Please,” I whisper. “Please, I can’t—”

“You can. You will. Because you have no choice.”

We dance for what feels like forever. The belt pressing. Shifting. Tormenting.

The metal plate grinds against me, and I have to bite down hard on my lip to keep from making a sound.

Another turn. The belt presses directly against my clit, and I can’t stop the small whimper that escapes.

“There it is,” he says softly. “That’s what I wanted to hear.”

The music continues. We move through the steps, and with each one, I’m more desperate. More aware of the pressure. More conscious of how wet I am, how the arousal is building despite everything.

Or maybe because of everything.

The humiliation. The exposure. The hands that examined me. The eyes still watching.

Some broken part of me is responding to it all.

“Please,” I whisper. So quiet only he can hear. “Please, I can’t take much more…”

“You can. You will. Because we’re not even halfway through the night yet.”

The song finally ends. I’m shaking. Barely able to stand.

Thalanis steadies me, then releases me.

Before he can lead me away, someone approaches.

A Fae lord. Younger than most I’ve seen tonight. Handsome in that sharp, angular Fae way. Dark hair. Green eyes that gleam with interest.

“Lord Thalanis,” he says with a slight bow. “Would you permit me to dance with your... acquisition? I’ve never had the opportunity to dance with a human before.”

Thalanis looks at me. I can see the amusement in his eyes.

“Lord Kieran. Of course. She would be honored. Wouldn’t you, princess?”

No. I don’t want to. Don’t want another pair of hands on me. Another voice mocking.

But the thread hums, and I hear myself say, “Yes, my lord.”

Thalanis steps back. Releases me to this stranger.

Lord Kieran takes my hand. His grip is firmer than Thalanis’s. Less controlled. More eager.

He pulls me against him, closer than is strictly proper, and we begin moving to the new song.

“You’re quite the sensation tonight,” he says. His breath is cool against my face. “The first human most of us have ever seen. And such a pretty one.”

I don’t answer.

“Do you dance often in the human realm?” he asks. “Or is this new for you?”

“I’ve danced,” I manage. “But not... not Fae dancing.”

“You’re doing well. For a human.” His hand at my waist tightens. “Though you’re shaking. Are you frightened? Or is it something else?”

We turn, and the belt shifts, and I gasp softly.

His eyes sharpen. “Ah. Something else then.”

Another turn. More pressure. I bite my lip hard.

“You’re very responsive,” he observes. “Every time we move, you make these little sounds. These little reactions. Does dancing affect humans so strongly?”

“I—no, I just—”

“Just what?” His voice drops lower. More intimate. “Just finding it difficult to concentrate? Just struggling with something?”

He spins me out and back in, and the movement makes the belt grind against me hard enough that I actually whimper.

“There it is again,” he murmurs. “That sound. That delicious little whimper. What’s making you so sensitive tonight, I wonder?”

The song ends. Thank god it ends.

But Lord Kieran doesn’t release me.

“Thank you for the dance,” he says loudly enough for others to hear. Then, quieter, just for me: “Whatever Thalanis is doing to you, it’s working beautifully.”

He releases me, and I nearly stumble.

Thalanis is there immediately, taking my arm. Steadying me.

“Enjoy yourself, Lord Kieran?”

“Immensely. You’ve trained her well. She’s delightfully responsive.”

Another Fae approaches before Thalanis can lead me away. An older lord with silver hair.

“My turn, I think?”

And so it continues.

I’m passed from partner to partner. Dancing with lords and ladies who’ve never touched a human before. Who are curious about how I move, how I respond, how I differ from them.

Each dance is torture.

The belt shifts and presses with every movement. My desperation builds. The wetness between my legs increases until I’m sure they can smell it on me.

Some of my partners are kind. Curious but gentle.

Others are cruel. Making comments about my breathing, my trembling, the sounds I can’t quite suppress.

“Does dancing always affect humans this way?”

“She’s so warm. Like she’s burning up.”

“Look how her chest heaves. Can she not catch her breath?”

“Is she going to faint? She looks as if she might faint.”

I lose count of how many dances. Five? Six? More?

By the time another Fae lord takes my hand, I’m barely holding myself together.

This one is different. Older. More perceptive. His eyes miss nothing.

“You’re suffering,” he observes as we begin moving. It’s not a question.

I don’t answer.

“Lord Thalanis is known for his cruelty. For breaking minds. I’m curious what method he’s using on you.”

We turn. The belt presses. I whimper.

His hand at my waist slides lower. To my hip.

“Physical discomfort combined with psychological torture, perhaps? He does love his layered approaches.”

Lower still. His hand moves to my backside.

I freeze.

His fingers press. Explore the curve. And then—

He feels it.

The straps. The buckles. The lock.

His eyes widen. Then a slow, delighted smile spreads across his face.

“Oh,” he breathes. “Oh, that’s inspired.”

“Please—” I start.

But he’s already pulling back. Already releasing me.

“Lord Thalanis!” he calls out. Loud enough that nearby conversations pause. “You sly dog!”

Thalanis turns from his conversation with another lord. One eyebrow raised.

“Lord Vaelis?”

“Your pet,” Lord Vaelis says, gesturing to me with obvious amusement. “She’s wearing something quite interesting under that beautiful dress.”

Thalanis’s smile is slow. Predatory. “Is she?”

“I believe our fellow guests would be quite interested to see it.”

No. No no no.

But Thalanis is already walking toward me. Taking the chain attached to my collar.

“Well,” he says loudly. Addressing the ballroom. “If Lord Vaelis insists.”

The music doesn’t stop but conversations do. Heads turn. Fae press closer, sensing drama.

“My lords and ladies,” Thalanis announces. “It seems a discovery has been made. Something I was hiding from you. Something I think you’ll find... amusing.”

He tugs the chain. Leads me back to the dais.

The crowd follows like a wave. Everyone wanting to see. Wanting to know.

My heart is pounding so hard I can barely breathe. The corset makes it worse. Everything makes it worse.

Thalanis positions me at the edge of the dais. Facing the crowd.

“Lord Vaelis has discovered that my pet is wearing something under her dress,” he says. “Would you like to tell them what it is? Or shall I?”

Lord Vaelis climbs the steps. He’s enjoying this. “I believe it’s a chastity belt, if I’m not mistaken.”

The crowd erupts. Exclamations. Laughter. Fae pushing forward to get a better look.

“Is this true?” someone calls out.

Thalanis’s hand comes to my shoulder. Squeezes.

“It is. She’s been wearing a chastity belt all evening. Would you like to know why?”

“Yes!” Multiple voices. They want the story. Want the humiliation.

“Because she can’t control herself,” Thalanis says simply. The words carry across the ballroom. “This morning, I edged her. Brought her so close to release. Made her desperate. And I knew that if I didn’t lock her away from her own touch, she would try to finish what I started. She’s that needy. That desperate. That shameless.”

Tears are already streaming down my face. I can feel them. Hot against my cheeks.

“So I locked her up,” he continues. “Put this belt on her. Sealed her away from any possibility of relief. And she’s been wearing it all night. Through every inspection. Through every dance. Feeling it press against her most sensitive places with every single movement.”

His hand slides down my back. Possessive. Claiming.

“Would you like to see it?”

The crowd roars approval.

No. Please. Not this.

Thalanis looks at me. “Princess. Lift your skirt. Show them what you’re wearing.”

The thread pulls. The command absolute.

My hands move without my permission. Gathering the blue silk. Lifting it.

Higher.

Higher.

Until the belt is completely visible.

The crowd presses even closer. Staring.

The belt is elegant, I suppose. Dark leather straps. Polished metal plate covering everything between my legs. Buckles at the hips. A small padlock at the front, gleaming in the light.

Functional. Inescapable. Humiliating.

“Look at it,” someone says. “It’s beautiful.”

“Functional,” another voice adds. “She can’t reach anything important.”

“Can’t touch herself at all.”

Thalanis steps behind me. His hands come to my waist, holding me in place.

“She’s been sealed like this for hours now,” he says. “Getting more and more desperate with every passing moment. The belt presses against her constantly. Reminds her. Torments her. And there’s nothing she can do about it.”

His hand slides down. Presses against the metal plate between my legs.

I gasp. Can’t help it. The pressure after hours of denial is overwhelming.

“So sensitive,” he murmurs loud enough for everyone to hear. “Just this—” He presses harder. Grinds the metal against me. “Just a little pressure and she’s already shaking. Already making sounds.”

Laughter ripples through the crowd.

“What happens when you unlock her?” someone asks.

“If I unlock her,” Thalanis corrects. “This is a privilege she has to earn. And I’m not convinced she’s earned it yet.”

“Has she been good?” another voice calls.

“She’s been adequate. But adequate isn’t enough for this reward.”

His hand leaves the belt. Slides up my body. To my throat. Wraps around it possessively.

“Humans can’t control her own urges,” he says. “They have to be controlled like animals. Otherwise, she’d be touching herself constantly. Trying to find relief like the desperate little thing she is.”

The names start then. Loud enough for me to hear clearly. Wanting me to hear.

“Desperate whore.”

“Thalanis’s slut.”

“Cockslut.”

“Fucktoy.”

“Pathetic bitch.”

Each word lands like a physical blow. Each one is true in its way. Each one reducing me further.

Thalanis just smiles. Lets them say it. Encourages it with his silence.

“She is desperate,” he agrees finally. “Desperate and needy and shameful. And mine. Completely mine.”

He releases my throat. Steps back.

“You can lower your skirt now.”

My hands move. Dropping the silk. Hiding the belt again.

But it doesn’t matter. Everyone knows now. Everyone has seen.

The crowd is still talking. Still commenting.

“No wonder she was making those sounds while dancing—”

“Every movement must be torture-”

“How long will he keep her locked?”

Thalanis takes the chain again. Tugs gently.

“I think we’ve entertained our guests enough for one evening,” he announces. “Thank you all for celebrating with me. For examining my prize. For making her feel so… welcome.”

The last word drips with irony.

He leads me toward the doors.

The crowd parts. But they’re still watching. Still whispering. Still judging.

We pass through the doors, and they close behind us, muffling the music and voices.

The corridor is quiet. Blessedly quiet.

I’m shaking. Sobbing. Can barely walk in a straight line.

Thalanis doesn’t slow his pace. Just pulls me along by the chain. Through corridors I barely recognize. Up stairs that seem endless.

Finally, we reach his chambers.

The door closes behind us with a solid thunk.

He releases the chain. Steps back.

I’m standing there shaking. Tears streaming. Makeup ruined. Hair disheveled from so many hands touching it. My dress wrinkled. The belt pressing constantly between my legs.

Desperate beyond reason.

“Strip,” he says. “Everything except the collar and the belt.”

As if I could take it off.

My hands fumble with the fastenings. The dress falls in a pool of blue silk. The corset takes longer, my fingers are shaking too badly. He watches. Patient. Waiting.

Finally, it comes free.

I can breathe fully for the first time in hours. The relief is immediate and overwhelming.

The jewelry next. The cuffs. Everything.

Until I’m standing there wearing nothing but the collar around my throat and the belt between my legs.

Completely exposed except for what he’s chosen to lock on me.

Thalanis circles me slowly. Examining.

“You did well tonight,” he says. “Better than I expected, honestly. You let them inspect you. Examine you. Touch you. You answered their questions. Displayed yourself without fighting.”

His hand trails over my shoulder. Down my back.

“You danced with strangers. Let them feel you. Let them discover what you’re wearing. Let me humiliate you in front of the entire court.”

Down further. Over the curve of my ass.

“You’ve been good. Very good.”

Hope flares. Painful. Sharp. Desperate.

“So you’ve earned a reward.”

“Please,” I whisper. The word barely has sound. “Please—”

“But,” he continues, and the hope dies as quickly as it bloomed, “I’m not sure you’ve earned the reward you want. Not quite yet.”

“No,” I sob. “Please, I’ve been good. I did everything. Everything you asked. Please—”

“Shh.” His finger touches my lips. Silences me. “I know what you want. And I’m going to give you something. Let’s see how well you’ve really learned.”

He walks to his dresser. Opens a drawer.

Pulls out a key.

Small. Silver. Gleaming in the lamplight.

The key to the belt.

My breath stops. Heart hammering so hard I can feel it in my throat.

He walks back to me slowly. Deliberately. Letting me see it. Letting the hope build.

“Do you want this?” he asks.

“Yes,” I gasp. “Yes, please, I want—”

“Want what? Say it.”

“I want you to unlock me. Please. Please unlock the belt. Please let me—”

“Let you what?”

“Let me come. Please. I’m so desperate. I need it so badly. Please—”

“Look at you,” he murmurs. “Begging so sweetly. So honestly. You really would do anything right now, wouldn’t you?”

“Yes. Anything. Please just—”

“On your knees,” he says.

I drop immediately. The stone floor is cold against my knees but I don’t care.

He steps closer. The key dangling from his fingers.

“Beg me properly. Convince me you’ve earned this.”

“Please, my lord. Please unlock me. I’ve been good. I did everything you asked. I let them inspect me. Touch me. I danced with them. I let you humiliate me. I lifted my skirt and showed them the belt. Please. Please I’ve earned this. Please let me come. I need it so badly I can’t think. Can’t breathe. Can’t—”

“Shh.” He kneels in front of me. Eye level now.

The key is right there. Right in his hand.

“You have been good,” he says softly. “And I am going to unlock you.”

Relief crashes through me so hard I almost collapse.

“But,” he continues, “not to let you come. To show you what you’re not getting. To make the denial even worse.”

The relief turns to horror.

“No—please—”

“Turn around. Hands on the floor. Present yourself.”

I can’t. Can’t do this.

But the thread pulls, and my body obeys. Turning. Hands hitting the cold stone. On all fours now. Presenting.

Vulnerable. Exposed.

I hear him move behind me.

The key slides into the lock.

Click.

The belt loosens.

He pulls the straps free. Removes it completely.

Cool air hits my overheated flesh and I gasp.

I’m soaked. Dripping. The evidence of my desperation obvious.

“Look at you,” he says. His voice has gone rough. Darker. “Absolutely soaked. You’ve been leaking into that belt all night, haven’t you?”

“Yes,” I sob.

His finger slides through the wetness. Just one finger. Teasing.

“So wet. So ready. I could make you come in seconds. One touch in the right place and you’d shatter.”

“Please—”

The finger circles my entrance. Presses just slightly inside.

I whimper. Push back against him.

“So desperate you’re trying to fuck yourself on my finger.” He pulls away. “Pathetic.”

“Please, please, I’m sorry, just please—”

“Please what? Let you come? Give you what you need? What you’re aching for?”

“Yes!”

His finger finds my clit. Circles it once.

The sensation is electric. After hours of denial, after the belt pressing, it’s overwhelming.

I cry out.

“I could,” he says. Circles again. “I could make you come right now. Right here on the floor like an animal. Would you like that?”

“Yes, please, my lord.”

“But I’m not going to.” He pulls his hand away completely.

I sob. Actually sob. The denial is crushing.

“Stand up.”

I struggle to my feet. Shaking so badly I can barely manage it.

He stands too. Walks to the basin. Washes his hands. Washing away my wetness. My desperation.

“You’re going to sleep like this tonight,” he says, drying his hands. “Unlocked. Desperate. With absolutely nothing preventing you from touching yourself except my command.”

“No—”

“You will not touch yourself,” he says. The command settling deep into the thread. Into my bones. “You will not seek relief. You will not even try. You will lie on the floor beside my bed and endure this all night. Knowing that release is right there. That your own fingers could give it to you if I’d just allow it. But I won’t.”

The tears are coming faster now.

“Please, why are you doing this—”

“Because this is how you learn,” he says, walking toward his bedroom. “You learn that your pleasure comes from me. Only from me. That even when you’re unlocked, even when nothing physical stops you, you still can’t have it without my permission. Your body belongs to me. Your pleasure belongs to me. And you’ll never forget that again.”

He pauses at the doorway. Looks back.

“Come. It’s late. And tomorrow is another day. Tomorrow I might let you come. If you beg beautifully enough. If you debase yourself sufficiently. If you prove you understand what you are.”

I follow because I have no choice.

My body screaming for release.

My mind fracturing under the weight of denial.

And I know that tomorrow will be worse.

That he’ll push me further.

That eventually I’ll break completely.


Chapter fifteen


The night is endless.

I lie on the floor beside Thalanis’s bed, curled on the soft rug he’s provided for me, and try not to think about what’s between my legs.

Try not to think about how wet I am. How swollen. How desperate.

Try not to think about how easy it would be to just slide my hand down. To touch. To find relief.

But I can’t.

The command sits inside me like a lock. Physical restraints I could fight. Could struggle against. Could eventually break.

But this—

This is in my mind. In my will. I literally cannot make my hand move that way. Cannot make my fingers touch where I need them most.

The belt is gone. I’m completely unlocked. Completely free.

And I’ve never been more trapped.

Thalanis is asleep above me in his massive bed. I can hear his breathing. Slow. Even. Peaceful.

While I’m down here burning. Aching. Desperate beyond reason.

I squeeze my thighs together, trying to create some pressure. Some friction.

It doesn’t help. Just makes it worse. Makes me more aware of the wetness, the need, the ache that won’t go away.

Hours pass.

I don’t sleep. Can’t sleep. My body won’t let me rest while it’s screaming like this.

I just lie there. Suffering. Enduring.

Learning, as he said, that my pleasure belongs to him.

Finally I see light beginning to filter through the windows.

Morning.

I’ve survived the night.

Barely.

The door to the bedroom opens, and Lira and Senna enter. They don’t knock. Don’t announce themselves. Just come in like they own the space.

I’m still curled on the floor. Naked except for the collar. Still desperately, painfully aroused.

Lira looks down at me. Her expression doesn’t change.

“Up,” she says. “Lord Thalanis wants you prepared.”

I struggle to my feet. My legs are shaky. Everything is shaky.

Senna brings the basin of water and cloth. Begins washing me with those same efficient movements.

When her cloth goes between my legs, I gasp and jerk.

“Sensitive?” she asks. Not sympathetic. Just curious.

“Yes,” I whisper.

“I heard about the ball,” Lira says. She’s gathering clothes from the wardrobe. “Everyone is talking about it. About the human who was displayed. About the belt. About how desperate you are.”

My face burns.

“Half the court saw you,” Senna adds. Her cloth is still working between my legs, cleaning away the evidence of my arousal. “Saw Lord Thalanis make you lift your skirt.”

“How do you know about that?” I ask.

“Tieran reports to us,” Lira says simply. “We know everything that happens. Lord Thalanis likes us informed so we can better serve.”

They know. They know I spent the night unlocked and desperate. Unable to touch myself. Suffering.

And they don’t care.

Senna finishes washing me and steps back.

“Dress her,” Lira says.

They put me in another sheer shirt. Pants. No corset today—just a simple leather band under my breasts.

The collar stays on. Always stays on.

When they’re done, Lira looks me over critically.

“You look terrible,” she observes. “Dark circles under your eyes. You didn’t sleep.”

“No,” I admit.

“Good.” She opens the door. “He’s waiting for you in the dining room. Don’t keep him waiting.”

They leave.

I stand there for a moment, trying to compose myself.

But there’s no composing this. I’m desperate. Exhausted. Barely holding together.

I walk to the dining room on shaking legs.

Thalanis is there. Already seated. Already eating.

He looks up when I enter. Takes in my appearance.

“Good morning, princess. Come here.”

I cross to him.

“Kneel.”

I kneel beside his chair. The familiar position. The stone cold against my sore knees.

“Did you sleep well?” he asks. Conversational. Like he’s making small talk.

“No, my lord.”

“No? Why not?”

I hate him for making me say it. “Because I was too… desperate. Too uncomfortable.”

“Ah. Yes. I imagine you were.” Thalanis’s gaze lingers on my face a moment longer, the faintest glimmer of amusement in his pale eyes, before he returns his attention to the buttered bread in his hand. He eats with the deliberate, sensual patience of a cat. “But you didn’t touch yourself. Didn’t find relief.”

“No, my lord.” My hands are clenched tight on my knees, nails biting the soft flesh of my thighs. I force my voice to stay steady, uninflected by the storm of hunger inside me.

He finishes his bite, licks the crumbs from his thumb, wipes his hands on a snowy napkin. “Good girl. See how well you’re learning?” he says, and this time, his hand comes down, not to strike or restrain, but to stroke. The tips of his fingers drag through my hair, a gentle, proprietary caress that sends a new, secret agony radiating through my chest. I want to flinch away—to reject, to protest—but I am paralyzed by the need for this. His approval. His touch.

I hate myself for it.

“Now,” he says, rising from the table with a rustle of fine linen, “I believe we have our morning routine to attend to. Don’t we?”

The words are a key, and I am the clockwork mechanism wound tight and waiting for release. My mouth is already watering. I’ve come to crave this, not just because he made me, but because it offers structure. Certainty. An expectation I can fulfill, and perhaps, in return, receive the one thing I want most.

“Yes, my lord,” I whisper.

He gestures. A lazy flick of the wrist, as if he expects the world itself to obey. I crawl around the edge of the table, flinching at the cold flagstones beneath my knees. I wait, poised and trembling, while he settles once more in his throne-like chair and spreads his legs.

He does not order me. He trusts I know what is expected.

My hands reach for the laces of his trousers. My fingers, so clumsy my first week here, have grown deft and nimble. The knots fall away easily. I free his cock, already hardening, and marvel at how quickly he responds to me—how little prompting he needs. My own arousal pulses in sympathy, like a tether drawn tight from me to him.

I wrap my hand around him, the way he’s shown me. I lean forward, and take him into my mouth.

He fills my senses instantly. Salt and musk and memory. I close my eyes and work him with my tongue, drawing out the sounds he likes—the small involuntary groans, the sighs, the soft curses in languages I don’t know.

“Eager this morning,” he observes. His voice is softer now, rougher. He sounds almost pleased. “I wonder why.”

I suck harder. I can’t help it. Each time I do this, I am better, more practiced. I have learned to anticipate what he likes, what he doesn’t. I can feel him react to the tiniest motion of my lips, my tongue. There is power in that, even as I kneel at his feet. I could make him come now if I wanted. Or I could hold him on the edge for hours.

But I don’t dare.

He likes me obedient, not clever.

My pace is steady, relentless. I work him deeper, hollowing my cheeks, opening my throat like he’s taught me. The first time I gagged, he laughed. The fifth, he struck me. The tenth, he told me if I choked again, he would make me wear a gag for a week.

Now my throat is a tunnel built for him. I can take him all the way down, breathe through my nose, swallow around him without even thinking.

He threads his fingers into my hair, not roughly, but with an iron promise of control. I let him guide me, set my rhythm. He prefers slow at first, then faster, then back to slow. He likes to tease himself with the idea of withholding, even from his own body.

“Such a good little cocksucker,” he murmurs. His hand tightens. “You’ve learned so well.”

The praise goes through me like hunger. I want more. I want him to tell me I’m perfect, that I’ve pleased him, that I am everything he requires and nothing more.

If I am good enough, maybe this time he will grant me the smallest mercy.

He groans and his hips jerk, just barely. I taste the first hint of salt on my tongue and redouble my efforts, sucking harder, stroking the base of his cock with my hand the way he likes. My jaw aches but I don’t stop.

“You want something, don’t you?” His voice is a low, dangerous croon. “You’re being so eager, so diligent. Because you think if you please me, I’ll give you what you need.”

I moan around him, a desperate plea, and he smiles.

“And what do you need, princess? What are you hoping for?”

I pull off just enough to speak, still stroking him. “Please,” I say. “Please let me come. Please. I’ve been good. I’ll be so good. Just—please—”

He shakes his head, all mock disappointment. “Not yet. Back to work.”

He pushes my head down again, and I obey. I take him in deep, my nose pressed to his body, and hold him there, swallowing around him while tears leak from my eyes.

He loves to watch me break.

I keep at it, fighting my own urgency, my entire body tensed in a high-voltage shiver. I can feel liquid pooling between my legs, soaking the thin fabric of my pants, but his command still holds. I cannot touch. I can only ache.

He’s close now, I can tell by the sharpness of his breathing, the way his thighs start to tremble. His hand clamps tight in my hair, holding me down, and then he comes.

He fills my mouth with hot, bitter salt. I swallow, choking only a little, and he holds me there until every drop is gone. I lick him clean, careful and thorough, tasting myself in the process and shuddering at the humiliation of it.

When he finally lets go, I sink back on my heels, dizzy, chest heaving with silent, frantic breaths.

“Perfect,” he says, and for a moment, the word is everything. “Absolutely perfect. You’ve come so far in so little time.”

I’m kneeling there, catching my breath, hoping.

Please. Please let this be enough.

He tucks himself away. Laces his pants.

Then stands.

“Come with me.”

He walks toward the bedroom and I follow. On my feet this time, not crawling.

In the bedroom, he settles into the large chair near the fireplace.

The chair where he usually makes me touch myself while he watches.

I don’t look away from him as he gives the command. “Strip,” he says. “Everything except the collar.”

He could just as easily have undressed me himself—he has, in the past, with hands that are merciless and thorough. But this is part of it. The humiliation, the surrender, the knowledge that my own hands are traitors that serve him now as surely as my mouth. I reach for the buttons of my shirt and fumble them open, every movement clumsy with trembling. The shirt slips from my shoulders, leaving the collar stark and heavy around my throat. I unbuckle the leather band from beneath my breasts, a pointless relic of modesty, and then peel off the thin, soaked pants, shivering with equal parts cold and anticipation.

When I’m naked, utterly, I stand before him.

He surveys me for a long moment, as if cataloging every bruise, every mark, every sign of weakness I wear. There is no judgment in his gaze. Only possession. I am an inventoried thing, and I belong to him.

“On the bed,” he says. “On your back. Legs spread.”

Hope flares inside me—bright, dangerous, almost painful.

I scramble onto the bed. The sheets are dark, smooth as oil beneath my skin. I settle back, sprawl my arms above my head, and part my legs until the ache in my hips matches the one burning inside me.

He doesn’t approach. Doesn’t even move. Just sits in his throne of a chair, one leg crossed over the other, hands folded with the patience of a saint or a torturer.

“Touch yourself, Rowan,” he says. “Show me how desperate you are.”

It’s almost a kindness, but I know better.

I slide my hand down my stomach, fingers shaking as they travel the familiar, humiliating route. I’m already slick—so slick I can feel the wet heat before I even reach for it, proof of my own depravity. My fingers part the swollen folds, find my clit, and I gasp at the contact. The pleasure is immediate, electric, dazzling after so many days of deprivation.

“That’s it,” he says. “Don’t stop. I want to see you, I want to hear you. Let the whole court know how much you need this.”

The thought of the others—their knowing, their watching—should make me recoil. Instead it feeds the fire. I start to rub in slow circles, breathing hard, the sensation raw and almost too much already.


“Please,” I whisper, not sure if I mean for him or for myself. “Please can I—”

“Not yet,” he interrupts, voice flat. “Hold it. Build it for me. I want you frantic.”

I’m already frantic. The pleasure spikes and sizzles, sharp as a blade, but I obey. I slow my hand, force myself to edge back from the brink, and in that moment, the denial is almost as good as the release. Almost. But not quite.

I keep going, faster, then slower, then faster again, chasing the feeling without ever letting myself slip over. My hips lift from the bed, rolling up into my hand, helpless and obscene. I let myself moan, let the tears slip down my cheeks, let my body betray every ugly, desperate craving that lives in me now.

“Please,” I beg again. “Please, I can’t—I need—”

“Stop,” he commands.

My hand freezes. The pleasure is an electric fog in my veins, my clit throbbing, my thighs shaking with the force of it. I want to scream.

“No,” I sob. “Please, not again—”

He doesn’t even blink. “Again,” he says. “Start over. Build it up again. More this time.”

It’s cruelty, pure and perfect. But I obey. I always do.

I rub myself again, faster now, rougher. The pleasure comes back instantly, coiling like a snake in my belly. This time it’s harder to hold back, and my whole body shakes with the effort of restraint.

He watches me the way a scientist might watch an animal in a cage, neither pitying nor gloating, just intent on the process. “Tell me what you’re feeling,” he says.

“I’m desperate,” I gasp, voice wobbling. “I can’t think, I can’t—“ I lose the word, moan instead, hips grinding into my palm. “Please just let me—please—”

“Stop,” he says again.

I choke on a sob, but I stop. The pain is exquisite. I’m crying in earnest now, snot and tears and spit leaking down my face in a sticky mess.

He leans forward, eyes gleaming. “You’re very good at following orders. But that’s not enough, is it? Not for this. If you really want release, you have to give me something more. Confess, Rowan. Say what you are. Say it like you mean it.”

I can barely form words. My whole body is a tuning fork for need, vibrating at a pitch too high for sanity. But I do what he asks.

“I’m yours,” I say, and it comes out as a whimper. “I’m your pet. Your toy. Your slut. I’m not a princess anymore. I’m not anything except what you’ve made me. I belong to you.”

He sits back, satisfied for now. “Keep going,” he says.

I rub myself again, and this time I don’t even try to hold back. The pleasure hits me like a hammer, every nerve ending screaming. I can hear myself moaning, can feel the bed shaking with the violence of it.

I tear at the sheets with my free hand, desperate for something to ground me, but there is nothing. Only him, watching, and me, performing for him like an animal.

“Please,” I beg. “Please, I’m so close—”

“Are you grateful?” he asks, voice suddenly soft.

It’s such a strange question that it pierces the fog. I blink up at him, confused, mouth open.

“What?”

“Are you grateful for what I’m doing to you?” He cocks his head, birdlike. “For making you this obedient, this desperate? For using you the way you asked me to?”

I should say no. I should cling to the last shreds of pride.

But I can’t lie to him.

“Yes,” I sob. “Yes, I’m grateful. Because you’re the only one who knows what I need. You’re the only one who can make me feel like this. Even when I hate it. Even when I hate you.”

He smiles. “And what are you?”

“Yours,” I say, and this time the word is a confession, a prayer, a curse. “Just yours. Nothing else matters.”

He lets the silence stretch, just long enough to make me question everything, then says: “Come.”

The word shatters me.

It’s not an orgasm so much as an annihilation. Every muscle in my body locks, then convulses. I scream. I don’t care that I’m screaming. I don’t care that my face is wet with tears and spit. I don’t care about anything except the impossible, perfect pleasure that obliterates me at the center.

It goes on for so long I start to worry it will never end. But it does, eventually, leaving me limp and broken on the bed.

I’m gasping, sobbing, twitching. I can’t move.

He stands, walks to the edge of the bed, and looks down at me.

“Again,” he says.

I barely hear him. I’m floating somewhere above my ruined body, watching as my hand starts to move again, almost of its own accord. The first touch to my clit is agony, too sensitive, but I keep going. The pain turns to pleasure, and the pleasure grows until it’s almost worse than the first time.

He perches on the end of the bed, not touching me, but so close I can feel the heat of him.

“Do it again, Rowan,” he says. “Let it break you.”

I don’t even have to beg this time. I just obey.

The second orgasm comes faster, brighter, sharper than the first, slicing me into ribbons. I sob through it, barely aware of the tears now because my whole world is pulsing with sensation. My body is raw, every nerve ending shredded, but I don’t stop.

I can’t.

“Again,” he whispers, and this time the command is gentle. Almost kind.

I can barely keep my hand moving. My arms are shaking, my chest heaving, but I want to obey. I want to please him. I want to be the perfect, broken thing he’s made of me.

The third orgasm is quieter, but deeper. Like drowning, like being buried alive in pleasure. I convulse, arch, then collapse, boneless and empty.

For a long moment, there is nothing.

I am no one.

Then sensation returns. The ache in my thighs. The burn of tears on my cheeks. The raw, ruined throb between my legs.

I don’t move.

I can’t move.

Thalanis stands. Crosses to the bed.

His hand comes to my face. Wipes away tears.

“Good girl,” he murmurs. “Such a good girl. You did exactly what I wanted. Begged exactly how I needed you to. Came exactly when I allowed it.”

His fingers trace my lips.

“This is what you are now. You understand that, don’t you? You need my permission to feel pleasure. Your body only responds fully when I allow it. You’re completely mine.”

“Yes,” I whisper. Broken. Honest. “Yes, I’m yours.”

“And are you grateful? For the relief? For the orgasms?”

The word sticks in my throat. But it’s true.

“Yes. Thank you. Thank you for—” I can’t finish.

“For letting you come? For giving you what you needed? For owning you so completely that you can’t even pleasure yourself without my permission?”

“Yes,” I sob. “All of it. Thank you.”

He strokes my hair. The touch gentle now. Almost kind.

“Rest,” he says. “You’ve earned it. Sleep for a while.”

He walks toward the door.

Pauses.

“And princess? Remember this feeling. Remember how good it felt when I finally let you come. Remember how grateful you are. Because that gratitude—that need—that’s what’s going to keep you earning your orgasms.”

The door closes.

I lie there in the aftermath. Exhausted. Overwhelmed. Completely broken.

He’s right.

I’m grateful.

Desperately, shamefully grateful that he finally let me come.

That he gave me what I needed.

And I know—I know with crushing certainty—that I’ll do anything to feel this again.

I’ll beg. I’ll debase myself. I’ll become whatever he wants.

Because he owns my pleasure now.

Owns me.

Completely.

And some twisted part of me is grateful for it. Likes it.

I close my eyes and let sleep take me.

Dreaming of his hands. His commands. His control.

Already craving the next time he’ll let me fall apart.


Chapter sixteen


Days pass.

Maybe a week. Maybe more. Time continues to blur.

But something has changed since the ball. Since he finally let me come.

I’m more compliant now. More eager to please.

Every morning I wake already wet. Already anticipating the routine. My mouth on him. My hands on myself. The desperate hope that today he’ll let me come again.

He doesn’t. Not every day.

Sometimes he makes me edge for hours. Sometimes he denies me completely. Sometimes he lets me have one orgasm and no more, leaving me still desperate for another.

But the possibility keeps me obedient. Keeps me eager.

Just like he said it would.

I hate how well it’s working.

Hate how I’ve started to crave his approval. His praise. The “good girl” he murmurs when I please him.

Hate how my body responds instantly to his touch now. How I’m wet the moment he walks into a room.

This morning is like the others.

Lira and Senna wake me. Wash me. Dress me in sheer fabric that hides nothing.

Tieran watches from the corner. Always watching.

I go to the dining room. Kneel beside Thalanis’s chair. Service him orally while he eats breakfast.

He comes in my mouth. I swallow without hesitation. Lick him clean.

“Good girl,” he says. Strokes my hair.

The praise makes warmth bloom in my chest and I hate myself for it.

He feeds me. Pieces of fruit. Bread. Cheese. From his fingers like I’m a pet.

I eat gratefully. I’m always hungry now. My body burning energy constantly just trying to keep up with the arousal, the denial, the need.

When he’s done eating, he stands.

“Come. We’re going to do something different today.”

Different.

The word makes my stomach clench.

Different could be good. Could be a reward.

Or it could be something worse.

I follow him to his study. A room I’ve only been in once before. It’s lined with books and scrolls and strange artifacts I don’t understand.

He settles into a large chair behind a desk.

“Sit,” he says, gesturing to a chair across from him.

I sit. It feels strange. Usually I’m kneeling. Being allowed to sit in a chair feels almost wrong.

“I want to talk,” he says. “Just talk. Answer some questions for me.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Tell me about your childhood. Where did you grow up?”

The question catches me off guard. “In the capital. In the palace. I’m—I was—a princess.”

“And your parents?”

“My mother died when I was young. Twelve. My father raised me.”

“What was his name?”

The question is casual. Conversational.

“His name was—”

I stop.

My mouth is open. The answer should be right there.

But it’s not.

“His name?” Thalanis prompts. Still casual. Still calm.

“I—” Panic starts to rise. “I know this. I know my father’s name. It’s—”

Nothing.

Blank.

There’s a space where the knowledge should be. Like a room I’ve always been able to access that’s suddenly locked.

“I don’t—” My breathing is getting faster. “I can’t—why can’t I remember?”

“Can’t you?” Thalanis leans back in his chair. Studies me. “That’s interesting.”

“What did you do?” The words come out sharp. Accusatory. “What did you do to me?”

“I took it,” he says simply. “Your father’s name. Just plucked it right out of your mind. Wondered if you’d notice.”

Horror crashes through me.

“No. No, give it back. That’s my memory—”

“Was yours,” he corrects. “Now it’s gone. Locked away where you can’t reach it.”

I’m shaking. “When? When did you—”

“A few days ago. While you were sleeping. I reached into your mind and just... removed it.”

He stands. Walks around the desk. Leans against it. Looking down at me.

“I can do that, you know. Take whatever I want. Memories. Skills. Knowledge. Feelings. All of it is accessible to me. All of it mine to manipulate.”

“Please,” I whisper. “Please give it back. Please—”

“Why? It’s just a name. Just a word. You remember your father existed, don’t you? You remember he raised you?”

I focus. Try to grasp the memories.

I can remember the palace. Remember being young. Remember a tall figure teaching me things. Being proud of me.

But his name…

Nothing.

His face is blurry too. Getting harder to recall.

“What else did you take?” I ask. My voice is shaking.

“Just that. For now. I wanted to see how you’d react. How long it would take you to notice.” He tilts his head. “You didn’t even realize until I asked, did you? It’s been three days and you never once thought about your father’s name. Never tried to recall it. I could have taken more. Could have taken everything about him and you wouldn’t have known until I pointed it out.”

Tears are streaming down my face now.

“Why?” I sob. “Why would you do this?”

“Because I can,” he says. “Because you’re mine. Because every part of you belongs to me, including your memories. Including your past.”

He crouches in front of me. Eye level now.

“And because I want you to understand something very important. Everything you think you know—about yourself, about your life, about the people you love—all of it exists only because I allow it. I could take it all. Every memory. Every feeling. Every scrap of identity. And you couldn’t stop me.”

“Please don’t,” I beg. “Please. Take anything else. Do anything else. Just don’t—don’t take my memories. Don’t take who I am—”

“Who you are is what I decide,” he says. “Not what you remember.”

His hand comes to my face. Wipes away tears.

“For instance,” he continues, “you remember Alaric, don’t you? The man you love? The reason you gave me your name?”

“Yes,” I whisper.

“Are you sure?”

The question makes my blood run cold.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, how do you know those memories are real? How do you know I haven’t already altered them? Changed them? Made you remember loving him more than you actually did? Or less? How do you know any of what you think you feel is genuine?”

I open my mouth. Close it.

I don’t know.

I can’t know.

“You can’t,” he says, reading my expression. “That’s the point. Once I start taking things, once I start changing things, you’ll never be certain what’s real and what I’ve made you believe. You’ll never know if what you’re feeling is genuine or if it’s something I planted there.”

He stands. Returns to his seat behind the desk.

“I could make you forget him entirely. Make you forget you ever loved anyone. Make you believe you’ve always been mine. Always wanted this. Always begged for it.”

“Please,” I whisper. “Please don’t take him from me. Please. He’s all I have left. He’s the reason I—the reason I did this.”

“I know,” Thalanis says. “Which is exactly why he’s so useful. As long as you remember him, you’ll cling to the idea that you did this for a noble reason. That you sacrificed yourself for love. It gives you dignity. Purpose. A reason to endure.”

He leans forward.

“But if I take him away, if I erase every memory, every feeling, every reason you had, then what’s left? Just you and me. Just this. Just the truth that you gave yourself to me for nothing. That you’re here because I own you and there’s no higher purpose to it.”

“No,” I sob. “Please—”

“I’m not going to,” he says. “Not yet. Not today. Because you’re right, he’s useful. Your love for him makes the degradation more effective. Makes your submission more meaningful. If you forget him, the breaking is less satisfying.”

He picks up a quill. Examines it.

“But I want you to know I could. At any moment. I could reach into your mind and erase him. Make it so you never met. Never loved. Never had a reason to be here beyond my will.”

The tears are coming faster now.

“And you’d never know,” he continues. “You’d just wake up one morning with a vague sense that something was missing. But you wouldn’t know what. Wouldn’t be able to name it. Because the very concept of him would be gone.”

He sets down the quill. Looks at me.

“So I’m giving you a choice. Not about whether I take him, that’s my decision. But about how you behave going forward. You can continue to be good. Obedient. Eager to please. And I’ll let you keep your memories of him. Let you hold onto that love. That purpose. That reason.”

He pauses.

“Or you can fight me. Resist. Be difficult. And I’ll start taking things. Little things at first. The sound of his voice. The color of his eyes. The way he smiled. Piece by piece until there’s nothing left but a hollow ache you can’t even name.”

The threat is clear.

“So what will it be, princess? Will you be good? Or will you make me take him from you?”

“I’ll be good,” I gasp immediately. “I’ll be good. I’ll be so good. Please just don’t, don’t take him. Please.”

“Prove it,” he says. “Strip. Get on your knees. Crawl to me and beg me to let you keep your memories. Convince me you’re worth the effort of leaving them intact.”

I’m standing before I finish processing the command. Pulling off my clothes. Shaking. Sobbing.

When I’m naked, I drop to my knees.

Crawl across the floor to his desk.

“Please,” I beg. “Please let me keep my memories. Please don’t take Alaric from me. I’ll do anything. Be anything. I’ll never fight you. Never resist. I’ll be perfect. I’ll be so obedient. So eager. So grateful. Just please, please let me remember why I’m here. Please let me keep him.”

Thalanis looks down at me. His expression is satisfied.

“Good girl,” he says. “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear.”

He stands. Walks around the desk.

“I’ll let you keep him. For now. But remember this conversation, princess. Remember that at any moment I could change my mind. Could take him. Could take everything. And you wouldn’t be able to stop me.”

His hand comes to my head. Strokes my hair.

“Your memories exist because I allow it. Your identity exists because I haven’t erased it yet. Everything you are is conditional on my mood. On my whim. On whether I find you entertaining enough to leave intact.”

He tilts my chin up. Forces me to meet his eyes.

“You gave yourself to me. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I whisper. “Yes, my lord.”

“Good. Now get dressed. You have lessons today. And tonight—” His smile is cold. “Tonight I think I’ll test just how obedient you can be. How far you’ll debase yourself to keep those precious memories safe.”

He releases me. Returns to his desk.

I’m shaking as I gather my clothes. As I dress with trembling hands.

My father’s name is gone. A piece of me missing that I can never get back.

And Alaric…

Alaric is only safe as long as I please Thalanis. As long as I’m good. As long as I debase myself sufficiently.

The moment I’m not, the moment I fight, he’ll start taking pieces.

The voice. The smile. The memories of why I love him.

Until there’s nothing left.

I can’t let that happen.

Won’t let that happen.

So I’ll be good. I’ll be perfect. I’ll do whatever Thalanis wants.

I’ll let him break me piece by piece.

Because the alternative, losing Alaric, losing the reason I’m enduring this, is worse.

At least this way, the suffering has meaning.

At least this way, I’m still me.

Even if that “me” is getting smaller every day.

Even if I’m being hollowed out and filled with his will instead.

Even if I’m losing myself one memory, one skill, one piece at a time.

I’ll endure it.

I have to.

Because Alaric is all I have left.


Chapter seventeen


Iwake to Lira and Senna’s hands on my shoulders.

This is familiar now. Almost comforting in its predictability.

They pull me up from the floor beside Thalanis’s bed. He’s already gone, probably to his study or to meet with advisors.

Into the bathing room. Strip. Wash. The water is warm. Senna scrubs efficiently while Lira prepares clothes.

I’m still sore between my legs. From the orgasms he finally allowed. The relief was overwhelming but the desperation is already building again.

It always is now.

They dry me. Dress me in another sheer shirt and tight leather pants. The collar stays on. Always.

“Lord Thalanis wants you in the formal dining room,” Lira says. “Don’t keep him waiting.”

I nod and head toward the door.

Tieran guides me through unfamiliar hallways.

I reach the dining room and push open the door.

Thalanis is there. Seated at the massive table with breakfast laid out before him.

He looks up when I enter.

“Good morning, princess. Come here.”

His voice is a lazy drawl, velvet warm and utterly final. I cross the room with my head down, unsure how much of my trembling is the cold and how much is pure anticipation. My feet are bare, dress half-falling from my shoulders, all of it calculated to make me feel smaller than I am. I reach the heavy oak chair. Instinct, or perhaps hope, makes me start to kneel beside him, the way I’ve been taught. Maybe if I’m quick to submit, he’ll show mercy today.

But he has other plans.

“No.” His inhale is slow, his exhale measured. “Lower than that.” There’s a glint of amusement in his eyes as he cuts a neat slice of meat from his plate. “On your hands and knees, Rowan. That’s where you belong.”

The words hit with the weight of a thrown gauntlet. For a split second, I swear I feel the world tilt.

My muscles falter, all the little dignities I’ve tried to keep vanishing at once. I drop down, hands and knees thudding against the flagstones. It’s colder, and so much more humiliating, than I’d prepared for. I’m instantly hyper-aware of the way the position makes my dress ride up, exposes the vulnerable curves of hip and thigh. My hands splay for balance, my hair falling like a curtain over my face. I try to collect myself—try to move, to rise, to salvage some shred of self-respect.

I can’t.

My body doesn’t respond. I push with my palms, try to arch my back and get my knees under me, but the command is iron in my bones. Invisible and absolute. I’m rooted to the spot, helpless and utterly exposed.

Thalanis watches me, chewing slowly, eyes fixed with interest. “There we go,” he says, voice slick with satisfaction. He eats another bite, sips his dark wine. “Go on. Try again. I want to see you fail.”

I grit my teeth and muster every strength I have, every secret reservoir of willpower. I’m the last of my line. I survived slaughter and exile. Surely I can resist this. But nothing moves. My body is a traitor.

He tilts his head. “Fascinating, isn’t it?” Another bite, another sip. “How completely your body obeys me now. Even when your mind is screaming other orders at it.”

I’m vibrating with frustration. My cheeks burn, my shoulders knot with humiliation. I stare at the floor and try to breathe through the shame.

“Crawl around the room,” he says. A lazy, offhanded command, like telling a dog to fetch.

I’m moving before I know it—my hands and knees scraping over the cold flagstones, circling the heavy wooden table. My body moves with a traitorous grace, every motion fluid and degrading. The flimsy shirt gapes open, offering glimpses of skin and the line of my breasts each time I shift. I hear the faint snick of a knife, the wet sound of him chewing. He is watching me—studying the easy way I move, the way I shudder when the air hits bare skin.

I complete the circle and come to a halt in front of him. He leans back in his chair, regarding me with an artist’s eye.

“You know what you’re becoming, don’t you?” His mouth quirks, cruel and pleased. “Not a princess anymore. Just a pretty little pet. Something that crawls and begs and obeys.”

My throat closes in rebellion. I try to spit a retort, or even glare, but nothing comes out.

“Come closer.”

I crawl to his side, chin almost brushing his knee. He picks up a wedge of fruit—purple-black and sticky. He holds it between two fingers and dangles it, just out of reach.

“Are you hungry, princess?”

I want to refuse. I want to starve myself and prove he can’t break me with simple pleasures. But my stomach betrays me with a loud, indecent growl.

“Yes, my lord,” I say quietly—resentful, but cowed.

He frowns. “No. That isn’t the name you’ll use. You’ll call me Master now.” The word is a key, turning some new lock inside me. “Try again.”

I want to resist, but the compulsion is a vice around my chest.

“Yes, Master,” I say, barely audible.

He smiles, cold and wide. “Much better. Now. Are you hungry?”

“Yes, Master.” The words are easier this time, and that terrifies me.

“Then eat. From my hand. And thank me for each piece.”

He holds the fruit to my lips. I hesitate, but my lips part and I take it delicately from his fingers with my mouth, careful not to let my teeth touch his skin. The flavor hits—sweet and sharp. I chew, swallow, and force out the words: “Thank you, Master.”

He laughs, a sound like silver bells. “Again.”

This time it’s a crumb of bread, warm and fresh. He makes me chase it, moving his hand back until I’m nearly draped across his lap, then finally allows me the morsel. My face flushes, but I do it.

“Thank you, Master.”

Again, and again, he repeats the ritual. Sometimes he makes me wait, holding the food just out of reach until my stomach cramps with hunger. Sometimes he pulls it away at the last moment and makes me squirm with need, until I’m panting for every bite. Each time, I must thank him. Each time, the words come a little quicker.

Occasionally, he strokes my hair, or traces a finger along the line of my jaw. “See how easy it is?” he murmurs. “You don’t have to think at all. You just obey. I’ll take care of the rest.”

He feeds me fruit, cheese, slivers of roasted meat. Nothing passes my lips unless it comes from his hand. The humiliation is total; I can feel my sense of self eroding, crumbling away with every forced display of gratitude. But my body eats, and my mouth thanks, and there is nothing I can do to stop it.

Once, when he offers a grape, he lets it rest briefly against my lips before pushing it into my mouth with the tip of his finger. I taste his skin, a faint tang of salt and spice beneath the sweetness. He doesn’t pull his hand away until I swallow, until I’m forced to suckle slightly at his finger. My face burns, but I say the words: “Thank you, Master.”

He smiles in approval, as if I’ve solved some clever puzzle.

“Very good,” he purrs. “Let’s see how long it takes before you start wanting to please me, instead of just yourself.”

He continues feeding me, slow and methodical, until my stomach is full and my pride is a hollow shell. My knees already ache from kneeling on the stone, and he shows no sign he intends to let up.

When he’s done, he wipes his fingers on a napkin and stands.

“I have meetings this morning. You’ll wait in your room.”

He walks toward the door. Doesn’t look back.

“Master?” My voice is small.

He pauses. Glances over his shoulder.

“What?”

“I—” I don’t know what I’m asking. Permission to stand? Instructions?

“Crawl back to your room, princess. You’ll crawl from now on. Tieran will make sure you get there.”

He leaves.

I’m alone with Tieran, still on all fours.

I try one more time to stand. Just to see if maybe the command broke when Thalanis left.

Nothing. I’m locked like this.

“Come on,” Tieran says. His voice is flat. “Move.”

I crawl toward the door. Down the corridor.

Servants pass by. Stare. Whisper.

I keep my eyes down.

This is what I am now.

This is what he’s made me.

I reach my room and crawl inside. Tieran follows. Takes his position in the corner.

I try sitting. That works. I can sit back on my heels, kneeling.

But standing is impossible.

Hours pass.

The sun moves across the floor. My knees start to hurt. Then burn.

And I’m getting thirsty. So thirsty.

My mouth is dry. My throat aches.

“Tieran?” My voice cracks.

He looks at me. Doesn’t speak.

“I—I need water. Please.”

“You need to ask permission,” he says coldly. “Lord Thalanis’s orders. You ask permission for everything now.”

The words hit me like a slap.

“I—” I have to force it out. “May I have permission to drink water?”

He considers. Then nods once.

He pours water from a pitcher into a cup and sets it on the floor in front of me.

I crawl to it. Lower my face to the cup.

And realize I can’t pick it up. Can’t use my hands.

I have to lap at it like an animal.

Most of it spills. Runs down my chin. Soaks into my shirt.

But I’m so thirsty I don’t care.

When I’m done, I crawl back to my spot and curl up.

More time passes.

And then I need to use the facilities.

The pressure in my bladder is getting urgent. Painful.

“Tieran?” My voice is barely a whisper.

He looks at me.

“I need—” My face burns. “I need to use the facilities. May I have permission?”

He nods once.

I crawl to the small room off the bedroom. The one with the chamber pot.

And realize the problem.

I can’t stand. Can’t position myself properly.

I stare at the chamber pot. At my hands and knees.

How am I supposed to—

I try to figure it out. Try to position myself over it while staying on all fours.

It’s awkward. Humiliating. I have to pull down my leather pants while balancing, then squat as low as I can while keeping my hands on the floor.

The position is unstable. Uncomfortable.

And I can hear Tieran just outside. He knows what I’m struggling with. Knows exactly how degrading this is.

When I’m finally done, I realize I’ve made a mess. Some of it missed. Got on my pants. On the floor.

I’m shaking. Crying.

I pull my pants back up and crawl out.

Tieran’s eyes flick to me. To the wet spots on my leather pants.

He doesn’t say anything. Doesn’t need to.

I curl up on the floor as small as I can make myself.

And wait.
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Lunchtime comes.

Tieran opens the door, and Senna enters carrying a tray.

She sets it on the floor.

On it is a bowl. Like you’d feed a dog.

And a cup of water.

“Lord Thalanis’s orders,” she says. Glances at Tieran. She leaves.

I stare at the bowl. It’s some kind of stew. Thick. With chunks of meat and vegetables.

My stomach is growling. I’m so hungry.

But to eat like this…

“You need permission,” Tieran says.

“May I eat?” I whisper.

He nods.

I crawl to the bowl. Lower my face to it.

And eat like an animal.

No hands. Just my mouth. Lapping up the stew. Getting it on my face. In my nose. On my chin.

The chunks of meat are hard to get. I have to chase them around the bowl with my tongue. Have to press my face deeper into it.

Stew runs down my neck. Into my shirt.

I’m making disgusting sounds. Slurping. Gasping.

When I’m done, my face is covered. The stew is cooling on my skin, sticky and thick.

I ask permission to drink.

Tieran grants it.

I lap at the water cup. Most of it spills.

When I finally sit back, Tieran is watching me.

“You’re adapting quickly,” he says. His voice is cold.

The words make me want to die.
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Evening finally comes.

Thalanis enters my room.

I’m still on the floor. Still covered in dried stew. Still in my soiled pants.

“How was your day?” he asks. Casual. Like he didn’t just force me to spend hours crawling and eating from a bowl and pissing on myself.

“It was—” I have to force it out. “It was fine, Master.”

“Good. Come with me.”

I follow him on my hands and knees. Down the corridor. Into his chambers.

He closes the door behind us.

“Strip,” he commands, and I’m actually grateful to be rid of my soiled pants. I crawl onto the bed and lay there while he edges me, whimpering and whining.

“And—” He’s enjoying this. I can hear it in his voice. “You’ll thank me every time I let you come. Every time I deny you. Every time I punish you. You’ll be grateful for all of it because it’s making you better. Making you mine.”

I’m crying now. Can’t help it.

Each command is another chain. Another piece of myself being locked away. He's controlling my feelings, not just my body.

“Good girl,” he says. “You did well. Now go back to your room. Sleep.”

I crawl out. Back down the corridor.

Lira and Senna are waiting. They clean me up. Give me a thin shift to sleep in.

I collapse onto my pallet.

And almost immediately, I’m dreaming.

Alaric.

He’s in a garden. Sunlight streaming through the trees.

But he’s not alone.

There’s a woman beside him. Beautiful. Delicate. Everything I’m not.

She’s laughing at something he said. Her hand on his arm.

And he’s smiling. Really smiling. The way he used to smile at me.

No, more than that. Happier.

There are children playing nearby. A boy and a girl. They run to him and he scoops them up, one in each arm.

The woman watches with such love in her eyes.

He kisses her. Soft and sweet.

And I realize: he’s moved on. He’s happy. He has everything he ever wanted.

Everything we were supposed to have together.

But with someone else.

I wake gasping.

And Thalanis is there.

Sitting in the chair in the corner. Watching me.

“Bad dream?” he asks. His voice is soft. Amused.

I can’t speak. Can’t breathe.

“I showed you that,” he says. “Just now. While you were sleeping. I wanted to see how you’d react.”

No.

No no no.

“It’s not real,” I whisper. “It’s not—”

“Isn’t it?” He stands. Walks closer. “Are you sure? Maybe it is real. Maybe Alaric has already moved on. Found someone better. Someone who didn’t abandon him to save herself.”

He crouches beside my pallet.

“Or maybe I made it all up. Planted it in your mind just to hurt you.” His smile is cruel. “The question is: can you tell the difference anymore?”

I’m shaking. Crying.

“She was beautiful, wasn’t she?” he continues. “That woman. So delicate. So feminine. Everything you’re not becoming. And those children. The family you’ll never give him.”

“Stop,” I beg. “Please, Master, stop—”

“He looked happy,” Thalanis says. “Happier than I’ve ever seen him in your memories. Maybe losing you was the best thing that ever happened to him.”

He stands. Looks down at me.

“Sleep well, princess. Dream of what you’ve lost. What you’ll never have.”

He leaves.

I’m alone in the dark.

And I don’t know what’s real anymore.

I don’t know if that vision was true or false. Don’t know if Alaric has moved on or if he’s still searching for me.

I can’t trust my own memories. My own mind.

Thalanis has taken even that from me.

I curl up on my pallet and cry until there’s nothing left.
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