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Chapter 1: Tasted At The Thornline

The thornline parted against my sleeve like wet silk. No sting. No blood. Just a soft click of spines folding back, and dusk pouring through the gap as if it had been waiting. At twenty-five I believed the old women in the village. They said the border cut deep. They said the fae left scars on anyone stupid enough to reach. The stories had lied.

I stepped through before I could talk myself out of it. The fever had already taken three beds in the low street. Ghostmoss only grew past the line, pale and cold under the first stars, and my knife was in my hand. I cut fast. The stuff came free with a wet tear. Cold air licked my wrists. Somewhere behind me a bird stopped mid call.

Then the border shut.

It did not snap. It closed the way a mouth closes after a bite. Thorns braided tight. The path I had used was gone. When I turned, the dark between the trees looked thicker, and the mud under my boots had gone soft and black as oil. My breath fogged. The night had dropped ten degrees between one breath and the next.

Hooves came first. Soft. Measured. Not a gallop. A hunt that already knew where I was.

They rode out of the trees without shouting. Six of them. Long limbs. Antlered helms. No drawn blades. One of them leaned down, hooked two fingers in the collar of my coat, and lifted me off the ground as easy as a sack. I kicked. I cursed. The mud sucked at my knees when he set me back down and kept a hand on the back of my neck. No blows. No ropes that bit. Just a firm walk through cold air that smelled of iron and crushed mint, until the trees peeled open on a hall of frost glass and pale fire.

They put me on my knees before the throne.

The floor was slick and freezing. My trousers stuck wet to my shins. Above me the seat rose in clear plates, cold light trapped inside like winter under ice. Courtiers stood along the walls in layered silks that did not rustle. The quiet was worse than noise. My pulse beat in my ears. Melt dripped soft from the throne’s edge.

Queen Ysolde sat there like she had never needed to arrive.

She looked no older than a woman of thirty, and every line of her said that was a lie she wore for sport. Her hair was pale as bone. Her mouth was painted dark. When she stood, the air dropped again, a dry cold that made my nipples tight under my shirt before anyone had touched me. She walked down the steps one by one. Each heel struck glass with a clean, sharp sound.

“A mortal,” she said. Her voice was low and even. “Mud to the knees. Knife still wet. Twenty-five years old and already bored of staying on her own side of the world.”

I spat at the floor near her shoe. “My village is sick. I came for moss. That is all.”

“That is never all.” She lifted two fingers. Someone behind me moved.

They stripped me without hurry. Coat. Shirt. Trousers. Boots. The cold hit my bare skin in a sheet. My teeth clicked once before I locked my jaw. Hands oiled me next, palms sliding over shoulders, breasts, belly, the insides of my thighs. The oil was warm at first, then went cool and slick as glamour. Fingers pressed between my ass cheeks and pushed the grease into the tight ring there without asking, without warning. I jerked. A hand in my hair held me still. Another set of fingers rubbed the oil over my clit and down my cunt until I was shining and open looking, presented on the frost floor like something for sale.

“Present her,” she said.

They pushed my face lower. Ass up. Knees wide. The oil dripped in a slow tick from my hole to the glass. I hated how loud that tiny sound was in the quiet hall.

She came close enough that her skirts brushed my shoulder. Cold fabric. Cold air under it. She lifted my chin with two fingers already wet with something that glowed faint blue, and pushed those fingers onto my tongue.

“Hold,” she said.

I had to. The glamour tasted like metal and sugar and old snow. Her fingers rested heavy on my tongue, pressing down, pinning my mouth open. She watched my eyes while she did it. She was reading. It slid behind my ribs, a cold hand turning pages I had never meant to show.

“There,” she murmured. “Fear. Duty. And under it, the thing you will not name. You looked at my court and your cunt got wet before your mind caught up. You want to be taken. You want to be used until you stop arguing with yourself.”

I tried to shake my head. Her fingers stayed. Drool ran over my lip.

She pulled free and wiped my spit on my own cheek. “Wren. That is your name. I will keep it for now.”

Above the throne a pane of glass hung clear and empty. She lifted one hand. Fire wrote itself into the glass in a single sharp rune, red as a brand. Heat licked the air even as the floor stayed freezing under my knees. The first mark of thirty one burned bright and stayed.

“Claimed,” Queen Ysolde said. “For the Hollowmarch. Thirty one nights between the Thorn Gate’s open and its seal for a century. One rune each night. You watched the first burn. On the thirty first dawn you walk back through as a mortal, or you are Named and you never walk free again. That is the count. That is the price of your pretty little theft.”

My throat worked. “I did not come to stay.”

“You came. The border closed. The rest is mine.” She bent until her mouth was near my ear. The cold of her breath made me shiver. “You will do exactly as I say.”

The court did not cheer. They only watched. Someone brought a low bench of dark wood and set it before the throne steps. Hands lifted me onto it face down, chest to the cold grain, ass high, ankles forced wide by a bar that clicked shut. More oil. More of that soft, wet sound as fingers worked into my asshole, first one, then two, stretching me open while my clit throbbed against nothing and my dread sat heavy and hot in my gut.

“She is tight,” a voice said behind me.

“She is mortal,” Queen Ysolde answered. “They always are until they learn.”

Behind me, the slick of something larger. Not a cock of flesh. A smooth fae toy, cold at the tip, thick enough that my hole fluttered hard when it pressed in. She took her time. The head pushed. My ring burned. I made a sound I hated, high and broken, and the hall held it like a gift.

“Breathe,” she said. “Or do not. Either way, this ass is getting used.”

She forced it deeper. Inch by inch. The cold of the shaft sank into me until I was shaking, stuffed full, ass stretched wide around the thickest part. When her hips met my cheeks the impact was soft and filthy. Wet. Every slide of it loud. My own breath caught and went ragged.

“Say what you are,” she ordered.

I kept my mouth shut.

She pulled almost out and drove back in hard enough that my teeth knocked the bench. “Say it, Wren. Or I edge this hole until you cry for the whole court.”

“A captive,” I got out.

“Worse.” Another thrust. Deep. Mean. “You are a hole I am proving. A mortal toy on day one of thirty one. Say that.”

Shame rolled through me hot enough to make my eyes water. My pussy was dripping onto the wood. Everyone could probably see it.

“I am a hole,” I said. My voice cracked. “A mortal toy. Day one.”

“Good little slut.” She fucked my ass in a steady rhythm after that, not gentle, not rushed, each stroke long and deep so the wet sound filled the hall. Slap. Slick. The soft grunt I could not hold. Her free hand reached under me and found my clit, two fingers circling hard and fast while she pounded my hole.

“You do not get to pretend this is only fear,” she said. “Your body answered first. Listen to it.”

The first orgasm hit like a slap. I tried to fight it and failed. My ass clenched on the toy. My cunt pulsed empty and useless. I came with my face turned to the frost glass floor, drooling, shaking, and she did not stop. She kept fucking me through it, clit rubbed raw under her fingers, the oversensitive burn starting.

“That is one,” she said, loud enough for the court. “Count them. Out loud.”

“One,” I gasped.

She edged me after that. Pulled her hand away when my hips jerked. Kept the toy buried deep and still while I whimpered into the wood. Cold air on my wet cunt. Heat in my face. Then her fingers were back, meaner, and the toy moved again, short brutal thrusts that made my asshole gape and clutch.

“Beg for the next one like a whore,” she said.

“Please.” My voice was wrecked, terror braided through the need. “Please, I need to come. Please use my ass. Please make me.”

“Filthier.”

“Fuck my asshole,” I said, the words ugly and shaking. “Stretch it. Use me. I am your slut, please, I need it.”

She laughed once, soft and cruel, and gave me what I asked for. The second climax tore out of me longer than the first. My legs kicked against the bar. My clit jumped under her fingers. I sobbed through it while the court stayed quiet enough that I heard every wet slap of her toy in my hole.

“That is two,” she said. “One more.”

“I cannot,” I got out. “It is too much. Please.”

“You can. You will.” She pulled the toy free with a filthy pop. Spit landed on my open asshole. Warm. Then cold fingers. Then the toy again, thicker feeling after the empty second, driven in to the root while I screamed into my own arm. She fucked me hard after that. No mercy in the pace. Her fingers on my clit were ruthless, tight circles until the pleasure turned sharp and mean and I was thrashing, begging, calling myself every foul name she fed me.

“Say you are owned.”

“I am owned.”

“Say your ass belongs to Queen Ysolde.”

“My ass belongs to Queen Ysolde.”

“Say you came because you wanted it.”

That one stuck in my throat. Dread and heat twisted so tight I could not tell them apart. The first rune glowed above the throne. A fire mark that meant I was no longer a trespasser waiting for judgment. Already taken. Already counted.

“I came because I wanted it,” I said, and the truth of it cracked something open in me I could not close again.

She took the third orgasm out of me like rent. Longer. Meaner. My whole body locked and shook. My asshole spasmed around the shaft. My cunt gushed onto the bench in a wet sound so loud I wanted to die of it. She kept rubbing my clit through the peak until I was sobbing and jerking, oversensitive, raw, still stuffed full while aftershocks ripped through me in ugly little waves.

“That is three,” she said. “Still not done.”

“Please,” I begged. “Please, no more, I will break.”

“Then break.” Her hand did not leave my clit. The toy kept moving, slower now, deep grinds that made my hole flutter and ache. Spit and oil ran down my crack. My nipples scraped the bare wood. Every sound in the hall was me. Wet. Broken. Owned.

The fourth came harder because I had nothing left to hold it back with. It ripped. I screamed. White crowded in at the edges of everything. She counted it for me when my mouth failed.

“Four. One more. You will give me five before this court, Wren, or I leave you tied open all night with a plug in this pretty hole and no one to touch your clit but the cold.”

I broke into pieces of words. Yes. Please. Fuck. Ass. Yours. I said what she wanted. I said worse. When the fifth climax hit, it was ugly and long and almost dry, my body wrenching around the toy while my clit burned under her fingers and my mind went short and crude and empty. Full. Hurts. Good. Cannot. Coming. Hers.

She held me there until the shaking stopped. Then she pulled out slow, and the empty stretch of my asshole made me whimper. A plug followed, thick and cold, seated with a firm push that made me jolt. It stayed. A claim that would not let me forget.

Hands unlatched the ankle bar. I could not stand clean. They hauled me up anyway. Oil and cum from my own cunt streaked my thighs. Drool on my chin. My ass ached deep, full of the plug, still fluttering.

Queen Ysolde wiped her fingers on my breast and looked me over the way a woman looks at a thing she has decided to keep.

“You are no longer a thief at my border,” she said. “You are mine for the Hollowmarch. Thirty nights remain after this one. Each night a rune. Each night you will learn what the count buys. Tonight you learned your ass opens when I tell it to. Tomorrow you learn your mouth.”

I stared at the tally pane. One rune burned. The glass around it waited, empty and hungry.

“Tomorrow at first bell,” she said, and the cold in her voice was almost kind, which made it worse, “you will be brought to my private chamber. You will kneel. You will open your mouth and keep it open until I am done using it. You will not speak unless I ask. You will do exactly as I say. If you fight the lesson, the second rune still burns, and you still do not go home.”

She turned her head to the Hunt. “Take her to the lower cells that face the gate. Let her hear the thorns settle for the night. Let her sleep with the plug in and the count in her head.”

They pulled me off the bench. My legs shook. The plug shifted with every step and sent a dull hot throb through my guts. As they marched me toward the dark arch that led out of the frost hall, I looked back once. Queen Ysolde was climbing the steps to her throne, pale and unhurried, the first fire mark glowing above her like a brand on the season itself.

Outside, the thorns hissed soft and continuous as they tightened for the night. Cold air hit my bare skin. Somewhere far off, a horn called once and went quiet. Day one was over. Thirty left. And I could not tell the story anymore where I had only been afraid. The whole court had heard me beg for it.

They walked me forward into the Hollowmarch dark, toward the cells and the gate and the morning that already had my mouth reserved.


Chapter 2: The Courtesy Of Refusal

Istood in the dark after the gate finished with me, spit sour on my tongue, while dawn took the last of the night’s work. The cells behind the Thorn Gate stank of crushed moss and iron bars that were not iron. Somewhere past the frost-glass, a new day of Hollowmarch started to count itself. Day three. Twenty-eight nights left before the Gate sealed for a century and Named me or spat me back.

They did not give me time to dress.

A silent fae attendant led me up from the cells into the queen’s bower. No speech. Only the click of her bare feet on stone and the way her glamour sat on her skin like oil. In the bower the air tasted sweet and wrong, honey over blood, and I was stripped before I finished mapping the ways out. Boots first. Shift. The last scrap of cloth from the village. I stood bare, twenty-five years old and stupid enough to lift my chin, while she set my things in a neat pile and began the list.

“A mortal may not keep shoes in the queen’s bower.”

I counted the exits. One arched door behind her. A slit window high enough to break a neck. A mirror that might have been a door if I had magic. Four, if the hearth counted, and it did not.

“A mortal may not keep salt.”

She took the little pouch sewn into my shift hem. I had hidden it for ghosts and fever and the road home. Her pale hand closed on it. Gone.

“A mortal may not keep iron.”

My jaw locked. The bent nail in the seam of my right boot sat heavy in the pile at her feet. She did not check the seam. She set the boots aside for later burning, or so I told myself.

“A mortal may not keep the name her mother used.”

That one landed harder than the rest. Wren was still Wren. The other name, the one from the kitchen and the fields, she said out loud once and then sealed it somewhere I could not reach. My throat worked. I did not give her the satisfaction of a flinch.

She finished. Stood. Waited.

Queen Ysolde entered without hurry, ancient and beautiful in the way knives are beautiful, and the attendant knelt so low her brow kissed the floor. The queen looked thirty at a glance and older than the hills under it. She had kept mortals who amused her for longer than my village had a name. Her eyes found me bare and furious and counting doors.

“You look like a woman who wants to bargain,” she said.

“I want terms,” I said. My voice came out rough from the night and the gate. “Like market day. What you take. What I keep. What I walk out with on the thirty-first dawn if I am still whole enough to walk.”

She smiled, slow and cold.

“How practical. How mortal.” She circled me once. Scent hit me: night-bloom and frost and something under both that made my empty stomach turn and my cunt tighten against my will. “Very well. One courtesy, offered with full sincerity.”

I waited. Defiant curiosity burned under the anger. I wanted the rule so I could break it or use it. I wanted to know how far she would go if I held the line.

“You may refuse anything,” Queen Ysolde said. “Always. Provided you say it out loud. The word is yours. Keep it. Spend it. I will hear it.”

“That is all?”

“That is everything.” She stepped in close enough that her breath warmed my cheek. “Hold still. This is for your own good.”

Her hand closed on my jaw. Not hard. Sure. She tipped my face up and looked into me the way she had when she put her taste on my tongue the night they claimed me. Closer now she smelled of wine and cold metal and cunt-slick glamour, and I hated that I knew the last part.

“Say no,” she murmured, “and I stop. That is the bargain. Fail to say it, and what follows is yours by choice.”

I did not say it.

She walked me backward to the low couch of black wood and white fur. My calves hit the edge. I stayed on my feet a second longer out of spite, then sat when she pressed. The fur prickled my bare thighs. She shed her outer robe. Under it she wore little. Straps of dark silk. A harness at her hips that held a thick fae cock, pale as milkglass, veined with light. Real enough to stretch. Real enough to ruin.

“Look at it,” she said. “You will take it. Or you will refuse it. Out loud.”

I looked. My pulse hammered in my throat. Curiosity dragged my gaze down the length of that thing, the fat head, the shine of oil or glamour on the shaft. I could have said no. The word sat whole behind my teeth.

I kept it.

“On your back. Knees up. Present that mortal cunt like you mean to pay.”

Heat crawled my face. I did it. Legs spread. Pussy on show. The attendant knelt by the door, eyes down, and shame fused to the throb between my legs until I could not tell which one fed the other.

Queen Ysolde knelt between my thighs. She did not kiss me. She dragged two knuckles along my slit and held them up, glossy.

“Already slick,” she said, and I flinched at the word, then forced myself still. “For a queen who owns you. Say what you are.”

I said nothing.

She slapped my inner thigh. Sharp. Mean. “Say it, or say no and end this.”

“I am…” My voice cracked. “Your captive.”

“You are my whore for the Hollowmarch. Say that.”

Pride fought want. Want won by a hair. “I am your whore for the Hollowmarch.”

“Good girl.” She lined the head of that glass-pale cock against me and pushed enough to breach. Stretch burned. I gasped. My hands fisted in the fur.

“No?” she asked, sweet and cruel.

I shook my head. Would not spend the word.

She drove in to the root in one long thrust. Full. Deep. My body tried to climb the couch and she pinned my hip with one hand and fucked me like she was stamping a seal. The wet slap of it echoed off the frost glass. Slap of her hips. My own broken breaths. Scent thickened: sex and night-bloom and the salt of my sweat.

“Tight little mortal hole,” she said. “Taking fae cock like you were built for it. You will not come until I give you leave. You will not even ask until I tell you to beg.”

I tried to hold myself quiet. Failed. A moan tore out when she angled and dragged over the spot that took the room out from under me. She laughed, low.

“There. That is the place. Say thank you.”

“Thank you.”

“Thank you, my queen, for fucking my cunt.”

I repeated it. Filthy. Exact. Each word a nail in the story I would never tell clean at home.

She set a pace that stole thought. Hard. Steady. Claiming. Every thrust said mine. I could have stopped it with one syllable. I did not. The curiosity had flipped into something uglier: I wanted to see if I could take it and call myself unbroken. I kept the no locked away like treasure and let her use me instead.

“Touch your clit,” she ordered. “Two circles. Stop. No more.”

I did. The jolt almost bent me double. I stopped when she said stop, shaking, empty of cleverness.

“Again. Same. Stop.”

I obeyed. Edge climbed fast. Shame made it worse. Better. I could not tell. My hips chased her cock when she pulled back. She caught it.

“Greedy bitch. Listen to that pussy. Sucking me in. You sound like a slut in heat.” She spat on my lower belly and rubbed it in with her palm. “Taste.”

She pushed two fingers into my mouth. I sucked my own mess and her spit off them, bitter and sweet, and when she pulled free a string of drool connected us.

“Filthy,” she said, fond. “Now beg for permission to come. Not yet. Build it. Make me believe you need it more than air.”

“Please,” I started, and she slammed deep and held.

“Worse than that. Dirtier. You are twenty-five and you still think pride will save you. It will not. Beg like the hole you are.”

I broke into pieces. “Please, my queen. Please fuck me. Please let me come on your cock. I need it. I need to come. I will say anything. I am your whore. Your toy. Please use my cunt and let me finish. Please.”

She fucked me through the speech. Did not grant it. Edge piled on edge. My clit throbbed untouched and mean. Tears pricked. I hated them. I wanted more.

“Again,” she said. “Meaner. Tell me what you would do if I walked away right now.”

“I would crawl,” I gasped. “I would put my face on the floor and beg you to put it back in. I would open my legs in front of your whole court if you told me to. Please. Please let me come. I cannot… I need…”

“You can. You will hold.” She slowed to a cruel grind. Full depth. Circles. My whole body shook. “Say no if you want mercy. Say no if this is too much. One word and I pull out and leave you empty.”

The word rose. I swallowed it. Curiosity, want, and the sick bright need to know what happened if I never spent it, all braided together. I shook my head hard.

“Then you asked for this,” Queen Ysolde said. “Out loud, by silence. Remember that when you invent a prettier story later.”

She pounded again. Fast. Deep. The couch legs scraped stone. My breasts bounced with each thrust. She pinched a nipple hard enough to make me yelp and the pain shot straight to the place she filled.

“Beg once more. Best you have. Then I decide.”

I gave her everything left. “Please, Queen Ysolde, I am begging. I am your good little toy. Please let this mortal slut come on your cock. Please fill me and use me and let me break. I want it. I want you to ruin me. Please. Please. Please.”

She watched my face. Measured. Then she smiled that knife smile.

“Come.”

I did. Hard. Ugly. My cunt clenched and milked her shaft while I sobbed through it, no pretty sounds, only broken animal noise. Spit ran down my chin. My back arched off the fur. She fucked me through the whole of it, relentless, and when the peak tried to drop she kept the pace and dragged a second smaller crash out of me that left my legs useless.

She pulled out. The cock gleamed with me. She wiped it once on my inner thigh like she was cleaning a blade.

Above the throne hall, far enough that the light still found the bower’s high glass, the third rune burned into the tally. Gold fire. A hiss like meat on a pan. Day three sealed. Twenty-eight left. I lay gasping, split and sore, and the light of it faded from the pane’s edge as if the mark had always been there.

Queen Ysolde stood. She looked down at me, claimed and dripping, and the courtesy hung between us like a chain I had put on myself.

“You kept the word,” she said. “You never spent it. So none of this was force. From this night on, every degradation you take is one you asked for by keeping silent when you could have refused. Neither of us can call it anything else.”

I wanted to argue. The argument died in my chest. That was the trap. That was the claiming. I could not go home and say she made me. Not cleanly. Not after I had begged for leave and taken it.

She tossed my boots toward the couch. “Dress enough to walk. The attendant will burn the rest.”

I sat up on shaking arms. Pulled the boots on with clumsy hands. In the right seam the bent iron nail pressed my ankle, chill enough to blister fae skin if I ever found the courage to use it. I told myself that hiding it was the same as resisting. That one secret nail kept me who I was. The lie sat thin and useful.

I stood. My thighs stuck together. The bower reeked of sex and night-bloom. Queen Ysolde had turned toward the arched door, harness on, cock wet with me, when the attendant at last lifted her head.

A chime sounded beyond the threshold. Three notes. Sharp.

The attendant spoke for the first time, voice flat as stone.

“My queen. The Thorn Warden is at the bower door. He brings a second mortal taken at the eastern verge, and a message sealed in thorn-wax for your hand alone.”

Queen Ysolde’s gaze cut back to me, bright and interested, as if the night had only just begun to spend its real coin.

“Admit him,” she said. “And keep my captive where she stands. She has not finished learning what her own voice is for.”

The door started to open.


Chapter 3: Garden Of Quiet Glass

Istood unfinished with my wrists locked to the post, thighs already shaking, when the Thorn Warden was admitted.

She was a tall fae with bark-dark armor and a thorn crest at her throat, old enough that the lines around her mouth had settled into permanent contempt. Behind her she dragged a mortal woman by a rope of living bramble. The new captive looked about twenty-six, freckled and mud-streaked, in a torn market dress. A tablet of thorn-wax hung from the Warden’s other hand, the seal pressed deep and not yet hard.

My legs would not stop trembling. The lesson had run long. My skirt was rucked to my waist. My pussy was swollen and open from how many times she had brought me to the brink and left me there. Slick dried sticky on the inside of my thighs. I had not been allowed to finish. My body twitched toward a peak that was not coming.

“Present,” she said without looking at me.

The Warden forced the freckled woman to her knees and held out the wax. “Taken at the south hedge, Majesty. Still breathing. Message intact.”

She took the tablet. Her nails split the seal with a soft crack. She read. Something small and pleased moved at the corner of her mouth.

“Cells,” she said. “Wash her. Do not mark her face. I will decide later if she amuses me.”

The freckled woman made a broken sound. The Warden hauled her up and out. The doors shut. The room went quiet again except for my breathing.

She turned back to me at last. Looked at the state of me. At my wet thighs. At the way my hips chased nothing.

“Pity,” she said. “You were almost useful.”

She unlocked my wrists. My arms fell dead at my sides. She did not touch me where I needed it. She did not finish.

“Go to your chamber. Stand by the window until I send for you. Do not put your hand between your legs. If you do, I will know.”

I went because my legs still worked and because I had no better idea. The corridor stones bit my bare feet. In the dark of the little room they gave me I sank to my knees under the sill and found the iron nail in the seam of my boot by touch alone.

Six scratches now. I cut the sixth into the underside of the wood, slow, listening for the soft scrape that meant the mark was deep enough to keep. My nail hand shook. I wiped the dust and looked up.

Above the distant throne hall, through the slit of high glass, the sixth rune burned. Day six of the Hollowmarch. Twenty-five left. Thirty-one nights from open gate to sealed gate, and then a century of locked thorn. On the thirty-first dawn I walked back through as mortal, or I got Named and kept. The math was all I had left. Six and six. I checked them twice. They matched. That was the only honest thing in the whole court.

I pressed my forehead to the wood and tried not to rock. My cunt ached from the unfinished work. Shame sat under my ribs like a hot stone. I hated that the denial had not cooled me. It had only made the wanting louder.

A servant came for me before I could dig a seventh mark out of spite. I was walked barefoot through halls of pale stone into the winter garden.

Frost glass rose on every side. Paths of white gravel. Benches of black wood. The air stung my nose and the tips of my ears. She waited by a long low bench set under a canopy of dead thorn. Dozens of figures stood among the hedges. Women. Mortal women. Cast in clear frost glass to the last freckle and lash. Beautiful. Unbreathing. Mouths parted as if on a last word they never got to finish.

“On the bench,” she said. “Face down. Ass up. Hold the far edge.”

I did it. The wood was hard under my hip bones. My chest pressed flat. My bare bottom was high and stupid in the open air. She flipped my skirt up without ceremony and dragged two knuckles along my slit. I jerked.

“Still soaked,” she said. “From earlier. You stood through an audience dripping like a whore who could not wait her turn.”

“I did not choose that.”

“You choose how loud you get. You choose what you beg for. That is all that is left to you.”

Her hand left. Came back with oil. She slicked my folds until I was shiny and filthy with it, then set something smooth and heavy against my entrance. Not her hand. A carved plug of frost-touched glass, thick at the base, cold enough at first touch that I hissed. She worked it into me slow. My pussy stretched around the weight of it. She seated it deep and left it there, a solid weight of pressure that made my thighs jump.

Then she sat beside my hip on the edge of the bench and set two of her fingers along either side of my clit, not on it. Just close. Framing it. Holding the swollen bud between them without mercy.

“You do not come until I say,” she said. “You may beg. You may swear. You may cry. You may not finish.”

She began to rub.

Not hard. Not fast. A steady, mean circle that kept my clit under a constant drag of skin and oil. The plug inside me shifted with every twitch of my hips. Texture and weight. That was all the world became. Wood under bone. Glass in my cunt. Her fingers squeezing and sliding and never quite giving me the angle I needed.

I lasted less than a minute before I was panting into the bench.

“Please,” I said, and hated how thin it sounded.

“Louder.”

“Please. I need it.”

“Need what. Use your mouth like the cheap thing you are.”

“I need to come. I need you to make me come. My clit is throbbing. I cannot think.”

“Good.” She did not speed up. “Thinking is not required of you.”

She edged me until my legs shook so hard the bench creaked. Then she stopped dead. Held me open with her thumbs and watched my hole clench around the plug, watched my clit jump in the open air, watched me try to fuck nothing and fail.

“Stay.”

She stood and walked me, plugged and skirt-up, along the gravel path between the glass women.

“These are the quiet ones,” she said. Her hand rested at the back of my neck, steering. “Mortals who amused me. Mortals who bargained poorly. Mortals who thought their bodies were coin I was short of.”

I stared at a girl with a braid frozen mid-swing. Another with her hand raised as if to refuse. Another on her knees, mouth open, eyes clear and empty. Frost glass. Perfect. Still.

“They do not breathe,” I said.

“They do not need to. Beauty keeps without breath when I want it to.”

My plugged cunt squeezed around the glass with every step. Oil ran down my thigh. She stopped me in front of a figure that looked my age, twenty-five, stubborn jaw, eyes wide forever.

“If you bore me,” she said, “you stand here. If you try to buy me with cunt when I already own the key to the door, you stand here. Do you understand the display?”

“Yes.”

“Say it properly.”

“I understand the quiet ones are a warning. I understand you freeze what you are done playing with.”

“Better.”

She walked me back to the bench. Bent me over it again. Took up the same mean framing hold on my clit and started the drag once more.

Time stretched. Gravel ground into my knees when she made me shift. My arms went numb holding the far edge. She brought me up and dropped me, up and dropped me, until my voice broke into scraps.

“Fuck. Fuck, I cannot. It hurts. It feels too good. I am going to lose it. Do not stop. Stop. I do not know. I do not know.”

“You know.” Her tone did not change. “You are a hole with a pulse who thought she could trade. Say what you are.”

I swallowed grit and shame. “I am a hole with a pulse. I am your whore. I am a good little toy if you let me come. Please let me come.”

“Not yet.”

She pulled the plug halfway out and pushed it back in on a wet filthy sound that made my ears burn. Again. Again. My cunt made obscene little kisses around the glass. Drool had run onto the wood under my open mouth. Sweat stuck my hair to my cheek. She kept working my clit in that slow, locked circle until my vision spotted.

The garden did not move. The quiet ones watched. Their silence measured every withheld inch of me.

When she finally spoke, her voice was almost soft.

“Now.”

She pinched my clit and rubbed hard, mean, exact. The plug stayed buried. Heat ripped up from my belly and broke. I came with a raw cry that scraped my throat, hips slamming the bench, cunt gripping the glass in hard rhythmic pulls. Slick poured out around the base of the plug and ran down my thighs. My whole body tried to fold and she held me open through it, forcing me to take every last ugly shake in the open air where the frost women could not blink.

I slumped. She eased the plug free with a wet pop and set it on a cloth. My empty cunt fluttered. Aftershocks twitched through me. She wiped me once, not gently, and left me draped over the wood while my breath found its way back.

That was when the bargaining rose in me like a fever waiting for a crack.

I pushed up on shaking arms. Looked at her. At the beautiful unbreathing court of glass.

“I want terms,” I said.

She arched a brow. “You always do.”

“My body. Freely. No courtesy of refusal. You take what you want when you want it and I do not get to say no. In exchange you open the Thorn Gate for me on the thirty-first dawn. I walk out mortal. That is the trade.”

Silence held for a long beat. Somewhere a flake of frost dropped from a branch and shattered.

She laughed, a dry sound with no mercy in it.

“No.”

The word landed flat and final.

“No to your body as coin,” she went on. “No to your free surrender as a bargained good. No to the gate bought with cunt. No to every term you just named. I decline. All of it.”

I stared. My mouth worked. “You have been using me. You have been making me beg. You want me.”

“I take what I want. That is not the same as needing what you are selling.”

“Then what do you want from me?”

Her eyes were bright and ancient and gave me nothing. “You do not get to decide that anymore.”

The sentence went through me cleaner than any slap. I had come here with an iron nail and a count of runes and the farmer’s habit of putting a price on everything I owned. My body had been the last solid thing on the table. She had just swept the table bare and told me the meal was never what I thought.

A captor who would not take a deal was worse than one who haggled. A deal had edges. A deal had rules. This was a hunger I had not been shown. Something I could not name and therefore could not refuse in advance. That void was the first true fear this court had put in me. Not the glass women. Not the plug. Not the sixth rune burning over the hall. The fear that what she meant to take was not flesh I could offer, but something I would only notice when it was already gone.

She left me in the garden with my skirt up and my legs wet. The quiet ones kept their watch. I pulled my clothes down with numb hands and walked back to the chamber on my own because no one came to drag me.

Under the sill I touched the six scratches. Looked up through the high glass until I found the sixth mark of light again. Twenty-five left. The Hollowmarch did not care that my leverage had just died. The tally would keep burning whether I had a bargain or not.

I sat on the floor with my back to the wall and let the truth settle where the shame had been.

My body was not currency here. She was not short of it. She had a garden full of perfect mortal shapes and a living one dripping on her bench whenever she crooked a finger. Selling what she already held was not a trade. It was theater, and I had been the only one performing.

So I stopped selling.

I would not put my mouth or my cunt or my obedience on the table again. I would find the unasked thing. The real take. The piece of me she was after that I had not yet seen her reach for. I would hunt it in every order and denial, in every soft trap of aftercare and mean word, before the next rune burned and the math got thinner.

I did not know its name yet. I only knew that if I kept offering the wrong goods, I would wake up one dawn Named, beautiful, and quiet as glass, with nothing left to count.


Chapter 4: The Hand That Stilled

Nettle caught me already standing for her, and she laughed like a painter handed a fresh canvas.

“Lord Vesper bruises purple,” she said, bright as a market girl. “Lord Harrow goes yellow. Lord Silt barely marks at all, the soft bastard. Hold still.”

She was older than me by the years you could count on a face that had learned to stay cheerful after eleven winters of this court. Twenty-five sat on me like a fresh stamp. Eleven years of fae hands had left her a smile that never quite went. She brushed frost-powder across my collarbones in light strokes, fond and efficient, and I read every pass for the thing no one had asked me for yet.

“Chin up. The Thistle Regent likes the throat clean.” Powder dusted my skin. Warmth from her fingers bled through the chill of the powder and died there. “You will kneel at Her Majesty’s foot. You will look soft. You will not look smart.”

“I look how she wants.”

“You look how they all want to see you look.” Nettle’s eyes stayed merry. Her voice did not. “Never let them see her react. Not a flinch. Not a still hand. Not a breath that belongs to you. If the table learns what moves her, they will use you to move her. Do you understand me, Wren?”

“I understand.”

She painted my mouth next, a dark berry stain, then a thin line of silver under each eye. “Good little painted thing. Eleven years and I still get dressed for other people’s hunger. You will get used to the smell of it.”

I did not say I was already used to worse. I hunted the unasked thing in the way she smoothed powder into the hollow of my throat, in the way she avoided my eyes when she said her.

At the hall threshold the catch tightened.

A courtier waited with a shallow box. Inside lay a pale, ridged toy, slick with oil that steamed in the corridor air. Beside it, a black remote the size of a thumb.

“For the supper,” the courtier said. “Her Majesty’s instruction.”

Nettle’s smile did not change. “Legs.”

I spread them because refusal had already been priced out of me. The toy pressed against my cunt, thick enough to force a sound out of me, then seated deep with a wet shove that filled me to a dull stretch. The base sealed against me. The oil burned its way up inside me. My pulse sat around the intrusion like a fist.

Nettle pocketed the remote, then handed it off when Ysolde’s attendant appeared. The attendant slid it into the fold of a dark sleeve without looking at my face.

“There,” Nettle said. “Owned before you even sit the floor. Walk.”

I walked.

The supper hall burned with low light and body heat. Long table. Fae mouths talking over roasted meat and winter fruit. The Thistle Regent sat three places down from the head, a woman with thistle-ink at her temples and a stare that weighed livestock. Lady Maerhild sat nearer, all polished cruelty, thirty years of court written into the set of her jaw if you knew how to read faces that never aged clean.

I knelt at Ysolde’s foot as ordered. The stone under my knees held a leftover chill from the corridors. Her gown brushed my shoulder. Her hand found my hair in an idle claim, warm against my scalp, and the toy inside me stayed quiet for exactly ten breaths.

Then it pulsed.

A low throb, deep, mean, right against the place that made my thighs jump. I locked my spine. Above me, lords argued tribute routes. Someone laughed. My pussy clenched around the ridges and I held my face soft, painted, empty.

Ysolde’s thumb stroked once through my hair.

“Pretty restraint,” Lady Maerhild said, as if commenting on the wine. “Does she still try to bargain, Majesty?”

“She tries,” Ysolde said. Her voice was mild. “Mortals do.”

The remote must have turned. The throb sharpened into a tight, rhythmic buzz that hit my front wall and stayed there. Sweat pricked under my arms. Heat flooded low, thick, humiliating. My mouth wanted to fall open. I held it.

Courtiers talked over my head like I was furniture that breathed.

“The frost harvest ran thin.”

“Name three more households before the seal.”

“That one by your knee looks ready to drip on the rug.”

A chuckle. The toy kicked harder. My hips wanted to roll. I did not let them. Shame and need braided so tight I could taste metal. I knelt with a machine in my hole while ancient mouths discussed maps, and the worst of it was how badly I wanted the hand in my hair to mean something private.

Nettle was brought in then, already half bare, silver paint drying on her breasts. Lady Maerhild crooked two fingers.

“Show the new one how a kept woman stays bright.”

Three courtiers rose without hurry. One unlaced. Another spit in his palm. The third turned Nettle by the hips and bent her over the edge of a side board three feet from my face. Close enough to smell skin and oil. Close enough that when the first cock shoved into her mouth she made a cheerful little noise around it, like greeting an old friend.

“Easy,” Nettle said when they let her breathe. “Lord Vesper, you bruise if you grab the throat. Use the hair.”

They used the hair. They fucked her mouth and then her cunt in turns while she chatted between gags, eyes wet, smile stuck on. Spit ran down her chin. One of them slapped her ass and she laughed through it. Another pulled out and painted her stomach with a thick stripe of cum, and she wiped a finger through it like jam.

Lady Maerhild watched my face the whole time.

The remote climbed.

The buzz went from pulse to grind, one long pressure that shook my thighs against the floor. I stared at a knot in the wood under the table skirt and held my expression like ice over a lake. Inside, my body went its own way in dirty waves. My hole fluttered. My clit ached where the base of the toy rubbed when I dared shift a fraction. Heat stacked and stacked.

Nettle took a second cock while the first man stroked himself against her cheek. “There you go. Fill me. I can take it. I always take it.”

Jealousy hit so sharp I almost bit through my lip.

Not of the cocks. Of the ease. Of eleven years making her bright while I burned raw. Of Ysolde’s hand resting so casual in my hair as if I were a dog that had learned sit. Of Lady Maerhild’s eyes hunting for the crack that would prove I was the weak point in the room.

The toy slammed into a higher setting without warning.

I came.

It tore through me under the table in a silent, shaking mess, pussy seizing around the ridges, slick noise lost in the talk. My vision spotted. I kept my mouth closed. Kept my eyes mild. Kept my face a blank plate while my body jerked through it in tiny betrayals I buried in my knees and belly.

Above me, someone said, “More wine.”

The buzz did not stop.

It drove straight through the aftershocks into the next climb. My clit throbbed, swollen and mean. My hole was sloppy around the toy now, wet sounds harder to hide when my muscles jumped. A second orgasm forced up fast, nastier, and I took it with my jaw locked, spit gathering under my tongue. The third was meaner, less clean, more like being wrung. My thoughts shortened.

Fuck. Full. Can’t.

Lady Maerhild leaned in a fraction. “She is very still. Is she broken already, or only trained?”

Ysolde’s fingers combed my hair. Warm. Slow. “She is learning what stillness costs.”

Nettle moaned bright as they turned her and pushed into her ass. She thanked them for it. She said filthy grateful things on command, voice honeyed and hollow, and I hated how good she was at surviving in front of me. I hated more that part of me wanted Ysolde to look down and choose me over the show.

The remote clicked again in that hidden sleeve.

Overstimulation hit like a hand on a bruise. I came past four, past whatever came next, numbers sliding off the edge of thought. Orgasm stacked into orgasm until my mind blurred into heat and shame and the animal need to rock on the thing buried in me. My thighs trembled until the gown near my shoulder shivered. Drool threatened the corner of my painted mouth. I swallowed it. I held.

Please stop.

No.

Don’t stop.

Worse.

Ysolde bent as if adjusting a fold of fabric near my cheek. Her mouth was at my ear, private under the noise of the table.

“Look at you. You want this more than you will admit.”

I shook once. Tiny. Contained.

“Say what you are,” she murmured.

My voice came out raw and low, meant only for her. “Your hole. Your toy. Your slut under the table.”

“Meaner.”

“I’m a bitch in heat with a machine in my cunt, and I will take every setting you give me.”

Her breath warmed my ear. “There. Mine.”

The buzz spiked.

I broke again, silent and ugly, body clenching so hard my stomach hurt. Slick ran down the inside of one thigh. The smell of my own arousal mixed with supper spice and Nettle’s sex. Lady Maerhild’s gaze never left my face, waiting for the flicker that would hand her a weapon.

I gave her nothing.

My eyes stayed soft. My mouth stayed painted shut around the sounds I wanted to make. Inside I was ruined, fucked out on a remote, shaking through forced peaks while my mind went blank and dirty and small.

Then Ysolde’s hand stilled.

Not a stroke. Not a claim. A half-heartbeat of pure stop on my hair, fingers frozen as if something in her had snagged on me and refused to move.

The whole table saw it.

Conversation thinned. Forks paused. The Thistle Regent’s eyes cut sharp to that stillness, then to my face, then back to Ysolde’s hand like she had just found a hinge in a locked door. Lady Maerhild’s smile went thin and pleased. Nettle, spit-slick and being used, looked at me over a courtier’s shoulder with something like grief under the brightness.

Ysolde’s hand moved again, casual, late by half a breath that could not be taken back.

Above the throne, the tally caught light. The ninth rune burned into place with a low, ugly glow, day nine of the thirty-one nights marked while plates held meat and men had their cocks in Nettle. Twenty-two dawns left before the Thorn Gate sealed for a century. Twenty-two nights for the court to decide what to do with the mortal who could still a queen’s hand.

The toy dropped to a merciful idle pulse, then off.

I stayed kneeling because standing would have shown too much. My pussy throbbed around the quiet weight inside me. My legs were cooked. Heat rolled off my skin in waves.

In the after-clatter of cleared platters and scraped chairs, truth settled hard and clean.

They had not bought my body tonight. Bodies were cheap here. What the table had taken, what the Thistle Regent had watched form, was simpler and worse. I was no longer one kept thing among many frost-quiet trophies. I was the tell. The public proof that Ysolde could be moved. Property had just turned into a lever, and Lady Maerhild’s eyes said she already liked the feel of the handle.

Nettle was dismissed with cum on her belly and a cheerful bow. She passed close enough to whisper without moving her smile. “I warned you.”

I said nothing. My mouth still tasted like swallowed noise.

Ysolde rose. Courtiers stood with her. The remote slid from her attendant’s sleeve onto the linen near the wine marks as if forgotten, black and small and ordinary. No one reached for it. Heat clung to the casing from the hand that had worked me through the supper, a warmth you could find with a palm hovered close.

I stared at that dark little shape on the cloth while the ninth rune burned above the throne, and the next hunt in me aimed itself, sharp and jealous and already moving, at what a half-heartbeat of stillness in a queen’s hand could be made to mean.


Chapter 5: Three Centuries Of Names

The supper linen stuck to my knees when the bell found me. One hard strike from the high gallery. The page did not look at my face. She said Her Majesty required me in the undercroft before the court slept standing. I left the cloth where it was. I left the remote’s leftover heat untested. I named the hunt for that half-heartbeat deferred, not dead, and I went.

I had the iron nail in the seam of my sleeve. Day twelve of thirty-one. Nineteen dawns left on the glass above the throne, and I meant to smash the count before another rune burned.

At the hour the court dreams on its feet, I took the stair beneath the dais. No guard. No lamp. Cold stone under bare soles. I set the nail in the lock of the hall below the throne and worked it the way a thief works a stubborn bolt. Slow. Patient. My breath smoked in a corridor where nothing else breathed. The tumblers gave with a soft, wet click, too loud in all that quiet.

I pushed in.

The tally pane filled the far wall. Thick glass shot through with dark runes, each one a night, each one a brand. I crossed the floor fast and set my palm flat on the surface, ready to crack it, ready to steal my own number and run.

I did not hit it.

The glass was warm. The runes were not mine.

I forced my eyes to track the lines the way a scribe tracks debt. Names stacked under names. Mortal names. Women and men from courts I had never heard of. Dates like scars. Hollowmarch after Hollowmarch, three centuries of them, pressed into the pane until the glass went thin as ice in a thaw. Every name released before the thirty-first dawn. Every one walked out. Not one bound. Not one Named. The newest line was raw. Mine. Twelve marks and counting. Beside it, older marks glowed and faded in a long, sick pulse, as if the pane itself was burning down from the inside.

My pride tried to stand up. It failed. I had come to steal a cage key and found a death clock.

“Interesting hour for reading, Wren.”

I spun.

She stood in the arch with the whole dreaming court behind her. Courtiers frozen in the half-sleep the fae use when the night is long. Eyes open. Bodies slack. Witnesses who would remember everything. Lady Maerhild’s painted smile did not move. Nettle was a pale blot against a pillar, cheerful and hollowed, watching.

I kept my palm on the glass.

“I came to break it,” I said. “I thought it was mine.”

“It is,” she said, and her voice carried to every open eye. “In the only way that matters.”

She walked to me without hurry. Gold at her throat. Hair like wet ink. Three hundred years of beauty and none of it soft. She took my wrist and turned me so the court could see my face against the pane. Public. Exposed. My nipples hard from cold and worse. The thin shift I had been left in after supper stuck to the sweat between my thighs.

“Tell them what you see,” she said. Mean. Clear. “Out loud. Every word.”

I swallowed. “Names. Mortals. Three centuries of Hollowmarches. All of them freed before the thirty-first dawn. The glass is thinning.”

“Again. Filthier. You came here like a thief. Speak like one.”

My ears burned. “I came to smash my count and run. Instead I found your body count. Stacked. Every slut and boy and broken thing you ever dragged through that gate, walked free. The pane is dying with you.”

A low sound moved through the still court. Not speech. Interest.

She smiled. Nothing kind in it. “Good girl. Now listen, and do not look away from the glass while I speak. I want them to watch your cunt when the truth hits.”

I flinched at the word. Heat punched low. Shame and want braided so tight I could taste iron on my tongue.

“A fae sovereign holds her crown only while something wants her freely,” she said. “Glamour cannot counterfeit it. The law is older than my teeth. A Named mortal’s love is void. Bound forever means the want no longer counts. In three hundred years I have never once been able to ask.”

The pane throbbed under my skin. Thin. So thin.

“The door was never locked on you, Wren. It is locked on me. I cannot leave this march. I cannot seal the gate myself. Each night a rune burns, and what burns is not your sentence. It is mine. On the last dawn, if nothing free still wants me, I unravel. The glass goes first. Then the rest.”

Pride cracked clean down the middle. I had begged to get out since the first night. I had begged to be used, to be claimed, to be chosen. Any of those roads could kill her. Walk free without wanting her and she dies. Take the Name and my want turns to ash in the law’s mouth. Fuck her raw and still leave her starving if the want is only fear.

I could lose a person now, not a place.

“Look at them,” she said, and forced my chin toward the court. “They are dreaming standing. They hear every wet breath you take. Prove the want is free. Not glamour. Not a bargain. You. On display. Or walk out of this hall and let the ice finish what three centuries started.”

My throat worked. “What do you want me to do.”

“Strip. Kneel at the pane. Put your face on the glass where the old names die, and work yourself open until you come so hard they can hear it in the rafters. You do not get to hide. You do not get to rush. You beg for permission to finish, and you say exactly what you are while you do it.”

I pulled the shift over my head. It hit the stone. Bare. Twenty-five years old and shaking in front of a court that did not blink. She was ancient and still, and the only living thing in the room that could end her was me.

I knelt. Cold floor. Hot glass. I set my cheek to the thinning pane and tasted dust and old magic, bitter as green wood. My own spit smeared a name I could not read. Behind me her gown whispered. She stayed close enough that her heat painted my spine.

“Open your knees. Wider. Let them see the hole you came to free.”

I spread. Air hit the slick between my legs. I was already dripping. Traitor body. I slid two digits through my folds and the sound was filthy, wet, open. Someone in the court inhaled. The dream did not break.

“Louder,” she said. “I want to hear how cheap you are.”

I pushed in. My walls clenched. I fucked myself on my own knuckles against the glass, cheek smearing, breath fogging the runes. The smack of it filled the undercroft. Obscene. Simple. I worked my thumb on the swollen bud above my entrance and sparks jumped behind my eyes.

“What are you,” she asked.

“A thief,” I gasped. “A mortal slut on her knees for a crown she meant to rob.”

“Worse.”

“Your toy. Your hole. The bitch who broke into your death clock and got wet reading it.”

“Again.”

I drove deeper. Three digits now, stretch and burn, the wet noise so loud I wanted to crawl out of my skin. “I am a twenty-five-year-old whore who came to smash glass and stayed to finger her cunt on three hundred years of your almost-dead names. I want you. Freely. In front of every frozen fuck in this court. I want you so hard it scares me.”

Her laugh was soft and cruel. “Pretty. Meaner.”

“I want to be the reason you do not die,” I said, and hate and heat tangled. “And I hate that I want it. And I still want it.”

“Stop moving.”

I froze with my digits buried. Thighs shaking. The edge right there, a high thin wire. She let me hang on it until spit slid off my chin onto the glass.

“Taste that,” she said. “Your own mess. Lick the pane.”

I dragged my tongue through the smear of spit and magic. Bitter. Salt. The lick was soft and lewd in the quiet. She made a low approving noise. It landed between my legs.

“Now the strap,” she said.

Boots on stone. She stepped in close and the hard length of her strap-on nudged my lower back, already slicked. She had worn it under the gown like a sentence. She did not ask. She notched the head at my entrance where my own mess had soaked me open, and she shoved in to the root in one brutal stroke.

I cried out against the glass. Full. Stretched. The impact drove my cheek into the thinning pane. She fucked me in long mean thrusts that made my tits slap and my breath punch out in broken sounds. Public. Displayed. The court dreamt and watched. Nettle’s eyes shone like wet coins.

“Say it while I use you,” she ordered. “Say what this is.”

“Proof,” I choked. “Free want. Not Named. Not glamoured. Me choosing to take your cock in front of them so you do not unravel.”

“Louder, Wren.”

“I choose this. I choose you. Fuck my cunt raw where they can all see. Make me come on the names of the ones who left you.”

She gripped my hip hard enough to bruise and pounded. The wet slap of skin on skin bounced off the stone. My digits stayed on my swollen bud because she told me not to move them. Every thrust shoved me into my own touch. The ordeal dragged. Edge after edge. She pulled almost out and held me there, empty and aching, until I sobbed, then buried herself again. Sweat ran into my eyes. Drool strung from my lip to the glass. The crude suck of her strap leaving me, then the thicker sound of it slamming home.

“Beg,” she said.

“Let me come. Let me come on your cock in front of your whole dead-eyed court. I will say anything. I will be anything. Just do not leave me on this edge while the glass thins.”

“What are you begging as.”

“Your pet. Your bitch. The hole that broke your lock and stayed to be ruined.”

She reached around and pinched my nipple until I yelped. “Again. Filthier. I want the law to hear you.”

“I am a mortal slut who wants a fae sovereign without a chain on my name,” I gasped. “I am begging you to fuck the pride out of me until the only true thing left is that I choose you. Let me finish. Let them watch me break.”

She did not speed up. She made it worse. Slow, deep, grinding strokes that dragged the thick ridge of the strap over every raw place inside me. My own touch on the bud turned vicious because she ordered it. “Harder. Hurt it. Earn it.”

I rubbed myself raw and good. The long cruel climb went on until my voice cracked into short pieces.

Need. Full. Cannot. Please. Her. Free.

“Now,” she said at last, and drove in hard, and held.

The orgasm hit like a gate slamming. One single massive break. No stack. No second wave. Just the whole of me tearing open at once. My walls clamped on the strap in hard, ugly pulses. Slick ran down my thighs and slapped the stone. I screamed into the glass and the thin pane rang under my cheek. Cum I did not have words for, only wet and shame and the total wreck of pride, poured out of me in jerks while the court stood dreaming and listening. She kept me impaled through every spasm, grinding, forcing the climax to drag, to last, to be seen. My free palm slapped the names of the freed dead. I sobbed and came and could not stop the sounds, crude and broken, until my knees nearly gave and she held me up by the hip and the hair.

When it finally bled out of me I hung there, full of her strap, face a mess of spit and tears on the dying glass. The undercroft smelled like sex and cold stone. My pulse hammered in my ears and between my legs.

She pulled out slow. The empty ache made me whimper. She turned me on my knees to face the court and wiped her strap across my lips.

“Lick it clean. Show them.”

I did. Tongue flat. Taste of my own slick, thick and sharp. I cleaned every inch while they watched, and when she nodded I sat back on my heels, bare and used, pride in ruins, want burning through them.

“Nineteen dawns,” she said, soft enough for me and loud enough for law. “The count is mine. The choice is yours. You can walk free and kill me with the freedom you begged for. You can take a Name and void the only want that can hold this crown. Or you can keep proving, in ways the court cannot pretend not to see, that something unchained still wants me.”

The half-heartbeat of her stillness at the supper table waited in my head, the tell Nettle had warned me never to let them see. I looked at the thin ice of the pane.

“What proof next,” I said.

She leaned down until her breath touched my ear. Mean. Intimate. Public all the same.

“Tomorrow you sit at my table again. I will ride you under the cloth while Lady Maerhild watches me for a flinch. You will hold still. You will not come until I say. And if the crown slips, if I show so much as a stalled breath, you will own what that stillness means in front of every eye that matters.”

My pulse jumped. “And if I refuse.”

“Then the glass keeps thinning, and you learn how fast a crown can starve.”

I licked the last of my own mess from my lip. “I will bring it.”

She straightened. The court did not wake. The pane pulsed once, weak as a bad heart.

“We are only just beginning.”


Chapter 6: Her Name Going Soft

Isat at the queen’s table with my spine straight and my thighs pressed shut around the small iron bead she had put in me before the first course. Twenty-five years old and still stupid enough to think I could look calm while a queen’s thumb rode a switch under the cloth. The bead sat deep. It did not buzz hard. It only rolled when she let it, a slow press against the soft place that pushed my breath out through my nose and pinned my eyes to the plate.

Maerhild stood behind the high chair. Grey ran through the braid at her temple, and her face never smiled for free. Her gaze stayed on Queen Ysolde, not on me. She watched for a flinch in the crown, for any slip in the long cool line of that mouth. The court ate. Silver scraped. Someone spoke of border taxes. I chewed bread that tasted of nothing and tried not to rock.

Ysolde looked at me across the fruit. She was glamoured bright tonight, the public face, the one that made lords lean closer. Ancient and sharp and dressed like winter cut into silk. Her thumb moved once under the table.

The bead woke.

I locked my jaw. Heat climbed. My pussy clenched around the weight of it and I tasted copper from where I bit the inside of my cheek. Maerhild’s eyes narrowed on the queen. Ysolde only sipped her wine and turned the switch a fraction higher, as if I were a thing she was testing for fit.

“Swallow,” she said, soft. Not for the room. For me. “You look like a bitch who forgot how to sit.”

I swallowed. The bead pulsed. My clit throbbed against the seam of my shift. I held still because stillness was the only pride I had left after day fifteen of the Hollowmarch, with sixteen nights burning on the tally above the throne. Sixteen runes. Sixteen chances to walk back mortal or stay and be Named. I sat and took the slow use of my body in front of people who pretended not to hear the catch in my breath.

Then the air tore.

Not a door. A pane of nothing that opened over the roast, rain sound pouring into the hall as if a roof had been laid across the meat. Old law. Claimed mortals got one look home if the old words held, and they held well enough to interrupt a meal. The court went quiet. Maerhild’s mouth flattened. Ysolde’s thumb stopped on the switch, and the bead died inside me like a held breath.

I stared.

Rain on a mortal roof. Thatch dark and dripping. A wooden table with a knife and a heel of bread. My mother scraped a pot with the spoon that had always made that sound, metal on iron, winter nights when I was small. Her back was to me. Greyer. Thinner. Alive. The fever had gone out of her shoulders. No ghostmoss hung drying by the fire. The hooks were bare. Someone laughed in the next room, a man’s laugh, then a woman’s, easy and full, about a joke that did not need my name to land.

“Look,” Ysolde said. Flat. “The law lets you. Once.”

I looked.

They spoke of market prices. Of a calf. Of rain coming again tomorrow. My mother said a name that used to be mine and the sound came out soft, like a bruise that had almost healed. Not sharp. Not daily. Soft the way people say a girl who left, a girl who might be dead, a girl they had already started to set down. The pot scrape went on. The next room laughed again. No one called for me. No one set a place.

I waited for the pull.

Home should have dragged. Home should have put hooks under my ribs and hauled. I waited for the old self to stand up in me, the daughter who stole herbs and walked until her feet bled to keep that fever down. I waited for tears, for the ache, for the need to claw through the pane and put my face in that wet thatch smell.

Relief came instead.

It rose quiet and awful. My shoulders dropped. The bead sat dull between my legs and my body unclenched around a truth I did not want. They would live. The fever was broken. The road home was open and I did not want to take it. The choice sat in my lap like a stone I had picked up myself. Blameable. Mine.

I hated the ease of it. Grief for the girl who would have screamed to get back hit me sideways and left me hollow. Free to walk if the count ran out clean, and the freedom tasted like spit I could not swallow.

The window sealed. Rain cut off mid drip. The hall smelled of meat again. Maerhild still watched the queen. Ysolde’s face showed nothing, or almost nothing, a stillness that hung unfinished before the eyes that mattered. The bargain of my obedience sat between the cups, half started, half owned. She did not touch the switch again. The bead stayed dead. My thighs shook once and I made them stop.

“We will finish what we began,” Ysolde said to the room, and meant me. “Later.”

I bowed my head. The court resumed its noise. I ate nothing else. The grief sat under my tongue all afternoon, for the daughter I had been, for the road I no longer wanted, for the way wanting the cage made the cage my fault.

Night came without trumpets.

She entered my chamber without knock and without glamour. I had expected the bright face. I got the true one. Older. Harder. The beauty stripped down to bone and weather. Lines at the mouth. A severity that did not bother to seduce. Less lovely, and heavier in the room, scent of cold iron and rain on stone and something animal under perfume she had not bothered to wear. She closed the door with her heel. No explanation. No speech about why she stood there bare of spell for the first time in front of me.

I rose from the bed. My shift stuck to my back. The bead was gone; a maid had taken it at dusk. I was empty and full of the window, of that laugh that was not for me.

Ysolde watched me. Old as mountains, face unpainted by fae lie. “On your knees.”

I went down. Stone bit through the thin rug. I looked up at the true mouth, thinner than the glamoured one, the lower lip a flat line.

“You looked home,” she said. Crude and mean already, voice low. “And you came back soft. Tell me what you felt, whore.”

“Relief.” The word scraped. “I felt relief. I hated it.”

“Say it proper.”

“I am a selfish bitch who felt relief when my name went soft in their mouths.” My face burned. Shame and heat twisted together, the old engine. “I do not want the road. I want to stay where I am owned.”

Her breath changed. Small. Real. Maerhild was not here to watch for flinches. Only me.

I lifted my palms. Not ordered. First. I set them on her thighs through the gown, muscle heavy under the heat of the cloth, and waited to be struck or stopped.

She did not stop me.

“Go on then,” she said, and the meanness frayed at the edge. “Use what you have. You belong in this room now.”

Service turned. Second direction. My touch, allowed. Neither of us could put that back.

I pushed the gown up. Bare beneath. Her scent hit me hard, salt and musk and the iron tang of a body that had ruled too long without being held. Her cunt was not the glamoured pretty thing. Hair darker. Lips fuller. Real. I put my mouth on her without waiting for a second command.

She cursed once, soft and filthy. “Yes. Get your tongue in it. Eat like the kept slut you are.”

I licked slow. This was not a race. One long act. I sealed my lips over her clit and sucked gentle, then firmer, learning the true shape of her under the false one I had known. She tasted sharper without glamour. More human. More animal. My jaw set to the work. Spit ran. I dragged my tongue low and pushed into her, fucked her open with it while my fingers held her thighs spread, and the weight of her settled onto my face when she leaned.

“Look at you,” she said. Mean again, recovering. “Mouth full of queen. Drooling on my cunt like a dog. Tell me what you are.”

I pulled back only far enough to speak against her. “Your whore. Your hole. Your good little toy who begs to choke on it.”

“Beg then.”

“Please. Let me keep tasting you. Please use my mouth. I will take it. I will stay on my knees. Please let me make you come on my tongue.”

She shoved my face back in. Not gentle. I gagged on the press of her, nose crushed, and sucked harder. Slow. Single purpose. No stacking. No counting. Just the long wet sounds of oral service in a quiet room, spit stringing from my chin to her mound, my throat working when she rolled her hips and fed me more.

My own pussy throbbed, empty and slick, grief lodged in my chest for the girl who would have run home. She was dying by degrees. I mourned her while I licked, and the mourning made the heat dirtier. Blame sat sweet on my tongue under her taste.

Ysolde’s fingers found my hair. Not to drag. To hold. “Deeper. Get your tongue in my cunt and stay. Do not rush me. I want it slow. I want you to feel how long I can make you work for a single drop.”

I stayed. My jaw ached early. I ignored it. I fucked her with my mouth in long strokes, then sealed and sucked her clit in a rhythm that matched her breath. When she twitched I did not speed up. Same pace. Tenderness as trap. My hands on her, allowed, learning the tremble in her thigh that glamour had always hidden.

“Filthy mouth,” she muttered. “Kept mortal. You think this makes you special.”

“It makes me yours.” Spit thick on the words. “Use me. Please. I am nothing if I am not under you.”

She laughed once, harsh. “You are a bitch in heat who looked at her mother and felt free. Say that while you lick.”

I said it into her. Muffled. Shame burned. Arousal climbed with it. “I looked. I felt free. I am a bad daughter and a worse captive and I still want your cunt on my face.”

“Again.”

I said it again. Then I stopped talking and worked.

Time stretched. The room narrowed to weight and scent. The press of her against my mouth. The smell of her, unglamoured, honest, older than the mask. Sweat at the crease of her thigh. My jaw screaming. My chin soaked. I kept going because she let me touch and I would not waste the leave. Service both ways now. I served with my tongue. She served me the truth of her body without spell.

When she got close she did not snap orders. She breathed harder. Her grip in my hair tightened. “There. There, slut. Stay on it. Do not you dare pull off. Take it. Choke if you have to. I want to feel you gag when I finish.”

I stayed. I sucked her clit and pushed two fingers into her because my hands were mine tonight and she had not revoked them. She was hot inside, tight, fluttering. I curled. I licked. I made the wet sound loud on purpose so she would hear how lewd it was.

She broke slow.

Not a scream. A long low sound dragged out of a throat that had ruled too cleanly for too long. Her cunt clenched on my fingers. Her clit jumped under my tongue. She ground down and I took the weight, gagged, drooled, kept sucking through the pulses while she spent on my face in one unhurried climax under the true gaze. No glamour to hide the ugly beauty of it. Mouth open. Eyes hard and lost at once. Older face cracked open by a mortal’s mouth.

I licked her through it. Soft then. Cleaning. She shuddered and did not shove me away.

For a moment she did not move me along. Her hand stayed loose in my hair, no fist in it, and she drew my cheek to rest against the warm inside of her thigh. She stroked the sweat-damp hair back from my face, slow, thoughtless, the way a person gentles something they mean to keep. Her thumb smoothed the ache at my temple. No order came. No cruelty. Just the quiet weight of her palm cupping the back of my sore skull, and the strange softness of being held by a woman who did not, for that one breath, want anything from me at all. Clean. Unguarded. A care with no knife in it. Then she caught herself, and the stillness closed over.

When she finally stepped back, my jaw locked half open. Taste of her thick on my tongue, salt and iron and slick. My chin shone. My knees hurt. My pussy ached unused and I did not care. The afterglow sat remote in my gut, the unfinished bead from the table a ghost between my legs, a pulse with no machine left to feed it.

Ysolde looked down at me. Bare face. No why given, still. She wiped my mouth with her thumb and made me suck the thumb clean.

“You started that,” she said. “With your hands. Remember it. I will.”

“Yes, Majesty.”

“Queen Ysolde when you are full of me. Majesty when the court can hear. Get it right.”

“Yes, Queen Ysolde.”

She pulled her gown down. The true face stayed. No mask returned. She walked to the door and paused with her palm on the wood.

“The table bargain is not done. Tomorrow you sit again. Maerhild will watch. You will not come until I say, and you will look me in the eye while the court pretends it cannot smell how soaked you are. Sixteen nights left on the count. Do not waste them pretending you are still anyone’s daughter.”

Grief kicked once, clean and sharp, for the soft name in my mother’s mouth. Then it settled. I stayed on my knees in the dark smell of her and the ache in my jaw that would not let go, spit cooling on my throat, the taste of an unglamoured queen stuck behind my teeth like a vow I had put there myself.

“I belong in this room,” I said.

She did not turn. “You belong in this room now. Prove it at table. Finish what the window interrupted.”

The door shut. My jaw throbbed in time with my empty cunt. The taste remained. The weight of her thighs stayed in my palms. Neither of us could un-know that she could be undone by hands she did not own, and the road home sat behind a sealed pane while I knelt and licked my lips for more of the woman who had not bothered to explain her true face.

I slept with that ache. It did not fade. It pulled me toward morning, toward the unfinished meal, toward the switch under cloth and the eyes that would watch her for a flinch while I sat and took whatever she gave, choosing the cage with no one left to blame but me.


Chapter 7: Made Into Evidence

Ileft the bread half eaten. The switch rested under the cloth on my lap where the queen had set it before the first bite. Cool leather. A thin weight that meant stop if I moved wrong. I sat still and watched her hands for a flinch while the servants poured. She did not flinch. A stubborn mortal quarter century had taught me how to hold a seat. She had centuries on me and she used every one of them to keep her posture clean.

Noon came hard. A card arrived with frost smoking on the ink. Nettle took it. She was a grown woman, past thirty, sharp enough that her hands never shook. They shook now. She went white reading it. The Regent’s seal. My name written as a title.

“The queen’s mortal,” Nettle said. Legal. Flat. Not soft.

The switch under the cloth dug into my thigh. The queen took the card from Nettle and read it once. Then she looked at me the way a woman looks at a tool she has already decided to use.

“Up,” she said. “They will see what I keep.”

They stripped me in the side chamber off the long hall. No rush. Ritual speed. Warm oil first, rubbed into my shoulders and the insides of my arms until the skin shone. Texture of linen towels. Heat of hands that belonged to servants who never met my eyes. Thistle, a grown woman of forty with scarred knuckles, painted a thin line of black down my spine. Maerhild’s clerk watched from the door. Another adult, grey at the temples, counting my breath like inventory.

They spread my knees on a low stool and wiped me clean between the legs with a cloth so fine it passed like breath. I hated how my body answered. Heat crawled up my belly. My clit swelled as the cloth passed. Thistle said nothing. She marked my hip with a seal of frost and left it to bite.

“Stand,” the clerk said. “Arms out.”

I stood. My breasts hung free. Nipples tight from the oil’s chill turning warm on skin. They inspected every inch without touching the places that would count later. Look first. Catalog. The Long Table statute lived in that order. A queen’s mortal must be proven kept and not keeping. Proof meant display. Proof meant hands that measured and then stopped.

They led me out barefoot on sun warm stone. The long hall was full. Court. Silks. Breath. Eyes. Lady Maerhild stood at the near end of the table, a woman well into her fifth decade, jewels heavy on her throat. The Regent sat two seats down, grey hair bound, adult and cold. The Warden kept the far doors. Nettle stood behind my shoulder and would not look at me.

The table ran the length of the room. Dark wood. Warm under the high lights. They laid me on it on my back first, then rolled me to my side, then set me on my belly so my ass was high and my cheek pressed to polished grain. The wood took my sweat and gave back heat. I smelled oil and old beeswax.

“Under the Long Table statute,” Lady Maerhild said, voice clear for the room, “a queen’s mortal must be proven kept and not keeping. The crown requires inspection. Eyes only for the court. Hands for the queen alone.”

A murmur. Approval and hunger mixed.

The queen stepped to the table’s edge. She set her palms on my calves. Warm. Dry. She ran them up the backs of my legs with a precision like writing. Thumbs pressed the soft hollows behind my knees. Fingers traced the crease where thigh met ass. She parted my cheeks with both hands and held me that way so the whole room could see my asshole and the slick seam of my pussy below it.

“Look,” she said to them. Mean. Loud enough. “This is what I keep. She does not keep me.”

I burned. Terror of exposure jammed my throat. Every pair of eyes was a hand I could not slap away. My body leaked for her anyway. Shame and heat twisted until I could not tell them apart.

Her fingers inspected me the way a farrier checks a horse. She pressed the pad of one thumb to my asshole and circled without entry. She dragged two fingers down my slit and held them up. Slick strings caught the light.

“Sopping,” she said. “From being seen. Say it.”

“I am sopping from being seen,” I said. My voice cracked. Someone in the second rank laughed soft.

She slapped my cunt once, open palm, hard enough to ring. Pain flared bright. Heat followed. She did it again lower, catching my clit, and my hips jerked against the wood.

“Still,” she said. “You do not move unless I move you.”

Lady Maerhild lifted a hand. “Prove she is kept. Prove she does not rule the hand that rules her.”

I understood then. Mid breath. Mid sting. If the queen showed care, if she softened, the statute could turn. Tenderness was a crack. Cruelty was the seal. The crown sat on that line. Day nineteen of the Hollowmarch already weighed heavy over the throne. Twelve nights left until the Thorn Gate closed for a century. The tally above the seat would take another burn tonight. If they unseated her before then, I would not walk free or bound by my own choice. I would fall with her.

So I performed.

I arched when her fingers found the worst angle. I made the sound they wanted when she pinched my nipple and twisted until tears came. I wept on cue when she called me a hole. I spread my knees wider than she asked. I pushed my ass up into her hands like a bitch presenting. Evidence. She owned the body on the table and the body did not own her.

“Please,” I said, thick. “Please use me. Please show them.”

Her grip on my hip tightened. For half a heartbeat I thought she might break the rule and stroke my hair. She did not. She shoved two fingers into my cunt without warning and fucked them in fast strokes that wet the wood under me.

“Listen to her beg,” she told the court. “Listen to the mortal whore who belongs on my table.”

I took the fingers. I clenched on them so they would hear the sound. Slick. Obscene. Her knuckles dragged my clit on every pull. My arms shook. Sweat ran into the small of my back and pooled warm.

She pulled free and wiped her hand on my ass. Then she walked the length of the table, dragging me by the ankle so my body slid, breasts scraping grain, until my head hung off the far end and my hips stayed centered under the lights. Displayed the full length. Every angle. Look. Never touch. The court’s hands stayed in their sleeves. Their eyes did not.

She climbed onto the wood between my knees. Warmth of her thighs against mine. Her skirts shoved aside. She wore a smooth carved cock strapped tight, dark wood polished with oil, thick enough to force a stretch. She set the head against my entrance and held.

“Beg, and I might let you.”

The key landed clean. Mean. Public.

“Please,” I said. “Please put it in my cunt. Please fuck your mortal on the table. Please prove I am kept. I am a hole. I am your toy. Fuck me so they see.”

She drove in to the root in one thrust.

The stretch ripped a cry out of me. Full. Deep. My body tried to crawl and she pinned my hips with both hands and pounded. Hard. Measured. Each slam wet and loud. My tits bounced. My throat worked around sounds I did not choose. She talked through it, crude and flat.

“Take it. Take your queen’s cock like the bitch you are. You do not keep me. You take what I give and you thank me.”

“Thank you,” I gasped. “Thank you for fucking me. Thank you for using my cunt.”

She ground deep and stayed. She found my clit and rubbed mean circles, no mercy in the pressure. Heat stacked fast. Too fast. I was already close from the oil and the eyes and the inspection.

“You do not come until I say,” she said. “You hold. You show them you obey.”

I held. Barely. My thighs shook. Tears ran into my hair. She edged me with small cruel strokes on my clit while the wooden cock stayed buried and twitching with her hips. Every time I climbed she eased off. Every time I sobbed she smiled for the court, cold and bright.

“Please,” I said. “Please let me. I cannot. I need to come. Please, Majesty.”

“Again. Filthier.”

“Please force it out of me. Please use your dirty little whore’s clit until I break. Please make me soak your table.”

She rubbed hard and thrust once, twice, and the first orgasm tore through me in public. I convulsed on the wood. My pussy clenched around the strap in long pulls. Sound ripped out of my throat. Drool slid off my chin. The court watched me shake and spend myself on her cock like livestock.

She did not stop.

“One,” she said, loud, tallying me for the hall like a beast at market. “They will want each one named.”

“One,” I sobbed.

She kept fucking. Overstimulated flesh screamed. Each thrust dragged raw. Her fingers stayed on my clit and worked me without pause. I tried to twist away. She held me and used me. Second climb hit faster and meaner because my body had nowhere to go.

“Hold,” she said.

I could not hold clean. I begged in broken scraps. Please. Too much. Clit. Hurts. Need. She denied me three times, pulling her hand away at the edge until I was crying real tears, snot and spit, ugly for them all.

“Beg properly.”

“Please let me come again. Please force your slut. Please I am only a hole for the court to see. Please, please, I will be good.”

She slammed in and crushed my clit under her thumb.

“Two,” she ordered as it hit.

I came harder. Longer. White crowded in at the edges. My cunt fluttered and gushed around the wood. Warmth ran down my crack over my asshole. The table under my ass went slick. Someone applauded once and caught themselves. Lady Maerhild’s eyes stayed sharp.

The queen pulled out. Emptiness ached. She flipped me with hands on my ribs so I lay on my belly, face turned to the side, ass up. She spat on my hole. Warm spit. She pushed two fingers into my asshole slow and deep, working the spit in, while the court watched it go in. Texture of the stretch. Burn turning to heat. Her other hand reached under and found my swollen clit again.

“You will give me one more,” she said. “On my fingers in your ass while they watch. You will thank me for it.”

“I will thank you,” I said. Performing. Donating. Not taken. Given. The knowledge lay cold under the heat. I could never again claim I was only kept. I was saving her crown with my own degradation.

She fucked my asshole with those two fingers, precise, deep, curling. Her other hand slapped and rubbed my clit in the same rhythm. My body jerked. Too much stacked on too much. I arched the worst way, presenting for them, weeping loud when the sound would carry.

“Take it, pet. Take my fingers in your dirty ass. Say what you are.”

“I am the queen’s mortal,” I cried. “I am a kept hole. I do not keep her. I belong on this table. Please make me come. Please force it.”

She edged me once more, cruel, until I was shaking so hard my teeth clicked. Then she drove her fingers deep and pinched my clit.

“Three. Say it.”

“Three,” I screamed, and the third orgasm ripped me open. Longer. Meaner. My asshole clenched on her fingers in tight pulses. My clit throbbed under her pinch. I soaked her hand and the wood. My mind broke into crude scraps. Full. Used. Seen. Hers. Crown. Mine to give.

She worked me through it past the peak until I was sobbing into the grain and still twitching. Then she pulled free and wiped her fingers on my back like a rag.

Silence held for a breath. Then the court applauded. Real this time. Full. The sound hit my skin like heat.

Above the throne the nineteenth rune burned into the tally. Light crawled the mark and set. Day nineteen sealed. Twelve left. The Hollowmarch counted down on us both. I had heard the whisper past the midpoint. The same count measured her unravelling. Each burn took something from the woman who ruled as much as it took from the woman on the table.

Lady Maerhild inclined her head. “Kept,” she said. “Not keeping. The statute is satisfied.”

The queen stepped down. She did not look soft. She did not touch my hair. She left me on the table in my own mess while the hall emptied by rank. When the last of them had gone, Nettle came with a cloak, her eyes pale.

“Up,” the queen said to me.

I got up on shaking legs. Cum and slick cooled on my thighs. My asshole ached. My clit stung raw. I met her gaze and did not pretend I had been only a victim. She saw it. Something old moved behind her eyes and stayed locked down.

“Tomorrow you will stand at my left in the hearing of the outer holds,” she said. Concrete. Final. “You will wear the collar and you will speak when I tell you to speak. The Regent has called the Named to witness the next burn. You will not flinch. You will not reach for me. You will be evidence again if they ask for it.”

I nodded. My throat was wrecked.

“Say you understand.”

“I understand,” I said. “Tomorrow. Your left. Collar. I speak when you tell me. I do not reach.”

She turned toward the side door. The cloak settled on my shoulders, warm wool, rough against oil slick skin. Behind us the nineteenth mark glowed faint over the empty seat. Twelve nights. A crown I had just helped hold with my own cunt and my own lies told true. Whatever came for her now came with my hand on it.

I followed her out into the corridor.


Chapter 8: Begging To Be Named

Istood in the dark with the collar locked and the left-hand place empty, listening to a door that never moved.

The side panel stayed shut the whole grey hour. No step. No laugh. No order. Cold tea sat on the tray by my knee and the butter had gone hard as wax. My mouth tasted of nothing. I had dressed for her. I had polished the leather straps she liked around my wrists. I had put myself where a pet goes when it is meant to be seen. The promised tomorrow had arrived, and then it had been cancelled without a word spoken on the page of any law I knew.

I waited anyway.

When the light finally went thin and mean, I crawled back to the bower alone. The sheets held the shape of an older night. My thighs remembered pressure that was not there. The tray they sent later was colder than the first. Bread. A cup. Meat that had lost its steam. I ate because starvation would not buy me a summons. After that I counted hours. Not nights. Hours. The little marks of the day broke into pieces I could hold, and even those cut.

One hour without her voice.

Two without her hand in my hair.

Three with my cunt aching open around air and no one to fill it.

That was withdrawal. Not a pretty word. A body going wrong. Sweat in a room that was not warm. A shake in my jaw when I tried to kneel straight. My hole clenched on nothing and stayed hungry. I put my own hand between my legs once and the shame of it nearly made me sick. Pleasure would not come that way. My body had learned a single source. Without her it only leaked and throbbed and failed.

Five nights of nothing followed.

No summons. No Ysolde. The corridors outside my door lost their color. Gold went dull. Green went the shade of old water. Even the lamps burned thinner, as if the whole place had been wrung out and left to dry. I heard less laughter. When the Warden passed, her boots sounded lonely. Hollowmarch ran its long count above the throne, but the living parts of the house were leaching toward grey.

I kept the service anyway.

Every morning I cleaned the leather. Soft cloth. Slow circles. The straps that had bitten my wrists. The harness she had once made me wear like a joke that was not a joke. I oiled the seams. I lined the buckles up the way she liked. When I finished I set them out as if she might walk in and take them up. She did not.

At the meal hours I went to the left-hand place and knelt. The seat above me stayed vacant. I put my forehead to the floor. I kept my mouth open the way she had trained it. Servants stepped around me. One of them, a thin girl named Briar who had never been cruel for free, whispered that Her Majesty had not been seen in the public rooms. I did not answer. Answering was for people who thought talking helped.

I worshipped absence like a rite.

I kissed the empty chair. I dragged my tongue along the carved wood where her knee would have been. I said filthy things into the air because silence made the craving louder. I told the empty room I was a hole. I told it I was a bitch who needed use. My voice came back thin and stupid. My pussy stayed slick for a woman who was not there. On the third night of the five I put my face between my own knees and sobbed while I rubbed, and nothing finished me. Need without an owner is only noise.

On the fifth night I went where I had not been invited.

I do not know why I went. The craving moved my feet. I took the side halls that smelled of old resin and frost. My collar was a cold ring at my throat. My hands shook so hard I had to press them to the wall. The door to her private chamber was not fully shut. A seam of low light cut the dark. No guard. No glamour shimmer. Just a gap, and heat, and the sound of someone breathing wrong.

I pushed it open.

Ysolde sat on the edge of her bed with her back bare and her glamour off.

I had seen her beautiful for twenty-odd nights. This was not that. Her skin looked thin, almost papered over light that did not want to stay put. Veins of silver ran along her ribs and then broke into frayed ends, as if something under the flesh had been unpicked by a patient hand. Her hair hung lank. Her mouth was pale. She was the most gorgeous creature I had ever crawled for, and she was coming apart in slow, quiet pieces. When she lifted her head, her eyes found me and did not bother with the court mask.

“You were not called,” she said. Her voice was rough. The cold made my nipples ache against the thin shift. “Get out.”

I did not get out.

I went to my knees so hard the impact rang up my bones. The stone stole the heat from my skin at once. My mouth opened before my mind caught up.

“Name me,” I said. The formal words came out of me like vomit and prayer together. “By thorn and tally and the open Gate, I beg to be Named. Bind me. Take my mortal line. Make me yours past the sealing. I offer my life, my hole, my service, my name into your mouth. Name me. Name me now.”

The silence after that was worse than a slap.

Ysolde stared. She looked almost young in her ruin, and then the age came back, heavy and absolute, the weight of centuries sitting in a body that no longer hid the cost.

“No.”

One word. Flat.

“I will be good,” I said, and the formal shape broke into filth because formal was not enough. “I will be your whore on the floor. I will lick your boots in front of every sneering face left in this house. I will take your fist. I will take a strap. I will choke on your cunt and thank you for the spit. Name me. Spend me. Use the last of me if that is the price.”

“No,” she said again. She stood. The unravelling along her side flexed when she moved, a soft sick shimmer. “A Named love is void in law. Do you hear me, Wren? Void. It would not hold. It would finish me faster than the march already is. I will not spend you to buy a decade I cannot keep. I will not feed what is left of me into a bond the statutes would laugh out of the hall.”

It was the first thing she had ever denied me.

I came apart on the floor of a room I had not been invited into.

The sound I made was ugly. Not pretty crying. A raw animal noise. I crawled toward her bare feet and pressed my face to the arch of one, desperate, shaking, mouth open against cold skin. “Then use me without the name. Use me as trash. Let me serve. Let me put my tongue where it belongs. I am twenty-five and I am already ruined for any other life. Do not leave me empty. Do not turn me away.”

Her hand found my hair. Hard. Mean. The grip I had starved for.

“Listen to yourself,” she said. “Five nights without my cock of a strap in you and you are a mess on my stone. Look at you. Drooling on my foot. Cunt dripping for a woman who told you no. Say what you are.”

“A needy bitch,” I gasped. “A hole. Your hole. Your little toy that breaks when you stop looking.”

“Again.”

“Your whore. Your meat. I will beg on my belly. I will do it filthy. I will do it loud.”

She dragged me up by the hair and shoved my face between her thighs. No ceremony. No kindness. The smell of her hit me like heat after a freeze, musk and salt and the faint metallic edge of fae blood under glamour that was no longer there. Her folds were already slick. She had been sitting alone with the unravelling and her body had known I was coming.

“Worship,” she ordered. “Service. That is all you get. You do not get the Name. You get to work for the privilege of breathing near me. Open that slut mouth and earn the air.”

I opened.

I licked her from the bottom of her slit up to the swollen bud and back down again, long and greedy, the way she had beaten into me on earlier nights when the lessons were games. My tongue pushed into her hole and fucked it in short hard strokes. She tasted like rain on iron. I moaned into her because the craving finally had a place to go. Spit ran down my chin. I smeared it with my face, dirty, eager, making a wet mess of myself against her. The sounds were thick and lewd, open-mouthed suckling, the slap of my tongue, my own choked little grunts when she ground down and cut off my breath.

“Filthy,” she said above me. Mean. Steady even through the shake in her ruined side. “Listen to that. Your mouth sounds like a cunt being used. Louder. Make it worse. Tell me what you are doing.”

I pulled back just enough to speak against her flesh. “I am licking your hole. I am tongue-fucking my owner’s pussy like a dog. I am grateful. I am so fucking grateful.”

“Owner,” she repeated, and there was something broken under the cruelty. “You still think that word saves you.”

She shoved me back in. I sealed my lips around her and sucked. Hard. My nose crushed into her. I could not breathe and I did not care. When she let me up I gasped and went straight back down, service as prayer, service as the only language left. My jaw ached. My tongue burned. I kept going. I put my hands on her thighs and then, when she did not stop me, I slid them up to hold her open so I could get deeper, so I could bury myself in her heat and stay there.

“Beg for permission to touch yourself,” she said.

“Let me rub,” I said at once. “Let this worthless slut put a hand on her own pussy while she services you. I will not finish. I swear I will not finish. Just let me feel something.”

“No.”

The second denial hit different. Smaller. Still a wound.

“Then let me hump your boot. Let me drip on the floor. Give me any scrap.”

“You get my cunt and my orders,” Ysolde said. “That is the whole feast. If you come without leave I will put you in the dark for the rest of the march and you will count every hour alone. Understand?”

“Yes.”

“Say the rest.”

“I understand I do not get to finish unless you say. I understand my pleasure is trash next to your use of my mouth. I understand I am here to serve.”

“Good girl.” The praise was a knife. “Now put that tongue on me properly and ask for the right to stay on your knees.”

I licked her like an animal that had found water after a drought. I begged between strokes, short filthy speeches that stacked on each other.

“Let me stay. Let this mouth be furniture. Let me sleep with my face in your slit.”

“More.”

“Let me be the thing you wipe on. Let me choke when you fuck my throat with your hand after. Let me swallow whatever you give me.”

“More. Meaner. Shame yourself for me.”

My voice cracked. “I am a grown woman on the floor of a chamber I broke into, begging to clean a fae woman’s hole with my tongue because five nights without it made me stupid. I would sell my name for another minute of this. I would sell my walk back through the Gate. I am disgusting and I am dripping and I still need more.”

Ysolde’s breath hitched. Her grip in my hair turned savage. She rode my face in short brutal rolls, using me, taking, the wet sounds going loud enough to fill the stone room. Sweat cooled on my back. Her thighs burned against my ears. Temperature and noise. That was the whole world. Cold floor. Hot flesh. The filthy music of a mouth being ruined in service.

“You may rub,” she said at last. Late. On her terms. “Two strokes only when I say. Not before. And you will beg through every one.”

I shoved my hand between my legs the second she gave the word. My pussy was soaked, swollen, sore with neglect and sudden hope. I did not push inside. I dragged my palm over myself in the two strokes she allowed and the pleasure slammed hard enough to white out the edges of the room.

“Stop.”

I stopped. I shook. A sound tore out of me that was almost a scream.

“Beg.”

“I need to finish,” I sobbed against her. “I need to come on my own hand while I lick you. I need it like air. Grant it. Or do not. Just do not send me away again.”

She pulled my head back so I had to look up. Her face above me was beautiful and wrecked, silver cracks crawling higher along her collarbone. For a moment something almost soft moved in her eyes. Then she crushed it.

“There is no version of this where you walk out unchanged,” she said.

The line landed in me like a brand.

“I know,” I whispered. “I do not want unchanged. I want owned. Even if you will not Name me. Even if you turn the bond down. Even if all I get is this.”

“Then earn the one release you are going to get.” She pushed my face home again. “Make me spend on your tongue. Worship like the slut who understands refusal. Service like the woman who just learned the worst thing is not a whip. It is a closed door.”

I worked.

I gave her everything left in my mouth and throat and pride. I licked her bud in tight circles, then broad flat strokes, then sucked it between my lips while I moaned like a paid whore trying to keep a client. Spit strung from my chin to her thigh. My nose ran. My eyes streamed. When she started to shake I held on and took it, greedy, loud, the wet noise of my service shameless in the cold room.

“Now,” she snarled. “Rub. Come. Do it ugly. Let me feel you break while you drink.”

I rubbed hard. No elegance. Three rough passes over my aching flesh and the orgasm ripped me so hard I almost bit her. I cried out into her cunt as I finished, hips jerking, thighs clamping on my own hand after five nights of starvation. My hole fluttered on nothing. Slick ran down to my wrist. I kept licking because stopping would have been a second death. Ysolde came on my tongue a breath later, a hard deep pulse against my mouth, her taste flooding me, her grip wrenching my hair as she used my face for the last of it.

I stayed down when she was done. I cleaned her with small careful strokes. Service after. Worship after. My own spend cooling sticky on my palm. My knees screaming on the stone. The room smelled of sex and cold air and the faint ozone of her unravelling.

She let me go.

I crumpled to the floor on my side, panting, empty in a new way. Not satisfied. Emptied. The refusal still sat in the center of my chest like a swallowed stone. She had denied me the Name. She had denied me the bond. She had given me her body and taken my begging and held the door half shut. Surrender was no longer something she pulled out of me. It was something I had offered on my knees, and she had declined the part that mattered most.

Above the distant throne hall, far off through stone and night, the tally shifted in my bones before it reached my ears. A burn. A mark. The twenty-fourth rune seating itself in the tall frame. Seven nights left. Seven. The Gate would seal. I would walk out mortal or I would not walk out at all. And the same count was eating her from the inside, silver thread by silver thread, while she refused to spend me for a little more time.

I laughed once, broken, on her floor.

“You will hate me for this,” Ysolde said quietly. She sat again, slow, careful of the places where her glamour no longer held. “Good. Hate is cleaner than the other thing.”

“I do not hate you.” My voice was raw. “That is the problem.”

Bootsteps hit the outer passage.

Not soft servant feet. Hard heels. A stride that expected doors to open. Ysolde’s head snapped up. I scrambled for my shift, for any scrap of dignity, but there was none left. The chamber door I had left unlatched swung wide on a rush of colder air.

Lady Maerhild stood on the threshold with two attendants at her back and a scroll case under one arm. Her gaze took in the scene in a single sweep: the unglamoured sovereign, the silver wreckage on bare skin, the mortal on the floor with a shiny chin and shaking thighs.

For a heartbeat nobody spoke.

Then Maerhild smiled the way a knife smiles when it finds the gap in armor.

“How fortunate,” she said. “I came to demand an emergency reading of the Long Table on the state of the crown’s claim. I see the evidence has arranged itself.” Her eyes pinned me, then Ysolde. “By statute, Majesty, you will produce this mortal in open hall at first bell, and you will answer whether she is still a possession, or whether she has begun to possess you. Refuse, and I call the Regent to witness an unfit throne before the twenty-fifth rune burns.”


Chapter 9: Iron In Her Hair

Her fingers were already in my hair when I understood the night for what it was. Three sections. A slow pull. The iron nail warm from my scalp, tucked between her knuckles like a pin she meant to set and never take back.

Above the bed the thirtieth rune burned in the tally glass. Neither of us named it. One night left under the Hollowmarch. One night before the Thorn Gate sealed for a century and Maerhild took the choice out of both our bodies.

Ysolde worked the braid lower. My quarter century sat plain in the mirror of her ancient stillness: she was older than crowns, older than the gate itself, and she took her time with my hair anyway, as if the law could wait on a mortal’s neck. The nail that once rode in my sleeve, meant for her throat, slid into the plait and locked there. Ornament now. Proof. My murder tool wearing my own heat.

“You brought this to kill me,” she said. Low. Mean. “And now it sits pretty in my work. Hold still, little bitch.”

I held still. Gratitude sat thick under my tongue, ugly and true. Five nights of nothing had cracked me. She had refused to Name me. She would not spend me to buy herself a decade. The first thing she had ever denied me, and I had broken on it. Tonight she braided me like I was worth keeping soft.

The statute sat between us until she chose to speak it.

“At first bell Maerhild will force the hall,” Ysolde said. The nail clicked once against another strand. “Name you and the love is coerced and void. Lose you and the crown is proven unwanted. That is the whole of it. There is no kinder reading.”

I breathed through my nose. She smelled of resin and frost and the salt of my own skin on her fingers. I tasted iron when I swallowed. My own blood from where the nail had nicked me earlier. Sweet copper. Hers under it, older, colder.

“I know,” I said.

“You know nothing until you feel the cost.” She finished the braid and wound it once around her fist. The tug sat deep in my scalp. “On your belly. Hips high. Knees spread.”

I moved. Sheets under my cheek. The braid pulled taut when she used it for a handle and dragged my hips back. Oil. Cool at first, then warm as she worked it into my asshole with two fingers, slow enough to make me shake. Not a rush. A claim measured out.

“This is what you get on the last night,” she said. “My fingers in your hole while the law rots above us. You do not get to come fast. You get to take it until you forget you ever thought you could choose.”

“I can choose,” I said, and hated how thin it sounded.

She laughed once. “Then choose to push back on me. Choose to open that filthy little ring and beg like a toy that knows its place.”

I pushed back. Her fingers went deeper. The stretch burned sweet. Oil, clean and sharp, over the musk of my cunt already dripping down my thighs. Taste of iron again when I bit my lip. Gratitude hit so hard my eyes watered. She was here. She was in me. She had not left me to the grey court and the dying colors.

“Good whore,” she said. “Say what you are.”

“Your whore.” The words came easy now. Shame and heat braided together the same way the iron sat in my hair. “Your hole. Your wet, needy bitch.”

“Louder.”

“Your hole. Use me. Fuck my ass. I want it. I need it.”

She pulled her fingers free. The emptiness made me whine. Then the press of her strap, thick and slick, against the tight ring of my asshole. She fed it in slow. Inch by inch. The braid held my head back so I could not hide in the pillow. Every push forced air out of me in ugly little sounds.

“Take it,” she said. “All of it. You wanted five nights of this and I starved you. Now you get the whole cock in your ass and you will thank me for every inch.”

I took it. The burn went long and deep. Full. Stuffed. My clit throbbed untouched and I wanted to grind the sheets and she would not let me, held in place by her grip on the braid and the slow, mean drive of her hips.

“Thank you,” I gasped. True. Filthy. “Thank you for fucking my ass. Thank you for not Naming me. Thank you for still wanting this body.”

“Want is a weak word.” She bottomed out and held. No thrust. Just the full weight of her buried in me. “You are mine. Your asshole stretches for me. Your cunt drips for me. Your hair wears my iron. Mine. Say it.”

“Yours.” My voice cracked. “I am yours. My ass is yours. My name is still mine and still I am yours.”

She moved. Slow. Deliberate. A long drag out until the head nearly left me, then a push back in that forced a broken sound from my throat. No race. No stacked peaks. One climb. She set the pace like a woman who had centuries and chose to spend them on my hole.

Every ridge of the strap. Every wet slide. Spit hit the small of my back and ran into the place where our bodies met. She worked more spit down with her thumb and pushed it into me around the cock, messy, mean, the wet noise filthy and plain.

“Listen to that,” she said. “Your ass is so greedy it slaps for me. Little mortal slut, twenty-five and already ruined. Beg properly.”

“Please.” I used the word once and buried the rest under cruder things. “Fuck me deeper. Stretch me. Make me take it until I cannot walk into the hall without feeling you. I am a toy. A hole. A good little bitch who drips when you use her.”

“Better.”

She kept the braid tight. My scalp sang. Her free hand slid under me and found my clit, two fingers only, a light cruel circle that never let me tip. Edge without the word for it. Build without mercy. Gratitude made the denial worse. I wanted to give her the orgasm like a gift and she would not take it yet.

“You do not get to spend until I say,” she said. “You get to hang on the edge with my cock in your ass and think about dawn. Maerhild will stand in the open hall and demand. Name or loss. Coercion or proof the crown is unwanted. That is the knife. Feel it while I fuck you.”

I felt it. The law. The night. The thirtieth burn overhead. My body full of her. My hair locked with iron. Tears on the sheet, salt on my tongue when I licked them.

“I am grateful,” I said into the linen. Ugly. Honest. “I am so fucking grateful you still fuck me like I matter.”

“You matter because I say you do.” Another long stroke. Deep. Slow. “Not because of law. Law is a cage for fools and Regents. You matter because your hole clenches when I talk mean and your heart breaks when I am kind. Filthy little thing. Say you love being used.”

“I love being used.” My inner voice frayed. Full. Ass. Hers. “Love your cock in me. Love the braid. Love the shame. Love that I cannot run from any of it.”

She sped by a fraction. Controlled. The long grind held. Sweat on my back. Her scent thicker now, frost breaking into heat. My own spit smeared my lips. My cunt ached empty while my asshole took the whole act, the only way she meant to finish me.

“Look at you,” she said. “No hands on your pretty little clit from you. Only mine. You will come from your ass like a desperate whore or you will not come at all.”

“I will. I will. Let me. Let me give it to you.”

“Not yet.”

She held me there for a long time. The room narrowed to the drag of the strap, the pull of the braid, the slow circle on my clit that never quite tipped. My thoughts went short. Crude. Ass full. Iron in hair. Dawn waiting. Grateful. So fucking grateful.

“Now,” she said at last. “Come on my cock. Come with your asshole stretched and your name still free. Do it.”

I broke. The orgasm rolled through me deep and low, a long spasm that locked my spine and milked the strap in hard pulses I could not stop. No second peak. One. Full. I shook under her and made raw sounds into the sheet while she kept fucking me through it, slow, owning every clench, until my body went slack and the aftershocks were only twitches.

She stayed buried. Bodies quiet. The braid wound in her fist. Her weight over my back. Neither of us moved.

Then she pulled out careful and slow, and the empty ache left me gasping. She freed the braid from her grip but left the plait itself tight, iron nail worked through the end like a seal.

I rolled when she let me. Met her eyes. She looked at me with the glamour thin, the unravelling a faint wrongness under her beauty, and still she was the most terrible thing I had ever wanted.

“Before first bell chooses for us,” she said, and the sovereign voice came down like a blade, cold and absolute, “you will walk through the gate. You will leave as a mortal. You will not stand in that hall and hand Maerhild a body to use against me. That is my order.”

The words hit. Real. Not play. Not bed law. A command from the woman who had owned every other breath of mine for thirty nights.

I looked at her. The iron in my hair. The wet between my thighs. The taste of salt and metal still on my tongue.

I gave her no answer.

Silence was the only thing I kept. The last fiction that either of us held clean authority over the other died in the bed at midnight, quiet as a cut vein. She had ordered. I had not obeyed. Not law, not Name. Just the end of the lie.

She saw it. Her jaw tightened. She did not repeat the order. She did not soften it. She only touched the braid once more, fingers light on the iron.

I slept against her for what hours remained. When I woke she was gone and the chamber was grey with pre-bell light.

Nettle, a thin mortal woman, sharp as her name, found me in the side passage outside the bath. She pressed a scrap of vellum into my palm and did not look at my braid.

“Nobody in this court has read the mortal-side clause in three centuries,” she whispered. “A mortal may give her true name freely. Fae law has no counter. It makes the mortal the binder. Not the bound. Do not waste it on a coerced hall.”

Then she was gone.

I stood with the vellum and the iron in my hair and the unanswered order sitting in my ribs. Maerhild would take the decision out of both our hands at first bell if we let her. Ysolde had tried to choose for me with a sovereign voice. I had refused in advance with silence. Gratitude burned in me for the slow fuck, for the braid, for the five nights she would not spend me to save herself.

I weighed it all. Nail as ornament. Command unmet. Binder’s name waiting in my own throat if I chose to spend it free. The thirtieth rune already burned. The hall ahead.

I folded the vellum small and hid it against my skin. I would walk into first bell carrying my name and my refusal as unspent weapons. Not hers to order. Not Maerhild’s to seize. Mine to spend when the moment cracked.

I was already walking toward the hall.


Chapter 10: Sealed A Hundred Years

Istood on the cold stones of the Thorn Gate with frost under my bare knees and the whole court ringed around us in grey light. First-bell hall was empty behind us. Everyone who mattered had already come out to watch the last dawn of the Hollowmarch. Thirty runes burned in the tally glass high above the gate arch. The thirty-first still sat dark. Day thirty-one. Zero nights left. The gate already sang, a thin high note in the iron thorns, opening itself whether anyone asked or not.

Queen Ysolde had me on all fours on the frost. She mounted me from behind in full view of every fae who had ever mocked a mortal. Her strap was thick and slick with oil and spit. She drove it into my pussy in one long shove and I cried out against the stone. Her hips settled over mine. The leather harness bit my skin. She fucked me like she meant the court to see every inch.

“Look at them, Wren,” she said, mean and low. “Your hole takes a queen’s cock and you drip for it. Say what you are.”

“A slut,” I gasped. “Your whore. Your hole.”

She slammed deep and held. The gate’s song climbed. My arms shook. At twenty-five I had thought myself stubborn enough to die free. She had unmade me anyway. I pushed back onto the strap because my body had stopped lying.

Maerhild stood in the front rank, tall and cold, Lady of the petition. “Name her and fall,” she called, each word cut clean. “Release her and fall. The law is a fork. Coerce the mortal and the love is void. Lose the mortal and the crown is unwanted. Choose, Majesty.”

Ysolde pulled almost out and rammed in again. My clit dragged on the stone. The wet slap of her hips on my ass filled the ring. “You will thank me when it is done,” she said, and the words drove into me and set.

She worked me without mercy. Short thrusts that punched the breath out of me. Fingers in my hair, the iron nail still braided into the plait from the night before, wrenching my head up so the court could see me while she used me. “Beg for it, bitch. Beg like the pet you are.”

“Fuck me,” I said. “Fuck my pussy. Fill me. Make me come on your cock.”

She did. She ground against that swollen place inside me until the first climax tore through with no lead-in. I came on the stones under the whole assembly, thighs shaking, cunt clenching on the strap, a raw broken sound ripping out of me. Spit ran down my chin. Sweat and frost melt slicked my palms. She did not stop. She kept fucking me through it, past the peak, into the raw after where every stroke was too much and still not enough.

“Again,” she ordered. “You do not get to rest while my court watches. Take it.”

I took it. My mind tried to count the waves and failed. Past four, past whatever came next, the numbers blurred into wet heat and the grind of her cock in my sore hole. She reached under and pinched my clit. I screamed and came again, a forced second that left me drooling on the frost, ass up, knees sliding. When I twisted to look, she was above me, and for the first time in three hundred years of court gossip the queen broke open. Not glamour. Not mask. Raw want, old and terrified and bright, as if she were the one kneeling.

Maerhild pressed harder. “Release her now or Name her and prove the love was forced. The thirty-first rune waits. The road closes with the light.”

Ysolde’s hips stuttered. She opened her mouth to free me. The shape of the words was already there, the sovereign order that would send me back through the gate as a mortal with my road still mine.

I spoke first.

I turned on the stones, the strap buried in me, and faced the ring of fae. My voice came out clear. No glamour held it. No queen forced it.

“I give freely,” I said. “My true name is Wren. All three parts. Freely. To Queen Ysolde. In front of witnesses. Under mortal-side law the giver binds and the receiver receives.”

Silence hit the frost like a dropped blade.

Ysolde’s eyes went wide. A receiving sovereign must kneel. The law had no counter for a mortal who spent her true name by choice. She pulled free of my body with a wet sound and went down on both knees in front of me, in front of them, her beautiful head bowed. Three hundred years of burnt names went out of the tally pane at once. The glass cleared in a rush of dark smoke that the grey light ate. Two names rewrote themselves in clean bright script: hers, and mine. The court saw it with their own eyes. A queen wanted without glamour. A mortal who had bound herself and kept the power of the gift.

Maerhild’s petition collapsed on the spot. You cannot depose a queen who is loved freely. The fork broke in her hands. She stepped back, and the hunger around the ring went over into something closer to fear.

The last of the light spent the road. A true name given at a gate is a road spent. The Thornline began to seal. Thorns knitted. The song dropped to a dying hum. I was on the far side with her, on her stones, in her court, and the hundred-year lock closed, iron biting iron. Zero days left. I had burned the path myself and I was glad of the ash.

Peace settled in my chest, heavy and warm. Not the peace of empty quiet. The peace of a choice finished. My village’s memory of me would close over like water, and I let it. Mortality stayed in my blood. In exchange I had a person who could now be lost only to time, and she was on her knees for me.

The gate still held one open hour, the last breath before the full seal. In the winter garden the frost-glass women began to thaw. Ice cracked off them. Color came back into their lips. They walked out through that last hour, bare feet on the path, their echoes going home with them into whatever mortal lives had been stolen. Nettle went too. She looked back once. Eleven years lighter, the weight of fae time sliding off her shoulders as she stepped through. She did not ask me to follow. She knew better. I stayed on the stones with the queen still kneeling and my true name still ringing in the air.

Ysolde rose when I pulled her up. Her hands found my face. The court watched. She did not hide.

“You spent yourself for me,” she said. “You filthy, stubborn, perfect little bitch. You bound a crown.”

“I wanted you,” I said. “I still want you. Fuck me again. Claim what you already own.”

She took me back down onto the frost, this time face to face, and drove the strap into my used, slick pussy with one thrust that arched my back. The court did not leave. I did not care. She fucked me deep and mean, hips heavy, the weight of her body pinning me while she spat into my open lips and made me swallow it.

“Say it,” she snarled. “Say what your holes are for.”

“For you,” I said. “For your cock. For your use. I am your toy. Your whore. Your kept slut who gave you her name and still begs to be filled.”

She pounded me until the overstimulation came back in waves I could not number. Past the place where counting worked, my thoughts broke into short crude scraps. Full. Sore. Hers. Coming. Coming again. The strap dragged over the raw place inside me and my clit throbbed under her thumb and I shook apart with no pride left, only gratitude, only the wet slap and the taste of her spit and the iron nail cold against my scalp where the braid held.

When I could breathe she was still buried in me, looking down at me like I was a throne she had finally earned.

“You will thank me when it is done,” she said again, softer, and I laughed once through the mess of my face.

“It is done,” I said. “And I thank you. Keep me. Use me. I am not leaving.”

Fae law had no ritual for what I had become. Not consort. Not favorite. Not kept in the old sense. I was the queen’s binder, the mortal who held the light of the crown in a freely given name, and I was also, nightly and by choice, the queen’s possession. She owned my body, my hours, and the way the court said my name. I owned the one thing that kept the crown lit, and I gave it freely every dawn. It was the only arrangement either of us could survive.

The court would have to learn to live without new mortals. The hundred-year seal meant no fresh blood through this gate. Somewhere else along the Thornline other gates were already opening. That was not my road. My road ended here, on these stones, under this woman.

We walked back through the empty first-bell hall when the open hour closed for good. My legs shook. Her hand stayed on the back of my neck, firm, proprietary, the leash held in both our grips. In the throne room the old tally pane hung above the seat, its thirty-one runes cold and spent. I climbed the steps myself and took the pane down with both hands. It was heavy enough to pull at my shoulders. I set it against the wall where the burnt names would gather dust.

From a lower shelf I lifted a clean frost-glass plate, uncut, empty, and hung it in the old place. With a small iron stylus from her belt I carved the first mark myself, a single line with no end date under it. A count that would run as long as we did. No deadline. Just the next dawn, and the one after, and the gift I would keep making.

Ysolde stood below the throne and watched me work. When I stepped down she put her fingers in my braid, found the iron nail, and tugged once, gentle now, as if testing that I was real.

“Binder,” she said.

“Possession,” I said.

Both true. Both held.

Outside, the Thorn Gate stood sealed, thorns locked for a hundred years, frost already knitting over the iron. In the winter garden the plinths where the glass women had stood held only meltwater and a few loose petals of ice. Nettle was gone into her own life. My village would forget the shape of my face and the sound of my voice. I let the water close. Nothing of the old self was left unclaimed. I was kept, and I was keeper, and I was grateful for both.

That night she took me on the throne itself, strap deep in my ass this time, slow and thorough, working filthy things out of me into the empty hall until my voice cracked. She called me her hole, her bitch, her good little toy, and I said yes to every word because yes was the only language left that fit. When I came it was with her fingers on my clit and her teeth in my shoulder and no numbers left in my head at all. After, she cleaned me with her own tongue, mean even in care, and I slept at the foot of the seat with her hand in my hair.

At dawn I woke first. I climbed the steps and put the second mark on the new pane. No end date. No countdown. Just the free gift, given again, while the sealed gate held and the court learned the long quiet of a hundred years without fresh mortals, and somewhere far along the Thornline other thorns began to part for other stories that were not mine.

I hung the stylus back on its hook. The clean glass caught the grey light. Two names glowed under the first two marks, clear and unburnt. Hers. Mine. The count with no end.


THE END
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