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You’ve heard this story before.

But some glass slippers were never meant to fit perfectly.

Some were made to bind, not free.

R. Vale
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Author’s Note

Before we begin…

If you enjoy dark, daring, and deliciously wicked stories, you might want to join my private reader list.

Subscribers receive:

free exclusive stories

early access to new releases

bonus scenes Amazon doesn’t show

reader-only giveaways and sneak previews

Join here:

romanvale.uk/secret

Now… let’s begin.

— Roman Vale


PROLOGUE - The Glass Slipper

The glass slipper caught the firelight and fractured it into a thousand scattered stars across the mantelpiece. Ella stood before it, her fingers drifting unconsciously to her throat, where the collar sat cool and constant against her skin.

She did not remember choosing to walk here. She did not remember leaving the Prince’s bed, moving through the quiet corridors of Thornhaven, arriving in this private sitting room where the fire always burned and the slipper always waited. Her bare feet knew the path now. Her body knew the rhythms of this place, the hours and the expectations and the particular quality of silence that filled a house where she was the only one who belonged to its master.

The collar was platinum. She had learned its weight in the three weeks since he had fastened it around her throat—learned how it sat against her neck, how it caught the light, how it felt when he hooked his finger beneath it and pulled her close. It did not come off. It would never come off. A small lock at the back, its key existing only on the chain he wore around his own neck. She had tested it once, in the early days, her fingers finding the mechanism in the dark. The click of metal against metal had echoed in the silence, and she had known—even before he appeared in the doorway, watching her with those grey eyes—that she had made a mistake.

He had not punished her. He had only smiled, that slow, knowing smile that made her stomach clench and heat pool between her thighs.

Curious little thing, he had said. You want to see if it will open. You want to know if you could leave.

He had crossed the room, lifted her chin with one finger, and held her gaze until she thought she might dissolve from the intensity of it.

It will not open for you. It will not open for anyone but me. And even if it did—even if you walked out of this house, out of these grounds, out of my territory entirely—you would not get far.

Why? she had whispered.

Because you would come back.

She had wanted to deny it. She had wanted to spit, to struggle, to prove him wrong. Instead she had stood there, trembling, her body already responding to the certainty in his voice, the absolute ownership in his eyes.

She had come to learn that he was always right about her. Always.

Now, before the mantelpiece, Ella let her fingers trace the edge of the collar. The metal was smooth, perfectly fitted, a second skin she could not remove. It marked her. It defined her. When she moved through the house, when she appeared at his side during formal dinners, when she knelt before him in the privacy of his chambers—everyone knew what it meant.

She was claimed. She was owned. She was his.

And the terrible, wonderful truth was that she had chosen it.

The fire crackled. Outside, the winter wind rattled against the windows, but here, in this room, the warmth was absolute. The Prince kept his spaces warm. He liked her comfortable, well-fed, rested. He liked her body soft and ready. He liked to take his time with her, to extend the moments until she was trembling on the edge of sanity, and then—and only then—to let her fall.

She had learned to wait. She had learned to want. She had learned that her pleasure was not her own, that it belonged to him completely, that the release she craved would only come when he permitted it—and that the waiting, the endless building anticipation, was itself a form of possession.

Her body had changed in three weeks. Or perhaps it had not changed so much as awakened. She was more sensitive now, more responsive. A brush of his fingers against her wrist could make her wet. A word in her ear could make her knees weaken. The sound of his footsteps in the corridor outside her chamber could make her breath catch and her thighs press together.

She had been trained before she ever arrived here. She knew that now. Lady Ashworth’s inspections, Madame Cerise’s sessions, the weeks of denial that had left her desperate and aching—all of it preparation for this. For him. For the moment when he would finally spread her open and take what had been preserved for him.

The first time had been overwhelming. She remembered it in fragments: the mirrors, his hands, the slow inexorable push of his body into hers. The stretch, the burn, the feeling of being filled for the first time. And then—after weeks of agonising denial—the command.

Come for me.

She had shattered. She had sobbed his name. She had felt something break open inside her, something she had not known was there, and in the aftermath, as he held her trembling body against his chest, she had understood.

She was never going to leave.

She did not want to leave.

The glass slipper glittered on the mantelpiece. She had left it behind on the stairs of Thornhaven, that desperate night when she had run from what she wanted. She had not understood, then, why she ran. She had told herself it was fear, was self-preservation, was the last instinct of a girl who had spent seven years as property and had no desire to become property again.

But that was not the truth. She saw that now.

She had run because she had wanted to be caught.

She had run because she needed to know if he would follow.

She had run because some part of her, some deep and secret place she had never acknowledged, needed to be pursued, claimed, taken—and she could not bear to give that part of herself voice.

He had followed. He had found her. And when he had walked into Lady Ashworth’s study with the slipper in his hand, when his grey eyes had found hers across the room, she had felt something settle in her chest. Something like recognition. Something like relief.

You ran, he had said, his voice low and sure. I told you I would find you.

I know, she had whispered.

Say you are glad.

I am glad.

Say you are mine.

I am yours.

And she had meant it. Even then, even before he had touched her, before he had claimed her body and fastened the collar around her throat and made her understand what true ownership meant—she had meant it. She was his. She had been his from the moment his gaze had found her across the ballroom, from the moment his hand had closed around hers and pulled her onto the dance floor, from the moment he had leaned close and spoken the words that had made her core clench and her body ache.

You are wet. I can smell you. You have been waiting for this.

She had been waiting her whole life. She simply had not known it.

The firelight danced across the glass slipper. Ella could see her reflection in its curved surface—distorted, fragmented, but recognisable. A woman she barely knew. A woman who wore a collar and belonged to a prince and woke every morning with his seed still inside her. A woman who had been given everything she never knew she wanted.

She heard his footsteps in the corridor.

Her body responded before her mind could process the sound. Heat bloomed in her core. Her breath quickened. Her nipples tightened against the silk of her nightdress—the only thing she was permitted to wear to bed, and only because he liked the way it slid against her skin when he pulled her close.

The door opened. She did not turn. She had learned not to turn. She would wait for him to come to her, to touch her, to command her. That was part of it now—the waiting, the stillness, the understanding that she was his to direct.

His footsteps were slow, measured. She felt him come up behind her, felt the heat of his body even before he touched her. His hands settled on her hips, his fingers splaying across the thin silk, pulling her back against him.

She could feel his arousal. He was always ready for her—had been, every night, since the first claiming. He was insatiable and patient at once, capable of taking her slowly over hours or quickly against a wall, depending on his mood. She had learned to read him now, to sense what he wanted, to position herself accordingly.

Tonight, he seemed to want tenderness. Or perhaps something else entirely—she could never quite predict him, which was part of what made him so devastating.

Looking at it again? he asked, his voice a low rumble against her ear.

Yes.

It fascinates you.

It reminds me.

Of what?

Of who I was. Before.

His hands tightened on her hips, pulling her more firmly against him. She could feel the hard length of him against her lower back, and her body quickened, wetness gathering between her thighs in response.

Who were you? he asked.

Someone who did not know what she wanted.

And now?

She turned her head slightly, just enough to see him in her peripheral vision. His dark hair, his grey eyes, the strong line of his jaw. The face that had haunted her dreams for weeks before he claimed her, and now haunted her waking hours as well.

Now I know.

Tell me.

She felt the words rise in her throat, felt them take shape on her tongue. Three weeks ago, she would have bitten them back. Three weeks ago, she would have been ashamed of what she wanted, what she was, what she had become.

But three weeks ago was another life. Another girl. Another body that had not yet been opened and filled and claimed.

I am yours, she said. I want to be yours. I want you to take me, and use me, and keep me, and never let me go.

His hand moved from her hip to her throat, his fingers closing around the collar, feeling the metal beneath. He pulled her head back, exposing the line of her neck, the vulnerable flesh that he had marked so many times with his mouth and teeth.

You have thought about running, he said. Not a question.

Once.

And?

I could not.

Why?

She drew a breath. Her body was trembling now, her thighs pressing together, her core aching with need. He had not even touched her properly yet—just his hands on her hip and her throat—but she was already desperate. Already wet. Already his.

Because there is nowhere else I want to be.

Because you belong here.

Yes.

Because you belong to me.

Yes.

He released her throat, and his hands moved to her shoulders, turning her to face him. She looked up into his grey eyes and saw the hunger there—the controlled, patient hunger that she had learned to recognise. He wanted her. He always wanted her. But he would take his time. He always took his time.

On your knees, he said.

She sank down, the thick rug soft beneath her, her eyes never leaving his face. She knew this position. She knew what came next. And she wanted it—wanted to take him in her mouth, wanted to feel his hands in her hair, wanted to give him pleasure the way he had taught her.

But first, he wanted something else.

Look at the slipper, he said.

She turned her head. The glass glittered in the firelight, beautiful and impossible, a trophy from a night that had changed everything.

That is what you left behind, he said. That is how I found you. Do you remember the test?

Yes.

Tell me.

Her face heated, but she spoke. She had learned to speak, to say the words, to give voice to the things that shamed her. It was part of it now—part of the ownership, part of the surrender.

You made me sit on the bed. You made me raise my skirt. You slid the slipper onto my foot. And then your hands moved higher.

And?

You felt how wet I was. You slid your finger inside me. You made me beg.

And did you?

Yes.

Beg now.

She looked up at him, her knees aching against the rug, her body thrumming with need, her hands clasped in her lap. This was what she was now. This was what she had chosen. And even as heat flushed through her, even as shame and desire tangled together in her chest, she knew she would not change it.

Please, she said. Please take me. Please use me. Please let me come.

Not yet, he said, and his hand moved to the fastening of his trousers. First, you will show me what you have learned.

She leaned forward, her hands rising to his hips, her mouth opening. The glass slipper glittered on the mantelpiece behind her, a silent witness, a reminder of everything she had lost and everything she had gained.

She had run from him once.

She would never run again.


CHAPTER ONE - The Inspection

The cold woke her before the bell did.

Ella’s eyes opened to darkness, to the familiar shapes of her attic room emerging from shadow—the narrow bed, the washstand with its cracked basin, the single window that let in nothing but the faintest glow from a sky not yet ready to lighten. Her breath misted in the air above her face, a small ghost that dissipated even as she watched it. The fire in the hearth below had long since died to embers, and the chill of the rafters had crept into her bones while she slept.

She lay still for a moment, listening. The house was silent around her, the deep silence of the hour before dawn, when even the servants were still wrapped in their brief allowance of sleep. No footsteps in the corridors below. No clatter from the kitchens. Just the creak of old timber settling, the distant rustle of wind against the windowpane, and the sound of her own heartbeat in her ears.

She had learned to wake before the bell. Seven years in the Ashworth household had taught her that. The bell was a mercy for the other servants—a summons, a permission to rise. But for Ella, the bell was a warning. When it rang, she was already expected to be moving, already expected to have washed and dressed and begun the descent to the kitchens, where the fire would need banking and the water would need heating and Lady Ashworth’s tea would need to be steeping before the household opened its eyes.

So she had learned to feel the hour in her body, to surface from sleep with the instinct of a creature that knew it was being watched. Even in the dark, even in the cold, even in the few hours that were hers alone.

She pushed back the thin blanket and swung her legs over the side of the bed. The floorboards were ice beneath her bare feet, and she sucked in a breath at the shock of it. The cold was a constant companion in the attic—her punishment, Lady Ashworth said, for being born with debts she could never repay. Let the girl earn her keep through labour and suffering. Let her remember what she was.

What she was. Ella had stopped thinking of herself as a person years ago. She was property. A body. An asset that would one day be sold or given or used, and until then, she would work and wait and try not to think too hard about what was coming.

She crossed to the washstand and poured water from the pitcher into the basin. The water had been warm when she’d drawn it from the kitchen pump the night before, but now it was cold as ice, the surface slightly filmed with a thin layer of frost at the edges. She dipped her hands in, gasped at the bite, and brought the water to her face.

The shock of it cleared her head. She scrubbed her cheeks, her neck, behind her ears, trying to remove the sleep and the grime of another day of labour. Her hands were rough—red and chapped from scrubbing floors and hauling laundry and carrying wood. They had been soft once, she remembered. When she was a child, before her mother died, before her father followed, before the debts and the contracts and the long journey to Ashworth House. She had been a person then. A girl with a future, however uncertain.

Now she was this. A servant in an attic room, with a bell about to ring and a day of labour ahead, and a feeling in her stomach that something was different today.

She could not have said what. The feeling was vague, formless—a tightness beneath her ribs, a flutter in her gut. She had felt it before, on days when Lady Ashworth summoned her unexpectedly. On days when her body was required for something other than labour.

She dressed quickly, pulling the grey uniform over her head. The fabric was thin and worn, the elbows patched, the hem fraying where it brushed the floor when she walked. It marked her as what she was: a servant, and not even a proper one. The other servants—the cook, the maids, the footmen who worked the public rooms—wore clean, whole uniforms, their positions secured by wages and contracts. Ella wore a uniform that had been passed down from a girl who had died of fever five years ago. She slept in an unheated attic. She ate what remained after the servants had eaten, and the servants ate what remained after the family had eaten.

She was at the bottom of every hierarchy in this house. And yet—

And yet Lady Ashworth had been watching her more closely of late. The inspections had become more frequent. The comments about her developing body had become more pointed. And there had been whispers about the Selection Ball, about preparations, about a woman named Madame Cerise who would arrive soon.

Ella did not know what it meant. She only knew that the bell had not yet rung, and already her stomach was tight with something that might have been fear or might have been something else entirely.

She had just finished lacing her boots when the bell sounded.

It came from below, a single deep toll that vibrated through the floorboards and resonated in her chest. The servants’ bell. Time to rise. Time to begin.

But for Ella, the bell meant something different. Because almost immediately after it faded, a second sound came: three sharp rings from the smaller bell outside Lady Ashworth’s study.

Three rings. That was her signal. That was the summons that meant Lady Ashworth wanted her, wanted her now, wanted her before the day had properly begun.

Ella’s hands trembled as she smoothed her apron. She took a breath, trying to steady herself, trying to push down the complicated mixture of dread and anticipation that coiled in her belly. She had done this before. She had been doing this since she was fifteen years old, since she had arrived at Ashworth House as a frightened girl with no one to protect her and nowhere else to go.

She knew what happened in Lady Ashworth’s study. She knew what was expected of her. And she knew, with a shame that burned in her chest, that part of her had learned to respond to it in ways she could not control.

She opened her door and stepped into the dark corridor.

The house was a maze of shadows at this hour. Ella moved through it without hesitation, her feet finding the path by memory and instinct. Down the narrow servants’ stairs, past the closed doors of the lower rooms, through the kitchen where the fire was already being coaxed back to life by the scullery maid, who did not look up as Ella passed.

She did not belong in the kitchen at this hour. She was not going to the kitchen. She was going to the front of the house, where the family’s rooms lay, where the hallways were wider and the carpets were thicker and the air smelled of beeswax and wood polish rather than smoke and grease.

She passed the morning room, the drawing room, the library. All dark, all silent. The house slept around her, and she was the only one moving, the only one summoned, the only one whose body was required before the sun had risen.

The study door was at the end of the main corridor. It was made of heavy oak, fitted with brass fixtures that gleamed even in the dim light. Ella stopped before it, drew a breath, and knocked.

“Enter.”

Lady Ashworth’s voice was cool, clipped, utterly awake. She had been expecting this. She had been waiting.

Ella pushed the door open and stepped inside.

The study was warm compared to the corridor—a fire had been lit in the hearth, and its glow illuminated the room in flickering orange light. Shelves lined the walls, filled with account books and ledgers and the detritus of an estate that had once been grand and was now merely respectable. A desk dominated the centre of the room, and behind it sat Lady Ashworth, her grey hair pinned back in a severe knot, her face composed into an expression of mild calculation.

She did not look up as Ella entered. She continued writing in a ledger, her pen scratching across the paper, her attention apparently fixed on whatever numbers she was recording. Ella stood before the desk, her hands clasped in front of her, her eyes lowered, and waited.

The silence stretched. The fire crackled. The clock on the mantle ticked, each second heavy with expectation. Ella’s heart beat in her throat, and she fought to keep her breathing steady.

She knew this game. Lady Ashworth was making her wait, making her feel the weight of her position, reminding her that her time—her body, her presence, her existence—belonged to someone else. The waiting was part of it. The silence was part of it. The uncertainty was part of it.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity but was probably only minutes, Lady Ashworth set down her pen and looked up.

Her eyes moved over Ella with the practised assessment of a merchant examining goods. There was no warmth in her gaze, no kindness, but also no cruelty—just a cool, clinical evaluation that took in every detail and filed it away.

“Arms up,” Lady Ashworth said. “Turn. Slower.”

Ella obeyed. She raised her arms slightly from her sides and turned in a slow circle, letting Lady Ashworth see the full shape of her body beneath the thin uniform. She had done this before—many times, many years—but it never became easier. Each time, she felt the heat rise in her face, felt the shame flush through her, felt the strange, unwelcome stirring in her core that she had never learned to control.

“Stop,” Lady Ashworth said when Ella had completed the turn. “Come forward.”

Ella stepped closer to the desk, close enough that she could smell the lavender water Lady Ashworth favoured, close enough to see the fine lines around her eyes and the slight downturn of her mouth. Lady Ashworth was not an old woman—perhaps in her late forties—but the years of managing a declining estate and two difficult daughters had carved their mark on her face.

“Your uniform is unacceptable,” Lady Ashworth said. Her voice was flat, matter-of-fact. “The hem is frayed. There is a stain on the cuff. You will have it replaced before the ball.”

The words landed like stones in Ella’s stomach. “The ball, Lady Ashworth?”

Lady Ashworth’s eyes narrowed slightly, a flicker of something—amusement? contempt?—crossing her features. “Did you think you would be excluded? You have been here seven years, Ella. Seven years of food and shelter and the minimal education required to make you useful. Did you think there would be no reckoning?”

Ella’s mouth was dry. She had suspected—of course she had suspected—but hearing it spoken aloud made it real. The Selection Ball. The annual gathering at Thornhaven, the Prince’s country estate. The event where powerful families displayed their assets and negotiated arrangements and where servants like her were sometimes—

“Strip,” Lady Ashworth said.

The command cut through Ella’s spiralling thoughts. She stared at Lady Ashworth for a moment, her mind rebelling against the order even as her hands moved to obey. Seven years of inspections, and still she could not make herself do this without a moment of resistance, without a flash of something hot and angry in her chest.

But the resistance was useless. She was property. Her body was not her own. She had learned this long ago, and she had learned that fighting only made things worse.

She pulled the uniform over her head, folded it, and set it on the chair beside the desk. Beneath it, she wore nothing—servants in her position were not permitted undergarments, a rule that had seemed cruel when she first arrived but now felt simply like another part of the structure that defined her existence. She stood before Lady Ashworth in nothing but her skin, her arms at her sides, her eyes fixed on the floor.

“Look at me.”

She raised her eyes. Lady Ashworth was watching her with that same clinical assessment, her gaze moving over Ella’s body with the detached interest of someone evaluating a horse or a piece of furniture.

“Your breasts have filled out nicely,” Lady Ashworth said. “That will help your price.”

The words should have stung, but Ella had heard them before. She had been hearing variations of them for years—comments about her developing body, about her skin and her hair and the curve of her hips, about the way she had grown from a frightened girl into a woman whose appearance could be measured and valued.

“Your skin is clear. Good.” Lady Ashworth stood and circled the desk, moving around Ella in a slow orbit. “Madame Cerise will see to any roughness before the ball. Your hands will need attention—they are too rough for display. And your hair will need to be styled properly. It has grown long enough to be attractive now.”

She paused behind Ella, and Ella felt a hand ghost over her shoulder blade, tracing the line of her spine. The touch was light, almost impersonal, but Ella’s skin prickled in its wake.

“Turn around.”

Ella turned. Lady Ashworth was standing close now, close enough that Ella could feel the warmth radiating from her, close enough that she could see the slight variation in colour of Lady Ashworth’s irises.

“Lie back on the desk.”

Ella hesitated. This was different. The inspections had always been performed standing, with Lady Ashworth circling and assessing but never—

“Do not make me repeat myself.”

The command was sharp, edged with something that made Ella’s chest tighten. She moved to the desk, boosted herself onto its surface, and lay back. The wood was hard and cold against her bare skin, and she had to fight the urge to cover herself, to curl into a protective ball, to do anything other than what was being asked.

“Legs apart.”

Ella squeezed her eyes shut and obeyed. She felt exposed in a way she had never felt before—not just physically exposed, but laid open, displayed, turned into an object for examination and assessment. The fire crackled, and she could feel its warmth on her inner thighs, could feel the cool air of the room on the wetness that she already knew was gathering between her legs.

She heard Lady Ashworth move, heard the rustle of her skirts, and then felt hands on her knees—cool, dry, impersonal—pushing her legs wider apart.

“Open your eyes.”

Ella opened them. Lady Ashworth was standing between her spread thighs, looking down at her with an expression that was almost curious.

“You know what I am checking,” Lady Ashworth said. “You have known since you were fifteen. Say it.”

Ella’s voice came out as a whisper. “You are checking my virginity.”

“Correct. And why does that matter?”

“Because—” Ella swallowed. “Because an intact virgin fetches a higher price at the Selection Ball.”

“Correct.” Lady Ashworth’s hand moved, her fingers sliding along Ella’s inner thigh, moving upward toward the place that was already wet despite Ella’s desperate wish that it would not be. “And who decided that you would be preserved?”

“You, Lady Ashworth.”

“Correct. I could have sold you years ago, when you first arrived. A pretty girl of fifteen, untouched, would have attracted significant interest. But I chose to wait. I chose to invest in your development. Your body was shaped by labour and meagre rations, which has kept you slender. Your skin has been protected from the worst of the weather by keeping you indoors. And your virginity—” Her fingers reached Ella’s centre and slid along the slick seam of her, parting her gently. “—has been preserved for the buyer who will pay the most for it.”

Ella gasped. She could not help it. The touch was clinical, impersonal, but her body responded as it always did—with heat, with wetness, with a shameful pulse of want that made her want to scream.

“You are wet,” Lady Ashworth observed. Her tone was not accusatory, merely noting a fact. “That is good. A responsive body fetches a higher price.”

Her fingers moved higher, finding the entrance to Ella’s body, and slid one finger just inside.

Ella’s hips jerked. The intrusion was slight—barely an inch—but her body clenched around it, responding to the sensation of being entered even as her mind recoiled. She had never been penetrated before. The inspections had always been external, and even this felt like a violation of something she had been told was precious, was preserved, was not to be touched.

“Intact,” Lady Ashworth said, withdrawing her finger. “As expected. You have been obedient in this, at least.”

Ella lay on the desk, her legs still spread, her body still trembling from the brief intrusion. She watched Lady Ashworth move to the washbasin in the corner and wipe her fingers with a cloth, her movements unhurried, utterly unremarkable.

“You may sit up.”

Ella obeyed, her muscles protesting the movement. She felt exposed, used, and worst of all, still aroused. The wetness between her legs had not dissipated; if anything, it had intensified. Her body wanted more, and she hated it for that want.

Lady Ashworth returned to stand before her, her expression once again composed into its mask of cool assessment.

“The Selection Ball is in three weeks,” she said. “The Prince of Thornhaven will be in attendance this year. He has not attended for several seasons, which means he is looking for something. Or someone.”

Ella’s breath caught. The Prince. She had heard of him, of course—everyone in the region knew of Prince Aldric, the younger son who had been given Thornhaven as his domain and who was rumoured to collect beautiful things the way other men collected horses or art. There were stories about his household, about the women who entered it, about what happened to them after.

“If he selects you,” Lady Ashworth continued, “you will belong to him completely. You will be his to use, to breed, to keep. You will leave this house and enter his, and you will never return.”

The words should have terrified Ella. They should have made her want to run, to fight, to beg for some other fate. But what rose in her instead was something more complicated—a mixture of fear and curiosity and a shameful, secret heat that she could not name.

She had been property her entire adult life. What did it matter who owned her?

“You will be prepared for the ball,” Lady Ashworth was saying. “Madame Cerise arrives tomorrow. She is a specialist in the preparation of girls for display. You will submit to her training completely. You will learn how to present yourself, how to respond, how to make yourself valuable. Do you understand?”

Ella nodded. Her voice seemed to have left her.

“Speak.”

“I understand, Lady Ashworth.”

“Good.” Lady Ashworth turned back to her desk, picking up her pen as if the conversation had concluded. “You will continue your duties today. You will be called when Madame Cerise requires you. And you will not—” She paused, her pen hovering above the ledger. “—touch yourself. Your responses belong to whoever purchases you. They are not yours to waste.”

The command landed like a blow. Ella’s face flamed, and she felt the wetness between her legs pulse in response to the prohibition. Lady Ashworth had never said such a thing before. She had never needed to—Ella had never dared to touch herself, had never let herself even consider the possibility of pleasure that was not granted by someone else.

But somehow, Lady Ashworth had known. Somehow, she had seen the hunger in Ella’s eyes, the desperate, confused wanting that had been building for years.

“Get dressed and go,” Lady Ashworth said, her attention already returned to her ledger. “I will see you tomorrow.”

Ella slid off the desk on legs that trembled. She retrieved her uniform, pulled it over her head, and laced it with fingers that felt thick and clumsy. The fabric felt rougher than before, harsh against skin that was still sensitised from the examination.

She curtsied—a reflex, not a choice—and turned toward the door.

“Ella.”

She stopped, her hand on the latch.

“Remember what you are,” Lady Ashworth said without looking up. “Remember what you have always been. And when the time comes, do not disappoint me.”

Ella did not trust herself to speak. She nodded once, though she knew Lady Ashworth was not watching, and slipped out of the study into the cold corridor beyond.

The house was coming alive around her as she made her way back to the kitchen. Servants were stirring, doors opening, the first sounds of the day’s work beginning. The fire in the kitchen was roaring now, and the cook was barking orders at the scullery maids as they prepared the first meal of the day.

Ella should have gone to her usual tasks—should have started hauling water, scrubbing floors, doing the endless labour that filled her days. But instead, she found herself slipping out the back door into the grey light of dawn.

The air was cold, biting at her face and hands, but she barely felt it. She walked across the kitchen garden, past the bare vegetable beds and the dormant fruit trees, until she reached the low stone wall that marked the boundary of the servants’ area. Beyond it, the main grounds of Ashworth House stretched away in the pale light—the formal gardens, the orchards, the distant woods that marked the edge of the estate.

She had not left these grounds in seven years. She had not seen anything beyond the walls of Ashworth House since the day her father’s debts had been settled by her labour. She had been fifteen years old, frightened, alone, and Lady Ashworth had looked at her with those cool, assessing eyes and told her exactly what she would be.

You belong to me now, she had said. Your body, your labour, your future. You will work until I decide what to do with you. You will obey without question. And you will be grateful, because the alternative is the streets.

The alternative was still the streets. Ella knew this. If she ran, if she tried to escape, she would have nothing—no money, no family, no position. She would end up in a workhouse, or worse. At least here, she had shelter, however cold. At least here, she had food, however meagre.

But the Selection Ball. The Prince of Thornhaven. The thought of them made something flutter in her stomach, something that was not quite fear and not quite hope and not quite desire.

She had seen the Prince once, years ago, when he had passed through the region on some business of his family’s. She had been working in the kitchen garden, and his carriage had stopped at the edge of the property while the horses were changed. He had emerged—a tall man, dark-haired, with eyes that seemed to see everything—and she had watched him from behind the hedge, unable to look away.

He had not seen her. Or if he had, he had given no sign. But she had felt his presence like a physical weight, a gravity that pulled at her even from a distance.

Now, she might be presented to him. She might be assessed, displayed, selected. She might belong to him, the way Lady Ashworth had said.

Her body throbbed at the thought. The examination in the study had left her wet and aching, and the cold air did nothing to cool the heat between her thighs. She pressed her legs together, trying to relieve the pressure, but it only made the sensation worse.

She was not permitted to touch herself. Lady Ashworth had said so. Her responses were not hers to waste.

But no one was watching. No one would know.

Her hand drifted to her stomach, then lower, pressing against the thin fabric of her uniform. She could feel the heat radiating through the cloth, the dampness that had gathered. One touch—that was all it would take. One touch, and she could ease the ache that had been building for—

No.

She pulled her hand away as if burned. She was property. She was controlled. If she touched herself, if she gave herself the release her body craved, she would be stealing something that did not belong to her.

Lady Ashworth would know. Lady Ashworth always knew.

Ella wrapped her arms around herself and stared out at the grey morning. In three weeks, she would be presented at the Selection Ball. She would be displayed, assessed, purchased. She would belong to someone new.

And somewhere in the back of her mind, in the secret place she never acknowledged, she wondered if that someone might be the Prince.

She wondered if he would touch her the way her body wanted to be touched.

She wondered if he would let her come.


CHAPTER TWO - The Rivals

The kitchen was already thick with steam when Ella descended from the attic. She had not slept after the inspection—had lain awake in her narrow bed, her body thrumming with unwanted heat, her mind circling around Lady Ashworth’s words until the first grey light had begun to seep through her window. Now, as she moved through the kitchen doorway, she felt the exhaustion in her bones, a heaviness that made every step an effort.

The cook glanced up from the hearth where she was stirring a pot of porridge, her weathered face unreadable. She was a stout woman named Mrs. Blackwell who had been at Ashworth House for thirty years, long enough to remember when the estate had been prosperous and the family had entertained regularly. Now she presided over a shrinking kitchen with a shrinking staff, and she had no patience for anyone who could not keep up with the work.

“You’re late,” she said without stopping her stirring. “The family will be down within the hour, and the table is not yet set.”

Ella did not point out that she was not late—she was never late, could not afford to be late, had trained herself to move through this house like clockwork. Instead she curtsied, murmured an apology, and crossed to the pantry to begin gathering the morning service.

The silver was tarnished. She noticed it immediately, the faint clouding on the surfaces that should have gleamed. One of the younger maids had been careless with the polishing, and now Ella would have to correct it before Lady Ashworth noticed and found someone to blame. She would be that someone. She was always that someone.

She worked quickly, rubbing the silver with a cloth, trying to bring up the shine while her mind drifted back to the study. The hard surface of the desk beneath her back. Lady Ashworth’s cool, dry fingers. The intrusion that had made her gasp and clench and want.

She pressed her thighs together beneath her skirts. The ache had not faded. If anything, it had intensified, a constant throb between her legs that made it difficult to think of anything else.

She was not permitted to touch herself. Lady Ashworth had been clear about that. Her responses belonged to whoever purchased her. They were not hers to waste.

But the prohibition itself was a kind of torture. Every movement reminded her of the need—the brush of her uniform against her nipples, the pressure of her thighs as she walked, even the cool morning air that found its way beneath her skirts. Her body had been awakened by the examination, and now it would not settle.

“The bread,” Mrs. Blackwell said, and Ella startled, nearly dropping the spoon she had been polishing. “Fetch it from the bakery delivery. It should have arrived by now.”

Ella set down the silver and slipped out the back door. The morning had brightened while she worked, the grey light warming to gold as the sun climbed above the treeline. She crossed the kitchen yard to where the daily deliveries were left—a covered alcove near the stables where the tradesmen deposited their goods before retreating to avoid contaminating the family’s air with their presence.

The bread was there, wrapped in cloth, still warm from the ovens in the village. Ella gathered it into her arms, inhaling the yeasty smell, and turned back toward the house.

That was when she heard the voices.

“—think she’ll actually be selected? After all this time?”

It was Charlotte, Lady Ashworth’s elder daughter. Her voice carried across the yard, sharp and clear, and Ella froze in place, knowing she could not be seen from where she stood but equally unable to move without being heard.

“Mama has been preparing her for years,” came a second voice—Evangeline, the younger sister, softer, more thoughtful. “She must expect some return on the investment.”

“Investment.” Charlotte’s laugh was brittle, unpleasant. “That’s what Ella is, isn’t she? An investment. A thing to be sold.”

“She’s a person, Charlotte. Or she was.”

“She was never a person. She was always property. Her mother’s debts saw to that.”

Ella pressed her back against the wall of the alcove, the bread warm against her chest, her heart hammering. She should move. She should pretend she had heard nothing. But her feet seemed rooted to the ground.

“I wonder what it will be like,” Evangeline said after a moment. “Being selected.”

“Being claimed, you mean.” Charlotte’s voice dropped, took on a different quality—something that made Ella’s skin prickle. “Being spread open and filled. Being owned.”

“You’ve done it. With Thomas.”

“Thomas was practice. He was a groom, Evangeline, not a claimant. There’s a difference.”

“How would you know?”

“Because I know what it’s like to be wanted. To have someone inside you, moving, taking. Ella doesn’t. She’s never—”

“She’s intact. Mama said.”

“Intact.” The word dripped with contempt. “Untouched. Untried. Boring. Who wants a girl who doesn’t know what she’s doing? The Prince will take one look at her and pass her over for someone with experience.”

The Prince. Ella’s stomach clenched at the name.

“He might want her precisely because she’s untouched,” Evangeline said. “Some men prefer it.”

“Some men are fools. A girl who has never been touched will lie there like a dead fish. She won’t know how to move, how to please, how to take what she’s given. The Prince is rumoured to be discerning. He won’t want a nervous virgin who flinches at every touch.”

“Then perhaps she’ll learn. Before the ball. Madame Cerise will teach her.”

“Madame Cerise teaches presentation, not pleasure. She teaches girls how to kneel and spread and say ‘yes, sir.’ She doesn’t teach them how to make a man lose control.”

Ella heard footsteps, then—the crunch of gravel as Charlotte and Evangeline moved away from whatever window they had been standing near. She stayed pressed against the wall, the bread clutched to her chest, her breath coming in short, shallow gasps.

She had known, of course, that Charlotte despised her. Charlotte had despised her since the day she arrived—young Ella, with her pretty face and her tragic history, drawing attention even in her faded dress and her servant’s position. Charlotte had been seventeen then, old enough to see Ella as competition for the limited supply of male attention that visited Ashworth House. She had made it her mission to remind Ella of her place at every opportunity.

But this was different. This was not simply cruelty. This was something sharper, more pointed—a reminder that Ella’s fate at the ball was not just a matter of being seen, but of being wanted. Of being chosen over other girls who knew more, who had done more, who could offer more than an untouched body and a lifetime of obedience.

She thought of the Prince—tall, dark-haired, with those grey eyes that seemed to see everything. She thought of him looking at her, assessing her, deciding she was not worth the effort.

Her body throbbed. Her face burned. And somewhere beneath the shame, she felt a flicker of something that might have been determination.

She would be wanted. She would be chosen. She did not know how she would accomplish this—did not know what she could possibly offer that other girls could not—but the alternative was to remain at Ashworth House forever, to grow old in the attic room, to be passed over and forgotten.

That would not happen. She would not let it.

She pushed away from the wall and walked back toward the kitchen, the bread still warm against her chest, her mind already turning over possibilities.

The breakfast service was a familiar ritual, one Ella had performed hundreds of times. The arrangement of dishes on the sideboard. The pouring of tea. The silent presence in the corner, ready to fetch whatever was required but otherwise invisible. She moved through the motions without thought, her body on autopilot while her mind continued to circle around the conversation she had overheard.

Charlotte and Evangeline entered the breakfast room together, dressed for the day in morning gowns that were fashionable enough to suggest wealth but modest enough to suggest propriety. They were both pretty in different ways—Charlotte with her fair hair and sharp features, Evangeline with her darker colouring and softer expression. They were the daughters of Lady Ashworth’s first marriage, raised to expect advantageous matches and comfortable lives.

They were also, Ella knew, being displayed at the Selection Ball—not as property, but as potential matches for men of status who might be seeking wives rather than possessions. It was a finer distinction than Ella had understood when she was younger, but she understood it now. Charlotte and Evangeline would attend the ball as guests, as participants, as women with the power to accept or decline. Ella would attend as goods.

Charlotte’s eyes found Ella as she took her seat at the table, and a slow smile spread across her face.

“Good morning, Ella,” she said, her voice sweet in a way that made Ella’s skin crawl. “Did you sleep well?”

Ella curtsied. “Yes, miss.”

“You look tired. Dark circles under your eyes. Did something keep you awake?”

The question was too pointed to be innocent. Ella felt heat rise to her cheeks and prayed it would not show.

“I woke early, miss. The light.”

“Mmm.” Charlotte reached for her tea, took a delicate sip. “Mama tells me you’ve been informed about the ball.”

Ella’s stomach tightened. “Yes, miss.”

“How exciting for you. Finally, after all these years, you’ll have the chance to be useful in a different way.”

Evangeline was watching Ella with an expression she could not read—something that might have been pity or might have been curiosity. She said nothing, simply buttered her toast with careful attention.

“I’m sure Ella will do very well,” Evangeline said after a moment. “Mama has invested a great deal in her preparation.”

“Preparation.” Charlotte’s laugh was light, almost musical. “Yes, I’m sure Madame Cerise will work wonders. She always does. She took Mrs. Halloway’s youngest from a provincial nobody to a prized possession in three weeks. Perhaps she can do the same for Ella.”

She turned her gaze to Ella, and there was something in it—a hunger, a cruelty, a desire to see fear.

“Though I wonder if even Madame Cerise can teach a girl to want,” Charlotte continued. “To truly want. To burn for it. Because that’s what the Prince is rumoured to look for, you know. Not just a pretty face or a virgin body. He wants a girl who hungers to be claimed. Who dreams of being taken. Who lies awake at night imagining his hands on her skin.”

Ella’s breath caught. She could not help it. The words were too close to the truth—the truth she had been trying not to acknowledge since the inspection.

Charlotte’s smile widened. “Do you dream of that, Ella? Do you imagine what it would feel like to be spread open and filled? Do you touch yourself at night, thinking about a man’s hands, a man’s mouth, a man’s—”

“Charlotte.” Evangeline’s voice was sharp, cutting through the moment. “That’s enough.”

“I’m only asking. It’s a reasonable question. She’s going to be displayed in three weeks. She should be prepared for what men will want to know.”

“She’s standing right there.”

“Of course she is. She’s a servant. She’s accustomed to standing while we speak.”

The exchange had taken only seconds, but Ella felt as though hours had passed. Her face was burning. Her body was throbbing. And Charlotte was still watching her with those sharp, hungry eyes, as if waiting for her to break.

“Forgive me, miss,” Ella said, her voice barely above a whisper. “May I be excused to attend to my other duties?”

Charlotte waved a hand dismissively. “Go. But do try to rest before Madame Cerise arrives. You’ll need your strength.”

Ella curtsied again and fled.

She did not make it to her other duties. She did not make it anywhere except the nearest corridor, where she pressed her back against the wall and tried to catch her breath.

Her body was on fire. Charlotte’s words had done something to her—unlocked something she had been trying to keep contained. The images that flooded her mind were too vivid, too immediate: hands on her skin, spreading her legs, filling her where she had never been filled.

She pressed her thighs together, trying to ease the ache, but it only made it worse. She was wet—soaking wet—her undergarments clinging to her centre with a dampness she could feel through her uniform.

This was wrong. This was shameful. She was standing in a corridor in broad daylight, her body throbbing with need, because her stepsister had spoken crude words at the breakfast table.

She pushed away from the wall and began walking, her steps quick and unsteady. She would go to the attic. She would lie down. She would calm herself and return to her duties and pretend none of this had happened.

She turned a corner and collided with something solid.

“Watch where you’re going.”

Charlotte’s voice. Of course it was Charlotte’s voice.

Ella stumbled backward, her hands rising to steady herself, but Charlotte was faster. She caught Ella’s wrist and pushed her against the wall, pinning her there with a strength that seemed impossible given her slender frame.

“Running away?” Charlotte asked, her face close to Ella’s, too close. “From what? Or from whom?”

“Forgive me, miss. I was not attending—”

“You were not attending.” Charlotte’s grip tightened on Ella’s wrist, and she leaned in until her mouth was near Ella’s ear. “You were thinking about what I said. About the Prince. About being claimed.”

Ella’s breath came in short, shallow gasps. She could feel Charlotte’s body pressed against hers, could feel the heat radiating through the thin fabric of her uniform. Charlotte’s free hand came up to rest on Ella’s breast, and Ella gasped at the contact.

“Still untouched?” Charlotte whispered, her fingers squeezing through the fabric. “After all these years, still a virgin? How boring for you.”

“Miss, please—”

“Please what? Please stop? Please continue?” Charlotte’s thumb found Ella’s nipple through the uniform and pressed. “I know you feel it, Ella. I can see it in your face. The hunger. The wanting. You pretend to be proper, to be obedient, but underneath you’re just a hole waiting to be filled.”

The words were crude, cruel, but they landed somewhere deep in Ella’s core and ignited something she could not name. Her nipple hardened beneath Charlotte’s touch, and her body arched toward the contact even as her mind recoiled.

Charlotte laughed softly. “See? You respond to everything. Even this. Even me.”

She shifted her hand, sliding it down Ella’s body, over her ribs, across her stomach, moving lower. Ella’s breath caught in her throat.

“Charlotte.”

The voice came from down the corridor—Evangeline’s voice, sharp and clear. Charlotte froze, her hand still pressed against Ella’s lower belly.

“Let her go,” Evangeline said. She was standing at the end of the corridor, watching, her expression unreadable.

Charlotte withdrew her hand slowly, deliberately, letting her fingers trail across Ella’s hip as she stepped back. “I was only preparing her,” she said, her voice light. “She’ll need to be ready for anything at the ball.”

“She’ll need to be intact for the ball. Mama was clear about that.”

“I didn’t touch her there. I’m not a fool.”

Evangeline said nothing. She simply watched, her dark eyes moving from Charlotte to Ella and back again.

Charlotte smoothed her gown, adjusted her sleeves, and smiled at Ella. “Rest now,” she said. “You’ll need your energy for later.”

She turned and walked away, her steps unhurried, as if nothing had happened. Ella stayed pressed against the wall, her body trembling, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

Evangeline remained where she was, watching. After a long moment, she spoke.

“Does she frighten you?”

Ella blinked. The question was unexpected, and she did not know how to answer. “I—miss?”

“Charlotte. Does she frighten you?”

“I… no, miss. She is my superior. I would not presume to feel fear.”

Evangeline’s expression flickered—something that might have been amusement or might have been sadness. “You may presume,” she said quietly. “You may feel whatever you feel. But you would be wise not to show it.”

She turned and walked away in the opposite direction from Charlotte, leaving Ella alone in the corridor with her racing heart and her throbbing body.

The rest of the day passed in a blur. Ella moved through her duties without truly attending to them—scrubbing floors that were already clean, folding linens that had already been folded, polishing surfaces that already gleamed. Her mind was elsewhere, circling around Charlotte’s words, around the feeling of her hand, around the images that had been planted in her imagination.

She thought of the Prince. She thought of his hands on her body, his mouth on her skin, his weight pressing her into a bed. She thought of being spread open and filled, of the stretch and the burn and the pleasure that Charlotte had described with such crude certainty.

She thought of wanting it.

By the time evening fell, Ella was exhausted and aroused in equal measure, her body thrumming with a need she could not satisfy. She climbed the stairs to her attic room, closed the door behind her, and sank onto her narrow bed.

The room was dark, lit only by the faint glow of the moon through her small window. The fire in the hearth below had been allowed to die, and the cold was already creeping in through the floorboards. But Ella barely noticed. She was too focused on the heat between her thighs, the ache that had been building all day, the desperate, shameful want that she could no longer ignore.

Her hand drifted to her stomach. Then lower.

She thought of Lady Ashworth’s examination. Of Charlotte’s hand on her breast. Of the Prince, whom she had only seen once but whose image was burned into her memory.

Her fingers pressed against the fabric of her uniform, finding the place that throbbed with need. She was wet—soaking wet—and the pressure made her gasp.

She could touch herself. Just once. Just enough to ease the ache. Lady Ashworth would never know. No one would ever know.

Her fingers moved in slow circles, and her hips rose to meet them. The pleasure was immediate, intense, a sharp spike of sensation that made her bite her lip to keep from crying out.

She should stop. She had been forbidden. Her responses were not hers to waste.

But her body did not care about permission. Her body only wanted.

She pressed harder, moved faster, felt the pleasure building toward something—

A knock at the door.

Ella snatched her hand away as if burned, her heart slamming against her ribs. “Who—who is it?”

“It’s Bess, miss.” The voice of one of the kitchen maids, young and uncertain. “Lady Ashworth says to remind you that Madame Cerise arrives tomorrow at noon. You’re to be bathed and presented in the blue room before the midday meal.”

Ella’s voice came out strangled. “Thank you, Bess. I understand.”

Footsteps retreated down the stairs. Ella sat in the dark, her body still throbbing, her hand still trembling from the almost-touch.

Madame Cerise. Tomorrow. The woman who would prepare her for the ball. The woman who would teach her to present herself, to respond, to want.

She would need her strength, Charlotte had said. She would need to be ready.

Ella lay back on her bed and stared at the ceiling. Her body ached with unsatisfied need. Her mind raced with images she could not banish.

She did not touch herself again. She would not. She would obey.

But she lay awake for hours, her thighs pressed together, her breath coming in short, uneven gasps, and she thought about what it would mean to be claimed.


CHAPTER THREE - The Training

Madame Cerise arrived at noon precisely.

Ella had been watching from her attic window since dawn, unable to sleep, unable to eat, unable to think of anything except what was coming. She had bathed in the freezing water of her basin, scrubbing herself until her skin was pink and raw, as if she could somehow prepare for the examination by making herself clean. She had dressed in her spare uniform—the one with the smaller stain, the less obvious tear—and then undressed and dressed again three times, uncertain what was expected of her.

The blue room, Lady Ashworth had said. She was to be bathed and presented in the blue room before the midday meal. But no one had come to bathe her, and no one had come to fetch her, and so she had waited in her attic until the bells of the village church had struck eleven, and then she had made her way downstairs.

The blue room was on the second floor of the house, a chamber that was rarely used, reserved for guests who almost never came. It was decorated in faded silks and dusty furniture, and it smelled of lavender and cedar and something else, something sharp and unfamiliar that made Ella’s nose twitch. A bath had been prepared—a copper tub filled with steaming water, surrounded by bottles and jars and implements whose purpose Ella could not guess.

She stood in the centre of the room, her hands clasped in front of her, her eyes on the floor, and waited.

The sound of carriage wheels on gravel announced the arrival before the bells had finished striking twelve. Ella’s heart leapt into her throat, and she had to clench her hands to keep them from trembling. Footsteps in the corridor—the heavy, measured tread of Lady Ashworth, the lighter step of someone unfamiliar—and then the door opened.

Madame Cerise was not what Ella had expected.

She had imagined someone severe, someone cold, someone like Lady Ashworth but worse. Instead, the woman who entered was middle-aged and softly pretty, with greying hair pinned beneath a modest cap and a figure that suggested comfort rather than discipline. Her dress was fine but practical, her hands were gloved, and her expression was one of professional interest, as if she were a physician arriving to examine a patient.

Behind her came two younger women, assistants perhaps, carrying large cases that clinked with the sound of glass and metal.

“This is the one?” Madame Cerise’s voice was pleasant, cultured, with a slight accent Ella could not place. She moved into the room, her eyes moving over Ella with the same clinical assessment Ella had come to expect, but with a different quality—not ownership, but evaluation.

“The one,” Lady Ashworth confirmed. “Ella. She has been in my household for seven years. Her virginity is intact, as I mentioned in my correspondence.”

“Good. That simplifies matters.” Madame Cerise crossed to the copper tub and dipped her gloved fingers into the water, testing the temperature. “Has she been informed of what is required?”

“She knows she is to be prepared for display. She does not know the specifics. I preferred to leave that to your expertise.”

“A wise choice. Girls who anticipate too much often develop expectations that must be unlearned.” Madame Cerise turned back to Ella, and for the first time, their eyes met. “Undress, please.”

Ella’s hands moved to the fastenings of her uniform before her mind could process the command. She had been undressing for Lady Ashworth’s inspections for seven years; the action was reflex now, drilled into her body until it required no thought. She pulled the uniform over her head, folded it, set it aside, and stood naked before the three women.

Madame Cerise’s gaze was thorough but impersonal. She circled Ella slowly, her eyes moving over every inch of her body, noting the curve of her breasts, the narrowness of her waist, the flare of her hips.

“Good bone structure,” she murmured, almost to herself. “Clear skin. A bit thin, but that can be addressed. The hair is lovely—dark, glossy. We’ll need to do something with it for the ball, but the foundation is there.”

She stopped in front of Ella, her eyes meeting hers again. “You have been examined before?”

Ella’s voice emerged as a whisper. “Yes, madame.”

“By whom?”

“Lady Ashworth. Regularly, since I arrived.”

“And what did these examinations involve?”

“They involved—” Ella swallowed. “Assessment. Of my development. Of my value.”

“Did they involve touch?”

“Sometimes. Clinical touch. To determine—” She could not finish the sentence.

“To determine your responsiveness,” Madame Cerise completed. “To prepare you for this moment. Good. That means some of the groundwork has been laid.”

She turned to her assistants. “Prepare the bath. I will examine her first.”

The assistants moved to the tub, adding bottles of oil and handfuls of dried flowers to the steaming water. Madame Cerise gestured to a low table that had been placed near the fire, covered with a clean white cloth.

“Lie down,” she said. “On your back.”

Ella’s heart was pounding. She had been examined standing, examined on desks, examined in cold rooms and warm studies. But never like this—never on a padded table, never with such formality, never with such obvious intent.

She lay down. The table was hard beneath her, but the cloth was soft against her skin. She stared at the ceiling, at the faded silk canopy above her, and tried to slow her breathing.

Madame Cerise moved to stand beside the table. She removed her gloves, revealing hands that were surprisingly elegant, with long fingers and neatly trimmed nails. She reached out and touched Ella’s shoulder, her fingers trailing down the arm to the wrist.

“You are trembling,” she observed. “That is natural. Most girls tremble at first.”

She continued her examination, her hands moving over Ella’s body with the same clinical detachment that Lady Ashworth employed—but with a different quality, a thoroughness that suggested she was cataloguing more than measuring. She touched Ella’s breasts, weighing them in her palms, brushing her thumbs across the nipples, watching them tighten into peaks.

“Responsive,” she noted. “Very good.”

Her hands moved lower, over the curve of Ella’s waist, across the flat plane of her stomach, down to the junction of her thighs. She did not hesitate or falter; she simply spread Ella’s legs and looked.

“You have been kept smooth,” she said, her fingers tracing the bare skin where hair should have been. “Good. The current fashion prefers this. We will maintain it.”

Her fingers moved lower, parting the folds of Ella’s centre, exposing her to the cool air of the room. Ella felt heat flood her face, felt her body clench in response to the exposure.

“Intact, as promised.” Madame Cerise’s finger slid along the seam of Ella’s entrance, feeling the barrier that proved her virginity. “And wet already. Also good.”

The words made Ella’s face burn hotter. She could not deny the wetness—could not deny that her body was responding to the touch, the attention, the clinical assessment. She was aroused, and she was ashamed of her arousal, and she was ashamed of her shame.

“Tell me what you know about the Selection Ball,” Madame Cerise said, her finger still resting at Ella’s entrance.

Ella’s voice was strangled. “It is an event where girls like me are displayed for potential claimants.”

“Correct. And what does it mean to be claimed?”

“It means—” Ella struggled to form the words. “It means belonging to someone. Being owned.”

“Being owned,” Madame Cerise repeated. “And used. And bred, if the claimant wishes. Do you understand what that means?”

“I—yes, madame.”

“Tell me.”

“It means—” Ella’s voice broke. “It means being spread open and filled. It means giving up my body to someone else’s pleasure. It means being taken.”

“Correct.” Madame Cerise’s finger pressed slightly, just the tip entering Ella’s body. “And do you want that?”

The question hung in the air. Ella did not know how to answer. Did she want it? She feared it. She feared the unknown, the pain, the loss of the last shreds of autonomy she possessed. But beneath the fear was something else—something hot and hungry that had been growing for years, something that responded to Madame Cerise’s touch with wetness and heat and an ache that would not subside.

“I do not know, madame,” she whispered.

“An honest answer.” Madame Cerise withdrew her finger, and Ella felt a rush of something that was almost disappointment. “You will know by the time I am finished with you. One way or another, you will know.”

She stepped back and gestured to her assistants. “The bath.”

The water was warm, almost too warm, and the oils that had been added to it made Ella’s skin slick and fragrant. The assistants bathed her with efficient hands, scrubbing every inch of her body with rough cloths, paying special attention to the places where skin folded and secreted. They washed her hair with something that smelled of roses and herbs, combing through the tangles with wooden picks until it hung in wet ropes down her back.

Through it all, Madame Cerise watched, offering occasional instructions but mostly observing. Her gaze was constant, assessing, and Ella felt it on her skin like a physical weight.

When the bath was finished, she was lifted from the tub and dried with soft towels. Her hair was wrapped in cloth, and she was led back to the table, where she was instructed to lie down once more.

“Now,” Madame Cerise said, “we begin the real work.”

She moved to stand at the end of the table, between Ella’s spread legs. “You have been examined before, but you have not been trained. There is a difference. Examination determines what you are. Training determines what you will become.”

Her hands moved to Ella’s thighs, spreading them wider. “At the Selection Ball, you will be displayed. You will be touched, assessed, perhaps tested. The men who attend are not interested in shy, shrinking girls who flinch at contact. They want girls who know their bodies, who understand their responses, who can present themselves without shame.”

She began to touch Ella—not clinically this time, but deliberately, with intention. Her fingers traced the folds of her centre, spreading her open, exposing the wetness that had gathered there.

“Your body responds quickly,” she observed. “That is a gift. But it can also be a liability if you do not learn to control it.”

Her finger found the small bud at the top of Ella’s sex, and she began to rub it in slow, deliberate circles. Ella gasped, her hips jerking involuntarily.

“You feel that,” Madame Cerise said. It was not a question. “The pleasure building. The heat spreading. You want more.”

Ella did want more. She could not deny it. The touch was skilled, knowing, and it sent waves of sensation radiating through her body. Her nipples tightened, her breath quickened, and the ache that had been building for days began to sharpen into something more urgent.

“Say what you feel,” Madame Cerise commanded.

“I feel—” Ella’s voice was breathless. “Heat. Pressure. A need to—to—”

“To come.” Madame Cerise’s finger moved faster, pressing harder. “To reach the peak of pleasure. To feel release.”

“Yes.” The word emerged as a moan.

“You may want it. But you are not permitted to have it.”

The words took a moment to register. When they did, Ella’s eyes flew open in confusion.

“What?”

“Your pleasure is not yours,” Madame Cerise said, her finger still moving. “It belongs to your future claimant. You will learn to reach the edge—to feel the pleasure building, to feel yourself on the verge of release—and then you will stop. You will wait. You will ask permission.”

Ella’s body was trembling, her hips moving against Madame Cerise’s hand without her consent. The pleasure was building, a tight coil of sensation in her core, and the thought of stopping was unbearable.

“Please—” she gasped. “I cannot—”

“You can. And you will.” Madame Cerise’s finger slowed, then stopped. “Breathe. Feel the pleasure receding. Feel the want remaining.”

Ella moaned, a sound of pure frustration. Her body was on fire, her centre throbbing with need, and Madame Cerise had simply… stopped.

“Why?” The word emerged as a sob.

“Because your desperation is part of your value,” Madame Cerise said calmly. “A girl who has been denied is a girl who will do anything for release. A girl who is desperate will submit more fully, open more completely, surrender more thoroughly. The men who attend the Selection Ball know this. They look for it. And when they find it, they pay handsomely.”

She stepped back, leaving Ella trembling on the table. “Rest for a moment. Then we will begin again.”

The training continued for what felt like hours.

Madame Cerise brought Ella to the edge of release over and over—using her fingers, her mouth, objects that Ella could not see but only feel—and each time, she stopped before Ella could find completion. Ella begged. She pleaded. She offered anything, promised everything, if only Madame Cerise would let her finish.

But Madame Cerise was implacable. “Say it properly,” she would say. “Ask permission.”

“Please may I come?” Ella would gasp, her body straining.

“No. Not today. Not until you are claimed.”

The denial was agony. Ella had never experienced anything like it—the pleasure building to an almost unbearable peak and then being withdrawn, leaving her shaking and desperate and more aroused than before. Her body was learning to want, and her mind was learning that wanting was not enough.

Between the sessions of stimulation and denial, Madame Cerise taught her positions. She made Ella kneel on the floor, her legs spread, her back arched, her hands clasped behind her head. She made her bend over the table, her legs apart, her bottom raised. She made her lie on her back with her knees drawn up and her thighs wide, exposing herself completely.

“Look at me while you present,” Madame Cerise instructed. “Do not close your eyes. Do not look away. You must learn to be seen.”

Ella learned to hold each position without trembling. She learned to say the words Madame Cerise required: “I present myself for your inspection.” “I am ready to be assessed.” “Please use me as you wish.”

She learned to look into Madame Cerise’s eyes while she said them, to keep her voice steady, to show no shame.

But beneath the learned composure, she was burning.

By the time Lady Ashworth returned to check on the progress, Ella was exhausted. Her body ached from holding unfamiliar positions. Her centre throbbed with unsatisfied need. And her mind was a混乱 of pleasure and frustration and a desperate, gnawing hunger that would not subside.

“How is she?” Lady Ashworth asked, her eyes moving over Ella, who was kneeling on the floor in the presentation position Madame Cerise had drilled into her.

“Promising,” Madame Cerise said. “She responds quickly and intensely. Her control needs work, but that will come with practice.”

“And her virginity?”

“Intact. As instructed, I have not penetrated beyond the barrier.” Madame Cerise’s voice was clinical, matter-of-fact. “But she has been stretched and prepared. The first penetration will be uncomfortable, but not impossible.”

Lady Ashworth nodded, her expression satisfied. “The Prince will be attending this year. If he selects her—”

“Then she will be well prepared for his requirements.” Madame Cerise looked down at Ella, who was still kneeling, still presenting, still trembling with unsatisfied need. “She has a natural aptitude for submission. She wants to please. She wants to be used. She simply does not know it yet.”

Ella’s face burned at the words. She wanted to deny them. She wanted to protest that she did not want these things, that she was a person, that she had rights and desires and a will of her own.

But her body betrayed her. At Madame Cerise’s words—at the suggestion that she wanted to be used—her centre clenched, and she felt fresh wetness gathering between her thighs.

“Continue the training,” Lady Ashworth said. “I want her ready for the ball in three weeks.”

She turned and left, and Madame Cerise turned back to Ella with a small smile.

“You heard your mistress,” she said. “Three weeks. We have much to do.”

The days that followed blurred together.

Ella was awakened each morning before dawn and brought to the blue room, where Madame Cerise and her assistants were waiting. She was bathed, oiled, and then subjected to hours of training—stimulation, denial, positions, presentation, always ending with her desperate and unsatisfied.

She learned to bring herself to the edge and stop on command. She learned to hold her body still while her centre throbbed with need. She learned to say the words— please may I come , I present myself , use me as you wish —without flinching.

She learned that her pleasure was not her own.

She learned that wanting was not enough.

She learned that her body was being reshaped, prepared, trained for a man she had never met—a man who would take what had been preserved for him and claim it as his own.

At night, she returned to her attic room, her body aching and her mind spinning. She did not touch herself. She had been forbidden. But she lay awake in the dark, her thighs pressed together, her breath coming in short, uneven gasps, and she thought about what it would feel like to finally be allowed to release.

She thought about the Prince.

She thought about his hands on her body, his weight pressing her into a bed, his voice commanding her to come.

And she burned.

On the seventh day of training, Madame Cerise introduced something new.

“Today we begin preparing your body for penetration,” she said, her voice calm and professional as always. “Your virginity will remain intact—I will not break the barrier—but you must learn to accommodate. The first time will be easier if you are accustomed to the sensation of being filled.”

She held up a small object—a polished stone, smooth and rounded, slightly tapered at one end. It was no longer than her finger, but Ella’s breath caught at the sight of it.

“This is the smallest,” Madame Cerise said. “We will begin with this and work up to larger sizes over the coming days. You will learn to relax around it, to accept it, to welcome it.”

Ella lay back on the table, her legs spread, her body already wet with anticipation. She had been trained to respond this way—trained to become aroused at the prospect of being touched, filled, used.

Madame Cerise coated the stone with oil and positioned it at Ella’s entrance. “Breathe,” she said. “Relax. Let your body open.”

Ella felt the pressure as the stone began to slide inside. It was strange—not painful, but unfamiliar. Her body resisted at first, then slowly yielded, and the stone slipped past the barrier of muscle and settled inside her.

“Good,” Madame Cerise said. “How does it feel?”

“Full,” Ella whispered. “Strange. Not unpleasant.”

“It will become more pleasant as you learn to accept it.” Madame Cerise’s finger found the bud at the top of Ella’s sex and began to rub. “Now we combine the sensation of being filled with the sensation of being stimulated.”

She worked Ella to the edge once more—her finger circling, pressing, while the stone sat inside, a constant pressure that heightened every sensation. Ella felt the pleasure building, felt her body clenching around the intrusion, felt the edge approaching—

“Stop,” Madame Cerise said, and removed her hand.

Ella cried out in frustration, her hips bucking, her body straining for a touch that was no longer there.

“You may remove the stone now,” Madame Cerise said calmly. “We will repeat this exercise three more times today.”

By the end of the second week, Ella had progressed to larger objects—a polished wooden cylinder, then a glass phallus that was still smaller than a man would be but large enough to stretch her. She had learned to accept them without resistance, to relax around them, even to derive pleasure from the sensation of being filled.

She had also learned to control her responses—or rather, to control her outward responses. Inside, she was burning. Her body was in a constant state of arousal, desperate for release that was perpetually denied. She dreamed of being touched, of being filled, of being allowed to come. She woke with her hand between her legs, her body aching, and forced herself to pull away before she could finish.

She was being trained for the Prince. Her pleasure would belong to him.

She only hoped he would give it to her soon.

On the fourteenth day, Madame Cerise introduced a new element.

“Today we practice presenting for an audience,” she said. “You must become accustomed to being seen, not just by one person, but by many. At the ball, you may be displayed to multiple claimants at once. You must not falter.”

She gestured to the two assistants, who had been silent presences throughout the training. They moved to stand on either side of the room, their eyes on Ella.

“Present yourself,” Madame Cerise commanded.

Ella moved to the centre of the room and knelt, her legs spread, her back arched, her hands clasped behind her head. She kept her eyes forward, her face composed, even as she felt the gazes of the three women on her exposed body.

“Look at them,” Madame Cerise said. “Let them see your face. Let them see your desire.”

Ella turned her head, meeting first one assistant’s eyes, then the other’s. They watched her with expressions that revealed nothing—professional, detached, assessing. She felt exposed, vulnerable, and deeply, desperately aroused.

“You are wet,” Madame Cerise observed. “Being seen excites you.”

Ella could not deny it. Her centre was throbbing, her thighs slick with evidence of her arousal. The shame of it burned through her, but beneath the shame was something else—a dark, secret pleasure in being displayed, in being wanted, in being seen as an object of desire.

“Touch yourself,” Madame Cerise said. “Bring yourself to the edge. Then stop.”

Ella’s hand moved between her legs, her fingers finding the bud that had been stimulated so many times. She rubbed in slow circles, feeling the pleasure build, feeling her body clench around the emptiness that ached to be filled.

She looked at the assistants as she touched herself, let them watch her face, her body, her growing desperation. The pleasure built, sharp and intense, and she felt the edge approaching—

“Stop.”

She pulled her hand away, her body screaming in protest. She knelt there, trembling, exposed, desperate, while the three women watched.

“Good,” Madame Cerise said. “Again.”

The training continued. Every day, Ella was pushed further, stretched wider, made to present and touch and beg. Every day, she was brought to the edge and denied. Every day, the hunger in her grew sharper, more desperate, more impossible to ignore.

She had been at Ashworth House for seven years, and in all that time, she had never felt so used, so controlled, so utterly at the mercy of another’s will. But she had also never felt so alive, so aware of her body, so certain of her own desperate need.

She was being prepared for the Prince.

She was being prepared to be claimed.

And she could no longer pretend she did not want it.

On the night before the dress fitting—the night before the ball—Ella lay in her attic room and stared at the ceiling.

Tomorrow, Madame Cerise would dress her in the gown and the glass slippers. Tomorrow, she would be presented to the household for final assessment. And in three days, she would be taken to Thornhaven, to the Selection Ball, to the Prince.

She thought of his grey eyes, his dark hair, the authority that radiated from him even in the brief glimpse she had caught years ago. She thought of his hands on her body, his weight pressing her down, his voice commanding her to come.

Her hand drifted between her legs. She was wet—always wet now, trained to respond, trained to want. Her fingers found the bud that had been touched so many times, and she began to rub.

She should stop. She had been forbidden. Her pleasure was not hers to take.

But she was so close—so desperate—so hungry.

She rubbed faster, feeling the pleasure build, feeling her body tense toward release—

A knock at the door.

Ella snatched her hand away, her heart pounding. “Who is it?”

“It’s Bess, miss.” The kitchen maid’s voice was hesitant. “Lady Ashworth says you’re to come to the study. Now.”

Ella’s blood ran cold. Lady Ashworth only summoned at night for one reason.

She rose from the bed, her body still trembling with unsatisfied need, and reached for her uniform.


CHAPTER FOUR - The Punishment

The corridor was dark, lit only by the dying embers of the wall sconces that had not been replenished since the household retired for the night. Ella walked it with her heart in her throat, her body still thrumming with the arousal she had been forced to abandon, her mind racing through possibilities of what Lady Ashworth could want at this hour.

She had been summoned at night before. Twice in seven years—both times for inspections that had been delayed by the demands of the household, both times conducted in the same cold, clinical manner as all the others. But something about tonight felt different. The urgency in Bess’s voice, the late hour, the fact that Ella had been caught—

No. She had not been caught. Bess had simply delivered a message. There was no reason to think Lady Ashworth knew what Ella had been doing in the privacy of her own room.

Except that Lady Ashworth always knew.

Ella’s hand trembled as she raised it to knock on the study door. She smoothed her uniform with her other hand, trying to compose herself, trying to look like someone who had not just been moments away from bringing herself to orgasm.

“Enter.”

The word was sharp, clipped. Lady Ashworth was not in a patient mood.

Ella pushed the door open and stepped inside.

The study was warmer than the corridor, the fire built high in the hearth, casting flickering shadows across the walls. Lady Ashworth sat behind her desk, but she was not writing. She was simply sitting, her hands folded on the surface before her, her eyes fixed on the door as if she had been waiting for Ella to appear.

And beside her, standing with his hands clasped behind his back, was a man Ella did not recognise.

He was tall and broad-shouldered, dressed in the livery of the Ashworth household but with the bearing of someone who had not always been a servant. His face was weathered, his jaw stubbled, and his eyes moved over Ella with an assessing quality that made her skin prickle.

“Close the door,” Lady Ashworth said.

Ella obeyed. The click of the latch sounded very loud in the silent room.

“You summoned me, Lady Ashworth.”

“I did.” Lady Ashworth’s eyes moved over Ella—her rumpled uniform, her untidy hair, the flush that still stained her cheeks from her interrupted pleasure. “Tell me what you were doing when Bess came to your door.”

The question landed like a blow. Ella felt heat flood her face, her chest, her stomach. She opened her mouth to deny, to lie, to say anything except the truth—but the words would not come.

“I asked you a question,” Lady Ashworth said, her voice dangerously soft. “I will have an answer.”

“I was—” Ella’s voice emerged as a whisper. “I was touching myself, Lady Ashworth.”

The admission hung in the air. The man beside Lady Ashworth made a small sound—interest, perhaps, or amusement—but did not speak.

“Touching yourself,” Lady Ashworth repeated. “Despite my explicit instruction that your responses are not yours to waste. Despite the fact that your pleasure belongs to whoever purchases you. Despite the seven years of training and preparation that have been invested in your development.”

She rose from her chair and moved around the desk, stopping in front of Ella. She was shorter than Ella by several inches, but her presence filled the room.

“You stole something that does not belong to you,” she said. “That requires correction.”

Ella’s knees trembled. “I did not—I was not going to finish—I stopped when Bess knocked—”

“But you were going to finish. You were going to give yourself the release that has been preserved for your claimant. You were going to take what is not yours.”

Lady Ashworth turned to the man beside her. “Thomas, prepare her.”

Thomas. The name struck a chord in Ella’s memory—Charlotte had mentioned him. Thomas was practice. He was a groom, Evangeline, not a claimant.

He moved toward Ella with the unhurried confidence of a man who had done this before. His hands came up to the fastenings of her uniform, and he began to undo them with practiced efficiency.

“Remove it,” Lady Ashworth said. “All of it.”

Ella stood frozen as Thomas undressed her. His hands were impersonal, businesslike, but she could feel the heat of them through the fabric as he worked. When the uniform fell to the floor, he stepped back, leaving her naked before Lady Ashworth’s gaze.

“Over the desk,” Lady Ashworth said. “Face down. Arms stretched before you.”

Ella’s body moved before her mind could protest. She crossed to the desk, leaned forward, and pressed her chest against the cool wood. Her arms stretched out, her fingers finding the far edge, her body bent at the waist in a position that left her completely exposed.

She heard Lady Ashworth move behind her, felt the brush of her skirts against Ella’s bare legs.

“You have been warned about this,” Lady Ashworth said, her hand coming to rest on Ella’s lower back. “You were told that your pleasure is not your own. You chose to disregard that instruction. Now you will learn why it was given.”

Her hand lifted. Then came down.

The slap was harder than Ella had expected—a sharp, stinging impact that radiated heat across her buttock. She gasped, her body jerking against the desk, but Lady Ashworth’s other hand pressed down on her lower back, holding her in place.

“This is not about pain,” Lady Ashworth said, her voice calm. “This is about control. This is about understanding that your body is not yours to use as you please.”

Another slap. The other buttock this time, just as hard. Ella’s eyes watered, but she did not cry out. She would not give Lady Ashworth the satisfaction.

The spanking continued—methodical, rhythmic, each strike landing with precision. Lady Ashworth did not hurry. She did not vary the pace or the force. She simply spanked, over and over, while Ella’s bottom burned and her body trembled and the heat began to spread inward, toward the place that still ached from her interrupted pleasure.

“Thomas,” Lady Ashworth said, without breaking the rhythm. “Observe.”

Ella felt more than saw the man move closer. She could feel his eyes on her—on her red bottom, on the glistening evidence of her arousal that she could feel gathering between her thighs. The shame of it burned through her, but beneath the shame was something else—a dark, unwelcome heat that was growing with each strike.

“She is wet,” Thomas observed, his voice rough.

“Of course she is wet.” Another slap. “Her body has been trained to respond. She cannot help it.”

Another slap. Ella’s hips jerked, and she felt the movement press her centre against the edge of the desk, sending a spike of pleasure through her core.

“She is also aroused by the punishment,” Thomas said. “Look at the way she moves.”

“That is the point.” Lady Ashworth’s hand came down again, harder this time. “She is learning that pleasure and pain are intertwined. That discipline and desire are not opposites. That her body will respond regardless of what her mind wants.”

The spanking continued—twenty strokes, thirty, forty. Ella lost count. Her bottom was on fire, her eyes were streaming with tears, and her centre was throbbing with a need that had grown sharper with each strike. She was grinding against the desk now without meaning to, her body seeking friction, seeking relief, seeking anything that would ease the ache.

“Enough.”

Lady Ashworth’s hand stilled. Ella lay across the desk, her breath coming in ragged gasps, her body trembling with a复杂 mixture of pain and arousal.

“Stand up.”

Ella pushed herself upright on legs that shook. Her bottom throbbed with each heartbeat, and she could feel the heat radiating from the punished skin.

“Turn around. Face me.”

Ella turned. Lady Ashworth was watching her with those cool, assessing eyes, and beside her, Thomas was staring at Ella’s body with undisguised hunger.

“Thomas, you may go,” Lady Ashworth said. “Your services are no longer required.”

The man hesitated, his eyes still on Ella’s body. Then he nodded, turned, and walked out of the room without a backward glance.

Lady Ashworth waited until the door had closed behind him. Then she turned back to Ella.

“Lie down on the desk,” she said. “On your back. Legs spread.”

Ella’s heart slammed against her ribs. She had expected the punishment to be over—had expected to be dismissed, to return to her room, to lie awake with her throbbing bottom and her unsatisfied need.

But Lady Ashworth was not finished.

Ella moved to the desk and lay down on her back. The wood was hard and cool against her punished skin, and she winced as she shifted into position. She spread her legs, exposing herself completely, and tried to keep her breathing steady.

Lady Ashworth moved to stand between Ella’s thighs. Her hand came down—not a slap this time, but a touch. Her fingers traced the seam of Ella’s centre, feeling the wetness that had gathered there.

“You are soaking,” she observed. “The punishment aroused you.”

Ella could not deny it. Her body was on fire—her bottom throbbing, her centre aching, her need sharper than it had been before the spanking began.

“This is what you wanted,” Lady Ashworth continued, her fingers sliding through Ella’s slickness. “This is what you were trying to give yourself when you touched yourself in your room.”

Her finger found the bud at the top of Ella’s sex and began to rub. Ella gasped, her hips jerking toward the touch.

“You wanted release. You wanted to come.” Lady Ashworth’s finger moved in slow, deliberate circles. “Did you think about the Prince while you touched yourself? Did you imagine his hands on you instead of your own?”

“Yes,” Ella whispered. The word emerged without her consent, pulled from her by the skill of Lady Ashworth’s touch.

“Good. That is appropriate. You should think of him. You should imagine what he will do to you when he claims you.” The finger pressed harder, moved faster. “But you will not give yourself what belongs to him.”

The pleasure was building now, sharp and intense. Ella felt her body tensing toward release, felt the edge approaching—

Lady Ashworth stopped.

Ella cried out, her hips bucking, her body straining for a touch that was no longer there.

“This is what you will learn,” Lady Ashworth said, her voice calm. “Your pleasure is not yours. It belongs to your claimant. And until he grants it to you, you will wait.”

She stepped back, leaving Ella trembling on the desk. “Get dressed. Go to your room. And do not—” Her eyes hardened. “—touch yourself again. If I discover that you have, the punishment will be far more severe.”

Ella lay on the desk for a long moment, her body screaming with unsatisfied need. Then she forced herself to sit up, to slide off the desk, to retrieve her uniform from the floor where Thomas had dropped it.

Her hands shook as she dressed. Her bottom throbbed with each movement. And her centre ached with a hunger that was becoming unbearable.

“Dismissed,” Lady Ashworth said, already turning back to her desk. “Tomorrow, Madame Cerise will continue your training. You will cooperate fully. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Lady Ashworth.”

Ella curtsied—her body protesting the movement—and fled the room.

The attic was dark and cold when she reached it. Ella closed the door behind her and leaned against it, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

Her body was burning. Her bottom throbbed from the spanking, but her centre throbbed harder—with need, with hunger, with a desperate, gnawing want that would not subside.

She thought of Lady Ashworth’s fingers on her. Of Thomas’s eyes on her body. Of the Prince, whose face she could barely remember but whose presence she could feel in every fantasy that haunted her nights.

She thought of what it would feel like to finally be allowed to come.

Her hand drifted to her stomach. Then lower.

She should not. She had been warned. The punishment would be more severe.

But she was so desperate. So hungry. So close.

Her fingers pressed against the fabric of her uniform, finding the place that throbbed with need. The pressure made her gasp.

She pulled her hand away.

She would obey. She would wait. She would suffer.

She climbed into her narrow bed and lay on her stomach, her punished bottom throbbing against the rough sheets, her centre aching with unsatisfied need. She pressed her thighs together, seeking friction, but it was not enough—would never be enough.

She lay awake for hours, her body burning, her mind racing, her need growing sharper with every breath.

And she thought of the Prince.

The following morning, Ella was summoned to the blue room before dawn.

Madame Cerise was waiting, as always, but her expression was different today—sharper, more focused. She did not greet Ella with her usual professional courtesy. She simply gestured to the table.

“Lie down,” she said. “Lady Ashworth has informed me of last night’s events.”

Ella’s face burned. She undressed and lay on the table, her body still aching from the punishment, her centre still throbbing with unsatisfied need.

“You touched yourself,” Madame Cerise said, moving to stand between Ella’s spread legs. “You were forbidden, and you did it anyway.”

“I stopped,” Ella whispered. “I did not finish—”

“But you would have. You would have given yourself the release that belongs to your claimant.”

Madame Cerise’s hand came down on Ella’s inner thigh—not a spank, but a warning. “This cannot go unpunished. But Lady Ashworth has already punished you, and I am not in the habit of redundant discipline. Instead, you will learn a different lesson today.”

Her fingers moved to Ella’s centre, finding the wetness that had already gathered there. “You will be brought to the edge repeatedly—more times than before, with less rest between. You will learn that your body does not belong to you, even when you are alone.”

She began to touch Ella—slowly at first, then faster, building the pleasure with the same skill she had always employed. Ella felt the edge approaching within minutes, felt her body tensing toward release—

“Stop,” Madame Cerise said, and removed her hand.

Ella moaned, her hips jerking.

“Again.”

The cycle continued—for hours, it seemed. Madame Cerise brought Ella to the edge over and over, using her fingers, her mouth, the objects that had become familiar during the training. Each time, Ella begged to be allowed to come. Each time, Madame Cerise refused.

By the time the session ended, Ella was trembling, desperate, barely coherent. Her body was on fire, her mind was shattered, and the need between her thighs had become a constant, screaming demand.

“You will return to your duties,” Madame Cerise said, her voice calm. “You will return here tomorrow at the same time. And you will remember that your pleasure is not yours to take.”

The days that followed were a blur of denial.

Madame Cerise’s training continued, but now it was intensified—longer sessions, more edges, less time to recover between them. Ella was kept in a constant state of arousal, her body trained to respond instantly to touch, her mind trained to accept that response without the possibility of release.

She could no longer think of anything except the ache between her thighs. She could no longer focus on her duties, could barely remember to eat, could not sleep for the hunger that gnawed at her. She existed in a fog of need, her body thrumming with a desire that had nowhere to go.

Charlotte noticed. Of course she noticed.

“You look terrible,” she said one morning, watching Ella set down her breakfast tray. “Dark circles. Trembling hands. Whatever is the matter?”

Ella did not trust herself to speak. She simply curtsied and continued her work.

“Perhaps it’s the training,” Charlotte continued, her voice sweet. “I hear Madame Cerise is very thorough. I’m sure she’s teaching you all sorts of interesting things.”

She leaned closer, her breath warm against Ella’s ear. “Is she teaching you how to want? How to beg? How to lie awake at night, desperate for a touch that never comes?”

Ella’s hand trembled, and the teacup she was holding rattled against the saucer.

Charlotte laughed. “I thought so. Don’t worry, Ella. The ball is in two days. Soon you’ll have a claimant. Soon you’ll have someone to give you what you need.”

She pulled back, her eyes glittering with something that might have been cruelty or might have been envy. “If anyone wants you, that is.”

The night before the ball, Ella lay in her attic room and stared at the ceiling.

Tomorrow, she would be dressed in the gown and the glass slippers. Tomorrow, she would be transported to Thornhaven. Tomorrow, she would be displayed before the Prince and all the other powerful men who attended the Selection Ball.

Tomorrow, she might be claimed.

Her body ached at the thought—ached with the hunger that had been building for weeks, the need that had been cultivated and denied until it was all she could feel. She was wet, as always now. She was desperate, as always now. She was ready—so ready—to be taken, to be filled, to be allowed the release that had been withheld for so long.

She thought of the Prince. Of his grey eyes, his dark hair, his hands on her body.

She thought of what it would feel like to finally come.

Her hand drifted to her stomach. Then lower.

She pulled it away.

She would not touch herself. She would not risk another punishment. She would wait, as she had been told.

But she could not help the images that flooded her mind—the Prince’s hands, the Prince’s mouth, the Prince’s weight pressing her into a bed.

She pressed her thighs together and let the ache wash over her.

Tomorrow.

Tomorrow, everything would change.


CHAPTER FIVE - The Dressing

The morning of the Selection Ball dawned grey and cold, the sky heavy with the promise of rain that would not fall. Ella woke before the light, as she always did, but this morning there was no work to attend to, no duties to perform. This morning, she was to be prepared.

She lay in her narrow bed and listened to the house stir around her—the distant sounds of the kitchen coming to life, the footsteps of servants moving through the corridors below. She should have been exhausted. She had barely slept in weeks, her body kept in a constant state of desperate arousal by Madame Cerise’s training and her own unruly imagination. But instead of exhaustion, she felt a strange, humming energy, a tension that thrummed beneath her skin like a plucked string.

Today, she would be dressed. Today, she would be displayed. Today, she would be taken to Thornhaven and presented to the Prince and all the other powerful men who attended the Selection Ball.

Today, she might be claimed.

The thought sent a pulse of heat through her core, and she pressed her thighs together against the ache that had become her constant companion. She was wet—she was always wet now, her body trained to respond, trained to want, trained to exist in a state of perpetual readiness. The denial had done its work. She could no longer think of anything except the need that burned between her legs, the hunger that had been cultivated and withheld until it consumed her entirely.

A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts.

“Miss Ella?” Bess’s voice, hesitant as always. “The blue room. Madame Cerise is waiting.”

The blue room had been transformed.

Gone were the dusty silks and faded furniture. In their place was a bathing space, elegant and efficient—a copper tub filled with steaming water, surrounded by bottles and jars and implements whose purposes Ella could only guess at. The air was thick with the scent of roses and something else, something exotic and faintly spicy that made her nostrils flare.

Madame Cerise stood beside the tub, dressed in a gown of deep burgundy that made her look more like a lady than a servant. Her grey hair was styled elegantly, her face composed into an expression of professional calm. She watched Ella enter with the same assessing gaze she had employed every day for the past three weeks, but there was something different in it today—a weight, a significance, an acknowledgment that this was not merely another training session.

“Undress,” she said, and her voice was softer than usual. “We have much to do, and little time to do it.”

Ella pulled her uniform over her head and let it fall to the floor. She stood naked before Madame Cerise, her body on display as it had been so many times before—but this time felt different. This time, she was not being trained for some distant future. She was being prepared for tonight.

Madame Cerise gestured to the tub. “In.”

Ella stepped into the water, gasping at the heat. It was warmer than she had expected, almost too warm, and the oils that had been added to it made her skin slick and fragrant. She sank down until the water lapped at her shoulders, and for a moment, she allowed herself to close her eyes and simply feel the warmth.

Then the attendants began.

There were three of them—young women in plain dresses, their faces blank, their hands efficient. They moved around the tub with practised coordination, one washing Ella’s hair with something that smelled of rosemary and lavender, another scrubbing her arms and legs with rough cloths, a third attending to her back and chest with softer sponges.

Ella had been bathed by others before, but never like this—never with such thoroughness, such attention to every inch of her skin. The attendants washed behind her ears, between her fingers, the creases of her elbows and knees. They lifted her arms to scrub her underarms, spread her legs to wash the insides of her thighs, turned her head to clean behind her neck.

Each touch was impersonal, professional, yet Ella’s body responded as it had been trained to respond—with heat, with wetness, with the familiar ache that had become her constant companion. She felt her nipples tighten as the rough cloth passed over them, felt her centre clench as the attendant’s hand brushed between her legs.

“Responsive,” Madame Cerise observed from the side of the tub. “Good. That will serve you well tonight.”

Ella’s face burned, but she said nothing.

The washing continued. The attendant between her legs was thorough, her cloth passing over every fold, every crease, cleaning away the evidence of Ella’s constant arousal only for it to gather again. She felt the attendant’s fingers brush the entrance to her body, testing, assessing, and she shuddered at the contact.

“Out,” Madame Cerise said, and Ella rose from the tub, water streaming from her body.

She was led to a padded table and instructed to lie down. The attendants surrounded her with towels, patting her dry with movements that were somehow both efficient and gentle. When her skin was no longer damp, they stepped back, and Madame Cerise approached with a small pot in her hand.

“Hair removal,” she said, answering Ella’s unasked question. “The current fashion prefers a smooth body. Your underarms first.”

The process was uncomfortable but not painful—a thick paste applied to the skin, left for several minutes, then scraped away with a wooden tool, taking the hair with it. The attendants worked efficiently, moving from Ella’s underarms to her legs, and finally to the space between her thighs.

“Spread your legs,” Madame Cerise instructed. “Wider.”

Ella obeyed, and she felt the cool paste being applied to her most intimate area. She stared at the ceiling, trying to dissociate from the sensation of being groomed, being prepared, being made ready for display.

“You have been kept smooth for years,” Madame Cerise observed as the attendant scraped away the paste. “This is merely a final touch. But it is important that you are completely bare. The claimants who attend the ball expect perfection.”

When the process was finished, Ella’s body was smooth from her neck to her toes—every hair removed, every inch of skin soft and bare. The attendants stepped back, and Madame Cerise circled the table, examining the result.

“Good,” she said. “Now the oil.”

The oil was warm and thick, scented with the same exotic fragrance that perfumed the air of the room. The attendants applied it to every inch of Ella’s skin—their hands sliding over her arms and legs, her stomach and back, her chest and neck. They paid special attention to the places where skin folded and touched, ensuring she was slick and fragrant everywhere.

When they reached the space between her thighs, Madame Cerise took over.

“Watch,” she said, and her oil-slicked hand moved to Ella’s centre.

Ella watched as Madame Cerise’s fingers spread the oil over her bare folds, coating every inch, sliding between the creases, pressing against the entrance to her body. The touch was not clinical, not this time—it was deliberate, sensual, designed to heighten the arousal that was already thrumming through her veins.

“You are wet beneath the oil,” Madame Cerise observed, her finger pressing slightly inside. “Your body knows what is coming. It is preparing itself.”

Ella gasped, her hips shifting toward the touch despite herself.

Madame Cerise withdrew her hand and stepped back. “Enough. You are prepared. Now we dress you.”

The corset was unlike anything Ella had ever worn.

It was made of stiff brocade, boned with what felt like steel, and when Madame Cerise and the attendants began to lace it, Ella understood why women in the village spoke of corsets with such mixed feelings. The pressure built gradually—first firm, then tight, then so restrictive that Ella felt her ribs compress and her breath shorten.

“Breathe from your upper chest,” Madame Cerise instructed, pulling the laces tighter. “You will adjust.”

Ella did adjust, though each breath required conscious effort. The corset narrowed her waist dramatically, pushing her breasts up until they threatened to spill over the edge of the stiff fabric. She looked down at herself and barely recognised the body she saw—the narrow waist, the lifted breasts, the smooth, oiled skin that gleamed in the candlelight.

“Hold,” Madame Cerise said, and the attendants stepped back.

She circled Ella, examining the corset’s fit, adjusting the position of her breasts within the stiff cups. Her fingers lingered for a moment on Ella’s peaked nipples, visible above the edge of the fabric.

“Your responsiveness is an asset,” she said. “A claimant wants to see that his touch affects you. Do not hide it.”

The gown came next, lowered over Ella’s head by the attendants while Madame Cerise supervised. It was nothing like Ella had expected—not the heavy silk of the gowns she had seen on ladies at church, not the modest, concealing fabric of the servants’ uniforms. This gown was gossamer-thin, a pale blue so light it was almost white, and it clung to her body like a second skin.

The skirt was full but transparent enough that the shape of her legs was visible beneath it when she moved. The bodice was cut low, displaying the tops of her breasts where they swelled above the corset. And the back—when Ella turned to see herself in the mirror, she found that the back was open from her shoulders to her hips, exposing her bare skin to the air.

“You are not meant to be hidden,” Madame Cerise said, watching Ella’s reflection. “You are meant to be seen. Every claimant at the ball will look at you and know exactly what you are.”

The words sent a pulse of heat through Ella’s core, and she felt her body respond—the wetness gathering again between her thighs, the ache sharpening. She was to be displayed. She was to be assessed. She was to be claimed.

She was ready.

“And now,” Madame Cerise said, “the slippers.”

The glass slippers sat on a velvet cushion, glittering in the candlelight.

They were not truly made of glass, Ella realised as she reached for one—they were some kind of crystal, clear and faceted, catching the light in a thousand tiny rainbows. They were delicate, impossibly so, with thin soles and straps that wrapped around the ankle in intricate patterns.

“They were made for the ball,” Madame Cerise said, answering Ella’s unasked question. “They are not meant for walking—only for display. They are meant to show the shape of your foot, the arch of your ankle, the elegance of your leg.”

She knelt before Ella, lifting one foot and sliding the slipper onto it. The crystal was cool against Ella’s skin, the fit snug but not uncomfortable. Madame Cerise’s fingers lingered on her ankle, adjusting the straps, then sliding up to trace the curve of her calf.

“Beautiful,” she murmured, almost to herself. “The Prince will appreciate this.”

The mention of the Prince sent a jolt through Ella’s body, and she felt her centre clench with need.

Madame Cerise repeated the process with the second slipper, her hands sliding up Ella’s calf, past her knee, coming to rest on her inner thigh. Ella’s breath quickened, and she felt the wetness between her legs grow.

“One final check,” Madame Cerise said, and her hand moved higher.

Her fingers found Ella’s centre through the thin fabric of the gown, pressing against the slick heat that had gathered there. Ella gasped, her hips jerking toward the touch.

" soaking,” Madame Cerise observed. “Desperate. Ready.”

She slid one finger beneath the fabric, pressing against Ella’s entrance, feeling the wetness, the heat, the need. Ella’s body clenched around the intrusion, wanting more, needing more—

Madame Cerise withdrew her hand.

“You will be presented to the household,” she said, rising to her feet. “Lady Ashworth will assess your readiness. Then you will be transported to Thornhaven. And tonight—” Her eyes met Ella’s. “Tonight, you will be seen. You will be touched. You will be claimed.”

Ella stood in the centre of the room, her body on fire, her centre throbbing with need, her mind a haze of desperation and want. She was dressed, finally—dressed for display, dressed for the ball, dressed for the Prince.

She was ready.

She hoped.

The household had gathered in the main hall.

Lady Ashworth stood at the foot of the grand staircase, her hands folded before her, her face composed into an expression of cool assessment. Beside her were Charlotte and Evangeline, dressed in their own gowns for the ball—fine silk in deep colours, modest compared to Ella’s but elegant nonetheless. Behind them stood the servants, lined up along the walls, their eyes on the floor or the ceiling, carefully not looking at the girl who was being prepared for sale.

Ella descended the stairs slowly, her glass slippers clicking on the stone. The gown swirled around her legs, transparent enough that she could feel the air on her skin, revealing enough that she knew every eye in the room could see the shape of her body beneath. The corset compressed her waist, pushed up her breasts, made each breath a conscious effort. And between her legs, the ache throbbed with every step.

She felt exposed. She felt displayed. She felt—aroused.

The wetness between her thighs had not diminished. If anything, it had grown, the knowledge of what was coming making her body respond in the way it had been trained to respond. She was wet and desperate and ready, and everyone in this room knew it.

Lady Ashworth’s eyes moved over her—assessing, calculating, measuring. She circled Ella slowly, examining the fit of the gown, the style of her hair, the placement of the glass slippers. Her hand came up to adjust the drape of the fabric across Ella’s breast, her fingers brushing the peaked nipple that was visible through the thin material.

“Good,” she said. “Madame Cerise has done well.”

She turned to Charlotte and Evangeline. “Your assessment.”

Charlotte stepped forward, her eyes moving over Ella with a mixture of envy and contempt. She reached out and touched the fabric of the gown, her fingers trailing across Ella’s stomach, down to her hip.

“Revealing,” she said, her voice cool. “But that is the point, isn’t it? She is not meant to be mysterious. She is meant to be available.”

Her hand moved lower, pressing against Ella’s centre through the thin fabric. Ella gasped, her body jerking toward the touch.

“Desperate,” Charlotte observed, feeling the wetness that had gathered there. “She will throw herself at the first man who shows interest.”

“That is the goal,” Lady Ashworth said, her voice neutral. “Evangeline?”

Evangeline stepped forward, her expression unreadable. She did not touch Ella, simply looked—her dark eyes moving over the gown, the corset, the glass slippers, the bare skin of Ella’s back.

“She is beautiful,” Evangeline said quietly. “The Prince will notice her.”

“That remains to be seen.” Lady Ashworth turned back to Ella. “You are a representative of this household. Your behaviour at the ball will reflect on me. Do not embarrass me.”

“I will not, Lady Ashworth.”

“See that you do not.” She gestured to the door. “The carriage is waiting. You will be taken to Thornhaven and presented at the servants’ entrance. You will be given a mask and assigned a place in the display. You will not speak unless spoken to. You will not approach any claimant. You will wait to be noticed.”

Ella curtsied—difficult in the glass slippers, but she managed—and turned toward the door. As she passed Charlotte, the older girl leaned close.

“I hope he rejects you,” she whispered. “I hope he looks at you and sees nothing worth wanting. I hope you come back here and serve me for the rest of your miserable life.”

Ella did not respond. She simply walked past, her glass slippers clicking on the floor, her body burning with need, her mind fixed on the Prince.

The carriage was waiting in the courtyard.

It was not a grand carriage—not the kind that ladies used for balls and parties. It was a plain black vehicle, the sort used for transporting goods, and Ella understood that she was not being treated as a guest. She was being transported as merchandise.

She climbed inside and sat on the hard bench, the thin fabric of her gown providing no protection from the cold. The door closed behind her, and she heard the driver click his tongue, felt the carriage lurch forward as the horses began to move.

She was alone.

For the first time in weeks, she was truly alone—no Madame Cerise, no Lady Ashworth, no attendants or stepsisters or watching eyes. Just her, in the darkness of the carriage, her body thrumming with need, her mind racing with what was to come.

She thought of the Prince. Of his grey eyes, his dark hair, the authority that had radiated from him even in the brief glimpse she had caught years ago. She thought of his hands on her body, his weight pressing her down, his voice commanding her to come.

She thought of being claimed.

Her hand drifted to her stomach, then lower, pressing against the fabric of her gown. She was wet—soaking wet—and the pressure made her gasp.

She should not. She had been forbidden. Her pleasure belonged to her claimant.

But she was so desperate. So hungry. So close.

She pressed harder, her fingers finding the bud through the thin fabric, rubbing in slow circles. The pleasure built, sharp and intense—

She pulled her hand away.

No. She would not. She would wait.

She would be good.

The journey to Thornhaven took two hours.

By the time the carriage rolled through the gates of the Prince’s estate, Ella was trembling—not from cold, but from the need that had been building for weeks, the desperate, gnawing hunger that would not subside. Her body was on fire, her centre throbbing with every heartbeat, and the knowledge of what was to come made it impossible to think of anything else.

The carriage deposited her at a side entrance—a door marked “Servants and Displayed”—and she stepped out onto the gravel, her glass slippers clicking on the stones. A man in livery met her at the door, his eyes moving over her body with the same assessing quality she had come to expect.

“Name?”

“Ella. From Ashworth House.”

He consulted a list, then nodded. “Mask.”

He handed her a mask—a delicate thing of silver and crystal, designed to cover the area around her eyes while leaving her mouth and jaw bare. She tied it on, feeling the cool metal against her skin, and followed him through the door.

The interior of Thornhaven was overwhelming. Candles burned in every corner, their light reflecting off mirrors and crystal and gilded surfaces. The air was thick with the scent of flowers and perfume and something else—something muskier, something that made Ella’s body tighten in response.

“Wait here,” the man said, and left her in a corridor lined with other girls.

They were all dressed similarly—gowns that revealed more than they concealed, masks that covered their eyes but not their mouths, slippers that glittered in the candlelight. They were all beautiful, all young, all desperate. Ella could see it in their eyes—the same hunger, the same fear, the same need that she felt in her own body.

She took her place among them and waited.

The ball would begin soon.

The Prince would be there.

And Ella would be seen.


CHAPTER SIX - The Ball

The doors opened, and Ella stepped into another world.

The ballroom of Thornhaven was vast, a cathedral of crystal and gold that stretched before her like something from a dream. Candles burned in their thousands—mounted on the walls, suspended from chandeliers, arranged in candelabras that stood taller than men. Their light reflected off mirrored surfaces at every turn, multiplying the illumination until the room seemed to pulse with golden fire. The air was thick, almost liquid, carrying the mingled scents of beeswax and perfume and sweat and something else, something darker, something that made Ella’s nostrils flare and her body tighten.

Music filled the space—a string quartet in one corner, playing something low and insistent, a melody that seemed designed to make the heart race rather than the feet move. There were no proper dancers on the floor, no couples spinning in the patterns Ella had observed through doorways at Ashworth House. Instead, the floor was occupied by clusters of people standing, talking, moving in ways that had nothing to do with dancing.

Ella understood, with a chill that spread through her chest, that this was not a ball in any sense she had imagined.

This was a market.

The attendant who had led her here pressed a hand to her lower back, guiding her forward. “Wait by the wall,” he murmured. “Do not approach anyone. Do not speak unless spoken to. You will be observed.”

He released her and disappeared into the crowd, leaving Ella standing at the edge of the room, her glass slippers clicking against the polished floor, her transparent gown offering no protection from the eyes that were already beginning to find her.

She pressed her back against the wall and tried to breathe.

The guests moved through the ballroom in patterns Ella could not immediately decipher.

There were women in beautiful gowns—ladies, clearly, their silk and velvet marking them as guests rather than displayed. They moved through the crowd with the easy confidence of people who belonged, their laughter carrying over the music, their hands gesturing as they conversed with men in fine coats and polished boots. Some of them wore masks, elaborate creations of feathers and jewels, but most did not bother. They were not here to be anonymous. They were here to see and be seen, to conduct business and make connections and perhaps, occasionally, to select.

Because Ella saw now that not all the women in the room were guests.

Scattered along the walls, standing in alcoves and against columns, were girls like her—young women in revealing gowns, their masks firmly in place, their bodies displayed rather than clothed. They stood motionless, their eyes downcast or fixed on the middle distance, waiting. Occasionally, a man would approach one of them, would circle her with the same assessing quality Ella had come to know so well, would reach out to touch—

Ella looked away, her face burning.

But she could not look away for long. The room demanded attention, the mirrors reflecting every angle, every movement, every transaction. And Ella found her eyes drawn, despite herself, to the scenes playing out around her.

A man in a dark coat stood before a girl not far from Ella’s position. He reached out and cupped her breast through the thin fabric of her gown, his thumb passing over her nipple, watching her face. The girl’s breath quickened, her body responding, and the man smiled.

“Responsive,” he said, his voice carrying in the strange acoustics of the room. “Good. What is your training?”

“I have been prepared for penetration, sir,” the girl said, her voice barely above a whisper. “My virginity is intact. I have been taught to present and to wait.”

“Have you been taught to beg?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Show me.”

The girl dropped to her knees, her hands clasped behind her back, her body presented in a position Ella recognised from her own training. “Please, sir,” she said, her voice trembling. “Please use me as you wish. Please allow me to serve you.”

The man smiled and reached down to lift her chin. “Adequate. I will consider you.”

He moved away, and the girl rose to her feet, her body still trembling, her face flushed with a mixture of shame and arousal that Ella understood intimately.

This was what the Selection Ball was. This was what Ella had been prepared for. Not dancing, not conversation, not the romantic fantasies she had half-imagined despite Lady Ashworth’s cold instruction. This was display. Assessment. Purchase.

She pressed herself harder against the wall and tried to make herself invisible.

The hours passed in a blur of observation and growing desperation.

Ella watched as girls were approached, assessed, sometimes led away. She watched as negotiations took place—men speaking in low tones with other men, with the occasional lady, discussing terms and prices and conditions. She watched as the room’s population shifted, the displayed girls being replaced by new arrivals, the claimants moving from one potential purchase to another.

And she watched as she herself was overlooked.

No one approached her. No one looked at her. She was a wall decoration, a piece of furniture, invisible in her corner despite the revealing gown and the desperate arousal that she could feel radiating from her body. The wetness between her thighs had soaked through the thin fabric of her smallclothes, and she could smell herself—a musky, intimate scent that mixed with the perfume and sweat and candle wax that filled the room.

She was ready. She was desperate. She was available.

And no one wanted her.

The thought brought a surge of something that might have been relief or might have been disappointment, and beneath it, a current of shame. She had been trained to want this. She had been denied for weeks, her body brought to the edge of madness, all in preparation for this moment. And now, as she stood in the ballroom of Thornhaven, as she watched other girls being selected and led away, she felt—

Nothing. Emptiness. The hollow ache of unfulfilled need.

She closed her eyes and tried to steady her breathing. It did not matter. She was property, and property did not have feelings about its fate. She would wait. She would be patient. She would—

“Open your eyes.”

The voice came from somewhere to her left, low and female and oddly gentle. Ella opened her eyes and turned to find a woman standing beside her—younger than Lady Ashworth, elegantly dressed, her face half-hidden by a mask of black lace.

“You are new,” the woman observed. “I have not seen you at a Selection Ball before.”

“No, madam. This is my first.”

“And you have not been approached.”

Ella’s face burned. “No, madam.”

The woman studied her for a moment, her eyes moving over Ella’s body with an expression that was not quite assessing, not quite appreciative. “You are beautiful,” she said. “And you are clearly desperate. Why has no one claimed you?”

“I do not know, madam.”

“You are standing in the shadows.” The woman gestured to the wall behind Ella. “You are hiding. No one can see you here.”

Ella had not realised she was hiding. She had thought she was simply waiting, as she had been instructed. But the woman was right—she had pressed herself against the wall, had positioned herself in an alcove where the candlelight did not quite reach, had made herself as small as possible.

“Where should I stand?” she asked.

The woman smiled, and there was something knowing in it. “That depends on what you want. Do you want to be seen? Do you want to be claimed?”

Ella’s body responded to the question before her mind could process it—a pulse of heat, a clench of need, the wetness between her thighs intensifying. “I want—” She stopped, uncertain how to answer. What did she want?

“You want,” the woman said, as if that were answer enough. “That is clear. The question is whether you will allow yourself to be found.”

She reached out and touched Ella’s chin, tilting her head up. “The Prince is here tonight. He has not selected anyone in three years. The room is waiting to see who will catch his eye.”

The Prince.

The words sent a jolt through Ella’s body, and she felt her centre clench with sudden, desperate need. The Prince was here. The Prince was watching. The Prince might—

“Move into the light,” the woman said, releasing Ella’s chin. “Let him see you.”

She turned and disappeared into the crowd before Ella could respond.

Ella stood frozen for a long moment, her heart pounding, her body thrumming with the combination of fear and arousal that had become her constant state. The Prince was here. The Prince was watching. The Prince might see her.

She thought of what Madame Cerise had said during the training. The Prince will see your hunger. He will know you are ready to be taken.

She thought of what Lady Ashworth had said. If he selects you, you will belong to him completely.

She thought of what she wanted—or what she had been trained to want, or what she had been told she should want, or what her body screamed for regardless of what her mind thought.

She wanted to be claimed.

She stepped away from the wall.

The light was brighter in the centre of the room, the candles’ flames multiplied by the mirrors that lined every surface. Ella moved through the crowd, her glass slippers clicking on the polished floor, her transparent gown swishing against her bare legs. She felt eyes on her—claimants assessing her, other displayed girls watching with envy or pity, ladies in silk and velvet observing the new arrival.

She did not let herself think about the exposure. She did not let herself think about the desperate wetness between her thighs, the throbbing ache that had become her constant companion, the need that had been cultivated and denied until it consumed her entirely.

She simply moved.

She found a spot near one of the columns, where the light was bright but not blinding, where she could see the room without being overwhelmed by it. She stood there, her hands clasped before her, her eyes scanning the crowd, her body on display as it had been trained to be.

And then she saw him.

The Prince stood at the far end of the ballroom, taller than those around him, his dark hair swept back from a face that was more striking than handsome. He wore a coat of deep blue velvet, simple compared to the elaborate fashions of the other men, and he held himself with the stillness of someone who was accustomed to being watched.

His eyes were grey, even from this distance she could see that—grey and piercing and utterly, terrifyingly aware. He was not looking at the crowd around him, not looking at the ladies who fluttered past or the claimants who nodded in his direction. He was looking at the room itself, scanning the displayed girls who stood along the walls and in the alcoves, his gaze passing over each one with the clinical assessment of a man who was choosing rather than admiring.

Ella felt his gaze approach her like a physical thing.

It moved along the wall, pausing here and there, dismissing and considering and moving on. It passed over the girl who had been instructed to beg, over the others who stood trembling in their revealing gowns, over the ones who had positioned themselves in the brightest light, desperate to be seen.

And then it found her.

The moment their eyes met, Ella felt something shift in her chest—a loosening, a tightening, a recognition she could not explain. The Prince’s grey eyes locked onto hers, and he did not look away.

She felt that gaze like a hand sliding up her thigh.

Her body responded instantly, uncontrollably—the wetness flooding her centre, the heat blooming across her chest and face, the ache sharpening into something almost unbearable. She could not breathe. She could not think. She could only stand there, frozen, while the Prince of Thornhaven looked at her with an intensity that felt like claiming.

He tilted his head slightly, a movement so small she might have imagined it. Then his lips curved—not quite a smile, but an acknowledgment. Of what, she did not know. Interest, perhaps. Recognition. Decision.

He began to move.

The crowd parted for him without being asked, the claimants and ladies and displayed girls stepping aside to let him pass. He walked slowly, unhurriedly, his eyes never leaving Ella’s face. Each step brought him closer, and each step made her body respond more intensely—her heart pounding, her breath coming in short gasps, the wetness between her thighs becoming a physical ache that throbbed with every heartbeat.

He was coming for her.

The thought should have terrified her. She was about to be claimed by a man she did not know, a man whose reputation was whispered about but never fully spoken of, a man who would take what had been preserved for him and make it his own. She should have wanted to run, to hide, to escape before it was too late.

But she did not want to run.

She wanted him to reach her. She wanted his hands on her body. She wanted the release that had been denied to her for so long.

She wanted to be claimed.

The Prince stopped before her, close enough that she could smell him—sandalwood and smoke and something darker, something that made her body clench in response. He was taller than she had realised, broader, and his presence filled her vision until there was nothing else.

“Your name,” he said, and his voice was low and rough, a sound she felt in her core.

“Ella,” she whispered.

“Ella.” He repeated it, as if tasting the word. “You are from Ashworth House.”

It was not a question. Ella nodded anyway.

“Whose property are you?”

“Lady Ashworth’s. I am—” She swallowed. “I am her asset.”

“Her asset.” The Prince’s eyes moved over her body, tracing the lines of the transparent gown, the swell of her breasts above the corset, the curve of her hips beneath the thin fabric. “She has trained you well. You are desperate.”

It was a statement of fact, not an observation. Ella could not deny it. Her desperation was visible, smellable, a physical presence that radiated from her body.

“Who has denied you?” the Prince asked.

“Madame Cerise. Lady Ashworth. I have been—” She could not finish the sentence, could not find the words to describe the weeks of stimulation and denial, the training that had brought her to this state.

“I can smell you,” the Prince said, his voice dropping lower. “You are soaking. You have been soaking since I first looked at you.”

Ella’s face burned, but she did not look away. She could not look away.

“I am going to touch you now,” the Prince said. “Do you understand?”

She nodded.

His hand came up, his fingers brushing against her jaw, tilting her face toward his. The touch was light, almost gentle, but it sent a shock through her body that made her knees weaken.

“When was the last time you were allowed to come?”

“Never, sir. I have never—I have been preserved—”

“Never.” Something flickered in his grey eyes—surprise, perhaps, or satisfaction. “You have never been granted release.”

“No, sir.”

“And you want it.”

“Yes.” The word emerged as a sob. “Please. I cannot—I need—”

“I know what you need.” His thumb traced her lower lip, pressing slightly, and she felt her body clench in response. “You will dance with me. You will follow where I lead. And when I decide you are ready—” His eyes held hers. “I will give you what you have been waiting for.”

He extended his hand.

Ella looked at it—strong, capable, the hand that would claim her—and she felt the last of her resistance crumble. She placed her hand in his.

His fingers closed around hers, warm and sure, and he led her onto the dance floor.


CHAPTER SEVEN - The Dance

The music swelled as the Prince led her onto the floor, and the crowd fell back.

Ella had never danced before—not properly, not the way ladies danced at balls, with their hands in their partners’ and their bodies moving in patterns. She had watched through doorways and from the corners of rooms, had observed the steps from a distance, but she had never been taught. Her training had been in other things—in presentation and denial, in the art of being displayed rather than the art of movement.

She felt every eye in the room on her as the Prince positioned her before him. The displayed girls watched with expressions that ranged from envy to pity to relief—relief that they had not been chosen, perhaps, or envy that they had not caught his eye. The claimants and ladies observed with calculating interest, assessing the Prince’s selection, measuring Ella against their own standards of value. The candles burned brighter, it seemed, or perhaps it was only that her awareness had sharpened to a point of almost painful acuity.

She was the centre of attention. She was the girl the Prince had chosen.

And she was desperately, overwhelmingly aroused.

The Prince placed one hand on her waist and took her other hand in his, and began to move.

The dance was slow, almost gliding—a series of turns and sways that required nothing from her but to follow.

His hand on her waist was warm through the thin fabric of her gown, his grip firm and possessive, and with each step, she could feel the strength in him, the controlled power that radiated from his body like heat from a furnace. He moved with the easy confidence of a man who was accustomed to leading, who expected to be followed, who had never doubted that his commands would be obeyed.

Ella tried to match his steps, to anticipate his movements, to be the partner he expected her to be. But her body was betraying her—trembling, swaying, responding to his proximity with an intensity that made it difficult to focus on anything except the points where they touched.

His hand on her waist. His fingers wrapped around hers. His chest, inches from her breasts, rising and falling with each breath.

She could smell him—sandalwood and smoke and something darker beneath, something musky and masculine that made her nostrils flare and her body clench. It was a scent she had never encountered before, or perhaps she had simply never noticed it on the men who visited Ashworth House, the grooms and merchants and occasional nobleman who passed through her field of vision without ever truly seeing her.

The Prince saw her. The Prince was looking at her, right now, with those grey eyes that seemed to strip away every defence she had ever built.

And the worst part—the shameful, secret part she could barely acknowledge even to herself—was that she wanted him to look. She wanted him to see. She wanted to be stripped bare by his gaze and his touch and his presence, to be reduced to the desperate, wanting creature she had become.

She was close to him—closer than she had ever been to any man. Close enough to feel the hard wall of his chest beneath the velvet coat, close enough to smell the sandalwood and smoke that clung to his skin, close enough that when she breathed, she breathed him in. Her body was responding to his proximity with an intensity that made it difficult to think—the wetness between her thighs becoming a physical ache, her nipples tightening against the stiff edge of the corset, her heart pounding so hard she was certain he could feel it.

“You are trembling,” he said, his voice low, meant for her alone.

Ella could not deny it. She was trembling—with fear, with arousal, with the overwhelming sensation of being touched by a man for the first time in any way that mattered. Lady Ashworth’s inspections had been clinical, impersonal, designed to assess and prepare rather than to arouse. Madame Cerise’s training had been deliberate, controlled, aimed at teaching her body to respond without ever granting it release. Charlotte’s taunting touches had been cruel, meant to humiliate rather than seduce.

But this—this was different.

The Prince’s hand on her waist was not clinical. His eyes on her face were not impersonal. His voice in her ear was not controlled, not entirely—there was an edge to it, a roughness that suggested he was affected by her proximity as much as she was affected by his.

And that knowledge—that he wanted her, that his body was responding to hers—sent a pulse of heat through her core that made her gasp.

“I have never danced before,” she managed, her voice barely above a whisper. “I do not know the steps.”

“The steps do not matter.” His hand tightened on her waist, pulling her closer until she could feel the hard length of his thigh against hers. “What matters is that you follow where I lead. Can you do that?”

She nodded, not trusting her voice.

“Good.” He began to turn her, slowly, their bodies moving together in a pattern that felt more like a ritual than a dance. “Tell me about your training.”

The question caught her off guard. She had expected something else—something about her history, her position, the terms of her possible claim. Not this. Not an invitation to describe the intimate, shameful process that had brought her to this moment.

“I—what would you like to know, sir?”

“Everything.” His eyes were on her face, watching her reactions as they moved. “Who trained you. What you were taught. How you were prepared.”

Ella’s face heated, but she could not refuse to answer. He was a claimant—perhaps the claimant, if the whispers about the Prince of Thornhaven were to be believed—and she was displayed property. She had no right to withhold information, no right to privacy, no right to anything except obedience.

“Madame Cerise,” she began, her voice unsteady. “She came to Ashworth House three weeks ago. She—she was sent by Lady Ashworth to prepare me for the ball.”

“How did she prepare you?”

Ella’s throat tightened. “She—she taught me to present myself. To respond to touch. To—” She swallowed. “To control my pleasure.”

“Control.” Something flickered in his grey eyes—interest, perhaps, or satisfaction. “You were taught to deny yourself.”

“Yes, sir. I was told that my pleasure belongs to my claimant. That I am not permitted to—to finish without permission.”

“To come.” The word fell between them, heavy and deliberate, and Ella felt it land in her core like a brand. “You have never been allowed to come.”

“No, sir.”

“Not once in all the weeks of your training.”

“No, sir.”

“And yet your body knows what it wants.” His hand slid lower on her waist, his fingers pressing against the curve of her hip, and she felt the touch like a pulse of fire. “I can feel it. The desperation. The hunger. You are burning alive, and you do not even know what the fire is for.”

Ella’s breath caught. He was right—she was burning. She had been burning for weeks, her body kept in a state of constant arousal, denied any release. She did not know what it would feel like to come. She only knew that she needed it, that the need had consumed everything else, that she would do anything to make it stop.

“Please,” she whispered, the word escaping before she could stop it.

“Please what?”

The question was a test—she could feel that. He wanted her to say it, to give voice to the desperate want that thrummed through her body. He wanted to hear her ask for what she needed.

But she did not know how. She had been trained to present, to respond, to wait for permission. She had never been taught to ask, to name her desires, to claim her own want as something valid and real.

“I do not—” Her voice cracked. “I do not know how to say it.”

“Then I will teach you.” The Prince’s voice dropped lower, his mouth near her ear, his breath warm against her skin. “Say: I want to come.”

Ella’s face burned. The words were crude, explicit, nothing like the clinical language she had been taught to use during her training. But she could feel the command in his voice, the expectation that she would obey.

“I want to come,” she whispered.

“Louder.”

“I want to come.”

“Say: I have been desperate for weeks. I have been wet and aching and unable to find relief.”

Her voice trembled. “I have been desperate for weeks. I have been wet and aching and unable to find relief.”

“Say: I want you to touch me. I want you to fill me. I want you to give me what I need.”

The words caught in her throat. She could not say them—could not admit, out loud, in front of the entire ballroom, that she wanted this man to claim her body.

But the Prince did not let her hesitate. His hand moved on her hip, his fingers pressing into her flesh, and his voice was a low rumble against her ear.

“Say it. Or I will stop touching you entirely.”

The threat was unbearable. After weeks of denial, after hours of desperate waiting, after the overwhelming sensation of his body against hers—to lose his touch now would be agony.

“I want you to touch me,” she gasped. “I want you to fill me. I want you to give me what I need.”

“Good.” His hand relaxed on her hip, and she felt a rush of relief so intense it made her dizzy. “Now. Look at me.”

She raised her eyes to his, and she saw herself reflected in them—a desperate, trembling girl in a transparent gown, her body on fire, her need visible in every line of her face. But she also saw something else—something in his expression that was not quite hunger, not quite possession, not quite anything she could name.

“You are beautiful like this,” he said. “Hungry. Wanting. Mine.”

His hand moved from her waist to her back, his fingers tracing the line of her spine through the open back of her gown. The touch was light, almost teasing, and it made her shiver.

“I am going to take you from this place,” he said, his voice low. “I am going to bring you to my estate. I am going to spread you open and claim what has been preserved for me.”

Ella’s body clenched at the words, her core throbbing with need. She imagined it—imagined being laid out on a bed, imagined his hands spreading her legs, imagined the stretch and burn of being penetrated for the first time. The images made her wetter, needier, more desperate than ever.

“But first—” His hand moved higher on her back, his fingers pressing between her shoulder blades. “First, you will run.”

She blinked, certain she had misheard. “Run?”

“Tonight. When the clock strikes midnight, you will leave this ballroom. You will run from me.” His eyes held hers, and there was something in them—a challenge, a test, a command. “You will prove to yourself that you can.”

The words made no sense. She was to run? After everything—after the training, the denial, the weeks of desperate need—she was to flee from the one man who could give her what she wanted?

“I do not understand,” she said.

“You will.” His hand moved to her chin, tilting her face up. “You have been controlled your entire life. Trained, denied, prepared. You have never been given a choice. Tonight, I am giving you one. You can stay—and I will claim you here, in front of everyone, and you will never have the chance to run again. Or you can go—and I will find you, and the claiming will mean something different because you chose it.”

Ella stared at him, her mind struggling to process his words. He was giving her a choice? After everything—after the training, the denial, the weeks of desperate need—he was offering her the chance to refuse?

“Why?” she whispered.

“Because I do not want a body that submits out of habit.” His thumb traced her lower lip, pressing slightly, and she felt her body clench in response. “I want a woman who chooses. Who runs because she needs to know if she will be followed. Who gives herself because she has decided to give, not because she has never been allowed to keep.”

His words cut through the fog of her arousal, reaching something deeper—a part of her that had been buried under years of service and submission, a part that had wanted, secretly and desperately, to be more than property.

She thought of Lady Ashworth, who had owned her since she was fifteen. She thought of Madame Cerise, who had trained her body to respond without ever granting it release. She thought of Charlotte, who had taunted and touched and tormented her. She thought of the Prince, who was offering her something none of them ever had.

A choice.

“I do not know how to choose,” she said, and her voice cracked on the words. “I have never—I have always been told what to do. Where to go. What to say. I do not know—”

“I know.” His hand moved from her chin to her cheek, his palm warm against her skin. “That is why you will run. Not because you want to escape—but because you need to learn what you want.”

He leaned closer, his mouth near her ear, his breath warm against her skin.

“When you run, you will leave something behind. A token. Something I can use to find you.” His lips brushed the shell of her ear, and she shivered. “One of your glass slippers. You will leave it on the stairs. And I will come for you. I will bring it to you, and I will slide it onto your foot, and I will claim you in every way a man can claim a woman.”

His hand moved down her body, over her hip, along her thigh, and she felt his fingers brush the edge of her glass slipper.

“This slipper is how I will find you,” he said. “It is how I will prove that you are mine. And when I finally take you—” His voice dropped to a whisper. “You will know that you chose it. That you ran, and I followed, and you wanted to be caught.”

He pulled back, his eyes meeting hers once more.

“Midnight,” he said. “The choice is yours.”

The music changed, becoming slower, more intense, a melody that seemed designed to heighten the tension rather than release it.

The Prince continued to move her across the floor, his steps measured and deliberate, his body never losing contact with hers. Ella felt as though she were moving through a dream—everything heightened, everything vivid, everything saturated with significance.

She thought about what he had said. About choices. About running. About being caught.

She had never chosen anything in her life. She had been sold to Lady Ashworth at fifteen, had been trained and displayed and prepared for this moment. She had never been asked what she wanted. She had never been given the option to refuse.

And now the Prince was telling her that she could run. That she could leave. That she could go back to Ashworth House and continue as she had been—servant, asset, property that had never been claimed.

The thought should have been a relief. Escape. Safety. The familiar misery of her current life rather than the terrifying unknown of belonging to a man like the Prince.

But instead, the thought filled her with something that felt like panic.

She did not want to go back. She did not want to return to Lady Ashworth’s cold control, to Charlotte’s cruel taunting, to the endless cycle of service and denial that had been her life for seven years. She did not want—

What did she want?

The question echoed in her mind, and she realised she did not know how to answer it. She had never been asked before. She had never been allowed to want.

But she knew, with a certainty that went deeper than thought, that she did not want to leave this ballroom without being claimed. She did not want to return to Ashworth House untouched, unwanted, passed over by the Prince and every other claimant who had attended the ball.

She wanted him to touch her. She wanted him to take her. She wanted—

She wanted to be caught.

“Look at me,” the Prince said, and his voice cut through her spiralling thoughts.

She raised her eyes to his.

“You are thinking too much,” he said. “Your mind is racing. You are trying to decide what you should want, instead of feeling what you actually want.”

“How do you know what I actually want?”

“Because your body tells me.” His hand moved on her waist, his fingers pressing into her hip. “You are trembling. You are wet—I can smell you, Ella. You are soaking through that thin gown, and every time I touch you, you lean into it. Your body knows what it wants, even if your mind does not.”

His words made her face burn, but she could not deny them. She was wet. She was trembling. She was leaning into his touch like a flower leaning toward the sun.

“I want to claim you,” he said, his voice rough. “I want to take you back to my estate and spread you across my bed and fill you until you scream. I want to watch your face when you finally come, after all these weeks of denial. I want to feel your body clench around me and know that you are mine, completely, irrevocably.”

His hand moved higher on her waist, his thumb brushing the underside of her breast through the thin fabric.

“But I will not take you here. Not in front of this crowd, not as a display of ownership. I will take you when you come to me. When you choose to come to me.”

He leaned closer, his mouth near her ear.

“Run, Ella. Run from me, and I will follow. And when I catch you—” His breath was warm against her skin. “You will know that you wanted to be caught.”

The clock began to strike.

Ella had not realised how much time had passed—had not noticed the hour approaching, the crowd thinning, the music shifting. But now the great clock at the end of the ballroom was tolling, each strike echoing through the room like a pronouncement.

One. Two. Three.

The Prince released her.

He stepped back, his hands falling away from her body, and she felt the loss of his touch like a wound. Her body was still throbbing, still desperate, still burning with the need he had ignited. But he was no longer holding her, no longer guiding her, no longer claiming her with his presence.

Four. Five. Six.

“Go,” he said, and his voice was calm, controlled, utterly composed. “Run. See if you can.”

Seven. Eight. Nine.

Ella stared at him, her mind racing. She should stay. She should let him claim her now, here, in front of everyone. She should end the desperate need that had been consuming her for weeks. She should—

Ten. Eleven.

She ran.

The crowd blurred around her as she fled, faces and colours and lights smearing together into a meaningless wash.

She did not know where she was going—did not have a destination in mind. She only knew that she was running, that her glass slippers were clicking against the floor, that her transparent gown was billowing around her legs, that her body was still burning with the need the Prince had ignited.

She pushed through the press of bodies, ignoring the startled exclamations and curious stares that followed her. She could feel the eyes on her—the displayed girls watching with envy and pity, the claimants observing with interest, the ladies whispering behind their fans. But she did not care. She could not care. She was running, and her body was screaming with need, and her mind was a混乱 of fear and want and something else—something that felt almost like hope.

She reached the stairs—the grand staircase that led down from the ballroom, its marble steps gleaming in the candlelight. She began to descend, her steps hurried, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

And then her foot caught on the edge of a step.

She stumbled, her ankle twisting, and one of the glass slippers slipped from her foot. It fell, clattering against the marble, coming to rest on a step below her.

She should pick it up. She should retrieve it, put it back on, continue her flight. That was what a sensible person would do.

But the Prince had told her to leave something behind. He had told her the slipper was how he would find her. He had told her—

She left it.

She continued down the stairs, one foot bare, the other still shod in crystal, and she did not look back. She reached the bottom of the staircase, found a door, pushed through it into the cold night air.

The cold hit her like a slap, making her gasp. The gown was thin—transparent, designed for display rather than warmth—and the night air was biting, raising gooseflesh on her bare arms and back. She shivered, wrapping her arms around herself, and looked around for the carriage.

It was waiting where she had been told it would be—the plain black vehicle that had brought her here, its driver standing beside the horses’ heads. He looked up as she emerged, his eyes moving over her dishevelled state, her single glass slipper, her desperate, flushed face.

“Back to Ashworth House, miss?”

She nodded, unable to speak, and climbed into the carriage.

The journey was a blur of darkness and need.

Ella sat on the hard bench, her body still throbbing, her mind still reeling from what had happened. The carriage swayed and bumped over the uneven roads, each movement sending a pulse of sensation through her overstimulated body. She was still wet—desperately, achingly wet—and the thin fabric of her gown offered no protection from the sensations that seemed to assault her from every direction.

She thought of the Prince. Of his hands on her body, his voice in her ear, his grey eyes that seemed to see everything. She thought of the words he had made her say— I want to come. I want you to touch me. I want you to fill me.

She had said them. She had admitted, out loud, what she wanted. And she had meant it.

Her hand drifted to her stomach, then lower, pressing against the fabric of her gown. She was wet—soaking wet—and the pressure made her gasp. She could touch herself. She could finally, finally give herself the release that had been denied for so long. No one was watching. No one would know.

But even as the thought formed, she heard the Prince’s voice in her memory.

You will come when I permit it. You will open when I command it. You will belong to me completely.

She pulled her hand away.

She would not touch herself. She would not take what belonged to him. She would wait, as she had been told, as she had been trained, as she had—

She pressed her thighs together, trying to ease the ache between them, but it only made the need sharper. She was wet, desperate, trembling with want—and she knew, with terrible certainty, that she would not find relief until the Prince gave it to her.

She looked down at her remaining glass slipper, glittering in the darkness, and she thought of its mate, left behind on the stairs.

He would find it. He would find her.

And she would be waiting.

The carriage rolled through the night, carrying her away from Thornhaven, away from the Prince, away from the choice she had made. And Ella sat in the darkness, her body burning, her mind racing, and wondered if she had made the right decision.

She had run. She had left the slipper behind. She had done what the Prince told her to do—what he had given her the choice to do.

But had she chosen correctly?

She did not know. She only knew that she was desperate, and alone, and aching with a need that would not subside. And that somewhere, in a ballroom filled with candles and mirrors and displayed girls, the Prince was holding her glass slipper in his hand.

And he was coming for her.


CHAPTER EIGHT - The Flight

The carriage rattled through the darkness, each jolt and sway sending fresh waves of sensation through Ella’s body.

She sat on the hard bench, her hands clenched in her lap, her thighs pressed together against the ache that throbbed between them. The night air seeped through the thin walls of the carriage, raising gooseflesh on her bare arms, but she barely noticed the cold. Her body was burning—burning with need, with desperation, with the overwhelming aftermath of the Prince’s touch.

She could still feel him. The ghost of his hand on her waist, his fingers on her hip, his breath against her ear. Her skin seemed to retain the impression of every point of contact, like a memory pressed into flesh. And the words he had spoken— run, and I will follow; leave the slipper, and I will find you —echoed in her mind, over and over, until they lost all meaning and became simply sound, rhythm, the pulse of her own desperate wanting.

She looked down at her hands. They were trembling.

She had run. She had left the ballroom with the Prince’s command ringing in her ears, had descended the stairs with her heart pounding and her body screaming, had left the glass slipper behind like an offering. She had done what he told her to do.

But why?

The question gnawed at her, insistent and unanswerable. She had wanted to stay. She had wanted him to claim her, to end the weeks of denial, to give her the release she had been denied for so long. She had wanted—

What had she wanted?

She did not know. She did not know how to want. She had been trained to respond, to present, to wait for permission. She had never been taught to desire, to choose, to claim her own need as something valid and real.

But the Prince had offered her a choice. Run, or stay. Be caught, or escape. Decide what you want.

And she had run.

Not because she wanted to escape. She understood that now, with a clarity that cut through the fog of her arousal. She had run because he had told her to run. Because he had given her permission to run. Because, somewhere deep inside, she had needed to know if he would follow.

She pressed her thighs together, feeling the wetness that had gathered between them, the slick evidence of her desperate need. She was aroused—painfully, overwhelmingly aroused—and the motion of the carriage only made it worse, each bump and sway sending fresh pulses of sensation through her core.

She thought of touching herself. Of sliding her hand beneath the thin fabric of her gown, of finding the aching centre of her need, of giving herself the release she had been denied for so long. No one was watching. No one would know. She could finally—

No.

The Prince’s voice, again, in her memory. You will come when I permit it. You will open when I command it. You will belong to me completely.

Her pleasure belonged to him. Her body belonged to him. She had said the words herself, had admitted them out loud in front of the entire ballroom. I am yours.

And if she was his, then she would wait. She would suffer. She would endure.

She would hope.

The carriage rolled to a stop, and Ella realised they had arrived.

Ashworth House loomed before her, dark and silent, its windows like empty eyes in the pre-dawn grey. The driver opened the door, and she stepped out onto the gravel, her bare foot cold against the stones, her remaining glass slipper clicking with each step.

She felt strange—disconnected, unreal, like an actor walking off a stage and forgetting how to be herself again. The ball, the Prince, the dance—it all seemed like a dream now, something that had happened to someone else, somewhere else, in another life.

But the ache between her thighs was real. The wetness soaking through her smallclothes was real. The desperate, gnawing need was real.

She made her way around the side of the house, toward the servants’ entrance, her transparent gown offering no protection from the cold. The door was unlocked—Bess must have left it for her—and she slipped inside, closing it quietly behind her.

The kitchen was dark, the fire banked for the night, the only light coming from the dying embers in the hearth. Ella stood in the doorway for a moment, letting her eyes adjust, breathing in the familiar scents of bread and herbs and wood smoke.

This was her world. This was where she belonged. Not in ballrooms with princes, not in carriages with her body burning, not in some gilded estate where she would be claimed and kept.

This was where she belonged.

The thought should have been comforting. Instead, it felt like a lie.

She made her way through the dark corridors, past the silent kitchens, up the narrow back stairs that led to the servants’ quarters. Her attic room was at the end of a long hallway, cold and drafty, barely more than a closet with a bed and a basin. But it was hers—or as close to hers as anything had ever been.

She closed the door behind her and leaned against it, letting out a breath she had not realised she was holding.

She was back. She had returned. She had run from the Prince, left the slipper behind, and come home.

Home. The word caught in her throat, bitter and false. Ashworth House had never been home. It was a place of service and submission, of cold inspections and cruel taunts, of years spent waiting for something she could not name.

But now she could name it. Now she knew what she had been waiting for.

The Prince. His hands on her body. His voice commanding her to come. His claim, absolute and irrevocable.

She pushed away from the door and moved to the narrow bed, sitting on the edge, her body still thrumming with need. She was still wearing the gown, still wearing the mask, still wearing the single glass slipper on her right foot. She looked down at herself—transparent fabric and crystal and silver, the costume of a girl who had been displayed and rejected.

No. Not rejected. She had run. She had chosen to leave.

The distinction mattered, though she could not have said why.

She reached up and untied the mask, letting it fall to the floor. Then she stood and began to remove the gown, her fingers clumsy on the fastenings. The fabric whispered over her skin as it fell, pooling at her feet, leaving her standing in nothing but the corset and the glass slipper.

She unhooked the corset, gasping as it fell away, as her ribs expanded for the first time in hours. The air was cold against her bare skin, raising gooseflesh on her chest and stomach, but she barely noticed. She was thinking of the Prince’s hands, of how they would feel on her body without the barrier of fabric, of how it would feel to be touched and claimed and filled.

She sat on the bed and removed the glass slipper, setting it carefully on the floor beside her. Then she lay back, naked, her body still aching, her mind still racing.

She should sleep. The dawn would come soon, and with it the resumption of her duties—the cleaning, the serving, the endless round of labour that had been her life for seven years. She would need her strength.

But sleep would not come.

Her body was still burning. Her centre still throbbed with need. And every time she closed her eyes, she saw the Prince’s face—his grey eyes, his dark hair, the curve of his mouth as he told her to run.

She pressed her thighs together, seeking friction, seeking relief. The pressure made her gasp, made her hips shift, made the ache sharpen rather than ease. She was wet—soaking wet—and the slick heat between her thighs seemed to pulse with every heartbeat.

She should not touch herself. She had been forbidden. Her pleasure belonged to the Prince.

But the Prince was not here. The Prince was at Thornhaven, with the glass slipper she had left behind, and she was alone in her attic room, and she was desperate—

Her hand drifted to her stomach, then lower. Her fingers brushed the curls between her thighs, and she felt the wetness that had gathered there, slick and hot and impossible to ignore.

She should stop. She should pull her hand away. She should wait, as she had been trained, as she had been commanded.

But she was so desperate. So hungry. So close.

She pressed her fingers against the aching centre of her need, and her body arched off the bed with a gasp.

No.

She pulled her hand away, her chest heaving, her body screaming in protest.

She would not. She could not. Her pleasure belonged to the Prince, and she would wait for him to give it to her.

She lay in the darkness, her hands clenched at her sides, her body trembling with unsatisfied need. The ache between her thighs had become a constant, pulsing presence, a reminder of everything she had been denied and everything she still wanted.

She thought of the glass slipper, left on the stairs at Thornhaven. She thought of the Prince picking it up, turning it over in his hands, knowing it was hers. She thought of him coming for her, sliding it onto her foot, claiming her as he had promised.

Run, and I will follow.

She had run. She was waiting.

Would he come?

The question haunted her through the long hours before dawn.

She lay in her narrow bed, her body burning, her mind racing, and wondered if she had made a terrible mistake. She had run from the Prince—from the most powerful claimant at the ball, from the man who had held her in his arms and made her admit what she wanted. She had left the slipper behind like a challenge, like a dare, like a test she was not sure she had passed.

What if he did not follow? What if he decided she was not worth the pursuit? What if he simply moved on to the next displayed girl, the next desperate body, the next potential claim?

The thought made her chest tight with something that felt like panic.

She did not want to be passed over. She did not want to return to her life at Ashworth House, to the endless round of service and denial, to the cold inspections and cruel taunts. She did not want to be property that no one wanted to own.

She wanted—

What did she want?

She closed her eyes and let the question settle into her bones. What did she want, really and truly, beneath the training and the expectations and the years of being told what she was?

She wanted to be touched. She wanted to be filled. She wanted to finally, finally feel the release that had been denied for so long.

She wanted to be claimed.

And more than that—more than the physical release, more than the end of her desperate need—she wanted to belong to someone who saw her. Not as an asset or a servant or a body to be used, but as a person. A woman. A creature with wants and fears and a heart that beat beneath her ribs.

The Prince had seen her. He had looked into her eyes and recognised something in her—something she had not known was there until he named it. Hunger. Want. The desperate need to be caught.

He had given her a choice. And she had chosen to run.

Now she could only hope that he would choose to follow.

Dawn came slowly, grey light seeping through the cracks in the shutters, illuminating the small room with a pale, cold glow. Ella lay still, her body exhausted but her mind refusing to rest, watching the light grow stronger, watching the shadows retreat, watching the world wake up around her.

She should rise. She should dress, should go down to the kitchens, should begin the endless round of duties that comprised her days. She should pretend that last night had never happened, that she had not danced with the Prince, that she had not run, that she was not desperate and aching and waiting.

But she could not move.

Her body felt heavy, weighted down by exhaustion and unsatisfied need. Her centre still throbbed with a low, constant ache, and the wetness between her thighs had not diminished—if anything, it had grown, her body’s response to the night’s events a constant, humiliating presence.

She thought of Lady Ashworth’s reaction when she learned that Ella had returned unclaimed. She thought of Charlotte’s taunts, of Evangeline’s silent watching, of the servants’ pitying glances. She thought of the years stretching before her, the same years she had already endured, with no hope of escape.

Unless the Prince came.

Unless he followed.

Unless he had meant what he said.

Run, and I will follow.

She held onto the words like a lifeline, turning them over in her mind, searching for any hint of doubt or deception. But she found none. The Prince had spoken with certainty, with the confidence of a man who always got what he wanted.

And what he wanted, apparently, was her.

The thought sent a pulse of heat through her core, and she felt her body clench with fresh need. She pressed her thighs together, trying to ease the ache, but it only made the desperation sharper.

She would wait. She would endure. She would hope.

And when the Prince came—and he would come, he had to come—she would be ready.

She must have drifted into something like sleep, because the next thing she knew, there was a knock at the door.

“Miss Ella?” Bess’s voice, hesitant as always. “Lady Ashworth has sent for you. She says you’re to come to the study. Now.”

Ella’s heart slammed against her ribs. Lady Ashworth. Of course. The mistress of the house would want to know what had happened at the ball, why Ella had returned unclaimed, why she was lying naked in her bed instead of preparing for the day’s duties.

She rose, her body protesting every movement, and reached for her uniform. The rough fabric felt strange after the gossamer gown, too heavy, too concealing. She dressed with shaking hands, trying to compose herself, trying to look like someone who had not spent the night burning with unsatisfied need.

She failed.

She could feel the wetness between her thighs, soaking through her smallclothes, a constant reminder of her desperate state. She could feel the ache in her core, the pulse of want that would not subside. She could feel the exhaustion in her bones, the weight of a night spent fighting against her own body.

She looked at herself in the small mirror above the basin. The face that stared back at her was pale, dark-circled, haunted. Her eyes were too bright, her lips too red, her skin too flushed. She looked like what she was—a woman who had been denied for too long, who was burning alive, who was desperate for release.

She could not hide this. Lady Ashworth would see it immediately.

She straightened her uniform, smoothed her hair, and opened the door.

The corridor was bright with morning light, the house stirring around her with the sounds of another day. Servants moved through the halls, carrying linens and trays and buckets, their eyes sliding over Ella without interest or recognition. She was invisible again—just another body in a house full of bodies, just another servant in a world that did not see her.

But last night, someone had seen her.

The Prince had seen her.

And she was still waiting to find out what that meant.

She descended the stairs and made her way to the study, her heart pounding with every step. The door was closed, and she raised her hand to knock—

“Enter.”

Lady Ashworth’s voice was cold, clipped, and Ella felt a shiver run down her spine. She pushed the door open and stepped inside.

Lady Ashworth sat behind her desk, her hands folded before her, her face composed into an expression of cool assessment. Charlotte stood beside the window, her arms crossed, her expression a mixture of curiosity and contempt. And Evangeline—

Evangeline was watching Ella with an expression she could not read. Something like concern. Something like hope.

“You returned late last night,” Lady Ashworth said, her voice flat. “Unclaimed.”

Ella’s throat tightened. “Yes, Lady Ashworth.”

“Explain.”

What could she say? That she had danced with the Prince? That he had told her to run? That she had left the slipper behind like a promise?

“I was not selected,” she said, which was true enough.

Charlotte made a sound that might have been a laugh. “Not selected? Or not wanted? I heard the Prince left the ball early. Alone.”

Ella felt heat flood her face. She had not known that—had not stayed to see what the Prince did after she fled. The knowledge that he had left alone, that he had not selected anyone else, sent a pulse of something through her that was not quite hope.

“I cannot speak to the Prince’s actions,” she said carefully. “I only know that I was not claimed.”

Lady Ashworth’s eyes narrowed. “You were displayed. You were seen. And yet you returned to this house as you left it—unowned, untouched, worthless.”

The words cut deep, but Ella did not flinch. She had heard worse from Lady Ashworth before. She would hear worse again.

“Unless—” Lady Ashworth’s voice shifted, becoming contemplative. “Unless something happened that you have not told me.”

Ella’s heart stopped. “I do not know what you mean, Lady Ashworth.”

“Madame Cerise reported that you were responsive. Desperate. Ready for claiming.” Lady Ashworth’s eyes moved over Ella, assessing, calculating. “And yet you return unclaimed. Either you failed to attract any claimant—which seems unlikely, given your training—or something else occurred.”

Ella said nothing. She could feel Charlotte’s eyes on her, curious and cruel. She could feel Evangeline’s gaze, steady and strange. And she could feel Lady Ashworth’s scrutiny, sharp as a blade.

“Did you speak to anyone at the ball?” Lady Ashworth asked. “Did anyone approach you?”

“I—” Ella’s voice caught. “I spoke to several claimants, Lady Ashworth. None of them chose to pursue the matter.”

It was a lie. She had spoken to only one claimant—the only one who mattered. But she could not tell Lady Ashworth that. Could not explain the dance, the conversation, the command to run. Could not admit that she was waiting for the Prince to come for her, that she was desperate for his claim, that she had left the slipper behind like a promise.

Lady Ashworth studied her for a long moment. Then she sighed.

“Very well. You will resume your duties. I will consider what to do with you—whether to display you at another ball, or whether you are no longer worth the investment.”

The words should have been a relief. Instead, they felt like a pronouncement of worthlessness. Ella was an asset that had failed to sell. A body that no one wanted. A servant who would continue to serve until she was too old or too broken to be useful.

Unless the Prince came.

Unless he followed.

Unless—

“Dismissed,” Lady Ashworth said, already turning back to her papers.

Ella curtsied and left the room, her body still burning, her mind still racing, her hope still alive.


CHAPTER NINE - The Wait

The days that followed the ball were the longest of Ella’s life.

She moved through them like a ghost, her body present but her mind elsewhere—back at Thornhaven, back in the Prince’s arms, back at the moment when his grey eyes had locked onto hers and he had told her to run. She performed her duties mechanically, scrubbing floors and carrying trays and mending linens without seeing any of it, her hands working while her thoughts spiralled endlessly around the same questions.

Would he come? Had he meant it? Had the slipper been enough?

She did not know. She could not know. And the not knowing was a kind of torture she had never imagined.

The first day after the ball, she waited for footsteps on the drive.

She positioned herself near windows whenever she could, her eyes scanning the road that led to Ashworth House, watching for any sign of a carriage. The morning passed in a haze of anxious anticipation—the sound of every horse’s hooves making her heart lurch, the sight of every dust cloud making her breath catch. But each time, the vehicle proved to be a delivery cart or a neighbour’s coach or a passing rider with no business at the house.

By afternoon, she had begun to doubt.

The Prince had said he would follow. He had told her to run, and he had told her he would find her. But he had not said when . He had not said how soon . He had left her with nothing but a promise and a glass slipper and the memory of his hands on her body.

What if he had changed his mind? What if he had returned to the ball and found another girl more to his liking? What if he had decided that the pursuit was not worth the effort, that she was not worth the effort?

The thoughts gnawed at her, insistent and poisonous, until she could barely focus on anything else.

Charlotte noticed, of course.

“You are distracted today,” she said over breakfast, her eyes moving over Ella with predatory interest. “Still thinking about your failure at the ball?”

Ella kept her eyes on the tray she was arranging. “I am thinking about my duties, Miss Charlotte.”

“Liar.” Charlotte reached out and caught Ella’s wrist, her grip tight enough to bruise. “You are thinking about the Prince. About how he left without claiming anyone. About how he must have seen something in you that made him turn away.”

The words hit their mark, but Ella did not let herself react. She had learned long ago that Charlotte fed on response—that any flinch, any protest, any flash of pain would only encourage her.

“I did not see the Prince after I left the ballroom,” Ella said carefully. “I cannot speak to his actions.”

“But you spoke to him before you left.” Charlotte’s grip tightened. “I heard. The servants at Thornhaven gossip, and the gossip travels. The Prince danced with you. He spoke to you for nearly an hour. And then—” She leaned closer, her breath warm against Ella’s ear. “Then you ran. And he let you go.”

Ella’s heart slammed against her ribs. The servants had seen. The servants had talked. And now Charlotte knew.

“I do not know why the Prince danced with me,” Ella said, her voice steady with effort. “I do not know why he let me go. I only know that I was not claimed.”

“Interesting.” Charlotte released her wrist and stepped back, her expression calculating. “You were not claimed. But you were not rejected, either. You simply… left.”

She said nothing more, but her eyes stayed on Ella for the rest of the meal, watching, assessing, waiting for something Ella could not name.

The second day, Ella’s body began to betray her.

The desperate need that had been building for weeks had not subsided—if anything, it had grown sharper, more insistent, more impossible to ignore. She was wet constantly now, the slick heat between her thighs a constant reminder of what she had been denied. Her centre throbbed with every movement, every step, every brush of fabric against her skin.

She had not been touched since the ball. Had not been brought to the edge and denied since Madame Cerise’s final session. And her body, trained so thoroughly to respond, did not know how to exist without stimulation.

She found herself seeking friction without meaning to—pressing her thighs together as she walked, shifting her weight as she stood, grinding against the edge of the table as she worked. Each movement brought a pulse of pleasure, a flash of relief, and each one made the ache sharper when it stopped.

At night, she lay in her narrow bed and fought against the urge to touch herself.

Her hand would drift to her stomach, then lower, her fingers brushing the curls between her thighs, feeling the wetness that had gathered there. She would press against the aching centre of her need, and her body would arch toward the touch, desperate for release—

And then she would remember the Prince’s voice. You will come when I permit it. You will open when I command it.

She would pull her hand away, her chest heaving, her body screaming in protest.

But the training had done its work too well. Even when she tried—truly tried—to bring herself to release, her body would not comply. It would build, and build, and approach the edge—and then stop, frozen, waiting for permission that never came.

She was trapped in her own flesh. Desperate and denied, aching and unable to find relief.

And the Prince still had not come.

The third day, Evangeline found her.

Ella was in the laundry room, her hands submerged in scalding water, scrubbing at stains that would not come out. Her mind was somewhere else—back at Thornhaven, back in the Prince’s arms—and she did not hear the footsteps behind her until a voice spoke.

“You are working too hard.”

Ella startled, sloshing water over the side of the basin, and turned to find Evangeline standing in the doorway. The younger girl’s expression was unreadable, her dark eyes fixed on Ella’s face with an intensity that made her uncomfortable.

“Miss Evangeline,” Ella said, curtsying awkwardly, her wet hands dripping onto the floor. “I did not hear you come in.”

“I was quiet.” Evangeline stepped into the room, closing the door behind her. “I wanted to speak to you. Alone.”

Ella’s heart rate quickened. In the seven years she had lived at Ashworth House, Evangeline had never sought her out for a private conversation. She had watched, always watched, but she had never approached.

“Is something wrong, Miss Evangeline?”

“Many things are wrong.” Evangeline moved closer, her eyes still fixed on Ella’s face. “But that is not why I am here. I am here because—” She stopped, seeming to search for words. “Because I saw your face when Mother told you that you might no longer be worth the investment. And I saw your face when Charlotte told you the Prince had left the ball alone.”

Ella did not know how to respond. She had thought she had hidden her reactions, had thought she had maintained the blank composure that years of service had taught her. But apparently, Evangeline had seen something.

“I do not know what you mean, Miss Evangeline.”

“You do.” Evangeline’s voice was quiet but certain. “You are waiting for something. Someone. And you are afraid he will not come.”

The words struck too close to the truth, and Ella felt her composure crack. She turned back to the laundry basin, her hands trembling in the cooling water.

“I am not waiting for anything,” she said. “I am simply performing my duties.”

“You are lying.” Evangeline stepped closer, until she was standing beside Ella, her voice barely above a whisper. “The Prince danced with you. He spoke to you. And then you ran, and he let you go—but he did not leave with anyone else. That means something.”

Ella’s throat tightened. “How do you know all this?”

“The servants talk. Charlotte talks. And I—” Evangeline hesitated. “I have been watching you for years. I know what it looks like when someone is hoping for something they are afraid to want.”

Ella turned to face her, confused and wary. “Why do you care?”

“I do not know.” Evangeline’s expression shifted, something almost soft crossing her features. “Perhaps because you are the only person in this house who has never looked at me with pity or contempt. Perhaps because I know what it is to want something you are not supposed to want. Or perhaps—” She stopped, shook her head. “It does not matter. What matters is that I think the Prince will come. And when he does—” She met Ella’s eyes. “Do not let Mother convince you that you are worthless. Do not let Charlotte make you doubt. You are worth more than either of them will ever understand.”

Before Ella could respond, Evangeline turned and slipped out of the room, leaving her alone with the laundry and the pounding of her own heart.

The fourth day, Ella began to despair.

She had counted every hour since the ball—every minute, every second. She had watched the road, listened for hoofbeats, scanned the horizon for any sign of the Prince’s approach. And she had seen nothing.

He was not coming. He had changed his mind. He had decided she was not worth the pursuit.

The thought settled into her chest like a stone, heavy and cold, dragging her down into a darkness she had not felt since the early days of her servitude—those first terrible months when she had still believed she might escape, might find a way out of Lady Ashworth’s control, might be something other than what she was.

She had stopped believing in escape years ago. She had accepted her position, had learned to exist within its boundaries, had found ways to survive the daily humiliations and occasional cruelties that comprised her life. But now, after the Prince—after the dance, after his hands on her body, after the impossible hope he had ignited—she could not go back to acceptance.

She wanted more. She wanted to be seen, to be wanted, to be claimed.

And she was terrified that she would never have it.

Lady Ashworth summoned her to the study on the fifth day.

Ella stood before the desk, her hands clasped before her, her eyes fixed on the floor. She had learned long ago that looking at Lady Ashworth directly was seen as insolence, and she could not afford any more punishment—not when her body was already stretched to the breaking point.

“You have been distracted,” Lady Ashworth said, her voice cold. “Your work has suffered. The other servants have commented on your inability to focus.”

“I apologise, Lady Ashworth. I will do better.”

“See that you do.” A pause, and then: “I have received no inquiries about you since the ball. No claimants have expressed interest. No negotiations have been initiated.”

Ella’s heart stuttered. She had known this, of course—had known that no one had come for her—but hearing it stated so baldly was a blow.

“It appears,” Lady Ashworth continued, “that your display at the ball was not as successful as we had hoped. I am beginning to question whether you are worth the continued investment of training and preparation.”

The threat hung in the air, unstated but clear. If Ella was not worth investing in, then she was simply a servant—a position she had held for seven years, but one that came with no protections, no guarantees, no assurance that she would not be sold or traded or given away to whoever would take her.

“However,” Lady Ashworth said, and her voice shifted, becoming contemplative, “there is still the matter of your virginity. Preserved for so long, worth a considerable amount to the right claimant. I may yet find a buyer, if the Prince does not come forward.”

The Prince. Lady Ashworth had said if the Prince does not come forward . Which meant she knew—or suspected—that there was some connection between Ella and the most powerful claimant at the ball.

“May I ask—” Ella’s voice emerged as a whisper. “Has there been any word from Thornhaven?”

Lady Ashworth’s eyes sharpened. “Why do you ask?”

“I only—” Ella swallowed. “I only wondered if any claimants had made inquiries about any of the displayed girls. If the Prince had—”

“The Prince has made no inquiries that I am aware of.” Lady Ashworth’s voice was flat, final. “And if he had, you would not be the first to know. You are dismissed.”

Ella curtsied and fled the room, her heart pounding, her hope flickering like a candle in the wind.

The sixth day, she broke.

She was alone in her attic room, the night pressing against the shutters, her body thrumming with the desperate need that had become her constant companion. She had not slept properly since the ball—not more than an hour or two at a time, her dreams filled with the Prince’s hands and voice and the claim he had promised.

She was exhausted. She was desperate. She was losing her mind.

Her hand moved between her thighs without conscious thought, her fingers pressing against the slick, aching centre of her need. She gasped at the contact, her hips arching toward her own touch, her body screaming for relief.

She would do it. She would give herself what she needed, what she had been denied for so long. She would come, finally, and the Prince would never know, and she would find some way to live with the shame of it.

She pressed harder, her fingers moving in the slow circles Madame Cerise had taught her, building the pleasure, approaching the edge—

And her body stopped.

It would not obey. It would not release. It had been trained too thoroughly, conditioned to respond only to permission, and no matter how desperately she touched herself, she could not push herself over the edge.

She lay in the darkness, her hand between her legs, her body trembling with unsatisfied need, and she wept.

She wept for the weeks of denial. She wept for the hope that was slowly dying inside her. She wept for the Prince, who had promised to come and had not appeared. She wept for herself—trapped, desperate, unable to find relief even when she tried to give it to herself.

She was his. Her body knew it, even if her mind still rebelled against the idea. She belonged to the Prince, and until he gave her permission, she would never be free.

The seventh day dawned grey and cold, the sky heavy with clouds that threatened rain.

Ella rose from her narrow bed, her body aching, her eyes dry and burning. She had no tears left. She had no hope left. She had nothing left but the endless round of duties that comprised her life, and the desperate, gnawing need that had become her only companion.

She dressed in her worn uniform, smoothed her hair, and went down to the kitchens to begin the day.

The morning passed in a blur of work—scrubbing, carrying, serving, cleaning. She moved through the house like a shadow, unnoticed and unremarkable, her mind elsewhere, her body operating on habit alone.

Charlotte taunted her over breakfast, but Ella barely heard the words. Lady Ashworth watched her with cold, calculating eyes, but Ella did not notice. Evangeline caught her gaze once in the corridor, and Ella saw something in the younger girl’s expression—pity, perhaps, or understanding—but she could not bring herself to respond.

She was empty. She was hollow. She was—

The sound of hoofbeats on the drive.

She froze, her hands buried in a basin of wash water, her heart suddenly slamming against her ribs. The sound was distant, but growing closer—the distinctive rhythm of a carriage, and not a delivery cart or a neighbour’s coach.

She pulled her hands from the water and moved toward the window, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps. She could see the drive from here, see the curve where carriages appeared before rolling up to the front entrance.

She waited. She watched.

And then she saw it.

A carriage, but not just any carriage—a carriage in deep blue, with silver trim, bearing a crest she did not recognise but somehow knew. The colours of Thornhaven. The colours of the Prince.

He had come.

He had come for her.


CHAPTER TEN - The Test

The carriage rolled to a stop before the entrance of Ashworth House, and Ella’s world narrowed to a single point of focus.

She could hear the voices from the front hall—the butler announcing the visitor, the rustle of skirts as Lady Ashworth moved to greet him, the low rumble of a voice that she recognised even through walls and distance. The Prince had come. He was here, in this house, after seven days of waiting and doubt and the slow death of hope.

She should go to him. She should present herself, should curtsy and lower her eyes and wait for his attention like a properly trained piece of property. That was what Lady Ashworth had taught her. That was what Madame Cerise had prepared her for.

But her feet would not move.

She stood in the corridor outside the laundry room, her hands dripping onto the stone floor, her heart pounding so hard she could feel it in her throat. The terror and the relief and the desperate, overwhelming need that had been building for weeks crashed together inside her, leaving her paralysed.

What if he had changed his mind? What if he had come to reject her formally, to return the slipper and tell her she was not worth the pursuit? What if—

“Miss Ella.” Bess appeared at the end of the corridor, her eyes wide. “Lady Ashworth has sent for you. The study. Now.”

Ella’s stomach dropped. The study. Lady Ashworth’s domain, the place where she had been inspected and assessed and prepared for this moment. The place where her fate had always been decided by others.

She dried her hands on her apron, smoothed her uniform, and walked toward the study on legs that felt like they belonged to someone else.

The door was closed when she reached it. She could hear voices inside—Lady Ashworth’s cool tones, the Prince’s low responses—but she could not make out the words. She stood before the door for a moment, trying to steady her breathing, trying to compose herself into something that would not shame her in front of the most powerful man she had ever met.

Then she raised her hand and knocked.

“Enter.”

Lady Ashworth’s voice, sharp with an edge that Ella had not heard before. She pushed the door open and stepped inside.

The study looked different with the Prince in it.

He stood before the desk, taller than the room seemed designed to accommodate, his presence filling the space like a physical force. He wore a travelling coat of dark wool over a waistcoat of deep blue, simple compared to the finery he had worn at the ball but somehow more commanding for its plainness. His grey eyes found Ella immediately, and she felt the weight of his gaze like a hand pressing against her chest.

Lady Ashworth sat behind her desk, her hands folded before her, her expression composed into careful neutrality. But Ella, who had learned to read the small signs that betrayed her mistress’s true feelings, could see the tension in her shoulders, the tightness at the corners of her mouth.

And on the desk between them, gleaming in the light from the window, sat the glass slipper.

Ella’s breath caught at the sight of it—the crystal faceted and gleaming, the straps delicate as spun sugar, the single shoe that she had left behind on the stairs at Thornhaven. It looked impossibly fragile, impossibly beautiful, impossibly real.

He had brought it back. He had come for her.

The Prince’s lips curved slightly—not a smile, but an acknowledgment. “You ran,” he said, his voice low and rough.

Ella’s throat was too dry to speak. She nodded.

“I told you I would find you.” His eyes held hers, grey and piercing. “Did you doubt me?”

“I—” The word emerged as a whisper. “I did not know if you would come. You did not say when.”

“I did not say when because I wanted you to wait.” He moved around the desk, his steps slow and deliberate, until he stood before her. “I wanted you to wonder. To doubt. To spend every hour thinking of me, wanting me, fearing that I would not appear.”

His hand came up, his fingers brushing her jaw, tilting her face toward his. The touch sent a pulse of heat through Ella’s body, and she felt her centre clench with the desperate need that had been her constant companion for weeks.

“Did you think of me?” he asked. “Did you want me?”

“Yes.” The word escaped before she could stop it. “Every hour. Every minute. I could not—”

She stopped, unable to finish the sentence, unable to admit out loud how thoroughly she had been consumed by thoughts of him.

But the Prince seemed to understand anyway. His thumb traced her lower lip, pressing slightly, and she felt her body respond with a rush of wetness between her thighs.

“Good,” he said. “That is as it should be.”

Behind them, Lady Ashworth cleared her throat.

The Prince’s hand fell away from Ella’s face, and she felt the loss like a wound. She had not realised how much she had been leaning into his touch until it was gone.

“Your Highness,” Lady Ashworth said, her voice carefully neutral. “You mentioned that you wished to conduct a… verification. Before discussing terms.”

“I did.” The Prince turned to face Lady Ashworth, his expression shifting into something more formal, more businesslike. “I have brought the slipper that was left at my ball. I wish to verify that it fits the girl who fled from me. If it does—” His eyes moved to Ella, and something dark and hungry flickered in them. “Then I will discuss terms for her purchase.”

“Purchase.” Lady Ashworth’s voice sharpened. “You speak as though she is already yours.”

“She is.” The Prince’s tone was flat, final, brooking no argument. “She has been mine since the moment I saw her across that ballroom. The formalities are simply that—formalities.”

Ella’s heart was pounding so hard she could barely hear the words. He was claiming her. He was standing in Lady Ashworth’s study and declaring that she belonged to him, as though it were already settled, as though there were no question.

And the worst part—the shameful, secret part—was that she wanted it to be true.

“I will require a private room,” the Prince continued. “For the verification.”

Lady Ashworth’s eyes narrowed, but she nodded. “The blue guest room. I will have it prepared.”

“See that it is. And see that we are not disturbed.”

The implication hung in the air. Whatever was about to happen, it would happen between the Prince and Ella alone.

The blue guest room was on the second floor, a modest chamber with a bed, a wardrobe, and a single window overlooking the drive.

Ella had cleaned this room a hundred times—dusting the furniture, changing the linens, sweeping the floor. But now, as she stood inside it with the Prince, it felt like an entirely different space. The bed seemed larger, more present. The window seemed smaller, offering less light. And the air seemed to thicken with the weight of what was about to happen.

The Prince closed the door behind them and turned to face her.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. Ella stood by the window, her hands clasped before her, her body thrumming with fear and need. The Prince stood by the door, his grey eyes moving over her—assessing, calculating, hungry.

“Strip,” he said.

Ella’s heart stuttered. “Here? Now?”

“Here. Now.” His voice was calm, but there was an edge beneath it—a command that would not be disobeyed. “I wish to see what I am purchasing.”

Her hands trembled as she reached for the fastenings of her uniform. The rough fabric fell away, piece by piece, until she stood before him in nothing but her thin smallclothes. She hesitated, suddenly shy, suddenly aware of how exposed she would be without even that minimal covering.

“All of it,” the Prince said. “Everything.”

She hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her smallclothes and pushed them down, letting them fall to the floor. Then she straightened, standing before him completely naked, her body on display.

The Prince’s eyes moved over her slowly—tracing the line of her throat, the curve of her breasts, the dip of her waist, the swell of her hips. He did not touch her, did not move closer, simply looked—and Ella felt that gaze like a physical thing, like a hand sliding over every inch of her skin.

“Present yourself,” he said.

The command was automatic, instinctive after weeks of training. Ella dropped to her knees, spreading her thighs, arching her back, clasping her hands behind her head. The position displayed her body completely—her breasts lifted, her centre exposed, her entire form offered for his examination.

“Good.” The Prince circled her slowly, his eyes on her body. “Your training has been thorough. You know how to display yourself.”

“Madame Cerise taught me, sir.”

“Madame Cerise is skilled.” He stopped behind her, his hand coming to rest on her hip. “But I wonder if she taught you everything you need to know.”

His hand slid lower, over her hip, along her thigh—and Ella felt her body respond instantly, the wetness gathering between her legs, the ache sharpening into something almost unbearable.

“Spread wider,” he said.

She obeyed, shifting her knees apart, opening herself further. The position was obscene, vulnerable, and she felt a flush of shame heat her cheeks even as her body responded with fresh arousal.

The Prince moved around to face her, kneeling before her, his grey eyes fixed on the glistening flesh between her thighs. He did not touch her—not yet—simply looked, his expression unreadable.

“You are wet,” he observed. “Dripping. Has it been like this for long?”

“Since—” Her voice cracked. “Since the training began. Since Madame Cerise started bringing me to the edge and denying me release.”

“And have you touched yourself since then? Tried to give yourself what you needed?”

“I tried.” Shame burned through her. “My body would not—it would not comply. It is as though—” She swallowed. “As though it is waiting for permission.”

“Good.” The Prince’s voice was satisfied. “Your body knows who it belongs to. Even when your mind doubts.”

He reached into his coat and withdrew the glass slipper.

Ella’s breath caught at the sight of it—the crystal catching the light from the window, glittering like a frozen flame. The Prince held it in his hand, turning it slightly, examining its delicate structure.

“This is how I will verify,” he said. “The slipper must fit. If it fits—” His eyes met hers. “Then you are mine.”

He instructed her to sit on the edge of the bed, her legs spread, her body displayed. She obeyed, her hands gripping the edge of the mattress, her centre throbbing with the need that had been building for weeks.

The Prince knelt before her, the glass slipper in one hand, his other hand coming to rest on her ankle. The touch made her gasp—she was so sensitised, so desperate, that even the light pressure of his fingers felt overwhelming.

“I am going to put this slipper on your foot,” he said, his voice low. “And then I am going to touch you. I am going to feel how wet you are, how desperate, how much you want what I am going to give you.”

His hand slid up her calf as he spoke, his fingers tracing the curve of her muscle, the soft skin behind her knee.

“And you are going to let me. You are going to open yourself to me completely, because you know that you are mine, and because you want—more than anything—to be claimed.”

His hand moved higher, sliding along her inner thigh, and Ella felt her body clench with anticipation.

“Do you understand?”

“Yes.” The word emerged as a sob. “Yes, I understand.”

He lifted her foot, cradling it in his hand, and slid the glass slipper onto her bare skin.

The crystal was cool against her foot, the fit snug and perfect. The straps wrapped around her ankle in an intricate pattern, and the Prince adjusted them with careful fingers, ensuring the slipper was secure.

Then his hands began to move.

They slid up from her ankle—over her calf, past her knee, along her inner thigh. Each inch of progress made Ella’s breath come faster, her body tensing with anticipation, her centre clenching with desperate need.

When his fingers finally reached the junction of her thighs, she was shaking.

“So wet,” he murmured, his fingers sliding through the slick heat that had gathered there. “So desperate. You have been like this for weeks, haven’t you? Aching and wanting and unable to find relief.”

“Yes.” The word came out as a moan.

His fingers found the entrance to her body and pressed inside—one finger, just the tip, testing the resistance. Ella gasped, her hips shifting toward him without her consent, her body seeking more.

“Your virginity is intact,” he observed. “Preserved, as promised. But you have been stretched, prepared. Someone has trained your body to open.”

“Madame Cerise. She used—” Ella could not finish the sentence, could not find the words to describe the sessions, the objects, the careful stretching that had prepared her for this moment.

“I know what she used.” The Prince’s voice was rough. “I know what she did. And I know what she denied you.”

He pressed his finger deeper, sliding inside her to the first knuckle. Ella’s body clenched around the intrusion, her muscles gripping him, wanting more.

“You want to come,” he said. It was not a question.

“Please.” The word escaped before she could stop it. “Please, I need—I cannot—”

“You cannot come without permission.” His finger withdrew, and she made a sound of pure frustration. “Your body has been trained to wait. To need permission. And I—” He looked into her eyes, his gaze dark and hungry. “I am the one who will give it.”

He stood, removing his coat, laying it carefully over the back of a chair. Then he returned to stand before her, his eyes never leaving her face.

“Lie back on the bed. Spread your legs. Show me what I am purchasing.”

Ella obeyed.

She lay back against the coverlet, her legs spread, her centre displayed for his examination. She felt exposed—more exposed than she had ever been in her life. Every inch of her body was visible, every flaw and every mark, every drop of wetness that had gathered between her thighs.

The Prince looked his fill.

Then he knelt on the bed between her legs, his hands coming to rest on her inner thighs, spreading her wider.

“I am going to touch you now,” he said. “I am going to feel every part of you. And when I am satisfied that you are what I want—” His voice dropped. “I am going to take you to my estate, and I am going to claim you properly.”

His hands moved to her centre, his fingers spreading her open, examining the slick pink flesh that glistened with arousal. He touched her clitoris with one finger, pressing lightly, and Ella’s body arched off the bed with a gasp.

“Responsive,” he murmured. “Very responsive. You will come quickly when I give you permission.”

He pressed harder, his finger moving in slow circles, and Ella felt the pleasure building—the edge approaching, the release she had been denied for so long finally within reach.

“Please—” she gasped. “Please let me—”

“Not yet.” His hand withdrew, and she sobbed with frustration. “You will come when I am inside you. Not before. Do you understand?”

“I cannot wait any longer. Please—I have been waiting for weeks—I cannot—”

“You can. And you will.” His voice was firm, commanding. “Your body is mine. Your pleasure is mine. You will wait until I give you permission, and then—” He leaned down, his mouth near her ear. “Then you will come so hard you forget your own name.”

He straightened, his eyes moving over her body one final time.

“Get dressed. We leave for Thornhaven within the hour.”

Ella lay on the bed for a long moment, her body trembling, her centre throbbing with unsatisfied need. The Prince had touched her. He had slid the slipper onto her foot, had pressed his finger inside her, had brought her to the edge of release and pulled her back.

And he had claimed her.

She was his now. The slipper fit, the verification was complete, and the Prince would negotiate terms with Lady Ashworth. She would leave this house—this house where she had served for seven years, where she had been inspected and trained and displayed—and she would belong to him.

She rose from the bed, her legs unsteady, and reached for her uniform. The rough fabric felt strange against her skin after the Prince’s touch, too heavy, too concealing. She dressed quickly, her hands trembling, her mind racing with what was to come.

The slipper remained on her foot, glittering in the light from the window. She would wear it out of this room, into Lady Ashworth’s study, into the Prince’s carriage. She would wear it to Thornhaven, where the Prince would claim her properly.

Where he would finally—finally—let her come.

She found the Prince and Lady Ashworth in the study, seated on opposite sides of the desk. The atmosphere had shifted—Lady Ashworth’s expression was less guarded now, calculation and something like satisfaction visible in her features.

“The terms have been agreed,” the Prince said as Ella entered. “You are now my property. Lady Ashworth has been compensated for the investment she made in your training.”

Ella glanced at Lady Ashworth, who gave a small, satisfied nod. Whatever price the Prince had paid, it had been enough to satisfy her.

“Pack nothing,” the Prince continued. “You will be provided for at Thornhaven. Everything you need will be given to you.”

“Yes, Your Highness.” Ella’s voice emerged steadier than she felt.

“One more thing.” The Prince rose from his chair, his eyes fixed on her face. “From this moment forward, you will call me ‘sir’ or ‘my Prince.’ Not ‘Your Highness.’ Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good.” He extended his hand. “Come. We leave now.”

Ella looked at Lady Ashworth one final time. The older woman’s expression was unreadable, but there was something in her eyes—something that might have been approval, or simply the satisfaction of a successful transaction.

“Goodbye, Ella,” Lady Ashworth said. “Serve your new master well.”

Ella turned away without responding. She had nothing to say to this woman who had owned her for seven years, who had inspected and trained and displayed her like livestock. She had nothing to say because there was nothing left—no gratitude, no resentment, no feeling at all.

She was leaving. She was free of this house, this woman, this life.

And she was about to belong to someone else.

The Prince led her out of the study, through the front hall, and out into the grey afternoon. A carriage waited on the drive—the same deep blue vehicle she had seen from the window—and a footman stood by the door, waiting to assist them.

The Prince handed her into the carriage and climbed in after her, settling onto the bench across from her. The door closed, the driver clicked his tongue, and the carriage began to move.

Ella sat in silence, her hands clasped in her lap, her heart pounding. She was alone with the Prince now, in an enclosed space, with nothing between them but air and anticipation.

He watched her. His grey eyes moved over her face, her body, the glass slipper that still glittered on her right foot. He did not speak, did not touch her, simply observed.

“You are afraid,” he said finally.

“I am—” Ella swallowed. “I am uncertain. I do not know what to expect.”

“You know what to expect.” His voice was low, rough. “I told you what I would do. I told you what would happen when I got you to Thornhaven.”

His hand reached out and touched her knee, pressing lightly through the fabric of her uniform.

“You will be claimed, Ella. Thoroughly, completely, permanently. Your body will be mine to use as I wish. Your pleasure will be mine to give or withhold. And you will learn—” His hand slid higher, pressing against her inner thigh. “You will learn to want it.”

Ella’s breath caught. She could feel the heat of his hand through the rough fabric, could feel her body responding to his proximity with the desperate need that had been her constant companion for weeks.

“How long is the journey?” she managed.

“Two hours.” His hand pressed higher, his fingers brushing the junction of her thighs. “Two hours in which you will sit there, desperate and wanting, knowing what is about to happen and unable to do anything but wait.”

He withdrew his hand and leaned back against the bench, his expression calm and controlled.

“Use the time wisely, Ella. Think about what you want. Think about what you are about to become.” His eyes met hers. “And think about the fact that very soon, you will finally get what you have been waiting for.”

The carriage rolled through the countryside, carrying them toward Thornhaven, toward the Prince’s estate, toward the claiming that Ella had been promised. And Ella sat in silence, her body burning, her mind racing, counting every minute until they arrived.

She was his. She had been his since the moment he saw her across the ballroom. And soon—very soon—she would belong to him completely.

She pressed her thighs together, feeling the wetness that had gathered between them, the ache that had become her constant companion. Two hours. Two hours of waiting, of wanting, of knowing what was to come.

She could endure it.

She had endured everything else.


CHAPTER ELEVEN - The Journey

The carriage swayed along the road to Thornhaven, and Ella sat across from the Prince with her hands clasped so tightly in her lap that her knuckles had gone white.

She was acutely aware of every detail—the worn leather of the bench beneath her, the sound of hoofbeats on packed earth, the smell of horses and dust and something else, something masculine and warm that she realised was the Prince himself. The interior of the carriage seemed smaller than it should have been, the walls pressing in on her, the space between her and the Prince charged with a tension that made it difficult to breathe.

He was watching her.

His grey eyes moved over her face with an intensity that felt like a physical touch, tracking her every movement, her every breath. He did not speak, did not shift, simply observed her with the patience of a man who had all the time in the world and knew exactly how he intended to use it.

Ella tried to focus on something—anything—else. She looked out the window, watching the countryside roll past in a blur of green and brown. She studied her hands, noting the calluses from years of labour, the small scars from accidents in the kitchen. She counted the buttons on the Prince’s waistcoat—six, she realised, six small buttons of polished brass that caught the light each time the carriage swayed.

But her awareness always returned to him. To the weight of his gaze. To the knowledge that she was alone with him, truly alone, for the first time since the ball.

“You are thinking too much,” he said.

Ella startled, her eyes jerking to his face. “I apologise, sir. I did not mean to—”

“You did not mean to what? Exist?” A faint smile touched his lips. “I did not instruct you to remain silent. I instructed you to think about what you want. Have you been doing that?”

She had, though the thoughts were jumbled and overwhelming, a mass of fear and need and desperate anticipation. “I have been trying, sir.”

“And what have you concluded?”

Ella’s throat tightened. What had she concluded? That she wanted this—wanted him—wanted the claiming he had promised. That she was terrified of what that meant. That her body was screaming for release after weeks of denial, and that she would do almost anything to get it.

“I have concluded that I am uncertain,” she said carefully. “And that I am… grateful. That you came for me.”

“Grateful.” The Prince’s voice was thoughtful. “An interesting word. Not what I expected you to say.”

“What did you expect, sir?”

“I expected you to say that you are desperate. That you have been waiting for weeks, aching for weeks, unable to think of anything except the moment when I would finally touch you properly.” His eyes held hers. “I expected you to admit that you want this more than you have ever wanted anything.”

Heat flooded Ella’s face. He was right—he was exactly right—but hearing him say it out loud, in that low, rough voice, made the words feel more real than they ever had in her own mind.

“I do want this,” she whispered. “I have been—I have been desperate, sir. Every day since the ball. Every night.” She swallowed hard. “I could not sleep. Could not think. Could not do anything except—”

“Except wait for me.” The Prince leaned forward slightly, his eyes never leaving her face. “And now I am here. Now you are in my carriage, on your way to my estate, where I will do exactly what I promised.” His voice dropped lower. “Does that make the waiting worth it?”

“Yes.” The word escaped before she could stop it, raw and honest. “Yes, sir. It does.”

The Prince settled back against the bench, his expression thoughtful.

“Tell me about your training,” he said. “Not the clinical details—I know what Madame Cerise does, how she prepares girls for display. Tell me how it felt. What you experienced.”

Ella hesitated. The request was intimate, probing, asking her to reveal parts of herself that she had never shared with anyone.

“I do not know where to begin, sir.”

“Begin at the beginning. The first session. What did she do to you?”

“She—” Ella’s voice caught. “She examined me. Thoroughly. Her hands were everywhere—my breasts, my stomach, between my legs. She checked my virginity, tested my responsiveness.”

“And how did that make you feel?”

“Ashamed.” The word emerged as a whisper. “And… aroused. I could not help it. Her touch was clinical, impersonal, but my body—” She shook her head. “My body did not know the difference. It responded anyway.”

“Good. Continue.”

Ella forced herself to go on, to describe the sessions that had followed—the stimulation, the denial, the endless cycle of being brought to the edge and pulled back. She told him about the presentation training, the positions she had been taught, the phrases she had been made to repeat until they became automatic. She told him about the night she had been caught touching herself, about Lady Ashworth’s punishment, about the spanking that had somehow made her more aroused rather than less.

By the time she finished, her face was burning with shame, and her body was thrumming with a renewed need that made it difficult to sit still.

The Prince listened without interrupting, his grey eyes fixed on her face, his expression revealing nothing. When she finally fell silent, he sat for a moment, processing what she had told him.

“You have been well prepared,” he said finally. “Your body has been trained to respond, to want, to wait for permission. Madame Cerise is thorough.”

“She is, sir.”

“And yet—” He leaned forward, his eyes sharpening. “There is something she did not teach you. Something I suspect you do not know how to do.”

Ella’s heart rate quickened. “What is that, sir?”

“She did not teach you how to want for yourself.” His voice was low, rough. “She taught you to want because you were told to want. To respond because you were trained to respond. But she did not teach you to feel your own desire as something that belongs to you—not to your trainer, not to your claimant, but to you.”

The words struck deep, touching a place Ella had not realised was vulnerable. She had never thought about desire as something that could belong to her. It had always been something that was done to her, something that was cultivated and controlled by others.

“I do not understand, sir,” she said quietly. “How can desire belong to me? I am property. My body is not my own.”

“Your body is not your own. But your desire—” The Prince’s voice dropped to barely above a whisper. “Your desire can be yours. If you learn to claim it.”

He stood, the carriage swaying beneath him, and crossed the small space to sit beside her on the bench.

Ella’s breath caught. He was close now—close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from his body, close enough that his thigh pressed against hers through the fabric of their clothing. The proximity was overwhelming, and she felt her body respond with a rush of wetness between her thighs.

“I am going to teach you something now,” the Prince said, his voice low. “I am going to teach you what it feels like to want for yourself. Not because you were trained. Not because you were told. But because you choose it.”

His hand came to rest on her knee, pressing lightly through the rough fabric of her uniform.

“Touch yourself,” he said.

Ella stared at him, certain she had misheard. “Sir?”

“Touch yourself.” His voice was calm, commanding. “Over your clothes. Press your hand against your centre. Feel what you feel.”

She hesitated, her body frozen with a mixture of shock and shameful anticipation. She had been forbidden to touch herself—had been punished for it, had been told over and over that her pleasure belonged to her claimant.

“I do not have permission, sir,” she whispered.

“You have permission now.” His hand pressed harder on her knee. “I am your claimant. I am giving you permission to touch yourself. But—” His eyes held hers. “You are not to come. You will bring yourself to the edge, and you will stop. Do you understand?”

Ella’s heart was pounding so hard she could feel it in her throat. He was commanding her to touch herself—to seek her own pleasure—while denying her the release she craved. It was cruel. It was merciful. It was overwhelming.

“Please, sir—” she gasped. “I cannot—”

“You can. You will.” His voice softened slightly. “I want to see what you look like when you are desperate, Ella. I want to watch your face as you approach the edge and pull yourself back. I want to know—” His hand slid higher on her thigh. “I want to know what I am going to feel when I finally slide inside you.”

The words sent a pulse of heat through her core, and she felt her resistance crumbling. She could not refuse him. She did not want to refuse him.

Her hand moved to her stomach, then lower, pressing against the junction of her thighs through the rough fabric of her uniform.

The pressure made her gasp. She was already wet—had been wet for weeks—and the sensation of her own touch, even through the barrier of clothing, was almost overwhelming.

“Harder,” the Prince commanded. “Press harder. Feel it.”

She obeyed, her hand pressing against her aching centre, her fingers finding the spot that made her body clench with need. She moved her hand in slow circles, the friction building, the pleasure mounting—

“Stop.”

She froze, her hand still pressed between her thighs, her body screaming in protest.

“Good,” the Prince said, his voice satisfied. “Now take your hand away.”

She did, and the loss of even that small pressure felt like agony.

“Tell me what you felt.”

“I felt—” Ella’s voice emerged as a sob. “I felt desperate. I felt like I was going to—”

“But you did not. Because I told you to stop.” The Prince’s hand moved higher on her thigh, his fingers pressing against the sensitive flesh of her inner thigh. “That is what I want from you, Ella. I want you to feel your own desire, and I want you to control it. Not because Madame Cerise trained you—but because I command it, and because you choose to obey.”

The carriage rolled on, the miles passing in a blur of green and brown outside the window. Inside, Ella sat beside the Prince, her body thrumming with unsatisfied need, her mind reeling from what he was making her do.

He had made her touch herself three times now—each time bringing her to the edge, each time commanding her to stop. Each denial was worse than the last, the pleasure building and then being torn away, leaving her more desperate than before.

“Again,” the Prince said.

“Please—” Ella’s voice cracked. “Please, sir, I cannot—I have been—”

“You can. You will.” His voice was calm, implacable. “This time, under your clothes. Slip your hand beneath your smallclothes. Feel how wet you are.”

Her hand trembled as she obeyed, sliding beneath the waistband of her uniform, beneath the thin fabric of her smallclothes, until her fingers found the slick heat between her thighs. She was soaking wet—had been for weeks—and the sensation of her own fingers against her bare flesh made her gasp.

“Touch your clitoris,” the Prince commanded. “Slow circles. Do not stop until I tell you to stop.”

She obeyed, her fingers moving in the slow circles that Madame Cerise had taught her, the pleasure building quickly, the edge approaching—

“Stop.”

She sobbed, her hand freezing, her body clenching around nothing.

“Take your hand out.”

She did, her fingers glistening with her own wetness. The Prince took her hand in his, raising it to his face, inhaling the scent of her arousal.

“You smell desperate,” he murmured. “You smell like want.” His tongue traced the length of one finger, tasting her. “And you taste—” His eyes met hers. “You taste like mine.”

The journey continued, each minute stretching into an eternity of desperate, denied need.

The Prince made her touch herself again and again—over her clothes, under her clothes, in different positions, at different speeds. Each time, he watched her with those piercing grey eyes, observing every gasp and shudder, every flush of shame and spike of arousal. And each time, just as the pleasure crested toward release, he commanded her to stop.

By the time an hour had passed, Ella was trembling constantly, her body a raw nerve of sensation, her mind fogged with need. She could not think clearly. Could not form coherent thoughts. Could only feel the desperate ache between her thighs and the knowledge that the Prince was the only one who could ease it.

“You are doing well,” he said, his voice low. “You are learning what it means to want.”

“Please, sir—” The words emerged as a sob. “Please let me come. I cannot—I have been waiting for so long—”

“You can wait a little longer.” His hand moved to her chin, tilting her face toward his. “I told you what would happen when we reached Thornhaven. I told you that you would come when I was inside you—not before. Do you remember?”

“I remember, sir.”

“Then you know that you will wait. That your body will wait. Because I command it, and because—” His thumb traced her lower lip. “Because you are mine, and you will learn to want what I want.”

He released her chin and leaned back against the bench, his expression calm and satisfied.

“How much farther?” Ella gasped, the words escaping before she could stop them.

“Another hour.” The Prince’s lips curved. “One more hour of touching yourself when I command, stopping when I command, and thinking about what is going to happen when we arrive.” His eyes held hers. “Can you endure it?”

She could not. She had to. There was no other choice.

“Yes, sir,” she whispered. “I can endure it.”

The second hour was worse than the first.

The Prince did not let her rest. He commanded her to touch herself continuously, his voice guiding her through the motions—slow circles, then faster, then slower again. He made her switch hands when her first arm grew tired. He made her describe what she was feeling, forcing her to give voice to the desperate need that consumed her.

“Tell me what you want,” he said.

“I want to come, sir. Please—”

“Tell me what you want me to do to you.”

“I want—” Her voice cracked. “I want you to touch me. I want you to slide your fingers inside me. I want you to—”

“Say it.”

“I want you to fuck me, sir.” The words emerged as a sob. “I want you to spread my legs and fill me and make me come.”

“Good.” The Prince’s voice was satisfied. “Now stop touching yourself.”

She did, her hand falling away, her body screaming in protest.

“Look at me.”

She raised her eyes to his, and she saw herself reflected in them—a desperate, trembling creature, her face flushed, her lips parted, her body taut with unsatisfied need.

“You are beautiful like this,” he said softly. “Broken open. Wanting. Mine.”

The carriage began to slow.

“We are here,” the Prince said. “Thornhaven. My estate.” He stood, adjusting his clothing, his expression composed. “In a few minutes, I will take you inside. I will bring you to my chamber. And I will finally—” His eyes met hers. “I will finally give you what you have been waiting for.”

The door opened, and the Prince stepped out, then turned to offer her his hand.

Ella took it, her legs unsteady, her body burning, her mind fixed on a single thought.

Finally. Finally, she would find relief.

Finally, she would be claimed.


CHAPTER TWELVE - The Claiming

Thornhaven rose before her in the dying light of afternoon, a sprawling estate of grey stone and climbing ivy that seemed to have grown from the earth itself.

Ella stood beside the carriage, her legs unsteady, her body still thrumming with the desperate need that the Prince had cultivated during the long journey. She could barely focus on the architecture before her—the towering windows, the elaborate cornices, the heavy oak doors that stood open in welcome. Her attention was consumed by the man who stood beside her, by the weight of his hand on her lower back, by the knowledge of what was about to happen.

“Welcome to your new home,” the Prince said, his voice low.

The words sent a shiver through her— your new home . Not a temporary residence, not a place of service from which she might eventually escape, but a home. A place where she would live, where she would belong, where she would be claimed and kept and used.

She did not know if the thought terrified her or thrilled her. Perhaps both.

The Prince guided her up the steps and through the doors, his hand never leaving her body. Servants lined the entrance hall, their heads bowed, their eyes carefully averted, and Ella felt a flush of shame at her dishevelled state—her uniform rumpled from the journey, her hair escaping its pins, her face surely flushed with the desperate need that still consumed her.

But none of the servants looked at her. None of them seemed to notice her state. They simply stood at attention, waiting for their master to pass, and then melted away into the shadows of the house as he led her deeper inside.

“You will meet the staff later,” the Prince said, as if reading her thoughts. “For now, there is only one thing that matters.”

He turned, taking her hand, and led her up a grand staircase and down a long corridor. The walls were lined with paintings—portraits of stern-faced men and elegant women, landscapes of distant mountains and seas, scenes of hunting and courtship that seemed to belong to another world. Ella barely saw them. Her attention was fixed on the door at the end of the corridor, the door the Prince was leading her toward, the door that separated her from the claiming she had been promised.

He opened it, and gestured her inside.

The chamber was unlike anything Ella had ever seen.

It was large, larger than her attic room at Ashworth House by a factor of ten, with a ceiling that rose into shadows and windows that stretched from floor to ceiling. A fire burned in a massive hearth, casting flickering light across the space, and candles burned in candelabras stationed at intervals throughout the room, their flames multiplying in the surfaces that surrounded her.

Because the room was filled with mirrors.

They covered the walls—not just one or two, but dozens of them, arranged in elaborate frames that seemed to multiply every reflection into infinity. There were tall mirrors and short mirrors, rounded mirrors and square mirrors, mirrors that stretched from floor to ceiling and mirrors that hung at angles designed to catch every possible perspective.

And in the centre of the room, dominating the space, was a bed.

It was enormous, draped in dark silk, piled with cushions and furs that looked impossibly soft. Ella stared at it, her body clenching with a mixture of fear and anticipation, knowing that very soon she would be laid out on that bed, that the Prince would spread her open and claim her, that the mirrors would capture every moment of it.

“Look at yourself,” the Prince said.

Ella turned to find a mirror beside her, its surface catching the firelight, reflecting her image back at her. She saw herself—dishevelled, desperate, her uniform askew, her face flushed, her eyes too bright. She looked like a woman who had been brought to the edge too many times, who was trembling on the precipice of something she could not name.

“Is that what you see?” The Prince’s voice was low, near her ear. “A desperate, wanting creature?”

“I—” Ella swallowed. “Yes, sir.”

“Good.” His hands came to rest on her shoulders, his touch warm and heavy through the fabric of her uniform. “That is what I see too. That is what I have seen since the moment I looked across that ballroom and found you.”

His fingers found the fastenings of her uniform, working them loose with deliberate care.

“I told you that I would undress you slowly,” he said. “That I would make you watch yourself. That you would see what I see when I look at you.”

The uniform fell away, sliding down her body, pooling at her feet. Ella stood in her smallclothes, the thin fabric offering minimal coverage, and watched her own reflection—the swell of her breasts above the worn chemise, the curve of her hips, the slight tremor that ran through her frame.

The Prince’s hands moved to the ties of her smallclothes.

“Watch,” he commanded.

He undressed her piece by piece, each garment falling away to reveal new expanses of skin.

The smallclothes slid down her thighs, over her knees, to the floor. The chemise followed, pulled over her head, leaving her standing in nothing but the glass slipper that still glittered on her right foot. She felt the cool air of the room on her bare skin, felt the heat of the fire on her exposed flesh, felt the Prince’s eyes on every inch of her body.

“Turn,” he said.

She turned slowly, her eyes fixed on her reflection in the nearest mirror. She saw herself from angles she had never seen before—the curve of her spine, the swell of her buttocks, the soft flesh of her stomach. She saw the wetness that had gathered between her thighs, the slick evidence of her desperate need.

“Stop.”

She stopped, her back to him, her eyes still fixed on the mirror. She saw herself, and she saw the Prince behind her—still fully clothed, his grey eyes moving over her body with possessive hunger.

“Bend over,” he said. “Hands on the bed.”

She obeyed, bending at the waist, her hands pressing into the dark silk of the coverlet. The position was obscene—her legs spread, her centre displayed, her body offered to him like a sacrifice.

“Look in the mirror,” he commanded. “Watch yourself.”

She raised her eyes to the mirror that hung on the wall before her, and she saw herself—bent over, spread open, her wetness visible even from this angle. She saw the Prince move closer, his hand coming to rest on her hip.

“You have been prepared well,” he said, his fingers tracing the curve of her buttocks. “Your body knows how to present. How to offer itself.”

His hand slid lower, between her thighs, and she felt his fingers brush the slick heat of her entrance.

“But it also knows how to want.” His voice dropped lower. “How to need. How to beg.”

He turned her then, lifting her, laying her on the bed.

The silk was cool against her heated skin, impossibly smooth, and she sank into the cushions with a sigh that was almost a sob. The Prince stood over her, his eyes moving over her body, assessing every curve and hollow.

“Spread your legs,” he said.

She did, her thighs falling open, her centre displayed for his examination. She felt the cool air on her wet flesh, felt the vulnerability of the position, felt the desperate ache that had been building for weeks sharpen into something unbearable.

“Wider.”

She spread herself further, her muscles straining, her body completely open to him.

“Good.” The Prince began to undress, his movements deliberate, his eyes never leaving her body. He removed his coat, his waistcoat, his shirt—each garment falling away to reveal the hard planes of his chest, the defined muscles of his stomach, the dark hair that trailed down from his navel.

Ella watched, her breath coming faster, her body clenching with anticipation. She had never seen a man undressed before, never seen what lay beneath the layers of clothing that separated her from the Prince’s flesh. The sight was overwhelming—beautiful and terrifying and impossibly arousing.

He removed his boots, his trousers, his smallclothes, and then he stood before her completely naked.

Her eyes moved down his body, over his chest and stomach, to the hard length of his arousal. He was large—larger than she had imagined, larger than the objects Madame Cerise had used to stretch her—and she felt a pulse of fear mixed with her desperate need.

“You are afraid,” he observed.

“I have never—” She swallowed. “I have never seen a man before. Not like this.”

“And you have never been touched by a man. Not properly.” He moved toward the bed, his body a dark shape against the firelight. “But you are about to be.”

He knelt on the bed between her legs, his hands coming to rest on her inner thighs, spreading her wider.

“Look at yourself,” he commanded, gesturing to a mirror positioned at the foot of the bed. “Watch what I do to you.”

Ella raised her head and looked. She saw herself in the mirror—her legs spread, her centre glistening with wetness, the Prince’s dark head lowering toward her most intimate flesh.

His mouth touched her.

The sensation was overwhelming—warm and wet and impossibly skilled, his tongue tracing the length of her slit before finding the aching centre of her need. She gasped, her hips arching toward him, her body responding instantly to the contact.

“Watch,” he said against her flesh, the vibration of his voice sending shivers through her. “Do not close your eyes.”

She forced herself to keep her eyes open, to watch in the mirror as his mouth moved over her. She saw his tongue circle her clitoris, saw his lips close around the swollen bud, saw his fingers spread her open to give himself better access.

The pleasure was building now, approaching the edge she had been denied so many times. She felt it rising in her core, felt her body tensing toward release—

“Please,” she gasped. “Please let me—”

He pulled away.

She sobbed, her body clenching around nothing, the edge receding into the distance.

“Not yet,” he said, his voice calm. “You come when I am inside you. Not before.”

His mouth returned to her, his tongue resuming its slow, devastating rhythm. Again he brought her to the edge, and again he pulled away. Again and again, until she was sobbing with frustration, until her body was trembling continuously, until she could barely form coherent thoughts.

“Please,” she begged. “Please, I cannot—I need—”

“You need me inside you.” His voice was rough now, his control fraying. “Say it.”

“I need you inside me. Please—I need you to fill me—I need—”

“How long have you needed this?”

“Weeks. Months. Forever.” The words tumbled out, raw and honest. “I have been desperate since the training began. I have been wet and aching and unable to think of anything except—”

“Except what?”

“Except being claimed. By you. Please—” She reached for him, her hands grasping at his shoulders. “Please, sir. I am begging you.”

The Prince rose above her, his body settling between her thighs, the hard length of his arousal pressing against her entrance.

“Look at me,” he commanded.

She raised her eyes to his, and she saw herself reflected in them—desperate, wanting, open.

“This is the moment,” he said, his voice low. “This is when you become mine. Completely. Irrevocably.” His hips pressed forward slightly, the head of his arousal pushing against her entrance. “Tell me you want this.”

“I want this.”

“Tell me you choose this.”

“I choose this.”

“Tell me you are mine.”

“I am yours.” The words emerged as a sob. “I have been yours since you looked at me across that ballroom. I have been yours since you told me to run. I have been yours—”

He pushed inside her.

The sensation was overwhelming—pressure and stretch and a sharp flash of pain that made her gasp.

He did not rush. He pushed in slowly, inch by inch, his eyes on her face, watching her reaction. She felt her body stretching to accommodate him, felt the burn of it, the strange sensation of being filled for the first time.

“Look,” he commanded, and she realised the mirror at the foot of the bed was angled to show everything—her legs spread, his arousal pushing into her, the point where their bodies joined.

She watched as he entered her, watched herself being claimed, watched the impossible intimacy of the moment.

“Tell me what you feel,” he said, his voice rough.

“I feel—” She gasped as he pushed deeper. “I feel full. Stretched. I feel—”

“What else?”

“I feel—” The word emerged as a moan. “I feel like I am being taken. Like I am being claimed.”

“You are.” His hips pressed forward, and she felt him slide the rest of the way inside her, filling her completely. “You are being taken. You are being claimed.”

He held still for a moment, letting her adjust to the sensation of being filled. She could feel him inside her—a thick, heavy presence that stretched her to her limits. The pain had faded, replaced by a deep, aching pressure that was not quite pleasure, not quite pain.

Then he began to move.

He started slowly, his hips pulling back and pressing forward in a rhythm that made her gasp with each thrust. She could feel every inch of him—the ridge of the head, the thick shaft, the way her body stretched and yielded to accommodate him.

“You are tight,” he said, his voice low. “Hot. Wet.” His hips pressed forward, burying himself deeper. “Perfect.”

The pleasure was building now, different from the sharp spike of the Prince’s mouth on her—deeper, fuller, a pressure that seemed to originate in her core and spread outward with each thrust. She felt her body responding, her hips rising to meet his, her muscles clenching around him.

“Tell me what you feel,” he commanded again.

“I feel—I feel—” She could barely form words. “I feel like I am going to—”

“Not yet.” His rhythm slowed, his hips moving in long, deliberate strokes. “You come when I give you permission.”

“Please—” The word emerged as a sob. “Please, I cannot hold—”

“You can. You will.” His hand moved between their bodies, finding her clitoris, pressing against the swollen bud. “You will wait until I tell you to come.”

He began to move faster, his hips snapping forward with more force, his fingers working her clitoris in tight circles. The dual sensation was overwhelming—the fullness of him inside her, the sharp pleasure of his touch on her most sensitive flesh.

She was approaching the edge now, the pleasure building to a peak she had been denied for weeks. Her body was straining toward it, every muscle tensed, every nerve screaming for release.

“Please—” she gasped. “Please let me—”

His hips slammed forward, burying himself to the hilt.

“Come,” he said. “Come now.”

The orgasm hit her like a wave.

It crashed through her body, starting in her core and radiating outward, making her muscles clench and her back arch and her mouth open in a scream she could not contain. She felt herself contracting around the Prince’s arousal, felt the waves of pleasure washing over her, felt the release she had been denied for so long finally given.

The Prince groaned above her, his hips stuttering, his control finally breaking. She felt him pulse inside her, felt the hot rush of his release, felt him claim her in the most fundamental way possible.

He collapsed on top of her, his weight pressing her into the mattress, his breath coming in ragged gasps against her neck. She could feel him still inside her, softening slightly, the evidence of his claim beginning to slip out.

For a long moment, neither of them moved.

Then the Prince raised his head, his grey eyes meeting hers.

“You are mine now,” he said, his voice low and rough. “Do you understand?”

Ella could barely speak, but she managed a nod.

“Say it.”

“I am yours.”

“Completely. Irrevocably. Your body belongs to me—your pleasure belongs to me—” His hand moved to her face, cupping her jaw. “Everything you are belongs to me.”

“Yes, sir.” The words emerged as a whisper. “Everything I am belongs to you.”

He held her gaze for a long moment, something unreadable moving behind his eyes. Then he lowered his head and pressed his lips to hers—the first kiss he had given her, soft and claiming and somehow tender.

When he pulled back, his expression had shifted into something almost satisfied.

“You will feel me for days,” he said. “Every time you move, you will remember this moment. You will remember that I was the first to claim you, and that you are mine.”

He shifted his weight, rolling off her, but he did not go far. He pulled her against his side, his arm wrapping around her, his hand tracing absent patterns on her shoulder.

“Rest now,” he said. “We are not finished.”

Ella lay against his chest, her body still trembling with aftershocks, her mind struggling to process what had happened.

She had been claimed. The Prince had spread her open, had pushed inside her, had taken her virginity and given her the release she had been denied for so long. She was no longer the desperate, untouched girl who had fled the ball—she was a woman who had been claimed, who belonged to someone, who had finally found what she had been waiting for.

And yet—

The Prince’s hand moved over her shoulder, his touch gentle but possessive. She could feel his seed between her thighs, the evidence of his claim, and she felt a strange mix of satisfaction and submission.

She was his. Completely. Irrevocably.

And she realised, with a clarity that cut through the fog of exhaustion and release, that this was what she had wanted all along.

Not just the physical release—though that had been overwhelming, shattering, everything she had imagined and more. But the belonging. The being claimed. The knowledge that she was wanted, that she was valued, that she belonged to someone who saw her.

She had run from the ball because she had been afraid—afraid of wanting, afraid of choosing, afraid of admitting what she needed. But the Prince had followed. He had found her. And he had given her exactly what she had been too afraid to ask for.

“Sleep,” the Prince said, his voice a low rumble against her ear. “When you wake, I will claim you again.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN - The Aftermath

Ella woke to warmth.

It was an unfamiliar sensation—warmth, true warmth, seeping into her bones from the heavy coverlet that lay over her body and the fire that still burned in the hearth. For seven years, she had woken to cold: cold floors, cold rooms, the bitter chill of an attic that held no heat. She had learned to curl into herself, to conserve what little warmth her body generated, to accept the shivers as a constant companion.

But this—this was different.

She was warm. She was comfortable. She was—

Memory crashed over her like a wave.

The Prince. The claiming. The mirrors that had captured every moment of her surrender, every gasp and sob and shudder. The overwhelming sensation of being filled for the first time, of finally finding the release she had been denied for so long.

She had been claimed. She belonged to him now.

She opened her eyes, and found him watching her.

He sat in a chair beside the bed, still naked, his grey eyes fixed on her face with an intensity that made her breath catch. He had been watching her sleep, she realised—watching her for some time, perhaps, given the way his gaze seemed to have memorised every detail of her face.

“Good morning,” he said, his voice low and rough with sleep.

Ella tried to speak, but her throat was too dry. She swallowed, trying to moisten it, and the Prince reached for a glass of water that sat on the table beside him. He brought it to her lips, tilting it carefully, and she drank deeply.

“Slowly,” he said. “You are dehydrated. You lost a great deal of fluid last night.”

Heat flooded her face at the implication, but she drank as he commanded, the cool water soothing her parched throat.

When the glass was empty, he set it aside and turned back to her, his eyes moving over her face with the same assessing gaze she had come to recognise.

“How do you feel?”

The question was simple, but the answer was not. She felt—everything. Sore and satisfied and overwhelmed and strange. Her body ached in places she had not known could ache, and she could feel the evidence of the night’s activities between her thighs, sticky and drying.

“I feel—” She hesitated, trying to find the right words. “I feel different, sir.”

“Good different, or bad different?”

“I do not know yet.”

The Prince’s lips curved slightly. “An honest answer. I appreciate honesty, Ella. I have little patience for pretence.”

He stood, the sheet falling away from his body, and she saw him fully for the first time in the clear light of morning. He was beautiful—not in the soft, pretty way that the poets described, but in a harder, more defined way. His body was all muscle and sinew, built from years of physical activity, and she found herself wanting to reach out and trace the lines of his chest, the ridges of his abdomen.

He saw her looking, and his smile deepened.

“You may touch me, if you wish.”

She reached out slowly, her hand trembling, and pressed her palm against his chest.

His skin was warm beneath her fingers, firm with muscle, and she could feel the steady beat of his heart. She traced the line of his sternum, then lower, over the ridges of his stomach, feeling the way his body tensed slightly at her touch.

“You are exploring,” he observed, his voice low.

“I have never—” She swallowed. “I have never been permitted to touch a man before. I have only been touched.”

“And how does it feel? To be the one doing the touching?”

“Different.” She thought about it for a moment. “Powerful.”

The Prince’s eyes sharpened at the word. “Powerful. Yes. That is what I wanted you to understand, Ella. That desire is not something that is only done to you. It can be something you do. Something you claim.”

His hand came up to cover hers, pressing her palm more firmly against his chest.

“But there is a time for exploration, and a time for—” He paused, something dark and hungry flickering in his eyes. “A time for me to see how you have healed.”

He pulled the coverlet back, exposing her body to the cool air of the room.

She was naked beneath it, she realised—still naked from the night before, her skin marked with the evidence of their activities. There were bruises on her hips where his hands had gripped her, red marks on her inner thighs where his stubble had scraped her flesh, and between her legs—

She flushed with shame, remembering the mess he had left inside her, the evidence of his claim that had surely leaked out during the night.

But the Prince did not seem repulsed. If anything, he seemed satisfied.

“Spread your legs,” he said.

She obeyed, her thighs falling open, her centre displayed for his examination. She felt the cool air on her heated flesh, felt the vulnerability of the position, felt a fresh pulse of shameful arousal at being so exposed.

The Prince knelt on the bed between her legs, his hands coming to rest on her inner thighs, spreading her wider. He looked his fill, his eyes tracing every detail of her most intimate flesh.

“You are sore,” he observed, his voice clinical. “Swollen. But you have healed well. No tearing.”

His fingers brushed her entrance, and she gasped at the contact—even that light touch sending a pulse of sensation through her overstimulated flesh.

“Sensitive,” he murmured. “Very sensitive. That will make tonight interesting.”

“Tonight, sir?”

He looked up at her, his grey eyes dark with intention. “I told you last night that we were not finished. I told you that when you woke, I would claim you again.”

His fingers pressed slightly, sliding just inside her entrance, and she felt her body clench around him—still sore, still tender, but responding nonetheless.

“You will be sore for days,” he said, his voice low. “Every time you move, you will feel me. Every time you sit, you will remember what I did to you. And tonight—” His finger pressed deeper, making her gasp. “Tonight, I will do it again.”

He withdrew his finger, his expression shifting back to the calm, controlled mask he wore so well.

“But first—” He rose from the bed, his body a dark shape against the light from the window. “First, I have something for you.”

He crossed to a wardrobe against the far wall and opened it, revealing an array of clothing and objects that Ella could not quite see from her position on the bed. He reached inside and withdrew something small—a box, she realised, made of dark wood and inlaid with silver.

He returned to the bed and sat beside her, the box in his hands.

“This belonged to my grandmother,” he said, his voice softening slightly. “She was a claimed woman, like you. She wore this every day of her life, from the moment her husband fastened it around her throat.”

He opened the box.

Inside, on a bed of black velvet, lay a collar.

It was beautiful—fine silver worked into an intricate pattern of leaves and vines, with small sapphires set at intervals that caught the light from the window. It was delicate and feminine, but undeniably a collar—a symbol of ownership, of claim, of belonging.

“I had it resized for you,” the Prince said. “I had it cleaned and polished. And now—” He lifted it from the box, the metal gleaming. “Now I will fasten it around your throat, and you will wear it for the rest of your life.”

Ella stared at the collar, her heart pounding. This was real. This was happening. She was about to be marked, permanently, as the Prince’s property.

“Do you accept this?” the Prince asked, his voice formal. “Do you accept my claim, and all that it entails?”

She thought of Lady Ashworth, who had owned her for seven years without ever marking her as anything other than a servant. She thought of Madame Cerise, who had trained her body without ever claiming her for herself. She thought of Charlotte, who had taunted her for being untouched, unwanted.

And she thought of the Prince—who had seen her across a ballroom, who had pursued her, who had given her a choice and then followed through on his promise.

“I accept,” she said, her voice steady. “I accept your claim, sir. I accept all that it entails.”

The Prince fastened the collar around her throat.

The metal was cool against her skin, a weight that she felt immediately—constant, present, undeniable. She reached up to touch it, feeling the intricate pattern of the leaves and vines, the smooth coolness of the sapphires.

“It does not come off,” the Prince said, his voice low. “You do not remove it. No one else touches it. It marks you as mine—now, and forever.”

He tilted her chin up, his eyes meeting hers.

“Say it.”

“I am yours, sir. Now and forever.”

“Say that you wear this willingly.”

“I wear this willingly.”

“Say that you chose this—that you ran from me, and I followed, and you wanted to be caught.”

The words caught in her throat, but she forced them out, raw and honest. “I chose this. I ran from you, and you followed, and I wanted to be caught.”

The Prince’s eyes darkened with satisfaction. He leaned down and pressed his lips to hers—not a gentle kiss, but a claiming one, his tongue sliding into her mouth, his hand coming up to grip the collar at her throat.

When he pulled back, his breathing was ragged.

“Tonight,” he said, his voice rough. “I will claim you again. And every night after that, until you are bred—until my child grows inside you—until there is no question that you belong to me.”

The rest of the day passed in a blur of new experiences.

The Prince summoned servants to bring breakfast, and Ella ate at a small table by the window, wrapped in a robe of deep blue silk that he had produced from the wardrobe. She was acutely aware of the collar around her throat—the weight of it, the coolness of the metal against her skin—and she found herself touching it constantly, tracing the pattern of the leaves and vines.

After breakfast, the Prince showed her around the estate.

Thornhaven was larger than she had imagined—corridor after corridor of polished floors and ornate furniture, room after room filled with books and art and objects that spoke of wealth and power. There were kitchens and pantries, a ballroom and a library, a conservatory filled with exotic plants, and a gallery lined with portraits of the Prince’s ancestors.

“Your family has lived here for generations?” Ella asked as they walked through the gallery, her eyes moving over the stern faces that stared down from the walls.

“Centuries,” the Prince confirmed. “This estate has been in my family since before the kingdom was united. My grandfather was the last to hold the title of Duke—we lost it when my father married into the royal line, but we kept the land.”

“And you will pass it to your children?”

“To my heirs, yes.” He stopped before a portrait of a woman with dark hair and grey eyes that matched his own. “My mother. She died when I was young.”

Ella studied the portrait, seeing the resemblance—the same strong jaw, the same piercing eyes. “She was beautiful.”

“She was. And she was claimed, like my grandmother, like—” He turned to face Ella, his hand coming up to touch the collar at her throat. “Like you. My father gave her a collar very similar to this one. She wore it until the day she died.”

The weight of the tradition settled over Ella, the knowledge that she was joining a line of women who had been claimed and collared, who had belonged to the men of this family. It was a strange feeling—both comforting and overwhelming.

“Come,” the Prince said, offering his arm. “There is more to see.”

He showed her the gardens—expansive grounds of manicured lawns and flowering bushes, fountains and statuary, a maze of hedges that seemed designed to lose oneself in. He showed her the stables, where horses stamped and snorted in their stalls. He showed her the kitchens, where the cook curtsied deeply and promised to prepare whatever the Prince’s claimed woman desired.

Everywhere they went, the staff treated her with deference—not the dismissive indifference she had received at Ashworth House, but genuine respect. She was the Prince’s claimed now, his property, his possession. And that meant she was someone to be honoured.

It was a strange, heady feeling.

By the time they returned to the Prince’s chambers as the sun began to set, Ella’s body was thrumming with a mixture of exhaustion and anticipation. She had spent the day acclimating to her new position, learning the rhythms of the estate, adjusting to the weight of the collar at her throat. But beneath it all was the knowledge of what was to come.

Tonight, the Prince would claim her again.

He undressed her slowly, his hands moving over her body with deliberate care.

“Today, you learned what it means to belong to me,” he said, his voice low. “Tonight, you will feel it.”

He removed the robe, letting it fall to the floor, leaving her standing in nothing but the collar. The sapphires caught the fading light from the window, gleaming against her skin.

“Beautiful,” he murmured, his eyes moving over her. “Marked. Mine.”

He led her to the bed—the same bed where he had claimed her the night before, the sheets changed by invisible servants during their tour of the estate. He laid her down, his body covering hers, his mouth finding her throat, her collarbone, the swell of her breasts.

“You are still sore,” he said, his breath warm against her skin. “I can feel it in the way you tense when I touch you.”

“I am, sir. But I want—”

“What do you want?”

“I want you to claim me again. Please.”

His mouth found hers, his tongue sliding past her lips, his hands spreading her thighs. She felt the hard length of his arousal against her hip, and she reached down to wrap her fingers around him—exploring, as he had permitted her earlier.

He groaned against her mouth, his hips pressing forward into her grip.

“You are learning,” he said, his voice rough. “Learning what pleases me.”

“I want to please you, sir.”

“And you will.” He shifted, positioning himself at her entrance. “Every night. Every day, if I wish it. You will learn my body as I have learned yours.”

He pushed inside her.

The sensation was different from the night before—less overwhelming, more familiar. She was still sore, still tender, but the pain had faded to a dull ache that was overtaken by pleasure as he began to move.

She wrapped her legs around his hips, pulling him deeper, and he groaned in response.

“Greedy,” he murmured against her throat. “You want more.”

“I want everything, sir.”

He gave it to her.

He took her slowly at first, his hips moving in a deliberate rhythm, his hands tracing the curves of her body. Then faster, harder, his control slipping as the pleasure built. She met him thrust for thrust, her body rising to meet his, her muscles clenching around him.

The pleasure was building now, the edge approaching, and she reached for it—desperate for the release she had been denied for so long, desperate to feel that shattering peak again.

“Ask permission,” the Prince said, his voice rough. “Ask me to let you come.”

“Please, sir—” The words tumbled out. “Please let me come. I need—I cannot—”

“Come,” he said. “Come for me, Ella.”

She shattered.

The orgasm crashed through her, making her body arch and her breath catch and her vision blur. She felt him follow her over the edge, felt the hot rush of his release inside her, felt the weight of him collapse against her body.

They lay together in the aftermath, their breathing slowly returning to normal, the fire casting flickering shadows across the ceiling.

“Again,” the Prince said eventually, his voice a low rumble against her hair. “Tomorrow, and the day after, and every day until you are bred. Until my child grows inside you.”

Ella felt a shiver run through her—not fear, but something else. Anticipation. Acceptance.

She was his. Completely. Irrevocably.

And she was beginning to understand that this was what she had wanted all along.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN - The Glass Slipper

Three weeks had passed since Ella had arrived at Thornhaven.

Three weeks of being claimed—night after night, sometimes in the morning, occasionally in the afternoon when the Prince found her in the library or the garden and simply took her where she stood. Three weeks of learning his body, his rhythms, his preferences. Three weeks of wearing the collar that marked her as his, of feeling the weight of it against her throat, of tracing the pattern of leaves and vines when she was alone.

Three weeks of discovering what it meant to belong to someone.

She had not expected it to feel like this.

At Ashworth House, belonging had meant servitude—endless labour, cold rooms, cruel words, the constant awareness that she was property to be used and discarded. She had expected Thornhaven to be different in degree but not in kind: a different master, a different house, the same fundamental reality of being owned.

But the Prince did not treat her as Lady Ashworth had.

He did not ignore her. He did not dismiss her. He saw her—truly saw her—in a way that no one ever had. He asked her questions about her thoughts, her preferences, her desires. He listened to her answers. He remembered what she said and acted on it, adjusting his behaviour to please her, bringing her books he thought she would enjoy, arranging for meals that catered to her tastes.

And he claimed her. Thoroughly, repeatedly, with a focus on her pleasure that Madame Cerise had never demonstrated.

He had taught her to want for herself, as he had promised. He had shown her that desire could be something she claimed, not just something that was done to her. And in the claiming, she had found something she had never expected.

Peace.

She stood now before the mantelpiece in the Prince’s private sitting room, her eyes fixed on the object that rested there.

The glass slipper.

He had placed it there the day after their arrival—a trophy, a reminder, a symbol of the pursuit that had brought her to this place. It glittered in the firelight, the crystal facets catching and throwing back the flames, and Ella found herself mesmerised by it.

She had left this slipper on the stairs at Thornhaven. She had fled from the Prince, had run into the night, had left behind the token that would identify her. She had been afraid—afraid of wanting, afraid of choosing, afraid of admitting what she needed.

But he had followed.

He had come to Ashworth House, had demanded the test, had slid the slipper onto her foot and declared her his. He had given her what she had been too afraid to ask for—the belonging, the claim, the being wanted.

And now she stood in his home, wearing his collar, carrying his seed inside her, and she understood something that she had not understood before.

She had not been running away from him.

She had been running toward him.

She touched the collar at her throat, feeling the cool metal against her skin, the sapphires smooth beneath her fingertips. The weight of it had become familiar—a constant presence, a reminder that she was claimed, that she belonged, that she was wanted.

The Prince had told her that the collar would never come off, that she would wear it for the rest of her life. And she had accepted that—had chosen it, had spoken the words that bound her to him irrevocably.

I wear this willingly.

I chose this.

I ran from you, and you followed, and I wanted to be caught.

The words were true. They had been true when she spoke them, and they were true now. She had wanted to be caught. She had wanted to belong. She had wanted—

What had she wanted?

She had wanted someone to see her. To recognise her hunger, her desperation, her need. To pursue her, to claim her, to make her his.

And the Prince had done all of that.

He had seen her across a crowded ballroom, had recognised the desperation beneath her fear, had pursued her with patience and certainty. He had given her the choice to run, knowing she would leave the slipper behind, knowing he would find her. He had turned her flight into part of the claiming—a test, not of her ability to escape, but of her willingness to be caught.

And she had been willing.

She had been more than willing.

She had wanted it.

The door opened behind her.

She did not turn—she had learned his footsteps, the particular rhythm of his stride, the soft sound of his boots on the polished floor. She knew it was him before he spoke.

“You are thinking,” he said, his voice low.

“I am remembering, sir.”

He crossed the room to stand behind her, his body heat radiating against her back. She felt his hands come to rest on her hips, his fingers pressing through the thin silk of her gown.

“What are you remembering?”

“The ball. The flight. The—” She gestured toward the glass slipper on the mantelpiece. “The slipper.”

“Ah.” His voice was soft, satisfied. “The slipper.”

He reached past her, his fingers brushing the crystal, tracing the delicate straps.

“Do you remember leaving it behind?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you remember why?”

She considered the question. At the time, she had told herself she was running away—escaping, fleeing, trying to preserve some shred of the self she had been before the Prince’s gaze had found her. But now, with three weeks of hindsight, she understood the truth.

“I was not running away, sir. I was—” She hesitated. “I was testing you.”

“Testing me.” His hands tightened on her hips. “Explain.”

“I wanted to know if you would follow. If you would pursue me. If—” She swallowed. “If I was worth the pursuit.”

“And what did you conclude?”

She turned in his arms, raising her eyes to his. “I concluded that I was.”

The Prince’s expression shifted, something dark and hungry moving behind his eyes. His hand came up to touch the collar at her throat, his fingers tracing the edge of the metal.

“You were always worth the pursuit,” he said, his voice rough. “From the moment I saw you across that ballroom, I knew you were worth everything it would take to claim you.”

His hand moved from the collar to her jaw, tilting her face towards his.

“You ran. I followed. You left the slipper. I brought it back.” His thumb traced her lower lip. “And now—”

“Now I am here, sir. Now I am yours.”

“Now you are mine.” His voice dropped to a low rumble. “Completely. Irrevocably. Forever.”

He kissed her.

It was not a gentle kiss—it was claiming, possessive, his tongue sliding past her lips to taste her. She responded immediately, her body opening to him the way it had been trained to do, her hands coming up to grip his shoulders.

He lifted her, his hands under her thighs, and set her on the mantelpiece beside the glass slipper. The stone was cool against her bare buttocks—the Prince preferred her without smallclothes, had told her that he wanted access to her whenever he desired—and she felt the crystal brush against her hip as he pressed her back against the wall.

“Look at the slipper,” he commanded.

She turned her head, her eyes finding the glass slipper beside her. It glittered in the firelight, beautiful and strange, a trophy from the night that had changed everything.

“Remember,” the Prince said, his voice low against her ear. “Remember running. Remember leaving it behind. Remember the fear and the wanting and the desperate need to be caught.”

His hands pushed her gown up, baring her thighs, her hips, her centre. She was wet already—she was always wet for him now, her body trained to respond to his presence, his touch, his voice.

“Remember the test,” he said, his fingers sliding through the slick heat between her thighs. “Remember me sliding the slipper onto your foot. Remember my hands moving higher.”

She gasped as his fingers found her entrance, pressing inside, stretching her.

“Remember me telling you that you were mine.”

“You told me—” She could barely form words. “You told me that you would claim me. That you would—”

“That I would fill you. Breed you. Make you bear my heirs.” His fingers withdrew, and she felt the hard length of his arousal press against her. “And I have. Every night. Every day. Until—”

He pushed inside her.

The sensation was familiar now, but no less overwhelming for its familiarity.

She felt every inch of him as he entered her—the stretch, the fullness, the way her body opened to accommodate him. He had claimed her so many times in the past three weeks that she had lost count, but each time felt like the first: a claiming, a possession, a reminder that she belonged to him.

He moved slowly at first, his hips rolling in a deliberate rhythm, his hands gripping her thighs to hold her open. She wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him deeper, and he groaned against her throat.

“Greedy,” he murmured. “Always so greedy for me.”

“I cannot help it, sir.” The words emerged as a gasp. “I want—I need—”

“Tell me what you need.”

“I need you to fuck me. I need you to fill me. I need—”

“What else?”

“I need—” She turned her head, her eyes finding the glass slipper beside her. “I need to remember. I need to never forget what I was before you found me.”

“And what were you before I found you?”

“Nothing, sir. I was nothing. A servant. A body to be used and discarded.” Her voice cracked. “And now—”

“Now you are mine.” His hips snapped forward, burying himself to the hilt. “Now you are claimed. Now you are wanted.”

He fucked her harder, his rhythm becoming more urgent, his breath coming in ragged gasps against her neck. She met him thrust for thrust, her body rising to meet his, her muscles clenching around him.

The pleasure was building now, the edge approaching, and she felt the familiar tension coiling in her core.

“Ask permission,” the Prince said, his voice rough. “Ask me to let you come.”

“Please, sir—” The words tumbled out. “Please let me come. I need—I cannot—”

“Not yet.” His rhythm slowed, his control asserting itself. “Look at the slipper.”

She turned her head, her eyes fixing on the crystal that glittered beside her.

“Remember leaving it behind. Remember running. Remember—” His hips pressed forward, burying himself deep. “Remember that I followed.”

“I remember, sir. I remember everything.”

“And what do you remember most?”

“I remember—” She gasped as he shifted angle, hitting a spot inside her that made stars burst behind her eyes. “I remember wanting to be caught.”

“You were caught.” His voice was low, satisfied. “You were claimed. You are mine.”

“I am yours, sir. Completely.”

“Then come.” His hand moved between their bodies, finding her clitoris, pressing against the swollen bud. “Come for me, Ella.”

The orgasm crashed through her.

She felt herself clench around him, felt the waves of pleasure radiating outward from her core, felt the shattering release that he had given her so many times before. But this one was different—deeper, more profound, infused with the weight of memory and symbol and meaning.

She had run from him once. She had left the slipper behind. She had been afraid of wanting, afraid of choosing, afraid of admitting what she needed.

But he had followed. He had found her. He had claimed her.

And she had wanted it.

She felt him follow her over the edge, felt the hot rush of his release inside her, felt his body tense and shudder as he spent himself. He groaned against her throat, his hands gripping her hips hard enough to bruise, and she welcomed the pain as proof of his possession.

They stayed like that for a long moment—joined, trembling, breathing each other’s air. The fire crackled in the hearth, casting flickering shadows across the room, and the glass slipper glittered on the mantelpiece beside them, catching the light.

Finally, the Prince withdrew.

She felt his seed slip out of her, running down her thighs, marking her with the evidence of his claim. He had finished inside her every time—he had told her he would, had told her that breeding was part of the claiming, that she would bear his heirs.

And she had accepted it. Welcomed it. Wanted it.

He pulled her off the mantelpiece and into his arms, holding her against his chest. She could feel his heart beating beneath her cheek, steady and strong, and she felt a peace settle over her that she had never known before.

“Do you remember the ball?” he asked, his voice a low rumble against her hair.

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you remember running?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you remember the fear? The desperation? The not-knowing?”

She nodded against his chest.

“You will never feel that again.” His arms tightened around her. “You will never wonder if you are wanted. You will never doubt your place. You are mine, Ella—now, and for as long as we both shall live.”

She raised her head, meeting his eyes.

“I know, sir.” The words emerged as a whisper. “I know that I am yours. And I know—” She hesitated, then forced herself to speak the truth. “I know that this is what I wanted. What I have always wanted.”

The Prince’s expression shifted, something softening in his gaze.

“I know,” he said quietly. “I saw it in your eyes that night. I saw the hunger beneath the fear. I saw the desperate need to be caught.”

He touched the collar at her throat, his fingers tracing the edge of the metal.

“And I promised myself that I would catch you. That I would claim you. That I would give you what you were too afraid to ask for.”

“You did, sir.” She reached up, covering his hand with hers. “You gave me everything.”

Later, they lay together in the bed, the fire burning low in the hearth, the room warm with the aftermath of their claiming.

Ella lay against the Prince’s chest, her fingers tracing idle patterns on his skin, her mind drifting through memories of the past weeks. She had learned so much—about him, about herself, about what it meant to belong to someone.

She had learned that she was not the same person who had fled the ball. That girl had been afraid, uncertain, desperate to escape. She had been a servant, a body to be used, a thing without value.

But she was not that girl anymore.

She was the Prince’s claimed. She wore his collar, bore his seed inside her, would bear his children in time. She was wanted, valued, pursued and caught and claimed.

And she had chosen it.

That was the truth that had been slowly revealing itself over the past three weeks. She had not been forced into this—oh, the system had given her no choice, had made her property to be bought and sold. But the Prince had given her a choice, had offered her the chance to run, and she had chosen to leave the slipper behind.

She had chosen to be caught.

She had chosen to belong.

And now, lying in the arms of the man who had pursued her across a ballroom and a county and a lifetime of fear, she felt a peace that she had never known before.

She was not free. She would never be free. She was property, claimed, owned.

But she was wanted. She was valued. She was his.

And that—against everything she had been taught to believe—was enough.

She rose before dawn, careful not to wake the Prince, and made her way to the private sitting room where the glass slipper still rested on the mantelpiece.

The fire had burned to embers, casting a dim red glow across the room, but she could still see the crystal clearly—the facets catching the faint light, the delicate straps gleaming like spun sugar.

She stood before it for a long moment, her hand resting on the collar at her throat.

The slipper had started all of this. It had been the test, the proof, the symbol of the Prince’s pursuit. He had slid it onto her foot in Lady Ashworth’s house, had declared her his, had taken her away from the life of servitude that had been her existence for seven years.

And now it sat on his mantelpiece—a trophy, a reminder, a promise.

She touched the crystal, feeling the cool smoothness against her fingertips.

She had left this behind once. She had run from the Prince, had tried to escape the claim he represented. But she had not truly wanted to escape. She had wanted to be pursued, to be wanted, to be caught.

And she had been.

The Prince’s arms came around her from behind, his body warm against her back. She had not heard him approach, but she was not surprised—he always seemed to know when she needed him.

“Thinking again?” he murmured against her hair.

“Remembering, sir.”

“Good memories, I hope.”

“All memories, sir. The fear and the wanting and the running and the—” She turned in his arms, raising her eyes to his. “The being caught.”

He smiled, and the expression was genuine, not the controlled mask he wore in public.

“You are not sorry, then? That I followed?”

“No, sir.” She reached up, touching his face. “I am not sorry. I am—” She searched for the word. “I am grateful. And I am—” Another pause. “I am happy.”

The Prince’s expression softened further. He leaned down and pressed his lips to hers—not a claiming kiss this time, but something gentler, something that spoke of affection as well as possession.

“Good,” he said against her lips. “Because I intend to keep you happy for a very long time.”

They stood together before the mantelpiece, the glass slipper glittering in the dying light of the fire, the collar cool against Ella’s throat.

She had run from him once. She had left the slipper behind, had fled into the night, had tried to convince herself that she wanted to escape.

But she had not wanted to escape. She had wanted to be pursued.

And she had been.

The Prince had followed. He had found her. He had claimed her.

And she would never run again.


EPILOGUE - Six Months Later

The first snow of winter had fallen overnight, blanketing the grounds of Thornhaven in a layer of white that sparkled under the pale morning sun.

Ella stood at the window of the Prince’s chamber, her hand resting on the swell of her belly, watching the snow drift down from a sky the colour of pewter. She was five months pregnant now—the Prince’s child growing inside her, a physical manifestation of the claim he had made on her body and her future.

She had not expected pregnancy to feel like this.

At Ashworth House, pregnancy among the servants had been a curse—a cause for dismissal, for shame, for desperate measures taken in dark corners. She had seen girls disappear from the household after their condition became obvious, had heard whispers about what happened to women who carried the children of men who would not claim them.

But here, pregnancy was an honour.

The Prince’s child was an heir. A continuation of his line. The ultimate proof of her belonging.

And she felt it—not just the physical changes, the swelling of her body and the quickening of the child within her, but the emotional weight of carrying a life that was simultaneously hers and not hers. The child belonged to the Prince, as she did. It would be raised in this house, in this tradition, perhaps one day to claim a woman of its own.

But it was also hers. Grown from her body, nurtured by her blood, connected to her in a way that transcended ownership.

She touched her belly again, feeling the slight movement beneath her palm.

The child was active this morning—restless, as if sensing the change in the weather, the turning of the season. She had been feeling it move for several weeks now, strange flutters and rolls that had become familiar, even comforting.

Behind her, she heard the Prince stir in the bed.

“You are awake,” he said, his voice rough with sleep. “Again.”

“I could not sleep, sir. The child was restless.”

“The child.” His voice carried a note of satisfaction that still made something in her chest tighten. “My heir.”

“Your heir, sir.” She turned from the window, crossing to the bed. “And my child.”

He reached for her, his hand finding hers, pulling her down to sit beside him on the edge of the mattress. His eyes moved over her body—the collar at her throat, the swell of her breasts above the thin nightdress, the curve of her belly beneath.

“You are beautiful like this,” he said. “Ripe with my child. Marked with my claim.”

She felt a flush of pleasure at the words—genuine pleasure, not just the trained response she had been taught. In six months, she had come to accept the Prince’s hunger for her as something that gave her power. He wanted her. He pursued her still, even after the claiming was complete. And that wanting gave her a kind of agency she had never known at Ashworth House.

“Come back to bed,” he said, his hand sliding up her thigh.

“It is nearly dawn, sir. The household will be stirring.”

“Let them stir.” His voice dropped lower. “I have not yet had my morning claim.”

She let him pull her down, let him arrange her body beneath his, let him push her nightdress up and spread her thighs. He was hard already—his arousal pressing against her entrance, sliding through the wetness that had become her constant state.

He had trained her body to respond to him, and it did. Even after six months, even with the changes pregnancy had wrought, she was wet the moment he touched her. Ready. Wanting.

He pushed inside her with a groan, and she arched her back to receive him.

Later, she lay against his chest, his seed leaking from her body, his hand tracing idle patterns on her swollen belly.

“I have news,” he said, his voice lazy with satisfaction.

“News, sir?”

“A letter arrived yesterday. From Ashworth House.”

Ella tensed. In six months, she had heard nothing from her former home—no letters, no visitors, no word of any kind. She had assumed that Lady Ashworth had washed her hands of the girl who had been sold to the Prince, had moved on to other investments, other preparations.

“Good news or ill, sir?”

“That depends on your perspective.” His hand stilled on her belly. “Lady Ashworth is dead.”

Ella lay still, processing the words. Lady Ashworth. The woman who had owned her for seven years, who had inspected and trained and displayed her, who had sold her to the Prince for a price that had made the older woman’s eyes widen with greed.

Dead.

“How, sir?”

“A fever. It swept through the household last month. Lady Ashworth, several servants—” He paused. “Charlotte as well.”

Charlotte. Ella’s breath caught. Charlotte, who had tormented her for years, who had touched her with cruel hands and spoken cruel words, who had mocked her for being untouched even as she envied the attention the Prince had shown her.

Dead.

She felt—something. Not grief, exactly. Lady Ashworth and Charlotte had never been kind to her, had never earned her affection. But there was a strange hollowness in knowing that they were gone, that the world she had left behind had been erased while she was building a new one.

“And Evangeline, sir?”

The Prince’s hand resumed its tracing on her belly. “She survived. She is now the mistress of Ashworth House—the only one left.”

Evangeline. The quiet sister. The one who had watched, always watched, who had come to her in the laundry room with words that were almost kind.

You are worth more than either of them will ever understand.

“Will she—” Ella hesitated. “Will she continue Lady Ashworth’s work? The training, the display, the—”

“I do not know.” The Prince’s voice was thoughtful. “The letter was from her, actually. She asked after you. Wanted to know if you were well.”

The words surprised her. Evangeline had asked after her. Evangeline, who had inherited a declining estate and a household decimated by fever, had taken the time to write to the Prince and ask after the girl who had been sold from her home.

“May I write back, sir?”

The Prince was silent for a moment. Then: “You may. I will have paper and pens brought to your sitting room.”

Ella felt a surge of gratitude—another emotion she had not expected to feel in this new life. The Prince could have refused. He could have cut her off from her past entirely, could have made her a woman without history or connection beyond him.

But he did not.

“Thank you, sir,” she said quietly.

“You are mine, Ella. But you are not a prisoner.” His hand moved to her collar, touching the metal at her throat. “You wear this because you chose to. And you may write to Evangeline because you choose to.”

She turned her head, pressing her lips to his chest.

“I choose to, sir. I choose everything with you.”

She wrote to Evangeline that afternoon, seated at the writing desk in her private sitting room.

The room had become hers over the past six months—a space where she could read, write, think, simply exist without the Prince’s presence. He had given it to her after she mentioned missing the solitude of her attic room at Ashworth House, though this room was infinitely warmer and more comfortable.

Dear Miss Evangeline,

Your letter reached us this morning, and I write to tell you that I am well. More than well—I am content.

I was sorry to hear of the losses at Ashworth House. Lady Ashworth and Charlotte were not kind to me, but I would not wish illness on anyone. I hope that you are recovering from the fever, and that the household is beginning to rebuild.

I think often of our conversation in the laundry room. You said that I was worth more than either of them would ever understand. At the time, I did not know what you meant. Now I think perhaps you saw something in me that I did not yet see in myself.

The Prince treats me well. I am cared for, protected, and—I am wanted. That is more than I ever had at Ashworth House, and more than I ever expected to have anywhere.

I wear a collar now. A mark of his claim. I chose it, and I choose it still. Perhaps that is strange to say, but it is true.

I hope you will write again. I would like to know how you fare, and what you will make of Ashworth House now that it is yours.

Yours with regard,

Ella

She sealed the letter and gave it to a servant to be posted, then returned to her place by the window, watching the snow fall.

That evening, the Prince found her in the private sitting room, standing before the mantelpiece where the glass slipper still rested.

She had not moved it since the day he placed it there. It had become part of the room’s furniture—a constant presence, a reminder of the pursuit that had brought her here. She touched it sometimes, when she was alone, running her fingers over the cool crystal, remembering the night she had left it on the stairs at Thornhaven.

“You are thinking again,” the Prince said, coming to stand behind her.

“I am always thinking, sir. You have told me so yourself.”

“It is one of the things I appreciate about you.” His hands came to rest on her hips, his chin settling on her shoulder. “What are you thinking about now?”

“The slipper. The ball. The girl I was when I fled from you.”

“And what do you think of that girl now?”

Ella considered the question. The girl she had been—frightened, desperate, hungry for something she could not name—felt like a stranger now. A version of herself that existed in memory but no longer in reality.

“I think she was brave,” she said finally. “She ran, even though she was afraid. She left the slipper behind, even though she did not know what would happen. She—” She paused. “She chose, even when she did not know she was choosing.”

“And what did she choose?”

“She chose to be caught. She chose to belong. She chose—” Ella turned in his arms, raising her eyes to his. “She chose you.”

The Prince’s expression softened in a way it rarely did—a genuine tenderness beneath the possessive hunger that usually characterized his gaze.

“And do you still choose me? Now that you know what it means to be claimed?”

“Every day, sir.” She touched his face, feeling the roughness of his jaw beneath her palm. “Every day I choose you. Every time you touch me, every time you fill me, every time I feel your child move inside me—I choose it. I choose you.”

He kissed her then, deep and slow, his hands sliding over her body with a possessiveness that had become familiar. She leaned into the kiss, opening her mouth to his, letting him claim her again.

When he pulled back, his eyes were dark with wanting.

“Come to bed,” he said. “I have not finished with you for tonight.”

Later, in the darkness of their chamber, Ella lay awake beside the sleeping Prince.

She was thinking of the letter she had written to Evangeline, of the confession she had made: I am content.

It was true. She was content. More than content—she was satisfied, fulfilled, at peace in a way she had never been at Ashworth House. She had a place here. A purpose. A future.

She was not free. She would never be free. She was property, claimed, owned.

But she was also wanted. Valued. Loved, in the strange, possessive way the Prince expressed love.

And she had chosen it. Every day, she chose it.

She touched the collar at her throat, feeling the cool metal against her skin. The sapphires gleamed faintly in the light from the dying fire, and she traced the pattern of leaves and vines with her fingertip.

She had run from the Prince once. She had left the slipper behind. She had been afraid of wanting, afraid of choosing, afraid of admitting what she needed.

But he had followed. He had found her. He had claimed her.

And now she was his—completely, irrevocably, forever.

The next morning, Ella stood before the glass slipper on the mantelpiece, her hand resting on her swollen belly, the collar cool against her throat.

The snow had stopped falling, and pale winter sunlight streamed through the windows, catching the crystal and throwing prisms across the walls. The slipper glittered, beautiful and strange, a trophy from another life.

She had left it behind once. She had run. She had been afraid.

But she was not afraid anymore.

She was claimed. She was wanted. She was his.

And she would never run again.
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Do Your Worst: She said she could take it. He never promised to stop - A Dark Romance of Power, Control, and Surrender

https://a.co/d/0gpb7SX1

She said she could take it. He never promised to stop.

Kate wants more than date nights and polite kisses. She wants the tremble that starts in her belly when she kneels; the hush that turns the world soft when he says good girl. One reckless whisper at the kitchen table—do your worst—becomes a contract neither of them can forget.

Sam doesn’t bargain with desire; he builds it. Rules arrive like gifts wrapped in ribbon: how she stands, how she speaks, how she waits. Mornings taste of obedience; evenings taste of consequence. And when he decides her devotion should be worn, not just spoken, Kate feels the first cool brush of metal and understands: this isn’t a phase. It’s a life.
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14-Day Lock: A Valentines Day Ritual Femdom Romance of Chastity, Control, and the Pleasure of Obedience

https://a.co/d/0a10F8dm

Fourteen days.

Fourteen keys.

One lock she controls completely.

Isla Mercer does not play games.

Every February, she begins the same ritual—carefully measured, deliberately unromantic, and absolutely unyielding. A glass heart sits in the centre of her living room, filled with fourteen identical keys. Each one represents a day of control. Each one must be earned through obedience, service, and restraint.

Theo has agreed to submit.

From the moment the lock clicks shut, his pleasure is no longer his concern. Isla does not offer mercy, reassurance, or reward. She offers structure. Rules are spoken once. Failure resets everything. Desire is allowed only as fuel for obedience, never as a bargaining tool.
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UNCORRUPTABLE: A Dark FF Sapphic Mafia Romance of Power, Obsession, and Choice

https://a.co/d/006BpwLk

She was chosen because she could not be compromised.

She fell because she believed it.

Detective Superintendent Mara Ellison has built her career on one unassailable truth: she does not bend.

Not to money.

Not to pressure.

Not to desire.

When a powerful mafia organisation begins quietly destabilising a high-profile investigation, Mara is brought in as the ultimate safeguard — a legendary anti-corruption officer tasked with protecting the case from influence, seduction, and collapse.

At the centre of it all stands Isabela Moretti.

Elegant. Patient. Untouchable.

A woman whose power does not announce itself — and does not need to.

From their first meeting, Isa does nothing wrong.

She makes no threats.

Offers no bribes.

Crosses no lines.

And yet, something begins to shift.
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The Valentine Handler: A Dark Valentines Day Romance of Chastity, Control, and Surrender

https://a.co/d/06ezmhIH

Every February, she takes one man.

Powerful crime families don’t call Valentina Moreau to kill their problems.

They call her to reassign them.

Known only as the Valentine Handler, Valentina specialises in bloodless victories—contracts instead of bullets, devotion instead of destruction. Her methods are elegant, discreet, and irreversible.

This year’s assignment is Luca De Santis: a reckless syndicate heir whose charm, excess, and entitlement are destabilising the city’s fragile balance of power. Killing him would start a war. Letting him live unchecked would be worse.
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Til Denial Do Us Part: A Femdom Marriage Contract Romance of Chastity, Power Exchange, Denied Pleasure, and a Wife’s Awakening into Control

https://a.co/d/0gpRLjMm

On the night before their wedding, Elena and Daniel sign a joke “Marital Control Contract.”

What begins as laughter quickly becomes the most dangerous kind of truth.

When fiery, athletic, red-haired Elena slips the velvet pouch with the key into her bag, she tells herself it’s only a game. But once the ring is on her finger and the vows are said, something shifts inside her—something bold, hungry, and impossibly powerful. Daniel expects a perfect wedding night. Instead, his new wife gives him a soft kiss, a teasing smile… and the first denial.
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