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— R. Vale


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 BARGAIN

The woman sat at the window, her swollen belly pressed against the rough wood of the frame, and stared at the garden beyond the wall.

It was not her garden. She knew that. The wall was not her wall either, nor the iron gate that sealed it, nor the lush green growth that spilled over the stones in tumbles of impossible abundance. All of it belonged to the witch. The whole village knew. The whole village kept their distance, their eyes averted, their children close, their livestock well away from the perimeter stones that marked where ordinary land ended and something older began.

But the woman could not look away. She had not been able to look away for weeks now—ever since the craving had taken hold.

It had started small. A passing thought, a fleeting image of the darkleaved plants she could see from her kitchen window. Rampion. Lamb's lettuce. The leaves were thick and green, growing in clustered heads that seemed almost to glow in the evening light. She had never tasted it. She had never wanted to taste anything with such desperate, gnawing intensity before.

Now she wanted nothing else.

"Elara."

She turned. Her husband stood in the doorway of their small cottage, his face drawn with the particular exhaustion that had settled over him these past months. He worked from dawn to dusk, his hands raw from the fields, his back bent from labour that never produced quite enough. They were poor. They had always been poor. But now, with a child coming, the poverty felt sharper, more dangerous, a thing with teeth.

"Marcus." She tried to smile. The expression felt thin on her face. "You are home early."

"The light is failing." He crossed to her, touched her shoulder, looked past her to the garden visible through the glass. His jaw tightened. "Still watching it."

"I cannot help it." She hated the need in her voice, the way it trembled. "I know it is wrong. I know I should not want it. But Marcus, I cannot think of anything else. I dream of it. I wake tasting it. I feel as though if I do not have it, I will—"

She stopped. She could not finish the sentence because she did not know how it ended. She only knew the craving was a living thing now, curled in her chest, growing larger every day, consuming her from the inside.

Marcus was silent for a long moment. Then he knelt beside her, took her hand, pressed his lips to her knuckles. "How much?" he asked quietly. "How much would settle this?"

"I do not know. A handful. Perhaps two. I cannot tell you why I need it, only that I do. I would not ask if it were not—"

"You are not asking." He stood, his face set in a expression she knew well. It was the face he wore when he had made a decision that would cost him. "I will go."

"Marcus, no. The garden—"

"I know what the garden is. I know whose it is." He moved to the kitchen, began gathering what he would need—a sack, a knife, a length of rope. "But I also know what is growing inside you, and I will not watch you waste away for want of greens."

"The stories—"

"Are stories." He turned to face her, and there was something desperate in his eyes too, a fear that matched her own. "You are my wife. You are carrying my child. If a handful of lettuce is the price of your health, then I will pay it."

She wanted to stop him. She knew she should stop him. But the craving was stronger than her fear, and when he slipped out into the gathering dusk, she did not call him back.

The garden was more beautiful in the fading light than it had any right to be.

Marcus moved between the rows of plants, his sack already heavy with the greens he had come for, and tried not to notice how the air felt different here. Thicker. Older. Alive in a way that made the hair on his arms stand upright and his breath come short in his chest. The wall was only twenty paces behind him. The gate was still unlocked, still open. He had been quick, quiet, careful.

He had what he came for. He should leave.

But the rampion was thicker in the centre of the garden, the heads larger, the leaves darker and more tenderlooking than anything growing near the perimeter. His wife's face rose in his mind—the gauntness that had settled over her features, the way her hands trembled, the desperate hunger in her eyes. One more handful. Two. Surely it would make no difference, staying a few moments longer, gathering a few more leaves.

He moved deeper into the garden.

The light was almost gone now, the sky deepening from grey to purple to the first hints of true dark. He should have brought a lantern. He should have come earlier. He should have—

"You are far from home, little thief."

The voice came from everywhere and nowhere, and Marcus felt his heart stop in his chest. He turned, and she was there.

She stood between him and the gate, her tall form blocking the path, her face halfshadowed in the dying light. She was not what he had expected. The stories spoke of hags, of twisted crones, of monsters with teeth and claws and evil dripping from their fingers. This woman was none of those things. She was tall, certainly—taller than him, her spine straight, her shoulders squared—but her face was handsome rather than horrible, her features sharp and assessing, her eyes catching the last of the light and holding it.

She looked, he thought, like a merchant evaluating goods. Like a dealer considering an offer. Like someone who had been waiting for him, and was not entirely displeased by his arrival.

"I—" His voice cracked. He swallowed, tried again. "I did not mean to trespass. My wife, she is with child, she has been ill, she craves—"

"Rampion." The witch's voice was calm, almost pleasant. "Yes. I know. The cravings of pregnant women are a particular specialty of mine." She took a step toward him, and he found he could not move, could not step back, could not do anything but watch her approach. "You have taken quite a lot."

"I will repay you." The words tumbled out. "I have no coin, but I will work, I will—"

"I do not need labour." She stopped an arm's length from him, and her eyes moved over his face with an intensity that made him feel skinned, opened, read. "I have all the workers I require. What I need is something rather more... particular."

"Name it." He hated himself for the desperation in his voice, but he could not stop it. "Anything. Please. My wife—"

"Is the least of your concerns now." The witch smiled, and the expression did not reach her eyes. "What concerns you is what you will give me for what you have taken. The greens in your sack. The time you have stolen. The risk you have assumed by entering my garden uninvited." She tilted her head, considering. "I think a debt has been incurred tonight. Do you not agree?"

Marcus said nothing. He could not. His tongue was frozen in his mouth, his hands numb at his sides.

"The child," the witch said, and her voice softened into something almost gentle, almost kind. "The one your wife is carrying. Give it to me, and your debt is paid. You may keep the greens. You may keep your life. You may keep your wife, though she will be less pleased with the bargain than you, I think."

The world tilted. Marcus heard the words, understood them, and could not make them real. "The child? You want our child?"

"I want the child." She folded her hands before her, patient as stone. "A daughter, I think. I have use for a daughter. She will be raised well, trained for purpose, given value beyond anything you could provide. She will be wanted. She will be needed. She will belong to someone." The smile again, thin and sharp. "Is that not what every parent wants for their child? To be wanted? To belong?"

"You cannot—" He stopped. He wanted to say she could not take his child, that he would not allow it, that he would die before he handed over his unborn daughter to a witch who spoke of value and purpose with a merchant's tongue. But he had heard the stories. He knew what she was. He knew what she could do—to him, to his wife, to everything he loved.

He could not fight her. He could not win.

"Can I not?" she asked softly. "You came into my garden. You stole from me. The old laws are clear, Marcus. A debt is owed. I am being generous in what I ask. Your life is worth far less than a child, I assure you."

His hands were shaking. He could feel the greens in the sack, heavy against his hip, the thing his wife had craved so desperately, the thing that had led him here. He thought of Elara's face, her gaunt cheeks, her desperate eyes. He thought of the child growing inside her, the child he had already failed by being poor, by being weak, by not being able to provide even the simple things his wife needed.

"If I refuse?" he whispered.

"Then I take what I am owed in other ways." The witch's voice was still pleasant, still calm. "Your wife's health. Your fields. Your home. Your future. I can be patient, Marcus. I can collect slowly. But collect I will. The child is a kinder price than you deserve."

He closed his eyes. He thought of Elara, waiting at home, her hands on her belly, her eyes fixed on the window. He thought of the child, the daughter, the small and precious thing that would enter the world soon and need everything he could not provide.

"When?" he asked, and the word tasted like ash in his mouth.

"When she is born." The witch turned, began to walk toward the gate, stopped at the last moment to look back over her shoulder. "Do not think too badly of yourself, Marcus. You are not the first parent to sell a child, and you will not be the last. And do not think too badly of me. Your daughter will have a life of purpose. She will be valued. She will be wanted. She will belong to someone who knows exactly what she is worth." A pause. "More, I think, than you could ever have given her."

Then she was gone, and Marcus stood alone in the dark garden with a sack of stolen greens and a debt that would cost him everything.

The months that followed were the longest of Elara's life.

She did not know what Marcus had promised. He had not told her. He would not tell her, no matter how she asked, no matter how she begged. He only held her, stroked her hair, told her everything would be all right, and wept when he thought she was sleeping.

She ate the greens he had brought her. The craving settled. Her strength returned. The child grew, and she felt it move inside her, felt it turn and kick and press against the walls of her womb, and she loved it with a fierceness that frightened her. She did not know what was coming. She did not know what had been promised. She only knew that her husband looked at her belly with grief in his eyes, and she could not understand why.

When the labour came, it was hard and long and exhausting. The village midwife attended her, her face creased with concern at the difficulty of the birth, her hands steady as she coaxed the child into the world. Marcus stood outside the door, his head bowed, his hands clasped before him as if in prayer.

And when the cry finally came—thin and sharp and piercing—the midwife lifted the child, wiped her clean, and laid her on Elara's chest.

A daughter. Small but strong. Tufts of pale hair already visible on her head. Eyes squeezed shut, mouth open, wailing at the shock of existence.

"Oh," Elara breathed, and the word held everything—exhaustion, relief, love, fear. "Oh, Marcus, she is—"

The door opened.

The witch stood in the frame, her tall form blocking the light from the hall beyond. The midwife gasped, stepped back, clutched her hands to her chest. Marcus did not turn around. He stood as if carved from stone, his shoulders shaking, his face hidden in his hands.

"Elara." The witch's voice was soft, almost tender. "You have done well. She is beautiful. She will be valuable."

"Marcus?" Elara's voice cracked. "What is this? What is happening?"

But she knew. Even before her husband turned, even before she saw the devastation in his eyes, she knew. The craving. The garden. The greens. The thing he had never told her, the price he had never named, the debt that had hung over their small family like a blade.

"No." The word came out strangled, barely a sound. "No. You cannot—"

"I can." The witch stepped forward, held out her arms. "Give her to me, Elara. Do not make this harder than it needs to be. She was never truly yours. She was promised before she drew breath. She belongs to me now."

"No." Elara clutched the child to her chest, felt the small warm weight of her, the rapid flutter of her heartbeat. "She is my daughter. She is my child. I will not—"

"Elara." Marcus's voice, broken, barely a whisper. "We have no choice."

"There is always a choice!"

"There is not." The witch's voice hardened. "You have already made it. Your husband agreed to the terms. The debt is owed. The child is mine." She stepped closer, and Elara smelled something old and green and powerful, the scent of growing things and dark earth and magic that predated memory. "Give her to me. Or I will take her, and take everything else besides."

Elara looked at her husband. She saw his grief, his shame, his unbearable sorrow. She saw his hands, the hands that had stolen into a garden to bring her the thing she had craved, the hands that had promised away their daughter before she had even drawn breath.

She looked at the witch. She saw the patience in her face, the calculation, the absolute certainty that she would win.

And she looked at her daughter—at the small face, the closed eyes, the tuft of pale hair that would one day, she somehow knew, become the child's defining feature.

"I will never forgive you," she whispered. She did not know if she was speaking to her husband or the witch or the universe that had brought them to this moment.

Then she placed the child in the witch's arms.

The baby did not cry. She settled into the crook of the woman's elbow as if she belonged there, as if she had always belonged there, as if she was merely returning to a place she had been destined to occupy. The witch looked down at the small face, and something like satisfaction crossed her features.

"She will be worth more than you could ever imagine," she said. "She will be trained. She will be shaped. She will have purpose." She turned toward the door. "You may have another child, if you wish. You may fill your home with children you can keep. But this one—this one was always meant for something else."

She paused at the threshold, looked back over her shoulder at the weeping woman, the broken man, the midwife who pressed herself against the wall as if trying to disappear.

"One more thing," she said. "The greens in your garden—they will grow well this year. Consider it a gift. A small kindness for a small sacrifice."

Then she was gone, and the cottage was silent save for the sound of grief.

The witch walked through the forest, the child cradled against her chest, and considered what she had acquired.

She had been in this business for a long time. Decades. Centuries, perhaps, though she had stopped counting long ago. She had taken children from desperate parents, from foolish thieves, from those who thought they could steal from her and pay no price. She had raised them, trained them, sold them to those who had use for pretty things with obedient minds.

But this child was different.

She could feel it already, the potential that thrummed beneath the baby's skin. The hair, pale and fine, would grow. It would grow longer than any hair had a right to grow, stronger than hair had any right to be. It would become the thing that defined her, the thing that made her valuable, the thing that would eventually carry her to her highest price.

A tower. That was what this one required. Isolation. Containment. A place where she could be kept pure and trained and prepared for the purpose the witch had already mapped out in her mind.

"You will be my finest work," she murmured, and the child stirred in her arms, made a small sound, settled again. "You will be worth more than any of the others. You will be wanted by the most powerful men in the land. And when the time comes, when the right buyer appears, you will fetch a price that will make all of this—" she gestured at the dark forest, the distant cottage, the world of desperate people making desperate choices "—worth every moment."

The tower waited in the distance, its slender shape rising above the trees. She had built it for this purpose, years ago, a showroom for merchandise that required particular handling. No door. No stairs. Only a window at the top, reachable only by those who knew how to climb.

Or by those who could lower a rope.

She looked down at the child, at the tuft of golden hair already visible on her small head. The rope would come. In time, it would grow, and the child would learn to lower it on command, and men would climb it to reach her, and the witch would count her gold.

But first, the training. The shaping. The careful cultivation of a product worth more than anything she had ever produced before.

"Rapunzel," she said, naming the child as she walked. "Your name will be Rapunzel. After the greens that bought you. After the craving that cost your parents everything. After the debt that made you mine."

The child slept on, unaware of the life that stretched before her—the tower, the hair, the visitors, the sale. She knew only the warmth of the witch's arms, the dark of the forest, the first steps of a journey that would end twenty years later in a golden binding and a new owner's bed.

She was merchandise now. She had been merchandise from the moment of her conception, sold before she had a heartbeat, valued before she had a name.

The witch smiled, adjusted the child in her arms, and walked on through the dark.


CHAPTER ONE: THE TOWER 

The light came first.

It crept across the floor in pale ribbons, climbing the curved wall of the tower room, touching the edges of the bed, the frames of the hooks, the coiled golden mass that lay heaped beside her pillow like a sleeping creature, vast and warm and impossibly heavy. Rapunzel woke slowly, as she always did, her body emerging from sleep in stages—first the awareness of warmth beneath the covers, then the weight of the blankets across her legs, then the familiar sensation of her hair, endless and golden, a second body wrapped around her own, pressing against her skin with the accumulated weight of twenty years of growth.

She opened her eyes.

The tower room was exactly as it had been every morning of her life. The walls rose in a perfect circle around her, painted a soft cream that glowed amber in the early light, their smooth expanse broken only by the arched doorway of a small alcove that held her wardrobe and washbasin, and by the hooks—brass and iron, set into the stone at intervals around the room, their purpose known to her bones, her muscles, her training. The ceiling stretched high above her head, lost in shadow at this hour, the darkness there absolute and eternal, as if the tower rose not just to a ceiling but into eternity itself.

A single window dominated one wall, its arch reaching nearly to the ceiling, its frame carved with patterns she had memorised long ago—vines and leaves and flowers that seemed almost to move in certain lights, that had been old when she was young, that would be old when she was gone. Through it, she could see the sky—pale blue this morning, streaked with pink and gold where the sun crept above the distant mountains, the colours of a day just beginning, a day that would unfold exactly as every day before it had unfolded: light moving across the floor, hours passing in solitude, the call that would bring someone up or the silence that would not.

She sat up, and her hair moved with her.

It was always strange, in these first moments after waking, to feel the weight of it. The strands pulled at her scalp, dragged across the sheets in a whisper of gold against linen, pooled in her lap and overflowed onto the floor in waves that reached the walls on either side of the bed. She had never known any different. She had been born with this hair, or something like it—she did not remember her birth, did not remember her mother or father or whatever life had existed before the tower—and it had grown steadily throughout her life, length after length accumulating year after year until it became the thing it was now: an impossibility, a wonder, a rope of spun gold that reached from the window to the ground sixty feet below and coiled in mountains around her bed.

Sixty feet. She had measured it once, years ago, lowering it from the window and counting the heartbeats until it touched the earth. She had leaned out, straining to see the bottom, and watched the golden rope disappear into the distance until it seemed to terminate in nothing. Then she had felt it—a faint tremor, a whisper of contact, the end of her hair brushing the forest floor far below. She had counted the heartbeats on the way up as she drew it back in. One hundred and seventeen. One hundred and seventeen heartbeats of golden rope, each one a strand of the impossible thing that grew from her head.

She had never touched that earth herself. She had never left this room, never walked on the ground, never stood at the base of the tower and looked up at the window that had been her entire world. But she knew the distance. She knew the weight. She knew that her hair was strong enough to bear a grown man's weight, that it did not break, that it did not tangle beyond repair, that it was, in every way that mattered, the most valuable thing about her.

She rose from the bed, careful not to step on the golden strands, and felt the cool morning air on her skin. Her sleeping shift clung to her body—thin cotton, soft from years of washing, the only thing she wore to bed. She crossed to the alcove where her washbasin waited, her hair trailing behind her like a golden river, like a living thing, like the shadow of a self she could never escape.

The water was cold, as it always was in the mornings—carried up in containers by Mother Gothel, stored in a ceramic jug that kept it cool through the night. She splashed it on her face, her neck, her chest, feeling the shock of it against her sleepwarm skin, the way it made her gasp and shiver and feel suddenly, vividly alive. She dried herself with a cloth, then turned to the mirror hung beside the basin—a small thing, silvered glass in a wooden frame, one of the few luxuries Mother Gothel had provided.

The woman who looked back at her was twenty years old. She knew this because the witch had told her, had marked each passing year with a small celebration—a special meal, a new dress, a gift of ribbons or combs or oil for her hair. She did not know her exact birth date. She did not know if she had been born in summer or winter, under a full moon or a new one, in the presence of a midwife or alone. She did not know her parents' faces or voices or the particular warmth of being held by someone who loved her. She knew only that she had been given to the witch as payment for a debt, that she owed her life to Mother Gothel's care, and that she served a purpose here in the tower, a purpose she had been trained for since she was old enough to understand.

The face in the mirror was heartshaped, pale from a life lived indoors, with a wide mouth that softened when she smiled and large green eyes that caught the morning light like polished seaglass. Her hair fell around her face in waves, golden and luminous, framing features that had been called beautiful so many times she had ceased to hear the word as anything other than an assessment. Her body, visible through the thin shift, was slim but soft, her breasts full enough to fill a man's hands, her hips gently curved, her thighs smooth and pale. She had been told she was beautiful. She had been told her beauty was part of her value, part of what made her useful, part of what gave her purpose. She did not know if this was true. She only knew that she took care of her appearance because she had been taught to, because Mother Gothel expected it, because the visitors who sometimes came expected it.

The visitors.

She felt a faint stirring at the thought—a warmth in her belly, a quickening of her pulse, the trained response that had been cultivated in her over years of careful instruction. She had been taught to ready herself at the thought of visitors, to prepare her body and mind for what would come, to welcome rather than resist. And her body, obedient after so much training, responded without her conscious will.

She pushed the thought aside and reached for her brush.

The ritual of brushing her hair took hours.

It had to be done every day, every strand attended to, every tangle worked free with patience and oil and the particular technique she had perfected over years of practice. The brush itself was a work of art—a long wooden handle carved with leaves and flowers to match the window frame, bristles of soft boar's hair that moved through her golden strands without catching or pulling. She had used the same brush for as long as she could remember, its handle worn smooth by her grip, its bristles soft and familiar against her scalp.

She sat by the window as she worked, the morning light warming her back, the sky shifting from pink to blue to the clear brightness of full morning. Below her, the forest stretched out in an endless sea of green—oak and pine and birch, their leaves rustling in a wind she could not feel, their branches reaching toward the tower as if in supplication or threat. She had memorised the patterns of that forest, the way the trees thinned to the east where a river must flow, the way the land rose to the west toward mountains she had never touched, the way the paths wound through the undergrowth like pale scars, evidence of visitors who came and went through paths she had never walked.

She had never walked on those paths. She had never felt the earth beneath her feet or the wind in her face without the barrier of the window frame. She had never smelled the forest except in the faint traces that rose on certain days, carried on the air currents that swept past the tower. She had never known the world except from above—a painting seen through glass, a beautiful thing forever out of reach.

But she knew it well from her vantage point. She had watched the seasons change through that window for twenty years, had seen spring turn to summer turn to autumn turn to winter, had watched the leaves bud and bloom and brown and fall, had watched the snow accumulate and melt and accumulate again. She had watched animals move through the undergrowth—deer and rabbits and once, memorably, a bear that had lumbered along a path and disappeared into the trees. She had watched storms roll across the sky, lightning splitting the darkness, thunder shaking the tower to its foundations. She had watched the world live and breathe and change, all without ever being part of it.

The brush moved through her hair in long, slow strokes. Strand by strand, the golden mass yielded to her attention, becoming smooth and shining, ready for whatever the day would bring. She sang as she worked, as she always did—old songs, simple songs, melodies that had been taught to her by the witch or invented by herself in the long hours of solitude. Her voice rose and fell, filling the circular room, drifting out through the window into the morning air, a sound that carried across the forest to ears she would never see.

She did not know that her voice carried. She did not know that travelers sometimes heard it through the trees and stopped, transfixed, trying to find the source of the sound that seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere at once. She did not know that stories were told about the girl in the tower, the one with the golden hair, the one who could be visited for a price, the one whose voice was almost as famous as the rope that grew from her head. She did not know that men whispered her name in certain establishments, in certain circles, that the witch's name was spoken with respect and fear by those who knew where to find her, that gold changed hands in dark rooms for the promise of a night with the golden girl.

She only knew that singing made the hours pass, and the hours were long, and she had learned to fill them however she could.

By midmorning, her hair was brushed smooth, coiled in neat piles around the room like sleeping serpents, ready for use.

She rose from her seat by the window and crossed to the wardrobe, considering her options. The alcove held a modest collection of clothing—soft gowns in pale colours, practical undergarments, a few wraps for cold nights, ribbons and combs and pins for her hair. Mother Gothel provided everything she needed, replaced items when they wore thin, ensured she always had something appropriate to wear.

Appropriate for what? The question surfaced sometimes, unbidden, unwelcome. For the visitors, of course. For the service she provided. For the purpose she had been trained for.

But what was that purpose, exactly? She knew what happened during visits. She knew the physical acts, the positions, the sounds and sensations that accompanied the men who climbed her hair and used her body. She had been doing it for eight years now, since she was twelve years old, since the first visitor had come and Mother Gothel had explained what was expected of her. She knew the mechanics, the rhythms, the responses that men wanted from her.

What she did not know—what she had never been told, what she had never thought to ask until recently—was why.

Why did they come? Why did they pay? What were they paying for, exactly, and to whom? Mother Gothel spoke sometimes of value and worth and price, but the words slid past Rapunzel's understanding like water over stone. She had never seen money change hands. She had never been told how much a visit cost, or what Mother Gothel did with the payment, or whether there were other girls like her in other towers, serving the same purpose, living the same strange, isolated life.

These questions had been growing in her mind lately, like weeds in a garden she had tried to keep clear. She did not know where they had come from or why they persisted. She had never questioned before. She had accepted, as children accept, that her life was what it was, that the tower was home, that Mother Gothel was a kind of mother, that the visitors were simply a fact of existence, like the sun rising or the seasons turning.

But questions had a way of growing, once planted. And hers had been planted by something—she did not know what—and now they would not leave her alone.

She selected a gown—pale blue, with ribbons at the sleeves—and dressed slowly, her hands moving through the familiar motions. The fabric settled against her skin, soft and cool, and she smoothed it over her hips, adjusted the bodice, tied the ribbons at her wrists. Then she turned back to the room, to the waiting hours, to the silence that might or might not be broken by a call.

Some days, no one came. Mother Gothel had warned her of this. There would be quiet days, days of waiting, days when no visitor sought her out. On those days, she was to rest, to tend to herself, to keep herself ready for whenever the next call might come. The waiting was part of her service. The readiness was part of her value.

Other days, the call came, and she had to be prepared.

She had just finished arranging her hair—coiling it in loose piles around the room, leaving enough unspooled to lower through the window if needed—when she heard it.

"Rapunzel."

The voice rose from far below, faint but clear, carrying through the open window on the morning air. Her body responded before her mind could form a thought—her heart quickened, her skin flushed, a familiar warmth gathered between her thighs and spread through her belly like honey.

Mother Gothel. It was Mother Gothel's voice, not a visitor's, but her body did not distinguish. She had been trained to respond. She had been trained to ready herself at the sound of her name, regardless of who spoke it. And her body, after years of conditioning, obeyed without question.

She crossed to the window, gathered her hair in her hands, and let it fall.

The golden rope unspooled from her fingers, length after length dropping toward the ground far below.

She felt the weight of it, the familiar pull at her scalp, and watched as the hair seemed to disappear into the distance, the end vanishing into the trees before it reached the earth. She had lowered this hair thousands of times. She knew the sensation intimately—the gradual lightening as the mass fell away, the tension as it reached its full length, the faint vibration as it touched the ground and coiled there, waiting.

"Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair," came the call again, the familiar words, the ritual phrase that she had heard more times than she could count, more times than there were days in her life, because some days brought multiple visitors and some visitors came more than once.

She braced herself against the window frame, felt the hair tighten as Mother Gothel began to climb.

The witch was not a small woman, and her weight pulled at Rapunzel's scalp with each handoverhand movement. The sensation was not painful—her hair was strong, stronger than ordinary hair had any right to be, strong enough to hold a heavy man without breaking—but it was present, a constant reminder of the physical reality of her existence, the way her body was always in service, always being used, even in the simple act of providing access to the tower.

She counted the pulls. One. Two. Three. Each one brought Mother Gothel closer, each one increased the pressure on Rapunzel's neck and shoulders, each one reminded her that her hair was not truly hers—it was a tool, an asset, a means of connection between the tower and the world below.

When the witch's hand finally appeared at the window edge, Rapunzel stepped back, making room for her to enter.

Mother Gothel pulled herself through with the practiced ease of someone who had made this climb countless times. She was a tall woman, sharpfeatured, with greystreaked hair pulled back from her face in a severe bun and eyes that missed nothing, that saw everything, that seemed to pierce through surfaces to whatever lay beneath. She wore practical clothing today—a dark dress with a plain bodice, sensible boots, a travelling cloak that she shrugged off as soon as she was through the window. Her hands were gloved, as they often were, and she pulled the gloves off now, finger by finger, revealing long, pale fingers that had touched Rapunzel more times than she could remember.

"Child." The witch's voice was warm, but her eyes were already moving, assessing, cataloguing. "You look well. The tower agrees with you."

"I am well, Mother," Rapunzel said, and the words came automatically, the response she had been taught to give, the script that had been written for her before she could write herself. "I have been keeping myself ready."

"I see that." Gothel crossed the room, her gaze sweeping over the brushed hair, the clean gown, the prepared state of the space—the bed made, the floor swept, the hooks clear and ready. "You have been diligent. Good. That is what I expect."

She set a bag on the table—a large bag, heavier than usual—and began to unpack. Jars of ointment emerged first, their contents thick and pale, the special salve that Mother Gothel applied after visits to ensure Rapunzel healed quickly and completely. Then bottles of oil, the particular blend that kept her hair soft and pliable, that prevented the strands from drying or breaking despite the constant handling. Then a small mirror, a comb carved from bone, a set of ribbons in various colours, a package wrapped in paper that smelled of fresh bread and cheese.

Rapunzel watched, curious but not questioning. Mother Gothel brought supplies regularly, but this seemed like more than the usual delivery. The bag had been heavy, and its contents seemed to overflow the table, as if the witch had brought everything she might need for an extended stay.

"I have news," the witch said, without turning around. "A visitor will come tonight. I wanted to prepare you."

A visitor. Rapunzel felt her body respond again—the trained response, the automatic wetness, the quickening of her pulse. A visitor meant service. A visitor meant the binding, the taking, the hours of use that would follow. A visitor meant fulfilling her purpose, the purpose she had been trained for since childhood, the purpose that gave her life meaning and structure and value.

She did not ask why the visitor was coming. She did not ask who it was or what he would want or how long he would stay. She had learned long ago that questions were not expected, that her role was to receive, not to inquire, to serve rather than to understand.

"I will be ready, Mother," she said.

Gothel turned, looked at her with something that might have been approval, might have been something else entirely. "I know you will be. You are always ready. It is one of your finest qualities." She gestured to the table, the array of bottles and jars. "But first, we must prepare you properly. Come here."

Rapunzel obeyed.

The examination began as it always did—with her hair.

Mother Gothel's hands moved through the golden mass with practiced efficiency, separating sections, examining individual strands, testing the strength and texture of the hair that had made Rapunzel valuable in the first place. The touch was not gentle—it was clinical, evaluative, the touch of someone assessing an asset rather than caressing a loved one.

"Hold still," Gothel said, and Rapunzel held still, her body rigid as the witch's fingers pulled at her scalp, turned her head this way and that, examined the roots for any sign of weakness or disease. "Your hair is in excellent condition. Strong. Smooth. No sign of the brittleness that sometimes comes with age."

Age. Rapunzel was twenty. Was her hair supposed to show age? Was she supposed to be concerned about it losing its value?

"The visitors have been treating it well," Gothel continued, more to herself than to Rapunzel. "No excessive pulling. No inappropriate use of the strands." She paused, seemed to consider something. "Though Lord Aldous has been requesting more elaborate bindings lately. I will need to monitor that. The hair must not be damaged for the sake of a client's preferences."

Rapunzel said nothing. Lord Aldous was a regular visitor—a heavy man with rough hands who enjoyed binding her tightly in her own hair, who liked to see her wrapped in golden coils, unable to move, a beautiful object displayed for his pleasure. She had learned to accommodate his preferences, had learned to relax into the bindings and let them become part of the experience. The sensation of being bound in her own hair—of being literally wrapped in the thing that made her valuable—was strange and overwhelming and, she had been disturbed to discover, intensely pleasurable.

"Turn around," Gothel commanded, and she turned, presenting her back to the witch's evaluating hands.

The examination moved lower now. Gothel's fingers pressed against her shoulder blades, her spine, the curve of her waist. The touch was firm but not painful—probing, testing, checking for injuries or irregularities that might affect her value.

"You have maintained your figure," the witch observed. "Good. The visitors prefer you soft but not heavy. Your waist is small, your hips are full enough to be pleasant, your breasts—" she reached around, cupped each breast in her cool hands, weighed them, released them "—are wellproportioned. You have not lost the firmness that makes you desirable."

Rapunzel felt a flush rise to her cheeks. She had been examined like this hundreds of times, but the clinical intimacy of it never failed to make her uncomfortable in a way she could not name. It was not the touching itself—she was used to being touched, used to hands on her body, used to the physical reality of being a thing that was used. It was the assessment, the reduction of her body to a collection of attributes, the way Mother Gothel spoke of her as if she were a horse being evaluated for sale.

Which, she supposed, she was. In a way. A horse in a tower, waiting for riders.

"Lift your arms," Gothel said, and she lifted her arms.

The witch's hands moved over her ribs, her stomach, the soft flesh of her lower belly. The touch pressed deeper here, as if searching for something beneath the surface.

"You have healed well from the last visit," she observed. "No internal damage. No lingering soreness. Your body recovers quickly. That is valuable."

"Thank you, Mother."

"Turn back around." She turned, facing the witch, who looked at her with those sharp, assessing eyes. "Arms at your sides. Let me see you."

Rapunzel stood still, her arms at her sides, her body exposed to the witch's gaze. The examination continued—Gothel's eyes moving over her face, her neck, her shoulders, her chest, her stomach, her hips, her thighs. The gown was thin enough that every curve was visible, every outline clear. She felt the gaze like a physical thing, a weight pressing against her skin, a reminder that she was seen only as a body, only as a collection of parts, only as a product to be maintained.

"Your skin is in good condition," Gothel said. "No marks, no bruises, no blemishes. You have been careful with the ointment I provided. Good." She reached out, turned Rapunzel's face to one side, examined the line of her jaw, the shell of her ear, the column of her throat. "Your face is perhaps your most valuable feature after the hair. The combination is what draws the highest prices. Beauty is common. Golden hair is rare. But both together—" she released Rapunzel's face, stepped back, nodded with satisfaction "—is what makes you exceptional."

Prices. The word caught in Rapunzel's mind, a splinter she could not quite work free. She had heard it before, of course—Mother Gothel spoke often of prices and payments, of value and worth—but she had never quite understood what it meant in practical terms. She knew that visitors came and that they gave something to Mother Gothel in exchange for access to the tower. She knew that some visitors came more often than others, that some stayed longer, that some seemed to have privileges that others did not. But the specifics of the transaction—the amount of money, the method of exchange, the identity of the payers—these were mysteries to her, details that had never been shared.

"Mother," she said, and the question slipped out before she could stop it, "what do they pay for?"

Gothel's eyes sharpened. "What do you mean?"

"The visitors." Rapunzel felt suddenly uncertain, as if she had stepped onto unstable ground, as if she had asked something she should not have asked. "You say they pay well, and you speak of prices and value. But what do they pay for, exactly? What do they receive that is worth... paying for?"

For a long moment, the witch said nothing. She looked at Rapunzel with an expression that was hard to read—calculation, perhaps, or consideration, or something else entirely, something that flickered across her features and was gone before it could be named. Then she reached out, touched Rapunzel's cheek with cool fingers, let her hand rest there for a moment.

"They pay for you, child. For your beauty, your obedience, your..." she paused, as if selecting the right word from a collection of possibilities, "attentiveness. They pay for time with the girl in the tower, the one with the golden hair, the one who cannot leave. They pay for the privilege of climbing your hair and spending their time however they wish, with a body that has been trained to please and a mind that has been trained to serve."

She let her hand fall, stepped back, regarded Rapunzel with something that might have been affection, might have been satisfaction, might have been the pleasure of a craftsperson examining a finished work.

"You are valuable, Rapunzel. More valuable than you know. More valuable, perhaps, than you could ever understand. And tonight, you will demonstrate that value again. The visitor who is coming—" she paused, something shifting in her expression, something that might have been anticipation "—is different from the others. He has paid more than most. He has travelled further than most. And he has, I think, particular expectations."

Particular expectations. The words sent a shiver down Rapunzel's spine, though she did not know why. All visitors had particular expectations. That was the nature of the service—each man who climbed her hair came with desires and preferences, with things he wanted to do and ways he wanted to do them. She had learned to adapt, to read the signals, to give each visitor what he sought.

But something in Mother Gothel's voice suggested that this visitor was different in a way that mattered.

"Who is he?" she asked, and immediately regretted the question. Visitors' identities were not her concern. She was not supposed to ask. She was supposed to receive, to serve, to be useful.

But Mother Gothel did not seem displeased by the question. Instead, she smiled—a thin smile, a knowing smile, a smile that suggested she had been waiting for Rapunzel to ask.

"He is a prince," she said. "Second son of a powerful king from a neighbouring land. He has heard stories of the golden girl in the tower, and he has come to see for himself if the stories are true." Her smile widened, became something almost like anticipation. "He may be the most important visitor you have ever had. So you will be especially attentive tonight. You will be especially obedient. You will give him everything he wants and more. Do you understand?"

A prince. The word hung in the air, heavy with implications that Rapunzel could not fully grasp. She had heard of princes, of course—she had heard tales and songs, had imagined castles and kingdoms and lives very different from her own. But she had never met one. She had never served one. The visitors who came to the tower were wealthy men, powerful men, men who could afford the price of a night with the golden girl. But a prince was something else entirely.

"I understand, Mother," she said. "I will not disappoint you."

"I know you will not." Gothel turned back to the table, began to sort through the items she had brought. "Now. Let us prepare you for tonight. The prince will arrive after dark, and I want you to be perfect."

The preparation took hours.

Mother Gothel worked with the focused intensity of an artist preparing a canvas, her hands moving over Rapunzel's body with purpose and precision. First the hair—it was washed with scented water, dried with soft cloths, brushed until it gleamed like liquid gold in the lamplight. Then the oil, worked into each strand until the hair was impossibly smooth, impossibly soft, ready to be wrapped and bound and used however the prince desired.

Then the skin. The ointment went everywhere—Rapunzel's face, her neck, her shoulders, her arms, her chest, her stomach, her hips, her thighs, the soft place between her legs where visitors would focus their attention. The witch's hands were clinical but thorough, ensuring that every inch of Rapunzel's body was soft and smooth and ready for touch.

"Lie back," Gothel commanded, and Rapunzel lay back on the bed, her legs spread, her body open for examination.

The witch's fingers probed between her thighs, checking for any sign of soreness or injury. The touch was not sexual—it was evaluative, practical, the touch of someone ensuring that a piece of equipment was in proper working order. But Rapunzel's body responded anyway, the trained response that she could not control, the wetness that gathered at the first sign of contact.

"Good," Gothel murmured, feeling the response. "Your body knows its purpose. That is as it should be."

She withdrew her fingers, wiped them on a cloth, and continued her work—applying oil to the inside of Rapunzel's thighs, the crease of her hip, the soft flesh of her buttocks. Every part of her was prepared, maintained, made ready for use.

"You are my finest work," the witch said, almost to herself, as she worked. "Twenty years of training, of care, of attention, and you have become exactly what I intended. Beautiful. Obedient. Responsive." Her hands paused, rested on Rapunzel's hips. "The prince will be pleased. And if he is pleased, there may be... opportunities. Possibilities. Things beyond the ordinary visits."

"What kind of possibilities?" Rapunzel asked, and the question came out before she could stop it.

But Mother Gothel only smiled, a knowing smile that suggested she knew something Rapunzel did not, and said nothing.

When the preparation was finally complete, the witch gathered her things, crossed to the window, and prepared to leave.

"The prince will call after dark," she said, turning back to look at Rapunzel one final time. "He will say the words. You will lower your hair. And you will give him exactly what he wants."

"Yes, Mother."

Gothel nodded, then seemed to hesitate, as if she wanted to say something else. But after a moment, she turned, took hold of the golden rope that still hung from the window, and began to climb down.

Rapunzel watched her go, the witch's figure growing smaller as she descended, until she reached the ground and disappeared into the forest below.

Then she drew her hair back up—the familiar pull, the familiar weight, the familiar sensation of being connected to the world below by nothing but a rope of her own making—and coiled it in piles around the room.

She was alone again.

The afternoon stretched before her, long and quiet and filled with the weight of anticipation. She had been prepared for the prince. She had been told to expect someone different, someone important, someone who might bring "opportunities" and "possibilities" beyond the ordinary visits.

She did not know what any of that meant.

She only knew that when night came, she would be ready.

The hours passed slowly.

Rapunzel moved through her afternoon routine—eating the food Mother Gothel had brought, singing softly to herself, watching the light shift across the floor as the sun traced its path across the sky. She tended to her hair, adjusting the coils, ensuring it was ready to be lowered at a moment's notice. She checked her reflection in the mirror, smoothing her gown, touching her face, wondering if she looked different now than she had this morning, now that she knew a prince was coming.

A prince. The word still felt strange in her mind, a concept from a story rather than a reality she would experience. She had heard tales of princes—brave men who rescued maidens from towers, who fought dragons and solved riddles and won the hearts of beautiful women. But those were stories, and she was not in a story, and whatever happened tonight would not be a rescue.

She did not need rescuing. She was where she was meant to be. She was serving her purpose. She was useful and valuable and wanted.

She repeated these thoughts to herself as the afternoon wore on, as the light began to fade, as the sky shifted from blue to orange to the deep purple of approaching night. She repeated them because they were true, and because repeating them helped keep the other thoughts at bay—the questions that had been growing in her mind, the wondering about what lay beyond the tower, the strange longing she felt when she watched the forest through the window and imagined herself walking among the trees.

Those thoughts were not useful. Mother Gothel had told her so, long ago, when she had first begun to ask questions about the world below.

"The world is dangerous," the witch had said. "You are safe here. You are cared for here. You have a purpose here. Outside the tower, there is only confusion and danger and people who would hurt you. Here, you are protected. Here, you are valued. Here, you are home."

And Rapunzel had believed her. She had to believe her. Because the alternative was to imagine a world she could not have, a life she could not live, a self she could never become.

So she watched the light fade, and she thought about the prince who was coming, and she prepared herself to be exactly what he wanted her to be.

Evening came.

The sky darkened through the window, shifting from purple to the deep blue of twilight, then to the black of full night. Stars emerged one by one, scattered across the darkness like spilled diamonds, and the moon rose in the east, full and silver, casting light across the forest below.

Rapunzel had lit the lamps in the tower room—soft, warm pools of light that pushed back the darkness and made the space feel smaller, more intimate, more ready. She sat on the edge of her bed, her hands folded in her lap, her hair coiled around her feet, her body thrumming with the anticipation that always came before a visit.

She had dressed carefully—another pale blue gown, freshly washed, with ribbons at the sleeves and a neckline that showed the curve of her collarbone. Her hair was brushed smooth, oiled to a shine, arranged in loose coils that could be lowered at a moment's notice. Her skin was soft, her body prepared, her mind as ready as it could be.

Now she waited.

The waiting was always the hardest part. The time between preparation and arrival, when her body was ready and her mind was quiet and there was nothing to do but sit and breathe and anticipate what would come. She had learned to manage the waiting over the years—had learned to calm her breathing, to still her thoughts, to focus on the immediate physical sensations of her body rather than the racing of her mind.

Her heart beat steadily in her chest. Her breath moved in and out of her lungs. Her skin tingled with the anticipation of touch. She was a body in a tower, waiting to be used, and that was all she needed to be.

Then she heard it.

"Rapunzel."

A voice from below. A man's voice. Deep and strong and confident, carrying through the night air with a weight that made her skin prickle and her breath catch in her throat.

Not Mother Gothel's voice. Not a familiar voice from past visits.

A new voice. A prince's voice.

"Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair."

Her body responded before she could think—the familiar flush of heat, the quickening of her pulse, the wetness that gathered between her thighs. But this time, something else accompanied the trained response. A curiosity. A fear. A strange flutter in her chest that she could not name, that she had never felt before, that seemed to suggest this night would be different from all the nights that had come before.

She rose, crossed to the window, gathered her hair in her hands.

She looked down. Far below, barely visible in the moonlight, she saw a figure standing at the base of the tower. A man. Tall, broadshouldered, his face hidden in shadow. He stood differently from other visitors—straighter, more still, as if he belonged there, as if he had every right to call her name and wait for her to lower the rope that would bring him to her.

She could not see him clearly. But something in his presence, in the way he waited, sent a shiver through her that had nothing to do with the cool night air.

This one was different. She could feel it.

She did not know why she felt it. She did not know what it meant. She only knew that her body was responding more intensely than it ever had before, that her heart was racing faster, that her hands trembled as she lowered her hair through the window.

The golden rope unspooled, falling toward the figure below. She watched as it reached him, as he took it in his hands, as he began to climb.

The weight of him pulled at her scalp. She braced herself against the window frame, felt each movement as he ascended—hand over hand, steady and strong, climbing with a confidence that suggested he had done this before, or that he was simply a man who did everything with confidence, who expected the world to yield to him and was rarely disappointed.

The climb seemed to take forever. She counted the pulls, each one bringing him closer, each one increasing the tension that coiled in her belly. One. Two. Three. Four. The weight shifted, adjusted, found its rhythm. Five. Six. Seven. She felt him getting closer, felt the hair tighten, felt the anticipation build to a peak that was almost unbearable.

When his hand finally appeared at the window edge, she stepped back, giving him room to enter.

He pulled himself through in one fluid motion, straightened, and stood before her.

He was younger than she had expected—perhaps thirty years old, with dark hair that curled slightly at his temples and a face that was handsome rather than beautiful, with strong bones and a jaw that looked like it had been carved from stone. His body was tall and lean beneath travelling clothes that were dusty from the road but wellmade, the clothes of a man who had wealth and position and was not afraid to show it. His hands were large, his shoulders broad, his presence commanding in a way that filled the room and made her suddenly, acutely aware of her own body, her own smallness, her own vulnerability.

But it was his eyes that caught her attention—dark, watchful, missing nothing, seeing everything. They moved over her face first, then her body, then her hair, with an intensity that felt like a physical touch. He did not look at her the way other visitors looked at her. He did not see a product, an object, a collection of attributes arranged for his pleasure.

He saw her.

"So," he said, and his voice was deep, measured, controlled, the voice of someone who chose his words carefully and meant every one. "You are the girl in the tower."

Rapunzel did not know how to respond. Visitors did not usually speak to her like this—as if they were meeting her, rather than claiming her. As if she were a person, rather than a service. As if her answer mattered, rather than simply being the first step toward what they really wanted.

"I am," she said, because she did not know what else to say.

He nodded slowly, his eyes still moving over her, still assessing. "You are more beautiful than I was told. And your hair—" he gestured to the golden mass pooled at her feet "—it is everything they promised. More than sixty feet, they said. Strong enough to climb. Soft enough to bind."

The words sent a shiver through her. He knew about the binding. He knew what her hair was for, what she was for, what would happen if he chose to stay. But he did not move toward her, did not reach out to touch, did not take what he had come for.

Instead, he stood by the window, his arms folded, watching her with that strange, measuring gaze.

"What is your name?" he asked.

The question startled her. "Rapunzel."

"No." He shook his head. "I know what you are called. I asked for your name."

She blinked, confused. "I... I do not understand."

"What do you call yourself? What name do you speak in your own mind, when you are alone in this tower, when no one else is here to hear it?"

No one had ever asked her this. No one had ever asked her anything about herself, about her inner life, about the person who existed beneath the product. She felt suddenly exposed, as if he had reached inside her and touched something she had not known was there, something fragile and protected and hidden away.

"I am Rapunzel," she said again, but the words felt uncertain on her tongue, as if they were not quite true, as if there were another name she might have had once, in another life, before the tower, before the training, before everything that had made her what she was.

He studied her for a long moment. Then he nodded, as if she had given him the answer he expected.

"Rapunzel," he said, and her name sounded different in his mouth—weightier, more significant, as if he were not just naming her but claiming her, as if the word itself were an act of possession. "I have come a long way to see you. I have paid a great deal for this night. But before I take what I came for, I want to understand something."

"Understand what?"

He stepped toward her, and she felt her body respond—the trained response, the automatic wetness, the quickening of her pulse. But this time, something else accompanied the physical reaction. A curiosity. A fear. A strange, unfamiliar flutter in her chest that she could not name, that she had never felt before, that seemed to suggest that what happened next would change everything.

He stopped an arm's length from her, his eyes locked on hers, his presence filling her vision and her mind.

"I want to understand," he said, his voice soft but intense, "what it would take to make you mine."

The words hung in the air between them, heavy with meaning she could not quite grasp. Mine. The word was not unfamiliar—visitors had used it before, had claimed her for the night, had told her she belonged to them for the hours they had paid for. But this was different. The way he said it. The way he looked at her when he said it.

As if he wanted more than a night.

"I do not understand," she whispered, and her voice trembled with something that might have been fear, might have been something else entirely.

"I know." He reached out, touched her face with gentle fingers, let his hand rest against her cheek for a moment. "But you will."


CHAPTER TWO: THE CLIENT

The strange visitor had left without touching her.

Rapunzel lay in the dark, her body still thrumming with unspent tension, her mind turning over the conversation that had just ended. He had asked her questions. He had looked at her as if she were a person rather than a service. He had said he wanted to understand what it would take to make her his—and then he had climbed back down her hair and disappeared into the night without taking anything at all.

She did not understand. In all her years in the tower, no visitor had ever left without using her. That was what visitors did. That was what they paid for. That was what she was for.

But this one had simply... left.

She stared at the ceiling, the shadows playing across the stone in the moonlight, and felt the weight of confusion pressing against her chest. Her body was still ready—still wet, still warm, still prepared for the touch that had not come. The training that had been carved into her over years left her suspended in anticipation, waiting for something that had been promised and then withheld.

What did it mean? What kind of man paid to climb the tower, asked questions no one had ever asked, spoke of ownership in a way that sounded different from the way other men spoke of it—and then left without claiming what he had paid for?

She did not know. She could not make sense of it. And the notknowing sat in her chest like a stone, heavy and uncomfortable and impossible to ignore.

Sleep came slowly, fitfully, her dreams tangled with golden hair and dark eyes and questions she could not answer. When morning came, she woke tired, her body still expectant, still waiting for a release that had not come. She performed her morning routine mechanically—washing, brushing her hair, dressing, singing softly to the empty room—but her mind was elsewhere, turning over the strange encounter, trying to extract meaning from fragments.

Three days passed in quiet tension.

She tended to her hair, sang to the empty room, watched the forest shift in the wind through her window. Mother Gothel did not come. No visitors called. The tower felt larger than usual, the silence heavier, the weight of her hair more oppressive against her scalp. Each morning she woke expecting to hear the call, and each evening she went to sleep having heard nothing but the wind and the distant calls of birds.

On the fourth evening, as the sun was sinking toward the horizon and the sky was turning from blue to gold to the deep purple of approaching night, she finally heard it.

"Rapunzel."

A different voice. Deeper, rougher, familiar in its confidence. A voice she recognised from visits past, from nights spent bound and used and left aching.

This was not the strange visitor. This was someone she knew.

"Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair."

Her body responded with the trained automaticity that had been bred into her over years of service. The heat gathered between her thighs, her pulse quickened, her skin flushed with the anticipation of use. The response was involuntary—she did not choose to feel it, did not decide to want it. Her body simply obeyed the training, opened itself to the possibility of being used, prepared itself for whatever was coming.

She rose from her seat by the window, crossed to the opening, and lowered her hair into the darkness below. The golden rope unspooled from her fingers, length after length dropping toward the ground, and she felt the familiar weight of it, the pull at her scalp, the sense of connection to whoever waited below.

She felt the tug as he took hold. Then the weight shifted, increased, as he began to climb.

Lord Aldous of Westbrook was a regular visitor.

He had been coming to the tower for six years now, appearing every few months, always paying well, always leaving satisfied. He was a large man—broad in the shoulders, thick in the middle, with a soft face that hardened when he was displeased and relaxed when he was not. He had a wife at home, Rapunzel knew, and children, and a reputation for piety that his visits to the tower would have destroyed if anyone had ever discovered them.

But no one discovered them. That was part of what Mother Gothel provided—discretion, secrecy, the assurance that what happened in the tower stayed in the tower, that the men who climbed the golden rope could return to their lives with no one the wiser.

Rapunzel had learned Lord Aldous's preferences over the years. He liked her bound tightly—he liked to watch her wrap herself in her own hair, to see the golden coils encircle her body, to know that she was helpless beneath him. He liked to take his time, to prolong the experience, to make her wait and want and beg. He liked to hear her voice—to have her say the words he wanted, to call him what he wanted to be called, to affirm what he wanted affirmed.

And he liked to finish inside her. That was his particular preference—the feeling of release within her body, the sense of marking her, of leaving something of himself behind. It was a preference Mother Gothel encouraged, for reasons Rapunzel did not fully understand.

She stood by the window now, waiting, as his hand appeared at the edge and he pulled himself through. He was heavier than the strange visitor had been, his movements less graceful, his breathing more laboured from the climb. He landed on the floor with a thud, straightened, and stood before her, his eyes already moving over her body with the familiar hunger she had come to recognise.

"Girl," he said, by way of greeting. He never used her name. Most visitors did not. Names were for people, and she was not a person—she was a service, a product, a thing to be used.

"My lord." She curtsied, as she had been taught, her head bowed, her hands folded before her. "Welcome to the tower."

He grunted, already moving toward her, his heavy hands reaching out to grip her shoulders. His touch was rougher than usual—she could feel the impatience in his fingers, the urgency that suggested he had been waiting for this, thinking about this, wanting this for longer than the few days since his last climb.

"Turn around," he commanded. "Let me see you."

She turned slowly, presenting her back to him, feeling his eyes on her body, the weight of his gaze like a physical touch. His hands followed—sliding down her arms, pressing against her waist, gripping her hips. He turned her again, facing him, and his eyes moved over her with an appreciation that was entirely for himself, that saw her only as a vessel for his desires.

"You have kept yourself well," he observed, his voice thick with want. "Good. I would hate to think my gold was wasted on a product that had been neglected."

Product. The word should have stung, but she had heard it so many times that it no longer registered as anything other than fact. She was a product. She had always been a product. That was what she was.

"Shall I prepare myself, my lord?" she asked, her voice soft, obedient, the voice she had been trained to use.

He nodded, his eyes darkening with desire. "The hair. Bind yourself. I want to see you wrapped in gold before I take you."

This was what they paid for.

Rapunzel moved to the centre of the room, where hooks were set into the ceiling and walls for exactly this purpose—brass and iron, positioned at strategic heights and intervals, designed to hold the weight of her hair and allow her to bind herself in elaborate patterns. She had done this thousands of times. Her hands knew the motions without conscious thought, her body remembered the positions, her mind drifted to a place of quiet surrender while her fingers worked.

She gathered her hair in her hands first, feeling its weight, its warmth, the impossible length of it pooled around her feet. The golden strands caught the lamplight and seemed to glow from within, a river of light that flowed from her head to the floor and back again. She separated a section near her scalp—thick and strong, the part that would anchor everything else—and began to work.

The first coil went around her left wrist.

She wrapped the hair slowly, deliberately, feeling each strand settle against her skin. The sensation was familiar but never quite the same—each binding was unique, each pattern a new expression of the same essential truth: that she was bound by her own body, that the thing that made her valuable was also the thing that made her helpless.

She pulled the coil tight, felt it press into her flesh, felt the slight restriction of blood flow that would gradually numb her fingers if the binding lasted too long. Then she took another section of hair, wrapped it around her right wrist, and brought both hands together behind her back.

The position was awkward, uncomfortable, designed to restrict her movement and display her body at the same time. She felt her shoulders pull back, her chest push forward, her breasts strain against the thin fabric of her gown. This was part of it—the way binding transformed her posture, made her into something displayed, something offered, something available.

Lord Aldous watched from across the room, his breathing growing heavier, his hand pressing against the front of his trousers. He enjoyed this part—the preparation, the spectacle, the sight of her binding herself in preparation for his use. Some visitors wanted to bind her themselves, to feel the power of wrapping her in her own hair. But Lord Aldous preferred to watch, to see her perform the act of selfsubmission, to witness her transform herself from woman to object.

She continued to work.

The next coil went around her waist, a band of gold that cinched tight against her middle and made her conscious of her breath, of the way her ribs expanded and contracted against the restriction. She could still breathe—she had been trained to breathe through the bindings, to find the rhythm that would sustain her—but each breath required effort now, each inhale a small act of will.

Then the strands between her legs.

This was the part that always made her shiver—the sensation of her own hair pressing against her most sensitive flesh, sliding between her thighs, parting the lips of her sex and pressing against the entrance there. She had been trained to find this arousing, to feel pleasure in the sensation of being bound in the most intimate way possible, and her body responded now as it had been taught: with wetness, with heat, with a trembling anticipation that she could not control.

She brought the hair up from between her legs, feeling it press against her clitoris, slide across the sensitive skin, leave a trail of sensation that made her gasp. Then she wrapped it around her throat—not tight enough to choke, but tight enough to feel, tight enough to remind her of her helplessness, tight enough to make each breath a conscious act.

The collar of gold settled against her neck, and she felt the weight of it, the symbolism of it. She was collared. She was bound. She was owned, at least for this night, at least for as long as Lord Aldous chose to stay.

She continued to work, adding more coils, more restraints, more layers of golden helplessness. Her thighs were bound now, her ankles secured, her movements reduced to small shifts and trembles. Her arms were locked behind her back, her hands useless, her fingers growing numb from the restriction. Her body was wrapped in a harness of her own making, a web of gold that covered her from throat to ankle, that pressed against her breasts and between her legs and around every part of her that could be claimed.

When she was finished, she stood before Lord Aldous wrapped in coils of her own hair, immobilized, beautiful, unable to move anything but her head.

The sensation was overwhelming.

She was aware of every point of contact—the hair against her wrists, her waist, her throat, her thighs. She was aware of the pressure between her legs, the way the golden strands pressed against her clitoris with each small movement, the way the wetness of her arousal had begun to soak into the hair wrapped around her sex. She was aware of her own helplessness, the way she could not move, could not resist, could only stand and wait for whatever he chose to do.

Her body responded to the binding with the trained arousal that had been cultivated in her over years. Her nipples hardened beneath the thin gown, pressing against the golden strands that crossed her chest. Her sex throbbed with want, with need, with the desperate desire to be touched, to be filled, to be used. Her breath came faster, shallower, restricted by the collar around her throat and the band around her waist.

She was ready. She had been made ready. This was what she was for.

Lord Aldous approached her slowly, his eyes moving over her bound form with naked hunger. He reached out, touched her face, traced the line of her jaw with one thick finger.

"Beautiful," he murmured, and the word sent a shiver through her, a small spark of pleasure at the approval. "You are beautiful like this. Wrapped in gold. Helpless. Mine."

"Yes, my lord," she whispered, because it was what she was expected to say.

His hands moved lower, following the lines of the golden harness, pressing against the strands that bound her breasts, her waist, her hips. He paused at the place between her legs, where her hair pressed against her sex, and pressed firmly, feeling the wetness that had gathered there.

"You are ready," he observed, satisfaction thick in his voice. "Your body knows what it is for."

"Yes, my lord."

"On your knees."

She could not obey immediately—her ankles were bound too tightly for her to bend normally. Instead, she had to let her knees buckle, to fall forward, to catch herself on the floor with her bound arms, which sent a jolt of pain through her shoulders and pressed the hair between her legs more firmly against her sex. She gasped at the sensation—a gasp that Lord Aldous seemed to enjoy, if his smile was any indication.

She knelt before him now, her head at the level of his waist, her body wrapped in gold, her face tilted up to meet his gaze. This was another position she had been trained for—the submissive kneel, the posture of offering, the wordless plea for use.

He unbuckled his belt.

The sound of the buckle was familiar, as was the rustle of fabric as he pushed his trousers down, freeing himself. He was already hard—had been hard, she suspected, since he first saw her bound in gold—and his erection stood rigid before her face, the tip glistening with anticipation.

She knew what to do. She had been taught this position, this act, the rhythm and technique that would bring him pleasure. She opened her mouth, tilted her head back, and waited.

He did not make her wait long.

He stepped forward, guided himself to her lips, and pushed inside. The taste of him filled her mouth—salt and musk and the faint bitterness of arousal—and she relaxed her throat to take him deeper, as she had been trained. Her bound hands pressed against her lower back, useless, unable to provide any assistance or resistance. She could only kneel there, wrapped in gold, and let him use her mouth.

He moved slowly at first, letting her adjust, letting her find the rhythm. His hands settled on either side of her head, his fingers tangling in the golden hair that framed her face, and he began to thrust—shallow at first, then deeper, each movement pushing himself further into her mouth, closer to her throat.

She breathed through her nose, focused on relaxing, on opening herself to the invasion. The golden collar around her throat restricted her airway slightly, making each breath a conscious effort, and she felt lightheaded from the combination of restriction and exertion. But she had been trained for this. She knew how to take him, how to endure, how to make the sounds that would please him.

Muffled moans escaped around his length as he thrust, the sounds she had learned he enjoyed—the sounds that suggested she was overwhelmed by him, that she was struggling but accepting, that she was his to use however he wished. And in a way, the sounds were genuine. She was overwhelmed. She was struggling. The binding and the invasion and the helplessness combined into a swirling sensation that left her mind hazy and her body throbbing.

He increased his pace, his breath coming faster, his hands tightening in her hair. She felt him hit the back of her throat with each thrust, felt the gag reflex she had learned to suppress, felt the tears that gathered at the corners of her eyes from the strain. But she did not pull away. She could not pull away. She was bound and kneeling and his, and she would take what he gave her.

Just when she thought he might finish in her mouth, he pulled away.

She gasped for breath, her lungs burning, her throat sore. Strings of saliva connected her lips to his length, and she watched as he stepped back, as he looked down at her with eyes that were dark with desire.

"Good," he said, and the word settled into her chest like a warm stone. "You are very good. But I want more."

He reached down, hooked his hands under her arms, and lifted her. She could not help him—her legs were bound, her arms secured behind her back—and she dangled from his grip like a goldenwrapped doll, helpless, waiting to be positioned however he chose.

He carried her to the bed and laid her on her back.

The mattress was soft beneath her, but the position was awkward—her bound arms pressed between her back and the bed, her legs locked together by the golden coils, her body displayed like an offering on an altar. She could not move, could not adjust, could only lie there and watch as Lord Aldous removed his clothing piece by piece.

He was a large man, thick through the middle, his body soft where others were hard. But his hands were strong, his eyes were hungry, and his erection still stood rigid between his thighs. When he was naked, he climbed onto the bed, positioned himself between her legs, and looked down at her with possessive satisfaction.

"I am going to take you now," he announced, as if she had any doubt, as if she had any choice. "I am going to take you, and you are going to receive me, and you are going to come for me. Do you understand?"

"Yes, my lord."

"Say it. Say what you are."

"I am yours, my lord."

"Say what you were made for."

"I was made for this, my lord. I was made to be used by you."

The words fell from her lips automatically, the script she had been given long ago, the words that visitors wanted to hear. She did not know if she meant them. She did not know if meaning them mattered. She only knew that saying them pleased him, and pleasing him was what she was for.

He reached down, found the coils of hair between her legs, and pulled them aside. The sensation made her gasp—the strands sliding across her sensitive flesh, pressing against her clitoris, leaving her exposed and vulnerable. Then his fingers were there, probing, testing, finding the wetness that had gathered at her entrance.

"You are ready," he observed again, satisfaction thick in his voice. "Your body wants this. Your body knows what it is for."

He positioned himself at her entrance.

She felt the head of his length pressing against her, felt the size of him, the heat of him, the imminent invasion. Her body responded with the trained anticipation that had been cultivated in her over years—the muscles relaxing, the channel opening, the wetness increasing to ease his way. She had been taught to receive, to yield, to make her body a vessel for whoever chose to use it.

He pushed forward.

The sensation came in stages. First, the pressure—the blunt insistence of him against her entrance, the way her body resisted and then yielded, the gradual stretching of flesh that was designed to stretch but still felt the strain of it. She felt herself opening around him, felt the ring of muscle at her entrance give way, felt the first inches of him slide inside.

Then the fullness. He was large—larger than most of her visitors—and she felt the walls of her channel stretching to accommodate him, the internal tissues adjusting to the invasion, the strange sensation of being filled by something that was not herself. There was discomfort in it, always, a stretching that bordered on pain, but there was also pleasure, the pleasure she had been trained to feel, the response that had been cultivated through years of careful instruction.

He pushed deeper.

She felt him moving through her, felt each inch as it passed, felt her body opening and yielding and accepting. The sensation was overwhelming—the fullness, the pressure, the way her internal muscles clenched around him without her conscious control. She was aware of every point of contact, every place where his flesh met hers, every inch of him that disappeared inside her.

When he was fully seated, he paused, and she felt the complete fullness of him—the way he filled every part of her, the way her body stretched around him, the way she was opened and claimed and possessed.

"You feel perfect," he groaned, his voice thick with pleasure. "Tight and wet and mine."

He began to move.

The rhythm he established was slow at first—long, deliberate strokes that withdrew almost completely before pushing back in. Each thrust pressed against the end of her channel, a deep sensation that bordered on discomfort and pleasure, that made her gasp and arch against the bindings that held her.

She could not move her arms, could not spread her legs wider, could not adjust her position to make it more comfortable or more pleasurable. She was pinned by the golden harness, held in place by her own hair, forced to receive him exactly as he chose to give himself.

And her body responded.

Despite the discomfort, despite the helplessness, despite the knowledge that she was being used—that she was nothing more than a vessel for his pleasure—her body responded with the arousal she had been trained to feel. She felt the pleasure building in her core, the heat spreading through her limbs, the desperate need for more that her training had instilled in her.

She did not want this. She did not not want this. She simply existed in the sensation, in the rhythm of his thrusts, in the overwhelming physical reality of being filled and used and claimed.

"Faster," he commanded, his voice ragged. "I want to hear you. I want to hear how much you want this."

And she made the sounds—she moaned and gasped and cried out with each thrust, the sounds he wanted to hear, the sounds that suggested pleasure and desperation and need. Some of it was genuine. She could feel the pleasure building in her, the pressure that would eventually crest into release. Some of it was performance, the trained response that visitors expected, the soundtrack to the act of being used.

He increased his pace, driving into her with more force, his hips slapping against her thighs, his breath coming in ragged gasps. The bed creaked beneath them, the sound of flesh against flesh filling the tower room, the smell of sex and sweat rising in the air.

She felt him hitting something deep inside her with each thrust—a place that sent sparks of sensation through her core, that made her gasp and tighten around him. The pleasure was building now, the pressure increasing, the inevitable climb toward the release she had been trained to give.

"Come for me," he commanded, as if reading her body's signals. "Come for me, and scream my name."

She did not know his name—not really, not as a person. She knew only "my lord," the title she had been taught to use, the distance it maintained between them. But she screamed it anyway, screamed "my lord, my lord, my lord," as the orgasm crashed through her, as her body clenched and trembled and released around him.

He followed her over the edge moments later—groaning, thrusting deep, spilling himself inside her with a final, desperate push. She felt the heat of him, the pulse of his release, the way her body accepted what he gave.

Then he collapsed on top of her.

The weight of him was crushing.

He lay across her bound form, his bulk pressing her into the mattress, his breath hot and ragged against her neck. She could barely breathe between his weight and the golden collar around her throat—each inhale a struggle, each exhale a small relief.

But she did not complain. She had been trained not to complain. She simply lay there, wrapped in her own hair, filled with his seed, waiting for him to decide what came next.

After several moments, he stirred, pushed himself up, and looked down at her with satisfied eyes. His gaze moved over her face, her bound body, the golden harness that still held her immobile.

"You were excellent," he said, and the words settled into her chest with something that might have been pride, might have been relief. "You are always excellent. Worth every coin I have spent on you over the years."

He climbed off the bed, began to dress, to buckle his belt, to smooth his clothing into order. She watched him from her position, still bound, still unable to move, still waiting for permission to release herself from the golden harness.

"Stay as you are," he said, catching her eyes moving toward the knots. "I want to remember you like this. Wrapped in gold. Filled with me. Helpless."

She stayed as she was.

He finished dressing, crossed to the window, and looked out at the night sky for a moment before turning back to her.

"I have been thinking," he said, his voice contemplative, "about purchasing more time with you. Exclusive time. No other visitors for a month, perhaps two. I would pay well for the privilege."

Rapunzel did not know what to say to this. She had no say in who visited her, or how often, or for how long. That was Mother Gothel's domain, not hers. But she knew what he wanted to hear.

"That would be... kind of you, my lord."

He smiled, pleased by her response. "You are a good girl," he said, and the words settled into her chest, warm and familiar. "Obedient. Welltrained. Exactly what a man wants when he comes to a place like this."

He moved toward the window, took hold of her hair where it still hung from the sill, and prepared to descend.

"I will speak to Mother Gothel about it," he called back over his shoulder. "About the exclusive time. It may be that I can arrange something."

Then he was gone, climbing down the golden rope, his figure growing smaller and smaller until it disappeared into the darkness of the forest below.

Rapunzel lay alone in the tower room, still bound in her own hair, still filled with Lord Aldous's seed, still waiting.

The silence pressed against her ears, broken only by the distant sounds of the forest below. The lamps flickered in a draft from the window, casting dancing shadows across the walls. The weight of the golden harness pressed against her skin, a constant reminder of what had just happened, of what always happened.

She should release herself. She knew the knots, knew how to undo the bindings, knew how to free her arms and legs and throat from the golden coils. But she stayed as she was, bound and still, staring at the ceiling.

Something was different tonight. Not the visit itself—Lord Aldous had been predictable, had done what he always did, had taken what he always took. But something in her felt strange, unsettled, as if the encounter had scraped against something inside her that had been dormant until now.

She thought of the strange visitor from four nights ago. The prince, Mother Gothel had called him. The man who had asked questions, who had looked at her as if she were a person, who had left without touching her.

What would it take to make you mine?

The words echoed in her mind, meaningless and meaningful at the same time. What did he mean? How was his claim different from Lord Aldous's claim, or any other visitor's claim? They all called her theirs. They all used her body. They all left when they were finished.

But something in his voice had been different. Something in his eyes.

She shifted against the bindings, felt the hair between her legs press against her sensitive flesh, felt the seed leak from her body and pool beneath her on the sheets. The physical sensations were familiar—the soreness, the wetness, the tenderness that came after use. But the emotional sensations were new, a strange hollowness that seemed to expand with each breath.

She was a product. She was valuable. She was wanted.

So why did she feel so empty?

Eventually, she released herself.

The knots came undone with practiced ease, and the golden coils fell away from her body, pooling on the bed and floor like shed skin. She stretched her arms, rolled her shoulders, felt the blood return to her fingers with pins and needles. Her body ached from the binding and the use, but it was a familiar ache, one she had learned to ignore.

She rose from the bed, crossed to the basin, and cleaned herself with cool water and a soft cloth. His seed washed away, pinktinged on the cloth, evidence of the friction and force of the encounter. She did not feel anything as she cleaned herself—no shame, no relief, no particular emotion. It was simply something she did, part of the routine, part of the service.

When she was clean, she changed the sheets on the bed, stripping away the evidence of the visit, replacing them with fresh linen that smelled of lavender and rosemary. She brushed her hair again, working out the tangles that had formed during the binding, coiling the golden mass in neat piles around the room.

When the tower was restored to its pristine state, she sat by the window and looked out at the night.

The moon had risen while Lord Aldous was using her. It hung low in the sky, fat and silver, casting long shadows across the forest below. The trees swayed in a gentle wind, their leaves rustling like whispers, their branches reaching toward the tower that rose above them like a monument to isolation.

She had never touched those trees. She had never walked on the earth that lay beneath them. She had never felt the wind on her face without the barrier of the window frame, never smelled the forest without the filter of distance, never known anything but the circular room that had been her entire world for twenty years.

She had been told she did not need to know those things. She had been told her purpose was here, in the tower, waiting for visitors, serving those who paid for her time. She had been told she was valuable, useful, wanted.

But sometimes, in the quiet hours after a visitor left, she wondered.

What would it be like to climb down her own hair? To feel the ground beneath her feet? To walk through the forest she had only ever seen from above?

She had never tried. She had never been told she could not, but she had never been told she could, either, and the weight of expectation—the weight of training, of obedience, of being a good girl—kept her rooted to the tower floor.

So she sat by the window, and she looked at the world she had never touched, and she felt the strange emptiness that always came after use—a fullness in her body, a hollowness in her soul, a contradiction she could not resolve.

This was what she was for.

This was what she had always been for.

And she was good at it.

She dreamed that night of the prince.

His dark eyes, watching her. His voice, asking questions no one had ever asked. His touch, gentle on her face, so different from the rough hands of Lord Aldous and the others.

What would it take to make you mine?

The words echoed in her dream, swirling around her like her hair, wrapping around her body like golden coils. She felt the weight of them, the meaning she could not grasp, the promise she did not understand.

In the dream, she tried to answer. She tried to say something—anything—that would satisfy the question. But no words came. She stood before him, bound in her hair, unable to speak, unable to move, unable to do anything but watch as he looked at her with those dark, knowing eyes.

Then he reached out, touched her face, and said:

"You will understand soon. I will make certain of it."

She woke with a gasp, her body trembling, her hair tangled around her limbs as if she had been thrashing in her sleep. The tower room was dark, the moon had set, and the only sound was the rapid beating of her own heart.

She did not know what the dream meant. She did not know who the prince was, or why he had left without using her, or why he had asked questions that made her feel seen in a way she had never felt before.

She only knew that something was changing.

And she did not know if she was ready for it.


CHAPTER THREE: THE PRINCE'S VISIT

Seven days passed before he returned.

Rapunzel counted them, though she did not mean to—each morning she woke and wondered if tonight would be the night, and each night she went to sleep having heard nothing but the wind and the distant calls of nocturnal creatures. Mother Gothel did not come. No other visitors called. The tower sat in its usual silence, the forest stretched out below, and Rapunzel moved through her days in the quiet routine that had defined her entire existence.

But something was different now. The prince's questions had lodged themselves in her mind like splinters, working their way deeper with each passing day. What is your name? What do you call yourself when you are alone? What would it take to make you mine?

She did not know the answers. She had never been asked to know the answers. Her name was Rapunzel—had always been Rapunzel, would always be Rapunzel—and what she called herself when she was alone was nothing, because she was never truly alone, was she? The tower was always there, and the hair was always there, and the weight of expectation was always there, pressing against her like a second skin.

And the last question—what would it take to make you mine?—she could not even begin to answer. She was already owned, wasn't she? She belonged to Mother Gothel, to the tower, to the purpose she had been trained for. Men came and used her and left, and she remained, a constant in a cycle of temporary claims. What did it mean to belong to someone permanently? What would that even look like?

These thoughts chased each other through her mind in the long hours of waiting, and she could not make them stop.

On the seventh evening, as the sun was setting and the sky was turning from gold to purple, she heard the call.

"Rapunzel."

His voice. Deeper than the wind, clearer than the birds, carrying through the window with a weight that made her entire body tighten in recognition. She would know that voice anywhere now, after the dreams that had haunted her for a week, after the questions that had echoed in her mind without answer.

"Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair."

Her body responded with an intensity that surprised her—a flush of heat that spread from her core to her limbs, a wetness between her thighs that had nothing to do with the training she had received, a quickening of her pulse that felt different from the automatic response she had been taught to give. This was something else. Something she did not recognise. Something that felt almost like wanting, which was absurd, because she did not want visitors, she received them, and there was a difference, wasn't there?

She crossed to the window, gathered her hair in her hands, and lowered it into the growing darkness below. The golden rope unspooled, catching the last light of the setting sun, and she watched as it descended toward the figure she could barely see at the base of the tower.

She felt the tug as he took hold. Then the weight, the pull, the steady rhythm of his climb.

He moved differently from other visitors. She could feel it in the way the hair tightened and relaxed with each handoverhand movement—more controlled, more deliberate, as if he was in no hurry, as if he had every right to take his time. Lord Aldous climbed with the wheezing effort of a man who was not accustomed to physical exertion. Other visitors climbed with varying degrees of grace and urgency. But the prince climbed like someone who had scaled towers before, who had claimed what he wanted many times, who approached each conquest with the certainty of success.

When his hand appeared at the window edge, she stepped back, giving him room.

He pulled himself through in that same fluid motion she remembered from a week ago, straightened, and stood before her, filling the space with his presence in a way that made her suddenly, acutely aware of her own body—her quick breathing, her flushed skin, the nervous energy that seemed to vibrate through her limbs.

He looked different in the lamplight than he had in the darkness of his first visit. His hair was dark brown, almost black, and fell across his forehead in a way that suggested he had not bothered to arrange it, that he had more important things to concern himself with than appearance. His face was striking rather than handsome—strong bones, a jaw that could have been carved from granite, a mouth that seemed set in a permanent expression of controlled assessment. But his eyes were what drew her again, as they had before—dark, watchful, seeing everything, missing nothing.

He did not speak immediately. He simply stood by the window, his arms at his sides, his gaze moving over her with an intensity that made her feel both seen and exposed at the same time.

Then, finally, he spoke.

"You remember me."

It was not a question. It was a statement, delivered with the certainty of someone who expected to be remembered, who had never been forgotten by anyone he had chosen to notice.

"I remember you," she said, her voice steadier than she expected it to be.

He nodded, as if her response had satisfied some requirement, and took a step toward her.

"I told you I would return."

"You did."

"I told you I wanted to understand something."

"You did."

"And now," he said, taking another step, closing the distance between them until he stood close enough that she could smell him—wood smoke and horse and something else, something warm and distinctly male that made her stomach tighten—"I intend to."

He did not touch her immediately.

Instead, he walked a slow circle around her, his eyes moving over every part of her body with the focused attention of someone examining a piece of art, or perhaps a horse he was considering purchasing. The comparison should have made her feel reduced, objectified, the way Lord Aldous's assessments did. But somehow, with the prince, it felt different. More thorough. More serious. As if he was trying to see something beneath the surface, something more than the body that stood before him.

"Your hair," he said, stopping behind her, and she felt his hand lift the golden mass, let it fall through his fingers like water. "It is longer than I remembered. Does it never stop growing?"

"It grows approximately an inch each month," she said, the words coming automatically, the information she had been taught to provide. "It has grown this way since I was a child."

"And the strength? I have heard it can bear a man's weight."

"It can bear the weight of several men, my lord. Mother Gothel has tested it."

"Mother Gothel." He said the name as if tasting it, as if considering what it meant. "That is what you call her? Mother?"

"She has raised me since I was an infant. It is what she told me to call her."

"But she is not your mother."

The statement hung in the air. Rapunzel felt a strange tightness in her chest, a resistance to the idea that she did not fully understand.

"I do not remember my mother," she said, carefully. "I do not remember my parents at all. Mother Gothel is the only parent I have known."

He made a sound that might have been acknowledgment, might have been something else. Then his hand closed around a section of her hair, not roughly, but firmly, and he turned her to face him.

"I am going to ask you some questions," he said, his dark eyes locked on hers. "I want you to answer them honestly. Not with what you have been told to say, but with what you actually think. Do you understand?"

She nodded, though she was not sure she did understand. No one had ever asked her what she actually thought. No one had ever suggested that there was a difference between what she said and what she thought.

"Good." He released her hair, stepped back slightly, and folded his arms across his chest. "Tell me about the visitors. How many have there been?"

She blinked at the question. "I... I do not know. Many. I have been receiving visitors since I was twelve years old."

"Eight years of visitors. And in that time, has anyone ever asked you what you wanted?"

The question struck her like a physical blow. What she wanted? She had never been asked that. She had never been permitted to want. Her training had been about receiving, about accepting, about serving. Wanting was not part of the equation.

"No," she said, simply.

"Has anyone ever asked if you enjoyed what happened during the visits?"

"No."

"Has anyone ever asked if you wanted to leave the tower?"

"No."

"Has anyone ever asked if you were happy?"

The word seemed to hang in the air, strange and foreign and impossible to answer. Happy. She did not know if she was happy. She did not know if happiness was something she was supposed to feel, or even something she was capable of feeling. She had never been asked to examine her own emotional state. She had been trained to focus on the physical, on the service, on the pleasure she was meant to provide and receive.

"No," she said again, her voice barely above a whisper.

He studied her for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then he nodded, slowly, as if something had been confirmed.

"I thought not," he said. "You have been trained to receive, but never to choose. You have been taught to serve, but never to want. You have been told what you are, but never asked who you are."

The words settled into her chest like stones, heavy and uncomfortable and impossible to ignore. He was right. She knew he was right. But she had never thought about it before, had never had the words to articulate what was missing.

"I do not understand," she said, and her voice trembled slightly. "Why does it matter? I am what I am. I serve a purpose. I am useful and valuable and—"

"Valuable to whom?" he interrupted, his voice sharp. "Useful to whom? You speak of yourself as if you are a tool, an object, a thing to be used. But you are a person, Rapunzel. You are a woman with thoughts and feelings and desires of your own. Has no one ever told you that?"

She stared at him, her mind struggling to process what he was saying. A person. A woman with thoughts and feelings and desires. She had never thought of herself that way. She had been raised to believe she was a product, a service, a valuable asset to be maintained and deployed. The idea that there was more to her than that felt almost dangerous, a transgression against everything she had been taught.

"I do not know what you want me to say," she finally whispered.

"I do not want you to say anything," he replied, his voice softening slightly. "I want you to think. I want you to consider the possibility that there is more to you than what you have been told. And I want you to consider—" he stepped closer, until he was standing directly before her, until she could feel the heat radiating from his body, "—that what happens tonight may be different from what has happened before."

He reached out, touched her face with gentle fingers, and tilted her chin up to meet his gaze.

"Before I take what I came for," he said, his voice low and intense, "I want you to understand something. I did not come here merely to use you. I came here to see you. To understand what you are, and what you might become. And what I have seen—" his thumb traced along her jaw, a touch so light it was almost a whisper, "—has confirmed what I suspected."

"What did you suspect?" she asked, her voice barely audible.

"That you are wasted here. That you are capable of more than servicing strangers in a tower. That you have a capacity for surrender that goes far deeper than what you have been trained to provide."

Surrender. The word sent a shiver through her. She had surrendered many times—to visitors, to the hair, to the purpose she had been given. But something in the way he said it suggested a different kind of surrender, a deeper kind, one that she did not fully understand.

"I do not understand," she whispered.

"I know." His hand moved from her jaw to her hair, his fingers tangling in the golden strands, not pulling, not yet, simply holding, simply feeling. "But you will. Before this night is over, you will understand exactly what I am offering, and exactly what it will cost you."

He released her hair and stepped back, his eyes never leaving her face.

"Now," he said, his voice shifting into something more commanding, "I am going to ask you to do something. You may refuse. Do you understand? You may refuse, and I will leave, and I will never return. But if you do not refuse—if you do what I ask—then you will be choosing. For perhaps the first time in your life, you will be choosing. Do you understand?"

She nodded, though her heart was racing and her mind was spinning and she did not fully understand what was happening, what was being offered, what was being asked.

"Bind yourself," he said. "Not because you have been trained to. Not because I am a visitor who has paid for your service. Bind yourself because you choose to. Because you want to show me what you are. Because you are offering yourself to me, not as a product, but as a woman who has decided—together—what she wants to give."

The words washed over her, strange and overwhelming and impossible to process. He was asking her to choose. He was giving her the option to refuse. No visitor had ever done that. No visitor had ever suggested that her will mattered, that her consent was anything more than a given, a foregone conclusion.

She stood frozen, her body trembling, her mind racing. She could refuse. She could say no, and he would leave, and she would never see him again. She could remain in the tower, receiving visitors as she always had, living the life she had always lived. Nothing would change. Nothing would be different.

But something in her resisted that option. Something in her—the same something that had been awakened by his questions, by his attention, by the way he looked at her as if she were a person rather than a thing—something in her wanted to choose. Wanted to see what would happen if she said yes, not because she was trained to say yes, but because she meant it.

Slowly, her hands shaking, she reached for her hair.

The binding began.

She had done this thousands of times, but never like this—never with the weight of choice pressing against her chest, never with the awareness that she was offering rather than performing, never with the eyes of the prince watching her with an intensity that made her feel seen in a way she had never felt before.

She gathered the golden strands in her hands, felt their familiar weight, their warmth, the way they seemed to pulse with a life of their own. The first coil went around her left wrist, pulled tight, secured with a knot she had learned before she could remember. The second coil went around her right wrist, brought both hands together behind her back.

She felt the position shift her shoulders, push her chest forward, display her body in the way that visitors expected. But this time, the display felt different. She was not simply presenting herself for use. She was offering herself to be claimed.

The next coil went around her waist, cinching tight against her middle, restricting her breath. She felt the pressure against her ribs, the way each inhale required effort, the way the golden band seemed to hold her together while simultaneously holding her apart.

Then between her legs.

She always shivered at this part—the sensation of her own hair pressing against her most sensitive flesh, sliding between the swollen lips of her sex, pressing against the entrance that had been used by so many men before. But tonight the sensation was heightened, amplified by the knowledge that she was choosing this, that she was wrapping herself in gold not because she had been told to, but because she wanted to show the prince what she was.

She felt the hair press against her clitoris, felt the jolt of pleasure that shot through her core, felt the wetness that had already gathered at her entrance begin to spread across the golden strands. The arousal was real—it was always real, her training had ensured that—but tonight it felt different, sharper, more intense.

She brought the hair up from between her legs, wrapped it around her throat, felt the collar settle against her neck. The pressure was familiar, but the meaning had changed. She was not being collared by a visitor who had paid for a night. She was collaring herself for a man who spoke of ownership as something permanent, something real.

She continued to work, adding more coils, more restraints, more layers of golden helplessness. Her thighs were bound now, her ankles secured, her movements reduced to small shifts and trembles. Her body was wrapped in a harness of her own making, a web of gold that covered her from throat to ankle, that pressed against her breasts and between her legs and around every part of her that could be claimed.

When she was finished, she stood before the prince, bound in her own hair, unable to move, her body displayed and offered and waiting.

He watched her in silence for a long moment, his eyes moving over every coil, every restriction, every place where the golden strands pressed against her flesh. Then, slowly, he approached.

"Beautiful," he said, and the word carried a weight that Lord Aldous's compliments never had. "You are beautiful like this. Not just because you are bound, but because you chose to be bound. Do you understand the difference?"

She nodded, though she was not sure she did.

"You have offered yourself to me," he continued, his hand reaching out to touch the golden collar around her throat. "Not as a service, but as a gift. And I intend to accept that gift. But I want you to know—" his fingers traced along the line of her jaw, tilting her face up to meet his eyes, "—that I am not like the others. I am not here for a night. I am here because I want something more permanent. Something that cannot be undone when the sun rises."

"What... what do you want?" she whispered, her voice trembling.

"I want to own you," he said, simply, as if he were stating the weather. "Not for an evening. Not for a week. Forever. I want to take you from this tower and bring you to my home and make you mine in a way that no other man ever has. I want to bind you with your hair every night and fill you with my seed and watch you grow round with my children. I want to mark you, claim you, possess you completely. And I want you to choose it. I want you to say yes, not because you have been trained to say yes, but because you want what I am offering."

The words crashed over her, overwhelming, impossible, devastating in their implications. He wanted to own her. Not for a night, but forever. He wanted to take her from the tower, to fill her with children, to make her his in a way that was permanent and real and irrevocable.

She did not know how to respond. She did not know what she wanted. She had never been asked what she wanted, had never been permitted to consider the question.

"I... I do not know," she finally managed, her voice barely audible. "I do not know what I want."

"I know," he said, and there was something almost like gentleness in his voice. "That is why I am not asking for your answer tonight. Tonight, I am simply showing you what I want. What I am offering. When the time comes for your answer, you will know what you are choosing."

He stepped back, his eyes moving over her bound form once more.

"But now," he said, his voice darkening with desire, "I am going to take what you have offered. Not because I have paid for it, but because you have given it. And I want you to feel the difference."

He moved toward her with a deliberate slowness that made every nerve in her body sing with anticipation. His hands reached for the thin fabric of her gown, found the ties at the shoulders, pulled them loose. The garment fell away, pooling at her feet, leaving her naked beneath the golden harness, her skin exposed to the cool air and his burning gaze.

She could not cover herself—her arms were bound behind her back, her body displayed for his inspection. But she found, to her surprise, that she did not want to cover herself. She wanted him to see her. She wanted him to look at her with the hunger that was growing in his eyes, to want her, to choose her.

His hands moved over her body, following the lines of the golden harness, pressing against the coils that bound her breasts, her waist, her hips. The touch was different from Lord Aldous's—more deliberate, more thorough, as if he was memorising the shape of her through the bindings, learning the contours of her body through the golden cage she had woven around herself.

"You are magnificent," he murmured, his voice thick with desire. "The hair, the body, the face—all of it. But it is the way you respond that I find most compelling. The way your body yields even as your mind resists. The way you offer yourself even as you question what you are offering."

His hand moved lower, found the coils between her legs, pressed against the hair that pressed against her sex. She gasped at the sensation—the added pressure against her already swollen flesh, the way the golden strands slid against her clitoris with his touch.

"You are wet," he observed, satisfaction evident in his voice. "Your body wants this, even if your mind does not yet understand what it wants."

"Yes," she breathed, unable to deny it, unable to pretend that the arousal she felt was anything other than real.

"Tell me what you feel," he commanded, his fingers pressing harder against the hair between her legs. "Tell me what your body wants."

"I feel..." she gasped, struggling to find words for sensations she had never been asked to articulate. "I feel heat. Pressure. I feel... I want..."

"What do you want?"

"I want..." she trembled, her body aching, her mind spinning, "I want you to touch me. I want you to... to take me. I want—"

"What?" His voice was insistent, demanding, refusing to let her retreat into vague desire. "What do you want? Say it."

"I want you inside me," she finally said, the words tumbling out in a rush, the admission feeling both shameful and liberating. "I want you to fill me. I want you to... to claim me."

He made a sound low in his throat, something between a growl and a moan, and his hands moved to his belt, began to unbuckle it.

"Then I will," he said. "But slowly. I want you to feel every part of it. I want you to know exactly what is happening to you, and exactly who is doing it."

His clothing came off piece by piece, each garment removed with deliberate care, revealing the body beneath. He was leaner than Lord Aldous, harder, his muscles defined beneath skin that bore the marks of a life spent in motion—scars here and there, the calluses of a man who wielded weapons and rode horses and lived in the world beyond the tower.

When he was naked, he stood before her for a moment, letting her look, letting her see what would soon be inside her. He was already hard, his length rising from a thatch of dark hair, the tip glistening with anticipation. He was not as thick as Lord Aldous, but he was longer, leaner, and the sight of him made her inner muscles clench with a mixture of fear and desire.

"On the bed," he said, and the words were a command, not a request.

She could not walk—her ankles were bound too tightly—so she did as she had done before, let her knees buckle, let herself fall forward onto the mattress, her bound arms pressing against her back, her goldenwrapped body bouncing slightly on the soft surface.

He followed her down, positioning himself between her legs, his hands spreading her thighs despite the bindings that held them together. The pressure was uncomfortable—her legs could only separate so far with the golden coils around them—but he did not seem to care, or perhaps he enjoyed the resistance, the way her body was forced to yield even when it could not fully open.

He reached down, found the hair between her legs, pulled it aside. The sensation made her gasp—the strands sliding across her sensitive flesh, leaving her exposed and vulnerable and aching. Then his fingers were there, probing, testing, finding the wetness that had gathered at her entrance and spreading it across her swollen flesh.

"You are ready," he said, and the words were an observation, not a question. "Your body knows what it is for, even if your mind is still learning."

He positioned himself at her entrance, the head of his length pressing against her, the heat of him burning against her wet flesh. She felt her body responding—the muscles relaxing, the channel opening, the instinctive preparation for invasion that her training had instilled.

But then he stopped.

"Look at me," he commanded.

She lifted her head, met his eyes, saw the intensity burning there, the control he was exerting over himself, the deliberate restraint.

"When I enter you," he said, his voice low and rough, "I want you to keep your eyes on mine. I want you to see who is claiming you. I want you to know, every moment, that it is me inside you, filling you, taking you. Do you understand?"

"Yes," she breathed.

"Say my name."

"I... I do not know your name."

"Aldric," he said. "My name is Aldric. And I want to hear you say it while I am inside you."

"Aldric," she repeated, the name strange on her tongue, unfamiliar and intimate at the same time.

"Again."

"Aldric."

He pushed forward.

The sensation came in stages, as it always did, but this time she was forced to experience each stage consciously, her eyes locked on his, unable to retreat into the hazy distance where she usually went during the act.

First, the pressure. The blunt insistence of him against her entrance, the way her body resisted and then yielded, the gradual stretching of flesh that was designed to stretch but still felt the strain of it. She felt herself opening around him, felt the ring of muscle at her entrance give way, felt the first inches of him slide inside.

"Aldric," she gasped, as he had commanded, the name escaping her lips on a breath of pleasure and pain.

He pushed deeper.

The fullness came next, the internal tissues stretching to accommodate him, the strange sensation of being filled by something that was not herself. He was longer than Lord Aldous, and she felt him reaching places that other visitors had not touched, felt the head of his length pressing against the end of her channel, the deep sensation that bordered on discomfort and pleasure at the same time.

"Look at me," he reminded her, when her eyes began to flutter closed. "See who is inside you."

She forced her eyes open, met his gaze, saw the hunger and the control and something else, something she could not name, something that looked almost like possession.

He pushed deeper still, until he was fully seated inside her, until she could feel the entirety of him filling her, stretching her, claiming her. The sensation was overwhelming—the fullness, the pressure, the way her body stretched around him, the way the golden harness pressed against her flesh with each small movement.

"You feel perfect," he groaned, his voice rough with restrained desire. "Tight and wet and mine."

"Aldric," she whispered again, the name becoming a prayer, a plea, an acknowledgment of who was inside her.

He began to move.

The rhythm he established was slow, agonisingly slow, each thrust a deliberate act of possession. He withdrew almost completely, until only the head of his length remained inside her, then pushed forward again, inch by inch, filling her gradually, making her feel every part of the invasion.

She could not look away. His command held her gaze locked on his, forced her to see the pleasure on his face, the control he was exerting, the way he watched her reactions with the intensity of someone memorising every detail.

"Tell me what you feel," he said, his voice low, his hips moving in that maddeningly slow rhythm.

"I feel... full," she gasped. "I feel... stretched. I feel—"

"What else?"

"I feel..." she searched for words, struggled to articulate sensations she had never been asked to describe, "I feel like I am being... taken. Claimed. Like you are... marking me from the inside."

"Good," he growled, and the word sent a shiver through her. "That is exactly what I am doing. I am marking you. I am claiming you. And every time you feel me inside you, every time you feel my seed filling you, you will remember who you belong to."

The words should have frightened her, should have made her feel reduced and objectified. Instead, they sent a jolt of heat straight to her core, intensified the pleasure that was building inside her, made her inner muscles clench around him in response.

"You like that," he observed, satisfaction thick in his voice. "You like knowing that you are being claimed. That you are being owned."

"I..." she did not know how to respond, did not know if she could admit to something that felt like a betrayal of everything she had been taught about herself.

"Say it," he commanded. "Say that you like being claimed."

"I like it," she whispered, the admission feeling like a transgression, a confession, a surrender.

"Say that you want to be owned."

"I want..." her voice trembled, her body trembled, everything trembled, "I want to be owned. I want to belong to someone. I want—"

"What?" He thrust deeper, harder, making her gasp. "What do you want?"

"I want to be yours," she cried out, the words escaping before she could stop them, the truth of them surprising her even as she spoke. "I want to belong to you. I want—"

He silenced her with a kiss.

His mouth descended on hers, fierce and claiming, his tongue sweeping past her lips to taste her, to conquer her, to take from her the words she had been too afraid to say. The kiss was unlike anything she had experienced—not the fumbled, hungry kisses of visitors who wanted to use her mouth, but something deeper, more intimate, a claiming of a different kind.

He kissed her as he moved inside her, his hips finding a faster rhythm now, his thrusts deeper, harder, more demanding. She felt the pleasure building in her core, the pressure that had been growing since he first touched her, the inevitable climb toward release.

"Come for me," he growled against her mouth. "Come for me, and know that it is me who gives you this pleasure. Me who takes you. Me who owns you."

The words combined with the sensation, the friction, the fullness, and she felt the orgasm crash through her like a wave—a shuddering, trembling release that made her cry out against his lips, that made her inner muscles clench around him in spasms of pleasure, that made her vision blur and her body arch against the golden bonds that held her.

He followed her over the edge moments later—groaning her name, thrusting deep, spilling himself inside her with a final, desperate push. She felt the heat of him, the pulse of his release, the way her body accepted what he gave, and something in the sensation felt different from the other times, felt meaningful in a way she could not explain.

He collapsed on top of her, his weight pressing her into the mattress, his breath hot and ragged against her neck. She lay beneath him, still bound in her own hair, still filled with his seed, her body humming with the aftershocks of pleasure.

For a long moment, neither of them moved.

When he finally stirred, he pushed himself up on his elbows and looked down at her, his dark eyes studying her face with an intensity that made her feel seen in a way that went beyond the physical.

"You are extraordinary," he said, his voice rough with satisfaction and something else, something that might have been wonder. "I knew you would be, from the moment I first heard of you. But knowing and experiencing are not the same thing."

She did not know how to respond. She had been called many things—beautiful, valuable, obedient, useful—but never extraordinary. The word felt too large for her, too significant, too much like an acknowledgment of something she did not believe she possessed.

He rolled off her, lay beside her on the bed, and turned his head to look at her profile.

"I meant what I said," he told her, his voice serious. "I did not come here for a night. I came here because I intend to own you. Permanently. Completely."

"I do not understand," she whispered. "How can you own me permanently? I belong to Mother Gothel. I belong to the tower. I am—"

"You are a woman," he interrupted, "who has been kept in a tower for twenty years, who has been used by men who paid for the privilege, who has never been asked what she wants or how she feels or who she is. You belong to no one but yourself. And if you choose to give yourself to me—to belong to me—then that is your choice. Not Mother Gothel's. Not the tower's. Yours."

The words settled into her chest, heavy with implications she could not fully grasp. Choice. Herself. Belonging to no one. These were concepts she had never been taught, never been permitted to consider.

"I do not know how to choose," she admitted, her voice barely audible. "I have never been allowed to choose anything."

"I know," he said, and there was something almost like tenderness in his voice. "That is why I am giving you time. I am not asking for your answer tonight. I am asking you to think about what I have offered. To consider what it would mean to belong to someone—not as a product, but as a person who has chosen to surrender."

He reached out, touched her face, traced the line of her jaw with gentle fingers.

"When I return," he said, "I will ask for your answer. And whatever you decide, I will respect it. But I hope—" his voice softened, "I hope you will choose to come with me. Because I have never wanted anything the way I want you."

He left before dawn.

She watched him dress, watched him move toward the window, watched him take hold of her hair and prepare to descend. He turned back, just once, and looked at her with those dark, intense eyes.

"Think about what I have said," he told her. "Think about what you want. And when I return, I will ask for your answer."

Then he was gone, climbing down the golden rope, his figure disappearing into the darkness below.

She did not release herself from the bindings immediately. Instead, she lay in the quiet of the tower, wrapped in her own hair, filled with his seed, and let his words echo through her mind.

I want to own you. Not for an evening. Not for a week. Forever.

I want you to choose.

You are a woman who has been kept in a tower for twenty years.

You belong to no one but yourself.

She did not know if she believed that. She did not know if she could belong to herself, if there was enough of herself left to belong to. She had been a product for so long, trained and used and valued for what she could provide, that she did not know if there was anything beneath the surface that was truly hers.

But he had seen something. He had looked at her with those dark, intense eyes, and he had seen something worth wanting, worth claiming, worth owning.

And for the first time in her life, she found herself wondering what it would be like to be wanted—not for a night, not for a service, but for herself.

When the sun rose, she finally released herself from the golden bonds.

The knots came undone with practiced ease, and the coils fell away, pooling on the bed and floor like shed skin. She stretched her aching limbs, felt the soreness between her legs, the tenderness that always followed use.

But this time, the soreness felt different. Meaningful. A reminder of what had happened, of what had been said, of what had been offered.

She cleaned herself, changed the sheets, restored the tower to its usual pristine state. Then she sat by the window and watched the forest below, the trees swaying in the morning breeze, the paths winding through the undergrowth toward destinations she had never seen.

She thought about the prince—Aldric—and what he had offered. She thought about ownership, about choice, about belonging to someone who wanted her not for what she could provide but for who she was.

She did not know who she was. She had never been asked, never been permitted to find out.

But perhaps, she thought, watching the sun climb higher in the sky, perhaps it was time to learn.


CHAPTER FOUR: THE NEGOTIATION

The cottage sat hidden in a clearing three miles from the tower, accessible only by paths that wound through dense undergrowth and required knowledge that could not be stumbled upon by accident. It was a modest structure—stone walls, a thatched roof, a single chimney from which smoke curled on cold evenings—but its modesty was deliberate, a mask for the business conducted within.

Mother Gothel had chosen the location carefully when she first established her enterprise, decades before Rapunzel was even a consideration. The isolation provided security. The distance from the tower provided deniability. And the network of paths—each one known only to those who had been told, each one marked by signs visible only to those who knew what to look for—ensured that clients could come and go without being seen, without being traced, without ever being connected to the golden girl who waited in the tower above.

She sat at her table now, a cup of cold tea beside her, a ledger open before her. The book was old, its pages worn thin from years of entries, its binding cracked from repeated opening and closing. She had been keeping records since the beginning—since before Rapunzel, before the tower, before the reputation she had built over decades of careful cultivation.

The entries were precise. Names, dates, durations, payments. Some clients came once, satisfied their curiosity, and never returned. Others became regulars, returning every few months, every few years, maintaining a relationship with the product that had pleased them. Lord Aldous had been coming for six years now, his visits spaced two to three months apart, his payments reliable and substantial.

She turned the pages to his entry, reviewed the history. Eighteen visits over six years, each one documented with the precision of a merchant tracking inventory. He had paid well, had never caused damage, had always left satisfied. He had even inquired recently about exclusive access—a month or two of no other visitors, a premium arrangement that would benefit both parties.

She had been considering it. Exclusive access commanded a higher price, and Lord Aldous was a reliable client. But exclusive access also meant turning away other revenue, and there was no guarantee that his interest would persist beyond the contracted period. Better to maintain the current model—multiple clients, steady income, diversified risk.

A sound from outside caught her attention. Hoofbeats on the hidden path, approaching steadily.

She closed the ledger, rose from her chair, and moved to the window.

Through the gaps in the curtained glass, she saw a rider emerging from the forest—a man on a dark horse, his clothing fine but travelworn, his bearing unmistakable despite the dust of the road. She recognised him immediately. She had been expecting him.

The prince had come to negotiate.

She opened the door before he could knock, a gesture of welcome that was calculated rather than warm.

"Your Highness," she said, inclining her head just enough to acknowledge his station without surrendering her own position. "You travelled quickly. I had expected you in another day, perhaps two."

Aldric dismounted, tied his horse to the post beside the door, and turned to face her. His expression was unreadable, his dark eyes giving nothing away.

"I see no reason to delay when the matter is settled," he said. "May I enter?"

She stepped aside, gestured toward the interior. "Please. I have tea, if you would like some. Or wine, if you prefer."

"Nothing," he said, crossing the threshold, his eyes moving over the cottage with the assessing gaze of someone cataloguing details, looking for advantages. "I am not here for hospitality."

"Of course." She closed the door, moved to her chair by the fire, gestured for him to take the seat across from her. "You are here to discuss the girl."

"I am here to purchase her."

The word hung in the air between them—purchase, blunt and transactional, stripping away any pretense that this was anything other than what it was.

Gothel regarded him with the careful attention she gave to all negotiations, weighing his words, his posture, the tension in his shoulders. He was a man who had come to conduct business, serious business, and he expected to be taken seriously.

"Sit," she said, and this time it was a command rather than an invitation.

He sat.

"You climbed the tower twice now," she observed, settling into her own chair, her hands folded in her lap. "Once to see the product. Once to confirm your interest. I assume you have satisfied yourself that the girl meets your expectations."

"She exceeds them."

"Good. That simplifies matters." She studied him for a moment, noting the set of his jaw, the intensity in his eyes, the controlled energy that seemed to radiate from him despite his stillness. "You understand, of course, that what you are requesting is unprecedented. The girl has never been sold. She has been visited, used, rented—but never transferred."

"I understand that you have been waiting for the right buyer," he replied, his voice steady. "I am the right buyer."

"Are you?" She let skepticism color her tone, a negotiation tactic she had perfected over decades. "You are the second son of a king from a neighboring land. You have wealth, certainly. Position, certainly. But what do you offer that the others do not? Lord Aldous has been a reliable client for six years. The Duke of Mirren has inquired about exclusive arrangements. The merchant prince of the Eastern Isles offered a fortune for a single month of access. Why should I sell to you, permanently, when I could continue to profit from the girl for decades to come?"

Aldric's eyes darkened, and she saw something flicker across his face—possessiveness, perhaps, or something deeper, something that looked almost like hunger.

"Because," he said, his voice low and intense, "I am not interested in renting. I am not interested in sharing. I am not interested in a month of access or a year of exclusive arrangement. I want the girl completely. Permanently. Mine alone, to do with as I please, for as long as I please. And I am willing to pay whatever price you name."

"Whatever price?" She raised an eyebrow, letting skepticism shade her voice. "That is a dangerous offer to make, Your Highness. The girl is valuable. More valuable than you perhaps realise. Her hair alone is worth a kingdom to the right buyer. Her training, her obedience, her beauty—these are not small things. And you are asking me to surrender all future income, all future possibilities, for a single payment."

"Yes."

She studied him for a long moment, weighing his words, his manner, the desperate intensity that seemed to underlie his calm. He wanted the girl. Not just wanted—needed. She could see it in the way he held himself, the way he spoke, the way his eyes burned when he mentioned her.

This was a man who had been conquered by his own desire. And such men, she knew from long experience, were willing to pay any price.

"Tell me," she said, leaning back in her chair, "what exactly you intend to do with her. Not the obvious—I understand what men do with beautiful, obedient women. But what do you intend beyond the physical? Where will you keep her? How will you explain her presence? What future do you see for her in your household?"

Aldric was silent for a moment, considering his response. When he spoke, his voice was measured, deliberate, as if he had rehearsed these words many times.

"She will be kept in my estate, in the western wing, where she will have privacy and comfort. She will not be displayed, not be shared, not be made available to anyone but myself. I will explain her presence as I see fit—a servant, a ward, a captured prize from a conquered land. It will not matter, because no one will question a prince about his possessions."

"And her hair? It is her defining feature. It cannot be hidden, cannot be explained away."

"It will not be hidden. It will be displayed—for my pleasure alone. I enjoy the hair. I enjoy binding her with it. I enjoy the way it marks her as extraordinary, as mine. I have no intention of cutting it or concealing it."

"And when it grows? It grows approximately an inch per month. In a year, it will be longer by a foot. In five years, longer by five feet. It will eventually become unmanageable."

"I will manage it. I will bind her with it as often as I please, in whatever patterns I choose. And if it becomes too long, I will cut it—but only enough to maintain the length I prefer. The hair is part of what makes her valuable. I have no intention of destroying her value."

Gothel nodded slowly, processing his words, calculating implications. He had thought about this. He had planned. He knew what he wanted and how he intended to keep it.

"Children," she said, watching his face for reaction. "You mentioned filling her with your children. Is that your intention?"

His jaw tightened, and she saw a flash of something in his eyes—possessiveness again, but also something that might have been pride, might have been ambition.

"It is. I want heirs. Not legitimate heirs—I have a brother for that, and I have no desire for a throne. But I want children of my blood, children I can raise as I see fit, children who will carry my name in whatever form I choose to give them. And I want them to come from her."

"She has been bred before," Gothel said, matteroffactly. "Lord Aldous prefers to finish inside her. So do several other clients. She has not yet conceived, which suggests either that she is not particularly fertile or that the seed has not taken for other reasons. I have not discouraged the practice—if she becomes pregnant, the child will be an additional asset, a new product to be raised and trained and eventually sold."

Aldric's expression darkened at her words, a flicker of something that might have been jealousy, might have been anger.

"If she becomes pregnant with my child," he said, his voice tight, "the child will be mine. Not an asset. Not a product. Mine. To raise as I see fit."

"Of course," Gothel said smoothly, noting his reaction, filing it away for future leverage. "If she is sold to you, everything about her becomes yours—including any children she may bear."

"Then we understand each other."

"We are beginning to."

She rose from her chair, moved to a cabinet against the far wall, and withdrew a bottle of wine and two cups. The gesture was calculated—offering hospitality to break the tension, to create a sense of negotiation rather than confrontation.

"Drink with me," she said, pouring the wine. "It will help us think more clearly."

He accepted the cup, took a sip, set it aside. His eyes never left her face.

"Name your price," he said.

She settled back into her chair, let the silence stretch for a moment, let the anticipation build. This was the moment she had been working toward for twenty years—the moment when all the investment, all the training, all the careful cultivation would finally pay off.

"The girl cost me nothing to acquire," she began, her voice contemplative. "She was payment for a theft, a bargain struck with desperate parents who could not refuse. But she has cost me everything to raise. Twenty years of food and clothing and care. Years of training, of teaching her to be what she is. The tower itself—the construction, the maintenance, the secrecy. And the opportunity cost—every year she has been with me, I have turned away other acquisitions, other possibilities, because she was my focus, my project, my masterpiece."

"I understand the investment," Aldric said, his voice impatient. "What is the return you require?"

"Ten thousand gold pieces."

The number hung in the air, large enough to be shocking, calculated to be just within reach. She watched his face for reaction, saw the flicker of calculation behind his eyes, the rapid assessment of whether he could meet the price.

"Ten thousand," he repeated, slowly.

"For the girl, the training, the hair, the obedience. For twenty years of investment. For the surrender of all future income she might generate. For the risk I take in selling her to a foreign prince who might use his position to avoid payment, might take the girl and disappear, might betray the discretion that has protected my business for decades."

"I will pay," he said, without hesitation. "Ten thousand gold pieces, delivered within the month, in whatever form you prefer."

She raised an eyebrow, surprised by the ease of his acceptance. She had expected negotiation, counteroffers, haggling over the price. She had not expected immediate capitulation.

"You agree to the price without argument?"

"The price is fair," he said, his voice steady. "The girl is worth more to me than ten thousand gold pieces. I would have paid double if you had asked."

The admission sent a flicker of satisfaction through her—but also a flicker of something else, something that might have been regret. She had underpriced the girl. She had underestimated the prince's desire.

But ten thousand was still a fortune, still more than she had made from all other clients combined over the past decade. And the sale would free her to pursue other opportunities, other acquisitions, other projects that had been waiting in the shadows while she focused on Rapunzel.

"Then we have an agreement," she said, extending her hand. "Ten thousand gold pieces for the girl, delivered within the month. In exchange, she will be transferred to your ownership, completely and permanently, to do with as you please."

He took her hand, gripped it firmly, looked into her eyes with an intensity that made her feel, for just a moment, like the one being assessed.

"When can I take her?"

"Before we discuss timing," she said, withdrawing her hand, "there are conditions."

"Conditions?" His voice sharpened. "We have agreed on a price. What other conditions could there be?"

"Conditions that protect us both." She leaned back in her chair, steepled her fingers, regarded him with the cool calculation of someone who had conducted many such negotiations. "First, the payment must be delivered in full before the girl is transferred. I will not release her on promise of future payment, regardless of your station."

"Agreed. I would expect nothing less."

"Second, the method of transfer must be managed carefully. The girl has lived in the tower her entire life. She has never left, never seen the ground from below, never experienced the world beyond her window. If you arrive with horses and guards and attempt to remove her by force, she may resist, may panic, may injure herself in ways that reduce her value. I recommend a more subtle approach."

"What approach do you recommend?"

"She should be prepared. Told that she is being transferred to a new owner, that her life will change, that she will leave the tower. She should be bound—her own hair will serve—and transported in a way that prevents escape but does not damage her. She should arrive at your estate ready to serve, not broken by the journey."

Aldric nodded slowly, considering her words. "You have done this before."

"I have transferred products before. Never one as valuable as the girl, but the principles are the same. A smooth transition protects the investment for both parties."

"And if I prefer to handle the transfer myself?"

"Then you risk damaging what you have paid for. The girl is obedient, trained to serve. But she has also been kept in isolation for twenty years. The outside world may overwhelm her. The journey may break her in ways you do not anticipate. I recommend allowing me to manage the transfer—or at minimum, allowing me to prepare her for what is coming."

Aldric was silent for a moment, his dark eyes unreadable. Then he spoke.

"I will handle the transfer myself. But I will allow you to prepare her—to tell her that she has been sold, that she belongs to someone new. I want her to understand what is happening. I want her to know that she has been purchased, that she is being delivered to her owner. I want the transfer to be... meaningful."

The word carried weight, and Gothel heard beneath it the possessiveness, the hunger, the desire for ownership that went beyond the merely physical. This prince did not simply want a woman to use. He wanted a woman to possess, completely and permanently, in ways that went deeper than the body.

"You want her to know that she has been sold," she repeated, confirming. "You want her to understand that she is property, being transferred from one owner to another."

"I want her to understand that she is mine," he corrected, his voice dark with emphasis. "That she has been bought, paid for, claimed. That she belongs to me now, not to you, not to the tower, not to whatever purpose she was made to serve before."

Gothel studied him for a long moment, weighing the implications of his words. There was something in his desire that went beyond the transactional, something that hinted at obsession, at possession, at the kind of hunger that could not be satisfied by mere ownership.

"Very well," she said, slowly. "I will prepare her. I will tell her that she has been sold, that she is being transferred, that she belongs to someone new. I will cut her hair for transport—enough to bind her, not enough to destroy its value. And I will deliver her to you, wrapped in her own gold, ready for whatever you intend."

"Good." He rose from his chair, straightened his clothing, looked down at her with eyes that held the satisfaction of a man who had gotten exactly what he wanted. "The payment will be delivered within the month. When it arrives, I will return for the girl."

He moved toward the door, then paused, turning back to face her.

"One more thing," he said, his voice soft but intense. "The girl has been visited by many men over the years. I know this. I accept it. But when she is mine, she will never be touched by another. Never be shared, never be rented, never be used by anyone but me. Do you understand?"

"I understand," Gothel said, her voice dry. "You are a possessive man, Your Highness. But that is not my concern. Once she is sold, what you do with her is your affair."

"Then we have an understanding."

"We do."

He opened the door, stepped into the fading light of afternoon, untied his horse. Before mounting, he turned back one final time.

"She is extraordinary," he said, his voice carrying something that sounded almost like reverence. "You have created something extraordinary. And I intend to treasure her."

Then he was gone, disappearing into the forest, leaving Gothel alone with her thoughts and her ledger and the weight of what had just been agreed.

She returned to her chair, lifted her cup of cold wine, and drank deeply.

Ten thousand gold pieces. It was more money than she had ever made from a single transaction, more than most people saw in a lifetime. It was the culmination of twenty years of investment, of training, of careful cultivation of a product that had exceeded even her highest expectations.

And yet.

She looked at the ledger on her table, at the entries documenting years of visits, years of payments, years of steady income. The girl had been profitable—more profitable than she had ever dared to hope. But she had also been a burden, a responsibility, a project that required constant attention and care. The tower needed to be maintained. The girl needed to be fed, clothed, groomed, trained. The clients needed to be managed, scheduled, satisfied.

For twenty years, she had devoted herself to this single product. For twenty years, she had poured resources and energy and time into creating something extraordinary. And now, in a single afternoon, she had agreed to sell it all—to surrender the girl, the tower, the income stream, everything.

Was it the right decision?

She thought about the prince's eyes, the hunger she had seen there, the desperate intensity of his desire. He wanted the girl, not just for her body, but for something deeper, something that he could not quite name. He wanted to own her completely, to possess her in ways that went beyond the physical.

And he was willing to pay any price.

She thought about the girl—Rapunzel—waiting in the tower, unaware of what had just been agreed. She did not know that she had been sold. She did not know that her life was about to change, that she would soon be taken from the only home she had ever known, bound in her own hair, delivered to a man who intended to own her forever.

She would need to be told. She would need to be prepared. The prince had insisted on it—had wanted her to understand what was happening, to know that she was property being transferred from one owner to another.

Gothel considered how to approach the conversation. The girl had been raised to believe she was useful, valuable, wanted. She had been trained to serve, to please, to accept whatever was done to her. But she had never been told that she was merchandise, that she had been sold before she was born, that every visit, every touch, every moment of her life had been a transaction.

Would it break her, to learn the truth? Would it damage the product that had just been sold for ten thousand gold pieces?

Or would it, perhaps, make the transfer easier—knowing that she was property, that she had always been property, that nothing in her life had ever been anything other than a series of transactions?

She did not know. She could not predict how the girl would respond.

But she would find out soon enough.

She closed the ledger, rose from her chair, and moved to the window.

The sun was setting now, painting the forest in shades of gold and orange, casting long shadows across the clearing. The prince had ridden west, toward the border, toward the kingdom where he would return with payment and claim what he had purchased.

Within a month, the girl would be gone. The tower would stand empty. And Gothel would have ten thousand gold pieces and the freedom to begin again.

She thought about what she would do next. There were always opportunities, always desperate parents willing to trade children for favors, always markets for beautiful, obedient, trained products. The girl had been her masterpiece, but she was not the only possibility. She was simply the one that had required the most investment, the most time, the most care.

Perhaps the next one would be easier. Perhaps the next one would be less extraordinary, less valuable, less demanding. Or perhaps she would try something different—a boy, perhaps, trained for different purposes, sold to different markets.

The possibilities stretched before her, vast and open, constrained only by her imagination and her willingness to invest.

But first, there was the matter of the girl.

She would need to climb the tower tomorrow, tell the girl what had been agreed, prepare her for what was coming. She would need to cut the hair—not all of it, just enough to bind her for transport, to wrap her in golden coils for delivery to her new owner. She would need to explain that she had been sold, that she belonged to someone new, that everything she had known was about to end.

The conversation would be... delicate.

She turned from the window, moved to her bed, and lay down to rest before the journey tomorrow. The cottage was quiet around her, the only sounds the crackling of the fire and the distant calls of nocturnal creatures beginning their evening chorus.

Tomorrow, she would climb the tower.

Tomorrow, she would tell the girl the truth.

Tomorrow, the sale would begin to feel real.

And within the month, the girl would be gone—bound in her own hair, carried to a new life, owned by a man who had paid ten thousand gold pieces for the privilege of possessing her forever.


CHAPTER FIVE: THE NEWS

She knew something was different the moment she woke.

The light fell through the window at the wrong angle, or perhaps it was the quality of the silence, or perhaps it was something deeper, something that lived beneath the surface of her awareness, a tension in the air that had not been there when she fell asleep. She could not name it, could not point to any single detail that was wrong, but the feeling persisted—a weight in her chest, a tightness in her stomach, a sense of waiting for something she could not predict.

She lay in bed for longer than usual, watching the dust motes drift through the morning sun, listening to the distant sounds of the forest below. The birds sang their usual songs. The wind rustled through the leaves. The tower stood as it always stood, solid and silent and eternal.

But something was coming. She could feel it.

When she finally rose, she moved through her morning routine with mechanical precision—washing, dressing, brushing her hair. The golden mass fell around her in waves, catching the light, warm against her skin. She had brushed it thousands of times, had felt its weight every day of her life, but this morning it felt different. Heavier. More present. As if it, too, sensed what was coming.

She had been thinking about the prince—Aldric—since his second visit, since the words he had spoken had lodged themselves in her mind like seeds waiting to germinate. You belong to no one but yourself. I want you to choose. I want to own you completely.

She did not know what to make of those words. She did not know if she believed them, if she could believe them, if believing them would change anything at all. She was what she was—a product, a service, a valuable asset in a tower. What did it matter if she chose or did not choose, if she belonged to herself or to someone else?

But something in his voice had made her feel, for the first time, that there might be more to her existence than she had been told. Something in his eyes had made her feel seen in a way that visitors never saw her—not as a body to be used, but as a person who might have desires and thoughts and a will of her own.

She did not know what to do with that feeling. She did not know how to hold it, how to examine it, how to decide if it was real or simply a fantasy conjured by a handsome prince who had learned the right words to say.

So she waited, as she always waited, and watched the morning light move across the floor, and listened to the silence of the tower around her.

The call came at midday.

"Rapunzel."

Mother Gothel's voice, rising from below, carrying through the window with a weight that made Rapunzel's stomach tighten. The witch had visited three days ago, had brought supplies and examined her and mentioned a visitor coming—a prince, someone important, someone who might bring "opportunities." But the prince had already come, had already climbed her hair twice, had already spoken words that had shaken something loose inside her.

Why was Mother Gothel coming again so soon?

"Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair."

She crossed to the window, gathered her hair in her hands, and lowered it into the bright afternoon below. The golden rope unspooled, catching the sunlight, and she watched as it descended toward the figure she could see waiting at the base of the tower.

The climb was slower than usual—Mother Gothel was not young, and the ascent was demanding even for someone who had made it thousands of times. Rapunzel felt each pull, each handoverhand movement, the weight of the witch's body dragging against her scalp. She braced herself against the window frame, felt the tension build as Mother Gothel grew closer.

When the witch's hand appeared at the edge, Rapunzel stepped back, making room.

Mother Gothel pulled herself through with more effort than usual, her breathing labored, her face flushed from the climb. She was dressed differently today—not in the practical traveling clothes she usually wore, but in something finer, a dark gown with embroidered sleeves, a cloak fastened at her shoulders with a jeweled clasp. She looked, Rapunzel thought, like someone preparing for an important occasion.

"Child." The witch's voice was warm, but her eyes were sharp, missing nothing, cataloguing every detail of Rapunzel's appearance and the state of the tower. "You look well. The tower agrees with you."

"I am well, Mother." The words came automatically, the response she had been trained to give. "I was not expecting you so soon."

"No," Gothel agreed, moving into the room, her gaze sweeping across the space. "I was not expecting to return so soon either. But circumstances have changed, and there are things we must discuss."

Something in her voice made Rapunzel's chest tighten. The witch sounded serious, more serious than she had sounded in a long time. There was weight in her words, implication, the suggestion that what was coming would be different from the usual visits and examinations.

"Sit," Gothel commanded, gesturing toward the chair by the window. "We have much to discuss, and I would rather not stand while we do it."

Rapunzel sat, her hands folded in her lap, her heart beginning to race. The golden mass of her hair pooled around her feet, a river of light on the stone floor.

Mother Gothel remained standing for a moment, her eyes moving over Rapunzel's face, her body, her hair. The assessment felt different from the usual evaluations—more significant, more weighted, as if she was looking at something she was about to lose.

Then she pulled a second chair close, sat down facing Rapunzel, and began to speak.

"You know that visitors come to this tower," Gothel said, her voice measured, careful. "You know that they pay for the privilege of climbing your hair, of spending time with you, of using your body for their pleasure."

Rapunzel nodded. This was not news. This was simply fact, the foundation of her existence.

"And you know that I have raised you since you were an infant, that I have cared for you, trained you, provided everything you needed."

"Yes, Mother."

"What you may not have considered—what I have never explicitly told you—is why I have done these things. Why I took you from your parents before you could walk. Why I kept you in this tower. Why I trained you to serve the men who visit."

Rapunzel felt a strange tightness in her chest, a premonition of something she did not want to hear. "I assumed... I assumed it was because I was useful. Because I served a purpose."

"You are useful," Gothel agreed. "You serve a purpose. But that is not the whole of it." She leaned forward, her eyes locked on Rapunzel's face. "You are a product, child. You have always been a product. From the moment you were conceived, you were destined to be sold."

The words landed like stones dropped into still water, sending ripples through Rapunzel's understanding of everything she had ever known.

"Sold?" she repeated, the word feeling strange on her tongue.

"Your parents owed me a debt," Gothel continued, her voice steady, matteroffact. "Your father stole from my garden—rampion, a rare herb your mother craved during her pregnancy. He was caught. He offered payment. What could a poor man offer that would satisfy such a debt? Only one thing—the child his wife carried. The child who would become you."

Rapunzel stared at her, the words washing over her, each one cracking the foundation of everything she had believed about her life.

"My parents... sold me? Before I was born?"

"Before you drew your first breath, you were already promised to me. A transaction, nothing more. Your parents were desperate, and they made the only choice they could. They surrendered you in exchange for their own survival."

"But..." Rapunzel's mind was spinning, trying to process what she was hearing, trying to reconcile it with everything she had been told. "You told me they abandoned me. You told me they did not want me."

"I told you what you needed to hear. What would have served no purpose, in telling you the truth? That your parents loved you, but loved their own lives more? That they made a calculated decision to surrender you rather than face the consequences of your father's theft? The truth would only have caused you pain. The lie allowed you to believe you were wanted, even if only by me."

The lie. The word echoed in Rapunzel's mind, reverberating through twenty years of carefully constructed understanding. Everything she had believed about herself, about her parents, about her purpose—all of it built on a foundation of deception.

"And the visitors?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. "The men who come, who pay, who use me—what are they paying for?"

"They are paying for you," Gothel said simply. "For access to your body, for the use of your hair, for the pleasure of a beautiful, obedient girl who cannot leave, cannot resist, cannot say no. They are paying me, and I allow them to climb your hair and take what they have purchased."

The words should have devastated her. They should have shattered her, broken her, left her weeping on the floor. But instead, she felt a strange calm settling over her—a numbness that was almost peaceful, as if her mind had simply decided to stop processing, to stop feeling, to retreat into itself until the storm had passed.

"I am merchandise," she said, and the words were not a question.

"You have always been merchandise. From before your birth to this moment, you have been a product to be cultivated, maintained, and eventually sold. I have invested twenty years in you—in your training, your beauty, your obedience, your hair. And that investment has now paid off."

Rapunzel looked at her, not understanding. "Paid off?"

"Someone has offered to buy you. Not for a visit, not for a night, but permanently. Completely. He has offered a price that I could not refuse, and I have agreed to sell."

The room seemed to tilt around her, the walls shifting, the floor unsteady beneath her feet. Someone was buying her. Someone was taking her from the tower, from everything she had ever known, from the life she had lived for twenty years.

"Who?" she heard herself ask, though her voice seemed to come from very far away.

"The prince," Gothel said. "The one who climbed your hair twice in the past weeks. He came to me three days ago, offered a price beyond anything I could have imagined. Ten thousand gold pieces for complete and permanent ownership."

Aldric. The name surfaced in her mind, accompanied by the memory of his dark eyes, his intense gaze, the words he had spoken that had seemed so strange, so significant. I want to own you completely. I want you to choose.

He had known. He had come to negotiate her purchase while she sat in the tower, unaware, waiting for something she could not name.

"He knew," she said, and the realization cut through her numbness like a knife. "When he came to me, when he spoke of ownership, of choice—he was already planning to buy me."

"He was assessing the product before committing to the purchase," Gothel corrected, her voice clinical, detached. "It is a common practice among discerning buyers. He wanted to see you, touch you, confirm that you were worth the investment. And clearly, he was satisfied."

Rapunzel felt something twist inside her—not quite betrayal, not quite hurt, but something adjacent to both. The prince had touched her, kissed her, filled her, made her feel things she had never felt before. And all the while, he had been negotiating her purchase, calculating her value, deciding whether she was worth the price.

"The things he said," she whispered. "About choice. About belonging to myself. About deciding what I wanted. Were those lies too?"

"I cannot speak to what the prince told you," Gothel said, her voice carefully neutral. "But I can tell you this: whatever words he spoke, whatever promises he made, the reality remains the same. You have been sold. You belong to him now. And within the month, you will leave this tower and be delivered to his estate, where you will serve him for the rest of your life."

The words hung in the air, final and irrevocable. She had been sold. She belonged to someone else now. Everything she had known—the tower, the visits, the endless routine of waiting and receiving and serving—was ending.

And she would be taken somewhere new, to a man who had purchased her like a horse, like a piece of furniture, like a product on a shelf.

"When?" she asked, her voice hollow. "When will I leave?"

"Within the month, once the payment is delivered. The prince will return to collect you, and you will be transferred to his ownership."

"And if I do not want to go?"

Gothel regarded her with something that might have been pity, might have been impatience, might have been something else entirely.

"You do not have the luxury of want," she said, her voice firm but not unkind. "You have never had the luxury of want. You are a product, and products do not choose their owners. They are bought and sold and transferred according to the wishes of those who hold the rights to them."

"The rights to me." Rapunzel repeated the words, tasting the bitterness of them. "And who holds those rights? You?"

"I have held them since you were born. And when the payment is delivered, those rights will transfer to the prince. He will own you completely—your body, your hair, your future, your children, if any come. You will be his property, to do with as he pleases, for as long as he pleases."

Children. The word sent a shiver through her. The prince had spoken of filling her with his children, of watching her grow round with them, of making her bear heirs. She had not thought about it seriously—had not allowed herself to think about it seriously. It had seemed like fantasy, like the kind of words men spoke in the heat of passion without meaning them.

But now it was real. He had bought her. He would take her to his estate. And he would do everything he had promised.

"What will happen to me?" she asked, and the question came from somewhere deep inside her, from the part that was still capable of fear, still capable of hoping for some answer that would make this bearable. "What will my life be like, with him?"

"I cannot say," Gothel admitted. "The prince has his own plans, his own desires. He seems to want you for more than the usual purposes—he spoke of keeping you permanently, of binding you with your hair, of breeding you. He seems to want something beyond simple service."

The word breeding landed like a blow. She had been bred before—Lord Aldous and others had finished inside her countless times, had filled her with their seed without thought for consequences. But breeding implied something different. Breeding implied intention, purpose, a plan to make her body produce children for a man who would own them as completely as he owned her.

"I am to be a brood mare," she said, and the words came out flat, empty. "A vessel for his heirs."

"You are to be whatever he wants you to be," Gothel corrected. "That is what ownership means. He has paid for the right to decide, and you have no say in the matter."

The unfairness of it rose in her chest, hot and sharp—unfairness and something else, something that felt almost like anger, though she had never been permitted to feel anger before, had never been taught to recognize it as anything other than disobedience.

"I have served you for twenty years," she said, her voice trembling with the weight of emotions she could barely name. "I have serviced countless men, endured countless nights of use, given everything I have to the purpose you trained me for. And now you simply... sell me? Transfer me to a new owner as if I am nothing more than a piece of property?"

"You are nothing more than a piece of property," Gothel said, her voice hard, unyielding. "You have never been anything more. The only difference now is that you know the truth. You have always been merchandise, Rapunzel. The only thing that has changed is your awareness of it."

The words struck her, but the blow felt distant, muffled by the numbness that had settled over her. She was merchandise. She had always been merchandise. Every moment of her life—the training, the visits, the endless cycle of service—had been a transaction. She had never been a person. She had never had a self. She had simply been a product, waiting to be sold.

And now the sale had finally happened.

"You could have told me," she said, after a long silence. "All these years. You could have told me the truth."

"And what good would that have done?" Gothel asked, her voice clinical, pragmatic. "Would knowing the truth have made your service easier? Would it have helped you to understand that your parents traded you for their own survival? Would it have made you more obedient, more valuable, more willing to accept the life you were given?"

Rapunzel had no answer. She did not know if the truth would have helped or hurt. She only knew that the lie had shaped her, had made her believe that she was serving a purpose, that she was useful, that she was wanted. And now the lie was exposed, and she was left with nothing but the cold reality of what she had always been.

"I thought you cared for me," she whispered, the admission feeling like a weakness, a vulnerability she should not be showing. "I thought the tower was my home, and you were my mother, and the purpose I served had meaning beyond the transactions."

"I have cared for you," Gothel said, and there was something in her voice that might have been genuine, though Rapunzel could no longer tell. "I have fed you, clothed you, trained you, kept you healthy and beautiful and valuable. I have invested twenty years of my life in you. But caring and ownership are not the same thing. I have cared for many products over the years, and I have sold every one of them when the time was right. You are simply the most valuable—the most extraordinary—the one that has brought the highest price."

The most extraordinary. The words echoed the prince's description, and Rapunzel felt something twist inside her—the realization that both of them, Gothel and Aldric, saw her as something remarkable, something worth wanting, something worth paying for. But neither of them saw her as a person. Neither of them saw her as anything other than a product to be owned.

"What happens now?" she asked, her voice hollow, empty of the hope she had once felt.

"Now, we wait," Gothel said, rising from her chair, moving toward the window. "The payment will be delivered within the month. When it arrives, the prince will return to collect you. I will prepare you for transfer—cut your hair for binding, wrap you in the golden coils, deliver you to your new owner. And then you will belong to him, completely and permanently, for the rest of your life."

She turned back, looked at Rapunzel with eyes that held something that might have been regret, might have been satisfaction, might have been both.

"You have been my finest work," she said, her voice softening slightly. "Twenty years of investment, and you have become exactly what I intended. The prince will be pleased. And perhaps—" she paused, seemed to consider something, "—perhaps you will find some measure of peace in knowing that you belong to someone now. Not rented, not shared, but owned. Perhaps that is what you were always meant for."

Rapunzel did not respond. She could not. The words simply washed over her, meaningless in the face of everything she had learned.

Mother Gothel left shortly after.

Rapunzel watched her descend the golden rope, watched her figure grow smaller until it disappeared into the forest below. She drew her hair back up—the familiar weight, the familiar pull, the familiar sensation of being connected to the world by nothing but a rope of her own making—and coiled it in piles around the room.

Then she sat by the window, and she looked out at the forest, and she tried to process what had just happened.

She had been sold.

Her parents had traded her before she was born, surrendered her to a debt they could not otherwise pay. She had been raised in the tower, trained for service, used by countless men, all in service of a transaction that had been made before she drew her first breath. And now she had been sold again—to a prince who had climbed her hair, touched her body, spoken words that had made her feel seen for the first time in her life.

But those words had been lies too. Or not lies—she did not know what they had been. He had spoken of choice, of belonging to herself, of deciding what she wanted. And then he had gone to Mother Gothel and paid ten thousand gold pieces for the right to own her completely.

Was there truth in anything? Was there anything in her life that had not been a transaction, a calculation, a lie?

She did not know. She could not think. Her mind was spinning, her thoughts fragmenting, the foundation of everything she had believed crumbling beneath her.

So she did the only thing she could do: she sat by the window, and she watched the sun move across the sky, and she waited for whatever was coming next.

The days that followed passed in a haze.

Rapunzel moved through her routines—brushing her hair, washing her body, eating the food that remained from Mother Gothel's last delivery. She sang to fill the silence, but the songs felt hollow, empty of the meaning they had once carried. She looked out at the forest, but the view that had been her entire world now seemed small, contained, insignificant against the vastness of what lay beyond.

She had never left the tower. She had never touched the ground, walked among the trees, felt the earth beneath her feet. And now she would leave—not by her own choice, not through her own will, but as property being transferred from one owner to another.

Bound in her own hair. Wrapped in golden coils. Delivered like a package to the man who had purchased her.

The thought should have terrified her. And it did—it filled her with a cold dread that settled in her stomach and refused to leave. But beneath the dread, there was something else. Something she could not name, could not understand, could not bring herself to examine too closely.

A strange anticipation. A strange curiosity. A strange... thrill.

The prince had touched her in ways that no other visitor had. He had spoken to her, asked her questions, made her feel seen. He had filled her with pleasure, with desire, with something that felt almost like wanting. And now he would own her—completely, permanently, exclusively.

She would belong to one person. Not many visitors, not countless strangers, but one man who had paid a fortune for the privilege of possessing her.

Was that better? Was it worse? She did not know. She only knew that the thought of it sent a shiver through her that was not entirely fear.

On the third night after Mother Gothel's visit, she dreamed of the prince again.

He stood before her in the tower room, his dark eyes burning, his hands reaching for her hair. He wrapped her in golden coils, bound her wrists and ankles and throat, laid her on the bed and positioned himself above her.

You are mine now, he said, and his voice was deep and certain. Mine completely. Mine forever. And you will never belong to anyone else.

He entered her then, filling her, stretching her, making her gasp with the sensation of being claimed. And as he moved inside her, he whispered words that she could not quite hear, words that seemed to contain some meaning she was meant to understand.

Choose, he said, finally, his voice clear. Choose to be mine.

And in the dream, she opened her mouth to answer—

But she woke before she could speak.

She lay in the darkness, her heart racing, her body aching with unspent desire. The dream had felt real—more real than any dream she had ever had. She could still feel his hands in her hair, his weight on her body, his length inside her.

Choose to be mine.

The words echoed in her mind, and she did not know what they meant. How could she choose when there was no choice to make? She had been sold. She would be transferred. She would belong to the prince, whether she wanted to or not.

But something in his voice, in the dream, had suggested that the choice mattered. That there was something she could decide, something that would make the difference between being owned and being claimed.

She did not know what that difference was. She did not know if it was real, or if it was simply a fantasy conjured by her desperate mind.

She only knew that, for the first time since she had learned the truth, she felt something other than numbness.

She felt the possibility of something she could not name.

And that possibility terrified her more than anything else.


CHAPTER SIX: THE CUTTING

Twentythree days after Mother Gothel's visit, the payment arrived.

Rapunzel knew nothing of the transaction—the messenger who rode through the forest bearing chests of gold, the counting and verification that took place in the cottage hidden among the trees, the satisfaction in Gothel's eyes as she signed the documents that transferred ownership from one hand to another. She knew only the waiting, the endless waiting, the weight of anticipation that had settled into her bones and refused to leave.

She had marked the days on the wall beside her bed—a series of scratches in the stone, one for each sunrise, one for each sunset. Twentythree marks now, twentythree days of existing in the strange liminal space between what she had been and what she would become. The tower felt different now that she knew its true purpose—not a home, not a prison, but a showroom, a display case for a product that had finally been sold.

She had not seen the prince since his second visit. She had not heard his voice, felt his touch, experienced the particular intensity of his presence. But she had thought of him constantly—his words echoing through her mind, his image surfacing in dreams that left her aching and confused. Choose to be mine. I want you to choose.

What did it mean to choose when there was nothing to choose? She had been sold. She would be transferred. She would belong to him, regardless of what she wanted or felt or decided. The choice he spoke of was an illusion, a fantasy, a pretty lie wrapped around the hard reality of transaction.

And yet.

Something in her had shifted since learning the truth. Not acceptance, exactly—not peace, not resignation, not any of the things she might have expected. Instead, a strange clarity had emerged from the numbness, a sharpening of perception that made her see everything differently. The tower was not her home. The hair was not her identity. The visits were not her purpose. Everything she had believed about herself was false, constructed, imposed.

So who was she, beneath the construction? What remained when the lies were stripped away?

She did not know. She had never been permitted to find out.

But perhaps, in the transfer that was coming, she would discover something real. Something that belonged to her alone.

On the morning of the twentyfourth day, she heard the call.

"Rapunzel."

Mother Gothel's voice, rising from below. But this time, there was something different in the tone—something final, something weighted with conclusion.

"Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair."

She crossed to the window, gathered the golden mass in her hands, and lowered it toward the ground. The familiar motion felt strange now, knowing that it might be one of the last times she performed it. The hair that had defined her entire existence, that had brought visitors to her and bound her during use, would soon be transformed into something else entirely.

She felt the witch's weight on the rope, felt the pull at her scalp, watched as the figure climbed steadily toward the window. When Mother Gothel appeared at the edge, Rapunzel stepped back, making room, her heart beating faster with the knowledge of what was coming.

The witch pulled herself through, straightened, and stood before Rapunzel with an expression that was neither warm nor cold—simply businesslike, efficient, the look of someone completing a longplanned transaction.

"It is done," Gothel said, without preamble. "The payment has been delivered. The documents have been signed. You belong to the prince now."

The words landed with a weight that surprised her, even though she had been expecting them for weeks. You belong to the prince now. Not "you will belong" or "you are about to belong." Present tense. Already done. Already real.

"When will he come?" she asked, her voice steadier than she expected.

"Tomorrow. He rides through the night to collect you. And before he arrives, there is work to be done." Gothel's eyes moved over Rapunzel's body, her hair, assessing the product one final time. "You must be prepared for transfer."

"Prepared how?"

Gothel moved to the centre of the room, to the spot where the hooks were set into the ceiling and walls, the apparatus designed for binding. She produced from her traveling bag a pair of shears—heavy, sharp, gleaming in the morning light that streamed through the window.

"Your hair must be cut for transport," she said, matteroffactly. "Not all of it—the prince specified that the hair is part of your value, and he wants it preserved. But the length must be reduced to something manageable, and the portion that is cut will be used to bind you for the journey."

Bind you for the journey. The words sent a shiver through Rapunzel, a complex sensation that was part fear, part anticipation, part something else she could not name.

"The prince requested it," Gothel continued, her voice clinical, detached. "He wants you delivered to him wrapped in your own hair, bound in golden coils, unable to move or resist. He wants the transfer to be... meaningful. He wants you to understand, in your body, that you are being delivered from one owner to another."

Rapunzel stared at the shears in Gothel's hand, felt the weight of her hair on her shoulders, her back, pooling on the floor around her feet. This hair had been part of her for her entire life. It had grown as she had grown, lengthened as she had lengthened, become the defining feature of her existence. And now it would be cut, severed from her head, used to bind her like rope.

"Will it hurt?" she asked, the question feeling foolish even as she spoke it.

"The cutting? No. The hair is not alive—it feels nothing. But the sensation of being bound in your own severed hair..." Gothel paused, seemed to consider her words. "That is something you will have to experience for yourself. It has been described to me as intense. Transformative. Some products find it overwhelming. Others find it... clarifying."

Clarifying. The word seemed strange in this context, but Rapunzel did not question it. She had learned, over the past weeks, that there were many things she did not understand about herself, about her body, about the way she responded to restraint and use.

"Sit," Gothel commanded, gesturing toward the chair by the window. "We will begin."

Rapunzel sat.

The chair was the same one she had sat in for countless brushings, countless examinations, countless moments of being assessed and evaluated and prepared for use. But this time, the purpose was different. This time, she was being prepared not for a visitor, but for a transfer—for the journey from one life to another.

Gothel moved behind her, gathered the golden mass in her arms, let it cascade through her fingers like water. The hair caught the morning light and seemed to glow from within, a river of gold that stretched from Rapunzel's scalp to the floor in waves and coils and impossibly long strands.

"You have been my finest work," Gothel said, her voice soft, almost contemplative. "Twenty years of investment, and you have exceeded every expectation. The prince has paid more for you than any product I have ever sold. He sees what I see—beauty, obedience, a capacity for surrender that goes beyond training. He sees something extraordinary."

"Something extraordinary," Rapunzel repeated, the words feeling hollow. "Is that what I am?"

"That is what you have been made to be." Gothel's hands moved through her hair, separating sections, preparing for the cut. "What you are underneath the training, underneath the conditioning—no one knows. Perhaps not even you. But what you have become is remarkable. And the prince recognizes that."

"He spoke of choice," Rapunzel said, the words escaping before she could stop them. "He said he wanted me to choose. To want to belong to him. How can there be choice when I have been sold without my consent?"

The shears paused in Gothel's hands. For a moment, the only sound was the distant call of birds outside the window.

"That is a question for the prince to answer," Gothel said finally, her voice carefully neutral. "I cannot speak to his intentions or his methods. I can only tell you that he has purchased you, that he will own you completely, and that what happens between you after the transfer is his affair, not mine."

"But—"

"There is no point in questions now," Gothel interrupted, her voice hardening. "The transaction is complete. The documents are signed. In less than two days, you will be in the prince's estate, bound to his bed, filled with his seed, learning what it means to belong to him permanently. Whatever happened before—whatever words were spoken, whatever choices were or were not made—is irrelevant. You are property now. His property. And you will serve him as you were trained to serve."

The words cut through Rapunzel's questions, silencing them. Gothel was right. There was no point in asking. There was no point in anything but acceptance.

She closed her eyes, and waited for the cutting to begin.

The first snip was anticlimactic.

She felt the slight pressure of the shears against her scalp, the small resistance of hair being severed, then nothing—just a sense of lightness, of weight being removed, of something that had been part of her for so long suddenly becoming separate.

Then the golden rope fell.

It dropped past her shoulders, past her waist, past her hips, coiling on the floor in a cascade of shimmering light. The section that had been severed was massive—thirty feet at least, a thick rope of hair that had once grown from her head and now lay on the stone like a shed skin.

Rapunzel stared at it, felt a strange sensation in her chest—not quite grief, not quite loss, but something adjacent to both. This hair had been her defining feature, her value, her identity. And now it lay on the floor, separated from her, ready to be used for a new purpose.

"Keep still," Gothel commanded, already positioning the shears for the next cut. "There is more to do."

The second snip came, then the third, then the fourth. Each time, a section of hair was severed from Rapunzel's head and added to the growing pile on the floor. The weight on her scalp decreased with each cut, the sensation of lightness increasing, until she felt almost buoyant, untethered, strange in her own body.

When it was finished, her hair hung just past her shoulders—a fraction of its former length, but still golden, still beautiful, still reaching toward the floor in waves that caught the light. The severed portions lay in piles around her feet, sixty feet of golden rope that would never again grow from her head.

"Good," Gothel said, surveying the result with satisfaction. "The length that remains is sufficient for future binding—your hair will grow again, of course, though it will take years to reach this length. The prince will have what he wants: a girl with golden hair, and a rope of gold to bind her with."

Rapunzel touched her head tentatively, felt the shortened strands, the unfamiliar lightness. It was disorienting, like wearing someone else's skin, like existing in a body that did not quite belong to her.

"Now," Gothel said, and her voice shifted into something more purposeful, "we bind."

She produced from her bag a set of leather straps and metal hooks—the tools of binding, the apparatus for restraint. But instead of using them on Rapunzel directly, she began to weave them into the severed hair, creating a harness of golden strands and leather ties.

"You will not resist," she said, her voice matteroffact, as she worked. "You have been trained for this. Your body knows how to be bound, how to be still, how to receive restraint without struggle. But this binding will be different from what you have experienced before. This time, you will be wrapped in what was once part of you—your own hair, severed from your head, used to hold you in place. The sensation is... intense. I am told it creates a particular kind of awareness—a knowledge, in your body, that you are being transformed from one thing into another."

Transformed. The word settled into Rapunzel's chest, heavy with implication. She had already been transformed once—from ignorant product to knowing product, from girl who believed her life had meaning to girl who understood she was merchandise. What further transformation was coming?

"Stand," Gothel commanded, and Rapunzel rose from the chair, her shortened hair swaying against her shoulders, her body exposed and waiting.

The witch took the first length of severed hair—a coil of gold that seemed to glow in the morning light—and began to wrap it around Rapunzel's body.

The sensation was immediate and overwhelming.

She felt the hair press against her skin—still warm from being attached to her head, still carrying some essence of the body it had grown from—and something inside her responded with a jolt of recognition. This was her. This hair had been part of her for twenty years, had grown from her scalp, had defined her existence. And now it was being used to bind her, to restrain her, to transform her from product into package.

Gothel wrapped the first coil around her waist, pulling it tight, creating a band of gold that pressed against her ribs and restricted her breath. The sensation was familiar—she had been bound with her own hair countless times before—but different, too. This hair was no longer attached to her. It was separate. Other. And yet still her.

"Raise your arms," Gothel commanded, and Rapunzel obeyed, lifting her arms above her head, exposing her body to the binding that was to come.

The next coil went around her chest, crossing between her breasts, pressing against her nipples in a way that sent an involuntary shiver through her. The sensation of her own severed hair against her most sensitive flesh was unlike anything she had experienced—intimate and alien at the same time, a violation that felt almost like a caress.

"Your body responds," Gothel observed, her voice clinical, noting the way Rapunzel's nipples had hardened beneath the golden strands. "The training is deep. You cannot help but find pleasure in being bound."

Rapunzel did not respond. She could not deny what the witch had observed—the heat that was building between her thighs, the flush that was spreading across her chest, the way her body was responding to the restraint with the arousal that had been cultivated in her over years. She had been trained to find pleasure in being bound, trained to respond to restraint with wetness and want, and her body obeyed that training even now, even knowing that what was happening was not for a visitor's pleasure but for her own transformation.

The next coil went around her wrists, binding them together in front of her body, securing them with a complex knot that she could not hope to undo. Then another coil, wrapping her forearms together, immobilizing her hands completely.

"Turn," Gothel commanded, and Rapunzel turned, presenting her back to the witch, feeling the golden coils shift against her skin as she moved.

More hair was wrapped around her upper arms, pulling them tight against her sides, restricting her movement even further. Then coils around her thighs, above the knee, below the knee, around her ankles. Each new restriction made her more helpless, more bound, more unable to move or resist.

Finally, Gothel took the last length of severed hair—the thickest coil, the one that had been closest to Rapunzel's scalp—and wrapped it around her throat.

The collar settled against her neck like a statement.

Not tight enough to choke—Gothel was too practical, too invested in the product's safety, to risk damage—but tight enough to feel, tight enough to remind her with every breath that she was restrained, bound, claimed. The sensation of her own hair encircling her throat was overwhelming, a physical manifestation of everything that was happening: she was being wrapped in herself, transformed into something new, prepared for delivery to the man who now owned her.

"Look at me," Gothel said, and her voice carried a weight that made Rapunzel raise her eyes to meet the witch's gaze.

"You are now bound in your own value," Gothel said, her voice steady, deliberate. "The hair that made you valuable—the hair that brought visitors to you, that bound you during use, that defined your entire existence—is now the rope that will hold you during transfer. You are wrapped in what you are worth. You are packaged for delivery. And when the prince arrives tomorrow, he will receive you exactly as he requested: bound in gold, unable to resist, ready to be claimed."

Rapunzel heard the words, felt their weight settle into her chest, but could not respond. She was too overwhelmed by the sensation—the feeling of being wrapped in her own hair, the restriction of the coils around her body, the strange intimacy of being bound in something that had once been part of her.

Her body was responding to the restraint in ways she could not control. The pressure against her breasts, between her thighs, around her throat—all of it was combining into a building heat that made her wet, made her achy, made her want something she could not name. The training that had been carved into her over years was asserting itself, demanding that she find pleasure in her helplessness, that she respond to restraint with arousal.

But there was something else, too—something beyond the training, beyond the conditioning. A strange sense of rightness, as if being bound in her own hair was exactly what she was meant for. As if the wrapping, the restraining, the packaging, was not violation but transformation.

She did not understand it. She did not know if she wanted to understand it. But she felt it, undeniably, in the core of her being.

"There is one more thing," Gothel said, breaking into her spiraling thoughts. "The prince requested that you be prepared in a specific way for his arrival."

Rapunzel looked at her, not understanding. "Prepared how?"

Gothel's expression remained neutral, but something flickered in her eyes—something that might have been discomfort, or calculation, or simply the pragmatic assessment of a merchant preparing her product.

"He wants you wet," she said, simply. "Ready. He wants to find you, when he arrives, not only bound in your own hair, but aroused and waiting. He wants to see, before he even touches you, that your body has already responded to what has been done."

Rapunzel felt heat flood her face, her chest, her entire body. The prince had requested—had specified—that she be aroused when he arrived. He wanted her wet and waiting, her body already prepared for his use, before he even touched her.

"He wants me to... to touch myself?" she asked, the words feeling strange, forbidden, though she had been touched by countless men over the years.

"Your hands are bound," Gothel pointed out, gesturing to the golden coils that secured Rapunzel's wrists. "You cannot touch yourself. But there are other ways to prepare the body."

She reached into her bag again, withdrew something that made Rapunzel's breath catch—a small object, smooth and shaped, designed for a particular purpose.

"This will be inserted," Gothel said, her voice clinical, matteroffact. "It will stimulate you from within, keep you aroused and wet, ensure that you are ready when the prince arrives. It will also—" she paused, seemed to choose her words carefully, "—help you process the binding. Some products find the sensation... clarifying. It helps them accept what is happening to them."

Rapunzel stared at the object, felt a complex surge of emotions—shame, fear, anticipation, something that might have been curiosity. She had been penetrated countless times, by countless men, in countless ways. But this was different. This was not a visitor taking his pleasure. This was preparation, packaging, the careful cultivation of arousal for a specific purpose.

"Lie down," Gothel commanded, and Rapunzel obeyed, lowering herself to the bed, her bound body awkward and helpless against the soft sheets.

The witch approached, positioned herself between Rapunzel's legs, and began to work.

The object was smooth, cool, shaped to fit inside her.

Gothel spread her thighs, positioned the object at her entrance, and pushed it slowly inside. The sensation was familiar—penetration had been part of her life since she was twelve—but different, too. This was not a man taking his pleasure, not a visitor claiming what he had paid for. This was preparation, stimulation, the deliberate cultivation of arousal.

The object settled inside her, filling her, pressing against the walls of her channel with a constant, insistent pressure. Then Gothel did something—touched something, adjusted something—and the object began to move.

A low hum emanated from inside her, a vibration that sent waves of sensation through her core. She gasped at the intensity of it, at the way the vibration seemed to pulse against her most sensitive places, building heat and wetness without any other stimulation.

"This will keep you aroused," Gothel said, her voice clinical, detached. "It will ensure that you are wet and ready when the prince arrives. And it will help you accept the binding—help you find pleasure in your helplessness, as you have been trained to do."

The vibration continued, pulsing through her, making her body respond whether she wanted it to or not. She felt the heat building, the wetness spreading, the arousal growing with each passing moment. The training that had been carved into her over years was asserting itself, demanding that she find pleasure in the sensation, that she surrender to the stimulation.

And her body obeyed.

She felt the orgasm building—the pressure, the heat, the inevitable climb toward release. She tried to resist it, tried to hold herself back, but the vibration was relentless, the stimulation insistent, and her body had been trained too well to deny what it was feeling.

She came with a gasp, her body convulsing against the golden bonds, her inner muscles clenching around the vibrating object, waves of pleasure washing through her. The sensation was overwhelming—not just the physical release, but the knowledge that she was being prepared, packaged, made ready for the man who would soon own her.

"Good," Gothel said, satisfaction in her voice. "Your body responds as it should. You will stay like this—bound, filled, aroused—until the prince arrives tomorrow. The stimulation will continue, keeping you wet, keeping you ready, keeping you aware of what you are and what you are about to become."

Rapunzel lay on the bed, her body wrapped in golden coils, her sex filled with the vibrating object, her mind spinning with the intensity of everything that had happened. She was bound in her own hair. She was filled with stimulation. She was being prepared for delivery to the man who had purchased her.

And she was aroused—genuinely, thoroughly aroused, her body responding to the restraint and the stimulation with a heat that she could not deny.

Gothel left shortly after.

She descended the rope of Rapunzel's hair—the hair that still hung from the window, the hair that would remain as access for the prince when he arrived—and disappeared into the forest below. Rapunzel watched her go, feeling a strange mixture of relief and abandonment. The witch had been her keeper for twenty years, the only mother she had ever known. And now she was gone, leaving Rapunzel alone in the tower, bound in her own hair, waiting for the man who would take her away.

The hours passed slowly.

The vibration inside her continued its insistent pulse, keeping her aroused, keeping her wet, making it impossible to forget what she was and what was coming. She tried to sleep, but the stimulation was too constant, too demanding, pulling her back to awareness every time she began to drift.

She lay in the darkness, wrapped in golden coils, filled with pulsing sensation, and thought about what was coming.

Tomorrow, the prince would arrive. He would climb her hair—the hair that still hung from the window, the last remnant of the length she had lost—and find her bound and waiting. He would see her wrapped in her own severed hair, aroused and wet and helpless. He would take her away from the tower, from everything she had ever known, to a new life as his property.

And she would go. Not because she chose to, but because there was no choice. She was merchandise, and merchandise did not choose its destination.

But something in her—the same something that had responded to his touch, to his words, to the strange intensity of his presence—something in her wanted to go. Not the training, not the conditioning, but something deeper. Something that recognized, in the prince's possessiveness, a kind of claiming that was different from the visits she had received. Something that wondered what it would be like to belong to one person, completely, permanently, exclusively.

She did not know if that something was real, or if it was simply another layer of the conditioning, another trick of a mind that had never been permitted to know itself.

But she felt it. And in the darkness of the tower, bound in her own hair, filled with insistent sensation, she let herself feel it, let herself wonder, let herself imagine what it might be like to be owned by the man who had paid ten thousand gold pieces for the privilege.

Dawn came slowly, the light creeping through the window, illuminating the room where she lay.

The vibration had kept her on edge all night, never letting her fully rest, never letting her forget what she was. She was exhausted, aroused, overwhelmed—her body aching with unspent tension, her mind spinning with the weight of everything that had happened.

She heard the hoofbeats before she saw anything—the sound of a horse approaching through the forest, steady and deliberate. Her heart began to race, her breath coming faster, her body responding to the knowledge of what was coming.

The prince was here.

She heard him dismount, heard his footsteps on the ground below, heard his voice calling up to her window:

"Rapunzel."

His voice. Deeper than she remembered, or perhaps she had simply forgotten how it sounded. Her body responded immediately—the training, the arousal, the vibration that had been pulsing inside her all night—all of it combining into a surge of heat and want that made her gasp.

"Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair."

The call that had signaled visitors for years. The call that brought men to her tower, to her body, to her bed. But this time, the call was different. This time, the man who climbed would not be a visitor. He would be an owner.

She could not lower her hair—her hands were bound, wrapped in golden coils, unable to perform the motion she had done thousands of times. But the hair still hung from the window, the rope that would bring the prince to her, the last remnant of the length she had lost.

She heard him begin to climb.

The ascent seemed to take forever, each handoverhand movement bringing him closer, each moment stretching into eternity. She lay on the bed, bound and waiting, her body thrumming with arousal and fear and something else she could not name.

When his hand appeared at the window edge, she stopped breathing.

He pulled himself through in that same fluid motion she remembered, straightened, and stood before her, filling the space with his presence. His eyes moved over her immediately—taking in the golden coils that wrapped her body, the shortened hair that fell around her shoulders, the flush of arousal that spread across her skin.

"Beautiful," he said, and the word was a growl, low and rough, thick with satisfaction. "You look exactly as I imagined. Bound in your own gold. Wet and waiting. Ready to be claimed."

He crossed to the bed, stood over her, let his eyes move over every inch of her restrained body. The vibration inside her pulsed against her most sensitive places, making her gasp, making her clench around the object, making her body respond to his presence with the arousal that had been cultivated all night.

"I can smell you," he said, his voice dark with desire. "I can smell how wet you are. How ready. Did Gothel prepare you as I requested?"

"Yes," she managed, her voice barely a whisper. "She... she prepared me."

"Good." He reached out, touched her face, traced the line of her jaw with gentle fingers. "Then it is time to go."

"Go?" The word escaped before she could stop it, confusion cutting through the haze of arousal. "Now? Just... go?"

He smiled, and there was something in the expression that was both tender and possessive, both gentle and ruthless.

"You expected something else? A final claiming in the tower, a last use before the journey?" He shook his head slowly. "No. The first claiming in your new life will happen in your new home. In my bed. Where you will sleep every night for the rest of your life. I have waited too long for this—I will not rush it."

He leaned down, lifted her from the bed as easily as if she weighed nothing, cradled her against his chest. She was still bound, still wrapped in golden coils, still filled with the pulsing object, and she could do nothing but let him hold her, let him carry her toward the window.

"Close your eyes," he said, his voice soft but commanding. "Do not look down. The ground is far below, and you have never left this tower. The descent will be... overwhelming."

She closed her eyes.

She felt him take hold of the rope of her hair—the hair that still hung from the window, the hair that had been her only connection to the world below. She felt his arm tighten around her, securing her against his body. And then she felt the descent begin, the rope moving, the wind rushing past, the sensation of falling through empty air.

She buried her face against his chest, felt the warmth of him, the strength of him, the reality of him. This was the man who had bought her. This was the man who would own her for the rest of her life. And he was carrying her away from everything she had ever known, bound in her own hair, toward a future she could not imagine.

The descent seemed to take both an instant and an eternity. And when it was over, when she felt solid ground beneath her feet for the first time in her life, she opened her eyes and saw the world from below—the forest stretching out before her, the tower rising behind her, the prince standing beside her with dark, possessive eyes.

"Welcome to the rest of your life," he said, and his voice was soft, almost tender, but underneath the tenderness was the iron of ownership, the certainty of claim. "You are mine now. Completely. Forever. And I will never let you go."

He lifted her onto his horse, positioned her before him, wrapped one arm around her bound body to hold her steady. Then he nudged the horse into motion, and they rode away from the tower, away from the only life she had ever known, toward the estate where she would spend the rest of her days as his property.

She did not look back.


CHAPTER SEVEN: THE TRANSPORT

The world was larger than she had ever imagined.

She had seen it from the tower window—the forest canopy stretching to the horizon, the distant mountains rising like teeth against the sky, the clouds drifting lazily overhead. But seeing from above was not the same as being in. The trees that had seemed like a green carpet from sixty feet up now towered over her, their trunks thick and gnarled, their branches filtering the sunlight into shifting patterns on the forest floor. The ground beneath the horse's hooves was uneven, carpeted with fallen leaves and twisted roots, alive with sounds she had never heard from above—the rustle of small creatures in the undergrowth, the calls of birds she could not see, the whisper of wind through a thousand thousand leaves.

She could not take it all in. There was too much—too much sensation, too much information, too much world pressing against senses that had been confined to a single room for twenty years. The smells alone overwhelmed her: pine and earth and something sweet she did not recognize, horse and leather and the prince's sweat, the green living smell of growing things and the dark rich smell of decay. The air moved against her skin, cool and warm by turns, carrying fragments of scent and sensation that made her dizzy with their variety.

And she was bound—wrapped in golden coils, her arms secured against her sides, her legs hobbled together, her throat encircled by the collar of her own hair. She could not have walked even if she had known how, could not have steadied herself against the overwhelming rush of new experience, could not have done anything except sit before the prince on his horse and let him hold her, let him carry her, let him take her where he would.

The vibrating object still pulsed inside her.

It had been hours now—she did not know how many, had lost track of time in the chaos of sensation—and still the insistent hum continued, keeping her wet, keeping her aroused, making it impossible to forget what she was even as the world rushed past in a blur of overwhelming experience. Her body had responded so many times she had lost count, small orgasms washing through her in waves, each one leaving her more sensitized, more desperate, more unable to distinguish between the pleasure and the pain of it.

"You are overwhelmed," the prince observed, his voice a low rumble against her back. She was positioned before him on the horse, her bound body cradled against his chest, one arm wrapped around her to hold her steady while the other held the reins. She could feel the heat of him through her thin garment, could feel the hard muscle of his chest and thighs against her back and sides, could feel the evidence of his arousal pressing against her bound hands.

"Yes," she managed, the word barely a whisper. "I... I have never..."

"You have never been outside the tower." It was not a question. "You have never felt the ground beneath your feet, never walked through a forest, never experienced the world as anything but a view from above."

"No."

"And now you are experiencing it all at once—bound, aroused, being carried away to a life you cannot imagine." His arm tightened around her, possessive and protective at once. "It is much to process."

She did not respond. There was nothing to say. He was right—it was much to process, and she was processing it badly, her mind spinning, her body thrumming, her entire being struggling to accommodate the impossible weight of so much new sensation.

They rode in silence for a while, the horse picking its way through the forest along paths that seemed to appear from nowhere, winding between trees and over streams and around obstacles with a sureness that spoke of long familiarity. The prince knew this route, she realized. He had traveled it before—perhaps many times, perhaps planning this moment for longer than she knew.

The thought was unsettling, and she pushed it away, focusing instead on the immediate—the ground passing beneath the horse's hooves, the light filtering through the leaves, the steady pulse of vibration inside her that would not let her rest.

They stopped at midday beside a stream.

The prince dismounted first, then lifted her down from the horse with the same easy strength he had displayed when he carried her from the tower. She stood on legs that would not support her—the binding around her ankles prevented her from separating her feet, and twenty years of confinement had left her muscles unprepared for the demands of standing on solid ground—and would have fallen if he had not caught her, held her, lowered her to sit on a fallen log beside the water.

"Rest," he said, his voice softer than she had heard it before. "We have many hours of travel ahead. You will need your strength."

He produced a waterskin from his saddlebag, uncorked it, and held it to her lips. She drank greedily, the cool water sliding down her throat, easing the dryness that she had not even noticed until this moment. When she had drunk her fill, he took the skin away and corked it again, his dark eyes never leaving her face.

"How do you feel?"

The question surprised her. He had not asked about her feelings before—had not seemed to care about anything beyond her body's responses, her training, her value as a product. But there was something in his voice now that suggested genuine curiosity, or perhaps genuine concern.

"I feel..." She searched for words, struggled to articulate the chaos inside her. "I feel too much. Everything is too much. The world is too big, and I am too small, and I cannot—"

She stopped, overwhelmed by her own words, by the truth of them, by the way they seemed to expose something she had not known she was feeling.

"You feel lost," he said, and it was not a question. "You feel like everything you knew has been taken away, and you have nothing to hold onto."

She nodded, not trusting her voice.

"That is because it has," he said, his voice steady, unapologetic. "Everything you knew has been taken away. The tower, the routine, the visitors, the purpose you were given—all of it is gone. You are in a new world now, a world you have never seen, never touched, never experienced. And you are bound, helpless, being carried toward a future you cannot imagine."

The words should have been cruel, but they were not. They were simply true, delivered with a directness that left no room for pretense or comfort.

"But," he continued, and his voice softened slightly, "you are not lost. You are exactly where you are meant to be. You are on your way to your owner, to the man who paid a fortune for the privilege of possessing you. You are being transported, not abandoned. And when we arrive at my estate, you will have a new purpose, a new routine, a new life. Different from what came before, but no less real."

"Different how?" she asked, the question escaping before she could stop it. "What will my life be like, with you?"

He studied her for a long moment, his dark eyes moving over her face, her body, the golden coils that bound her.

"You will live in my home," he said finally. "You will sleep in my bed. You will serve me—body, mind, and spirit. You will bear my children, if God grants them. You will belong to me completely, permanently, exclusively. No other man will ever touch you. No other person will ever claim you. You will be mine, and mine alone, for as long as we both shall live."

The words washed over her, each one a blow, each one a promise, each one a claim that left no room for argument or resistance. She would belong to him completely. She would serve him in every way. She would bear his children and wear his marks and exist only for his pleasure.

"And if I do not want that?" she asked, the words barely audible. "If I do not want to belong to anyone?"

Something flickered in his eyes—something that might have been pain, might have been anger, might have been something else entirely.

"You do not want to belong to anyone," he repeated, slowly. "You do not want to be owned, to be claimed, to be possessed. Is that what you are saying?"

"I do not know what I am saying," she admitted, her voice trembling. "I do not know what I want. I have never been allowed to want anything."

The words hung in the air between them, heavy with truth, heavy with the weight of twenty years of training and conditioning and the systematic erasure of anything that might have been called a self.

"Then perhaps," the prince said, his voice soft but unyielding, "it is time you learned."

He left her sitting on the log, bound and helpless, while he saw to the horse.

She watched him move through the forest with a sureness that spoke of long familiarity—checking the animal's hooves, adjusting the saddle, speaking soft words she could not quite hear. He was at home here, in the world beyond the tower, in a way she could never be. He had lived in this world his entire life, had walked its paths and breathed its air and known its dangers and pleasures. He belonged to it, and it belonged to him.

And she belonged to him.

The thought settled into her chest, heavy with implication. She was his now—his property, his possession, his to do with as he pleased. She had no choice in the matter, no voice in the decision, no power to change what had been done. She had been sold, transferred, delivered. Her will was irrelevant.

And yet.

The prince had spoken of choice. He had asked her what she wanted, had seemed genuinely interested in her answer. He had given her permission to want, had suggested that she was allowed to have desires and opinions and preferences of her own.

Was that a lie? Another manipulation, designed to make her feel valued when in fact she was merely property?

Or was it something else—something she did not yet understand, something that would become clear only with time?

She did not know. She could not know. She was too overwhelmed, too confused, too lost in the chaos of everything that had happened to make sense of anything.

The vibration pulsed inside her, reminding her of its presence, keeping her aroused, keeping her wet. Her body had stopped responding with orgasms sometime in the past hour—the stimulation had become too constant, too relentless, and her flesh had simply accepted it as a new normal, a background hum of sensation that would not let her forget what she was.

She was merchandise. She was property. She was being transported to her new owner.

And somewhere beneath the numbness and the confusion and the overwhelming weight of new experience, something in her was beginning to stir—something that did not feel like training or conditioning, something that felt almost like wanting, almost like choosing, almost like the first stirring of a self she had never been permitted to know.

When the prince returned, he did not immediately help her back onto the horse.

Instead, he stood before her, his dark eyes moving over her bound form, taking in the golden coils that wrapped her body, the flush of arousal that still stained her cheeks, the evidence of exhaustion in the shadows beneath her eyes.

"You have been carrying that inside you since yesterday," he observed, his voice clinical but not unkind. "The stimulation must be unbearable by now."

She nodded, not trusting her voice.

"Part of you wants me to remove it," he continued, his voice softening. "Part of you is desperate for relief. But another part—" he reached out, touched her face, traced the line of her jaw with gentle fingers, "—another part has come to need it. To find comfort in the constant sensation. To feel, in the vibration, a kind of attention—a proof that you are being prepared, that you are being kept, that you belong to someone who cares enough to maintain you."

The words cut through her, sharp and true, exposing something she had not realized she was feeling. He was right—part of her did want relief, did want the insistent humming to stop. But another part had indeed come to find comfort in it, had come to experience the vibration as a kind of company, a constant reminder that she was being prepared for a purpose, that she was being kept for someone.

"Which part will win?" he asked, and there was something almost like tenderness in his voice. "The part that wants relief, or the part that wants to be kept?"

"I do not know," she whispered.

"Then we will find out together." He reached down, found the edge of her garment, lifted it to expose the place where her thighs were bound together. "I am going to remove it now. But I want you to understand why I placed it there in the first place—why I asked Gothel to prepare you this way."

She watched his face, waited for him to continue.

"Because I wanted you to feel, in your body, that you were being claimed," he said, his voice low, intense. "Not just bound, not just transported, but claimed. I wanted you to experience, in the hours before my arrival, the constant attention of someone who wanted you, who was preparing you, who was keeping you aroused and waiting for his touch. The vibration was not punishment. It was proof—proof that you are valued, proof that you are wanted, proof that you belong to someone who cares enough to maintain you."

The words washed over her, complex and overwhelming, mixing with the exhaustion and the arousal and the endless weight of new sensation until she could no longer distinguish one feeling from another.

"Now," he said, his fingers finding the object where it nestled inside her, "let us see how you respond to its removal."

He withdrew it slowly.

The sensation was overwhelming—the gradual slide of the object through tissues that had been stimulated for hours, the sudden emptiness that followed, the rush of wetness that escaped when the intrusion was gone. She gasped at the intensity of it, at the way her body seemed to clench around nothing, seeking something to fill the void.

"Empty," he observed, his voice thick with satisfaction. "You feel empty now. Your body has become accustomed to being filled, and now it mourns the loss."

She could not deny it. She did feel empty—hollow, abandoned, aching for something to replace what had been taken. The sensation was humiliating and arousing at once, a proof of how thoroughly she had been conditioned to respond, how completely her body had learned to want.

"Do not worry," the prince said, his voice softening. "You will not be empty for long. When we arrive at my estate, I will fill you again—with myself, with my seed, with the claim that will make you mine in every way that matters."

He helped her to stand, lifted her onto the horse, positioned her before him with the same easy strength he had displayed before. The sensation of his body against hers was different now—more noticeable, more present, without the constant vibration to distract her. She could feel every point of contact between them, every shift of his muscles, every breath that moved his chest against her back.

"Rest if you can," he said, his arm wrapping around her bound body to hold her steady. "We have many hours of travel ahead. And when we arrive, you will need all your strength for what comes next."

She closed her eyes, let her head fall back against his shoulder, let herself be held. The vibration was gone, but the arousal remained—a low hum of wanting that pulsed through her body, a reminder of what had been done and what was still to come.

The horse began to move, picking its way through the forest, carrying them toward a future she could not imagine.

And she let herself drift, let herself float in the space between waking and sleeping, let herself feel the strange comfort of being held by the man who owned her.

They rode through the afternoon, the forest gradually thinning as the terrain changed.

She watched through halfclosed eyes as the trees gave way to meadows, as streams became rivers, as the path widened into something that might almost be called a road. The world continued to unfold before her, vast and various and overwhelming, each new sight a reminder of how small her life had been, how confined, how limited.

She had lived in a single room for twenty years. She had seen the world through a single window, had experienced the passage of seasons only through the changing colors of the distant forest canopy. She had never walked, never run, never felt grass beneath her feet or wind in her hair that had not first passed through the tower window.

And now she was seeing everything for the first time—at once, all at once, too much to process or understand.

The prince spoke occasionally, pointing out landmarks, explaining the names of things she had only seen from a distance. There—a village, its chimneys smoking, its people moving through streets she could barely make out from this distance. There—a field of something golden and waving, wheat or barley or some other crop she had never learned to identify. There—a river, wide and slow, its surface reflecting the afternoon sun in a glitter of light.

"Where are we going?" she asked, when the words finally formed themselves.

"My estate," he replied, his voice carrying a satisfaction she did not fully understand. "In the western reaches of my father's kingdom, far from the capital, far from the court, far from anyone who might interfere with what I intend to do with you."

"And what do you intend to do with me?"

The question hung in the air, heavier than she had intended. She felt him stiffen slightly behind her, felt the arm around her tighten its grip.

"I intend to make you mine," he said, finally, his voice low and intense. "Not just in body, but in every way that matters. I intend to bind you and fill you and claim you until you cannot remember what it felt like to belong to anyone else. I intend to breed you and mark you and keep you for the rest of my life. And I intend—" his voice softened, became almost tender, "—to give you a life that is better than the one you left behind. A life where you are wanted, and valued, and claimed by someone who will never let you go."

The words should have frightened her. They should have made her feel trapped, owned, reduced. And part of her did feel those things—the part that remembered the tower, that had believed in the lie of purpose, that had thought her life had meaning beyond the transactions she serviced.

But another part—the part that had been awakened by his touch, by his words, by the strange intensity of his claiming—another part felt something different. Something that might have been hope. Something that might have been desire. Something that might have been the first stirring of a self that had never been permitted to exist.

"I do not know how to be yours," she whispered, the admission feeling like a vulnerability, a weakness, a confession. "I know how to be used. I know how to service. I know how to please. But I do not know how to belong to someone who wants more than my body."

"Then I will teach you," he said, simply. "The same way you were taught to service, to please, to respond. I will teach you what it means to be mine. And when the teaching is done, you will not remember what it felt like to be anything else."

They stopped again as the sun was setting, making camp beside a stream that wound through a meadow.

The prince laid her on a blanket he spread on the grass, her bound body still wrapped in golden coils, her arms still secured against her sides, her legs still hobbled together. She could not move, could not help, could only watch as he made a fire, prepared food, saw to the horse.

The world was different at ground level than it had been from the tower. The sky seemed larger, the stars brighter, the darkness deeper. She had seen the night sky from her window countless times, but she had never felt it pressing down on her, never experienced the vastness of it as something that surrounded her rather than something she looked at from a distance.

"You are thinking," the prince observed, settling beside her on the blanket, offering her a piece of bread and cheese.

"I am feeling," she corrected, accepting the food, eating with an appetite she had not expected. "Too much feeling. Too much everything."

"That will pass," he said, his voice calm, certain. "In time, the world will become normal. The overwhelming will become familiar. You will adjust to the newness, and then you will begin to understand what your life will be."

"And what will my life be?"

He looked at her for a long moment, his dark eyes unreadable in the firelight.

"You will be my property," he said, simply. "You will live in my home, serve my needs, bear my children. You will be bound and claimed and filled whenever I desire. You will wear my marks and answer to my will and exist only for my pleasure."

The words were blunt, unapologetic, stripped of any pretense of romance or tenderness. They should have been devastating. They should have made her feel reduced, objectified, less than human.

But instead, they felt strangely honest. Strangely clear. Strangely like the truth she had been waiting for someone to speak.

"Is that all?" she asked, and the question carried something that might have been challenge, might have been curiosity, might have been something else entirely.

"No," he said, after a long pause. "That is not all. You will also be wanted. You will be valued. You will be kept and protected and claimed by someone who will never abandon you, never trade you, never treat you as anything less than the most valuable thing he has ever possessed."

"Why?" The word escaped before she could stop it. "Why would you want that? Why would you pay ten thousand gold pieces for a girl you have never met, never spoken to, never known? Why would you want to own someone so completely?"

He was silent for a long moment, staring into the fire, his expression unreadable.

"Because," he said finally, his voice low, rough, "I have never wanted anything the way I want you. I have never felt the hunger I felt when I first heard of the goldenhaired girl in the tower, the girl who could be visited for a price. I climbed your hair once, and I knew—immediately, certainly—that I could never be satisfied with renting. That I would never rest until I owned you completely."

He turned to look at her, his dark eyes burning in the firelight.

"You asked why. That is why. Because you are the thing I did not know I was missing. Because possessing you is the only way I will ever feel complete. Because—" his voice softened, became almost vulnerable, "—because I have been looking for you my entire life, and now that I have found you, I will never let you go."

The words washed over her, heavy with truth, heavy with something that felt almost like devotion. He wanted her. Not just her body, not just her service, but her—the thing she had never been permitted to know, the self that had been buried beneath layers of training and conditioning.

"I do not know who I am," she whispered, the admission feeling like a wound. "I do not know what there is to want, beneath the training."

"Then let me find out," he said, and his voice was soft, almost tender. "Let me discover who you are. Let me peel away the layers, one by one, until there is nothing left but the truth of you. And when I have found that truth—" he reached out, touched her face, traced the line of her jaw with gentle fingers, "—I will claim that too."

He did not touch her that night.

Instead, he wrapped her in blankets, positioned her beside the fire, and let her sleep while he kept watch. She drifted in and out of consciousness, aware of his presence, aware of the firelight flickering against her closed eyelids, aware of the strange new sensation of sleeping on the ground, under the open sky, with nothing between her and the vastness of the world.

She dreamed of the tower—not as it had been, but as it might have been. A home instead of a showroom. A mother instead of a seller. A purpose that meant something beyond the transactions that had defined her existence. She dreamed of parents who had wanted her, who had fought for her, who had refused to trade her for rampion or anything else. She dreamed of a life that was hers to choose, a self that was hers to know.

And she dreamed of the prince—his hands on her body, his voice in her ear, his claim settling over her like a weight that was both burden and comfort. You are mine now. You will never belong to anyone else.

When she woke, the fire had burned low and the sky was beginning to lighten in the east. The prince sat beside her, his dark eyes watching her face, his expression unreadable.

"Time to go," he said, simply. "We have many hours of travel ahead. And when we arrive—" he reached out, touched her hair, let the shortened strands slip through his fingers, "—you will begin your new life."

He lifted her onto the horse, positioned her before him, wrapped his arm around her bound body.

And they rode on, through the dawn and into the morning, toward the estate where she would spend the rest of her days as his property.

They reached the estate as the sun was setting.

It rose before them suddenly—a great house of stone and timber, its windows glowing with firelight, its chimneys smoking against the darkening sky. Behind it stretched fields and forests, a river glinting in the distance, the whole of it bounded by walls that seemed to go on forever.

"Welcome home," the prince said, his voice soft against her ear.

She stared at the house—this place that would be her home, her prison, her world for the rest of her life. It was beautiful, in its way—grand and imposing and clearly the seat of someone of wealth and power. But it was also foreign, strange, utterly unlike anything she had ever known.

The tower had been one room. One window. One life, contained and controlled and predictable.

This was something else entirely. This was a world she would have to learn to navigate, a life she would have to learn to live, a self she would have to learn to become.

The horse carried them through the gates, up the drive, to the entrance where servants waited with torches and curious eyes. The prince dismounted first, then lifted her down, held her against his chest as he carried her toward the door.

She saw the servants watching—saw their eyes move over her bound body, her golden coils, her helpless state. Some looked curious. Some looked shocked. Some looked calculating, as if they were already trying to determine what she was, what she meant, how she would fit into the household she was entering.

She did not care. She was beyond caring. She was too overwhelmed, too exhausted, too lost in the chaos of everything that had happened to worry about the opinions of servants she had never met.

The prince carried her through the entrance, up a staircase, down a hallway, to a door that he pushed open with his shoulder.

Beyond the door was a room.

A bedroom—large and richly appointed, with a great bed dominating the space, a fire burning in the hearth, candles flickering on every surface. The windows were covered with heavy curtains, shutting out the night, creating a space that felt private, intimate, closed off from the world.

He carried her to the bed, laid her down on the soft covers, stepped back to look at her.

"You have arrived," he said, his voice soft, almost tender. "You are in my home now, in my bedroom, on my bed. And tomorrow—" he began to undo the golden coils that bound her, unwrapping her layer by layer, "—tomorrow, I will claim you properly. Tonight, you will rest. You will recover from the journey. You will prepare yourself for what is to come."

The last coil fell away—the collar around her throat, the final remnant of the hair that had once defined her. She lay on the bed, free of the bindings for the first time in days, her body aching, her mind spinning, her heart racing with a complex mixture of exhaustion and anticipation.

"Sleep," the prince said, pulling a blanket over her naked body. "Tomorrow, your new life begins."

He turned to leave, but paused at the door, looking back at her with dark, intense eyes.

"And Rapunzel?" His voice was soft, but carried a weight that made her breath catch. "You asked me what I want. What I intend. What you will become. The answer is simple: I want you to choose. I want you to want. I want you to discover, in yourself, the capacity for surrender that goes beyond training. And when you have found that—" his eyes burned, fierce and possessive and something else, something she could not name, "—you will be truly mine."

Then he was gone, the door closing behind him, leaving her alone in the room that would be her world.

She lay in the darkness, staring at the ceiling, feeling the echo of his words pulse through her.

Choose. Want. Surrender.

She did not know if she could do any of those things. She did not know if she was capable of choosing or wanting or surrendering beyond the training that had been carved into her.

But she knew, with a certainty that surprised her, that she wanted to try.


CHAPTER EIGHT: THE ARRIVAL

She woke to sunlight streaming through gaps in the heavy curtains, casting golden stripes across the bedcovers.

For a moment, she did not know where she was. The bed was too soft, the room too large, the silence too profound. The tower had been her entire world for twenty years—its stone walls, its single window, its endless quiet broken only by the call that brought visitors to her window. This room was nothing like that room. This room was foreign, strange, overwhelming in its unfamiliarity.

Then the memories flooded back: the cutting, the binding, the journey, the arrival. The prince carrying her through the forest and over the hills and into this great house that would be her home for the rest of her life. His words at the door—choose, want, surrender—echoing through her mind like a promise or a threat.

She sat up slowly, pushing the blanket away, taking stock of her body for the first time since the binding had been removed. Her arms ached from days of restraint, her legs trembled with the unfamiliar sensation of being free to move, her inner thighs were slick with the evidence of arousal that had not fully faded despite the removal of the vibrating object. Her hair—what remained of it—fell around her shoulders in a golden cascade that felt strange, too short, too light after twenty years of weight.

She touched the strands, let them slip through her fingers, felt the absence of the length that had defined her. The hair that had brought visitors to her window, that had bound her during use, that had been wrapped around her body for transport—it was gone now, severed, coiled somewhere in this room or another, waiting to be used again.

The thought sent a shiver through her, complex and overwhelming.

She was in a new place. A new life. A new self, waiting to be discovered.

And tonight, the prince would claim her.

A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts.

Before she could respond, the door opened, and a woman entered—middleaged, greyhaired, dressed in the simple clothing of a servant. She carried a tray laden with food and drink, which she set on a table near the window without looking directly at Rapunzel.

"His Highness asked me to bring you breakfast," the woman said, her voice carefully neutral. "He also asked me to draw a bath and help you prepare for the evening."

"Prepare how?" Rapunzel asked, her voice rough from sleep and disuse.

The woman finally met her eyes, and there was something in her expression—curiosity, perhaps, or judgment, or something more complex.

"His Highness was... specific," she said, after a pause. "He wants you bathed and groomed. He wants your hair brushed and arranged. He wants you dressed in the garment he selected, which is laid out on the chair by the fire. And he wants you waiting in this room, on this bed, when he returns at dusk."

The words were clinical, matteroffact, stripped of any indication of what the servant thought about the instructions she was conveying. But Rapunzel could read between the lines. The servants knew what she was. They knew why she was here. They knew what would happen when the prince returned at dusk.

"Will you help me?" she asked, not because she needed help, but because she did not know what else to say.

"It is my duty," the woman replied, simply. "His Highness pays my wages, and he has given me instructions. I will follow them."

She moved to a door that Rapunzel had not noticed before, set into the far wall, and opened it to reveal a small bathing chamber. Inside, a copper tub waited, already filled with steaming water that smelled of flowers and herbs.

"The water is ready," the servant said. "I will assist you, if you require assistance."

Rapunzel rose from the bed, her legs unsteady beneath her, and crossed to the bathing chamber. The water was indeed ready—and so, apparently, was everything else. Jars of oil and blocks of soap sat on a shelf beside the tub. Soft towels were stacked within reach. The room was warm, lit by candles that filled the space with a gentle, flickering light.

She lowered herself into the water, feeling the heat sink into her aching muscles, washing away the exhaustion and the remnants of the journey. The servant helped her wash her hair, working the soap through the shortened strands with practiced efficiency, rinsing it clean, combing it out until it fell in smooth waves around her shoulders.

"His Highness mentioned your hair often," the servant said, as she worked. "During the preparations for your arrival. He spoke of it as... significant. Valuable. He gave specific instructions for its care."

"Did he say why?"

The servant's hands paused for a moment, then resumed their work.

"He said it would be used for binding," she said, simply. "He said the golden coils that were cut from your head would be kept, and used again, whenever he wished to remind you of what you are."

The words landed like stones, each one settling into Rapunzel's chest with a weight she had not expected. The hair that had been severed from her head would be used to bind her again—not because it was necessary, but because he wished to remind her of what she was.

"And what am I?" she asked, the question escaping before she could stop it.

The servant was silent for a long moment. Then, in a voice that was almost gentle:

"You are his property. His possession. The thing he paid a fortune to own." She paused, her hands still moving through Rapunzel's hair. "But you are also, if the rumors are true, the thing he has wanted most in all the world. And that is not nothing, to be wanted that much."

The afternoon passed slowly, marked by preparations that felt ritualistic in their precision.

After the bath, the servant helped her dress in the garment the prince had selected—a simple shift of white silk that clung to her body and left nothing to the imagination. The fabric was cool against her skin, almost translucent, designed to reveal rather than conceal. She felt naked in it, more naked than she had felt when she was actually naked, because the garment signaled intention. It signaled that she was being prepared, being displayed, being made ready for use.

The servant brushed her hair until it gleamed, arranged it around her shoulders in a style that framed her face and emphasized its golden color. She applied oil to her skin, making it soft and fragrant, paying special attention to the places where the bindings had left marks—her wrists, her ankles, the column of her throat.

"He wants you to heal," the servant observed, as she worked. "He does not want the marks to remain. He wants your skin perfect, unblemished, ready for new marks that he will put there himself."

New marks. The words sent another shiver through her, another complex surge of feeling that she could not fully parse.

When the preparations were complete, the servant stepped back and surveyed her work with an expression that might have been satisfaction.

"You are ready," she said, simply. "His Highness will return at dusk. He asked me to tell you—" she paused, seemed to choose her words carefully, "—that you should wait on the bed. That you should not try to leave the room. That you should think about what is coming, and prepare yourself in whatever way you see fit."

"And then?"

"And then," the servant said, her voice carefully neutral, "he will claim you. And you will become what you were always meant to be."

She left without another word, closing the door behind her, leaving Rapunzel alone in the room with her thoughts and the fading afternoon light.

She waited.

The hours stretched, each one feeling like an eternity. She sat on the bed, her hands folded in her lap, her body thrumming with a mixture of anticipation and fear. The garment the prince had selected was too thin to provide warmth, and she found herself shivering despite the fire that burned in the hearth.

She thought about what was coming. The claiming. The moment when the prince would take her, not as a visitor took a product, but as an owner took what belonged to him. She had been claimed before—countless times, by countless men—but this would be different. This would be permanent. This would be the moment when she became his, completely and forever.

She thought about his words. Choose. Want. Surrender. He wanted her to choose, to want, to surrender beyond the training that had been carved into her. He wanted her to discover, in herself, the capacity for something that was not just response but desire.

She did not know if she was capable of such a thing. She had been trained to respond, to please, to service. She had never been asked to want. She had never been permitted to choose. And she had certainly never been encouraged to surrender in any way that was not simply the result of conditioning.

But something in her wanted to try. Something in her wanted to discover what lay beneath the training, beneath the conditioning, beneath the layers of programming that had made her into what she was.

She did not know if that something was real. She did not know if it was simply another form of conditioning, another trick of a mind that had never been permitted to know itself. But she felt it, undeniably, in the core of her being—a hunger, a curiosity, a desperate desire to know what she was when she was not simply what she had been made to be.

The light began to fade, the afternoon sliding into evening, the shadows in the room lengthening and deepening. She heard sounds from elsewhere in the house—servants moving, doors opening and closing, the distant clatter of dinner preparations—but the room where she waited remained silent, isolated, sealed off from the world outside.

And then, as the last light of day faded from the sky, she heard footsteps in the hallway.

The door opened.

The prince stood in the threshold, his dark eyes moving immediately to where she sat on the bed. He had changed since the journey—his traveling clothes replaced by a loose shirt and trousers, his face freshly shaved, his hair damp from bathing. He looked, she thought, like a man preparing for something significant. A man who had waited a long time for what was coming.

He stepped into the room, closed the door behind him, and turned to face her.

"Stand," he said, his voice low but commanding.

She rose from the bed, her legs unsteady beneath her, her body thrumming with the mixture of fear and anticipation that had been building all day.

"Come here."

She crossed to him, her feet carrying her forward without conscious thought, her body responding to the command with the obedience that had been trained into her over years. She stopped before him, close enough to feel the heat radiating from his body, close enough to smell the clean scent of his skin.

He reached out, touched her face, traced the line of her jaw with gentle fingers.

"You are beautiful," he said, his voice soft, almost reverent. "More beautiful than I remembered. More beautiful than I imagined, in all the nights I thought about this moment."

His hands moved from her face to her shoulders, sliding beneath the thin fabric of the shift, pushing it down until it pooled at her feet. She stood before him, naked, exposed, her body on display for his assessment.

He looked at her for a long moment, his dark eyes moving over every inch of her skin. She felt the weight of his gaze like a physical touch, felt herself flush with heat under his scrutiny, felt her body respond to the attention with the arousal that had been trained into her.

"Your skin has healed," he observed, his fingers tracing the places where the bindings had left marks. "The marks are gone. Good. I want you unblemished. I want to mark you myself."

His hands continued their exploration, moving over her breasts, her ribs, her hips, her thighs. Each touch was deliberate, claiming, possessive. He was mapping her, she realized. He was learning the terrain of her body so that he could own it completely.

"You have been touched by many men," he said, his voice clinical, detached. "You have been bound and used and filled by countless visitors who paid for the privilege. But none of them owned you. None of them claimed you. They simply rented what was already mine."

The words sent a shiver through her, complex and overwhelming. She had been used by many men, it was true. But she had never been claimed by any of them—not like this, not with the weight of ownership that she felt in his voice, in his hands, in the dark possessiveness of his gaze.

"Turn around," he commanded, and she turned, presenting her back to him, feeling his hands move over the curve of her spine, the swell of her buttocks, the backs of her thighs.

"Bend over," he said, his voice dropping lower, thickening with desire. "Put your hands on the bed. Present yourself to me."

She obeyed, bending at the waist, placing her hands on the soft covers, feeling the cool air of the room against her exposed sex. The position was familiar—she had been positioned this way countless times, for countless visitors—but the feeling was different. This was not a visitor preparing to use her. This was her owner preparing to claim her.

He stepped closer, and she felt the heat of him against her back, felt his hands on her hips, felt his breath on her neck.

"I am going to examine you now," he said, his voice low, intense. "I am going to look at every part of you, touch every part of you, learn every part of you. And then I am going to take you, and fill you, and make you mine in every way that matters."

She felt his hand move between her thighs, felt his fingers slide through the wetness that had already gathered there, felt the evidence of her arousal exposed to his assessment.

"You are wet," he observed, satisfaction thick in his voice. "Your body responds to me. The training runs deep, but this—" his fingers pressed inside her, feeling the heat and the wetness and the readiness, "—this is not just training. This is want. Your body wants me, even if your mind has not yet accepted what you are."

She could not deny it. She was wet, was ready, was responding to his touch with the arousal that she had been trained to feel but that now seemed to come from somewhere deeper, somewhere beyond the conditioning. Her body wanted him. And she did not know if that want was real or programmed, but she felt it, undeniable and overwhelming.

"Lie on the bed," he commanded, withdrawing his fingers, stepping back to give her room to move.

She straightened, turned, crossed to the bed, and lay down on the soft covers. The fabric was cool against her heated skin, a contrast that made her shiver.

"Spread your legs."

She opened herself to him, exposing the most intimate part of her body to his gaze. He stood at the foot of the bed, looking down at her with dark, hungry eyes.

"You have been examined before," he said, his voice clinical. "You have been displayed and assessed and evaluated. But this examination is different. This is not about determining value. This is about establishing ownership."

He moved to the side of the bed, sat beside her, and began to touch her.

His hands were slow, deliberate, claiming. He traced the curves of her breasts, the dip of her waist, the swell of her hips. He paid attention to every part of her, learning the terrain of her body with the focus of a cartographer mapping new territory.

"You are mine," he said, as his hands moved. "Every inch of you. Every part. Your skin, your hair, your breasts, your sex. All of it belongs to me now, and I will do with it whatever I please."

His fingers found her nipples, and she gasped at the sensation. He rolled them between his thumbs and forefingers, watching her face for reaction, noting the way her breath quickened and her back arched.

"Your body is responsive," he observed, satisfaction thick in his voice. "You have been trained to respond, but you respond to me more intensely than to any of the visitors who came before. Can you feel the difference?"

She could. She had been touched by many men, had been aroused by many men, had orgasmed for many men. But the arousal she felt now was different—sharper, more intense, more overwhelming. It was not just the training. It was something else, something she could not name.

"Yes," she breathed, the word barely a whisper. "I feel it."

"Good." His hands continued their exploration, sliding down her ribs, over her stomach, dipping between her thighs to find the wetness that had gathered there. "That is as it should be. You will learn, in time, that what you feel with me is different from anything you have felt before. Because I am not a visitor. I am not renting. I own you, completely and permanently, and my ownership changes everything."

His fingers pressed inside her again, and she moaned at the sensation—the fullness, the stretch, the intimacy of being penetrated by someone who intended to keep her forever.

"You are ready," he said, withdrawing his fingers, rising from the bed. "Your body knows what is coming. It has prepared itself for the claiming."

He undressed quickly, efficiently, shedding his clothes until he stood before her naked. She had seen him undressed before, during his visits to the tower, but this was different. This was not a visitor preparing for a night. This was an owner preparing for a lifetime.

He was beautiful, in the way that powerful men were beautiful—broad shoulders, muscular arms, a chest that tapered to a narrow waist. And between his legs, his erection stood, thick and hard, the evidence of his desire for her.

She felt a surge of something that might have been fear, might have been anticipation, might have been both.

"Move to the centre of the bed," he commanded. "Lie back. Open yourself to me."

She obeyed.

He climbed onto the bed, positioned himself between her thighs, and lowered his body over hers. The weight of him was substantial, his skin hot against hers, his hardness pressing against her entrance.

"This is the claiming," he said, his voice low, intense, his face inches from hers. "This is the moment you become mine, not just because I paid for you, but because I take you. Because I fill you. Because I make you feel, in your body, that you belong to me."

He pushed inside.

The sensation was overwhelming—the stretch, the fullness, the intimate intrusion of his body into hers. She had been penetrated countless times, by countless men, but this was different. This was slower, more deliberate, more thorough. He was not rushing toward his own pleasure. He was claiming her, inch by inch, making her feel every moment of the taking.

"Look at me," he commanded, and she opened her eyes, met his gaze, saw the dark intensity burning there.

"Feel me inside you," he said, his voice rough with desire. "Feel me taking you. Feel me making you mine."

He began to move.

The rhythm he established was slow, deliberate, maddening.

Each thrust was a statement, each withdrawal a promise of more to come. He filled her completely, stretched her to the edge of discomfort, pressed against places inside her that had never been touched with such intention.

"You have been used by many men," he said, his voice low, intense, his hips moving in that same slow, deliberate rhythm. "But they did not own you. They did not claim you. They simply took what was available and left."

He thrust deeper, harder, making her gasp.

"I will never leave," he continued, his voice thick with possession. "I will never share you. I will never rent you to another. You are mine, and mine alone, for as long as we both shall live."

His words washed over her, mixing with the sensation of his body inside hers, creating a symphony of feeling that she could not separate into its component parts. She was being claimed, was being filled, was being made his in the most fundamental way possible. And her body was responding—with wetness, with heat, with the desperate arousal that had been trained into her but that now seemed to come from somewhere deeper.

"Your body knows," he said, as if reading her thoughts. "It knows who owns it. It knows who it belongs to. It responds to me in ways it never responded to the visitors who came before."

His hand moved between their bodies, found the place where they were joined, and pressed against the sensitive bud that crowned her sex. The sensation was electric, sending jolts of pleasure through her core, making her cry out with the intensity of it.

"Come for me," he commanded, his voice rough. "Show me that your body belongs to me. Show me that you can feel this, that you can respond, that there is something beneath the training that wants what I am giving you."

The pressure built—inevitable, overwhelming, impossible to resist. She felt the orgasm gathering in her core, felt it spreading through her body, felt it preparing to break over her like a wave.

"I—" she gasped, not knowing what she was trying to say, not knowing if she was trying to speak or cry or beg.

"Let go," he said, his voice soft, almost tender. "Surrender. Let me feel you come apart around me."

And she did.

The orgasm crashed through her, shattering her into a thousand pieces.

Her body convulsed around him, her inner muscles clenching and releasing, her back arching off the bed, her mouth opening in a sound that was half scream, half moan. The pleasure was overwhelming, more intense than anything she had ever felt, as if the claiming had reached into the core of her and pulled out something she had not known was there.

He did not stop moving.

He continued to thrust through her orgasm, extending it, making her feel every moment of the claiming as the pleasure crested and receded and crested again. His rhythm was still slow, still deliberate, but there was an edge to it now—a hunger, a desperation, a need that matched her own.

"I am going to fill you," he said, his voice rough with desire. "I am going to spill inside you, mark you with my seed, make the claim physical and permanent. And you will take it. You will take every drop. Because you are mine, and your body exists to receive what I give you."

His thrusts quickened, became harder, more urgent. She felt him swelling inside her, felt the tension building in his body, felt the approach of his own release.

"Look at me," he commanded again, and she opened her eyes, met his gaze, saw the dark intensity burning there.

"You are mine," he said, his voice low, intense, final. "Mine. Forever. And nothing will ever change that."

He pushed deep one final time, held himself there, and she felt the pulse of his release inside her—hot, thick, filling her with the physical evidence of his claim. He groaned, a sound of pure satisfaction, as he spilled into her, marking her, claiming her, making her his in the most fundamental way possible.

When it was over, he did not withdraw.

Instead, he stayed inside her, his body heavy on hers, his breath coming in ragged gasps. She could feel him softening slightly, but still present, still filling her, still claiming.

"Feel that," he said, his voice soft, almost tender. "Feel me inside you. Feel my seed filling you. This is what it means to belong to me. Not just for a night, not just for a visit, but forever. Every time I take you, I will leave something of myself inside you. Every time I claim you, I will remind you of what you are."

She did feel it. She felt the weight of him, the heat of him, the intimate presence of his body inside hers. And she felt something else—something that had not been there before, something that felt almost like belonging.

Not the belonging of training or conditioning. Not the belonging of a product on a shelf. But something deeper, something that felt almost like home.

He withdrew slowly, the sensation making her gasp.

He rolled off her, lay beside her on the bed, and pulled her against his side. His arm wrapped around her, holding her close, his hand resting on her hip in a gesture that felt both possessive and protective.

"Rest now," he said, his voice soft. "We are not finished. But you need time to recover before we continue."

Continue. The word sent a shiver through her, a complex mixture of anticipation and exhaustion.

"The night is long," he continued, as if reading her thoughts. "And I have waited a long time for this. I intend to claim you thoroughly, repeatedly, until you cannot remember what it felt like to belong to anyone else."

She lay against his side, feeling the heat of his body, hearing the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. She was exhausted, overwhelmed, still trembling from the intensity of the claiming. But beneath the exhaustion, there was something else—something that felt almost like peace.

She had been claimed. She had been filled. She had been made his.

And she had survived it. More than survived it—she had felt something, something that was not just training, something that might have been real.

She did not know what it meant. She did not know what came next. But she knew, with a certainty that surprised her, that she was no longer the person she had been before he touched her.

Something had changed. Something fundamental. And she would never be the same.

She must have dozed, because when she opened her eyes again, the candles had burned lower and the prince was sitting up beside her, watching her face with dark, intense eyes.

"Time to continue," he said, his voice soft but commanding.

He rose from the bed, crossed to a chest that sat against the far wall, and opened it. From inside, he withdrew the golden coils—the severed hair that had been wrapped around her body for transport, the hair that had once grown from her head and now existed as a separate thing.

He turned back to face her, the golden rope in his hands, and smiled.

"I told you I would bind you again," he said, his voice low, satisfied. "I told you the hair would be used to remind you of what you are. And now—" he crossed back to the bed, laid the golden coils beside her, "—I will keep my word."

"Turn over," he commanded. "Hands behind your back."

She obeyed, rolling onto her stomach, crossing her wrists at the small of her back. She felt the hair touch her skin—her own hair, severed from her head, now being used to bind her—and the sensation sent a complex surge of feeling through her.

He wrapped the first coil around her wrists, pulling it tight, securing her hands in a position that left her helpless. Then he wrapped another coil around her elbows, drawing them together, forcing her shoulders back, making her breasts press against the bedcovers.

"Turn over," he said again, and she rolled onto her back, her bound arms beneath her, her body arched and exposed.

He took another coil of hair and wrapped it around her breasts, framing them, making them stand out against the golden rope. Then another coil around her waist, cinching it tight, restricting her breath. And finally, a coil around her throat—the same collar that had encircled her neck during the transport, now returned to its place.

"Beautiful," he breathed, his eyes moving over her bound form. "Bound in your own gold, marked with my seed, claimed in every way that matters. This is how I want you to remember this night. This is how I want you to remember what you are."

He spread her legs, positioned himself between them, and pushed inside her again.

The second claiming was slower than the first.

He took his time, moving with deliberate patience, making her feel every inch of the claiming. The bindings restricted her movement, held her in place, made her a passive recipient of his desire. She could not touch him, could not move with him, could only lie there and receive what he gave.

"You cannot move," he observed, his voice thick with satisfaction. "You cannot resist. You can only take what I give you, and know that this is what you were made for."

He thrust deeper, harder, hitting places inside her that made her gasp.

"This is what it means to belong to me," he continued, his rhythm steady, relentless. "To be bound and filled and claimed whenever I desire. To have no choice, no option, no escape. To simply be mine, in every way that matters."

His words washed over her, mixing with the sensation of his body inside hers, creating a haze of pleasure and submission that she could not resist. She was bound, was helpless, was being used—but she was also being cared for, being claimed, being made to feel like she belonged.

And her body responded.

She felt the pressure building again, felt the orgasm gathering in her core, felt the inevitable approach of pleasure that she could not stop.

"Come for me again," he commanded, his voice rough. "Show me that your body knows who owns it. Show me that you can find pleasure in being bound and claimed and used."

The orgasm broke over her, less intense than the first but somehow deeper, more intimate. She felt her inner muscles clench around him, felt the pleasure radiate through her body, felt the surrender of giving herself over to the claiming.

He followed her over the edge moments later, groaning as he spilled inside her again, filling her with more of his seed, marking her again with the physical evidence of his ownership.

When it was over, he did not withdraw immediately. Instead, he stayed inside her, his body covering hers, his breath hot against her neck.

"You are mine now," he said, his voice soft, almost tender. "Bound in your own hair, filled with my seed, claimed in every way that matters. Tomorrow, we will begin your new life. But tonight—" he pulled back, looked into her eyes, "—tonight, you will sleep bound, so you remember what you are."

He withdrew from her body, but did not release her from the bindings.

Instead, he positioned her on the bed, adjusted the golden coils so that she was comfortable but still restrained, and pulled the covers over them both. His arm wrapped around her, pulling her against his side, holding her close.

"Sleep," he said, his voice soft. "Tomorrow, we will talk about what your life will be. Tonight, I simply want you to feel what it means to belong to me."

She lay in the darkness, bound in her own hair, filled with his seed, claimed in every way that mattered. Her body ached from the claiming, her arms from the binding, her mind from the overwhelming intensity of everything that had happened.

But beneath the ache, there was something else. Something that felt almost like peace.

She had been claimed. She had been filled. She had been made his.

And in the morning, she would begin the life she was always meant to live.


CHAPTER NINE: THE NEW LIFE

She woke to sunlight and the sensation of weight around her wrists.

For a moment, she did not remember where she was or what had happened—there was only the warmth of the bed, the brightness of the light, the dull ache in her shoulders from arms that had been bound behind her back through the night. Then the memories returned in a rush: the claiming, the binding, the prince's body moving inside hers, the overwhelming intensity of pleasure and surrender that had left her shaken and changed.

She was in his bed. In his home. In the life she had been sold into.

And she was still bound in her own hair.

The golden coils wrapped her body—wrists, elbows, breasts, waist, throat—a harness of her own severed flesh that marked her as claimed, as property, as belonging to someone else. The sensation was overwhelming in the morning light, intimate and strange and impossible to ignore.

She shifted, testing the bindings, feeling them pull against her skin. They were secure, expertly tied, designed to hold without damaging. She could not free herself. She could not move her arms more than a few inches in any direction. She was helpless, restrained, exactly as he had left her.

The bed beside her was empty, the sheets cool where he had lain. He had risen already, had left her here, bound and waiting, for whatever came next.

She did not know how long she lay there, staring at the ceiling, feeling the weight of the bindings, processing everything that had happened. The claiming had been overwhelming—more intense, more thorough, more transformative than anything she had experienced in the tower. The visitors had taken her body, used her for their pleasure, left her when they were done. But the prince had claimed her—had filled her with his seed, bound her with her own hair, made her feel, in the core of her being, that she belonged to him now.

And the strange thing was that she did not hate it.

She had expected to hate it. She had expected to feel violated, reduced, broken. And part of her did feel those things—the part that remembered the tower, that had believed in the lie of purpose, that had thought her life had meaning beyond the transactions she serviced.

But another part—the part that had responded to his touch, that had orgasmed at his command, that had felt something like peace in the moment of surrender—that part felt something different. Something that felt almost like relief.

She was owned now. She belonged to someone. And she would never again be rented to strangers who climbed her hair and took what they paid for.

Was that better? Was it worse? She did not know. She only knew that the weight of the golden coils around her body felt like a promise, and she was beginning to believe that she might be able to keep it.

The door opened, and the prince entered.

He was dressed, she noticed—not in the loose shirt and trousers of the night before, but in clothing that suggested he had been about his business as lord of the estate. A tunic of deep blue, fitted trousers, boots that spoke of riding or walking or the active life of a man with responsibilities beyond the bedroom.

But his eyes, when they found her, were dark with the same intensity she remembered from the night before.

"You are awake," he said, crossing to the bed, standing over her bound form. "Good. I wanted to see you before I left for the morning."

"Left?" The word escaped before she could stop it. "Left for where?"

"The estate requires attention," he said, simply. "There are matters that need my oversight—tenants, supplies, the endless details of running a household. I cannot spend every hour in this room, much as I might wish to."

He reached out, touched her face, traced the line of her jaw with gentle fingers.

"But I will return," he continued, his voice softening. "And when I return, we will continue what we began last night. I told you I would claim you thoroughly, repeatedly, until you cannot remember what it felt like to belong to anyone else. I meant it."

His hand moved from her face to her hair—the shortened strands that fell around her shoulders, growing slowly back toward the length they had once achieved.

"Your hair is growing," he observed, satisfaction thick in his voice. "It will take time, but it will reach the floor again eventually. And when it does, I will bind you with it—living hair, still attached to your head, wrapped around your body in coils that cannot be severed."

The thought sent a shiver through her, complex and overwhelming.

"In the meantime," he continued, "you will remain bound with what was cut. I have left instructions with the servants. They will feed you, bathe you, see to your needs. But they will not release you from the bindings. Those remain until I decide to remove them."

"And when will that be?"

He smiled, and there was something both tender and ruthless in the expression.

"When I am satisfied that you understand what you are. When I am certain that the bindings have served their purpose—that you have felt, in your body and your mind, that you belong to me now."

He leaned down, kissed her forehead, and straightened.

"I will return before dusk," he said. "Think about what I have told you. Think about what you want. And when I come back—" his eyes burned, fierce and possessive, "—we will talk about your new life, and what it will mean to belong to me forever."

Then he was gone, the door closing behind him, leaving her alone with the weight of his words and the golden coils that bound her to his will.

The day passed slowly, marked by the ministrations of servants and the endless turn of her own thoughts.

The greyhaired woman from the day before returned, along with a younger maid who seemed both curious and frightened by the sight of Rapunzel bound on the bed. They fed her breakfast, holding the food to her lips, helping her drink from a cup that she could not hold herself. They helped her use the chamber pot—a humiliation that made her face burn, but that they performed with clinical efficiency, as if tending to a bound and helpless woman was simply part of their duties.

They bathed her as well, or tried to—the bindings made proper bathing difficult, and they could only wipe her skin with damp cloths, cleaning what they could reach without removing the golden coils. The prince had been clear: the bindings stayed until he removed them.

"Does he always keep his property bound?" she asked the greyhaired woman, during a moment when the younger maid had stepped out.

The woman paused in her work, seemed to consider the question.

"I have not served His Highness long," she admitted, finally. "He inherited this estate from an uncle two years ago, and I was hired shortly after. But in that time, I have never seen him keep a woman here. Not until you."

"Not until me," Rapunzel repeated, the words feeling strange. "Then he has never... he does not usually..."

"He does not usually bring women to his home," the servant confirmed. "He has visited the brothels in the village, as most men do. But he has never kept a woman here, never bound one to his bed, never—" she paused, seemed to choose her words carefully, "—never looked at any woman the way he looks at you."

"How does he look at me?"

The servant met her eyes, and there was something almost like compassion in her expression.

"Like you are the most valuable thing he has ever possessed," she said, simply. "Like he has been waiting for you his entire life, and now that he has you, he will never let you go."

The words settled into Rapunzel's chest, heavy with implication. She was valuable to him. She was wanted. She was the thing he had been waiting for.

And she did not know if that was a comfort or a prison.

In the afternoon, she was left alone.

The servants had done what they could—fed her, cleaned her, seen to her needs. Now there was nothing to do but wait, bound in golden coils, for the prince to return.

She thought about what he had said. Think about what you want. The command felt strange, almost impossible. She had never been permitted to want. She had been trained to respond, to please, to service. The idea of wanting something for herself was foreign, alien, beyond her experience.

But she tried. She lay on the bed, her arms bound behind her, her body wrapped in her own severed hair, and she tried to imagine what she might want if she were permitted to choose.

She wanted to feel safe. That was the first thing. She wanted to know that she would not be sold again, traded to another owner, sent to another tower. She wanted to belong to someone permanently, to have a place that was hers, even if that place was at someone's feet.

She wanted to be wanted. Not just used—wanted. Not just serviced—desired. She wanted to know that the man who owned her saw her as something more than a product, more than a valuable asset, more than a convenient body.

She wanted to know who she was.

That was the deepest want, the one she barely dared to acknowledge. She wanted to know what lay beneath the training, beneath the conditioning, beneath the layers of programming that had made her into what she was. She wanted to discover, in herself, a self that was not simply what she had been made to be.

The prince had told her to choose, to want, to surrender. He had told her that he wanted her to discover, in herself, the capacity for desire that went beyond training.

Was that possible? Was there anything beneath the training?

She did not know. But she wanted to find out.

The prince returned as the sun was setting.

She heard his footsteps in the hallway, the sound of the door opening, the familiar weight of his presence filling the room. He crossed to the bed, stood over her, and looked down at her bound form with eyes that were both possessive and tender.

"You have been thinking," he said, not a question. "I can see it in your face. What have you been thinking about?"

"About what I want," she admitted, the words feeling dangerous, vulnerable.

"And what do you want?"

She was silent for a long moment, gathering her courage, trying to find the words for thoughts she had barely acknowledged to herself.

"I want to belong," she said, finally. "Truly belong. Not just because I was sold, not just because I have no choice, but because I chose. Because I looked at the options before me and decided that this—" she shifted against the bindings, felt them pull against her skin, "—that this is what I want."

He was still, watching her, his expression unreadable.

"I do not know if I can choose," she continued, her voice barely a whisper. "I have never been permitted to choose. I have been trained to respond, to please, to service. But if I could choose—" she met his eyes, held his gaze, "—if I could want something for myself—I think I would want this. I would want to belong to you. Not because I was sold to you, but because I chose you."

The words hung in the air between them, heavy with meaning, heavy with the weight of a surrender that went beyond training or conditioning.

He was silent for a long moment. Then, slowly, he reached out, touched her face, traced the line of her jaw with gentle fingers.

"That is what I wanted to hear," he said, his voice soft, almost tender. "That is what I have been waiting for. Not just your body, not just your obedience, but your choice. Your desire. Your surrender."

He began to undo the bindings.

The golden coils fell away one by one—first the collar around her throat, then the rope around her waist, then the bindings around her breasts and elbows and wrists. When she was finally free, she lay on the bed, her arms aching from the position they had been forced into, her skin marked with the impression of the coils.

He gathered her into his arms, held her against his chest, stroked her hair with gentle fingers.

"You have earned something," he said, his voice low. "You have earned the right to know your new life, to understand what it means to belong to me, to choose this for yourself rather than simply submitting to what was done to you."

"Tell me," she whispered. "Tell me what my life will be."

He settled her against his side, his arm around her, his voice low and steady as he began to speak.

"You will live here, in my home, for the rest of your life. You will have freedom of movement within the estate—you may walk the grounds, explore the house, learn the land that is now your home. You will not be confined to a single room as you were in the tower."

She felt a surge of something that might have been hope, might have been relief.

"But," he continued, his voice firm, "you will be bound when I wish it. Your hair will grow again, and I will use it to restrain you, to claim you, to remind you of what you are. You will sleep in my bed, serve my needs, receive my seed whenever I desire to give it. You will be mine, completely, in every way that matters."

"And if I want more?" she asked, the question escaping before she could stop it. "If I want something beyond serving your needs?"

He was quiet for a moment, his hand still moving through her hair.

"What do you want?" he asked, and the question felt genuine, as if he truly wanted to know the answer.

She thought about it, tried to put into words the vague desires that had been forming in her mind throughout the long afternoon.

"I want to know who I am," she said, finally. "I want to discover, in myself, a self that is not just what I was made to be. I want to learn things, see things, experience the world I have never been permitted to know. I want—" she paused, tried to find the courage to speak the deepest desire, "—I want to be more than a body. I want to be a person. Even if that person belongs to you."

He was silent for a long moment. Then, slowly, he turned her face toward his, looked into her eyes with an intensity that made her breath catch.

"You are a person," he said, his voice low, fierce. "You have always been a person, even when you were treated as a product, even when you were trained to believe you were nothing but a body to be used. The person you are—that is what I want. Not just your service, not just your obedience, but you. The self that exists beneath the training. The person you were always meant to be."

The words washed over her, warm and overwhelming, and she felt something break open inside her—something that had been sealed shut for as long as she could remember.

"I do not know that person," she whispered, tears forming in her eyes. "I have never been permitted to know her."

"Then we will find her together," he said, simply. "I will help you discover who you are. And when we find her—" he pulled her closer, held her tighter, "—I will claim that person, too. Not just your body, but your self. Your heart. Your mind. Everything you are, and everything you will become."

The days that followed established a rhythm.

Each morning, the prince would rise early, attend to his duties as lord of the estate, leave her in the care of servants who fed her and bathed her and saw to her needs. Some days he bound her before he left—wrapping her in the golden coils, leaving her helpless on the bed, forcing her to feel the weight of her ownership throughout the long hours. Other days he left her unbound, permitted her to move about the room, to look out the windows, to begin to learn the shape of the world she now inhabited.

In the afternoons, she was sometimes allowed to leave the room—to walk through the hallways of the great house, to look into other rooms, to begin to map the territory of her new life. The servants watched her carefully, ensuring she did not stray beyond the permitted areas, but they did not interfere with her exploration. The prince had given her permission to learn her new home, and they would not contradict his commands.

And each evening, the prince would return, and he would claim her.

Some nights he was gentle, taking her slowly, making her feel every inch of the possession, whispering words of ownership and desire that made her body respond with the arousal she had been trained to feel but that now seemed to come from somewhere deeper. Other nights he was rougher, binding her with the golden coils, positioning her in ways that left her helpless, using her body with an intensity that bordered on violence but that somehow left her feeling claimed rather than violated.

She learned the shape of his desire, and she learned the shape of her response.

She learned that she could orgasm from his touch alone—without the stimulation of devices, without the deliberate cultivation of arousal that had been part of her training. She learned that she could feel pleasure in being bound, not just because she had been conditioned to respond to restraint, but because being bound by him felt like being held, like being wanted, like being kept.

And she learned, slowly, tentatively, that she could want.

She could want him—not just because her body had been trained to respond, but because something in her responded to the intensity of his desire, the possessiveness of his claim, the fierce tenderness with which he treated her even when he was using her most roughly.

She was beginning, for the first time in her life, to feel something that might have been her own.

Two weeks after her arrival, the prince brought her to the window seat in his bedroom and told her to look out at the world.

"What do you see?" he asked, his voice soft, curious.

She looked—really looked, for the first time, at the landscape spread before her. The estate stretched in every direction, fields and forests and the distant glint of a river. Smoke rose from chimneys of buildings she could barely make out. People moved through the grounds, going about their business, living their lives.

"I see a world," she said, slowly. "A world I have never known. A world that exists beyond the tower, beyond the window, beyond the confined space I was kept in for twenty years."

"And how does that world make you feel?"

She thought about the question, tried to put into words the complex emotions that seeing the world inspired in her.

"Small," she said, finally. "I feel small, looking at all that space. But also—" she paused, searching for the right word, "—hopeful. As if there is room, in all that space, for me to become something more than I was."

He was quiet for a moment, his hand resting on her shoulder, his presence warm and solid beside her.

"There is room," he said, simply. "Room for you to become whatever you choose. Room for you to discover who you are, beneath the training, beneath the conditioning. Room for you to grow."

He turned her toward him, lifted her chin, made her meet his eyes.

"But remember," he said, his voice low, intense, "whatever you become, you will belong to me. Your growth, your discovery, your self—all of it will be mine. I am not giving you freedom. I am giving you room—room to grow within the boundaries of my ownership, room to become more while still belonging to me."

"I understand," she said, and she did. She was not being freed. She was being cultivated—shaped, tended, allowed to grow in directions that pleased her owner. The freedom was real, but it existed within the context of his claim.

And strangely, that did not bother her. She did not want freedom without boundaries. She wanted to belong. She wanted to be kept. And if the price of being kept was accepting that her growth would always be within the context of his ownership, she was willing to pay it.

Three weeks after her arrival, he took her outside.

Not the grounds of the estate—not yet—but a walled garden attached to the house, enclosed by high stone walls, filled with flowers and herbs and the sound of birds. It was small, contained, safe, but it was outside, and she had never been outside before, not truly, not in a way that let her feel the sun on her skin and the grass beneath her feet and the wind in her hair.

She stood in the garden, her face tilted toward the sky, her eyes closed, and let herself feel.

The sun was warm against her skin. The breeze was cool, carrying the scent of flowers and earth and growing things. The grass beneath her bare feet was soft, slightly damp from morning dew, a sensation so foreign and so wonderful that she wanted to laugh or cry or both.

"How does it feel?" the prince asked, coming to stand beside her.

"Like being born," she said, simply. "Like seeing the world for the first time. Like—" she opened her eyes, turned to look at him, "—like beginning."

He smiled, and there was something in the expression that looked almost like joy.

"This is your life now," he said, gesturing to the garden, to the house beyond, to the estate that stretched to the horizon. "This is what you will wake to every morning, what you will walk through every day, what you will learn to know as home."

"Home," she repeated, the word feeling strange on her tongue. She had never had a home. She had had a tower, a showroom, a place where she was kept. But never a home.

"Home," he confirmed. "The place where you belong. The place where you are kept and claimed and wanted. The place where you will grow."

He took her hand, led her through the garden, showed her the flowers and the herbs and the small creatures that made their homes in the enclosed space. She touched everything, smelled everything, let herself experience the sensations with an intensity that was almost overwhelming.

And when he led her back to the house, back to the bedroom where he bound her with golden coils and claimed her with the thoroughness that had become their nightly ritual, she felt something new in the claiming—something that felt less like surrender and more like homecoming.

A month after her arrival, she realized she was pregnant.

She knew before the servants confirmed it, knew before the physician the prince summoned examined her and pronounced her with child. She knew because her body told her—the nausea that struck in the mornings, the tenderness in her breasts, the strange sense that something was growing inside her, something that was not just the prince's seed but a new life entirely.

The prince received the news with a satisfaction that bordered on triumph.

"You are carrying my child," he said, his voice thick with possessive joy. "My heir. The proof of my claim, growing inside you, binding you to me in a way that cannot be undone."

He gathered her into his arms, held her close, and she felt the intensity of his desire—not just for her body, but for the child she carried, for the future they were creating together.

"You will be the mother of my heirs," he continued, his voice soft, almost reverent. "You will bear my children, raise them, teach them what it means to belong to this family. And in doing so, you will become part of something that will outlast us both."

Part of something. The words resonated in her chest, and she felt something shift inside her—something that had been uncertain becoming sure, something that had been hesitant becoming willing.

She was not just a product anymore. She was not just a body to be used. She was the mother of his children, the bearer of his heirs, part of a future that would extend beyond her own life.

And she found, to her surprise, that she wanted that. Not because she had been trained to want it, not because she had no choice, but because something in her recognized, in the role of mother, a purpose that was genuinely hers.

That night, when he bound her with the golden coils and claimed her with the thoroughness that had become their ritual, she responded differently.

She did not just receive him. She moved with him, meeting his thrusts, arching into his touch, making sounds that were not just the trained responses of a product but the genuine expressions of a woman who wanted what was being done to her.

He noticed. His eyes sharpened, his rhythm changed, and he looked at her with an intensity that bordered on wonder.

"You are different tonight," he said, his voice low, rough. "You are not just receiving. You are participating. You are wanting."

"I am wanting," she confirmed, the words feeling strange and right at the same time. "I am wanting you. Not because I was trained to, but because—" she paused, tried to find the words for what she was feeling, "—because I choose. Because I look at you, and I feel something that is not just conditioning. Because I have discovered, in myself, the capacity to desire."

He groaned, a sound of pure satisfaction, and his rhythm quickened.

"That is what I have been waiting for," he said, his voice thick with desire and something deeper. "Not just your body, not just your obedience, but your want. Your choice. Your desire. That is the claim I have been seeking all along."

He pushed deep, held himself there, and looked into her eyes with a ferocity that made her breath catch.

"You are mine," he said, low and intense. "Not because I bought you, but because you choose it. Not because you have no other option, but because you want this. Want me. And that—" he began to move again, hard and deep and claiming, "—that is the truest ownership of all."

She came apart beneath him, around him, and when she felt him spill inside her, she felt something beyond pleasure—something that felt like belonging, like home, like finally, finally finding the place she was meant to be.

Later, when they lay tangled together in the darkness, he spoke again.

"Your hair is growing," he observed, touching the strands that now reached past her shoulders, longer each day, moving slowly toward the length it had once achieved. "Soon it will be long enough to bind you again. Living hair, still attached to your head, wrapped around your body in coils that cannot be severed."

"Will you bind me with it?" she asked, the thought sending a shiver through her.

"I will bind you with it every night," he said, simply. "I will wrap it around your wrists, your throat, your body. I will make you feel, every time I take you, that you are claimed by something that grew from your own flesh."

"And I will let you," she said, the words feeling like a vow. "I will let you bind me, and claim me, and fill me. Because I choose it. Because I want it. Because—" she turned to look at him, met his eyes in the darkness, "—because I am yours, and I have finally learned to mean it."

He pulled her close, held her tight, and she felt the truth of his claim settle over her like a blanket, like a blessing, like a home.

She was his. She had chosen it. And in choosing, she had found something she had never expected to have.

She had found herself.


CHAPTER TEN: THE REBINDING

Four months after her arrival at the estate, Rapunzel's hair reached her waist.

She noticed it one morning as she stood before the mirror in the bathing chamber, the shortened strands that had once barely brushed her shoulders now cascading in golden waves halfway down her back. The growth had been steady, relentless, as if her body was rushing to restore what had been taken—as if the hair itself knew that its purpose was not merely to adorn but to bind, and it was eager to fulfill that purpose once more.

She ran her fingers through the strands, feeling the weight of them, the silk of them, the way they caught the morning light and seemed to glow from within. The hair had always been her defining feature—her value, her identity, the thing that made her worth more than any other product in Mother Gothel's inventory. And now it was growing back, reclaiming its length, preparing to become what it had always been meant to be.

The instrument of her binding.

She had not forgotten the prince's words, spoken on the night of her arrival: Your hair will grow again. And I will bind you with it always. She had thought about those words often in the months since, had felt them echoing through her mind whenever she touched her hair, whenever she caught sight of its growing length in the mirror, whenever the prince's eyes moved over her with the possessive satisfaction that had become familiar.

He had not bound her with her living hair yet. The severed coils—the golden rope that had been cut from her head on the day of her sale—had served that purpose, wrapped around her body night after night, reminding her of what she was, marking her as claimed. But the severed hair was a temporary solution, a placeholder until the living hair could take its place.

Now the living hair was almost ready.

And she found, to her surprise, that she was not afraid.

The prince noticed the growth that same evening.

He had returned from his duties to find her sitting in the window seat, the fading afternoon light catching her hair and turning it to gold. He stopped in the doorway, his eyes moving over her with an intensity that made her breath catch, and she saw the moment when he registered the length—the way the strands now reached past her shoulders, past the curve of her breasts, toward the waist that had once been circled by the severed coils.

"It is growing," he said, his voice low, thick with something that might have been satisfaction or desire or both. "Almost long enough."

"Almost," she agreed, her heart quickening. "Not quite. But soon."

He crossed to her, reached out, and took a strand of her hair between his fingers. He let it slip through, feeling the texture, assessing the length, calculating how much more growth would be needed before it could serve the purpose he intended.

"Another month," he said, finally. "Perhaps six weeks. And then—" his eyes met hers, dark with promise, "—then I will bind you with it. Living hair, still attached to your head, wrapped around your body in coils that cannot be severed."

The words sent a shiver through her, complex and overwhelming. She had been bound with the severed hair countless times—wrapped in golden coils, immobilized, claimed. But the living hair would be different. The living hair would be part of her, growing from her scalp, woven around her body in a binding that was not just restraint but connection.

"Will it hurt?" she asked, the question feeling foolish even as she spoke it.

"The binding?" He considered the question, seemed to take it seriously. "No. Or rather—" he paused, chose his words carefully, "—it will hurt in the way that all claiming hurts. The pull against your scalp, the restriction of your movement, the feeling of being wrapped in something that is both part of you and used against you. But it will not damage you. I have no interest in damaging what belongs to me."

"Then why do it? Why bind me with the living hair when the severed coils serve the same purpose?"

He was silent for a long moment, his hand still moving through her hair, his eyes distant with thought.

"Because the severed hair is separate," he said, finally. "It was part of you once, but now it is something else—a tool, an instrument, a thing that I use to restrain you. The living hair is different. It is still part of you. It grows from your body, carries your warmth, responds to your touch. When I bind you with it, I am not just restraining you. I am using your own flesh to claim you—wrapping you in something that is both yours and mine, both part of you and under my control."

The words landed with a weight that made her breath catch. He was right. The severed hair was a tool. The living hair was something else—a connection, a claim, a way of using her own body to reinforce the ownership that had been established through purchase and repeated claiming.

"And that matters to you," she said, not a question. "The difference between a tool and a part of me."

"It matters," he confirmed. "Because I do not just want to restrain you. I want to own you—completely, thoroughly, in every way that matters. And owning you means owning every part of you, including the parts that grow from your body. When I bind you with your own hair, I am demonstrating that ownership. I am showing you—and myself—that there is no part of you that is not mine to use as I please."

She felt the truth of his words settle into her chest, heavy with implication. He did not just want her body. He wanted every part of her—flesh, hair, mind, soul. He wanted to own her so completely that there was nothing left that was not his.

And she found, to her continuing surprise, that she did not mind.

The weeks that followed were marked by anticipation.

She watched her hair grow, measured its progress against the memories of how long it had once been. Each day it seemed to gain a fraction of an inch, each week it fell differently against her body, each time the prince looked at it she saw the calculation in his eyes—the assessment of whether it was ready, whether it was long enough, whether the moment he had been waiting for had finally arrived.

The servants noticed the change as well. The greyhaired woman—who had introduced herself, after several weeks, as Marta—commented on the growth as she helped Rapunzel with her morning toilette.

"His Highness will be pleased," Marta observed, running a brush through the golden strands. "He has spoken of little else these past weeks. The binding, the claiming, what it will mean when your hair is finally long enough."

"What has he said?" Rapunzel asked, curious despite herself.

"That it will be different," Marta replied, carefully. "That binding you with the living hair will change things—make the ownership more real, more permanent, more..." she seemed to search for the word, "complete."

"Complete," Rapunzel repeated, the word feeling heavy. "As if the ownership is not complete already."

Marta was silent for a moment, her hands still moving through Rapunzel's hair.

"I have served in many households," she said, finally. "I have seen many arrangements between masters and their... companions. But I have never seen an owner look at his property the way His Highness looks at you. It is not just possession. It is—" she paused, seemed to struggle with the concept, "—it is devotion. As if you are not just something he owns, but something he treasures."

The word settled into Rapunzel's chest, warm and unexpected. Treasured. She had been valued, certainly—in Mother Gothel's tower, her value had been calculated in gold, in the price that visitors paid, in the fortune that the prince had spent to claim her permanently. But she had never been treasured. She had never been looked at as if she mattered beyond the pleasure she could provide.

Perhaps that was what the prince meant when he spoke of completeness. Not just ownership, but the kind of ownership that included care, devotion, a desire for the owned thing to flourish within its bounds.

Perhaps that was what she had been choosing, all these weeks, without fully understanding it.

Six weeks later, her hair reached the small of her back.

She knew, the moment she saw it in the mirror, that the waiting was over. The length was sufficient—had perhaps been sufficient for days already, though the prince had been patient, had been allowing the hair to grow beyond the minimum needed, ensuring that when he finally bound her with it, there would be enough to wrap around her body in the complex patterns he preferred.

She expected him to come to her that night, to see the length, to declare that the time had come.

But he did not.

Instead, he watched her through dinner with dark, hungry eyes, and said nothing about her hair. He watched her as she walked beside him in the garden afterward, his gaze following the golden cascade down her back, and still said nothing. He watched her as they returned to the bedroom, as she prepared herself for the night, as she waited for him to speak the words she knew were coming.

And still, he said nothing.

Instead, he took her to bed without binding her at all—claiming her with a thoroughness that left her breathless and trembling, but without the golden coils that had become part of their nightly ritual. He used the severed hair as he always did, wrapping it around her wrists, her throat, using it to restrain her while he took what belonged to him.

But he did not use the living hair.

The waiting continued.

"Ask me," he said, three nights later, as she lay bound beside him in the darkness.

She did not understand the question. "Ask you what?"

"Ask me why I have not bound you with your living hair yet. It has been long enough for weeks. And still I wait."

She considered the question, realized that she had been wondering the same thing, had been holding the question in her mind without speaking it.

"Why?" she asked, simply.

"Because I want you to ask for it," he said, his voice soft in the darkness. "I want you to come to me, of your own accord, and tell me that you are ready. I want it to be your choice—not because I command it, but because you want it."

The words sent a shiver through her, complex and overwhelming. He was asking her to choose. Not just to accept, not just to submit, but to actively request the binding—to tell him, with her own voice, that she wanted to be wrapped in her own living hair, that she wanted to feel the pull against her scalp as the strands were woven around her body, that she wanted to be claimed in this new and intimate way.

"I do not know if I can ask for it," she admitted, the words feeling vulnerable. "I have never asked for anything. I have only ever received what was given, or endured what was done."

"Then learn," he said, simply. "Learn to ask. Learn to want. Learn to come to me, not because I command, but because you choose. And when you do—" his hand moved through her hair, gentle and claiming, "—I will give you what you ask for. I will bind you with your living hair, and you will feel, in that binding, the truth of what you are to me."

Two more nights passed.

Each night, he claimed her without using the living hair. Each night, he watched her with those dark, hungry eyes, waiting for something she did not know how to give. Each night, she felt the weight of the unasked question pressing against her chest, demanding to be spoken.

On the third night, she could bear it no longer.

They were in the garden, walking beneath stars that seemed brighter than they had ever been in the tower, the night air cool against her skin. Her hair hung loose down her back, reaching nearly to her hips now, a golden river that caught the moonlight and seemed to glow.

He had been silent for some time, walking beside her, his hand resting on the small of her back, his presence warm and solid and overwhelming in the best possible way.

"Bind me," she said, the words escaping before she could stop them.

He stopped walking, turned to face her, his eyes searching her face in the moonlight.

"Bind you with what?" he asked, though she knew he understood what she meant.

"With my hair," she said, her voice stronger now, more certain. "Bind me with my living hair. Wrap it around my body, use it to restrain me, claim me in a way that is different from anything we have done before."

"Why?" The question was soft, genuinely curious. "Why do you want this?"

"Because—" she paused, tried to find the words for the complex feelings that had been building inside her for weeks, "—because I am ready. Because I choose it. Because I want to feel, in my body, what it means to belong to you completely—not just because you bought me, not just because you have claimed me repeatedly, but because I have given myself to you in a way that cannot be taken back."

The words hung in the air between them, heavy with meaning, heavy with the weight of a surrender that went beyond anything that had come before.

He was silent for a long moment, his eyes never leaving hers. Then, slowly, he reached out, took a strand of her hair, and let it slip through his fingers.

"Tomorrow night," he said, his voice low, intense. "I will prepare everything. And tomorrow night, I will bind you with your living hair, and you will feel, in that binding, the truth of what you are to me."

The next day was the longest she had ever experienced.

The servants knew something was different—she could see it in their eyes, in the way they moved more carefully around her, in the way Marta's hands trembled slightly as she helped Rapunzel prepare for the night. The prince had given instructions, she realized. He had told them what was coming, and they were treating her with a new kind of care, as if she was being prepared for something significant.

She was bathed in water scented with roses and jasmine. Her hair was washed with special care, brushed until it gleamed, left loose to dry in the afternoon sun. Her skin was massaged with oil, paying special attention to the places where the bindings would rest—her wrists, her throat, the curve of her waist.

"He wants you perfect," Marta said, as she worked. "He wants this to be—special. Different from the other nights."

"It is different," Rapunzel agreed, her voice soft. "This is the living hair. This is something that has never been done before."

Marta nodded, her eyes thoughtful.

"His Highness has never bound anyone with their own hair before," she said, quietly. "I know because I asked the other servants, the ones who have been here longer than I have. They said he has had women before, has claimed them and used them, but never—" she paused, seemed to choose her words carefully, "—never with this kind of intention. Never as if the binding was not just restraint, but ritual."

Ritual. The word resonated in Rapunzel's chest, and she understood what Marta was saying. This was not just another night of claiming. This was a ceremony, a marking, a moment when the ownership that had been established through purchase and repeated use would be sealed in a new way—through her own flesh, through the hair that grew from her head, through the living connection between her body and his will.

She was being prepared for something sacred. And she found, to her surprise, that she felt ready.

The prince came to her at dusk.

He had arranged the room carefully—the bed draped in deep blue linens, candles flickering on every surface, the severed coils of golden hair laid out on a table beside the bed, ready to be used alongside the living strands. The windows were covered with heavy curtains, creating a space that felt private, intimate, sealed off from the world.

He crossed to where she stood by the window, took her face in his hands, and kissed her forehead.

"You asked for this," he said, his voice soft. "Remember that. You came to me and asked me to bind you with your living hair. Whatever happens tonight, whatever you feel—remember that you chose this."

"I remember," she said, her voice steady. "I choose this. I want this. I am ready."

He smiled, and there was something in the expression that looked almost like reverence.

"Then let us begin."

He led her to the centre of the room, positioned her beneath a hook that had been set into the ceiling—a hook she had not noticed before, installed recently for this purpose.

"Lift your arms," he commanded, and she obeyed, raising her arms above her head, feeling the stretch in her shoulders, the exposure of her body.

He gathered her hair in his hands, and she felt the weight of it—the living weight, warm from her body, growing from her scalp in a continuous stream of gold. He lifted the mass, draped it over the hook above her head, and began to weave.

The sensation was immediate and overwhelming.

She felt the hair pull against her scalp—not painfully, but present, a constant reminder that her own flesh was being used to restrain her. She felt the strands weave together, forming a rope that descended from the hook and would, she realized, wrap around her body in a pattern of his design.

"Your hair is part of you," he said, his voice soft, almost meditative, as he worked. "It grows from your body, carries your warmth, responds to your touch. When I bind you with it, I am binding you with yourself. I am using your own flesh to claim you, to restrain you, to make you mine in a way that cannot be undone."

She felt the first coil wrap around her right wrist, felt the hair—her hair, still attached to her head—pull her arm toward the hook above, securing it in place. The sensation was unlike anything she had experienced before—not just restraint, but connection, as if her arm was being bound to the very top of her head through the medium of her own flesh.

"Feel that," he said, his voice low, intense. "Feel your own hair wrapping around your wrist, pulling you upward, making you helpless. This is what it means to belong to me. Not just being restrained by something external, but being bound by your own body—by the parts of you that are mine to use as I please."

He wrapped the next coil around her left wrist, binding it beside the right, securing both arms above her head in a position that left her exposed, vulnerable, unable to protect herself from whatever he chose to do.

"Your arms are bound," he said, satisfaction thick in his voice. "Not by rope, not by leather, but by your own hair—the golden strands that grew from your head, that are still growing, that will continue to grow for as long as you live. Every time you feel the pull against your scalp, you will remember what you are. Every time you try to move your arms and find them restrained, you will remember who owns you."

She felt the truth of his words settle into her, heavy and overwhelming. She was bound by her own hair—bound in a way that could not be severed without cutting the strands from her head, bound in a way that connected her wrists to her scalp in a continuous loop of golden restraint.

And she felt, beneath the vulnerability and the fear, something else—something that felt almost like rightness, like recognition, like coming home to a truth she had always known but never fully understood.

He continued the binding.

The next coil went around her throat—not tight enough to choke, but tight enough to feel, tight enough to remind her with every breath that she was claimed. The sensation of her own hair encircling her neck was overwhelming, intimate in a way that went beyond any restraint she had experienced before.

"Your throat is bound," he said, his voice thick with desire. "The column of your neck, wrapped in golden coils that grew from your own head. Every breath you take, you will feel the claim. Every word you speak, you will know that your voice passes through the binding that marks you as mine."

He moved behind her, gathered more of her hair, and began to wrap it around her torso. The first coil went around her ribs, just beneath her breasts, pulling tight enough to restrict her breath slightly. The next coil went above her breasts, framing them in golden rope, making them stand out against the binding.

"Your body is wrapped in yourself," he said, his voice soft, almost reverent. "Every inch of you, bound in the hair that grew from your head. You cannot escape it, cannot remove it, cannot do anything but feel the constant presence of your own flesh claiming you, restraining you, making you mine."

He continued down—coils around her waist, her hips, her thighs. Each new binding restricted her movement further, made her more helpless, more exposed. And each new binding was connected to the hair that still grew from her head, creating a continuous circuit of golden restraint that bound her from scalp to ankle.

"Look at yourself," he commanded, turning her toward the mirror that stood in the corner of the room.

She looked.

What she saw made her breath catch.

Her body was wrapped in golden coils—her own hair, woven around her in a complex pattern that bound her wrists above her head, circled her throat, framed her breasts, wrapped her waist and hips and thighs. The strands led upward in a continuous stream, connecting every part of the binding to the hair that still grew from her scalp.

She looked like a work of art—golden and helpless, bound and beautiful, claimed in a way that was both restraint and decoration. And she felt, looking at herself, something that was not shame or fear but a strange kind of pride—pride in being owned so thoroughly, pride in being claimed so completely, pride in being the kind of treasure that a man would go to such lengths to possess.

"Beautiful," he said, his voice thick with desire. "You are beautiful, wrapped in your own gold, bound by your own flesh, marked as mine in a way that cannot be undone."

He crossed to her, stood before her, and looked into her eyes.

"Now," he said, his voice low, intense, "I will claim you. And you will feel, in the claiming, what it means to be bound by your own hair—to be taken while you are wrapped in the living strands that grew from your head, to be filled while you are immobilized by your own flesh."

He lifted her—bound as she was, unable to help, unable to resist—and carried her to the bed.

He laid her on her back, her arms still stretched above her head, her body still wrapped in golden coils, her legs still bound together by the living hair. The position was awkward, uncomfortable, and utterly helpless—and she found, to her surprise, that the helplessness was not frightening but arousing.

"I am going to take you now," he said, his voice rough with desire. "I am going to fill you, claim you, make you mine in the most fundamental way possible. And you will feel, with every thrust, the pull of your own hair against your scalp, the restriction of your own flesh around your body. You will feel, in your body, the truth of what you are."

He unwrapped the coils around her thighs—not entirely, just enough to spread her legs, to expose her sex, to make her accessible. The rest of the binding remained in place, a golden harness that held her in position while he positioned himself between her thighs.

"Look at me," he commanded, and she opened her eyes, met his gaze, saw the dark intensity burning there.

"You are mine," he said, low and fierce. "Bound in your own hair, claimed by my body, marked in every way that matters. And when I fill you with my seed, you will feel it—not just in your sex, but in the binding that wraps you, in the pull against your scalp, in every part of the flesh that claims you."

He pushed inside.

The sensation was overwhelming.

She felt the stretch of him entering her, the fullness of his body inside hers, the intimate claiming that had become familiar over months of repeated use. But this time, everything was different—because she was bound in her own hair, because every movement made the golden coils pull against her scalp, because every thrust was accompanied by the reminder of her own flesh restraining her, claiming her, making her his.

"You feel it," he said, his voice rough, watching her face. "You feel the difference. The binding that is not just restraint, but connection. The claim that is not just external, but part of you."

She did feel it. She felt the pull against her scalp with every thrust, felt the golden coils tighten around her breasts as her body moved, felt the collar around her throat shift with each breath. She was wrapped in herself, bound by her own flesh, and the sensation made the claiming more intense, more overwhelming, more complete than anything she had experienced before.

"Your body responds," he observed, satisfaction thick in his voice. "You are wet, ready, wanting. The binding arouses you—not just because you were trained to respond to restraint, but because you feel, in this claiming, the truth of what you are."

He was right. She was aroused—not just the trained response of a body conditioned to pleasure, but something deeper, something that felt like genuine desire. Being bound in her own hair, being claimed while wrapped in her living flesh, felt right in a way that transcended the training, transcended the conditioning, transcended everything she had been taught to feel.

"I want this," she gasped, the words escaping before she could stop them. "I want you. I want to be bound, and claimed, and filled. I want—" she felt the orgasm building, felt the pressure gathering in her core, "—I want to be yours. Completely. Forever."

"Then come for me," he commanded, his rhythm quickening. "Come apart while you are bound in your own hair. Show me that your pleasure is real, that your surrender is genuine, that you are not just responding to training but truly, deeply, overwhelmingly mine."

The orgasm crashed through her—more intense than anything she had felt before, shattering her into a thousand pieces, making her cry out with a sound that was not trained response but genuine release. She felt her inner muscles clench around him, felt her body convulse against the golden bindings, felt the pull against her scalp as her head thrashed against the pillow.

He followed her over the edge moments later, groaning as he spilled inside her, filling her with his seed, marking her with the physical evidence of his claim.

When it was over, he did not withdraw. Instead, he stayed inside her, his body heavy on hers, his breath coming in ragged gasps, his hands moving over the golden coils that wrapped her body.

"Feel that," he said, his voice soft, almost tender. "Feel me inside you, feel your own hair wrapped around you, feel the truth of what you are. This is what it means to belong to me. Not just for a night, not just for a visit, but forever. Bound in your own flesh, claimed by my body, mine in every way that matters."

She felt it. She felt everything—the weight of him, the tightness of the bindings, the warmth of his seed inside her, the pull of her own hair against her scalp. And she felt, beneath all of it, the truth of what he was saying.

She was his. Not because she had been sold, not because she had been trained, but because she had chosen—because she had asked for this, because she had wanted it, because she had discovered, in herself, the capacity for a surrender that went beyond anything that had been programmed into her.

He released her slowly, carefully, unwrapping the golden coils one by one.

Each released binding was a relief—a lessening of the constant pull against her scalp, a return of mobility to limbs that had been held in position for hours. But each released binding was also a loss—a removal of the claim that had wrapped her, a return to a state of being that was less marked, less owned, less claimed.

"I will bind you again," he said, as if reading her thoughts. "Tomorrow night, and the night after, and every night for the rest of our lives. Your hair will continue to grow, and I will continue to use it—to wrap you, to restrain you, to make you feel, in your body, the truth of what you are."

"And what am I?" she asked, the question soft, curious.

He was silent for a moment, his hands still moving through her hair—now released from its complex pattern, falling in golden waves around her shoulders.

"You are mine," he said, finally. "That is the simplest truth, and the most important. You are mine—not because I bought you, not because I trained you, but because you chose to be. Because you came to me and asked me to bind you with your own hair. Because you discovered, in yourself, the capacity for surrender that goes beyond conditioning. Because—" he leaned down, kissed her forehead, "—because you are the thing I have been looking for my entire life, and now that I have found you, I will never let you go."

The words settled into her chest, warm and heavy, and she felt something shift inside her—something that had been uncertain becoming sure, something that had been hesitant becoming willing.

She was his. She had chosen it. And the binding—with the living hair that grew from her own head—had sealed that choice in a way that could never be undone.

That night, she slept with her hair loose around her shoulders for the first time in weeks.

The prince lay beside her, his arm around her waist, his breath warm against her neck. The golden coils—the severed hair that had bound her for so long—lay coiled on the table beside the bed, waiting for nights when the living hair was not enough, when he wanted to wrap her in layer after layer of golden restraint.

But tonight, she was free of bindings—free to sleep, free to dream, free to process everything that had happened.

And in her dreams, she saw herself as she had been in the mirror—wrapped in golden coils, bound by her own flesh, claimed in every way that mattered. She saw herself choosing, wanting, surrendering. She saw herself becoming something new—not just a product, not just a body, but a person who belonged to someone completely, and who had chosen that belonging for herself.

When she woke, the morning light was streaming through the windows, and the prince was watching her with dark, satisfied eyes.

"Good morning," he said, his voice soft. "How do you feel?"

She considered the question—really considered it, searching for the truest answer.

"I feel claimed," she said, finally. "I feel owned. I feel—" she paused, found the word she was looking for, "—complete."

He smiled, and there was something in the expression that looked almost like joy.

"Good," he said, simply. "That is exactly how you should feel. You are mine, completely and forever. And now—" he reached out, touched her hair, let the golden strands slip through his fingers, "—now you know it, in every part of yourself. In your body, in your mind, in the hair that grows from your head and binds you to my will."

She nodded, not trusting her voice, and felt the truth of his words settle into her like a warm weight.

She was his. She had chosen it. And the binding—with the living hair that was part of her own flesh—had made that choice real in a way that nothing else could.


CHAPTER ELEVEN: THE FINAL IMAGE

Seven months after her arrival at the estate, Rapunzel stood before the mirror and watched herself transform.

Her hair had grown beyond anything she had known in the tower. It cascaded down her back in waves of living gold, reaching past her hips, brushing the tops of her thighs, a river of light that seemed to have a will of its own. In the tower, the hair had been her value—the feature that made her worth more than any other product, the access point that brought clients to her window, the rope that bound her during use. Here, in the prince's home, it had become something else: the instrument of her claiming, the living bond that connected her body to his will, the proof of ownership that she had learned to crave.

Her body had changed as well. The child growing inside her had transformed her shape—her belly rounding beneath her breasts, her hips widening to accommodate the life she carried, her entire form shifting to serve the purpose of motherhood. The prince watched her pregnancy with fierce satisfaction, touching her swollen belly with hands that were both possessive and reverent, speaking to the child she carried as if it could hear him through the barrier of her flesh.

She was six months pregnant now, and the pregnancy showed in every line of her body. The prince had noticed the changes with an intensity that bordered on obsession—tracking the growth of her belly, the darkening of her nipples, the way her body had become not just his to claim but the vessel for his heir. He touched her constantly, ran his hands over the swell of her stomach, spoke of the child she carried as if it were already real, already present, already the extension of himself that would continue beyond his own life.

And tonight, he would bind her again—would wrap her in the living hair that had grown so long it could now encircle her body many times over, would claim her while she was wrapped in golden coils, would fill her with his seed while she carried his child inside her.

The thought made her shiver with something that was not fear but anticipation.

She had learned, over the months of her captivity, to want the binding. Not because she had been trained to respond to restraint—that training had been present from the beginning—but because something deeper had awakened in her, something that recognized in the golden coils a claim that went beyond ownership. The binding was not just restraint. It was connection. It was the prince saying, with every coil he wrapped around her body, you are mine, you have always been mine, you will always be mine.

And she had learned to love being claimed.

The greyhaired woman—Marta—entered the room, carrying the basin of warm water and soft cloths that had become part of the nightly ritual.

"His Highness has requested that you be prepared," Marta said, her voice carefully neutral, though Rapunzel could see the curiosity in her eyes. "He wishes your hair brushed and arranged, your skin oiled, your body ready for the binding."

"Of course," Rapunzel said, settling into the chair that Marta indicated, letting the servant begin the familiar work.

Marta's hands moved through her hair with practiced efficiency, detangling the golden strands, brushing them until they gleamed, arranging them in a way that would make the binding easier. The sensation was familiar, almost soothing—the pull of the brush against her scalp, the weight of her hair as it fell around her shoulders, the care that went into preparing her for the prince's use.

"Your hair has grown so long," Marta observed, her voice soft with wonder. "Longer than it was when you arrived. Longer than I have ever seen on anyone."

"It grows quickly," Rapunzel replied, simply. "It always has."

"His Highness speaks of it often," Marta continued, her hands still moving through the golden strands. "He says it is the instrument of your binding—the proof of his ownership, the claim that cannot be undone. He says—" she paused, seemed to hesitate, "—he says that binding you with your living hair is the most intimate thing he has ever done. That wrapping you in your own flesh, using your own body to claim you, is a kind of ownership that goes beyond anything he has experienced before."

The words settled into Rapunzel's chest, warm and heavy. She had not known that the prince spoke of her this way—had not known that the binding meant as much to him as it did to her. She had assumed it was simply another form of claim, another way of demonstrating ownership. But perhaps it was more than that. Perhaps the binding was, for both of them, a kind of communion—a way of connecting that went beyond the physical act of claiming.

"He has never bound anyone else with their own hair," Marta continued, as if reading Rapunzel's thoughts. "I asked the other servants, the ones who have been here longer. They said he has had women before, has claimed them and used them, but never—" she paused again, chose her words carefully, "—never with this kind of devotion. Never as if the binding was not just restraint, but ritual."

Ritual. The word resonated in Rapunzel's chest, and she understood what Marta was saying. The binding was not just something the prince did to her. It was something they did together—a ceremony of ownership and surrender that had become the center of their shared life.

"Thank you, Marta," she said, when the servant had finished. "For telling me. For preparing me."

Marta nodded, her eyes soft with something that might have been affection.

"You are different from what I expected," she said, quietly. "When His Highness brought you here, bound and helpless, I thought—" she paused, seemed to struggle with the admission, "—I thought you would be broken. That you would be a shell, used and discarded, another of the women who pass through great houses and are forgotten."

"And instead?"

"Instead, you have become—" Marta seemed to search for the word, "—present. Alive. As if the claiming has not broken you, but made you more yourself. As if belonging to him has given you something rather than taking it away."

Rapunzel considered the words, turned them over in her mind, tried to understand what Marta was saying.

"I was always meant to belong to someone," she said, finally. "I was raised to be sold, trained to be used, kept to be claimed. The difference is that here—" she touched her hair, felt the weight of it, "—here, the belonging is real. Not because I have no choice, but because I have chosen. Not because I was trained to want it, but because I have discovered, in myself, the capacity to want it genuinely."

Marta nodded, as if this confirmed something she had suspected.

"Then you have found something rare," she said, simply. "And I hope you hold onto it, for as long as you live."

The prince came to her at dusk.

He had arranged the room as he always did—the bed draped in deep blue linens, candles flickering on every surface, the windows covered with heavy curtains that sealed them off from the world. But tonight, there was something different in the air—a weight, a significance, a sense that this night was not just another claiming, but something more.

He crossed to where she stood by the window, took her face in his hands, and kissed her forehead.

"Tonight is special," he said, his voice soft. "Tonight, I want to claim you in a way that marks the end of one phase of your life and the beginning of another. Tonight, I want you to understand—truly understand—what you have become, and what you will always be."

"What have I become?" she asked, the question genuine.

He was silent for a moment, his dark eyes searching her face.

"You have become mine," he said, finally. "Not just because I bought you, not just because I have claimed you repeatedly, but because you have chosen it. Because you have learned to want it. Because—" he touched her hair, let the golden strands slip through his fingers, "—because you have discovered, in yourself, the capacity for a surrender that goes beyond training, beyond conditioning, beyond anything that was done to you. You have become, not a product, but a person—and that person belongs to me completely."

The words settled into her chest, warm and heavy, and she felt something shift inside her—something that had been building for months, something that had been growing alongside the child in her womb. She was his. Not because she had been sold, but because she had chosen. Not because she had been trained, but because she had learned, in herself, the capacity for genuine surrender.

"I am ready," she said, and the words felt like a vow. "Bind me. Claim me. Make me yours, again and forever."

He began the binding slowly, deliberately, as if each coil was a statement rather than a restraint.

The first strand of hair he lifted from her scalp, winding it around his fingers before beginning to wrap it around her right wrist. She felt the pull against her scalp—the familiar sensation of her own flesh being used to restrain her—and let herself sink into the feeling.

"Your hair has grown so long," he said, his voice soft, almost meditative. "Longer than it was in the tower. Long enough to wrap around your body many times, to create a binding that covers every inch of you, to make you completely helpless in a way that could never have been achieved before."

He wrapped the next coil around her left wrist, binding both arms above her head, securing them to the hook in the ceiling that had become a fixture in their shared life. The position was familiar now—the stretch in her shoulders, the exposure of her body, the vulnerability of being unable to protect herself from whatever he chose to do.

"Your arms are bound," he said, satisfaction thick in his voice. "Bound by your own hair, your own flesh, the living strands that grow from your head. Every time you feel the pull against your scalp, you will remember what you are. Every time you try to move your arms and find them restrained, you will remember who owns you."

He continued the binding—coils around her throat, around her breasts, around the swell of her pregnant belly. The sensation of her own hair wrapping around the child she carried was overwhelming, intimate in a way that went beyond anything she had felt before. She was bound, and the child within her was bound, and both of them belonged to the man who wrapped them in living gold.

"Your belly is wrapped," he said, his voice soft, reverent. "The child you carry—my child—is bound in your hair, marked as mine before it has even taken its first breath. This is what it means to belong to me. Not just you, but everything you hold, everything you carry, everything that grows from your body."

He continued down—coils around her hips, her thighs, her ankles—until she was wrapped from scalp to toe in a continuous stream of golden hair. The binding was tighter than it had ever been, more complete, more overwhelming. She could not move, could barely breathe, could only feel the constant presence of her own flesh restraining her, claiming her, making her his.

"Look at yourself," he commanded, and she opened her eyes, turned toward the mirror that had become part of their ritual.

What she saw made her breath catch.

Her body was wrapped in golden coils—her own hair, woven around her in a complex pattern that bound her wrists, circled her throat, framed her breasts, wrapped her swollen belly, encircled her hips and thighs and ankles. The strands led upward in a continuous stream, connecting every part of the binding to the hair that still grew from her scalp.

She looked like a work of art—golden and helpless, bound and beautiful, claimed in a way that was both restraint and decoration. The swell of her pregnant belly pushed against the golden coils, making the binding even more striking, more intense. She was a woman wrapped in her own flesh, carrying a child that would belong to the man who had claimed her, marked in every way that mattered.

"Beautiful," he said, his voice thick with desire. "You are beautiful, wrapped in your own gold, carrying my child, marked as mine in every way that can be imagined. This is what you were meant to be. This is what you were always meant to be."

He lifted her—bound as she was, unable to help, unable to resist—and carried her to the bed.

He laid her on her back, her arms still stretched above her head, her body still wrapped in golden coils, her legs still bound together by the living hair. The position was awkward, uncomfortable, and utterly helpless—and she found, as she always did, that the helplessness was not frightening but arousing.

"I am going to claim you now," he said, his voice rough with desire. "I am going to fill you, mark you, remind you of what you are. And when I spill inside you, you will feel it—not just in your body, but in the child you carry, in the binding that wraps you, in every part of the flesh that claims you."

He unwrapped the coils around her thighs—not entirely, just enough to spread her legs, to expose her sex, to make her accessible. The rest of the binding remained in place, a golden harness that held her in position while he positioned himself between her thighs.

She was wet, she realized. Wet and ready and wanting. The binding had aroused her—not just because she had been trained to respond to restraint, but because something in her genuinely craved the claim, genuinely wanted to be taken while wrapped in her own hair, genuinely desired the overwhelming intimacy of being owned so completely.

"Tell me what you want," he commanded, his voice low, intense. "Tell me, in your own words, what you are asking for."

"I want you to claim me," she said, the words feeling like a confession. "I want to feel you inside me, filling me, making me yours. I want to be bound and helpless and taken, not because I have no choice, but because I choose it. Because I want it. Because—" she felt the tears forming in her eyes, felt the intensity of the admission, "—because I love belonging to you. I love being yours. I love the binding, and the claiming, and the knowledge that I will never be anyone else's, that I will never be free, that I will always and forever be exactly what I am right now—yours, completely, with no possibility of escape."

The words hung in the air between them, heavy with truth, heavy with the weight of a surrender that had been months in the making.

He was silent for a long moment, his dark eyes searching her face, reading the truth in her expression. Then, slowly, he leaned down, kissed her forehead, and spoke.

"That is what I have been waiting to hear," he said, his voice soft, almost tender. "Not just your obedience, not just your submission, but your love. Your genuine, chosen, overwhelming love for the claim that I have placed on you. You are not just mine because I bought you. You are mine because you love being mine. And that—" he positioned himself at her entrance, "—that is the truest ownership of all."

He pushed inside.

The claiming was overwhelming.

He moved with a thoroughness that had become familiar over months of nightly ritual—each thrust deep and deliberate, each withdrawal a promise of more to come. But tonight, everything felt different—more intense, more significant, more like a culmination than a continuation.

She felt him inside her, filling her, stretching her, claiming her in the most fundamental way possible. She felt the golden coils wrapped around her body, pulling against her scalp with every movement, reminding her with every thrust that she was bound by her own flesh. She felt the child within her, shifting slightly in response to the movement, a presence that made the claiming even more intimate, even more overwhelming.

"You are carrying my heir," he said, his voice rough with desire and something deeper. "You are wrapped in your own hair, bound by your own flesh, marked as mine in every way that matters. And when you give birth, when you hold my child in your arms, you will still be bound. Still claimed. Still mine, forever, with no possibility of escape."

The words washed over her, mixing with the physical sensation, creating a symphony of feeling that she could not separate into its component parts. She was being claimed, was being filled, was being made his in a way that went beyond anything that had come before.

"Come for me," he commanded, his rhythm quickening. "Come apart while you are bound in your own hair, while you carry my child, while you belong to me completely. Show me that your pleasure is real, that your surrender is genuine, that you are not just responding to training but truly, deeply, overwhelmingly mine."

The orgasm built—not the trained response of a body conditioned to pleasure, but something deeper, something that felt like genuine release. She felt it gathering in her core, felt it spreading through her body, felt it preparing to break over her like a wave.

"I am yours," she gasped, the words escaping before she could stop them. "I have always been yours. I will always be yours. And I choose it—I choose it—I choose—"

The orgasm crashed through her, shattering her into a thousand pieces. She felt her inner muscles clench around him, felt her body convulse against the golden bindings, felt the pull against her scalp as her head thrashed against the pillow. The pleasure was overwhelming, allconsuming, the kind of release that felt like dying and being reborn at the same time.

He followed her over the edge moments later, groaning as he spilled inside her, filling her with his seed, marking her again with the physical evidence of his claim.

When it was over, he stayed inside her—his body heavy on hers, his breath coming in ragged gasps, his hands moving over the golden coils that wrapped her body.

"Feel that," he said, his voice soft, almost reverent. "Feel me inside you. Feel your own hair wrapped around you. Feel the child you carry, the claim I have placed on you, the truth of what you are. This is what it means to belong to me. Not just for a night, not just for a visit, but forever. Bound in your own flesh, claimed by my body, mine in every way that matters."

She felt it. She felt everything—the weight of him, the tightness of the bindings, the warmth of his seed inside her, the pull of her own hair against her scalp. And she felt, beneath all of it, the truth of what he was saying.

She was his. Not because she had been sold, not because she had been trained, but because she had chosen—because she had asked for it, because she had wanted it, because she had discovered, in herself, the capacity for a surrender that went beyond anything that had been programmed into her.

And she had found peace in that surrender.

He released her slowly, carefully, unwrapping the golden coils one by one.

Each released binding was a relief—a lessening of the constant pull against her scalp, a return of mobility to limbs that had been held in position for hours. But each released binding was also a reminder—of the claim that had been placed on her, of the ownership that would be renewed tomorrow night and every night after, of the permanent state of belonging that had become her life.

When she was finally free, he pulled her against his side, wrapped his arm around her, held her close.

"Tell me what you are thinking," he said, his voice soft in the darkness.

She was quiet for a long time, processing everything that had happened, everything she had felt, everything she had become.

"I am thinking about the tower," she said, finally. "About the life I left behind. About the girl I was before you claimed me."

"And what do you think about her?"

"I think—" she paused, searched for the right words, "—I think she was incomplete. She was a product, trained for use, kept for sale, valued only for what she could provide. She did not know she could choose. She did not know she could want. She did not know there was anything beneath the training, beneath the conditioning, beneath the layers of programming that had made her into what she was."

"And now?"

"Now I know." She turned to look at him, met his eyes in the darkness. "Now I know that there is something beneath the training—a self that was always there, waiting to be discovered. A person who can choose, who can want, who can love being owned. A woman who was always meant to belong to someone, and who has finally found the person she was meant to belong to."

He was silent for a long moment, his dark eyes searching her face. Then, slowly, he reached out, touched her hair, let the golden strands slip through his fingers.

"You have given me something I did not know I was looking for," he said, his voice soft, almost vulnerable. "Not just a body, not just a possession, but a person. A woman who chooses to be mine, who wants to be mine, who loves being mine. That is—" he paused, seemed to struggle with the admission, "—that is more valuable than any fortune I could have paid. That is the true claim. And I will spend the rest of my life honoring it."

The words settled into her chest, warm and heavy, and she felt something shift inside her—the last piece of a puzzle she had been assembling for months, the final confirmation of a truth she had been slowly coming to understand.

She was not just property. She was not just a body to be used. She was a person who had chosen, who had wanted, who had found, in the most unlikely of circumstances, a kind of home.

"Bind me again tomorrow," she said, her voice soft but certain. "And the day after. And every day for the rest of our lives. Because I want it. Because I choose it. Because—" she touched her hair, felt the weight of it, "—because this is what I was always meant to be. Bound and claimed and yours, forever."

She woke the next morning to sunlight streaming through the curtains and the weight of the prince's arm across her waist.

She lay still for a long moment, letting herself feel everything—the warmth of the bed, the presence of the man beside her, the child shifting within her, the hair that spread across the pillow in a golden river. She had been in this place for seven months now, had been claimed and bound and filled more times than she could count, had carried the prince's child as it grew from a seed to a recognizable form.

And she had found peace here. Not the peace of escape or freedom, but the peace of belonging—the deep, settled certainty that came from knowing she was exactly where she was meant to be, with exactly who she was meant to be with, doing exactly what she was meant to do.

She had been raised to be sold. She had been trained to be used. She had been kept to be claimed. And now, finally, she had been claimed—by a man who wanted more than her body, who valued more than her service, who saw in her a person rather than a product.

She did not miss the tower. She did not miss the clients who climbed her hair and took what they paid for. She did not miss the life of uncertainty and impermanence, the endless stream of strangers who used her and left, the knowledge that she was valuable only so long as she remained desirable.

Here, she was valuable because she was his. Because he had chosen her, had paid a fortune for her, had spent months claiming her in every way that mattered. And because she had chosen him back—not because she had no other option, but because she had discovered, in herself, the capacity for genuine desire.

She was his. And she had found peace in that truth.

The prince stirred beside her, opened his eyes, looked at her with the dark intensity that had become familiar.

"You are thinking," he observed. "I can see it in your face. What are you thinking about?"

"About what I am," she said, simply. "About what I have become. About what I will always be."

"And what are you?"

She considered the question, turned it over in her mind, searched for the truest answer.

"I am yours," she said, finally. "That is the simplest truth, and the most important. I am yours—not because you bought me, not because you trained me, but because I chose to be. Because I discovered, in myself, the capacity for a surrender that goes beyond training, beyond conditioning, beyond anything that was done to me. I am yours, completely and forever, and I have found peace in that belonging."

He was silent for a long moment, his eyes searching her face. Then, slowly, he smiled—a genuine smile, warm and satisfied and something that looked almost like joy.

"Then you have given me everything I wanted," he said, softly. "Not just your body, not just your obedience, but your choice. Your desire. Your love. That is the truest claim, and I will honor it for as long as we both live."

He leaned down, kissed her forehead, and pulled her close.

She settled against his side, let herself feel the warmth of him, the solidity of him, the presence of him. The child shifted within her, a reminder of the future they were building together. Her hair spread across the pillow, a reminder of the binding that would come again tonight, and every night, for the rest of their lives.

She had been raised to be sold. She had been trained to be used. She had been kept to be claimed.

And she had been claimed—by a man who saw her as a person, who wanted her to choose, who helped her discover the self that had always existed beneath the training.

She was merchandise. She had always been merchandise.

But now she had an owner. And she had found peace in being bound.


EPILOGUE - Five Years Later

The mirror stood in the corner of the chamber, positioned where the morning light could catch her hair and turn it to flame.

Rapunzel stood before it, watching herself, taking stock of the woman she had become. Five years had passed since the prince had carried her from the tower, bound in her own severed hair, a product being delivered to its new owner. Five years of claiming and binding and learning to want. Five years of discovering, in herself, the capacity for a surrender that went beyond training, beyond conditioning, beyond anything that had been programmed into her.

Her hair had grown back completely now—longer than it had ever been in the tower, reaching the floor in a river of gold that pooled around her feet like spilled light. The prince bound her with it every night, wrapping the living strands around her body in patterns that had become ritual, that had become prayer, that had become the center of their shared life.

Her body had changed as well. Three children had transformed her—had widened her hips, had softened her belly, had left marks on her skin that the prince touched with reverence rather than regret. She had borne him two sons and a daughter, heirs to his name and his lands, extensions of himself that would continue long after they were both gone. The children were raised by nurses and tutors, brought to her for brief visits, claimed by their father with a fierce possessiveness that mirrored the claim he had placed on her.

But at night, she belonged to him alone.

She touched her hair, felt the weight of it, let the golden strands slip through her fingers. In the tower, this hair had been her value—the feature that made her worth more than any other product, the access point that brought clients to her window, the rope that bound her during use. Here, in the prince's home, it had become something else: the instrument of her claiming, the living bond that connected her body to his will, the proof of ownership that she had learned to crave.

And tonight, as every night, he would bind her with it.

The greyhaired woman—Marta, who had become something like a companion over the years—entered the chamber to help her prepare.

"His Highness has requested the full binding tonight," Marta said, her voice soft with the familiarity of years. "He wishes your hair arranged in the formal pattern—the one he used on the first night he bound you with the living strands."

The first night. Rapunzel remembered it clearly—the sensation of her own hair being woven around her body for the first time, the overwhelming intimacy of being wrapped in her own flesh, the discovery that the binding could be not just restraint but connection. That night had changed everything. That night had sealed the claim in a way that purchase and repeated use never could.

"I remember the pattern," she said, settling into the chair that Marta indicated. "I remember every time he has bound me. Each binding is—different. Each one matters."

Marta nodded, her hands moving through Rapunzel's hair with practiced efficiency.

"He speaks of you often," Marta said, quietly. "To the household, to the tenants, to the men who serve him. He speaks of you as—" she paused, seemed to search for the right word, "—as the thing he is most proud of possessing. Not his lands, not his titles, not his children. You."

The words settled into Rapunzel's chest, warm and heavy. She had known, of course, that the prince valued her—he had paid a fortune for her, had spent years claiming her, had built an entire life around her presence in his home. But hearing that he spoke of her with pride, that he presented her to the world as his greatest possession, was something different. It was validation. It was confirmation that she had become, not just owned, but treasured.

"I am proud to belong to him," she said, simply. "I have found peace in this life. I have found purpose. I have found—" she paused, searched for the word, "—home."

Marta's hands stilled in her hair for a moment, and when she spoke again, her voice was soft with something that might have been wonder.

"I have served in many households," she said. "I have seen many arrangements between masters and their companions. But I have never seen a woman so completely claimed, and so completely at peace with that claiming. You have become something rare, Rapunzel. Something that others will study and wonder at, long after we are all gone."

The prince came to her at dusk, as he always did.

He had aged in the five years since her arrival—lines had appeared around his eyes, threads of grey had begun to streak his dark hair. But his eyes, when they found her, were as fierce and hungry as they had been on the first night, when he had carried her bound into this chamber and laid her on his bed.

"Stand," he said, his voice low but commanding.

She rose from where she had been waiting, crossed to him, stopped before him with her head slightly bowed in the posture of submission that had become as natural as breathing.

"Look at me."

She raised her head, met his eyes, saw the dark intensity burning there.

"Do you remember the first night I bound you with your living hair?" he asked.

"I remember," she said. "I remember every detail. The hook in the ceiling, the sensation of the strands being woven around my wrists, the feeling of being wrapped in my own flesh."

"I want to recreate that night," he said, his voice soft. "I want to bind you in the same pattern, claim you in the same way, remind you of what you have become since that first binding. Five years, Rapunzel. Five years of owning you, of being owned by you, of building a life that neither of us could have imagined when I climbed your hair in that tower."

The words washed over her, warm and overwhelming, and she felt the weight of the years they had spent together—the claiming, the binding, the children, the slow discovery of a self that had been hidden beneath layers of training and conditioning. She had become something in those five years. She had become his, completely and forever, and she had found peace in that belonging.

"I am ready," she said, the words feeling like a vow. "Bind me. Claim me. Remind me of what I am."

He began the binding slowly, deliberately, his hands moving through her hair with a reverence that had only grown over the years.

The first strand he lifted from her scalp, winding it around his fingers before beginning to wrap it around her right wrist. She felt the pull against her scalp—the familiar sensation of her own flesh being used to restrain her—and let herself sink into the feeling.

"Your hair has grown so long," he said, his voice soft, almost meditative. "Longer than it was in the tower. Longer than it has ever been. It would take hours to wrap all of it around you, to use every strand for binding. I could wrap you in layer after layer of golden coils, make you completely immobile, seal you in a cocoon of your own hair."

"Why don't you?" she asked, the question genuine.

He was quiet for a moment, his hands still moving through the golden strands.

"Because I want to see you," he said, finally. "I want to see your body wrapped in your hair, but not hidden by it. I want to see the curves of you, the marks of the children you have borne, the evidence of the life we have built together. The binding is a claim, not a concealment. It reveals you as much as it restrains you."

The words settled into her chest, warm and unexpected. He wanted to see her. He wanted to witness the body that had borne his children, that had been claimed by him thousands of times, that had learned to want and choose and love. The binding was not just restraint—it was display, revelation, a way of showing her to himself and to the world as the thing he prized most.

He continued the binding—coils around her left wrist, around her throat, around her breasts. The pattern was the same as that first night, she realized—the same sequence, the same intention, the same claim being renewed after five years of ownership.

"Your body has changed," he observed, as his hands moved over the softness of her belly, the marks that pregnancy had left on her skin. "You have borne my children, carried my heirs, given me a future that will extend beyond my own life. These marks—" he traced a silvery line with his finger, "—these are proof of your value. These are evidence of what you have given me."

"I am glad to bear them," she said, and the words were true. "I am glad to have carried your children, to have been changed by them, to wear the marks of our life together on my skin."

He continued down—coils around her waist, her hips, her thighs—until she was wrapped in the same pattern that had been used on that first night. The sensation was overwhelming, familiar and new at the same time, a claiming that renewed itself with every coil.

"Look at yourself," he commanded, turning her toward the mirror.

She looked.

The woman who stared back at her was older than the girl who had been brought to this chamber five years ago. Her face had matured, her body had softened, her eyes held a depth that had not been present before. She was wrapped in golden coils—her own hair, woven around her in a pattern that had become ritual—and she looked, she thought, like what she was: a woman who had been claimed, who had chosen that claiming, who had found peace in belonging.

"Beautiful," he said, his voice thick with desire. "More beautiful than you were five years ago, because you are more now. More yourself. More mine. More everything that I wanted when I paid a fortune for the girl in the tower."

He lifted her—bound as she was, unable to help, unable to resist—and carried her to the bed.

He laid her on her back, unwrapped the coils around her thighs just enough to spread her legs, positioned himself between them with the ease of long familiarity.

"I am going to claim you now," he said, his voice rough with desire. "I am going to fill you, mark you, remind you of what you are. And when I spill inside you, I want you to think about the five years we have spent together—the bindings, the claimings, the children, the life. I want you to feel, in your body, the truth of what we have built."

He pushed inside.

The sensation was overwhelming—not because it was new, but because it was familiar, because it was home, because it was the physical expression of a claim that had been placed on her five years ago and had never been released.

He moved with the deliberate rhythm that had become their shared language—each thrust deep and intentional, each withdrawal a promise of more to come. She felt him inside her, filling her, claiming her in the most fundamental way possible. She felt the golden coils wrapped around her body, pulling against her scalp with every movement, reminding her of the binding that made her his. She felt the years they had spent together—the children, the nights, the slow discovery of a self that had been hidden beneath layers of training.

"You are mine," he said, his voice low, intense. "You have been mine for five years. You will be mine for fifty more, if the gods grant us that time. And when we die, you will still be mine—bound to me in whatever comes after, claimed forever, with no possibility of release."

"I am yours," she gasped, the words feeling like a prayer. "I have always been yours. I will always be yours. And I have found peace in that truth."

The orgasm built—not the trained response of a body conditioned to pleasure, but something deeper, something that felt like genuine release. She felt it gathering in her core, felt it spreading through her body, felt it preparing to break over her like a wave.

"Come for me," he commanded. "Come apart while you are bound in your own hair, while you think about the life we have built, while you remember what you are. Show me that your pleasure is real, that your surrender is genuine, that after five years, you are still choosing to be mine."

The orgasm crashed through her, and she cried out with a sound that was not trained response but genuine release. She felt her inner muscles clench around him, felt her body convulse against the golden bindings, felt the pull against her scalp as her head thrashed against the pillow.

He followed her over the edge moments later, groaning as he spilled inside her, filling her with the warmth that had become as familiar as her own heartbeat.

When it was over, he stayed inside her—his body heavy on hers, his breath coming in ragged gasps, his hands moving over the golden coils that wrapped her body.

"Five years," he said, his voice soft, almost wondering. "Five years of owning you. Five years of being owned by you. Five years of building something that neither of us could have imagined when I first climbed your hair."

"Five years of finding myself," she added, her voice soft. "Five years of discovering what lay beneath the training. Five years of learning to choose, to want, to love being claimed."

He lifted his head, looked into her eyes, and smiled—a genuine smile, warm and satisfied and something that looked almost like joy.

"And fifty more," he said, softly. "If the gods grant us that time. Fifty more years of binding and claiming and building. Fifty more years of you belonging to me, and me belonging to you."

He released her slowly, carefully, unwrapping the golden coils one by one.

When she was finally free, he pulled her against his side, wrapped his arm around her, held her close in the darkness.

"Tell me something," he said, his voice soft. "Something true. Something you have never told me before."

She was quiet for a long moment, searching herself for a truth she had not yet spoken.

"In the tower," she said, finally, "I used to dream about freedom. I did not know what freedom meant—I had never experienced it, could not imagine it—but I dreamed about it anyway. I dreamed about walking through the forest, about seeing the world beyond my window, about being something other than what I was."

"And now?"

"Now I dream about this." She turned to look at him, met his eyes in the darkness. "I dream about your hands in my hair, about the golden coils wrapping around my body, about the claim you have placed on me that can never be undone. I dream about belonging, not freedom. I dream about being owned, not being released. I dream about—" she paused, felt the tears forming in her eyes, "—I dream about you. And that is the truest thing I have ever known."

He was silent for a long moment, his dark eyes searching her face. Then, slowly, he leaned down, kissed her forehead, and pulled her closer.

"You have given me everything," he said, softly. "Not just your body, not just your obedience, not just your children. You have given me your choice. Your desire. Your love. You have given me the thing I did not know I was looking for—a woman who belongs to me not because she has no other option, but because she has chosen me above all other possibilities."

"I will always choose you," she said, and the words felt like a vow. "I will always want this. I will always love belonging to you. Because you have given me something the tower never could—you have given me a home."

She woke the next morning to an empty bed and the sound of children's voices drifting up from the courtyard below.

She rose, crossed to the window, looked out at the estate that had become her world. The children were playing in the garden—the two boys chasing each other across the grass, the little girl sitting with a nursemaid, watching her brothers with wide eyes. The prince stood on the terrace below, talking to a steward, his dark hair catching the morning light.

She touched her hair, felt the weight of it, let the golden strands slip through her fingers. This hair had defined her entire life—had brought visitors to her window in the tower, had bound her during use, had been cut and used to wrap her for transport, had grown back and become the instrument of her claiming. It was more than a feature. It was a story. It was a claim. It was the thing that had made her what she was.

She was merchandise. She had been sold, and trained, and claimed.

But she was also a person—a person who had chosen, who had wanted, who had found peace in being bound. A person who had borne children, who had built a life, who had discovered, in the most unlikely of circumstances, a kind of home.

She was the girl from the tower, the product in the showroom, the body that men paid to use.

She was also the woman who had found, in the claim that had been placed on her, the freedom to become herself.

And that was the truth that would define her forever.

FINAL IMAGE

That night, as the candles flickered and the prince's hands moved through her hair, beginning the binding that had become as natural as breathing, she looked at herself in the mirror one last time.

She saw a woman wrapped in golden coils—her own hair, woven around her body in a pattern that had become ritual. She saw the marks of children on her skin, the softness that five years had brought, the depth in her eyes that had not been present when she first arrived. She saw a woman who had been claimed, and who had chosen that claiming, and who had found peace in belonging.

She saw, reflected in the glass, the truth of what she had become.

I was raised to be sold, she thought, as the first coil wrapped around her wrist. I was trained to be used. I was kept to be claimed.

I was sold to the highest bidder, she thought, as the next coil circled her throat. I was bound in my own hair for transport. I was delivered to a new owner, a new life, a new self.

I have borne his children, she thought, as the coils wrapped around her breasts, around her waist, around the body that had carried three heirs. I have learned to want him. I have discovered, in myself, the capacity for a surrender that goes beyond training.

I am his, she thought, as the final coil settled into place. Completely. Forever. And I have found peace in being bound.

The prince finished the binding, turned her toward him, looked into her eyes with the dark intensity that had never faded in five years.

"You are mine," he said, the words a ritual, a prayer, a claim.

"I am yours," she replied, the words a surrender, a choice, a home.

And in the mirror, the woman wrapped in golden coils smiled—not the trained smile of a product performing for a client, but the genuine smile of a woman who had found, in the most unlikely of circumstances, exactly what she was meant to be.

She was merchandise.

She was claimed.

She was home.
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If you found something here to crave — something intense, tender, unsettling, or impossible to forget — I’d be deeply grateful if you left a review.

Every review helps other readers discover my work and keeps these dark, daring stories reaching the people they were written for.

— Roman Vale


￼[image: ]

Year of Denial – Quarter One - Teased & Tormented: Teased & Tormented: Femdom Chastity, Erotic Denial, and the First Three Months of Submission - 3 Books in 1 Collection 

https://a.co/d/03cTDc3m 

One contract.
Three months.
No release.

Adam thought he agreed to a simple challenge.

One month locked in chastity to prove he could change.

Rachel knew better.

What begins in January as a relationship ultimatum quickly transforms into something far more deliberate — a carefully structured system of control, denial, and obedience.

Each month tightens the rules.
Each evaluation strips away another layer of resistance.
Each moment without release reshapes Adam’s body, his thoughts… and eventually his identity.

Quarter One: Teased & Tormented collects the first three volumes of the Locked for the Year saga:

• January Jail – The cage closes for the first time.
• February Frustration – Adam learns there is no early release.
• March Meltdown – Denial becomes psychological.

Catch up on the series so far now! New book every month. 
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The Glass Slipper: A Dark Fairytale of Power, Desire, and Possession

https://a.co/d/06Ay4M91 

The Glass Slipper is a dark Cinderella retelling that transforms a familiar fairytale into something far more intimate, dangerous, and psychologically charged.

Ella has spent most of her life surviving quietly. In a house that was never truly hers, she has learned to be useful, obedient, and easy to overlook. She knows how to make herself small. She knows how to endure. What she does not know is what it means to be fully seen — not as a servant, not as an inconvenience, not as a burden, but as something wanted.

Everything changes with the invitation to the royal ball.

But this is no innocent celebration, and the palace is not glittering with romance. Beneath the beauty and ceremony lies something older, darker, and far more deliberate. The women invited are not simply guests. They are being observed. Assessed. Measured. Every glance means something. Every interaction is part of a design. And at the centre of that design is the Prince — a man who does not chase, does not guess, and does not charm in the way the storybooks promise.

He chooses.
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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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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.


￼[image: ]
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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