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You didn’t choose this by accident.

Something about it called to you.

Let’s see how far that curiosity takes you.

— R. Vale
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Chapter One — The Invitation

ISLA

The envelope arrived on a Tuesday.

Isla Wren Harper found it on her return from work, propped against the brass letterbox of her Kensington flat as though someone had delivered it by hand rather than trusting it to the postal service. The paper was heavy, cream-coloured, textured with a subtle weave that caught the late afternoon light filtering through her hallway window. Her name was written across the front in calligraphy so precise it might have been engraved—Ms Isla Wren Harper—and on the reverse, a wax seal in deep burgundy bore the impression of a stylised hare, ears swept back, frozen mid-leap.

She turned it over twice before opening it.

No return address. No postage marks.

Inside, a single sheet of matching cream paper, folded once.

Ms Harper,

You have been nominated for participation in The Claim.

The event will take place at Ravenscourt Estate over the Easter weekend.

Should you wish to accept this invitation, you will find enclosed a preliminary contract for your review. Full terms and conditions will be provided upon your formal response.

Participation is entirely voluntary. Attendance does not guarantee selection. Selection does not guarantee claim.

Your nomination was submitted by a current member in good standing. Your identity has been verified through our vetting process. Your suitability has been assessed. You have been found eligible.

Should you choose to decline, this invitation and all associated materials must be destroyed. You will not be contacted again.

Should you choose to accept, you will receive further instruction within seventy-two hours.

The Trust looks forward to your response.

No signature. No contact name. At the bottom, in smaller script:

Ravenscourt. Where choice becomes commitment.

She read it three times, standing in her hallway with her work bag still slung over one shoulder, her keys dangling from her other hand. The heating clicked on automatically, a low hum filling the silence. Outside, a black cab rumbled past. Somewhere in the building above, footsteps crossed a ceiling.

The Claim.

She had heard whispers. Of course she had. In certain circles, certain conversations—late-night dinners after gallery openings, champagne-fuelled exchanges at charity auctions, the kind of events where people with old money and older secrets mingled with those who aspired to both—the phrase surfaced occasionally. Always obliquely. Never explained. A knowing look between two people. A raised eyebrow. A comment about that Easter thing before the subject changed with deliberate smoothness.

She had never expected an invitation.

She had never expected to be nominated.

A second document fell from the envelope when she tipped it—a folded packet of several pages, printed on the same heavy paper, the text small and densely arranged. The header read:

PRELIMINARY CONTRACT FOR REVIEW

THE CLAIM — RAVENSCOURT ESTATE

PARTICIPANT AGREEMENT (GUEST STATUS)

She carried both documents into her kitchen, set her bag on the counter, and poured herself a glass of wine before sitting down at the small round table beneath the window. The light had shifted to gold, catching the edges of the contract pages as she smoothed them flat.

The language was legalistic but oddly intimate.

PARTICIPANT ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

By signing this document, the Participant acknowledges that they have received, read, and understood the following:

The Claim is a private event held annually at Ravenscourt Estate. Attendance is by invitation only. All participants are vetted prior to invitation. All participants must be at least twenty-five years of age and must provide proof of identity, medical fitness, and legal capacity to enter binding contracts.

The Claim involves structured pursuit, capture, and claiming rituals between consenting adult participants. Participants may be assigned the role of “Guest” (pursued) or “Hare” (pursuer) according to event protocols. This contract applies to Guest participation only.

The Participant understands that The Claim involves physical contact, including but not limited to: restraint, marking, and public declaration. All physical contact occurs within parameters established by the Participant prior to the event. Parameters may not be altered once the event begins.

The Participant understands that successful claim results in activation of a Bond Contract, which remains in effect for one calendar year. Terms of the Bond Contract are outlined in Appendix C. Bond Contracts are binding under Ravenscourt Trust jurisdiction.

Isla turned the page.

CONSENT FRAMEWORK

The Participant acknowledges that consent for The Claim is established through the following mechanisms:

1. Written agreement to this Preliminary Contract.

2. Written agreement to the Full Contract, provided upon acceptance of invitation.

3. In-person verification of consent upon arrival at Ravenscourt Estate.

4. Continuous verbal and non-verbal consent monitoring throughout the event.

The Participant understands that consent may be withdrawn at any point prior to Bond activation. Once Bond is activated, withdrawal follows the procedure outlined in Appendix D (Bond Dissolution).

The Participant acknowledges that Ravenscourt Trust prioritises safety, dignity, and informed consent above all other considerations. Any violation of consent protocols by any participant will result in immediate removal and permanent exclusion from Ravenscourt events.

She took a slow sip of wine, her eyes moving across the text. The clinical precision of it was strangely compelling. This was not a waiver. This was not fine print designed to obscure risk. This was a framework—carefully constructed, almost architectural in its approach to consent.

She turned another page.

PREFERENCE DECLARATION (PRELIMINARY)

Prior to full acceptance, the Participant must indicate preliminary preferences in the following categories. Final preferences will be confirmed in person prior to the event.

CAPTURE INTENSITY

Please select your preferred capture intensity level:

☐ Light Capture — Guided restraint. Minimal physical force. Participant may request release at any point. Suitable for those seeking primarily psychological engagement.

☐ Firm Capture — Controlled restraint. Physical force within agreed parameters. Participant may request release, which will be honoured after safe transition. Suitable for those seeking physical challenge within structured boundaries.

☐ Full Restraint — Temporary binding and controlled immobilisation. Physical force applied as necessary within agreed parameters. Release protocols in place. Suitable for those seeking intense physical engagement and surrender dynamics.

She paused, pen hovering above the page.

Firm Capture.

She circled it.

The word surrender sat in her mind like a stone dropped into water. She had spent her entire professional life in control. Brand strategy required it—managing client expectations, orchestrating campaigns, navigating the delicate politics of creative teams and corporate boards. Her last relationship had ended, in part, because she could not relinquish control. Thomas had called it exhausting. He had said she treated their partnership like a project requiring management rather than a connection requiring presence.

He had not been wrong.

She turned the page.

EXHIBITION THRESHOLD

Please select your preferred exhibition level:

☐ Private — All claiming activities occur in private settings. No public declaration. No witnesses beyond Trust officials.

☐ Moderate — Public declaration of claim. Witnessed by other participants. Private claiming activities. Suitable for those seeking ceremonial visibility without audience participation.

☐ Full — Public declaration and witnessed claiming activities. Audience present. Suitable for those seeking complete visibility and performance dynamics.

Moderate.

She circled it without hesitation. The idea of being seen—declared, claimed in front of others—sent a current through her that she did not want to examine too closely. But full exhibition felt like a step beyond what she could rationally justify.

She continued reading.

BOND INTEREST

Please indicate your preliminary interest in Bond activation:

☐ Declined — Participant does not wish to be considered for Bond activation under any circumstances. Participant will not be pursued during The Claim.

☐ Open — Participant is open to Bond activation following successful claim. Final decision occurs after claim, during Declaration Ceremony. Participant may accept or decline Bond at that time.

☐ Seeking — Participant actively desires Bond activation and will accept claim from any successful pursuer.

☐ Conditional — Participant is open to Bond activation from specific pursuer(s) only. Participant must specify conditions in writing during final preference confirmation.

Open — Undecided.

She wrote the words in the margin rather than circling a pre-printed option. Something about the fixed categories felt reductive. She did not know what she wanted. That was the truth of it. She was twenty-eight years old, recently single, professionally successful, and privately aware that something in her life had grown stale. Not broken. Not empty. Just… muted. As though she had been operating at half-volume for years without realising it.

This invitation had arrived like a frequency adjustment. Suddenly, she could hear the static.

She turned to the final pages.

APPENDIX C — BOND CONTRACT SUMMARY

A Bond Contract, once activated, establishes a formal partnership between Claimed and Claimant for a period of one calendar year. Bond terms may include:

• Exclusivity agreements (physical, romantic, or both)

• Relocation clauses (temporary or permanent residence adjustments)

• Protocol expectations (public behaviour, address, presentation)

• Estate obligations (attendance at Ravenscourt functions)

• Training or mentorship arrangements

• Financial provisions (in certain circumstances)

Bond Contracts are designed to test compatibility for potential permanent partnership. Approximately 40% of Bonds result in formal relationship continuation. Approximately 15% result in permanent Ravenscourt membership.

Bond dissolution is possible through the process outlined in Appendix D. Dissolution carries social consequences within Ravenscourt networks. Dissolution does not carry legal consequences outside Trust jurisdiction.

By activating a Bond, the Claimed acknowledges voluntary surrender of certain autonomous decisions to the Claimant for the duration of the contract. Surrender is structured, monitored, and reversible.

The Claim is not a game. The Bond is not symbolic. Participation changes you.

She set the pen down.

The document sat before her, dense with implication. Her wine glass was half-empty. Outside, the gold light had deepened to amber, shadows lengthening across the kitchen floor. She should call someone. Camilla, perhaps. Her oldest friend, the one who had introduced her to half the gallery openings and charity galas that comprised her social calendar. Camilla would know what this meant. Camilla would have opinions.

But something held her back.

This invitation felt private. Not secret—private. A door opened specifically for her. If she brought others through it before she had crossed the threshold herself, something would be lost. The choice would become diluted by input, by advice, by the inevitable catalogue of opinions that followed any decision worth making.

She stood, carried her wine glass to the sink, and rinsed it. Then she returned to the table, picked up the pen, and signed the preliminary contract at the bottom of the final page.

Isla Wren Harper

17th March

The pen felt heavier than it should have.

Within seventy-two hours, as promised, a second envelope arrived.

This one was thicker, containing what the cover letter described as the Full Contract and Participant Packet. The language grew more detailed, more specific, more binding. She read every page. She initialed every section requiring initials. She filled in the comprehensive preference questionnaire—reaffirming Firm Capture, Moderate Exhibition, Open Bond status—with careful attention. She submitted the medical clearance form from her GP, the identity verification documents, the emergency contact information (listing Camilla, after all, though the instructions specified that emergency contacts would only be notified in case of genuine medical crisis).

The consent forms alone numbered twelve pages.

Each one required her signature. Each one felt like a step further into something she could not fully name.

She should have been frightened. Instead, she felt something closer to anticipation—the specific tension of standing at the edge of a high dive, knowing the water below was cold, knowing the fall would shock her system, and choosing to jump anyway. Not because she wanted the shock. Because she wanted to know whether she could survive it.

On the twenty-second of March, she received confirmation.

Dear Ms Harper,

Your acceptance has been processed. Your preferences have been recorded. Your participation is confirmed.

The Claim will take place at Ravenscourt Estate over the Easter weekend. Transportation will be provided from a central London location on the morning of Good Friday. Return transportation will be provided on the afternoon of Easter Monday.

You are advised to pack lightly. Clothing for the ritual dinner will be provided. You may bring personal items for comfort during your stay. Mobile phones and other communication devices will be secured upon arrival and returned upon departure. Ravenscourt maintains strict privacy protocols for all participants.

Upon arrival, you will undergo a final consent verification with Trust officials. You will then be oriented to the estate and introduced to other participants. The ritual dinner will take place on Friday evening. The Hunt will commence at dusk on Saturday. The Declaration Ceremony will take place at midnight.

You are advised to rest well in the days preceding the event. You are advised to reflect on your preferences and your boundaries. You are advised to consider what surrender means to you.

We look forward to welcoming you to Ravenscourt.

The Trust

The letter ended with the same hare emblem that had sealed the original invitation.

That evening, Isla sat in her living room, the confirmation letter on the coffee table before her. Her flat felt different somehow—not physically changed, but emotionally reconfigured. The familiar objects around her carried a strange new weight. The art on her walls, selected with such careful intention over the years, seemed to observe her with different eyes. The bookshelf she had curated, the rug she had chosen, the lamp that cast its warm light across the room—all of it felt like evidence of a life she had constructed with precision and purpose.

A life that felt increasingly like a mask.

She had built herself from the outside in. Education, career, social standing, aesthetic presentation—each element selected and refined until the total image communicated exactly what she wanted: competence, taste, success, control. She had become expert at presenting a version of herself that inspired confidence and respect. She had also become expert at hiding the quiet exhaustion that lived beneath the surface.

The exhaustion of always holding the reins.

The invitation had not arrived by accident. Someone had nominated her. Someone who knew her—or knew a version of her—had looked at her life and thought: she belongs at The Claim. The idea was simultaneously flattering and unsettling. What had they seen? What had they recognised?

She thought of Thomas, of course. But their relationship had ended six months ago, and he had never struck her as the type to move in circles where events like The Claim existed. He had been a corporate lawyer—pragmatic, risk-averse, deeply suspicious of anything that smacked of theatrics. Their breakup had been civil, even friendly. He had wished her well. He had meant it.

So who?

The question would remain unanswered until she arrived. Perhaps not even then.

She picked up her phone, opened her messages, and scrolled to Camilla’s name. Her thumb hovered over the keyboard.

You’ll never believe what arrived in my post today.

She typed the words, then deleted them.

Got invited to something completely mad. Easter weekend. Need to talk.

Deleted again.

I might be making a terrible decision. Or a brilliant one. Unclear.

Deleted.

She locked the phone and set it aside.

Some choices needed to be made alone. Some doors needed to be walked through without an audience. If this was a mistake, it would be her mistake. If this was a revelation, it would be her revelation.

She stood, walked to her bedroom, and opened her wardrobe. The familiar rows of clothing—blouses, trousers, skirts, dresses in the muted palette she favoured—stared back at her. Professional. Appropriate. Controlled.

The confirmation letter had specified that clothing for the ritual dinner would be provided. But she would need to pack for the rest of the weekend. Practical items. Comfortable items.

She pulled a small suitcase from the top shelf and set it on her bed.

What did one pack for surrender?

The question sat in her mind as she selected a few items—a soft jumper, comfortable jeans, a silk nightdress, basic toiletries. Practical choices. Grounding choices. Evidence that whatever waited at Ravenscourt, she would still be herself when she returned.

If she returned.

The thought stopped her hands mid-fold.

If.

The word was ridiculous. Of course she would return. The contracts had been explicit about safety, about consent, about the structured nature of everything that would occur. This was not some gothic novel where women disappeared into ancient estates never to be seen again. This was a modern, vetted, legally-bound event that had apparently been running for years—decades, perhaps longer. The participants returned. They talked about it, when they talked about it at all, with the knowing looks that suggested experience rather than trauma.

But the if persisted.

She would return changed. That was the promise embedded in every line of the contracts she had signed. Participation changes you. The words had not been written as warning or threat. They had been written as fact.

She finished packing and closed the suitcase.

Three days until Good Friday.

Three days until she would climb into a car and be driven to a place she had never seen, to participate in a ritual she did not fully understand, surrounded by people whose motives she could not predict.

She should feel afraid.

Instead, as she turned off the lights and climbed into bed, she felt something that had become unfamiliar over years of careful control:

Alive.

The days before departure passed in a strange suspension.

Isla went through the motions of her life with mechanical precision. Meetings at the agency. Client presentations. Lunches with colleagues who discussed their weekend plans and their children’s school performances and their upcoming holidays to places where they would do nothing in particular and call it relaxation. She nodded at appropriate moments. She offered the insights her role required. She managed her team with the firm competence they expected.

Inside, she felt like an actor who had learned her lines so thoroughly that she no longer needed to think about them.

On Wednesday, Camilla called.

“So you’re disappearing for Easter weekend,” her friend said, the words somewhere between question and statement.

Isla paused. “How did you know?”

“Because I pay attention. You haven’t mentioned any plans, which is unlike you. You’ve been distracted all week, which is also unlike you. And you’ve been staring at your phone like you’re waiting for something, which is extremely unlike you.”

“I’m not disappearing. I’m… attending an event.”

“What kind of event?”

The question hung in the air. Camilla was her oldest friend—they had met at university, had navigated early careers together, had supported each other through breakups and breakdowns and the slow accumulation of adult responsibilities. Camilla knew her. But did Camilla know her?

“The kind I can’t talk about,” Isla said finally. “Not yet. Maybe not ever.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line. Then Camilla’s voice, softer than before: “Is this something dangerous?”

“No.”

“Something illegal?”

“No.”

“Something that’s going to change things?”

Isla closed her eyes. “I think everything changes things. But yes. This might change things more than most.”

Another pause. Isla could almost hear Camilla processing, weighing loyalty against curiosity, deciding how much to push.

“Well,” Camilla said at last. “Whatever it is, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. Or do. Actually, do exactly what you want to do, and call me when you get back.”

“I will.”

“And Isla?”

“Yes?”

“Be careful. But not too careful. That’s never been your problem.”

The line went dead.

Isla set down her phone and stared at the wall.

Not too careful.

It was an odd thing to hear, hours before voluntarily submitting herself to a pursuit ritual at a secluded estate where masked men would chase her through a forest and, if they caught her, mark her as their own for a year.

But Camilla was right. Being too careful had never been her problem.

Her problem was that she had forgotten how to be anything else.

Thursday night, she could not sleep.

She lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, her mind cycling through every clause of every contract she had signed. The consent framework. The preference declarations. The Bond summary. The dissolution procedures. The medical requirements. The privacy protocols.

All of it designed to protect her.

All of it designed to contain her.

The paradox of structured surrender—consent wrapped around the choice to relinquish control. She was choosing to give up choice. She was agreeing to be pursued, captured, marked. She was opening herself to a Bond that would legally bind her to a stranger for a year.

And she had done it willingly.

At 3 AM, she rose from bed, made herself a cup of tea, and sat at her kitchen table with the original invitation spread before her. The hare emblem stared up at her from the burgundy wax—ears swept back, body mid-leap, frozen in an eternal moment of flight.

Flight toward what?

The animal was not running from something. It was running toward something. That was the detail most people missed when they saw the image. Prey animals fled from predators. But hares also ran toward mates during the breeding season—chasing, being chased, engaging in the mad, spring-driven ritual that had given us the phrase mad as a March hare.

The Claim was not simply about being hunted. It was about being sought.

She would run. Someone would follow. And in the space between pursuit and capture, something would emerge that could not exist in the careful, controlled life she had built for herself.

She finished her tea, returned to bed, and slept.

Friday morning arrived grey and cold.

Isla dressed in comfortable clothes—jeans, a thick jumper, boots that could handle uneven ground if necessary. She ate breakfast she did not taste. She checked her suitcase for the fourth time. She wrote a note for herself and left it on the kitchen table, though she could not have said later what it said or why she had written it.

At nine o’clock, a black car pulled up outside her building.

The driver was professional, silent, unnamed. He took her suitcase, opened her door, and said nothing as he guided the vehicle through London traffic and out toward the motorway. The city gave way to suburbs, suburbs to countryside, countryside to deepening green as they left civilisation behind.

She watched through the window as the landscape shifted. Fields gave way to forest. The road narrowed. Signs disappeared. The grey sky pressed down on the treetops, and the world felt very old.

After two hours, the car turned onto an unmarked road that wound deeper into the trees. The forest grew denser, darker, until suddenly it opened onto a valley—and there, rising from manicured grounds at the end of a long drive, stood Ravenscourt Estate.

The manor house was Georgian, elegant, imposing. Stone façade glowed faintly in the diffuse light. Wings extended from either side, creating a sense of enclosure without fortress-like severity. Windows caught what little sun filtered through the clouds. At the main entrance, a colonnade offered shelter from the weather.

Beyond the house, the grounds stretched into managed parkland, formal gardens giving way to wilder woodland in the distance. That woodland, she knew, was where The Claim would take place.

Where she would run.

Where someone would catch her.

The car stopped. The driver opened her door. She stepped out into the cold spring air and looked up at the house that would be her world for the next three days.

Where choice becomes commitment.

The phrase echoed in her mind as she walked toward the entrance, suitcase in hand, heart pounding in a rhythm she barely recognised.

The doors opened before she reached them.

Inside, a woman waited—elegant, grey-haired, composed in a way that suggested authority without aggression. She wore a dark dress and a single strand of pearls. Her eyes moved over Isla with efficient assessment.

“Ms Harper,” she said. “Welcome to Ravenscourt. I am Matron Evelyn Hale, head of the Trust. We have been expecting you.”

Isla opened her mouth to respond, but Evelyn was already turning, leading her through the entrance hall and into the house beyond.

The doors closed behind her with a sound like a seal being set.

Her consent had been signed.

Her preferences had been declared.

Her surrender had begun.


Chapter Two — Ravenscourt

ISLA

The entrance hall swallowed her whole.

Isla had been in grand houses before—country estates converted to wedding venues, National Trust properties with their roped-off rooms and hushed guides, the occasional private home opened for charity tours where guests moved through other people’s lives with polite curiosity. But Ravenscourt was different. Not because of its size, though the entrance hall alone could have housed her entire flat twice over. Not because of its age, though the stone floors beneath her boots had clearly been worn smooth by centuries of footfall. What set Ravenscourt apart was the atmosphere—a quality of concentrated intention that pressed against her skin like a physical weight.

This was not a house. This was a container.

The walls were paneled in dark wood, the panelling old enough that each board had silvered at its edges. Portraits lined the spaces between doors—men and women in formal dress across various historical periods, their eyes following her with the particular attentiveness of painted figures. A staircase rose from the far end, bifurcating halfway up to sweep toward opposing galleries. Chandeliers hung overhead, their crystals catching the grey light that filtered through tall windows on either side of the massive front doors.

Everything spoke of age, wealth, and purpose.

And everything spoke of secrets.

Matron Evelyn Hale moved ahead of her with the quiet certainty of someone who had walked these floors thousands of times. Her heels made soft sounds against the stone—deliberate, measured, never rushed. She did not look back to ensure Isla was following. She expected compliance, and her expectation carried the weight of institutional authority.

“The other guests have begun arriving,” Evelyn said, her voice pitched to carry without rising. “You will be shown to your quarters momentarily. Once all participants have arrived, we will conduct the orientation session, after which individual verification meetings will take place. Dinner is at eight. I trust you had a comfortable journey.”

The questions were not questions. They were structure—a framework designed to contain the experience before it had properly begun.

“Yes,” Isla said. “The journey was fine. Thank you.”

Evelyn’s pace did not falter. “Your phone and any other communication devices will be secured for the duration of your stay. This is non-negotiable. Privacy at Ravenscourt extends in all directions—yours, your fellow participants’, and the Trust’s. Nothing that occurs within these walls or on these grounds may be documented, recorded, or discussed beyond this weekend without explicit permission. You signed agreements to this effect. I am now confirming them verbally.”

She stopped at a small side table near the base of the staircase and turned to face Isla directly. Her eyes were grey—pale, assessing, neither warm nor cold. Simply watchful.

“Your phone, please.”

Isla reached into her bag and retrieved her mobile. The device felt strange in her hand—heavier than usual, or perhaps she was simply more aware of its weight. This was the final tether to her life outside these walls. Once she surrendered it, she would be cut off. Unreachable. Unknown.

She placed the phone on the table.

Evelyn picked it up, slid it into a small velvet pouch, and set the pouch in a locked drawer beneath the table’s surface. “It will be returned to you upon departure. You will find that disconnection is often more difficult than participants anticipate. I would encourage you to embrace it rather than resist it. The Claim requires presence. Presence requires release.”

She turned and resumed walking.

Isla followed.

Her quarters were on the second floor, accessed through a corridor that branched from the main gallery. The room was smaller than she had expected—cozy rather than grand, with a single window overlooking the rear gardens and the forest beyond. A four-poster bed dominated the space, its hangings in deep burgundy velvet that matched the wax seal on her invitation. A wardrobe stood against one wall, its doors already slightly ajar to reveal the white silk dress hanging within.

White silk.

For the ritual dinner. For the presentation of the guests.

For the selection.

A door led to a small en-suite bathroom, and beside it, a writing desk held a leather folder embossed with the hare emblem. Isla crossed to it and opened the cover. Inside, a schedule had been printed on heavy cream paper.

FRIDAY

2:00 PM — Participant Arrival

3:30 PM — Orientation Session (Main Salon)

5:00 PM — Individual Verification Meetings

7:00 PM — Preparation Time

8:00 PM — Ritual Dinner (Great Hall)

10:00 PM — Private Reflection

SATURDAY

9:00 AM — Breakfast

11:00 AM — Grounds Tour (Optional)

1:00 PM — Lunch

3:00 PM — Free Time

5:00 PM — Preparation for The Hunt

6:00 PM — The Hunt Begins

Midnight — Declaration Ceremony

SUNDAY

10:00 AM — Breakfast

12:00 PM — Bond Activation Proceedings

2:00 PM — Lunch

Afternoon — Private Time for Claimed Participants

8:00 PM — Formal Dinner

MONDAY

9:00 AM — Breakfast

11:00 AM — Departure

The schedule was sparse. Intentionally so, she suspected. The empty spaces between events were not gaps to be filled but moments for internal processing. For anticipation. For whatever emotional work participants needed to do before the rituals began.

She set the schedule aside and moved to the window.

The gardens below were formal in the French style—geometric beds divided by gravel paths, statuary at regular intervals, a fountain at the centre that whispered rather than splashed. Beyond the gardens, a ha-ha wall separated the manicured grounds from the wilder parkland, and beyond that, the forest rose like a dark promise.

That forest.

In approximately thirty hours, she would be running through those trees. Someone would be chasing her. The thought should have been abstract—a scene from a film or a passage from a novel—but instead it felt immediate. Visceral. The trees were not merely landscape. They were terrain. They were the stage on which her surrender would be tested.

A knock at the door broke her reverie.

“Come in.”

A young woman entered—mid-twenties, dressed in the dark uniform that seemed to be standard for Ravenscourt staff, her hair pulled back in a neat chignon. She carried a small silver tray on which sat a crystal carafe of water, a single glass, and a folded note.

“Ms Harper,” the woman said. “I am Clara. I will be attending to you during your stay. The Matron asked me to bring you this, and to remind you that orientation begins in ninety minutes in the Main Salon. I can escort you when the time comes.”

“Thank you.”

Clara set the tray on the writing desk and withdrew, closing the door softly behind her. Isla picked up the note and unfolded it.

The handwriting was Evelyn’s—elegant, controlled, almost architectural.

Ms Harper,

You are the sixth guest to arrive. Three more will join us before the day is done. I tell you this so that you understand the scale of The Claim. Twelve women are invited. Twelve women will run. The number of Hares varies according to tradition, but you will not learn that number until the Ritual Dinner.

Until then, I encourage you to rest, to explore the public rooms of the house, and to acquaint yourself with your fellow guests. The bonds formed between participants before The Hunt often prove as meaningful as those formed through claiming.

Trust is a currency here. Spend it wisely.

— E.H.

Isla set the note aside and poured herself a glass of water. The liquid was cold and clean, and she drank it slowly, letting the sensation ground her. She was here. She had chosen this. The contracts were signed, the preferences declared, the phone surrendered. There was no turning back.

She did not want to turn back.

That was the strangest part.

At three twenty, Clara appeared at her door to escort her to the Main Salon.

The corridors of Ravenscourt were maze-like, but Clara navigated them with the ease of long familiarity. They passed other doors—some closed, some slightly ajar—and Isla caught glimpses of other women in various states of preparation. One sat at a window, staring out at the grounds with an expression Isla could not read. Another stood before a mirror, adjusting her hair with meticulous attention. A third paced the length of her room, her movements tight with contained energy.

They were all feeling it. The anticipation. The weight of what they had agreed to.

The Main Salon was a long room at the front of the house, its windows overlooking the drive and the valley beyond. Furniture had been arranged in a loose circle—sofas, armchairs, occasional tables bearing decanters and crystal glasses. A fire burned in the massive hearth at one end, its warmth pushing back the chill that seemed to permeate the stone walls.

Six women were already present.

Isla recognised none of them.

She took an empty chair near the fire and let her gaze move around the circle. The women ranged in age from perhaps twenty-five to early forties, their appearances varied but their bearing similar—composed, watchful, each carrying the particular tension of someone waiting for a performance to begin. They wore their own clothes still, not the white silk dresses that waited in their wardrobes. Personal style emerged in small details: a vintage brooch on one woman’s lapel, a pair of striking boots on another, the particular cut of a third woman’s trousers that spoke of bespoke tailoring.

These were not women who had stumbled into this situation. These were women who had chosen deliberately, signed carefully, arrived with intention.

A door opened at the far end of the room, and Evelyn entered.

The conversation that had been humming at low volume fell silent. Every eye turned toward the Matron, who stood at the head of the circle with her hands clasped before her.

“Welcome,” she said. “All participants have now arrived. We may proceed.”

She moved to a position near the fire, the light casting half her face in shadow.

“You have each read the contracts. You have each signed the agreements. You have each indicated your preferences. What I will now provide is context—the framework within which The Claim operates, and the meaning we ask you to bring to your participation.”

Her voice was not lecturing. It was initiating.

“Ravenscourt has hosted The Claim for one hundred and forty-seven years. The ritual has evolved during that time, but its core purpose remains unchanged: to create a structured environment in which power exchange can occur with consent, safety, and dignity. We are not a hunting party. We are not a brothel. We are not a social club for the wealthy and bored.”

She paused, letting the words settle.

“We are an institution devoted to a specific truth: that surrender, when chosen freely, can be the most powerful act a person performs. Not the surrender of weakness. The surrender of intention. The deliberate choice to release control to another, for a defined period, within defined boundaries, for the purpose of discovering what lies beneath the structures we build around ourselves.”

Isla felt the words like fingers pressing against something inside her. The structures we build around ourselves.

Evelyn continued. “The Claim consists of three phases. The first is the Ritual Dinner, which will take place tonight. You will be presented to the Hares. They will observe you. You will observe them. No physical contact is permitted at this stage. The purpose is recognition—a mutual awareness that establishes the terrain for the following day.”

“The second phase is The Hunt itself. At six o’clock tomorrow evening, you will be escorted to the forest edge and released. You will have a thirty-minute head start before the Hares enter the woods. Your task is to navigate the terrain according to your own strategy. You may run. You may hide. You may evade. You may choose to be caught quickly. The choice is yours.”

“The third phase is the Declaration Ceremony, which occurs at midnight. Those who have been claimed will be presented. Bond activation will be offered. Accept or decline, the choice remains yours. The Hares cannot force a Bond. They can only offer one.”

She let her gaze move around the circle, making eye contact with each woman in turn.

“You have each selected your capture intensity preference. Light. Firm. Full. These preferences will be honoured by the Hares. You have each selected your exhibition threshold. Private. Moderate. Full. These preferences will be honoured by the Trust. You have each indicated your Bond interest. Declined. Open. Seeking. Conditional. These preferences will shape how the Hares approach you.”

Her voice dropped slightly, taking on a more personal weight.

“What I ask you to understand is this: The Claim is not a game to be won or lost. Being caught is not failure. Evading is not success. The purpose of this weekend is not to prove your strength or your cunning. The purpose is to discover what you want when the structures of your ordinary life have been removed. Some of you will discover that you want to be caught. Some of you will discover that you want to escape. Some of you will discover that you want neither. All discoveries are valid.”

The fire crackled in the silence that followed.

“Tomorrow, before The Hunt, you will each meet with me privately for final verification. At that meeting, you may adjust your preferences. You may withdraw entirely. No explanation will be required. No judgment will be passed. Once The Hunt begins, however, no further adjustments are possible. The boundaries you have set will be the boundaries within which you operate.”

She clasped her hands again.

“I will now answer questions. Not about the Hares—you will learn about them tonight. Not about the forest—you will learn its terrain through experience. Questions about process, safety, or meaning are welcome.”

A woman across the circle raised her hand. She was perhaps thirty, with dark hair cut in a sharp bob and an expression of careful assessment. “What happens if we’re not caught at all?”

Evelyn nodded, as though the question had been expected. “It is rare, but it occurs. Women who are not caught by midnight are considered Unclaimed. They may attend the Declaration Ceremony as observers. They may accept an invitation to return the following year. They may simply leave, their experience complete. Being Unclaimed carries no stigma. Some women find that evasion was precisely what they needed to discover about themselves.”

Another woman spoke—older, with silver threading through her hair and an air of quiet authority. “You mentioned that the number of Hares varies. How does that affect the odds?”

“The number of Hares is determined by the Trust based on participant numbers and compatibility assessment. There are always fewer Hares than guests. Not every woman will be caught. This is intentional. The Claim is not a guarantee of pairing. It is an opportunity for selection—on both sides.”

A younger woman near the window asked, her voice slightly unsteady: “What if we want to stop during The Hunt? If we change our minds?”

Evelyn’s expression softened fractionally. “You may call ‘conclusion’ at any time during The Hunt. The word is a signal to all participants and staff that you are withdrawing. You will be escorted immediately to the house. No questions asked. No consequences applied. The right to withdraw is absolute.”

She let the reassurance settle before adding: “However, I would encourage you to consider carefully before using that word. The Hunt is designed to push against your boundaries. Discomfort is part of the experience. Fear is part of the experience. The word ‘conclusion’ should be reserved for genuine need, not momentary doubt.”

The questions continued—about medical support (present on-site), about past participants’ experiences (confidential unless voluntarily shared), about the forest itself (extensive but bounded by estate walls, impossible to become truly lost). Evelyn answered each with the same measured precision, neither offering more than was asked nor withholding what was genuinely needed.

Throughout, Isla remained silent.

Her questions were not about logistics. Her questions were about herself—about why she had come, about what she was seeking, about whether she would recognise surrender when she felt it. Those questions could not be answered by Evelyn Hale. They could only be answered by the forest, and by whoever might be waiting there.

After orientation, the remaining hours stretched before her.

Isla explored the public rooms of the house—a library whose shelves held books ranging from ancient leather-bound volumes to contemporary first editions, a music room with a grand piano and instruments she could not name, a conservatory where tropical plants grew lush beneath glass ceilings. Staff moved through these spaces like shadows, present but never intrusive, their silence a form of respect rather than servitude.

She encountered other guests occasionally. A few exchanged pleasantries—comments about the house, the weather, the strangeness of the situation. Others moved past with acknowledging nods that recognised shared experience without requiring conversation. The bonds Evelyn had mentioned did not yet exist, but their potential hung in the air.

At five o’clock, Clara appeared to escort her to the verification meeting.

They walked to a different part of the house—a wing she had not yet explored, quieter, more formal. The room they entered was small, almost austere: a desk, two chairs, a window overlooking a courtyard garden. Evelyn sat behind the desk, her hands folded on its surface, a leather folder positioned before her.

“Ms Harper. Please sit.”

Isla took the chair opposite. The desk between them felt less like furniture and more like a boundary—a formal separation between her choices and their consequences.

Evelyn opened the folder and withdrew several documents. Isla recognised them: her signed contracts, her preference declarations, her medical clearance. Everything she had submitted over the past weeks, gathered in one place.

“Let us confirm,” Evelyn said. Her voice had shifted again—less ceremonial than during orientation, more personal. “You indicated Firm Capture. Does this still reflect your intention?”

“Yes.”

“Controlled restraint. Physical force within agreed parameters. You may request release, which will be honoured after safe transition. You understand that this means you may be pinned, held, restrained, but not bound without additional consent?”

“Yes.”

“You indicated Moderate Exhibition. Public declaration of claim, witnessed by other participants. Private claiming activities. You understand that this means you will be seen, named, and recognised, but that what occurs between you and your claimant remains intimate?”

“Yes.”

“You indicated Open Bond status. Undecided. You understand that this means you may accept or decline Bond activation following a successful claim, and that the Hares are aware of this status?”

“Yes.”

Evelyn set the documents aside and folded her hands once more. The fire in the small hearth popped, sending sparks up the chimney.

“I will now ask you a question that is not in any contract,” Evelyn said. Her grey eyes held Isla’s with an intensity that felt almost physical. “Why are you here, Ms Harper?”

The question landed like a stone in still water.

Isla had prepared for logistics, for boundaries, for safety protocols. She had not prepared for direct interrogation of her motives. She opened her mouth to give the easy answer—curiosity, a dare, the novelty of experience—but something in Evelyn’s expression stopped her.

The truth surfaced slowly, reluctantly.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I thought I did. When I received the invitation, I told myself it was curiosity. An experience unlike anything I’d encountered. A chance to do something that felt… outside the script of my life.”

She paused, looking at her hands in her lap.

“But that’s not entirely true. Curiosity doesn’t explain why I signed the contracts so quickly. Curiosity doesn’t explain why I’ve been unable to think about anything else for the past two weeks. Curiosity doesn’t explain why I feel more alive right now than I have in years.”

She looked up, meeting Evelyn’s gaze.

“I think I’m here because I want to know what happens when I’m not in control. I’ve built a life around competence. Around managing outcomes. Around never being in a position I didn’t choose. And I’m exhausted by it. I didn’t realise how exhausted until this invitation arrived and I felt… relief. Not fear. Relief.”

The words hung in the air between them.

Evelyn’s expression did not change, but something shifted in her eyes—a recognition, perhaps, or a confirmation of something she had already suspected.

“That is an honest answer,” she said. “I am glad to hear it. Many participants arrive with elaborate justifications that disguise their true desires from themselves. You have articulated yours clearly. That will serve you well.”

She leaned back slightly, her posture relaxing by a degree.

“The Claim can give you what you seek, Ms Harper. Surrender, when chosen, is not weakness. It is a different kind of strength—the strength to trust another person with your vulnerability. The strength to release control rather than clutch it until your knuckles bleed.” She paused. “But you must be certain. Surrender is not passive. It is an active choice, made continuously, throughout the experience. If you are not prepared to make that choice, you will not find what you are seeking.”

The weight of the moment pressed down on Isla’s shoulders.

She had signed contracts. She had boarded the car. She had surrendered her phone and walked through these doors. But this—this was the true threshold. The moment when she could still turn back. When she could still choose safety, control, the familiar rhythms of her carefully constructed life.

Evelyn leaned forward again.

“I will ask you once more, Ms Harper, and I want you to answer not with what you think you should say, but with what is true. Are you certain you wish to be hunted?”

Isla felt the question sink through layers of defences and justifications, past the narrative she had constructed about curiosity and novelty, down to something rawer and more honest.

She was afraid. She was uncertain. She was not at all sure she would emerge from this weekend unchanged.

But she was certain.

“Yes,” she said. “I am certain.”

Evelyn nodded. She removed a pen from the folder and slid a final document across the desk—a single page, printed with the hare emblem at the top, containing a single paragraph and a signature line.

“Then sign this final consent form. It will be witnessed and filed with the Trust. Once signed, your participation is confirmed. You will not be asked again.”

Isla took the pen.

She read the paragraph—a formal statement acknowledging that she had been fully informed, that she understood the nature of The Claim, that she consented to participate of her own free will. Language that had been repeated across documents, but that now carried a different weight.

This was the last door. The last opportunity to retreat.

She signed her name.

Isla Wren Harper

Good Friday, 29th March

Evelyn took the document, reviewed the signature, and added her own as witness. Then she placed it in the folder and closed the cover.

“It is done,” she said. “You are now a participant in The Claim. You will be escorted to your quarters to prepare for the Ritual Dinner. Clara will assist with your attire and answer any practical questions.”

She rose, and Isla rose with her.

“Ms Harper.” Evelyn’s voice stopped her before she reached the door. “A final word of advice.”

Isla turned.

“The Hares are observers. They will watch you tonight with attention that may feel uncomfortable. Allow yourself to be seen. Not because you are performing for them, but because the act of being seen—truly seen, without the masks we wear in ordinary life—is often the first step toward surrender.”

Isla nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

“Tonight, you are presented,” Evelyn continued. “Tomorrow, you are pursued. The hours between are yours to prepare. Use them wisely.”

She gestured toward the door.

“Clara will be waiting outside. The dinner begins at eight. Do not be late.”

Clara led her back through the corridors to her room.

The house felt different now. The same stone walls, the same portraits watching from their frames, the same muffled quiet that seemed to press against sound itself. But something had shifted—a quality of momentum, of events now in motion, of doors closing behind her even as new ones opened ahead.

The white silk dress hung in the wardrobe, waiting.

Clara helped her prepare—a process that felt ceremonial in its deliberate slowness. The dress was simpler than she had expected: a column of white silk that fell from thin straps to her ankles, skimming her body without clinging. No embroidery, no ornamentation. Just pure white fabric that made her feel both exposed and ceremonial.

Her hair was arranged simply, left down to fall past her shoulders. Her feet were bare—another tradition, Clara explained, that connected guests to the earth beneath them. No jewellery was permitted. No makeup beyond the barest minimum. The presentation was meant to be raw, unadorned, stripped of the armor women typically wore into social situations.

When she stood before the full-length mirror, she barely recognised herself.

The woman who looked back was the same and not the same. Same face, same body, same features she had known for twenty-eight years. But something had been removed—the professional polish, the social veneer, the careful curation of image that she applied like armor every morning. What remained was simpler. More vulnerable.

More real.

Clara withdrew with instructions to be ready for escort at seven forty-five. Isla sat at the writing desk and watched the light fade through the window. The forest beyond the gardens had begun to blur into shadow, its outline softening as evening approached.

Somewhere in that forest, someone was preparing for tomorrow.

Someone would be watching her tonight.

Someone had already chosen her—or would choose her during the hours ahead. She did not know who. She did not know what he looked like, what he wanted, how he would approach the hunt. The masks Evelyn had mentioned would hide his face, hide his expression, hide everything except his presence.

She would feel him before she saw him. That was what the literature had implied. The Hares were selected for their ability to project dominance, to create awareness in their chosen targets before physical contact ever occurred. She would know, on some level, when she was being watched. When she was being selected.

When she was being claimed.

The thought sent a current through her that was equal parts fear and anticipation.

She was not here by accident. Someone had nominated her. Someone had looked at her life—at the controlled exterior, at the career and the flat and the carefully curated social calendar—and seen something beneath. A hunger. A need. A capacity for surrender that she herself had barely recognised.

That person might be among the Hares. Might be watching her tonight. Might already know more about her than she knew about herself.

The idea should have been unsettling. Instead, it felt like recognition.

She stood, moved to the window, and pressed her palm against the cold glass.

The forest waited, vast and patient, its secrets hidden beneath canopy and shadow. Tomorrow, she would enter it. Tomorrow, she would run. Tomorrow, everything she had signed, everything she had agreed to, everything she had confessed in Evelyn’s office would become real.

But tonight, there was the dinner. The presentation. The first moment of being seen.

She would walk into the Great Hall in white silk, surrounded by other women in identical garments, and she would be observed by men whose faces she could not see. She would feel their attention. She would sense their interest—or their indifference. She would begin to understand, in some primal way that preceded logic, what it meant to be prey.

The word settled into her consciousness.

Prey.

Not victim. Not captive. Prey—a creature chosen for pursuit, for capture, for consumption of a particular kind. Prey that ran not merely to escape, but to be worthy of the chase. Prey whose surrender, when it came, was as much a choice as it was an inevitability.

She pressed her forehead to the glass and let the cold seep into her skin.

She was ready.

She was terrified.

She was exactly where she was meant to be.

A knock at the door signalled Clara’s return.

“Ms Harper,” the young woman said. “It is time.”

Isla turned from the window. The white silk whispered against her skin as she moved. Her feet were silent on the floor—bare, connected, grounded. The fire in the hearth had burned low, its warmth fading as evening settled over the estate.

She walked to the door, paused at the threshold, and looked back once at the room that had been her sanctuary for the past hours. The wardrobe with its empty hangers where the white dress had hung. The writing desk with its leather folder. The window through which she had watched the forest gather darkness.

She would return here after the dinner. But she would not be the same person who had left.

None of them would.

“Ms Harper?” Clara’s voice was gentle, patient.

Isla turned, stepped through the door, and let Clara lead her toward the Great Hall, where twelve women in white would stand before masked men who had come to claim them.

The ritual was beginning.

Surrender was coming.

All she had to do was let it.


Chapter Three — The Ritual Dinner

ISLA

The Great Hall announced itself before she saw it.

The sound of her own breathing filled the corridor as Clara led her through passages that grew progressively wider, progressively grander, until they opened onto a gallery that overlooked the hall below. Isla paused at the balustrade, her bare feet cold against the stone, and looked down into the space where the evening would unfold.

Candles—hundreds of them—illuminated a room that might have been designed for exactly this purpose. A long table dominated the centre, its surface gleaming with silver and crystal, though no food had yet been laid. The walls were hung with tapestries depicting forest scenes: hounds and stags, falcons and foxes, and in one panel near the hearth, a white hare fleeing through undergrowth while shadowed figures pursued. The ceiling rose three stories overhead, its painted surface barely visible in the candlelight, but Isla caught glimpses of classical figures frozen in poses that suggested both pursuit and surrender.

At the far end of the hall, a massive fireplace held a fire that crackled with unnatural steadiness, its warmth reaching even to where she stood. Chairs were arranged along the table’s length—twelve on one side, facing twelve on the other. But only one set of chairs seemed meant for occupation.

The guests’ chairs.

The other side of the table remained empty, its seats positioned for observers rather than diners.

“The Hares do not eat with the guests,” Clara said quietly, appearing at her elbow. “They observe. It is tradition.”

Isla turned to look at her. “Where will they stand?”

“Wherever they choose. Some remain at the far end of the hall. Some circle the table. Some—” Clara paused, as though considering how much to reveal. “Some stand very close to those they have already selected.”

The word selected landed with uncomfortable weight.

“Before the hunt?” Isla asked. “They can select before the hunt?”

“The selection begins the moment you enter this room,” Clara replied. Her young face held an expression Isla could not quite read—knowledge, perhaps, or memory. “Everything that happens tonight is part of the Claim. The way you walk. The way you hold yourself. The way you respond when you feel someone watching you. The Hares are learning you. Deciding.”

“And what happens if more than one… selects the same person?”

Clara’s lips curved slightly—not quite a smile, but something close. “That, Ms Harper, is where the evening becomes interesting.”

She gestured toward a staircase at the gallery’s far end. “The other guests are gathering in the anteroom below. You will enter together, as is tradition. Take your seat when directed. Do not speak unless spoken to. Do not leave the table until the ceremony concludes. And remember—” she hesitated, then met Isla’s eyes directly. “You are not required to do anything tonight except be present. What you feel, what you want, what you fear—let it show. The right Hare will recognise it.”

Before Isla could ask what she meant, Clara turned and led her toward the staircase.

The anteroom was small, intimate, tucked beneath the gallery like a secret pocket.

Eleven other women stood within its walls, their white silk dresses identical to Isla’s, their bare feet silent on the stone floor. They formed loose clusters—some standing alone, others in pairs or trios—but all of them shared the same quality of coiled anticipation. Isla recognised a few faces from the orientation session: the dark-haired woman with the sharp bob who had asked about evasion, the silver-haired woman who had questioned the odds, the younger woman who had asked about withdrawal. Others were unfamiliar, their features still blurred by the strangeness of the situation.

No one spoke.

The silence was not comfortable, but it was not hostile either. It was shared—an acknowledgement that words had been exhausted by contracts and orientations and verification meetings, and that what remained could not be articulated through language.

At seven fifty-five, a door opened at the far end of the anteroom.

A man entered—older, formal, dressed in the dark livery that seemed standard for Ravenscourt staff. He carried no tray, no announcement card, no visible marker of his purpose. He simply stood at the threshold and inclined his head.

“Ladies,” he said. “The Hares are assembled. Please proceed into the Great Hall and take your assigned seats. The Ritual Dinner will begin momentarily.”

The assembled women exchanged glances—brief, loaded, impossible to interpret. Then, as though moved by a single impulse, they began to walk toward the door.

Isla found herself near the middle of the procession, neither leading nor following. The corridor beyond the anteroom was short, opening almost immediately onto the Great Hall itself. Candlelight washed over her as she entered, warm and golden against her skin, and she felt the weight of the space settle around her like a garment.

Her assigned seat was easy to identify—a small card at one place setting bore her name in the same elegant calligraphy that had marked her invitation. She slid into the chair, the silk of her dress whispering against the wooden seat, and arranged her hands in her lap with deliberate care.

The other women took their places in silence. Twelve seats along one side of the table. Twelve places set with crystal glasses, silver cutlery, porcelain plates. Twelve white-clad figures facing an empty table, an empty room, an expectant hush.

Then the door at the far end of the hall opened.

The Hares entered.

They came without announcement.

One moment the hall was empty except for the guests and the candlelight; the next, figures emerged from shadow like extensions of the darkness itself. They wore tailored black suits that fit each body with surgical precision, their shirts black as well, their ties barely visible against the monochrome palette. And on each face, obscuring every feature that might identify or humanise—a white leather mask.

The masks were not theatrical. They were not cartoonish rabbit faces, not floppy-eared caricatures. They were sculpted, stylised, extending from brow to chin with only narrow openings for eyes and mouth. The leather caught the candlelight, gleaming like bone, like porcelain, like something that had never been alive and never would be. Each mask bore the suggestion of a hare’s features—the elongated ears swept back against the skull, the tapered muzzle—but rendered in a way that transformed animal likeness into something predatory. Something mythic.

Isla counted them as they entered. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven.

Seven Hares. Seven pursuers for twelve women.

She had known the odds would not be equal. Evelyn had said as much during orientation. But seeing the disparity made flesh—watching those masked figures move into the hall with the silent confidence of apex predators—brought the reality home in a way that numbers could not.

They did not sit.

Instead, they dispersed along the perimeter of the room, each taking a position that allowed them to observe the table from a different angle. One stood near the hearth, his hands clasped behind his back, his mask angled toward the far end of the table where the silver-haired woman sat. Another positioned himself by a tall window, his silhouette barely visible against the glass. A third moved to the corner nearest Isla’s end of the table, his attention seemingly fixed on the woman two seats to her left.

They were watching. Assessing. Selecting.

The dinner began.

Food arrived without visible servers—one moment the plates were empty, the next they held delicate arrangements of seasonal vegetables, roasted meats, sauces that gleamed in the candlelight. Wine appeared in crystal glasses, deep red, impossibly fragrant. Isla ate mechanically, her attention divided between her plate and the masked figures who lined the walls.

She could feel their attention.

It was not imagination. Not paranoia. The sensation of being observed—truly, deliberately observed—was distinct from the casual awareness she experienced in ordinary social settings. This was focused. Intentional. She could feel it moving across the table like a searchlight, pausing on each woman in turn, weighing and measuring with a thoroughness that made her skin prickle.

She refused to look directly at any of them. To look would be to acknowledge. To acknowledge would be to engage. And she was not ready to engage—not yet, not until she understood the rules of this particular game.

The woman to her left—younger than Isla, with auburn hair and freckles that stood out against pale skin—shifted in her seat. Isla caught the movement from the corner of her eye, the way the younger woman’s shoulders tensed, the way her breathing quickened. When Isla risked a glance, she saw why.

One of the Hares had moved from his position by the window. He now stood directly behind the auburn-haired woman’s chair, close enough that his suit jacket brushed her bare shoulders when she breathed. He did not touch her. He simply stood there, silent, masked, present in a way that made his proximity feel like a physical weight.

The woman’s face had flushed a deep pink. Her wine glass trembled in her hand. But she did not turn around. Did not acknowledge. Simply sat, frozen, while the Hare remained at her back like a shadow that had learned to stand.

Isla looked away, her pulse quickening.

This was the ritual. This was what Evelyn had described—the presentation, the recognition, the establishment of terrain. The Hares were not merely observing. They were initiating contact through presence alone, using proximity and silence to create connections that would shape the following day’s pursuit.

She understood, suddenly, why speaking was forbidden. Words would break the spell. Words would reduce this primal exchange of attention to something negotiable, something that could be managed through conversation. What was happening in this hall operated on a different frequency—not rational, not verbal, but instinctive. Animal.

The meal progressed through courses she barely tasted. Soup, then fish, then meat, then dessert. Each course arrived and disappeared with the same invisible efficiency. Wine glasses were refilled before they could empty. The fire crackled and sighed. And throughout it all, the Hares moved.

They did not remain stationary. They circled, their footsteps silent on the stone floor, their masked faces turning from one woman to another like searchlights scanning for targets. Some lingered. Some passed quickly. Some approached close enough that their breath must have stirred the hair of the women they observed; others kept their distance, watching from positions that allowed them to survey the entire table.

Isla felt each approach like a change in atmospheric pressure.

A Hare passed behind her chair during the fish course—close enough that she caught the scent of his cologne, something dark and cedar-scented that lingered in his wake. She did not turn. Did not react. Simply sat, her hands folded in her lap, her breath carefully controlled, while the Hare paused for a single heartbeat behind her before moving on.

He had not selected her. Not fully. The pause had been assessment, not claim. She felt the rejection—or was it reprieve?—settle into her chest alongside a complicated relief she did not want to examine.

The dessert course ended. Servants—visible now, moving with choreographed efficiency—cleared the plates and glasses. The table before the twelve women stood empty, its surface gleaming in the candlelight, waiting for whatever came next.

Nothing came.

The silence stretched.

And then—

Footsteps.

Deliberate. Measured. Approaching from the far end of the hall.

Isla kept her eyes fixed on the empty table before her, but she could feel the figure drawing closer. Could feel the shift in the room’s attention as other women registered the same approach. The footsteps stopped directly behind her chair.

She did not turn.

She did not need to turn.

The presence at her back was unmistakable now—not merely proximity but intention. Whoever stood behind her had chosen this position. Had selected her. Was standing close enough that she could feel warmth radiating from his body through the thin silk of her dress.

He did not touch her.

He did not speak.

He simply stood there, his breath slow and even, his attention focused entirely on the back of her neck, her shoulders, the exposed line of her spine where the dress’s thin straps left skin bare.

She felt seen in a way she had never felt before.

Not admired. Not assessed. Claimed.

The word surfaced unbidden, and she understood that this—this silent standing, this focused attention—was the first claiming. The physical pursuit in the forest would be merely the enactment of what was already occurring in this hall. He had chosen her. Whether she ran or hid or surrendered, he had already marked her as his target.

And she had not even seen his face.

The moment stretched. One second. Two. Three. She counted her heartbeats, feeling each one pound against her ribs like a fist demanding release. The candlelight flickered. The fire sighed. Somewhere across the table, the auburn-haired woman had begun to breathe in short, shallow gasps—the Hare who had chosen her was still at her back, still present, still asserting his claim through presence alone.

Then—

Another presence.

Approaching from the opposite direction. Also male. Also measured. Also intentional.

Isla felt the first Hare shift behind her—a subtle movement, barely perceptible, but present. The second figure stopped at her other side, positioning himself close enough that she could see his shadow fall across the table before her.

Two of them.

Both focused on her.

The first Hare—she thought of him as hers now, though the word was premature—made a sound. Not speech. Not quite. More like a low exhalation, a releasing of breath that carried intention. The sound was not loud, but it communicated clearly.

She is taken.

The second figure did not move.

The tension between them stretched like a wire. Isla sat frozen between two masked men, her body a prize they were contesting without words. The first Hare’s presence at her back grew more solid, more definite—a wall she could not see but could feel with absolute certainty. He was not backing down. He was not conceding.

The second figure stood his ground.

Seconds passed. The entire hall seemed to hold its breath. Isla could feel the attention of the other women now, could sense them watching from peripheral vision, witnessing whatever negotiation was occurring in the space above her head.

Then the second Hare moved.

Not away—toward.

He stepped closer, positioning himself at the corner of the table nearest Isla’s right hand. His mask angled down toward her, and she felt his attention focus on her face with an intensity that bordered on violent. He was not looking at the first Hare. He was looking at her. Studying her. Deciding whether she was worth the conflict.

She wanted to look up. Wanted to meet his gaze through the mask’s narrow eye openings, to see what kind of man—what kind of predator—would challenge another’s claim so directly. But she did not. Could not. Something in her understood that looking would be a form of surrender, an acknowledgment of his right to assess her.

So she sat. Still. Silent. Letting the tension resolve itself without her intervention.

Behind her, the first Hare shifted again.

His gloved hand settled on the back of her chair.

Not on her body. Not yet. But on the chair—the boundary between them, the structure that held her in place. His fingers curled over its top edge, black leather against dark wood, claiming the space she occupied without touching her directly.

The gesture was unmistakable.

Mine.

The second Hare stood motionless for a long moment. Then, without a word, he turned and walked away. His footsteps retreated across the hall, growing fainter until they disappeared entirely into the ambient crackle of the fire.

Isla exhaled.

She had not realised she was holding her breath.

The first Hare—the one who had chosen her, the one whose claim had just been tested and defended—did not move from his position. His hand remained on the back of her chair, his presence a constant pressure at her spine. She felt the warmth of him through the silk, felt the weight of his attention like a hand pressing her down into her seat.

She should have felt afraid. Should have felt violated, perhaps, by this silent assertion of ownership over her body and her space. Instead, she felt something she could not name—something that pulsed through her like heat, like electricity, like the first notes of a song she had forgotten she knew.

Relief.

The word surfaced reluctantly, shaming her even as she acknowledged its truth. She was relieved. Relieved that he had chosen her. Relieved that he had defended his claim. Relieved that she did not have to navigate the terrifying freedom of being unselected, of facing tomorrow’s hunt without knowing whether anyone would pursue her at all.

He had chosen her. He had fought for her—or at least, he had stood his ground when another tried to take his place. And now he stood behind her, his gloved hand on her chair, his breath slow and even, his presence announcing to everyone in the room that she belonged to him.

She belonged to him.

The thought should have been abhorrent. She was a modern woman, independent, self-possessed, twenty-eight years of careful self-construction. She did not belong to anyone. She had not belonged to Thomas, would not have belonged to any man who tried to claim her through conventional means.

But this was not conventional. This was ritual. This was structure. This was a framework within which belonging became a choice rather than an imposition—a choice she had made by signing the contracts, by accepting the invitation, by walking into this hall in white silk and bare feet and allowing herself to be seen.

She had chosen this. Was choosing it still, with every breath she took while his hand rested on her chair.

The remainder of the dinner passed in a blur.

The other Hares continued their circling, their positioning, their silent claims. By the time the final course was cleared, most of the women had been selected—the presence of a Hare behind their chair announcing to the room that they had been marked for pursuit. Two women sat alone, their backs unshadowed, their faces carefully composed despite what must have been devastating disappointment. One woman had two Hares behind her, their standoff unresolved, their competition apparently destined to continue into the hunt itself.

Isla did not turn around. Did not look at the man whose claim she had accepted through her stillness. She sat in her white silk dress, her bare feet cold against the floor, her body hyperaware of every shift in his position, every breath he took, every degree of warmth that radiated from his form into hers.

When the Matron appeared at the head of the table and announced the conclusion of the ceremony, Isla rose with the other women, her legs unsteady beneath her. She walked toward the anteroom without looking back, following the procession of white-clad figures through the door and into the corridor beyond.

Only when the heavy doors closed behind them, sealing the Hares in the Great Hall and the guests in the passage, did she allow herself to release the breath she had been holding.

The walk back to her quarters felt longer than it should have.

Other women murmured among themselves now, the prohibition on speaking apparently lifted with the ceremony’s conclusion. Isla caught fragments of conversation—did you feel him behind you? and I couldn’t breathe and there were two of them, I thought they would——but she did not join in. Her thoughts were still in the Great Hall, still focused on the presence at her back, the gloved hand on her chair, the silent assertion that had changed everything.

He had chosen her.

She did not know his name. Did not know his face. Did not know anything about him except the cedar scent of his cologne, the warmth of his proximity, and the certainty of his attention. Tomorrow, she would run through a forest while he pursued her. Tomorrow, he would catch her—or she would evade him, though she was beginning to suspect that evasion was not what she wanted. Tomorrow, the claim he had asserted tonight would become physical, visible, binding.

She climbed the stairs to her room in a daze, nodded to Clara at the door, and entered the quiet space that had become her sanctuary. The fire had been replenished in her absence, its warmth filling the room with gentle heat. Her white silk dress had been replaced on its hanger by a soft robe, and a decanter of something amber sat on the writing desk beside a note in familiar handwriting.

She did not read the note. Did not pour the drink. Instead, she moved to the window and pressed her palm against the cold glass, staring out at the forest that waited beyond the manicured grounds.

Tomorrow.

She had twenty-two hours until the hunt began. Twenty-two hours to prepare herself for whatever would occur in those dark woods, for whatever this man—this Hare—would do when he finally had her alone.

She should have been afraid.

She should have been planning escape routes, strategizing evasion, preparing for the possibility that his pursuit would be brutal or cruel or more than she could bear.

Instead, she stood at the window and thought about the weight of his hand on her chair.

The certainty of his presence.

The wordless claim that had settled over her like a garment, like a skin, like something she had been waiting to wear without knowing she was waiting.

I am yours.

The thought was terrifying. It was also—she admitted to herself in the privacy of the darkened room—the most exhilarating thing she had ever felt.

She pressed her forehead to the glass and let the cold seep into her skin.

Tomorrow, she would run.

And she already knew—with a certainty that defied logic and reason—that she wanted to be caught.


Chapter Four — The Corridor

ISLA

Sleep evaded her.

Isla lay in the four-poster bed, the hangings drawn back to allow the firelight to paint patterns across the ceiling, and listened to the house settle around her. Stone walls creaked with temperature changes. Pipes hummed in distant walls. Somewhere outside, an owl called—a sound that seemed to belong to a different world, a world where women did not dress in white silk and allow masked men to claim them through presence alone.

She had bathed, washing the evening from her skin with water that had been drawn for her while she stood at the window. She had brushed her hair until her scalp tingled. She had drunk the amber liquid from the decanter without tasting it, finding only a pleasant warmth that spread through her chest without dimming the electricity that hummed beneath her skin. She had climbed into clean sheets that smelled of lavender and cedar—cedar, like his cologne, though she told herself the similarity was coincidence.

None of it quieted the voice in her head that kept repeating the same phrase.

He chose you.

He chose you.

He chose you.

The words were equal parts revelation and warning. On one hand, they confirmed what she had felt in the Great Hall: that she had been seen, selected, claimed through the silent language of ritual. On the other hand, they raised questions she could not answer. Who was he? Why her? What had he seen in her that made him stand his ground when another Hare had tried to take his place?

She did not know. Could not know until tomorrow night, when the masks would finally come off in the privacy of whatever followed a successful claim.

If she allowed the claim.

The thought surfaced like a bubble rising through dark water. She had signed contracts agreeing to the possibility of Bond activation. She had indicated Open status, Undecided—language that preserved her right to refuse. But sitting in that hall, feeling the weight of his attention on her spine, the possibility of refusal had seemed remote. Academic. The connection between them—whatever it was, however it had formed in the space of a single evening—had felt inevitable.

Was that the ritual’s design? To create such overwhelming psychological pressure that refusal became impossible? Or was it something more genuine—a recognition between two people who had never met but who understood each other on a frequency that preceded language?

She did not know. The not knowing was exquisite torture.

At some point in the small hours, exhaustion finally claimed her. She slept in fits and starts, dreaming of forests and masks and hands that reached for her from shadows, and when she woke, grey light was filtering through the window and Clara was entering with a breakfast tray.

“Good morning, Ms Harper,” Clara said, her voice pitched at a level that suggested other guests might still be sleeping. “I trust you rested well?”

Isla sat up, pushing hair from her face, and managed something approximating a nod. The dream-hands still lingered at the edges of her consciousness, their touch ghostly on her skin.

“The Matron has asked that all guests assemble in the conservatory at ten o’clock,” Clara continued, setting the tray on the writing desk. “Coffee, pastries, and fruit will be available throughout the morning. Lunch is at one, after which free time is provided until preparation for The Hunt begins at five.”

She paused, her gaze meeting Isla’s with a directness that seemed to hold additional meaning.

“The weather has turned,” she added. “Rain is expected by late afternoon. The Hunt will proceed regardless.”

Rain.

Isla looked toward the window. The sky beyond the glass was leaden, heavy with moisture that had not yet begun to fall. The forest would be wet, the ground soft, the leaves slick with water that would soak through clothing and chill exposed skin. Running would be more difficult. The pursuit more dangerous.

Or perhaps—she thought, remembering the cedar scent of his cologne—the rain would make everything more immediate. More real.

“Thank you, Clara.”

The young woman withdrew, closing the door softly behind her. Isla rose, crossed to the breakfast tray, and ate without tasting. Then she dressed in the comfortable clothes she had packed—jeans, a soft jumper, boots that would serve her well if she chose to walk the grounds—and left her room to find the conservatory.

The conservatory was a glass-walled room on the estate’s eastern side, its climate carefully controlled to support plants that had no business surviving an English spring. Palms stretched toward the vaulted ceiling. Orchids clustered on tiered stands. A small fountain burbled in one corner, its sound soothing rather than intrusive.

Several of the other guests were already present, seated on wicker furniture arranged in conversational groupings, their faces showing varying degrees of composure. Isla recognised most of them from the previous night—the auburn-haired woman who had been the first to attract a Hare’s attention, the silver-haired woman who sat alone with a cup of coffee and an expression of careful neutrality, the younger woman who had asked about withdrawal and who now seemed caught between anxiety and anticipation.

She poured herself coffee and selected a pastry she did not want, then found a seat near the fountain. The sound of running water was grounding, a reminder that the natural world continued to exist beyond the estate’s rituals.

“Ms Harper.”

The voice came from behind her—female, cultured, amused. Isla turned to find the silver-haired woman approaching, her own coffee cup in hand, her posture radiating the confidence of someone who had seen enough of the world to be unimpressed by its spectacles.

“May I?” The woman gestured to the empty chair beside Isla.

“Of course.”

They sat in silence for a moment, each assessing the other. The silver-haired woman was older than Isla had initially realised—perhaps early fifties, her hair swept back from a face that showed evidence of both sun exposure and careful maintenance. Her eyes were sharp, assessing, intelligent.

“I’m Geraldine,” she said. “Geraldine Ashworth. And you’re wondering why someone my age is participating in something like this.”

The directness was disarming. Isla found herself smiling despite the tension that had been coiling in her chest since the previous evening. “The thought had crossed my mind.”

“Most people assume The Claim is for the young,” Geraldine said. “The beautiful. The naïve. But that’s a fundamental misunderstanding of what this ritual offers.” She sipped her coffee, her gaze moving toward the glass walls that separated them from the grey morning beyond. “I’ve been coming to Ravenscourt for eleven years. Not always as a guest—my husband was a Hare, once. After he died, I was invited to participate from the other side.”

Isla’s smile faded. “Your husband was—”

“A Hare. Yes. He claimed me at my first Claim, thirty-two years ago. We were Bonded for life.” Geraldine’s voice carried no self-pity, only a measured acceptance that seemed born of long practice. “When he passed, the Trust invited me to return. They understand that the ritual isn’t merely about youth or beauty. It’s about something deeper—the recognition between predator and prey that transcends physical attributes.”

“And you’ve continued to participate? Even after—”

“Especially after.” Geraldine turned to look at her directly. “Do you know why, Ms Harper?”

Isla shook her head.

“Because the world outside these walls has no language for what happens here. Outside, I am a widow. A successful businesswoman. A woman of a certain age who is expected to gracefully accept the diminishment of her relevance. But here—” she gestured toward the conservatory, the estate, the ritual that awaited them all. “Here, I am still prey. Still worthy of pursuit. Still capable of being chosen.”

The words settled into Isla’s chest like stones dropped into water.

“Last night,” Geraldine continued, “I felt a Hare’s attention on me. Not because he was being polite to an older participant, but because he genuinely saw something in me worth pursuing. I don’t know if he’ll catch me tonight. I don’t know if I’ll accept his claim if he does. But I know that I felt seen in a way I have not felt seen since my husband died. And that—that recognition—is worth more than any other experience money or status can purchase.”

Isla absorbed this in silence. The conservatory’s humidity pressed against her skin, making her feel slightly lightheaded. Or perhaps that was the conversation.

“You seem troubled,” Geraldine observed. “Let me guess. A Hare selected you last night. You felt the weight of his attention. And now you’re questioning whether what you felt was genuine or merely the product of clever psychological manipulation.”

The accuracy of the assessment was unsettling. “How did you—”

“Because I’ve had this conversation with dozens of women over the years. The doubt is universal. It’s also unnecessary.” Geraldine set her coffee cup aside and leaned forward slightly. “What you felt in that hall was real. The connection between Hare and guest is not manufactured—it is cultivated. The Trust selects participants based on compatibility assessments that go far deeper than physical appearance. The Hares are given dossiers on potential guests—psychological profiles, preference declarations, personal histories. They study us before we ever arrive. They understand what we need before we understand it ourselves.”

The idea that someone had been studying her before the invitation even arrived—that someone had determined she was suitable for The Claim based on a psychological profile compiled without her knowledge—should have been invasive. Instead, Isla found herself leaning into the information.

“So the Hares know who they’re pursuing before the dinner?”

“Not necessarily who. But what. They know what kind of guest is likely to respond to their particular style of pursuit. Some Hares are aggressive, physical, dominant in ways that appeal to guests who crave intensity. Others are patient, methodical, dominant through psychological presence rather than force. The Trust matches Hares to guests based on compatibility—but the final selection, the actual claim, remains the Hare’s choice.”

“And what if more than one Hare is compatible with a particular guest?”

A smile flickered across Geraldine’s face. “Then you have the situation you experienced last night. Competition. And the resolution of that competition tells you something important about the Hare who ultimately prevails.”

Isla’s pulse quickened. “What does it tell you?”

“That he is certain. That he does not yield easily. That he saw something in you worth defending.” Geraldine’s eyes sharpened. “Do you know how rare that is? Most claims go uncontested. A Hare selects, and the others respect his choice. But when another Hare challenges that choice—when he decides that a particular guest is worth the social cost of confrontation—it means she is extraordinary. Or he has recognised something in her that no one else has seen.”

The weight of the words pressed down on Isla’s shoulders.

She was extraordinary. That was what Geraldine was implying. She had attracted the attention of not one but two Hares, and one of them had defended his claim against the other. That meant something. It meant that whoever had stood behind her chair, whoever had placed his gloved hand on the wood and silently announced mine—he had seen something in her that made her worth fighting for.

But what?

“You’re wondering what he saw,” Geraldine said, reading her expression. “Don’t. The answer will come tonight, in the forest, when you feel his pursuit. Words cannot convey what the hunt reveals.”

She rose, her coffee cup empty, her point apparently made.

“One more piece of advice, Ms Harper.” Geraldine paused, looking down at Isla with an expression that mixed compassion with authority. “When he catches you—and he will catch you, of that I am certain—remember that surrender is a choice. A continuous choice. You are not required to accept his claim simply because he pursued you. The power to accept or refuse remains yours until the moment you kneel.”

“And after I kneel?”

“After you kneel, the power shifts. Not disappears—shifts. You retain the ability to withdraw, to negotiate, to shape the terms of your surrender. But the basic structure of the relationship changes. He becomes responsible for you. Your wellbeing becomes his obligation. Your pleasure becomes his purpose.” Geraldine’s voice softened. “The Hares understand this. The good ones, anyway. They know that claiming is not conquering—it is caretaking. They take possession in order to serve.”

She turned to leave, then paused again.

“For what it’s worth, Ms Harper, I recognised the Hare who claimed you last night. He is known here. Respected. He has never failed to secure a Bond, and he has never had a claim refused.” A pause. “He is also, by all accounts, a man worth surrendering to. If you choose to surrender.”

Before Isla could respond, Geraldine walked away, her silver hair catching the light as she moved through the conservatory toward the main house.

The morning passed slowly.

Isla walked the grounds with other guests, exploring the formal gardens under the guidance of estate staff who seemed trained to answer questions about topiary and stonework while remaining silent about the ritual that awaited them. She ate lunch in a small dining room, picking at food she barely tasted, her thoughts consumed by Geraldine’s words.

He has never failed to secure a Bond.

He has never had a claim refused.

The statistics were impressive—or alarming, depending on perspective. Either he was exceptionally skilled at selecting compatible guests, or he possessed some quality that made refusal impossible. Isla was not sure which possibility disturbed her more.

At two o’clock, she retreated to her room, needing solitude.

The afternoon stretched before her—three hours until preparation for The Hunt began, three hours to anticipate what would occur when she walked into the forest in white silk and bare feet, waiting for a masked man whose face she had never seen to pursue her through the trees.

She should use the time to rest. To meditate. To prepare herself psychologically for the intensity of what was to come.

Instead, she found herself pacing the length of her room, her body restless with energy that had no outlet.

The corridor called to her.

It was a strange impulse—she had been confined to her room by choice, not requirement—but the walls felt suddenly oppressive, the ceiling too low, the space too small. She needed to move. To breathe air that was not filtered through conservatory glass and breakfast trays and the lingering scent of lavender from her bedsheets.

She opened the door and stepped into the passage.

The corridor stretched in both directions, its stone floor worn smooth by centuries of footfall. Portraits lined the walls—ancestors and estate owners, Isla assumed, their painted eyes following her as she walked. She moved without clear destination, letting her feet carry her where they wished, grateful for the physical sensation of movement after hours of stillness.

The house was quiet. Most guests were resting in their rooms, preparing for the evening ahead. The staff had disappeared into whatever backstage spaces they occupied when not attending to participants. The Hares—

She did not know where the Hares were.

Perhaps in their own quarters, preparing for the hunt. Perhaps in conference with the Trust, discussing strategies and preferences. Perhaps scattered throughout the house, waiting in shadow for unsuspecting guests to wander past.

The thought sent a shiver down her spine that was not entirely unpleasant.

She turned a corner and found herself in an unfamiliar passage—narrower than the main corridors, its walls lined with landscapes rather than portraits. Windows at irregular intervals offered glimpses of the grey afternoon, the sky now heavy with the rain that Clara had predicted. The forest was visible in the distance, its trees swaying slightly in a wind she could not feel.

She should turn back. Should return to her room and the safety of its familiar walls.

She did not.

Instead, she continued forward, drawn by a pull she could not name. The passage curved, descended a short flight of stairs, opened onto a wider hallway with doors on either side. She recognised nothing—the house was too large to fully explore in a single weekend, and she had not been given a map.

She was lost.

The realisation should have been alarming. Instead, it felt appropriate—a precursor to the larger disorientation that awaited her in the forest. If she could not navigate the house, how would she navigate the woods?

She turned, intending to retrace her steps, and found her way blocked.

He stood at the far end of the hallway, a silhouette against the grey light from a window at his back. The white leather mask caught the dim illumination, transforming his face into something both beautiful and terrifying—the elongated ears, the tapered muzzle, the narrow openings that concealed his eyes.

She could not see his expression.

She could feel his attention.

It pressed against her like a physical weight, dense and focused and absolutely intent on her. The mask did not move—did not tilt, did not shift—and yet she knew he was watching her with the same intensity he had directed at her spine in the Great Hall. He was reading her. Assessing her. Deciding something she could not discern.

She should speak. Should demand to know why he was here, in this isolated corridor, blocking her path. Should assert the dignity that her professional life had trained her to project in uncomfortable situations.

She said nothing.

The silence stretched between them, filled with the distant sound of wind and the ticking of a clock somewhere in the house’s depths. Her breath came shallow and quick, her heart beating a rhythm that seemed to pulse through her entire body.

He moved.

Not toward her—not yet. Simply a shift in weight, a subtle lean forward that communicated intention without action. He was giving her time to flee. Time to retreat around the corner she had just passed and escape to the safety of populated spaces.

She did not move.

He moved again. One step. Two. His footfalls were silent on the stone floor—deliberately so, or perhaps simply a result of the carpet runner that stretched down the hallway’s centre. He closed the distance between them with unhurried precision, each step bringing more detail into focus: the cut of his black suit, the darkness of his shirt, the gleam of the white leather mask in the grey light.

He stopped when he was close enough that she could smell him.

Cedar. The same cedar she had noticed in the Great Hall, when he had passed behind her chair and left his scent in his wake. Confirmation, if she had needed it, that this was the same man. The Hare who had selected her. The Hare who had defended his claim against a rival.

She looked up at the mask, meeting its blank gaze with a defiance she did not entirely feel.

“Do you intend to run well?”

The voice was low, controlled, pitched at a frequency that seemed to vibrate through her chest. It was not a question—or rather, it was a question that carried an implicit challenge. Will you be worth pursuing? Will you make me work for my claim?

The defiance flickered, caught fire.

“I intend to run,” she said. Her voice was steadier than she expected. “Whether I run well remains to be seen.”

A sound from behind the mask—not quite a laugh, not quite a breath. Something between. The narrow eye openings seemed to darken, though that was surely her imagination.

“You signed for Firm Capture,” he said. “Controlled restraint. Physical force within agreed parameters. Do you understand what that means?”

“I read the contracts.”

“Reading and understanding are different things.” He stepped closer—close enough that she had to tilt her head back to maintain eye contact with the mask. “Firm Capture means I will pin you. Restrain you. Hold you still while I mark you. You will struggle, because you selected Firm rather than Light. And I will not release you until I have finished.”

The words landed like blows, each one sharp and deliberate. She felt them settle into her body, felt her pulse quicken and her breath catch and heat gather in places she refused to acknowledge.

“You seem confident,” she managed. “What makes you think I won’t evade you entirely?”

Another sound from behind the mask—this one closer to genuine amusement. “You won’t evade me because you don’t want to evade me. You selected Open Bond status. Undecided. Not Declined. You want to be caught. You want to be claimed. You simply haven’t admitted it to yourself yet.”

The accuracy of the assessment cut through her defences like a blade. She opened her mouth to deny it, to assert her autonomy, to remind him that she had the right to refuse any claim regardless of what she had signed—

He stepped closer.

The gap between them shrank to inches. She could feel the warmth radiating from his body through the silk of his shirt, could sense the contained power in the stillness of his frame. He was not touching her—had not touched her at any point in this encounter—but his proximity was a form of contact nonetheless.

“You will run,” he said, his voice dropping to a register that seemed designed for her ears alone. “You will hide. You will tell yourself that you are trying to escape. But you will feel me behind you. You will feel my attention on your back, just as you felt it in the Great Hall. And when I finally catch you—when I pin you to the forest floor and press my mark into your skin—you will understand what you have been running toward all along.”

She should have been angry. Should have been insulted by his presumption, his arrogance, his assumption that he knew her desires better than she knew them herself.

Instead, she was wet.

The realisation mortified her. Her body was responding to his words, to his proximity, to the dominance he was projecting without physical contact. She could feel the slick heat between her legs, the tightening of her nipples beneath her clothes, the flush rising up her neck to stain her cheeks.

He saw it.

She knew he saw it. The mask’s narrow openings might hide his eyes, but they did not hide his attention. He was reading her response, cataloguing her reaction, filing it away as evidence for whatever claim he intended to make.

“Your body knows what your mind refuses to accept,” he said quietly. “It knows that you came here to surrender. That you signed those contracts because you wanted someone to take the choice from your hands. That you selected Firm Capture because you need to struggle before you can submit.”

“I selected Firm Capture because I—” Her voice faltered. “Because I—”

“Because you need the fight.” He leaned closer, his masked face inches from hers. “You need to know that you were caught fairly. That you were overpowered by someone stronger, someone patient, someone who would not let you escape. Only then can you surrender without guilt. Only then can you release the control you have been clinging to for so long.”

Tears pricked at her eyes. She did not know why—anger, shame, arousal, some combination of all three. She blinked them back, refusing to let him see her cry.

He straightened.

The withdrawal of his proximity left her cold, unsteady, suddenly aware of how much heat he had been projecting into the space between them. She swayed slightly, catching herself before she could stumble.

“Get some rest,” he said. His voice was different now—not softer, but less intimate. A command rather than a seduction. “The hunt begins at six. You will need your strength.”

He turned to leave.

“Wait.” The word escaped her before she could stop it.

He paused, his masked profile silhouetted against the grey window light.

“What is your name?”

The question hung in the air. She had no right to ask—knew that names were withheld until after the claim, until the masks came off in whatever private space the Bond would begin. But she needed something. A word. A label. Anything to make him more than a faceless predator in her memories.

He turned his head slightly, the mask’s blank features somehow conveying amusement.

“You will learn my name tonight. After I catch you. After you kneel.” A pause. “If you still want to know.”

He walked away, his footsteps silent on the carpet runner, his form disappearing into the shadows at the hallway’s far end.

Isla stood alone in the grey light, her heart pounding, her body trembling, her mind reeling with the confrontation she had just experienced.

He had not touched her.

He had not needed to.


Chapter Five — The Release

ISLA

The hours after the corridor passed in a haze of preparation and dread.

Isla returned to her room on unsteady legs, her mind still reeling from the confrontation with the masked Hare who had claimed her the previous evening. His words echoed in her skull, each repetition sharpening their edge. You will feel me behind you. You will feel my attention on your back. And when I finally catch you—when I pin you to the forest floor and press my mark into your skin—you will understand what you have been running toward all along.

She had undressed mechanically, climbing into bed despite the early hour, pulling the covers up to her chin as though they could protect her from the knowledge that had settled into her bones. She was wet. She was terrified. She was more aroused than she had ever been in her life, and the combination of those facts shamed her in ways she could not articulate.

She had not asked to feel this way. Had not sought out this particular form of desire. But it had found her anyway—had been waiting in the contracts she signed, in the preferences she declared, in the carefully constructed life she had built around competence and control. The Hare had seen something in her that she had refused to see in herself, and now that she had been seen, she could not unsee it.

She wanted to be caught.

The admission came in the privacy of her own mind, whispered like a confession to a priest who did not exist. She wanted to be pursued, overpowered, marked. She wanted to struggle against a strength she could not overcome and surrender to a dominance she could not resist. She wanted—

Sleep had claimed her before she could finish the thought.

When she woke, the light had changed.

The grey afternoon had deepened into something heavier, the clouds thickening overhead until the sky seemed to press down on the estate like a hand. Rain was coming—she could smell it in the air, that particular petrichor intensity that preceded a storm. The forest would be slick with it soon, the ground soft beneath her feet, the leaves heavy with moisture that would soak through anything she wore.

She rose from the bed and found Clara already waiting, the young woman’s presence announced by a soft knock at the door and an efficient entrance before Isla could respond.

“It is time to prepare, Ms Harper,” Clara said. Her voice carried a quality Isla had not heard before—something between reverence and anticipation, as though she were about to witness a ceremony she had observed many times but never ceased to find meaningful. “The Matron has asked that all guests assemble in the anteroom at five-thirty. The Hunt will begin promptly at six.”

Isla nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

Clara guided her through the preparation with practiced efficiency. The white silk dress—freshly pressed, identical to the one she had worn the previous evening—slid over her body like water, its coolness raising gooseflesh on her arms. Her hair was arranged simply, left loose to fall past her shoulders. Her feet remained bare, the tradition Clara had explained the day before now taking on a new significance.

Bare feet on forest floor. Direct contact with the earth. No barrier between her skin and the ground she would cross while running for her freedom.

Or running toward her surrender.

The thought surfaced unbidden, and Isla pushed it aside with an effort that felt like swimming against a current.

Clara produced a small velvet pouch and opened it to reveal a delicate silver chain. From the chain hung a pendant—a stylised hare in mid-leap, identical to the emblem that had sealed her invitation.

“This is for identification purposes,” Clara explained, fastening the chain around Isla’s neck. “Should you become separated from the group, the pendant will help the estate staff locate you. It also serves as a signal to the Hares that you are a participant rather than a member of staff or an uninvited guest.”

The pendant settled against Isla’s sternum, cool and slightly heavier than its delicate appearance suggested. She touched it with her fingertips, feeling the ridges of the hare’s sculpted form.

“Is there anything else?” Clara asked. “Any questions you would like answered before you proceed?”

Isla considered. The questions that had plagued her since the corridor—what does he look like? What will he do when he catches me? Will I want him to?—were not questions Clara could answer. They were questions only the forest could resolve.

“No,” she said. “I’m ready.”

The words felt like a lie.

The anteroom where she had waited before the Ritual Dinner now served a different purpose.

Twelve women in white silk gathered in its confined space, their bare feet silent on the stone floor, their faces displaying varying degrees of composure. Isla recognised them all now—the auburn-haired woman who had attracted the first Hare’s attention, Geraldine with her silver hair and calm authority, the younger woman who had asked about withdrawal and who now seemed to have found some private resolution. Others stood alone or in pairs, their breathing carefully controlled, their eyes fixed on doors that had not yet opened.

No one spoke.

The silence was not merely absence of sound—it was a presence in itself, thick and heavy with unspoken fears and desires. Isla felt it pressing against her eardrums, filling the spaces between heartbeats with anticipation so intense it bordered on pain.

Geraldine caught her eye from across the room. The older woman’s expression was unreadable, but she offered a slight nod—a gesture of solidarity, perhaps, or acknowledgment of the trial they were about to face together. Isla returned it, grateful for even that small connection in the sea of uncertainty.

At five forty-five, the door opened.

Matron Evelyn Hale stood at the threshold, her dark dress immaculate, her silver hair swept back from a face that communicated authority without aggression. Her gaze moved over the assembled women with the efficiency of a commander surveying troops before battle.

“Participants,” she said. “The time has come. Please follow me to the forest edge.”

The walk to the forest edge took them through the formal gardens, past the ha-ha wall that separated manicured grounds from wilder parkland, and across a meadow where the grass stood tall and already damp with the moisture that preceded rain. Isla felt each step with painful clarity—the cool earth yielding beneath her bare feet, the stalks of grass brushing against her ankles, the occasional stone that pressed into her sole and reminded her that this journey was real, physical, happening.

The sky above had darkened further, its grey giving way to something closer to charcoal. No sun penetrated the cloud cover. The world had become monochromatic—green grass, dark trees, white dresses, the black shapes of staff members who walked at the group’s perimeter.

The forest rose before them like a wall.

Isla had seen it from her window, had observed it across the estate’s grounds, but standing at its edge brought home its true scale. The trees were ancient—oak and ash and beech, their trunks thick with age, their branches interlocking overhead to create a canopy that would block what little light remained. Paths wound into its depths, some wide enough for two to walk abreast, others barely visible between roots and undergrowth.

Beyond those trees, twelve women would run. Seven masked men would follow. And somewhere in the darkness between pursuit and capture, the ritual would unfold.

Evelyn positioned herself at the forest’s edge, her back to the trees, her face toward the assembled guests.

“You have thirty minutes,” she said. “At six o’clock, a bell will ring. When you hear it, you may enter the forest. You may run, hide, climb, or stand still—the choice is yours. You may stay together or separate. You may use any path or no path at all. The forest is bounded by the estate walls; you cannot leave the grounds, though you may become disoriented if you venture too far from the main paths. Staff members are positioned throughout the woods for safety purposes. If you require assistance, call out. If you wish to withdraw, say the word ‘conclusion’ clearly, and you will be escorted from the forest immediately.”

She paused, her gaze moving across each face in turn.

“At six-thirty, a second bell will ring. The Hares will enter the forest. They will pursue until midnight, when the Declaration Ceremony begins. Any woman who has been marked by that time will present herself at the Great Hall. Any woman who remains unmarked will be escorted from the forest and may observe the ceremony as a guest.”

The words settled into Isla’s chest like stones.

Marked.

The signet ring. The temporary pigment that would transfer to her skin, visible proof that she had been caught, that she had been claimed, that she belonged to whichever Hare had pinned her long enough to press his mark into her flesh.

“You have signed contracts,” Evelyn continued. “You have declared preferences. The Hares have studied those preferences and will honour them. Firm Capture means controlled restraint, not binding. Light Capture means guided pursuit, not overpowering force. Full Restraint means temporary immobilisation within safe parameters. Whatever you selected, you will receive.”

Her voice softened slightly—a subtle shift that Isla might have imagined.

“The forest is not your enemy. The Hares are not your enemy. This ritual exists to reveal something to you—about yourselves, about your desires, about the nature of surrender and strength. What you discover tonight belongs to you. No one can take it from you, and no one can give it to you. You must find it yourself.”

She stepped aside, revealing the dark opening of the nearest path.

“The clock is counting. Use your thirty minutes wisely.”

The bell did not ring.

Instead, a deep, resonant tone emerged from somewhere within the forest itself—a sound that seemed to vibrate through the earth and rise up through Isla’s bare feet. It was not a bell in any conventional sense. It was something older, primal, a note that spoke of beginnings and endings and the spaces between.

The women began to move.

Some ran immediately, their white dresses disappearing into the darkness between trees. Others walked more slowly, their steps measured, their faces set with determination. A few remained at the forest’s edge, their bodies rigid with fear or indecision.

Isla stood among them, her heart pounding, her mind racing through possibilities.

She had thirty minutes. Thirty minutes to put distance between herself and the starting point, to find a hiding spot or a defensible position or a path that would allow her to evade pursuit for the six hours between the Hares’ release and the midnight deadline. Thirty minutes to decide what kind of prey she wanted to be.

Her feet carried her forward before she had consciously decided to move.

The forest swallowed her.

The first thing she noticed was the temperature.

The air beneath the canopy was cooler than the open meadow, the leaves overhead blocking what little warmth the grey sky had offered. Isla’s bare arms prickled with gooseflesh, the thin silk dress providing no protection against the damp that seemed to permeate everything. Her feet registered the change in terrain—the soft earth giving way to harder ground, roots pressing against her soles, the occasional sharp stone that made her hiss in pain.

She walked rather than ran. Running would exhaust her, would burn through the energy she might need later when evasion became impossible. Better to conserve, to move steadily deeper into the forest, to put distance between herself and the starting point while maintaining the physical resources she would need for what was to come.

The trees pressed close on either side, their trunks dark with moisture, their branches reaching toward each other overhead like fingers lacing together. The path she followed was wide enough for one person, its surface a mix of packed earth and scattered leaves. Occasionally, she caught glimpses of other white dresses through the undergrowth—other women moving parallel to her path, their forms ghostly in the dim light.

She did not call out to them. Did not try to join them. The ritual was individual, even when participants began it together. Whatever happened in these woods would happen to each woman alone.

The ground began to rise.

Isla felt the change in her calves as the path shifted from level to inclined, the earth sloping upward toward higher ground. She followed the incline, her breath coming slightly harder now, her body warming with exertion despite the cool air. The trees thinned slightly as she climbed, allowing more of the grey light to filter through.

She reached a small clearing at the top of the rise and paused.

The view from here offered a glimpse of the forest’s extent—acres of woodland stretching in every direction, its canopy broken only by occasional clearings and the glimpse of the estate’s distant roofline through the branches. She could see paths winding through the trees below, could trace their routes with her eyes, could identify several that converged on this very spot.

Converged.

She was standing at an intersection.

The realisation struck her with uncomfortable force. This clearing was a meeting point, a place where paths came together. Other women might arrive here. Other participants seeking higher ground or open space.

And Hares would know this place.

They would know that clearings were natural gathering points, that women seeking escape might climb to high ground, that the intersection of paths created predictable patterns of movement. She had walked into a trap—not deliberately set, but inevitable given the terrain.

She needed to move. Needed to find a different kind of hiding place, one that did not follow the logic of paths and clearings and high ground.

She turned to leave the clearing.

A snap of sound stopped her.

Branches breaking. Somewhere to her left. Not loud, not close, but present. A sound that might be natural—the forest settling, a bird taking flight, a deer moving through undergrowth—or might be something else.

She listened.

The forest breathed around her, its sounds layered and complex. Wind in the branches. Water dripping from leaves. The distant call of a bird. And beneath it all, softer than the rest, the unmistakable rhythm of footsteps.

Not close. Not yet.

But present.

She ran.

Running in bare feet through a forest was nothing like running on city streets.

Isla discovered this immediately, her feet finding every root and stone and hole that the soft earth had hidden. Pain shot through her soles with each stride, sharp and insistent, demanding attention she could not afford to give. Branches caught at her dress and hair, leaving scratches on her arms and face, their claws tearing small holes in the white silk. The undergrowth rose up to meet her, brambles and ferns and grass that tangled around her ankles and threatened to send her sprawling.

She ran anyway.

The footsteps she had heard were not imaginary—of that she was certain. Someone was moving through the forest to her left, their pace unhurried, their direction parallel to hers. Not pursuing directly. Not yet. But tracking. Following. Maintaining a distance that allowed her to believe she might escape.

She burst through a thicket of ferns and found herself on a different path—narrower than the first, its surface more uneven. She followed it without thinking, her only thought to put distance between herself and the sound, to lose herself in the forest’s depths where no one could find her.

The path curved. Descended. Brought her into a denser section of woods where the canopy closed overhead and the light dimmed to something close to twilight. She slowed, her breath ragged, her body aching from exertion and cold and the accumulated impacts of running without shoes.

She needed to hide. Needed to catch her breath. Needed to think.

A massive oak rose from the forest floor to her right, its trunk wide enough to conceal her body, its roots creating a hollow where she might tuck herself out of sight. She moved toward it without conscious decision, drawn by instinct rather than reason, and pressed herself into the hollow’s darkness.

The earth was cold and damp against her bare skin. Leaves and debris scratched at her back. But she was hidden—she hoped—concealed from casual observation by the oak’s massive bulk.

She listened.

The forest sounds continued around her—wind, water, distant birds. But the footsteps were gone. Or perhaps she had simply lost them in the rush of her own pulse through her ears. She could not tell. Could not know whether she had truly evaded pursuit or simply delayed an inevitable confrontation.

Time passed. She did not know how much—her sense of its flow had become unreliable, distorted by adrenaline and fear and the strange, suspended quality of waiting. The grey light through the canopy grew dimmer, or perhaps she was imagining that as well.

Then—

A sound.

Not footsteps. Something else.

Breathing.

Close. Too close. Just on the other side of the oak’s massive trunk.

She froze.

Her own breathing seemed to roar in her ears, each exhale a betrayal that might give away her position. She pressed her hand over her mouth, forcing herself to inhale slowly through her nose, to minimise the sound of her existence.

The breathing continued.

Slow. Even. Deliberate.

Whoever stood on the other side of the tree was not trying to be quiet. They were making their presence known, allowing her to hear them, forcing her to acknowledge that she had been found.

She should run. Should burst from her hiding place and sprint in the opposite direction, trusting speed and surprise to carry her to safety.

She did not move.

The breathing shifted. Came closer. Circled the trunk.

And then—

A gloved hand appeared around the oak’s edge, black leather against dark bark, fingers curling into the hollow where she had pressed herself.

She stared at it.

The hand did not reach for her. Did not grab or restrain. Simply rested there, visible, present, an announcement of proximity that required no words.

I know where you are.

I could take you now if I wished.

I am choosing not to.

She understood the message with a clarity that transcended language. He was allowing her to remain hidden. Giving her time. Teaching her that escape was an illusion, that he could have claimed her at any moment he chose.

The hand withdrew.

The breathing retreated—slowly, deliberately, maintaining its measured pace until it faded entirely into the forest’s ambient sounds.

She was alone again.

But she was no longer alone in the way she had been before.

The bell sounded at six-thirty.

Isla heard it from her hiding place in the oak’s hollow—a deep, resonant tone that vibrated through the earth and rose up through her body. The same sound that had signalled the beginning of her thirty-minute head start now signalled its end.

The Hares had entered the forest.

Seven masked men were now moving through these trees, pursuing twelve women who had scattered into the woodland’s depths. Some would be caught quickly—women who had selected Light Capture, perhaps, or who had simply been unlucky in their hiding spots. Others would evade for hours, their strategies and stamina extending the chase until exhaustion or inevitability brought them to ground.

And one Hare—the one who had already found her once, who had allowed her to remain hidden when he could have taken her—was tracking her specifically.

She knew this with a certainty that defied logic.

He was not hunting randomly. Not pursuing whichever woman crossed his path. He had selected her in the Great Hall, had defended his claim against a rival, had cornered her in the corridor and spoken words that still echoed in her memory. You will feel me behind you. You will feel my attention on your back.

And she had felt him. Had felt his presence even when she could not see or hear him, a pressure at the edges of her awareness that told her she was being watched, tracked, pursued with an intensity that excluded all other prey.

She climbed out of the hollow on legs that trembled.

Her dress was torn, stained with earth and grass, the white silk a testament to her flight through the forest. Her bare feet were dirty, scratched, aching from the impacts she had sustained. Her hair had come loose from its arrangement, falling tangled around her face.

She looked, she suspected, nothing like the composed woman who had arrived at Ravenscourt two days before.

She felt nothing like her either.

The forest waited around her, dark and deep and full of shadows that might conceal anything. The Hares were moving. The hunt had begun.

She began to walk.

Not running now—running would only exhaust her further, and she had learned that speed was no protection against a pursuer who could find her whenever he wished. Better to conserve her strength. Better to choose where and when the confrontation would occur rather than stumble into it unprepared.

She moved deeper into the forest, following paths that seemed to lead nowhere, her senses straining for any indication of pursuit. The rain that had been threatening all day finally began to fall—a gentle drizzle at first, barely noticeable beneath the canopy, then gradually intensifying until droplets were finding their way through the leaves and landing on her upturned face.

The water was cold.

It soaked through the thin silk of her dress, plastering the fabric to her skin, raising gooseflesh across her exposed arms and shoulders. Her hair darkened with moisture, its strands clinging to her cheeks and neck. Within minutes, she was drenched, her body shivering with a combination of cold and adrenaline that made her teeth chatter.

She kept walking.

The forest seemed endless—a labyrinth of trees and undergrowth and winding paths that led only to more trees and more undergrowth and more winding paths. She had lost all sense of direction, could no longer tell which way led back to the estate and which led deeper into the woodland’s heart.

She was well and truly lost now.

And somewhere in the darkness behind her, someone was following.

She could feel him.

Not hear, not see—but feel. A pressure at the back of her neck, a weight between her shoulder blades, a presence that made her skin prickle and her breath catch. He was there. He was close. He was allowing her to continue walking, to believe she still had a chance, to entertain the fantasy of escape.

The rain intensified.

Water ran in rivulets down her face, dripped from her hair, collected in the hollows of her collarbone. The white silk dress had become translucent, clinging to every curve of her body, offering no protection against the elements or the eyes she could not see.

She should find shelter. Should look for a hollow or an overhang or any place where she might escape the downpour. But shelter would mean stopping, and stopping would mean being caught.

Better to keep moving. Better to extend the chase for as long as possible.

Better to pretend she still had a choice.

The path she had been following opened suddenly onto a stream—its water swollen by the rain, its surface dark and turbulent. She paused at its edge, studying the opposite bank, calculating whether she could cross without being swept away.

The water did not look deep—perhaps knee-height at its centre—but the current was strong, pulling at fallen branches and leaves that had been swept into its flow. The bottom was invisible beneath the roiling surface, its depth and character unknown.

She could try to cross. Could follow the stream in either direction, looking for a narrower point or a fallen tree that might serve as a bridge. Could turn back and find a different path altogether.

Or she could wait.

The thought surfaced unbidden. She could wait here, at the stream’s edge, and let him come to her. Let the chase end on her terms rather than his. Accept what she had known since the corridor—that escape was never truly the point.

She stood at the water’s edge, the rain pouring down around her, her torn dress clinging to her shivering body, and felt the weight of his attention settle onto her shoulders like a mantle.

He was close now.

She could hear him.

Footsteps, finally—not imagined, not sensed, but real. Crunching on the wet earth. Moving through the undergrowth. Approaching from the direction she had come.

She did not turn.

Did not run.

Simply stood, motionless, and waited for him to reach her.


Chapter Six — Being Stalked

ISLA

The footsteps stopped.

Isla stood at the stream’s edge, her back to the forest, her body trembling with cold and anticipation, waiting for the hands that would seize her, the voice that would announce her capture, the weight of a body pressing her into the wet earth.

Nothing came.

Seconds stretched into a minute. A minute into two. The rain continued to fall, its rhythm unchanging, its sound filling the space between her racing heartbeats. She could hear the stream churning at her feet, could feel the cold water lapping at her toes where the current had pushed it over the bank.

But behind her—silence.

She turned.

The forest was empty.

No masked figure emerged from the shadows between trees. No gloved hand reached for her from the darkness. The path she had followed to this spot stretched back into the woodland, its surface slick with rain, its edges softened by the dripping undergrowth.

He was gone.

Or he had never been there at all.

The thought surfaced with uncomfortable insistence. Had she imagined the footsteps? Had her fear conjured pursuit where none existed? She had felt his presence so certainly—had been convinced that he was approaching, that capture was imminent—but now, looking at the empty forest, she could not be sure.

She was cold. So cold. The rain had soaked through every layer of her clothing, had chilled her skin to the point where shivering had become a constant state. Her bare feet were numb, their scratches and bruises no longer registering against the deeper ache of hypothermia beginning its slow creep through her extremities.

She needed to move. Needed to generate heat through exertion. Needed to find shelter or reach the estate or do something other than stand at this stream’s edge waiting for a pursuer who might or might not be real.

She turned away from the water and began to walk.

The forest had transformed in the rain.

Paths that had been visible an hour before now blended into the undergrowth, their surfaces indistinguishable from the surrounding earth. The canopy overhead, which had provided some protection from the elements, now seemed to conspire against her—catching water in its leaves and releasing it in sudden, heavy drops that struck her shoulders and head without warning.

She moved without clear direction, her only goal to keep walking, to keep her blood flowing, to avoid the paralysis that threatened to settle into her bones. The white silk dress clung to her like a second skin, its torn edges catching on branches and brambles as she passed. She no longer cared about preserving it. The dress was a casualty of the night, a garment that would tell the story of her flight long after the flight itself had ended.

Time became unreliable.

She had been walking for what felt like hours—or perhaps only minutes. The darkness beneath the canopy made it impossible to judge the sky’s progression, to know whether the evening had deepened or simply remained suspended in this perpetual twilight. The rain showed no sign of abating, its steady rhythm becoming a kind of hypnosis that dulled her senses and narrowed her focus to the immediate task of putting one foot in front of the other.

She did not hear him approach.

One moment she was walking alone through the rain-soaked forest; the next, she felt warmth at her back, a presence so sudden and close that her entire body registered it before her mind could process what was happening.

She spun.

Nothing.

The forest behind her was as empty as it had been at the stream—dark trees, dripping leaves, the distant gleam of water on branches. No masked figure. No pursuing Hare. Just the rain and the shadows and the relentless pressure of being watched by something she could not see.

She was losing her mind.

That was the only explanation. The stress of the situation, the cold, the exhaustion, the accumulated weight of anticipation and fear—all of it had conspired to create phantom presences, to make her feel pursued when no pursuit existed. She had heard of such things happening to people in extreme conditions. The mind, deprived of its usual anchors, began to manufacture threats that were not there.

She turned back to her path and continued walking.

The snap came from her left.

A branch breaking—sharp, distinct, impossible to mistake for anything else. Not the natural sound of the forest settling or an animal moving through undergrowth. The deliberate sound of something large, something that did not care about stealth, something that wanted her to know it was there.

She stopped.

The rain continued to fall. The stream continued to flow somewhere behind her. The forest continued to breathe its deep, wet breaths. But beneath all of that, beneath the ambient sounds that had become background noise, she heard something else.

Breathing.

Not her own.

Slow. Even. Deliberate. The same breathing she had heard on the other side of the oak, the same measured rhythm that had announced his presence and then withdrawn. He was here. Somewhere to her left, concealed by the undergrowth and the darkness and the rain that obscured everything.

She should run. Should flee in the opposite direction, should put as much distance between herself and that breathing as her exhausted body could manage.

She did not run.

Instead, she turned toward the sound.

“I know you’re there,” she said. Her voice came out steadier than she expected, though the cold made it slightly hoarse. “You might as well show yourself.”

The breathing paused.

Then—

A laugh.

Low, quiet, barely audible over the rain. But definitely a laugh, and definitely from behind the mask she could not see. He was amused by her demand. Amused by her attempt to assert control in a situation where she had none.

“I could show myself,” came the reply. His voice was the same as she remembered from the corridor—low, controlled, pitched at a frequency that seemed to vibrate through her chest. “But that would rather defeat the purpose, wouldn’t it?”

The voice moved as he spoke, circling through the undergrowth without ever revealing his position. She turned with it, trying to keep track of his location, but the rain and the darkness made it impossible. He was everywhere and nowhere at once—a presence that surrounded her without ever becoming visible.

“The purpose?”

“The hunt,” he said. “The chase. The delicious tension of knowing that something is pursuing you without knowing when or where it will strike.” A pause. “Surely you didn’t think I would simply walk up and claim you. Where’s the art in that?”

The word art struck her as incongruous. This was not art—this was terror, this was cold and exhaustion and the accumulated stress of hours spent running from something she could not escape. But even as she thought it, she recognised the truth beneath his words. He was not simply hunting her. He was crafting an experience. Drawing out the pursuit to maximise its impact on both of them.

“You could have caught me at the stream,” she said. “I was standing right there. Waiting.”

“I know.” His voice came from a different direction now—her right, she thought, though she could not be sure. “But you weren’t ready yet.”

“Ready for what?”

“To be caught.” The words carried a weight that made her shiver despite the cold. “You’ve spent your entire life in control, Ms Harper. Every decision calculated, every outcome managed, every risk carefully assessed before being taken. You don’t know how to surrender. You don’t even know how to want to surrender. All you know is the shape of the wanting—the edges of it, the pressure of it against the inside of your skin.”

She opened her mouth to deny it, but the words died in her throat.

“The forest is teaching you,” he continued. “The rain, the cold, the exhaustion—they’re stripping away the layers of control you’ve built around yourself. With every hour that passes, you become more honest. More raw. More yourself.” A pause, and when he spoke again, his voice was closer. “By the time I finally catch you, you’ll be ready. Not because I’ve forced you, but because you’ll have finally admitted what you came here to find.”

The words hung in the air between them—invisible, like everything else about this encounter.

She stood in the rain, her torn dress plastered to her body, her hair hanging in wet strands around her face, and felt the truth of his assessment settle into her bones. She was exhausted. She was cold. She was more afraid than she had ever been in her life.

And somewhere beneath all of that, buried under layers of denial and resistance and the desperate need to maintain control, was a hunger so deep it had become almost invisible through familiarity.

She wanted to be caught.

She had wanted it since the moment she received the invitation, perhaps longer. She had signed those contracts not out of curiosity but out of need—a need she had refused to name even to herself. And now, standing in a rain-soaked forest while a masked man circled her in the darkness, she could no longer pretend otherwise.

“Then catch me,” she said. “If I’m so ready. If you’re so certain. Stop playing games and just—”

Movement.

Sudden, swift, impossibly fast. A shape emerging from the undergrowth, black against the darker black of the forest, closing the distance between them before she could react.

She stumbled backward, her bare feet slipping on the wet earth, her arms pinwheeling for balance that was no longer there. She fell—hard—her hip striking a root that sent pain lancing through her side, her palms scraping against rough bark and sharp stones as she tried to catch herself.

He was on her in an instant.

Not gently. Not with the careful restraint that Firm Capture promised. He moved with the speed and precision of a predator who had finally grown tired of toying with his prey, his body pressing hers into the wet earth, his hands finding her wrists and pinning them above her head in a single, fluid motion.

She looked up at him—the white leather mask, the dark suit, the narrow eye openings that concealed everything about him except his intent. Rain ran down the mask’s surface, catching the faint light that filtered through the canopy, making the sculpted features gleam like wet bone.

He did not speak.

He did not need to.

His weight held her in place—one knee between her legs, his hips pressing hers into the ground, his hands maintaining their grip on her wrists despite her automatic struggle. She could feel the strength in him, the contained power that he had been holding in reserve throughout the pursuit. This was what he had been hiding behind the games and the psychological stalking—the raw physical capability to take whatever he wanted, whenever he chose.

“Is this what you wanted?” she gasped. The rain ran into her mouth as she spoke, its taste metallic and cold. “To prove that you could?”

His grip tightened slightly—not enough to hurt, but enough to remind her of her position. Pinned. Helpless. Caught.

“This is not about proving anything,” he said. His voice was different now—not lower, but more controlled, as though the physical contact had shifted something in him as well. “This is about showing you what you asked for. What you signed those contracts to receive.”

He released one of her wrists, his hand moving to her throat—not gripping, not squeezing, simply resting there with his fingers curved around the column of her neck. She felt his thumb press lightly against her pulse, felt him register the rapid flutter of her heartbeat beneath the skin.

“You’re afraid,” he said. Not a question.

“Yes.”

“Good.” His thumb traced a slow path up to her jaw, tilting her face toward his. “Fear is honest. Fear doesn’t pretend. Fear tells you the truth about what you want, even when your mind refuses to listen.”

She stared up at the mask, at the darkness where his eyes should be, and felt something shift in her chest. Not fear—that had been present since the beginning. Something else. Something that felt almost like recognition.

“What do you want?” she whispered.

The question surprised her. She had not intended to ask it, had not even known she was going to speak until the words emerged from her mouth. But now that they were out, she realised how much she needed the answer.

His hand stilled on her throat.

“You,” he said. “Not just the chase. Not just the claim. You.”

The word hung between them, heavy with implication.

“I have watched you since you arrived,” he continued, his voice barely audible above the rain. “I watched you walk through the gates, carrying your suitcase like it was a shield. I watched you at orientation, asking questions with your face while your mouth stayed silent. I watched you at the dinner, sitting so still while my hand rested on your chair, and I felt you deciding to let me claim you.”

His hand moved from her throat to her face, his gloved fingers tracing the line of her jaw, the curve of her cheek, the trembling edge of her lower lip.

“I watched you in the corridor,” he said. “When you could have walked away and didn’t. When you stood there in your defiance and your fear and your desperate, beautiful need, and I knew—I knew—that you were the one I had been waiting for.”

The words washed over her like the rain—inescapable, penetrating, reaching places she had not known were vulnerable. She lay beneath him in the wet earth, her body pinned by his weight, her face cupped by his hand, and felt something crack open inside her.

“I don’t even know your name,” she said.

“You will.” His thumb brushed across her lower lip, sending a shiver through her that had nothing to do with the cold. “Tonight. After I mark you. After you kneel. After you choose to accept what I’m offering.”

“And if I don’t accept?”

His hand stilled. The mask tilted slightly, as though he were studying her face for something she could not identify.

“Then I will release you,” he said. “I will escort you from the forest, return you to your quarters, and withdraw my claim. No consequences. No judgment. No pursuit.” A pause. “But I don’t think you’re going to refuse.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I can feel you.” His hips shifted against hers, a movement that made her acutely aware of every point of contact between their bodies. “I can feel the way your breath catches when I touch you. The way your pulse jumps under my fingers. The way your body arches toward me even while your mind is still trying to convince you that you want to escape.”

She closed her eyes, unable to bear the intensity of his attention. The mask’s blank features were somehow more revealing than any human face could have been—they reflected nothing, gave nothing away, forced her to feel rather than see.

“Look at me,” he said.

She opened her eyes.

“I am going to let you up now,” he said. “I am going to release your wrists, and I am going to step back, and I am going to give you a choice. You can run—and I will chase you, and I will catch you, and the pursuit will continue until we both reach our limits. Or you can stay, and let me take you to the Claim Hall, and begin what we both know is inevitable.”

His grip on her wrists loosened. His weight lifted slightly from her body. The cold rushed in to fill the spaces where his warmth had been.

“What do you choose, Isla?”

The sound of her name in his mouth—her first name, spoken for the first time by a man whose face she had never seen—sent a jolt through her that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with the ache that had been building since the moment she received her invitation.

She lay in the rain-soaked earth, her body trembling, her mind racing, her heart pounding against her ribs like a caged animal desperate for release.

And she chose.

She ran.

Not because she wanted to escape. Not because she believed she could evade him for the remaining hours until midnight. She ran because he had given her a choice, and choosing to stay felt too much like surrender, and she was not ready—not yet—to admit that surrender was what she wanted.

She scrambled to her feet, her bare soles finding purchase on the wet earth, and she ran.

Behind her, she heard him laugh again—low, quiet, amused.

Then she heard him follow.

The pursuit was different now.

Before, he had stalked her with patience, circling at a distance, allowing her to believe she had a chance. Now, he followed closely—close enough that she could hear his footsteps behind her, close enough that his presence felt like a hand pressing against her back.

She ran without direction, her only thought to put distance between herself and the place where she had made her choice. Branches whipped at her face and arms, leaving scratches that stung in the rain. Roots and stones bruised her feet with every step. Her torn dress caught on thorns and tore further, until she was barely decent, the white silk hanging from her shoulders in tatters.

He did not try to stop her.

He simply followed.

She ran until her lungs burned and her legs ached and her body screamed for rest. She ran until the forest began to blur around her, until trees and undergrowth became indistinguishable in the darkness. She ran until she could run no more, and then she stumbled, her foot catching on a root, her body pitching forward toward the earth.

She did not hit the ground.

His arm caught her around the waist, arresting her fall, pulling her back against his chest. She felt the wet fabric of his suit against her bare shoulders, felt the solid wall of his body behind her, felt the breath that stirred her hair as he exhaled.

“Enough,” he said quietly.

His arm remained around her waist, holding her upright when her legs would no longer support her. She sagged against him, her breath coming in ragged gasps, her body trembling with exhaustion and cold and something else she could not name.

“You chose to run,” he said. His voice was close to her ear now, intimate despite the mask that separated them. “You chose to make me chase you. Do you know what that tells me?”

She shook her head, not trusting herself to speak.

“It tells me that you’re not ready to surrender. Not yet. You need to be pushed further. You need to reach the end of your strength before you can accept that your strength was never the point.”

He turned her in his arms, guiding her around to face him. The mask loomed before her, white against the darkness, its features unreadable.

“So I’m going to push you,” he said. “I’m going to chase you until you can’t run anymore. I’m going to make you feel what it means to be pursued, to be wanted, to be hunted by someone who will not stop until he has claimed what is his.”

His hands moved to her shoulders, steadying her when she swayed.

“And when you finally reach your limit—when your body and your mind have nothing left to give—I will be there. I will catch you. I will mark you. And you will kneel for me, not because you have no choice, but because you finally understand that choosing to kneel is the most powerful thing you can do.”

She stared at him, her breath coming in short, shallow gasps.

“Until then,” he said, “run.”

He released her.

She stood for a moment, trembling, her body poised between flight and surrender. Then she turned, and she ran.

And behind her, always behind her, she heard him follow.

The night became a blur of running and falling and being caught and released.

He allowed her no rest. Every time she stopped to catch her breath, his presence materialised behind her, his breathing loud in the darkness, his proximity driving her forward. Every time she stumbled, his hands were there—not to help, but to lift her, turn her, remind her that she was being pursued.

The forest became a maze without walls, its paths and clearings indistinguishable in the rain-soaked darkness. She lost all sense of direction, all sense of time, all sense of anything except the relentless pressure of his pursuit.

Once, she hid.

She found a hollow beneath a fallen tree, its trunk creating a shelter from the rain, its roots forming a cave where she might tuck herself out of sight. She crawled inside, pressing herself against the cold earth, forcing her breathing to slow, listening for any sign of his approach.

Minutes passed. The rain drummed on the trunk above her. The forest breathed its wet breaths. She began to hope—foolishly, desperately—that she had finally evaded him.

Then his voice came from directly above her.

“Did you think I wouldn’t find you?”

She looked up. The mask peered down at her through a gap in the roots, its white leather catching the faint light, its eye openings dark and impenetrable.

“Come out,” he said. Not a request.

She crawled from the hollow on shaking limbs, her body coated in earth and leaf mould, her torn dress barely hanging from her shoulders. He stood over her, his form blocking out what little light remained, his presence overwhelming in its proximity.

“You’re exhausted,” he said. “You’re cold. You’re running on nothing but stubbornness and fear.” He crouched before her, bringing the mask level with her face. “Why are you still fighting?”

“Because—” Her voice cracked. She swallowed, tried again. “Because you told me to run.”

A sound from behind the mask—something between a breath and a laugh.

“I told you to run to see what you would do. I didn’t tell you to keep running past the point of reason.”

“Then what should I do?”

The question emerged before she could stop it, raw with desperation. She was beyond pretence now, beyond the careful composure she had maintained throughout the weekend. She was wet, cold, exhausted, her body pushed to limits she had not known it possessed.

He reached out and brushed a strand of wet hair from her face, his gloved hand gentle despite its earlier force.

“You should admit what you want,” he said. “Not to me—to yourself.”

She stared at him, her chest heaving, her body trembling.

“I don’t know what I want,” she whispered.

“Liar.” The word was soft, almost tender. “You’ve known since the moment you arrived. You’ve known since before you arrived. You’re just afraid to say it because saying it makes it real.”

“What if I say it and it’s wrong? What if I’m not who I think I am? What if—”

“What if you are?” His hand moved to her chin, tilting her face toward his. “What if you’re exactly who I see? What if everything you’ve been afraid to want is exactly what you need?”

She searched the mask for some sign of the face beneath, some hint of the man who had been pursuing her through this forest for hours. She found nothing but darkness and reflection and the overwhelming pressure of his attention.

“I want—” she began.

“Yes?”

“I want—” She stopped, swallowed, forced the words past the tightness in her throat. “I want to stop running.”

The admission hung between them.

He held her gaze—or she assumed he did; it was impossible to tell behind the mask—and she felt something shift in the air. The tension that had been building since the hunt began reached a tipping point, a threshold beyond which everything would change.

“Then stop,” he said.

She stopped.

Her body stilled, her breathing slowed, her hands fell to her sides. She stood in the rain-soaked forest, her torn dress clinging to her shivering form, and she let go of the need to flee.

He rose to his feet, bringing her with him, his hands steadying her when she swayed.

“It’s time,” he said.

She knew what he meant.

The chase was over.


Chapter Seven — The Takedown

ISLA

The rain had not stopped.

It fell around them in sheets, turning the forest into a world of water and shadow, of sound and sensation stripped of all visual certainty. Isla stood before him—before the masked figure who had pursued her through these woods for what felt like hours—and felt the last of her resistance drain away with the rain that ran down her face.

He had said it was time. The chase was over. She had stopped running.

But he had not moved to claim her.

Instead, he stood motionless before her, his white leather mask catching the faint light that filtered through the canopy, his dark suit soaked through and clinging to a body she could feel but not see. The rain traced paths down the mask’s sculpted features, running over the elongated ears and tapered muzzle, dripping from the chin like tears.

“Turn around,” he said.

The words were quiet, barely audible above the storm, but they carried the weight of absolute command. She felt them settle into her body, felt her muscles respond before her mind could process the instruction.

She turned.

The forest stretched before her—dark trees, dripping leaves, the occasional gleam of water on branches. A path wound between the trunks, its surface slick with mud and rain. Somewhere in the distance, she could hear the stream she had stood beside earlier, its voice swollen with the storm.

“Walk,” he said.

She walked.

His footsteps followed behind her—not close, not threatening, simply present. She felt his attention on her back like a hand pressing between her shoulder blades, guiding her forward without touching. The path curved ahead, leading deeper into the forest, and she followed it because there was nothing else to do.

The cold had become a constant companion, so present she no longer noticed it. Her body had moved beyond shivering into a state of suspended animation, her extremities numb, her core the only part of her that retained any warmth. The torn silk dress provided no protection, its tattered remains hanging from her shoulders like a reminder of the flight that had brought her here.

She did not know where they were going. Did not know how long they walked, or how much distance they covered, or what would happen when they arrived. She simply walked, one bare foot in front of the other, her body moving because he had told it to move.

The path widened.

The trees thinned.

And then—

The oak.

She recognised it immediately. The massive trunk, the spreading branches, the roots that created hollows and shelters in the earth around its base. This was where she had hidden earlier, where she had pressed herself into darkness and waited for pursuit that had found her anyway.

He had brought her back to the beginning.

“Stop,” he said.

She stopped.

The oak rose before her, its bark dark with rain, its leaves rustling overhead like a thousand whispered secrets. The hollow where she had concealed herself gaped at the tree’s base, its entrance shadowed and small.

She heard him approach from behind.

Felt his warmth before his body made contact.

The first touch was his hands, settling on her hips with a possessiveness that made her breath catch. His fingers curved around her hipbones, his thumbs pressing into the soft flesh above her iliac crests, his grip firm but not painful.

“You ran well,” he said. His voice came from directly behind her ear, his breath warm against her rain-cooled skin. “You made me work for this.”

She did not know how to respond. Did not know if a response was expected or even possible. Her body had become a vessel for sensation, her mind retreating to some distant place where thought was unnecessary.

His hands moved.

Slowly, deliberately, they travelled upward from her hips, tracing the curve of her waist, the indent of her ribs, the swell of her breasts beneath the wet silk. He did not cup or caress—simply mapped, his fingers reading her body like a text he was memorising.

“You’re cold,” he observed. “Your lips are turning blue. Your hands are shaking.”

“I noticed,” she managed.

A sound from behind the mask—not quite a laugh, but close. “Still defiant. Even now, when you’ve stopped running, when you’ve admitted what you want, you can’t help but push back.”

His hands reached her shoulders and paused, his thumbs resting in the hollows beneath her collarbones.

“I like that about you,” he continued. “I like that you fight. It makes the surrender more meaningful.”

He turned her.

His hands on her shoulders, pivoting her body until she faced him, until the mask was before her once more, its white leather gleaming in the darkness. The rain ran down its surface, catching the faint light, making the sculpted features seem to shift and move.

“Take off the dress,” he said.

The command caught her off guard. She stared at him, her mind struggling to process the words, her body frozen in place.

“I—” she began. “I can’t. It’s—there’s nothing underneath.”

“I know.” His voice carried no apology, no hesitation. “Take it off.”

The ruined silk hung from her shoulders, held up by thin straps that had somehow survived the night’s abuse. It was already translucent from the rain, already clinging to her body in ways that left little to the imagination. Removing it would not reveal much that he could not already see.

But it would mean something.

It would be surrender. Not of her body—that would come regardless—but of her will. Of the part of her that still clung to the illusion of control.

Her hands rose to the straps.

She pulled them down.

The dress fell.

It made no sound as it landed in the wet earth, its white silk immediately darkening with water and mud. She stood before him in nothing but the silver pendant around her neck, its hare emblem cold against her sternum, its chain the only barrier between her skin and the storm.

He looked at her.

She felt his gaze even though she could not see his eyes—felt it travel across her body with an intensity that made her skin prickle. The rain fell on her bare shoulders, her breasts, her stomach, running in rivulets down her sides and legs. The cold was shocking now without even the minimal protection of the dress, and she felt her nipples tighten in response.

“Beautiful,” he said. The word was quiet, almost reverent. “You have no idea how beautiful you are.”

He stepped closer.

The fabric of his suit pressed against her bare skin, its wetness spreading to her body, its coldness mixing with her own. His hands found her waist again, his grip stronger now, more deliberate.

“Turn around,” he said again.

She turned.

His body pressed against her back, his chest to her shoulders, his hips to her buttocks, his thighs to the backs of her legs. She could feel every part of him—could feel the strength contained in his frame, the controlled power that he was holding in reserve.

“Walk forward,” he said. “To the tree.”

She walked.

His hands guided her hips, steering her toward the oak’s massive trunk. Its bark rose before her, dark and rough and ancient, its surface covered in patches of moss and lichen that gleamed wetly in the rain.

“Stop.”

She stopped.

She was inches from the trunk now, close enough to smell the earthy scent of bark and moss, close enough to feel the tree’s presence looming over her like a second captor.

“Put your hands on the trunk,” he said. “Above your head.”

She hesitated.

The hesitation lasted only a second, but it was enough. His hands tightened on her hips, his fingers pressing into her flesh with a warning pressure.

“Do not make me repeat myself.”

She raised her arms.

Her palms pressed against the wet bark, its roughness scraping against her skin, its coldness seeping into her bones. She stood with her arms stretched above her head, her body angled forward, her back exposed to whatever he intended to do.

He did not move.

Seconds passed. She could hear his breathing behind her—slow, measured, controlled. Could feel his presence like a weight pressing against her spine. But he did not touch her, did not speak, did nothing except exist in the space behind her body.

Then—

His hand closed around her wrists.

Both wrists, captured in one of his large hands, pinned together against the tree trunk above her head. The grip was firm but not painful, strong enough that she could not break free, gentle enough that she felt no fear of injury.

She gasped.

The sound escaped before she could stop it, a small exhalation that spoke of shock and something else. Something that felt dangerously like relief.

“Good,” he said. His voice came from directly behind her now, his breath stirring her wet hair. “That’s the sound I’ve been waiting for.”

His free hand moved.

It travelled down her arm, across your shoulder, along the curve of your spine. His fingers traced the line of your backbone, pressing gently into each vertebra, counting them like beads on a string. The touch was clinical, almost—deliberate, unhurried, as though he were memorising the architecture of her body.

“You have scars,” he observed. His fingers paused over a mark on her lower back, a pale line that had faded with time. “Here. And here.” His touch moved to another scar, this one higher, near her shoulder blade. “What happened?”

“Childhood,” she managed. “I fell out of a tree. The other one is from surgery. Appendectomy.”

“Hmm.” The sound was thoughtful, contemplative. “I like that you carry evidence of survival. It makes you more real.”

His hand continued its journey.

Down, down, down—across her lower back, over the curve of her buttocks, along the outside of her thigh. He touched her as though he owned her already, as though the claim was a formality and her body was already his to explore.

When his hand reached her knee, it stopped.

“You’re trembling,” he said.

“I’m cold.”

“That’s not all it is.” His hand moved to her inner thigh, pressing gently, urging her legs apart. “You’re trembling because you know what comes next. And part of you has been waiting for it since the moment you received your invitation.”

She could not deny it.

His hand travelled higher.

Up her inner thigh, slow and deliberate, his fingers leaving trails of sensation that burned despite the cold. She felt her body responding—felt the heat gathering between her legs, felt the ache that had been building throughout the night sharpen into something more urgent.

When his fingers reached the apex of her thighs, she stopped breathing.

He did not touch her there—not directly. Instead, his hand settled on the junction where thigh met hip, his thumb resting against the crease of her groin, his fingers curving around to cup the flesh beneath her buttock.

“You’re wet,” he said.

The words could have referred to the rain. They both knew they did not.

“I can’t help that,” she whispered.

“I don’t want you to help it.” His thumb moved slightly, pressing against the sensitive skin where her leg joined her body. “I want you to feel it. To acknowledge it. To stop pretending that your body’s response is anything other than what it is.”

“What is it?”

“Surrender.” The word was soft, intimate. “Your body has already surrendered. It’s been surrendering since the hunt began. Your mind is simply slower to accept what your flesh already knows.”

His hand withdrew.

She felt the loss like a physical blow, felt her body arch backward seeking contact that was no longer there. A sound emerged from her throat—a protest, a plea, something she would have been ashamed of if she had any shame left.

“Patience,” he said. “We’re not done yet.”

His grip on her wrists tightened.

His body pressed closer against her back.

And then—

His other hand came around her body, settling on her throat.

Not squeezing. Not choking. Simply resting there, his fingers curved around the column of her neck, his thumb pressed against her pulse point. She felt him register the rapid flutter of her heartbeat, felt him acknowledge the fear and arousal that pounded through her veins.

“Do you trust me?” he asked.

The question was unexpected. She had expected commands, demands, assertions of dominance—but not questions. Not requests for her assessment of his trustworthiness.

“I don’t know you,” she said.

“That’s not what I asked.”

She considered. The truth was complicated, layered, difficult to articulate. She did not know him—did not know his name or his face or his history. But she knew something about him, something that went deeper than biographical details. She knew that he had pursued her through this forest for hours without ever hurting her. She knew that he had given her choices, even when those choices were illusory. She knew that when he touched her, she felt something that might have been recognition.

“I trust you,” she said.

The words emerged before she could examine them, before she could weigh their implications or consider their consequences. But once they were spoken, she knew they were true.

His hand tightened slightly on her throat—not enough to restrict her breath, but enough to make her aware of its presence.

“Good,” he said. “Because I’m going to take you now. Here, against this tree, in the rain and the dark, with nothing between us but the truth of what we both want.”

His grip on her wrists released.

But before she could lower her arms, his hands were at her waist, turning her, pressing her back against the tree trunk. The bark scraped against her shoulder blades, her buttocks, the backs of her thighs. She was facing him now—or facing the mask, which was the only part of him she could see.

He pressed against her.

His hips to hers, his chest to her breasts, his thighs against hers. She could feel him now—could feel the evidence of his arousal pressing against her stomach through the fabric of his suit. He was hard. Had been hard, perhaps, throughout the entire pursuit.

“Look at me,” he said.

She looked.

The mask’s eye openings were dark, impenetrable, revealing nothing of the face behind them. But she felt his gaze nonetheless—felt it pierce through her defences, felt it see every part of her she had been trying to hide.

“I’m going to remove my gloves now,” he said. “I want to feel your skin.”

He lifted his hands to his face, tugging at the fingers of each glove with his teeth, pulling them off one by one. The leather peeled away to reveal hands that were large, elegant, surprisingly beautiful. His fingers were long, his palms broad, his skin pale against the darkness of his suit.

He reached for her.

His bare hands settled on her face, his thumbs brushing across her cheekbones, his fingers curving around to cup the back of her head. The touch was electric—so much more intimate than the gloves had been, so much more real.

“Your skin is freezing,” he murmured. “Let me warm you.”

He kissed her.

The mask was still on. She felt its leather surface press against her lips, felt its sculpted features hard and unyielding against her softer flesh. It should have been strange, should have been off-putting—but instead, it was erotic in a way she could not explain. The barrier between them made the contact more charged, more forbidden, more intense.

When he pulled back, she was breathless.

“Turn around,” he said for the third time.

She turned.

His hands found her wrists again, guiding them above her head, pressing them against the tree trunk. But this time, he did not hold them there—instead, his fingers interlaced with hers, his palms flat against the bark, his body a warm weight along her back.

“I’m going to mark you now,” he said against her ear. “I’m going to press my ring into your skin and leave a symbol that tells everyone you belong to me. And you’re going to stand still and let me do it, because you want to be marked as much as I want to mark you.”

She felt his hand release hers.

Heard him reach for something in his pocket.

Felt the cold metal of a signet ring press against her collarbone.

“This is going to hurt,” he said. “Not much, but some. The pigment I’m transferring will stain your skin for several days—long enough for the Bond ceremony, long enough for everyone to see that you’ve been claimed.”

His other hand came around her body, settling on her hip to hold her in place.

“Don’t move,” he said.

She felt him press.

The ring’s surface—some kind of raised symbol, though she could not see it—dug into her skin with a pressure that was just shy of painful. He held it there, maintained the contact, his breath coming slow and even against her ear.

The cold spread.

Whatever substance the ring carried was transferring to her skin, its temperature sharp against the warmth of her body. She felt the ring’s edges leave impressions in her flesh, felt the slight sting of the pigment as it took hold.

“Almost done,” he murmured. “Hold still.”

The pressure increased slightly.

She bit her lip against the discomfort—a small pain, easily borne, but present nonetheless. The ring’s symbol was burning itself into her skin, marking her as surely as any brand.

“There,” he said. “It’s done.”

He removed the ring.

The air rushed against the marked skin, cold and sharp, making her acutely aware of the symbol that now adorned her collarbone. She could not see it, but she could feel it—a slight tightness where the pigment had taken hold, a visible announcement that she had been caught.

Claimed.

Marked.

“You can turn around now,” he said.

She turned.

He was standing close—closer than she had realised, his bare hands hanging at his sides, his mask tilted toward her face. The rain continued to fall around them, running down his suit and her body, indifferent to the significance of what had just occurred.

“Look,” he said.

He produced a small mirror from somewhere—his pocket, she assumed, though she had not seen him reach for it. He held it up to her collarbone, angling it so she could see the mark he had left.

A hare.

The symbol was intricate, rendered in dark pigment that stood out against her pale skin. The creature was mid-leap, its body elongated, its ears swept back against its skull. It was beautiful—elegant, deliberate, intentional.

“It’s the estate symbol,” he explained. “Every Hare wears a ring with this design. When you bear this mark, everyone knows you’ve been claimed by a participant in The Claim.”

She stared at the symbol on her skin.

It was real now. Tangible. Visible evidence of what had occurred in this forest, what would continue to occur throughout the night and into the days beyond. She was marked. Claimed. His.

“What happens now?” she asked.

His hand came up to touch the mark, his fingers tracing the hare’s outline with a gentleness that seemed at odds with everything that had come before.

“Now,” he said, “you kneel.”


Chapter Eight — The Kneeling

ISLA

The word hung in the air between them, heavy with implications she could not fully comprehend.

Kneel.

It was not a request. Not a suggestion. It was a command, delivered with the quiet certainty of someone who expected obedience and would accept nothing less. He had marked her—had pressed his ring into her skin and left a symbol that declared her claimed—but the marking was only the beginning. What came next was the true test.

She stood before him, naked in the rain, the mark on her collarbone throbbing with a warmth that had nothing to do with temperature. Her body was exhausted, pushed past limits she had not known she possessed, but her mind was somehow sharper than it had been all night. The cold, the fear, the relentless pursuit—they had stripped away everything non-essential, leaving only the raw truth of what she wanted.

And what she wanted, she was beginning to understand, was to kneel.

“I—” she began, her voice hoarse from hours of running and cold and screaming silence. “I don’t know how.”

It was an honest admission. She knew how to submit in the abstract sense—how to compromise in negotiations, how to yield in arguments she could not win, how to perform the social choreography of deferral that women learned from childhood. But this was different. This was not social performance. This was surrender in its most fundamental form, and she had no framework for it.

He studied her through the mask, his head tilting slightly, considering.

“You don’t know how to kneel,” he repeated. Not mocking—assessing. “Or you don’t know how to kneel for me?”

The distinction was important. She understood that much.

“Both,” she admitted. “I’ve never—I don’t—” She stopped, frustrated by her own incoherence. “I’ve spent my entire life staying upright. Not letting anyone see me bend. I don’t know how to just—”

“Let go.”

“Yes.”

He was silent for a moment. The rain continued to fall around them, its rhythm unchanged, its presence a constant reminder of the world beyond the two of them. The oak tree rose at her back, its bark scraping against her shoulders, its branches offering shelter she had not thought to seek.

“Then let me teach you,” he said.

He moved.

Not toward her—not yet. Instead, he walked to a nearby tree, its trunk half-fallen and angled toward the ground, its surface covered in moss and lichen. He sat on the angled trunk, his body finding purchase on the makeshift bench, his legs extending before him. The white mask gleamed in the darkness, watching her from across the small clearing.

“Come here,” he said.

She walked.

Her bare feet found the wet earth, the cold grass, the occasional stone that pressed into her sole and reminded her that this was real. Each step brought her closer to him, to the masked figure who had pursued her through the night and now sat waiting for her to complete what they had begun.

She stopped before him.

Close enough to touch, if she had dared. Close enough to see the rain running down the mask’s surface, to smell the cedar scent of his cologne beneath the storm’s petrichor, to feel the warmth radiating from his body despite his wet clothes.

“Kneel,” he said again.

But this time, the word was softer. An invitation rather than a command.

She looked at him—at the mask that hid his face, at the hands that had touched her with such deliberate possession, at the body that had pinned her against a tree and marked her as his. She thought about the contracts she had signed, the preferences she had declared, the choice she had made when she accepted the invitation to Ravenscourt.

She thought about what it would mean to lower herself before this man. Not because she was forced, not because she had no alternative, but because she wanted to. Because something inside her—the same something that had responded to his pursuit with arousal rather than terror, that had felt relief rather than horror when he finally caught her—needed this.

Her knees bent.

The descent felt endless. She was aware of every inch of movement, every degree of surrender, as her body lowered toward the wet earth. The grass was cold against her calves, the mud soft beneath her shins, the rain beating down on her exposed back and shoulders. She was kneeling now, truly kneeling, her body arranged in a posture of submission that she had never voluntarily assumed.

She did not look up.

Could not. Her eyes were fixed on the ground before her, on the dark earth and the pale grass and the occasional fallen leaf that had somehow survived the storm. She felt exposed in ways that went beyond nudity—exposed to his gaze, to his judgment, to whatever he would do next.

“Look at me,” he said.

She raised her eyes.

The mask loomed above her, its features unreadable, its presence overwhelming. He was looking down at her—she could feel the weight of his attention even though she could not see his eyes—and she felt something shift in her chest. Not fear. Not shame.

Recognition.

“You are beautiful like this,” he said. His voice was quiet, almost contemplative. “Naked in the rain, marked by my hand, kneeling at my feet. You were made for this, Isla. You’ve simply been waiting for someone to show you.”

She did not respond. Could not. The words had lodged themselves in her throat, blocking everything else.

He reached out.

His bare hand—the same hand that had touched her face, her throat, her body—extended toward her. His fingers found her chin, tilting her face upward, forcing her to maintain the eye contact she could not see.

“Do you know why I told you to run earlier?” he asked.

She shook her head, a small motion constrained by his grip on her chin.

“I told you to run because I needed to see how you would respond to being pushed. I needed to know if your surrender would be genuine or merely performative. And you did not disappoint.” His thumb traced her jawline, the touch feather-light against her rain-cooled skin. “You ran until your body could not run anymore. You fought until you had nothing left to fight with. And when I finally caught you—when I pinned you to that tree and marked you—your surrender was absolute. Not because I forced it, but because you chose it.”

He released her chin.

His hand moved to her hair, his fingers tangling in the wet strands, his grip firm but not painful. He pulled slightly, tilting her head back, exposing the column of her throat.

“The mark on your collarbone tells the world that you’ve been claimed,” he said. “But kneeling here, at my feet, tells me something more important. It tells me that you accept what I’m offering. That you want to explore what exists between us. That you trust me enough to let go.”

He stood.

His body rose from the fallen trunk, his form unfolding until he towered above her. She remained on her knees, her head tilted back to maintain the connection, her body trembling with cold and something else.

“Stand,” he said.

She rose.

Her legs were unsteady, her knees aching from the pressure of the ground, her body struggling to find equilibrium after the intensity of what she had just experienced. He steadied her with a hand on her elbow, his touch unexpectedly gentle.

“It’s time to return to the house,” he said. “The Declaration Ceremony begins at midnight. We have perhaps an hour to make our way through the forest.”

“And then?”

“And then you will stand beside me in the Great Hall, marked and claimed, and everyone will see what we both already know.” He paused, the mask tilting toward her face. “That you belong to me.”

The walk through the forest was different from the chase.

Before, she had run from him—fled through the trees with desperate speed, her only thought to escape pursuit. Now, she walked beside him. Not touching—his hand had released her elbow after she found her balance—but close enough that she could feel his presence, his warmth, his attention.

The rain had begun to ease, its relentless downpour softening into a steady drizzle that would have felt almost pleasant if she were not already soaked through. The forest seemed different now too—less threatening, more navigable, as though the trees that had hidden him during the pursuit were now simply trees, their branches and roots no longer concealing enemies.

He guided her without words, his body angling left or right at each path intersection, his footsteps sure on terrain she could barely see. She followed because she had no alternative, because her sense of direction had been obliterated hours ago, because the mark on her collarbone told her that following was now her role.

“You’re shivering,” he observed.

“I noticed.”

“We should find shelter. Get you warm before the ceremony.”

He turned from the path they had been following and led her toward a structure she had not noticed before—a small stone building, its walls covered in moss and ivy, its roof half-concealed by overhanging branches. It might have been a gamekeeper’s cottage, or a temple, or simply a folly built by some long-ago owner who wanted a place to retreat from the main house.

He opened the door.

The interior was dark, but she could make out a hearth against one wall, a pile of firewood beside it, a rough wooden bench along another wall. The floor was stone, its surface worn smooth by years of use, its temperature noticeably warmer than the forest outside.

He guided her inside and closed the door behind them.

The silence was immediate and startling. After hours of rain and wind and the sounds of pursuit, the absence of noise felt almost physical—a presence that pressed against her ears and made her acutely aware of her own breathing.

“Sit,” he said, gesturing toward the bench.

She sat.

The wood was rough against her bare thighs, its surface cold despite the shelter the building provided. She watched as he moved to the hearth, his hands arranging kindling and logs with practiced efficiency. A match flared—the first artificial light she had seen since leaving the estate—and flames began to lick at the wood.

The fire grew.

Its warmth spread through the small space, pushing back the chill that had settled into her bones. She held her hands toward the flames, feeling the heat seep into her frozen fingers, watching the play of light and shadow across the stone walls.

He turned to face her.

The mask still covered his features, its white leather catching the firelight and gleaming like bone. His dark suit was wet, clinging to his body in ways that outlined the strength of his frame, the breadth of his shoulders, the narrowness of his hips. He was beautiful, she realised—not in spite of the mask, but somehow because of it. The concealment made him more compelling, more mysterious, more desirable.

“You’re staring,” he said.

“I’m trying to see you,” she admitted.

“You will. Tonight. After the ceremony, when we’re alone.” He moved toward her, his body blocking the firelight, his presence overwhelming the small space. “But for now, you’ll have to content yourself with what I choose to show.”

He knelt before her.

The gesture was unexpected—a man who had been commanding her all night, who had pursued her through the forest and marked her skin and ordered her to kneel, now lowering himself to the ground before her. He was not surrendering; she understood that much. He was meeting her where she was, bringing himself to her level so that they could see each other more clearly.

“Let me look at you,” he said.

He reached for her legs.

His hands found her calves, his fingers tracing the muscles that had carried her through the night. He felt the tension in her, the exhaustion, the damage that hours of barefoot running had inflicted. His touch was clinical at first—assessing, cataloguing—but gradually became something else. Something more intimate.

“You’re hurt,” he said. His fingers found a cut on her shin, its edges ragged where a branch or stone had broken the skin. “And here.” His touch moved to her foot, where a bruise was already forming from an impact she could not remember. “Why didn’t you say something?”

“I didn’t notice.”

“You were too focused on running.” His hands continued their exploration, moving up her legs to her thighs, his touch careful on the abraded skin where brambles had scraped her flesh. “Too focused on escaping to care about the cost.”

“Isn’t that the point? The chase, the cost, the—” She stopped, uncertain how to articulate what she meant.

“The surrender?” He finished the thought for her. “Yes. That is part of the point. But the cost should be acknowledged. The wounds you earned should be seen.”

His hands reached her hips.

He paused there, his fingers curved around her hipbones, his thumbs pressing into the soft flesh above her iliac crests. The position was intimate—more intimate than anything that had come before, despite the nudity she had already displayed.

“I want to touch you,” he said. “Not to claim or to mark or to possess. Simply to give you something you need.”

“What do I need?”

“Warmth. Contact. Proof that what happened in this forest was real.” His thumbs traced small circles on her skin, the pressure feather-light. “You’ve been running for hours, pushing your body past its limits, stripping away everything that protects you from the truth of what you want. Now I want to give you something back.”

She considered his words.

The fire crackled behind him, casting dancing shadows across the walls. The rain drummed on the roof, its rhythm a constant backdrop to whatever was happening between them. She was naked, marked, exhausted, and this man whose face she had never seen was offering to touch her in ways that had nothing to do with the ritual and everything to do with something she could not name.

“Yes,” she said.

His hands moved.

Up her sides, across your ribs, over the curve of your breasts. His touch was gentle—gentler than she had expected, gentler than the pursuit had led her to anticipate. He was exploring her, mapping her, learning the terrain of her body with a patience that seemed at odds with the predator who had chased her through the night.

When his hands reached her shoulders, he leaned forward.

His masked face came close to hers, close enough that she could feel his breath through the openings, close enough that she could see the individual rivulets of water that still traced paths down the white leather.

“I’m going to kiss you,” he said. “If you’ll let me.”

She nodded.

His mouth found hers through the mask.

The leather was soft against her lips, its texture strange but not unpleasant. She felt the pressure of his kiss, the warmth of his breath, the intimacy of contact that should have been impossible with a barrier between them. The mask did not diminish the experience—if anything, it heightened it, making her focus on sensation rather than appearance, on feeling rather than seeing.

He kissed her slowly.

There was no urgency, no demand, no claim being staked. He simply kissed her, his mouth moving against hers with a tenderness that made something ache in her chest. His hands cradled her face, his thumbs brushing her cheekbones, his fingers tangling in her wet hair.

When he finally pulled back, she was trembling for reasons that had nothing to do with cold.

“That,” he said quietly, “is what it feels like to be wanted. Not pursued. Not hunted. Wanted.”

The distinction was important. She understood that now.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

He laughed softly—a sound she was beginning to find almost familiar. “You thank me for a kiss, after everything else I’ve done to you tonight? I chased you through a forest, pinned you to a tree, marked your skin, commanded you to kneel—and you thank me for a kiss?”

“It meant something different.”

“Did it?”

“Yes.” She met the mask’s blank gaze with as much directness as she could muster. “The chase was about power. The marking was about possession. The kneeling was about surrender. But the kiss—” She stopped, searching for words. “The kiss was about me. About what I wanted. About what felt good.”

He was silent for a moment.

Then he reached up and removed his jacket, draping it around her shoulders despite its wetness. The fabric was heavy, warm from his body, carrying the cedar scent she had come to associate with him.

“You understand more than you realise,” he said. “The power exchange we’ve been engaging in is not about one person taking and the other giving. It’s about both people choosing roles that fulfil something they need. I needed to pursue, to capture, to claim. You needed to run, to be caught, to surrender. We found each other in those needs.” He paused. “The kiss was about recognising that the needs go both ways. That I want to give you pleasure as much as I want to take possession.”

The jacket settled around her shoulders, its weight grounding her in the present moment. She pulled it tighter, inhaling his scent, feeling the warmth that lingered in the fabric.

“What happens after the ceremony?” she asked. “After I stand beside you in the Great Hall and everyone sees that I’ve been claimed?”

“That depends on you.” He rose from his position before her, his body unfolding until he stood above her once more. “The Bond activation is offered, not required. You may accept, and we will spend the next year exploring what exists between us. Or you may decline, and you will leave Ravenscourt tomorrow morning with nothing more than the memory of tonight.”

“And if I accept?”

“Then you will come to my quarters after the ceremony. You will see my face for the first time. And we will begin.”

“Begin what?”

“Whatever we choose to build together.”

They left the shelter as the rain finally stopped.

The forest was still wet, its paths slick with mud and standing water, but the storm that had defined the night was passing. The sky above the canopy was clearing, stars beginning to appear between breaks in the clouds, their light providing the first natural illumination Isla had seen since the hunt began.

He guided her through the trees with the same unerring certainty he had demonstrated before, his footsteps sure on terrain that still challenged her bare feet. She followed, her body wrapped in his jacket, her mind turning over everything that had happened in the small stone building.

He had kissed her.

Not as a predator claiming prey, but as a man offering something to a woman. The distinction mattered more than she could articulate. The pursuit had been about power and possession; the kiss had been about connection and care. Both were real, both were valid, but they spoke to different parts of her—parts that had been at war since the moment she received her invitation.

She wanted to be claimed. Wanted to surrender, to let go of the control that had defined her life for so long. But she also wanted to be seen. Wanted to be valued as something more than a prize to be won or a body to be possessed.

He had shown her, in that small stone building, that both wants could coexist.

The forest began to thin.

The trees gave way to parkland, the parkland to formal gardens, the gardens to the ha-ha wall that separated the wilderness from the estate. Isla could see the lights of Ravenscourt ahead, its windows glowing against the darkness, its presence a promise of warmth and safety and whatever came next.

“Wait,” he said.

She stopped.

He moved to stand before her, his body blocking her view of the house, his mask catching the starlight that filtered through the clearing clouds.

“Before we return,” he said, “I need to tell you something.”

She waited.

“I have participated in The Claim for four years,” he began. “In that time, I have pursued six women. I have marked all six. I have had six Bonds accepted.” He paused, and when he continued, his voice was different—less controlled, more vulnerable. “I have never felt, for any of them, what I felt tonight with you.”

The words hung in the air between them.

“What did you feel?” she asked.

“Recognition.” The word was simple, but it carried weight. “As though I had been waiting for you without knowing I was waiting. As though every pursuit before tonight was practice for this one.” He reached out and touched the mark on her collarbone, his fingers tracing the hare’s outline with a gentleness that made her breath catch. “I am not supposed to feel this way. The ritual is supposed to be about power exchange, about structured surrender, about the careful choreography of dominance and submission. It is not supposed to be about—” He stopped.

“About what?”

“About wanting something that cannot be contained by contracts and ceremonies and year-long Bonds.” His hand moved from the mark to her face, his fingers tracing her jaw, her cheek, the curve of her lower lip. “About wanting you in ways that have nothing to do with the ritual and everything to do with who you are.”

She stared at him—at the mask that still concealed his features, at the hands that had touched her with such intimacy, at the body that had pursued her through the night and then offered her warmth and kindness in a stone shelter in the forest.

“I want to see you,” she said. “I want to know who you are beneath the mask.”

“Soon.” His thumb brushed across her lower lip. “After the ceremony. After you make your choice.”

“I’ve already made my choice.”

“Have you?”

“Yes.” She reached up and took his hand in hers, her fingers intertwining with his. “I made it when I stopped running. When I knelt in the grass and looked up at you and felt something shift inside me. I made it when you kissed me and I realised that surrender doesn’t have to mean loss.” She squeezed his hand. “I’m going to accept the Bond. I’m going to see your face. And then we’re going to begin whatever this is.”

He was silent for a long moment.

Then he raised her hand to his masked mouth and pressed his lips to her fingers.

“Come,” he said. “It’s time.”

The approach to the Great Hall felt like walking through a dream.

Isla was acutely aware of her appearance—naked beneath his jacket, her hair tangled and wet, her feet dirty and bruised, the mark on her collarbone visible for anyone to see. She must have looked like a woman who had been through a storm, and she supposed she had. Just not the meteorological kind.

The house rose before them, its stone walls catching the light from dozens of windows, its doors standing open in welcome. Staff members in dark uniforms moved through the entrance hall, their expressions professionally neutral despite the state of the woman being escorted toward them.

“The other participants are already gathering,” he said as they approached. “The ceremony will begin shortly. You’ll be asked to stand beside me while the Matron reads the Bond terms. Then you’ll be given the opportunity to accept or decline.”

“And if I accept publicly?”

“Then the Bond is activated. You’ll receive a ribbon—a symbol of your status as Claimed—and the ceremony will conclude. After that, we’ll retire to my quarters for the night.”

“And if I decline?”

“Then you’ll be escorted to your room, and I’ll withdraw my claim. No consequences, no judgment, no further pursuit.” He paused at the base of the entrance steps. “But I don’t think you’re going to decline.”

“No,” she agreed. “I’m not.”

They climbed the steps together.

The doors opened before them, revealing the entrance hall she remembered from her arrival—the dark wood panelling, the ancestral portraits, the massive staircase that rose toward the upper floors. But now, the hall was filled with people: staff, participants, and—she realised with a start—the other Hares, still masked, still in their dark suits, each standing beside a woman who bore a mark similar to hers.

Geraldine stood near the fireplace, her silver hair gleaming in the chandelier light, her body wrapped in a dark coat that must have belonged to the Hare beside her. Her face was composed, almost serene, and when her eyes met Isla’s across the hall, she offered a slight nod of acknowledgment.

The auburn-haired woman stood near one of the windows, her posture rigid, her face flushed with what might have been embarrassment or arousal or both. Her Hare stood close behind her, his masked face tilted toward her hair, his presence a constant reminder of what had transpired in the forest.

Other women—other Claimed—stood throughout the hall, each marked, each accompanied, each displaying varying degrees of composure. Some looked shell-shocked, their eyes wide, their bodies trembling. Others looked radiant, their faces glowing with something that might have been satisfaction.

And standing apart from all of them, near the doors that led to the Great Hall itself, stood Matron Evelyn Hale.

The older woman’s face was unreadable as she watched Isla and her Hare approach. Her gaze moved over them both—assessing, cataloguing, registering every detail of their appearance. When they stopped before her, she inclined her head slightly.

“Ms Harper,” she said. “I see you’ve been claimed.”

“Yes.” Isla’s voice came out steadier than she expected. “I have.”

“And do you wish to activate the Bond?”

“Yes.”

Evelyn’s expression flickered—not with surprise, but with something that might have been approval. “Then proceed to the Great Hall. The ceremony will begin momentarily.”


Chapter Nine — The Public Declaration

ISLA

The Great Hall had transformed.

When Isla had last stood within its walls—only the previous evening, though it felt like a lifetime ago—the space had been arranged for the Ritual Dinner. A long table had dominated the centre, its surface gleaming with silver and crystal, its chairs occupied by women in white silk who had not yet known what awaited them. The Hares had lined the walls like shadows, their masked faces watching, assessing, selecting.

Now, the table was gone.

In its place stood a semicircle of chairs, their backs to the massive hearth, their seats facing the assembled crowd. Each chair was occupied by a woman—or would be, once the procession was complete. The Claimed, arranged for public viewing, their marks visible to anyone who cared to look.

The Hares stood behind their respective chairs.

All of them still masked.

All of them still in their dark suits, though some—like hers—showed evidence of the night’s pursuits. Wet fabric, torn seams, mud stains at the knees. The forest had marked them too, in its way.

The rest of the hall was filled with observers.

Isla recognised some faces from the orientation, from the breakfasts, from the whispered conversations in the conservatory. These were the women who had not been claimed—or who had, perhaps, declined to participate in the hunt. They stood along the walls, their expressions ranging from envy to relief to something that looked almost like hunger.

They were watching.

They were all watching.

Her Hare—she had begun to think of him as hers, despite not knowing his name—guided her toward the semicircle with a hand at the small of her back. The touch was proprietary, possessive, a constant reminder of what had transpired in the forest. She felt it acutely through the fabric of his jacket, which still hung from her shoulders, its weight the only thing preserving any semblance of modesty.

“Third chair from the left,” he murmured against her ear. “That’s where you’ll sit.”

She looked toward the indicated seat.

It was empty, waiting, its wooden frame gleaming in the chandelier light. A small table beside it held a white silk ribbon—the same kind she had seen on previous Claimed women, the symbol that would mark her transition from Guest to Bonded.

The other chairs were filling rapidly.

Geraldine took her seat with the grace of someone who had done this before, her silver hair arranged elegantly despite the night’s exertions, her bearing serene. Her Hare stood behind her, one hand resting on her shoulder, his masked face tilted toward hers in a gesture that seemed almost tender.

The auburn-haired woman—the one who had attracted the first Hare’s attention at the dinner—sank into her chair with less composure. Her face was flushed, her eyes bright with tears she was struggling to contain, her body trembling with what might have been shock or arousal or both. Her Hare remained standing behind her, his posture rigid, his attention fixed on some point above the assembled crowd.

Other women found their seats. Some walked with confidence, their heads held high, their marks displayed proudly. Others moved like sleepwalkers, their bodies present but their minds clearly elsewhere. One woman—the younger participant who had asked about withdrawal during orientation—was crying openly, her tears cutting tracks through the forest dirt that still clung to her cheeks.

Isla watched them all with a strange sense of detachment.

She should have felt more, she thought. More emotion, more drama, more of whatever it was that these other women were experiencing. But after the intensity of the night—the pursuit, the capture, the marking, the kneeling—she felt strangely calm. As though everything that needed to happen had already happened, and what remained was simply formality.

She reached her chair and sat.

The wood was cool against her bare thighs, its surface smooth from years of use. She adjusted his jacket around her shoulders, pulling it tighter, using its bulk to shield herself from the stares that seemed to come from every direction.

He stood behind her.

She could not see him, but she could feel him—the warmth of his body, the weight of his attention, the presence that had become so familiar over the past hours. His hand settled on her shoulder, the touch light but deliberate, a reminder that she was not alone in this strange public ritual.

Matron Evelyn Hale moved to the centre of the semicircle.

The assembled observers fell silent. The only sounds were the crackle of the fire, the distant drip of rainwater from the roof, and the occasional sniffle from one of the tearful Claimed. Isla’s heart beat steadily in her chest, its rhythm slower than she would have expected, as though her body had finally accepted what her mind had been fighting.

“Participants,” Evelyn began, her voice pitched to carry through the hall. “You have completed the Hunt. You have been claimed. Now comes the Declaration—the moment when each Hare announces his claim publicly, and each Claimed woman affirms her acceptance of the Bond.”

She paused, her gaze moving across the semicircle of seated women.

“The Bond is not automatic. It requires consent—public, witnessed, undeniable. When your Hare announces his claim, you will be asked to stand and affirm your acceptance. If you do not wish to activate the Bond, you may remain seated, and the claim will be withdrawn without consequence.”

Isla felt the words settle into her chest.

She had known this, of course—had understood from the contracts and the orientation and the conversations with Geraldine that the Bond was offered, not imposed. But hearing it stated so plainly, in front of all these watching eyes, made the weight of the choice more real.

“The ribbon you see beside each chair is the symbol of the Bond,” Evelyn continued. “When you accept, the ribbon will be tied around your wrist, marking you as Claimed for all to see. This ribbon will remain in place until the Bond’s conclusion—one year from tonight, unless both parties agree to extend or terminate earlier.”

She turned toward the Hare standing behind the chair at the far left end of the semicircle.

“We will begin with the first claim. Step forward and announce.”

The first Hare moved with theatrical grace.

He stepped around his Claimed woman’s chair until he stood beside her, his masked face angled toward the assembled crowd. One hand rested on her shoulder in a gesture that seemed designed to display possession rather than affection.

“I claim Charlotte Annalise Reed,” he announced.

His voice was different from the one Isla had been listening to all night—lighter, with a quality that seemed almost playful. The woman beside him—Charlotte—rose from her chair on unsteady legs. She was young, perhaps early twenties, with dark hair and a delicate build. The mark on her collarbone was visible above the strap of her ruined white dress, its hare symbol dark against her pale skin.

“Do you accept the Bond?” Evelyn asked.

Charlotte looked up at the Hare beside her. Her expression was complicated—a mixture of fear and desire and something that might have been resignation. She studied his masked face for a long moment, her lips pressed together, her hands clasped before her.

Then she nodded.

“I accept,” she said quietly.

Evelyn produced a ribbon from somewhere within her dark dress—the white silk that had been resting on the table beside Charlotte’s chair—and tied it around the young woman’s wrist. The knot was precise, deliberate, a physical manifestation of the contract that had just been activated.

“Charlotte Annalise Reed is Claimed,” Evelyn announced. “The Bond is activated.”

The observers murmured.

Isla could not read their reactions—approval, envy, curiosity, all mixed together in a sound that was neither applause nor commentary. The ceremony continued.

The second Hare stepped forward.

His announcement was simpler, his voice deeper, his manner more restrained. The woman he claimed was older than Charlotte, perhaps mid-thirties, with auburn hair and a composed expression that suggested she had expected this outcome. She rose and accepted without hesitation, her voice clear and steady.

The ribbon was tied.

The Bond was activated.

The observers murmured again.

The third Hare—positioned beside Geraldine’s chair—stepped forward with a grace that spoke of long practice. He was older than the first two, Isla thought, judging by the way he moved, the silver threading through the dark hair visible at his temples beneath the mask. When he spoke, his voice was cultured, refined, carrying the weight of authority.

“I claim Geraldine Anne Ashworth.”

Geraldine rose from her chair with the serenity of someone who had done this many times before. Her silver hair caught the chandelier light, her posture impeccable despite the exhaustion that must have weighed on her. She looked at the Hare beside her with an expression that was difficult to interpret—affection, perhaps, or history, or simply the acceptance of someone who had learned to find peace in surrender.

“I accept the Bond,” she said.

The ribbon was tied.

The Bond was activated.

But when Evelyn made the announcement, she added something more. “Geraldine Anne Ashworth is Claimed for the fourth time. The Bond is renewed.”

Fourth time.

Isla glanced at Geraldine with new understanding. The older woman had said her husband had been a Hare, had claimed her at her first Claim thirty-two years ago. But this—this was something different. This was renewal, continuation, the choice to remain in a Bond rather than let it expire.

Geraldine met her gaze across the semicircle.

Something passed between them—acknowledgment, perhaps, or recognition. Isla understood, suddenly, why Geraldine had sought her out in the conservatory. The older woman had seen something in her, had recognised a kindred hunger, and had offered guidance without ever explicitly naming what she saw.

The ceremony continued.

Fourth claim. Fifth claim. Each announcement followed the same pattern—the Hare stepping forward, the name spoken, the Claimed woman rising and accepting, the ribbon tied, the Bond activated. The observers watched with varying degrees of attention, their murmurs creating a constant backdrop to the formal proceedings.

And then—

The Hare standing behind the chair immediately to Isla’s left stepped forward.

She recognised him immediately.

Rowan.

She did not know how she knew—the name had not been spoken, had not been mentioned since the dinner—but she knew. The quality of his movement, the angle of his mask, the energy that radiated from him even in stillness. This was the Hare who had challenged her Hare’s claim, who had stood at her right hand in the Great Hall and refused to yield until forced.

He stepped around his Claimed woman’s chair with the same theatrical grace he had displayed at the dinner. His hand settled on her shoulder—the same auburn-haired woman who had attracted his attention that first night—and his masked face turned toward the crowd.

“I claim—” He paused, and Isla could almost hear the smile behind the mask. “I claim this exquisite creature whose name I will learn over the coming year.”

The auburn-haired woman made a sound—shock, perhaps, or protest. But she did not speak, did not challenge the omission. She simply stood, her body trembling, her eyes fixed on some point in the middle distance.

“Do you accept the Bond?” Evelyn asked.

The auburn-haired woman turned to look at Rowan. Her expression was raw—fear and desire and something that looked almost like defiance. She seemed to be weighing something, calculating, deciding.

“I accept,” she said finally.

The ribbon was tied.

The Bond was activated.

Rowan turned his masked face toward the crowd and swept an arm toward his Claimed in a gesture that was pure theatre. The observers responded with more than murmurs this time—there were gasps, whispers, the sounds of people being impressed by performance even if they found it distasteful.

And then his masked face turned toward Isla.

She felt his attention settle on her like a weight, felt the challenge implicit in his gaze even though she could not see his eyes. He was looking at her. Looking at the jacket that hung from her shoulders—the jacket that belonged to the Hare who had bested him, who had defended his claim and won.

Looking at the mark on her collarbone.

Looking at the Hare who stood behind her chair, whose hand still rested on her shoulder, whose presence still radiated possessive warmth into her back.

Rowan’s mask tilted slightly.

Then he turned away, returning to his position behind the auburn-haired woman’s chair, his attention apparently shifting to other matters.

But Isla had felt the challenge.

Had felt the unspoken message beneath his gaze.

This is not over.

“Ms Harper.”

Evelyn’s voice cut through the noise of Isla’s thoughts, dragging her back to the present. She realised, with a start, that it was her turn. The Hares and Claimed women to her left had completed their declarations; the attention of the entire room was now focused on her.

She rose from her chair.

The jacket slipped slightly on her shoulders, and she caught it, pulling it tighter around her body. Her bare feet were cold on the stone floor, her legs unsteady from exhaustion, her heart beating faster than it had all night. This was different from the forest, different from the shelter, different from everything that had come before.

This was public.

This was witnessed.

This was the moment when the choice became irrevocable.

She felt him move behind her.

His hand remained on her shoulder, its warmth steady and grounding. He stepped forward until he stood beside her, his masked face turned toward the assembled crowd, his presence a solid wall at her side.

“I claim Isla Wren Harper.”

His voice was different from the others’.

Not theatrical, like Rowan’s. Not purely formal, like the others. His voice carried something else—something that made the observers fall silent, that made Evelyn pause in her scripted response, that made the air itself seem to hold its breath.

It was simple.

Direct.

Absolute.

I claim you.

Not this woman. Not this exquisite creature. Not the bearer of this mark. Her name. Her full name, spoken with a weight that made it sound like a vow.

“Do you accept the Bond?” Evelyn asked.

Isla turned to look at him.

The mask loomed beside her, its white leather catching the chandelier light, its features unreadable. But she could feel his attention—could feel it focused entirely on her, waiting for her response, offering her the choice that he had promised.

She could refuse.

She could remain seated, could decline the Bond, could walk out of this hall and leave Ravenscourt forever. No consequences. No judgment. No pursuit. That was what the contracts guaranteed, what Evelyn had just affirmed.

She could refuse.

She did not want to refuse.

“I accept the Bond,” she said.

Her voice was clear, steady, certain.

Evelyn stepped forward with the white silk ribbon. The Matron’s hands were cool and efficient as she wrapped the fabric around Isla’s wrist, its length circling twice before being secured with a precise knot. The ribbon was soft against her skin, its weight barely noticeable, but its significance was immense.

This was the symbol.

This was the mark that everyone would see, that would announce to the world—or at least to the world of Ravenscourt—that she belonged to someone. That she had been claimed, and had accepted, and was now Bonded for a year.

“Isla Wren Harper is Claimed,” Evelyn announced. “The Bond is activated.”

The observers murmured.

But Isla barely heard them.

She was looking at the ribbon on her wrist, at the white silk that bound her to the man standing beside her. The man whose face she still had not seen. The man whose name she still did not know.

The man who had pursued her through a forest in the rain, who had marked her skin and commanded her to kneel, who had kissed her in a stone shelter and offered her warmth and care.

The man she had chosen.

The remainder of the ceremony passed in a blur.

More claims were announced, more Bonds were activated, more ribbons were tied. Isla stood beside her chair and watched the proceedings with a sense of detachment that surprised her. She was present—physically, certainly—but her mind was elsewhere, turning over what had just occurred, what it meant, what would come next.

At some point, Evelyn announced the conclusion of the ceremony.

The observers began to disperse, some drifting toward the exits, others clustering in groups to discuss what they had witnessed. The Claimed women remained in their seats, their Hares standing behind them, their ribbons gleaming white against skin that showed varying degrees of forest damage.

“You can sit,” he said quietly, his voice close to her ear.

She sat.

The wood was still cool against her thighs, its surface unchanged from before. But everything else had changed. She was Bonded now—officially, publicly, irrevocably. Whatever came next would be shaped by the choice she had just made.

Evelyn approached.

The Matron’s face was carefully neutral, her expression revealing nothing of her thoughts about what had just transpired. She carried a small leather folder, its surface worn with use, its contents presumably related to the Bond that had just been activated.

“The paperwork will be delivered to your quarters in the morning,” Evelyn said, addressing Isla’s Hare. “The standard terms apply unless both parties agree to modifications. The first scheduled return to Ravenscourt is in one month’s time.”

“Thank you, Matron.”

Evelyn turned to Isla.

For a moment, her mask of professional neutrality slipped, and Isla saw something else in the older woman’s eyes—assessment, perhaps, or warning, or simply the recognition of one woman by another.

“He has never had a Bond refused,” Evelyn said quietly. “But he has also never looked at a Claimed woman the way he looked at you tonight.” She paused. “Be careful, Ms Harper. Be intentional. And remember that the power in a Bond flows both ways.”

Before Isla could respond, Evelyn inclined her head and walked away, her dark dress rustling against the stone floor.

The hall was emptying now.

Most of the observers had departed, and the other Claimed women were being led away by their respective Hares, their bodies disappearing through various doors that led to different parts of the house. Soon, only Isla and her Hare remained in the semicircle of chairs.

“It’s time,” he said.

She rose.

His hand found the small of her back again, its touch warm and possessive. He guided her toward a door at the side of the hall—one she had not noticed before, its surface hidden in shadow until they were directly before it.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“My quarters.” His voice was quiet, intimate. “Where you will finally see my face.”

Her heart stuttered.

“Tonight?”

“Tonight.” He opened the door, revealing a corridor beyond. “Right now, if you’re ready.”

She looked at him—at the mask that had concealed his features for two days, at the body that had pursued her through the forest, at the hands that had marked her and touched her and held her when she needed to be held.

“I’m ready,” she said.

They stepped through the door together.


Chapter Ten — The Suite

ISLA

The corridor beyond the door was not what she had expected.

She had anticipated something grand—a sweeping gallery lined with portraits, perhaps, or a marble-floored passage that spoke of the estate’s centuries of wealth and privilege. Instead, she found herself in a narrow hallway, its walls painted a deep burgundy, its floor covered in worn carpet that muffled their footsteps. The lighting was dim, provided by sconces that cast pools of warm gold at irregular intervals.

He guided her forward with his hand at the small of her back, his touch gentle but insistent. They passed several doors, all closed, all identical in their dark wood and brass handles. The silence was profound—not the silence of emptiness, but the silence of privacy, of spaces that were not meant for public view.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“The private wing. The rooms where the Hares stay during the weekend.” His voice was low, intimate, pitched for her ears alone. “Each Hare has a suite here. Mine is at the end of the corridor.”

“Does the wing have a name?”

He made a sound that might have been a laugh. “Nothing so formal. The staff call it the Warren. The Hares simply call it home.”

The Warren.

The name conjured images of burrows and tunnels, of creatures that lived in darkness and emerged only for the hunt. It seemed appropriate, somehow—these masked men who pursued women through forests, who marked them and claimed them and then retreated to their private spaces to do whatever came next.

They reached the end of the corridor.

A door stood before them, its surface indistinguishable from the others they had passed. He produced a key from somewhere—his pocket, she assumed, though the movement was too quick to follow—and inserted it into the lock. The mechanism clicked, and the door swung inward.

“After you,” he said.

She stepped through.

The suite was larger than she had anticipated.

A sitting room greeted her first, its walls lined with bookshelves that reached toward the high ceiling. A fire burned in the hearth, its flames casting dancing shadows across the furniture—a leather sofa, two armchairs, a writing desk positioned near a window that looked out onto the dark grounds. The decor was masculine but not austere, rich with dark colours and worn textures that suggested long use.

Beyond the sitting room, she could see a doorway that led to what appeared to be a bedroom. The bed itself was visible through the gap—a massive four-poster, its hangings drawn back, its sheets turned down as though someone had prepared it for occupation.

“You can see the bedroom from here,” he observed. “That’s intentional. The Trust believes that Claimed women should know what they’re walking toward.”

“Does that usually happen? Women walking into bedrooms they’ve never seen?”

“More often than you might think.” He moved past her, crossing to the hearth where he added another log to the fire. The flames leapt higher, filling the room with additional warmth. “But you’re not required to go anywhere you don’t wish to go. The Bond gives me certain rights, but it does not strip you of agency.”

“What rights does it give you?”

He turned to face her, his masked features unreadable in the firelight.

“Primarily, the right to your company. For the next year, you are expected to spend a significant portion of your time with me—at Ravenscourt during scheduled gatherings, and elsewhere as we negotiate. You are also expected to maintain exclusivity, meaning you will not enter into any other romantic or sexual relationships without my explicit permission.”

“And what do you give in return?”

“Protection. Support. Access to whatever resources you might need to pursue your goals.” He tilted his head slightly. “And something more difficult to quantify—my attention, my care, my investment in your wellbeing and growth.”

“Is that what the previous six women received?”

The question emerged before she could stop it, carrying implications she had not intended. She saw his posture shift slightly—a tension in his shoulders, a stillness in his stance that suggested she had touched something sensitive.

“The previous six women received what they needed,” he said carefully. “Each was different. Each required something different from the Bond. I provided what I could, and in most cases, the arrangement was satisfactory for both parties.”

“In most cases?”

“One woman chose to end the Bond after three months. She realised that what she had been seeking was not something I could provide. We parted amicably, and she has since found what she was looking for elsewhere.”

“And the others?”

“Two chose not to renew after the year ended. Three chose to extend, though none have chosen to remain permanently.” He paused. “I have never had a woman refuse the Bond outright. And I have never had a woman regret accepting it.”

The words hung in the air between them.

She studied him—the mask that still concealed his features, the dark suit that had been soaked and dried and soaked again throughout the night, the hands that hung at his sides with a stillness that spoke of controlled power. This was a man who had pursued six women before her, who had claimed them and marked them and Bonded with them, who had learned what they needed and provided it.

What would he provide for her?

“You’re thinking,” he said.

“I’m trying to understand what I’ve agreed to.”

“You’ve agreed to spend a year with me. To let me guide you, teach you, support you. To explore what exists between us and see if it can become something lasting.” He moved toward her, his footsteps silent on the carpet. “But first, you need to understand who I am. Not just what I’ve done with other women, but who I am beneath the mask.”

He stopped before her.

Close enough to touch, if she had dared. Close enough to see the individual threads of his suit, the slight dampness that still clung to the fabric, the way the firelight painted his form in gold and shadow.

“I promised you would see my face tonight,” he said. “That promise still stands. But I want you to understand something first.”

“What?”

“The mask serves a purpose. It allows the ritual to work. It allows the Hares to become archetypes rather than individuals—to be predators and claimants and possessors without the complication of personal identity. When the mask comes off, that archetype dissolves. I become a man. Just a man.” He reached up and touched the edge of his mask, his fingers resting on the white leather. “Some women find that transition difficult. They fall in love with the Hare, only to discover that the man beneath is different from what they imagined.”

“And what if the man beneath is better than what they imagined?”

The question surprised her. She had not known she was going to ask it until the words emerged from her mouth. But once spoken, she realised how much she meant them. She did not want the archetype. She did not want the predator, the claimant, the possessor. She wanted the man—the one who had kissed her in the stone shelter, who had warmed her by the fire, who had spoken of recognition and wanting.

His hand stilled on the mask.

“Then,” he said quietly, “we might have a chance.”

He removed the mask.

The revelation was not dramatic.

There was no gasp, no cry of recognition, no moment of stunning beauty or shocking ugliness. He was simply—a man.

Dark hair, swept back from a high forehead. Strong features—a jaw that was square without being aggressive, a nose that had been broken at some point and healed slightly crooked, cheekbones that caught the firelight and threw it back as shadow. His eyes were what drew her—not their colour, which was a brown so dark it approached black, but their expression. They were watchful. Intelligent. Intense in a way that the mask had concealed, because the mask had revealed nothing, and his eyes revealed everything.

He was not beautiful in the conventional sense. He was striking. Memorable. The kind of face that grew more interesting the longer you looked at it, that revealed new details with each passing moment.

He was looking at her now.

Without the mask, his gaze was almost overwhelming. She felt it on her skin like a physical touch, felt it trace the line of her jaw, the curve of her throat, the mark on her collarbone that still proclaimed his claim. His eyes moved over her with the same deliberation his hands had employed in the forest—cataloguing, memorising, possessing.

“You’re staring,” he said.

“So are you.”

A smile flickered across his face—brief, almost involuntary, quickly suppressed. “Fair enough.”

She stared because she was trying to reconcile the man before her with the masked figure who had pursued her through the forest. They were the same person—she knew that intellectually—but they felt different. The Hare had been an archetype, a force of nature, a predator without personal history or individual characteristics. This man was someone specific. Someone with a name she now needed to learn, a life she would need to understand, a self she would need to know.

“What is your name?” she asked.

“Lucien. Lucien Ashford.”

The name suited him. Elegant but not pretentious, classical but not fussy. A name that spoke of old money and older traditions, of families that had shaped English history for centuries.

“Lucien,” she repeated, testing the sound on her tongue.

He closed his eyes briefly, as though the sound of his name in her mouth affected him physically. When he opened them again, his gaze was even more intense than before.

“You should not say my name like that,” he said. “Not unless you want to see what it does to me.”

“What does it do to you?”

“Make me want things I’ve been holding back.”

The words sent heat pooling in her belly. She was acutely aware of her state—standing in his sitting room, wearing nothing but his jacket, her body marked and bruised and exhausted from the night’s exertions. She should have felt vulnerable. Should have felt exposed. Instead, she felt something like power.

“What have you been holding back?” she asked.

He moved closer.

The distance between them shrank to inches. She could feel the warmth radiating from his body, could smell the cedar scent of his cologne beneath the petrichor that clung to his clothes. His bare hand—the same hand that had touched her in the forest—rose to her face.

“This,” he said.

His fingers traced her jawline, his touch feather-light. The contact was different from the masked encounters—more intimate, more real. Without the barrier of leather between them, she could feel the texture of his skin, the slight callus on his palm, the warmth of his blood beneath the surface.

“And this,” he continued.

His hand moved to her throat, his fingers curving around the column of her neck. Not squeezing, not threatening, simply holding. His thumb pressed against her pulse point, and she knew he could feel the rapid flutter of her heartbeat.

“And this.”

His other hand found her hip, his fingers splaying across the curve of her bone through the fabric of his jacket. He pulled her toward him, closing the remaining distance between them, until her body was pressed against the length of his.

“Everything I’ve been holding back,” he murmured against her hair, “is you.”

She trembled.

The word—you—landed like a blow, striking something in her that had been waiting to be struck. She had expected possession, dominance, the assertion of rights that the Bond granted him. She had not expected to be the thing he had been holding back for.

His hand on her hip tightened.

“I have been chasing women through this forest for four years,” he said, his voice low and rough. “I have marked six of them. Bonded with six of them. And not once—” His breath caught. “Not once did I feel what I felt when I caught you.”

“What did you feel?”

“Recognition.” The word was the same one he had used in the forest, but it carried more weight now, spoken with his face bare before her. “As though I had been waiting for you without knowing I was waiting. As though every woman before was practice for this moment, this claim, this—” He stopped, his jaw clenching. “I should not feel this way. The ritual is supposed to be structured, controlled, a clear exchange of power and surrender. It is not supposed to feel like—” He stopped again.

“Like what?”

“Like more.”

The word hung between them.

She looked up at him—at the face she had been waiting to see, at the eyes that watched her with an intensity that bordered on desperate. He was afraid, she realised. This man who had pursued her through a forest, who had pinned her against a tree and marked her skin, who had stood before a room full of people and claimed her by name—this man was afraid of what he was feeling.

“Lucien,” she said.

His breath hitched.

“I feel it too,” she continued. “The recognition. The sense that this is—” She struggled for words. “That this is something I’ve been looking for without knowing I was looking. That you are someone I’ve been moving toward my entire life.”

His hand on her throat tightened slightly—not enough to restrict her breath, but enough to make her aware of its presence.

“Be careful what you say,” he warned. “Words have power. Once spoken, they cannot be taken back.”

“I don’t want to take them back.”

She reached up and touched his face.

It was the first time she had touched him deliberately—not in resistance or response, but in intention. Her fingers found his jaw, traced the line of bone beneath his skin, felt the roughness of stubble that had grown throughout the night. He held himself perfectly still, as though her touch was something he had been waiting for and was afraid to disrupt.

“You’ve seen me,” she said. “All of me. Naked in the forest, marked by your hand, kneeling at your feet. You’ve seen me at my most vulnerable.” She held his gaze, refusing to look away. “Now let me see you.”

“I’m standing right in front of you.”

“That’s not what I mean.” Her hand moved to the collar of his shirt, her fingers finding the first button. “You’ve been wearing a mask all night. Not just the leather one—the one that all Hares wear. The predator, the claimant, the archetype.” She began to unbutton the shirt, her movements slow and deliberate. “Let me see the man beneath.”

He did not stop her.

His hands remained at his sides, his body held in that perfect stillness that she was beginning to recognise. She unbuttoned each fastening with care, her fingers brushing the skin beneath as she worked. His chest was revealed inch by inch—dark hair scattered across firm muscle, a scar that ran along his ribs, the steady rise and fall of his breathing.

When the last button was undone, she pushed the shirt from his shoulders.

It fell to the floor behind him, leaving his torso bare. He was beautiful—not in the sculpted, artificial way of models, but in the lived-in way of men who used their bodies for more than appearance. There were scars, she saw. Several of them. A pale line across his shoulder, a puckered mark near his hip, the evidence of a life that had included violence or injury or both.

She reached for his belt.

His hand caught her wrist.

“If you continue,” he said, his voice rough, “I will not be able to stop what comes next.”

“I don’t want you to stop.”

He studied her face, searching for something—hesitation, perhaps, or uncertainty. Whatever he was looking for, he did not find it. His grip on her wrist loosened, and his hand fell away.

She undid the belt.

The leather slid through the loops with a whisper of sound. She set it aside, then reached for the fastening of his trousers. His breath caught as her fingers worked the button, the zipper, the waistband that separated her from what lay beneath.

The trousers fell.

He stood before her in nothing but dark briefs, his body bare from the chest up, his arousal evident beneath the thin fabric. She could see the outline of him, the shape and size that she would soon know more intimately. The sight made heat coil in her belly, made her acutely aware of the wetness that had been building since the forest.

“You’re still wearing my jacket,” he observed.

She looked down at the garment that hung from her shoulders, its weight the only thing preserving her modesty. His jacket, covering the body he had marked and claimed.

“Should I remove it?”

“That depends.” His voice had dropped to a register that vibrated through her chest. “Do you want me to see all of you? Or are you not ready?”

The question was not a challenge, not a demand. It was an offer. A choice. The same kind of choice he had been giving her since the beginning—since the contracts, since the forest, since the moment he had asked her to kneel and then waited for her to decide.

She removed the jacket.

He looked at her.

Not with the hungry aggression she had expected, not with the predatory assessment she had experienced in the forest. He looked at her the way she imagined a man might look at a painting he had been studying for years—familiar with every brushstroke, every colour, every shadow, but still finding new details to appreciate.

“Beautiful,” he said. The word was quiet, almost reverent. “You have no idea how beautiful you are.”

“I’m covered in scratches and mud and—” She stopped, suddenly self-conscious. “I must look like a disaster.”

“You look like a woman who has been pursued and caught and marked.” He stepped closer, his bare chest almost touching hers. “You look like mine.”

His hands found her hips.

The touch was electric—warm and sure and possessive in a way that made her breath catch. He pulled her against him, eliminating the last of the distance between them, until she could feel his arousal pressing against her stomach through the thin fabric of his briefs.

“I have been imagining this since I first saw you,” he murmured against her hair. “Imagining what it would feel like to have you in my arms without the mask, without the ritual, without anything between us but ourselves.”

“And what does it feel like?”

“Like coming home.” The words were spoken against her temple, his breath warm on her skin. “Like finding something I didn’t know I was looking for. Like—” He stopped, his voice roughening. “Like everything.”

His mouth found hers.

The kiss was different from the one in the forest—hotter, deeper, more desperate. Without the mask between them, she could feel the texture of his lips, the scratch of his stubble, the warmth of his breath as it mingled with hers. He kissed her like he was trying to consume her, like he needed to absorb her into himself to believe she was real.

She kissed him back.

Her hands found his chest, her fingers tracing the contours of muscle and hair and scar. She could feel his heart pounding beneath her palm—rapid, unsteady, betraying the calm he was trying to project. The evidence of his desire affected her more than she could have anticipated. This man, this powerful, controlled man, was undone by her. By her touch, her presence, her choice to be here.

He walked her backward.

Their bodies moved together across the sitting room, through the doorway, into the bedroom beyond. The bed loomed behind her, its massive frame promising everything that was about to happen. When her legs hit the mattress, he caught her, his hands steady on her hips, his eyes dark with want.

“Last chance,” he said against her mouth. “Tell me to stop, and I will. Tell me to wait, and I’ll give you time. Tell me what you need, and I’ll provide it.”

“What I need,” she said, “is you.”

He made a sound—half groan, half growl—and lifted her onto the bed.

The sheets were cool against her back, a shocking contrast to the heat of his body as he followed her down. He supported his weight on his arms, his face hovering above hers, his dark eyes searching her expression for any sign of hesitation.

Finding none, he kissed her again.

His mouth travelled from her lips to her jaw to the sensitive spot beneath her ear. He nipped at the lobe, then soothed the sting with his tongue. She arched beneath him, her body responding to every touch with an intensity that bordered on overwhelming.

“You are so responsive,” he murmured against her throat. “Every touch makes you tremble. Every kiss makes you gasp. I can feel how much you want this.”

“I’ve never—” She stopped, embarrassed by the admission she had almost made.

“Never what?”

“Never wanted anyone this much. Never felt like—” She struggled for words. “Like my body was making decisions without consulting my mind.”

His mouth curved into a smile against her skin. “That is exactly what surrender feels like. The body knows what it wants before the mind accepts it.”

He moved lower.

His lips found her collarbone, tracing the path he had marked in the forest. The hare symbol was still visible on her skin, its dark pigment a permanent reminder of his claim. He kissed the mark, his tongue tracing its outline with a reverence that made her shiver.

“Mine,” he said against the symbol. “This says you’re mine. But I want more than a symbol.” He looked up at her, his dark eyes meeting hers. “I want you to feel it.”

His mouth continued its descent.

He kissed the hollow of her throat, the curve of her breast, the sensitive skin beneath. His hands followed, tracing paths of fire across her ribs, her waist, the flare of her hips. Every touch was deliberate, every caress intentional, designed to build the heat that was already pooling between her legs.

When his mouth found her breast, she gasped.

He took her nipple between his lips, his tongue tracing circles around the tight bud. The sensation shot through her like lightning, straight to the core of her desire. She arched into his touch, her hands finding his hair, her fingers tangling in the dark strands.

He responded to her movement with increased pressure, his mouth working her breast while his hand found its twin. He rolled the other nipple between his fingers, pinching and soothing in alternating rhythm. The dual sensation was almost too much—too much pleasure, too much intensity, too much of everything she had been denied for so long.

“Lucien,” she breathed.

His name in her mouth seemed to undo something in him. He lifted his head, his eyes blazing with an intensity that made her breath catch.

“Say it again.”

“Lucien.”

He moved down her body with sudden urgency, his mouth blazing a trail across her stomach, her hip bones, the crease where thigh met torso. He settled between her legs, his shoulders pushing her thighs apart, his breath hot against the wetness that had been building all night.

“I am going to taste you now,” he said. “And you are going to let me. You are going to lie here and take what I give you, and you are going to understand, finally, what it means to be claimed.”

Before she could respond, his mouth found her.

The sensation was unlike anything she had experienced.

His tongue traced the length of her, from the entrance of her body to the swollen bud at her apex. He moved slowly, deliberately, mapping her the way he had mapped the rest of her body—with patience, with attention, with the focused intensity of a man who intended to learn every secret she possessed.

She was already close. Had been close, she realised, since the forest—since the pursuit, since the capture, since the moment he had pinned her against a tree and told her she belonged to him. Every touch, every word, every reminder of his claim had been building toward this moment, and now that it had arrived, she felt like she might shatter from the intensity alone.

He found her clitoris with his tongue.

The direct stimulation was almost too much. She cried out, her hips bucking against his mouth, her hands fisting in the sheets beneath her. He held her steady, his hands gripping her thighs, his mouth continuing its relentless assault on the bundle of nerves that controlled her pleasure.

“Lucien—” His name emerged as a plea. “I can’t—I’m going to—”

“Then let go,” he said against her flesh. “I want to feel you come apart for me.”

His mouth returned to its work, his tongue circling her clitoris with a precision that spoke of practice and intention. He found a rhythm—slow, deliberate, devastating—and maintained it with a consistency that drove her toward the edge with unstoppable momentum.

She felt the pressure building.

It started low in her belly, a tightness that spread outward through her limbs, making her toes curl and her fingers clutch at the sheets. Every stroke of his tongue pushed her higher, closer to something she could feel but not quite reach. She was suspended on the precipice, trembling with the effort of holding back, afraid of what would happen if she let herself fall.

His hands moved from her thighs to her hips, his fingers pressing into the soft flesh with a possessiveness that added another layer to the sensation. He held her open to him, held her still for his mouth, held her exactly where he wanted her to be.

Claimed.

The word echoed through her mind, carrying with it the weight of everything that had transpired since the forest. She had been pursued, caught, marked, displayed before a room full of strangers. She had knelt at this man’s feet and accepted his Bond. And now she was here, in his bed, his mouth between her legs, his hands holding her body as though it belonged to him.

Because it did.

The realisation was the final push she needed.

The orgasm crashed through her like a wave, tearing a cry from her throat that she did not recognise as her own. Her body arched off the bed, her hips straining against his hands, her inner muscles clenching around nothing as pleasure radiated through every nerve ending. He did not stop—continued his relentless stimulation through the peak and beyond, drawing out her climax until she was trembling with the intensity of it.

When he finally lifted his head, she was shaking.

She lay beneath him like a broken thing, her limbs loose, her breath coming in ragged gasps, her mind struggling to process what had just happened. She had experienced pleasure before—of course she had—but never like this. Never with this sense of being taken apart and remade, of being pushed past her limits and discovering they were further than she had imagined.

“You are exquisite when you come,” he said. His voice was rough, his lips swollen from their work, his dark eyes blazing with an intensity that made her breath catch all over again. “I want to see it again. And again. Until you can’t remember what it felt like to come for anyone but me.”

Before she could respond, his mouth found her once more.

The second orgasm came faster than the first.

She was still sensitive from the initial climax, still trembling from the aftershocks, when his tongue resumed its assault on her clitoris. The sensation was almost painful in its intensity—a sharp, electric pleasure that bordered on too much and somehow became more because of it.

She tried to pull away, her body instinctively seeking relief from the stimulation, but his hands held her fast. He was not going to let her escape. He was going to take what he wanted, which was apparently her pleasure, extracted again and again until she had nothing left to give.

“Lucien—” His name emerged as a sob. “I can’t—”

“You can.” He lifted his head briefly, his eyes meeting hers. “You will. Trust me.”

His mouth returned to her flesh.

She did trust him. That was the terrifying part. She trusted this man whose face she had only just seen, whose name she had only just learned, whose history she knew only through the stories of others. She trusted him with her body, her pleasure, her surrender. And somehow, that trust made everything more intense.

The second orgasm built slowly, layering over the aftershocks of the first. He varied his technique now—alternating between broad strokes of his tongue and focused attention on her clitoris, between gentle pressure and firm suction. He was reading her responses, she realised, adjusting his approach based on the sounds she made, the movements of her body, the way her breath caught and released.

He was learning her.

The thought sent her over the edge again.

This orgasm was different from the first—deeper, more prolonged, rolling through her in waves rather than crashing like a sudden break. She felt it everywhere: in her scalp, her fingertips, the soles of her feet. She heard herself making sounds she had never made before, sounds that spoke of pleasure so intense it bordered on pain.

When it was over, she lay limp beneath him, her body spent, her mind empty of everything except the aftermath of sensation.

He kissed his way up her body.

His lips found her inner thigh, her hip, the curve of her waist. He traced a path across her ribs, between her breasts, along her collarbone. Each kiss was gentle, almost reverent, a counterpoint to the intensity of what had come before.

When he reached her mouth, he kissed her differently.

This kiss was slow, exploratory, almost tender. She could taste herself on his lips, could feel the evidence of her arousal on his chin, could smell the musk of her own desire mingling with the cedar of his cologne. The combination was intoxicating, making her head spin with implications she was too exhausted to fully process.

“You did beautifully,” he murmured against her mouth. “You surrendered so completely. Gave me everything I asked for and more.”

“What—” She swallowed, her throat dry. “What happens now?”

“Now?” He lifted his head, his dark eyes meeting hers. “Now I take what is mine.”

He removed his briefs.

She watched as he revealed himself to her finally—fully, completely, without any barriers remaining between them. He was beautiful in the way of men who were comfortable in their bodies, his form lean and muscular, his arousal jutting proudly from a nest of dark hair. The sight of him made heat coil in her belly all over again, despite the exhaustion that weighted her limbs.

He retrieved something from the nightstand—a small packet, which he tore open with practiced efficiency. She watched as he rolled the protection down his length, his movements deliberate, his eyes never leaving her face.

“I want to look at you,” he said. “When I’m inside you for the first time. I want to see your face when you understand, finally, what it means to belong to me.”

He positioned himself between her legs.

The head of his erection pressed against her entrance, the contact making them both inhale sharply. She was wet—wet from his mouth, wet from her own arousal, wet with wanting that had been building since the forest. He slid against her, coating himself in her slickness, teasing them both with the promise of what was to come.

“Tell me you want this,” he said.

“I want this.”

“Tell me you want me.”

“I want you, Lucien.”

His name was all the permission he needed.

He pushed inside her.

The sensation was overwhelming.

He moved slowly, inch by inch, giving her body time to adjust to the intrusion. She felt herself stretching around him, felt the slight burn of being filled more completely than she had ever been filled before. He was large—larger than anyone she had been with—and the difference was not merely physical.

It felt like being claimed all over again.

When he was fully seated within her, he stopped.

His body covered hers completely, his weight supported on his forearms, his face hovering inches above her own. She could feel his heart pounding against her chest, could feel the tension in his muscles as he held himself still against the instinct to move.

“You feel incredible,” he said. His voice was strained, as though the words were being dragged from him against his will. “Tight and hot and—” He broke off, his jaw clenching. “I’ve wanted this since I first saw you. Wanted to be inside you, wanted to feel you around me, wanted to make you mine in every way possible.”

“You have me,” she said. “I’m right here.”

“I know.” His dark eyes bored into hers with an intensity that made her breath catch. “That’s what makes this so unbearable. You’re here, you’re mine, and I have to go slowly when every instinct is screaming at me to take you hard and fast and—”

“Then take me.”

The words emerged before she could stop them, carrying implications she had not fully considered. But once spoken, she realised they were true. She did not want slow. She did not want gentle. She wanted to be taken, to be claimed, to be made to feel every inch of what it meant to belong to him.

His control snapped.

What followed was not gentle.

He pulled back almost completely, then drove into her with a force that pushed her up the mattress. She gasped at the intensity, at the feeling of being claimed so thoroughly that her body had no choice but to accept him. He set a rhythm that was demanding, possessive, relentless—each thrust a declaration, each stroke a reminder of the mark on her collarbone and the ribbon on her wrist.

She met him with equal fervour.

Her hips rose to meet his, her legs wrapping around his waist, her hands finding his shoulders and digging into the muscle she found there. The pleasure was building again, different from what his mouth had given her, deeper and more primal, rooted in the place where their bodies joined.

“Look at me,” he commanded.

She opened eyes she had not realised she had closed.

His face was above hers, his features tight with strain, his dark eyes blazing with something that looked almost like desperation. He was holding back, she realised—holding back the full force of what he wanted to give her, trying to maintain control even as he took her with increasing intensity.

“Don’t hold back,” she said.

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t.” She reached up and touched his face, her fingers tracing his jaw. “I’m not fragile, Lucien. I don’t need to be treated like I’ll break.”

Something shifted in his expression.

His next thrust was harder, deeper, carrying a force that made her cry out. He watched her face as he moved, gauging her response, adjusting his angle and rhythm based on what he saw. When he found the spot inside her that made her gasp, he focused on it with devastating precision.

“Like that?” he asked.

“Yes—there—don’t stop—”

He did not stop.

The pressure built within her, coiling tighter and tighter with each thrust. She was close again, closer than she had been with his mouth, because this pleasure was compounded by the weight of him above her, the sound of his breathing in her ear, the knowledge that she was being claimed in the most fundamental way possible.

“Come for me,” he said against her throat. “Come with me inside you. Come while I’m taking what is mine.”

The command was all she needed.

Her third orgasm of the night crashed through her, even more intense than the previous two. She felt her inner muscles clench around him, felt her body arch off the mattress, felt everything dissolve into white-hot pleasure that consumed every thought, every sensation, everything except the man who was driving into her with increasing desperation.

He followed her over the edge.

His rhythm faltered, became erratic, and then he buried himself to the hilt with a groan that seemed to come from somewhere deep within his chest. She felt him pulse inside her, felt the warmth of his release through the barrier between them, felt the way his body shuddered against hers as the pleasure took him.

They collapsed together.

The aftermath was quiet.

He rolled to the side, taking her with him, arranging their bodies so that she lay tucked against his chest. His heart pounded beneath her ear, its rhythm gradually slowing from the frantic pace of their coupling. His hand found her hair, his fingers threading through the tangled strands with a gentleness that seemed at odds with what had just transpired.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

She considered the question.

Her body was exhausted, pushed past limits she had not known she possessed. The mark on her collarbone throbbed slightly, a reminder of the forest and everything that had happened since. The ribbon on her wrist caught the dim light from the sitting room, its white silk a visible symbol of the choice she had made.

And beneath all of that, beneath the exhaustion and the soreness and the overwhelming weight of what she had experienced, was something else.

Something that felt like peace.

“I’m more than all right,” she said. “I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.”

His arms tightened around her.

They lay in silence as the fire crackled in the hearth, as the night deepened around them, as the reality of what they had both chosen settled into their bones. She felt sleep pulling at her, dragging her toward darkness, and she did not resist.

The last thing she felt before unconsciousness claimed her was his lips against her hair, and the whisper of words she was too tired to fully comprehend.

“You are everything I was looking for,” he said. “Everything I didn’t know I needed. Everything I will spend the next year proving I deserve.”


Chapter Eleven — The Morning After

ISLA

She woke to sunlight streaming through windows she did not recognise.

For a disorienting moment, she lay still, her mind struggling to place herself in space and time. The bed beneath her was softer than any she had slept in, its sheets carrying the scent of cedar and something else—something muskier, more intimate. The room around her was unfamiliar, its walls lined with bookshelves, its hearth cold now but still bearing the remains of the previous night’s fire.

Then memory crashed over her like a wave.

The forest. The pursuit. The capture and marking. The ceremony, the declaration, the walk through the Warren to this suite. The mask coming off, revealing Lucien’s face for the first time. And then—

Heat flooded her cheeks as she recalled the night that followed.

She was alone in the bed. The space beside her was cool, its sheets undisturbed, suggesting that its occupant had risen some time ago. She turned her head, scanning the room for any sign of him, but the sitting room beyond the bedroom doorway appeared empty.

She sat up.

The movement made her acutely aware of her body. There was soreness between her legs, a tender ache that spoke of the night’s activities. The mark on her collarbone had faded slightly but was still visible, its hare symbol dark against her pale skin. The ribbon on her wrist caught the morning light, its white silk a reminder of the Bond she had accepted.

What had she done?

The question surfaced unbidden, carrying with it a weight she had not anticipated. In the clarity of morning, with the adrenaline of the hunt faded and the intensity of the night behind her, she could examine her choices with something approaching objectivity.

She had accepted a Bond with a man whose face she had not seen until hours ago. She had let him mark her, claim her, take her to his bed. She had surrendered—not just her body, but something deeper, something she had spent her entire life protecting.

And she did not regret it.

That was the most surprising part. She had expected regret, or at least uncertainty, to surface in the morning light. Instead, she felt something like peace. Like rightness. Like she had finally stopped fighting a battle she had not realised she was waging.

The door to the suite opened.

Lucien entered, carrying a tray laden with covered dishes, a coffee pot, and two cups. He was dressed differently from the night before—dark trousers and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, his feet bare on the carpet. Without the mask, without the formal suit, he looked younger, more approachable, almost human.

“Good morning,” he said. His dark eyes found hers across the room, and something in his expression softened. “How do you feel?”

She considered the question.

“Sore,” she admitted. “Overwhelmed. Uncertain about what comes next.” She paused, weighing her next words. “But not regretful.”

Something flickered across his face—relief, perhaps, or satisfaction. He crossed to the bed and set the tray on the nightstand, then sat on the edge of the mattress beside her.

“The morning after is often the hardest part,” he said. “The ritual provides structure for the chase and the claiming, but it does not prepare you for the reality of waking up Bonded to someone you barely know.”

“Do you do this often? Bring breakfast to women you’ve claimed?”

A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Every time. The Trust mandates that all Claimed women be provided with breakfast in their Hare’s quarters the morning after. It’s considered an important transitional ritual.”

“So this is obligation, not affection?”

“I didn’t say that.” He reached for the coffee pot and poured two cups, handing one to her. “The Trust mandates the breakfast. What I choose to include in that breakfast—and how I choose to serve it—is entirely my own decision.”

She took the cup, inhaling the rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee. The warmth against her palms was grounding, a small comfort in the midst of so much uncertainty.

“What happens now?” she asked.

He settled back against the headboard beside her, his own cup cradled in his hands. His profile was sharp in the morning light, the crooked nose and strong jaw giving him an appearance that was more striking than handsome.

“Now we talk,” he said. “About the Bond, about expectations, about what the next year will look like for both of us.” He took a sip of his coffee before continuing. “The contract you signed was deliberately vague. It outlines the basic structure of the Bond—exclusivity, scheduled appearances at Ravenscourt, certain behavioural expectations—but it does not address the specifics of daily life. Those are negotiated between each Hare and his Claimed.”

“What kinds of specifics?”

“Living arrangements. Communication protocols. The nature and extent of my authority over your decisions.” He turned to look at her, his dark eyes serious. “Some Hares prefer a highly structured arrangement, with explicit rules governing every aspect of their Claimed’s behaviour. Others prefer something looser, more collaborative. The Bond can be whatever we agree to make it.”

“And what do you prefer?”

The question hung between them.

He was silent for a moment, his gaze distant, as though he were considering his response carefully.

“I have tried both approaches,” he said finally. “My first two Bonds were highly structured. I created detailed protocols for everything—what my Claimed wore, how she spoke, when she was permitted to ask questions or express opinions. I thought that was what the Bond required. What I was supposed to want.”

“And?”

“It did not satisfy either of us.” His voice carried a weight that suggested the memories were not entirely comfortable. “My Claimed felt stifled, controlled to the point of losing herself. And I felt—I felt like I was playing a role rather than building something real.”

“So you changed your approach?”

“With my third Bond, yes. I tried the opposite extreme—minimal structure, maximum autonomy. My Claimed came and went as she pleased, made her own decisions, maintained her independence. The Bond was more like a traditional relationship than anything else.”

“And that was better?”

“In some ways. She was happier, certainly. But I found myself—” He stopped, his jaw tightening. “I found myself wanting something I had agreed not to demand. The structure, the control, the clear delineation of power that drew me to the ritual in the first place.”

“What happened with her?”

“She ended the Bond after three months.” His voice was flat, deliberately devoid of emotion. “She had entered the Claim seeking something specific—structured surrender, the opportunity to explore submission within clear boundaries. I failed to provide that because I was afraid of repeating my earlier mistakes.”

The admission hung in the air between them.

She studied his profile in the morning light, seeing something she had not noticed before. Beneath the controlled exterior, beneath the confidence and competence, was a man who had been struggling to understand himself. Who had made mistakes and been unable to learn from them because each mistake seemed to contradict the last.

“What do you want with me?” she asked quietly.

He turned to face her fully, his dark eyes meeting hers with an intensity that made her breath catch.

“I want to find balance,” he said. “I want structure and surrender, but I also want connection and growth. I want you to feel claimed without feeling conquered. I want you to submit without losing yourself.” He reached out and touched her face, his fingers tracing her jaw with the same tenderness he had shown the night before. “Most of all, I want to do this differently. Whatever this is between us—it feels different from anything I’ve experienced before. And I want to honour that by figuring out what it needs, rather than imposing what I think it should be.”

She considered his words.

The honesty was unexpected. She had anticipated negotiation, perhaps manipulation—a man who had claimed six women before her surely knew how to shape a Bond to his advantage. Instead, he was offering something rawer. Something that acknowledged his own uncertainties and invited her into the process of resolution.

“What if I don’t know what I need either?” she asked.

“Then we figure it out together.” His thumb brushed across her lower lip, the touch sending a shiver through her despite the morning warmth. “That is what the Bond is meant for. Not ownership, but exploration. Not control, but discovery. We have a year to learn each other, to understand what we need from each other, to build something that might outlast the contract that brought us together.”

“And if we can’t? If we discover that we want different things?”

“Then we part ways when the Bond ends, with gratitude for what we shared and no bitterness about what we couldn’t.” His hand dropped from her face, returning to his coffee cup. “But I don’t think that will happen. What I felt last night—what I’ve felt since I first saw you at the orientation dinner—suggests that we want the same things. We simply haven’t learned to name them yet.”

They ate breakfast in bed.

He had brought more than coffee—there were eggs and toast, fresh fruit and yoghurt, pastries that smelled of butter and sugar. She ate with an appetite that surprised her, her body recovering from the exertions of the night before.

He watched her eat with an expression she was learning to recognise. It was possessive, yes—every look he gave her carried that quality—but it was also caring. Attentive. The look of a man who derived satisfaction from providing for someone under his protection.

“You’re watching me,” she observed.

“I enjoy watching you.” He reached for a strawberry and held it to her lips. “I enjoy knowing that I provided this meal, that you are eating it in my bed, that every bite you take is possible because I chose to serve you.”

She accepted the strawberry, her teeth closing around the fruit, her tongue brushing against his fingers as they withdrew. The gesture was intimate, charged with implications that had nothing to do with food.

“Is that what you want from the Bond?” she asked after she had swallowed. “To provide for me? To take care of me?”

“Partially.” He selected another strawberry, offering it to her with the same deliberate care. “I want to provide structure and support. I want to create a framework within which you can explore surrender without fear. But I also want—” He stopped, his jaw working as though he were wrestling with something difficult to articulate.

“What?”

“I want you to want me.” The words emerged rough, almost reluctant. “Not just to submit to me, not just to accept my claim, but to actively desire what I offer. To choose me every day, even when you could choose otherwise.”

She stared at him.

The admission was vulnerable in a way she had not expected from this man who had seemed so controlled, so certain, throughout the ritual. He was revealing something that mattered to him, something that the Bond contracts and ceremonial structures could not guarantee.

“I do want you,” she said. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”

“But will you still want me in a month? In six months? When the intensity of the chase has faded and what remains is daily life, with all its mundane challenges and ordinary disappointments?” He set aside the fruit, his hands finding hers and holding them firmly. “That is what I need to know. Not whether you want me now, in the aftermath of the ritual, but whether you can want me—will want me—when the ritual is just a memory.”

She considered the question carefully.

The honest answer was that she did not know. How could she? She had known this man for less than two days, had seen his face for the first time only hours ago. The intensity of their connection was undeniable, but intensity was not the same as permanence. Desire was not the same as commitment.

But something in her resisted the uncertainty.

She thought about the forest, about the pursuit and capture. She thought about the stone shelter, where he had kissed her with a tenderness that belied the predator he had been. She thought about the night that followed, the way he had taken her and held her, the words he had whispered against her hair before sleep claimed her.

You are everything I was looking for.

The words had seemed like exhaustion speaking, like the emotional overflow of an intense experience. But now, in the clarity of morning, she wondered if they had been true.

“I can’t promise to want you forever,” she said finally. “I can’t promise that what I feel now will last, or that it will grow into something deeper, or that we won’t discover incompatibilities that make continuation impossible.” She squeezed his hands, holding his gaze with as much directness as she could muster. “But I can promise to try. To approach this Bond with openness and honesty, to communicate my needs and listen to yours, to give whatever we build between us a genuine chance.”

He studied her face for a long moment.

Then he lifted her hands to his mouth and pressed his lips against her knuckles.

“That is all I ask,” he said.

A knock on the door interrupted whatever might have come next.

Lucien’s expression shifted instantly, the vulnerability of the previous moment replaced by the controlled composure she had come to associate with him. He rose from the bed and crossed to the sitting room, his bare feet silent on the carpet.

Isla heard the door open, heard the murmur of voices in conversation. She could not make out the words, but she recognised the tone—formal, efficient, the sound of estate business being conducted.

She took advantage of his absence to rise from the bed.

Her clothes from the previous night were nowhere to be seen—presumably removed by staff at some point, though she had no memory of that happening. She spotted a robe draped across a chair near the window and crossed to claim it, wrapping the heavy fabric around her body with a sigh of relief.

The robe was clearly his. The fabric carried his scent, cedar and musk, and the shoulders hung too wide, the sleeves too long. But it was warm and clean and infinitely preferable to walking around naked.

She moved to the window, looking out at the grounds she had fled through just hours before. In daylight, the forest was transformed—still vast and dense, but no longer threatening. The trees were simply trees, their branches reaching toward a pale morning sky, their leaves rustling in a gentle breeze.

She had run through that forest. Had hidden in its hollows and fallen in its streams. Had been pursued and captured and marked by the man whose robe now hung from her shoulders.

And she had chosen it.

That was the thought that kept returning, no matter how many times she tried to examine it from different angles. She had chosen to accept the invitation. Chosen to sign the contracts. Chosen to stop running in the forest, to kneel at his feet, to accept the Bond in front of everyone gathered in the Great Hall.

Every step of this journey had been her decision. Even when it had felt inevitable, even when the pressure of pursuit and the weight of expectation had seemed to close off alternatives, she had retained the power to refuse. The Trust’s contracts guaranteed it. The ceremony affirmed it. Lucien himself had reminded her of it repeatedly.

She had chosen this.

The realisation settled into her bones like warmth from a fire, spreading through her body and loosening tensions she had not known she carried. She had spent so much of her life feeling passive—subject to the expectations of family, the demands of career, the subtle pressures of a society that told women what they should want without ever asking what they actually needed. The forest had stripped all of that away. The ritual had forced her to confront what she wanted, underneath all the layers of should and ought and supposed to.

And what she wanted was this.

Not just Lucien, though the man himself was rapidly becoming central to her desires. Not just the pleasure he had given her, though her body still hummed with the memory of his touch. What she wanted was the structure he offered—the framework of expectations and boundaries within which she could finally, for the first time in her life, stop holding herself together through sheer force of will.

The door closed behind her.

She turned to find Lucien crossing the sitting room toward her, his expression unreadable. He moved with the same controlled grace she had observed since the dinner, but there was something different in his bearing now—a tension in his shoulders, a tightness in his jaw that suggested the conversation at the door had not been pleasant.

“Trouble?” she asked.

“Matron Hale wishes to see us both before lunch.” He stopped before her, his dark eyes meeting hers. “Apparently, there are matters to discuss regarding the Bond. Administrative details that require immediate attention.”

“Is that unusual?”

“No. But the timing is.” He reached out and touched her arm, his fingers tracing the edge of the robe where it gaped at her collarbone. “Usually, newly Bonded pairs are given twenty-four hours of privacy before any formal obligations are introduced. Evelyn is not one to break protocol without reason.”

“What reason might she have?”

“I don’t know.” His hand stilled on her arm, his expression tightening. “But I intend to find out.”

An hour later, they sat in Evelyn Hale’s office.

The room was smaller than Isla had expected, tucked away in a corner of the estate that seemed designed to be overlooked. The walls were lined with filing cabinets rather than bookshelves, their surfaces labelled with dates and categories in a precise hand that spoke of meticulous organisation. The desk at the centre of the room was similarly ordered—papers stacked in neat piles, pens aligned at perfect right angles, a single lamp casting warm light across the surface.

Evelyn herself sat behind the desk, her silver hair pulled back in its usual severe knot, her dark dress immaculate despite the early hour. She looked between Isla and Lucien with an expression that was difficult to read—assessment, perhaps, or evaluation, or simply the natural scrutiny of someone whose role required constant observation.

“Thank you for coming so promptly,” Evelyn said. Her voice was measured, controlled, pitched at a register that suggested formality without warmth. “I apologise for interrupting your recovery time, but certain matters have arisen that require immediate discussion.”

“What matters?” Lucien’s voice carried an edge that Isla had not heard before. He sat beside her on a small settee positioned before the desk, his body angled toward Evelyn in a way that suggested both attention and challenge.

“First, the administrative details.” Evelyn opened a folder on her desk, its contents hidden from Isla’s view. “The Bond paperwork has been finalised and filed with the Trust. Ms Harper’s emergency contacts have been notified of her change in status, as per the standard protocol. Her employer has received the formal notification of her participation in the Claim, though the specifics of the Bond remain confidential as agreed.”

Isla felt a flicker of surprise. She had not considered the practical implications of accepting the Bond—how it would affect her life beyond the estate, what explanations would be offered to those who knew her.

“Second,” Evelyn continued, “there is the matter of the annual general meeting. As you know, the Trust conducts its formal business during the weekend following each Claim. Newly Bonded pairs are expected to attend and be introduced to the wider membership.”

“When is the meeting?” Isla asked.

“Tomorrow evening.” Evelyn’s gaze shifted to her, carrying a weight that felt almost like warning. “Attendance is mandatory for all Bonded participants. The Trust’s leadership wishes to observe the newest claims and assess their potential for long-term success.”

“Assess?” Lucien’s voice sharpened. “The Bond is a private arrangement between two individuals. The Trust has no authority to assess its success or failure.”

“The Trust has every authority to ensure that its rituals are being honoured appropriately.” Evelyn’s tone remained calm, but there was steel beneath the surface. “As you well know, Mr Ashford. The Claim exists within a framework of expectations—expectations that you, as a four-time participant, are uniquely positioned to understand.”

The tension in the room was palpable.

Isla looked between them, sensing a history that predated her arrival at the estate. There was something in Evelyn’s manner—not hostility, exactly, but a challenge that seemed directed at Lucien specifically.

“Is there a concern about my Bond?” Lucien asked. His voice had gone quiet, controlled in a way that suggested barely leashed anger. “Has someone suggested that it does not meet the Trust’s expectations?”

“There are always concerns when a senior Hare makes an unexpected claim.” Evelyn’s gaze shifted to Isla, studying her with an intensity that made her straighten. “Ms Harper was not among the anticipated candidates for your attention. Her presence at the Claim was a late addition to the guest list, and her background—” She stopped, her lips pursing slightly. “Her background presents certain complications.”

“What complications?” Isla asked.

Evelyn turned to her fully, her expression shifting into something that might have been sympathy.

“Your family, Ms Harper. Your connections. The Trust makes it a practice to investigate all guests before extending invitations, and the investigation into your background revealed—” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “Relationships that might prove problematic for a Bond with someone of Mr Ashford’s standing.”

The words landed like stones dropped into still water.

Isla felt the impact of them, felt the ripples spreading outward through her understanding of the situation. Her family. Her connections. The relationships she had spent her adult life trying to escape, the weight of expectations and obligations that had driven her to accept the invitation in the first place.

“I don’t understand,” she said, though some part of her was beginning to. “What do my family connections have to do with the Bond?”

“The Trust is a conservative institution,” Evelyn said carefully. “Its membership includes families who have participated in the Claim for generations—families with certain expectations about appropriate matches. When a Hare of Mr Ashford’s calibre makes a claim, there are… implications. Social and political ramifications that extend beyond the individuals directly involved.”

“You’re suggesting that my family might object to the Bond?”

“I’m suggesting that your family’s response to the Bond could create complications for the Trust.” Evelyn’s voice remained measured, but there was something in her expression that suggested she was choosing her words with extreme care. “The investigation revealed that your father has business connections with several Trust members. Connections that might be affected by his daughter’s participation in the Claim.”

Isla felt the blood drain from her face.

She had not told her father about the invitation. Had not told anyone in her family about Ravenscourt or the Claim or the contract she had signed. Her participation had been an act of rebellion, a private assertion of autonomy against the expectations that had always constrained her.

Her father did not know.

But he would know now. Or he would know soon, when the formal notification reached its destination and the carefully constructed walls between her real life and this secret world came crashing down.

“I need to—” She stopped, her voice unsteady. “I need to make a call.”

“That won’t be possible.” Evelyn’s tone was not unkind, but it was firm. “The estate maintains strict communication protocols during the Claim weekend. All outgoing calls must be approved by Trust leadership.”

“And if I request approval?”

“Your request would be considered. But given the circumstances—” Evelyn glanced at Lucien before returning her attention to Isla. “Given the complications that have arisen, I would advise against drawing additional attention to your situation until the formal meeting has concluded.”

The implication was clear.

Whatever was happening—the investigation, the concerns about her family, the scrutiny being directed at Lucien’s claim—Isla was not supposed to interfere. She was supposed to wait, to follow protocol, to trust that the Trust knew what was best for everyone involved.

She had spent her entire life following that advice. Trusting that others knew better. Accepting that her role was to comply rather than to question.

The forest had taught her something different.

“With respect,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt, “I did not accept a Bond with the Trust. I accepted a Bond with Lucien. Whatever complications my family connections might create, they are between me and the man I have chosen—not between me and an institution that seems to think it has the right to manage my relationships.”

The silence that followed was profound.

Evelyn stared at her with an expression that might have been surprise or respect or some combination of both. Lucien, beside her, had gone very still, his body tense with something she could not immediately identify.

“Ms Harper,” Evelyn said finally, “I have been overseeing Claims for thirty-seven years. In that time, I have observed hundreds of newly Bonded pairs pass through this estate. Many of them were compliant, eager to please, willing to accept whatever guidance the Trust offered.” She paused, her gaze sharp. “A few were not. Those few, I have found, are the ones whose Bonds tend to succeed.”

Isla blinked, uncertain how to interpret the statement.

“You came to Ravenscourt seeking something,” Evelyn continued. “The investigation revealed that much, even if it did not reveal precisely what you were seeking. The Claim has a way of revealing truths that participants themselves may not fully understand.” She glanced at Lucien again, her expression unreadable. “Mr Ashford has a history of complicated Bonds. He has never had a claim refused, but he has also never had a claim that the Trust considered unambiguously successful. Perhaps you will be different.”

“Perhaps,” Isla agreed. “But that is for us to determine—not for the Trust to assess from a distance.”

Something that might have been a smile flickered across Evelyn’s face.

“The meeting tomorrow evening,” she said. “Seven o’clock in the Long Gallery. Formal attire is expected. I suggest you use the intervening time to prepare yourselves for questions that may prove… challenging.”

She closed the folder on her desk, the gesture clearly indicating that the audience was concluded.

They walked back to Lucien’s suite in silence.

The corridor seemed longer than before, its burgundy walls pressing in on Isla from both sides. Her mind was racing, processing everything Evelyn had revealed and everything she had not revealed—the implications that lurked beneath the formal language, the challenges that had been hinted at but not articulated.

Her family. Her father’s business connections. The political ramifications of a Bond that the Trust apparently considered problematic.

She had thought she was escaping all of that when she accepted the invitation. Had believed that Ravenscourt existed outside the web of expectations and obligations that had always constrained her. But it seemed there was no escape—only different versions of the same constraints, wearing different masks.

“I should have told you,” Lucien said quietly.

She looked at him, seeing the tension in his jaw, the tightness in his shoulders.

“Told me what?”

“About the Trust’s investigation procedures. About the way they assess claims and evaluate candidates.” He stopped walking, turning to face her in the narrow corridor. “I knew that your presence on the guest list was a late addition. I knew that your background would be subject to scrutiny. But I did not think—” He broke off, his expression frustrated. “I did not think it would matter. I did not think they would dare to question my choice.”

“Question it how?”

“By raising concerns with the membership. By suggesting that my claim was impulsive or ill-considered. By—” He stopped again, his hands clenching at his sides. “By finding ways to undermine the Bond before it has a chance to succeed.”

“Why would they do that? What possible benefit could there be in undermining a Bond between consenting adults?”

“Because the Trust is not just an institution—it is a network. A collection of families and individuals whose interests are intertwined in ways that extend far beyond the Claim.” His voice was bitter, revealing a frustration that had clearly been building for some time. “My family has been part of this network for generations. My position as a Hare carries certain… responsibilities. Expectations about the kinds of women I should claim, the kinds of Bonds I should form.”

“And I don’t meet those expectations?”

“You exceed them in ways that make people uncomfortable.” He reached out and touched her face, his fingers tracing her jaw with a tenderness that contradicted the tension in his voice. “You are intelligent, independent, accomplished. You have a life outside this world, connections that could be valuable to the Trust if they were properly cultivated. But you also have a family that—”

“That embodies everything the Trust finds distasteful,” she finished. “New money. Social climbing. The desperate pursuit of status that old money finds so contemptible.”

He did not deny it.

“I knew who you were before I claimed you,” he said instead. “Not the specifics of your family’s situation, but enough to understand that the Trust would have opinions. I claimed you anyway, because what I felt—” He stopped, his expression raw. “What I felt when I saw you at that dinner was not something I was willing to sacrifice for the sake of institutional approval.”

She stared at him, seeing something in his face that had not been there before. Vulnerability. Uncertainty. The fear that he had made a choice that could not be undone.

“The Trust can assess all they want,” she said finally. “They can ask questions and raise concerns and make their disapproval known. But they cannot break a Bond that both parties are committed to maintaining.”

“No,” he agreed. “They cannot. But they can make the year ahead significantly more difficult. They can create obstacles, introduce complications, ensure that the path to a successful Bond is anything but smooth.”

“Then we’ll navigate those obstacles together.” She reached up and covered his hand with her own, pressing his palm more firmly against her cheek. “I didn’t accept this Bond because I thought it would be easy. I accepted it because I thought it was right. Because I felt—” She struggled for words. “Because I felt something I’ve never felt before. Something worth fighting for.”

His thumb brushed across her cheekbone, the touch almost reverent.

“You are remarkable,” he said quietly. “Do you know that? In three years of participating in the Claim, I have never met a woman who responded to institutional pressure with defiance rather than accommodation.”

“Maybe that’s why you chose me.”

“Maybe it is.”

He leaned down and kissed her—gently at first, then with increasing intensity. The kiss was different from the ones they had shared the night before. Less desperate, more deliberate. A promise rather than a claim.

When he pulled back, his dark eyes were warm with something that might have been hope.

“The meeting tomorrow evening,” he said. “We’ll face it together. Whatever questions they ask, whatever challenges they raise, we’ll present a united front.”

“And tonight?”

His smile was slow, heated. “Tonight, we focus on something other than the Trust’s opinions.”


Chapter Twelve — Preparation

ISLA

The afternoon light was fading by the time they returned to Lucien’s suite.

The walk through the Warren’s narrow corridors had been quiet, each lost in their own thoughts about the meeting with Evelyn and the complications it had revealed. Isla’s mind churned with questions she could not yet articulate, concerns that circled like birds before settling into something coherent.

Her father. His business connections. The Trust’s investment in a Bond they apparently considered problematic.

She had spent her entire life trying to escape her family’s shadow, only to discover that the shadow extended further than she had imagined. Even here, in this secluded estate where powerful men claimed women through ancient ritual, the reach of her father’s influence could be felt.

Lucien closed the door behind them and turned to face her.

“We have approximately twenty hours before the Trust meeting,” he said. His voice was measured, controlled, but she could see the tension in his shoulders, the tightness in his jaw. “I suggest we use that time to prepare you for what to expect.”

“Prepare me how?”

“By explaining the Trust’s structure, its membership, its expectations for newly Bonded pairs.” He moved to the sitting room, gesturing for her to follow. “By ensuring that when you walk into that meeting tomorrow evening, you understand exactly what you’re walking into.”

She settled onto the leather sofa, tucking her legs beneath her, the robe still wrapped around her body. He did not sit beside her—instead, he stood before the cold hearth, his arms crossed over his chest, his dark eyes watching her with an intensity that had become familiar.

“Tell me about the Trust,” she said.

“The Ravenscourt Trust was established in 1847,” Lucien began. “Though the Claim itself is believed to have origins dating back several centuries earlier. The ritual began as a private arrangement among a small group of landowning families—a way of formalising matches that might otherwise have been complicated by social or political considerations.”

“Arranged marriage with ceremony,” Isla observed.

“More than that. The Claim was designed to create partnerships based on complementary desires rather than family convenience. The pursuit, the capture, the marking—these were meant to strip away the artificial constraints of society and reveal something more fundamental about compatibility.”

“And the Trust? What role does it play?”

“The Trust was created to formalise the ritual, to ensure its continuation across generations, to protect the estate and its traditions from external interference.” He shifted his weight, his expression tightening. “Over time, the Trust’s role has expanded. It now functions as both guardian of the ritual and arbiter of its participants.”

“Arbiter how?”

“It approves invitations. Conducts investigations. Assesses the compatibility of potential matches.” His voice carried an edge that had not been there before. “In theory, the Trust exists to support and protect the Claim’s participants. In practice, it often functions as a gatekeeper, ensuring that only certain types of people are permitted to participate in certain ways.”

“And you’re part of this system?”

He laughed, but there was no humour in it.

“My family has been part of the Trust for four generations. We have provided Hares, served on the governing board, contributed substantial funds to the estate’s maintenance and preservation. I grew up attending Claim weekends as an observer, understanding the ritual before I was old enough to participate in it.” He paused, his gaze distant. “I have benefited from the Trust’s structures in ways that make it difficult to critique them. But I have also seen how those structures can be used to enforce conformity and punish deviation.”

“Is that what’s happening with us? Punishment for deviation?”

“I don’t know yet.” He uncrossed his arms and moved toward her, settling onto the sofa at a careful distance. “But the timing of Evelyn’s meeting—less than twenty-four hours after the Claim ceremony, before you’ve had time to recover or adjust—suggests urgency. And urgency, in my experience, usually signals political manoeuvring rather than administrative necessity.”

She considered his words, turning them over in her mind.

“You said the Trust assesses compatibility,” she said. “But we’ve already been Bonded. The ceremony is complete, the contracts signed. What could they possibly do at this point?”

“Nothing directly. The Bond is legally binding, and the Trust’s authority does not extend to dissolving claims that have been properly executed.” He reached out and took her hand, his fingers tracing patterns on her palm. “But they can make the year ahead more challenging. They can introduce obstacles, create friction, ensure that the relationship is tested in ways that might not otherwise occur.”

“What kinds of obstacles?”

“Social isolation. Other members refusing to acknowledge you at gatherings. Whispers about the appropriateness of the match. Questions about whether the Bond represents a genuine connection or a momentary lapse in judgment.” His grip on her hand tightened slightly. “And for me, specifically, they can threaten my standing within the Trust. My family’s position. The privileges and responsibilities that come with seniority.”

“Is that important to you? Your standing within the Trust?”

He was silent for a moment, his gaze dropping to their joined hands.

“It was,” he said finally. “For many years, I believed that my value as a participant was measured by my reputation within the Trust. The success of my claims, the approval of my peers, the respect I commanded among the membership—these were the metrics by which I judged myself.” He looked up, his dark eyes meeting hers. “But last night, when I saw you kneeling before me in the forest, something shifted. I stopped caring about what the Trust would think and started caring only about what you would do.”

The admission hung between them.

She studied his face, seeing the truth of his words in the tension around his eyes, the vulnerability he was allowing her to witness. This was a man who had built his identity around institutional approval, who was now questioning whether that identity was worth maintaining.

“And what did I do?” she asked quietly.

“You chose me.” His voice was rough, raw with emotion he was clearly struggling to contain. “Not the Trust. Not the ritual. Not the idea of being claimed by a powerful Hare. You chose me, specifically, as a person rather than an archetype. And that choice—” He broke off, his jaw working. “That choice made me want to be worthy of it. Made me want to prove that the man beneath the mask is someone you can be proud to call yours.”

She reached up with her free hand and touched his face, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw.

“I don’t need you to prove anything,” she said. “I need you to be honest with me. To tell me what you want, what you fear, what you need from this Bond. To give me the same honesty you gave last night, when you told me you’d been holding back.”

“And if what I need conflicts with what the Trust expects?”

“Then we deal with that together.” She held his gaze, refusing to look away. “You said the Bond is about partnership, not ownership. About building something that might outlast the contract that brought us together. If that’s what you want, then I’ll stand beside you against the Trust, against my family, against anyone who thinks they have the right to tell us what our relationship should be.”

Something shifted in his expression—a softening, a release of tension she had not fully recognised until it was gone.

“You are extraordinary,” he said. “Do you know that?”

“I’m beginning to suspect it might be true.”

He smiled, the expression transforming his face into something warmer, more approachable than the controlled mask he usually presented.

“Come,” he said, rising and pulling her to her feet. “There is something I want to show you.”

He led her through the suite, past the bedroom she had spent the night in, to a door she had not noticed before.

It opened onto a private study—smaller than the sitting room, but somehow more intimate. The walls were lined with books, their spines worn from use, their titles suggesting a wide range of interests: history, philosophy, psychology, economics. A desk dominated one corner, its surface covered with papers and a laptop that looked incongruously modern among the antique furnishings. Two leather armchairs faced each other before a window that looked out onto the forest she had fled through the night before.

“This is my private space,” Lucien said, closing the door behind them. “No one enters without my explicit permission—not staff, not Trust officials, not other participants. What is said in this room remains in this room.”

“You’re trusting me with a lot.”

“I am.” He crossed to the desk and opened a drawer, removing a leather-bound folder that he carried to one of the armchairs. “Sit. There are things I need to show you—things I should have shown you before the ceremony, but did not because I was afraid of how you might respond.”

She settled into the indicated chair, her heart beating faster with apprehension. He took the seat opposite, the folder balanced on his knee, his expression unreadable.

“Before I became a Hare,” he began, “I participated in the Claim from a different position. I was claimed once, when I was twenty-three, by a woman who had been watching me for two years prior.”

The revelation caught her off guard.

“I thought—” She stopped, uncertain how to articulate her confusion. “I thought only men could be Hares.”

“Only men can serve as Hares in the official ritual. But the Trust has… other traditions. Older ones, conducted privately, for members who prefer different arrangements.” He opened the folder, revealing photographs and documents she could not clearly see from her position. “The woman who claimed me was a senior member of the Trust. She had identified me as a potential partner and arranged for my invitation to the private event.”

“What happened?”

“She pursued me through a different forest, on a different estate, with different rules. When she caught me, she marked me—not with a ring, but with a brand that I still bear on my shoulder.” His voice was flat, deliberately devoid of emotion. “The Bond lasted for two years. During that time, she trained me in the protocols of dominance and submission, taught me how to be a Hare, prepared me to take my place in the official ritual.”

“She trained you to be what she wanted?”

“She trained me to understand what I was capable of.” He turned the folder toward her, revealing the photographs she had glimpsed. They showed a younger version of Lucien, his body marked with welts and bruises, his expression a complicated mixture of pain and arousal. “The training was intensive. Physical. Psychological. She broke me down and rebuilt me according to her specifications.”

Isla stared at the photographs, her mind struggling to process what she was seeing.

“Why are you showing me this?”

“Because I need you to understand what I am.” His voice was quiet, raw. “I was shaped by someone else’s desires for two years. I learned to perform dominance according to her specifications, to take pleasure in the pursuit and capture because that was what she wanted from me. When the Bond ended, I was left with skills and desires that I did not know how to integrate into a genuine relationship.”

“The previous Bonds—”

“Were attempts to figure out who I was outside of her influence. Attempts that largely failed because I kept trying to be what I thought I was supposed to be rather than what I actually was.” He closed the folder, his hands steady despite the weight of what he was revealing. “But with you, something is different. I feel more genuine, more authentic, than I have felt since before she claimed me. And I need you to understand why that terrifies me.”

“Because you’re afraid of becoming what she made you?”

“Because I’m afraid of failing you the way I failed her.” His dark eyes met hers, his expression stripped bare of pretense. “She wanted complete surrender—total submission to her will, without reservation or resistance. I tried to give it to her, but I could never quite let go of the part of me that wanted to maintain control. In the end, she released me because I was unable to become what she needed.”

“And you think I might need the same thing?”

“I don’t know what you need. I don’t know what I need. But I know that last night, when you knelt in the forest, I felt something I have never felt before—a sense of rightness, of completion, that made me want to be worthy of your surrender rather than simply entitled to it.” He leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees. “I am showing you this because I want you to understand that I am not the confident, controlled Hare that the Trust believes me to be. I am a man who has been broken and rebuilt, who is still trying to figure out what he wants and how to ask for it.”

She sat with his words for a long moment.

The photographs lay between them, evidence of a past she had not known existed. The man who had pursued her through the forest, who had marked her and claimed her and taken her to his bed, was more complicated than she had understood. He carried scars she could not see, wounds that had shaped him in ways she was only beginning to comprehend.

“I don’t need you to be the confident, controlled Hare,” she said finally. “I need you to be honest with me, about your past and your fears and your desires. I need you to trust me with the truth of who you are, even when that truth is difficult to share.”

“And if the truth includes desires that frighten me? Desires that I learned from someone who shaped me according to her own specifications?”

“Then we explore those desires together. Figure out which ones belong to you and which ones belong to the woman who trained you. Separate what you genuinely want from what you’ve been taught to want.”

His expression shifted, something softening in his dark eyes.

“You would do that? Help me separate my authentic desires from my programming?”

“I would do anything for a partner who is willing to be this honest with me.” She reached across the space between them and took his hand. “You’ve shown me your scars. Let me show you that they don’t change what I feel.”

He pulled her from the chair and into his arms.

The embrace was different from the ones they had shared before—less possessive, more vulnerable. He held her as though she were something precious, something he was afraid to break, something he had never expected to hold.

“Thank you,” he murmured against her hair. “For seeing me. For not running when I showed you what I am.”

“I told you already—I’m done running.”

He laughed, the sound genuine. “From the forest, perhaps. But I suspect there will be other opportunities to chase you.”

The words sent heat pooling in her belly.

“Is that something you want?” she asked. “To chase me again?”

His hands tightened on her waist, his voice dropping to a register that vibrated through her chest.

“I want to chase you in every way possible. Through forests and ballrooms, through conversations and silences. I want to pursue you until you surrender, and then I want to earn that surrender through every moment we spend together.” He pulled back slightly, his dark eyes meeting hers. “But for now, I want to give you something. A gift, to mark the beginning of our Bond.”

“What kind of gift?”

“Something that symbolises what I hope we can build together.” He released her and crossed to the desk, opening another drawer and removing a small wooden box. “I had it prepared after the ceremony, while you were sleeping. I did not know then what I would say when I gave it to you, but I knew that I wanted you to have it.”

He returned to her and opened the box.

Inside, on a bed of dark velvet, lay a necklace.

The chain was platinum, delicate but strong, its links catching the fading afternoon light. At its centre hung a pendant shaped like a hare—similar to the mark on her collarbone, but more intricate, its form rendered in silver and gold, its eyes tiny chips of emerald that seemed to glow with inner fire.

“It’s beautiful,” she breathed.

“It was my grandmother’s.” He lifted the necklace from its box, holding it up so the pendant caught the light. “She was claimed by my grandfather in 1952, and she wore this until the day she died. My mother gave it to me when I first became a Hare, with instructions to give it to the woman I wanted to claim permanently.”

“Permanently?”

“I know we have only just begun.” His voice was careful, measured. “I know that a year lies ahead of us, filled with challenges and complications we cannot yet anticipate. I am not asking for permanence—I am offering you the possibility of it. This necklace symbolises my intention to make this Bond the last one I ever enter.”

She stared at the pendant, its emerald eyes seeming to watch her with an intensity that matched Lucien’s own.

“You’re giving me your grandmother’s necklace,” she said slowly. “A family heirloom that represents permanent commitment.”

“I am.”

“After knowing me for less than two days.”

“Yes.”

“That’s insane.”

“I know.” A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “But I have spent four years participating in the Claim, and I have never once felt the urge to give this necklace to anyone. When I saw you kneeling in the forest, marked by my hand, I knew that I wanted you to have it. Not because I expect you to commit to permanence now, but because I want you to understand the seriousness of my intentions.”

She reached out and touched the pendant, its metal cool against her fingers.

“Will you help me put it on?” she asked.

He moved behind her, lifting her hair aside with one hand while the other fastened the chain around her throat. The pendant settled against her sternum, its weight barely perceptible but its significance immense. When he released her hair, his fingers lingered on her shoulders, tracing the line where robe met skin.

“It suits you,” he said quietly.

She turned to face him, her hand rising to touch the pendant at her throat.

“I accept what this represents,” she said. “Your intention to build something permanent. Your willingness to be honest about your past and your fears. Your desire to make this Bond different from the ones that came before.” She held his gaze, refusing to look away. “But I need you to understand that I cannot promise permanence. I can only promise to try—to approach this Bond with openness and intention, to give us a genuine chance to become what you hope we can be.”

“That is all I ask.”

He kissed her.

The kiss was tender, reverent, carrying none of the desperation of their previous encounters. He held her as though she were something precious, his hands cradling her face, his lips moving against hers with a gentleness that made her heart ache.

When he finally pulled back, his dark eyes were bright with something that might have been tears.

“Thank you,” he said. “For accepting what I can offer. For not demanding what I cannot yet give.”

“Thank you for trusting me with the truth.”

He smiled, the expression transforming his face into something warmer, more open than she had seen before.

“We have several hours until dinner,” he observed. “And I believe I promised to help you prepare for the Trust meeting.”

“Is that what you want to do with those hours?”

“Among other things.” His smile turned slightly wicked. “The preparation can wait. There are other ways I would prefer to spend the time.”

He led her back to the bedroom.

The sheets had been changed at some point—she had not noticed when, had not heard anyone enter the suite—and the bed was freshly made, its four-poster frame gleaming in the late afternoon light. He stopped at the edge and turned to face her, his expression serious.

“I want to try something,” he said. “Something different from last night.”

“Different how?”

“Last night was about claiming—about establishing possession and marking you as mine. Tonight, I want to explore something else.” He reached out and touched the pendant at her throat, his fingers tracing the hare’s delicate form. “I want to worship you. To show you what it feels like to be valued rather than claimed.”

“Those things are mutually exclusive?”

“For me, they have been.” His voice was quiet, thoughtful. “In my previous Bonds, I focused on possession—on establishing and maintaining control. What I felt with you in the forest was different. I wanted to catch you, yes. But I also wanted to give you something. To show you that surrender can be a gift rather than a loss.”

“And tonight, you want to give me that gift.”

“Tonight, I want to try.” His hands moved to the belt of her robe, his fingers finding the knot. “Will you let me?”

She answered by reaching up and unfastening the belt herself.

The robe fell open, revealing her body to his gaze. He inhaled sharply, his eyes darkening with desire, but he did not reach for her immediately. Instead, he stood motionless, his gaze travelling across her skin with an intensity that made her feel seen in ways she had never experienced.

“You are beautiful,” he said. “Not just your body, though that is exquisite. But your courage, your honesty, your willingness to trust me despite everything I’ve revealed.” He stepped closer, his hands finding her waist. “I want to show you how much that means to me.”

He slid the robe from her shoulders.

The fabric pooled at her feet, leaving her bare before him. The afternoon light streamed through the windows, painting her skin in gold and shadow. She felt exposed, vulnerable, but not afraid. She trusted this man—trusted his intentions, his care, his desire to give her something worth receiving.

He lifted her onto the bed.

She expected him to follow her down, to cover her body with his as he had the night before. But instead, he stood at the edge of the mattress, his dark eyes travelling across her form with a reverence that made her breath catch.

“Lie back,” he said. “Let me look at you.”

She obeyed.

The sheets were cool against her back, the pillow soft beneath her head. She watched as he studied her, his gaze tracing every curve and hollow, every mark and bruise left by the night’s exertions. When his eyes finally met hers again, they were dark with desire and something deeper—something that looked almost like awe.

“I am going to touch you now,” he said. “But I am not going to take. I am going to give. Do you understand the difference?”

“I think so.”

“Good.” He climbed onto the bed, his body moving over hers with a grace that seemed almost feline. “If at any point you want me to stop, or slow down, or do something differently, you only have to say so. This is about your pleasure, not mine.”

“And your pleasure?”

“Comes from giving you yours.” He lowered his head to her throat, his lips finding the pulse point beneath her jaw. “Let me show you what I mean.”

His mouth moved down her body with excruciating slowness.

He kissed her throat, her collarbone, the hollow between her breasts. He traced paths across her skin with his tongue, tasting her, learning her, mapping her with a patience that seemed almost impossible given the desire she could feel radiating from his body. Each touch was deliberate, measured, designed to build sensation gradually rather than overwhelm her with intensity.

When his mouth finally found her breast, she was already trembling.

He took her nipple between his lips, his tongue circling the tight bud with a gentleness that made her gasp. The sensation was different from the night before—less urgent, more focused. He was not claiming her; he was worshipping her, treating her body as something precious rather than something to be possessed.

His hand found her other breast, his fingers mirroring the attention his mouth was providing. She arched into his touch, her body rising to meet him, her hands finding his hair and tangling in the dark strands. He made a sound of approval against her skin, the vibration adding another layer to the sensation.

“Lucien,” she breathed.

He lifted his head, his dark eyes meeting hers.

“Tell me what you want,” he said. “Tell me how to please you.”

“I don’t—I’ve never—”

“I know.” His smile was tender, understanding. “You’ve never been asked before. You’ve never been with someone who prioritised your pleasure over their own.” He pressed a kiss to the curve of her breast. “I am asking now. Tell me, and I will give it to you.”

She struggled to articulate what she wanted, what she needed. The words seemed inadequate, the concepts too vague to translate into specific requests. But something in his expression encouraged her, told her that uncertainty was acceptable, that they could figure it out together.

“I want to feel you,” she said finally. “Inside me. Around me. I want to feel claimed and valued at the same time.”

“Then that is what you will feel.”

He moved down her body, his lips blazing a trail across her stomach, her hip bones, the crease where thigh met torso. He settled between her legs, his shoulders pushing her thighs apart, his breath warm against the wetness that had been building since he first touched her.

“I am going to taste you now,” he said. “And then I am going to be inside you. And you are going to let me worship you in both ways.”

His mouth found her.

The orgasm built slowly, gently, rising like a tide rather than crashing like a wave.

He took his time with her, his tongue tracing patterns that alternated between broad strokes and focused attention, between gentle pressure and firm suction. He read her responses, adjusting his technique based on the sounds she made, the movements of her body, the way her breath caught and released. He was learning her, she realised—learning what she liked, what she needed, what made her fall apart.

When she finally came, it was with a quiet intensity that felt different from the desperate peaks of the night before. She felt the pleasure wash through her in waves, felt her body clench and release around nothing, felt the aftershocks ripple through her limbs long after the initial peak had passed.

He did not stop.

He continued his attention through her climax, drawing out every last ripple of sensation, refusing to let her descend from the peak until she was trembling with the intensity of it. Only when she was truly spent did he lift his head, his dark eyes meeting hers with a satisfaction that seemed to come from giving rather than taking.

“Beautiful,” he said. “You are so beautiful when you come.”

He moved up her body, his weight settling over her, his hips positioning between her thighs. She could feel him, hard and ready, pressing against her entrance.

“I want to be inside you now,” he said. “Is that what you want?”

“Yes.”

He entered her slowly.

The sensation was different from the night before. He moved with deliberate gentleness, giving her body time to adjust, allowing her to feel every inch of the connection between them. His eyes never left hers, his gaze holding her with an intensity that seemed to reach inside her and touch something she had not known existed.

“Feel me,” he said against her lips. “Feel how you take me in. Feel how we fit together.”

She did feel it.

She felt the stretch of her body around his, the fullness that seemed to reach deeper than the physical. She felt the connection between them—heart to heart, breath to breath, soul to soul. She felt claimed and valued simultaneously, possessed and precious in equal measure.

He began to move.

His rhythm was slow, measured, designed to build sensation gradually rather than overwhelm her with intensity. Each stroke was deliberate, each withdrawal deliberate, each return a statement of intention. He was not just taking pleasure—he was giving it, sharing it, building something between them that felt like more than the sum of its parts.

“Lucien,” she gasped. “I’m going to—”

“Then come,” he said. “Come with me inside you. Let me feel you.”

The orgasm crashed through her, more intense than the one his mouth had given her. She felt her body clench around him, felt the pleasure radiate through every nerve ending, felt everything dissolve into white-hot sensation that consumed every thought, every awareness, everything except the man who was moving inside her.

He followed her over the edge.

His rhythm faltered, became erratic, and then he buried himself to the hilt with a groan that seemed to come from somewhere deep within his chest. She felt him pulse inside her, felt the warmth of his release, felt the way his body shuddered against hers as the pleasure took him.

They collapsed together.

The aftermath was quiet, peaceful.

He rolled to the side, taking her with him, arranging their bodies so that she lay tucked against his chest. His heart pounded beneath her ear, its rhythm gradually slowing from the frantic pace of their coupling. His hand found her hair, his fingers threading through the tangled strands with a gentleness that made her want to weep.

“Thank you,” he said quietly.

“For what?”

“For letting me show you something different. For trusting me to give rather than take.” He pressed a kiss to her hair. “For being someone I want to worship rather than simply possess.”

She smiled against his chest, her body still humming with the aftermath of pleasure.

“Thank you for asking what I wanted,” she said. “For giving me the chance to answer.”

“That is what the Bond should be,” he murmured. “A partnership of giving and receiving. Not ownership and submission, but mutual devotion.”

“Is that what we have?”

“That is what I hope we’re building.”

She raised her head to look at him, her chin resting on his chest.

“I think we’re building something real,” she said. “Something that might actually outlast the contract that brought us together.”

His dark eyes softened with something that looked remarkably like hope.

“I think so too.”


Chapter Thirteen — The Trust Meeting

ISLA

The Long Gallery stretched before her like a corridor through time.

Seventeenth-century portraits lined the walls, their subjects watching with eyes that seemed to follow her progress. Men in velvet coats and women in silk gowns, their expressions haughty with the certainty of privilege, their poses rigid with the weight of responsibility. Each face carried the same quality—a sense of belonging, of rightful place, of connection to something larger than the individual.

These were the people who had built the Trust.

These were the people whose legacy she was now challenging.

She walked beside Lucien, her arm threaded through his, her body encased in a gown that had appeared in the suite that afternoon. The dress was emerald green—chosen, she suspected, to complement the pendant at her throat—and its fabric clung to her curves in ways that made her acutely aware of every movement. The neckline was modest enough for formal occasion but revealed enough to ensure the mark on her collarbone remained visible.

A reminder, deliberate and calculated.

She has been claimed.

She belongs to someone.

She is not one of you.

Lucien had dressed with equal care, his dark suit tailored to emphasise the breadth of his shoulders, the narrowness of his hips, the controlled power that she had come to associate with him. He moved with the easy confidence of someone who had walked this gallery countless times, who knew every portrait and every polished floorboard, who belonged here in ways she never could.

“You’re tense,” he observed quietly.

“I’m aware that I’m about to be interrogated by an organisation that apparently finds my existence problematic.”

“Interrogated is a strong word.”

“What word would you use?”

He considered for a moment. “Assessed. Evaluated. Judged.”

“Those aren’t any better.”

“No,” he agreed. “They’re not. But they’re accurate.”

They approached the gallery’s entrance, where two heavy doors stood closed, their surfaces carved with symbols she did not recognise. She could hear voices beyond—murmurs of conversation, the clink of glasses, the rustle of expensive fabrics. The Trust was gathering, and she was about to walk into the lion’s den.

“Remember what I told you,” Lucien said, his voice pitched for her ears alone. “They will try to unsettle you. They will ask questions designed to expose uncertainty or hesitation. They will watch every expression, analyse every word, searching for evidence that this Bond was a mistake.”

“And how should I respond?”

“With honesty and confidence. You have nothing to apologise for, nothing to justify. You accepted an invitation, participated in the ritual, and chose to Bond with a man who chose you in return. Whatever they think about your family connections, whatever concerns they have about the match, the Bond is already complete. They cannot undo it.”

“They can make it difficult.”

“They can try.” His hand tightened on her arm. “But they will find that I am not easily intimidated, and neither, I suspect, are you.”

She drew a breath, squaring her shoulders.

“Then let’s not keep them waiting.”

The Long Gallery was filled with people.

Isla had expected a formal boardroom arrangement, with officials seated behind tables and participants standing before them like defendants before a tribunal. Instead, she found herself in what appeared to be a reception—guests milling about with champagne flutes, conversations flowing in clusters throughout the space. The atmosphere was civilised, almost festive, giving no indication of the assessment she had been warned to expect.

But she could feel the weight of attention the moment she entered.

Heads turned. Conversations paused. Eyes tracked her progress across the room, taking in the emerald gown, the visible mark, the pendant at her throat. She felt like a specimen under glass—examined, categorised, judged.

Lucien guided her through the crowd with practised ease, nodding to acquaintances, offering brief greetings to those they passed. His demeanour was relaxed, confident, projecting an assurance she suspected was partly performance. He had grown up in this world, understood its rules and rhythms, knew how to navigate spaces that felt foreign to her.

A server appeared with a tray of champagne. Lucien took two flutes, handing one to her.

“Drink,” he said. “It will help with the nerves.”

“I’m not nervous.”

“Your hand is shaking.”

She looked down and saw that he was right. The champagne flute trembled slightly, its contents catching the light from the chandeliers overhead. She had not noticed the tension in her body until he pointed it out.

“Nervous might not be the right word,” she admitted. “Hyper-aware, perhaps. Of every person watching, every conversation that stops when we pass, every eye that follows us across the room.”

“That will fade with time. The first appearance is always the most difficult.”

“Because it’s the first impression?”

“Because it’s the test.” He guided her toward a corner of the room where they could observe without being surrounded. “The Trust uses these gatherings to evaluate new Bonds. They watch how the Hare and Claimed interact, how they present themselves, how they respond to questions and challenges. It is not formal, but it is deliberate.”

“And if we fail this test?”

“We don’t. We present a united front, answer questions honestly, and demonstrate that this Bond is genuine and strong.” His hand found the small of her back, the touch warm and grounding. “And if anyone pushes too hard, I will handle it.”

Before she could respond, a voice cut through the ambient noise.

“Lucien, darling. How wonderful to see you.”

Isla turned to find a woman approaching, her silver hair swept up in an elegant chignon, her dark dress emphasising a figure that time had treated kindly. She moved with the confidence of someone who had commanded rooms like this for decades, her smile warm but her eyes sharp.

“Aunt Margaret.” Lucien’s voice was polite but guarded. “I did not expect to see you tonight.”

“I make a point of attending all the first appearances.” The woman—Margaret—turned her attention to Isla, her gaze travelling from face to feet and back again with an assessment that felt almost physical. “And you must be the woman who has caused such a stir.”

“I’m Isla Harper.” She extended her hand, refusing to be cowed by the scrutiny. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Margaret accepted the handshake, her grip firm.

“Harper. Yes, the name was mentioned in the briefing. Your father is Jonathan Harper, is he not? The property developer?”

“That’s correct.”

“Interesting. I wasn’t aware that his family moved in these circles.”

“We don’t.” Isla kept her voice level, refusing to rise to the implied slight. “I received my invitation through other channels.”

“Through Geraldine Ashworth, I believe. A longstanding member of the Trust, though her tastes have always run toward the unconventional.” Margaret released her hand, her expression shifting into something more thoughtful. “I knew your grandmother, you know. Before she married your grandfather. She was a remarkable woman—beautiful, intelligent, fiercely independent. Quite unsuited to the life she ultimately chose.”

The information caught Isla off guard.

“You knew my grandmother?”

“We were at school together. She caught the eye of several Trust members in her youth, received more than one invitation to the Claim. But she refused them all, determined to make her own way in the world.” Margaret’s smile carried a quality that might have been respect. “I always admired that about her. The strength to reject what others considered a privilege.”

“She never mentioned knowing anyone from—” Isla stopped, uncertain how to describe the world she was now standing in.

“She wouldn’t have. The Trust’s activities are not discussed outside the membership, and your grandmother chose a different path. But she carried the knowledge with her, I suspect. Knew what she was turning her back on when she married your grandfather.”

The revelation reshaped Isla’s understanding of her own history. Her grandmother—the woman who had taught her to question authority, to value independence, to never let anyone else define her worth—had been connected to this world. Had received invitations and refused them. Had chosen a different life, knowing what she was giving up.

“Why are you telling me this?” Isla asked.

“Because I think you should know that you are not the first Harper woman to stand in this gallery. Not the first to face the scrutiny of the Trust.” Margaret’s expression softened slightly. “And because I want you to understand that the choice your grandmother made does not have to be your choice. You have the same right to accept what she refused.”

Before Isla could respond, Margaret turned to Lucien.

“You have chosen well, I think. She has your grandmother’s spirit, and more courage than most women who enter this world through family connections.” She touched Lucien’s arm briefly. “Take care of her, Lucien. The Trust can be unforgiving to those who challenge its expectations.”

She turned and walked away, disappearing into the crowd before either of them could respond.

“That was unexpected,” Isla said quietly.

“Margaret is always unexpected.” Lucien was watching the older woman’s retreat, his expression unreadable. “She was a close friend of my mother’s, before she died. One of the few Trust members who has never tried to influence my choices.”

“She knew my grandmother.”

“So she said.” He turned to face Isla, his dark eyes thoughtful. “Did your grandmother ever mention the Trust, or the Claim?”

“Never. I didn’t know any of this existed until I received the invitation.”

“Then Margaret’s revelation is significant. It suggests that your connection to this world is older and deeper than the Trust’s investigation revealed.” His hand found hers, their fingers intertwining. “It may also explain why the Trust is so interested in your Bond. You are not an outsider in the way they assumed.”

“What does that mean for us?”

“I’m not sure yet. But it may provide leverage we did not know we possessed.”

They stood together, processing the unexpected revelation, as the crowd continued to swirl around them. Isla watched the other guests with new eyes, searching for any sign of recognition, any hint that others knew about her grandmother’s connection to this world.

“Lucien.” A new voice cut through her thoughts.

She turned to find a man approaching, his silver hair distinguished against a dark suit, his posture straight despite the age that had begun to stoop his shoulders. He moved with the confidence of someone accustomed to command, his expression assessing as he looked between Lucien and Isla.

“Mr. Ashworth.” Lucien’s voice was carefully neutral. “I did not expect to see you tonight.”

“I make a point of attending all first appearances.” The man—Mr. Ashworth—turned his attention to Isla, his gaze carrying the same quality of assessment she had experienced from Margaret. “And you must be Ms Harper. The woman who has generated such discussion among the membership.”

“I seem to be generating a lot of discussion for someone who has barely arrived.”

“That is because your arrival was unexpected.” Mr. Ashworth’s tone was measured, neither welcoming nor hostile. “The Trust’s procedures are designed to ensure that all participants are carefully vetted before receiving invitations. Your invitation was processed through an alternative channel, which meant that the standard vetting was not completed until after you had already arrived.”

“Is that a problem?”

“It is a deviation from protocol.” He studied her face with an intensity that made her want to look away. “And deviations often lead to complications.”

“I was vetted eventually, I assume. The investigation that Evelyn mentioned this morning.”

“Correct. And the investigation revealed certain—” He paused, choosing his words carefully. “Certain factors that the Trust finds relevant to its assessment of your Bond.”

“My family connections.”

“Among other things.” His gaze shifted to Lucien. “You were aware of Ms Harper’s background when you chose to claim her?”

“I was aware of the information available in the guest materials. I did not consider it relevant to my decision.”

“And yet the Trust considers it highly relevant.” Mr. Ashworth’s voice hardened slightly. “Your family has been part of this institution for four generations, Lucien. You carry responsibilities that extend beyond your personal preferences.”

“I am aware of my responsibilities.” Lucien’s voice was cold, controlled. “I am also aware that the Bond is a private arrangement between two individuals, and that the Trust’s authority does not extend to dictating my choices.”

“The Trust’s authority extends to protecting the institution that has supported your family for generations.” Mr. Ashworth stepped closer, his presence imposing despite his age. “You have made four previous claims, all of which were deemed acceptable by the membership. This one—” He glanced at Isla with an expression that was difficult to interpret. “This one raises questions that the Trust is not prepared to ignore.”

“What questions, specifically?” Isla asked.

Mr. Ashworth turned to her, his expression shifting into something that might have been respect.

“You are direct. I appreciate that quality, even when it manifests in inconvenient contexts.” He clasped his hands behind his back, assuming a posture that suggested formal address. “The questions, Ms Harper, concern your motivations for accepting the invitation, your understanding of the commitment you have made, and your intentions regarding the Bond that you have entered.”

“My motivations were curiosity, personal challenge, and a desire to explore something I had never experienced. My understanding of the commitment is that I have agreed to spend one year in a structured relationship with a man I chose, with the option to renew or terminate at the end of that period. My intentions—” She paused, holding Mr. Ashworth’s gaze. “My intentions are to approach this Bond with honesty, openness, and a genuine commitment to making it succeed.”

“And if the Trust determines that your intentions are not compatible with its standards?”

“Then the Trust is welcome to its opinion. But the Bond is already complete, and I did not agree to subject my relationship to the approval of a committee.”

The silence that followed was profound.

Mr. Ashworth stared at her with an expression that had shifted from assessment to something else—surprise, perhaps, or grudging respect. Around them, conversations had stopped, the nearby guests clearly listening to the exchange despite their attempts to appear otherwise.

“You are not what I expected, Ms Harper,” Mr. Ashworth said finally. “The investigation suggested that you were a woman of ambition and intelligence, but it did not prepare me for—” He stopped, shaking his head slightly. “For the degree of self-possession you display.”

“Is that a criticism?”

“It is an observation.” He turned to Lucien. “You have chosen a partner who will not be easily managed. I hope you are prepared for the challenge that represents.”

“I am.” Lucien’s voice was quiet but firm. “I chose her precisely because she is not easily managed. I have no interest in a partner who yields without thought and submits without question.”

“An unconventional perspective.” Mr. Ashworth’s gaze moved between them, his expression thoughtful. “But perhaps not an incorrect one. The Trust has seen too many Bonds fail because one partner expected submission where partnership was required.” He stepped back, his posture relaxing slightly. “I will reserve judgment until I have observed more. But I will say this—you present a united front, and that is worth more than you may realise.”

He turned and walked away, his departure as sudden as his arrival.

“Well,” Isla said after a moment. “That was intense.”

“Arthur Ashworth is the head of the Trust’s governing board.” Lucien’s voice was tight, controlled. “His opinion carries significant weight among the membership.”

“Did I handle that correctly?”

“You handled it perfectly.” He turned to face her, his dark eyes warm with something that looked like admiration. “You did not defer, did not apologise, did not allow him to establish dominance over the conversation. You met his challenge as an equal.”

“Is that acceptable? In this world?”

“It is unusual. Most new Claimed women are too nervous to speak so directly, too uncertain of their footing to challenge someone of Arthur’s standing.” His hand found hers, their fingers intertwining. “But I suspect that your directness is precisely what the Trust needs to see. They are not looking for submission—they are looking for strength. For evidence that this Bond is a partnership rather than a power imbalance.”

“Then perhaps I’m more suited to this world than I realised.”

“Perhaps you are.” He raised her hand to his lips, pressing a kiss against her knuckles. “Come. There are others I want you to meet, and the evening is still young.”

The next hour passed in a blur of introductions and conversations.

Lucien guided her through the crowd, presenting her to members whose names she struggled to remember, whose faces blurred together into a single mass of assessment and evaluation. Each encounter followed a similar pattern—initial scrutiny, probing questions, and then, increasingly, a shift toward something that might have been acceptance.

She was asked about her background, her motivations, her understanding of the Bond. She answered honestly, refusing to obscure her unconventional entry into this world or her initial uncertainty about what she was seeking. She spoke of the forest, of the pursuit, of the choice she had made when she knelt at Lucien’s feet and accepted his claim.

And she watched as the responses shifted—from scepticism to curiosity, from challenge to something that looked almost like respect.

“You are remarkable,” Lucien murmured as they moved between conversations. “Do you know that? I have attended dozens of these gatherings, and I have never seen a new Claimed woman handle herself with such composure.”

“I’m not composed. I’m terrified.”

“Then you hide it well.” He guided her toward a quieter corner of the gallery. “And even if you were visibly terrified, it would not matter. What matters is that you do not let the fear control your responses. You face the challenges and answer the questions and present yourself as someone worth taking seriously.”

“Is that what the Trust wants? People to take seriously?”

“The Trust wants strength. Integrity. Evidence that the Bond is a genuine partnership rather than a temporary arrangement.” He turned to face her, his expression serious. “They have seen too many Bonds fail—Bonds entered into for the wrong reasons, or maintained for the wrong reasons, or dissolved without the careful consideration that the ritual deserves. When they assess a new couple, they are looking for proof that this Bond will be different.”

“And do you think we’ve provided that proof?”

“I think we have made a strong start.” He reached up and touched the pendant at her throat, his fingers tracing the hare’s delicate form. “But the evening is not over yet.”

The announcement came without warning.

A bell chimed somewhere in the gallery, its sound cutting through the ambient noise of conversation. The crowd fell silent, turning toward a raised platform at one end of the room that Isla had not noticed before.

Evelyn Hale stood upon it, her silver hair gleaming in the chandelier light, her dark dress immaculate as always. She waited until the silence was complete before speaking.

“Ladies and gentlemen, honoured members of the Trust. We gather tonight to observe and assess the newest Bonds formed during this year’s Claim. As is our tradition, each newly Bonded pair will be presented to the membership, and each Claimed woman will have the opportunity to speak to her experience of the ritual.”

Isla felt her heart rate quicken.

“Presentations will proceed in order of claim. The first pair—Mr. Rowan Vale and Ms. Charlotte Reed—please approach the platform.”

The auburn-haired woman—Charlotte—rose from wherever she had been standing and made her way toward the platform, her Hare following close behind. Isla recognised Rowan immediately, his posture carrying the same theatrical quality she had observed at the dinner. He moved like a man accustomed to attention, his masked face replaced by features that were handsome in a conventional way, his smile suggesting confidence that bordered on arrogance.

They ascended the platform.

Charlotte stood before the assembled membership, her mark visible above the neckline of her white dress, her ribbon gleaming at her wrist. She was younger than Isla had initially thought—early twenties at most—and her posture suggested uncertainty despite her attempts at composure.

“Ms. Reed,” Evelyn said. “Please describe your experience of the Claim.”

Charlotte’s voice was quiet, pitched to carry but barely audible in the vast space.

“I attended the Claim at the invitation of a friend. I did not know what to expect, but I was curious about the ritual and what it might offer.” She paused, gathering herself. “The pursuit was more intense than I had anticipated. I was caught within the first hour and marked by—” She glanced at Rowan, her expression difficult to read. “By Mr. Vale. I accepted the Bond because I wanted to understand what it means to belong to someone.”

“And what have you learned thus far?”

“That belonging is more complicated than I expected.” Charlotte’s voice strengthened slightly. “That surrender requires trust, and trust requires time. That the Bond is not a destination but a beginning.”

Evelyn nodded, her expression unreadable.

“Thank you, Ms. Reed. Mr. Vale, do you have anything to add?”

Rowan stepped forward, his smile firmly in place.

“I claim what I desire, and I desire what I claim. Ms. Reed will learn to accept both.” He reached out and touched Charlotte’s shoulder, the gesture proprietary. “The year ahead will be educational for both of us.”

The exchange was brief, formal, almost perfunctory. Charlotte descended from the platform with visible relief, and the next pair was called.

Isla watched the presentations with growing apprehension.

Each couple approached the platform, each Claimed woman described her experience, each Hare offered a brief statement of intention. The responses varied—some women spoke confidently, others hesitantly, some seemed genuinely enthusiastic about their Bonds while others appeared to be reciting prepared statements.

Geraldine and her Hare presented together, their ease with each other evident in every gesture. Geraldine spoke of renewal, of the choice to continue a Bond that had evolved over decades, of the trust that grew with time. Her Hare—whose name Isla still did not know—spoke briefly of honour and commitment, his words carrying the weight of genuine feeling.

And then—

“Mr. Lucien Ashford and Ms. Isla Harper, please approach the platform.”

Lucien’s hand tightened on hers.

“Ready?” he asked.

“No.”

“Good. That means you’re taking this seriously.”

They moved through the crowd toward the platform, their progress followed by every eye in the gallery. Isla felt the weight of attention like a physical force, pressing against her from all sides, demanding that she prove herself worthy of the scrutiny.

They ascended the platform.

The assembled membership spread before her, their faces turned upward, their expressions ranging from curiosity to challenge to something that might have been anticipation. She recognised Arthur Ashworth near the front, his posture attentive, his gaze sharp. Margaret stood nearby, her expression more encouraging than assessing.

Evelyn’s voice cut through her observations.

“Ms. Harper, please describe your experience of the Claim.”

Isla drew a breath, steadying herself.

“I attended the Claim out of curiosity, though I suspect the true motivation was something I had not yet articulated to myself. I was seeking—” She paused, searching for the right words. “I was seeking a structure within which I could let go of control. I did not expect to find someone who would make that surrender feel like a gift rather than a loss.”

She glanced at Lucien, finding his dark eyes watching her with an intensity that grounded her.

“The pursuit was more intense than I had prepared for. I ran, but I also wanted to be caught. When Mr. Ashford marked me, I felt—I felt recognised. As though he saw something in me that I had not been able to see in myself.” She turned back to face the membership. “I accepted the Bond because I wanted to explore what exists between us. Because I believe that surrender, when chosen rather than imposed, can be a form of strength rather than weakness.”

“And what have you learned thus far?” Evelyn asked.

“That trust requires vulnerability. That honest communication is essential to any relationship, but especially to one built on power exchange. That the man I have Bonded with is more complex, more thoughtful, and more worthy of my surrender than I could have known from a single night in a forest.”

She heard murmurs ripple through the crowd, though she could not determine their meaning.

“Thank you, Ms. Harper.” Evelyn turned to Lucien. “Mr. Ashford, do you have anything to add?”

Lucien stepped forward, his presence commanding attention.

“I have participated in the Claim for four years. I have made four previous claims, each of which proceeded according to the expectations of the Trust and the participants involved.” His voice was measured, deliberate. “This claim was different. When I saw Ms. Harper at the orientation dinner, I felt something I have never felt before—recognition. A sense that I had found someone worth pursuing not because the ritual required it, but because I could not imagine leaving the forest without her.”

He paused, his gaze sweeping across the assembled membership.

“The Trust may have concerns about Ms. Harper’s background, about the unusual circumstances of her invitation, about whether this Bond meets the expectations of the membership. I cannot address those concerns with evidence or argument. I can only state, clearly and without qualification, that I chose Ms. Harper with full knowledge of the potential complications, and that I would make the same choice again.”

His hand found Isla’s, their fingers intertwining.

“The year ahead will demonstrate what the Trust cannot yet see—that this Bond is genuine, strong, and worthy of the institution’s support. I ask only that the membership reserve judgment until the evidence is complete.”

The silence that followed was profound.

Evelyn studied them for a long moment, her expression unreadable.

“Thank you, Mr. Ashford. Thank you, Ms. Harper. You may descend.”

They made their way back through the crowd.

Isla felt shaky, her legs unsteady, her heart racing with the aftermath of standing before so many watching eyes. Lucien’s hand remained steady on hers, his presence a constant anchor in the swirling uncertainty of the moment.

“You did well,” he murmured as they reached the relative safety of the gallery’s edge. “Better than well. You were magnificent.”

“I felt like I was performing a role I hadn’t rehearsed.”

“All of life is performance, to some degree. What matters is whether the performance reflects something true.” He turned to face her, his dark eyes warm. “Yours did. Everyone in that room could see that you were speaking honestly, that you meant what you said.”

“Did they? I couldn’t read any of their expressions.”

“Their expressions don’t matter. What matters is that they heard you, and that what they heard was genuine.” He raised her hand to his lips. “Come. The formal portion of the evening is over. The rest is simply socialisation.”

“Simply socialisation,” she repeated. “As though that’s not its own form of assessment.”

“It is, but it’s less intense than what we’ve just survived. And—” He smiled, the expression slightly wicked. “I believe we have earned a moment of privacy.”

He guided her toward a doorway at the end of the gallery, its surface half-hidden behind a heavy curtain.

“Where does that lead?”

“Out of the Long Gallery and into a quieter part of the house.” He pulled aside the curtain, revealing a narrow corridor beyond. “I have been attending these events for years. I know where to find spaces that are not subject to constant observation.”

“And what do you intend to do in these unobserved spaces?”

“Talk. Or not talk.” He drew her through the doorway, letting the curtain fall behind them. “Whatever you need.”

The corridor was dimly lit, its walls lined with portraits that seemed to watch them pass. The sounds of the gallery faded behind them, replaced by silence that felt almost profound after the constant noise of the reception.

He stopped at a door and opened it, revealing a small sitting room that appeared to be rarely used. The furniture was draped with dust covers, the fireplace cold and empty, the windows dark with night beyond.

“This is one of the estate’s many unused spaces,” Lucien said. “The Trust maintains the public areas meticulously, but the private wings—” He gestured at the shrouded furniture. “These rooms see perhaps a few visitors per year.”

“And you’re showing me this because?”

“Because you need a moment to breathe.” He crossed to one of the dust-covered chairs and pulled off the sheet, revealing faded velvet beneath. “Sit. Collect yourself. The rest of the evening can wait.”

She sat, the velvet cool against her bare shoulders.

“You’re being very kind.”

“I am being practical. A Bond partner who is overwhelmed and exhausted is not in a position to present her best self to the membership.” He crouched before her, his dark eyes meeting hers. “But I am also being selfish. I want you to be well because I care about your wellbeing, not just your performance.”

She reached out and touched his face, her fingers tracing his jaw.

“Thank you. For everything tonight. For standing beside me, for preparing me, for—” She struggled to find words for what she wanted to express. “For making me feel like I’m not alone in this.”

“You are not alone.” He turned his head to press a kiss against her palm. “You will never be alone in this. Whatever challenges the Trust presents, whatever obstacles arise, we will face them together.”

“Even if the Trust decides to make things difficult?”

“Especially then.” His smile was rueful. “I have spent my entire adult life trying to meet the Trust’s expectations. Tonight, for the first time, I stood before them and said that I would make the same choice regardless of their approval. That is not a position I ever expected to take.”

“And how does it feel? To choose your own path over theirs?”

“Terrifying.” He rose and sat beside her, his body warm against hers. “But also liberating. As though I have finally stopped waiting for permission to want what I want.”

She leaned into him, her head resting on his shoulder.

“I feel like I should have more to say. About the presentation, about the responses, about what it all means. But my mind is empty.”

“That is natural. You have expended a tremendous amount of emotional energy. Your mind needs time to process what has occurred.” His arm wrapped around her, pulling her closer. “We can stay here as long as you need. The membership will survive without our presence for the remainder of the evening.”

“Will that be seen as rudeness?”

“It will be seen as a couple needing private time after an intense public appearance. That is not unusual, and it is not considered inappropriate.” He pressed a kiss to her hair. “Rest. Breathe. Let your mind settle.”

She closed her eyes, allowing herself to sink into his embrace.

The night had been overwhelming—confrontations with Trust officials, revelations about her grandmother, the intensity of standing before the assembled membership and declaring her commitment to a man she had known for less than three days. Her mind was indeed empty, drained of everything except the lingering awareness of Lucien’s presence beside her.

They sat in silence as the minutes passed, the quiet of the unused room a stark contrast to the constant stimulation of the gallery. Isla felt her heartbeat gradually slowing, her muscles loosening, her mind beginning to process the evening’s events.

“Lucien,” she said finally.

“Yes?”

“Earlier, Arthur Ashworth said something about your previous claims. That they were all deemed acceptable by the membership, but that this one raises questions.”

“Correct.”

“What made the previous claims acceptable? And what makes this one questionable?”

He was silent for a moment, his body tensing slightly against hers.

“My previous claims were women from families with longstanding Trust connections. Women whose backgrounds were known and approved, whose participation in the ritual was expected and understood.” His voice was careful, measured. “They were appropriate matches, in the Trust’s view. Women who would integrate smoothly into this world and represent the institution well.”

“And I am not appropriate?”

“You are not known. Not connected, not expected, not integrated into the web of relationships that defines the Trust’s membership.” He turned to face her, his expression serious. “But that is not why this claim raises questions. The questions arise because of how I pursued you. How I spoke about you. How I presented our Bond to the membership.”

“How did you present it differently from the others?”

“I told the truth.” His dark eyes held hers with an intensity that made her breath catch. “In my previous presentations, I said what was expected—the ritual functioned as intended, the claim was successful, the Bond would be honoured. Tonight, I said that I felt recognition when I saw you. That I would make the same choice regardless of the Trust’s approval. That I am pursuing something I have never pursued before.”

“And that makes them uncomfortable?”

“That makes them wonder whether I am following the ritual or following my heart. The Trust is designed to manage the former. It has no mechanisms for managing the latter.” He reached up and touched her face, his fingers tracing her cheekbone. “They do not know what to make of us, Isla. We do not fit their categories. And institutions that do not know how to categorise something tend to respond with suspicion.”

“So we are a problem to be solved.”

“We are a challenge to be understood. And if we present ourselves consistently—if we demonstrate that our Bond is genuine and strong—they will eventually accept what they cannot change.” He smiled, the expression softening his features. “But even if they do not accept us, even if they make the year ahead difficult in every way possible, I will not regret claiming you. You are worth any challenge the Trust can present.”

She stared at him, seeing the truth of his words in his face.

“You mean that.”

“I do.” He leaned forward and kissed her, the touch gentle but intentional. “You are worth everything, Isla Harper. And I intend to spend the next year proving that to you, regardless of what anyone else thinks.”


Chapter Fourteen — Protocol

LUCIEN

He woke before dawn, as was his habit.

The light had not yet begun to filter through the heavy curtains, the estate still wrapped in the grey silence that preceded morning. Beside him, Isla slept on, her breathing deep and even, her body curled toward his warmth even in unconsciousness.

He watched her for a long moment.

Sleep had softened her features, erasing the tension that had accumulated throughout the previous day—the scrutiny of the Trust meeting, the weight of constant observation, the effort of presenting herself as confident despite her uncertainty. In rest, she looked younger, more vulnerable, more like the woman who had knelt before him in the forest and changed everything he thought he understood about himself.

The pendant lay against her sternum, its emerald eyes catching what little light existed in the room. His grandmother’s necklace. A symbol of permanence that he had offered after knowing her for less than two days.

Madness, by any rational measure.

And yet.

He had never been more certain of anything in his life.

He rose quietly, careful not to disturb her, and crossed to the window. Pulling back the curtain slightly, he looked out at the grounds that were just beginning to emerge from darkness. The forest stretched beyond the manicured lawns, its trees still and silent, offering no hint of the pursuit that had taken place within its depths just days before.

In a few hours, they would attend the formal breakfast—a ritual as prescribed as the hunt itself. All Bonded pairs would gather in the dining hall, the Claimed standing beside their Hares, their marks and ribbons visible for all to observe. It was a moment of public affirmation, a declaration that the Bond had been accepted and would be honoured.

It was also a test.

The Trust would be watching. Assessing how the new pairs interacted, how the Claimed comported themselves, whether the bonds formed during the hunt appeared to be deepening or already fraying. Every gesture would be noted, every word analysed, every interaction weighed against expectations.

And Isla would have to navigate it without the preparation that most Claimed women received.

He turned back to the bed, watching her sleep, and felt something shift in his chest. She had performed magnificently at the Trust meeting—better than he had dared hope, better than he had seen from any Claimed woman in his four years of participation. But the breakfast would present different challenges. It would require her to demonstrate not just composure, but compliance. Not just strength, but surrender.

The combination was difficult to balance.

He was not certain she could do it.

He was not certain he wanted her to have to try.

She stirred as the light began to strengthen, her body stretching against the sheets before her eyes opened. For a moment, she looked confused—uncertain of where she was, how she had arrived—and then recognition flooded her features.

“Lucien.” His name emerged rough with sleep. “What time is it?”

“Just past six. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“You didn’t.” She pushed herself up against the headboard, her hair falling in tangles around her face. “I think my body has decided that sleeping past dawn is no longer an option.”

“An effect of the hunt. The adrenaline lingers longer than most participants expect.” He moved back toward the bed, settling on its edge. “How do you feel?”

She considered the question, her expression thoughtful.

“Better than I expected. Last night was—” She paused, searching for words. “Overwhelming in ways I’m still processing. But I don’t feel broken by it.”

“You were extraordinary.”

“I was terrified.”

“Those are not mutually exclusive.” He reached out and touched her face, his fingers tracing the line of her jaw. “The breakfast is in three hours. There are things we need to discuss before then.”

Her expression shifted, wariness creeping into her features.

“What kinds of things?”

“Protocol.” The word landed between them, carrying weight they both understood. “The breakfast is a formal affair with specific expectations for how Claimed women comport themselves. I need to prepare you for what will be required.”

“Required how?”

He drew a breath, organising his thoughts.

“The Claimed stand beside their Hares throughout the meal—not seated, but standing at their right hand. They do not eat until their Hare has begun. They do not speak unless addressed directly. When they do speak, they use formal address—‘sir’ or ‘my Hare’ or whatever honorific the pair has established.”

Isla’s expression tightened.

“I’m to stand beside you like a decoration? Silent until you give me permission to speak?”

“You are to present yourself as someone who has chosen submission and intends to honour that choice.” He kept his voice neutral, aware that his tone would shape her reception of the information. “The breakfast is not about humiliation—it is about demonstration. The Trust observes how Claimed women embody their role, and they draw conclusions about the Bond based on what they see.”

“And if I don’t perform to their satisfaction?”

“Then questions will be raised. About the Bond’s stability, about your commitment, about whether the claim was well-founded.” He held her gaze, refusing to soften the truth. “I do not say this to pressure you. I say it so that you understand the stakes. You may choose how to present yourself—but there will be consequences for that choice.”

She was silent for a long moment, her expression unreadable.

“You’re asking me to perform submission in front of people who are already sceptical about our Bond.”

“I am asking you to decide whether you want to demonstrate that this Bond is worth their support—or whether you want to give them reasons to doubt.”

“And if I’m not sure I can perform to their satisfaction? If I don’t know how to be the kind of Claimed woman they expect?”

“Then I will teach you.” He stood, extending his hand. “We have three hours. It should be enough.”

The sitting room had been arranged for their session.

He had sent word to the staff before waking Isla, requesting certain items that he had learned to keep on hand during Claim weekends. A length of white ribbon lay across the coffee table, matching the one she already wore at her wrist. A mirror had been positioned near the window, its surface angled to catch the morning light. A straight-backed chair stood in the centre of the room, its seat facing the mirror.

She stood before him now, her expression a complicated mixture of apprehension and determination. She had dressed in the clothes that had been provided for the breakfast—a pale blue gown that matched the one other Claimed women would wear, its fabric fine enough to suggest wealth but simple enough to suggest subservience. The mark on her collarbone was visible above its neckline, and the ribbon at her wrist caught the light as she moved.

“The first element is positioning,” he said, moving to stand beside the chair. “When you stand at my side, you will adopt a posture that signals your role. Feet together, hands clasped at your waist, head slightly bowed. Not dramatically—just enough to suggest deference.”

“Like a servant waiting for orders.”

“Like a partner who has chosen to let someone else lead.” He gestured for her to approach. “Try it.”

She moved to stand beside him, arranging her body according to his instructions. Her feet came together, her hands clasped at her waist, her head dipping slightly forward. He studied her posture, looking for the subtle errors that would betray uncertainty.

“Your shoulders are too high. You look like you’re bracing for impact rather than relaxing into position.”

“How am I supposed to relax when I’m being watched by a room full of people who think I don’t belong here?”

“By remembering that their opinions do not change what is real.” He stepped behind her, his hands finding her shoulders. “Lower. Let the tension drain out.”

His fingers pressed into the tight muscles, working at the knots that had accumulated throughout the previous day. She exhaled slowly, her body gradually releasing the tension she had been carrying.

“Better,” he said. “Now hold that position. Let your body memorise what it feels like to be at rest in a formal stance.”

“How long will I have to stand like this at the breakfast?”

“Approximately two hours. The meal itself is not long, but the formal portion extends before and after.”

“Two hours of standing silently while people watch me and judge whether I’m performing correctly.”

“Yes.” He moved to face her, his expression serious. “It is not easy. But it is also not intended to be punishment. The formal protocols exist to create a shared language—a way for Claimed women to demonstrate their commitment without needing to speak.”

“And what if I want to speak? What if I have something to say?”

“Then you wait for the appropriate moment and you ask permission.” He paused, letting the words settle. “You will say, ‘Sir, may I speak?’ And I will either grant permission or indicate that you should wait. If permission is granted, you may say what you need to say. If not, you accept the decision without complaint.”

“That sounds—” She stopped, her jaw tightening. “That sounds deeply frustrating.”

“It is. That is part of the point.” He reached out and touched her face, tilting her chin up to meet his eyes. “Submission is not about being silenced. It is about choosing when and how to use your voice. The protocols create structure around that choice—they ensure that when you speak, your words carry weight because you have waited for the right moment.”

“And if I disagree with your decision about when that moment is?”

“Then we discuss it afterwards. In private. The public performance is one thing; the private reality is another.” He released her chin. “The Trust observes the former. Only we know the truth of the latter.”

She studied his face, her expression shifting.

“You’re telling me that the performance is partly an act.”

“I am telling you that the performance is a representation of something real. The submission you demonstrate in public should reflect genuine surrender—but that does not mean it captures every dimension of our relationship.” He stepped back, creating space between them. “What happens in this suite, what happens when we are alone—those moments are ours. What happens in the breakfast hall is a statement to the world about who we are and what we have chosen.”

“A statement that may not be entirely accurate.”

“A statement that emphasises certain truths and omits others.” He met her gaze directly. “I will never ask you to perform something that contradicts what you genuinely feel. But I may ask you to express those feelings in ways that serve the occasion.”

She was silent for a moment, processing.

“And what am I genuinely supposed to feel? About standing silently at your side while people watch and judge?”

“That is something only you can answer.” He gestured to the mirror. “Look at yourself. Tell me what you see.”

She turned toward the mirror, studying her reflection.

The pale blue gown hugged her figure, its fabric catching the light in ways that emphasised the curves of her body. The mark on her collarbone stood out against her pale skin, its hare symbol a dark declaration of ownership. The ribbon at her wrist gleamed, its white silk a softer echo of the same message. Her hair had been arranged in a simple style that left her neck exposed, drawing attention to the pendant that hung between her breasts.

“I see a woman who has been claimed,” she said quietly. “Who has chosen to belong to someone. Who is preparing to stand beside that person and declare, through her posture and her silence, that she accepts her role.”

“And how does that woman feel about what she sees?”

She continued to study her reflection, her expression unreadable.

“Uncertain. But not ashamed.” She turned to face him. “Is that enough?”

“It is more than enough.” He moved toward her, his hand extending to take hers. “The uncertainty is honest. The lack of shame is significant. If you can hold both of those truths while you stand in that hall, you will perform beautifully.”

They practised for another hour.

He taught her the subtle cues she would need to navigate the breakfast—the signals for when to stand closer, when to offer her hand, when to lower her eyes and when to meet them. He taught her the formal language of address, the proper responses to questions from Trust officials, the appropriate way to acknowledge other Claimed women.

She learned quickly, her intelligence and adaptability making up for her lack of preparation. But he could see the effort it cost her—the way her jaw tightened when he corrected her posture, the way her breath caught when he reminded her of the silence she would be expected to maintain.

She was not naturally submissive.

That was part of what drew him to her.

But it was also what made this difficult. A naturally submissive woman would have accepted the protocols without question, would have found comfort in their structure, would have performed them without the internal conflict that he could see playing across Isla’s features. Isla would perform them, but she would do so through an act of will—and that act of will would be visible to anyone who looked closely enough.

Whether that visibility would help or hurt them, he could not say.

“Enough.” He stepped back, releasing her from the formal stance she had been maintaining. “You have learned what can be taught in the time available. The rest will have to come from your own instincts.”

“My instincts are telling me to run screaming from this entire situation.”

“Then I am grateful you are choosing to ignore them.” He reached out and touched her face, his thumb brushing across her cheekbone. “You do not have to be perfect. You only have to be present, and genuine, and willing to try. The Trust will see that, whatever they think of the specifics.”

“And if they decide I’m not what they want for you?”

“Then they will have to accept that my choice does not require their approval.” He leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “Come. We should dress properly and make our way to the dining hall. The others will be gathering soon.”

The dining hall was already filling when they arrived.

The long table that had hosted the orientation dinner had been rearranged, its surface now set for a formal breakfast with places for the Hares alone. The Claimed women would stand, as protocol demanded, their positions at their Hares’ right hands marked by small cushions on the floor—a concession to the hours of standing that the ritual required.

Lucien scanned the room as they entered, noting the other couples who had already arrived. Rowan stood near the head of the table, his posture aggressive, his Claimed woman—Charlotte—standing beside him with an expression of careful neutrality. Geraldine and her Hare occupied their usual places near the centre, their ease with each other evident in every gesture. Other couples filled in around them, their positions determined by seniority and standing within the Trust.

His own place had been marked near the centre of the table, a recognition of his four years of participation that placed him above newer Hares but below the more established members. He guided Isla toward it, his hand at the small of her back, feeling her tension through the fabric of her gown.

“You are doing well,” he murmured. “Remember your posture. Feet together, hands clasped, head slightly bowed.”

She adjusted her stance as they approached, her body shifting into the formal position he had taught her. He took his seat at the table, aware of the eyes that tracked their progress, the whispers that accompanied their arrival.

Rowan caught his attention from across the table, his expression carrying a quality that Lucien had learned to recognise. Challenge. Assessment. The look of a man searching for weakness.

“Lucien,” Rowan said, his voice pitched to carry. “Your Claimed seems nervous. Perhaps she is having second thoughts about the Bond.”

Isla’s posture tightened almost imperceptibly.

“She is adjusting to new circumstances, as anyone would.” Lucien kept his voice level, refusing to rise to the provocation. “I have no doubt she will perform admirably.”

“Perform.” Rowan’s smile sharpened. “An interesting choice of word. One might almost think the Bond was theatrical rather than genuine.”

The conversation around them quieted, heads turning to observe the exchange. Lucien felt Isla’s tension increase, felt the effort it was taking her to maintain her composure in the face of public challenge.

He reached out and touched her hand where it rested at her waist, a small gesture of support that would be visible to observers.

“The Bond is as genuine as any that has been formed through the Claim,” he said, his voice firm. “More genuine than most, if the connection between partners is the measure. Ms Harper chose me as clearly as I chose her, and she continues to choose me with every moment she stands at my side.”

“And yet she has not spoken a word since entering the hall.” Rowan’s gaze shifted to Isla, his expression appraising. “Perhaps she has not been granted permission?”

“She is observing protocol, as all Claimed women are expected to do.” Lucien felt Isla’s hand move beneath his, her fingers intertwining with his in a gesture that was not part of the formal script. “She does not need permission to demonstrate her commitment through presence rather than words.”

“A convenient interpretation.” Rowan’s smile remained, but his eyes had hardened. “I wonder what the Trust will make of it.”

“I imagine the Trust will make of it what they choose, regardless of what either of us says.” Lucien released Isla’s hand and turned his attention to the breakfast that was being served, a clear dismissal. “Now, if you will excuse me, I would like to eat before the food grows cold.”

The exchange ended, but Lucien could feel the tension that lingered in its wake. Rowan had been testing him—testing them both—and the test would continue throughout the morning. Every moment of the breakfast would be observed, every interaction analysed, every gesture interpreted for meaning.

He began to eat, acutely aware of Isla standing at his side.

She had not spoken. Had not moved from her formal position. Had not allowed Rowan’s challenge to shake her visible composure.

She was performing beautifully.

And he was more certain than ever that he had chosen well.

The breakfast proceeded according to ritual.

Courses were served and cleared, conversations flowed and ebbed, and throughout it all, the Claimed women stood at their Hares’ sides, their presence a silent declaration of the bonds that had been formed. Lucien ate slowly, engaging in the social exchanges that the occasion demanded, his awareness always partially attuned to Isla beside him.

She maintained her posture with admirable discipline, her feet together, her hands clasped, her head slightly bowed. Her breathing remained steady, her expression neutral, her body still. To a casual observer, she appeared to be exactly what she was supposed to be—a woman who had chosen submission and was comfortable in her role.

But he could see the tension that lurked beneath the surface.

The slight tightness in her shoulders that betrayed the effort of holding her posture. The occasional flutter of her eyelashes that suggested she was fighting the urge to look around, to assess, to react. The way her fingers tightened against each other when Rowan’s voice carried across the room.

She was not comfortable.

But she was present.

And that, he realised, was more important than comfort. The Trust did not expect Claimed women to be at ease—they expected them to be committed. Isla’s visible effort to maintain her composure, despite her discomfort, was itself a demonstration of commitment. It showed that she took the Bond seriously enough to push through her own uncertainty, to perform according to expectation even when the performance was difficult.

Perhaps that was what the Trust needed to see.

Perhaps that was what he needed to see.

“Sir.” Her voice emerged quietly, pitched for his ears alone. “May I speak?”

The request sent a thrill through him that he had not anticipated.

She was using the protocol. She was asking permission, as she had been taught, despite the discomfort it clearly cost her. She was demonstrating, in that small moment, that she understood what was being asked of her and was choosing to comply.

“You may,” he said, keeping his voice low.

“Who is the woman standing beside Geraldine?” Her question was barely audible, her eyes remaining downcast. “I have seen her before, but I do not know her name.”

“Seraphina Duvall. She was claimed three years ago by Geraldine’s Hare’s brother, who died in a riding accident last spring. She remains at the estate by choice, serving as a mentor to newly Claimed women.” He paused, considering. “She may be someone worth knowing. She has navigated this world with considerable success.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The formal address sent another thrill through him. She was performing—performing well, performing according to expectation—and something about that performance resonated with desires he had not fully examined.

He wanted her submission.

Not the theatrical submission of the Claim, not the performative submission of the breakfast, but something deeper. Something that emerged from genuine choice rather than obligation. Something that she gave because she wanted to give it, not because protocol demanded it.

The thought unsettled him.

He had spent years learning to perform dominance according to Victoria’s specifications, to take pleasure in the pursuit and capture because that was what she had wanted from him. He had thought, when her training ended, that he had escaped that programming—had thought that he could be a Hare on his own terms, pursuing women because he genuinely desired them rather than because he had been taught to desire the performance.

But watching Isla kneel in the forest, watching her stand silently at his side, watching her ask permission to speak—he felt something that seemed uncomfortably close to what Victoria had tried to instil in him.

The satisfaction of ownership.

The pleasure of control.

The desire to possess rather than to partner.

He pushed the thoughts away, focusing on the breakfast before him, the conversations around him, the woman standing at his side. This was not about possession. It was about connection. It was about building something that could outlast the ritual that had brought them together.

It was not about what Victoria had made him.

It was about what Isla was helping him become.

The breakfast concluded with a formal procession.

The Hares rose from their seats, their Claimed women falling into step beside them, and together they walked the length of the dining hall toward the doors that led to the estate’s main corridor. The procession was a declaration—the Bonded pairs presenting themselves to the assembled observers, their marks and ribbons visible, their postures signalling the roles they had accepted.

Isla walked beside him with the grace he had taught her, her steps measured, her head slightly bowed, her hands clasped at her waist. She moved as though she had been trained for years rather than hours, her body embodying the submission that the occasion demanded.

But he could feel the tension radiating from her.

Could feel the effort it cost her to maintain the performance.

Could feel the moment when the doors closed behind them and she finally let her shoulders drop, her breath releasing in a long exhale that spoke of exhaustion.

“You did well,” he said quietly.

“I felt like a statue.” Her voice was rough with fatigue. “A decoration. A silent object for people to observe and judge.”

“That is what the protocol demands.”

“And is that what you want? A silent object at your side?”

He stopped walking, turning to face her.

“No.” The word emerged more forcefully than he intended. “What I want—” He stopped, struggling to articulate something he had not fully examined. “What I want is for you to choose. To stand at my side because you want to stand there, to speak or remain silent because that is what you decide, to submit or resist based on your own desires rather than external expectation.”

“But the protocol—”

“The protocol is for them.” He gestured toward the doors they had just passed through. “For the Trust, for the observers, for the people who need to see certain forms in order to understand what exists between us. What I want—” He reached out and touched her face, his fingers tracing her jaw. “What I want is the reality behind the performance. The woman who chooses to kneel because she wants to kneel, not because a contract obligates her to do so.”

Her expression softened, the tension in her face easing slightly.

“I want that too,” she said quietly. “I want to choose you every day, in ways that feel genuine rather than performed. But the protocol—” She shook her head. “The protocol makes me feel like I’m playing a role rather than being myself.”

“Then we will find a way to make the performance reflect the reality.” He dropped his hand from her face, extending it instead in an invitation. “Come. The formal portion of the morning is over. The rest of the day is ours to navigate as we choose.”

She took his hand, her fingers intertwining with his.

“What about the Trust? What about the assessment?”

“The Trust has seen what they needed to see. They will draw their own conclusions, regardless of what we do next.” He began walking, guiding her down the corridor toward the Warren. “What matters now is what we build between us. The foundation that will sustain us through whatever challenges the Trust presents.”

“And what does that foundation look like?”

“I don’t know yet.” His voice was honest, uncertain. “But I believe we will figure it out together.”

They walked in silence through the quiet corridors, leaving the observation and judgment behind them, moving toward whatever came next.


Chapter Fifteen — Composure Drill

ISLA

The note arrived mid-afternoon.

She had been resting in Lucien’s suite, her body still recovering from the morning’s exertions, when a knock on the door signalled the arrival of estate staff. A young woman in the black dress that marked all Ravenscourt employees had handed her a sealed envelope with only her name written on its surface in elegant script.

The message inside was brief:

Claim Hall. 4 o’clock. Composure drill. Formal presentation required.

No signature. No explanation. Just four words that sent ice through her veins despite the warmth of the afternoon.

She had read about composure drills in the materials Lucien had provided during their preparation session—a practice used by some Hares to reinforce training, to develop the physical and mental discipline required for formal occasions. But reading about something and experiencing it were entirely different propositions.

She found Lucien in his study, working through correspondence that had accumulated during the Claim weekend.

“What is a composure drill?” she asked without preamble.

He looked up from his laptop, his expression carefully neutral.

“Where did you hear that term?”

“I received a note.” She handed him the envelope, watching his face as he read its contents. “Claim Hall. Four o’clock. No explanation, no context. Just the instruction.”

His jaw tightened almost imperceptibly.

“This is earlier than I expected.” He set the note aside, his dark eyes meeting hers. “The Trust typically schedules composure drills for the second or third day after a Bond is formed—time for the Claimed woman to recover from the hunt and begin adjusting to her new role.”

“But?”

“But apparently, they have decided to accelerate your assessment.” He rose from his desk, moving toward her with a deliberateness that made her straighten. “This is not unusual for Bonds that the Trust considers… complicated. They want to observe how the Claimed responds under pressure before she has time to fully settle into her role.”

“Observe how?” The question emerged sharper than she intended. “What exactly happens during a composure drill?”

“The Claimed woman is instructed to kneel in the Claim Hall for a specified period. She maintains formal posture while observers watch from the gallery above.” His voice was level, controlled, but she could hear something beneath it—tension, perhaps, or frustration. “The drill tests physical endurance, mental discipline, and emotional resilience. It is not intended to be comfortable.”

“Observers from the Trust?”

“Selected members. Usually senior figures who have a role in assessing new Bonds.” He reached out and touched her arm, his grip gentle but firm. “You are not required to participate. The drills are strongly encouraged, but not mandatory. If you choose to decline—”

“What happens if I decline?”

“The Trust will draw their own conclusions. About your commitment to the Bond, about your willingness to embrace the role you have accepted, about whether this match is likely to succeed.” He paused, his expression unreadable. “It would not end the Bond. But it would make the year ahead more difficult.”

“So I can refuse and face social consequences, or I can submit to public observation of my submission and—” She stopped, struggling to articulate the complexity of what she felt. “And prove myself according to standards I didn’t choose.”

“That is an accurate summary.” He did not soften the truth. “I am sorry, Isla. I had hoped to prepare you more thoroughly before this moment arrived. But the Trust moves according to its own timeline, and apparently, they have decided that your preparation ends today.”

She stared at him, her mind racing through options that all seemed equally unappealing. Refuse and face the judgment of people whose opinions could shape her year. Submit and subject herself to an experience that sounded designed to strip away whatever dignity she had managed to retain.

Neither choice felt acceptable.

But one choice felt more honest than the other.

“How long does the drill last?” she asked.

“It varies. Usually between one and two hours, depending on the Hare’s specifications and the Trust’s instructions.”

“And what am I supposed to do during that time? Just kneel?”

“Maintain posture. Regulate your breathing. Focus your mind.” His hand moved up her arm to her shoulder, squeezing gently. “Some Hares use the drill as an opportunity for verbal instruction—correcting posture, testing responses to commands. Others prefer silence, allowing the Claimed to demonstrate her discipline without interference.”

“Which do you prefer?”

“I prefer to let you demonstrate your own strength.” His dark eyes held hers with an intensity that made her breath catch. “The Trust wants to see whether you can maintain composure under pressure. I want you to show them what you are capable of—not because I command it, but because you choose to reveal it.”

“And if I’m not capable? If I break?”

“Then we deal with the aftermath together.” He pulled her closer, his arm wrapping around her waist. “You will not face this alone, Isla. Whatever happens in that hall, whatever the observers see or think, I will be beside you when it is over.”

She let herself lean into him for a moment, drawing strength from his presence.

“Will you be watching? From the gallery?”

“If you want me there.” His voice was quiet, careful. “Some Claimed women prefer their Hare’s presence. Others find it adds pressure to an already difficult situation.”

“I want you there.” The words emerged without hesitation. “Even if it makes things harder. I want to know that someone in that room is on my side.”

“Then I will be there.” He pressed a kiss to her hair. “We have approximately two hours before we need to present ourselves. I suggest you use the time to prepare however you see fit.”

She stood before the mirror in the bedroom, studying her reflection.

The formal presentation required the pale blue gown she had worn to breakfast, its fabric pristine after a morning of careful movement. The mark on her collarbone stood out against her skin, its hare symbol a constant reminder of what had transpired in the forest. The ribbon at her wrist gleamed in the afternoon light, its white silk a declaration of the Bond she had accepted.

She looked like a woman who belonged to someone.

The thought should have troubled her more than it did.

Instead, she felt something closer to resignation—an acceptance of the role she had chosen, even if she had not fully understood what that choice would require. She had accepted Lucien’s claim. She had signed the Bond contract. She had stood silently at his side through breakfast while Rowan and the others judged her performance.

This was simply the next step.

The Claim Hall was located in the oldest part of the estate, its stone walls dating back to the seventeenth century, its vaulted ceiling rising to heights that made the space feel more like a cathedral than a domestic chamber. A gallery ran along three sides of the hall, its balustrade offering observers a clear view of the marble floor below. The space was empty now, but she could imagine what it would look like filled with silent watchers, their eyes tracking her every movement.

She would kneel at the centre of that vast space, her body arranged in formal posture, her mind struggling to maintain composure while strangers observed her submission.

The thought made her stomach clench.

But it also made something else stir—a sense of challenge, of determination, of wanting to prove herself capable of meeting whatever test was presented. She had never been the type to back down from a challenge, even when the challenge was one she had not chosen.

This was no different.

She would kneel. She would maintain posture. She would show the Trust that she was strong enough to endure whatever they placed before her.

And then she would return to Lucien’s suite and process what had happened in private, where no one could see her falter.

They arrived at the Claim Hall fifteen minutes before the appointed time.

The space was as imposing as she remembered from the ceremony—vast, cold, its marble floors gleaming beneath the light that filtered through tall windows. A single cushion had been placed at the centre of the hall, its white fabric a stark contrast to the dark stone surrounding it.

“Your position will be there.” Lucien gestured toward the cushion. “You will kneel facing the main entrance, with the gallery behind and to your sides. The observers will be able to see you from multiple angles.”

“Will you be among them?”

“I will be in the centre gallery, directly behind you. You will not be able to see me, but I will be present.” He turned to face her, his expression serious. “I have requested permission to provide verbal instruction during the drill. The Trust has granted that permission, which means I will be able to speak to you if necessary.”

“Is that unusual? For the Hare to speak during a composure drill?”

“Somewhat. Most Hares prefer to let the Claimed demonstrate her discipline without interference. But I wanted the option available in case—” He stopped, his jaw tightening. “In case you need to hear my voice.”

The admission touched something in her.

He was worried. Despite his calm demeanour, despite his confidence in her abilities, he was genuinely concerned about how she would handle the experience. And he had arranged for the ability to support her, even if that support could only come through words spoken from a distance.

“Thank you,” she said. “For thinking of that.”

“I am thinking of many things.” He reached out and touched her face, his fingers tracing her jaw. “Most of all, I am thinking of how proud I am of you. For accepting this challenge when you could have refused. For facing something difficult with courage rather than avoidance.”

“I’m not feeling particularly courageous.”

“Courage is not the absence of fear. It is the choice to proceed despite fear.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “Whatever happens in the next two hours, remember that you have already demonstrated your strength. The drill is simply a formality—a way for the Trust to see what I already know.”

“What do you know?”

“That you are extraordinary.” He stepped back, his expression shifting into something more formal. “Now, we should take our positions. The observers will be arriving soon.”

The gallery began to fill.

She could hear them even though she could not see them—footsteps on the stone stairs, murmurs of conversation, the rustle of expensive fabrics. The sounds echoed through the vast space, amplified by the vaulted ceiling, creating an atmosphere of observation that felt almost physical.

She knelt on the cushion, her body arranged in the formal posture Lucien had taught her. Knees together, hands resting on her thighs, back straight but not rigid, head slightly bowed. Her breathing was measured, deliberate, each inhale and exhale counted to maintain rhythm.

The position was uncomfortable.

Her knees pressed against the hard marble beneath the thin cushion, the pressure creating a dull ache that she knew would intensify over time. Her back muscles worked to maintain the straight posture, already beginning to tire from the effort. Her neck held her head at an angle that would eventually strain the muscles.

But she held the position.

Minute by minute, the discomfort grew.

She focused on her breathing, using the rhythm to anchor her mind against the distractions of physical sensation. In through the nose, hold for three counts, out through the mouth. The pattern was meditative, giving her mind something to focus on besides the growing ache in her knees and back.

Time passed strangely in the vast hall.

Without visible clocks, without changing light, without anything to mark the passage of moments, she found herself losing track of how long she had been kneeling. It could have been ten minutes or thirty—the uncertainty adding another layer of challenge to an already difficult situation.

The observers remained silent.

She could feel their attention, could sense the weight of their observation from the gallery above, but no one spoke. The silence was its own form of pressure, forcing her to maintain composure without any external cues or feedback.

She thought about Lucien.

He was somewhere behind her, watching from the centre gallery, his presence a comfort even though she could not see him. He had said he would speak if necessary—that he had requested permission to provide verbal instruction. But so far, he had remained silent.

Perhaps that was the point.

Perhaps he was letting her demonstrate her own strength, as he had said he would.

Perhaps he was waiting to see if she would break.

The thought sent a flash of anger through her that was immediately followed by shame. He was not testing her. He was supporting her, in whatever way the constraints of the situation allowed. She needed to trust that support, even when it was invisible.

She adjusted her posture slightly, correcting a lean that had developed in her spine.

The movement was small, barely perceptible, but she heard a murmur from the gallery—someone noting the correction, perhaps, or commenting on her form. The sound reminded her that she was being watched, that every movement was subject to observation and judgment.

Her knees throbbed.

The ache had progressed from discomfort to genuine pain, the pressure against the marble creating a burning sensation that radiated up through her thighs. She shifted her weight slightly, trying to redistribute the pressure without visibly moving, but the relief was minimal.

An hour passed. Maybe more.

The pain in her knees had become a constant presence, demanding attention that made it difficult to maintain her focus. Her back ached from holding the rigid posture. Her neck had begun to cramp from the angle of her bowed head.

But she held the position.

She would not break.

She would not give the observers the satisfaction of seeing her falter.

She would—

“You are doing well.”

Lucien’s voice cut through the silence, emerging from somewhere behind her, amplified by the acoustics of the hall. The words were quiet, meant for her alone, but she heard them clearly.

“Your posture is excellent. Your breathing is controlled. You are demonstrating exactly the strength I knew you possessed.”

The words settled over her like a balm.

He was watching. He was present. He could see what she was enduring, and he was choosing to speak—not to correct or instruct, but to encourage.

“Continue,” he said. “You have approximately thirty minutes remaining. Maintain your focus. Remember why you are here.”

Why was she here?

The question forced her to examine motivations she had not fully articulated.

She was here because she had chosen to accept Lucien’s claim. Because she had signed the Bond contract. Because she wanted to prove—to the Trust, to Lucien, to herself—that she could face a challenge and emerge intact.

But deeper than that, she was here because some part of her wanted to kneel.

Wanted to submit.

Wanted to experience the surrender that the ritual demanded, even when that surrender was difficult.

The realisation was uncomfortable.

She had told herself that she was participating in the Claim out of curiosity, out of a desire for new experience, out of a willingness to explore something she had not encountered before. She had not admitted, even to herself, that she might genuinely want what the ritual offered.

But kneeling here, in this vast hall, with observers watching from above and Lucien’s voice in her ears, she could no longer deny the truth.

Some part of her craved this.

Not the pain—she could have lived without the pain—but the structure, the clarity, the simplicity of knowing exactly what was expected and being able to meet that expectation. The relief of letting go of the constant decision-making that dominated her everyday life, of surrendering control to someone she trusted to wield it responsibly.

Was that submission?

Or was it simply exhaustion?

She did not know.

But she held the position regardless.

The final minutes were the hardest.

Her body screamed for relief, every muscle and joint demanding that she shift, move, break the rigid posture she had maintained for so long. Sweat had begun to form at her temples, the physical effort of holding still translating into heat that her body struggled to dissipate.

But she did not move.

She focused on her breathing, on the count that had anchored her throughout the ordeal. In through the nose, hold for three counts, out through the mouth. The rhythm had become automatic, a lifeline she clung to as the pain intensified.

“You have five minutes remaining.” Lucien’s voice again, calm and steady. “Your form has remained impeccable throughout. I am proud of you.”

The words should not have meant as much as they did.

She had never been the type to seek approval, to structure her actions around someone else’s praise. But hearing Lucien’s voice, knowing that he was watching and that he was pleased—something in her responded to it with a warmth that had nothing to do with physical sensation.

She wanted to please him.

The realisation was startling in its clarity.

She wanted to perform well not just to satisfy the Trust or prove her own strength, but because she genuinely wanted Lucien to be proud of her. Wanted to demonstrate that she was worthy of the claim he had made, the necklace he had given her, the vulnerability he had shown in sharing his past.

She wanted to be good for him.

The thought carried her through the final minutes.

When the bell finally rang, signalling the end of the drill, she remained in position for a moment—uncertain whether she could move, whether her body would respond to her commands after so long in stillness.

Then Lucien was there.

He had descended from the gallery without her noticing, had crossed the marble floor to reach her side. He knelt beside her, his hand finding her shoulder, his voice soft in her ear.

“It’s over. You can rise now.”

“I’m not sure I can.”

“Then I will help you.”

His hands found her waist, steadying her as she attempted to rise. Her knees protested violently, the joints stiff and painful after the extended kneeling, and she swayed against him as her legs struggled to support her weight.

“Careful,” he murmured. “Your body needs time to adjust.”

“Did I—” She stopped, uncertain how to articulate the question. “Did I do well?”

“You were extraordinary.” He pulled her closer, his arm wrapping around her to provide support. “The observers were impressed. I could see it in their faces, even if they did not speak.”

“I wanted to please you.”

The words emerged before she could stop them, carrying an honesty that surprised her.

Lucien went still against her.

“You did,” he said finally. “More than you know.”

He helped her walk back to the suite.

The journey was slow, her body still recovering from the physical stress of the drill, but his presence made it bearable. He supported her weight when her knees threatened to buckle, adjusted his pace to match her halting steps, said nothing when she leaned against him more heavily than was strictly necessary.

When they finally reached the suite, he guided her to the bedroom and helped her settle onto the bed. She lay back against the pillows, her body grateful for the softness after the hardness of the marble, and watched as he moved around the room preparing for her recovery.

He brought water, which she drank gratefully.

He brought a warm compress for her knees, which he applied with a gentleness that made her chest tighten.

He brought salve for the marks the position had left on her skin, his hands careful as he worked the balm into her flesh.

“You didn’t have to do this,” she said quietly.

“Of course I did.” He did not look up from his work, his attention focused on her knees. “You endured something difficult at my request. The least I can do is help you recover.”

“It wasn’t at your request. The Trust scheduled the drill.”

“The Trust scheduled it. But I could have refused on your behalf. I could have protected you from the experience.” He finally looked up, his dark eyes meeting hers. “I chose not to because I believed you were strong enough to handle it. And because—” He stopped, his expression complicated. “Because I wanted to see what you were capable of.”

“And what was I capable of?”

“More than I expected.” He set aside the salve and moved to sit beside her on the bed. “I have observed dozens of composure drills. Most Claimed women break at some point—they shift posture, they cry, they ask for relief. You held your position without a single visible falter.”

“I wanted to shift. I wanted to cry. I wanted—”

“I know.” He reached out and touched her face, his fingers tracing her cheekbone. “But you didn’t. You chose to endure, even when every instinct was screaming for relief. That kind of discipline—” He shook his head. “It’s rare. And it’s beautiful.”

She studied his face, seeing something in his expression that she had not noticed before.

“You enjoyed watching me kneel.”

The statement emerged flat, carrying implications she had not intended.

Lucien’s hand stilled against her face.

“I enjoyed watching you demonstrate your strength. I enjoyed seeing you hold a position that would have broken most people. I enjoyed—” He stopped, his expression raw with an emotion she could not immediately identify. “I enjoyed the evidence that you are exactly who I believed you were.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“No.” His voice dropped to a register that vibrated through her chest. “It’s not. The truth is—” He pulled his hand back, his expression shifting into something more guarded. “The truth is complicated. There is a part of me that responds to your submission. That finds satisfaction in your surrender. That wants—” He stopped, his jaw tight. “That wants things I am not sure I have the right to ask for.”

“What things?”

“Things I was trained to want. Things that were programmed into me by someone who shaped me according to her own desires.” He stood abruptly, moving away from the bed to stand before the cold fireplace. “I told you about Victoria. About what she did to me, what she taught me to want. I am still trying to separate my authentic desires from the ones she instilled.”

“And you’re not sure which category this falls into.”

“I’m not sure of anything.” His voice was rough with an emotion that sounded almost like anger. “But I know that watching you kneel, watching you maintain that position despite the pain, watching you choose to endure for me—” He turned to face her, his dark eyes blazing. “It affected me. In ways that I am not entirely comfortable with.”

She stared at him, her mind processing the revelation.

He was admitting to desire. To satisfaction in her submission. To feelings that he questioned because of their origin in his past.

But he was also admitting to uncertainty. To the ongoing struggle to understand himself. To the fear that what he wanted might not be authentic.

“Come here,” she said.

He hesitated for a moment, then crossed back to the bed. She reached up and took his hand, pulling him down to sit beside her.

“I don’t know what’s authentic and what’s programmed,” she said. “I don’t know whether my response to kneeling was genuine submission or simply the relief of letting someone else take control. I don’t know what I want from this Bond, or what I’m capable of giving.”

“Then we’re both uncertain.”

“We’re both uncertain.” She squeezed his hand. “But we’re also both here. Choosing to continue. Choosing to figure it out together.”

“Why?”

“Because something about this feels right. Even when it’s difficult. Even when it’s painful.” She held his gaze, refusing to look away. “Because I trust you to be honest with me about your struggles, and I hope you trust me to be honest about mine.”

“I do trust you.” His voice was quiet, rough. “More than I have trusted anyone in a very long time.”

“Then trust me with this too. With your desires, your uncertainties, your questions about what’s real and what’s not.” She reached up and touched his face, mirroring the gesture he had made so many times before. “We’ll figure it out together. That’s what the Bond is for.”

He turned his head to press a kiss against her palm, his eyes closing as he absorbed the contact.

“You are remarkable,” he murmured. “Do you know that?”

“So you keep telling me.”

“Because it keeps being true.”

He leaned down and kissed her—not with the desperation of their first encounters, but with a tenderness that spoke of something deeper. Something that was building between them, slowly and deliberately, through every challenge they faced together.

When he pulled back, his expression had softened.

“Rest now,” he said. “Your body needs to recover. We can talk more later.”

“What about the Trust? The assessment?”

“The Trust has seen what they needed to see. They will draw their conclusions, whatever we do.” He stood, moving toward the door. “What matters now is what happens between us. In private. Where it counts.”

He left her to rest, closing the door quietly behind him.

She lay in the dim light of the bedroom, her body aching but her mind strangely at peace. The drill had been difficult—more difficult than anything she had ever voluntarily endured. But she had survived it. Had demonstrated something to the observers, to Lucien, to herself.

And now she understood something she had not understood before.

She wanted this.

Not the performance for the Trust, not the public display of submission. But the private reality behind it. The surrender to someone she trusted. The structure and clarity that came from choosing to let someone else lead.

She was still afraid.

But she was also, for the first time in longer than she could remember, certain that she was exactly where she was supposed to be.


Chapter Sixteen — Doubt

ISLA

Three days after the composure drill, doubt arrived.

It came quietly at first—a whisper at the edge of consciousness, a question that surfaced during unguarded moments. What are you doing? What have you chosen? Is this really what you want?

She had dismissed the questions initially, attributing them to the physical and emotional exhaustion that lingered after the drill. Her body had recovered—the ache in her knees had faded, the stiffness in her back had released—but something deeper had shifted. Some foundation that she had taken for granted had begun to crack.

She was standing at the window of Lucien’s study, watching the forest that stretched beyond the manicured grounds, when the thought finally crystallised into something she could no longer ignore.

She did not know if she could do this.

Not the performance for the Trust—she had proven she could endure that. Not the physical demands of the Bond—her body had adapted more quickly than she had expected. What she doubted was something more fundamental, harder to articulate.

She did not know if she wanted to become who this Bond required her to be.

The woman who had accepted the invitation to Ravenscourt had been driven by curiosity, by a desire for experience, by a restlessness she had not fully understood. She had not expected to feel so much. Had not expected to find something that called to her with a voice she could not ignore. Had not expected to want something that frightened her with its intensity.

But wanting and choosing were different things.

And she was no longer certain she had chosen wisely.

She found Camilla in the morning room, curled on a settee with a book that she did not appear to be reading.

Her friend looked up as Isla entered, her expression shifting through surprise and something that might have been concern before settling on a careful neutrality that was unlike her usual openness.

“I was hoping to find you,” Isla said, settling into the chair across from the settee. “I’ve barely seen you since the ceremony.”

“I’ve been—” Camilla stopped, her gaze dropping to her hands. “Adjusting. The Hare who claimed me has been—” Another stop. “He’s been teaching me what he expects.”

“Teaching you how?”

“Through demonstration. Correction. He prefers—” She looked up, her expression complicated. “He prefers a more traditional approach than yours seems to take.”

The words carried implications that Isla did not want to examine too closely.

“Are you happy?” she asked instead.

Camilla’s expression flickered.

“Happy is not the word I would use.” She set aside the book she had been holding, giving Isla her full attention. “Satisfied, perhaps. Challenged. Occasionally overwhelmed.” A pause. “But also certain. In a way I wasn’t certain before.”

“Certain of what?”

“That this is where I’m supposed to be.” Camilla’s voice was quiet but firm. “That the man who claimed me saw something in me that I didn’t see in myself. That I’m becoming someone I want to be, even when the becoming is difficult.”

The words struck something in Isla’s chest.

“And if you weren’t becoming someone you wanted to be?” she asked. “If the person the Bond was shaping you into felt wrong?”

Camilla studied her for a long moment.

“Is that what’s happening? With you and Lucien?”

“I don’t know.” The admission emerged rough, reluctant. “I don’t know what’s happening. I thought I understood why I came here, what I was looking for. But now—” She stopped, struggling to articulate the confusion that had been building. “Now I’m not sure I recognise myself anymore.”

“In what way?”

“In every way.” Isla rose from her chair, too restless to remain still. “I knelt in a forest for a man I didn’t know. I let him mark me, claim me, bind me to him for a year. I stood silently at his side while people judged me, knelt on marble for two hours while strangers watched, performed submission according to rules I hadn’t chosen.” She turned to face Camilla. “And the worst part is—I wanted to. Some part of me wanted all of it. And I don’t know what that makes me.”

“It makes you human.” Camilla’s voice was gentle. “It makes you someone who discovered something about herself that she didn’t expect. That’s not wrong—that’s growth.”

“What if it’s not growth? What if it’s—” Isla stopped, the word catching in her throat. “What if it’s loss? What if I’m becoming someone I don’t want to be?”

“Then you leave.”

The simplicity of the statement caught Isla off guard.

“Leave?”

“The Bond has provisions for early termination.” Camilla’s expression was serious now, the playfulness that usually characterised her entirely absent. “You can withdraw at any time. There are consequences—social, financial, whatever the contract specifies—but the option exists. No one can force you to remain in a Bond you don’t want.”

“And you think I should leave?”

“I think you should do what’s right for you.” Camilla rose from the settee, crossing to stand before Isla. “I think you came here looking for something, and maybe you found it, or maybe you found something else. But either way, the choice is yours. The Bond isn’t a prison—it’s an agreement. And agreements can be renegotiated or dissolved if both parties consent.”

“What if I don’t know what’s right for me?”

“Then you figure it out. You talk to people who know this world. You examine what you’re feeling and try to understand it. You give yourself time and space to decide.” Camilla reached out and took Isla’s hands. “But you don’t decide based on fear. You don’t run away because something is difficult or confusing. You decide because you’ve done the work of understanding what you actually want.”

“And how do I do that?”

“Start by talking to someone who’s been through it.” Camilla squeezed her hands. “Seraphina Duvall. She’s been Bonded for three years, and she’s seen other women struggle with the same questions you’re asking. She might have perspectives that I can’t offer.”

Seraphina Duvall received her in a private parlour that Isla had not known existed.

The room was smaller than the public spaces of the estate, its furnishings chosen for comfort rather than display. A fire burned in the hearth, casting warm light across surfaces that held books and photographs and the accumulated evidence of a life lived within these walls.

Sera herself sat in an armchair near the fire, her silver ribbon visible at her throat, her posture relaxed in a way that Isla had not observed in other Bonded women. She gestured for Isla to take the seat across from her, her expression welcoming but not effusive.

“Camilla told me you had questions,” Sera said. “About the Bond. About whether you’ve chosen correctly.”

“She told you that?”

“She told me you were struggling. That you seemed uncertain about whether you wanted to be here.” Sera’s gaze was steady, appraising. “That’s not unusual, by the way. Most newly Bonded women go through a period of doubt. The question is what you do with it.”

“What do most women do?”

“Some leave. They terminate the Bond early and return to their previous lives, perhaps wiser for the experience but fundamentally unchanged. Others stay—they push through the doubt and discover something on the other side.” A pause. “And a few stay but never resolve the doubt. They perform the role without believing in it, and they become hollow versions of themselves.”

“Which would you recommend?”

“I wouldn’t recommend anything. I’m not you, and I don’t know what you’re feeling.” Sera leaned forward, her expression sharpening. “But I can tell you what I know. What I’ve learned from three years of Bond and from watching other women navigate the same journey.”

“Please.”

Sera was silent for a moment, organising her thoughts.

“The Claim is designed to create a specific kind of experience. The pursuit, the capture, the marking—these are rituals that strip away the usual social constraints and reveal something more primal. Something authentic.” She held Isla’s gaze. “But authenticity is not the same as permanence. What you feel in the forest, what you feel during the claiming ceremony—that’s real, but it’s not the whole truth. The whole truth emerges over time, through the daily reality of the Bond.”

“And if the daily reality doesn’t match what I felt in the forest?”

“Then you have a choice to make.” Sera’s voice was gentle but firm. “You can try to bridge the gap—to bring the intensity of the claiming experience into your everyday existence. Or you can acknowledge that the gap is too wide, that the person you were in the forest is not the person you want to be in your daily life.”

“How do I know which choice is right?”

“By asking yourself what you’re actually afraid of.” Sera shifted in her chair, her expression thoughtful. “Are you afraid of who you’re becoming? Or are you afraid of what that becoming requires of you?”

The question landed in Isla’s chest with unexpected force.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I thought I was afraid of losing myself. Of becoming someone’s possession rather than my own person. But—” She stopped, the admission catching in her throat. “But that’s not quite right. The surrender doesn’t feel like loss. It feels like—” She struggled for words. “Like relief. Like finally setting down a weight I didn’t know I was carrying.”

“And that frightens you?”

“It terrifies me.” Isla’s voice cracked slightly. “Because I’ve spent my entire life defining myself by my independence. By my ability to handle things on my own, to never need anyone, to never let anyone see me struggle. And now—” She looked up at Sera, her expression raw. “Now I’m kneeling for a man I barely know, and part of me wants it. Part of me craves the surrender. And I don’t know if that’s healthy or broken or something else entirely.”

Sera was quiet for a long moment.

“Let me tell you something about myself,” she said finally. “Before I was claimed, I was a professor of literature. I had a career, an independent life, a reputation for intellectual rigour. I prided myself on my autonomy, my self-sufficiency, my ability to navigate any situation without needing help.” She smiled slightly. “And then I came to Ravenscourt, and I discovered that all of that independence was a defence. A way of protecting myself from the vulnerability I actually craved.”

“What happened?”

“I was claimed by a man who saw through every defence I had constructed. He didn’t break me—he simply created a space where I could stop performing strength and start being honest about what I actually felt.” Sera’s expression softened with memory. “He died eighteen months later. A riding accident, sudden and senseless. And I was left with a choice—to return to the defences I had built before, or to remain open to what the Bond had shown me about myself.”

“And you chose to stay?”

“I chose to stay because I had learned something essential. That strength and surrender are not opposites. That choosing to let someone lead does not make you weak. That the vulnerability I had spent my life avoiding was actually the thing I needed most.” Sera reached out and touched Isla’s arm. “The Bond didn’t make me less of who I was. It helped me become more fully who I already was.”

“But what if that’s not true for me? What if the surrender is actually making me less?”

“Then you leave. You acknowledge that this experience isn’t right for you, and you return to your life with the knowledge that at least you tried.” Sera’s grip tightened on her arm. “But you don’t make that decision from fear. You make it from clarity. From a genuine understanding of what you want and who you are.”

“And if I don’t have clarity? If all I have is confusion?”

“Then you ask for time. You tell your Hare that you need space to think, and you see how he responds.” Sera released her arm, settling back in her chair. “His response will tell you more than anything I can say. If he pushes, if he pressures, if he tries to force clarity before you’re ready—then you have your answer about whether this Bond is worth preserving. But if he gives you space, if he supports your process regardless of what you ultimately decide—then that tells you something too.”

She found Lucien in the study, staring at documents he did not appear to be reading.

He looked up as she entered, his expression shifting through several emotions before settling on something carefully neutral. She had come to recognise that expression—the controlled mask he wore when he was uncertain what to expect.

“We need to talk,” she said.

“We do.” He set aside the documents, giving her his full attention. “I’ve been waiting for you to come to me. I could see that something was shifting, but I wanted to give you space to process.”

“Camilla told me I should talk to you about what I’m feeling.”

“Camilla is wise.” He gestured to the chair across from his, but she remained standing, too restless to sit. “What are you feeling?”

“Doubt.” The word emerged flat, heavy. “Confusion. Fear.” She stopped, struggling to articulate the chaos of thoughts that had been building for days. “I don’t know if I can do this. I don’t know if I want to be who this Bond is asking me to become.”

Lucien’s expression did not change, but something in his posture shifted—a tension that had not been there before.

“Who is the Bond asking you to become?” he asked quietly.

“Someone who kneels. Who submits. Who lets someone else make decisions for her.” She turned away from him, moving toward the window that looked out on the forest. “Someone who craves surrender and finds relief in giving up control. Someone I don’t recognise.”

“And that frightens you.”

“Of course it frightens me.” She whirled to face him, her voice sharper than she intended. “I’ve spent my entire life building independence. Constructing a self that doesn’t need anyone, that can handle anything, that never shows weakness. And now—” She stopped, her breath catching. “Now I’m discovering that beneath all of that, there’s something else. Something that wants exactly what I’ve spent my life avoiding. And I don’t know if that’s healthy or damaged or real.”

Lucien rose from his chair, moving toward her with a deliberateness that made her want to step back and step forward simultaneously.

“What if it’s real?” he asked. “What if the person you’re discovering is actually who you’ve been all along, hiding beneath the defences you built to survive?”

“Then I’ve spent thirty years lying to myself about who I am.”

“Or thirty years surviving in a world that didn’t give you permission to be who you actually are.” He stopped before her, close enough that she could feel the warmth radiating from his body. “I told you about Victoria. About the years I spent being shaped according to someone else’s desires. And I told you that I’m still trying to figure out which parts of what I want are authentic and which are programmed.”

“What does that have to do with me?”

“Because we’re both struggling with the same question. We’ve both discovered desires that don’t align with who we thought we were, and we’re both trying to figure out whether those desires represent growth or distortion.” He reached out and touched her face, his fingers tracing her jaw. “But I know one thing for certain. The way I feel when I’m with you—when I see you kneel, when I hear you ask permission, when I watch you choose surrender despite your fear—that feeling is the most authentic thing I’ve experienced in years. Maybe ever.”

“And what feeling is that?”

“Awe.” The word was quiet, reverent. “Gratitude. A sense of being trusted with something precious that I didn’t earn and don’t deserve.” His dark eyes held hers with an intensity that made her breath catch. “I am not shaping you into someone else, Isla. I am witnessing you become who you already are.”

She stared at him, feeling the words land somewhere deep in her chest.

“How can you be sure?” she asked. “How can you know that what I’m becoming isn’t just a reflection of what you want?”

“Because I’m not asking you to become anything.” His hand dropped from her face, and he stepped back slightly, creating space between them. “I’m offering a structure, a container within which you can explore. But what you discover within that container—that’s yours. Not mine. I can’t make you feel something you don’t actually feel, and I can’t make you want something you don’t actually want.”

“But you’re influencing me. Your presence, your guidance, your—” She stopped, struggling to find words. “Your dominance. It’s shaping how I see myself.”

“Of course it is. That’s what relationships do. They shape us, change us, help us become different versions of ourselves.” His expression was serious, almost severe. “But there’s a difference between influence and control. I can influence you—I can offer perspectives, create experiences, respond to what you show me. But I cannot control what you actually feel or what you ultimately choose.”

“And if what I choose is to leave?”

The words hung between them.

Lucien’s expression did not change, but she saw something shift in his eyes—pain, perhaps, or loss.

“Then you leave.” His voice was quiet, controlled. “The Bond has provisions for early termination. If you decide that this is not what you want, I will not stand in your way.”

“You would let me go? Just like that?”

“I would let you go because I have no right to keep you.” He held her gaze, refusing to look away. “I chose you because you were strong enough to run, to resist, to challenge me at every turn. If I tried to trap you now, I would be betraying everything that made me want you in the first place.”

“But you want me to stay.”

“More than I have wanted anything in years.” The admission emerged rough, raw. “But wanting you to stay is not the same as requiring you to stay. You came to me through choice, and you remain with me through choice. The moment that choice disappears—”

“You would let me go,” she finished.

“I would let you go.” He stepped back further, creating distance between them. “If you leave, it will be because you choose to. Not because I made the decision for you, not because I pressured or manipulated or coerced. Because you looked at everything we’ve built and decided it wasn’t what you wanted.”

“And if I don’t know what I want?”

“Then you take time. You think. You examine what you’re feeling and try to understand it. You talk to whoever you need to talk to—Camilla, Sera, anyone who can help you find clarity.” His expression softened slightly. “I am not going anywhere, Isla. The Bond is a year. If you need days or weeks to decide whether you want to stay, those days and weeks are yours to take.”

“But the Trust—”

“The Trust can wait. Whatever expectations they have, whatever timeline they’re operating on—it doesn’t matter. This decision is yours, and it deserves to be made with full awareness of what you’re choosing or rejecting.”

She stared at him, seeing the truth of his words in his face.

He was not pushing. Not pressuring. Not trying to force her into a decision that served his interests rather than hers. He was offering her exactly what she needed—space to figure out what she actually wanted.

And somehow, that made the doubt worse.

Because if he had pushed, if he had tried to control or manipulate, she could have used that as evidence that he was not what he seemed. She could have told herself that the Bond was a trap and her only option was escape.

But he wasn’t giving her that excuse.

He was offering her genuine choice, with no strings attached, no pressure applied.

Which meant that whatever she decided, it would be entirely her own.

She spent the rest of the day walking the grounds.

The forest was off-limits—still recovering from the Claim, she was told, its paths not yet restored after the hunt—but she walked the perimeter, following the boundary between manicured lawn and wild woodland. The exercise gave her body something to do while her mind worked through the tangle of thoughts that had accumulated.

What did she actually want?

Not what she had been told she should want, not what society expected, not what her family would approve of. What did she want, beneath all the layers of should and ought and supposed to?

She wanted Lucien.

That much was clear. She wanted his presence, his touch, his voice in her ear telling her she was doing well. She wanted the way he looked at her—as though she were precious, as though her surrender were a gift rather than an obligation. She wanted the connection they had built through the Claim and the days that followed.

But did she want what came with him?

The submission. The structure. The surrender of control to someone else’s judgment.

She had told herself that she was performing—doing what the Bond required while maintaining her essential self intact. But that was not entirely true. Some part of her had genuinely wanted to kneel in that forest, had genuinely felt relief when Lucien’s hands had pinned her wrists, had genuinely responded to the structure and expectations of the Bond.

The question was whether that part of her was healthy.

Whether wanting surrender made her weak, or damaged, or something else entirely.

Sera had said that strength and surrender were not opposites. That choosing to let someone lead did not make you weak. That the vulnerability she had spent her life avoiding might be the thing she needed most.

But Sera had also said that not every Bond was right for every person. That some women left and were happier for leaving. That the choice had to come from clarity, not fear.

What was she afraid of?

The question had been echoing in her mind since her conversation with Sera. What was she actually afraid of?

Not Lucien. Not really. He had proven himself trustworthy in ways that mattered—giving her choice, respecting her process, refusing to pressure her even when she knew he wanted her to stay.

Not the submission itself. However uncomfortable it made her to admit, some part of her wanted that too.

What she feared was loss.

Loss of the self she had constructed over thirty years. Loss of the independence that had defined her identity. Loss of the person she had always believed herself to be.

But what if that person had never been real?

What if she had spent three decades performing strength because she didn’t know how to be honest about her own needs?

The thought was terrifying.

But it also carried a strange relief.

Because if the independent, self-sufficient person she had constructed was a performance rather than a reality, then letting go of that performance was not loss. It was truth.

And truth, however frightening, was something she had always valued more than comfort.

She returned to the suite as evening fell.

Lucien was in the sitting room, standing before the cold fireplace, his posture suggesting he had been waiting for some time. He turned as she entered, his expression carefully neutral.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said without preamble.

“As have I.”

She moved to stand before him, close enough to see the tension in his jaw, the careful control in his eyes.

“I don’t know if I can promise permanence,” she said. “I don’t know if I can commit to becoming whoever this Bond requires me to be. I don’t even know if I fully understand what I’m feeling or what I want.”

“I know.” His voice was quiet. “I don’t expect you to have all the answers.”

“But I know one thing.” She reached up and touched his face, her fingers tracing his jaw. “I know that I don’t want to leave. I know that whatever confusion I’m feeling, the idea of walking away from you feels more wrong than staying.”

“Because of the Bond contract?”

“Because of you.” She held his gaze, refusing to look away. “Because whatever this is between us—whatever we’re building—it matters to me. More than the confusion, more than the fear, more than the doubt about who I’m becoming.”

“And what do you want to do about that?”

“I want to keep trying. I want to give us time to figure out what we’re actually building, without the pressure of knowing whether it will last.” She dropped her hand from his face. “But I need you to understand that I’m not certain. I may never be certain. And if that uncertainty is something you can’t tolerate—”

“I can tolerate it.” His voice was rough, raw with something that sounded almost like relief. “I can tolerate uncertainty, and doubt, and the possibility that you might still choose to leave. Because the alternative—not having you at all—is worse than any of those things.”

She stared at him, seeing the truth of his words in his face.

“You really mean that.”

“I do.” He reached out and took her hands, his grip warm and firm. “I told you that I chose you because you were strong enough to challenge me. I meant it. Your doubt, your confusion, your struggle to understand what you want—that is not weakness. That is the same strength that made me want you in the first place.”

“And if I never become the submissive partner the Bond expects?”

“Then we figure out what the Bond actually means for us.” He pulled her closer, his hands releasing hers to wrap around her waist. “The Trust has expectations. The ritual has traditions. But you and I—we are the ones living this relationship. We get to decide what it looks like.”

“Even if it doesn’t match what the Trust wants?”

“Especially then.” He leaned down and pressed his forehead against hers, his breath warm against her face. “I am done living according to other people’s expectations. I did that for years—with Victoria, with the Trust, with every Bond I entered because I thought it was what I was supposed to want. With you, I want something real. Something that belongs only to us.”

“Then let’s build that.” The words emerged with a certainty that surprised her. “Something real. Something ours. Whatever that turns out to be.”

He kissed her then—not with desperation or hunger, but with a tenderness that made her chest ache. The kiss was a promise, a commitment, a declaration that whatever came next, they would face it together.

When he finally pulled back, his dark eyes were bright with something that looked like hope.

“Thank you,” he said. “For staying. For being honest about your doubt. For choosing to try despite not having all the answers.”

“Thank you for letting me choose.” She reached up and touched his face again, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw. “For not pushing, not pressuring, not trying to make the decision for me.”

“I will always let you choose.” He turned his head to press a kiss against her palm. “That is what makes your choice meaningful.”


Chapter Seventeen — The Challenge

LUCIEN

The challenge came on the morning of the fourth day.

He had been expecting it—had felt the tension building since the composure drill, had seen the way Rowan watched Isla with an expression that carried calculation rather than mere assessment. The Trust’s governing board had been meeting behind closed doors, their discussions opaque but their concern evident. Something was shifting in the power dynamics of Ravenscourt, and Rowan intended to exploit that shift for his own advantage.

The attack came in the Long Gallery, where Lucien had gone to retrieve a book from the estate’s library. He was alone for the first time in days, Isla having gone to meet with Camilla for breakfast, and the solitude had felt almost strange after the constant presence of her at his side.

Rowan appeared from a side corridor, his posture deliberately casual, his expression carrying the smile that Lucien had learned to associate with concealed threat.

“Lucien,” Rowan said, his voice pitched to carry through the empty space. “I was hoping to find you alone.”

“Rowan.” Lucien did not slow his pace, continuing toward the library doors. “I’m afraid I don’t have time for conversation this morning.”

“Make time.” The words carried an edge that stopped Lucien in his tracks. “The Trust’s board has been discussing your Bond. There are concerns.”

Lucien turned to face Rowan, his expression carefully neutral.

“What concerns?”

“Your Claimed woman performed adequately at the composure drill. Adequately, not exceptionally. She held her position, but the observers noted her uncertainty. Her hesitation. The way she struggled against her own impulses.” Rowan stepped closer, his smile sharpening. “The Trust wonders whether your Bond is as strong as you claimed during the presentation.”

“The Trust can wonder whatever it likes. The Bond is solid.”

“Is it?” Rowan tilted his head, his expression calculating. “Because from where I stand, it looks like you’ve gone soft. A Hare who lets his Claimed dictate the terms of their relationship, who gives her space to doubt, who refuses to enforce the discipline that the Bond requires—that is not a Hare who commands respect.”

Lucien felt something cold settle in his chest.

“What would you know about how I conduct my Bond?”

“I know that your Claimed has been seen walking the grounds alone, talking to other women about her doubts, considering whether she wants to remain at Ravenscourt at all.” Rowan’s voice dropped to a register that carried threat. “A properly controlled Claimed would not have the freedom to entertain such thoughts. She would understand that the Bond is not a negotiation but a commitment.”

“The Bond is whatever the participants choose to make it.”

“The Bond is what the Trust has defined it to be—a year of structured submission, during which the Claimed learns to surrender and the Hare learns to lead.” Rowan stepped closer, his posture aggressive. “You are failing on both counts. Your Claimed has not learned surrender, and you have not learned to lead. If anything, she leads you.”

“That is enough.”

“No, it is not enough. It will not be enough until the Trust sees evidence that you understand what it means to be a Hare.” Rowan’s expression hardened. “The final ceremony is tomorrow night. The Trust expects you to secure permanence—to demonstrate that your Bond is strong enough to warrant extension beyond the year. If you cannot do that, if you cannot make your Claimed kneel and accept the permanent collar, then perhaps you are not the Hare they thought you were.”

The threat was thinly veiled.

Lucien understood exactly what Rowan was doing. By raising questions about his Bond, by challenging his authority, Rowan was positioning himself as the stronger candidate for Trust favour. If Lucien failed at the final ceremony—if Isla refused the permanent collar, or if he failed to present her submission convincingly—Rowan would use that failure to advance his own standing.

And Isla would become a target.

Because if Lucien’s Bond failed, his Claimed would become available. Not immediately—the year contract would still bind them—but the Trust’s protection would weaken, and men like Rowan would begin circling, waiting for the moment when they could make their move.

“You are playing a dangerous game,” Lucien said quietly.

“I am playing the game we all play.” Rowan’s smile returned, colder now. “The Trust rewards strength, Lucien. Not sentiment. Not the gentle treatment of a Hare who has forgotten what dominance means.” He stepped back, creating distance between them. “Prove me wrong tomorrow night. Make your Claimed kneel, make her accept the permanent collar, and I will withdraw my concerns. But if you cannot—”

“You will what?”

“I will do what any Hare would do. Position myself as a better candidate for Trust leadership. Ensure that the next year brings changes that strengthen our traditions rather than weakening them.” Rowan turned to leave, his posture confident. “Tomorrow night, Lucien. Show the Trust who you really are. Or step aside for someone who remembers what it means to be a Hare.”

He found Isla in the conservatory.

She was standing before a cluster of white orchids, her fingers tracing the delicate petals, her expression thoughtful. The morning light caught her hair, illuminating strands of gold that he had not noticed before, and for a moment he simply watched her, struck by the beauty of the woman who had somehow become essential to him.

Then the weight of Rowan’s challenge settled back onto his shoulders, and he crossed the conservatory to join her.

“May I speak with you?” he asked.

She turned, her expression shifting to concern as she read something in his face.

“What’s wrong?”

“Rowan has made a challenge.” He stopped before her, struggling to keep his voice level. “He has raised concerns with the Trust about our Bond. About whether I am properly fulfilling my role as your Hare.”

“What kind of concerns?”

“That I have gone soft. That I have given you too much freedom, allowed you too much doubt, failed to enforce the discipline that the Bond requires.” He watched her face carefully, looking for signs of the fear that Rowan had tried to instil. “He intends to use tomorrow night’s ceremony as a test. If I cannot secure permanence—convince you to accept the permanent collar—he will use the failure to advance his own standing.”

Isla was silent for a long moment.

“And what does that mean for me?” she asked finally. “If you fail this test?”

“It means the Trust’s protection weakens. It means men like Rowan will begin positioning themselves for when our year ends—or for when they can convince the Trust to dissolve the Bond early.” He reached out and took her hands, his grip tight with the tension he was trying to suppress. “It means you become a target.”

“I see.” Her expression was unreadable. “And what do you intend to do about this challenge?”

“Nothing.”

The word surprised her; he could see it in the way her eyes widened slightly.

“Nothing?”

“I will not force you to accept a permanent collar to satisfy Rowan’s ambitions or the Trust’s expectations.” His voice was firm, certain. “I told you that you would always have a choice. I meant it. Tomorrow night, you can kneel or not kneel, accept or refuse, based entirely on what you want. Not on what I need, not on what the Trust expects, not on what Rowan is threatening.”

“Even if refusing means putting yourself at risk?”

“Even then.” He squeezed her hands, willing her to understand. “I chose you because you were strong enough to challenge me. I will not betray that strength by trying to control your choice. Whatever you decide tomorrow night, it will be your decision. Not mine.”

She studied his face for a long moment.

“You are doing exactly what Rowan accused you of,” she said quietly. “Giving me freedom when the Trust expects you to take control.”

“I know.” He released her hands, stepping back slightly. “And I know the consequences. But I would rather face those consequences than become the kind of man who forces submission to serve his own interests.”

“What if I want to kneel?”

The question caught him off guard.

“What?”

“What if I want to kneel? What if I want to accept the permanent collar, not because you forced me, but because I genuinely choose it?” She held his gaze, her expression serious. “Would that satisfy the Trust? Would that prove that your Bond is strong?”

“It would—” He stopped, his mind racing through implications. “It would demonstrate exactly what the Trust is looking for. A Claimed who submits because she wants to submit, not because she is forced. A Bond built on genuine desire rather than coercion.”

“Then perhaps that is what we should do.” She stepped closer, reducing the distance between them. “Not because of Rowan’s challenge, not because of Trust expectations, but because we have built something real, and I want to declare that reality publicly.”

“You would accept the permanent collar? After everything you said about doubt, about uncertainty—”

“I said I didn’t know if I could promise permanence. I said I didn’t know if I could commit to becoming whoever the Bond required me to be.” She reached up and touched his face, her fingers tracing his jaw. “But I know now. Not because the doubt has disappeared, but because I’ve decided that the doubt doesn’t change what I want. I want you. I want this. I want to keep building whatever this is between us, even when it’s difficult.”

“You are certain?”

“I am certain that I am choosing you.” Her voice was steady, her eyes clear. “And I am certain that I want to make that choice publicly, in front of everyone who has questioned whether our Bond is real.”

He stared at her, feeling something shift in his chest.

The challenge that had seemed insurmountable moments ago now appeared manageable. Not because Rowan had withdrawn it, but because Isla had offered to meet it on her own terms.

“There is something else,” he said. “Something I haven’t told you.”

“What?”

“The Trust has been pressuring me privately. Evelyn visited my study last night, after you went to bed.” He watched her face carefully, looking for signs of alarm. “She made it clear that the Trust’s support depends on tomorrow night’s outcome. If we present a convincing case for permanence, they will back our Bond. If we fail—”

“We become vulnerable.”

“More vulnerable than we already are.” He reached up and touched her face, mirroring her gesture. “I did not tell you because I did not want to pressure your decision. But you should understand the full context before tomorrow night.”

“What exactly did Evelyn say?”

“That the Trust has invested significant resources in my training and development. That they expect returns on that investment in the form of strong Bonds and continued participation in the ritual.” His voice was bitter. “That my failure to secure permanence would be seen as evidence that their investment was misplaced.”

“And if you succeed? If I kneel and accept the collar?”

“Then the Trust’s support solidifies. They provide resources for the permanent Bond—access to estate facilities, invitations to exclusive events, the backing of an institution that has been shaping relationships for centuries.” He dropped his hand from her face. “But none of that matters if it is not what you want.”

“What I want,” she said slowly, “is to make this decision based on what I feel, not on what the Trust expects or what Rowan threatens or what Evelyn pressures you to provide. I want to kneel because I choose to kneel. And if that choice happens to satisfy the Trust’s requirements—” She smiled slightly. “Then that is a benefit, not a motivation.”

“You are extraordinary.”

“So you keep telling me.” She stepped back, her expression shifting into something more businesslike. “Now, what do we need to do to prepare for tomorrow night? What does the ceremony involve?”

The preparations consumed the rest of the day.

Lucien walked her through the ceremony’s structure—the gathering of Bonded pairs in the Claim Hall, the reading of permanence petitions, the presentation of collars for those who chose to accept them. He explained the history of the ritual, its origins in the Trust’s founding centuries ago, its evolution into the ceremony that would take place tomorrow night.

“The collar is symbolic,” he said. “A visible sign that the Bond has been extended beyond the initial year. Some couples choose permanent collars that are worn only during formal occasions. Others prefer something more discreet—a bracelet, a pendant, a ring.”

“Like the necklace you gave me.”

“Like the necklace.” He touched the pendant at her throat, the hare’s emerald eyes catching the light. “That was my grandmother’s, given to her by my grandfather when they made their Bond permanent. It seemed appropriate to give it to you now, before the ceremony, as a sign of my intentions.”

“Intentions you weren’t sure I would accept.”

“Intentions I wanted you to have regardless of what you decided.” He dropped his hand from the pendant. “The collar I present tomorrow night will be different—something designed specifically for you. But the necklace was my way of saying that I wanted permanence, even when I wasn’t sure you did.”

She was quiet for a moment.

“What does the collar look like?”

“I had it made before the hunt.” He crossed to a drawer in his desk and removed a velvet box, its surface worn with age. “The Trust provides certain items to Hares who are expected to secure permanence. This was my father’s, given to my mother when they made their Bond permanent. It was returned to me after she died.”

He opened the box.

Inside, on a bed of faded velvet, lay a collar of white gold and sapphires. The metal formed an intricate pattern of interlocking shapes, the gems set at intervals that caught the light and scattered it in brilliant fragments. The clasp was hidden within the design, creating an unbroken circle when fastened.

“It is beautiful,” Isla said quietly.

“It is an Ashford heirloom, passed down through generations.” He held the box toward her, offering her a closer look. “If you accept it tomorrow night, it becomes yours. Not borrowed, not temporary—yours, for as long as our Bond exists.”

“And if our Bond ends? If I leave?”

“Then the collar returns to me, to be offered to whoever comes next.” He watched her face carefully. “That is the tradition. The collar belongs to the Bond, not to the person.”

“But the necklace—the one you already gave me—”

“Is yours. Regardless of what happens to our Bond.” He closed the box and set it aside. “That was my gift to you, not the Trust’s. It remains yours even if you leave tomorrow.”

She stared at him, her expression complicated.

“You are making this very difficult,” she said finally.

“How so?”

“By being exactly who I need you to be. By giving me choice when others would take it. By offering me symbols of permanence while insisting I can refuse them.” She shook her head. “Every reason I had for doubt is being undermined by your behaviour.”

“Is that a problem?”

“It is confusing.” She reached up and touched the pendant at her throat. “I spent years convinced that men like you did not exist. That dominance always came with cruelty, that control always meant oppression, that submission always required the surrender of self. And now—” She stopped, struggling for words. “Now I am discovering that I was wrong. And I do not know how to integrate that discovery with everything I believed before.”

“What did you believe before?”

“That independence was the only safety. That needing someone was weakness. That vulnerability was an invitation to exploitation.” She met his gaze, her expression raw. “But you have not exploited my vulnerability. You have honoured it. And that is—” She stopped again, her voice catching. “That is not what I expected.”

“It is what I want to give you.” He reached out and took her hands. “A place where vulnerability is safe. Where surrender is honoured rather than exploited. Where you can be honest about what you need without fear of it being used against you.”

“Even if what I need changes? If I discover that I don’t want this after all?”

“Even then.” He squeezed her hands. “I told you that I chose you because you were strong enough to challenge me. That strength does not disappear because you kneel or accept a collar. It simply takes a different form—the form of choosing, despite doubt, to trust someone with your vulnerability.”

She was quiet for a long moment.

“Tomorrow night,” she said finally. “I will kneel. I will accept the collar. Not because the Trust expects it, not because Rowan is threatening, but because I choose you. Because whatever doubts I have, they are smaller than what I feel when I am with you.”

“Are you certain?”

“I am certain that I am choosing you.” She smiled slightly. “And for now, that is enough.”

Evelyn found him that evening.

He was in his study, reviewing the documents that would be required for tomorrow’s ceremony, when a knock on the door announced the Matron’s arrival. He rose to greet her, his posture formal despite the late hour.

“Matron. I did not expect you.”

“I did not expect to need to visit.” Evelyn crossed to the chair across from his desk and settled into it without waiting for an invitation. “But I have heard concerning rumours, and I wanted to address them directly.”

“Concerning rumours?”

“Rowan has been making accusations. About your Bond, about your leadership, about your fitness to represent the Trust’s interests.” Evelyn’s expression was unreadable. “He has suggested that your Claimed controls you rather than the reverse. That you have abandoned the principles that make a Hare effective.”

“Rowan is positioning himself for advancement. His accusations serve his interests, not the Trust’s.”

“Perhaps. But his accusations have found receptive ears.” Evelyn leaned forward, her gaze sharp. “The Trust is concerned, Lucien. Your Bond has been unconventional from the beginning—a Claimed with no family connections, a relationship that seems built on negotiation rather than hierarchy. Tomorrow night is your opportunity to demonstrate that the Bond is genuine.”

“Or what?”

“Or the Trust begins to question whether its investment in you was wise.” Evelyn’s voice was cold, measured. “You are not the only Hare who could represent our interests. Rowan has his supporters, and his challenge has given them ammunition. If you fail tomorrow night—if your Claimed refuses the collar, or if you fail to present her submission convincingly—the consequences will extend beyond your personal Bond.”

“What kind of consequences?”

“A reduction in your standing within the Trust. Fewer invitations to participate in Claims. Less access to the resources that have supported your family for generations.” Evelyn held his gaze. “And for your Claimed—a reduction in protection. The Trust backs Bonds that demonstrate strength. Bonds that fail become vulnerable.”

“You are threatening me.”

“I am informing you of realities that you seem determined to ignore.” Evelyn’s expression softened slightly. “I have watched you grow from a boy into a man, Lucien. I remember your mother, and I served with your father on the Trust’s board. I want you to succeed. But I cannot protect you from consequences that you bring upon yourself.”

“And if I succeed? If Isla kneels and accepts the collar?”

“Then the Trust’s support solidifies. Rowan’s challenge loses its force. You secure your position and your Claimed’s protection for as long as the Bond remains intact.” Evelyn rose from her chair, her posture rigid. “That is what I want for you, Lucien. What I have always wanted. But I cannot make it happen. Only you can do that.”

She turned to leave.

“Matron.” His voice stopped her at the door. “I appreciate your candour. But I want you to understand something.”

She turned back, her expression questioning.

“Tomorrow night, my Claimed will kneel. She will accept the collar. Not because I forced her, not because the Trust expects it, but because she chooses to.” He met Evelyn’s gaze directly. “And when she does, it will demonstrate exactly what the Trust claims to value—a Bond built on genuine desire rather than coercion.”

“A bold claim.” Evelyn’s expression was unreadable. “I hope you are right.”

“So do I.”

He found Isla on the terrace, standing at the balustrade that overlooked the forest.

The moon was full, its light casting silver across the manicured grounds and the dark trees beyond. She stood motionless, her silhouette stark against the night sky, and for a moment he simply watched her, struck by the grace of her posture and the stillness of her presence.

“You should be resting,” he said, joining her at the balustrade. “Tomorrow will be demanding.”

“I couldn’t sleep.” She did not look at him, her gaze fixed on the forest. “I keep thinking about what happens tomorrow night. About what it means to kneel in front of everyone and accept a collar that binds me to you permanently.”

“You do not have to do it. Even now, with everything that is at stake, you can refuse.”

“I know.” She turned to face him, her expression serious. “That is what makes this so complicated. I know I can refuse, and I am choosing not to. Not because of Rowan or Evelyn or the Trust—but because I want to.”

“And that is enough?”

“It is enough for me.” She reached up and touched his face, her fingers tracing his jaw. “Is it enough for you? To have a Claimed who submits because she chooses to, not because you forced her?”

“It is everything I want.” He turned his head to press a kiss against her palm. “More than I dared to hope for.”

“Then tomorrow night, we give the Trust what they want—while giving each other what we need.” She smiled slightly. “A demonstration of a Bond that is real, built on choice rather than coercion. A Claimed who kneels because she wants to kneel, and a Hare who receives her submission as a gift rather than a right.”

“That sounds like a speech.”

“It sounds like a plan.” She stepped closer, her body pressing against his. “Now take me to bed. Tomorrow will be complicated enough without being exhausted as well.”

He kissed her then, tasting the moonlight on her lips, feeling the warmth of her body against his, knowing that whatever happened tomorrow, they would face it together.


Chapter Eighteen — The Kneeling

ISLA

The Claim Hall had been transformed.

Gone were the stark marble surfaces and empty spaces that had hosted her composure drill. In their place stood an arrangement of chairs and cushions, of candles and flowers, of symbols that spoke of ceremony and significance. The gallery above was filled with observers, their faces half-hidden in shadow, their attention focused on the space below where Bonded pairs would soon gather.

She stood in an antechamber with the other Claimed women, waiting for the ceremony to begin.

They had been dressed identically—white gowns that fell to the floor, simple in design but rich in fabric, their surfaces catching the candlelight in ways that made each woman glow. The marks on their collarbones had been left visible, as had the ribbons at their wrists. These were not things to be hidden but displayed—evidence of the claims that had been made and the bonds that had been formed.

Charlotte stood near the window, her expression carefully neutral. The auburn-haired woman had been quiet since the hunt, her public submission to Rowan contrasting with what Isla suspected was a more complicated private reality. Their eyes met briefly, and something passed between them—a recognition of shared experience, perhaps, or a question that neither could answer.

Geraldine moved among the newer Claimed women, offering words of encouragement and practical advice. Her presence was steadying, her decades of experience giving weight to her assurances that the ceremony was not a test but a celebration. Isla wondered whether Geraldine had ever felt the doubt that had plagued her own Bond, or whether she had moved through this world with the certainty that Isla had never quite managed to find.

Camilla appeared at her side, her expression bright with an excitement that Isla could not entirely share.

“Are you ready?” Camilla asked.

“I don’t know.” The honesty emerged before she could censor it. “I thought I was certain. I thought I had made my decision. But standing here, knowing what comes next—”

“Doubt is normal.” Camilla took her hand, squeezing gently. “Every Claimed woman feels it before the ceremony. The question is whether you let the doubt control you or whether you move through it.”

“And how do I move through it?”

“By remembering why you’re here. Not the Trust, not the expectations, not the threats and the politics—just you and Lucien and whatever you’ve built together.” Camilla’s expression softened. “The rest is noise. What matters is what’s real.”

“What if I don’t know what’s real?”

“Then you figure it out in the moment.” Camilla squeezed her hand again. “That’s what the ceremony is for—not to force a decision, but to create a space where the decision becomes clear.”

The door opened before Isla could respond.

Matron Evelyn stood in the threshold, her dark gown immaculate, her expression formal but not unkind.

“It is time,” Evelyn said. “The Hares are assembled. The Trust is observing. Take your positions.”

The Claim Hall was vast and intimate at once.

Isla descended the staircase that led from the antechamber, her white gown trailing behind her on the stone steps, her eyes adjusting to the candlelight that illuminated the space below. The Hares stood in a semicircle at the centre of the hall, their positions marked by small cushions on the marble floor. Each Hare faced the gallery above, his Claimed woman approaching from behind to take her place at his side.

Lucien stood near the centre of the semicircle, his dark suit a stark contrast to the white that surrounded him. He did not turn as she approached—protocol demanded that he face forward, his attention on the Trust members who observed from above—but she could see the tension in his shoulders, the careful control in his posture.

She moved to stand beside him, her body falling into the formal stance that had become almost automatic over the past days. Feet together, hands clasped at her waist, head slightly bowed. The position felt less like performance now and more like truth—a physical expression of the submission she had chosen rather than a role she was playing.

Evelyn’s voice rang out through the hall.

“We gather to witness the presentation of Bonds formed during this year’s Claim. Before us stand those who have chosen each other through pursuit and surrender, through marking and claiming, through the structured intimacy that our institution has cultivated for generations.”

The words washed over Isla, their meaning both clear and distant.

“Each Bond represents a commitment—a year of mutual obligation, of growth, of discovery. Some Bonds will conclude at the end of that year, their participants returning to their separate lives with whatever they have learned. Others will seek permanence, extending their commitment beyond the initial term and into the future.”

Isla felt Lucien’s presence beside her, solid and warm even without touch.

“Tonight, those who seek permanence will present themselves before the Trust. They will offer evidence of their Bond’s strength, and they will receive the symbols that mark permanent commitment. Let those who wish to present approach the centre.”

The ceremony began.

Rowan stepped forward first, Charlotte moving to kneel on the cushion beside him. His voice carried through the hall as he declared his intention to seek permanence, describing the Bond they had formed and the future he envisioned. Charlotte remained motionless throughout, her expression unreadable, her posture perfect.

When Rowan finished speaking, he produced a collar from his jacket—a band of silver and onyx that caught the candlelight. He held it before Charlotte, waiting.

She did not move.

The silence stretched.

Isla watched, her heart pounding, as Charlotte remained motionless before the offered collar. Seconds passed, then a minute, then longer. The observers in the gallery shifted, their whispers audible despite attempts at discretion.

Finally, Charlotte spoke.

“I accept.”

The words were quiet, but they carried through the hall with unmistakable clarity. Rowan fastened the collar around her throat, his movements deliberate and possessive, and Charlotte lowered her head in a gesture of submission that seemed genuine despite everything Isla had observed.

The first presentation concluded.

Other couples followed, each approaching the centre, each offering their declaration, each either accepting or declining the permanence that was offered. Some acceptances seemed joyful; others carried weight that was difficult to interpret. Some refusals came with explanations; others were silent, their participants simply shaking their heads and returning to their positions.

And then it was their turn.

Lucien stepped forward, his hand finding the small of her back to guide her into the centre of the hall.

They stood before the assembled observers, the gallery above filled with faces that she could not see clearly, the weight of attention pressing against her from all sides. The cushion that had been prepared for her lay on the marble floor, its white fabric pristine and waiting.

Lucien’s voice broke the silence.

“I present my Bond for permanence. I came to this year’s Claim with expectations shaped by four previous participations. I expected to pursue, to capture, to claim, and to move forward with a Bond that satisfied the Trust’s requirements.”

He paused, his hand still warm against her back.

“What I found was something different. A woman who ran not to escape but to test. Who knelt not because she was forced but because she chose. Who challenged every assumption I held about dominance and submission, about control and surrender, about what a Bond could be.”

His voice dropped, becoming more intimate despite the public setting.

“I have learned that submission freely given is more valuable than submission demanded. That strength and surrender are not opposites but partners. That a Bond built on choice will always be stronger than a Bond built on coercion.”

He stepped back, creating space between them.

Isla felt the absence of his touch like a physical sensation.

“I offer permanence not because the Trust expects it, not because my standing depends on it, but because I cannot imagine returning to a life without her. She has become essential to me—not as a possession, but as a partner. Not as a Claimed woman, but as herself.”

He reached into his jacket and withdrew the collar.

The white gold and sapphires caught the candlelight, scattering brilliance across the marble floor. The collar was more beautiful than it had seemed in his study, its craftsmanship evident in every curve and setting. It was an heirloom, a symbol of generations of Bonds, and it was being offered to her.

Lucien held the collar before her, his dark eyes meeting hers.

“Isla Harper. I offer you this collar as a symbol of permanent commitment. If you accept it, you bind yourself to me not for a year, but for as long as we both choose to continue. If you refuse, our Bond remains in force for its original term, and you retain every right to depart when that term concludes.”

He paused, and something shifted in his expression—a vulnerability that she had rarely seen.

“This is your choice. Not mine, not the Trust’s, not anyone else’s. Whatever you decide, I will respect it. But I hope—” His voice caught slightly. “I hope you will choose to stay.”

The words hung in the air.

The observers in the gallery had fallen silent. The other Bonded pairs had stopped their own quiet conversations. Every eye was fixed on her, every breath held, waiting for her response.

She looked at the collar.

She looked at Lucien’s face.

She looked at the gallery above, filled with people who had questioned her presence, doubted her commitment, wondered whether she belonged in their world.

And then she looked back at Lucien.

“I need to say something first.” Her voice emerged clearer than she expected, carrying through the hall with a steadiness that surprised her. “Before I make my decision.”

Lucien nodded, his expression open.

“When I came to Ravenscourt, I did not expect this. I expected an experience—something intense, something novel, something that would satisfy my curiosity and then release me back to my ordinary life. I did not expect to find someone who would challenge everything I believed about myself.”

She drew a breath.

“I have spent my entire life defining myself by my independence. By my ability to handle anything alone, to never need anyone, to never show vulnerability. I believed that needing someone was weakness, that surrender was defeat, that submission was surrender of self.”

She paused, feeling the weight of the words.

“I was wrong.”

The declaration emerged with a certainty that resonated through her chest.

“What I have discovered here is not weakness but strength. Not defeat but choice. Not surrender of self but discovery of self. I have learned that I can be independent and still need someone. I can be strong and still choose to kneel. I can be myself and still belong to someone else.”

She met Lucien’s gaze directly.

“You asked me to accept your collar. To bind myself to you permanently, in front of everyone who has questioned whether our Bond is real.” She stepped closer, reducing the distance between them. “I am not accepting because the Trust expects it. I am not accepting because you need me to. I am accepting because I want to. Because whatever doubts I have had, they are smaller than what I feel when I am with you.”

She reached out and touched his face, her fingers tracing his jaw in the gesture that had become familiar.

“I choose you. Not because I was caught, not because I was claimed, but because I want to be claimed. Because the surrender you offer is not loss but freedom. Because being yours feels more like being myself than anything I have ever experienced.”

She dropped her hand from his face.

Then she knelt.

The marble was cool beneath her knees, its surface smooth and unyielding.

She settled into the formal posture that had become second nature—knees together, hands resting on her thighs, back straight, head slightly bowed. The position that had felt like performance during the composure drill now felt like truth, a physical expression of a choice she had made freely and deliberately.

Lucien stood above her, the collar still held in his hands.

“Isla Harper,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. “Do you accept this collar as a symbol of our permanent Bond? Do you commit to continue what we have begun, to build a future together, to honour the choice we have both made?”

“I do.” The words emerged clearly. “I accept the collar. I commit to continue. I honour the choice we have made—together.”

Lucien lowered the collar to her throat.

The metal was cool against her skin, its weight strange but not unwelcome. He fastened the clasp with careful fingers, adjusting the fit so that it rested comfortably against her neck, its sapphires catching the light.

When he finished, he reached into his pocket and withdrew something else.

The white ribbon that she had worn since the claiming ceremony.

He held it before her, its silk catching the candlelight.

“This ribbon marked the beginning of our Bond. It signified the year that we committed to spend together, the term that the Trust established for our arrangement.” His voice was quiet, meant for her alone despite the public setting. “Tonight, I return it to you. Not to discard, but to give you control over what happens next.”

He placed the ribbon in her hands.

“If you kneel, it is yours. The collar, the Bond, the commitment—all of it becomes mutual. Not mine to give and yours to receive, but ours to share.”

She looked down at the ribbon in her hands.

Its white silk was soft against her palms, its texture familiar after days of wearing it at her wrist. It represented the Bond she had entered—the contract, the year, the structure that had brought her to this moment.

And now it was hers to do with as she chose.

She raised her head, meeting Lucien’s gaze.

Then she lifted the ribbon to her throat, threading it through the collar’s intricate design until it rested alongside the white gold and sapphires. The white silk against the dark metal created a contrast that caught the eye—a symbol of the original Bond, now woven into the permanence she had accepted.

“It is ours,” she said. “Not yours, not mine—ours. Together.”

Lucien’s expression shifted, something cracking in the controlled mask he usually wore.

“Together,” he repeated. “For as long as we both choose.”

He reached down and took her hands, helping her rise from the marble floor. She stood before him, the collar at her throat, the ribbon woven through its design, the weight of the moment settling around them like a mantle.

Behind her, she heard applause begin.

It started softly—a few hands clapping in the gallery above—and then spread, filling the hall with sound that seemed to come from very far away. The Trust was acknowledging their presentation, accepting their Bond, offering the approval that had seemed so important just days ago.

But the approval no longer mattered.

What mattered was the man standing before her, his dark eyes bright with an emotion that looked almost like wonder.

What mattered was the collar at her throat, its weight a constant reminder of the choice she had made.

What mattered was the future that stretched before them, unwritten and uncertain, but theirs to navigate together.

The ceremony concluded.

Other couples presented their Bonds, accepted or refused their collars, made their declarations before the Trust and the assembled observers. Isla stood at Lucien’s side through it all, her body automatically maintaining the formal posture that the occasion demanded, her mind only partially present for the proceedings.

The rest of her was still processing what had just happened.

She had knelt.

She had accepted the collar.

She had bound herself to Lucien not for a year, but for as long as they both chose to continue.

The weight of that choice settled into her bones, its reality more complex than she had anticipated. This was not a contract with a defined endpoint, not an arrangement that would automatically conclude after twelve months. This was something else entirely—a commitment that would persist until one of them decided to end it, with all the consequences that such an ending would entail.

It should have terrified her.

Instead, she felt something closer to peace.

For the first time in longer than she could remember, she had made a choice based entirely on what she wanted rather than what she thought she should want. She had set aside the expectations and assumptions that had shaped her life, and she had followed a path that felt authentic despite its unfamiliarity.

She had chosen Lucien.

And in choosing him, she had chosen herself.

The crowd dispersed gradually, the observers in the gallery departing with quiet conversations and meaningful glances. The Bonded pairs were ushered toward the dining hall for a formal reception, their collars and ribbons displayed for continued admiration and assessment.

Isla moved through the proceedings in a haze, her body responding automatically to the social requirements while her mind processed the magnitude of what she had done. She smiled at appropriate moments, accepted congratulations with graceful nods, allowed Lucien to guide her through the intricate dance of estate politics.

Rowan found her near the edge of the reception, his expression carrying a calculation that she had come to recognise.

“Congratulations,” he said, his voice smooth. “Your presentation was… impressive.”

“Thank you.” She kept her own voice neutral.

“I admit, I did not expect you to accept.” Rowan’s gaze moved to the collar at her throat. “Lucien has a reputation for unconventional Bonds, but this—” He shook his head slightly. “This was something different entirely.”

“I made a choice. That is all.”

“A choice that happened to secure Lucien’s position within the Trust, protect you from certain consequences, and demonstrate exactly what the institution wanted to see.” Rowan smiled. “How convenient.”

“Convenience had nothing to do with it.”

“Perhaps not. But the outcome remains the same.” Rowan stepped closer, his voice dropping. “You have secured your position, Ms Harper. Enjoy it. But remember—the Trust is watching. One presentation does not guarantee permanent approval. You will need to demonstrate that your Bond remains strong, that your submission remains genuine, that you are worth the investment the Trust has made.”

“And if I fail to demonstrate those things?”

“Then you will discover that the Trust’s protection has limits.” Rowan’s smile sharpened. “Welcome to Ravenscourt, Ms Harper. I hope you survive the experience.”

He turned and walked away, disappearing into the crowd before she could respond.

Lucien found her moments later, his hand finding the small of her back with a familiarity that had become natural.

“What did Rowan want?”

“To remind me that the Trust’s approval is conditional.” She turned to face him, her expression wry. “Apparently, one successful presentation does not guarantee permanent security.”

“Rowan enjoys creating unease.” Lucien’s voice was calm, but she could hear an edge beneath it. “His position has been weakened by your acceptance. He is looking for ways to regain ground.”

“I know. But he is not wrong, is he? The Trust will continue to observe, to assess, to judge whether our Bond is worth their support.”

“They will. But their judgment matters less than what exists between us.” Lucien guided her toward the edge of the reception, creating a pocket of relative privacy. “I meant what I said during the presentation. I cannot imagine returning to a life without you. Whatever the Trust thinks, whatever Rowan plots, that truth remains.”

“I know.” She reached up and touched the collar at her throat, feeling its weight, its permanence. “I feel the same. Which is terrifying, honestly. I have never let myself need someone this much.”

“Neither have I.” His dark eyes held hers. “But perhaps that is what makes this real. Not the ritual, not the collar, not the Trust’s approval—just two people choosing each other despite the fear.”

“Choosing each other,” she repeated. “I like that. It feels more accurate than any of the other language—the claiming, the Bond, the submission. We chose each other.”

“We continue to choose each other.” He reached up and touched her face, his fingers tracing her jaw. “Every day, every moment. That is what makes it permanent—not a contract, not a ceremony, but the ongoing decision to stay.”

She leaned into his touch, feeling the warmth of his fingers against her skin.

“Take me somewhere private,” she said quietly. “I have been on display for hours. I need—” She stopped, uncertain how to articulate what she was feeling. “I need to be yours without an audience.”

He led her through the estate’s corridors, away from the reception and its requirements.

They climbed stairs and turned corners, moving through spaces that she had not seen before—private wings that were reserved for senior members, for those whose Bonds had been deemed strong enough to warrant extended access. The collar at her throat granted them entry to places that would have been forbidden just hours ago.

He stopped at a door and opened it, revealing a room that took her breath away.

It was a private sitting room, its windows overlooking the forest that stretched beyond the estate’s manicured grounds. The moon was still visible through the glass, its silver light casting shadows across surfaces that held books and art and the accumulated evidence of a life lived within these walls. A fire burned in the hearth, its warmth a welcome contrast to the cool formality of the spaces she had occupied all day.

“This was my mother’s room,” Lucien said quietly. “After her death, it was sealed. No one has used it since.”

“Why are you bringing me here?”

“Because I want to give you something that is not part of the Trust’s arrangements.” He moved to a cabinet near the window and opened it, revealing a collection of objects that she could not clearly see. “The collar is an Ashford heirloom, but it belongs to the Bond—to the institution that sanctioned our arrangement. This—” He withdrew something from the cabinet and turned to face her. “This belonged to my mother. And before her, to her mother. It has never been part of the Trust’s rituals.”

He held out a small box, its surface worn with age.

She took it, her hands trembling slightly as she opened the lid.

Inside, on a bed of faded velvet, lay a ring.

It was simple compared to the collar—white gold set with a single sapphire, its band worn smooth by decades of wear. But there was something about it that caught at her heart, a weight of meaning that transcended its material value.

“It was my grandmother’s wedding ring,” Lucien said. “Given to her by my grandfather when they made their Bond permanent. She wore it until she died, and then my mother wore it, until she died too.”

“Lucien—” Her voice caught. “This is a family heirloom. A wedding ring. You cannot just give it to me.”

“I am not giving it to you.” He took the ring from the box, holding it between his fingers. “I am asking you to accept it. Not as part of the Bond, not as a symbol of the Trust’s arrangement, but as a promise between us. A commitment that exists outside the institution, independent of its approval or disapproval.”

“A promise of what?”

“Of a future that we build together. Of a relationship that continues regardless of what happens with the Trust. Of a choice that we make not because we are bound by contract, but because we want to be bound by love.”

The word hung in the air between them.

Love.

She had not expected him to say it. Had not expected to feel the weight of it land in her chest with such force. But there it was—spoken aloud, impossible to ignore.

“You love me?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“I do.” His expression was open, vulnerable in a way that she had rarely seen. “I did not expect it. I did not plan for it. But somewhere between the forest and this moment, between your resistance and your surrender, I fell in love with you. And I want to spend the rest of my life proving that I am worthy of that fall.”

She stared at him, feeling the words settle into her heart.

“I love you too,” she said. “I did not expect it either. I came here looking for experience, for novelty, for something that would shake me out of the life I had built. I did not expect to find someone who would see through every defence I had constructed. I did not expect to want to let someone in. But I do. I love you. And I want to spend the rest of my life learning how to let you stay.”

He smiled—a genuine smile that transformed his face, softening the edges that usually made him seem formidable.

“Then accept this ring,” he said. “Not because the Trust expects it, not because our Bond requires it, but because you want to. Because you love me. Because you choose me.”

He held the ring before her, its sapphire catching the firelight.

She extended her left hand, her fingers trembling.

He slid the ring onto her finger, its weight strange but right, its presence a declaration that had nothing to do with the collar at her throat and everything to do with the man standing before her.

“It fits,” she said, her voice thick with emotion.

“It was meant for you.” He raised her hand to his lips and kissed the ring. “Just as you were meant for me.”

They stood at the window, watching the moon sink toward the horizon.

The forest spread before them, its dark trees swaying gently in the night wind. Somewhere in those woods, days ago, she had run for her life and found something she had not known she was seeking. Somewhere in those trees, Lucien had pursued her with a determination that had changed everything she thought she understood about herself.

“What happens now?” she asked.

“We go back to London tomorrow. You return to your work, I return to mine. We navigate the practicalities of a life that is now intertwined.” He slid his arm around her waist, pulling her closer. “We attend Trust functions when required. We demonstrate our Bond to those who need to see it. And in private—in the spaces that belong only to us—we build something real.”

“And the training? The protocols, the expectations, the—” She stopped, uncertain how to articulate the question. “The submission?”

“Continues, if you want it to. Evolves, if that is what we need.” He pressed a kiss to her temple. “I told you that I want a Bond built on choice. That remains true. Whatever forms our relationship takes, they will be forms that we choose together.”

“Even if that means I don’t want to kneel anymore? Even if I decide that submission is not what I need?”

“Even then.” He turned her to face him, his dark eyes serious. “I fell in love with you, Isla. Not with your submission, not with your willingness to kneel, but with you. Whatever form our relationship takes, whatever we discover about ourselves and each other—that is what matters. The rituals and protocols are tools, not requirements. We use what serves us and set aside what does not.”

She studied his face, seeing the truth of his words in his expression.

“You are not what I expected,” she said finally. “When I accepted that invitation, I imagined someone controlling, possessive, determined to shape me according to his desires. I did not imagine—” She stopped, struggling for words. “I did not imagine someone who would give me the freedom to discover what I actually want.”

“I learned the hard way that control without consent is not control at all. It is merely coercion wearing a mask of authority.” He reached up and touched her face, his fingers tracing her jaw. “Victoria tried to shape me into something I was not. She succeeded for a time. But ultimately, she failed—because the person she created was not real. It was only when I stopped performing according to her script that I discovered who I actually was.”

“And who are you?”

“Someone who wants to be chosen, not to take. Someone who wants to receive submission as a gift, not to demand it as a right. Someone who wants a partner, not a possession.” He smiled slightly. “Someone who fell in love with a woman who ran from him and then chose to stay.”

She leaned into his touch, feeling the warmth of his hand against her face.

“I choose to stay,” she said. “Not because the collar binds me, not because the ring commits me, but because I want to. Because loving you feels like coming home to a place I did not know I was missing.”

“Then stay.” His voice was rough with emotion. “Not for a year, not for the term of the Bond, but for as long as we both want this.”

“That could be forever.”

“I hope it is.”

He kissed her then—not with the hunger of their first encounters, but with a tenderness that made her chest ache. The kiss was a promise, a seal, a declaration of the future they would build together.

When they finally broke apart, the moon had sunk below the horizon, leaving the sky dark and infinite above the forest.

“Come to bed,” he said. “Tomorrow will bring its own complications. Tonight, I want to hold you without an audience, love you without a script, be yours without the Trust’s observation.”

She took his hand and let him lead her toward the bedroom, the collar at her throat and the ring on her finger marking the beginning of something neither of them had expected.


EPILOGUE

Six months later

The gallery was crowded with Trust members and their guests, the summer reception in full swing despite the heat that pressed against the tall windows. Isla stood at Lucien’s side, her posture formal, her expression composed, her body encased in a gown that had been chosen specifically for the occasion.

She had learned to navigate these events with a grace that surprised her.

The first months after their permanent presentation had been challenging—adjusting to a life that was suddenly shared, learning to balance independence with partnership, navigating the complex politics of Trust expectations while building something genuine in private. There had been arguments, misunderstandings, moments when she had questioned whether she had made the right choice.

But there had also been moments of profound connection.

Nights when Lucien had held her through her doubts, asking nothing, simply offering presence. Mornings when she had woken to find him watching her with an expression of wonder that never failed to make her heart race. Afternoons when they had walked through London’s parks, her hand in his, talking about everything and nothing, building the foundation of a life that was theirs alone.

The collar remained at her throat, its weight familiar now. The ring remained on her finger, its sapphire catching the light whenever she moved. But the symbols had become secondary to what they represented—a relationship that grew stronger with each passing month, a love that deepened with each challenge they faced together.

Rowan appeared at the edge of the crowd, his expression carrying the calculation that had become familiar.

He had been careful since the presentation—never openly hostile, never explicitly threatening, but always watching. Waiting for evidence that their Bond was weakening, that she was unhappy, that the permanence they had declared was failing to hold.

He was still waiting.

Isla had no intention of giving him what he sought.

Lucien’s hand found the small of her back, his touch warm and grounding.

“Are you ready to leave?” he asked quietly.

“Almost.” She turned to face him, her expression softening. “I want to say goodbye to Evelyn first. She has been—supportive, in her way. I want to acknowledge that.”

“Of course. I will wait for you at the entrance.”

He pressed a kiss to her temple and moved toward the gallery doors, leaving her to navigate the final social requirements alone.

She found Evelyn near the centre of the room, the Matron’s dark gown a stark contrast to the colourful figures that surrounded her.

“Ms Harper.” Evelyn’s expression was neutral, but something in her eyes suggested approval. “I wanted to congratulate you. The Trust has been impressed by your adaptation. Your Bond appears to be strengthening rather than weakening.”

“Thank you, Matron.” Isla kept her voice formal. “We are both committed to making it work.”

“Commitment is necessary but not sufficient. Many Bonds fail despite commitment.” Evelyn’s gaze sharpened. “What makes yours succeed, I think, is that you chose each other. Not just in the forest, but every day since. That choice continues to be visible in how you interact, how you speak of each other, how you move through the world as a unit.”

“That is what Lucien wanted from the beginning. A Bond built on choice rather than coercion.”

“An unusual perspective for a Hare. But perhaps that is why you were right for each other.” Evelyn reached out and touched Isla’s arm, a gesture that was almost maternal. “Continue as you have begun. The Trust will continue to observe, but your actions speak more eloquently than any presentation could.”

“I will. Thank you, Matron.”

Evelyn nodded and turned away, disappearing into the crowd.

Isla made her way toward the entrance, where Lucien waited with a patience that she had come to appreciate. He took her hand as she approached, his fingers intertwining with hers.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Ready.”

They walked through the estate’s corridors toward the entrance where their car waited. The summer evening was warm and golden, its light casting long shadows across the manicured grounds.

As they passed the edge of the forest, Isla paused.

The trees stood dark and silent, their depths offering no hint of the pursuit that had taken place within them. But she could feel the memory of that night—the fear, the exhilaration, the moment when she had stopped running and chosen to be caught.

“What are you thinking?” Lucien asked.

“That I almost didn’t come here. That if Camilla hadn’t dared me, if I hadn’t been feeling restless that week, if a hundred small things had been different—” She turned to face him. “I would never have met you. I would never have discovered this.”

“But you did come.” He pulled her closer. “And you did meet me. And here we are.”

“Here we are.” She smiled, feeling the weight of the collar at her throat, the ring on her finger, the man beside her. “In love. Permanent. Choosing each other every day.”

“It’s not a bad outcome for a dare.”

“No.” She rose on her toes and kissed him. “It’s not a bad outcome at all.”

They walked toward the waiting car, leaving the estate behind, carrying the forest and its memories with them into a future that they would build together.
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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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Fourteen days.

Fourteen keys.

One lock she controls completely.

Isla Mercer does not play games.

Every February, she begins the same ritual—carefully measured, deliberately unromantic, and absolutely unyielding. A glass heart sits in the centre of her living room, filled with fourteen identical keys. Each one represents a day of control. Each one must be earned through obedience, service, and restraint.

Theo has agreed to submit.

From the moment the lock clicks shut, his pleasure is no longer his concern. Isla does not offer mercy, reassurance, or reward. She offers structure. Rules are spoken once. Failure resets everything. Desire is allowed only as fuel for obedience, never as a bargaining tool.
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UNCORRUPTABLE: A Dark FF Sapphic Mafia Romance of Power, Obsession, and Choice

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0GH12W5BH

She was chosen because she could not be compromised.

She fell because she believed it.

Detective Superintendent Mara Ellison has built her career on one unassailable truth: she does not bend.

Not to money.

Not to pressure.

Not to desire.

When a powerful mafia organisation begins quietly destabilising a high-profile investigation, Mara is brought in as the ultimate safeguard — a legendary anti-corruption officer tasked with protecting the case from influence, seduction, and collapse.

At the centre of it all stands Isabela Moretti.

Elegant. Patient. Untouchable.

A woman whose power does not announce itself — and does not need to.

From their first meeting, Isa does nothing wrong.

She makes no threats.

Offers no bribes.

Crosses no lines.

And yet, something begins to shift.
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The Valentine Handler: A Dark Valentines Day Romance of Chastity, Control, and Surrender

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0GH15Q4FK

Every February, she takes one man.

Powerful crime families don’t call Valentina Moreau to kill their problems.

They call her to reassign them.

Known only as the Valentine Handler, Valentina specialises in bloodless victories—contracts instead of bullets, devotion instead of destruction. Her methods are elegant, discreet, and irreversible.

This year’s assignment is Luca De Santis: a reckless syndicate heir whose charm, excess, and entitlement are destabilising the city’s fragile balance of power. Killing him would start a war. Letting him live unchecked would be worse.
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Til Denial Do Us Part: A Femdom Marriage Contract Romance of Chastity, Power Exchange, Denied Pleasure, and a Wife’s Awakening into Control

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0G49BV5BS

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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