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Chapter 1 — The Princess Prepared for Waking

The ceiling was wrong.

That was the first thing William Carter noticed when awareness dragged itself back into his body like a wet rope pulled up from the bottom of a very deep well. The ceiling was wrong — not white plaster and a smoke detector, not the water-stained square tiles of his apartment bedroom, but stone vaulted in smooth pale arches threaded with silver filigree, catching morning light the color of diluted honey through gauze curtains so fine they barely existed. Carved roses wound along the ribs of the vault. Real ones, dried and fragrant, were woven between them.

He lay still. His brain told him to panic, but the rest of him had not quite caught up yet.

The last thing he remembered: the street, his feet, his headphones in, the audiobook chapter about medieval sumptuary laws — and then the car, and the very brief, very loud end of being William Carter of Portland, Oregon, age twenty-three, software customer support associate, amateur medieval history enthusiast, man who had never once in his life felt like enough.

He was apparently not dead. Or he was, and the afterlife had budgetary priorities he had not anticipated.

He turned his head carefully.

A bed. A massive bed. His bed, judging by the fact that he was lying in it — a canopied thing with four posts carved into climbing vines, hung with sheer panels of cream and gold. Actual gold thread. He could see it catching the light. The mattress beneath him was so soft it almost felt like floating, layered in sheets of something smooth as a lover's palm pressed flat against skin.

He was wearing nothing.

A single sheet lay over him from roughly the waist down. The air on his bare chest and shoulders was not cold — the room was warm with the scent of something floral and vaguely spiced, sandalwood and rose water and something else he could not name, rising from a shallow bronze dish where something smoldered on a small iron stand in the corner.

He was not panicking. He noticed this with detached, distant surprise. He should have been panicking.

Instead he lay there, thinking: this is not my apartment, in a remarkably calm interior voice.

The door opened.

Not kicked open, not slammed. It was opened the way palace staff open a door when the motion has been drilled into their bones — both panels swung back in a smooth controlled arc, and three women entered the room with the brisk coordinated energy of people who had a schedule.

William did not move.

The women were adults, clearly — somewhere in their late twenties or early thirties, in his rough estimate, dressed in something between servant livery and palace staff uniform: deep violet tunics belted in silver cord over fitted trousers, soft boots, hair neatly pinned. Two of them carried things: a flat wooden tray stacked with folded cloth the color of winter cream, and a tall ewer that steamed faintly at its lip. The third carried nothing but a leather-bound ledger and a small glass bottle of something that caught light like amber captured in crystal.

They stopped at the foot of the bed. The one with the ledger looked at him with an expression he could not immediately interpret — warm, professional, and beneath that, something luminous with relief.

"Your Highness," she said. Her voice was low and clear, and she bowed from the waist, deep. The other two followed instantly.

William stared at them.

Your Highness.

He was quiet for exactly three seconds — long enough to run through the calculations, to inventory what he knew and what he did not, to decide on a strategy with the remaining cognitive function he had. He had read enough isekai fiction. He had written a college paper on the unreliable narrator. He understood, in a vague procedural way, that he needed more information before he spoke.

"I," he said. Stopped. Began again, very carefully. "I'm sorry. I'm — I don't remember — "

The woman with the ledger — she had warm copper-brown skin and the kind of efficient eyebrows that communicated entire sentences — stepped forward at once, her expression shifting into something practiced and gentle.

"Do not distress yourself, Your Highness. The court physicians warned us this might occur after a curse-sleep of this length. Your memory may be fragmented for several days, or longer." She paused with the composure of someone delivering disappointing weather news. "We are your dressing attendants. My name is Lisseth. These are Calla and Penna. We are here to prepare you for your official presentation to the court later today, Princess William."

Princess.

The word landed harder than Your Highness. William had been called a lot of things in his life — quiet, slight, pretty when someone meant it kindly and awkwardly — but never that. Princess had shape. Princess had rules. Princess explained the bed, the sheet, the women standing around him with folded silk and warm water as if his nakedness were not a crisis but a responsibility.

He was male. His body had already confirmed that much.

No one in the room seemed to think that changed the title.

She said curse-sleep the way people said car accident — something unfortunate and technical and now over.

Curse-sleep. William filed this.

He looked at the two behind Lisseth, who were already moving toward the large wooden stand near the window, unfolding things with practiced efficiency — layers of cloth, he could see now, each piece more delicately constructed than the last.

"Can I ask," William said, in the careful voice of someone who was trying not to give away that they were piecing together the entire architecture of reality from scratch, "what day it is?"

"The fourth morning after the autumn solstice, Your Highness. The year of the Moonwell's twenty-third cycle." Lisseth looked at him with something careful and kind. "The court has been waiting for your waking for three years."

Three years.

William sat with that.

Then, because he had committed to a strategy — confusion, memory loss, observe, do not overcorrect — he nodded slowly and said, "I see," in the voice of someone who did not, really.

"If Your Highness would permit," Lisseth said, and she was already moving to the side of the bed, lifting the edge of the sheet with a kind of practiced naturalness that carried not even a trace of hesitation, "we should begin the bathing."

William's brain did several things at once. It noticed that the sheet was being drawn back. It noticed that he was still naked. It formed a sentence — actually I can do that myself, I'm twenty-three, I have been showering alone for like, twenty years — and then it observed the expression on Lisseth's face, which was the exact expression of a competent professional waiting for no particular objection, the way a nurse waits before taking blood pressure, and it understood with sudden crystalline clarity that this was how this worked here.

He said nothing. He let them draw the sheet back.

The air was warm enough that the exposure was not cold — it was just the soft air of the chamber against bare skin, and then Lisseth's hand was already guiding him gently upright, and Calla and Penna were positioning a large, low copper tub near the window that William had not registered before, filling it with water from the ewer and two ceramic pitchers that appeared from somewhere he had not been watching.

He moved through it. Climbed into the tub. The water was the temperature of a careful choice — not too hot, not too cool, the kind of temperature applied by someone who had done this professionally and knew exactly how a person's skin felt about contact. The scent hit him when he lowered himself in: rose water and something like crushed petals, clean and floral without being cloying, and beneath that the mineral warmth of bath salts dissolving slowly into the water.

He sat with his knees drawn up slightly in the wide copper basin, and he was very careful to look at the window, which showed him a sky of watercolor blue and the suggestion of a very tall, very elaborate garden wall beyond the gauze curtains.

Calla came in with a cloth — fine linen, it felt like, very soft — and she began at his shoulders with a thoroughness that was completely clinical and somehow simultaneously nothing like any bathing experience he had ever had in his life.

He had bathed alone since he was a child. This was, objectively, just someone washing his back. There was nothing inherently anything about someone washing his back with a warm cloth and a bar of something that smelled like cedarwood and dried flowers.

He told himself this with conviction.

He was reasonably convincing.

Penna was at his other side, working a second cloth down along his arm, lifting his hand by the fingers with an efficient gentleness and running the cloth carefully between each one, and William became acutely aware of his own hands — the slenderness of his fingers, the smooth pale skin, his nails which were apparently well-maintained because they were his nails but he had not cut them recently by any reckoning he could calculate, and they were clean and neatly shaped, and Penna was holding his hand in both of hers like something worth treating carefully.

"You are thinner than the court portraits showed," Calla remarked, without judgment. She said it the way someone says it's been a dry summer — just an observation, factual, faintly affectionate.

"Curse-sleep will do that," Lisseth said crisply, annotating something in her ledger.

"He's still lovely," Penna said, and she said it in the exact casual tone of someone commenting on good weather, the way you'd say the roses are doing well this year, and then she ran the cloth up the inside of William's wrist and he stopped breathing for about a half second, because the inside of his wrist turned out to be more sensitive than he had catalogued.

He breathed. He looked at the window.

She just said that, he thought. Like a fact. Like discussing the weather. She said it and kept washing his arm.

He was not sure what he felt about that. His brain was doing the quick, panicked math of someone who had been told their entire life that they were too slight, too quiet, too soft, too hesitant, too not enough of the correct things, and was now being handled with matter-of-fact gentleness while someone said he's still lovely the way you'd say the soup is still warm.

It was profoundly, confusingly disarming.

They washed him entirely.

Calla was court-trained to an almost surgical degree, which somehow made it worse. She did not hesitate, did not giggle, did not pretend not to see when warm water, soft linen, and two sets of careful hands drew an unmistakable reaction from his body. She only adjusted the angle of the cloth, gave him one breath of discretion, and continued as if this too were part of waking a nobleman from enchanted sleep.

William stared at the window with such determination that he knew, by the time she reached the places he had been trying very hard not to think about, the exact number of individual garden stones he could see through the glass.

Then Penna said, very softly, "That is normal, Your Highness."

His entire spine locked.

She was not looking at his face. That was the worst part. Her attention remained lowered, calm and careful, as she rinsed the cloth and returned to him with the same unhurried precision she had used on his hands, his wrists, his shoulders. Not playful. Not shocked. Not even especially surprised.

"The body often wakes before the mind knows what to do with itself," she continued.

The linen moved lower with deliberate gentleness, and William's thoughts scattered. There were places he had assumed, with the stubborn certainty of a man from another world, that a stranger's hands would simply not go. Places that belonged to privacy, panic, locked bathroom doors, and the desperate hope that no one would notice his body had opinions before his mind had finished forming objections.

Elarion, apparently, did not share those assumptions.

Penna's fingers were careful. That was what ruined him most completely: not roughness, not vulgarity, but care. She handled him as if this too were a delicate part of a royal man's waking body, something to be cleaned properly rather than ignored out of embarrassment. When her fingers drew back the soft fold of skin that had still been trying, uselessly, to hide the most sensitive part of him, William forgot how to breathe.

"There," she murmured, almost to herself. "A little tender. That is common after a long sleep."

Common.

She said common while warm water exposed him completely to the room, while the hidden, over-sensitive place she had uncovered met air and linen and the impossible calm of her attention. His hands clenched against the copper rim of the bath.

Calla poured a thin stream of clean water from a silver cup. Penna followed it with the cloth, slow and exact, circling where he was most vulnerable with a care that was still technically washing and absolutely nothing like anything William had ever survived in the name of hygiene.

He made a small sound before he could stop himself.

Calla paused. Not long. Just long enough to let him hear himself.

"Please do not strain yourself, Princess," she said. Her voice held mild practical sympathy, and beneath it, a softness that made his face burn. "No one expects a man to wake gracefully after three years under a spell."

Princess.

The title, the water, the hands, the fact that they could see his body betraying him and still treat him like something precious rather than ridiculous — all of it hit at once.

He wanted to disappear.

He also wanted, with a mortifying clarity that made his throat close, for them not to stop quite yet.

Penna noticed. Of course she noticed. Her mouth curved, just a little — not mocking, not cruel, only the smallest warm flicker of amusement from a woman who had found his attempt at dignity endearing.

"Much better when you let us take care of you," she said.

Her hand moved again.

Only a few strokes. That was all. A brief, efficient motion folded into the washing, as if she were merely making sure the soap, sleep, and old enchantment had been cleared from every sensitive place. But the rhythm was too knowing to be accidental, and the pressure was too precise, and William's body understood the difference before his mind could construct a denial.

His hips shifted in the water.

Penna's smile deepened by a fraction.

"There we are," she said softly. "Awake after all."

The words should not have affected him.

They did.

For several impossible seconds he was nothing but heat and water and the soft drag of linen and her fingers keeping him exposed while his body tried, humiliatingly, to answer a question no one had asked aloud. Then she stopped before the feeling could become something larger, rinsed him once more with perfect composure, and let the softened skin fall back into place as if she had done nothing more scandalous than wash soap from his wrist.

William stared at the window and breathed like someone recovering from a near-fatal event.

Penna finished the task with the same careful calm, cleaning him as if his arousal were simply another delicate sign of returning life, something to be tended rather than condemned.

By the time they were done, William felt less like he had been bathed than quietly, thoroughly exposed.

The water cooled only slightly by the time Lisseth set down her ledger and brought the towels herself — actual towels, large soft things, wrapped around him with an efficiency that was brisk and warm and slightly overwhelming.

He stood in the center of the room in a towel — two towels, in fact, one around his body and one draped over his shoulders — and he was aware in a way he had not been in some time, if ever, of the exact dimensions of his own body. Slender through the waist. Fine-boned through the wrists. The small breadth of his shoulders, which in another world had always seemed like a failing, a deficit, a thing to apologize for.

Lisseth opened the amber glass bottle.

The oil that came out of it was warm even at room temperature, worked to a thin smooth pour, and it smelled of something dark and floral that William could not identify, amber and jasmine and one other note underneath that landed at the base of the throat like a minor chord.

"This is sovereign oil," Lisseth explained, with her ledger-voice, efficient. "For the skin, following curse-sleep. It helps the body recall itself."

She put it in her hands, worked it between her palms, and pressed both palms flat to his shoulders.

There was nothing provocative about this. She rubbed the oil across his shoulders and down his arms with practiced pressure, the way a physiotherapist works a muscle, systematic and thorough, and it was entirely reasonable and William was absolutely not going to have a reaction to it and he did not have a reaction to it.

He simply noticed, with clinical detachment, that her hands were warm, that the oil was warmer, that the fragrance deepened as it heated against his skin, and that his skin was apparently very — responsive — to warm pressure and the scent of jasmine after three years in magical unconsciousness.

He breathed.

He was fine.

Penna and Calla brought the clothes.

The first layer was a garment William registered as underwear, in the functional sense, and in absolutely no other sense. It was made of something that was technically fabric but behaved more like suggestion — silk, he thought, or something that wanted to be silk when it grew up, so fine he could see the light through it. White. Shaped exactly like what it was, fitted through the hips, and when Penna offered it to him with the casual expectation of assistance, William very carefully took it himself and put it on himself, because he had to draw some line, and this was where he was drawing it.

Calla looked at Penna. Penna's expression was the expression of a professional who had seen this before and found it rather charming.

He was then dressed, and the dressing was — educational, in ways he was not going to fully process until later.

The stockings were first. He had not, in his prior life, worn stockings. He had known they existed, had catalogued them as a garment category, had moved on. They were white, fine-knit, and they came above the knee, and Calla knelt in front of him and rolled each one up his calf with a hands-on precision that was completely functional and completely impossible to make irrelevant to his awareness, finishing each one with a garter of ivory silk ribbon fastened just above the knee with a small clasp shaped like a flower.

The ribbon was smooth and cool. The pressure against his thigh was very light.

He looked at the ceiling.

The next layer was a support garment he had no prior vocabulary for — it fastened down his sides with small hooks and gave him a waist he had not known he had. It was not painful. It was the opposite of painful. It was the steady firm pressure of something wrapping around him from hip to just below the chest, holding him as if something had decided his shape was worth defining, and he stood very still while Calla hooked each clasp and Penna smoothed the fabric flat and he absorbed this information about how the world apparently worked now.

Then the shirt, fine white linen with a deep neckline that he was not historically familiar with in a masculine context and was simply going to accept; and then the outer layers, which built one atop another in the way of someone assembling something complicated and lovely. A formal overdress in deep cream, structured at the shoulders, fitted through the torso, falling in smooth planes to his ankles. Over that, a robe of a slightly deeper gold tone, cut open in a line down the front, the edges trimmed with something dark that caught light in a way raw fabric should not.

He looked, by the time they were finished with him, at the mirror Penna held at an angle.

He did not quite recognize the person in it.

He had never looked at himself and thought: lovely. He had thought: adequately presentable. Not embarrassing. Functional. But the person in the mirror had good bones — he had always known that in a vague dissatisfied way — and the clothes were doing something architectural with the shape of him, and the oil had given his skin a quality that the light in this room seemed interested in, and he was standing very straight because the support garment did not permit much else.

Penna looked at him over the edge of the mirror with an expression of simple satisfaction.

"The court will be pleased," she said.

"The court," Lisseth corrected, with the tone of someone correcting a grammatical error, "will be very pleased."

William opened his mouth. Closed it.

Before he could construct a sentence, a soft knock came at the far door — not the servants' door they had entered through, but the heavier paneled door in the far wall, which William had registered and filed under probably important, do not touch. The knock was precise: three even raps.

Lisseth looked up from her ledger. Whatever her professional mask was made of, a hairline crack ran through it for exactly one second before it closed again.

"That will be Her Royal Highness Crown Prince Seraphina," she said, and there was something in the way she said it — not awe, exactly, but the register of someone who stands slightly straighter at a name. "She has been informed of Your Highness's waking."

She crossed to the door and opened it.

The woman who entered was not, structurally, what William had been expecting.

He did not know what he had been expecting. Something archetypal and manageable, perhaps, something he could keep his bearings around.

She was tall — several inches taller than him, which landed somewhere in his body as physical information before his brain got around to processing it. She moved like someone who had never once in her life doubted where her feet were going. Dark hair, thick and precisely arranged, pinned with something silver at the crown but falling loose over one shoulder. She was dressed differently from the attendants — richer, darker, deep crimson over black, a long fitted coat with military lines that did nothing to hide the fact that she was, by any standard of any world William had ever inhabited, extraordinarily handsome.

She stopped two feet from him.

She looked at him.

William had been looked at already this morning. He had been looked at by three professional women who assessed him with the warm practical regard of people with jobs to do.

This was not that.

This was different.

Her gaze moved over him once, a single unhurried pass from the crown of his head to the tips of his shoes, and it was not inventory. It was something more like how someone looks at something they have been waiting for, that they refused to believe was actually gone, standing in front of them again after three years.

She exhaled slowly through her nose.

"Leave us," she said, to the room.

Lisseth was already gathering the ledger and the oil bottle. Calla and Penna vanished with the quiet efficiency of people who had always been prepared to vanish at this specific command. The door closed.

The room was very quiet.

Seraphina was still looking at him.

William's brain was constructing sentences. Several of them, in fact, in rapid succession — hello, I should tell you that I'm actually — and I'm not sure if we've met, I may have some memory issues — and please could you stop looking at me like that while I think —

"William," she said.

Not Your Highness. Not Princess. His name. The shape of it from her mouth was a different object than he was used to; it had weight and warmth that the word did not carry in his prior life. It sounded, somehow, like she had been holding it carefully for three years and was only just releasing it.

She stepped forward. She reached up and touched his jaw with two fingertips — not holding it, just touching, the lightest possible point of contact, and tilted his face up to hers.

He forgot the sentences he was building.

She kissed him.

It was not a tentative kiss. It was not a nice to see you, glad you're awake peck. It was a slow, deep, deliberate kiss from someone who was entirely certain of their right to it — a hand moving to the back of his neck, fingers pressing warm against his nape, holding him with a gentleness that was absolutely not weakness, and William's brain went briefly, entirely offline.

She tasted of something dark and spiced, like the air in a room where something rich had been burning all night, and she took her time with the kiss in a way that suggested that time was a resource she allocated according to her own assessment of what it was worth, and right now she had decided it was worth this.

She drew back, just enough.

Her eyes were very close. Dark irises with the kind of depth that reads, up close, as almost black.

"I thought," she said, very quietly, and something moved across her face that was controlled but not entirely held back, "that you were not going to wake."

William was standing very still. His pulse was doing something that he felt in his collar.

"I — " His voice came out considerably less composed than he would have preferred. He cleared his throat. "I'm sorry. I don't — I have some difficulty with my — "

"Memory," she said, and there was something in the way she said it that was both certain and grieved. "I know. Morgayne warned us." She exhaled, and the composed mask reassembled itself, and she straightened, and she became again the person who had entered this room like she owned the gravity in it. "It does not matter. You are awake." A pause. "You are awake, and you are here, and you look —" She stopped. A small precise movement of her jaw, something closing. "You look beautiful, William."

He said nothing.

Not because he had no words, exactly.

But because he was twenty-three years old and no one in his life had ever said that with the steady, uncomplicated certainty with which she said it — not as a compliment deployed for social effect, not as a thing said in a particular kind of darkness where qualifications don't apply, but plainly, the way you state a fact about weather or mathematics, you look beautiful, as if his looking beautiful were a simple and obvious property of the world that everyone could see and she was merely the one who had happened to remark on it.

His face did something.

He was aware of it doing something. A rapid flicker of confusion and something else that did not have a name he was prepared to use.

Seraphina saw it. Her expression changed again — not much, but the darkness at the edge of it eased, and something else took its place: a kind of intent, deeply personal satisfaction, like a collector recognizing the exact piece they came for.

Her hand moved from his jaw to the hollow of his throat, very briefly — two fingers again, just a press — and then she released him entirely and stepped back, composure smooth and total.

"Rest this morning," she said. "You'll be officially presented to court after midday. I will return for you tonight."

Her gaze lowered for one deliberate second, taking in the careful line of his clothes, the ribbons above his knees, the way his fingers had curled at his sides.

"And if your memory remains unreliable," she added, voice softening into something far more dangerous than tenderness, "then I will remind your body what it means to be mine."

She looked at him once more at the door. Her eyes went from his face to the line of his shoulder to the way his fingers had curled slightly at his sides, and the corner of her mouth moved, barely, in something that was not quite a smile but was in the neighborhood.

Then she was gone.

William stood in the warm fragrant room in his silk underwear and his stockings and his support garment and his carefully assembled formal clothes, and looked at the door, and thought about several things simultaneously.

He thought about the oil on his skin still warm where Lisseth's hands had pressed it in.

He thought about the garter clasps above his knees.

He thought about the mirror that had shown him someone worth assembling so carefully.

He thought about Penna's flat, matter-of-fact he's still lovely.

He thought about the kiss, and how Seraphina had held the back of his neck, and the entirely, utterly certain way she had said you look beautiful, William.

And then he thought, with a clarity that was more than a little alarming given that he was a man who had died in Oregon less than a day ago by his subjective count, about how held he had felt, standing still in the center of the room while three women dressed him, while warm hands pressed oil into his shoulders, while someone clasped garters of ivory ribbon above his knees.

Held. Like something worth being careful with.

Like something someone was willing to take time over.

He had not known, until this moment, how hungry he had been for someone to take that kind of time.

He sat down on the edge of the bed, very slowly, and looked at his own hands resting on his knees — slender, pale, Penna's efficient attention still somehow legible in their clean lines — and he breathed.

He was not going home.

He did not know how he knew that. He just knew it, the way you sometimes know something in a dream before the dream shows you.

He was not going home.

He breathed in rose water and cedar and jasmine, and beneath all of it the darker trace of Seraphina's perfume still hanging in the air.

Outside the gauze curtain, the sky of this world was very, very blue.

William looked down at the ribbons above his knees, at the unfamiliar elegance of his own hands, at the body this world had already begun teaching him to feel differently.

He was not going home.

And tonight, the woman who had kissed him like a claim was coming back.


Chapter 2 — Seraphina's Ribbon

The afternoon passed in fragments.

A physician came — a tall woman with silver-streaked hair and the precise unhurried manner of someone who had been practicing medicine since before William was born in either world. She examined the mark on his lower abdomen with two fingers and a small lens of amber glass through which she observed whatever the mark showed her for nearly a minute without speaking.

"The curse seal has receded to dormancy," she said eventually, in the tone of someone reading a measurement off a gauge. "The body is physiologically sound. Some residual sensitivity at the key points, which is to be expected following extended enchantment. His Highness should not be surprised if touch registers more acutely than it did before the sleep."

She packed her bag and left without elaborating on what key points meant, or which categories of touch, or what more acutely would feel like in practice.

William filed this under information he was going to need later.

The court presentation passed in a carefully choreographed blur. William had been briefed, in broad strokes, by Lisseth, who used the word fiancée approximately fourteen times in four minutes, referring to Crown Prince Seraphina, and who explained the etiquette of his formal re-presentation with the efficiency of someone who had prepared a man to walk into a room full of people who had been waiting three years.

The great hall was lit with chandeliers of pale crystal. Female nobles in formal attire — severe cuts, rich fabrics, the carriage of people accustomed to command — arranged themselves in the nave and watched him enter on the arm of the lord chamberlain, an older gentleman who smelled pleasantly of cedar and who had the expression of someone managing his own emotions on a very short leash.

The watching was the part that mattered.

William had spent his entire adult life moving through spaces hoping to be overlooked. Too quiet, too fine-boned, too everything-that-didn't-fit. He had learned to make himself small and unremarkable.

In Elarion, he walked into a hall of several hundred women in formal court dress, and they looked at him with an attention so direct and open and warm that it felt nothing like the social transaction he was prepared for. Not assessment, exactly. Something more like — yes, he thought, casting around for the concept, this. The way an audience looks at something they've been told not to expect and are unexpectedly moved by.

He made it through without collapsing, which he counted as a substantial personal achievement.

Seraphina stood at the far end of the hall, beside the throne.

She watched him walk toward her with an expression he was still learning to read. Whatever was in it, she made no effort to hide it, and no one in the hall seemed to expect her to. When he reached her, she took his hand, turned it palm-up, and pressed two fingers to the inside of his wrist in a gesture that looked ceremonial and felt, to him, like a match catching.

He ate dinner at her table. She was attentive without being demonstrative, which was its own kind of attention — keeping him oriented in the room, supplying conversation when he needed a moment of cover, watching him from the corner of her eye at intervals he was starting to recognize.

She did not touch him again during dinner.

He noticed this more than he wanted to.

By the time Lisseth escorted him back to his chamber at the close of the formal evening, William was wound very tight in a way he could not have completely explained.

He had been handled, dressed, kissed, watched, presented, and then released into the rest of the day with Seraphina's voice still sitting in his chest saying I will remind your body what it means to be mine.

He sat at the edge of the bed and waited with a patience that did not feel remotely like patience.

More than once, he told himself he was waiting because he needed answers.

More than once, his body failed to believe him.

The knock came late, when the palace had settled into its nighttime register — distant, muffled, the shift of guards and the low sounds of a large building after dark. Three even raps, the same as the morning. He had been awake for all of the intervening hours.

"Come in," he said. His voice was steadier than he expected.

Seraphina entered alone.

She had changed from the ceremonial court attire — she was dressed now in something darker and less formal, though informal remained a relative term when applied to her. Dark trousers, a jacket of deep plum over a white shirt left open at the collar, hair still arranged but not pinned as tightly as it had been. She carried something in her right hand: a length of ribbon, wide as three fingers laid together, the deep scarlet of old wine.

She closed the door behind her. She did not move toward him immediately. She simply looked at him across the chamber, the ribbon held loosely in her hand, and he felt himself adjust under that gaze the way you adjust to a room where the atmospheric pressure has changed.

"You managed the presentation very well," she said.

"I had good preparation."

"You had adequate preparation." There was warmth in the correction. "You walked in there and made every woman in the hall feel the same thing they felt three years ago. That is not preparation. That is you."

He did not know what to do with that. He set it aside.

She crossed the room and stopped in front of him, and she was looking at the ribbon in her hand rather than at him, turning it once between her fingers.

"Do you know what this is?" she asked.

He looked at it. Shook his head slightly.

"A betrothal ribbon." She did not inflect it as an explanation, exactly — more like the first statement of a series. "When a woman of Elarion promises herself to a man, she ties a ribbon to mark the claim. The first one was cut away when the curse took you, so it could be preserved with the court relics." She looked up. "We tied it three years ago. Before the sleep."

She turned the ribbon once more.

"This one is mine," she said. "Not the palace's. Not tradition's. Mine, with my own dyes, my own knot." She paused. "I want to replace the old one with this. Here. Tonight."

He was quiet. His heart had found a different tempo than the one it had been using.

Seraphina held out her free hand.

Not asking. Not quite commanding. Simply offering him the shape of what came next, as if the answer had already been waiting in his body before his mind caught up.

William looked at her hand.

Then he gave her his wrist.

Seraphina moved behind him. He felt her at his back — not touching yet, just the warmth of her presence and the faint note of her perfume, dark and complex, the smell of someone who had made considered choices about the kind of impression they left in a room.

She began to undress him.

Not quickly. The buttons at the back of the outer robe were released one at a time, with a concentration that he could feel even from behind, and the robe was drawn off his shoulders and folded without fanfare. The overdress followed: each hook undone with deliberate attention, the fabric guided down from his shoulders and held for a moment before she placed it somewhere he couldn't see. The support garment was opened at the side clasps, and her fingers ran once down the length of his exposed side before she drew that away too, and William breathed through the sensation of his ribs expanding more freely.

She came around to face him.

He was standing in his shirt and the silk underwear and the stockings with their ribbon garters, and Seraphina was looking at him in the quiet of the chamber with a directness he had no precedent for.

"Sit," she said. Not unkindly. But unambiguously.

He sat on the edge of the bed.

She knelt before him.

He had not been prepared for that. He had been building a certain anticipation in a certain shape, and the sight of Seraphina — tall, commanding, the woman who had entered this morning like the room owed her something — on her knees in front of him reorganized all of his assumptions in an instant. She moved like it was entirely natural, entirely without concession, the way a person kneels to tend to something they consider valuable enough to get close to.

She took his left leg at the calf, her hand firm and warm through the stocking, and she unclipped the garter with steady fingers. She peeled the stocking down his leg with a slowness that was not theatrical — it was simply unhurried, the same complete attention she had given every action since entering the room. The fabric whispered down his calf and she set it aside.

Then the right.

She looked up at him when the second stocking was folded on the chair.

"Shirt," she said.

He pulled it over his head. The air in the chamber was warm enough, but the second his skin was bare he felt it anyway — the exposure, the absence of cloth, the fact of her eyes moving over his chest and shoulders and the line of his sternum with the focused interest of someone reading something they have thought about for a long time.

"Lie back," she said.

He moved back onto the bed, and he was acutely conscious of his own breathing as he lay against the pillows, the silk against his hips, the cool weight of the air on his bare chest.

She climbed up beside him. She did not immediately move over him or toward him — she lay on her side and looked at him for a moment, her head propped on one hand, and the expression on her face was something he was still learning to read the full vocabulary of.

"You're nervous," she said.

"I'm — " He stopped. "Yes."

"Good." She said it without cruelty. "You should be nervous. Being nervous means you understand what this is." She reached out and laid two fingers flat against his sternum, over his heartbeat. Watched her own hand for a second. "I can feel that."

His pulse was not behaving in a way that carried dignity.

She traced one finger up the center of his chest, very slowly, and he felt it the entire length of the movement.

"William," she said, "I waited three years to see you open your eyes. Three years to hear your voice again. Three years to stand this close and not have to imagine what you would feel like under my hands."

Her fingers rested light on the hollow of his throat. His pulse answered her before he could.

"I am done being patient tonight. Tomorrow morning, you will wear my ribbon where the court can see it, and every woman who looked at you today will know exactly who came to you first."

She paused, and when she spoke again, her voice had lowered.

"Keep your hands at your sides. Answer me when I ask you something. And do not hide from me. Not your face. Not your voice. Not one beautiful thing your body does."

He was quiet for a moment. "Don't hide my — "

"Don't turn away. Don't cover your face. Don't press your lips together when something feels good." Her fingers rested light on the hollow of his throat. "I want to see your face, William. I have been thinking about your face for three years."

He swallowed.

He meant to answer properly. Something composed. Something that sounded like a man who still had full access to his own judgment.

What came out was quieter.

"Okay."

Seraphina kissed him.

It was different from the morning's kiss. The morning had been retrieval — she had kissed him the way you kiss something you thought was lost, with the force of three years of restraint behind it. This was slower. This was informed. Her mouth moved against his with a measured patience that spoke of knowing exactly what she wanted to do and having decided to do it in the right order, and his hands were at his sides because she had said so and his whole body was cooperating with the command in a way his mind was only faintly behind on.

She tasted of the wine she'd had at dinner. The hand that had been at his throat moved up along his jaw, not holding, not directing, just present against his skin.

She drew back a centimeter.

"How long," she murmured, close enough that he felt the words as breath against his mouth, "since anyone touched you properly?"

His brain decided the truth was the correct answer. "A very long time."

"I thought so." She kissed his jaw, slow. "You have been asleep for three years, and before that you were kept in this palace like something too delicate to risk, and I suspect no one ever — " She stopped. Pressed her lips briefly to the corner of his jaw, where it angled toward his ear. "It does not matter. I'm going to correct that."

She kissed his neck, and William's hands pressed flat against the bed.

She moved down.

Her mouth traced across his collarbone, his shoulder, back to the center of his chest, and he was breathing carefully through his nose because his body was already compiling responses that he had not given permission for. The physician's words surfaced in the back of his mind: residual sensitivity at the key points. He was beginning to understand what she had meant.

Seraphina's mouth reached his left nipple.

He made a sound.

She stopped.

Raised her head and looked at him, and the expression on her face was not surprise — it was the interested, precisely calibrated look of someone who has just confirmed a hypothesis.

"There," she said softly.

"I — that's — " He exhaled. "That was unexpected."

"Was it?" She looked at him for another moment. Then she returned her mouth to the same place, and this time she stayed, and William's hands gripped the sheets without his exact permission because the sensation was — disproportionate, was the word, disproportionate to what she was doing, or perhaps simply exactly proportionate to what it was and he had simply never had any experience by which to calibrate it.

She was not rushing. That was the thing. She applied pressure and tongue in alternation with a patience that communicated that she was doing exactly what she intended, for exactly as long as she chose, and the alternatives were all his to manage alone.

His hips had moved. He became aware of this.

She noticed. He could tell by the quality of her attention shifting slightly — not breaking from what she was doing, but adding a layer to it, the way a musician adds a note to a chord.

She moved to the other side.

"William." Her voice was low. "What am I doing to you?"

He opened his mouth. His thoughts were moving slower than they should have been. "You're — "

"Say it clearly."

"You're — touching my chest." He closed his eyes. "It feels — the sensitivity is — "

"Open your eyes."

He opened them. She was looking up at him from across his chest, her dark eyes calm with intent.

"Don't close them," she said. "I told you. I want your face."

He kept them open. This required more sustained effort than he had anticipated.

She returned to what she was doing, and he watched the ceiling and could not watch the ceiling, so he watched her instead, which was worse, which was far worse, because she was looking back at him as she worked and the combination of being seen and being touched was doing something structural to his composure that he was losing jurisdiction over at a rate that alarmed him.

His cock was pressing hard against the thin silk of the underwear.

He was aware of this in the way you are aware of a situation that has escalated past the point where denial is useful.

Seraphina's hand moved down the center of his stomach, slow and deliberate, and stopped at the waistband of the underwear. Her fingers rested there, not moving.

"I want you to hold very still," she said.

"I'm trying."

"You're failing," she said, with warmth. His hips had shifted again. "I'll say it again. Hold still."

He breathed in and held it and went still.

Her hand moved over the silk.

The contact was light. One palm, open, pressing down with a weight that was enough to register through the thin fabric and not more than that — and it was already more than enough, because three years of enchanted sleep and twenty-three years of general emotional and physical deprivation had apparently given his body a very low threshold for enough.

A sound came out of him.

Seraphina's expression was something he felt the effect of before he fully registered what it was — a deep, satisfied, quietly reverent attention that said I am exactly where I intended to be.

"Beautiful," she said, almost to herself.

She moved her hand. Slowly, through the silk, cupping the shape of him and then releasing and then returning with a slightly different angle, learning him through the fabric with the patient thoroughness she had applied to everything else, and he was trying to hold still and the silk was warm from his body and slick now at the tip where the fabric was pressing and he was watching her face because she had told him to and her face was focused and deeply satisfied and looking at him as if he were something she had been planning to take her time with.

"You're wet," she said, calmly observing.

He felt the flush from his sternum to his ears.

"I — " He stopped. Tried again. "Yes."

Seraphina pressed two fingers to the damp spot in the silk and held them there, not moving, just letting him feel the humiliating evidence of himself under her touch.

"How long have you been leaking for me?"

The words went through him harder than her hand had.

"Since — " He closed his eyes and she said eyes open without pausing, and he opened them. "Since — approximately when you started with the — the — "

"The nipples," she said, as if it were a word like any other.

"Yes."

"Good." She dragged her fingers upward through the silk, slow enough that he had to feel every inch of it. "I want you to understand something, William. This is not something to hide from me."

Her gaze stayed on his face.

"This is mine to notice. Mine to touch. Mine to make worse when I choose."

She pressed again, just enough to make his hips twitch.

"Your body has no hesitation. Only your voice does. We are going to correct that."

She pulled the waistband down.

The silk came away and the air was different, and his cock was flushed and hard and the tip was wet, and Seraphina looked at him with an expression that landed with a physical force.

"Perfect," she said, the word falling from her mouth like a verdict.

He did not know what to do with that. His hands were in fists at his sides.

She wrapped one hand around the base of him — firm, warm, her grip confident without being rough — and he exhaled sharply through his nose because there was a significant gap between what he had expected this to feel like and what this actually felt like.

"Breathe," she said.

He breathed.

She moved her hand.

Not fast. Not urgently. With the same unhurried command she had applied to every other thing she had done since entering this room — a long slow stroke, base to tip, and she watched his face the entire time as she did it, and he was watching her face as she watched his, and the mutual watching was somehow worse and better than if she had looked away.

She reached the tip. Ran her thumb across it.

He made a sound he did not have control over — a broken exhale, or the beginning of something he caught before it fully arrived.

"There it is," she murmured.

She moved her hand back down. Then up. A measured, relentless, completely controlled rhythm that kept him at a continuous point of sensation without accelerating toward anything, and he realized, gradually and then all at once, that she was not trying to build to anything yet. She was simply taking him apart, carefully, one layer at a time.

His thighs had tensed. His shoulders were pressed into the pillow.

"Stay still," she said.

"I'm — " He stopped.

"William." She paused with her hand at the base of him, waiting. "Are you going to tell me you're trying?"

He said, with difficulty, "I'm trying."

"Then try harder. A princess of Lumeria does not thrash." There was something in the word princess that landed differently right now — not wrong, not distressing, just — different. Intimate. Like a key in a specific lock. "You look beautiful when you're trying not to move. Keep looking beautiful."

She resumed.

She brought him close — gradually, with the patience of someone who had absolutely nowhere else to be — and then she stopped.

Completely.

Her hand stayed wrapped around him, warm and still, cruel only because it was so controlled.

William’s body did not understand the pause. His hips tried to chase the friction she had taken away, and her other hand settled on his lower stomach, holding him down with effortless authority.

"No," she said softly. "Not yet."

He made a sound before he could swallow it.

Seraphina watched his face with open satisfaction.

"There," she murmured. "That is the expression I wanted. The one that says you know exactly who decides."

He lay there and breathed and felt his own heartbeat everywhere.

"Seraphina," he said, and was only faintly mortified by the texture of his own voice.

"I know," she said.

"I was — I was very nearly — "

"I know," she said again. "That's why I stopped."

He absorbed this.

"You," he said carefully, "are doing that on purpose."

"Of course I am." She looked at him with the warm, sovereign composure of someone who has been planning this for a long time. "Do you object?"

He didn't.

He couldn't construct a coherent objection to anything she was doing to him right now. He was lying here with his hands in fists and his cock flushed and wet and her grip loose and still at his base, and the only thing in his mind with any real resolution was that he did not want her to let go.

She moved her hand again.

The second build was different — she'd calibrated from the first, and she started from a higher point this time, the rhythm slightly more deliberate, her thumb working a particular motion at the underside on every upstroke that his body registered with a precision that made him certain she had already mapped exactly what his reactions meant. His hips moved. She pressed one hand flat against his hip bone, not restraining, just reminding, and he stilled.

"Good," she said, and kept moving her hand.

He was watching her face and she was watching his, and the room was quiet except for his breathing, which had lost any claim to steadiness, and the sounds of her hand, which he was trying not to think too specifically about because the specificity was too much added to everything else.

He was close. Much closer than the first time.

She stopped again.

He made a sound that started somewhere around his diaphragm and arrived in his throat with very little of his original input.

"Please," he said.

It came out before he decided to say it.

Seraphina's expression changed in a way he felt across his skin.

"Please what?" she said. Quietly. Not mocking. Just asking.

He closed his eyes. She said nothing. He opened them.

"Please," he said, more deliberately now, "I need — I want — "

"Say it," she said. "Say what you want."

He looked at the ceiling and then at her face and then at the ceiling and then back at her face because she had told him to keep his eyes open and he had decided somewhere in the last twenty minutes that he was going to do what she said, that doing what she said was the only thing keeping him from complete dissolution.

"I want to come," he said. His voice came out rough and raw and stripped of several of its usual defenses. "Please."

Seraphina was quiet for a moment that lasted considerably longer than a moment.

"Since you asked," she said, "and since you asked clearly."

She moved her hand.

The rhythm was different this time — more direct, less ceremonial, and she had learned the precise parameters of him and she applied that knowledge without reservation, and William lasted very little time before the sensation crested hard and he stopped trying to hold still because there was nothing of him available for that task anymore.

He came with a broken sound that he did not attempt to suppress because she had told him not to hide his reactions, and the release was sharp and prolonged and his hips moved without consultation, and she kept her hand moving through the entirety of it, gentling only at the very end, and he was aware of warmth across his abdomen and her hand still wrapped around him and the ceiling above him spinning very slowly.

He lay there.

His breathing was entirely disorganized.

Seraphina rose from beside him and crossed to the washstand, unhurried, and returned after a moment with a cloth. She cleaned him with the same practical care as everything else she had done, and he lay there and let her, because he did not currently have the infrastructure to do much else.

She settled beside him again.

He looked at her from what felt like a significant distance.

"You planned all of that," he said.

"Yes."

"The stopping. The — waiting."

"Yes." She looked at him with something in her expression that was closer to softness than anything she had shown him yet. "You needed to learn what it feels like to wait for what I give you. That you can trust that I will give it. Both things are important."

He breathed.

"I have questions," he said.

"You have many questions," she agreed. "Some of them are about me. Some of them are about yourself. Some of them are not questions you have the words for yet." She smoothed the ribbon — she had set it somewhere at the edge of the bed and it was there between her fingers now — and looked at it. "They will all wait."

She tied the ribbon around his left wrist.

She did it with the attention she had given everything else: careful, certain, with the quality of a person who does not do this lightly and is not pretending otherwise. She worked the knot once, twice, and then looked at the finished thing against his skin.

"There," she said.

He looked at his wrist. The deep scarlet of her ribbon against the paleness of his skin, the knot sitting at the inside of his wrist, near the pulse point.

It felt, inexplicably, more significant than anything else that had happened since he woke up in this world.

"Sleep," she said, and her hand was resting over the ribbon, over his pulse, holding without grip.

He thought about telling her that he wasn't sure he could sleep right now, that his entire nervous system was still three notes above its baseline, that he had approximately one hundred and seventeen unanswered questions about Elarion and its gender roles and betrothal customs and what exactly she had meant when she said remind your body what it means to be mine —

He slept.

In the morning, he woke to find a second figure in the doorway.

Rowena Ashcroft — tall, dark-haired, armor and sword and the expression of a woman who has just confirmed something she had been hoping not to confirm.

Her eyes went to his wrist.

To the ribbon.

Her jaw moved very slightly, the way ice shifts before it cracks.

"Your Highness," she said, in a voice carved carefully from something harder than stone. "I will be your guard today. If it pleases you."

She did not look at Seraphina's side of the room.

She looked only at him, and the ribbon, and then, with enormous and clearly costly composure, at the middle distance.

He looked at her looking at his wrist, and something in his chest moved that he was not going to examine just yet.

"Thank you, Dame Rowena," he said. "That would be fine."


Chapter 3 — The Knight's Hands-On Etiquette

Rowena did not mention the ribbon again that morning.

She did not have to. The way she had looked at it — the single controlled glance, the almost imperceptible shift in her jaw, the precise and costly composure that followed — had communicated more than a paragraph of speech would have. William had filed it alongside everything else he was filing in this world: important, complex, requiring more data before interpretation.

She walked three paces behind him through the morning halls, and he was aware of her the way you are aware of weather.

Breakfast was a formal affair conducted in a small receiving room adjacent to the main dining hall, attended by Lisseth and two of the junior attendants and a steward who introduced himself as Aldric and was the first man William had encountered in a position of court service. He was young, perhaps twenty-five, with the careful pleasant manner of someone who had learned to be useful and invisible in equal measure. He refilled William's cup twice and said nothing that was not strictly functional.

William watched him. Aldric moved through the room with a particular quality of attention — responsive without initiating, present without presuming. When one of the female attendants gestured, he moved. When she nodded at his work, something very small happened in his expression, quickly controlled.

That's me, William thought, with a clarity that sat somewhere between strange and familiar. That's the shape this world made for men.

He thought about that for the rest of the meal.

Seraphina came briefly — she had duties of state that began early, Lisseth had informed him, the business of crown princes being, apparently, extensive. She paused at the doorway, looked at him with the satisfied attention of someone checking that something valuable remains where they left it, and said she would see him tonight. The ribbon was visible on his wrist. She looked at it, looked at his face, and left with a faint curve at the corner of her mouth that William's nervous system filed and held onto.

Rowena watched Seraphina leave.

Then she watched the doorway for two seconds after Seraphina had passed through it.

Then she looked at William with absolute professional calm and said, "Your etiquette training begins at the second bell of morning, Your Highness. I have been asked to conduct it."

He looked at her.

"You?" he said. "You're a knight."

"I am," she said.

"Etiquette is — that seems outside the scope of — "

"The senior ladies-in-waiting are occupied with the court's administrative response to your waking," she said, and the sentence had the quality of something recited from a brief. "The crown prince has requested that your initial lessons be conducted in a controlled environment with limited personnel. I have served as a court escort in diplomatic capacity for six years. I know the forms."

She said all of this in a perfectly level voice while looking somewhere just past his left ear, and William understood, suddenly, that someone had assigned this to her. Someone with dark hair and deep crimson attire had looked at the morning schedule and decided that Rowena Ashcroft should spend the morning standing very close to William and teaching him how to hold his body.

He wondered if Seraphina was as strategic as she appeared, or more so.

"All right," William said. "Let's begin."

---

The training room was three corridors from his chambers: a long rectangular space with a polished wooden floor, mirrors occupying one full wall, and windows on the opposite side that admitted a cold white autumn light. It smelled of cedar oil and faintly of the particular neutral non-scent of a room kept very clean and used regularly.

Rowena had removed her outer armor in the adjoining preparation room. She wore the close-fitted underlayer now — dark linen across the shoulders, leather-reinforced at the forearms, her sword removed but the posture that carried it still fully present. Without the additional bulk of plate and chain, she was — visibly — powerfully built. Her shoulders were broad in a way the armor had somewhat disguised. Her hands, which William had only previously noticed in their armored configuration, were large, capable, and entirely bare.

He noticed this.

He told himself not to notice this.

"Stand at the center of the room," she said.

He crossed to the center of the room. He looked at himself in the mirror across from him: pale, slight, the borrowed training clothes the attendants had dressed him in — something between leggings and formal trousers, a light fitted shirt — making him look both more casual and somehow more precisely himself than the formal court attire had.

Rowena came to stand behind him.

"Your posture," she said.

"What about it?"

"It's defensive. You are carrying yourself like someone who expects to be overlooked." She paused. "That may have served a purpose once. Here, for a princess of Lumeria, it reads as — "

"Apologetic?" he offered.

A brief silence.

"Yes," she said. "Exactly that."

She moved.

Her hands came to his shoulders — both of them, palms flat, pressing down and back simultaneously in a motion that was entirely technical and landed with a physical certainty he was not ready for. Not rough. Not hesitant. The grip of someone who knew exactly how much pressure to apply and where, and applied it without asking first.

His spine straightened.

"There," she said. "Feel that?"

"Yes." He felt it. He felt her hands too, warm through the thin fabric of his shirt, which he was aware of independently and was choosing not to linger on. "It feels — different."

"It is different. Your weight distribution changes when your spine is properly aligned. You become — " She paused, fractionally. "More visible."

She removed her hands.

He remained straight. The posture felt new but not wrong — like the support garment from the morning, a reminder that his body could hold itself differently than he had taught it to.

"Walk toward the mirror," she said.

He walked toward the mirror.

"Stop." He stopped. "Do you see what you did?"

He looked at himself. "I looked at the floor."

"Every fourth step," she said. "You look down. It is a habit. In this court, a man who looks down is — "

"Inviting pursuit," he said, and was not completely sure where the knowledge came from, some absorbed fragment of this world's logic settling into his thinking.

Rowena was quiet for a moment. "Yes. The court will read it as — available. Unspoken invitation."

"Is that — bad?"

She did not answer immediately.

"It depends," she said, "on your intentions."

He looked at her in the mirror. She was behind him, straight-backed, her arms at her sides, watching his reflection with an expression that was doing a great deal of controlled work.

"Walk again," she said. "Eyes level. Midpoint of the far wall."

He walked. He kept his eyes level.

"Better," she said, when he reached the end. "Again."

He turned and walked back.

They did this for twenty minutes. It should have been tedious and instead it was not, and William was aware of why it was not, which was that Rowena was watching him with the total undivided attention of someone whose professional focus had collided with something personal, and the collision was visible only if you were looking for it. He was looking for it. He was not sure when he had started looking for it.

"Hands," she said.

He stopped.

She came toward him and took his right hand in both of hers, and she turned it palm-down and then palm-up and then rested it between her palms, and the look on her face was the look of someone performing an inspection and finding themselves unexpectedly arrested by what they're inspecting.

His hand was — much smaller than hers. He was aware of this. He had not, until this moment, thought of his hands as small. Slender, yes. Fine-boned, yes. But Rowena's hands around his made his look like something she could fold away entirely if she chose to.

"In court contexts," she said, in a voice that was admirably informational, "a woman will take your hand in greeting. She may hold it at the fingers, or at the wrist, or lead you by the back of the hand. You must not pull away. You must not grip back. You permit the contact and wait for her to release or direct."

"I just — let her."

"You let her. Yes."

She demonstrated with his right hand, closing her fingers around his and raising his hand slightly. "At the fingers, like this. She is greeting you. You remain still."

He remained still.

Her thumb moved, very slightly, across the back of his knuckles. He thought it might have been an unconscious motion. He was not certain.

"At the wrist," she said, and her fingers shifted down to his wrist, enclosing it with a warmth that settled over his pulse, which was doing something she did not need to be able to confirm. "She is leading you. You follow."

She drew him forward by the wrist, one step, and he followed.

"Stop."

He stopped.

She was close. Close enough that he could feel the warmth of her body without actual contact, that specific zone before touch where the presence of another person is unmistakable.

She looked down at him — he came to about her chin, in these shoes — and her expression was the most strained it had been since she had walked into his doorway this morning and seen the ribbon.

"The other common form," she said, "is the escort hold. A woman positions herself at your side. She will place her hand at the small of your back to direct you. The correct response is — "

"Remain still," he said.

"And — " She paused. "Remain still and step into it. Do not lean away. The touch is direction, not imposition."

She moved to his side.

He felt her hand at the small of his back — the spread of her palm, measured and certain, through the thin fabric of his shirt.

He remained still.

He stepped into it.

The small sound she made was not loud. It was barely audible. It was the sound of someone drawing a breath that they had not quite planned.

"Good," she said. Her voice was level. "That is correct."

She removed her hand.

She stepped away and went to stand near the window, and she looked out at the garden wall for approximately four seconds, and then she turned back with her arms folded and said, "We will practice receiving gestures of attention next."

---

Receiving gestures of attention, apparently, meant standing still while Rowena demonstrated how a woman at court might touch him.

This was, William reflected, either a very precisely designed torture or a completely sincere cultural instruction, and he genuinely could not determine which.

She stood in front of him and she said, "Women at court may adjust your clothing. This is not — unusual. Men at formal court functions are — accessories, in a sense. If something is out of place, a woman may fix it. The correct response is to remain still and look forward."

She reached out and adjusted his collar.

Her fingers ran along the underside of his jaw briefly, setting the fold of fabric flat, and his chin came up involuntarily because the touch caught him under the angle of his jaw.

"There," she said. "Exactly that. Chin up."

She straightened his left cuff. Both hands at his wrist, folding the fabric back precisely, and then smoothing it flat with a pressure that started at his wrist and moved up along his forearm.

He remained still.

He looked forward.

He could see her face in this position — she was focused on the cuff, her attention on the task — and the line of her jaw was clean and severe and the expression she wore while she adjusted his sleeve was the expression of someone performing ordinary work in the presence of something that is making the ordinary work difficult.

"Rowena," he said.

"Your Highness."

"This lesson has been going on for approximately three hours."

A pause. "An hour and forty minutes."

"We have done a great deal of standing close to each other."

Silence.

"The court — "

"I know what the court customs are," he said. "I'm learning them. That's not what I'm saying." He paused. "I'm saying that you have been very careful this entire time and I want to know if you're all right."

She was quiet for long enough that the morning light moved slightly through the window.

"That is not — " She stopped. Started again. "You are the Princess. I am your guard. Whether I am all right is — "

"Relevant," he said, "to me personally. Yes."

She looked at him.

He looked back.

She was — beautiful, was the word that arrived in his mind without his requesting it, in the specific plain-speaking way of unexpected truth: a severe, disciplined, physically imposing woman who was standing in the morning light with her armor off and her hands bare and her expression doing the labor of containing something too large for the frame she had built for it, and he looked at her and the word arrived and he let it.

"I am managing," she said, finally.

"I know you are," he said. "I can tell."

Her jaw moved.

"We should continue," she said.

He let it go. For now.

---

The formal fittings were after midday.

A court tailor arrived with three assistants, all women, all moving through the chamber with the organized efficiency of a small logistical operation. William stood on a low platform in the center of the dressing room while they measured and pinned and held up fabrics at his shoulder and discussed his coloring and silhouette in the direct, informational way of people who considered the body as a practical context for cloth.

Rowena stood in the corner, in full armor now, her hands clasped behind her back.

The fittings took two hours.

At various points, the tailor — a compact, precise woman named Hendry who moved like someone who had never wasted a step — called Rowena over.

"The underlayer for the formal presentation gown needs to sit correctly at the hip. Could you assess whether the current cut allows adequate movement for his walking pace?"

Rowena came over. She knelt, efficiently, and ran two fingers along the seam at William's hip to test the fabric's mobility, and then stood and said, "He needs an additional centimeter at the outer seam," and stepped back.

She did not look at his face during this exchange.

"The stocking clasps are pulling," Hendry said later, from across the room. "Dame Rowena, he's been standing on the platform for forty minutes. Would you check the garter tension at the left knee?"

Rowena crossed the room. She knelt again. She reached under the hem of the fitting garment, which fell to mid-thigh on the platform, and found the ribbon garter at his left knee with the deliberate efficiency of someone who is doing this because they were asked and not because they sought it out.

She adjusted the clasp.

Her fingers were warm through his stocking.

He looked at the ceiling.

"Better?" she asked.

"Yes," he said. His voice was fine. He was fine.

"The other side may need matching," she said, and moved to his right knee.

He was standing on a platform with Rowena Ashcroft's hands at his knees and Hendry narrating measurements and the afternoon light coming through the high windows, and he was fine, and the only indication otherwise was the slight change in the quality of his breathing and the fact that his hands, at his sides, had closed into loose fists.

When the fittings ended, Hendry and her assistants packed their things and left with the focused efficiency with which they had arrived, and the room was suddenly quiet.

Rowena was folding a length of sample fabric that had been left on the side table. Her back was partially to him.

He stepped down from the platform.

He was still in the fitting garment — a soft outer layer over the thin underlinen, stockings, garters. Most of his formal wear was elsewhere, being adjusted. He was standing in what amounted to underdress, with his sleeves rolled up because Hendry had needed his forearms, and the ribbon from Seraphina was at his wrist.

"Rowena," he said.

"Your Highness."

"Look at me."

She folded the fabric. She set it on the table. She turned around.

She looked at him.

The expression on her face in that moment was one he catalogued very carefully: not neutral, not professional — it was the face of a woman who has been maintaining a specific wall for a significant period and has just been asked, directly, to lower her eyes to the height of the thing she has been keeping behind it.

"I've been watching you all day," he said. "I know what you looked like when you saw the ribbon."

Her jaw worked.

"My feelings about the ribbon," she said, very carefully, "are — mine to manage."

"I know. I'm not asking you to manage them differently." He paused. "I'm asking you to be here. In this room. As yourself. Not only as the knight."

"I am always the knight," she said. "That is not — "

"You've been adjusting my stockings," he said.

A very long pause.

"It was asked of me."

"You could have said it was outside the scope of your role."

Her hands were at her sides. Her fingers closed once.

"Yes," she said. "I could have."

He looked at her. She looked back at him. The room was very quiet.

"I'm not wearing my armor right now either," he said, and looked down briefly at himself, the soft fitting clothes, his own bare forearms.

She did not answer for a long moment.

Then she crossed the room.

She was three paces away, then two, then one, and then she stopped, and she was close enough that he could see the specific shade of her eyes — dark brown, almost black, with something lit behind them that the discipline usually kept well back from the surface.

"You should know," she said, very low, "that I am not — practiced at — "

"I know."

"I do not — what Seraphina does, the way she — I am not — "

"I know that too," he said.

She looked at him, and something in her expression broke open along a seam he had been watching develop all day.

Her hand came up.

She touched his jaw — not the way Seraphina had touched it, with elegant certainty and three years of intention. With something more like a question that her hand was asking before her voice could catch up.

"William," she said, and his name in her voice was entirely different from his name in Seraphina's voice: less ceremony, more weight, the name of something she had been trying not to say aloud.

He reached up and put his hand over hers, where it rested against his jaw.

She exhaled.

Then she kissed him.

Rowena's kiss was nothing like Seraphina's. Where Seraphina kissed with the composure of someone who knew every step in the sequence and had chosen when to take each one, Rowena kissed him the way someone does a thing they have been not doing for a very long time — with accumulated force, with a restraint that was palpable precisely because it was not fully winning. Her hands moved to his face, both of them, and they were large and warm and held him with a gentleness completely at odds with their size, and she kissed him deeply and the sound she made against his mouth was involuntary, low, something she did not appear to have planned to release.

He kissed her back. His hands had found her shirt — the linen of her underlayer — and his fingers were curled into the fabric at her sides, not pulling, just holding.

She drew back. Her breathing was uneven. She was looking at him with the naked, stunned expression of someone who had just knocked something over and was watching it fall and was not sure whether to catch it or step back.

"I shouldn't," she said.

"You already have."

"I am sworn to — "

"To guard me," he said. "You're guarding me right now. You're six inches away."

She looked at him.

"Is this a problem for you," he asked, "or is it only a problem because you think it should be?"

The answer came out of her slowly, pulled from somewhere it had been secured with effort.

"The second," she said.

He reached up and took her hand again, where it had half-withdrawn from his face.

He held it against his cheek.

"Stay," he said.

She stayed.

She kissed him again, and this one was slower — she had surrendered something in the exchange and the kiss reflected it, deeper now, one hand moving from his face to the back of his head and threading into his hair and holding him there with a possessive carefulness that made his knees briefly unreliable. He made a sound against her mouth. She responded to the sound with a tightening of her hand in his hair that was not rough but was absolutely not accidental.

His fingers pulled at her shirt. She noticed. She drew back just far enough to look at him, and her breathing was not even remotely under control, and neither was his.

"We should go somewhere," he said.

"We're in the fitting room."

"The door is closed. Hendry told the attendants not to return until you brought me back."

A pause. "That is not the same as — "

"Rowena."

She looked at him.

"Please," he said.

She closed her eyes for a half-second. Then she opened them, and the decision was there, fully made, and she moved.

She walked him backward — not roughly, but with the absolute physical confidence of someone who had spent years knowing exactly what her body could do — until the backs of his thighs met the low chaise against the far wall that Hendry's assistants had been using to hold reference fabrics.

She looked at him standing against the chaise in his soft fitting clothes and his knee-high stockings and the ribbon at his wrist, and her expression was something he wanted to look at and could not quite sustain looking at directly, the way you can't quite hold the center of a bright light.

"Sit," she said.

He sat.

She knelt in front of him, the way she had all day — the same movement she had made for the garters, the same professional kneel, except that it was nothing like the professional kneel now, because her hands went to his knees and moved them apart and her eyes came up to his face and held there.

"Look at me," she said, lower, and she did not say it the way Seraphina would have — not as a royal command, not as a practiced claim. It sounded almost raw from Rowena, a direct declarative need with nothing composure had softened the edge off.

He kept his eyes on her face.

She ran both hands up the inside of his thighs.

The fitting cloth rode up as her hands moved, and he was aware of the stockings and the garters and the thin underlinen beneath the fitting garment, and her palms were warm through every layer, and the pressure was slow and ascending and she was watching his face and his expression was apparently doing something readable because her jaw tightened slightly and she pressed harder.

"Rowena," he said, and his voice came out in a register he did not usually occupy.

She reached the top of his thigh. Her thumbs pressed inward.

He made a sound.

Her hands stilled.

She leaned in, not kissing him, just close — her forehead dropping against his, her breath uneven, her hands splayed warm across the top of his thighs.

"Tell me what you want," she said against his mouth, barely touching. "Not the court way. Not what's expected. What you want."

"Touch me," he said. "Please. I want your hands — "

She kissed him and her hand moved to the front of his underlinen. She pressed her palm flat there and he made a sound against her mouth that she swallowed without hesitation. He was already hard, and the pressure of her hand was — her hands were large, her palms wide, the contact more present and less refined than last night, and it was different in a way that went through him differently, a rougher register, more urgent.

She pulled back from the kiss. She was watching his face.

"Hold still," she said, like a command, like something she meant, and her hand began to move.

She stroked him through the linen, firm and deliberate, and his hands gripped the edge of the chaise. She watched his face the entire time, and she was not doing the thing Seraphina had done — she was not controlling the scene with patrician composure, was not narrating his responses in that smooth informed way. She was watching him the way someone watches something they are desperate to see, with unmediated want, and the quality of being watched like that was its own kind of undoing.

"Don't go quiet on me," she said roughly, when he pressed his lips together. "I've been holding myself still all day. I need to hear you now."

He let the sound come out. It was not small.

Her hand pressed harder. She worked him through the fabric, the heel of her palm angling upward and releasing in a rhythm she calibrated by his reactions rather than by any preset sequence, and his hips were moving and she had said hold still but she was not stopping him, she was only watching, watching his face as his composure came apart under her hands with a directness that felt nothing like Seraphina's elegant construction and felt entirely, specifically like Rowena.

"Look at you," she said, almost to herself.

He did not have words right now.

She pushed the hem of the fitting cloth up to his waist and pulled the linen aside and wrapped her bare hand around his cock, and the contact was direct and warm and her grip was firmer than Seraphina's had been, more physical, and he heard himself make a broken sound that the quiet fitting room reflected back at him.

She stroked him.

Not slow. Not ceremony. Not edging with the careful surgical patience of last night. She was not composing something, she was responding — her rhythm answering his breathing and his sounds and the way his hips had stopped pretending to be still, her hand tight and warm and moving with the blunt urgency of someone who has been restraining this for a full day and is no longer restraining it.

Her thumb moved over the tip of him on an upstroke, slicking through the wet that had gathered there, and he made a sound that was less word than structure, an exhale that had his entire chest behind it.

"You're already making a mess," she said, not like a taunt — like a fact she was recording, like something she wanted him to know she had noticed. "Already leaking all over my hand."

He was. He could feel it, the slick warmth spreading under her palm, and the awareness of it sent another throb through him that his hips answered without asking him.

"Rowena — " Her name came out jagged.

"I know," she said. Her voice was not even either.

"I'm going to — "

"I know." She did not slow down. "Let me see it."

His hands left the chaise edge and found her shoulders instead — not pushing, not directing, just gripping, something to hold onto while the ground reorganized itself under him. She let him grip her. She moved her hand faster and her other hand pressed flat against his inner thigh, holding him open, and he was watching her face because he could not stop watching her face, the flush at her cheekbones, the focus in her expression, the way she looked at him like she could not believe she had access to this and was not going to waste a second of it.

He came.

It hit harder than he expected, a sharp clenching wave that moved from the base of his spine outward, and he heard the sound he made with something like distant embarrassment and mostly no embarrassment at all because Rowena was watching it happen with an expression like she was witnessing something she had specifically wanted for a long time, and her hand worked him through it with a thoroughness that extended the release past the point where he had any remaining structural dignity, and he was shaking slightly when she finally gentled her grip.

Warmth across his thighs and her hand and the hem of the fitting cloth.

He breathed.

The room was very quiet.

Rowena was still kneeling. She was looking at her own hand with an expression he could not categorize immediately, something between overwhelmed and resolved, like someone who has crossed a threshold and is processing what is now on the other side.

He reached down and found her wrist. She looked up.

"Are you all right?" he asked.

A strange sound came out of her. Not quite a laugh. Something fractured and sincere.

"No," she said. Then: "Yes. I don't — " She stopped. "I've wanted to — since before the curse, I think. When I was still a junior knight and they assigned me to the palace rotations. I saw you in the east garden." She paused. "I saw you in the east garden reading, and you had your shoes off, and you were sitting on the wall in the sun, and I thought — "

She stopped.

He waited.

"I shouldn't have let myself think it," she said. "You belong to the crown. To Seraphina. You had a ribbon."

"I have another ribbon now," he said. He looked at his wrist. "But that doesn't mean I don't also — " He stopped, because he did not have the vocabulary yet for what he was navigating. "Rowena. I'm glad you stopped pretending."

She looked at him for a long moment.

Then she dropped her forehead to his knee — not quite leaning, just briefly resting, a contact that was not professional and not erotic, just honest.

He put his hand in her hair.

They were quiet for a while.

Then she sat up and said, with the abrupt return of practicality that was very specifically Rowena, "The fitting cloth is ruined."

He looked down. "Yes."

"I will — tell Hendry there was an accident with the oil."

"A very specific accident."

"Yes." She stood. She produced a cloth from somewhere that spoke well of her preparation, cleaned her hand, looked at the situation and cleaned him with the same direct efficiency she applied to everything physical and practical. She was not cold about it. She was simply — Rowena, which meant: she dealt with what was in front of her.

When she had finished and he was presentable and standing again, she stepped back and stood very straight.

"I should tell you," she said, "that this changes nothing about my duty."

"I know."

"I will guard you. That is my function. This does not — alter that."

"Rowena." He looked at her. "This changes everything. We're both going to deal with that. But it doesn't change your duty, no."

She looked at him steadily.

Then she looked at his left wrist, and the ribbon there.

She said nothing about it.

But she held the door open for him when they left, and the way her hand rested briefly at the small of his back — the escort position, the formal gesture she had taught him this morning — had a different quality now: less instruction, more claim.

He leaned into it, just slightly.

Her hand pressed back.

---

That evening, as Lisseth was preparing him for dinner, the mark on his lower abdomen flared.

It was not painful, not immediately — more like the sudden warmth of a hand pressed directly against skin, but from inside, radiating outward from a point just below his navel. He made a sharp sound and pressed his hand to the spot and Lisseth was beside him in an instant, her professional calm fracturing cleanly into alarm.

"Your Highness. The curse seal — "

"What is it doing?" He looked down. Through his shirt, through his palm, he could feel the heat. Not intense yet, but persistent and deepening.

"It's responding to something," Lisseth said, and her voice had the register of someone who knew what this meant and was managing the information very carefully. "This happened once before, in the second year. The physicians said — "

The door opened.

Rowena.

She had been outside, at her post, and she was inside the room in three steps, her eyes going first to his face and then to his hand pressed to his abdomen, and something in her expression stripped away every other layer at once.

She crossed to him, took his free hand in hers, and looked at Lisseth.

"Morgayne," she said.

"Yes," Lisseth agreed, already moving. "Yes, I'll send for her immediately."

Rowena's hand tightened around his.

"Does it hurt?" she asked, quietly.

"Not yet," he said. "It's warm. Hot. Like something is — trying to wake up."

She looked at him with an expression that was very clearly, to his reading of her, fear — not of him, not professional alarm, but the personal, specific fear of someone who has just claimed something and is watching it be threatened.

"I've got you," she said.

He believed her.

He also suspected, distantly and clearly, that Morgayne was going to be considerably more informative about what this mark was and what it wanted — and that the information was probably not going to be comfortable.

He breathed through the heat in his abdomen, Rowena's hand steady around his, and waited.


Chapter 4 — Morgayne's First Examination

Morgayne Velour arrived twenty-three minutes after Lisseth sent the summons.

William knew because he had been counting.

Not deliberately. His mind had defaulted to counting the way it defaulted to cataloguing details when it had no better tool for managing a situation — the warm pulse of the curse mark deepening in increments beneath his palm, Rowena's hand solid around his, the candle on the far table burning down by measurable degrees. Twenty-three minutes. He had noted the start time by the position of the light through the window and tracked it by the candle and the slow crawl of his own discomfort.

The mark was not agonizing. That was perhaps the most unsettling part. It was — insistent. A heat that built in slow steady waves and then subsided without releasing, like a question asked in a language he didn't speak but whose urgency was completely legible. His body understood something was being asked of it. His mind had no translation for what.

Morgayne did not knock.

The door opened and she was simply there, the way someone is there when they have decided that doors are a courtesy they extend to others rather than a constraint that applies to them. She was older than the three attendants — perhaps in her mid-forties by William's estimate, though estimate felt like a word that applied to ordinary women and Morgayne Velour was not ordinary in any configuration. She was tall, softer through the figure than Seraphina's angular authority or Rowena's physical precision, with a quality of composed sensuality that had nothing to do with effort and everything to do with someone who had made peace with the full scope of herself decades ago. Dark auburn hair with silver threaded through it, worn loose to her shoulders. She was dressed in deep plum and gray, layers of fabric that moved when she moved, and she carried a bag of the kind that announced professional tools in every world William had ever inhabited.

She looked at him.

The look was not Seraphina's possessive warmth, not Rowena's barely-restrained urgency. It was the look of a woman who saw things other people missed and found the seeing interesting.

"So," she said. "You are awake."

"I am," William said.

"And the seal has activated." She was already moving toward him, setting her bag on the side table with the efficiency of someone who had done this before. "How long?"

"Perhaps forty minutes," Lisseth said.

"Intensity?"

"It's — " William searched for a description. "Waves. It builds and then backs off without — resolving. Like pressure."

Morgayne looked at him with undisguised interest.

"Like pressure," she repeated. "Interesting phrasing." She glanced at Rowena, who had not let go of his hand. "Dame Ashcroft. Thank you for your rapid response. You may wait outside."

Rowena's hand tightened fractionally.

"I am his guard," she said. "My post is — "

"Outside that door," Morgayne said, pleasantly and absolutely. "This is a medical-magical examination. Whatever you are additionally to his guard this evening, you are not present for this. I will call you when I am finished."

A silence.

William looked at Rowena. He gave her hand one deliberate squeeze and then released it.

"It's all right," he said.

She looked at him. The thing in her expression was not comfortable, but she had made her peace with his judgment once today already, and she made it again now. She stepped back. She went to the door. She paused with her hand on the frame and looked at Morgayne with an expression that communicated, without words, very precisely what the consequences of anything going wrong in this room would be.

Morgayne received this with a faint smile.

The door closed.

Morgayne turned to him.

"Good," she said. "Now we can actually talk."

---

She did not immediately begin the examination.

She poured two cups of something from a flask in her bag — something warm, herbal, carrying a faint bitter note under the floral — and handed one to him without asking whether he wanted it.

"Drink that. All of it. It will slow the seal's cycling so I can examine it clearly."

He drank it. It tasted like chamomile and iron.

She sat in the chair across from him and looked at him in the specific unhurried way of someone solving a problem they find genuinely engaging.

"You are not the princess who went to sleep," she said.

He was quiet.

"I am not asking," she said. "I am stating. The soul signature is wrong. The princess I put to sleep three years ago to preserve her life had a specific resonance in this seal — " she gestured toward his abdomen — "that I would recognize. You have a different one. Broader. Strange." She tilted her head. "You came from somewhere else."

He thought about denial. He assessed his options. He looked at her face, which had the expression of someone who was going to find this interesting whether he cooperated or not, and decided.

"Yes," he said.

"Another world?"

"Yes."

"And you died there, or nearly, and the body here — the princess's sleeping body — pulled you in when it opened."

He stared at her.

"That is a known mechanism," she said, with the tone of someone reporting a historical precedent. "Rare. Theorized more than observed. The Moon-Vessel body type is extraordinarily receptive to ambient soul-matter during curse-sleep. If a vessel is sleeping and a compatible soul is released nearby — " She made a loose gesture. "The seal would recognize the compatibility and draw you in. It is, in its own way, a form of rescue."

"A form of rescue," he said.

"Princess William's original resonance is no longer seated in the vessel," Morgayne said, her voice softening fractionally. "The body was preserved, but the soul that belonged to it has moved beyond my reach. I cannot tell you tonight whether that means gone, hidden, or protected elsewhere. What I am looking at is not the original princess pretending to be someone else. You are something new within the vessel, and the vessel has accepted you. The seal has accepted you." A pause. "I have accepted you. Your secret is yours."

He absorbed this.

"Why?" he said.

"Because you are far more interesting than a straightforward curse resolution," she said frankly. "And because the body chose you. That is not nothing." She set down her cup. "Now. The seal is active because your body has undergone significant arousal events in a short span of time, and the Moon-Vessel has not been trained to regulate that input. The seal interprets unregulated arousal as distress and activates accordingly. It is not dangerous tonight. But if we leave it untrained, it will become so."

William looked at her.

"Arousal events," he said.

"Yes."

"The seal responds to — "

"To exactly what you think it responds to, yes." She was opening her bag, arranging things on the side table. "Moon-Vessels are rare in part because they were historically used for specific ritual purposes. The body's pleasure responses are connected to a deeper magical channel that, when properly developed, can interact with Moonwell energy in significant ways. Untrained, the channel misfires. Trained — " She glanced at him. "Trained, it becomes something quite remarkable."

She produced several things from her bag: a length of something that looked like braided silk in a pale gold, a glass vial, a flat smooth stone carved with a symbol he did not recognize, and a narrow instrument of pale wood with a rounded tip.

"I need to examine you," she said. "The examination will require physical contact and it will require you to be — receptive. Not passive. Receptive means aware, present, and honest about your responses." She looked at him directly. "I will not cause you genuine pain. I will not do anything without telling you first. And I need you to trust that when your body responds to what I do, that response is data I require, not a performance I am extracting."

He looked at the braided silk on the table.

"Are those restraints?" he asked.

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because the examination requires you to remain still, and your body will not want to remain still. The restraints remove the energy expenditure of fighting your own instincts. They are not punishment." She paused. "If at any point you want me to stop, say so. I will stop."

He looked at her for a long moment.

"All right," he said.

"Good." She gestured toward the bed. "Lie down. On your back. Shirt off."

---

She bound his wrists.

The silk was softer than he expected — not the hard bite of rope but a firm, encompassing warmth, wrapped twice around each wrist and then connected to the headboard's carved post with a knot she tied with the practiced speed of someone who had done this many times and found the process unremarkable. She checked the tension with two fingers between the silk and his skin.

"Tell me if that changes," she said.

"It's fine."

"I know it is. Tell me if it changes."

She stood at the side of the bed and looked at him. His wrists were above his head, his bare chest exposed to the candlelit air of the chamber, Seraphina's ribbon still at his left wrist above the silk binding. The mark on his lower abdomen was visible now — a tracery of silver-gray lines just below his navel, an irregular pattern that might have been abstract or might have been a symbol in a language he had not been taught. In the candlelight it pulsed very faintly. Warmth with each pulse.

Morgayne observed it for a moment with professional focus.

"The cycling has slowed," she said. "Good. The herb is working." She reached out and rested two fingers directly on the mark.

The warmth intensified instantly. His breath caught.

"Yes," she said, not looking away from her fingers. "There it is. The channel is very close to the surface tonight. You have been — considerably active, for someone two days out of a curse-sleep." She glanced up at him with something in her eyes that was precise and warm and entirely aware. "Seraphina moves quickly when she has made her mind up."

He did not answer.

"And Rowena," she said, and went back to observing the mark. "Interesting. Both of them in the same day. No wonder the seal is confused." She lifted her fingers. "I am going to map your response channels. I will touch various points on your body and observe the mark's reaction. I need you to tell me, accurately and without embarrassment, what each contact feels like. Not metaphorically. Physically."

"You want clinical descriptions," he said.

"I want honest ones. Clinical is acceptable. Florid is not useful. It felt like lightning tells me nothing. Pressure at the sternum triggered a wave of heat downward tells me a great deal."

"Understood."

"Good." She uncapped the glass vial. Whatever was inside had a faint luminescence — not glowing, exactly, but catching the light in a way ordinary liquid did not. "This is sensitivity oil. It will not cause arousal independently. It will amplify the body's existing sensitivity so I can read the channel responses more clearly. It is temporary."

She applied it to her fingertips.

Then she touched his collarbone.

Just that — two fingertips at the center of his collarbone, light pressure — and the sensation that moved through him was disproportionate in a way he was now recognizing as the oil's effect, a ripple that moved down through his sternum and arrived low in his abdomen as warmth.

"Describe it," she said.

"Pressure at the — collarbone. It moved down. Through my chest. Into my stomach. Warmth."

"Good." She noted something in a small book she had set on the bedside table, writing with her left hand while her right remained at his skin. "The channel runs through the central line. Standard Moon-Vessel configuration." She moved her fingers to his sternum. The effect deepened. He exhaled. "Don't suppress it. Let it move."

He let it move.

She worked down the center of his chest slowly, and each point she touched produced a variation on the same deep warmth, different in character — some points produced heat that spread wide, some that dropped directly downward, one point just below his sternum that produced a sensation that arrived in his groin with enough immediacy that he made a sound before he could decide to.

"There," she said. "The solar channel junction. That is important." She pressed it again, gently, and watched his face with complete attentiveness. "You will feel this point during the Moonwell ritual. File it."

He filed it. It was not easy to file things while a luminescent oil was conducting sensation from his chest to his groin in ways his nervous system was finding very, very interesting, but he managed.

She moved to his sides. His ribs. The inside of his arms from wrist to elbow — she spent a long time at the inside of his elbows, which turned out to be an entirely different category of sensitivity than he had ever allocated them before. She ran one finger along the inside of his left arm from the silk binding down to the crook of his elbow and the sensation was so specific and strange and immediately wired to something deeper that he pulled against the binding before he realized he was going to.

"The silk holds," she said, observing his reaction.

"I noticed," he said, and his voice was not fully steady.

"Good. Now you know what the restraint is for." She moved her finger back up to his inner arm. "Your nervous system is trying to close you. The instinct is to pull in, protect the soft points. The binding stops that from eating up your attention. With your hands occupied by the silk, you have nothing left to do but feel."

She pressed the inside of his elbow again.

He felt it in a direct line to his cock, which was making its position on all of this very clear through the fabric of his training clothes.

"The inner arm channels run parallel to the central line," she said, writing. "Responsive. Very." She glanced down at the evidence of his body's opinion. "The mark is responding as well. The cycling has synchronized with your arousal. That confirms the Moon-Vessel integration is complete — you are fully in this body, not merely inhabiting it."

She moved to his nipples.

He knew she was going to. He had been aware she was working her way across the chest map and it was the logical next point and he had been filing information and maintaining a reasonable relationship with his own composure and then she touched his left nipple with the luminescence-oil fingertip and all of that organizational effort collapsed.

The sensation was not like Seraphina's mouth — it was differently overwhelming. More direct, more exposed, less filtered by the warmth of breath or the pressure of lips. The oil magnified the signal and the signal went everywhere, and his hips moved without consultation, and his wrists pulled against the silk, and the sound he made was not quiet.

Morgayne observed.

"Highly responsive," she said, with the engaged interest of someone identifying something very good. "The nipple channel in Moon-Vessels connects directly to the prostate-adjacent magical node. This is the most significant secondary channel in your body. It can be trained."

"I'm — aware," he said, from somewhere behind his own breathing, "that it's — significant."

"You've known since yesterday."

"Since Seraphina — yes."

"She found it instinctively," Morgayne said, with something that might have been appreciation. "She always was attentive." She touched his right nipple with the same precise contact, and he arched — a real arch, his back coming off the bed and his wrists driving upward and the sound he made this time was frankly embarrassing and also unavoidable. "Can you feel the difference between left and right?"

"The right is — " He searched for vocabulary through the static. "Stronger. More — direct."

"Yes. The right nipple channel in Moon-Vessels connects to the prostate node with less mediation. It is your primary access point for deep magical stimulation." She noted this. "This is information that Seraphina does not yet have. I will share it with her at the appropriate time." A pause. "With your knowledge."

"You're going to tell her exactly — "

"I am going to give her a training map, yes. This is standard Moon-Vessel stewardship." She looked at him with something dry and warm. "You are not embarrassed by that."

It was not a question.

"I'm — working on not being embarrassed by that," he said.

"Good. It is not useful." She stepped back. "I am going to stimulate your primary channel now. I will bring you close to release and then stop. I will do this to observe the mark's response and your channel behavior at threshold. I need you to not fight it and not chase it. Your only job is to tell me what you feel, stay as still as you can, and wait for my instruction."

He looked at the ceiling.

He pulled once experimentally at the silk — not trying to get free, just — testing. It held with complete authority.

"All right," he said.

She moved to the foot of the bed. She drew down his training trousers without ceremony — practical, one motion — and he was bare from the waist down and the candlelight and the cool air registered everywhere at once.

She looked at him with the direct gaze of a professional conducting an assessment and whatever part of him wanted to fold into itself under that gaze was being efficiently managed by the fact that his wrists were above his head and he had been told to stay still and those two instructions were doing the structural work of organizing his attention.

She applied more oil to her hands, both of them this time, warming it between her palms.

"Tell me when you feel the channel open," she said.

Her hands wrapped around his cock.

Both of them. The oil and the heat and the luminescent sensitivity amplification all arrived simultaneously, and the channel opened the way she had asked him to report — he felt it as a distinct physical sensation, a line of heat from the base of his spine to the back of his sternum, a pathway becoming suddenly present and active, and he told her, as accurately as he could manage with both her hands now moving, "It's — open. Line from the spine. Up through — the chest junction."

"Good." She was not rushing. Her technique was entirely different from Seraphina's languid ownership and Rowena's urgent physicality — it was the movement of someone studying a mechanism with genuine investment, applying pressure and observation in alternating cycles, her thumbs working the underside of his cock in a motion that was technically complex and very precisely aimed. She was learning him in real time, and the quality of her attention was so total and so specific that it was its own variety of overwhelming. "What is the mark doing?"

He looked down, which was difficult. "Pulsing. Brighter."

"Synchronized with your arousal?"

"Yes. Each — each time you — "

"Say it plainly."

"Each upstroke. The mark responds to each upstroke."

"Excellent." She made a sound of genuine professional satisfaction. "The synchronization rate is faster than average. You are a strong conductor." She adjusted her angle, one hand moving lower to cup his balls with a pressure that was warm and deliberate and entirely outside his anticipation, and his hips drove upward involuntarily. Her other hand stilled on his shaft. "Hold still."

He breathed. He held still.

"The testes are also channel-connected in Moon-Vessels," she said, and her hand there was not aggressive — slow, careful, a rolling pressure that mapped the weight and response of them, and the sensation was thick and deep and settled into his lower body like a stone dropped into water, the ripples moving outward and meeting the warmth from the central line. "This channel connects to the prostate node laterally. Stimulation here in combination with nipple contact can produce what is called a dry opening — orgasmic response without ejaculation, drawing on magical energy rather than physical." She pressed slightly. He made a sound. "You are close to a conventional threshold already."

"Yes," he said, because there was no point in pretending otherwise.

"I am going to take you to the edge and hold you there for thirty seconds. Do not release. If you feel you are going to release against your control, tell me immediately and I will stop."

"And if I — "

"Then we start the timing again," she said, with perfect equanimity. "There is no consequence. This is an assessment."

She returned her full attention to his cock and the combination of her hands, the oil, the thirty-minute accumulation of sensitivity mapping, and the specific educated quality of her technique built the sensation rapidly — not slowly the way Seraphina had built it, not urgently the way Rowena had, but with the efficiency of someone who knew exactly where the controls were and was applying them directly. He felt his thighs tighten. His back pressed into the mattress. The mark on his abdomen was genuinely visible in the dim room now, the silver lines throwing a faint light of their own.

"Thirty seconds begins now," Morgayne said. "Stay with me. Breathe. Count if it helps."

He could not count. He breathed. He pulled against the silk bindings with both wrists and the silk held and the holding helped, exactly as she had said it would — the boundary of the restraint gave him something to press against so he did not have to construct his own. His breath came in through his nose, out through his mouth, ragged at the edges, and Morgayne held his cock at precisely the tension and speed that kept him at the threshold without crossing it, which required either clairvoyance or a level of technical precision he was not prepared for.

"Fifteen seconds," she said.

The mark was pulsing in sync with his heartbeat. He could feel it.

"Ten."

He was shaking. Not from cold. The tremor was fine and deep, running from his thighs up through his abdomen, and he was pressing the back of his head into the pillow and the silk was holding his wrists and he was at the absolute limit of what he could be asked to hold without crossing, and he knew it, and Morgayne knew it, and she was counting him through it with the calm of someone who had done this before.

"Five. Four. Three. Two. One."

She stopped.

Her hands withdrew completely.

He made a sound that was not words. His hips chased nothing in the air. His cock was flushed and slick with the luminescent oil and his own pre-cum and it was visibly throbbing with his heartbeat and he lay there in the wreckage of the threshold she had walked him to and left him at, and he breathed, and the mark pulsed steadily, and he did not release.

Morgayne looked at the mark with deep satisfaction.

"Excellent," she said. "Your control is better than expected for an untrained vessel. The channel held at threshold without destabilizing the seal." She was writing rapidly. "Now. One more trial, and then I will allow release."

He turned his head on the pillow and looked at her.

"One more," he said.

"One more," she confirmed, with the equanimity of someone for whom this was a reasonable professional request.

"You — " He stopped. His thoughts were not in their usual order. "Morgayne."

"Mm."

"You said you'd allow release."

"Yes."

"That phrasing — "

"Is precise," she said, and looked at him over her writing. "I decide when. You have no role in that decision except performing adequately in the trial. Which you are doing." Something moved in her expression — not unprofessional, not warm in Seraphina's way, but a specific kind of appreciation, the look of someone who is good at their work and has found a subject worthy of it. "You are doing very well."

He breathed.

He looked at the ceiling.

"All right," he said.

She set down the writing and returned to him.

The second trial was different.

She began at his nipples.

One finger on the right nipple — the primary channel, she had mapped it — and the other hand returned to his cock, and the combination was something he had no existing neurological framework for because it fed two inputs into the same output and the output was the prostate-adjacent magical node and the node's response was to send everything upward through the central line at once.

He arched.

He made a sound.

"Stay still," she said, and her tone was gentle and absolute, and he came back down as much as he was able, which was partially.

She worked both points in alternation — two strokes with her hand, one stroke of her finger at his nipple, the timing varied so he could not anticipate which was coming — and the effect was a rolling escalation that built differently than either alone, a deeper frequency, something that sat in his hips and his spine and did not peak normally but rather accumulated, layered, constructed itself into something that did not feel like conventional arousal so much as like a system running toward its designed capacity.

"The channel is opening further," she said. She was not narrating for him. She was narrating for herself, a running record. "Secondary harmonics visible in the seal. Excellent. The lunar resonance is engaging."

He had no idea what lunar resonance meant.

He did know that whatever she was doing had moved past ordinary sensation into something that felt — bigger. The mark on his abdomen was warm and getting warmer and the warmth had spread to his hips and the inside of his thighs and his wrists were pulling steadily against the silk and he was trying to stay still and not succeeding entirely.

"Morgayne," he said. His voice had come completely apart at some point. He was not sure when.

"I know," she said.

"I can't — if you keep the — with the — I can't hold — "

"You will hold it until I say," she said, and the calm certainty of the instruction was itself a structure he grabbed onto, the same way the silk was a structure, the same way Rowena's hold still had been a structure — something outside him, reliable, taking the decision.

He held it.

He did not know how he held it. His body was running at a frequency well above its baseline and the mark was bright enough to see clearly now and the sensation was not any one thing he could name but a full-body convergence and he was at the threshold and past it by some mechanism he did not understand that did not cross into release, and Morgayne was watching the mark with the deep focus of someone witnessing exactly what they came to see.

"There," she said softly. "The dry channel is opening. You feel that."

He did. Something — opened. A different quality of sensation, not the build toward ejaculation but something lateral to it, a warmth that moved upward through the central line instead of forward, that arrived in his chest rather than his groin, and he exhaled with it and the sound was not like his previous sounds — it was lower, less urgent, more like a release of pressure than a peak.

"Yes," she said. "That is the Moon-Vessel response. You are drawing on the magical channel." She was writing. "The seal has stabilized significantly. The lunar resonance is integrating." She looked at him with open satisfaction. "That was a partial dry opening. Your first. Exceptionally clean for an untrained vessel."

He lay there.

He was still aroused. Still hard. The threshold was still present.

"You said," he said carefully, "one more trial and then release."

"I did," she said.

"That was the trial."

"Yes."

He looked at her.

She looked back.

The expression on her face was warm and entirely knowing, with a layer of something that was not quite amusement and not quite desire but a specific compound of both, the face of someone who finds their work pleasurable in ways that are also professional.

She reapplied oil.

She sat on the edge of the bed beside him.

"Tell me," she said, and her voice had shifted — still composed, still the witch who had been mapping his channels, but the layer of clinical distance was deliberately thinner now, "where the sensation is concentrated."

"Everywhere," he said. "The center line. My hips. The — the node you mentioned. The chest junction."

"Good." Her hand wrapped around him, and she did not start slowly. She had calibrated the full map in an hour of examination and she applied that calibration now with the directness of someone who had been building to a precise destination. "The mark has stabilized. What I give you now is not clinical. Do you understand?"

He looked at her face.

"Yes," he said.

"Good." She stroked him, and the oil was warm and the technique was the technique of someone who had just spent an hour learning his body as a system and was now using every variable she had identified in precise combination, and there was no edging now, no threshold-holding — she was moving him toward release with the same focused efficiency she applied to everything, both hands working in alternation, one at his shaft and one beneath, and the prostate-adjacent node was engaged through the external contact and the mark pulsed steady and warm and he was at the threshold for approximately ten seconds before she said:

"Release."

One word.

He came apart.

The orgasm was unlike either of the previous two — it carried the accumulated pressure of the dry channel opening and the hour of sensitivity mapping and the two threshold holds and it released through a broader pathway than usual, the sensation moving upward through the central line as much as forward, his cock pulsing through the ejaculation while something else moved through his chest, warm and expansive, and the mark on his abdomen flared briefly bright and then subsided into steady silver calm.

He was making sounds. He was aware of this in the distant way of someone observing themselves from a short distance. His wrists were pulling against the silk and his hips were moving and Morgayne's hands were guiding the entirety of it with the same informed control she had held all evening, working him through the full duration of it without stopping, and it was long — longer than before, the magical channel extending the physical response — and by the end he was shaking in a way that was fine and deep and thorough, and the ceiling was very present above him.

Morgayne reached up and untied the silk from the headboard.

She left the wrappings around his wrists loose — not binding, just present — and she brought a cloth and tended to the practical aftermath with the clean efficiency of a professional who does not find this beneath her, and she was quiet while she did it, which he appreciated because he did not currently have a working vocabulary.

She sat in the chair beside the bed.

She wrote for a while.

He breathed.

"The seal," he said eventually.

"Dormant. Properly dormant, not cycling. It will not cause you difficulty tonight." She did not look up from her writing. "The dry channel opening has regulated the magical pressure. You should sleep without disruption."

"What did you mean when you said someone is using my body as a key?"

She looked up.

The look was sharper than anything she had shown him in the examination — not the witch cataloguing, but a person making a rapid and careful assessment of how much to say.

"The Moonwell," she said, "is a closed system. It responds to specific blood resonance. The original princess's family line held the key signature. You, as her vessel, now carry a version of that signature." She paused. "Someone beneath this palace has been attempting to access the Moonwell through that signature without a vessel in place. The seal was activating tonight not entirely because of your arousal — partly because something below tested the door."

He sat with that.

"The curse," he said. "Was it meant to trap the princess?"

"No," Morgayne said, and her voice had the quality of something she had been carrying for a long time and was only partially setting down. "Not in the way court gossip claims. The spell was designed to preserve the vessel and keep the Moonwell key from being used by the wrong hands. That much I can tell you tonight."

"By whose choice?" he asked.

Morgayne looked at him for a long moment.

"That is a more dangerous question than you know," she said. "But you are not a thief in this body, William. You are not an intruder. The vessel accepted you. The choice of whether to remain is yours."

He looked at the mark, lying quiet and silver on his abdomen.

"And if I remain," he said, "I'm a key to a well that someone is trying to open."

"Yes."

"And if they open it without proper ritual — "

"It would be very bad," she said simply. "For the palace. For the court. Possibly for the city."

He looked at the ceiling.

"No pressure," he said.

Morgayne made the sound she had made before — not quite amusement, not quite warmth. Something that contained both.

"Get dressed," she said. "Rowena has been standing in that corridor for over an hour and her patience has excellent form but visible limits."

He sat up. He felt the residual warmth of the session everywhere, a deep-muscle quiet that was not exhaustion exactly but the specific settled feeling of a system that has been properly run to its designed capacity and allowed to rest.

He pulled on his training trousers. He looked at his wrists, where the silk had left faint warmth traces.

"Morgayne," he said.

"Mm."

"The training map you're building. When you give it to Seraphina — "

"Yes?"

"Don't — give her everything at once," he said. "Let her have the process of finding things."

Morgayne looked at him with something in her face that was, for the first time tonight, entirely unguarded.

"You are more interesting than expected," she said.

"I get that a lot," he said. "Apparently."

She gathered her things. At the door she paused, and she said, without turning, "The dry channel, once opened, will deepen with practice. You will begin to feel it during ordinary stimulation. Do not be alarmed." A pause. "Also, the right nipple is genuinely the primary node. That is not a small piece of information."

She opened the door.

Rowena was immediately visible in the corridor — straight-backed, arms at her sides, in the posture of someone who had been standing in exactly that position for an hour and was not going to show how difficult it had been.

She looked at William. Her eyes moved over him with the rapid diagnostic attention of someone checking for damage.

"He is completely unharmed," Morgayne said, passing her. "Quite the opposite. Good night, Dame Ashcroft."

Rowena looked at William.

He looked back at her.

"I'm fine," he said.

"You look — " She stopped. Her jaw worked. "You look settled."

"That's accurate."

She held the door for him. Her hand went to the small of his back as he passed — the escort position, the claim she had started making in the fitting room and had not retracted. Her palm was warm and solid.

"She's extraordinary," he said, quietly, of Morgayne.

Rowena was quiet for a beat.

"Yes," she said, with the restraint of someone who has complicated feelings about a specific truth. "She is."

They walked back through the corridor, her hand at his back, the mark on his abdomen quiet and silver and still.

Somewhere beneath the palace, William was fairly certain, something was listening.


Chapter 5 — The Ball Where Men Are Displayed

The invitation arrived in the form of Lisseth, which was how most formal communications arrived in William's life now.

She appeared at the door of his study — he had claimed the small adjoining room off the main bedchamber as something approaching a private space, filled it gradually with borrowed books and a writing desk and the particular quality of quiet he needed to process things — with her ledger under one arm and an expression that communicated important announcement before she said a word.

"The awakening ball has been confirmed for tomorrow evening," she said. "Your Highness's re-presentation to the full court and invited nobility of the realm."

William looked up from the geography text he had been working through. He had been in Elarion five days. He had spent those days in a state of continuous information absorption that was beginning to feel less like orientation and more like drowning by increments. Court hierarchy. Etiquette forms. The history of the Lumerian royal line, which was extensive and complicated and featured several women whose decisions had shaped the current landscape of power in ways he was still mapping. Elarion's geography. The Moonwell's public mythology versus what Morgayne had told him in private, which diverged substantially.

He had also been spending significant portions of each day in the company of women who touched him with varying degrees of ceremony and intent, and processing that on a parallel track with everything else.

"The full court," he said.

"Yes. Several hundred guests. Female nobles from six provinces will be attending specifically to see you. There has been considerable — interest," Lisseth said, choosing the word with careful precision, "in Your Highness's waking."

"Interest," he said.

"You have been asleep for three years, Your Highness. Eligible men of your rank and — " she paused for a word — "distinction are not common."

He looked at her.

"Distinction meaning — "

"Your bloodline, your position, your appearance, and your — " another careful pause — "recent presentations at court, which have been observed and discussed."

"I've been at court for five days."

"Yes," Lisseth said, with the tone of someone who found this unremarkable. "Five days is sufficient."

He thought about what that meant in a world where women pursued and men were observed and assessed and discussed. He thought about the hundred eyes in the great hall on the day of his formal re-presentation, the quality of the attention he had felt like weather on his skin.

"What happens at the ball?" he asked. "For me specifically."

"You will be formally introduced by the crown chamberlain. You will receive greetings from the provincial delegations. There will be dancing — women will request your hand, and you will accept or decline according to your social read of each request, though declining a senior noblewoman without cause is generally inadvisable." She paused. "Crown Prince Seraphina will be present. Protocol places her as your primary escort for the evening, which other women are expected to respect, though in practice — "

"In practice they don't," he said.

"In practice," she said carefully, "social maneuvering at formal balls is a recognized art form in Elarion."

He closed the geography text.

"I need better clothes," he said.

"We've been preparing them since yesterday," she said.

---

The clothes were extraordinary.

He had not stopped being surprised by what this world could produce in the way of fabric and construction, but the formal presentation gown — which was the word Hendry used without any evident irony and which William had decided to simply absorb — was in a different category from everything he had been wearing. Deep ivory silk for the primary layer, structured at the shoulders and fitted through the body, with a quality of drape that was so precise it must have been architectural. Over it, a secondary layer of cream with the faintest trace of gold woven into the weave, just enough to catch candlelight without announcing itself. The neckline was deeper than he had been wearing, a V that suggested rather than exposed, with a single narrow panel of silk holding the layers together at the sternum.

Stockings with garters. Soft heeled shoes that added perhaps two centimeters and that William suspected were also strategic.

Morgayne arrived during the dressing and stood to one side, observing.

She had been doing this intermittently throughout the week — appearing at edges, watching him with the specific attentiveness of someone monitoring a system she had set in motion. She had seen him twice more since the examination, shorter sessions, less intensive, calibration checks she called them. She had confirmed that the dry channel was developing as expected. She had given him exercises: breathing patterns, a method of internal focusing she called channel awareness, and a technique for dampening the mark's responsiveness in public that involved controlled breathing and a specific hand position.

She had done all of this with the same clinical warmth she did everything, which he was now recognizing as not cold and not detached but rather the warmth of someone who is genuinely interested in you as a system worth understanding.

He was becoming fond of her in a way he had not anticipated and was not yet sure how to categorize.

"The mark is quiet tonight," she said, from her position beside the window.

"The dampening technique."

"You've been practicing."

"Every morning."

She looked at him in the mirror as Calla pinned the final details at his shoulders. "Good. The ball will be — energetically complex for someone with an active Moon-Vessel. Several hundred women in a concentrated space, all directing attention. You will feel it."

"What does that feel like?"

"You will know it when it arrives," she said. "Keep the dampening active. If the mark activates despite it, find me immediately."

"Where will you be?"

"Observing," she said, which told him exactly nothing useful.

Seraphina came at the final hour before the ball was due to begin.

She arrived in dark formal attire — deep crimson, nearly black in the low light, a formal crown-prince's coat with silver embroidery at the shoulders and a cut that had been designed by someone with opinions about how authority should inhabit a body. Her hair was arranged precisely and her hands were in gloves of dark leather.

She stopped in front of William and looked at him for the moment that she always took, the unhurried inventory that he had come to recognize as something she gave herself deliberately, a permission she had earned.

"There," she said.

He looked at her.

"You're learning to hold it," she said. "The being looked at."

"I'm trying."

"You're doing more than trying." Her gloved hand came up and touched the ribbon at his wrist — she had replaced it fresh that morning, and the scarlet was vivid against his skin. Her thumb pressed over his pulse. "You will be looked at considerably more than usual tonight. I want you to remember: every set of eyes in that room that finds you remarkable — I knew it first."

He looked at her.

"That's either romantic or territorial," he said.

"It is both," she said, "and I see no conflict." She offered her arm. "Shall we?"

He took it.

---

The ballroom was on the east side of the palace, a room that William had passed and not entered during his first days, which meant he had been vaguely aware of its scale but not its impact.

The impact was considerable.

Three tiers of chandeliers descended from a vaulted ceiling that had been painted — not frescoed, painted, with layers of pigment that gave the scenes a quality of depth and dimension that made the mythological figures up there look like they might step down if invited. The floor was pale stone polished to reflect the light, and the light was warm and multiply sourced, candles and something magical that gave the air the quality of early evening held in suspension. The room smelled of flowers and wax and the collective warmth of several hundred dressed people.

William walked in on Seraphina's arm and understood, in the first ten seconds, what Lisseth had meant by interest.

The attention was physical.

It was not directed only at him.

Along the edges of the ballroom, other men stood beside wives, patrons, mothers, elder sisters, and betrothed women, all of them dressed with a care William was beginning to understand as social language. Some wore pale formal coats embroidered at the throat. Some wore jeweled hairpins. One young man near the western column had been arranged so beautifully in blue silk that the three women speaking with his escort kept glancing at him between sentences, admiring him with the same frankness one might give a painting displayed in good light.

William understood, then, that this was not merely his awakening ball.

This was what balls were.

Women moved, requested, led, evaluated, claimed. Men received, answered, followed, and were admired for how gracefully they bore the attention.

Not threatening. Not hostile. Warm in the specific way that Elarion's female-directed attention was warm — open, direct, unashamed, the gaze of people who had been told that looking was acceptable and had accepted that fully. He walked through the receiving line and was announced by the chamberlain and felt the wave of it pass over him like a change in air pressure: the soft sound that moved through the assembly, the directional shift of postures, the hundred small adjustments of women turning toward him.

He kept his eyes level. He breathed through the dampening pattern.

Seraphina's hand tightened fractionally on his.

The receiving line was long. Provincial delegations, senior nobles, court officials, all with their forms and their introductions and their specific varieties of the same fundamental response, which was looking at him with varying degrees of openness and offering the same underlying message: I see you, and I find you worth seeing. Some were formal about it. Some were not. A Countess from the northern province held his hand at the fingers for three seconds longer than protocol required and said, "You are exactly as described," with the tone of someone confirming an investment thesis.

He gave her a polite smile and extracted his hand with the technique Rowena had drilled into him.

Rowena was in the room, positioned near the east wall — not in formal attire, in her dress armor, the ceremonial version that was still functionally formidable. She was scanning the room at intervals. When his eyes found her she was already looking at him, and the expression on her face was the contained version of the one she wore in the fitting room when she had just touched him.

He looked away before it did something visible to his face.

The dancing began after the receiving line.

Women asked him. This was, apparently, how it worked — men stood or were positioned at the edge of the floor and women approached and offered their hand, and the acceptance or decline was the man's prerogative but the approach was the woman's. The first woman to approach him was a Viscount's wife from the eastern province, tall and assured, who said, "Your Highness, may I have this dance?" with the manner of someone who was accustomed to yes.

He gave her yes.

She led him. That too was how it worked — the woman led, directing the movement, setting the pace, and he followed and let himself be led, which should have felt diminishing and instead felt — correct, somehow. Right in the specific way that things in this world occasionally felt right when they touched something his American self had not had vocabulary for. He was good at following. He had always been good at following, had always moved easily in response to clear direction, and in his old world that had been a deficiency and here it was a grace.

The Viscount's wife guided him through three movements and said, when the music paused, "You dance beautifully, Princess. The court has missed you."

He thanked her and she returned him — this was also the form, women returning him to the edge of the floor or to Seraphina — and Seraphina reclaimed him with a hand at his waist and her mouth near his ear.

"She held your shoulder too far forward," she said quietly. "She was trying to see your neckline."

"Was she."

"The entire room is trying to see your neckline." Her hand at his waist was possessive and warm and she was not whispering with privacy, exactly — she was whispering with intent, close enough that her breath moved against his ear and he could feel the warmth of her. "You are the most looked-at person in this room."

"Is that comfortable for you?" he asked. "All this looking."

"No," she said honestly. "But you are not a thing I can hide, and I would not hide you if I could. So I endure the looking and I make it very clear who brought you here."

She steered him onto the floor for the next dance and took the lead herself, and dancing with Seraphina was entirely different from the Viscount's wife — she moved with the absolute certainty of someone who considered the floor her territory, her hand at his waist the warm declaration it had been since the morning she kissed him, and she kept him close enough that the other women watching from the edge of the floor could not miss the message.

He looked at her face while they danced.

"You're enjoying this," he said.

"I am," she agreed.

"The showing."

"The having," she corrected. "The showing is secondary."

He laughed. He had not expected to laugh. The sound surprised him and surprised her — a brief flash in her eyes, something pleased and almost tender — and she pulled him slightly closer for the remainder of the movement.

Morgayne was visible at the edge of the upper gallery, which ran along the second tier of the ballroom. She was not on the floor. She was above it, with a glass of something dark in one hand and the air of someone conducting an observation experiment she finds genuinely rewarding. When William's eyes found her during a turn she raised her glass very slightly.

He was danced with by seven women in the first two hours.

He declined two, on Seraphina's whispered advice, and accepted five, and learned their names and their titles and the specific flavor of their attention, which varied by personality and province and intention. One woman from the southern border delegation spent their dance asking him questions — not flirtatious ones, genuinely curious ones about his experience of the waking, his plans, his health — and he answered carefully and felt something close to ordinary social ease for the first time all evening.

One woman, a young Baroness with copper hair who introduced herself as Ilena, danced with him with an openness that was specifically different from the others — not the assessed interest of the senior nobility, not the practiced appreciation of the experienced court women, but something younger, more genuine, more embarrassed. She met his eyes once and looked away and her cheeks were faintly pink.

He was charmed by her in a completely non-erotic way and thought: so that's what I looked like, the first two days. Something about it settled something in him.

Three hours in, the ball had reached the stage where the formal structure gave way to the social: smaller groups, conversations at the edges, dancing that was less ceremonial and more chosen. The chandeliers had been dimmed very slightly — deliberate, he realized, a formal cue that the evening had entered a different register.

Seraphina was occupied for twenty minutes with a political conversation — two senior Counts and a provincial Governor, all women, all requiring her attention in a way that was clearly actual business and not social maneuvering — and she released him to the room's custody with a look that said: stay visible, stay near, I will be watching.

William stood near the edge of the dance floor.

Three women approached in quick succession. He accepted one dance, declined two — both politely, both with the phrasing Rowena had coached him in — and was returned to the floor's edge and became, for the first time that evening, briefly alone.

A warm hand landed at the small of his back.

Not Seraphina — he knew her hand by now. Not Rowena, whose hand at his back was different, broader and more certain.

He turned.

Morgayne.

She had come down from the gallery. Up close she was dressed formally, rich gray and dark plum, and she smelled of the herbs that always accompanied her and something older and more complex beneath.

"You are managing well," she said.

"I'm surviving," he said.

"Equivalent outcome." She stood beside him, not quite facing the room, and her hand remained lightly at the small of his back, not claiming, just present. "The mark has been very quiet."

"All evening."

"You'll feel tired tomorrow. Sustained dampening over several hours draws from the channel reserves." She was watching the room. "Do not let it concern you."

He looked at her profile.

"Morgayne," he said. "What are you actually watching for tonight?"

She was quiet for a beat.

"The person who activated the seal four nights ago," she said. "The signal came from inside the palace. Tonight's guest list includes people who are not usually present here. I am observing which of them shows unusual interest in you that is not the normal variety."

He absorbed this.

"Unusual how?"

"Not admiring," she said. "Assessing. The way you assess a key when you need to know if it fits a lock." She glanced at him. "If anyone this evening approaches you in a way that feels like that — that specifically analytical interest rather than attraction — tell me."

He looked at the room. Several hundred women in formal attire, all moving in the warm light, all constituting some variety of attention directed at him.

"How do I tell the difference?" he asked.

"You will know," she said. "Your instincts in this body are sharper than you think." A pause. "The Moon-Vessel is not only a magical instrument. It is also quite good at sensing intent."

Her hand left his back.

She drifted into the room like someone who has been still long enough and is ready to move.

Seraphina reappeared at his side twelve minutes later, which he had been counting with the same distant part of his brain that always counted.

"You spoke with Morgayne," she said.

"Briefly."

"What about?"

"The mark," he said, which was true and sufficient.

Seraphina looked at him for a moment. Then she took his hand and said, "Come with me."

---

The balcony was off the east gallery, accessed through a set of double doors that Seraphina opened with the authority of someone who had decided this was happening and the doors' input was not required. The night air was cold — genuinely cold, autumn finding its edges — and the music from inside was muffled to a distant warmth, and the city of Lumeria was spread below them in the darkness, lit with moving lanterns and the fixed lights of windows.

William breathed the cold air and felt his face adjust to the relief of it.

Seraphina stood beside him at the stone railing. For a moment they simply stood, looking at the city.

"You were beautiful in there," she said.

"You say that in a way that sounds like it complicated your evening."

"It did," she said. "It does. Every time a woman led you onto that floor I spent a portion of myself not showing what I thought about it." She paused. "I am not typically a person who has to spend effort on composure."

"I know."

"You make it necessary," she said, with a directness that had no complaint in it. "You make a great many things necessary that weren't before."

He looked at the city.

"Seraphina," he said. "What would this be, between us, if it weren't for the betrothal? If there were no ribbon and no court expectation — would you still — "

"Yes," she said, before he had finished the question.

He looked at her.

"You asked me that thinking the answer might be uncertain," she said. "It isn't."

He breathed.

"I wanted to know."

"Now you know." She turned to face him, and her back was to the city and her face was in the light from the ballroom's outer glow, and she was looking at him with the expression that had been developing all evening — less contained than she usually kept it, the composure having spent its surplus on the political conversations and the managed jealousy and the hours of watching other women's hands on him. "I have wanted you since before the curse," she said. "The curse did not manufacture that."

He put his hand over hers on the railing.

She turned her hand and gripped his.

Then she pressed him against the balcony railing — not roughly, not with the physical urgency Rowena carried, but with the absolute weight of her intention, and her body was warm against him and her knee pressed between his and her hand was still holding his at the rail.

"I have been watching women touch you all night," she said, very low.

"I know."

"I have been watching your face when they touch you." Her free hand moved to his hip. "You are very well-behaved, Princess."

He said nothing.

Her hand moved from his hip inward, finding the front of his formal trousers through the outer layers of the gown, pressing the heel of her palm there with a slow deliberate pressure that was muffled through four layers of fabric and somehow, because of or despite the muffling, made his breath come short.

"You have been aroused since the third dance," she said, with certainty.

He had been. Not obviously — not in any way the room could have seen — but under the formal gown, under the underwear, yes. The accumulated weight of the evening: the hands and the music and the looking, all of it adding to a baseline that never quite discharged.

"I — yes," he said.

"I know." Her palm pressed again, rotating slowly, and he felt it through every layer. "All evening I have been watching you receive all that attention and knowing that beneath the very beautiful clothing you are — "

"Seraphina," he said, and his voice had lost its usual architecture.

"Yes," she said, satisfied. "That."

She worked her hand through the formal layers with a patience that was its own specific torment — the outer gown provided no path for direct contact but the pressure and the friction of palm against fabric and fabric against the thin underwear beneath was a sustained and cumulative thing, and the cold air of the balcony and the distant music and the fact that several hundred people were on the other side of two glass doors was not reducing the impact.

He gripped the stone railing.

"Don't look away," she said.

He looked at her face.

She was watching him with an expression that was controlled desire and triumphant possession in equal measure, and she was working her hand against him in slow measured circles that found the outline of him through the layers and applied pressure there with the specific knowledge she had already built.

"Beautiful," she said, and she meant his face.

The door behind them opened.

Both of them went still.

A court attendant — young, flustered, already turning away again — said, "My apologies, Your Highnesses, I was — " and the door closed.

Seraphina did not remove her hand.

She looked at William's face and the corner of her mouth moved.

"Stay quiet," she murmured.

"Someone was just — "

"Gone," she said. "And didn't see what they interrupted." Her hand resumed its motion, slower now, watching his face for the effort of staying quiet. "You are going to go back inside in a few minutes. You are going to dance with two more women if they ask, and you are going to be perfectly composed."

He breathed carefully.

"And?" he managed.

"And you are going to feel this for the rest of the evening," she said. "Every time a woman leads you onto that floor and enjoys your company, you will be carrying this." Her hand pressed harder. "Mine."

He was at a specific edge — not the close threshold Morgayne had walked him to, not Rowena's urgency, but the specific sustained arousal of someone who has been stimulated through multiple layers of formal wear in the cold of an autumn balcony while music plays on the other side of glass doors and it shouldn't be as effective as it is — and she was watching his face with the full satisfaction of someone who engineered this outcome intentionally.

She stopped.

Completely. Her hand withdrew from the layers and returned to his hip and she straightened and looked at him with the composed satisfaction of someone who has set something in motion and intends to let it run.

He stood there.

"Seraphina," he said.

"Back inside," she said. "In three minutes, once you have recovered your composure." She adjusted the front of his outer gown with two efficient hands, smoothing the fabric. "You look — still very beautiful. Slightly disarranged. Anyone watching will assume the cold air."

He stared at her.

"You planned this," he said.

"I planned everything tonight," she said pleasantly, and opened the door back into the warmth of the ballroom.

He stood on the balcony in the cold for three minutes by his own count, breathing, making his heartbeat negotiate with reality, staring at the city lights below and thinking about the specific nature of the woman he was apparently betrothed to.

He went back inside.

He danced with two more women.

He was, as Seraphina had predicted, carrying the unsatisfied echo of her hand against him through both of them, and his composure was technically intact and practically strained, and at the end of the second dance when he was returned to the edge of the floor he found Morgayne there again, watching him with the expression she wore when she had just read something interesting.

"The channel is running high," she said, for his ears only.

"I'm aware."

"Seraphina?"

"Is there anything in this palace you don't know about?"

She smiled. "Very little." She handed him a glass of water, which he took because his mouth was dry. "Drink that. And look at the woman near the second column, in the silver-gray formal coat."

He did not look immediately. He drank the water and then turned naturally, a casual survey of the room.

The woman near the second column was perhaps fifty, formal attire in exactly the silver-gray Morgayne had described, tall and angular with the posture of a military background. She was looking at the room in the way Morgayne had described — not the warm directional attention of women watching him all evening, but the specifically different gaze of assessment. She was not looking at his face. She was looking at the mark's location on his abdomen, or rather at where the mark was beneath the layers of clothing, with an accuracy that suggested she knew what was there.

The mark pulsed.

Once. Steady and warning.

He looked away.

"I see her," he said quietly.

"Her name is Countess Vael," Morgayne said. "Eastern province. She is not on the original invitation list. She arrived two hours ago with a provincial delegation credential and the court could not in good form turn her away." A pause. "She has been standing in that position for forty minutes. She has looked at you twelve times in those forty minutes, and not once in a way that matches the ordinary attention you have received all evening."

"She knows what I am," he said.

"She knows what the vessel is," Morgayne said. "Whether she knows you specifically are new — unclear." A pause. "Do not approach her. Do not acknowledge you've noticed her. Continue the evening normally. I will handle the rest."

She drifted away again, in the direction of the column, and William watched from across the room as Morgayne inserted herself into the Countess's field of vision with the social ease of someone who finds all introductions equally natural.

He spent the remaining hour of the ball in a state that was outwardly composed and inwardly running several parallel processes at once: the sustained physical frustration Seraphina had left him with, the now-quiet pulse of the mark that had issued its one warning, the memory of Morgayne's words about the key and the lock, and the specific quality of Countess Vael's gaze when it had moved over where the mark lived beneath his clothes.

Rowena found him near the end of the evening, when the dancing had thinned and the guests were beginning the formal departure sequences.

She came to stand beside him at the edge of the room, in her dress armor, and she looked at the floor and said nothing for a moment.

"Enjoying yourself?" she asked.

"Parts of it," he said.

"You danced well."

"You watched."

"It's my job to watch," she said.

He looked at her profile.

"Rowena," he said. "That countess in the silver-gray — do you know her?"

Rowena's posture did not change but her attention sharpened in a way he had learned to read. "Countess Vael of the eastern march. Old family. Old money. Known sympathies with the faction that has been agitating for Moonwell access rights for the last decade." A pause. "Why?"

"She looked at me oddly."

Rowena's jaw set.

"In what way?"

"Not the way the others did," he said. "The way Morgayne described. Like I was a thing she needed to understand functionally."

Rowena was quiet for three seconds.

"I'll have her movement through the palace traced from tonight's arrival," she said. "I know two of the guards on tonight's rotation."

"Is that within your authority?"

"As the Princess's personal guard? Yes." Her voice carried the flat certainty of someone who has assessed the scope of their authority and intends to use all of it. "If she's here scouting the Moonwell access, she'll have tried to map the lower palace corridors. The rotation guards will have records."

He looked at her.

She was looking at the countess across the room, and her expression was the one she wore when something was threatening what she had sworn to protect, and the expression was the same whether the threat was a beast on a woodland road or a woman in silver-gray standing too long near the second column.

He found it, privately and acutely, very comforting.

"Thank you," he said.

She did not look at him.

"It's my job," she said.

But her hand found the small of his back for a moment — briefly, covered by the movement of the thinning crowd — and pressed, and he leaned into it, and she stayed there for three breaths before withdrawing to her professional distance.

Near the end, as the last guests were departing, as Seraphina was conducting the formal farewells that were the crown prince's obligation at these events, something happened at the edge of William's vision.

Not dramatic. Not a sound or a flash. A small thing.

Above the third tier of the ballroom, near the highest chandelier, three black butterflies.

Not moths. Butterflies, which was wrong in autumn, wrong inside, wrong in the candlelight, wrong in every way that ordinary biology could establish.

They moved in a slow circle for exactly three seconds.

And a voice, very quiet, that William heard less with his ears than with the mark on his abdomen, which answered it with a single warm pulse:

You are wearing the wrong soul beautifully.

He looked up.

The butterflies were gone.

The chandelier swayed faintly in no breeze.

Around him the ball's elegant machinery continued — goodbyes and gloves and the formal dispersal of several hundred women out into the autumn night — and no one else had heard it, or if they had they showed nothing.

William stood at the edge of the ballroom floor in his ivory silk with Seraphina's ribbon at his wrist and the mark quiet beneath his clothes, and he looked at the empty space where the butterflies had been, and he thought:

Wrong soul. But wearing it.

And something in him, rather than finding this disturbing, found it — clarifying.

He was not the original princess.

He had never been.

But the body had chosen him, and the mark had accepted him, and three women had learned the specific geography of what he was, and he had danced on a polished floor in candlelight while women who had never needed to apologize for wanting looked at him openly and found him worth looking at.

He was wearing the wrong soul.

He was wearing it beautifully.

He would deal with who was saying so, and what they wanted, and what the Moonwell had to do with all of it.

But not tonight.

Tonight he found Seraphina at the last of the formal departures and took her arm and let her guide him toward the corridor, and Rowena fell into step three paces behind them, and the mark was quiet, and the black butterflies were gone, and the music had stopped.

"That was good," he said to Seraphina.

She looked at him with quiet satisfaction.

"That was preparation," she said. "Come to bed, Princess."

He went.


Chapter 6 — Rowena's Storm-Lodge Claim

The shrine visit was Lisseth's idea, which meant it was probably someone else's idea communicated through Lisseth because Lisseth had good instincts about what would be attributed to her.

William had been in the palace for eight days, and the palace had begun to feel — not confining, exactly, but dense. Every room carried the accumulated weight of its history, its protocol, its specific placement in the architecture of this world's power. He had been reading and learning and being dressed and examined and touched and trained and presented, and all of it was valuable and all of it was a great deal, and when Lisseth said there was a shrine to the Moonwell's first opening three miles into the foothills and that tradition held a princess should visit it after waking to confirm their continued connection to the lunar channel, he said yes without asking many follow-up questions.

The party was small: William, Rowena, and two junior palace guards who rode ahead. Seraphina had court duties that could not be postponed and had given William an extremely thorough goodbye in the early morning that he was still, eight days in, learning to receive without complete dissolution of composure. Morgayne had been informed but did not join; she had looked at him over her writing desk when he mentioned it and said "the foothills," in the tone of someone filing a variable, and told him to keep the dampening active.

The day was cold and clear when they set out, autumn pressing down through the trees with the smell of turning leaves and the particular quality of upland air that carried distance in it. William rode competently — the body's memory, deep and automatic, apparently extended to horsemanship, for which he was grateful since he had never been on a horse in his previous life. Rowena rode at his left, close enough to intervene in anything and far enough back to indicate professional distance rather than escort intimacy.

They did not speak much on the outward ride.

William noticed that Rowena's silence had a different quality from the silences he had experienced in the palace's fitted rooms and training corridors. Out here it was less maintained, less structural — the silence of someone whose vigilance had expanded to take in the wider environment and left less of her available for the work of containing herself. She scanned the tree line, the path ahead, the sky. She rode with the ease of someone whose body had made permanent peace with the activity.

He watched her.

She caught him watching once and said nothing, but her jaw moved.

The shrine was further than three miles — or the path was not direct — and they reached it in the late morning, a structure that was less a building than an arrangement of old stone around a natural spring, the stones carved with the same symbol he carried on his abdomen, repeated in varying scales. The spring itself was clear and cold, feeding down into a channel of carved rock that disappeared into the hillside. The place smelled of water and cold stone and something faintly sweet that William's mark recognized before his nose did: a single warm pulse, acknowledgment, the channel responding to proximity to Moonwell-adjacent water.

He spent twenty minutes at the shrine.

Rowena stayed at the perimeter. The two junior guards positioned further out along the path.

He sat beside the spring and put his hand in the cold water and felt the mark run warm in response, a steady glow that was not uncomfortable but was — present. Insistent in the way of something deciding to communicate. He stayed with it, using the channel awareness technique Morgayne had taught him, breathing into it, letting it tell him what it wanted to say without trying to interpret too quickly.

The message, insofar as a physical sensation in a magical mark could be said to constitute a message, was: below. deep. waiting.

He pulled his hand out of the water.

He looked at the symbol on the stone, repeated in the carving around the spring.

He thought about Morgayne saying someone beneath the palace is using his body as a key.

He thought about Countess Vael's gaze in the ballroom, the specifically functional quality of it.

He thought about three black butterflies above a chandelier and a voice that said wrong soul, wearing it beautifully.

He was still thinking when the beast came out of the trees.

---

It was not a natural animal.

He knew this the same way the mark knew the shrine spring — before conscious recognition, the body registering something wrong. The beast was large, canine in broad shape but distorted in the specific way of things that have been touched by the kind of magic that does not care about proportional dignity. Its eyes were pale, the light in them not animal. It moved through the underbrush at the tree line with too much silence for something its size.

It did not look at Rowena first. It looked at William, and the mark beneath his clothes answered with one sharp pulse of heat.

Rowena was between him and it before he had completed the thought to stand.

She had her sword out. The two junior guards at the path's edge had seen it and were moving, and she said "Highness, behind the standing stone, now," in a voice that left no room for discussion, and he moved.

Behind the standing stone he could hear but not see most of what happened.

He heard the sounds of the encounter: the impact of the beast's charge, Rowena's command to the junior guards to contain the flanks, the sounds of steel and something that was not quite the sound an animal makes. He heard Rowena's breathing through the gap in the stones — controlled, deliberate, the breathing of someone who has drilled for this until it is structural.

He heard the moment it ended: a specific sound, and then the distorted creature's silence.

Then Rowena's voice, to the junior guards, low and efficient: "Get back to the palace. Report to the witch — curse-touched beast, approximately second-tier manifestation. Tell her it emerged from the northwest tree line and that the shrine spring was active. Go."

The sound of horses.

Then nothing but the wind.

Then Rowena's hand appearing around the edge of the standing stone.

"Come out," she said. "It's finished."

He came out.

She had a cut along her left forearm where the armor's edge protection had not covered — not deep, but bleeding cleanly, a four-inch line of dark red against the leather. She was looking at him with the rapid inventory expression, scanning him for damage.

"You're hurt," he said.

"Superficially." She was already wiping the blade clean on the grass, the movement efficient and automatic. Her breathing was still controlled, the battle-register fading in increments. "Are you — the mark, did it — "

"It pulsed when the beast appeared. It's quiet now."

She sheathed the sword.

She looked at the sky.

The clear cold morning had, during the encounter and its aftermath, changed entirely. The light through the trees had gone from sharp autumn clarity to the flat gray of incoming weather, and the temperature had dropped enough that his breath was visible, and the clouds moving in from the west had the dense low character of a storm that had decided on this location specifically.

"How far are we from the palace?" he asked.

"Three miles on the direct path," she said. "Five on the shrine road." She was already looking at the landscape assessment, the tree line, the sky, with the expression of someone doing calculations.

"And the storm — "

"Thirty minutes before it breaks, maybe less. The horses can't make the direct path in the dark if it breaks before we're clear of the ridge." She paused. "There is a lodge. Hunting lodge, used in the summer season. Half a mile northeast, inside the tree line. It will be closed for autumn but the doors are standard palace-issue and I have a master access."

He looked at the sky.

"Lodge," he said.

"Yes."

They went northeast.

---

The lodge was exactly what Rowena had described: a hunting structure designed for summer use, single-story stone and timber, closed up for the cold season with the shutters latched and the door's heavy lock in place. Rowena opened it with a key she produced from her armor's interior — not magical, just physical, the specific kind of preparedness that was apparently part of how she moved through the world — and they got the horses secured in the small adjoining stable just as the storm broke.

It broke thoroughly. Rain that was not far from sleet, driven horizontal by the wind coming off the upper ridge, and then darkness as the clouds closed fully, and by the time William was inside with the door shut behind them the temperature outside had dropped enough that the cold air coming through the door's gap was sharp.

The lodge's interior: a central room with a fireplace, a table, two shelved walls of supplies and equipment — hunting tools, blankets, preserved goods — and a back area with two cots. Closed for the season meant stripped to basics but not empty. Wood was stacked beside the fireplace.

Rowena built the fire with the same efficiency she applied to everything physical, and the light it gave was warm and immediate and the smell of woodsmoke changed the room from cold storage to something approaching habitable within ten minutes.

She had removed her outer armor in the stable — too wet to manage the horses in plate — and was in the underlayer again, the close dark linen, leather at the forearms. The cut on her left arm had slowed but had not stopped entirely, and she was ignoring it with the determination of someone who has prioritized the fire and the horses over her own arm.

"Sit down," William said.

She looked at him.

"Your arm," he said. "Let me look at it."

"It's minor."

"You're still bleeding. Sit down, Rowena."

Something shifted in her expression at the use of her name without the title, and she sat down at the table.

He found the lodge's supply shelf: among the hunting kit there was a standard field medical pack, the kind of kit that lived in every outbuilding in a world where people went into the hills and things happened. He brought it to the table and opened it and found clean cloth and a small sealed jar of something that smelled medicinal.

He sat across from her and reached for her arm.

She held it out with the stiff carefulness of someone who did not often receive this particular kind of attention and was not entirely sure what to do with it.

He cleaned the cut. She watched his hands.

"The beast was curse-touched," he said, while he worked. "That's what you told the guards."

"Yes."

"Because of the shrine? Because I was there?"

"Because the northwest quadrant of those hills has shown three minor curse-signs in the last month," she said. "Nothing that justified closing the shrine road. Nothing like this. I reported them to the crown's intelligence branch two weeks ago." A pause. "It did not feel coincidental that it appeared while you were at the shrine spring."

He applied the salve from the sealed jar. She made no sound, though the cut was fresh enough that it must have stung.

"Someone is testing the perimeter," he said.

"Yes."

He wrapped the cloth around her forearm, careful, tying it with the same method he had seen in this world's medical references — he had read two chapters on wound management last week, one of the three things from his old life that had crossed over cleanly was a habitual tendency to read everything.

He looked at his work.

She was looking at his hands.

The fire was warm at his left side, and the storm was making a sustained sound against the shutters, and the lodge was quiet in the specific way of a small enclosed space during a larger outdoor event.

He looked up and met her eyes.

She looked away.

"Rowena," he said.

"I know," she said.

He was quiet.

"I've been — " She stopped. Her jaw worked. "In the palace there is always the next thing. The duty, the post, the rotation. Here there is just — " She looked at the fire. "You," she said. "Just you, and no post to stand at."

He sat with that.

Outside, the rain drove against the stone.

"Look at me," he said, and used her own phrase.

She looked at him.

The firelight gave her face a warmth her usual coloring did not have — something opened in it, the discipline-maintenance that she carried as constant effort briefly resting in the fact of the storm and the fire and the absence of anything requiring her official self.

"I've been thinking about the fitting room," he said.

Her throat moved.

"About what you said," he continued. "That you saw me in the garden before the curse. That you had wanted — "

"Don't make me describe it again," she said, and the request came out roughly.

"I'm not asking you to describe it," he said. "I'm telling you I've been thinking about it. About you." He paused. "About what you look like when you stop pretending."

She was very still.

"I'm not pretending now," she said.

"I know."

He stood and came around the table. She turned on the bench to face him and looked up at him with the expression that was the fitting room's expression and the morning in the doorway's expression and every expression underneath those that she had been carrying and not using: the look of someone for whom want had become structural, load-bearing, not something she could put down without other things shifting.

He reached out and put his hand on her jaw the way she had put her hand on his, in the fitting room, a question asked through touch before the voice catches up.

She turned her face into his palm.

That was all it took.

She stood.

She was taller than him by enough that standing brought their faces level only because she looked down, and the firelight was at her back and she was looking at him with years of professional restraint behind it and no professional cover left, and he raised himself on the balls of his feet and kissed her.

She kissed back the way she had in the fitting room and harder — because in the fitting room there had been a door that could open and the weight of the whole palace pressing in at the edges and here there was nothing but the lodge and the fire and the storm, and Rowena with the door closed and nothing pretending to require otherwise kissed him with the full accumulated force of everything she had been managing.

Her hands found his face. Both of them. She was gentle with her strength in the way that made the strength more apparent, not less — she could hold him anywhere she wanted and she was choosing carefully, and he felt that choice as its own variety of overwhelm.

He pulled at her shirt with both hands.

She broke the kiss enough to look at him.

"You're sure," she said. Not a question, exactly — a statement offered for him to confirm.

"Yes," he said. "I'm sure. I've been thinking about your hands since the fitting room."

Something happened in her face that he could not name and would not try to, something too sincere and too large for him to look at directly.

She picked him up.

He had not anticipated that. She simply put her hands at his waist and lifted him and set him on the edge of the table, and the movement was so easy — she did it the way you lift something that weighs what you expected — that his brain went briefly offline from the information. She kept her hands at his waist and stepped between his knees and looked at him.

He was at her eye level now.

"Better," she said, with a roughness in her voice that was not unkind.

She kissed him again, and this time one hand moved up his back, pulling him forward into her, and his legs came up around her hips without conscious decision and she made a low sound against his mouth.

She pulled his shirt up and off in one motion. She drew back and looked at his bare chest in the firelight with an expression that was unguarded and direct — not Seraphina's ceremonial assessment, not Morgayne's clinical mapping, but the pure specific look of someone seeing something they have wanted to see for a long time and are not going to pretend otherwise.

"God," she said, very quietly, and pressed her mouth to the side of his neck.

He arched his head back.

Her mouth moved down his throat, his collarbone, and when it reached his chest he gripped the back of her shirt because the mark was pulsing warm and her mouth was conducting the same channels Morgayne had mapped and his body had opinions about all of it that could not be mistaken.

She pulled back enough to look at his face.

"The mark," she said.

"It's responding. It's fine — it does that with — it does that."

"Does it hurt?"

"No. Opposite." He breathed. "Rowena."

She heard something in her name that she answered by finding the lacing at the front of his trousers.

She was not teasing. That was not Rowena's register. She unlaced with her eyes on his face and her movements had the urgency of someone who has been patient for as long as patience had structural justification and has run out of justification, and when the cloth fell away and her hand found his cock bare in the warm air of the lodge he made a sound that the storm outside covered and she made a sound in response that she had not been planning to.

She wrapped her hand around him and the contact was — she was warm and firm and present in a way that was entirely Rowena, specific to her, to the size of her hands and the directness of her and the fact that she was not managing him or training him or claiming him with polished ceremony but simply wanting him with every available part of herself.

She stroked him.

Slow at first, her thumb moving over the wet gathering at the tip, and his hips drove forward into her grip and she let them. She watched his face with the concentrated want of someone who has been watching his face all day since the moment he walked out of that shrine, and before that since the fitting room, and before that since a garden she had seen him in years ago with his shoes off and a book in his hand.

"You're leaking," she said, low. Her thumb pressed into the slit at the head of his cock, deliberate, and the slick warmth spread under her touch and he bit down on a sound that she heard anyway.

"From the start," he managed. "Since you — since you kissed me."

The sound she made then was low and not quite controlled.

She stroked him faster, her grip tightening, and his hands found her shoulders — gripping, not pulling, just the same need for something to hold while everything organized itself around her hand.

"Look at me," she said.

He looked at her.

Her expression was — open. Entirely open, in a way she was never open in the palace, in a way he had only glimpsed in the fitting room and had wanted to see fully since. She was watching him lose ground under her hand with an intensity that was not sadistic, not composed, just raw and direct and specifically about him, the sound of his breathing and the way his hips moved and the wet of his cock against her palm.

"Rowena," he said.

"I know." She did not slow.

"I'm not going to last if you — "

"I know," she said again. "I'm not trying to make you last."

That landed.

He let go.

He stopped holding back the sounds, stopped managing his hips, and she stroked him through the surrender of it with the same physical directness she brought to everything — her grip firm and warm and continuing past the point where he asked with his body for less, working every pulse of the release out of him while he gripped her shoulders and heard himself making sounds that were not composed or quiet or anything he was arranging.

He came over her hand and his own thighs and the table's edge and she watched his face through every second of it with the look of someone who needed to see this, specifically, and is not going to look away.

When the last of it passed through him he was shaking finely, the specific deep tremor that ran from his lower spine up through his shoulders, and her hand stilled and held.

She did not step back.

She pressed her forehead to his temple and stayed there, both of them breathing, her hand still warm and slick around him in the fire-lit lodge while the storm worked at the shutters.

He put his arms around her.

She went very still.

Then she leaned into him, and she was solid and warm and she smelled of the rain and the horse and something underneath that was specifically Rowena, and she let him hold her in a way he was fairly certain she allowed very few people, and he held her.

"That was," he started.

"Yes," she said.

"You're good with your hands," he said, and was aware it sounded inadequate.

A sound came out of her that might have been a laugh in the version of Rowena that came fully unguarded.

"You make it easy," she said.

He drew back enough to look at her face.

She was flushed. Her composure had not fully reassembled — he could see the warm evidence of what had just happened in her color and her breathing and the specific relaxation around her eyes.

"Rowena," he said. "I want to touch you."

Her expression shifted.

"You don't have to — "

"I know I don't have to." He held her gaze. "I want to."

She was quiet for a moment.

"You genuinely don't know what you do to me," she said. "Do you."

"Tell me," he said. "Show me."

She looked at him.

Then she reached back and unlatched the leather closures at her sides, the underlayer coming loose, and she pulled it over her head and was bare above the waist in the firelight.

He looked at her.

She let him look, and the looking was its own thing — the effort of that, for her, was visible and real and she was doing it because he had asked.

He put his hands on her.

He did not know her body the way she had learned his — not the mapped knowledge, not Morgayne's trained attention, not Seraphina's years of intent. But he had her sounds and her breathing as guides, and he had been in this body long enough for it to have learned things about attention and touch, and he paid her the same quality of care that had been paid to him: slow and specific and interested.

Her breathing changed.

He worked his way down from her shoulders, her ribcage, the specific places that made her inhale differently — she was less vocal than him, internally contained even now, but the breath changes were clear and he followed them, and when his hands found the laces of her trousers she put her hand over his, not stopping, just — asking, with her palm over his knuckles, in the language of her.

He unlaced them.

She let him.

He found her wet — genuinely, slickly wet, the warmth of her against his fingers immediate and unmistakable, and the sound she made when he touched her there was the closest thing to unguarded he had heard from her, a low broken exhale that she tried to contain and could not fully.

"There," he said softly.

"William," she said, and his name in her voice was a different weight than it had been.

He worked his fingers against her with the care of someone learning, asking her with the angle and pressure of his touch what she wanted and reading her breathing as the answer. She gripped the table's edge beside his hip and kept her eyes on his face and he kept his eyes on hers and the fire was warm and the storm was loud and he touched her with his full attention until the breathing changed quality again, until the grip on the table tightened, until she made a sound that she could not have contained if she had tried and did not try.

She came quietly compared to him — not silently, but quietly, the sounds compressed and deep, her hips pressing into his hand in short controlled movements that were controlled because that was simply how Rowena worked, not because she was holding back. He felt it against his fingers: the tight clenching warmth, the slick deepening, the pulse of it.

She exhaled.

He let his hand rest, gentle, not withdrawing.

She put her forehead on his shoulder.

They stayed like that for a while.

The storm was not stopping. The fire needed another log, which she added eventually, moving to do it with a deliberateness that was the reassembly of herself after the storm they had both made — not distance, not retreat, just Rowena putting herself back together in the specific careful way of someone who had spent a long time building a structure and was not going to abandon it but was choosing to adjust the interior.

She came back and sat beside him on the table's edge, dressed again, close enough that their arms touched.

He was dressed again too, more or less, with the adaptations the situation had required.

"You need to eat something," she said.

"I know."

"There are provisions on the shelf. The standard lodge kit has dried meat and grain bars. Not good, but — "

"Edible?"

"Technically."

He found himself smiling.

She saw it. Something in her face did the thing it did when she saw him do something unplanned and direct — something that was not her composure, that was entirely hers in a different way.

They ate the technically edible provisions and listened to the storm and did not talk about everything they were not talking about, which was most things, but the silence was not the maintained silence of the ride out. It was the silence of two people who have added a significant variable to their situation and are sitting with the weight of it and have decided that the weight is acceptable.

"Rowena," he said.

"Mm."

"You said in the fitting room that you should resign as my knight."

She was quiet.

"You didn't," he said.

"No."

"I'm glad."

She looked at the fire for a moment.

"When they assigned me to you," she said, "before the curse, I thought — there are assignments where the duty and the person are close enough that the line between them blurs, and there are assignments where they are the same thing. I had the first kind for six years. I did not know what the second kind felt like." A pause. "Now I do."

He looked at her profile.

"You feel safest," he said, repeating what she had said in the fitting room, the thing she had started to say and had not finished, "when I — "

"When you are in my sight," she said, quietly. "When I know where you are and that nothing is reaching you that I have not assessed. When I have done my job well enough that you can afford to not be afraid." She stopped. "That is the duty. And also — " She stopped again, harder this time, working at the sentence.

"And also you want to touch me," he said, gently.

"Yes," she said. Simply, flatly, without defense.

He nodded.

"Both are true," he said. "They don't have to compete."

She looked at him.

"In this world," he said, "a woman who wants a man doesn't apologize for wanting him. Right?"

"That is the convention, yes."

"So stop apologizing," he said. "For wanting me. For what just happened. For being — " he searched for the word — "exactly who you are, which is a person I like very much."

Rowena was quiet for a long time.

Outside, the storm was finding its way toward the far side.

"I do not apologize easily," she said finally.

"I know. That's why I'm asking you to stop."

Another silence.

"All right," she said.

The fire settled. The storm had found its other side by then, the sound against the shutters softening from insistence to persistence and then to the steady quieter register of rain that was simply weather rather than intent.

William looked at his hands, at Seraphina's ribbon at his wrist. He thought about Seraphina. He thought about what she had said the night of the ball, about other women awakening parts of him, and the particular quality of resigned honesty in her voice when she said it.

He thought about what he was navigating, the shape of it, the specific and unusual nature of a life in which three women had very different claims on him that were not competing claims but were also not identical ones.

He was twenty-three and from Portland and had never felt like enough.

Rowena was sitting beside him, her arm against his, having handed him something real and careful and at significant personal cost.

He turned and kissed her cheek.

She turned and looked at him.

"When we get back," he said, "don't stand outside the door."

"I am sworn to — "

"To guard me. Yes. You can guard me inside the room sometimes." He held her gaze. "That's allowed."

She looked at him for a long moment with the specific expression she wore when she was deciding whether something was professionally complicated or whether she was going to decide it was not.

"Inside the room," she said.

"Inside the room," he confirmed.

She turned back to the fire.

"All right," she said, for the second time.

In the morning the storm had gone and the path down from the hills was wet and cold and smelled of rain-cleaned earth, and Rowena rode at his left as she always did, and when he looked at her she was watching the tree line with her professional attention fully present.

But when the path narrowed and their horses came briefly alongside each other, her knee pressed against his for a moment.

Not accident. Not protocol.

Just her.

He pressed back.


Chapter 7 — Moon-Vessel Obedience Training

Morgayne's workroom was not where William had expected it.

He had constructed a mental image in the first days after the examination: basement, probably, stone and shadows and the specific atmosphere of magical practice, something that suggested deep roots and old power. What he found instead was a tower room on the palace's north side, high enough that the windows gave a view across the entire city, flooded in the thin autumn light that came off the distant hills. The room was cluttered in the specific way of a working space that had been organized many times and each organization had been abandoned partway through in favor of something more urgent. Books in serious columns along two walls. A worktable with the residue of active projects — glass, notes, stoppered containers, the amber-and-stone sensitivity instruments she had used on him. A second table, longer, padded, positioned near the central window where the light was best.

That table was where she wanted him.

Morgayne was already there when the attendant brought him up, writing at the worktable with the focused stillness of someone who does not notice time passing while she is working. She looked up when the door opened, registered him, and went back to her writing for thirty seconds before setting the pen down.

"Close the door," she said.

He closed it.

The attendant had not come in.

"Sit," she said, indicating the padded table, "while I finish this notation. I want to explain what today is before we begin."

He sat on the edge of the padded table. He was wearing what he had been told to wear: a light underlinen shirt and thin cotton trousers, no support garment, no formal layers. The minimum necessary covering. He had dressed this morning with the awareness of what the clothing meant and the awareness had been doing its own work all morning.

Morgayne finished her writing. She capped the ink and set aside the page and turned her chair to face him, crossing her legs at the ankle with the unhurried posture of someone who considers all available time her own.

"You are fourteen days out of the curse-sleep," she said. "In those fourteen days your Moon-Vessel has undergone significant activation. Seraphina and Rowena have engaged your channels with skill and intention. I have mapped them once under controlled conditions. You have experienced one partial dry channel opening and multiple threshold events. The mark is integrating. This is all good." She paused. "It is also unstructured, and unstructured channel activation in a Moon-Vessel at this stage of training creates compounding instability."

"The Moonwell incident," he said. "When the faction activated the seal."

"Related, yes. Your channel was running unsynchronized at the time — multiple inputs with no formal integration. If that had been a full activation rather than a test probe, the consequences would have been severe." She looked at him steadily. "Today is the first formal training session. The examination was mapping. Today is conditioning."

He waited.

"The goals," she said, "are as follows. First: you will learn controlled threshold maintenance — sustaining yourself at or near the edge of release for extended periods without destabilizing the channel. Second: you will practice nipple-channel work at sufficient depth to achieve a complete dry opening, not the partial one you achieved during the examination. Third: I will introduce prostate-linked magical stimulation, which is the deepest channel in a Moon-Vessel and the one most relevant to the Moonwell ritual." She paused. "Fourth: you will practice verbal channel communication, which means describing your state accurately and without evasion when asked. That is not a social grace. It is a functional requirement. The women who participate in your Moonwell ritual will need real-time information from you about your channel state, and if you give them composure management rather than accurate reporting, you put everyone at risk."

He absorbed this.

"You're describing orgasm control, nipple training, prostate stimulation, and making me talk about how I feel as a matter of magical safety," he said.

"Accurate summary," she said.

He looked at the window.

"There are restraints today," she said. "Soft binding at the wrists and ankles, the same silk as before. Not because you have done anything wrong — because the training will push you significantly past the thresholds you have experienced so far, and the restraints allow your body to be fully present in the stimulation rather than distributing effort between sensation and self-management." She paused. "Additionally, I will give you rules at the start of the session. The rules are not punitive. They are training architecture. They exist to create the conditions under which the channel development we need can actually happen."

"What are the rules?" he asked.

"Three," she said. "Hold still when told. Answer honestly when asked. Do not release without permission." She looked at him with the even assessment he had come to recognize as her baseline. "The third rule is the significant one. I will not give permission until the channel has reached the depth of conditioning this session requires. That means you will spend a substantial portion of this session at threshold. The duration will depend on how quickly your channel responds, not on an arbitrary time I have set in advance." A pause. "Do you have questions before we begin?"

He had approximately forty questions.

"The prostate stimulation," he said. "That's — internal?"

"External access through magical channel induction," she said. "I will not need to use internal manual stimulation for this session. The Moon-Vessel prostate node connects to the surface channels we have already mapped. With the correct combination of nipple channel activation and lower-abdominal pressure, the prostate node can be induced to respond as strongly as with direct contact." A pause. "For later stages of your training, internal work may become relevant. Not today."

He noted not today and did not comment on it.

"One more question," he said.

"Yes."

He looked at her face.

"Why does this matter to you?" he asked. "Beyond the Moonwell. Beyond the palace political situation. You do this — " he gestured at the room, the table, the instruments — "like it matters to you as a thing in itself."

Morgayne was quiet for a moment.

"I have spent twenty-two years working with magical systems," she said. "Most of them are inanimate. Most of them do not respond. A Moon-Vessel is the only living magical system I have ever encountered, and — " She paused, and something in her expression was more honest than her usual register. "You are sitting on my examination table less than a week after returning from a storm lodge, still carrying Rowena's imprint in your channel state, asking me whether this matters to me as a thing in itself." She looked at him. "Yes. It does. You matter as a thing in itself. That is not something I say to all my research subjects."

He looked at her.

She looked back.

"Lie down," she said, and reached for the silk.

---

The silk at his wrists was familiar by now — the specific compression, the reliable resistance that freed him from having to decide what to do with his hands. She worked the left wrist first, then the right, checking the tension with two fingers between binding and skin the way she always did. Then, new this time, his ankles: the same silk, tied to the lower posts of the padded table, spread slightly apart, not uncomfortably so, just — positioned. Deliberate.

He was flat on his back with his arms above his head and his legs secured and the autumn light coming through the window and Morgayne standing at the side of the table in her working clothes, gray and dark plum, with her hair loose because she had not put it up this morning.

"Rules," she said.

"Hold still. Answer honestly. Don't release without permission," he said.

"Good." She uncapped the sensitivity oil. "We will begin with channel warm-up. I am going to map your current baseline responses before introducing new stimulation. This morning's baseline may differ from the examination — your channel has been active. Report any differences you notice."

"Understood."

She began at his collarbones.

The oil was warm, as it always was, and the luminescent quality of it was faint in the morning light — less dramatic than it had been in the candlelit chamber, just a slight additional quality to the sensation, an amplification. She worked down the central line the way she had in the examination, two fingers, measured pressure, reading the mark's response.

He noted the differences aloud, as instructed.

"The sternum junction is more responsive than last time. The heat moves faster."

"Yes," she said, writing briefly. "The channel has deepened. Continue."

She reached the solar channel junction below his sternum and pressed it, and the response now was enough that his hips lifted off the table slightly and he remembered to say hold still to himself and came back down.

"Junction is significantly more sensitive," he said.

"Rate it. One to ten, relative to the examination."

"Examination was maybe a six. This is eight."

"Good." She noted it. "The channel will reach nine or ten during the deep work today. Prepare for that."

She worked her way further down and when she reached the mark itself she pressed it with both palms and the warmth went everywhere at once, the channel opening like a door pushed from both sides, and he exhaled in a long controlled breath that used the breathing technique because without it he would have made a considerably less managed sound.

"Channel is fully open at mark contact," he reported, through the breath.

"I can see that," she said. There was warmth in the observation. "Your mark is substantially brighter than the examination. The integration is progressing well."

She withdrew her hands and the channel settled to a warm glow, not the full open flash but resident, present.

She moved to his nipples.

"Right channel first," she said. "Tell me when you feel the prostate-node connection engage."

She put her thumb and one finger on his right nipple and applied pressure.

He felt it as a line — the familiar line she had mapped in the examination, direct from nipple to the node, but with the channel warm and open the line was not a thin thread today but a wire carrying current, and the prostate node engaged with a physical solidity that arrived in his lower body like a fist closing.

"Node engaged," he said. His voice was not completely level.

"Depth?"

"Deep. Very — " He stopped, breathed. "Deep."

"Good." She kept the pressure steady with one hand and brought the other to his left nipple. "Both channels together."

He was not prepared.

Both nipple channels firing simultaneously into the prostate node was a compound effect that was not additive but multiplicative, and his body's response was immediate and full — his cock was hard against the thin cotton of his trousers before the sensation had completed its first full cycle, and the mark was bright and his hips were pressing against the table and the silk at his wrists was absolutely earning its place.

"Hold still," she said, with gentle authority.

He held still.

"Describe the sensation."

He worked at the description through the noise of what was happening to him. "Both channels — running together into the node. The node is — it's not just localized. It's radiating upward through the central line. To the chest junction. My whole — the whole channel is — "

"Resonating," she said. "Yes. That is the Moon-Vessel full-channel response. When all primary nodes are engaged simultaneously, the channel runs as a single system rather than individual pathways." She adjusted the pressure on his right nipple very slightly, and the system lurched higher, and he made a sound that was not a word. "That sound is useful information," she said. "More of that, please, when things change."

"You want me to make noise," he said, and he was acutely aware of how his voice had changed register.

"I want you to stop suppressing signal. Every sound you make is data about the channel state. You have been managing your vocalizations since the examination. Today we are doing the opposite."

He let the next sound come out.

It was louder than he expected, given that it was just her fingers on his nipples and nothing else. His cock was straining against the cotton and leaking, he could feel the wet spreading at the tip, and she had not touched him there yet.

"The nipple channels alone are taking you to the edge," she said, with the interested observation that was specifically Morgayne. "Without direct genital contact. This is better than I expected at this stage."

"Is that — " He breathed. "Is that good?"

"Excellent," she said. "It means the prostate node is fully integrated with the nipple channels. Which means we can use nipple stimulation as primary control during the Moonwell ritual rather than requiring continuous genital contact." She paused. "Which is significantly more manageable for everyone present."

She released both nipples.

The loss was startling — the full-channel resonance dropped back to the warm glow baseline and he exhaled and pulled against the silk and then consciously let his wrists go soft.

"Good release," she said, watching him settle. "You let the silk carry you rather than fighting it."

"I'm learning," he said.

"You are," she agreed. "Now. The extended threshold work. I am going to stimulate you to the edge using the nipple channels and direct contact in combination. You will hold at the edge until I assess that the channel has reached the depth I need. I will not tell you how long this will take because the duration depends on your channel response and your response is not predictable to a time scale." She looked at him clearly. "This will be hard. The channel will push you strongly toward release. The rules hold — permission required. But I want you to understand that the difficulty is the point. The Moonwell ritual will require sustained threshold maintenance under conditions that are more intense than anything we do today. Today is practice."

He looked at the ceiling.

"How long did the examination threshold holds last?" he asked.

"Thirty seconds each."

"And today — "

"Longer than that," she said.

He took a long breath.

"All right," he said.

She removed his trousers.

The air was cool enough that he noticed it immediately, the specific vulnerability of exposure, the morning light coming through the window across his skin, and then her hands were back and the oil was warm and she wrapped both hands around his cock and the direct contact after forty minutes of channel warming and nipple work landed with an intensity that was far past the examination baseline.

He made a sound that used his full chest.

"Good," she said. "Keep making those. I need them."

She moved her hands.

She had learned him thoroughly in the examination and in the two calibration sessions since, and she applied that knowledge without preamble — not building from zero, starting from the familiarity of someone who knew his body's responses as a mapped system, and the escalation to threshold was fast.

Too fast.

"I'm — already at the edge," he said, with the fragmented urgency of someone reporting an emergency.

"I see that." Her hands did not stop. "Channel depth?"

"Deep. Very deep. The — the central line is — everything is — " He pulled against both sets of silk, wrists and ankles, and the bindings held and the holding helped, but barely. "Morgayne — "

"Hold it," she said.

"I am trying to hold it."

"Hold it longer."

He breathed the way she had taught him, the specific pattern of channel awareness breathing, and it was the difference between the edge and the fall — a thin margin, maintained by the breath and the silk and the sound of her voice telling him to hold it in the same calm certain tone that meant the decision was hers and his job was to comply.

He held it.

He held it through the escalating ache of the channel at maximum saturation, the prostate node radiating through his lower body, his cock flushed and slick and wet with his own pre-cum coating her hands, his thighs trembling against the table, the sounds he was making no longer managed in any meaningful way — a continuous broken exhale that was not far from begging.

"How long," he said. He was not asking permission. He was asking for information to survive on.

"Until I say," she said. "Not yet."

"The node is — it's — Morgayne, I need — "

"Tell me what you need," she said. "Say it clearly."

"I need to come," he said, and his voice was raw and stripped. "Please. I need — please, Morgayne, please — "

"Not yet," she said, and her voice was not cruel, and her hands did not slow. "Hold the channel. I need to see it hold under pressure. This is the data I require."

He held it.

He did not know by what mechanism. The silk was doing some of the work. The breathing was doing some. And something else, something in the part of him that had been learning since the examination that her not yet was reliable — that it was not a denial for the sake of denial but a not yet that had a yes behind it, that the permission would come, that she would not leave him here — and that knowledge was doing more work than either the silk or the breathing.

She moved one hand from his cock to the mark on his abdomen and pressed it.

The full-channel resonance surged.

He arched off the table to the full extent the ankle bindings permitted, his wrists driving up against the silk, and the sound that came out of him was not composed even slightly.

"There," she said, and she sounded deeply satisfied. "The channel just hit depth. That is what I needed."

"Please," he said. "Morgayne. Please."

"Yes," she said.

She moved the hand from his mark back to his cock and she stroked him with both hands in full contact, the technique that engaged every mapped point simultaneously, and the release came in one enormous wave that began in the prostate node and moved outward and upward through the full channel in exactly the way she had described — not only ejaculation but the channel firing completely, the dry component running upward through his chest as the physical component released forward, and the combination was larger than either alone, larger than anything the two weeks of this body's education had produced.

He heard himself. Not clearly. The sounds were not shaped into words and there was no capacity available for managing them. His hips were moving through the silk's resistance and her hands were working through every pulse of it and the mark on his abdomen blazed warm enough to feel through his skin.

It lasted longer than any prior release.

When it ended he was not completely sure it had ended — the channel was still running high, still radiating, the prostate node unwilling to fully settle, and small aftershock pulses kept moving through him in waves that produced involuntary sounds he could not have suppressed.

"The channel is completing," Morgayne said. She had not withdrawn her hands — one rested warm at his cock, gently, not stimulating, just present; the other lay flat on his lower abdomen over the mark. "Let it finish. Don't close it down."

He lay there and let it finish.

It took a while.

When the aftershocks had spaced far enough apart to count as done rather than continuing, he became gradually aware of the room again — the window, the light, the silk at his wrists, Morgayne's hands where they rested.

He was covered in the evidence of the release: warm, thick, across his abdomen and her hands, the smell of it in the room mixing with the oil and the herbs.

He breathed.

"Channel report," she said.

He took stock, using the channel awareness technique. "Deep. Still open — the mark is — still warm. But settled. Not cycling."

"Good. The full-channel release properly synchronized with the mark. The cycling should be significantly less responsive to ordinary arousal after this — not absent, but calibrated." She began the practical work of cleanup, which she approached with the same professional care as everything else. "How do you feel?"

He considered the question.

"Architectural," he said.

She paused.

"Architectural," she repeated.

"Like — something got built. Not broken. Built."

She looked at him for a moment with the expression that was not quite her standard warmth and not quite amusement.

"That is a very accurate description of a successful channel conditioning session," she said. "I may use it in my notes."

She untied the ankle bindings first, then crossed to untie his wrists. She checked each one with two fingers at the pulse point, as she always did, and then set the silk aside on the worktable.

He sat up slowly.

She handed him his trousers and did not look away while he dressed, because Morgayne had no pretense in her about what had just happened and no requirement that he perform post-coital discomfort.

He dressed.

He looked at the mark on his abdomen before he pulled the shirt down. It was quiet — silver and steady, no cycling warmth. The most settled it had been since he woke in this world.

"The dry channel opening," he said. "That was complete this time?"

"Complete," she confirmed. "The first full dry opening. The channel is now capable of repeated access through combined nipple and mark stimulation. This is the capability the Moonwell ritual requires." She was writing at the worktable. "You should know that the dry opening will begin to manifest outside formal training. During ordinary stimulation, you may find the channel activating in ways you haven't experienced before — the upward component, the whole-body resonance. It will not always be as intense as today. But it will be present."

He sat on the edge of the table and looked at her writing.

"Morgayne," he said.

"Mm."

"The begging," he said. "Was that — was that necessary? Or was that — "

"The channel will not fully commit to a release without the verbal signal," she said, without looking up. "It is a Moon-Vessel specificity. The verbal request for release serves as a final channel synchronization trigger. Without it, the release remains incomplete — which is why the dry component didn't fire properly in your examination." She paused. "You will need to be able to do that in the Moonwell ritual. With all three of them present."

He absorbed this.

"You're telling me the ritual requires me to beg," he said.

"In front of Seraphina, Rowena, and myself, yes." She looked up. "The phrasing can be anything. The requirement is genuine channel engagement — actual need, verbalized. The channel knows the difference between performance and actual signal."

He thought about that.

"And does knowing that it's functionally required make it — easier or harder?" he asked.

She set down her pen and looked at him with genuine interest.

"Which is it for you?" she asked.

He thought about it honestly.

"Easier," he said. "If it's necessary, then it's not just — embarrassing. It's — functional."

"Good," she said, and there was satisfaction in her voice that was not only professional. "Hold onto that."

She poured tea — she had a small brazier at the worktable for this purpose and he had not noticed it until now — and handed him a cup without asking.

He drank it: dark and bitter and warming, and underneath the bitter something that was Morgayne's signature, the specific herbal complexity that accompanied everything she gave him.

"The Moonwell beneath the palace," he said. "How long until the faction attempts another activation?"

She did not answer immediately.

"The probe at the seal was opportunistic," she said. "They tested the door because you were unsettled and unguarded. Now you are not." She looked at her tea. "But the Countess Vael's appearance at the ball tells me the timeline is moving. They are preparing something deliberate."

"How much time do we have?"

"To complete your training properly?" She considered. "Three to four sessions of the depth we did today. Each one builds the channel further." A pause. "Two weeks, if we are consistent."

"And if we're not consistent?"

"Then we hope the ritual improvises," she said, with the dry register that meant she was not joking.

He set down the empty cup.

He looked at the silk on the worktable — neatly coiled, set aside for the next session — and at the padded table with its view of the autumn city, and at Morgayne writing her notes in the morning light with the ink-stained fingers of someone who spent her life recording what she found.

"When you said I matter as a thing in itself," he said. "Not a research subject."

She did not look up from her writing.

"I meant it," she said.

"I know," he said. "I just — " He stopped. Tried again. "In my previous life I spent a long time being not enough of things. Not masculine enough, not confident enough, not whatever the situation required." He paused. "Here I keep being told I'm — remarkable. For being exactly what I am. The things that were wrong there are the things that are — valued here." He looked at his hands. "I'm still figuring out how to believe it without waiting for the correction."

Morgayne set down her pen.

She turned in the chair and looked at him with her full attention, the undivided kind she gave the channel mapping and her serious texts and the problem of the Moonwell.

"The Moon-Vessel chose you," she said, "out of everything in the ambient field of souls. Not proximity. Not accident. The body selected you specifically because you were compatible in ways the other candidates were not." A pause. "The body is a very old system. It does not make errors of this magnitude." She picked up her pen again. "Consider that the next time you are waiting for the correction."

He sat with that for a long time.

The mark on his abdomen lay quiet and settled under his shirt, silver and still, running at its proper frequency.

He looked at the city through the window — the morning light on the rooftops, the movement far below of ordinary life going about its business, people who did not know about Moon-Vessels or Moonwell rituals or the faction with the access agenda.

He thought about Rowena's knee against his on the rain-wet path down from the hills.

He thought about Seraphina's hand at his nape, the morning, holding him with complete certainty.

He thought about Morgayne writing notes at the worktable with the same meticulous care she gave everything she considered worth understanding.

He thought about a body that had sifted through the ambient field of available souls and chosen him specifically.

The correction did not come.

"Same time in three days?" he asked.

Morgayne made a sound of confirmation without looking up.

He stood, straightened his clothes, and went to find Rowena in the corridor.

She was exactly where she always was.

Her eyes did their usual rapid inventory — face, posture, any indication of distress — and found nothing requiring intervention, and settled.

"All right?" she asked.

"Better than all right," he said.

She looked at him for a moment with the expression that was not her professional self and not her off-duty self but the specific third thing she had shown him in a hunting lodge during a storm.

"You look — " She searched for a word.

"Architectural?" he offered.

She gave him the fractured not-quite-laugh.

"That is not a word I would have chosen," she said.

"Morgayne is using it in her notes," he said.

She fell into step beside him, three professional paces back — but when the corridor narrowed and they came alongside each other, her hand found the small of his back, briefly, warmly, the press of her palm.

He leaned into it.

The mark ran quiet and steady all the way back.


Chapter 8 — Seraphina's Betrothal Bed

The note arrived at the end of William's afternoon study session, folded once in heavy cream paper with a wax seal in deep crimson.

It contained four words in Seraphina's handwriting, which was the handwriting of someone who had learned to write as a deliberate skill rather than a practical one — each character precise, each line exactly the weight intended.

Tonight. My chambers. Mine.

William looked at the note for a while.

He was aware of what tonight was: the three-week mark of his waking, which in Elarion's court custom held significance as the formal closure of the re-introduction period. After tonight, a man was considered fully reintegrated into court life, no longer newly woken, no longer extended the particular social protections of the recent-curse-survivor. The training wheels came off, politically speaking. He was simply the Princess of Lumeria again, with all the expectations that entailed.

Seraphina had known this was coming for three weeks.

She had spent those three weeks giving him what he needed: space to learn the world, time with Morgayne, the particular gift of Rowena's presence and what had happened in the hunting lodge. She had visited him, yes — the mornings, the evenings, the occasional hour pulled from her crown-prince schedule to sit with him in his study and answer questions about Elarion's history with the focused patience of someone who understood that giving him knowledge was giving him agency.

She had touched him: the mornings were not empty, Seraphina's ribbon replaced fresh every day with the specific ceremony she had decided the act deserved. Morgayne's sessions had continued as well — not always as intense as the first formal conditioning, but frequent enough that the silk, the breathing, and the rule of permission had become part of his body's working vocabulary.

But she had not taken him to her chambers.

The note meant tonight was when that changed.

He folded it carefully and put it inside the cover of the geography text.

Lisseth appeared at the door approximately two minutes later, which meant either Seraphina had timed the message precisely or Lisseth had very good instincts about when relevant communications arrived.

"The crown prince has requested your presence in her chambers this evening," she said.

"I know," he said.

Lisseth looked at him with the expression she wore when she was assessing how much preparation he would require.

"I will have your bath drawn at the seventh bell," she said. "And Hendry has sent the nightwear the crown prince specified."

He looked at her.

"She specified nightwear," he said.

"The crown prince," Lisseth said, with complete professional neutrality, "specified it three days ago."

He absorbed this.

Seraphina had been planning this specific evening three days ago.

He turned back to his geography text with the feeling of someone who has been moving through a landscape and has just understood that the landscape was not random.

---

The nightwear Hendry had sent was — instructive.

He stood in front of the mirror in his dressing room at the eighth bell, having been bathed and oiled and dressed with the care Lisseth gave everything, and looked at what the crown prince of Elarion had decided her betrothed should wear to her bedchamber.

It was not unclothed. It was the specific category of garment that was more exposing than bare skin by virtue of what it chose to reveal and what it chose to not quite conceal. The underlinen: cream silk, thin enough to be translucent against the light, cut to sit low on his hips and close through the thighs. Over that: a robe of deeper cream, heavier, structured at the shoulders with embroidery in gold thread that traced the same lunar symbol as the mark on his abdomen — he had noticed this and spent a moment sitting with the deliberateness of it — and falling open down the front because the single silk tie at the waist was decorative rather than functional. The robe framed what the underlinen revealed and covered nothing that the underlinen was not already barely covering.

Lisseth had added the stockings without comment. The garters were gold tonight, not ivory.

She pinned his hair back from his face with two pins in the palace style, the specific arrangement that left the line of his jaw and his neck fully visible.

She stepped back and looked at her work.

"The crown prince," she said, with the tone of someone making a professional assessment of a completed project, "will be satisfied."

"And I look — " He was asking because he genuinely wanted to know.

"You look," she said, meeting his eyes in the mirror, "like someone who is very much worth coming home to."

He held that while she gathered her tools.

At the door she paused and said, "The ribbon, Your Highness," and pointed at his left wrist, where the old morning ribbon was still tied.

He looked at it.

She left a new one on the dressing table — fresh, deep scarlet, folded once.

"The crown prince will replace it herself," Lisseth said. "Leave the old one for now."

He was still looking at the ribbon on the dressing table when she left.

---

Rowena walked him to Seraphina's chambers.

She was in dress armor — evening rotation, formal — and she walked at his left in the corridor with the professional composure she wore for the palace's public spaces, which was not the same thing as the composure she had before the hunting lodge but served the same structural purpose.

At the door to Seraphina's wing she stopped.

He stopped.

They stood in the corridor for a moment.

"You're all right," she said. It was not a question.

"Yes."

She looked at him — the face, the nightwear, the ribbon at his wrist, the gold garters visible below the robe's hem. Her expression did the work of containing several things at once, and she was good at the work, but not invisible in it.

"Rowena," he said.

"I know," she said.

"You know what I'm going to say?"

"That what she is to you does not reduce what I am to you." She said it flatly, without comfort-seeking, stating it as she understood it. "I know. I believe you." She paused. "That does not mean I find this evening entirely comfortable. But it does not need to be comfortable. She has the prior claim."

"It's not a competition," he said.

"I know that too," she said. "I am still working on feeling it."

He looked at her for a moment.

Then he stepped close and put his hand against her jaw the way she had once put her hand against his, and he rose on his toes and pressed his mouth briefly to the corner of hers — not a romantic kiss, not a claiming one, just a specific warmth, a communication.

She exhaled through her nose.

"Go," she said. "She's been patient enough."

He went.

---

Seraphina's chambers were everything her person suggested: large, dark-toned, deliberately chosen. The furniture was heavier than his own rooms, more architectural, the kind of space that had been arranged by someone who thought about how a room communicated authority. But there were also things that were purely her — a reading desk covered in state papers that she had clearly been working through before he arrived, a jacket thrown over the back of a chair with an informality that contrasted with the precision of everything else, two candles burning on the bedside table at a height that suggested someone had adjusted them specifically for tonight.

She was standing at the window when he came in.

She turned.

She looked at him the way she always looked at him — the deliberate, unhurried pass from crown to floor — and this time the look took longer than usual because the clothes were designed to be looked at and she was taking full advantage of the design.

"Lisseth did well," she said.

"Lisseth was very efficient," he agreed.

"Come here."

He crossed the room.

She was in her own nightwear, which was the mirror image of his in intent: a loose shirt of dark silk with three buttons at the collar, dark trousers, nothing ceremonial. Her hair was down, which he had seen only twice and which transformed the geometry of her face in a way that was specifically private — this was the Seraphina who existed after the official version was set aside.

She reached up and took his jaw in her hand.

She looked at his face for a moment.

"Three weeks," she said.

"Three weeks," he agreed.

"You are completely different from when I found you," she said. "And completely the same. I am not sure how that is possible but it is what I observe."

He looked at her.

"I know more," he said. "About this world. About — what I am in it."

"What are you in it?"

He considered the question.

"Wanted," he said.

Something moved across her face — the composed surface of it rippling once before settling — and then she kissed him.

This was different from every other kiss she had given him.

The first morning had been retrieval. The ribbon night had been ceremony and ownership and the structured beauty of her dominance in full deployment. Tonight had neither of those shapes — tonight she kissed him with the warmth of someone who has been patient for three weeks not out of strategy but out of genuine care, and the patience is ending now not because she demands it but because the time is right and she is choosing to end it, and the choosing is intimate in a way the ceremony was not.

She kissed him for a long time.

Her hands moved through his hair, then down his neck, then to the lapels of the robe and she held them there without pulling, just her hands warm on the fabric, feeling the embroidery under her thumbs.

"I had this made," she said against his mouth. "The lunar symbol at the shoulders. I want you wearing my mark in every way I can devise."

"I noticed," he said.

She drew back a centimeter.

"Do you mind?" she asked. And the asking was different from her usual register — not testing, not rhetorical. Actually asking.

"No," he said. "I don't mind."

"Good." She kissed his jaw, slow. "Because I have a great many more plans."

She drew him toward the bed.

It was, as everything in her room was, substantial and deliberate: four posts of dark wood, no canopy, the bedding in deep colors, the mattress high and wide. She sat him on the edge of it and stood in front of him and looked at him with the specific quality of attention she gave things she had thought about carefully and was now enacting.

"I'm going to undress you," she said. "Slowly. And I want you to sit still and let me."

He sat still.

She began with the robe.

She untied the silk cord at his waist — more of a gesture than a functional act, since the robe was already effectively open — and then drew it off his shoulders one side at a time, folding it with the care she gave everything, setting it aside. She looked at him in just the underlinen: the thin silk across his shoulders, the embroidery gone, the translucent quality of it in the candlelight.

She ran one finger down the center of his chest through the silk.

He breathed.

She found the pins in his hair — two of them, placed by Lisseth — and removed them carefully, her fingers working through his hair once as it came loose, a touch that had no strategic intent and felt more intimate for it.

"Eyes on me," she said.

He looked at her.

She held his gaze while she reached for the waistband of the underlinen.

She was not rushing. That was its own particular kind of attention — the deliberateness that said I have tonight and I have decided to use all of it. She drew the silk down and off and set it aside and she was looking at his face the entire time, and when he was bare she continued to look at his face rather than letting her gaze move, and that restraint — her choice to keep her eyes on his while he sat exposed in her candlelit room — was the most precisely felt thing in the sequence so far.

"Lie back," she said.

He moved back onto the bed.

She sat beside him and looked at him properly now, her gaze moving over him with the warmth and directness she usually kept in reserve, the full survey she had been giving him since the morning he woke up but without the composed distance that usually framed it.

She reached into the bedside drawer and produced a length of ribbon.

Not scarlet. This one was gold — the same gold as the garters, the embroidery, a specific and considered choice.

"This is the betrothal ribbon," she said. "Not the daily one. This is the one I tie once." She held it in both hands, looking at it. "In Elarion's formal tradition, the crown prince binds the betrothed with this ribbon on the night of consummation. It represents — " She paused. "It represents that his body is mine in the formal sense. That he has given me the first and sovereign access to him, the claim no one else can outrank."

He looked at the ribbon.

"I know you are not the original princess," she said, quietly. "Morgayne told me after you allowed her to brief me on your vessel state."

The silence that followed was specific and loaded.

"She told you that much," he said.

"She told me that you were new," Seraphina said. "That the body had accepted a different soul. That you were not the person I was betrothed to." She looked at him. "She also told me that the body chose deliberately. That the choice was not accidental." A pause. "I spent the second day deciding what I thought about that."

"And?" he said.

"I have been betrothed to Princess William of Lumeria since I was nineteen years old," she said. "I am now twenty-six. I sat at the edge of that bed every year for three years and looked at you sleeping and wondered if you would ever wake." She held the ribbon. "The person in that bed was always going to be someone I did not know entirely. Three years changes anyone. I knew I would have to learn you again." She paused. "Learning that you are entirely new is — a different thing. But I find that it does not change what I want." She looked at his face. "I want you. The person in this bed. Whatever world made you, whatever accident or design brought you here — you. I want you."

He did not have words adequate to that.

He reached up and took the ribbon from her hands.

He held it for a moment.

Then he held his wrists out.

She looked at his face.

Then she took the ribbon back, and she bound his wrists — above his head, one loop around both, tied to the headboard's central post with a knot that was not the silk's functional restraint but something more ceremonial, more considered, the specific knot of the tradition she had described.

She sat back and looked at him.

His arms were above his head. His chest and the rest of him were bare. The mark on his abdomen caught the candlelight with a faint silver luminescence. Seraphina was looking at him with an expression that was the most unguarded he had seen on her — all the composure present, because composure was structural to her, but not deployed as distance. Deployed as frame. Containing something that was warm and raw and enormous.

"Beautiful," she said. The word she always said to him, with the certainty she always had.

He believed her.

That was different from the first time she had said it.

She undressed herself with the direct practicality of someone who is removing obstacles rather than performing, the dark silk shirt unbuttoned and set aside, the trousers following, and she was bare in the candlelight and he looked at her with the full attention the situation warranted, and she let him look, and the letting had the same quality as everything she did with him: chosen, deliberate, given.

She was beautiful in the way of someone whose body was entirely inhabited — no apology, no performance, just herself in the specific physical form she occupied, substantial and warm and looking at him with the expression of someone who has arrived where they intended to be.

She climbed onto the bed.

She knelt over him — her knees at either side of his hips, her weight not yet on him, suspended above him with the candle throwing her shadow large against the wall — and she looked down at his face.

"Eyes on me," she said, for the third time.

He kept his eyes on her.

She lowered herself.

She took him in her hand first — warm, sure, the grip that knew him, and she positioned him and the tip of his cock touched her and she was wet, slick warmth, and the contact was a single sharp point of information that his entire body oriented around.

She lowered herself further.

Slowly.

Taking her time — her time, not his — pressing down onto him with the measured patience of someone doing this deliberately, not rushing the adjustment, letting him feel every slow inch of being taken. The first pressure was almost too much by itself: the slick heat closing around the most sensitive part of him, then drawing him deeper, deeper, until there was no useful distinction between being inside her and being held there. She did not let him thrust up to meet her. She took him down into herself at her own pace, and his wrists pulled once against the gold ribbon because his body wanted to help and she had not permitted it.

By the time she settled fully onto him, the pressure was dense and complete, wrapped tight around him from tip to base, and she was watching his face as if his inability to hide any of it were part of the ceremony.

She stopped.

Fully seated.

She held still and looked at his face and he looked at her face, and neither of them moved, and the stillness was its own kind of intensity — the press of her heat around him, the specific weight of her against his hips, the connection of it.

"There," she said. "That is mine."

He made a sound.

She moved.

Not urgently — she did not have urgency's register tonight, did not need it. She moved with the deliberate control of someone who knows exactly what she wants and is taking exactly that: a long slow roll of her hips, finding the angle that suited her, her hands flat on his chest for balance and her eyes on his face and the candles at the bedside painting the whole room warm.

He could not move his hands. He could move his hips and he did, following her rhythm, and when his hips lifted to meet her she pressed down harder and made a sound of her own — not elaborated, just real, the sound of someone confirming something they wanted.

"Still," she said.

He stilled.

She moved on her own terms.

This was what she had wanted — he understood it now, fully, in the way he could not have fully understood it on the ribbon night because he had not known her well enough yet. Seraphina's erotic identity was not about roughness or urgency or the particular fire of Rowena's physical overwhelm. It was about exactly this: authority. The right to decide the pace, the angle, the depth, when he moved and when he didn't, what sounds she permitted him to make versus the ones he made that were simply beyond the reach of permission, hers to take or give as she chose.

She rode him with the slow complete certainty of someone who owned what she was sitting on. Each roll of her hips dragged tight heat along him in a way that made thought come apart at the edges: forward, back, down again, deep enough that the base of him met her weight and the sensitive underside of him caught on every wet pull.

He could feel how thoroughly she had him — not just the depth, not just the warmth, but the rhythm of being used at the pace she chose, his body pinned under hers while she took the angle that pleased her.

When his hips tried to rise, the ribbon stopped his hands and her weight stopped the rest of him, and the helplessness of that made the next slow stroke worse.

Her hips rolled forward, back, forward — a rhythm that was not merciful but was not cruel, was simply hers, designed around her pleasure and secondarily around what she could see on his face. And she could see a great deal on his face, because his eyes were on hers, because she had told him to keep them there, and the effort of keeping them there while she moved on him was visible and she was watching it with a deep open satisfaction.

"Tell me," she said.

"Tell you — " He stopped. His voice was not functional. "What — "

"Tell me what it feels like."

The channel was running — not the full training activation of Morgayne's sessions, but the integrated response of a body that had been conditioned, the mark warm at his abdomen, the prostate node resident and radiating. What it felt like was not entirely describable in words that had clean meanings, but he tried because she had asked and her asking was a command.

"You're — " He breathed through a movement of her hips that hit a specific angle. "You're everywhere. The channel is — I can feel the mark responding. Every time you move — " Another sound interrupted the sentence. "It's deeper than physical. It runs upward. Through my chest."

She tilted her hips and the angle changed and the prostate node engaged fully and he pulled against the ribbon with both wrists because the sensation needed somewhere to go.

"There," she said, watching his face. "That."

"That is the — the deep channel, Morgayne's — "

"I know what it is," she said, moving into the angle deliberately. "I read Morgayne's training notes. All of them." She held the angle and he heard himself make a sound that was not organized. "She told me about the right nipple."

She reached down and found his right nipple with the precision of someone who had studied the map and intended to use it.

Her thumb pressed first, then her fingers closed around the sensitive point and pinched — not hard enough to hurt, but hard enough to make the signal snap through him cleanly.

She held it there while her hips kept moving, rolling the pressure between finger and thumb as she took him, and the sensation ran from his chest straight down into the deep channel until his whole body answered at once.

He arched.

The ribbon held.

The combination of her sitting on him with the prostate node engaged and her thumb on the primary channel access point was the exact compound effect that had appeared in the training session, the full-channel resonance running, and she was watching his face come completely apart under the combination with the expression of someone who has done their research and is applying it with full intention.

"Look at me," she said. "You're closing your eyes."

He opened his eyes.

She held his gaze and kept her thumb where it was and moved her hips in the angle that held the prostate node and William's composure was no longer a thing he possessed. He was making sounds on every exhale, the sounds Morgayne had taught him not to suppress, and Seraphina was absorbing each one of them with a hungry attentiveness that was its own erotic weight.

"Beautiful," she said. "You are so beautiful when you stop managing yourself."

The gold ribbon was at his wrists and she was above him and inside her and the mark was bright and the channel was running and he was at a threshold that was different from Morgayne's threshold — Morgayne's was controlled, clinical in its construction. This was not controlled. This was Seraphina taking what was hers in the specific way that was hers, and the taking was so fully realized, so thoroughly her in its texture, that the threshold felt less like a physical edge than a surrender of something larger.

"Seraphina," he said.

"Yes," she said.

"I need — please — "

She moved harder. Not faster — harder, the weight of her hips pressing down on each forward roll, deep and deliberate, and the wet sound of it was in the candlelit room and his cock felt every stroke of it.

"Say what you need," she said.

"Please let me come," he said. His voice was raw. "Please. Seraphina — please — "

She looked at him for a moment, suspended above him in the candlelight with his wrists in her gold ribbon and her thumb on his nipple and herself wrapped around him, and the expression on her face was something he was going to carry for a long time — it was not triumphant, not sadistic, not cold. It was deeply, entirely warm. The face of someone who has everything she wanted and knows it and is letting herself know it.

"Yes," she said. "Now. Look at me."

He looked at her.

She pressed down hard and moved in the angle and kept her thumb where it was and the compound of it hit the full-channel resonance simultaneously with the physical threshold and the release was not like the training session, was not like the ribbon night — it was something new, something that had those previous things as its foundation and was built on top of them, the physical component and the channel component and the specific emotional weight of looking at Seraphina's face while she did this to him all arriving simultaneously.

He came with his wrists pulling against the gold ribbon and her name in his throat and his eyes on her face because she had told him to keep them there and he could not have looked away in that moment regardless.

She moved through it — not stopping, not relenting, working his release out of him with the same controlled intention she brought to everything, feeling it through her where he was inside her, and her own sounds deepened and her rhythm changed and she was chasing something too and he felt the moment it reached her: the stillness before, the press of her weight down onto him, the specific sound she made that was nothing like her usual composure because she was not maintaining composure right now, and the clenching heat of her around him that was unmistakable and prolonged.

They were both still.

The candles had burned down by some degree he could not calculate.

Her weight settled on him — not crushing, just present, the solid warmth of her. Her forehead dropped to his shoulder.

He lay with his wrists in the ribbon and her on top of him and the channel running down to a warm steady glow.

He had been waiting for her to move before he spoke. He was finding that he did not want her to move.

"The ribbon," he said, eventually.

She reached up, without lifting her head from his shoulder, and untied the gold from the headboard. She left it at his wrists — loose, not binding — and her fingers found the daily ribbon below it and she pressed over his pulse point the way she always did.

"Stay tonight," she said.

"I wasn't planning to leave," he said.

She made a sound against his shoulder.

He became aware that the sound was a laugh — quiet, genuine, unguarded in the way she was not usually unguarded. He had heard her make it once before and it had the same effect now: something settling in his chest that had been running a low-level tension he had not quite named until the laugh resolved it.

She lifted her head.

She looked at his face in the low candlelight with the expression that was her composure on the outside and the enormous warm serious thing on the inside that the composure contained.

"I can fight armies for you," she said.

"I know."

"I am good at armies," she said. "At political machinations. At knowing what to do and doing it without flinching." She looked at him. "I do not know what to do with the fact that Rowena is learning you, and Morgayne knows your channel better than I do, and you are — you, specifically, the person you are, which makes all of it — " She stopped. "I do not know what to do with the specific inadequacy of claiming someone and still not being the only thing they need."

He looked at her.

He reached up and put his hands — still loosely wrapped in gold ribbon — on her jaw.

"You are not competing," he said. "There is no competition. Rowena is — Rowena is what she is to me. Morgayne is what she is. You are — " He stopped. Tried to find the words that were honest rather than just reassuring. "You are the person who told me I looked beautiful on the morning I woke up in a world I had no map for. You said it like it was a fact. Like it had always been true and I had just missed the memo." He paused. "I had spent twenty-three years missing that memo. You said it and I believed you. The first time anyone had ever said it in a way that I believed."

She was looking at him.

"That," he said, "is not something a person competes with. It's something a person builds from."

She was quiet for a long time.

Then she kissed him, and it was brief and direct and without any of the orchestrated intention of the evening's architecture — just her mouth on his, her hands at his face, a moment of pure uncomplex contact between two people who had said true things to each other and were sitting in the aftermath of the truth.

She settled beside him.

She left the gold ribbon where it was on his wrists — the daily scarlet still below it, the two layers of her claim on him, old and new.

"Sleep," she said.

"You were planning to fight armies?" he said.

"Entire armies," she said, without opening her eyes. "I have strategies for fourteen of the seventeen provincial factions and contingency plans for the remaining three."

"That's — very thorough."

"I have been thorough about you for seven years," she said. "I do not see why that would change."

He lay in the dark with her warm at his side and the gold and scarlet ribbon at his wrists and the mark running quiet and settled.

He thought about Countess Vael, and the probe at the seal, and Morgayne's narrowing timeline, and the faction moving toward something deliberate.

He thought about Nyxara Nocturne, whose voice had said wrong soul above three black butterflies.

He thought about the Moonwell, deep beneath the palace, which recognized him as a key it was waiting for.

He thought about what it meant to be built from. To be the foundation someone else built from. To be, yourself, building.

He thought about all of this for exactly as long as the warm quiet of the room and Seraphina's steady breathing beside him permitted.

Then he slept.

He did not dream of the Moonwell.

He dreamed of the east garden, the one Rowena had described — the garden where she had seen a princess reading with his shoes off in the sun, sitting on a wall in summer light, and had thought something she knew better than to think. He was there in the dream, and it was warm, and the book in his lap was open, and he was not trying to be anything in particular.

He was simply there.

It was enough.

In the morning, he woke to find the gold ribbon still at his wrists and Seraphina already dressed, standing at the reading desk with her state papers and a cup of something hot, her hair pinned back in the official arrangement, the crown prince reassembled from the private person.

She looked up when he stirred.

She looked at the ribbon at his wrists.

She looked at his face.

"There is court business this morning," she said. "I will be occupied until midday." A pause, precise and deliberate. "Stay as long as you like."

She picked up a paper and read it.

He lay in her bed in the gold and scarlet ribbon of her claim and the morning light in the room was the same autumn quality as the day he had woken in this world, and outside the window the city of Lumeria was going about its very old and very certain business.

He stayed until midday.


Chapter 9 — Three Claims on One Body

The morning after Seraphina's chambers had a specific quality that William was still cataloguing when Lisseth arrived with the day's schedule.

He had slept in Seraphina's bed until midday as she had offered. He had read two of her state papers out of curiosity while she worked — she had not told him to put them down, which he took as implicit permission, and she had looked at him once over the edge of a document with an expression that said she had noticed and found it interesting. He had eaten lunch alone in his study with the gold ribbon still at his wrists under the fresh daily scarlet one Lisseth had tied that morning, a doubled layer of claim that he was aware of every time his cuffs moved.

He was aware of a great deal today.

The mark was running at the warm steady frequency Morgayne called the integrated baseline — not dormant, not cycling, just present and calibrated. His body had a different quality than it had the morning of his waking: inhabited, known, the opposite of the uncertain shell he had navigated into twenty-two days ago. He knew the geography of himself now. He knew it because three women had learned it, each in their own language, and the learning had changed the territory.

He was also aware, with the particular clarity of someone who has been in enough close physical situations in a short span of time, that today's schedule contained all three of them.

He discovered this fact in degrees.

Lisseth was in the middle of reciting the morning's engagements when she said, "Crown Prince Seraphina has requested a private moment before the advisory council session," and he nodded, and then she said, "Dame Rowena's morning training with Your Highness has been moved to the armory fitting room rather than the posture hall, to accommodate her equipment review," and he nodded again, and then she said, "Mistress Morgayne has scheduled a channel check for the late afternoon, following yesterday's extended training integration," and he stopped nodding and looked at the ceiling briefly.

"All three of them," he said.

"Your Highness has a full schedule," Lisseth agreed, with complete neutrality.

He looked at her.

"Does anyone in this palace coordinate?" he asked.

"The palace runs very efficient scheduling systems," she said. "I am the scheduling system."

He looked at her more carefully.

She looked back with the expression of someone who had been running her scheduling system with full awareness of what it contained and considered that her prerogative.

"Lisseth," he said.

"Your Highness?"

He decided not to finish that sentence.

"All right," he said. "What time is Seraphina coming?"

---

Seraphina came to his study rather than summoning him to hers, which was itself information — the crown prince relocating to his space rather than requiring him to come to hers. She arrived at the second morning bell in her advisory council attire: formal coat, hair pinned, the full architecture of her public self, and she sat in the chair across from his desk with her long legs crossed and looked at him with the particular warm weight of someone examining the morning after something significant.

"You slept well," she said.

"Extremely."

"You read two of my intelligence briefs while I was working."

"One of them was about Countess Vael," he said.

A pause that was not quite surprise, because Seraphina was very rarely quite surprised, but was adjacent to it.

"And?" she said.

"She has a twenty-year documented relationship with the Moonwell access rights faction. She was present at the original hearings when the original princess was put under curse-sleep. There is a note in the third page of the brief suggesting the timing of the curse and her faction's last significant access attempt were two weeks apart." He looked at her. "Was that note already there or did someone add it recently?"

Seraphina looked at him for a moment.

"Added two days ago," she said. "By my intelligence secretary after I asked her to look at the timing correlation."

"You had already made the connection."

"Yes."

"And Morgayne?"

"Morgayne made it early and told me what she needed to tell me on her own timetable." The corner of her mouth moved. "She and I have different relationships with information disclosure."

He sat back.

"So we have approximately — " He thought through Morgayne's estimate. "Ten days, based on her assessment of the training timeline and the faction's likely preparation window."

Seraphina looked at him.

"You are considerably more functional in a political crisis than I expected," she said.

"I'm twenty-three, not twelve," he said.

"You are twenty-three and you have been in this world for twenty-two days," she said. "The original Princess William had been navigating this palace since birth. I was prepared for a longer acclimation period."

"I read medieval governance structures for fun in my previous life," he said. "Power dynamics are not surprising to me. They are slightly differently shaped here but the underlying architecture is recognizable."

She looked at him with the expression he was learning to identify as her version of being genuinely pleased.

"Come here," she said.

He went around the desk.

She took his wrist — the left one, the ribbon, the doubled layer under his cuff — and pulled him gently, not roughly, into the space of her chair, angling him to sit sideways on her lap, and his weight settled against her and she put one arm around him and held.

It was not erotic, exactly. It was the specific warmth of containment — someone holding you because they can and want to and have decided this is what this moment requires. Her hand was at his hip, her chin at the top of his head briefly, and then she tilted her head back and looked at the ceiling.

"Ten days," she said.

"Ten days," he agreed.

"The Moonwell ritual requires Morgayne, you, Rowena, and me in coordination. Morgayne says you are progressing quickly. Rowena will do anything I ask of her in a formal ritual context, regardless of personal feeling." She paused. "The only variable I cannot fully account for is you."

"In what sense?"

"Whether you will be capable of what the ritual requires when the moment comes." She was not looking at his face. She was still looking at the ceiling, and her arm was around him, and the question was not an accusation. "Not your channel. Morgayne is confident about your channel. I mean — the rest of it. Whether you will be able to say aloud, in front of all of us, under pressure, what you need."

He thought about Morgayne's training room and the gold ribbon and the things he had said that were not organized or composed.

"I think I can do that," he said.

"I want more than think," she said.

"I know you do," he said. "That's why I'm still practicing."

Her arm tightened once. Brief. Then released back to the steady hold.

She tilted her head down and kissed his temple, which was not Seraphina's usual register of touch — not ceremony, not dominance, not the deliberate architecture of her claim. Just warmth, the kind that doesn't announce itself.

"Go," she said. "The council begins in twenty minutes and you have a fitting."

He stood.

She looked at his wrists where the ribbons were under his cuff.

"The gold one," she said. "Keep wearing it."

"I am," he said.

He left her looking at state papers and looking like someone who was managing several things and managing them very well and would prefer not to need to.

---

The armory fitting room was technically functional space — racks of ceremonial dress components, measurement stands, the specific organizational smell of oiled leather and cedar. Rowena was there when he arrived, in her underlayer without the full armor, a practice sword on the rack behind her, in the process of reviewing the condition of a set of formal ceremonial guard pieces with the focused attention she gave anything physical and structural.

She looked up when he came in.

"Your Highness," she said, and the title was her public voice — someone might pass the door.

"Dame Rowena," he said, in the same register.

She returned to the ceremonial pieces. He came and stood beside her and looked at them too, the dark steel and silver trim of the formal guard array that she wore at state occasions.

"The right pauldron has a crack developing in the lower plate," she said, indicating it. "I've been requesting a replacement for six weeks."

"Is it urgent?"

"Not for ordinary duties. For a ritual situation where I may need to exert significant physical force — " She paused. "Possibly."

He looked at the crack. He knew enough about this world's armor conventions by now to assess that she was right.

"I'll have Lisseth flag it," he said. "It should be prioritized."

She looked at him sideways. "You're going to advocate for my equipment request."

"You're my guard," he said. "Your equipment is relevant to my survival."

Her jaw did the thing it did.

They were quiet for a moment, both looking at the ceremonial pieces.

"You slept in her chambers," she said. Her voice was level.

"Yes."

"All night and into the midday."

"Yes."

A pause.

"Are you all right?" he asked.

"I told you last night I was working on it," she said. "That process is ongoing. I am not — damaged." She picked up the pauldron and assessed the crack again. "I just need to — process. It is not your responsibility to manage that for me."

"I'm not trying to manage it," he said. "I'm asking because I want to know."

She set the pauldron down.

She turned and looked at him with the expression that lived between her professional self and the person who had pressed her forehead to his shoulder in a hunting lodge.

"When I was assigned as a junior knight to the palace rotation," she said, "there was a senior guard named Aldissa who was partnered to a court lord. He had several — relationships, of the kind that the court permits for women of status. She handled it with what I thought was exceptional dignity." She paused. "I watched her and thought I would never be capable of that. I thought I was the kind of person who needed to be the only one."

He waited.

"I was not wrong about being that kind of person," she said. "I am still that kind of person. But I have discovered that the — magnitude of what I feel for you — " She stopped. Her jaw worked. "It is large enough that it can accommodate what you also are to others. I do not enjoy this discovery. But it is accurate."

He looked at her for a long moment.

Then he reached out and put his hand on her wrist — her bare wrist, the inside of it, where the pulse was.

She went very still.

"Rowena," he said. "I am going to kiss you now and it is not a negotiation."

She looked at him for half a second.

Then she pulled him by the wrist into the space between the fitting racks where the outer door's sight line did not reach, and she kissed him with the direct physical certainty that was specifically her — no ceremony, no construction, just Rowena with her restraint set aside, her hands at his jaw and his hair and his shoulder, the warmth of someone who has been managing their want all morning and is briefly done managing it.

He kissed back.

He pressed into her and she let him, her back going to the fitting rack and her hands moving, and the sounds she made were quiet but real, and he made sounds too because her hands on him were always, specifically, a form of information he received with his whole body.

She drew back.

Her breathing was uneven. So was his.

"That," she said, "does not help me process."

"I know," he said.

"You did it anyway."

"Yes," he said. "Was that wrong?"

She looked at him.

"No," she said. The word was flat and honest. "No, it was not wrong."

She straightened. She moved back into the open area of the fitting room. She picked up the pauldron and looked at it with focused professional attention.

"The crack is at the third plate," she said, in her working voice. "If you could have Lisseth flag it by end of day."

"I'll do it before lunch," he said.

"Thank you, Your Highness."

He was at the door when she said, quietly, "William."

He turned.

She was not looking at him. She was looking at the pauldron.

"Tonight," she said. "If you are in your own chambers rather than elsewhere. I would like — inside the room." She said it with her eyes on the armor, with the carefully neutral voice of someone making a professional request. "If that is still offered."

"It is still offered," he said.

She nodded once and went back to her assessment.

He went back out into the corridor.

He stood there for a moment.

He breathed.

He thought: ten days.

He thought: this is what I need to protect.

And below those thoughts, not manageable and not requiring management, was the specific warmth of being wanted by specific people in specific ways that were each entirely their own.

He went to find Lisseth to flag the pauldron request.

---

Morgayne's tower room had a different light in the late afternoon — the sun had moved west and the illumination came through the window at an oblique angle, giving everything a quality of late-day clarity that was different from the thin morning brightness. William had been in this room four times now including today, and he noticed the light the way he noticed small variations in things he was tracking.

She was at the worktable when he came in. She was not writing — she was looking at a diagram spread across the table's surface, a large sheet of paper covered in a complex pattern of lines and nodes. He recognized the nodes from the sensitivity map she had built of his channel system, but the diagram was larger, connected to other structures he did not immediately identify.

He closed the door. He crossed to look at the diagram.

She moved to one side to let him see it.

"The Moonwell channel structure," she said. "Below the palace. This is the mapped lower network as of three years ago, before the faction's interference began." She pointed to a central node. "The Moonwell itself. Here — " she indicated a line running from the central node upward through several connecting points — "is the vessel channel connection. The key pathway."

He looked at the pathway. He looked at the nodes along it.

"Those points correspond to mine," he said.

"Yes. The mark here, the solar junction here, the nipple channels and the prostate node here and here." She traced the line. "When you undergo a full-channel release in the Moonwell's presence, the pathway opens. The Moonwell can then be stabilized, reset, or in the wrong hands, accessed for other purposes."

"What other purposes?"

She was quiet for a moment.

"The Moonwell's energy, if directed rather than simply expressed, can suppress a specific blood resonance," she said. "It can remove a blood signature from the ambient magical field. Permanently."

He looked at her.

"It can remove me," he said. "My presence in this vessel."

"That would be one application," she said, evenly.

"Which is why Countess Vael wants access."

"She does not want to remove you specifically," Morgayne said. "She does not know you are new — or if she suspects it from the seal's behavior, she cannot prove it. She wants the original vessel. The original blood signature. Because the original signature was — " She paused. "Related to something in the Moonwell's deep archive that the faction has been trying to access for twenty years."

He looked at the diagram.

"And if they use me as the key during an unauthorized activation — "

"The channel would open the Moonwell," she said. "But without the ritual structure and the three anchors — Seraphina for heart, Rowena for body, me for magical control — the opening would be unstable. The energy would discharge uncontrolled." She paused. "The faction believes they can manage an uncontrolled discharge. They cannot. The consequences for the lower palace and possibly the city would be severe."

William looked at the pathway on the diagram for a long moment.

"Ten days," he said.

"Perhaps eight now," she said. "I have received information that the Countess has secured an access route to the subterranean corridor level. She is not waiting for a political opportunity. She is preparing a physical one."

He absorbed this.

He looked up from the diagram.

"How is today's channel check?" he asked. "Given everything."

She looked at him with the specific attention that had nothing clinical in it today.

"Come here," she said.

He came around the worktable.

She reached out and pressed two fingers over the mark through his shirt, and the warmth responded immediately, the baseline glow brightening to something warmer than the integrated frequency without reaching the cycling urgency of the early days.

"Higher than yesterday's baseline," she said. "The cumulative effect of the last twenty-four hours." Her eyes came up to his. "Seraphina last night. Rowena this morning."

"Is the channel state a problem?"

"No. The channel running high at this stage of training is — " She paused. "I should be precise. The channel running high is exactly where I want it before the next formal session. High means deeper access. Better conditioning." She removed her fingers. "The problem is not the channel state. The problem is that you have had two significant stimulation events in the past eighteen hours and I am about to add a third, and the cumulative load on a channel at this stage of training is something I need to manage carefully."

He looked at her.

"Today's session is different," she said.

"Different how?"

"Short. No restraints. No sustained threshold work." She moved to the padded table. "I want to observe the channel in its current high-load state without adding additional training stress. That means — " She looked at him. "I observe. I stimulate enough to read the channel's response clearly. I bring you to release efficiently without extended denial." She paused. "It is not the most useful training session but it is the most useful thing for your channel today."

He looked at her.

"You're being careful with me," he said.

"I am always careful with you," she said.

"This is different from training careful," he said. "This is — "

"Yes," she said. "It is."

They looked at each other.

"Sit," she said, and there was something different in the word — not the clinical instruction, not entirely. Something in it that had been present since the first examination and had been building through each subsequent session in the specific way of things that accumulate without being addressed.

He sat on the padded table.

She sat on the stool beside it and opened the oil and applied it to her hands with the practiced motion he knew well.

She reached up and unbuttoned three buttons of his shirt, enough to access his chest. She pressed one palm flat over the solar junction.

The channel opened.

Not gradually the way it did at the start of formal sessions — it opened as though it had been waiting, the warmth rising immediately, the mark brightening under her hand.

"There," she said, quietly. "High load confirmed. The channel is fully primed."

"I noticed," he said.

"Tell me what you feel."

"The central line is completely open. The junction is — it's running at what feels like session-depth without the warm-up."

"Yes." She moved her hand to his right nipple through the open shirt and made contact with one finger, the lightest possible touch, and the prostate node engaged like a switch.

He made a sound.

"There is your answer to how the channel accumulates," she said. "One touch. Session-depth response. You have been running at this level since Seraphina's chambers." She held the contact. "The Moonwell ritual will require you at exactly this state. It cannot be performed on a freshly calibrated channel — it needs a channel that has been running high for an extended period under the stimulation of multiple women. This is why the three-claim structure is not incidental to the ritual. It is the mechanism."

He was trying to process this while her finger was at his nipple and the prostate node was fully engaged and his cock was pressed hard against his trousers.

"The three of you," he said, "were functionally preparing me."

"Yes," she said. "Not cynically. Each of us has genuine reasons for what we have done with you. But the reasons align with the ritual requirements." She applied slightly more pressure at his nipple and he gripped the table's edge. "Seraphina anchors your heart channel, which requires genuine romantic attachment, not performed intimacy. Rowena anchors your body channel, which requires physical trust, the specific trust of letting someone stronger than you handle you without fear. And I condition the deep channel and the prostate node, which requires — " She paused. "Requires a specific quality of surrender that is neither romantic nor physical. Intellectual."

"Intellectual surrender," he said.

"The surrender of a person who understands what is happening to them and consents to it anyway because they trust the system." She looked at him. "You are the most intellectually engaged subject I have trained. You understand the mechanism while inside it. That is rare."

He looked at her face.

"Morgayne," he said.

"Mm."

"You are one of the genuine reasons you mentioned," he said.

She was quiet.

"The reasons that are not cynical," he said. "You are one of them."

She looked at him for a long moment with the expression that had appeared in the first examination and had been building ever since, the one that was not the witch cataloguing but the woman who found him specifically interesting in a way that had nothing to do with the training notes.

She moved from the stool to the table, and she was sitting beside him, close, her shoulder against his, and she reached down and worked the lacing of his trousers open with the direct efficient motion that was entirely her.

She wrapped her hand around his cock and the contact was warm and slick with the oil and his entire channel lurched upward.

She did not edge. She did not build toward a threshold and hold him there. She had said efficient and she meant it — she stroked him with the full knowledge of his mapped system applied without ceremony, the specific technique that engaged the prostate node through the external contact, her other hand returning to his chest at the solar junction, and the combination ran the channel in both directions simultaneously.

He put his arm around her.

It surprised her — he felt it in the brief change in her rhythm — but she did not pull away. She let his arm be around her shoulder and she kept her hands where they were and she looked at his face rather than the mark.

"Tell me," she said.

"The channel is running full. Both directions. The — the deep component is already building." He breathed. "Morgayne. I'm not going to need long."

"I know," she said. "This is what high-load looks like. Don't slow it."

"You told me not to chase release — "

"I am telling you now not to slow it. Different instruction for different state." Her thumb moved over the tip of him, collecting the wet there and working it back down, and he exhaled in a long broken sound against her hair. "Tell me when the dry component opens."

He felt it build — not the slow accumulation of a trained session but the rapid rise of a channel that had been primed by two women over eighteen hours and needed very little additional input to reach the depth where the Moon-Vessel's specific response activated.

"Opening," he said. "The dry channel is — it's opening, it's — "

"Good," she said, and pressed the solar junction hard.

The full-channel resonance hit with the force of everything accumulated.

He came.

The physical component and the channel component simultaneous, his cock pulsing through the release while the dry channel ran upward through his chest in the wave she had trained him to let move through him rather than clamp down on, and the mark was bright enough that he felt its warmth on his skin, and his arm was around her shoulder and his face was in her hair and the sounds he made were not composed but were not entirely unrecognizable as his own voice.

She worked him through it. All of it. The physical pulses and the channel waves and the aftershocks that were less intense than yesterday's session but were present, the system completing its cycle.

He was wet across his thighs and her hand. The smell of it was in the warm tower air.

He breathed.

She did not move from the position. His arm was still around her shoulder and her head was beside his and they were sitting on the padded table in the late afternoon light and neither of them moved for a moment.

Then she reached for the cloth she always had and she cleaned him and herself with the professional ease she always had, and she said, "The channel has discharged cleanly. The mark is settling to integrated baseline." And then, in a different voice: "How are you?"

"Settled," he said. "The architectural feeling."

A sound. The not-quite-laugh.

"Good," she said.

He looked at her profile in the oblique late light.

"Morgayne," he said. "Do you know why Nyxara put the original princess to sleep?"

She was quiet.

"I have a theory," she said.

"Tell me."

"Nyxara Nocturne was the most gifted witch of her generation," she said. "She had access to the Moonwell's deep archive — the historical channel records going back centuries. She discovered something in those records that frightened her." She paused. "Nyxara is not a woman who frightens easily. What she found was significant enough that she decided the vessel carrying the Moonwell key needed to be preserved rather than actively used." She looked at the diagram on the worktable. "I believe she found evidence that the faction had been manipulating the royal bloodline for decades. That the original princess's specific channel signature had been deliberately cultivated through blood manipulation over several generations, to create a vessel with characteristics that would allow the Moonwell to be used in ways it was never designed for."

William was very quiet.

"And if that's true," he said.

"Then the original princess was not the intended key," Morgayne said. "She was a manufactured one. And Nyxara put her to sleep to prevent the faction from using what they had built." She paused. "Which means the soul that came to fill the vessel is — fortuitous. A vessel without the cultivated signature, but with the natural Moon-Vessel compatibility. The channel is genuine rather than engineered."

"I'm not a weapon," he said.

"No," she said. "You are not."

He absorbed this.

"The voice in the ballroom," he said. "Wrong soul."

"Wrong for their purposes," Morgayne said. "Exactly right for everything else."

He looked at the diagram.

He thought about a woman named Nyxara who had found something frightening enough to put a sleeping spell on a princess she was trying to protect.

He thought about black butterflies above a chandelier and a voice that was not hostile.

He thought about Countess Vael standing near the second column for forty minutes, looking at the place where his mark lived under his clothes.

He thought about eight days.

"I need to talk to Seraphina tonight," he said.

"Yes," Morgayne said.

"And Rowena."

"Yes."

"And eventually — " He stopped.

"Nyxara," Morgayne said.

"Is that possible?"

She looked at him with the expression that was her deepest professional assessment and her most unguarded personal truth operating simultaneously.

"She appeared in your ballroom," she said. "She spoke to you through the Moonwell's ambient channel. She chose to make contact." She paused. "If she wanted to reach you, I do not believe a lack of possibility would stop her."

He nodded.

He slid off the table. He buttoned his shirt. He looked at his hands for a moment — the ribbons under his cuffs, the gold and the scarlet, and underneath them his own skin.

"Morgayne," he said. "Thank you."

She looked at him.

"For the training?" she said.

"For all of it," he said. "The training, the honesty, the — the way you treat me like something worth being careful with while also not pretending it's only that."

She looked at him for a long moment.

"Go," she said. "You have a political crisis to help manage and a knight to let inside your room."

"You know about — "

"I know about everything," she said, with the tone of someone who has been doing this job for twenty-two years. "Go."

He went.

---

The collapse came at the ninth bell.

William was in his study reading the intelligence brief on Countess Vael's land holdings when the mark activated — not the slow cycling of the early days, not the high-load warmth of the afternoon, but a sharp activated pulse that was nothing like any of the frequencies he had catalogued.

He was standing before he had decided to stand.

The mark was not painful. It was — directionless, calling, pulling downward through the floor in a way that his stomach recognized before his mind did.

The seal in the room flared.

He had not known there was a seal in the room. He had not been told. But it was suddenly visible: lines in the floor and walls that had been invisible became briefly luminescent, a pattern he recognized from the shrine stones and the Moonwell diagram, and then they dimmed again, and the mark calmed, and the entire event lasted perhaps three seconds.

He stood in the study in the ninth-bell silence.

His hands were shaking slightly — fine tremor, the same kind as the training sessions but without the cause.

The door opened.

Rowena. She had been outside, at her post, inside the room as offered, because the door had been open — and she was across the room in four steps and her hands were on his arms before he had time to speak.

"The mark," she said.

"Yes."

"The room's seal — I saw it — "

"I know." He looked at the floor where the lines had been. "They've accessed the lower corridor."

Rowena's face did the thing it did when something was threatening what she guarded.

"I need to get Morgayne," she said.

"I need to get Seraphina," he said.

They looked at each other.

"Both," they said, simultaneously.

He was still slightly unsteady — not dizzy, not sick, but the mark was running in a frequency he did not recognize, the new signal of something activating below. He could feel it through the soles of his feet, a vibration in the stone that was not ordinary building resonance.

Rowena put her arm around him from the side — not restraining, supporting — and the physical solidity of her grounded the worst of the sensation.

"I have you," she said.

He leaned into her.

"I know," he said.

The Moonwell was opening.

Below them, in the deep corridors of the palace, something was waiting.

William breathed through the mark's new frequency and thought: not eight days.

Now.


Chapter 10 — The Moonwell Ritual

The lower palace was not on any map William had been given.

He knew it existed — Morgayne had referenced it, the intelligence brief had described the subterranean corridor network in administrative terms, and the Moonwell diagram had shown the deep architecture beneath the palace foundations. But knowing a thing existed and descending toward it through a staircase that Rowena found behind a panel in the east corridor's third section were different categories of knowledge.

The staircase was stone, old stone, the kind of old that predated the palace above it by centuries. The walls were carved with the same lunar symbol that appeared on the shrine stones and the mark on his abdomen, repeated at intervals, and in the mark's current activated state each one produced a faint sympathetic warmth as he passed it. He was navigating by sensation as much as sight. The marks knew where they were going. His body followed.

Rowena was at his left. She had her sword out — not ceremonially, functionally, drawn with the professional decisiveness of someone who has assessed a situation and acted on the assessment. She had sent two of the palace guards ahead with a message to Morgayne and one with a message to Seraphina. She had then returned to William's side and not left it.

She was not speaking.

William understood that Rowena's silence under operational conditions was not absence — it was concentration, the full weight of her attention deployed outward to everything that might threaten what she was walking beside. He could feel that attention the way you feel weather: a specific quality of presence, comprehensive and ready.

He focused on the mark.

The signal was not the sharp activated pulse of the study anymore — it had shifted to something more sustained, a continuous low vibration that ran through his whole body and pulled downward like gravity finding a new definition. The prostate node was engaged. He had not done anything to engage it. The Moonwell was engaging it from below, the channel responding to the proximity of its own key.

Morgayne had described this. She had called it passive induction, the Well recognizing the vessel and preparing the channel without external stimulation. She had described it as the biological equivalent of a lock recognizing a key inserted at the wrong moment.

He was very aware of his own body right now.

He was also aware that he needed to not be distracted by his own body right now.

He breathed through the dampening pattern — it was not fully effective at this proximity, the Moonwell's pull too present to suppress entirely, but it gave him something to do with his attention while the corridor descended.

Light appeared below.

Not torchlight. Not candlelight. A pale luminescence that had the same quality as the mark's glow, the same as the sensitivity oil, the same as the activation lines in the floor of his study — Moonwell light, the Well lit by its own ancient resonance now that someone had opened the approach corridor.

Rowena put her free hand briefly on his arm. He looked at her.

She was looking at the light below them. Her jaw was set.

"Stay close," she said.

"I'm not going anywhere without you," he said.

Something in her expression adjusted.

They descended.

---

The chamber was large.

William had expected something cave-like, cramped, the scale of a hidden space. What he found was a room as deliberately constructed as anything in the palace above: circular, stone-floored, the walls carved from floor to vaulted ceiling with the lunar symbols in their full complex pattern, not the simplified versions from the upper palace but the deep original forms. The ceiling arched to a point twenty feet above, and at the apex a circular opening let in nothing — it was sealed with something that was not stone and not glass, something that shifted when you tried to look at it directly.

The Moonwell itself was at the center.

It was a circle of water approximately eight feet across, perfectly still, glowing from within with the pale luminescence that had lit the staircase. It was not deep — William could see the carved stone of its basin bottom — but the water itself was not ordinary. It had the quality of something that had been here much longer than the palace above it, that had been here longer than anything built by human hands, and its glow was not steady but pulsed in a rhythm he recognized: his own heartbeat, or something close enough to his own heartbeat to constitute a conversation.

Countess Vael was at the far edge of the Well.

She was not alone. Three others stood with her in the positions of a ritual formation, holding apparatus William did not recognize — devices of dark metal and something organic, connected by lines of thread or wire that caught the Well's light. Vael herself stood at the north position, her silver-gray formal coat replaced by working attire, and she was looking at the Moonwell with the expression of someone who has been waiting twenty years for this room and has finally arrived.

She looked up when William and Rowena came through the corridor entrance.

She looked at William.

"The Princess," she said. Her voice was not hostile. It was the voice of someone completing a transaction they have anticipated for a long time. "You came yourself. I had prepared contingencies for bringing you. This is more efficient."

"You activated the corridor seal," William said.

"I triggered the vessel summons," she said. "The Moon-Vessel's channel responds to the Well's proximity signal. Your body brought you here. That is how it was designed." She paused. "The original design, not mine. I am simply using what was already built."

Rowena moved.

Vael raised one hand and the three figures at the other positions did something with their apparatus and Rowena stopped — not by choice, her body stopped, her sword arm locked in a position she was visibly trying to break with every capacity she had and could not. William could see the strain of it in her neck, her shoulder, the specific fury in her expression of someone constrained by something they cannot physically overcome.

"The knight is not relevant to the ritual," Vael said. "She will not be harmed. She simply cannot intervene."

"Rowena," William said.

"I'm here," Rowena said, through locked teeth. "I'm not — I cannot move. The binding is — " Her jaw worked. "Don't do anything they tell you. Don't — "

"Cooperation is not required," Vael said, still in the transactional voice. "The Moon-Vessel's channel will open whether the bearer is willing or not. The physiological response to the Moonwell's proximity induction is involuntary. All I need is physical access."

She stepped toward him.

She crossed the distance between the north position and where he stood with the unhurried confidence of someone who has run the calculation and knows the outcome. She stopped one arm's length away and looked at him with the specifically analytical gaze he had identified in the ballroom — the assessment of the key, not the person.

"Remove your coat," she said.

He did not move.

"The binding will extend to you if necessary," she said. "I would prefer it did not. The Well's induction is more effective with voluntary physical compliance, not because compliance matters morally but because a restrained body fights the channel activation with adrenaline chemistry. It takes longer, and I have limited time before the palace becomes aware of this room." She paused. "Remove your coat and stand at the Well's edge. That is all I require of you physically, in the first instance."

He looked at her.

He looked at Rowena, locked in the binding, her sword arm rigid, her eyes on him with a fury that was half rage and half terror.

He looked at the Moonwell.

The pulse in the water was his heartbeat, and the mark on his abdomen was running at a frequency he had never felt before — not the training sessions, not the high-load accumulation of yesterday, not the ballroom proximity or the shrine spring's recognition. This was the full resonance of the key at the lock, and his body was responding to it with the involuntary completeness that Morgayne had described in the theoretical and he was now experiencing in the actual.

He was aroused.

He was standing in a ritual chamber being coerced by a faction operative while his bound knight watched from across the room and he was physiologically, unmistakably, deeply aroused, because the Moonwell's proximity induction did not ask for consent and his Moon-Vessel body did not have a mechanism for refusing the signal.

He was also thinking very clearly.

He was thinking about the diagram on Morgayne's worktable and the pathway from the mark to the Well. He was thinking about the three anchor positions that the legitimate ritual required, and the three people who were supposed to fill them, and the fact that those three people were not here yet.

He was thinking about how long it would take Seraphina to reach this room from the message Rowena's guard had sent her, and how long Morgayne would take, and what might be possible if he could extend this encounter by some margin.

He removed his coat.

"Good," Vael said.

"The ritual won't work," he said. "Not the way you're trying to do it."

She was turning back toward the Well. She paused.

"The Moon-Vessel channel opens in the Well's presence," she said. "The channel connects to the deep archive through the pathway. We access what we came for. It is straightforward."

"The channel opens," he said. "Yes. And then the Well's energy routes through the full channel system. Morgayne described that to me. The channel is not a passive conduit — it requires the three anchor positions to stabilize. Without Seraphina for the heart channel, Rowena for the body channel, and Morgayne for the magical control layer, the opening is uncontrolled. The Well's energy doesn't go where you want it. It goes everywhere."

Vael looked at him.

"You have been briefed extensively," she said.

"I read things," he said. "I'm good at understanding how systems work."

"The instability is acceptable," she said. "Temporary discharge while we extract the archive access."

"The discharge won't be temporary," he said. "It will be catastrophic. The Well will release the accumulated channel energy of every vessel that has ever connected to it. Your apparatus will not contain that. Your formation will not survive it. You will destroy the thing you spent twenty years trying to reach."

Vael looked at him for a long moment.

He could not tell if she believed him.

He was not sure he had bought enough time.

"Place him at the Well's edge," she said to the three figures.

Two of them moved.

And then the room changed.

---

The entrance from the corridor behind William brightened.

Morgayne came through first.

She came through the entrance with the specific quality of a person who has assessed a room in the half-second before entering it and has already made all relevant decisions. She was carrying something — a flat stone carved with a different symbol, one he had not seen in the diagram, that she held with both hands at chest height, and the stone was glowing.

Seraphina came through behind her.

She was in formal attire but not ceremonial — the dark coat, functional, and she was carrying nothing because Seraphina's presence was itself a tool. She entered the room and looked at it and looked at Countess Vael and her expression was not afraid and was not furious, which was somehow more serious than either.

"Countess," she said.

Vael looked at the three of them. Her formation had stopped moving — the two figures who had been approaching William had paused, recalculating.

"Crown Prince," Vael said. Her voice was still level. "This does not change the calculation. You cannot perform the legitimate ritual without the third anchor. Your knight is bound."

"I know," Seraphina said. She looked at Rowena — a rapid, specific look, something passing between them in the language of two people who have known each other for years. "Release her."

"I will not."

Seraphina looked at her.

"You have approximately forty seconds before the palace guard arrives in force at this corridor," she said. "I have been preparing for this room for eight days. You have been preparing for it for twenty years. Which of us do you think runs a more efficient operation?"

Something flickered in Vael's expression.

Morgayne, who had been moving during this exchange with the quiet certainty of someone executing a plan she had been refining for a week, reached the Well's edge and placed the stone she was carrying at the north position, which displaced Vael from it by simple physical presence.

The stone's glow deepened.

"What is that," Vael said.

"Anchor stone," Morgayne said. "For situations where a hostile formation has occupied the control position. It interrupts unauthorized channel routing and holds the north line until a proper control anchor takes it." She looked at Vael with perfect composure. "It is considerably older than your apparatus. I found the specifications in the deep archive three days ago." A pause. "The archive you have been trying to access for twenty years. I accessed it from above, through the vessel's ambient channel during a training session." She looked at William briefly. "He is, as I noted, an exceptionally strong conductor."

Vael looked at the stone.

She looked at Morgayne.

She looked at Seraphina.

She looked at William.

Something in her expression shifted — not collapse, not defeat exactly, but the specific look of someone who has run a twenty-year operation and has encountered the one variable they did not map.

"Release the bindings," Seraphina said again, in the same voice.

Vael said nothing for a long moment.

Then she looked at the figure holding the binding apparatus and said, "Hold. We reassess."

The binding did not release. But Rowena's expression changed — not free but less locked, the apparatus being maintained without active escalation.

"We are performing the legitimate ritual," Seraphina said. "Tonight. Now. The Moonwell will be stabilized under proper protocol. Your faction's access attempt will be recorded and reported to the Council of Provinces. What happens after that is a political matter that I will handle as is my function." She looked at Vael with the expression she wore when she had already decided and was giving the other party a moment to recognize that. "Or we continue this standoff and the guard arrives and the matter becomes considerably less manageable for all parties." A pause. "Your choice, Countess. You have approximately thirty seconds."

The chamber was very quiet.

The Moonwell pulsed.

William stood at the edge of the Well with his coat removed and the mark running at the full proximity frequency and looked at Countess Vael standing at the north position looking at an anchor stone that had superseded her, and he thought: she is going to stand down because she has twenty years in this and she knows when a ritual has been taken from her.

Vael stepped back.

She stepped to the outer edge of the chamber, away from the formation. Her three figures adjusted positions, the apparatus maintained but not active.

Rowena's arm moved.

She had her sword up in the same motion, three steps across the chamber, positioned between William and Vael before William had processed the released binding.

"I'm all right," William said.

Rowena did not lower the sword. She looked at him for a half-second — the rapid inventory, face, posture, damage assessment — and found him physically intact, and something in her exhaled without her showing it.

She kept the sword up.

Boots sounded in the corridor behind them.

The first palace guards entered the chamber in formation, six of them, blades drawn and faces set in the specific blankness of trained alarm. Seraphina did not look away from William.

"Secure the countess and her attendants at the outer wall," she said. "No one touches the apparatus until Mistress Morgayne gives instruction. No one leaves."

The guards moved.

Vael did not resist. Her three attendants stepped back with her, away from the Well, away from William, contained now by steel and palace authority rather than by Vael's own calculation.

Only then did Seraphina cross to William.

She stood in front of him and looked at him with the expression she wore when she was assessing him for things that didn't show on the outside.

"Are you ready?" she said.

He looked at the Moonwell.

The water pulsed his heartbeat back at him.

The mark on his abdomen was running at a frequency that was not distress and was not comfortable and was both of those things simultaneously — the call of a system recognizing its component, the lock recognizing the key.

"Tell me what you need me to do," he said.

---

Morgayne positioned them.

She worked with the same efficiency she brought to the training room, clear and direct, explaining each position and its purpose in the compact language she used when there was no time for the longer version.

"William at the Well's south edge," she said. "Facing the center. The mark needs direct proximity to the water — you will need to remove your shirt. The channel conducts better with the mark exposed to the Well's ambient field."

He removed his shirt.

The Moonwell's light caught the mark immediately — the silver lines brightening in response to the proximity and the exposure, the pattern fully visible in a way it never was in ordinary light.

"Seraphina at the east position," Morgayne said. "Heart anchor. Your function is emotional contact — voice, touch, eye contact. Keep him present and keep his heart channel open. If he closes down emotionally, the central line will constrict and the Well will not receive the full pattern."

Seraphina moved to the east position. She looked at William across the Well's width and her expression was the most open he had ever seen it — not the public composure, not the bedchamber warmth, something underneath both of those, the thing the composure had always been containing.

"Rowena," Morgayne said.

Rowena had not lowered the sword.

"Dame Ashcroft," Morgayne said, more quietly. "I need you."

Rowena looked at her. Then at William.

She lowered the sword. Sheathed it.

"West position," Morgayne said. "Body anchor. Your function is physical grounding — you will need to maintain physical contact with him throughout the ritual. The body channel is your domain. You know his body's responses as well as I do. When I tell you to intensify the physical input, you will."

Rowena crossed to the west position. She stopped directly at William's left, closer than a position required — close enough that her arm was against his.

He felt her.

"North," Morgayne said, and moved to the anchor stone's position. She placed her hands on the stone and the glow deepened, connecting to the Well's pulse. "I hold the magical control layer. I coordinate the channel through all three positions and manage the Well's response. My instructions are binding during the ritual — not because you must obey me, but because the channel requires synchronized timing and I am the only one who can read it in real time." She looked at all three of them. "Do you understand?"

"Yes," William and Seraphina said simultaneously.

Rowena said nothing. She put her hand at the small of William's back.

He breathed.

"The ritual requires the channel to open fully and release at the Well's edge," Morgayne said. "The release stabilizes the Moonwell by completing the key-lock circuit — the channel energy passes through the Well and resets the deep archive's protective seal against unauthorized access. Effectively: your release is the lock re-engaging." She looked at William. "The physical mechanics of this are exactly what they sound like. The three of us will bring you to release at the Well's edge, coordinated with the Well's pulse rhythm. The channel must be fully open at the moment of release — the heart channel, the body channel, the deep channel, all three simultaneously." She paused. "You remember the third rule from the training sessions."

"Don't release without permission," he said.

"The permission tonight is mine to give," she said. "And I will give it when the Well's resonance confirms the channel is at full depth. Not before. Your job is to hold the edge until that moment, regardless of how long it takes." She looked at him with the specific warmth that was hers specifically. "You have been trained for this. You know how to hold. You know how to surrender when the moment comes." A pause. "And you know how to ask for what you need."

He looked at the Moonwell.

He looked at Seraphina, who was looking at him from the east position with everything open.

He looked at Rowena, who was at his left with her hand at his back and her jaw set and her eyes on him with the look she wore when what she was guarding mattered more than anything.

He looked at Morgayne, who held the anchor stone with the hands of someone who had been building toward this room for twenty-two years and had arrived.

"This time," he said, voice rough but steady, "I choose it. I choose all three of you. I choose the Well."

"Begin," he said.

---

Rowena's hands moved first.

She came around in front of him — west to south, standing between him and the Well's edge — and she took his wrists in both hands, not binding, just holding, the specific grip of someone who is present and is not letting go.

"Look at me," she said.

He looked at her.

She was in her underlayer without the armor — she had removed the pauldrons in the corridor, the cracked one and the other, practical — and in the Moonwell's pale light her face was the most direct thing in the room. No management. No contained professional self. Just Rowena, her hands around his wrists, telling him with her eyes what she could not say aloud in the current company with the current urgency.

She kissed him.

Not soft. Not the careful question of the fitting room or the storm lodge's accumulated force. A direct, grounding, specifically-here-specifically-now kiss, her hands moving from his wrists to his shoulders, and he kissed back because she was Rowena and this was what Rowena was to him: the ground beneath whatever else was happening.

She moved her hands to his chest. To his nipples, direct, without preamble, the way she touched him when she was not performing and was simply responding — and the contact hit the primary channel with the full force of a trained body at Moonwell-proximity induction.

He made a sound against her mouth.

"Good," Morgayne said from the north position. "Heart channel — Seraphina, now."

Seraphina's voice came from the east.

"William," she said.

He turned his head toward her without breaking the contact with Rowena's hands. Seraphina was looking at him across the Well's width and the look had the specific quality of her claim — not the ribbon, not the ceremony, the thing underneath those that she had shown him in the candlelit night.

"You are mine," she said. Not cruelly. The way you state a fact. "Whatever this world decides about what you are and where you came from, you are mine. That is not the betrothal. That is me choosing you." She held his gaze. "Stay awake. Stay here. I am asking you to stay."

The heart channel opened.

He felt it — distinct from the nipple channel, distinct from the prostate node, a warmth at the center of his chest that was not the solar junction's junction-warmth but something deeper, something that the channel map had not fully accounted for. The heart channel was real and it was open and Seraphina had opened it with four sentences, which told him that Morgayne had been right about what this specific anchor position required.

The mark was fully bright now.

"Channel depth increasing," Morgayne said. "Rowena — the body anchor. Full input."

Rowena drew back from the kiss.

She looked at him for a second, just him, the way she always looked at him when she was about to touch him — the check, the being present.

Then she undid his trousers.

She knelt — the same kneel she had given him in the fitting room, the same quality of being on her knees in front of him as something she chose rather than something imposed — and she wrapped both hands around his cock and the contact in the Moonwell's proximity field was nothing like any contact he had experienced in any prior setting.

The channel lit.

All of it. Central line, prostate node, nipple channels, heart channel — everything Morgayne had mapped and trained and everything that Seraphina and Rowena had opened between them, all of it firing simultaneously in the Moonwell's resonance field, and the mark on his abdomen blazed silver-white in the pale water's light.

He heard himself make a sound that was not organized.

"Hold it," Morgayne said. "Do not release. The Well is reading the channel depth — it needs to confirm the full signature before the circuit can close."

He held it.

Rowena's hands moved, and the technique was hers — not Morgayne's mapped precision, not Seraphina's ceremonial ownership, Rowena's directness, the specific honest physicality of someone who touches what they want without pretense. She worked him with both hands, her grip firm and warm, and she was looking up at his face from her knees with the expression that was not any face she wore in the palace, that was just her, entirely.

"Rowena," he said.

"I know," she said.

"It's — I'm — the channel is — "

"I know," she said again, and kept moving her hands.

He was leaking. He could feel it spreading over her palms, the wet warmth of his pre-cum pulled outward by the proximity induction, his cock throbbing in the Moonwell's rhythm, and Rowena's hands were slick with it and she was watching his face and his face was apparently doing things he could not track.

"Seraphina," Morgayne said.

"William." Seraphina's voice from the east, warm and certain and absolutely hers. "Tell me."

"The channel is — everywhere," he said, through the effort of not releasing, the training holding the edge by a margin that was decreasing. "The — the heart channel — I can feel it, it's — Seraphina — "

"I know," she said. "I can see it. The mark is full pattern. Stay with me."

"I'm trying — "

"You are not trying," she said. "You are doing it. There is a difference." A pause. "Beautiful. You are so beautiful right now."

He made a sound that had his whole chest in it.

Rowena moved one hand and reached up to his right nipple.

The compound of both points of contact in the Moonwell's full proximity field produced the full-channel resonance at a magnitude that the training sessions had approached and not equaled — the prostate node in full engagement, the nipple channel running directly into it, the heart channel open from Seraphina's east position, and the Well's own resonance feeding back through the mark into the circuit, completing a loop that was running at a frequency he had no existing vocabulary for.

He was at the threshold.

He was past the threshold.

He was somewhere beyond the threshold that the training had not fully mapped because the training had been building toward this and this was the destination.

"Morgayne," he said. His voice was raw and broken and completely honest. "Please. Please — I need — please let me — "

"Not yet," she said, from the north. "The Well's confirmation is at ninety percent. Hold."

He held it.

He held it by the specific mechanism he had learned across Morgayne's training sessions: the silk, but the silk was not here, so the Well's edge beneath his hands where he had gripped the carved stone at the basin's rim, which was cold and certain and gave him something to press against. The breathing. The knowledge that the permission would come, that Morgayne's not yet had a yes behind it, that she would not leave him here.

"Rowena," he said, because he needed to say something and what he had was her name.

"Here," she said. She did not look away from his face.

"I can't — the channel is — it's going to open without — "

"Hold," Morgayne said. "Ten seconds. Hold it for ten more seconds."

He breathed.

He held the breath.

He held the edge.

He looked at Seraphina across the Well's glowing surface and she was looking back with the open face she had given him in her bedchamber and the warmth that was specifically her, the woman who had told him he was beautiful on the morning he woke up with no map for the world he was in, and he held it because she was asking him to stay and staying was the choice he had already made.

"Confirmed," Morgayne said. "Full signature. William — "

He was already looking at her.

"Now," she said. "Say it."

"Please," he said. He did not try to make it composed. It was not composed. It was as raw and true as any signal the channel had produced in any session. "Please. I want to stay awake. I want to be here. I want — " His voice broke and rebuilt. "Please."

"Yes," Morgayne said. "Release."

Rowena moved both hands simultaneously.

The release was not like anything that had come before.

The physical component came first — his cock pulsing hard against Rowena's palms, the ejaculation pulling from somewhere that was not only the physical reservoir but felt like the full depth of the channel's accumulation, release after release after the training sessions, thick and urgent and prolonged, Rowena's hands working every pulse of it out of him while she watched his face come completely apart and his hands gripped the Well's stone edge and the sound he made was nothing managed, nothing composed, just the sound of a circuit completing.

Then the dry channel opened.

Full. Complete. Not the partial opening of the first session or the training-depth openings of subsequent ones — the full Moon-Vessel dry channel response, the upward wave moving through the central line from the prostate node to the solar junction to the heart channel in one continuous surge, and where the heart channel was Seraphina's warmth was there too, the anchor position doing exactly what Morgayne had designed it to do, and the wave arrived at his chest and moved outward and the mark on his abdomen blazed so bright that it lit the stone ceiling twenty feet above.

The Well answered.

The water at the center of the basin, still and pale the entire time, moved.

It moved in a slow circular pattern that was not a ripple and was not a current — it was a response, the lock responding to the key completing its turn, the deep archive's protective seal clicking into place under the Well's ancient mechanism. The luminescence in the water deepened from pale to silver-white, matching the mark's brightness, holding at that intensity for a long moment while the circuit ran fully, and then gradually, over perhaps thirty seconds, settling back to the pale glow of the Well at rest.

Properly at rest.

Not dormant, not suppressed, not cycling under unauthorized interference. At rest.

William was not standing.

He did not remember when he stopped standing. He was at the Well's edge with his knees against the stone basin and Rowena's hands still warm around him and her forehead pressed against his shoulder, and the sounds he was still making were quieter now, the aftershocks spacing out, but he was shaking in the fine deep way of a system that has run at its designed maximum and is now cooling.

"Mark status," Morgayne said.

He tried to assess it. "Silver. Warm. The — the cycling is — completely gone. It's just — there. Quiet."

"Yes," she said. "The seal integration is complete. The Well has reset." A pause. "You did very well."

He breathed.

He was aware of Seraphina crossing from the east position — he heard her footsteps on the stone and then her hand was in his hair, holding the back of his head the way she had the morning she kissed him, and she did not say anything immediately, just held.

Rowena's arms came around him from behind, her solid warmth at his back, her chin at his shoulder.

Morgayne's hand found his, over the cold stone of the basin's edge, and covered it.

He was on his knees at the Moonwell's edge with three women holding him in three different ways and the Well glowing quietly and the mark on his abdomen running at the warmth of something that had found its proper frequency.

He was wet across his thighs and Rowena's hands. He was trembling. He was entirely empty in the specific way of something that has given everything it had to a system that needed it, and the emptiness was not depletion but completion.

He breathed.

"Countess Vael," Seraphina said. Her voice had returned to the crown-prince register — composed, certain, carrying the full weight of her function. She did not move from William's side. Her hand remained in his hair.

From across the chamber, Vael's voice: "Yes."

"You will return to your estate in the eastern march under crown guard and await summons before the Council of Provinces. You will bring your complete research on the Moonwell archive, every document and apparatus, for review. You will not destroy anything." A pause. "In exchange, I will ensure that the Council understands that your research, however illegally accessed, has historical value, and that twenty years of scholarship should not be dismissed as simply criminal."

A silence.

"You are offering me a negotiated outcome," Vael said.

"I am offering you the outcome that serves the most people," Seraphina said. "Including the ones who will eventually need what is in that archive." A pause that was precisely weighted. "The archive is not gone, Countess. The seal reset does not destroy the records. It simply requires the proper key to access them." She paused. "Which you now understand belongs to the Princess."

Another silence.

"Agreed," Vael said.

"Good," Seraphina said. "Leave this room."

Vael left. The three figures left with her. The apparatus was left behind — Morgayne would deal with that.

The chamber was quiet.

The Well glowed softly.

William breathed in the quiet.

"Can you stand?" Rowena said, against his ear.

"Give me a moment," he said.

"Take all the moments you need," she said.

He took approximately three moments.

Then he stood, with Rowena's hands at his arms and Seraphina steadying at his side, and he looked at the Moonwell at rest in its ancient chamber and thought about what had just happened — the circuit completing, the key turning in the lock, his body used as it had been designed to be used, which was not a diminishment and was not a taking but had felt, through the ritual's actual experience, like exactly what Morgayne had described: a system running at its designed capacity.

He looked at the mark on his abdomen.

Silver. Quiet. Settled in a way it had not been since the first morning, when he had woken with no map in a beautiful room that was not his.

The mark was home.

He was home.

He was looking at that thought when the Well's surface shifted again — not the ritual movement, something else, a single ripple from the center that reached the edges and stopped.

In the water's reflection, for a moment that lasted exactly long enough for him to see it, was a face.

A woman's face. Dark hair, pale features, eyes that were simultaneously old and very present. She looked at him from the Well's reflection the way you look at someone you have been watching for a long time and are finally in a position to address.

Her mouth moved.

He could not hear the words. But he could read them.

I put the vessel to sleep to keep it safe. Now you are awake within it. Now we can talk.

Then the reflection was only the pale glow of the Well at rest, and the woman was gone.

Nyxara Nocturne.

He stood at the Well's edge in the ancient chamber with Rowena and Seraphina and Morgayne around him and the mark quiet on his abdomen, and he looked at the water where the reflection had been, and he thought: I am awake.

He thought about everything that was unresolved — the archive, the danger Nyxara had only just implied, the twenty-year faction history, the question of what the cultivated bloodline had been designed to do, the question of whether the original princess could ever return to a body that had already accepted someone else.

He thought about all of it with the clarity of a person who has stopped being afraid of the world they are in.

"She was here," he said.

Morgayne looked at him sharply. "Nyxara?"

"In the reflection. She spoke." He paused. "She said she put us to sleep to keep us safe. She said now we can talk."

A silence.

"She has been waiting for the seal to reset," Morgayne said slowly. "The unauthorized interference was blocking the deep channel's communication pathway. Now that it's clear — " She looked at the Well. "She can reach us."

"She is going to want to speak with you," Seraphina said, to William.

"I know," he said.

"Are you ready for that?"

He looked at the Well. At the mark. At his own hands, pale in the silver light, with Seraphina's ribbon at his left wrist, gold and scarlet, and the small trace of Rowena's grip still warm at his wrists.

"I'm ready," he said.

Seraphina put her arm around him.

Rowena was at his other side.

Morgayne was already looking at the apparatus Vael's people had left, already cataloguing, already moving toward the next thing with the focus of someone who found problems worth solving.

William stood at the edge of the Moonwell in a world that was not his birth world and was entirely, now, his world, and the mark on his abdomen was quiet and the Well was at rest and somewhere in the deep archive a woman who had made a difficult choice twenty years ago was waiting to explain herself.

He was not afraid.

He was awake.

He was exactly where the body had chosen him to be.


Thank You for Reading!

If you've made it this far, I want to sincerely thank you for stepping into this world and joining the adventure. I write these stories for readers exactly like you, and I hope it delivered the exact kind of high-heat, wish-fulfillment fantasy you were looking for.

As an indie author, the biggest way you can help me continue writing these stories is by leaving a quick, honest review.

A Quick Favor... Amazon's algorithms thrive on reader feedback. Whether it's a few words or just dropping a star rating, your honest review is literally the mana that keeps my core running. It helps other readers find my work and allows me to keep expanding this universe.

Don't Want the Journey to End? I have more high-heat fantasy waiting beyond this book. I’ve written an exclusive, dark, and spicy prologue that is only available to my Inner Circle newsletter subscribers.

Claim your FREE copy of Spellbound Academy: The Unintended Mana Magnet (Book 0) today. You'll also get early previews of upcoming releases and a chance to share your ideas for future projects!

[ Click Here to Join the Inner Circle & Get Your Free Story! ]

Cheers, 
Leon Kageyama

[image: ]

OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		Contents


    		Join the Inner Circle and get a free book!


    		Chapter 1 — The Princess Prepared for Waking


    		Chapter 2 — Seraphina's Ribbon


    		Chapter 3 — The Knight's Hands-On Etiquette


    		Chapter 4 — Morgayne's First Examination


    		Chapter 5 — The Ball Where Men Are Displayed


    		Chapter 6 — Rowena's Storm-Lodge Claim


    		Chapter 7 — Moon-Vessel Obedience Training


    		Chapter 8 — Seraphina's Betrothal Bed


    		Chapter 9 — Three Claims on One Body


    		Chapter 10 — The Moonwell Ritual


    		Thank You for Reading!


  



Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189

		190

		191

		192

		193

		194

		195

		196

		197

		198

		199

		200

		201

		202

		203

		204

		205

		206

		207

		208

		209

		210

		211

		212

		213

		214

		215

		216

		217

		218

		219

		220

		221

		222

		223

		224






OEBPS/image_rsrc2TN.jpg
o BOOI\ 1: Aw ﬂ\enmg_, in Sillgy2-
R






OEBPS/image_rsrc2TR.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2TP.jpg
LEON KAGEYAMA

C\ ‘” ) A +
incess Willafn,
eversed Real

~6 BOOK 1: Awakening in Silk g+
O‘b






