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PROLOGUE

The mirror showed her what she had become.

Aurora stood before it in the pale light of a winter morning, her hands resting on the swell of her belly, her eyes tracing the marks that decorated her throat. The bite scar had faded to silver, a crescent moon against the column of her neck. Visible. Permanent. Anyone who looked at her would know.

She wore a gown of deep crimson, the colour of a claiming. The fabric was soft against her skin, luxurious, chosen for her by hands that were not her own. The bodice was cut low enough to reveal the second mark — the one on her breast, a small constellation of teeth marks that would never fully disappear. The third mark was hidden. It lived on the soft flesh of her inner thigh, a secret she carried between her legs, a reminder of the first night she had been taken.

Her belly was round now. Five months. Perhaps six. She had lost track of time in this place, in this body that no longer belonged to her. The child moved inside her, a flutter of motion that made her catch her breath. She pressed her palm flat against the curve and felt it again. A kick. A sign of life growing from the seed that had been planted while she slept.

She did not remember the planting. She did not remember the moment her virginity was taken, the moment she was first breached, the moment the blood came. She had been asleep for all of it — a hundred years of sleep, or perhaps only a night, she could not be certain. Time moved strangely in the castle behind the thorns. She had woken to find herself already changed.

The soreness between her legs had been the first clue. The marks on her body had been the second. The taste of him still inside her had been the third. She had risen from the bed in the tower room and felt the evidence of what had been done sliding down her thighs, and she had not understood. She had not understood for days.

Now she understood.

She touched the mark on her throat, traced its curve with her fingertip. The skin there was slightly raised, textured, a ridge she would feel for the rest of her life. She had worn it for months now. She had stopped flinching when she saw it in the mirror. She had stopped touching it with horror and begun touching it with something else.

Acceptance.

She did not know when the horror had faded. She did not know when the rage had dulled into something quieter. She only knew that when she looked at herself now — at the marks, at the belly, at the eyes that had learned not to look away — she felt a strange, dark peace.

She had not chosen this. But she had survived it. And somewhere along the way, survival had become surrender, and surrender had become something almost like belonging.

The door behind her opened. She did not turn. She knew the sound of his step, the weight of him on the floorboards, the scent of woodsmoke and leather that preceded him. Her body knew him before her mind registered his presence — a warmth between her legs, a quickening of her pulse, a flush that rose to her cheeks without her permission.

He came to stand behind her. She watched him in the mirror — dark hair, grey eyes, a jaw like a blade. The face of the man who had taken her while she slept. The face of the man who had filled her with his child. The face of the man she had come to know in the most intimate ways a woman could know a man, first unconsciously, then against her will, and finally — somehow — with something that frightened her more than the violation had.

Acceptance. Desire. A hunger she had been trained to feel.

His hands came to rest on her hips. His touch was warm, certain, possessive. He had touched her a hundred times now. A thousand. He had mapped every inch of her body, learned every response, conditioned her to come at his command. She had fought it. She had hated it. She had orgasmed for him while crying, while begging him to stop, while her body betrayed her so completely that she had not known where the violation ended and her own want began.

And then, at some point, she had stopped fighting.

His hands slid forward, over her hips, coming to rest on the swell of her belly. He cradled the child that grew inside her — his child, the proof of his claim made flesh. She leaned back against his chest without thinking, her body moulding to his as it had been trained to do. Her head fell back against his shoulder. Her eyes stayed fixed on the mirror, on the image of herself in his arms.

"The child is strong," he said. His voice was low, rumbling through his chest and into her back. "He will be a king one day."

She did not correct him. She did not know if the child was a boy. She did not know if she wanted it to be. She only knew that the child was real, that it was growing, that it would emerge from her body in a matter of months and she would have to look at it and know that it had been made while she slept.

"I have been thinking," he continued, his thumb tracing slow circles over the fabric of her gown, over the curve where their child lived, "about the story they will tell."

She stayed silent. She had learned that he liked her silence. He liked to speak and be heard. He liked to tell her things and watch her accept them. He liked to own her thoughts as thoroughly as he owned her body.

"They will say you were cursed," he said. "That an evil fairy cast a spell on you at your christening. That you slept for a hundred years, waiting for a prince to rescue you." His lips brushed the shell of her ear. "They will say I was the hero who woke you with true love's kiss."

Her hands tightened on her belly. She thought of the thorns, the frozen castle, the spindle in the corner of the tower room. She thought of the fairies who had raised her — not as protectors, but as keepers, preparing her body for a claiming she had never been told about. She thought of her father, who had sold her before she was born, who had traded her for an alliance she would never see.

She thought of the first time she had felt him inside her — not the claiming itself, which she could not remember, but the first time she had been awake for it. The horror. The unwanted pleasure. The orgasm that had torn through her while she wept, her body surrendering before her mind could comprehend what was happening.

She thought of the months since then. The claimings that had become routine. The pleasure that had become inevitable. The moment — she could not remember when — that she had stopped hating it and started expecting it. The moment she had stopped fighting and started opening.

"They will call it a love story," he said. His hand slid up from her belly to her throat, his fingers pressing lightly against the mark he had left. "And they will be right. In a way."

She closed her eyes. The child kicked again. His hand held her throat, not tight, but present. A reminder. A claim. He could crush her windpipe if he chose. He could take her life as easily as he had taken her virginity. But he would not. She was too valuable. She carried his heir. She wore his marks. She belonged to him completely.

And she had stopped wanting to belong to anyone else.

"Tell me," he said, his lips against her hair, "what you see when you look in the mirror."

She opened her eyes. The woman in the glass looked back at her — golden hair, pale skin, lips still pink from the kiss he had given her that morning. The marks were visible. The belly was undeniable. The eyes were clear.

"I see a woman who was taken," she said. Her voice was quiet, steady. She had stopped screaming months ago. "A woman who did not choose. A woman who woke to find herself already owned."

His hand tightened slightly on her throat. Not enough to hurt. Enough to remind her who held the power.

"And now?" he asked.

She watched herself in the mirror. She watched his hands on her body — one at her throat, one on her belly. She watched the way she leaned into him, the way her body curved toward his, the way she had learned to fit against him as if she had been made for this.

"Now," she said, "I see a woman who has accepted what was done to her. A woman who carries the child of the man who claimed her. A woman who knows that she will never be free again."

She paused. Her hands moved over her belly, feeling the child move within her. The child that was half him, half her, a permanent joining of their blood.

"And," she said, so quietly she barely heard herself, "a woman who has stopped wishing she was."

His hand relaxed on her throat. His lips pressed against the mark he had left, the scar he had given her, the sign of his ownership that she would carry forever.

"Good," he said. "You are learning."

He turned her then, slowly, his hands on her waist, until she faced him. She looked up at him — the man who had taken her while she slept, the man who had trained her body to respond to him, the man who had filled her with his child and expected her to be grateful. His grey eyes held hers. He did not look away. He never looked away.

"I have a gift for you," he said.

He reached into his coat and withdrew something small, something that glinted in the pale winter light. A ring. Gold, set with a ruby the colour of blood. A wedding ring. A collar for her finger.

"You are my wife," he said. "You have been my wife since before you were born. But now the world will know it."

He slid the ring onto her finger. It fit perfectly. He had measured her while she slept, she realised. He had taken everything he needed from her unconscious body — her virginity, her womb, her responsiveness, and now the size of her ring finger. He had left nothing to chance.

She looked at the ring on her hand. The ruby caught the light, red as blood, red as the marks on her body, red as the claiming she had endured and accepted and — somewhere along the way — learned to want.

"Say it," he said.

She knew what he wanted. He had been making her say it for months. Every time he claimed her. Every time she came for him. Every time he filled her with his seed and made her acknowledge what she was.

"I am yours," she said. The words came easily now. They had stopped tasting like ash in her mouth. "I have always been yours. I will always be yours."

He smiled. It was not a kind smile, but it was not cruel either. It was the smile of a man who had collected what was promised to him, who had trained what he had collected, who had broken what he had trained, and who now held the pieces in his hands, arranged exactly as he wanted them.

"Yes," he said. "You are."

He kissed her then — a claiming kiss, deep and possessive, his hand returning to her throat to hold her in place. She opened her mouth for him. She always opened for him now. Her body had learned the shape of surrender.

When he pulled back, she was breathless. Not from the kiss. From the recognition of what she had become.

"Come," he said, taking her hand, leading her toward the door. "The court is waiting. They wish to see the princess who slept for a hundred years. They wish to see the bride I claimed while she dreamed."

She followed him. She had stopped fighting. She had stopped running. She had stopped wishing for a rescue that was never coming, because there was no rescue from something that had already happened.

She had been taken while she slept.

She had been marked and bred and claimed.

She had been brought to his kingdom and filled with his child and trained to respond to his touch.

And now — somehow, impossibly, terrifyingly — she had accepted it.

She touched the mark on her throat as she walked. She felt the child move inside her. She felt the ring on her finger, the weight of it, the claim it represented.

She had slept for a hundred years.

She had woken to find she had already been taken.

And she would never be free again.


CHAPTER ONE: THE CURSE

The story everyone knew was a lie.

Aurora understood this only in fragments, only in the way a dreamer understands that something is wrong before waking. The truth lived in the spaces between the words, in the gestures the fairies made when they thought she was not watching, in the preparations that had seemed innocent until she looked back on them with older eyes.

But she was getting ahead of herself. Every story must begin at the beginning, even when the beginning is also a lie.

She was born on the longest day of the year, when the sun hung in the sky like a golden coin refusing to set. Her mother had laboured for eighteen hours, her father had paced the corridors until his boots wore thin, and when the cry finally came — high and clear and announcing life — the kingdom had celebrated for three days and three nights. Bells rang from every tower. Feasts were laid on every table. Wine flowed in the streets until the gutters ran red with joy. The people wept with relief, for the king and queen had tried for seventeen years to conceive, and the kingdom had begun to whisper that the line would end, that the throne would pass to distant cousins, that something was wrong with the royal blood.

Aurora was the answer to every prayer. The princess. The heir. The child they had despaired of ever having. The physicians declared her perfect — ten fingers, ten toes, lungs that announced her presence with satisfying strength, eyes that would one day be the blue of summer skies. She was wrapped in silk and laid in a cradle carved from a single piece of oak, and her parents looked at her with the desperate love of people who had almost given up hope.

They named her Aurora, for the dawn she had brought to their lives after so many years of darkness. She would be their miracle. She would be their hope. She would be the continuation of a line that had nearly died with their despair.

And then, at her christening, the fairies came.

The cathedral rose above the capital city like a prayer made stone, its spires reaching toward a heaven that watched in silence. The day of the christening dawned clear and bright, the kind of day that seemed to promise good fortune, and the crowds began gathering before sunrise. They came from every corner of the kingdom — nobles in velvet and silk, merchants in their finest woollen coats, farmers who had walked through the night to witness the moment their new princess would be presented to the world. The bells rang out across the valleys, and the wine flowed freely, and the mood was one of celebration.

Inside the cathedral, the air was thick with incense and expectation. The infant princess lay in her mother's arms, wrapped in a gown of white lace so fine it seemed made of spider silk and morning mist. Her father stood beside them, his hand resting on his wife's shoulder, his face bright with pride and joy. Before them stretched rows of nobles and dignitaries, their faces upturned, their voices hushed, waiting for the ceremony to begin.

The bishop had just raised his hands to begin the blessing when the first fairy appeared.

She materialised at the cathedral doors as if she had always been there — a tall woman in robes the colour of autumn leaves, her hair a cascade of copper and gold, her face beautiful in a way that made the congregation catch their breath. She moved through the crowd without seeming to walk, her feet barely touching the stone floor, her presence commanding attention without demanding it. She reached the font and looked down at the infant princess with eyes that held something the observers could not name.

"Beauty," she said, and her voice was like the chiming of silver bells, clear and pure and resonant in a way that seemed to fill the cathedral without rising in volume. "I give the princess beauty that will not fade. Beauty that will grow with her, that will make all who see her catch their breath, that will rival the dawn and shame the stars. She will be the most beautiful woman of her generation, and her beauty will be spoken of for centuries to come."

A murmur ran through the crowd. Beauty was a fine gift, a valuable gift, a gift that would serve a princess well in the years to come. The king and queen exchanged glances of gratitude, and the bishop opened his mouth to continue the ceremony.

But the second fairy was already there.

She appeared beside the first, shorter and rounder, with cheeks like rosy apples and eyes that sparkled with warmth. Her robes were the green of spring leaves, and her smile was the smile of a favourite aunt who always brought sweets in her pockets. She leaned over the infant and touched one plump finger to the baby's cheek.

"Grace," she said, and her voice was warm as fresh bread from the oven, comforting and substantial. "I give the princess grace in movement and in spirit. She will dance like a breeze through branches and speak like a stream over stones. Every step she takes will be poetry; every word she speaks will be music. She will move through the world with an elegance that will make even the clumsiest heart beat faster."

Another murmur, more approving. Grace was useful. Grace was queenly. Grace would serve a princess even better than beauty. The queen tightened her arm around her daughter, and the king nodded his thanks, and the bishop cleared his throat to proceed.

The third fairy appeared without fanfare — a short, sensible woman in robes the colour of a twilight sky, her face pleasant but unremarkable, her eyes sharp and watchful. She carried no sense of occasion, no grandeur, only a kind of practical purpose. She opened her mouth to speak her gift.

And then the doors burst open.

The wind that swept through the nave was cold, wrong, carrying a chill that had nothing to do with the season. The candles flickered and nearly died. The nobles turned as one, gasping, reaching for weapons or children or whatever was closest. And through the doors strode a figure that made even the bravest knight reach for a sword he was not wearing.

Maleficent.

She was tall, taller than any woman in the cathedral, taller than most of the men. Her skin was pale as moonlight on snow, her robes black as a starless night, her head crowned with horns that rose from her temples like a diadem of bone. Her face was beautiful in the way that sharp edges are beautiful, all angles and planes that caught the light and threw it back altered. She moved through the frozen crowd with the confidence of someone who had every right to be there, someone who had been expected, someone whose presence was a correction rather than an intrusion.

The guards at the doors drew their swords, but a glance from Maleficent's golden eyes stopped them in their tracks. They stood frozen, arms raised, weapons useless, unable to move forward or back. The crowd pressed away from her, creating a path that led directly to the font where the infant princess lay in her mother's arms.

Maleficent reached the royal family and looked down at the baby with an expression that was neither warm nor cruel — only assessing, professional, as if she were examining a product on a merchant's shelf. The infant blinked up at her, unafraid, unaware. The queen's arm tightened around her daughter, and the king stepped forward, his hand raised.

"You are not welcome here," he said, and his voice was steadier than he felt.

"I was not invited." Maleficent's voice was not angry. It was simply stating a fact, cool and precise as water filling a glass. "That was an oversight."

"You were not invited because we did not know you existed." The king's voice wavered only slightly. "We meant no offence. We would have—"

"Nevertheless." Maleficent raised one hand, cutting off his words. "An oversight must be addressed. And since I was not invited to give a gift, I will give one uninvited."

She turned back to the infant. The baby blinked up at her, gurgling, reaching one tiny hand toward the strange figure. Maleficent's lips curved in something that might have been a smile.

"On her eighteenth birthday," she said, "the princess will prick her finger on the spindle of a spinning wheel. And she will die."

The scream that tore through the cathedral was not from any single throat. It rose from the crowd as a whole, a collective wail of horror and denial. The queen clutched her daughter to her chest, her face white as milk. The king staggered, catching himself on the edge of the font. And the third fairy — sensible, short, quickthinking — pushed forward before Maleficent could turn away.

"Not death," she said, her voice sharp with desperation. "Please. Let me soften it. Let me change it. She is innocent. She has done nothing to deserve—"

Maleficent turned those golden eyes on the fairy, and the words died in her throat. For a long moment, they stared at each other, and something passed between them — a communication, a negotiation, an understanding that the watching crowd could not perceive.

"Very well," Maleficent said at last, and her voice held a note that might have been amusement, or might have been something else entirely. "Not death. Sleep. When she pricks her finger, she will fall into a sleep that will not end — unless she is awakened by true love's kiss."

The third fairy's face showed relief, though something flickered behind her eyes that might have been doubt. "Thank you. That is — thank you."

Maleficent's smile widened, just slightly. "Do not thank me yet. The sleep will be long. The wait will be longer. And when she wakes — if she wakes — she will find that much has changed."

And then she was gone. The wind reversed. The doors stood open on empty air. The candles steadied, their flames burning bright once more. The guards stumbled forward, released from whatever force had held them. And the cathedral was left with a blessing halfgiven and a curse halflifted, a princess condemned to sleep and a kingdom desperate to prevent it.

The king's voice, when it came, was hollow. "Burn every spindle. Search every corner of the kingdom. Find every spinning wheel and destroy it. My daughter will not suffer this curse."

The queen's voice was softer, broken. "Hide her. Take her somewhere safe. Somewhere no one will find her. Somewhere the curse cannot reach."

The three fairies stepped forward together, their faces grave with purpose.

"We will take her," the first fairy said. "We will raise her in secret, far from the castle, where no one knows who she is. We will keep her safe until her eighteenth birthday has passed."

"We will protect her," the second fairy said, her warm voice now carrying a weight of responsibility. "She will want for nothing. She will be loved."

"She will be prepared," the third fairy said, and no one noticed the odd emphasis on that final word.

This was the story Aurora heard. This was the story everyone knew. The evil fairy, spurned and vengeant, cursing an innocent child. The good fairies, loving and protective, softening the blow. The kingdom, united in grief and determination, burning every spindle and hiding every spinning wheel.

But this was not the truth.

Aurora grew up in a cottage in the woods, far from the castle where she had been born, far from the parents who had given her to the fairies to protect. She did not know she was a princess. She did not know her name was Aurora. She was called Briar Rose by her three guardians, three women who moved through her life with a kind of busy, efficient affection that felt like love because she had nothing to compare it to.

The cottage was small but comfortable, nestled in a clearing surrounded by ancient oaks. Morning light filtered through the leaves, dappling the wooden floors with shifting patterns of gold and shadow. The forest was deep and green and seemingly endless, a wall of nature that separated Aurora's world from whatever lay beyond. She was not permitted to explore. She was not permitted to leave the clearing. She was not permitted to ask questions about the world she had never seen.

"You are special," Flora would say, brushing Aurora's golden hair until it shone like spun silk. Each stroke was careful, deliberate, as if she were grooming something precious. "You are meant for something important."

"You must stay hidden," Fauna would say, pressing a bowl of stew into her hands, her warm voice carrying an undercurrent of something that might have been urgency. "The world is dangerous for someone like you. There are those who would harm you if they found you."

"You must obey us in all things," Merryweather would say, her sharp eyes watching Aurora's face for any sign of rebellion or doubt. "We know what is best for you. We have always known what is best for you."

And Aurora, who had no reason to doubt them, who had never known another life, who had never been given the tools to question, obeyed.

She was a good girl. She was always a good girl. She learned to read and write and do sums, though the books she was given were carefully selected and the sums always seemed to involve measurements of her own body — height, weight, the circumference of her wrist, the span of her hips. She learned to sew and cook and clean, though the sewing was always garments in her own size and the cooking was always dishes designed to promote health and fertility. She learned to dance and sing, though the songs were always about waiting and the dances were always about grace.

She did not know she was being shaped. She did not know that every lesson, every meal, every touch was designed to prepare her for something she had not been told about. She only knew that she was loved and protected and special, and that she must never, ever leave the clearing without permission.

But there were moments — strange moments, moments that left her confused and unsettled — when the fairies' attention turned from maternal to something else. Something clinical. Something that made her skin prickle with a discomfort she could not name.

She remembered the examinations.

She was twelve the first time they took her to the back room.

The cottage had two spaces: the main room where they ate and slept and lived their careful, controlled lives, and a smaller room in the back that Aurora was not usually permitted to enter. It was private, they said. Full of things she would not understand. When she asked what was in there, the fairies exchanged glances and changed the subject, and Aurora learned that some questions were not meant to be asked.

But on this day — a bright summer morning when the light streamed golden through the windows and the birds sang in the trees — Flora appeared at her side with an expression that was warm but somehow different from usual. There was purpose in her face, a sense of occasion that made Aurora's stomach tighten with something she did not recognise.

"Come with me, child," Flora said, taking Aurora's hand in her own. Her fingers were cool, dry, professional. "It is time for your examination."

"Examination?" Aurora's voice was small. She had been to the village healer once, when she was younger and had cut her hand on a cooking knife. The examination had been brief and gentle, the healer's hands kind. But Flora's expression held none of the healer's warmth.

"You are growing," Flora said, leading her toward the back room. "We need to make sure you are developing properly. It is routine. There is nothing to fear."

The door opened on a space smaller than Aurora had expected. The walls were bare stone, the floor covered with a thin rug that did little to soften the cold that rose from below. In the centre stood a narrow table covered with a white cloth, its surface gleaming in the light from a single window set high in the wall. Shelves lined the walls, holding jars and bottles and instruments whose purposes Aurora could not guess.

"Lie down," Flora said, guiding Aurora toward the table. "On your back. Arms at your sides. That's it."

Aurora lay down, feeling the cool cloth against her back, the hardness of the surface beneath. The ceiling above her was wooden, dark with age, crossed with beams that cast shadows in the slanting light. She heard Flora moving around the table, heard the soft sounds of objects being lifted from shelves, but she could not see what was happening without turning her head, and something told her she should not turn her head.

"This will only take a moment," Flora said, and then her hands were on Aurora.

They started at her face — tracing the line of her jaw, the curve of her cheekbone, the shape of her lips. The touch was not unpleasant, but it was strange, more thorough than any touch Aurora had experienced before. Flora's fingers pressed here and there, checking the placement of bones, the symmetry of features, making small sounds of approval or notation.

"Good," Flora murmured. "Facial structure developing well. High cheekbones. Full lips. The beauty gift is manifesting as expected."

Aurora did not understand the words, but she understood the tone — clinical, detached, the voice of someone conducting business rather than caring for a child. She wanted to ask what was happening, what Flora was looking for, what "beauty gift" meant. But the words would not come, and Flora's hands were already moving lower.

Her neck. Her shoulders. Her arms, each one lifted and examined, the joints flexed, the fingers spread and counted. Her chest, pressing through the fabric of her dress, feeling the ridges of ribs, the beat of her heart, the beginning swell of breasts that had only just started to develop. Aurora flushed with shame as Flora's hands lingered there, pressing, measuring, assessing.

"Breast development on schedule," Flora said, and her voice carried a note of satisfaction. "Good. We will need to monitor the growth."

Aurora's face burned. She stared at the ceiling, counting the wooden beams, trying to disappear into the patterns of shadow and light. This was wrong. This felt wrong. But Flora was her guardian, her protector, the woman who had raised her and fed her and told her she was special. Surely this was necessary. Surely there was a reason.

And then Flora's hands moved lower.

"Raise your hips," Flora said, and her voice had changed, become more focused, more intent. "I need to examine your lower development."

Aurora's hands clenched at her sides. "Aunt Flora, I don't—"

"Hush now." Flora's voice was gentle but firm, brooking no argument. "This is important. You must cooperate. Be a good girl."

Good girl. The words settled over Aurora like a net, catching her resistance before it could form. She was a good girl. She had always been a good girl. Good girls did what they were told, even when it felt wrong, even when they wanted to scream.

She raised her hips, and Flora's hands lifted her skirt, folded the fabric back, exposed her to the cool air of the room. Aurora felt the rush of air against skin that had never been exposed to anyone, and the shame was a physical thing, a weight in her chest that made it hard to breathe.

"Open your legs," Flora said.

Aurora's thighs trembled. She did not want to. Every instinct screamed against it. But she was a good girl, and good girls obeyed, and so she opened her legs.

Flora's hands moved between them.

The examination was thorough, clinical, devastating. Flora's fingers parted Aurora's outer lips, spreading her open, exposing the pink interior to the light. She touched places Aurora had never touched herself, pressed against openings that had never been entered, tested the elasticity of skin that had never been stretched. Aurora lay rigid on the table, her eyes fixed on the ceiling, her hands clenched so tight her nails dug into her palms.

"Intact," Flora murmured, and the word carried a note of satisfaction. "Hymen unbroken. Good. That is essential."

She withdrew her fingers, and Aurora felt a surge of relief so intense it made her dizzy. But it was not over. Flora's hand returned, this time with something else — a small pot of ointment that she rubbed between her fingers before applying it to the delicate skin she had just examined.

"This will help you develop properly," Flora said, and her voice was almost kind, though the kindness did not reach her eyes. "It will make you more... responsive. That is important for your future."

The ointment was warm, tingling, and as Flora's fingers spread it over Aurora's most private places, she felt something begin to happen. A heat that was not unpleasant. A tightness in her belly. A feeling she had never experienced before, building like a wave she could not name.

"There," Flora said, and her voice held a note of approval. "You are responding. Good. The conditioning is taking hold."

Aurora did not know what conditioning meant. She only knew that her body was doing something she did not understand, something that felt both wrong and somehow inevitable. The heat spread through her, and her hips twitched without her permission, and a sound escaped her throat that she had never made before.

Flora's hand withdrew.

"That is enough for today," she said, reaching for a cloth to wipe her fingers. "You may sit up."

Aurora sat up slowly, her body trembling, her mind reeling. She did not understand what had just happened. She did not have words for the feelings that had swept through her, the heat and the tightness and the strange, aching emptiness that remained. She wanted to ask questions, but her voice seemed to have locked itself away, hiding somewhere deep in her chest where the shame could not reach it.

"Come back tomorrow," Flora said, already making notes in a small book Aurora had not seen before. "Same time. We will continue your development."

Tomorrow. The word landed like a stone in Aurora's stomach. She wanted to protest, to refuse, to run. But she was a good girl, and good girls did not refuse, and so she simply nodded and slid off the table and walked out of the room on legs that felt like they belonged to someone else.

The examinations continued. Every day. Every week. Every month. They became routine, so routine that Aurora stopped flinching, stopped asking questions, stopped wondering why the fairies needed to touch her in ways that made her feel strange and hot and deeply, inexplicably ashamed.

They gave her tea before each examination. Sweet, herbal, fragrant. It made her feel floaty and distant, as if her body were a thing that happened to someone else. She learned to drink it without protest, to let the fog settle over her mind, to exist in the gaps between moments where she did not have to feel what was being done to her.

Sometimes she woke in her bed afterward, her body sore in places it should not be sore, her thighs sticky with something she did not recognise. She tried to ask what happened during the examinations, tried to understand why her body ached and tingled and yearned for something she could not name. The fairies smiled and patted her hand and told her not to worry.

"You are being prepared," Merryweather said once, her sharp eyes watching Aurora's face for a reaction. "For your future. For what is to come."

"What is to come?" Aurora asked, her voice small.

But Merryweather only smiled and did not answer.

She was fourteen when the dreams began.

They came in the night, vivid and overwhelming, leaving her wet between her legs and confused in her mind. In the dreams, someone was touching her — not the fairies, not the clinical hands of her guardians, but someone else. Someone whose face she could never see, someone whose weight pressed her into the mattress, someone whose body moved against hers in ways that made her gasp and arch and yearn.

The first dream came on a summer night, hot and close, the air thick with the scent of blooming jasmine. Aurora woke in darkness, her heart racing, her body covered in a fine sheen of sweat. Between her legs, she was wet — wetter than she had ever been during the examinations, wet in a way that made her feel both ashamed and somehow hungry.

She did not remember the dream clearly. Only fragments. A presence above her. A weight between her legs. A stretching, a fullness, a rhythm she had never known but somehow recognised. And a voice, low and commanding, speaking words she could not quite hear.

You are mine. You have always been mine.

She pressed her hand between her legs, feeling the wetness, the heat, the ache that seemed to pulse in time with her heartbeat. She should stop. She should not touch herself there. The fairies had told her that her body was special, that she must not explore it without permission. But her fingers moved without her willing them to move, sliding through the slick heat, pressing against the small bud that seemed to be the centre of everything.

The pleasure hit her like a wave.

She came with her hand pressed over her mouth to muffle the sounds, her body arching off the bed, her mind emptying of everything except the sensation. It was stronger than anything she had felt during the examinations, more intense, more overwhelming. It felt like something breaking open inside her, something that had been waiting to be released.

Afterward, she lay in the dark, panting, terrified. What had she done? What was happening to her? Why did her body feel like it belonged to someone else, someone who wanted things she could not name?

She did not tell the fairies about the dream. She was too ashamed. But somehow, they seemed to know.

"The dreams are normal," Fauna said the next morning, setting a bowl of porridge before her with a smile that did not quite reach her eyes. "Part of growing up. Nothing to be concerned about."

Aurora looked up, startled. "How did you—"

"We know many things, dear." Fauna's voice was warm, but her eyes were watchful. "The dreams will continue. You must not fight them. Let them come. Let them teach you what your body needs to know."

Aurora did not understand why she would fight the dreams. They were terrifying, yes, but they were also... something else. Something that made her feel less alone in her body, less confused about the strange feelings that had been building inside her since the examinations began.

That night, the dream returned. Stronger. Clearer. More detailed.

The presence above her took shape — not a face, not yet, but a body. Broad shoulders. Strong hands. A chest that pressed against her breasts as he moved inside her. Because it was a he, she understood that now. A man. A man who was taking her, filling her, claiming her in ways she did not understand but somehow knew.

You were made for this, the voice said, and it was the same voice from before, low and certain. You were made for me.

She woke with her hand already between her legs, already moving, already chasing the pleasure that seemed to be the only relief from the ache that had settled into her bones. This time, she did not try to stop herself. She let her fingers move, let the sensation build, let the orgasm crash over her in waves that left her trembling and weeping in the darkness.

The dreams continued, night after night, growing more vivid, more detailed, more overwhelming. She learned the shape of the man's body without ever seeing his face. She learned the rhythm of his movements, the pressure of his hands, the weight of him inside her. She learned to anticipate the moment he would speak, the words that made her body clench and yearn even in sleep.

You are mine. You have always been mine. You will always be mine.

She did not know that the dreams were not natural. She did not know that they were part of the preparation, the conditioning, the shaping of her body and mind for a purpose she had not been told. She only knew that when she woke, wet and aching and desperate, her hand found its way between her legs without her permission, and the pleasure that followed was the only relief she knew.

By sixteen, the examinations had changed.

They were longer now. More thorough. More invasive. The tea they gave her was stronger, and the gaps in her memory were larger, dark spaces where something happened but she could not remember what. She would enter the back room feeling alert and aware, and she would leave an hour later feeling drugged and satisfied in a way that made no sense, her body humming with sensations she could not explain.

Sometimes she woke in her own bed afterward, her body sore in new places, her thighs sticky with fluid that was not her own. She tried to ask the fairies what happened during the examinations, what was done to her while she floated in the fog of the drugged tea. They smiled and patted her hand and told her not to worry.

"You are responding well to the treatments," Flora said one day, her clinical voice carrying a note of satisfaction. "Your body is learning what it needs to do."

"What does it need to do?" Aurora asked, her voice small, her mind still fuzzy from the latest dose of tea.

But Flora only smiled and did not answer.

The dreams had become nightly now, so regular that Aurora could almost set a clock by them. Every night, the man without a face came to her. Every night, he filled her and claimed her and spoke the words that made her body surrender. Every night, she woke to find her hand between her legs and her body shaking with pleasure.

And then, one night, the dream changed.

The man was there, as always. But this time, he spoke new words.

It is almost time, he said. You will know me soon. Your body knows me already.

She woke with a gasp, her body arching off the bed, an orgasm crashing through her so intense that she saw stars. When it faded, she lay in the darkness, trembling, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes.

Something was coming. Something was going to happen. She did not know what, but her body seemed to know, seemed to be preparing for something, seemed to be waiting.

She was terrified.

She was also, in some deep, shameful part of herself, ready.

She was seventeen when she overheard the conversation.

The cottage was small, and sound carried easily through the thin walls. Aurora had learned over the years to move silently through the rooms, to make herself invisible when the fairies were talking. It was not that they forbade her from listening — it was simply that she had learned, through countless small moments, that there were things they did not want her to hear.

She was outside gathering herbs in the garden, her basket halffull of chamomile and lavender, when she heard Merryweather's voice through the open kitchen window.

"She is responding well to the conditioning. The response rates have exceeded projections."

Aurora froze. The basket slipped in her fingers. She caught it before it fell and pressed herself against the wall, hidden by the climbing roses that grew along the cottage's side, her heart pounding in her chest.

"Good." That was Flora's voice, calm and satisfied, carrying through the window with clinical precision. "The claimant's representatives have been informed. He is pleased with the progress."

"Has he been chosen?" Fauna's voice now, warm as always but carrying an undercurrent of something Aurora had never heard before — anticipation, perhaps, or satisfaction. "The final selection?"

"Not yet. But the thorns are ready. They have confirmed they will open for whoever is selected. The contract will be fulfilled."

Aurora's hands trembled around the handle of the basket. She did not understand the words, not fully, but she understood the tone. This was not the voice of guardians discussing the child they had raised. This was the voice of businesspeople discussing a transaction.

"And her physical readiness?" Merryweather's voice again, sharp, efficient, professional.

"Optimal." Flora's voice held unmistakable pride. "She orgasms on command now, even in the drugged state. The sensitivity training has been thorough. She will respond to the claimant exactly as she has been trained."

Aurora's hand flew to her mouth. She did not know what "orgasms" meant — not precisely — but she knew she had heard the word in her dreams, in the fragments of memory that surfaced after examinations, in the sounds that escaped her throat when her body convulsed with pleasure she could not control.

"The mark?" Fauna asked, and her voice carried a note of something Aurora could not identify.

"When she is claimed. Not before. The claimant will want to leave his own marks. It is part of the ritual."

"Of course." Merryweather's voice was crisp, approving. "Visible, permanent marks of ownership. She will carry them for the rest of her life. It is important that the claim be unmistakable."

Aurora could not breathe. The world seemed to tilt around her, the solid ground of her life suddenly revealing itself as thin ice over dark water. Claimant. Claim. Marks of ownership. Visible. Permanent.

She thought about the examinations. The dreams. The soreness between her legs. The gaps in her memory. The strange, hot shame that had lived in her belly for years, the sense that something was being done to her that she could not see or name.

She understood now. Or she was beginning to.

She was being prepared. Not for life, not for freedom, not for some distant future she could choose for herself. She was being prepared for a claimant — a man who had been selected to claim her, to take her, to mark her as his own.

And she had never been asked. She had never been told. She had simply been shaped, trained, conditioned, waiting for the moment when the man would come and take what had been prepared for him.

She wanted to run. She wanted to burst through the door and demand answers, demand the truth, demand to know why she had never been given a choice. But her legs would not move. Her voice would not come. She stood frozen against the wall, the roses pressing their thorns into her back, and listened as the fairies discussed her like a product being readied for market.

"The timeline?" Fauna asked.

"Her eighteenth birthday is in three months. The spindle is in place. The castle has been prepared. The sleep will begin on schedule."

"And the claiming?"

"When the claimant arrives. The thorns will permit him to pass. He will find her in the tower room, already asleep, already preserved. He will take what is his."

"And if she wakes before he comes?"

"She will not. The sleep is absolute. She will remain unconscious until the claiming is complete. She will not know what has happened to her until she wakes to find herself already... changed."

Aurora felt the blood drain from her face. Sleep. Spindle. Tower room. The pieces began to fit together, a picture forming that she did not want to see.

She had been cursed. That much she knew — the fairies had told her the story, had warned her of the danger that awaited her on her eighteenth birthday. But she had thought the curse was an attack, a punishment, something to be feared and avoided. She had not understood that the curse was the plan. She had not understood that the sleep was not a danger to be prevented but a destination to be reached.

She had been prepared for sleep. She had been prepared for claiming. She had been prepared for a fate that had been decided before she was born.

And she had never known. She had never been given the choice.

The voices inside had faded to murmurs, then silence. Aurora forced herself to move, to finish gathering the herbs, to walk back inside on legs that felt like they belonged to someone else. She set the basket on the table and smiled at Flora, who looked up from her needlework with an expression of maternal warmth.

"Good girl," Flora said, and the words that had once been comforting now felt like chains. "You are such a good girl."

Aurora smiled back. She was a good girl. She had always been a good girl. Good girls did not ask questions. Good girls did not challenge their guardians. Good girls waited and trusted and did what they were told.

But deep in her chest, something small and cold and terrified had taken root.

And beside it, something else — something darker, something that had been cultivated over years of examinations and dreams and conditioning.

Something that was almost ready.

Eighteen came in the spring.

Aurora woke on the morning of her birthday to find the cottage transformed. Flowers decorated every surface — roses and lilies and daisies in colours so bright they seemed artificial. The air was thick with their scent, sweet and cloying, like a funeral parlour disguised as a wedding. Fauna was baking a cake, her round face flushed with effort, her hands moving with an energy Aurora had never seen before. Flora was sewing a dress, the fabric pale pink and gossamerthin, the kind of dress a bride might wear, or a sacrifice. Merryweather stood in the corner, watching everything with those sharp, missnothing eyes, her expression unreadable.

"Today is a special day," Flora said, pressing the new dress into Aurora's hands. Her voice was warm, but her eyes were cold. "Put this on. We have something to show you."

Aurora took the dress — soft as a cloud, beautiful as a dream, terrible as a shroud — and went behind the screen to change. The fabric whispered against her skin as she pulled it on, and when she emerged, the fairies looked at her with an expression she could not read.

"Beautiful," Fauna breathed, and the word carried a weight it had never carried before. "You look beautiful."

"You look ready," Merryweather said, and her voice held something that made Aurora's skin prickle with dread.

They led her out of the cottage, through the woods, along a path she had never seen before. The trees grew thicker as they walked, the light dimmer, the air cooler. The birdsong that had accompanied every morning of her life faded to silence, and the forest seemed to press closer, watching, waiting. Aurora felt a strange pull in her chest, a sense of something calling to her from ahead, something that had been waiting for her for a very long time.

"Where are we going?" she asked, and her voice came out smaller than she intended.

"You will see," Flora said, and there was something almost kind in her voice, though the kindness did not reach her eyes. "It is a surprise. A gift we have been preparing for you since the day you were born."

A gift. Aurora's stomach turned. She thought of the examinations, the dreams, the conversation she had overheard. She thought of the word "claimant" and the phrase "marks of ownership." She thought of the sleep that waited for her at the end of this path, the spindle that would pierce her skin, the unconsciousness that would deliver her to a man she had never met.

She wanted to run. But her feet moved forward anyway, carrying her toward a fate she could not escape.

The surprise was a castle.

It rose from the trees like a dream, turrets reaching toward the sky, walls covered in roses that bloomed in impossible profusion. The stone was grey and ancient, worn smooth by centuries of weather, and the windows were dark, empty, watching. Aurora stared at it, her breath caught in her throat, her mind struggling to make sense of what she was seeing.

"Where did this come from?" she whispered. "I have lived in these woods my whole life. I have never—"

"It has always been here," Fauna said, and her voice was soft, almost gentle. "Waiting for you. This is your home, Aurora. This is where you were born."

Aurora. The name hit her like a blow. She had never been told her true name. She had been Briar Rose all her life, a false identity, a disguise. But the fairies had used her real name now, the name she had been given at birth, the name that connected her to this place, to this castle, to the fate that waited inside.

"My home?"

"Your kingdom." Flora's voice carried the weight of ceremony. "You are Aurora, Princess of this land, daughter of King Stefan and Queen Leah. You were taken from here as an infant to protect you from a curse. And now..." She paused, and something flickered in her eyes — not regret, exactly, but something adjacent to it. "Now it is time for the curse to be fulfilled."

The words hit Aurora like a physical blow. "Fulfilled? You mean prevented. You mean avoided. You told me—"

"We told you what you needed to hear." Merryweather's voice was sharp, cutting through Aurora's confusion. "We told you what would keep you compliant, cooperative, prepared. The curse was never something to be avoided. It was something to be managed. Directed. Used."

Aurora's legs buckled. She would have fallen if Flora had not caught her, strong hands gripping her arms, holding her upright with a strength that seemed impossible for the fairy's slender frame.

"Let me explain," Flora said, and her voice was calm, reasonable, as if she were explaining a recipe rather than a betrayal. "You were cursed at birth by Maleficent — not because she was spurned, not because she was angry, but because she was fulfilling a contract. Your father, King Stefan, made an arrangement with the Eastern Kingdom before you were conceived. A marriage contract. An alliance. Your hand in exchange for peace between our lands."

"Marriage?" Aurora's voice cracked. "But I never—"

"You never needed to." Fauna's voice was gentle, but there was no comfort in it. "Your consent was given when the contract was signed. You were promised before you drew breath. The curse — the sleep, the spindle, the hundred years of waiting — was the delivery mechanism. It was designed to keep you preserved, young, beautiful, until the claimant could be found."

"The claimant." The word tasted like ash in Aurora's mouth. "The man who—"

"Prince Valerian of the Eastern Kingdom." Merryweather's voice was flat, professional. "He has been chosen. He will come when the thorns permit, and he will claim what was promised to his family a century ago."

A century. The word hit Aurora like ice water. "But I have not — that would mean—"

"The sleep will last a hundred years in the outside world. For you, it will be a single night. You will close your eyes in this castle, and when you wake — if you wake — the world will have changed, the claimant will have come, and you will find yourself..." Merryweather paused, and something that might have been satisfaction crossed her face. "You will find yourself already his."

Aurora wanted to scream. She wanted to fight. She wanted to run into the forest and never stop running, to find some corner of the world where this fate could not reach her. But the fairies were holding her now, all three of them, their hands on her arms and shoulders and back, guiding her forward, through the gates, into the courtyard where frozen servants stood like statues.

"Please," she said, and her voice broke on the word. "Please do not do this. Please let me choose. Please—"

"You do not have a choice." Flora's voice was not unkind, but it was final. "You never did. This was arranged before you existed. Your body was prepared before you understood what preparation meant. Your dreams were shaped before you knew you were dreaming. You have been ours to give since the moment of your conception."

They led her through the frozen castle, past the great hall where a banquet sat untouched on the tables, past the kitchens where fires burned without consuming, past the stables where horses stood locked in positions that should have made them fall. They led her up a spiral staircase, higher and higher, until they reached a door that stood slightly ajar.

Beyond it, Aurora could see a room — circular, beautiful, dominated by a bed draped in gossamer and silk. And in the corner, gleaming in the light from the tall windows, stood a spinning wheel.

The spindle called to her.

She did not know how she knew what it was. She had never seen one, never been told about it, never been shown its image in any book. But something in her recognised it, feared it, yearned toward it with a pull that was almost magnetic. Her body wanted to touch it. Her body had been trained to touch it.

"No," she said, digging in her heels, trying to pull away from the fairies' hands. "No, I will not—"

"You must." Fauna's voice was soft but inexorable. "It is your destiny. It cannot be avoided."

"Destiny?" Aurora's voice rose to a scream. "You call this destiny? You call this — this sale, this transaction, this—"

"Careful." Merryweather's voice cut through her fury like a knife. "You are a princess, Aurora. Act like one. Accept your duty. Accept your fate."

"I never asked for this!" The words tore from her throat, raw and desperate. "I never wanted to be a princess! I never wanted to be promised to someone I have never met! I never wanted—"

"What you want has never been relevant." Flora's voice was calm, almost sad. "You were born for this. You were prepared for this. Your body knows what to do, even if your mind rebels."

They pushed her through the door.

The tower room was beautiful. Aurora could see that even through the terror that clouded her vision. The walls were stone, hung with tapestries that depicted forests and flowers and figures in poses she could not quite make out. The windows were tall, looking out over a landscape she did not recognise, a world that would change while she slept. The bed dominated the space — large enough for three, draped in silks that whispered in a breeze she could not feel.

But her eyes were drawn to the spinning wheel.

It sat in the corner, gleaming in the light, its spindle sharp and inviting. Aurora could feel it calling to her, a pull that seemed to originate in her blood rather than her mind. Her body wanted to move toward it. Her body had been conditioned to move toward it.

"You feel it," Fauna said, and her voice was not a question. "The pull. The need. That is the preparation at work. Your body knows what is coming."

"Please." Aurora turned to face them, tears streaming down her face. "Please do not make me do this. Please let me go. I will not tell anyone. I will disappear. I will—"

"You have nowhere to go." Merryweather's voice was flat, final. "You have no skills, no knowledge of the world, no understanding of who you are or what you were born for. You would die within a week, and the contract would be unfulfilled, and the kingdoms would go to war over the breach."

"Then let them go to war! Let me—"

"Enough." Flora's voice cut through her plea like a blade. "You are wasting time. The curse must be fulfilled today. The spindle must be touched. The sleep must begin."

She took Aurora by the shoulders and turned her toward the spinning wheel.

"Go on," Flora said, her voice gentle but inexorable. "Touch it. Let it happen. It will be easier if you do not fight."

Aurora's feet moved without her willing them to move. The conditioning was too strong, the preparation too thorough. Her body had been trained for this moment for years — the examinations, the dreams, the drugs that had shaped her responses without her knowledge. She could no more resist the pull of the spindle than she could stop her own heartbeat.

She crossed the room, step by step, her tears blurring her vision, her heart pounding in her chest. The spinning wheel grew larger as she approached, its details resolving into sharp focus — the carved wood, the gleaming metal, the spindle that rose from the centre like a finger pointing at the sky.

She did not want to touch it. She reached out anyway.

The prick was small. A tiny pain, a drop of blood welling on her fingertip, bright red against her pale skin. Aurora stared at it, watching the bead form, watching it grow, watching it threaten to drip.

She felt the drowsiness begin almost immediately — a heaviness in her limbs, a fog in her mind, a pull toward the bed that dominated the room. She tried to turn, to look at the fairies, to ask them one last time if there was another way. But her body would no longer obey her.

"Easy now," she heard Fauna say, and the voice came from far away, as if underwater. "Let it take you. It will be over soon."

She felt hands on her body — guiding her toward the bed, arranging her on the silk sheets, straightening her limbs into a pose that would be comfortable for sleep. She tried to speak, to protest, to scream. But her mouth would not form the words, and her voice would not come.

"Beautiful," she heard Flora murmur, and there was something like genuine admiration in her voice. "She is perfect. The claimant will be pleased."

She felt the fairies moving around her, adjusting her dress, smoothing her hair, touching her face with hands that were no longer clinical but almost tender. She was a product being packaged for delivery, a gift being wrapped for the recipient, a body being prepared for the moment when it would no longer belong to her.

"She is ready." Merryweather's voice, satisfied, final. "Send word to the claimant. He may come when the thorns permit."

"How long?" Fauna's voice, curious. "How long until she wakes?"

"She will not wake until he comes. Until he claims her. Until the contract is fulfilled and the arrangement is complete."

Aurora wanted to scream. She could not. She could only lie there, her eyes growing heavier, her mind growing dimmer, her body sinking into a sleep that she now understood had never been a curse at all.

It was a delivery system.

She was not being punished. She was being stored.

The last thing she heard before the darkness took her was Merryweather's voice, calm and satisfied, carrying the weight of centuries.

"The preparation is complete. She will respond exactly as she was trained. The claimant will find her exactly as she was promised."

And then there was nothing.

The castle settled into silence.

The servants did not move. The fires did not consume. The food on the tables did not decay. Time, which had always moved steadily forward in the world outside, stopped entirely within the walls of the kingdom that had once been Aurora's home.

And outside, the thorns began to grow.

They rose from the earth as if summoned, twisting around the castle walls, climbing the turrets, covering the windows with their beautiful, treacherous blooms. Roses the colour of blood, roses the colour of innocence, roses with thorns that would draw the blood of any who tried to pass. In one hundred years, many would try. Knights and princes and heroes seeking glory, seeking the princess who slept, seeking to be the one who woke her with true love's kiss.

All of them would die on the thorns.

All of them, except one.

In the tower room, Aurora slept.

Her body lay on the bed, arranged on the silk, beautiful and still and waiting. She did not dream. She did not age. She did not move. She was preserved by magic, maintained by the fairies who visited in the night to check her responses, to ensure she remained ready for the claiming that would come.

Her body had been trained for this. Her mind had been erased and prepared. She was a vessel waiting to be filled, a princess waiting to be claimed, a product waiting to be delivered.

And somewhere, beyond the thorns, beyond the mountains, beyond the sea — the claimant was preparing to come.

He did not know her name. He did not know her face. But he knew what she was.

His.

She had always been his. Before she was born. Before she was conceived. Before her parents had even met, the contract had been signed, the arrangement had been made, and Aurora's fate had been sealed.

She slept for a hundred years.

She did not know what was coming.

But her body did.


CHAPTER TWO: THE PRESERVATION

Time did not move in the castle behind the thorns. It pooled, stagnant and heavy, like water in a sealed vessel. The dust motes hung suspended in shafts of light that never shifted, never dimmed, never moved across the floor as the hours passed. There were no hours. There was only the endless, frozen now, a moment stretched into eternity, a breath held and never released.

Aurora slept in the tower room, her body arranged on the silkdraped bed like an offering on an altar. Her golden hair spread across the pillow in carefully maintained waves, each strand in place, each curl preserved by magic that would not permit decay. Her skin remained soft, luminous, untouched by the century that pressed against the castle walls. Her lips were slightly parted, pink as rose petals, frozen in an expression that might have been peace or might have been waiting. Her chest rose and fell with breath so shallow it might have been imagination, each inhale a whisper, each exhale a secret.

She was beautiful. She was perfect. She was a product on a shelf, waiting for the customer who had already paid.

The castle around her held its breath.

In the great hall, a banquet sat on the long tables — roast boar with glistening skin that should have cooled and congealed, towers of fruit in colours that should have browned and softened with time, bread still warm as if fresh from the ovens. Wine filled crystal goblets, red as blood, still and gleaming in the candlelight that never flickered. The servants stood frozen around the room: a woman midpour with wine suspended from a crystal decanter, the liquid caught in a curve that defied gravity; a man reaching for a platter with fingers that would never complete the gesture; a child in the corner holding a halfeaten apple to lips that would never take another bite. Their faces were slack, their eyes closed, their chests barely rising with breath so shallow it might have been imagination. They were not dead. They were not alive. They were stored, like Aurora, waiting for a day that might never come.

In the kitchens, the fires burned without consuming. The flames licked at logs that never charred, never crumbled, never needed replacing. The heat remained constant, the water in the pots never boiling away, the air never growing thick with smoke. Cooks stood at their stations, hands frozen on ladles and knives, faces fixed in expressions of concentration that would never resolve into action. A pot of soup sat on a hook above the flames, the liquid clear and fragrant, as if it had been set there moments ago rather than a century. It was a fire that existed without purpose, warmth without function, a display of power that served only to maintain the illusion of life.

In the courtyard, the horses stood in their stalls, eyes closed, legs locked in positions that should have caused them to fall. They did not eat. They did not drink. They did not move. Their flanks did not twitch with the flies that should have gathered, their manes did not stir in breezes that never came. They simply waited, preserved by the same magic that held everything else in suspension, part of a tableau that had been arranged a century ago and never disturbed. The stable hands stood among them, frozen with brushes in hand, currying coats that would never grow dull, mucking stalls that would never grow soiled.

In the guardhouse, soldiers stood at attention, swords raised, faces fixed in expressions of vigilance that would never be needed. They had been posted to watch for threats that would never come, to defend a princess who would never wake, to serve a kingdom that had forgotten they existed. Their armour remained bright, their weapons sharp, their bodies locked in positions that should have caused their muscles to cramp and fail. But there was no cramping here. There was no failure. There was only the endless, frozen wait.

And beyond the walls, the thorns grew.

They had not always been there. In the days before Aurora's sleep, the castle had been open to the sky, its walls bare stone, its courtyards accessible to any who approached. The land around it had been rolling meadow and gentle forest, a landscape of beauty and peace that had welcomed visitors from across the kingdom. But in the moment the spindle's prick had sent Aurora into her endless slumber, the earth had answered with a barrier that would ensure no one reached her who was not meant to.

The thorns rose from the ground in tangles as thick as a man's arm, twisting around the castle walls, climbing the towers, covering the windows with their beautiful, deadly blooms. They grew with impossible speed, driven by magic that would not be denied, extending outward until they had claimed the meadows and the forests and the very roads that led to the castle gates. The roses that crowned them were the red of fresh blood and the white of wedding gowns, their petals soft as skin, their centres golden and fragrant with a scent that could be detected from miles away. They were lovely. They were lethal. Their thorns were long as daggers and sharp as needles, and they would pierce any flesh that tried to pass between them.

In the hundred years since Aurora had fallen asleep, many had tried.

The first had been a knight from a neighbouring kingdom, drawn by tales of the sleeping princess and the curse that held her. His name was Sir Roland, and he had come in armour that gleamed in the sunlight, the metal polished to a mirror finish that reflected the roses and the sky. He carried a sword that had never known defeat, a blade blessed by priests and tempered in holy water, forged for the purpose of cutting through enchantments. His horse was a stallion of midnight black, trained for battle, fearles, and certain that his strength and his virtue would see him through. He had prayed before a shrine of the maiden, had received blessings from three bishops, had sworn before his king that he would be the one to wake the sleeping princess.

He had pressed into the thorns with his shield raised, and they had closed around him like a fist.

The first thorn pierced his horse's throat, entering through the jugular and emerging from the other side, pinning the animal to the ground before it could scream. Sir Roland had thrown himself free, rolling across the earth, coming up with his sword raised, ready to hack his way forward. But the thorns moved. They were not merely plants — they were guardians, defenders, extensions of the curse itself. They wrapped around his ankles and his wrists, they pierced through the joints of his armour, they found the soft flesh beneath his chin and pressed inward.

His screams had echoed through the frozen castle for hours before they stopped. The servants in the great hall could not hear them — locked in their frozen states, they had no awareness of the world outside. But Aurora, in her tower room, might have heard something, might have felt some tremor of pain pass through the magic that held her. Or she might not. The sleep was absolute, the preservation complete, and nothing that happened in the world outside could touch her.

Sir Roland's bones still hung in the tangles, picked clean by birds that should not have been able to pass, his armour rusted and crumbling, his sword fallen at an angle that marked where his hand had finally released it. The roses had grown through his ribcage, blooming from the hollows of his chest, and his skull grinned from a tangle of vines at the edge of the barrier, a warning to any who followed.

The second had been a prince from across the sea, younger than the knight and more foolish. His name was Prince Aldric, third son of a king who had too many heirs and not enough kingdoms to give them. He had come seeking glory, seeking a prize that would make his father look at him with pride rather than resignation, seeking a princess whose beauty was said to rival the dawn. He had not come with blessings or holy swords. He had come with an axe, a crew of woodsmen, and the certainty that any barrier could be overcome with sufficient determination.

He had made it three feet before a thorn the length of his forearm had pierced him through the throat.

The woodsmen had fled, their axes abandoned, their faces white with terror. They had returned to their kingdom with stories of thorns that moved, thorns that hungered, thorns that seemed almost to welcome the blood that spilled upon them. Prince Aldric's body still lay where it had fallen, wrapped in vines that had grown through his ribcage and bloomed from the hollows of his eyes. The roses that emerged from his skull were white as milk, a cruel mockery of the wedding he had hoped to claim.

The third had been a woman — a sorceress, some said, or a thief, or perhaps simply someone curious enough to try. Her name was never recorded, her kingdom never identified. She had come at night, moving silently, slipping between the thorns with a skill that suggested training and experience. She carried no weapon, wore no armour, seemed to rely only on her own quickness and the darkness that hid her movements.

She had made it further than any before her. Ten feet. Twenty. Thirty. She had almost reached the castle walls, close enough to see the windows of the tower room where Aurora slept, close enough to touch the stone that had not been touched by living hands in decades.

And then the roses had opened.

Their centres were not golden at all. They were teeth — rows upon rows of teeth in throats that should not have existed, lined with muscles that should not have functioned. The roses turned toward her, one by one, as if sensing her presence, as if tasting her fear on the air. And then they lunged.

She had been consumed so quickly that she did not have time to scream. One moment she was there, a dark shape against the darker thorns, moving forward with purpose. The next, she was simply gone, pulled into the tangles by a dozen hungry blooms, her flesh torn and swallowed, her bones scattered among the roots to feed the growth.

After her, fewer came.

The stories spread, carried by merchants and soldiers and the few survivors who had witnessed the fate of those who tried. The thorns, they said, were enchanted. They would not permit passage to anyone who was not chosen. They were a test, a barrier, a lock that only the right key could open. Some said the curse itself had created them, a manifestation of Maleficent's power, a defence against those who would interfere with destiny. Others said they were older than the curse, older than the castle, a force that had always existed and merely waited for the princess's sleep to be awakened.

The truth was simpler and more terrible than any of the stories.

The fairies knew. Maleficent knew. The thorns were a chastity belt.

They existed to ensure that Aurora remained untouched until the claimant arrived — the one who had been selected, the one whose right to her had been arranged before she was born. No one else could pass. No one else would pass. The thorns would kill every knight, every prince, every hero who tried, and Aurora would remain preserved, waiting, ready.

The claimant was coming.

He was almost ready.

In the tower room, the fairies appeared.

They did not use the door. They did not need to. They simply materialised at the foot of the bed, three figures in robes that shifted between colours like oil on water, their faces ageless, their eyes ancient. They were not the warm, maternal women who had raised Aurora in the cottage — those had been masks, roles played for the benefit of a child who needed to believe she was loved. Here, in the castle, in the presence of their charge, they were something else entirely. Efficient. Clinical. Professional. The true faces of the keepers who had maintained Aurora for a century, who would maintain her for a century more if necessary, until the contract was fulfilled.

Flora moved to the side of the bed, her hands already reaching for Aurora's body with the automatic precision of someone who had performed this action a thousand times. "Begin the examination."

Fauna produced a small leather satchel from the folds of her robe, setting it on the bedside table with practiced efficiency. The satchel was worn, its leather soft from use, its brass fittings tarnished with age. Inside were instruments designed for purposes that had nothing to do with healing — clamps and spreaders and probes that gleamed in the soft light, their surfaces smooth and cold. "Responsiveness levels?"

"Hold at ninetytwo percent." Merryweather consulted a small book, her fingers tracing columns of figures that recorded data no loving guardian would ever have kept. The book was thick, its pages dense with notations that stretched back decades. "Lubrication production remains consistent. Muscle tone optimal. Cervical positioning favourable for conception."

The words washed over Aurora's sleeping form, unheard, unheeded, irrelevant. She did not know she was being discussed as one might discuss a prize horse or a fertile field. She did not know that the fairies had been visiting her regularly for a hundred years, checking her responses, maintaining her readiness, ensuring she would be perfect when the time came. She did not know that she had been touched while she slept.

Flora's hands moved over Aurora's body with the detachment of a physician examining a patient, or an artisan checking the condition of a treasured tool. She lifted one of Aurora's arms, flexed the elbow, checked the range of motion in the wrist, pressed her fingers against the pulse point to feel the slow, steady beat of a heart that barely worked. She lifted the other arm and repeated the process, her movements automatic, efficient, devoid of tenderness.

"Skin tone excellent," she murmured, her fingers tracing the line of Aurora's jaw, the curve of her cheekbone, the softness of her lips. "No signs of deterioration. The preservation spell is holding perfectly."

"Breast examination?" Fauna had moved to the other side of the bed, her hands hovering over Aurora's chest, waiting for permission to proceed.

"Proceed."

Fauna lifted the gossamer fabric that covered Aurora's body, exposing her breasts to the cool air of the tower room. They were full, round, tipped with nipples the colour of pale pink roses, unchanged by the century that had passed. Fauna's fingers pressed into the flesh, checking for firmness, checking for signs of atrophy, checking for any indication that the preservation was failing. Under her touch, the nipples tightened — a reflex, nothing more, the body responding to stimulus without the mind's awareness. But a sign that the conditioning remained effective, that the body still reacted even after a hundred years of sleep.

"Nipple responsiveness within parameters," Fauna reported, her voice clinical, professional. "Should I test sensitivity?"

"Time is limited." Merryweather's voice was sharp, efficient, counting the moments as if they were coins to be spent. "Focus on the primary examination. We can conduct sensitivity testing on the next visit."

Fauna nodded and released Aurora's breast, letting the fabric fall back into place. Her hands moved lower, lifting the hem of the sleeping gown, exposing the triangle of golden hair between Aurora's legs. The hair was soft, carefully maintained, trimmed to a neat triangle that the fairies had shaped decades ago. "Cervical check?"

"Required." Flora had produced a small instrument from her own satchel — a speculum made of polished silver, its surfaces gleaming in the candlelight, designed to open and illuminate. "We need to confirm she remains receptive. The claimant will not be pleased if he finds her unprepared."

The examination proceeded with clinical precision. Aurora's legs were parted, her thighs positioned for access, her body arranged like a specimen on a table. The speculum was inserted, opened, and the fairies peered into the depths of her with the detachment of scientists observing a lab animal. Notes were taken in Merryweather's book, measurements recorded in columns that stretched back years. The body's responses were charted with a thoroughness that would have horrified Aurora if she had been awake to witness it.

"Cervical positioning confirmed," Flora announced, withdrawing the speculum with practiced ease. "She will accept the claimant without difficulty. The passage has been maintained at optimal width."

"Production levels?" Merryweather asked, not looking up from her book.

"Adequate. She will lubricate on initial contact. The glands have been conditioned to respond to physical stimulus even in the sleep state."

"Good." Merryweather made a final notation and closed the book with a snap that echoed in the silent room. "The claimant's representatives have confirmed the timeline. He will arrive within the month. The thorns have been informed to expect him."

The words hung in the frozen air of the tower room. Within the month. After a hundred years of waiting, of preparation, of maintaining this body in perfect stasis, the end was finally approaching. Aurora would be claimed.

Deep in the darkness of her sleep, something stirred.

It was not consciousness — that remained locked away, held at bay by magic that would not release her until the proper moment. But the body, which had been trained so thoroughly in the years before the sleep, retained a kind of memory that operated below the level of thought. As the fairies' hands moved over her, checking and testing and recording, her muscles responded in ways she could not control.

Her breath quickened — almost imperceptibly, but enough for Flora to notice. Her fingers twitched against the silk sheets, curling slightly as if reaching for something. Her thighs shifted, parting fractionally wider, as if her body understood what was being done to it and was trying to help.

"Reaction?" Flora's voice was sharp with interest, her hands pausing over Aurora's chest.

"Minimal." Flora's hand pressed against Aurora's chest, feeling the slight flutter of her heart, the quickening of her breath. "The touch is registering at some level. The conditioning remains effective after all this time."

"Good." Merryweather's voice was satisfied, approving. "When he claims her, she will respond. She will not understand why, but her body will know. The preparation has not been in vain."

Aurora's body knew many things that her mind did not. It knew the feel of hands on her skin, the pressure of fingers between her legs, the building tension of pleasure that had been cultivated and denied for years. It knew the taste of the tea that made her forget, the sensation of waking sore and confused with no memory of what had happened, the strange, hot shame that came when she found herself wet without explanation. It knew the dreams that had seemed so real, the faceless presence that had filled her nights with sensation, the voice that had whispered words she could not quite hear.

You are mine. You have always been mine.

Her body remembered, even if her mind did not.

The fairies continued their examination, moving from one part of Aurora's body to the next with the efficiency of workers performing a routine task. They checked her feet for signs of cramping, her hands for flexibility, her neck for proper alignment. They examined the inside of her mouth, pressing on her tongue to check for dryness, examining her teeth for any sign of decay. They parted her eyelids and shone a light into her eyes, watching the pupils contract even in sleep, noting the response in Merryweather's book.

"Eye response normal," Fauna reported. "The sensory centres remain active."

"Taste response?"

Fauna produced a small bottle from her satchel, uncorked it, and touched a drop of its contents to Aurora's tongue. The liquid was clear, slightly viscous, carrying a faint scent of something sweet and chemical. Aurora's tongue moved against it without her conscious control, her throat working to swallow the drop.

"Swallowing reflex intact," Fauna noted. "The throat muscles have not atrophied."

"Good. The claimant may wish to use her mouth. It is important that she be able to accommodate him."

The words were spoken without emotion, without consideration for the woman whose body they discussed. Aurora was a product, a vessel, a tool for a specific purpose. Her comfort, her desires, her fears were irrelevant. Only her functionality mattered.

"Internal temperature?" Flora asked, her hands moving back to Aurora's centre.

"Optimal." Fauna had produced another instrument — a thin rod of silver with a rounded tip, designed to measure the heat within. She inserted it carefully, watching the small dial at its base. "Thirtyseven degrees, consistent with a healthy waking woman. The preservation spell has maintained all biological functions."

"Excellent. The claimant will find her warm and welcoming, not cold and corpselike. That was a concern in the early years, that the sleep might make her feel... dead."

"There is nothing dead about this body," Merryweather said, and her voice carried a note of professional pride. "She has been maintained with the utmost care. Every system functions as it should. She will respond to him as if she had never slept at all."

"And the pregnancy?"

"We have been administering fertility treatments during our visits. Her cycle has been regulated to ensure she ovulates at the optimal moment. When the claimant finishes inside her, the child will take."

The word "child" landed in the silent room like a stone in still water. Aurora lay unconscious, unaware that her body had been prepared not just for claiming, but for breeding. She did not know that the fairies had been manipulating her cycles for years, ensuring that she would be fertile at the moment the claimant chose to fill her. She did not know that she would wake — if she woke — carrying the seed of a man she had never met, a child she had never chosen.

"A male heir would be preferred," Flora said, her voice thoughtful. "The contract specifies that the union must produce a male heir to unite the kingdoms."

"Nature is not so easily controlled," Fauna murmured, her hands gentle on Aurora's belly as she checked for any sign of swelling. "But we have done what we can. The rest is in the claimant's hands."

"Or in his seed," Merryweather said, and there was something like dark humour in her voice. "A strong line produces strong sons. The Eastern Kingdom has never had difficulty in that regard."

The examination continued for another hour, each part of Aurora's body checked and tested and recorded. The fairies worked in silence broken only by the soft sounds of their movements, the scratch of Merryweather's pen, the occasional murmur of data points. When they were finished, they stepped back and regarded their work with the satisfaction of craftspeople admiring a completed project.

"She is ready," Flora said, her voice carrying the weight of a pronouncement. "She has been ready for some time."

"Then why the delay?" Fauna's voice held genuine curiosity, a rare break from professional detachment. "The claimant could have come years ago. The thorns would have permitted him."

Merryweather consulted her book one final time, her fingers tracing the lines of a timeline that stretched back decades. "The claimant needed to come of age. The arrangement specified that he must be of suitable maturity to claim her properly — neither too young to perform his duty, nor too old to produce healthy heirs. He reached his twentysixth year last month. The timing is optimal."

Twentysix. Aurora was eighteen — would always be eighteen, frozen in the moment before her birthday ended, preserved at the peak of youth and beauty. The claimant was eight years her senior, a man who had been born while she slept, who had grown to adulthood in the world beyond the thorns while she lay in stasis in the tower room. A man who had been promised her before either of them existed.

"The thorns have confirmed him?" Flora asked, her voice sharp with anticipation.

"They opened at his approach. He stood before them three days ago, and they parted like a curtain. He is the one. The contract will be fulfilled."

The words carried the weight of ritual, of prophecy fulfilled, of a debt finally coming due. Aurora lay in her bed, beautiful and unconscious, unaware that her fate had been sealed a century before she was born, unaware that the man who would claim her had already been chosen, unaware that everything she had experienced — the examinations, the training, the dreams, the sleep itself — had been preparation for a single, irreversible moment.

"The first claiming will occur when he reaches the tower," Merryweather said, her voice clinical, precise. "Standard procedure. He will find her asleep, and he will take what is his. We will observe, of course, to ensure the procedure is conducted properly."

"Of course," Flora echoed. "Standard protocol. We must document the consummation for the contract records."

"And after?" Fauna asked. "Will he continue to claim her while she sleeps?"

"That is his choice. Some claimants prefer to wake their brides immediately. Others prefer to... train them first. To condition their bodies while their minds remain unaware." Merryweather's voice carried a note of something that might have been anticipation. "The Eastern princes have a reputation for thoroughness. I suspect he will want to ensure she is properly prepared before she opens her eyes."

Aurora's sleeping form stirred again, a tremor passing through her limbs as if some part of her had heard the words and understood. But she did not wake. She could not wake. The sleep held her as securely as chains would have held her, as a cage would have held her, as the contract itself had held her since before she was born.

"She will be afraid when she wakes," Fauna said, and her voice was softer now, almost gentle. "She will not understand what has happened to her. She will not remember any of this."

"That is the point," Flora replied, her voice calm, reasonable. "She does not need to understand. She only needs to accept. And by the time she wakes, there will be so much to accept that resistance will be impossible."

"She will be pregnant," Merryweather added. "She will be marked. She will be his in every way that matters. Her body will know him even if her mind does not. The only choice she will have is how quickly she submits to what has already been done."

The words echoed in the frozen air of the tower room, spoken without malice, without satisfaction, without any emotion at all. They were simply facts, as inevitable as sunrise, as irreversible as the passage of time that did not pass here.

The fairies turned to leave, their forms already beginning to fade, their presence in the tower room drawing to its scheduled close. But before they disappeared entirely, Fauna paused, looking back at Aurora's sleeping face with an expression that might have been curiosity, or might have been something else.

"Do you think she knows?" Fauna asked, her voice soft. "On some level? Do you think some part of her understands what is happening?"

The question hung in the air. The other two fairies exchanged glances, communicating without words in the way of beings who had worked together for centuries, who had performed this same examination on this same body a hundred times before.

"Her body knows," Flora said finally, her voice carrying the weight of experience. "That is what matters. Her body has been trained to respond, to open, to accept. When the claimant touches her, she will react without understanding why. When he enters her, she will feel pleasure without knowing its source. When he fills her with his seed, her body will receive it as it has been conditioned to do."

"And her mind?" Fauna pressed.

"Her mind will catch up." Merryweather's voice was calm, certain. "When she wakes. When she sees him. When she feels what he has done to her. She will understand that this was always going to happen. She will understand that she was never meant to choose."

"And if she fights?"

Merryweather smiled — a thin expression that held no warmth, but also no cruelty. It was simply the smile of someone who had seen this before, who knew how these stories ended. "Then she fights. It will not change anything. The contract is binding. She belongs to him now, whether she accepts it or not. Her resistance will only make the eventual surrender more... complete."

The fairies faded, their forms dissolving into the candlelight, their presence withdrawing from the tower room as if they had never been there at all. The instruments were gone, the book was gone, the clinical atmosphere they had brought with them dissipated into the frozen air. Only Aurora remained, lying on the bed, beautiful and still and utterly alone.

The candles flickered, though there was no wind to move them. The shadows in the corners of the room seemed to deepen, to shift, to watch. The thorns pressed against the windows, their roses nodding in a breeze that existed only for them, their thorns gleaming like teeth in the pale light.

Aurora slept.

She had been sleeping for a hundred years.

She would not have to sleep much longer.

Far beyond the frozen castle, beyond the thorns, beyond the forests and the mountains and the rivers that had changed their courses in the century since the princess had fallen asleep, a man stood before a fire.

He was tall, broadshouldered, with dark hair that fell across a forehead marked by intelligence and ambition. His grey eyes reflected the flames, dancing with light that matched the dancing of his thoughts. He was dressed for travel — boots worn from the road, a cloak of dark wool, a sword at his hip that had seen battle and would see more. His name was Valerian, and he was the Prince of the Eastern Kingdom, heir to a throne that would one day be his, master of a destiny that had been written before his birth.

He stood in the great hall of his father's castle, before a fire that burned in a hearth large enough to roast an ox. The walls were hung with tapestries depicting the victories of his ancestors, the battles they had won, the kingdoms they had conquered. But his eyes were fixed on the map that lay on the table before him, a map that showed the route from his kingdom to the castle behind the thorns — a journey of weeks, through forests and over passes and across rivers that would test any traveller.

He had studied this map since childhood. His tutors had shown it to him when he was still small enough to be lifted onto the table, his father had traced the route with a finger that seemed to carry the weight of prophecy, his nurses had sung him songs about the sleeping beauty who waited at the end of the path. He had grown up knowing that she was his, that she had always been his, that she would always be his. The contract had been signed by his greatgrandfather, sealed with blood and magic, binding their two bloodlines together in an arrangement that would produce heirs to rule both kingdoms.

He did not know her. He did not love her. He did not need to.

She was property. Arranged, contracted, preserved, ready. She had been maintained for a hundred years so that he could claim her when the time was right. Her body had been prepared, her mind had been shaped, her very cells had been conditioned to accept him. She was a vessel for his heirs, a symbol of his power, a body that had been waiting for him since before he was born.

The thorns had opened for him. He had stood before them three days ago, watching the deadly roses part like a curtain, watching the path clear as if by magic — as if by the magic of a contract finally coming due. He had known then, with absolute certainty, that he was the one. The chosen claimant. The one who had been promised.

"Your Highness." A voice from the doorway, respectful, hesitant. "The horses are ready. The men await your command."

Valerian did not turn. His eyes remained fixed on the map, tracing the route one final time, memorising every turn, every obstacle, every challenge that lay between him and his prize.

"How long?" he asked, his voice low, controlled.

"Three weeks, Your Highness. Perhaps four, if the weather turns."

"The weather will not turn." Valerian straightened, turning to face the servant who had spoken. "I will not permit it. We ride hard, we rest little, we arrive before the month is out. The princess has waited a hundred years. She will not wait another day longer than necessary."

The servant bowed, his face showing nothing but obedience. "As you command, Your Highness."

Valerian nodded and turned back to the fire, watching the flames dance, feeling the heat on his face, feeling the anticipation building in his chest like the pressure before a storm. He was going to claim her. He was going to take what was his. He was going to fill her with his seed and mark her with his teeth and make her his in every way that mattered.

And there was nothing anyone could do to stop him.

In his chambers later that night, Valerian lay in his bed, staring at the ceiling, unable to sleep. The anticipation was a living thing, coiled in his belly, demanding release. He had been patient for twentysix years, waiting for this moment, preparing for it, learning the arts of pleasure and dominance that would serve him when he finally claimed his bride. His father had hired the most skilled courtesans, the most experienced dominants, the most knowledgeable tutors. Valerian had learned to take a woman to the edge and keep her there, to make her beg for release, to fill her with sensation until she could think of nothing else.

He had practised on servants and nobles alike, learning the techniques that would make his claiming complete. He had learned to read a woman's body, to sense her responses, to know when she was close and when she had surrendered. He had learned to be patient, to be thorough, to take his time even when every fibre of his being screamed for completion.

But the princess would be different. She would be unconscious, unresisting, a body waiting to be claimed. There would be no sport in it, no challenge, no conquest. There would only be the taking, the marking, the breeding. And then, when she woke — if she woke — there would be the training, the conditioning, the breaking of whatever resistance she might still harbour.

He had heard stories about the princess. Everyone had. She was the most beautiful woman in a hundred years, preserved by magic, untouched by time. Her body had been prepared for him, conditioned to respond, trained to accept. She would be wet when he entered her, tight when he filled her, responsive when he moved inside her. Her body would know him even if her mind did not.

And when she woke, when she discovered what had been done to her, when she felt his marks on her skin and his child growing in her womb — then the real work would begin. He would make her accept it. He would make her want it. He would make her grateful for the claiming that had been forced upon her.

It was not cruelty. It was not violation. It was simply the fulfilment of a contract, the completion of an arrangement that had been made before either of them was born. She was his. She had always been his. And soon — very soon — she would know it as thoroughly as he did.

Valerian's hand moved to his cock, already hard with the thought of what was to come. He stroked himself slowly, deliberately, imagining the moment when he would first see her — lying on the bed in the tower room, golden hair spread across the pillow, lips parted, body waiting. He imagined spreading her legs, entering her for the first time, feeling her tight heat around him. He imagined the sounds she would make, the unconscious moans and sighs, the way her body would arch even in sleep.

He imagined finishing inside her, filling her with his seed, marking her as his.

He came with a groan, his seed spilling across his belly, his body shuddering with release. But even as the pleasure faded, the anticipation remained. This was nothing compared to what was coming. This was a pale shadow of the claiming that awaited him.

He cleaned himself, lay back, closed his eyes. In three weeks, he would reach the castle. In three weeks, he would pass through the thorns. In three weeks, he would claim the princess who had been sleeping for a hundred years.

And nothing would ever be the same again.

In the tower room, Aurora stirred.

It was the smallest movement — a flutter of eyelashes, a shift of her head against the pillow, a sound that might have been a sigh. The sleep held her still, magic pressing her down into darkness, but somewhere in the depths of her unconscious mind, something heard the fairies' words and trembled.

The claimant will come soon.

He is almost ready.

She belongs to him now.

She did not know these thoughts. She could not form them. But her body knew, as bodies know things that minds refuse to accept, that something was coming. Something was approaching. Something would happen to her that she could not prevent, could not resist, could not escape.

The candlelight flickered, though there was no wind to move it. The shadows in the corners seemed to lean closer, to watch, to wait. The thorns pressed against the windows, their roses nodding in a breeze that existed only for them, their thorns gleaming like teeth in the pale light.

In the bed, Aurora waited.

She had been waiting for a hundred years.

She would not have to wait much longer.


CHAPTER THREE: THE CLAIMANT

The journey took three weeks and four days.

Valerian had travelled the distance before in his imagination — had traced the route on maps until he could draw it from memory, had studied the terrain until he knew every mountain pass and river crossing, had calculated the time until he could feel each day in his bones. But knowing the journey and making it were different things entirely. The reality of it pressed against him with every mile, a weight that grew heavier as the distance shrank, an anticipation that built like water behind a dam.

His party was small — twelve men on horseback, chosen for their loyalty and their silence. They asked no questions about the purpose of their journey, required no explanations about the destination that had consumed their prince's life since birth. They knew only that they rode to the castle behind the thorns, that their prince had been chosen, that they would witness the fulfilment of a contract older than any of them.

The forests they passed through were thick and ancient, the trees pressing close to the narrow path, their branches interlocking overhead like fingers laced in prayer. The light that filtered through was green and gold, dappled with shadows that shifted as the sun moved across the sky. Birds called from the canopy, their songs bright and unfamiliar, and small animals rustled in the undergrowth, fleeing from the passage of horses and men. It was beautiful country, untouched by war or settlement, wild in a way that spoke of old magic and older secrets.

Valerian barely noticed. His eyes were fixed on the horizon, on the mountains that grew larger with each passing day, on the knowledge that beyond them lay the castle where his bride waited. He had waited twentysix years for this moment. A few more days of travel were nothing.

But they were also everything. Each night, when they made camp and his men fell asleep around the fire, Valerian lay awake, staring at the stars, feeling the anticipation coiled in his belly like a living thing. He imagined what it would be like to see her for the first time — the sleeping princess, the woman who had been preserved for a century, the body that had been prepared specifically for him. He imagined the moment when he would touch her, when he would spread her legs, when he would enter her for the first time.

He grew hard thinking about it, night after night, and took himself in hand with rough, impatient strokes. It was not satisfaction he sought — it was release, a temporary easing of the pressure that built with every mile that brought him closer to her. He had been trained for this, prepared for this, shaped by years of instruction in the arts of pleasure and dominance. But no training could fully prepare him for the reality of claiming a woman who belonged to him completely, body and soul, without question or condition.

She was his. She had always been his. And soon, very soon, he would make her know it.

The mountains rose before them like the spine of a sleeping giant, their peaks lost in clouds, their slopes thick with pine and snow. The pass that led through them was narrow and treacherous, carved by ancient glaciers and maintained by no one, a wound in the stone that barely permitted passage. Valerian's horses picked their way carefully, their hooves finding purchase on icy ledges, their breath pluming white in the thin air.

They lost two days to a storm that swept down from the peaks without warning, forcing them to shelter in a cave while snow buried the world outside. Valerian paced the narrow space like a caged animal, his frustration building with each hour of delay. He could feel her waiting for him, could sense the distance between them shrinking, and every moment spent in this frozen hole was a moment longer before he could claim what was his.

"Patience, Your Highness." Marcus, his captain of guards, watched him with knowing eyes. "The storm will pass. The princess will still be there."

"She has waited a hundred years," Valerian replied, his voice tight. "I would not make her wait another day."

"The thorns will not open until you arrive. The contract ensures it. You cannot be late for something that cannot begin without you."

The words were logical, reasonable. They did nothing to calm the fire that burned in Valerian's blood.

When the storm finally broke, they emerged into a world transformed. The snow lay deep on the ground, hiding the treacherous path beneath a blanket of white, and the air was so cold it burned their lungs with every breath. But the sky was clear and blue, and the pass stretched before them, open and waiting.

They pressed on, riding harder than before, making up for lost time with determination that bordered on recklessness. Valerian's horse stumbled twice on hidden stones, and once they nearly lost a pack animal to a crevasse that opened unexpectedly beneath its hooves. But they survived, they progressed, and with each mile the mountains grew smaller behind them and the land ahead grew flatter, greener, warmer.

On the twentieth day, they descended from the final pass and saw the forest spread before them like a sea of green. And somewhere in that forest, halfhidden by distance and the curve of the earth, a castle waited behind walls of thorns.

The thorns announced themselves long before they came into view.

The forest changed as they approached, the trees growing sparse and twisted, their leaves darker, their bark rough with something that looked almost like scars. The birdsong that had accompanied them through the earlier parts of their journey faded to silence, and the animals that had rustled in the undergrowth disappeared entirely. The air grew thick with the scent of roses — impossibly strong, impossibly sweet, carrying an undertone of something else, something metallic and dark.

Blood, Valerian realised. The roses smelled of blood.

They found the first body a mile from the thorn wall.

It was a knight, or had been once, though the armour was so rusted and overgrown with vines that it was barely recognisable as human. The bones inside were picked clean, white and gleaming where they poked through the corroded metal, and the roses that grew from the tangle were the deepest red Valerian had ever seen. The knight's skull had fallen from its perch atop the skeleton, and it stared up at them from the forest floor with empty eyes, its jaw frozen in a silent scream.

"One of the ones who tried before," Marcus said, his voice carefully neutral. "There will be more."

There were more.

They found a prince, or the remains of one, wrapped in thorns so thick they had become the flesh that held his bones together. They found a woman whose skeleton was barely visible beneath the masses of white roses that had consumed her, her fingers still reaching toward the castle that had been her destination. They found fragments of others — a gauntlet here, a ribcage there, a skull halfburied in roots that pulsed with the life they had stolen from the one who had worn it.

Valerian's men shifted uneasily in their saddles, their hands moving to their weapons, their eyes darting between the skeletons and the living prince who sat among them. They had heard the stories, of course. Everyone had. But hearing stories and seeing the evidence of the thorns' deadly power were different things entirely.

"Your Highness." Marcus's voice was low, careful. "Perhaps the men should wait here. The thorns are said to open only for the chosen one. If they do not open for you..."

"They will open." Valerian's voice held no doubt. "They have already opened. I tested them before we departed, and they parted before me like a curtain. I am the chosen one. I have always been the chosen one."

He dismounted, handing his reins to Marcus, and walked forward alone. The thorns rose before him like a wall of green and red, impenetrable, endless, covered in roses that seemed to watch him with hungry eyes. He could feel the magic in them, feel the ancient power that had kept the princess safe for a hundred years, feel the weight of the contract that bound them to permit his passage.

He stopped three feet from the wall and waited.

Nothing happened.

Behind him, he heard his men shift uneasily. He heard Marcus draw breath to speak, to question, to suggest retreat. Valerian ignored them all. He knew what he was. He knew what he had been born for. The thorns would open. They had to open.

And then, slowly, they did.

The roses turned toward him first, their heads swivelling on stems that should not have been able to move, their golden centres gleaming with something that looked almost like recognition. Then the thorns began to shift, to part, to pull back from each other like fingers uncurling from a fist. The wall that had seemed impenetrable moments before now split down the centre, revealing a narrow passage that led into the heart of the barrier.

The passage was barely wide enough for a man to walk through. The thorns pressed close on either side, their tips gleaming like teeth, their roses nodding in a breeze that Valerian could not feel. He could feel the magic pulsing through them, feel the ancient power that had guarded this path for a century, feel the weight of the contract that had finally come due.

He walked forward.

The passage closed behind him.

He did not look back. He did not need to. He knew that the thorns would not harm him, that the magic recognised him as the chosen one, that the contract protected him as thoroughly as it had protected the princess. He was supposed to be here. He was meant to be here. He had been born for this moment, shaped for it, trained for it.

The passage wound through the thorns like a tunnel, twisting and turning, descending and ascending, leading him deeper into the barrier that had killed so many others. The light grew dim, filtered through layers of roses and leaves, and the air grew thick with the scent of blood and sweetness. Valerian walked steadily, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword, his eyes fixed on the light that grew stronger ahead.

He emerged into a clearing, and the castle rose before him.

It was more beautiful than he had imagined.

The stories had described it — the frozen castle, the sleeping kingdom, the tower where the princess lay in stasis. But stories could not capture the reality of it, could not convey the unearthly beauty of stone that had not weathered in a century, of windows that gleamed like dark mirrors, of turrets that reached toward a sky that seemed closer here than anywhere else.

The castle walls were grey, smooth, unmarked by the passage of time. The gates stood open, the iron hinges showing no rust, the wood showing no rot. Beyond them, Valerian could see a courtyard where horses stood frozen in their stalls, where guards stood frozen at their posts, where the world had simply stopped and refused to start again.

He walked through the gates, and the silence closed around him like a shroud.

There was no sound here. No wind, no birds, no rustle of leaves or murmur of water. The air was still, the light was still, everything was still, as if the entire castle had been painted on a canvas and left to hang in a gallery of forgotten dreams. Valerian's footsteps echoed on the cobblestones, the only sound in a world that had forgotten how to make noise.

He passed through the courtyard, noting the frozen figures that surrounded him. A stable boy with a brush in his hand, his face slack, his eyes closed. A guard with a sword raised, his body locked in a pose of vigilance that would never be needed. A woman with a basket of linens in her arms, her head tilted as if listening for something that would never come. All of them slept. All of them waited. All of them had been preserved for a century, waiting for the moment when the curse would lift and the world would begin again.

But the curse would not lift. Not until Valerian fulfilled his part of the contract.

He entered the castle through a door that swung open at his touch, and the interior swallowed him in shadow and silence.

The great hall stretched before him, a cavern of stone and wood, dominated by tables laden with food that had not decayed, surrounded by servants who had not moved, lit by candles that had not burned down. Valerian walked through it slowly, his eyes adjusting to the dim light, his senses attuned to the magic that held everything in suspension.

The food looked fresh, as if it had been laid out moments ago. The roast boar glistened with fat, the fruit gleamed with juice, the bread steamed as if fresh from the oven. But there was no scent, no warmth, no sense of life. It was a display, a tableaux, a painting made of substance rather than pigment. The servants who stood frozen around the room were the same — their bodies present, their chests barely rising with breath so shallow it was almost invisible, their faces locked in expressions that would never change.

A child sat at one of the lower tables, a halfeaten apple raised to lips that would never take another bite. Valerian paused beside her, studying her face — young, pretty, frozen in the moment before she could swallow. He wondered what she had been dreaming for a century. He wondered if she dreamed at all.

He moved on.

The castle was a maze of corridors and chambers, each one frozen in its own moment of suspended animation. He passed through a library where books lay open on tables, their pages still, their words waiting to be read. He passed through a kitchen where pots sat on fires that burned without consuming, where cooks stood with ladles raised, where the air was thick with the scent of food that would never be served. He passed through a chapel where candles burned before an altar, where a priest knelt in frozen prayer, where the silence was so complete it seemed to have substance.

And everywhere, there were roses.

They grew in pots along the corridors, their blooms the colour of blood and innocence. They twined around columns and up staircases, their thorns gleaming in the candlelight. They covered the walls in places, their roots delving into the stone, their flowers nodding as if in a breeze that existed only for them. They were the mark of the curse, the sign of the sleep, the barrier between this frozen world and the one that moved and changed beyond the thorns.

Valerian followed the roses, letting them guide him deeper into the castle, letting them lead him toward the tower where his bride waited.

The staircase spiralled upward, narrow and steep, carved from stone that had been old when his greatgrandfather had signed the contract. Valerian climbed steadily, his boots ringing on the steps, his breath coming faster with exertion and anticipation. The roses grew thicker as he ascended, their petals littering the stairs, their thorns catching at his cloak.

He counted the steps as he climbed. One hundred. Two hundred. Three hundred. The staircase seemed endless, spiralling up through the heart of the tower, leading him toward a destination that had been fixed since before his birth. He could feel her presence now, feel the weight of her waiting, feel the pull of the contract that bound them together.

Four hundred steps. Five hundred. Six hundred.

And then he reached the door.

It stood slightly ajar, a crack of light visible through the gap. The wood was dark with age, the iron hinges spotted with rust that had no business being here, where nothing aged or decayed. Valerian paused before it, his hand resting on the wood, his heart pounding in his chest.

This was the moment. This was what he had been born for. This was the fulfilment of the contract, the claiming of the bride, the beginning of the union that would unite two kingdoms and produce heirs to rule them both.

He pushed the door open and stepped inside.

The tower room was everything the stories had promised and nothing he had expected.

It was circular, the walls lined with windows that looked out over the thorn forest and the world beyond. The light that poured through them was golden, warm, carrying the glow of late afternoon as if the sun had been frozen at the perfect moment. The stone floor was covered with rugs in colours of deep red and rich blue, their patterns intricate and ancient. The walls were hung with tapestries depicting scenes of forests and flowers, their threads still bright after a century of preservation.

But the bed dominated everything.

It stood in the centre of the room, larger than any bed Valerian had ever seen, draped in gossamer and silk that stirred in a breeze he could not feel. The sheets were white as snow, the pillows plump and inviting, the coverlet the deep red of fresh blood. And in the centre of it all, arranged like an offering on an altar, lay the sleeping princess.

Valerian stopped at the foot of the bed and looked at her for the first time.

She was more beautiful than the stories had claimed.

Her hair was gold, spreading across the pillow in waves that caught the light and held it, gleaming like threads of sunlight woven into silk. Her face was perfect — high cheekbones, a small straight nose, lips that were slightly parted and pink as rose petals. Her skin was luminous, pale as cream, untouched by sun or wind or the passage of time. Her eyes were closed, their lids smooth, their lashes casting tiny shadows on her cheeks.

She looked like a painting, like a sculpture, like something that had never been alive and never would be. But her chest rose and fell with breath so shallow it was almost invisible, and her lips were warm and soft, and when Valerian reached out to touch her face, her skin was warm beneath his fingers.

She was real. She was here. She was his.

He sat on the edge of the bed, his weight depressing the mattress, his body close enough to feel the warmth radiating from her skin. He could smell her now — a scent like roses and milk, sweet and clean and utterly innocent. She had been preserved perfectly, maintained by magic that had kept her unchanged for a hundred years, waiting for this moment.

"You are more beautiful than I imagined," he said, and his voice was low, rough with something he could not name. "The stories did not do you justice."

She did not respond. Of course she did not. She was asleep, locked in a slumber that would not end until he claimed her, until he fulfilled the contract, until he took what was his.

He leaned closer, studying her face, memorising every detail. The tiny freckle at the corner of her mouth. The delicate arch of her brows. The soft swell of her lips. She was young — eighteen, the age at which the curse had taken her, frozen forever at the peak of youth and beauty. She had been a child when she fell asleep, and she would wake — if she woke — to find herself in a world she did not recognise, belonging to a man she had never met.

But she would not wake. Not until he had claimed her. Not until he had marked her and filled her and made her his in every way that mattered.

And then she would have no choice but to accept it.

Valerian's hands moved to the gossamer fabric that covered her, lifting it gently, peeling it back to reveal the body beneath. She wore a gown of pale pink, thin as morning mist, clinging to curves that had been preserved in perfect detail. Her breasts were full and round, their nipples pressing against the fabric, their shape unmistakable even through the delicate material. Her waist was narrow, her hips flared, her thighs smooth and pale where the gown rode up.

He pulled the gown higher.

Her body was flawless. The triangle of golden hair between her legs was neat, trimmed to a shape that spoke of preparation, of intention, of the fairies' careful maintenance. Her legs were long and slender, their muscles toned, their skin soft as satin. She was a masterpiece of preservation, a body that had been kept waiting for a hundred years, ready for the moment when the claimant would finally arrive.

Valerian's breath caught in his throat. He had been with many women — servants and nobles, young and old, willing and otherwise. He had learned the arts of pleasure and dominance, had practised until he could take a woman apart with his hands and mouth and cock, could make her beg for release and then deny her until she wept. But he had never seen a woman like this, never had access to a body so completely his, so utterly without defence.

He could do anything he wanted to her. She would not wake. She would not resist. She would not say no.

The thought made his cock swell in his breeches, made his blood sing with anticipation, made his hands tremble with the need to touch.

But he forced himself to wait. There would be time for claiming — time for taking, time for marking, time for breeding. First, he wanted to look. He wanted to see every inch of her, to know every curve and hollow, to memorise the body that had been prepared for him with such care.

He pulled the gown over her head, lifting it away, leaving her naked on the silk sheets. She stirred slightly, a sound escaping her lips, her body shifting in unconscious response to the cool air. But she did not wake. The sleep held her as securely as chains would have held her, as the contract held her, as destiny itself held her.

She was his. She had always been his. And now, finally, he could see what belonged to him.

He started at her face, tracing the line of her jaw with his fingertips, feeling the softness of her skin, the warmth of her flesh. He traced the curve of her cheekbone, the bridge of her nose, the fullness of her lips. He pressed his thumb against her lower lip, feeling it give beneath the pressure, feeling it part slightly to reveal the hint of teeth and tongue beyond.

He moved to her neck, his fingers tracing the column of her throat, feeling the pulse that beat steadily beneath the skin. It was slow, slower than a waking pulse, but it was there, evidence of the life that still animated her, the heart that still pumped blood through veins that had not moved in a century. He could feel the life in her, feel the potential, feel the promise of what she would become when he woke her.

His hands moved lower, to her shoulders, to her arms, to her hands. He lifted one of her hands, examining it, turning it in the light. Her fingers were long and slender, their nails trimmed short and neat. He could feel the calluses that had formed from years of sewing and cooking and the simple work of living. She had not been raised as a princess, he knew — she had been raised in secret, in a cottage, by fairies who had trained her body without her knowledge. She had learned to work with her hands, to labour, to serve. That would change when she became his wife. She would never work again. She would only serve him.

He released her hand and moved to her breasts.

They were perfect. Full and round, tipped with nipples the colour of pale pink roses, soft and yielding beneath his palms. He cupped them, feeling their weight, feeling their warmth, feeling the way they fit in his hands as if they had been made for him. He brushed his thumbs across the nipples, watching them tighten in unconscious response, watching the flesh pucker and rise even as she slept.

He leaned down and took one nipple in his mouth.

She tasted like rose water and salt, like innocence and preservation, like something that had been waiting for a hundred years to be touched. He sucked gently, feeling the nipple harden further against his tongue, feeling her body shift and stir in unconscious response. A sound escaped her throat — not a word, not a moan, but something in between, something that spoke of sensation without understanding.

He moved to the other breast, giving it the same attention, feeling the same response. Her body was reacting to him, even in sleep, even without conscious awareness. The fairies had prepared her well. Her body knew what it was supposed to do, even if her mind did not.

He released her breast and moved lower.

Her belly was soft and flat, rising and falling with her shallow breath. He traced the line of her ribs, the curve of her hips, the hollow of her navel. He could feel the muscles beneath her skin, feel the life that animated her, feel the body that would soon carry his child.

He pressed his palm against her lower belly, imagining the swell that would come, imagining the child that would grow inside her, imagining the heir that would unite their kingdoms. She would be bred soon, filled with his seed, marked with his claim. And when she woke, she would have no choice but to accept what had been done to her.

His hand moved lower still, to the triangle of golden hair between her legs.

She was warm here, warmer than anywhere else, her skin radiating heat like a furnace. He could smell her now, the scent of her arousal mixed with the scent of roses, sweet and musky and utterly intoxicating. The fairies had prepared her, he could tell — she was already wet, already ready, her body responding to his touch without her conscious knowledge.

He parted her legs gently, positioning them on either side of his body, opening her to his view. She was beautiful here too, pink and glistening, her outer lips parted to reveal the inner folds that guarded her entrance. He could see the evidence of her arousal, the wetness that gleamed on her flesh, the way her body had already begun to prepare for penetration.

"You are ready for me," he murmured, and his voice was rough with desire. "Your body knows what it is for. It knows who it belongs to."

He touched her there, running his finger along the length of her slit, feeling the wetness, feeling the heat, feeling the way her flesh yielded beneath his touch. She stirred again, a soft sound escaping her lips, her hips shifting slightly as if seeking more. Her body wanted this, even if her mind did not know it.

He found the small bud at the top of her slit and pressed gently.

Her response was immediate. Her back arched off the bed, her mouth opened in a silent moan, her thighs trembled against his hands. She was responsive, incredibly responsive, her body reacting to his touch with an intensity that spoke of the fairies' thorough preparation. She had been trained for this, conditioned for this, made ready for the moment when the claimant would arrive and take what was his.

He pressed harder, rubbing in slow circles, watching her face for signs of sensation. Her brow furrowed, her lips parted, her breath quickened. She was feeling this, even in sleep, even without understanding. Her body was responding exactly as it had been trained to do.

And then she came.

It was not a violent orgasm — her body was too deep in sleep for that — but it was unmistakable. Her thighs clenched around his hand, her breath caught in her throat, her whole body tensed and then relaxed in a wave of pleasure that she could not resist. Fluid gushed from her, coating his fingers, evidence of the fairies' thorough conditioning.

When it was over, she lay still again, her breathing slowly returning to its shallow rhythm, her face smooth once more. But there was a flush on her cheeks now, a colour that had not been there before, a sign that something had changed even in the depths of her sleep.

Valerian withdrew his hand and brought his fingers to his nose, inhaling her scent. She smelled of roses and musk, of innocence and arousal, of something that was uniquely her. He tasted her from his fingers, letting the flavour roll across his tongue.

She tasted like honey and salt, like something he had been waiting his whole life to taste.

He stood and began to undress.

His clothes fell to the floor — his cloak, his tunic, his boots, his breeches. He stood naked before her, his body lean and hard, his cock jutting from a thatch of dark hair, already swollen with desire. He had waited twentysix years for this moment, had trained and prepared and imagined, and now the reality of it stretched before him, more intoxicating than any fantasy.

He climbed onto the bed, positioning himself between her legs, his weight on his hands and knees, his cock hovering above her entrance. He could feel the heat radiating from her, could see the wetness that glistened on her flesh, could sense the readiness that had been cultivated for a century.

"I am going to claim you now," he said, and his voice was low, rough, certain. "I am going to take what is mine. I am going to fill you with my seed and mark you as my own. And when you wake, you will understand that you belong to me."

He lowered himself, positioning his cock at her entrance, feeling the heat of her against his tip.

And then he pushed inside.

She was tight, tighter than any woman he had ever had, her body resisting even in its unconsciousness. But she was also wet, incredibly wet, her arousal providing the lubrication that allowed him to press forward, inch by inch, into the tight heat of her channel.

He felt her maidenhead as he pushed deeper — a thin barrier that resisted for a moment before giving way. She did not flinch, did not cry out, did not react at all to the breach. She was asleep, locked in stasis, unable to feel pain or pleasure or anything in between.

But her body reacted. Her inner walls clenched around him, gripping him like a fist, drawing him deeper. Her hips shifted, tilting to accommodate him, opening to receive him. Her breath quickened, her heart rate increased, her whole body seemed to hum with unconscious response.

He buried himself to the hilt, his hips pressed against hers, his cock fully encased in the tight heat of her body. He stayed there for a moment, savouring the sensation, savouring the knowledge that he was the first, the only, the one who had been chosen to claim her.

She was his. She had always been his. And now, finally, he had taken what belonged to him.

He began to move.

Slowly at first, pulling back and pushing forward in long, deliberate strokes, feeling every inch of her tight heat, feeling every ripple and clench of her inner walls. She was responsive, incredibly responsive, her body reacting to his movement in ways that spoke of the fairies' thorough preparation. She was wet and hot and tight, a perfect vessel for his pleasure, a perfect receptacle for his seed.

He increased his pace, his hips snapping forward with more force, his cock driving deeper with each thrust. The bed creaked beneath them, the silk sheets rustling with their movement, the gossamer curtains swaying. The sound of flesh meeting flesh filled the room, rhythmic and primal, a counterpoint to the silence that had held for a century.

He looked down at her face as he moved, watching for any sign of consciousness, any flicker of awareness. Her eyes remained closed, her expression peaceful, her breathing shallow but steady. She was still asleep, still locked in the stasis that had held her for a hundred years.

But her body was awake. Her body knew what was happening. Her body was responding to him with an intensity that made his blood sing.

He could feel her tightening around him, feel the flutter of her inner walls, feel the building of something that could only be another orgasm. She was going to come again, unconscious and unaware, her body reacting to his presence without her mind's participation.

And that thought, more than anything else, pushed him toward his own release.

He drove into her harder, faster, his cock swelling with the approach of climax. He could feel the pressure building in his balls, the tension coiling in his belly, the inevitable approach of the moment when he would spill inside her and seal the claim.

"I am going to fill you now," he growled, his voice rough with desire. "I am going to breed you. I am going to put my child in your belly."

Her body responded, her back arching, her thighs clenching, her inner walls gripping him so tightly he could barely move. She was coming again, another unconscious orgasm, another wave of pleasure she could not resist.

And then he was coming too.

He buried himself to the hilt and held, his cock pulsing inside her, his seed spurting into the depths of her body. He could feel it, hot and thick, filling her, claiming her, marking her in a way that could never be undone. He came and came, more than he had ever come before, his body pouring itself into hers with an intensity that left him trembling.

When it was over, he collapsed on top of her, his weight pressing her into the mattress, his cock still buried inside her, his breath coming in ragged gasps. He could feel his seed inside her, could feel the warmth of it, could feel the permanence of what he had done.

She was his now. Completely and irreversibly his.

He lay there for a long time, his body recovering, his mind processing what he had done. He had claimed her. He had taken what was his. He had fulfilled the first part of the contract.

But there was more to do.

The claim had to be visible. Permanent. A mark that would show the world that she belonged to him, that would show her when she woke that she had been taken, that would remind her every time she looked in a mirror that she was no longer her own.

He pulled out of her slowly, watching his seed spill from her body, watching it pool on the silk sheets below. She was wet with him now, filled with him, marked by him in a way that went deeper than skin.

But it was not enough. He needed to mark her on the outside too.

He turned her head to the side, exposing the column of her throat. The skin there was pale and smooth, untouched by sun or blade or teeth. He leaned down and pressed his lips to her pulse point, feeling the beat of her heart, feeling the life that pulsed beneath the surface.

And then he bit down.

She did not react. She was too deep in sleep to feel the pain, too locked in stasis to respond to the violence of his claim. But the mark bloomed on her skin regardless — a perfect impression of his teeth, red and angry, a sign of possession that would scar and remain.

He lifted his head and admired his work. The bite mark was visible, unmistakable, a brand that declared her his for anyone who cared to look. She would see it when she woke. She would touch it with trembling fingers. She would know that she had been claimed.

But one mark was not enough. He wanted to mark her everywhere, to cover her in signs of ownership, to ensure that there was no part of her that did not bear his claim.

He moved to her breast and bit again, harder this time, leaving a mark on the soft flesh that would remain long after the swelling faded. He moved to her inner thigh and bit a third time, high enough that she would feel it when she walked, high enough that she would remember every time she moved.

Three marks. Three signs of ownership. Three permanent reminders that she belonged to him now.

When he was finished, he sat back and looked at her.

She lay on the bed, her body still and beautiful, her skin marked with the evidence of his claim. His seed leaked from between her legs, pooling on the silk beneath her. His teeth marks decorated her throat, her breast, her thigh. She was his now, inside and out, body and soul.

But she was still asleep.

He had expected her to wake. The stories said that the princess would wake when the claim was complete, that the sleep would lift when true love's kiss broke the curse. But there had been no kiss, and she had not woken, and the sleep held her still.

Perhaps that was part of the arrangement. Perhaps she was meant to sleep through the first claiming, to wake only when he was ready for her to wake. Perhaps the contract had accounted for this, had planned for her to remain unconscious until he had thoroughly claimed her, until he had filled her with his seed and marked her with his teeth and made her completely his.

He would claim her again. And again. And again. Until he was satisfied that the claim was complete. Until he was certain that she carried his child. Until he was ready for her to open her eyes and see the man who had taken her.

He lay down beside her, his body pressed against hers, his arm draped across her chest. He could feel her heartbeat against his skin, could feel the rise and fall of her breath, could feel the warmth of the body that now belonged to him.

"Sleep now," he murmured into her hair. "Sleep a little longer. When you wake, everything will be different."

She did not respond. She could not. She was already asleep, had been asleep for a hundred years, would remain asleep until he was ready for her to wake.

And when she did wake — when she finally opened her eyes and saw what had been done to her — she would have no choice but to accept it.

She was his. She had always been his. And nothing would ever change that.


CHAPTER FOUR: THE FIRST CLAIMING

The door stood open before him, and the light from within spilled across the stone floor of the tower staircase like liquid gold. Valerian paused at the threshold, his hand resting on the dark wood of the frame, his breath steady despite the thundering of his heart.

He had waited twentysix years for this moment.

His entire life had been building toward it — the stories his nurses had told him, the maps his tutors had shown him, the training his father had arranged with meticulous care. He had been born to claim her, shaped for it, prepared for it in ways that went beyond the physical. The contract that bound them had been signed before his greatgrandfather drew breath, and it had survived four generations of waiting, of failed attempts, of princes who tried and died upon the thorns.

But he was the one. The thorns had opened for him. The castle had admitted him. And now she lay on the bed in the centre of the tower room, waiting for him to take what was his.

He stepped inside.

The room was warm, warmer than the stairway, as if the very air recognised the purpose of this space and had adjusted itself accordingly. Candles burned in sconces along the walls, their flames steady and unwavering, casting a soft golden glow that made the shadows seem to breathe. The windows showed darkness beyond — not the darkness of night, but the darkness of thorns pressed close against the glass, a curtain of green and red that hid the world outside.

The bed dominated the room.

It was larger than any bed he had seen, draped in gossamer that shifted in a breeze he could not feel, piled with pillows in silk and velvet, covered in sheets so white they seemed to glow. The posts were carved with roses and thorns, the wood dark with age and polish, reaching toward a canopy that was lost in shadow above.

And on the bed, arranged like an offering, lay the princess.

Valerian approached slowly, his boots silent on the thick rugs that covered the floor. Each step brought more of her into focus, each moment revealing details that the stories had failed to capture.

Her hair was gold — not the pale gold of wheat or the bright gold of coin, but something warmer, something that seemed to hold light within itself. It spread across the pillow in waves, some strands curling against her cheeks, others trailing across the silk like threads of sunlight. Her face was perfect — the high cheekbones and small straight nose that the tales had described, the lips slightly parted and pink as rose petals, the lashes dark against skin that was pale as cream but warm with the life that still animated her.

She was breathing. He could see it now, the shallow rise and fall of her chest, so slight it was almost imperceptible. Her heart was beating, her blood was flowing, her body was alive even as it lay locked in a sleep that had held it for a hundred years.

He sat on the edge of the bed, and the mattress dipped beneath his weight.

She did not stir.

Of course she did not. The sleep that held her was not natural — it was enchantment, preservation, the careful work of fairies who had been maintaining her for a century. She would not wake from this sleep unless the proper conditions were met, unless the contract was fulfilled, unless he completed the claiming that had been arranged before either of them was born.

He reached out and touched her face.

Her skin was warm beneath his fingertips, soft as the petals of the roses that grew beyond the windows. He traced the line of her jaw, the curve of her cheekbone, the soft swell of her lower lip. She was real, solid, present in a way that surprised him despite all his preparation. He had expected something less — something colder, something more like a statue than a woman.

But she was a woman. A living, breathing, sleeping woman who had been preserved specifically for him.

"You are more beautiful than the stories claimed," he said, and his voice was low, rough with something he could not entirely name. "They did not do you justice."

She did not respond. She could not. But her lips parted slightly at the vibration of his voice, as if some part of her heard him even in the depths of her sleep.

His hands moved to the gossamer that covered her, lifting it gently, peeling it back to reveal the body beneath.

She wore a gown of pale pink, thin as morning mist, clinging to curves that had been preserved in perfect detail. The fabric was soft under his fingers, almost insubstantial, and it slid across her skin like water as he drew it upward. He moved slowly, deliberately, revealing inch after inch of the body that had been promised to him before he drew his first breath.

Her ankles were slender, her calves smooth, her thighs pale and soft where the gown rode higher. He paused there, his hands on her knees, feeling the warmth of her skin, the slight twitch of muscle beneath his palms. She was reacting to his touch, he realised — not consciously, not with awareness, but with the automatic responses of a body that had been conditioned to respond.

He drew the gown higher still, over the curve of her hips, revealing the triangle of golden hair between her thighs. It was neat, trimmed to a shape that spoke of preparation, of intention, of the fairies' careful attention to every detail. He could see the soft swell of her outer lips, the hint of pink between them, the evidence of a body that had been maintained for exactly this purpose.

"Perfect," he murmured, and the word was both appreciation and assessment. "They prepared you well."

He pulled the gown over her head, lifting it away, leaving her naked on the silk sheets.

She was beautiful. The word felt inadequate, a pale description for the reality of her. Her breasts were full and round, tipped with nipples the colour of pale pink roses, rising and falling with each shallow breath. Her waist was narrow, her belly soft and flat, her hips flared in the way that promised fertility. Her body was that of a woman ready to be bred, preserved at the peak of youth and ripeness, waiting for the claimant who would fill her with seed and make her his.

And she was his. Completely, irrevocably, undeniably his. The contract said so. The thorns said so. The very fact of her preservation said so. She had been maintained for a hundred years specifically so that he could claim her in this moment, in this room, in this bed.

He stood and began to undress.

His clothes fell to the floor piece by piece — his cloak, his tunic, his boots, his breeches. He stood naked before her, his body lean and hard from years of training, his cock already swelling with the anticipation that had been building for weeks. The candles cast flickering shadows across his skin, illuminating the scars he had earned in battle, the muscles he had developed through discipline, the hunger that had been cultivated since childhood.

He climbed onto the bed, positioning himself between her legs, his weight on his hands and knees, his cock hovering above the entrance that had been prepared for him. The silk sheets were cool against his knees, the gossamer brushed against his shoulders, and the scent of her filled his nostrils — roses and milk and something sweeter, something that was purely her.

He looked down at her face as he lowered himself, watching for any sign of consciousness, any flicker of awareness. Her eyes remained closed, her expression peaceful, her breathing shallow but steady. She was still asleep, still locked in the stasis that had held her for a century, still unaware of what was about to happen to her.

But her body knew. He could see it in the slight flush that coloured her skin, in the way her thighs fell open to accommodate him, in the wetness that gleamed on her flesh despite her unconsciousness. The fairies had trained her well, had conditioned her to respond to physical stimulus even in sleep, had prepared her to accept the claimant when he finally arrived.

And he had arrived.

He positioned himself at her entrance, feeling the heat of her against the tip of his cock. She was warm here, warmer than anywhere else, her body radiating a furnacelike heat that spoke of the life still pulsing beneath her skin. She was wet, too — not soaked, not yet, but slick enough that he could feel her readiness against his flesh.

He pushed forward.

The first inch was easy. Her body yielded to him, opening like a flower, accepting him with a wet slide that made his breath catch. She was tight, tighter than he had expected despite all his preparation, her inner walls gripping him with a pressure that bordered on resistance.

He pushed deeper.

She made a sound — not a word, not a moan, but something in between, a soft exhalation that might have been pleasure or might have been something else entirely. Her hips shifted slightly, tilting to accommodate him, and he felt her body adjusting around his, opening to receive him.

He felt her maidenhead then, a thin barrier that resisted for a moment before giving way beneath his steady pressure. She did not flinch, did not cry out, did not react at all to the breach. She was asleep, unconscious, unable to feel pain or pleasure or anything in between.

But her body reacted. Her inner walls clenched around him, gripping him like a fist, drawing him deeper. Her thighs fell wider, opening herself completely, and her back arched slightly off the bed as if seeking more of him.

He buried himself to the hilt, his hips pressed against hers, his cock fully encased in the tight heat of her body. He stayed there for a moment, savouring the sensation, savouring the knowledge that he was the first, the only, the one who had been chosen to claim her.

She was his. She had always been his. And now, finally, he had taken what belonged to him.

He began to move.

Slowly at first, pulling back and pushing forward in long, deliberate strokes, feeling every inch of her tight heat, feeling every ripple and clench of her inner walls. The wet sounds of their coupling filled the room, a soft rhythm that counterpointed the silence of the frozen castle, a reminder that life still existed in this place of preserved death.

He watched her face as he moved, looking for any sign of waking, any flicker of consciousness that would signal the end of the sleep. Her eyes remained closed, her expression peaceful, her breath coming in the same shallow rhythm it had maintained for a century. She was not waking — not yet, perhaps not for days or weeks. The contract had specified that the sleep would hold until the claim was complete, and the claim was far from complete.

He increased his pace, his hips snapping forward with more force, his cock driving deeper with each thrust. She was wetter now, her body responding to his presence with a slick readiness that made his movement easier, that allowed him to fill her completely with each stroke. The fairies had prepared her for this, had conditioned her to lubricate at the first sign of penetration, and he could feel the evidence of their work coating his shaft.

Her breasts swayed with the rhythm of his thrusts, the nipples hard and dark against the pale flesh. He reached out and cupped one, feeling its weight, feeling the nipple press against his palm, feeling the way it fit in his hand as if it had been made for him. He rolled the nipple between his fingers, pressing and pinching, watching her face for any reaction.

She made another sound — louder this time, more distinct, something that was almost a moan. Her head turned slightly on the pillow, her lips parting, her brow furrowing as if she was experiencing something in her dreams. Her body was responding to him, he realised, even without her mind's awareness. She was feeling this at some level, was processing the sensation in the depths of her unconsciousness.

The thought made his cock throb inside her, made his pace quicken, made his breath come faster with building desire.

He drove into her harder, faster, his hips pistoning with a rhythm that was building toward release. The bed creaked beneath them, the silk sheets rustling with their movement, the gossamer swaying as if stirred by wind. The candles flickered despite the still air, as if the very room was responding to the act being performed within it.

He could feel her tightening around him, feel the flutter of her inner walls, feel the building of something that could only be pleasure despite her unconscious state. The fairies had trained her to respond to penetration, had conditioned her body to orgasm when properly stimulated, and he could feel the evidence of that training in the way her muscles clenched and released around his shaft.

She was going to come. She was going to orgasm while she slept, while she was unconscious, while she had no idea what was being done to her. The thought sent a surge of dark satisfaction through him, a possession so complete it bordered on worship.

He wanted her to come. He wanted her body to acknowledge what her mind could not. He wanted her to feel pleasure without consent, without choice, without any way to resist what was happening to her.

He shifted his angle, found the spot inside her that made her breath catch, and pressed against it with each thrust. Her body responded immediately — her back arching, her thighs clenching, her inner walls gripping him so tightly he could barely move. She was close, so close, her body tensing for a release that her sleeping mind would never remember.

"Come for me," he growled, his voice rough with desire. "Show me what they taught your body to do."

She came with a sound that was half gasp, half moan, her body convulsing around him in waves that he could feel through every nerve. Her back bowed off the bed, her thighs locked around his hips, her inner walls rippled with the force of a pleasure she could not understand. Fluid gushed from her, coating his cock, slicking their joined bodies with evidence of her unconscious arousal.

He watched her face as she came — the way her brow furrowed, the way her lips parted, the way her breath came in sharp gasps that spoke of sensation without understanding. She was beautiful in her release, beautiful in her helplessness, beautiful in the way her body had betrayed her to the pleasure he had forced upon it.

And then he was coming too.

He buried himself to the hilt and held, his cock pulsing inside her, his seed spurting into the depths of her body with a heat he could feel through his entire being. He came harder than he had ever come before, his release seeming to go on forever, his body pouring itself into hers with an intensity that left him trembling.

When it was over, he collapsed on top of her, his weight pressing her into the mattress, his breath coming in ragged gasps, his cock still buried in the warmth of her body. He could feel his seed inside her, could feel the heat of it, could feel the permanence of what he had done.

He had claimed her. He had filled her with his seed. He had made her his in the most fundamental way possible.

But he was not finished yet.

He lay there for a long moment, his body recovering, his mind processing what he had done. The first penetration was complete, the first release deposited, the first step of the claim fulfilled. But the contract required more than a single act — it required marks, visible signs of ownership that would prove to anyone who saw her that she belonged to him.

He withdrew slowly, watching his seed spill from her body, watching it pool on the silk sheets below. She was wet with him now, filled with him, claimed by him in a way that went deeper than skin. But she needed to be marked on the outside as well, needed to carry his brand in a way that could not be hidden or denied.

He turned her head to the side, exposing the column of her throat. The skin there was pale and smooth, untouched by sun or blade, perfect for what he intended. He could see the pulse beating beneath the surface, steady and slow, evidence of the life that still animated her despite her century of sleep.

He leaned down and pressed his lips to her pulse point, feeling the beat of her heart against his mouth. She tasted like roses and salt, like innocence and preservation, like something that had been waiting a hundred years to be claimed.

And then he bit down.

His teeth sank into her flesh with a pressure that was carefully controlled — hard enough to mark, hard enough to scar, but not hard enough to cause real damage. He felt her skin give beneath his teeth, felt the slight pop of blood vessels breaking, felt the warmth of her body responding to the pain she could not consciously feel.

She made a sound — not a cry, but a soft whimper that seemed to come from somewhere deep in her chest. Her body tensed beneath him, her hands clenching in the sheets, her back arching slightly as if trying to escape the sensation. She was feeling this at some level, he realised, just as she had felt the pleasure of his cock inside her. Her body was registering the pain even without her mind's awareness.

He held the bite for a moment longer, then released, lifting his head to examine his work.

The mark was perfect — a clear impression of his teeth, red and angry against the pale skin of her throat. It would bruise, would darken to purple over the next day, would eventually heal into a scar that would never fully fade. Anyone who saw her would know she had been claimed, would know she belonged to someone, would know she was no longer her own.

But one mark was not enough. He wanted to mark her everywhere, wanted to cover her in signs of his possession, wanted to ensure that there was no part of her that did not bear his brand.

He moved to her breast, lifting the soft flesh, examining the nipple that was still swollen from his earlier attention. He lowered his head and bit again, harder this time, leaving a mark on the curve of her breast that would be visible whenever she undressed. She whimpered again, her body tensing, her breath quickening with the unconscious registration of pain.

He moved lower, spreading her thighs, examining the tender flesh of her inner leg. He bit a third time, high on her inner thigh, close enough to her centre that she would feel it every time she walked, every time she moved. The mark bloomed on her skin like a dark flower, a permanent reminder of what he had done to her.

Three marks. Three signs of ownership. Three permanent reminders that she belonged to him now.

He sat back and looked at her, really looked, taking in the full picture of what he had done.

She lay on the bed, her golden hair spread across the pillow, her body still and beautiful, her skin marked with the evidence of his claim. His seed leaked from between her legs, pooling on the silk beneath her, a physical testament to the act he had performed. His teeth marks decorated her throat, her breast, her thigh — visible, permanent, undeniable.

She was his now. Completely and irrevocably his.

The contract was being fulfilled. The claim was being made. And when she finally woke — whenever that might be — she would have no choice but to accept what had been done to her.

He lay down beside her, pulling her unconscious body into his arms, arranging her against him with the same care he might show a valuable possession. Her head rested on his chest, her hair spilling across his skin like liquid gold, her breath warm against his throat. She was still asleep, still locked in the stasis that had held her for a century, still unaware of what had been done to her.

But her body knew. Her body would remember, even if her mind did not. Every thrust, every stroke, every pulse of his seed inside her — all of it had been recorded in her muscles, her nerves, her very cells. When she woke, she would respond to him without understanding why. She would recognise his touch, his scent, his presence, even as her mind screamed against the violation she could not remember.

That was the beauty of the arrangement. That was why the fairies had prepared her so carefully, had conditioned her so thoroughly, had maintained her body for so long. She would wake already claimed, already marked, already pregnant with his child — and she would have no choice but to accept it.

"Sleep now," he murmured into her hair, his voice soft with satisfaction. "Sleep a little longer. When you wake, everything will be different."

She did not respond. She could not. She was already asleep, had been asleep for a hundred years, would remain asleep until he and the fairies decided it was time for her to wake.

And when she did, she would find that she no longer belonged to herself.

She belonged to him.

The candles burned on, steady and unwavering, filling the room with their golden light. The thorns pressed against the windows, their roses nodding in a breeze that existed only for them, their thorns gleaming like teeth in the pale glow. The castle held its breath around them, frozen in a moment that had lasted a century, waiting for the curse to lift and the world to begin again.

In the bed, the prince held the princess in his arms, his seed inside her, his marks on her skin, his claim complete.

This was what he had been born for. This was what she had been preserved for. This was the fulfilment of a contract that had bound their bloodlines together since before either of them existed.

And it was only the beginning.


CHAPTER FIVE: THE REPEATED CLAIMINGS

He woke to golden light and the scent of roses.

The candles had not burned down — would never burn down in this frozen place — but something had shifted in the quality of illumination, as if the castle itself recognised the passage of time even when its inhabitants could not. The light was warmer now, more golden, carrying the quality of late afternoon despite the thorns that pressed against every window.

Aurora still slept in his arms.

He had held her through the night, her unconscious body pressed against his, her breath warm and steady against his chest. At some point he had drifted into something like sleep himself — not true slumber, but a dozing awareness that kept him conscious of every shift and sound she made. She had stirred several times, her body moving against his with the restless energy of dreams she could not remember, and each time he had stroked her hair, her back, the curve of her hip, until she settled again.

She was his now. He had claimed her, marked her, filled her with his seed. But the contract required more than a single act — it required thoroughness, repetition, the systematic conditioning of her body until it recognised him at a fundamental level. One claiming was not enough to ensure conception. One night was not enough to ensure the bond.

He intended to stay until both were certain.

He rose from the bed, his body protesting the movement after hours of stillness, and crossed to the window. The thorns stretched below him like a sea of green and red, impenetrable, endless, broken only by the narrow passage through which he had entered. Beyond them, he could see the forest spreading toward distant mountains, a world that had changed a hundred times while this castle remained frozen in a single moment.

His kingdom waited there, across those mountains, preparing for his return. His father would be growing anxious — three weeks had passed since he departed, and another week or more would pass before he could make the journey back with his claimed bride. But there was no rushing this. The claim had to be complete before he could bring her home, before he could present her to his court as the princess who would become his queen.

And the claim was far from complete.

He turned back to the bed, to the woman who lay sleeping amidst the rumpled silk. She was beautiful in her unconsciousness, her face peaceful, her body relaxed in a way it would never be when she finally woke. The marks he had left on her stood out starkly against her pale skin — the bite on her throat already darkening to purple, the mark on her breast visible above the sheet, the third mark hidden between her thighs.

She did not know what he had done to her. She could not know. And when she finally opened her eyes, she would discover a body that had been changed without her consent, claimed without her knowledge, marked without her awareness.

The thought made his cock stir again, the hunger returning despite the satisfaction of the night before. He had taken her once, but he would take her many more times before this was over. He would fill her with his seed until it took root, would condition her body until it responded to his touch without her mind's participation, would make her completely and irrevocably his.

He returned to the bed and pulled back the sheet, exposing her body to his gaze.

She was still wet between her thighs — his seed and her own fluids, mingled together, evidence of what he had done. The sight made something possessive curl in his chest, a satisfaction so deep it bordered on hunger. She was carrying him inside her even now, hours after he had withdrawn, marked by him in ways that went beyond the visible scars.

He spread her legs gently, positioning her for his examination. She did not resist — could not resist, unconscious as she was — and her thighs fell open with a readiness that spoke of the fairies' thorough preparation. He had been told that her body had been trained to respond to touch, to penetration, to the presence of the claimant who would one day take her. He had felt the evidence of that training the night before, in the way she had opened for him, in the orgasm she had experienced despite her sleep.

Now he intended to deepen that training.

He climbed between her legs, his cock already hard with anticipation, and positioned himself at her entrance. She was slick, ready, her body prepared for penetration even in unconsciousness. He pushed inside with a single smooth stroke, burying himself to the hilt, feeling her inner walls clench around him in automatic response.

She made a soft sound — not a word, not quite a moan, but something that spoke of sensation without understanding. Her hips shifted, tilting to take him deeper, and her breath quickened slightly against his neck. Her body was responding to him again, just as it had the night before, just as it had been trained to do.

He began to move.

This claiming was different from the first.

The night before had been about possession — about taking what was his, about marking her with his teeth, about filling her with his seed for the first time. This claiming was about training, about teaching her body to respond to specific rhythms and touches, about conditioning her to orgasm at his command even without her conscious awareness.

He moved slowly, deliberately, varying his pace and angle to find the spots that made her breath catch and her body tense. He watched her face with each thrust, cataloguing the microexpressions that flickered across her sleeping features, learning what she responded to even when she could not know she was responding.

Pressure on the front wall of her channel made her thighs tremble. A circular motion at the height of each stroke made her breath quicken. Deep, slow thrusts made her body relax and open; faster, harder strokes made her inner walls clench and flutter.

She was being conditioned with each movement, each sensation, each moment of unconscious pleasure. Her body was learning him — the shape of his cock, the rhythm of his hips, the way he felt inside her. When she finally woke, she would recognise him at a cellular level, would respond to his touch without understanding why.

He drove into her harder, chasing his own pleasure now, feeling the pressure building at the base of his spine. She was close again, he could tell — her body tensing, her inner walls rippling, her unconscious form arching toward him in search of release. He thrust three more times, deep and hard, and felt her come apart around him.

Her orgasm was stronger this time, her body convulsing with a force that surprised him, her inner walls gripping him so tightly he could barely move. He followed her over the edge moments later, his seed spurting into her depths with a heat that seemed to brand her from the inside.

When it was over, he stayed inside her, his cock softening slowly, his seed warming her from within. He did not want to withdraw yet, did not want to give her body a chance to expel what he had given her. He wanted it to stay inside, to take root, to create the child that would bind them together forever.

The day passed in a haze of claiming and rest.

He took her three more times before the light began to fade — once with her on her back, her legs wrapped around his waist; once with her on her side, his body curled around hers; once with her on her hands and knees, her face pressed into the pillows, her hips raised for his access. Each time, her body responded with the automatic obedience of thorough conditioning, her inner walls clenching and fluttering, her unconscious form orgasming at his touch.

By the time the golden light gave way to something softer, she was thoroughly used, her body filled and refilled with his seed until it leaked from her in a constant stream. The marks on her skin had darkened to purple and black, visible evidence of his possession that would heal into permanent scars. And her body had learned him more thoroughly with each claiming, her responses becoming more immediate, more intense, more automatic.

He lay beside her as the light faded, his hand resting on her belly, imagining the child that might already be growing there. The fairies had said that conception was likely within the first week of repeated breeding, that her body had been prepared to receive and hold his seed. He had filled her more times in one day than most men filled their wives in a month.

Surely it would take.

Surely she was already carrying his heir.

The fairies appeared at midnight.

He heard them before he saw them — a soft sound like the rustle of leaves, a presence that made the air itself seem to hold its breath. He was sitting on the edge of the bed, watching Aurora sleep, his mind turning over the calculations of conception and claim.

They materialised at the foot of the bed — three women in robes that shifted between colours like oil on water, their faces ageless, their eyes ancient. He recognised them from the descriptions he had been given, from the stories that had shaped his understanding of this quest.

The one in autumn colours spoke first, her voice clear and precise like silver bells.

"Prince Valerian. You have passed the thorns. You have entered the castle. The claim has been initiated."

"It has." His voice was calm, certain, carrying the satisfaction of a man who had done what he came to do. "She has been claimed. Marked. Filled."

"But not finished." The one in spring green stepped forward, her round face carrying an expression that was clinical rather than warm. "The first claiming is only the beginning. The contract specifies thorough and repeated breeding until conception is confirmed. One day is not sufficient."

"I am aware." Valerian's eyes returned to Aurora's sleeping form, tracing the marks that decorated her skin. "I do not intend to leave until the claim is complete."

"Good." The third fairy, the one in twilight blue, nodded with sharp approval. "Your commitment does you credit. We have waited a hundred years for the right claimant to arrive. We would not see the contract compromised by impatience."

They moved around the bed then, examining Aurora with a clinical precision that bordered on reverence. The autumn fairy checked the marks on her throat and breast, pressing against the bruised flesh with fingers that seemed to glow with faint light. The spring fairy positioned herself between Aurora's legs, spreading her thighs with businesslike efficiency, examining the evidence of Valerian's repeated claimings.

"She is responding well," the spring fairy announced, her voice carrying notes of professional assessment. "Lubrication is consistent. The vaginal walls show no signs of damage despite repeated penetration. The conditioning is holding."

"Conception status?" the autumn fairy asked, her hands still on Aurora's throat.

"Too early to confirm. But the conditions are favourable. Her cycle was regulated before the sleep began, and her body has been maintained at peak fertility." The spring fairy's hands moved deeper, checking something Valerian could not see. "The first deposit was substantial. If repeated daily, conception within the week is probable."

The twilight fairy recorded these observations in a small book, her pen scratching across the paper with a sound that seemed too loud in the silent room. "Mark the date. The claim is progressing as expected. The prince's virility has exceeded projections."

Valerian watched this examination with a possessive satisfaction that surprised him with its intensity. They were touching what was his, assessing what belonged to him, documenting the progress of a claim that he had made and would continue to make. But he did not feel jealous, did not feel the need to keep them away from her.

They were not examining a person. They were examining a contract, a vessel, a body that had been prepared for exactly this purpose. The distinction mattered, somehow, even if he could not articulate why.

"The marks are well placed," the autumn fairy said, her fingers tracing the bite on Aurora's throat with clinical approval. "The throat mark in particular will serve its purpose. She will see it every time she looks in a mirror. She will feel it every time she swallows. It will remind her constantly that she belongs to someone now."

"That was the intention." Valerian's voice was calm, matteroffact. "I wanted her to know, even before she wakes, that she has been claimed."

"She will know." The spring fairy's voice was soft, almost gentle, though there was no warmth in it. "When she wakes, she will find a body that has been changed without her consent. She will find marks she cannot explain, a womb filled with seed she did not choose to receive. She will find that she belongs to you, completely and permanently, with no way to undo what has been done."

"She will resist." The twilight fairy's sharp eyes watched Valerian's face as she spoke. "They always resist at first. The waking mind does not easily accept what has been done without its knowledge. She will be angry, frightened, defiant. She will try to find some way to reclaim what has been taken from her."

"And she will fail." Valerian's voice held no doubt, no uncertainty. "Her body has been trained to respond to me. Her mind will catch up eventually."

"Eventually," the autumn fairy agreed. "But not immediately. The conditioning will help, but it cannot erase the self that existed before the claim. She will need time, patience, consistency. She will need to be shown that resistance is pointless and acceptance is inevitable."

"How long?" Valerian asked, and there was genuine curiosity in the question.

"That depends on her." The spring fairy's round face showed something that might have been sympathy, though it was difficult to tell with beings so removed from human emotion. "Some brides accept quickly, within days of waking. Others fight longer, weeks or even months. But all of them accept eventually. The child ensures it, if nothing else."

The child. Valerian's hand pressed more firmly against Aurora's belly, imagining the swell that would come, imagining the heir that would grow inside her, imagining the moment when she would feel the first flutter of movement and know that she carried a part of him forever.

"I will breed her until it takes," he said, and his voice was calm, certain. "I will claim her until she is mine completely. I will not leave this castle until the contract is fulfilled."

The fairies faded as silently as they had appeared, their forms dissolving into the candlelight, leaving Valerian alone with his bride once more. The room seemed smaller without them, more intimate, a space meant for the two of them alone.

He climbed back onto the bed, positioning himself beside Aurora, pulling her unconscious form into his arms. She fit against him perfectly, he realised, her body curving into the spaces of his as if she had been made for him. Perhaps she had been — perhaps that was what a century of preservation and preparation had accomplished, the shaping of a body that would fit against his like a key in a lock.

He would claim her again tonight. And tomorrow. And every day after that until he was certain the child had taken root, until he was satisfied that her body had learned him completely, until he was ready for her to open her eyes and see the man who had taken her.

"Sleep now," he murmured into her hair, his voice soft with satisfaction. "There is more to come."

She did not respond. She could not. She was asleep, had been asleep for a hundred years, would remain asleep until he and the fairies decided it was time for her to wake.

And when she did wake, she would find that everything had changed.

The days blurred together.

Time did not pass in the tower room — the candles did not burn down, the light did not change, the air did not stir. But Valerian's body kept its own rhythm, demanding sleep and food and release in a cycle that seemed disconnected from the frozen world around him. He ate from the plates of food that appeared on the bedside table, prepared by invisible servants or fairy magic, he did not know which. He drank water from a pitcher that never emptied. He slept when his body demanded it, and woke when his hunger returned.

And when he woke, he claimed her again.

The pattern established itself with ritualistic precision — morning and evening and sometimes in the deep watches of the night, his cock hard with need, her body slick and ready despite her unconsciousness. He took her in every position he could imagine, from every angle, with every variation of pace and force that his training had taught him. He learned her body as he had never learned any woman's, memorising every responsive spot, every sensitive nerve, every way to make her unconscious form arch and tremble with pleasure she could not resist.

And her body learned him in return.

By the third day, she was responding to him before he even entered her.

He noticed it first when he climbed onto the bed, positioning himself between her legs as he had done a dozen times before. Her thighs fell open before he touched them, her body opening to receive him with an eagerness that spoke of deep conditioning. And when he positioned his cock at her entrance, she was already wet, her body preparing for penetration without any stimulation at all.

She was learning him. Her unconscious form was recognising his scent, his weight, his presence, and responding with the automatic readiness that the fairies had cultivated. Every claiming, every orgasm, every exposure to his seed was reinforcing the bond between them at a level deeper than thought.

He pushed inside her, feeling her inner walls clench in welcome, feeling her hips tilt to take him deeper, feeling her body accept him as if it had been made for this exact purpose. And he realised, with a surge of dark satisfaction, that it had been. She had been preserved for a century specifically so that her body could learn to respond to him like this.

When she woke, she would not be able to help herself. Her body would know him, want him, open for him, even as her mind screamed against the violation she could not remember.

That was the point. That was the design. That was the purpose of everything that had been done to her.

The fairies appeared again on the fourth day, their examination more thorough this time, their assessment carrying notes of satisfaction.

"Breast tenderness increasing," the autumn fairy noted, her fingers pressing against the swollen flesh. "A positive sign. The hormones are responding to the repeated exposure."

"Cervical position favourable," the spring fairy added, her hand between Aurora's legs. "The body is preparing to receive and hold. Conception is increasingly likely."

"Has it taken yet?" Valerian asked, and there was an edge to his voice that betrayed his growing impatience.

"Not yet confirmed." The twilight fairy's sharp eyes met his. "But the signs are promising. Continue as you have been doing. Another few days should be sufficient."

He nodded, accepting the instruction, turning his attention back to Aurora's sleeping form. He would continue. He would fill her with his seed every day until the child was certain, until the claim was absolute, until there was no part of her that did not belong to him.

On the fifth day, he noticed something new.

Her body was changing, subtly but undeniably. Her breasts seemed fuller, the nipples darker, the areolae slightly swollen. Her belly had a softness it had not possessed before, a subtle roundness that spoke of changes happening beneath the skin. And when he entered her, she felt different somehow — wetter, warmer, more responsive than ever.

The fairies confirmed his observations that evening.

"The conception is likely in progress," the autumn fairy announced, her hands pressed against Aurora's belly in a way that suggested she could feel what Valerian could not yet see. "The signs are consistent with early pregnancy. Her body is preparing to nurture the child you have planted."

"How long until we can be certain?"

"Another day or two." The spring fairy's voice was soft, satisfied. "Continue the daily breedings. Ensure the claim is reinforced. And when conception is confirmed, we will discuss the waking."

The waking. Valerian's eyes returned to Aurora's sleeping face, tracing the peaceful features, the closed eyes, the lips slightly parted. She had been asleep for a hundred years, and she would remain asleep for a little longer, until he was ready for her to open her eyes and discover what had been done to her.

He was not ready yet. There was more to do, more to teach her body, more ways to ensure that when she woke, she would have no choice but to accept what had already been done.

He claimed her twice that night, and three times the next day.

Each time, her body responded more intensely, her unconscious orgasms stronger and longer, her inner walls gripping him with a desperation that seemed almost conscious. She was being conditioned thoroughly now, her muscles and nerves learning him so completely that the recognition would be permanent.

He wondered, in the quiet moments between claimings, what she would think when she woke. Would she be angry? Frightened? Defiant? Would she try to fight him, try to find some way to escape the claim that had been made on her body?

It did not matter. The contract was absolute. The child was growing. The marks were healing into scars. Whatever she thought or felt when she woke, she would be his — completely, permanently, irrevocably his.

And she would have no choice but to accept it.

On the seventh day, the fairies appeared with confirmation.

"The conception is successful." The autumn fairy's voice carried a note of satisfaction that bordered on triumph. "The child has taken root. The claim has succeeded in its primary purpose."

Valerian felt something shift in his chest — a satisfaction so deep it bordered on relief. He had done what he came to do. He had bred her, filled her, made her carry his heir. The contract was fulfilled in its most essential requirement.

"There is more," the spring fairy added, her round face showing something that might have been approval. "The conditioning has progressed faster than expected. Her body has accepted your claim completely. When she wakes, she will respond to you at a fundamental level — not just physically, but emotionally. She will feel bound to you in ways she cannot understand or resist."

"How long until she wakes?" Valerian asked, and his voice was steady even as his heart quickened.

"That is your decision." The twilight fairy's sharp eyes watched his face. "The sleep will hold as long as we maintain it. You may wake her when you are ready — when you have completed whatever additional claiming you deem necessary."

He looked down at Aurora's sleeping form, at the golden hair spread across the pillow, at the marks visible on her throat and breast, at the belly that would soon begin to swell with his child. He had claimed her thoroughly, had filled her with his seed day after day, had conditioned her body to respond to his touch.

But he was not ready for her to wake yet.

There was one more thing he wanted to do.

"She has not yet taken me in her mouth," he said, and his voice was calm, practical. "The fairies mentioned that exposure through all pathways would deepen the bond."

The autumn fairy nodded, her expression clinical. "That is correct. Oral consumption of your seed would accelerate the cellular conditioning. Her body would recognise your taste, your scent, your essence, at a visceral level."

"Then I will claim her that way as well." Valerian's eyes returned to Aurora's sleeping face, her lips slightly parted, her throat marked with his teeth. "Before she wakes. I want her to know me in every way possible."

He positioned her carefully that night, propping her head on pillows, arranging her mouth at the level of his cock. She was still asleep, still locked in the slumber that had held her for a century, her body pliable and responsive to his manipulations.

He traced her lower lip with his thumb, feeling the softness of her flesh, the warmth of her breath. She was beautiful here too, her mouth pink and perfect, her jaw relaxed, her throat exposed. He had marked that throat already, had bitten down hard enough to leave a scar, had claimed her in a way that everyone would see.

Now he would claim her from the inside.

He pressed his cock against her lips, feeling them part slightly at the pressure. She was not awake to open for him, so he had to do it himself, his thumb pressing down on her chin to create an opening wide enough to accommodate him.

He pushed inside.

Her mouth was warm and wet, her tongue soft against his shaft, her throat tight around his tip. She did not suck — she could not, unconscious as she was — but she did not resist either. Her body simply accepted him, as it had accepted everything else he had done to her.

He moved slowly at first, not wanting to trigger her gag reflex, not wanting to wake her with the discomfort of a cock thrusting into her throat. He simply let himself rest there, feeling the warmth of her mouth surrounding him, feeling the soft brush of her breath against his skin.

Then he began to move.

He was gentle, more gentle than he had been with any other claiming. This was not about pleasure, not primarily — it was about conditioning, about teaching her body to recognise him at a visceral level, about ensuring that when she woke, she would know his taste as intimately as she knew his touch.

He thrust shallowly, feeling her tongue move against him in unconscious response, feeling her throat contract around his tip. She made a soft sound — not protest, just the automatic vocalisation of a body being used in a new way.

He could feel his release building, the pressure coiling in his belly, the inevitable approach of the moment when he would spill into her mouth and mark her from the inside. He thrust faster, deeper, his hands tightening in her hair, his hips moving with a rhythm that would have been brutal if she had been awake to feel it.

And then he came.

His seed spurted into her mouth, thick and hot, filling her faster than she could swallow. Some of it slipped down her throat despite her unconsciousness, and some of it leaked from the corners of her lips, running down her chin in white streams. He held himself inside her until the pulses faded, until he was spent, until he had given her everything he had to give.

When he withdrew, her mouth remained slightly open, his seed glistening on her lips and chin. She had not woken. She had not resisted. She had simply accepted, as she had accepted everything else.

He traced his thumb through the seed on her chin and pressed it back into her mouth, watching her unconscious body swallow what he gave her. She would taste him now, would know his essence at a visceral level, would respond to his flavour without understanding why.

She was his. Inside and out. Top to bottom. Completely and irrevocably.

He claimed her mouth twice more over the next two days, each time watching her unconscious body accept what he gave without resistance. The fairies confirmed that the conditioning was accelerating, that her body was learning him at a fundamental level, that when she woke, she would recognise him in ways that went beyond thought.

On the tenth day, he decided it was time.

He had claimed her thoroughly — filled her womb with his seed, marked her skin with his teeth, conditioned her body to respond to his touch. He had taken her in every way a woman could be taken, had used her unconscious form for purposes she had never consented to, had made her his in every sense that mattered.

The child was growing inside her. The marks were healing into scars. The conditioning was complete.

It was time for her to wake.

He called the fairies with a word, and they appeared at the foot of the bed, their faces expectant, their books ready to document the final phase of the claim.

"She is ready," Valerian said, and his voice was calm, certain. "Wake her."

The fairies moved to either side of the bed, their hands rising, their voices beginning a chant in a language Valerian did not recognise. The words filled the tower room, resonating with power, shaking the very air with their force.

Aurora's body tensed.

It was not a gentle movement — it was convulsive, violent, as if her body was fighting against the magic that had held it in stasis for a century. Her back arched off the bed, her limbs thrashed, her breath coming in gasps and pants that seemed to tear at her lungs.

And then she went still.

For a moment, there was nothing. No movement, no sound, no sign of life beyond the shallow rise and fall of her chest. Valerian leaned forward, watching her face, watching for any flicker of consciousness.

And then her eyes opened.

They were blue — the blue of summer skies, the blue of deep water, the blue of things that had never known darkness. They blinked once, twice, three times, adjusting to the light, focusing on the world around her.

And then they found him.

Valerian watched her face as recognition — or the lack of it — flickered across her features. She did not know him. She had never seen him before. But something in her eyes shifted, something in her expression changed, as if some part of her recognised him despite herself.

Her body certainly did. Even as her mind struggled to process what was happening, her body was responding to his presence — her breath quickening, her skin flushing, her thighs shifting slightly apart in an unconscious invitation that had been trained into her over days of claiming.

She was awake. She was aware. And she was looking at him with confusion and fear and something else, something darker, something her body recognised even if her mind did not.

"Hello, Aurora," he said, and his voice was low, gentle, carrying a satisfaction he did not try to hide. "You have been sleeping for a very long time."


CHAPTER SIX: THE AWAKENING

The first thing she felt was the light.

It pressed against her eyelids, warm and golden, a weight that seemed to come from inside her as much as from outside. She had been in darkness for so long — so impossibly, unmeasurably long — that the mere sensation of brightness felt like a revelation, like a birth, like the first moment of creation.

She tried to remember where she was, how she had come to be here, what had happened before the darkness. There was something — a tower room, a spinning wheel, a sharp pain in her finger — but the memories slid away from her like water through cupped hands, leaving only fragments, impressions, the ghosts of things she could not quite grasp.

"Hello, Aurora."

The voice came from somewhere above her, low and calm and carrying a weight of satisfaction that made something in her chest tighten with an instinct she did not understand. She forced her eyes to open, forced them to focus, forced them to find the source of the voice that seemed to know her name.

A face swam into view above her — dark hair falling across a broad forehead, grey eyes that watched her with an intensity that bordered on hunger, a jaw like carved stone beneath skin that had known sun and wind and years she had not shared. He was handsome, she thought distantly, in the way that predators were handsome, all sharp edges and controlled power and the promise of violence held carefully in check.

"You have been sleeping for a very long time."

She tried to speak, but her throat was dry, her tongue thick and clumsy. A sound escaped her — not a word, but a soft whimper that seemed to belong to someone else. Her lips felt strange, swollen almost, carrying a taste she could not identify — something salty, something musky, something that made her stomach clench with a confusion she could not name.

She tried to move, to sit up, to put distance between herself and this stranger who watched her with eyes that held no warmth. But her body felt wrong — heavy and weak and aching in ways she could not explain. Her thighs were sore, a deep throbbing ache that seemed to emanate from the very bone. Her hips ached too, and there was a tenderness between her legs that made her want to press them together even as some part of her yearned to open them.

"Easy." His hand came down on her shoulder, pressing her back into the mattress, holding her still with a strength she could not match. "You have been asleep for a hundred years. Your body needs time to adjust."

A hundred years. The words circled in her head, meaningless, absurd, impossible. She could not have been asleep for a hundred years. She was eighteen years old. She had just pricked her finger on a spindle, had just felt the darkness closing in, had just—

But there was nothing after that. No memory, no dream, no sense of time passing. Just darkness, and then light, and then this man pressing her into a bed in a room she did not recognise, telling her impossible things with a voice that expected her to believe them.

"Who are you?" she managed, her voice cracking on the words, her hands clutching at the silk sheets beneath her. "Where am I? What happened to me?"

He studied her face for a long moment, his grey eyes tracing her features as if memorising them, as if cataloguing her confusion for later examination. When he spoke, his voice was patient, almost gentle, but it carried an undertone of satisfaction that made her skin prickle with warning.

"I am Prince Valerian of the Eastern Kingdom. You are in the tower room of your family's castle, where you have slept for a century. And what happened to you—" He paused, something flickering in his expression that might have been amusement or might have been something darker. "What happened to you is that you were claimed."

The word landed in her chest like a stone dropped into still water.

Claimed.

She did not understand what it meant, not fully, not in the way he intended it. But something in the word resonated with the wrongness she felt in her body — the soreness, the tenderness, the ache that seemed to pulse through every muscle and joint. She looked down at herself, finally, really looked, and realised with a jolt of horror that she was naked beneath the thin sheet that covered her.

The sheet was thin enough that she could see the dark shadows of marks on her skin, bruises or stains or something else she could not identify. She reached for the sheet, meaning to pull it aside, to see what had been done to her body while she slept.

His hand closed around her wrist, stopping her.

"Perhaps you should prepare yourself first," he said, and his voice was still gentle, still patient, but there was a note in it now that made her breath catch. "What you see may be... difficult to process."

"Let me go." She tried to pull her wrist free, but his grip was iron, unyielding, and her body was too weak to fight him. "I want to see. I want to know what you did to me."

"Are you certain?" He raised an eyebrow, watching her with those predator's eyes, waiting for something she did not understand. "Once you see, you cannot unsee. The knowledge will change how you understand yourself."

"I am already changed." She heard the fear in her own voice, heard it tremble and crack, but she forced the words out anyway. "I can feel it. My body is... wrong. Different. Tell me what happened. Show me what you did."

He held her gaze for a long moment, weighing her, assessing her, deciding something she could not perceive. Then he released her wrist and leaned back, giving her space to move, giving her the freedom to discover for herself what had been done.

"Very well," he said. "See for yourself."

She pushed the sheet aside with hands that trembled.

Her body lay exposed to the golden light, pale and beautiful and marked in ways that made her breath stop in her throat. The first thing she saw was her throat — a dark bruise, purple and black, shaped like the impression of teeth. She lifted her hand to touch it, feeling the raised flesh, the tenderness, the perfect outline of a bite that had broken skin and would leave a scar.

"Someone bit me." The words came out as a whisper, as an accusation, as a prayer to a god who was not listening. "Someone bit my throat."

"I did." His voice was calm, matteroffact, carrying no hint of apology or shame. "I marked you there so that everyone would know you belong to me."

She stared at him, her mind refusing to process the words, refusing to accept their meaning. Belongs to me. As if she were a horse, a sword, a piece of property to be owned and used and displayed. As if her body were not her own, but something that could be taken and claimed and marked without her consent.

Her eyes moved lower, finding the second mark on the curve of her breast. Another bite, darker than the first, positioned so that it would be visible whenever she undressed. She touched it with fingers that felt numb, felt the same raised flesh, the same tenderness, the same evidence of teeth that had claimed her without her knowledge.

"There is another," she said, and her voice was flat now, distant, as if it belonged to someone else. "On my thigh. You bit me there too, didn't you?"

"I did." He was watching her face, cataloguing every flicker of expression, every microreaction to the horror she was discovering. "Three marks. Throat, breast, thigh. Visible, permanent, undeniable. You will carry the evidence of my claim for the rest of your life."

She did not remember moving.

One moment she was lying in the bed, her body exposed, her mind reeling with the discovery of the marks. The next moment she was on her feet, swaying, her legs threatening to give way beneath her, her hands clutching at the bedpost for support.

The motion made her aware of other things — the wetness between her thighs, thick and warm and leaking from her body in a way that could only mean one thing. She looked down and saw the evidence there too, white fluid mixing with her own, dripping down her legs, proof of a violation so complete that she felt it in her soul.

"You—" The word caught in her throat, choking her, strangling the accusation she was trying to make. "You—while I was sleeping—"

"I claimed you." He had not moved from the bed, was still watching her with that calm, assessing gaze, as if her horror were merely interesting rather than devastating. "I filled you with my seed, repeatedly, over the course of ten days. I marked your body with my teeth so that you would carry visible proof of my ownership. And I ensured that you would carry my child, so that the claim would be permanent and irrevocable."

She stared at him, her mind screaming denial even as her body registered the truth of his words. She could feel it now — the soreness between her legs that spoke of repeated penetration, the ache in her hips that spoke of being spread and used, the tenderness in her breasts that spoke of hormonal changes she did not yet understand.

"I was asleep." The words came out as a whisper, as a plea, as a prayer to whatever powers might be listening. "I was unconscious. I couldn't... I didn't consent to any of this."

"Consent was arranged by your father before you were born." His voice held no emotion, no sympathy, only the flat certainty of someone stating facts. "He traded you to my kingdom in exchange for an alliance. The sleep was a preservation method, designed to keep you fresh until the claimant could arrive. The fairies who raised you were your keepers, not your protectors — they were preparing your body to accept me, conditioning you to respond to my touch."

She shook her head, denial rising in her throat, screams building in her chest. "No. No, that's not—I was raised in a cottage, in the woods, away from the court. The fairies told me they were protecting me from a curse. They said—"

"They lied." The word fell between them, heavy and final, shattering whatever fragile hope had survived the last few minutes. "They were never your protectors. They were your keepers, charged with maintaining you until the contract could be fulfilled. Everything they did — the examinations, the 'protection,' the isolation — was in service of the claim I have now made."

She did not remember deciding to run.

She only remembered the need to escape, to get away from this man and this room and this body that had been violated without her knowledge or consent. Her legs were weak, her body was trembling, her mind was screaming at her to move, to flee, to find somewhere safe where none of this could touch her.

She made it three steps toward the door before her knees gave way.

She crumpled to the floor, her legs folding beneath her, her hands catching herself against the cold stone. The impact sent shockwaves through her alreadyaching body, making her gasp with pain, making tears spring to her eyes. She tried to crawl, to drag herself forward, to reach the door that seemed impossibly far away.

"Where would you go?" His voice came from behind her, calm, curious, not angry or concerned. "Your kingdom has changed beyond recognition in a hundred years. Your parents are long dead. Your family's castle is frozen and empty. You have nowhere to go, Aurora. You have no one to turn to. You have nothing but the claim I have made on your body."

She stopped crawling, stopped fighting, stopped trying to move toward a door that would only lead to more emptiness, more horror, more truth she did not want to face. She collapsed onto the cold stone floor, her body curling into itself, her hands pressed against her belly where — if his words were true, if this nightmare was real — a child was already growing.

A child she had not chosen.

A child that had been forced into her body while she slept.

A child that would bind her to this man forever, whether she wanted it or not.

He came to her then, lifting her from the floor as if she weighed nothing, carrying her back to the bed as if she were a child who had fallen and needed to be tucked in. She wanted to fight him, to scream, to beat her fists against his chest and demand that he undo what he had done.

But her body was too weak, and her mind was too shattered, and somewhere deep in her muscles, locked away in cells that had been conditioned without her knowledge, something responded to his touch with a warmth she could not control.

She felt it when he laid her on the bed — the way her body relaxed against his, the way her muscles seemed to recognise his presence, the way her thighs shifted apart without her conscious permission. It was wrong, it was violation, it was the deepest betrayal imaginable, and she could not stop it from happening.

"You feel it, don't you?" He settled beside her, his hand resting on her hip, his voice soft and satisfied. "Your body knows me. It was trained to know me, conditioned to respond to me, prepared to accept me even without your mind's awareness. You may fight with your thoughts, Aurora, but your flesh has already chosen."

"No." The word came out weak, trembling, barely more than a breath. "I didn't choose this. I didn't choose any of this."

"Your body did not need you to choose." His hand slid across her stomach, pressing against the place where his child might already be growing, and she felt her muscles clench in response despite the screams in her mind. "It was taught to accept what I give, to open when I approach, to come when I touch you. The fairies were thorough. You will learn, eventually, that fighting is pointless."

She closed her eyes, trying to block out his face, his voice, his hand on her body. She wanted to disappear, to fall back into the sleep that had held her for a century, to wake in a world where none of this had happened. But she could not sleep — could not escape — and when she opened her eyes again, he was still there, still watching her, still waiting for something she did not understand.

"I will never accept this," she whispered, and the words were a promise, a prayer, a defiance that she clung to with everything she had left. "You can take my body, you can mark my skin, you can force a child into my womb. But you cannot make me want this. You cannot make me choose you."

"Not yet." His voice was calm, patient, utterly certain. "But you will. They all do, eventually. And when you do, you will wonder why you ever fought."

She did not know how long she lay there, curled on her side, his hand resting on her hip, his body warm against her back. Time had lost its meaning in the frozen castle, in the golden light that never changed, in the horror that had become her waking reality.

At some point, she became aware of tears on her face — not from crying, exactly, but from something deeper, something that leaked from her eyes without her permission the way his seed had leaked from between her thighs. She was crying without sobbing, mourning without understanding, grieving for a self she had not known she possessed until it was taken from her.

She had been a person once. She had been Aurora, a girl raised in a cottage by three women she had called family. She had been innocent, protected, loved. She had believed that her life was her own, that her body was her own, that she would one day choose a husband and build a future of her own making.

But that had been a lie. All of it, every moment, every memory, every belief she had held about herself. She had never been free. She had never been protected. She had been a product, preserved for a century, prepared for a claimant, delivered to a man who had taken what he was owed without asking what she might want.

And now she was here, in a body that was no longer her own, carrying a child she had not chosen, marked by a man she had never met until moments ago. She was property. She was a vessel. She was a contract fulfilled.

And there was nothing she could do about it.

The fairies appeared as the light began to fade — not that it ever truly faded in this frozen place, but something shifted in the quality of the golden glow, something that suggested the passage of time even when time itself had stopped.

Aurora heard them before she saw them — a soft sound like the rustle of leaves, a presence that made the air itself seem to hold its breath. She turned her head, her body still curled on the bed, her eyes red with tears she had not consciously shed.

Three women stood at the foot of the bed, their faces ageless, their robes shifting between colours like oil on water. She recognised them immediately — the three women who had raised her, who had cared for her, who had told her they were protecting her from a curse.

They did not look at her with love. They looked at her with clinical assessment, with professional interest, with the detachment of craftsmen evaluating a finished product.

"She is awake," the one in autumn colours said, her voice carrying no more warmth than if she were announcing the weather. "The awakening appears to have been successful."

"She has been informed of the claim," Valerian said from behind Aurora, his hand still resting on her hip, his voice calm and satisfied. "She is processing."

"Processing." The word escaped Aurora before she could stop it, sharp with accusation, trembling with the rage she had not yet found the strength to express. "Is that what you call it? Telling a woman she was raped while she slept? Telling her she was sold by her own father? Telling her she is nothing but a contract to be fulfilled?"

The fairies did not flinch at her words. They did not look ashamed or apologetic. They simply watched her with those ancient, assessing eyes, as if her rage were merely data to be recorded.

"You were not raped." The one in spring green spoke, her round face carrying an expression that was almost gentle. "You were claimed. There is a difference, in the eyes of the contract and in the eyes of the powers that bind us."

"I was unconscious!" Aurora's voice rose, cracking with the force of her emotion. "I could not consent! I did not choose—"

"Consent was given by your father before your birth." The one in twilight blue cut her off, her sharp voice carrying the weight of absolute authority. "King Stefan traded you to the Eastern Kingdom in exchange for military alliance and territorial expansion. The contract was signed and sealed when you were still in your mother's womb. Your consent was never required because it had already been given by the man who owned you."

"Owned me." The words tasted like ash in her mouth, like poison, like the truth she could not escape. "My father owned me. And he sold me. And now—"

"Now you belong to Prince Valerian." The autumn fairy's voice was precise, clinical, unyielding. "The claim has been made and confirmed. You carry his child. You wear his marks. You are his, completely and permanently, and no amount of rage or denial will change that fact."

Aurora stared at them, at the three women who had raised her, who had fed her and clothed her and sung her to sleep every night for eighteen years. She had loved them. She had trusted them. She had believed, with all the innocent faith of a child, that they were protecting her from harm.

And all along, they had been preparing her for this.

"You—" Her voice caught, broke, reformed around the accusation she needed to make. "You touched me. While I was growing up. You examined me, you—"

"We prepared you." The spring fairy's voice was soft, almost gentle, but there was no apology in it. "We tested your body's responses, ensured you would be able to accept the claimant when the time came. We brought you to the edge of pleasure and denied you, teaching your muscles to respond without your conscious awareness. We made certain that when Prince Valerian entered you, your body would know what to do."

The words washed over Aurora, each one a blow, each one a revelation that shattered another piece of the world she had thought she knew. The examinations she had not understood, the strange feelings she had dismissed as dreams, the soreness she had woken with on certain mornings — all of it had been preparation for this moment, for the claim that had been made on her body without her knowledge or consent.

"I trusted you," she whispered, and the words were barely audible, barely more than breath. "I loved you. I thought you were my family."

"We were your keepers." The autumn fairy's voice held no emotion, no warmth, only the flat certainty of someone stating simple facts. "We fulfilled our duty to the contract. You were delivered as promised, preserved and prepared and claimed. Our work is done."

Valerian shifted behind her, his arm wrapping around her waist, pulling her body against his with a casual possessiveness that made her want to scream. She could feel his warmth against her back, his breath stirring her hair, the hard planes of his body pressing against the curves of hers.

She should fight him. She should push him away, should claw and scratch and bite until he released her. But her body was too weak, her mind too shattered, and somewhere in the depths of her muscles, locked away in cells that had been conditioned without her knowledge, something responded to his presence with a warmth she could not control.

She felt it again — the relaxation of her body against his, the shifting of her thighs, the clenching of muscles that seemed to move without her conscious permission. It was wrong, it was violation, it was the deepest betrayal imaginable, and she could not stop it from happening.

"You see?" he murmured against her hair, his voice soft with dark satisfaction. "Your body knows who it belongs to. It is only your mind that resists."

She closed her eyes, tears leaking from beneath the lids, her hands clenching in the sheets beneath her. She wanted to deny his words, wanted to prove him wrong, wanted to show him that she was more than a body to be used and claimed and owned.

But she could not. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

And that was the deepest horror of all.

The fairies remained for a moment longer, their ancient eyes assessing her with something that might have been curiosity or might have been satisfaction. Then, without a word, they began to fade, their forms dissolving into the golden light that filled the room, leaving only the faint scent of roses and old magic behind.

Aurora watched them go, watched the only family she had ever known disappear as if they had never been, and felt something break inside her that she had not known was whole.

She was alone now. Alone in a frozen castle, in a body that had been claimed without her consent, in a world that had moved on without her. She had no allies, no protectors, no one to turn to except the man who had taken everything from her.

And he was holding her in his arms, his body warm against hers, his breath soft against her hair, as if he had every right to touch her, to hold her, to own her.

"Rest now," he murmured, and his voice was almost gentle, almost kind, though she could hear the satisfaction beneath the softness. "You have had a difficult awakening. Tomorrow, we will begin again."

Begin again. The words settled in her chest like stones, weighing her down, drowning out whatever fragile hope had survived the last few hours. There would be more. He would take her again, and again, and again, until she had no fight left in her.

But not tonight. Tonight, she could lie in his arms and pretend — if only for a moment — that she was still asleep, still dreaming, still the girl she had thought she was before the truth had shattered everything.

She closed her eyes, and for the first time since she had opened them, she let the darkness take her.


CHAPTER SEVEN: THE EXPLANATION

She woke to golden light and the weight of an arm across her waist.

For a single, perfect moment, she did not remember. She was simply awake, simply aware, simply a girl lying in a soft bed with the warmth of another body pressed against her back. The light was gentle, the sheets were smooth, and somewhere in the distance, she could hear birds singing a song she almost recognised.

Then memory crashed back.

She tensed, her body going rigid, her eyes flying open to take in the tower room, the frozen candles, the thorns pressing against the windows. She felt the arm around her waist — his arm, the prince's arm, the arm of the man who had claimed her while she slept — and felt her muscles respond with a clenching she could not control.

"Good morning." His voice was low, rough with sleep, carrying a satisfaction that made her stomach turn. "Or what passes for morning in this place. How do you feel?"

She did not answer. She could not. Her throat was tight with unshed tears, her chest aching with a grief she could not name. She lay still, staring at the canopy above the bed, trying to pretend that none of this was real, that she would wake again and find herself in the cottage with the three women she had called family.

But this was real. All of it. And the arm around her waist tightened, pulling her closer, reminding her that she was no longer her own.

"You will need to eat," he said, his voice practical now, as if he were discussing the management of an estate rather than the aftermath of violation. "Your body has been through significant stress. The pregnancy will require nutrition."

The pregnancy. She felt her hand move to her belly without conscious thought, pressing against the flat plane that would soon begin to swell. A child was growing inside her — a child she had not chosen, a child that had been forced into her body while she slept, a child that would bind her to this man forever.

"I need to understand." The words came out before she could stop them, rough and raw and desperate. "I need to know everything. Why this happened. How it was arranged. What—" Her voice cracked, broke, reformed around the question she most feared to ask. "What I am supposed to become."

He was silent for a moment, his breath warm against her hair, his body still pressed against hers. Then he shifted, propping himself up on one elbow, looking down at her with those grey eyes that seemed to see everything.

"You want the full explanation." It was not a question. "Very well. I will summon the keepers. They can explain the arrangement better than I can."

He rose from the bed, pulling on clothes with the casual efficiency of a man who had dressed before others many times. Aurora remained where she was, curled on her side, the sheet pulled up to her chin, her body feeling too weak and too heavy all at once.

She should run. She should fight. She should do something other than lie here, waiting for the fairies to appear and tell her more truths she did not want to hear.

But where would she run to? Her kingdom was changed beyond recognition. Her parents were dead. The world she had known had ceased to exist a century ago. And even if she could escape this castle, she would still carry the marks on her skin, the child in her womb, the conditioning in her cells.

She was trapped. Not just by walls and thorns, but by the very fact of what had been done to her body.

The fairies appeared before she could formulate a plan — materialising at the foot of the bed with a soft rustle like leaves in wind, their robes shifting between colours, their faces ageless and unreadable.

"Prince Valerian," the autumn fairy said, her voice clear and precise. "You summoned us."

"Aurora wishes to understand the arrangement." He was standing by the window now, his back to the thorns, his face in shadow. "She wants to know why this happened. How it was arranged. What she is supposed to become."

The three fairies exchanged glances, communicating without words in the way of beings who had worked together for centuries. Then the autumn fairy turned her attention to Aurora, her ancient eyes assessing, clinical, utterly without warmth.

"Very well," she said. "It is time you learned the truth. All of it."

"You were born to King Stefan and Queen Leah of this kingdom," the autumn fairy began, her voice carrying the weight of history, the certainty of someone who had witnessed every moment she described. "They had tried for years to conceive, without success. When the queen finally fell pregnant, the king was desperate to ensure his legacy — to secure an heir, an alliance, a future for his kingdom."

Aurora listened, her body still, her hands clenched in the sheets. She had heard the story of her parents' longing, had been told of their joy at her birth. But she had never heard it like this — as a transaction, a calculation, a bargain struck before she had drawn breath.

"The Eastern Kingdom had been pressing for alliance for generations. They were powerful, wealthy, militarily superior — and they wanted access to the trade routes that passed through your father's territory. He had refused them repeatedly, unwilling to surrender control of his borders. But when the queen fell pregnant, he saw an opportunity."

"What kind of opportunity?" Aurora's voice was barely a whisper, barely more than breath.

"A child." The autumn fairy's voice held no emotion, no judgment, only the flat recitation of facts. "Specifically, a daughter. The Eastern Kingdom's royal line had produced only sons for three generations. They needed a bride for their heir — someone of royal blood, someone beautiful, someone who could be shaped to their purposes. Your father had the perfect commodity."

Commodity. The word landed in Aurora's chest like a knife, twisting with every breath. She had been a commodity before she was born — a product to be traded, a bargaining chip in negotiations between kings.

"The contract was signed before your mother had even felt you quicken in her womb," the spring fairy continued, her soft voice carrying an undercurrent of something that might have been sympathy. "Your father traded you — his unborn daughter — for military alliance, territorial expansion, and a substantial dowry that would secure his kingdom's finances for generations. You were sold, Aurora, before you were ever born."

Aurora felt the words settle into her, heavy and cold, a truth she could not escape. She had known, somewhere in the deepest part of herself, that something like this must be true. The fairies had told her yesterday that her father had arranged the marriage, that consent had been given before her birth. But hearing the details — the trade routes, the alliance, the dowry — made it real in a way that the abstract knowledge had not.

"He sold me," she said, and the words were flat, toneless, emptied of everything by the sheer weight of their meaning. "My father sold me to a kingdom across the mountains, and I never knew. I never had a choice."

"You were never meant to have a choice." The twilight fairy's voice was sharp, precise, cutting through the haze of Aurora's grief. "You were born into a world where daughters are currency, where royal blood is a commodity to be traded, where the bodies of princesses have always been bargaining chips in the games of kings. Your situation is unusual only in its specifics — the sleep, the preservation, the century of waiting. The underlying arrangement is as old as monarchy itself."

"But the curse—" Aurora's voice caught, broke, reformed around the question she needed to ask. "The fairies at my christening. The one who cursed me to die on my eighteenth birthday. That was—"

"The fourth fairy." The autumn fairy's expression flickered with something that might have been amusement. "Maleficent. The architect of the entire arrangement. She did not curse you out of spite or vengeance. She designed the sleep specifically to preserve you until the claimant could arrive."

The world seemed to tilt around Aurora, reality shifting beneath her feet. She had grown up with the story — the evil fairy, spurned at the christening, lashing out in jealous rage. She had feared Maleficent as a monster, a force of darkness that had nearly killed her before the good fairies intervened.

But it had all been a lie. The curse was not punishment. It was preservation. The sleep was not a tragedy. It was a delivery method.

"Maleficent has been arranging claims for centuries," the spring fairy said, her soft voice carrying a weight of history. "Princesses preserved until the right buyer arrives. Kingdoms strengthened through strategic marriages. Bloodlines maintained through careful breeding. She is not a villain, Aurora. She is a businesswoman — and you were one of her products."

The words struck Aurora like physical blows, each one landing in a different place, bruising different parts of her already shattered sense of self. She was a product. She had been preserved. She had been delivered.

"Wait." She forced herself to sit up, forced herself to meet the fairies' eyes, forced herself to hold on to the one question that might give her something to fight against. "You said Maleficent has been doing this for centuries. Arranging claims. Preserving princesses. Does that mean—" Her voice caught, cracked, reformed around the terrible suspicion rising in her chest. "Does that mean there have been others? Other women like me?"

"Many others." The autumn fairy's voice carried no sympathy, only the clinical precision of someone reciting statistics. "You are the fortyseventh princess we have prepared and delivered to a claimant. The process has been refined over generations, perfected through repetition, made as efficient and effective as possible."

Fortyseven. The number echoed in Aurora's head, a litany of women she would never know, stories she would never hear, lives that had been shaped and claimed just as hers had been. She was not unique. She was not special. She was one in a long line of products, manufactured and delivered to buyers who had purchased them before they were born.

"What happened to them?" The question came out as a whisper, as a plea, as a prayer to whatever powers might still be listening. "The other princesses. What happened to them after they were claimed?"

"They accepted their fate." The twilight fairy's voice was flat, certain, utterly without doubt. "Some quickly, within days of waking. Others more slowly, over weeks or months of resistance. But all of them eventually came to understand that fighting was pointless. All of them eventually accepted the claim that had been made on their bodies. All of them eventually became what they were always meant to be — wives, mothers, vessels for the bloodlines that owned them."

"And if they didn't?" Aurora's voice was stronger now, sharpened by the first edge of defiance she had felt since waking. "What if one of them refused? What if one of them fought back, tried to escape, tried to—"

"None of them did." The autumn fairy's voice cut through Aurora's words like a blade. "The conditioning prevents it. The pregnancy ensures it. The sheer weight of what has been done makes resistance not just difficult but psychologically impossible. You may feel that you want to fight, Aurora, but your body has already been trained to submit. Your mind will catch up eventually, just as theirs did."

Aurora stared at the three fairies, at the women who had raised her, who had fed her and clothed her and sung her to sleep, who had been preparing her for this moment since before she could walk. She wanted to hate them. She wanted to rage at them, to scream accusations, to tear them apart with words if not with hands.

But she was so tired. So incredibly, overwhelmingly tired. The weight of everything she had learned pressed down on her, crushing the rage and the defiance and the will to fight. She was one of fortyseven. Her father had sold her. Her body had been conditioned. And no matter what she did, no matter how hard she fought, she would end up like all the others — broken, claimed, owned.

"I want to see it," she said, and her voice was quiet, steady, emptied of everything by the sheer exhaustion of grief. "The contract. The document that sold me before I was born. I want to see the proof of what was done."

The fairies exchanged glances again, that silent communication that seemed to pass between them without words. Then the autumn fairy raised her hand, and a scroll materialised in the air between them — old parchment tied with a ribbon the colour of dried blood, sealed with wax that bore the imprint of two kingdoms.

"This is the original contract," the fairy said, holding it out to Aurora. "Signed by your father, King Stefan, and by Valerian's greatgrandfather, King Aldric. Witnessed by Maleficent and sealed with magic that makes it unbreakable. Read it, if you wish. But know that it will not change anything. The contract is binding. The claim is complete. You belong to Prince Valerian now."

Aurora took the scroll with hands that trembled.

She did not know what she expected to feel — some surge of defiance, perhaps, some renewed will to fight. But as she broke the seal and unrolled the parchment, all she felt was a hollow emptiness, a numbness that seemed to spread from her chest to her limbs to the very tips of her fingers.

The document was written in a language she could read, though the script was old and the phrasing formal. She read the terms slowly, carefully, forcing herself to understand every word.

This contract binds the Kingdom of the West to the Kingdom of the East, in perpetuity, for the purposes of military alliance, territorial exchange, and the strengthening of royal bloodlines.

In exchange for the daughter of King Stefan and Queen Leah, to be conceived and born in due course, the Kingdom of the East agrees to provide military support, territorial concessions, and a dowry of fifty thousand gold pieces.

The daughter shall be preserved and protected until the claimant designated by the Kingdom of the East arrives to claim her. The preservation shall be achieved through magical means, and the daughter shall remain in stasis until the claimant's arrival.

Upon claiming, the daughter shall become the property of the claimant and his heirs, to be used as he sees fit for the purposes of breeding, alliance, and the production of legitimate offspring.

This contract is binding and unbreakable, sealed by the powers of Maleficent, Architect of Claims, and witnessed by the three keepers designated to preserve and prepare the daughter.

Signed and sealed on this day, the fifteenth of the Month of Roses, in the year of our reckoning—

The date was followed by two signatures — one that she recognised from the history books she had studied as a child, her father's name in his own hand, and another that belonged to a king who had been dead for a century. Below them, in a flowing script that seemed to shimmer with its own light, was a signature she did not need to read to recognise.

Maleficent, Architect.

She let the scroll fall from her hands.

It landed on the bed, rolling slightly, the seal cracked and broken, the words still visible in the golden light that filled the room. She stared at it for a long moment, seeing the evidence of her own sale, the proof that she had never been free, that she had never been her own.

"Your father loved you." The spring fairy's voice was soft, almost gentle, cutting through the silence. "In his way. He wept when he signed the contract, we are told. But he loved his kingdom more. He believed he was making the right choice — securing peace, prosperity, a future for his people. He did not know that he would die before the claim could be fulfilled, that you would sleep for a hundred years, that everything he built would crumble to dust."

"And my mother?" Aurora's voice was barely audible, barely more than a breath. "Did she know? Did she agree to sell her daughter?"

"Queen Leah knew." The twilight fairy's voice was sharp, certain. "She was present when the contract was signed. She held your father's hand as he affixed his signature to the parchment that would determine your fate. She was given the chance to object, to refuse, to fight for her unborn child's freedom."

"And she didn't." It was not a question.

"She did not." The autumn fairy's voice carried no judgment, only the flat recitation of facts. "She was a queen, Aurora. She understood duty, sacrifice, the weight of decisions that must be made for the good of kingdoms. She chose her people over her child, just as your father did. Just as any ruler in her position would have done."

The words settled into Aurora, adding their weight to everything else she had learned. Her mother had known. Her mother had agreed. Both of her parents had sold her before she was born, had traded her future for the security of their kingdom, had chosen their people over their child.

She should have felt rage. She should have felt betrayal, grief, the burning need to scream at the unfairness of it all. But all she felt was a hollow emptiness, a numbness that seemed to have consumed everything else.

"What now?" she asked, and her voice was quiet, flat, emptied of everything. "What happens to me now?"

"Now you accept your fate." The autumn fairy's voice was clinical, precise, utterly without emotion. "You carry Prince Valerian's child. You wear his marks on your skin. You belong to him completely and permanently. The only choice left to you is how quickly you make peace with that reality."

"And if I cannot?" Aurora looked up, meeting the fairy's ancient eyes with her own blue ones. "If I never accept it? If I fight until the day I die?"

The fairy regarded her for a long moment, something flickering in those ageless features that might have been curiosity or might have been pity. When she spoke, her voice was softer than before, carrying a weight that seemed to come from centuries of experience.

"Every princess we have delivered has asked that question. Every single one, from the first to the fortysixth before you. And every single one of them has eventually found that the fight drains away, that the resistance crumbles, that the body's conditioning proves stronger than the mind's defiance. It is not a matter of choice, Aurora. It is a matter of design. You were made to be claimed. You were prepared to accept. And you will, in time, come to feel that this was always meant to be."

The fairies faded after that, dissolving into the golden light as silently as they had appeared, leaving Aurora alone with Valerian once more. He had remained by the window throughout the explanation, silent, watchful, letting the fairies deliver the truths she needed to hear.

Now he crossed to the bed, his movement slow and deliberate, and sat on the edge beside her. He reached out and touched her face, his fingers tracing the line of her jaw, the curve of her cheekbone, the soft swell of her lower lip.

"You have learned the truth," he said, and his voice was gentle, almost tender. "All of it. The contract, the arrangement, the reason you were preserved for a century. You understand now that this was always meant to happen."

She looked at him — at the dark hair and grey eyes and jaw like carved stone that had been the face of her nightmare since the moment she woke. He was handsome, yes. Powerful, certainly. The kind of man who would have caught her eye if they had met under different circumstances, if she had been free to choose.

But she had not been free. She had never been free. And he knew it, had always known it, had taken what was his without guilt or hesitation.

"I understand," she said, and her voice was quiet, steady, emptied of everything but the hollow acceptance that the fairies had promised would come. "I understand that I was sold before I was born. That my body was conditioned without my consent. That I am carrying a child I did not choose. That I belong to you now, whether I want to or not."

"Good." He cupped her face in his hand, tilting her chin up to meet his eyes. "That is the first step. The rest will come in time."

He did not claim her again that day.

Instead, he helped her from the bed, supported her weak limbs as she walked to the window, showed her the thorns that stretched below them like a sea of green and red. He told her about his kingdom across the mountains, about the court that awaited her, about the role she would be expected to play when she arrived as his claimed bride.

He told her about the child she carried — how it would grow, how it would be raised, how it would one day rule a kingdom that spanned both their families' territories. He told her about the life she would have, the power she would wield, the future that had been planned for her before she drew her first breath.

He told her all of this with a calm certainty that made her chest ache, as if he were describing a future they had chosen together rather than one that had been forced upon her without her consent.

And she listened, her body still pressed against his, her muscles responding to his touch with the automatic obedience that the fairies had cultivated, her mind screaming silently against a fate she could not escape.

She did not fight him when he led her back to the bed. She did not resist when he pulled her into his arms. She simply lay there, staring at the canopy above her, feeling the weight of everything she had learned pressing down on her like a physical force.

She was property. She was a vessel. She was a contract fulfilled.

And there was nothing she could do about it.

That night, as the golden light softened into something like twilight, Valerian turned to her in the bed, his body warm against hers, his breath stirring her hair.

"I am going to claim you again," he said, and his voice was soft, matteroffact, carrying no question or request. "It is time for you to learn what it feels like to be taken while you are awake."

She felt her body tense, felt her mind scream denial, felt her thighs shift apart with an openness she could not control. The conditioning, she realised. Even as her thoughts recoiled, her body was preparing itself, readying itself, opening for the claimant it had been trained to accept.

"No," she said, and the word was weak, trembling, barely more than a breath. "Please. I need time. I need—"

"You have had time." His hand slid between her thighs, finding the wetness there, the evidence of her body's betrayal. "You have had explanations and documents and the full truth of your situation. Now it is time for the next step. Now it is time for you to feel what your body already knows."

He moved over her, positioning himself between her legs, his cock hard against her entrance. She felt her body arching toward him, felt her thighs falling wider, felt the automatic response that had been conditioned into her muscles and nerves.

And as he pushed inside, filling her with a sensation she could not escape, she felt something break inside her that she had not known was still whole.

She was being claimed again, this time with full awareness, this time with nowhere to hide from what was being done to her. And her body — her treacherous, conditioned, thoroughly trained body — was welcoming him with a warmth she could not deny.

"No," she whispered again, even as her hips rose to meet his thrusts. "No, I don't want—"

But her body did want. Her body had been taught to want. And as the pleasure built in her core despite the screams in her mind, Aurora learned the deepest truth of all:

She could fight with her thoughts. She could rage with her mind. But her flesh had already surrendered, and there was nothing she could do to take it back.


CHAPTER EIGHT: THE CLAIMANT'S RETURN

The days that followed blurred together, each one marked by the same rhythm — waking in his arms, eating the food that appeared on the bedside table, listening as he told her more about the kingdom that awaited her, and then, when the light shifted toward something like evening, feeling his hands on her body, his weight between her thighs, his cock pushing inside her with a certainty she could not escape.

She fought him each time. With words, with weak limbs, with the screams that echoed only in her mind. But her body had been trained too thoroughly, conditioned too deeply, and every time he touched her, she felt herself opening for him, wetting for him, arching toward him with a betrayal so complete that she could barely look at herself afterward.

She came for him every time. Every single time. Her body convulsing around his shaft, her back arching off the bed, her unconscious mind reduced to pure sensation.

It was the worst part of all — not the penetration, not the marks on her skin, not even the child growing in her womb. It was the pleasure. The pleasure she did not want, did not choose, could not prevent. The pleasure that proved, more thoroughly than any contract or claim, that her body belonged to him now.

On the morning of the third day after the explanation, she woke to find him watching her.

He was propped on one elbow, his grey eyes tracing her face as if memorising every detail, every line and curve and shadow. The golden light caught his features, illuminating the strong jaw, the dark hair, the mouth that had spoken the words that had shattered her world.

She felt her body respond to his gaze before her mind could catch up — her nipples tightening, her breath quickening, a warmth building between her thighs that made her want to press them together in shame.

"You are learning," he said, and his voice was soft, satisfied, carrying the certainty of a teacher observing a student's progress. "Your body recognises me now. It responds before you can think to resist."

"I don't want this." The words came out hoarse, cracked from the crying she had done in the dark hours of the night when he slept beside her. "I have never wanted this. I have never chosen you."

"Your body has chosen." His hand moved to her hip, his thumb tracing circles on the skin above her thigh. "Every time I touch you, you open for me. Every time I enter you, you clench around me with a hunger that speaks louder than any words. You may not want this with your mind, Aurora, but your flesh has already surrendered."

She wanted to deny it. She wanted to prove him wrong, to show him that she was more than her body's conditioned responses, that she could fight this, that she could find some way to reclaim what had been taken from her.

But she had been trying for days, and every attempt had ended the same way — with her body arching beneath his, her inner walls clenching around his cock, her orgasm crashing through her with a force that left her trembling and ashamed.

"Today will be different," he said, and something in his voice made her stomach clench with fear. "Today, I want you to participate."

The word landed in the silence between them, heavy with implications she did not want to face.

Participate.

He was asking her to choose — not whether to be claimed, because that choice had been taken from her long ago. He was asking her to choose how. To move with him instead of lying still. To open her thighs willingly instead of having them pushed apart. To take him inside her with intention rather than simply enduring what was done.

"I cannot," she whispered, and the words were barely audible, barely more than breath. "I will not."

"You can." His voice was calm, patient, utterly certain. "And you will. Not because I force you, but because your body wants to. Because the pleasure you feel when I touch you is real, even if you cannot admit it to yourself. Because there is freedom in surrender, Aurora — a freedom you have not yet learned to recognise."

She stared at him, this man who had taken everything from her, who had claimed her body while she slept and continued to claim it while she lay awake and helpless. He was asking her to give him not just her body, but her will. Not just her flesh, but her participation.

"Never," she said, and the word was stronger this time, sharpened by the first edge of defiance she had felt in days. "I will never willingly give you anything. You have taken everything else. You will not take that."

"We will see." He rose from the bed, pulling on his clothes with the same casual efficiency he always showed, his body moving with a grace that made something in her chest tighten despite herself. "The keepers are coming today. They will examine you, confirm the pregnancy, assess your progress. And then we will leave this castle and travel to my kingdom, where you will take your place as my claimed bride."

The words should have frightened her — the prospect of leaving this tower, of entering a world that had changed beyond recognition, of facing a court that knew what had been done to her and approved. But all she felt was a numb acceptance, a weariness that went deeper than bone.

"Where you go, I will follow," she said, and her voice was flat, empty, drained of everything. "I have no choice. You have made sure of that."

"You have more choice than you think." He turned to look at her, his grey eyes holding something that might have been gentleness or might have been calculation. "You can fight every step of the way, making yourself miserable and ensuring that the journey is as difficult as possible. Or you can accept what has happened, find what peace you can, and discover that belonging to me is not the torture you imagine."

"It is torture." The words came out before she could stop them, raw and real and aching with a truth she could not contain. "Every time you touch me, I die a little inside. Every time I come for you, I lose another piece of myself. You have taken everything from me — my freedom, my choice, my body, my future. How could that ever be anything but torture?"

He was silent for a long moment, his face unreadable, his eyes holding hers with an intensity that made her want to look away. When he spoke, his voice was quieter than before, carrying a weight that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than his usual certainty.

"You feel violated. I understand that." He crossed to the bed, sitting on the edge, his hand finding hers where it lay clenched in the sheets. "But I want you to know something, Aurora. I did not claim you because I enjoy causing pain. I claimed you because it was my duty, because the contract required it, because you were promised to my family before either of us was born. I have taken what was mine to take — but I do not want a broken wife. I want a partner, a mother for my children, a queen who will stand beside me and help me rule."

She laughed, then — a sound that was bitter and broken and emptied of everything but the hollow echo of her own grief. "A partner. You speak of partnership after taking my body without my consent, after filling me with a child I did not choose, after marking my skin with your teeth. What kind of partnership can be built on such a foundation?"

"The only kind that has ever existed between princes and princesses." His hand tightened around hers, not painfully, but firmly, a reminder of his presence, his power, his claim. "Every royal marriage is arranged, Aurora. Every princess is traded for alliance, for territory, for power. The only difference between you and the women who came before is that your preservation was longer, your claim more thorough. But the essence is the same — you were born to be a bride, and I was born to be your husband. The only question now is whether you will make that fate a prison or a home."

The fairies appeared as the golden light shifted toward something like midday.

They materialised at the foot of the bed with their usual silent grace, their robes shifting between colours, their faces carrying the same clinical detachment they had shown since the moment Aurora woke. But there was something different today — a sense of purpose, of finality, that made Aurora's chest tighten with a fear she could not name.

"The pregnancy is confirmed." The autumn fairy spoke first, her voice carrying the weight of official announcement. "The child is healthy and developing as expected. The claim has succeeded in its primary purpose."

"Excellent." Valerian's voice was warm with satisfaction, his hand still holding Aurora's on the bed. "And her conditioning?"

"Progressing well." The spring fairy's round face showed something that might have been approval. "Her body responds to your presence with increasing consistency. The resistance in her mind remains, but it has softened since the explanation. Another few weeks of daily claiming should complete the process."

"And the journey?" Valerian asked. "Is she strong enough to travel?"

"She is." The twilight fairy's sharp eyes assessed Aurora with clinical precision. "The pregnancy is still early, and the physical demands of the journey will not endanger the child. We recommend daily claiming throughout the travel to maintain the conditioning and reinforce the bond."

Aurora listened to this discussion of her body, her pregnancy, her conditioning, as if they were discussing a horse or a sword or any other piece of property. She wanted to scream, to protest, to assert some form of agency over her own flesh.

But she had learned, over the past days, that protests accomplished nothing. Her body would respond regardless of her words. Her mind would catch up eventually, the fairies had promised. And all the fighting in the world would not change the fact that she was pregnant, marked, claimed.

"When do we leave?" she asked, and her voice was quiet, steady, emptied of everything but the hollow acceptance she had learned to wear.

"Tomorrow at dawn." Valerian turned to look at her, his grey eyes softening with something that might have been respect or might have been satisfaction at her surrender. "The castle is prepared for our departure. The journey will take approximately two weeks, travelling through the forest and across the mountain pass. We will arrive at the Eastern Kingdom in time for you to be presented to the court before your condition becomes too visible."

Presented to the court. The words settled in Aurora's chest, a weight she could not lift. She would be displayed before strangers, a claimed bride with the marks of ownership on her skin and the swell of pregnancy in her belly. They would know what had been done to her. They would approve. They would see exactly what the fairies saw — a contract fulfilled, a claim complete, a woman who had been successfully transformed from person to property.

"There is one more thing," the autumn fairy said, her voice drawing Aurora's attention back to the present. "Before you leave, Maleficent wishes to speak with you. She has requested a private audience with the princess."

Aurora felt something shift in her chest — a flutter of fear, or perhaps curiosity, or perhaps something else entirely. Maleficent. The architect. The one who had designed the curse that was not a curse, the sleep that was preservation, the system that had claimed fortyseven princesses before her.

"Why?" The word came out before she could stop it. "What does she want with me?"

"That is for her to explain." The autumn fairy's voice gave nothing away. "She will appear this evening, before you depart. It is best not to keep her waiting."

The fairies faded, leaving Aurora alone with Valerian once more.

He turned to her, his face thoughtful, his hand still warm around hers. "Maleficent rarely speaks directly to the claimed. Whatever she wants with you, it is significant."

"Should I be afraid?" Aurora asked, and she was surprised to find that the question was genuine, coming from a place of curiosity rather than fear.

"I do not know." Valerian's voice was honest, carrying no false reassurance. "She is powerful, ancient, not human in the ways that matter. But she has never harmed a claimed princess, as far as I know. Her interest is in the system, the contracts, the arrangement. You are a product of that system — perhaps she simply wishes to see the finished result."

A product. The word echoed in Aurora's mind, settling alongside all the other truths she had learned — commodity, vessel, contract fulfilled. She was a product, and Maleficent was the architect who had designed her.

"I will speak with her," Aurora said, and her voice was steady, stronger than she expected. "I want to understand. I want to know why she created this system, what purpose it serves, why fortyseven princesses have been claimed before me."

"You may not like the answers." Valerian's voice was gentle, warning. "Maleficent is not cruel, but she is not kind either. She speaks truth without softening it, and the truth she speaks may be harder to bear than the lies you were told."

"I have already borne the truth about my parents, the contract, the conditioning." Aurora's voice hardened with something that might have been anger or might have been grief. "What more can she tell me that would be worse than what I already know?"

Valerian was silent for a moment, his grey eyes studying her face with an intensity that made her want to look away. Then he nodded, slowly, as if coming to a decision.

"Very well. Speak with her. Learn what she has to teach. But remember — whatever she tells you, it will not change what has happened. You are still mine, Aurora. You still carry my child. You will still return with me to my kingdom and take your place as my queen."

"I know." Aurora's voice was flat, empty, drained of everything but acceptance. "I have always known, since the moment I woke. I am yours. I have no choice."

"You have more choice than you realise." Valerian's hand tightened around hers, his voice softening. "But I will not force you to see it. You will understand in time."

The claiming that followed was different from the ones before.

He did not simply spread her thighs and push inside, did not use her body with the efficiency he had shown in the days since her waking. Instead, he touched her slowly, deliberately, his hands tracing every inch of her skin as if memorising her by feel. He kissed her throat, her breasts, the marks he had left on her flesh, his mouth warm and soft against the bruises that had faded to purple and yellow.

She felt her body responding despite herself — the warmth building between her thighs, the tightening of her nipples, the quickening of her breath that spoke of arousal she could not prevent. She wanted to lie still, to refuse participation, to show him that her mind at least remained her own.

But her body had been trained too thoroughly, conditioned too deeply. When his hand slid between her legs, she was already wet, already open, already aching for something she could not name.

"Feel this," he murmured against her skin, his fingers tracing the slick heat of her. "This is not violation. This is your body, telling you what it wants. Listen to it."

"I don't want—"

"Your mind does not want." His voice was soft, certain, carrying a patience that made something in her chest ache. "But your flesh knows what it needs. Let it speak. Let it show you."

He moved over her then, positioning himself between her thighs, his cock hard against her entrance. She felt her body arching toward him, felt her hips tilting to take him deeper, felt the automatic response that had been conditioned into her muscles and nerves.

And as he pushed inside, filling her with a sensation that was both violation and pleasure, she felt something shift in her chest — not acceptance, not surrender, but something closer to exhaustion. She was so tired of fighting. So tired of screaming silently against a fate she could not escape. So tired of hating her body for responding when her mind recoiled.

He moved slowly, deeply, each thrust deliberate and measured, his eyes on her face, watching every flicker of expression that crossed her features. She felt the pleasure building in her core, the inevitable approach of the orgasm she could not prevent, the betrayal of her flesh that had become the defining feature of her existence.

"Let go," he murmured, his voice dark with satisfaction. "Stop fighting. Let your body have what it wants."

She came with a sound that was half sob, half moan, her body convulsing around him, her inner walls clenching with a force that made him groan. She felt his release follow hers, felt his seed spurting into her depths, felt the warmth of it spreading through her body and adding to what was already there.

And when it was over, when he collapsed beside her and pulled her into his arms, she did not have the strength to pull away.

The evening came, and with it, Maleficent.

Aurora knew she had arrived before she saw her — a change in the air, a weight that pressed against her chest, a presence that seemed to fill the tower room with something ancient and powerful. The candles flickered despite the absence of wind, and the golden light seemed to darken at the edges.

She appeared in the centre of the room, between one breath and the next, as if she had always been there and Aurora simply had not noticed. She was tall, taller than any woman Aurora had ever seen, with pale skin and dark hair and eyes that seemed to hold the weight of centuries. Curved horns rose from her temples, elegant and terrible, marking her as something other than human.

She wore a robe of deepest black, and her movements were graceful, controlled, carrying the certainty of someone who had walked through centuries without ever needing to hurry.

"Aurora." Her voice was low, musical, carrying harmonics that seemed to resonate in Aurora's bones. "The fortyseventh princess. The one who woke."

Aurora rose from the bed, her body still aching from the claiming, her mind still reeling from everything she had learned. She stood before Maleficent, the architect of her fate, and found that she could not look away from those ancient, knowing eyes.

"You designed this," Aurora said, and her voice was stronger than she expected, sharpened by the anger and grief and defiance she had been carrying since she woke. "You created the system that claimed me. You arranged the contracts, the preservation, the conditioning. Why? What purpose does it serve?"

Maleficent regarded her for a long moment, her face unreadable, her eyes holding something that might have been curiosity or might have been approval. When she spoke, her voice was softer than Aurora had anticipated, carrying a weight of history that made the words feel heavier than they should have been.

"Sit," Maleficent said, gesturing to a chair that Aurora had not noticed before. "This is a long story, and you will want to be comfortable."

Aurora sat, her body still weak, her mind still racing. Maleficent remained standing, her tall form graceful against the golden light, her horns catching the candle flame and casting strange shadows on the walls.

"You ask why I created the system," Maleficent began, her voice carrying the weight of centuries. "The answer is simple: because without it, princesses like you would be claimed anyway — but far less carefully."

Aurora blinked, not understanding. "What do you mean?"

"Consider the world you were born into." Maleficent's voice was clinical, precise, carrying no emotion but also no cruelty. "A world where daughters are currency, where royal blood is traded for alliance, where princesses are bred for political purposes before they can walk or speak. In such a world, girls like you have always been claimed — by force if necessary, by arrangement if possible, by whatever means the powers that be deem appropriate."

"But you made it worse," Aurora said, her voice sharp with accusation. "You created a system that preserves princesses for centuries, that conditions their bodies without their knowledge, that ensures they have no choice but to accept what is done to them."

"I made it better." Maleficent's voice was calm, unyielding. "Before I created the claim system, princesses were traded as children, married off before their bodies were ready, used and discarded by husbands who saw them only as wombs for heirs. They died in childbirth at alarming rates, their bodies ruined by pregnancies that came too young, their lives short and brutal and utterly without agency."

The words landed in Aurora's chest, heavy with implications she had not considered. She thought of the history she had learned as a child, the stories of princesses married at twelve and dead by sixteen, of queens who died bearing heirs they had not chosen, of a world where royal women were truly nothing more than vessels for bloodlines.

"The claim system changed that." Maleficent's voice carried something that might have been pride or might have been satisfaction. "I designed the preservation so that princesses could reach physical maturity before being claimed. I designed the conditioning so that their bodies would be prepared, responsive, capable of pleasure rather than just pain. I designed the contracts so that their claimants would be invested in their wellbeing, would see them as valuable property rather than disposable wombs."

"You call that better?" Aurora's voice rose, cracking with the force of her emotion. "You call being sold before birth, preserved for a century, claimed while unconscious, and conditioned to enjoy violation better?"

"I call it survival." Maleficent's voice was flat, certain, carrying the weight of absolute conviction. "Of the fortyseven princesses I have delivered through the claim system, every single one is still alive. Every single one has borne healthy children. Every single one has been protected, maintained, and claimed by a husband who values her as a permanent possession rather than a temporary convenience. In the world before my system, Aurora, fewer than half of traded princesses survived their first five years of marriage."

The words settled into Aurora, heavy and cold, a truth she had not considered. She had been so focused on her own violation, her own loss, her own grief, that she had not thought to ask what the alternative might have been.

"You are telling me," Aurora said slowly, her voice quiet, "that you created this system to protect princesses?"

"I created this system to preserve princesses." Maleficent's voice was precise, making a distinction Aurora had not considered. "Protection implies safety, comfort, happiness. I make no promises about those. But preservation — the assurance that you will survive, that your body will be ready, that you will have a future even if you did not choose it — that I can guarantee."

"And that is supposed to comfort me?" Aurora's voice sharpened, her anger rising again. "Knowing that I could have been worse off? Knowing that I should be grateful for a violation that was merely thorough rather than brutal?"

"You should be whatever you choose to be." Maleficent's voice was calm, unaffected by Aurora's anger. "I am not here to demand your gratitude or your acceptance. I am here to give you something that the other fortysix princesses did not receive — a choice."

The word hung in the air between them, heavy with implications Aurora could not yet see.

"What choice?" she asked, and her voice was barely a whisper.

"The choice to know the truth before you accept it." Maleficent's ancient eyes held Aurora's, her face unreadable. "The other princesses were told the truth only after they had already surrendered, after their conditioning was complete, after they had no capacity left to resist. You have been told the truth now, while your mind is still your own, while your resistance still has meaning."

"And what good does that do me?" Aurora demanded. "I still carry his child. I still wear his marks. I still belong to him, whether I accept it or not."

"You belong to him physically." Maleficent's voice was soft, carrying a weight that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than her usual clinical precision. "That cannot be undone — not by me, not by anyone. But what you do with that belonging, how you choose to inhabit it, whether you make it a prison or a home — that is still within your power."

Aurora stared at Maleficent, at the architect who had designed her fate, who had created the system that had claimed her, who was now offering her something that looked like choice but felt like another form of imprisonment.

"How do I make it a home?" she asked, and her voice was quiet, stripped of anger, emptied of everything but the honest question she could not answer herself. "How do I accept something that was forced upon me? How do I find peace in a claim I did not choose?"

"You stop fighting your body." Maleficent's voice was soft, almost gentle, carrying the weight of experience that came from watching fortysix other princesses struggle with the same question. "You accept that your flesh has already surrendered, that your conditioning is real, that the pleasure you feel is not a betrayal but a simple truth. You recognise that fighting what has already happened will only prolong your suffering, and that surrender does not mean defeat — it means making peace with what is."

"And if I cannot?" Aurora's voice cracked, broke, reformed around the fear she had been carrying since she woke. "If I can never accept what has been done to me?"

"Then you will suffer." Maleficent's voice was calm, unflinching, carrying no false comfort. "You will spend your life fighting a battle you have already lost, and the only casualty will be your own happiness. The claim will hold regardless of your acceptance. The child will grow regardless of your feelings. Your body will respond to Valerian's touch regardless of your mind's resistance. The only question is whether you will spend the rest of your life miserable or whether you will find a way to make peace with what is."

The words settled into Aurora, heavy and final, a truth she could not escape. She had been given a choice — not the choice to escape, not the choice to undo what had been done, but the choice to determine her own relationship to the claim that had been made on her body.

She could fight. She could spend every day for the rest of her life resisting, hating, screaming silently against the fate that had been forced upon her. She could make every claiming a violation, every orgasm a betrayal, every moment of pleasure a source of shame.

Or she could stop fighting. She could accept that her body had already surrendered, that her conditioning was real, that the pleasure she felt was not a sign of weakness but simply a fact of her existence. She could make the claim something other than a prison — not a choice, never a choice, but perhaps something she could learn to bear.

It was not freedom. It was not justice. It was not the life she would have chosen for herself.

But it was all she had.

"I understand," Aurora said, and her voice was quiet, steady, emptied of everything but the hollow acceptance that was becoming her new normal. "I cannot undo what has been done. I cannot escape the claim. I can only choose how I respond to it."

"Yes." Maleficent's voice was soft, satisfied, carrying something that might have been approval. "That is the only truth that matters. You were not given a choice about what happened to you. But you have been given a choice about what happens next. Use it wisely."

She began to fade then, her form dissolving into the golden light, her ancient eyes holding Aurora's until the last moment. But before she disappeared entirely, her voice came one last time, carrying a weight that seemed to come from somewhere beyond the room, beyond the castle, beyond the century of sleep that had held Aurora in its grasp.

"Fortyseven princesses I have delivered through the claim system, Aurora. Fortyseven women who woke to find themselves already owned. And do you know what I have learned from all of them? That the ones who find peace are not the ones who fight hardest, but the ones who learn to stop fighting at all. That surrender is not weakness, but wisdom. That the body knows what the mind refuses to accept — that being claimed is not the end of existence, but the beginning of a different kind of life."

And then she was gone, leaving Aurora alone with the weight of everything she had learned, and the choice she still had to make.

Valerian found her sitting by the window when he returned, her body wrapped in a thin robe, her eyes fixed on the thorns that stretched below like a sea of green and red. The golden light had faded to something softer, the castle settling into its frozen approximation of evening.

He crossed to her, his presence warm and solid, and sat beside her on the window seat. He did not touch her, did not try to claim her, did not fill the silence with words she did not want to hear. He simply sat with her, his body near hers, his breath soft in the quiet air.

"She told you the truth," he said finally, his voice quiet, unsurprised. "All of it. The history, the purpose, the choice you still have."

"She told me I was lucky." Aurora's voice was bitter, hollow, emptied of everything but the strange peace that came from total exhaustion. "That I could have been worse off. That I should be grateful for a violation that was merely thorough rather than brutal."

"She told you that you could survive." Valerian's voice was soft, certain. "That is all she ever promises. Survival. Preservation. The chance to have a future, even if you did not choose it."

"And that is supposed to be enough?" Aurora turned to look at him, her blue eyes meeting his grey ones. "To know that I will survive? To know that my body will respond to you regardless of my mind's resistance? To know that I will spend the rest of my life belonging to a man I did not choose?"

"It is not supposed to be enough." Valerian's voice was honest, carrying no false comfort. "It is simply what is. You can spend the rest of your life raging against it, or you can find a way to make peace with it. Those are the only choices left to you."

Aurora looked at him — really looked, for the first time since she had woken. He was handsome, yes. Strong, certainly. The kind of man who might have caught her eye if they had met under different circumstances, if she had been free to choose.

But she had not been free. She had never been free. And he was the one who had claimed her, who had taken what was his without guilt or hesitation.

"I will never forgive you," she said, and her voice was quiet, steady, stripped of everything but the simple truth. "For what you did to me while I slept. For the marks on my skin. For the child growing in my womb. I will never forgive you for any of it."

"I know." Valerian's voice was soft, accepting. "I did not ask for your forgiveness. I asked only for your presence — in my kingdom, in my life, in the future we will build together. Whether you forgive me or hate me, you will still be my queen. You will still carry my children. You will still stand beside me for the rest of our lives."

"And if I cannot bear it?" Aurora asked, her voice barely a whisper. "If the weight of what has been done crushes me entirely?"

"Then I will help you bear it." Valerian's hand found hers, his fingers warm against her cold skin. "I did not claim you because I wanted to break you, Aurora. I claimed you because you were mine to claim, and because I believe you can be more than a broken princess. You can be a queen — strong, powerful, respected. Not despite what has happened to you, but because of it."

Aurora looked at their joined hands, at the place where his warm fingers covered her cold ones, at the connection between them that she had not chosen but could not escape.

She should pull away. She should reject his touch, his comfort, his claim. She should fight with everything she had left.

But she was so tired. So incredibly, overwhelmingly tired. The weight of everything she had learned pressed down on her, and Maleficent's words echoed in her mind — the only question is whether you will spend the rest of your life miserable or whether you will find a way to make peace with what is.

"I will travel with you tomorrow," she said, and her voice was quiet, steady, emptied of everything but the barest acceptance. "I will stand beside you in your kingdom. I will carry your child and bear your heirs and be the queen you want me to be. Not because I accept what you have done, but because I cannot change it, and I am too tired to keep fighting."

"That is enough." Valerian's voice was soft, satisfied, carrying the certainty of a man who had known all along that she would eventually surrender. "That is all I ask."

He rose then, pulling her gently to her feet, leading her back to the bed where she had woken to a nightmare that would never end. He undressed her slowly, carefully, as if she were something precious rather than something claimed. And when he laid her on the sheets and positioned himself between her thighs, she did not fight.

Her body opened for him, wet and ready, conditioned to accept what he gave. He pushed inside with a slow, deliberate thrust, filling her with a sensation that was both violation and pleasure, and she felt her hips rise to meet him without her conscious permission.

She came for him again, her body convulsing around his, her back arching off the bed, her mind screaming silently against the pleasure she could not prevent. And when he released inside her, adding his seed to what was already there, she did not cry.

She had no tears left.


CHAPTER NINE: THE JOURNEY

They left at dawn, or what passed for dawn in a castle where time had stood still for a century.

Aurora walked beside Valerian through halls she had never seen, past servants frozen in midmotion, their faces peaceful, their bodies preserved in the eternal sleep that had claimed everyone within the thorn wall. She saw maids with dusting cloths hovering above surfaces that would never gather dust, guards with swords halfdrawn against enemies who would never arrive, courtiers with goblets raised in toasts that would never be spoken.

They were all asleep. All preserved. All waiting for something that would never come.

"The castle will remain like this," Valerian said, his voice low, as if he feared waking the frozen figures they passed. "The sleep holds everyone within the thorn wall. When we pass beyond, the preservation will end for us — but not for them. They will sleep until someone else passes the thorns, until another claimant arrives to wake them."

"Will anyone else come?" Aurora asked, and her voice was quiet, hollow, emptied of everything but the strange numbness that had settled over her since Maleficent's visit.

"Perhaps. The thorns will choose, as they chose me." Valerian's hand found the small of her back, guiding her through a doorway, into a staircase that spiralled downward into shadow. "But that is not your concern. Your concern is what lies ahead — the journey, the kingdom, the life you will build with me."

With him. The words echoed in her mind, a constant refrain since she had woken to find him watching her. She was building a life with him, whether she chose it or not. She was travelling to his kingdom, carrying his child, wearing his marks on her skin for all to see.

She had no choice. She had never had a choice.

But she was too tired to keep fighting that truth.

They emerged from the castle into morning light that hurt her eyes.

Aurora gasped, her hand rising to shield her face, her body recoiling from brightness it had not experienced in a century of frozen twilight. The sun was real, warm on her skin, carrying the scent of growing things and distant rain. The sky stretched above her, vast and blue, unmarked by the thorns that had pressed against every window of the tower room.

"Easy." Valerian's arm wrapped around her waist, supporting her, holding her upright when her legs threatened to give way. "Your body needs time to adjust. The sun, the air, the open sky — it has been a hundred years since you experienced any of it."

She leaned into him without meaning to, her body responding to his presence with the automatic acceptance that had been conditioned into her muscles and nerves. She felt him stiffen slightly with satisfaction, felt his arm tighten around her, felt the possessive approval in his touch.

"The thorns," she said, forcing her eyes to open, to take in the world she had not seen since she was eighteen years old. "How do we pass?"

"We walk." Valerian's voice was calm, certain, carrying the confidence of a man who had already done the impossible once. "The thorns recognise me as the claimant. They will permit me to pass. And because you belong to me now, they will permit you as well."

Because you belong to me now. The words settled into her, another reminder of what she had become. She was property, passing through a barrier that would kill anyone who was not claimed by the one the thorns had chosen.

She looked at the thorn wall, stretching before them like a fortress of green and red, impenetrable, endless, covered in flowers the colour of fresh blood. She had seen it from the tower window, had watched it press against the glass, had wondered what lay beyond. Now she would walk through it, would leave the castle that had been her prison for a century, would enter a world she did not know.

But first, she had to face the thorns.

The passage opened before Valerian like a wound in the living wall.

Aurora watched as the thorns parted, their branches twisting away from his body, their thorns retracting like the spines of a creature that had recognised its master. The path that emerged was narrow, barely wide enough for two people to walk side by side, but it was clear, open, waiting.

"Come." Valerian held out his hand, his grey eyes on her face, watching for any sign of resistance. "The thorns will not harm you. You are mine, and they know it."

She took his hand, her fingers sliding against his palm, her body moving forward without her conscious permission. The conditioning, she realised. Even in this, even facing a barrier that had killed countless others, her body trusted him, followed him, accepted his lead.

They walked into the thorns together.

The passage was dark, close, thick with the scent of roses and blood.

Aurora felt the thorns brushing against her arms, her shoulders, her hair, their touch surprisingly gentle, almost reverent. They were not attacking her, not trying to keep her in. They were acknowledging her, recognising her, accepting her as the property of the claimant who walked beside her.

"You feel it, don't you?" Valerian's voice was low, intimate, meant only for her ears. "The thorns know what you are now. They can smell me on your skin, feel the claim in your blood. They treat you differently than they would treat anyone else."

"I am a prisoner passing through a prison wall," Aurora said, and her voice was bitter, hollow, emptied of everything but the strange peace that came from total exhaustion. "The thorns do not treat me differently. They treat me exactly as what I am — owned."

"Owned." Valerian's voice was soft, considering, as if he were tasting the word. "Is that how you see yourself? As a prisoner, a captive, a slave?"

"How else would I see myself?" Aurora's voice cracked, broke, reformed around the anger that still lived beneath the exhaustion. "I was sold before I was born. I was preserved for a century. I was claimed while I slept, marked without my consent, filled with a child I did not choose. I am owned, Valerian. That is not a feeling. That is a fact."

They walked in silence for a moment, the thorns rustling around them, the narrow path twisting deeper into the living wall. Then Valerian spoke, his voice soft, carrying a weight that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than his usual certainty.

"You are owned, yes. But you are also a queen. You are carrying the heir to two kingdoms. You will have power, influence, respect. You will be feared and honoured and obeyed. Is that really so different from the freedom you imagine you have lost?"

"It is different because I did not choose it." Aurora's voice was sharp, cutting, honed by days of rage and grief and the slow, grinding acceptance that had been forced upon her. "A queen who chooses her crown is free. A queen who has the crown forced upon her is a prisoner with a title."

"Then be a prisoner with a title who rules." Valerian's voice was calm, unyielding, carrying the absolute certainty of a man who had never been anything but free. "Take the power that has been given to you and use it. Make yourself feared and honoured and obeyed. Build a life that matters, even if you did not choose its beginning. That is what the other fortysix princesses did. That is what you will do as well."

The thorns ended, and the forest began.

Aurora stepped out of the passage into a world that was both familiar and utterly foreign. The trees were the same — oak and ash and elm, their leaves turning gold and red with the approach of autumn. The path was the same — packed earth, scattered with fallen leaves, winding between the trunks. The sky was the same — vast and blue, broken only by the occasional cloud.

But everything else was different.

The forest was larger than she remembered, wilder, older. The undergrowth was thicker, the shadows deeper, the sense of ancient power that seemed to breathe from every trunk and stone. A hundred years had changed this place, had let it grow into something that no longer remembered the girl who had walked these paths before her curse, before her sleep, before everything had been taken from her.

"The horses are waiting at the edge of the forest," Valerian said, his hand still warm on her back, guiding her forward. "We will ride for the mountain pass, then down into the valleys beyond. The journey will take approximately two weeks, depending on the weather and your condition."

My condition. Aurora's hand moved to her belly without conscious thought, pressing against the place where Valerian's child was growing. She was not yet showing — it was too early, the fairies had said — but she could feel it anyway, a warmth, a weight, a presence that had not been there before.

"Will I ride alone?" she asked, and the question came from a place of genuine uncertainty. She had never ridden a horse, not in the memories she retained. Perhaps she had, in the years the fairies had erased, but she could not access those skills now.

"No." Valerian's voice was soft, satisfied, carrying the possessive approval that seemed to colour every interaction between them. "You will ride with me. I will keep you safe, keep you warm, ensure that the journey does not harm the child."

Keep me safe. The words echoed in Aurora's mind, another reminder of the strange duality of her situation. The man who had violated her while she slept was now her protector. The man who had marked her with his teeth was now her guardian. The man who had stolen her freedom was now the only thing standing between her and a world she did not know.

She wanted to hate him. She wanted to fight him, to reject his protection, to prove that she was more than the property he had made her.

But she was so tired. And his hand was warm on her back. And somewhere in the depths of her body, the conditioning he had cultivated was responding to his presence with an acceptance she could not prevent.

The horses were waiting where Valerian had promised — two fine geldings, one black and one grey, their coats gleaming with health, their eyes intelligent and calm. A groom held their reins, a young man who bowed low as Valerian approached and whose eyes widened slightly when he saw Aurora.

"Your Highness." The groom's voice was respectful, awed, carrying the weight of someone witnessing history. "The horses are rested and ready. Supplies have been packed for the journey."

"Excellent." Valerian released Aurora's back long enough to inspect the horses, running his hands over their flanks, checking their hooves, ensuring they were fit for the long ride ahead. "We will make the mountain pass by nightfall. There is an inn at the base where we can rest before continuing."

The groom nodded, his eyes flickering to Aurora again and again, taking in her golden hair, her pale skin, the marks visible on her throat above the collar of her dress. He knew what had happened. Everyone would know. The claimed princess, delivered from the sleep of a century, marked and bred and brought to her new kingdom.

"May I assist the princess?" the groom asked, his voice carefully neutral, his eyes carefully averted from the bruises on her throat.

"You may not." Valerian's voice was sharp, possessive, carrying a threat that made the groom flinch. "She will ride with me. No one touches her but me."

The groom bowed again, deeper this time, and stepped back. Valerian mounted the black horse with easy grace, then reached down for Aurora's hand, pulling her up in front of him with a strength that made her gasp.

She settled against his chest, her back pressed to his front, her thighs spread across the saddle, his arms wrapped around her to hold the reins. She could feel his warmth against her spine, his breath stirring her hair, the hard planes of his body supporting her weight.

"Relax," he murmured against her ear, his voice low, intimate. "The journey is long. You will need to trust me to keep you safe."

Trust. The word was almost laughable, given everything that had passed between them. But she did not have the energy to argue, did not have the will to resist. She simply leaned back against his chest, let his arms wrap around her, let the horse carry them both forward into the unknown.

They rode for hours, the forest giving way to hills, the hills rising toward mountains, the sun moving across the sky in a slow arc that Aurora tracked with eyes that had not seen it in a century.

She should have been marvelling at the world, at the trees and streams and distant peaks, at the freedom of open sky and moving air. But all she could feel was the body behind her, the arms around her, the warmth that seemed to seep into her bones despite every wall she tried to build.

Her body was responding to him again. It happened every time he touched her, every time he held her, every time his breath ghosted across her skin. The conditioning was deep, thorough, impossible to escape. Her muscles recognised him at a cellular level, her nerves firing with pleasure signals she could not prevent.

She shifted slightly in the saddle, trying to find a position that did not press her so firmly against him, and felt his arms tighten in response.

"Are you uncomfortable?" His voice was low, concerned, carrying a gentleness that seemed at odds with everything else about him.

"I am fine." Aurora's voice was flat, empty, stripped of everything but the exhaustion that had become her constant companion. "How much further to the inn?"

"Another hour, perhaps two." Valerian's hand moved to her stomach, pressing against the place where his child grew, his touch proprietary, possessive. "The child is not causing you pain? The fairies said the journey would be safe, but I want to be certain."

"The child is fine." Aurora forced herself not to flinch away from his touch, forced herself to accept the hand on her belly, the fingers tracing circles on her skin. "I am simply unused to riding. Or to being awake for so long."

A soft sound that might have been a laugh, might have been understanding. "A century of sleep, and now a day of wakefulness. Your body will adjust. It remembers what it was like to be alive, even if your mind has forgotten."

Even if your mind has forgotten. The words settled into her, another reminder of everything she had lost. She had been asleep for a hundred years, and the world had moved on without her. Her parents were dead. Her kingdom was changed. Everyone she had ever known was dust and memory.

All she had now was Valerian, and the child growing inside her, and the strange, hollow acceptance that had replaced the rage and grief she had felt when she first woke.

The inn appeared as the sun began to set, a warm light glowing from its windows, smoke rising from its chimney, horses tied in its stable yard. It was larger than Aurora had expected — a substantial building of stone and timber, clearly used to hosting travellers on their way to and from the mountain pass.

Valerian dismounted first, then reached up for Aurora, his hands closing around her waist, lifting her from the saddle with an easy strength that made her dizzy. She stumbled slightly when her feet touched the ground, her legs weak from hours of riding, and he caught her against his chest, holding her upright until she found her balance.

"Steady." His voice was soft, his breath warm against her hair. "The first days are always the hardest. Your body will grow accustomed to the motion."

She did not respond, simply stood there in his arms, too tired to pull away, too weak to resist. She felt his hand move to the small of her back, felt him guide her toward the inn's entrance, felt the warmth of his presence beside her as they stepped through the door.

The common room was warm, crowded, thick with the scent of roasting meat and wood smoke.

Conversations stopped when they entered. Eyes turned toward them, taking in Valerian's fine clothes, Aurora's pale beauty, the marks visible on her throat. Whispers spread through the room like ripples in still water, carrying words Aurora could not quite hear but could guess at.

The sleeping princess. The claimed bride. The one who woke.

"Your Highness." The innkeeper appeared before them, a stout woman with grey hair and knowing eyes, her voice carrying the deference due to royalty. "We were not expecting you, but we have rooms available. The best in the house, if you will follow me."

"We will." Valerian's voice was calm, authoritative, carrying the weight of someone accustomed to being obeyed. "A meal, as well, sent to our rooms. The princess is tired from the journey."

The princess. Aurora heard the words, felt them settle into her, another title for a role she had never chosen. She was a princess, yes. She had been born to it, raised to it, preserved for it. But she had never felt like one, not in the cottage with the fairies, not in the tower where she had slept, not now, standing in an inn surrounded by strangers who looked at her with a mixture of awe and pity.

They followed the innkeeper up a narrow staircase, down a hall lit by flickering candles, into a room that was surprisingly comfortable — a large bed draped in clean linens, a fire burning in the hearth, windows overlooking the mountains they would cross tomorrow.

"I will have food sent up immediately," the innkeeper said, backing out of the room, her eyes lingering on Aurora's marked throat before she lowered her gaze and disappeared.

The door closed behind her, and Aurora was alone with Valerian once more.

He undressed her slowly, his hands careful, almost tender, as he removed the clothes she had worn since leaving the castle. She stood still beneath his touch, her body responding with the automatic acceptance that had been conditioned into her, her mind floating somewhere above the scene, watching herself be undressed without really participating.

"You are beautiful," he said, and his voice was soft, genuine, carrying a warmth that seemed at odds with everything else about him. "More beautiful than the stories said. More beautiful than I imagined when I first saw you in the tower."

"I was asleep." Aurora's voice was flat, empty, stripped of everything but the fact. "You could not have imagined anything. You simply saw what you had come to take."

"I saw what I had come to claim." His hands moved to her waist, turning her to face him, his grey eyes holding hers with an intensity that made something in her chest tighten. "And I saw that you were more than a contract, more than a preserved body, more than a vessel for my heir. I saw a woman who could be a queen."

"A queen who did not choose her crown." Aurora's voice was bitter, hollow, but there was no heat behind it anymore. Just exhaustion. Just acceptance. Just the strange peace that came from having no options left.

"No." Valerian's voice was soft, certain, carrying a weight that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than his usual confidence. "A queen who will learn to wear her crown regardless of how it came to her. That is the only choice that matters now."

He lifted her then, carrying her to the bed, laying her on the clean linens with a care that made her chest ache with something she could not name. He undressed himself quickly, efficiently, and then he was beside her, his body warm against hers, his arm wrapping around her waist.

"Sleep," he murmured against her hair. "Tomorrow we cross the mountains. You will need your strength."

She wanted to resist, wanted to push him away, wanted to assert some form of agency over her own body and her own space. But she was so tired, and he was so warm, and somewhere in the depths of her muscles, the conditioning he had cultivated was already pulling her toward sleep.

She closed her eyes, and for the first time since she had woken, she did not dream of escape.

The mountain pass was cold, the air thin, the wind biting through even the warmest cloaks.

Aurora rode pressed against Valerian's chest, her body wrapped in furs he had purchased at the inn, her hands tucked beneath his cloak for warmth. The horse picked its way carefully along the narrow path, its hooves finding purchase on the rocky ground, its breath misting in the frozen air.

"How much further?" Aurora asked, her voice muffled by the fur collar of her cloak.

"Two more days to the eastern valleys." Valerian's voice was low, soft against her ear, his arms steady around her as he guided the horse along the treacherous path. "Then three more days to the capital. You will see the city from the mountain's edge before we descend."

The city. Aurora tried to imagine it — the place where she would spend the rest of her life, the court where she would be presented as Valerian's claimed bride, the kingdom that would one day be ruled by the child growing inside her. She had never seen it, never imagined it, never thought of herself as belonging anywhere but the cottage where she had grown up.

But that cottage was gone. The fairies who had raised her were gone. The parents who had sold her were gone. All she had was the man behind her, the child within her, and the future that had been planned before she was born.

"The pass is dangerous," Valerian said, his voice carrying a warning that made Aurora's body tense. "There are bandits in these mountains, men who prey on travellers, who would see a woman like you and think her worth the risk of attacking a prince."

"Would they dare?" Aurora asked, and her voice was quiet, curious, stripped of the fear she might have felt days ago.

"They would dare." Valerian's arms tightened around her, his body shifting to a position that spoke of readiness, of awareness, of a man prepared to fight. "But they would not succeed. I have killed men before, Aurora. I will kill any who try to take what is mine."

What is mine. The words should have made her angry, should have stirred the defiance that had been her constant companion since waking. But all she felt was a strange, hollow acceptance, a recognition that his possessiveness was also her protection.

She belonged to him. And that meant he would defend her, even if only as he would defend any valuable property.

They made camp that night in a sheltered hollow, a circle of rocks that blocked the wind, a small fire that provided warmth and light.

Valerian spread furs on the ground, arranged them in a nest that would protect Aurora from the cold, then pulled her down beside him with a casual possessiveness that had become familiar. She lay against his chest, her body curled into his, her mind drifting somewhere between waking and sleep.

"I have been thinking," she said, and her voice was soft, distant, coming from a place she had not known existed. "About what Maleficent said. About the fortysix princesses who came before me."

"What about them?" Valerian's voice was low, curious, his hand tracing absent patterns on her back.

"She said they all accepted their fate eventually. That they all found peace, stopped fighting, learned to inhabit the claim that had been made on them." Aurora paused, gathering her thoughts, trying to find words for the questions that had been circling in her mind. "Did they? Did they really find peace?"

Valerian was silent for a long moment, his hand stilling on her back, his breath warm and steady against her hair. When he spoke, his voice was soft, carrying a weight that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than his usual certainty.

"I have met three of them. The ones who were claimed by my father's generation, who still live in the Eastern Kingdom." He paused, as if choosing his words carefully. "They are not broken, Aurora. They are not miserable, not hollow, not the ghosts of women they once were. They are queens, mothers, powers in their own right. They rule beside their husbands, raise their children, have found purposes that matter to them."

"But they did not choose it." Aurora's voice was sharp, cutting through the softness of the moment. "They were claimed, just as I was. They had no more choice than I did."

"They did not choose the beginning." Valerian's voice was calm, certain. "But they chose everything that came after. That is what Maleficent was trying to tell you, I think. The claim determines the beginning. But you determine what comes next."

Aurora lay in silence for a long time, turning his words over in her mind, trying to find some way to make them fit the shape of her grief.

She had lost so much — her freedom, her choice, her body, her future. She had been sold before she was born, preserved for a century, claimed without her consent. Nothing could undo what had been done, could give back what had been taken.

But perhaps there was a way to move forward without it destroying her. Perhaps there was a way to take the power that had been forced upon her and use it for something other than suffering. Perhaps there was a way to be a queen, even if she had never chosen the crown.

"I do not know if I can do it," she said finally, her voice barely more than a whisper. "Accept this. Find peace with it. Stop fighting."

"You can." Valerian's voice was soft, certain, carrying the weight of absolute conviction. "You will. Not because I force you, not because the conditioning compels you, but because you are stronger than you know, and because survival is what you were made for."

Survival. The word echoed in Aurora's mind, settling alongside everything else she had learned. She had survived the curse, the sleep, the claiming, the awakening. She had survived truths that should have broken her, had found a way to keep breathing even when every breath was a reminder of what had been taken.

Perhaps she could survive this too. Perhaps she could find a way to exist in the life that had been forced upon her, to make it something other than a prison.

It was not hope, exactly. It was not acceptance, not surrender, not the peace Valerian promised would come.

But it was something.

He claimed her that night, as he had claimed her every night since she woke.

His hands moved over her body with a familiarity that made something in her chest ache, his touch tracing the marks he had left on her skin, his mouth following the paths his fingers had taken. She felt her body responding — the warmth building between her thighs, the tightening of her nipples, the quickening of her breath that spoke of arousal she could not prevent.

She did not fight him. She had learned, over the past days, that fighting accomplished nothing, that resistance only prolonged the inevitable, that her body would surrender regardless of what her mind wanted. She simply lay there, her back pressed into the furs, her thighs falling open with the automatic acceptance that had been conditioned into her muscles.

He pushed inside her with a slow, deliberate thrust, filling her with a sensation that was both violation and pleasure, and she felt her hips rise to meet him without her conscious permission. She came for him — she always came — her body convulsing around his, her back arching off the ground, her mind screaming silently against the pleasure she could not prevent.

And when it was over, when he had filled her with his seed and collapsed beside her and pulled her into his arms, she did not cry. She simply lay there, her body warm and satisfied against her will, her mind drifting somewhere beyond the grief and rage and hollow acceptance that had become her existence.

She was his. She would always be his. And the only choice left to her was how to bear it.

They descended from the mountains on the third day, and Aurora saw the Eastern Kingdom spread before her like a tapestry woven from gold and green.

The valleys stretched toward a distant sea, their fields checkerboarded with crops, their villages clustered around churches and markets, their roads winding like threads between settlements. And at the heart of it all, rising from a hill at the junction of two rivers, was the city — a sprawl of buildings and towers and walls, dominated by a palace that gleamed white in the afternoon sun.

"That is your new home." Valerian's voice was soft against her ear, his arm tightening around her waist, his body warm against her back. "The Palace of the Eastern Kings. You will be presented to the court within the week, and crowned before the child is born."

Presented to the court. The words settled into Aurora, heavy with implications she did not want to face. She would stand before strangers, a claimed bride with the marks of ownership on her skin and the swell of pregnancy in her belly. They would see what had been done to her, would know that she had been claimed while she slept, would understand that she was property rather than person.

"Will they accept me?" she asked, and the question came from a place of genuine uncertainty. "A princess from a kingdom that no longer exists, claimed without consent, carrying a child I did not choose?"

"They will accept you because you are mine." Valerian's voice was calm, certain, carrying the weight of absolute authority. "And because you carry my heir. In this kingdom, that is all that matters."

Because I am his. The words echoed in Aurora's mind, another reminder of what she had become. She was not a person in her own right, not a princess with her own claim to power. She was Valerian's possession, valuable only because she belonged to him and carried his child.

She should have been angry. She should have been defiant. But all she felt was a hollow acceptance, a weariness that went deeper than bone, a recognition that her feelings did not matter, that her consent was not required, that she would be accepted because she was owned.

They reached the city gates as the sun began to set, the sky turning gold and red behind them, the streets filling with people who had come to see the prince's return.

Aurora heard the whispers before she saw the faces — a susurrus of sound that spread through the crowd like wind through wheat, carrying words she could not quite hear but could guess at. The sleeping princess. The claimed bride. The one who woke after a hundred years.

She sat straighter in Valerian's arms, forcing her spine to stiffen, her chin to lift, her face to show nothing but the cold composure that had become her mask. She would be presented to these people, would stand before them as Valerian's queen, would wear the crown that had been forced upon her.

She might not have chosen this. But she would not let them see her break.

The palace rose before them, larger than anything Aurora had ever seen, its white walls gleaming in the fading light, its towers reaching toward the darkening sky. Guards lined the entrance, their armour polished, their faces stern, their eyes fixed forward as Valerian rode between them.

A herald stepped forward, his voice carrying across the courtyard, announcing their arrival to the courtiers who had gathered to witness the return of their prince and his claimed bride.

"His Royal Highness, Prince Valerian of the Eastern Kingdom, and Her Royal Highness, Princess Aurora of the Western Kingdom, the Sleeping Princess, the Claimed Bride, carrier of the Royal Heir!"

The Claimed Bride. The title settled into Aurora, another name for what she had become, another way of marking her as property rather than person. She was the Claimed Bride, the one who had been taken while she slept, the vessel for an heir she had not chosen.

She would wear the title, as she would wear the crown, as she would wear the marks on her skin. She would be what they expected her to be, because she had no choice.

But somewhere deep inside, beneath the conditioning and the exhaustion and the hollow acceptance, something still flickered — a tiny flame of the person she had once been, the girl who had believed she was free, the woman who had imagined choosing her own future.

She would keep that flame burning, hidden away where no one could see it. She would survive, as Maleficent had said she would. And perhaps, someday, she would find a way to be more than what had been made of her.

Valerian lifted her from the horse, his hands warm on her waist, his body close enough that she could feel his breath against her hair. He guided her up the steps, through the doors, into a great hall that seemed to stretch forever, its walls lined with portraits of kings and queens who had ruled this kingdom for generations.

"Welcome home," he murmured against her ear, his voice soft, possessive, satisfied. "You will never leave this place again. You will live here, rule here, raise our children here. This is your kingdom now, Aurora. Your home. Your life."

Your life. The words echoed in her mind, settling alongside everything else she had learned. This was her life — the palace, the kingdom, the crown, the child, the man who held her in his arms as if she belonged to him.

Because she did. She belonged to him now, completely and permanently, with no way to escape and no choice but to accept.

She looked around the great hall, at the faces of the courtiers who had come to see her, at the portraits of the queens who had come before, at the throne that sat empty at the far end, waiting for the king and queen who would rule this kingdom together.

She would sit on that throne beside Valerian. She would wear the crown, bear the heirs, play the role that had been assigned to her before she was born. She would be the Claimed Bride, the Sleeping Princess, the queen who had never chosen her fate.

And perhaps, in time, she would find a way to be something more.


CHAPTER TEN: THE ADJUSTMENT

The weeks that followed blurred together, each day measured by the same rhythms — waking in Valerian's arms, being dressed by servants whose eyes lingered on the marks she could not hide, walking through halls that seemed to stretch forever, and then, when the candles were lit and the darkness pressed against the windows, feeling his hands on her body, his weight between her thighs, his seed filling her with a warmth she had learned not to resist.

She was presented to the court on the seventh day after her arrival.

The throne room was vast, its vaulted ceiling painted with scenes of battles won and kingdoms united, its walls hung with tapestries that depicted the history of the Eastern Kingdom in threads of gold and crimson. Light poured through windows that stretched from floor to ceiling, illuminating the faces of the courtiers who had gathered to witness the formal introduction of their prince's claimed bride.

Aurora stood beside Valerian, her hand resting in the crook of his arm, her spine straight despite the weight of the gazes that pressed against her from every direction. She wore a gown of deep blue velvet, its neckline cut low enough to reveal the mark on her throat, its bodice fitted tight enough to hint at the swell of her belly that had begun to show in the past days. Her hair was arranged in elaborate braids that circled her head like a crown, and her face was a mask of composure that revealed nothing of the turmoil beneath.

"Lords and ladies of the Eastern Kingdom." Valerian's voice carried across the room, confident, commanding, the voice of a man born to rule. "I present to you my claimed bride, Princess Aurora of the Western Kingdom, the Sleeping Princess, who has awakened after a century of preservation to take her place beside me as your future queen."

A murmur rippled through the crowd, a wave of whispers that Aurora could not quite hear but could feel against her skin like the brush of fingers. She saw the eyes on her throat, on her belly, on the place where Valerian's hand rested on her hip with possessive certainty. She knew what they were thinking — the same thing everyone thought when they looked at her.

She was claimed while she slept. She carries his child. She belongs to him now.

"She will be crowned before the child is born," Valerian continued, his voice carrying over the whispers, silencing them with the weight of his authority. "And she will rule beside me as queen of this kingdom, her blood united with mine, her heirs the future of our combined realms."

Her heirs. Aurora felt the word settle into her, another reminder of the child growing inside her, the legacy she had not chosen but would carry anyway. She placed her hand on her belly without thinking, a gesture that drew more eyes, more whispers, more reminders that she was being watched, evaluated, judged.

"The princess will now receive the court," Valerian said, and his hand tightened on her hip, a signal that the formal presentation was over and the more intimate scrutiny was about to begin. "You may approach and pay your respects."

They came one by one, lords and ladies in their finest clothes, their faces arranged in expressions of respect and curiosity that barely concealed the hunger in their eyes. They bowed, they curtsied, they murmured words of welcome and congratulation, and through it all, Aurora stood still, her face showing nothing, her voice responding with the appropriate phrases while her mind screamed silently beneath the mask.

"Your Highness, it is an honour to welcome you to our kingdom."

You are looking at the marks on my throat. You know what they mean. You know what was done to me.

"Your Highness, the kingdom rejoices in your awakening."

I did not awaken. I was woken. There is a difference, though none of you will ever acknowledge it.

"Your Highness, the prince has spoken of nothing but your arrival for months."

He spoke of claiming me, of filling me, of marking me as his. He did not speak of me as a person. He spoke of me as a prize.

She recognised some of them from the portraits in the halls — the Duke of Ashford with his silver hair and calculating eyes, the Countess of Winterbourne with her sharp features and sharper tongue, the Lord Chamberlain whose family had served the Eastern kings for generations. They were the powers of the court, the ones whose opinions mattered, the ones whose approval she would need if she was to survive in this kingdom.

And they were all looking at her with the same expression — a mixture of fascination and evaluation, as if she were a horse being assessed for purchase rather than a person being welcomed to her new home.

"The princess is everything the stories promised." The Countess of Winterbourne was the first to speak openly, her voice carrying across the room with the confidence of someone accustomed to being heard. "Beautiful, graceful, clearly wellpreserved. The Eastern Kingdom is fortunate in its acquisition."

Acquisition. The word landed in Aurora's chest like a stone, another reminder of what she was — property, purchased and delivered and claimed. She felt Valerian's hand tighten on her hip, a warning, a reminder that she was expected to respond with grace and gratitude.

"I am honoured to be here," Aurora said, and her voice was steady, her face showing nothing but the composure she had learned to wear. "The Eastern Kingdom is everything Prince Valerian promised, and I look forward to serving as its queen."

Serving. The word was deliberate, a reminder that she was not here to rule in her own right but to serve the kingdom that had acquired her. She saw something flicker in the countess's eyes — approval, perhaps, or simply recognition that Aurora understood her place.

"His Highness tells us you are already carrying the heir." The Duke of Ashford spoke now, his voice carrying the weight of someone whose words mattered. "A remarkable achievement, given the circumstances of your awakening."

Given the circumstances. Another euphemism, another way of acknowledging what had been done without naming it directly. The duke knew that Aurora had been claimed while she slept, that the child had been conceived before she had even opened her eyes. He was commenting on her fertility, on the success of the claiming, on the value she had already proven herself to possess.

"The fairies who preserved me were thorough in their preparations," Aurora said, and her voice was flat, empty, stripped of everything but the fact. "My body was ready to receive His Highness when he arrived."

She felt Valerian stiffen slightly beside her, a reaction to her choice of words that she pretended not to notice. She had learned, in the days since her arrival, that there were ways to speak the truth that sounded like acceptance, ways to acknowledge what had been done that made it seem like cooperation rather than violation.

The court did not want to hear that she had been claimed without consent. They wanted to hear that she had been successfully acquired, that she was fertile, that she would produce the heirs the kingdom required. And she would give them what they wanted, because she had no choice.

The presentations continued for what felt like hours, each courtier approaching, bowing, speaking words of welcome that barely concealed the assessment beneath. Aurora stood through all of it, her face a mask, her voice steady, her body aching from the weight of the gown and the strain of remaining upright.

Finally, when the last courtier had withdrawn and the doors had closed behind them, Valerian turned to her with an expression that mixed approval and something else — something that might have been concern, or might have been calculation.

"You handled them well," he said, his voice low, meant only for her ears. "The countess can be... difficult. She was testing you."

"I know." Aurora's voice was quiet, stripped of everything but the exhaustion that had become her constant companion. "She wanted to see if I understood what I am. I showed her that I do."

"And what do you understand yourself to be?" Valerian's voice was soft, curious, carrying a weight that made something in her chest tighten.

"A claimed bride," Aurora said, and the words came out flat, empty, drained of everything but the simple truth. "A vessel for your heirs. A queen who did not choose her crown but will wear it anyway because she has no choice."

She expected him to react — to argue, to correct her, to offer some version of the comfort he had tried to provide in the days since her arrival. But instead, he simply nodded, as if she had given the answer he expected, the answer that proved she was learning her role.

"Good," he said. "That is the truth. And the sooner you accept it fully, the easier your life will become."

He took her to his chambers that night, as he had taken her every night since her arrival.

The room was larger than the tower chamber where she had slept for a century, its walls hung with tapestries depicting hunting scenes, its floor covered in furs that softened every step. A fire burned in the massive hearth, casting flickering shadows across the bed that dominated the centre of the room — a bed draped in crimson silk, its posts carved with images of intertwined bodies.

Aurora stood by the fire, watching the flames dance, feeling the warmth on her skin, trying not to think about what would come next. She had learned, over the past weeks, that resistance accomplished nothing. Her body would respond regardless of what her mind wanted. The conditioning was too deep, too thorough, too carefully cultivated over years of preparation she had not known was happening.

She heard him approach before she felt him — the soft sound of his boots on the furcovered floor, the rustle of his clothes as he moved, the warmth of his presence at her back. His hands came to rest on her shoulders, heavy and warm, and she felt her body lean into him without her conscious permission.

"You are tired," he said, and his voice was soft, almost gentle. "The presentation was difficult. I should have prepared you better."

"There is no preparation for what I experienced today." Aurora's voice was quiet, stripped of accusation, emptied of everything but the exhaustion she could not hide. "There is only endurance."

"Endurance." Valerian's voice was thoughtful, as if he were tasting the word. "Is that how you see your life now? Something to be endured?"

"How else would I see it?" Aurora turned to face him, her blue eyes meeting his grey ones, her face showing nothing but the hollow acceptance that had become her mask. "I was sold before I was born, preserved for a century, claimed while I slept, and brought to a kingdom I did not choose to serve a purpose I did not consent to. What else is there but endurance?"

"There is acceptance." Valerian's hands moved from her shoulders to her face, cupping her jaw, tilting her chin up to meet his eyes. "There is finding meaning in what has been given to you. There is building a life that matters, even if you did not choose its beginning."

"And if I cannot find meaning?" Aurora's voice cracked, just slightly, a crack in the mask she had been wearing all day. "If I cannot accept what has been done to me?"

"Then you will suffer." Valerian's voice was calm, certain, carrying the weight of absolute conviction. "And I will help you bear it, as I promised I would. But the suffering will not change anything. The claim will hold. The child will grow. You will be my queen. The only question is whether you will be a miserable queen or one who has found peace."

He undressed her slowly, his hands careful, almost reverent, as he removed the gown and the layers beneath. She stood still beneath his touch, her body responding with the automatic warmth that had been conditioned into her, her mind floating somewhere above the scene, watching herself be undressed without really participating.

He turned her toward the mirror that stood in the corner of the room — a tall, ornate thing with a frame of gilded wood, its surface reflecting the firelight and the shapes of their bodies. She saw herself as he saw her — golden hair falling loose around her shoulders, skin pale in the flickering light, body marked with the bruises that had faded to yellow and the scars that would never fade at all.

The mark on her throat was clearly visible — a perfect impression of teeth, raised and permanent, a sign of ownership that anyone could see. The mark on her breast was darker, positioned so that it would be visible whenever she undressed. And the mark on her thigh, hidden now beneath her shift, was a reminder of the claiming that had been completed while she slept.

"Look at yourself," Valerian murmured, his hands settling on her hips, his body warm against her back. "See what you have become."

She looked. She saw the marks, the swell of her belly that had begun to show, the body that had been preserved and prepared and claimed without her consent. She saw the woman in the mirror — beautiful, marked, owned.

"What do you see?" Valerian asked, his voice soft against her ear.

"I see a woman who belongs to someone else," Aurora said, and her voice was quiet, steady, emptied of everything but the truth. "I see a body that was taken without consent. I see marks that prove I am property."

"You see a queen." Valerian's hands moved to her belly, pressing against the swell that grew larger every day. "You see the carrier of the heir to two kingdoms. You see power, beauty, purpose. That is what I see when I look at you."

"Your perception does not change what I am." Aurora's voice was flat, certain, stripped of everything but the fact. "I am what the contract made me. What you made me. What the fairies prepared me to be."

"And what is that?" Valerian's voice was soft, curious, carrying a weight that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than his usual certainty.

"Yours," Aurora said, and the word came out quiet, final, stripped of everything but the simple truth. "I am yours. Completely and permanently, with no way to escape and no choice but to accept."

He claimed her in front of the mirror, his body behind hers, his hands on her hips, his eyes on her face reflected in the glass.

She watched herself being taken — watched her body arch and open, watched her face flush with arousal she could not prevent, watched her thighs fall apart with the automatic acceptance that had been conditioned into her muscles. She saw the marks on her skin, the swell of her belly, the surrender that her body offered even as her mind screamed silently against it.

"Watch," Valerian murmured against her ear, his voice low, dark, carrying a command she could not disobey. "Watch yourself accept what is yours. Watch yourself surrender."

She watched. She saw her own face in the mirror — the parted lips, the flushed cheeks, the eyes that showed a mixture of shame and pleasure and something else she could not name. She saw Valerian behind her, his dark hair and grey eyes and jaw like carved stone, his body moving with a rhythm that her body had learned to match.

She came with a cry that echoed off the walls, her body convulsing around him, her back arching, her face in the mirror showing a pleasure she could not prevent. She watched herself orgasm — watched her own surrender reflected in the glass, watched her body accept what her mind had never chosen.

And when it was over, when he had filled her with his seed and pulled her against his chest, she did not look away from the mirror. She simply stared at her own reflection, at the woman she had become, at the marks and the swell of pregnancy and the face that showed nothing but the hollow acceptance that had become her existence.

"You are learning," Valerian murmured against her hair, his voice soft, satisfied. "You are beginning to see yourself as you truly are."

"I see what you have made me," Aurora said, and her voice was quiet, empty, stripped of everything but the fact. "I am not certain that is the same thing."

The days that followed were measured in rituals.

She was measured for her coronation gown, the seamstress's hands careful and professional as she worked around the swell of Aurora's belly. She was instructed in the protocols of the Eastern court — who to curtsey to, who to acknowledge, who to ignore. She was introduced to the lords and ladies who would serve as her household, their faces showing the same mixture of curiosity and assessment that she had seen at her presentation.

And through it all, she felt the child growing inside her, a weight that increased daily, a presence that reminded her constantly of what had been done to her body without her consent.

She dreamed sometimes, in the few hours of sleep she managed between the rituals and the claiming. Dreams of the cottage where she had grown up, of the three women she had called family, of the innocence she had never known she possessed until it was taken from her. She would wake from these dreams with tears on her face and Valerian's arm across her waist, and she would lie still in the darkness, trying to remember who she had been before she was claimed.

But the memories were fading, slipping away like water through cupped hands, replaced by the reality of what she had become. She was a claimed bride, a pregnant queen, a body that belonged to someone else. The girl she had been — the girl who had believed she was free, who had imagined choosing her own future — was disappearing, swallowed by the role she had been forced to play.

The Countess of Winterbourne requested a private audience on the fourteenth day after Aurora's arrival.

Aurora received her in the smaller parlour that had been designated as her personal space, its windows overlooking the gardens that bloomed even as winter approached, its walls hung with portraits of the Eastern queens who had come before. The countess entered with a rustle of silk and a smile that showed teeth but no warmth, her sharp eyes taking in every detail of the room and the woman who occupied it.

"Your Highness," the countess said, sinking into a curtsey that was just shallow enough to be disrespectful without being overtly insulting. "Thank you for receiving me. I know how busy you must be with preparations for the coronation."

"I am honoured by your visit, Lady Winterbourne." Aurora's voice was calm, controlled, showing nothing but the composure she had learned to wear. "Please, sit. May I offer you refreshment?"

The countess settled into a chair with the easy grace of someone who had spent her life in courts, her eyes never leaving Aurora's face. "I have come to offer my congratulations on your pregnancy. The kingdom is overjoyed at the prospect of an heir."

"Thank you." Aurora's voice was flat, empty, stripped of everything but the appropriate response. "I am honoured to carry Prince Valerian's child."

"Honoured." The countess repeated the word as if tasting it, her sharp eyes assessing, evaluating. "An interesting choice of word, Your Highness. One might have expected... something else, given the circumstances of your awakening."

Given the circumstances. Another euphemism, another way of acknowledging what had been done without naming it directly. Aurora felt something tighten in her chest — not quite anger, not quite fear, but something in between that made her spine stiffen and her chin lift.

"I am not certain what you mean, Lady Winterbourne," Aurora said, her voice calm, her face showing nothing but polite inquiry. "Perhaps you could clarify."

The countess's smile widened, showing more teeth, still no warmth. "Come now, Your Highness. We are both women of the world. We both know what it means to be a claimed bride, to wake with a child already growing in your womb, to face a court that has already formed opinions about your value."

"And what opinions has the court formed?" Aurora asked, and her voice was quiet, steady, stripped of everything but the question.

"That you are beautiful, of course. That you are fertile, clearly, given how quickly the heir took. That you are..." The countess paused, her smile sharpening. "Accommodating. The prince reports that your body responds to him with remarkable enthusiasm, given that you were unconscious when the claiming began."

The words landed in Aurora's chest like stones, each one a blow, each one a reminder that her most intimate violations were matters of court gossip.

"I was not aware that the details of my marriage bed were subject for discussion," Aurora said, and her voice was cold, sharp, honed by weeks of learning to survive in a world that saw her as property. "Perhaps the prince should be more discreet about what he shares with his courtiers."

"The prince shares nothing that is not already known." The countess's voice was soft, dangerous, carrying a threat beneath the silk. "Everyone knows what happened to you, Your Highness. Everyone knows that you were claimed while you slept, that your body was prepared to accept the claimant, that you were bred before you drew your first waking breath. The only question is how you will wear what has been done to you."

"And how do you suggest I wear it?" Aurora's voice was flat, empty, stripped of everything but the question.

"With pride." The countess's smile finally reached her eyes — cold, calculating, assessing. "You are a queen, Your Highness. You carry the heir to two kingdoms. You are valuable, protected, powerful in ways that most women can only dream of. The violation you feel — that is temporary. The power you have gained — that is permanent."

The violation you feel — that is temporary. Aurora wanted to laugh, wanted to scream, wanted to throw something at the woman who sat across from her speaking of violation as if it were a minor inconvenience.

Instead, she simply nodded, her face showing nothing but the composure she had learned to wear. "Your perspective is... illuminating, Lady Winterbourne. I will consider what you have said."

"See that you do." The countess rose, her movement graceful, her smile showing teeth and something that might have been respect. "You will need allies in this court, Your Highness. I am offering to be one of them — if you prove yourself worthy of alliance."

"And what would prove me worthy?"

"Survival." The countess's voice was soft, certain, carrying the weight of experience. "Acceptance. The ability to wear your crown without flinching, to carry your child without shame, to stand beside your prince without showing the court that you are anything other than what they expect you to be."

Anything other than what they expect you to be. The words settled into Aurora, another reminder of the role she was expected to play.

"I will not flinch," Aurora said, and her voice was quiet, steady, stripped of everything but the promise. "I will not shame. And I will stand beside the prince, as I have stood beside him since the moment I woke."

The countess left, and Aurora sat alone in the parlour, her hands resting on the swell of her belly, her mind turning over everything that had been said.

She was being tested, evaluated, assessed. The court wanted to see what she was made of, how she would wear the violation that had been forced upon her. They wanted a queen who could accept what had been done without breaking, who could carry the weight of a crown that had been forced upon her head.

And perhaps that was what she would become. Perhaps that was all she could become — a woman who survived, who endured, who found a way to exist in a life she had not chosen.

It was not acceptance, not yet. It was not peace, not the surrender that Valerian promised would come. But it was something — a foundation on which she could build, a truth she could hold onto when everything else was being stripped away.

She was a queen. She was a mother. She was the carrier of an heir that would unite two kingdoms.

And she was still here, still breathing, still finding a way to exist in a world that had never given her a choice.

The claiming that night was different.

Valerian came to her in the darkness, his body warm against her back, his hands gentle on her hips. But instead of taking her immediately, as he usually did, he held her — his arms wrapped around her, his breath soft against her hair, his presence a weight that should have been suffocating but somehow felt like shelter.

"The countess spoke to you today," he said, his voice low, unsurprised. "What did she say?"

Aurora considered lying, considered offering some version of the truth that would satisfy without revealing too much. But she was too tired for games, too exhausted for the careful dance of court politics.

"She told me that the court knows what happened to me," Aurora said, her voice quiet, stripped of everything but the fact. "She told me that everyone knows I was claimed while I slept, that my body was prepared to accept you, that I was bred before I woke. She told me that the violation I feel is temporary, but the power I have gained is permanent."

"And what do you think of that assessment?" Valerian's voice was soft, curious, carrying a weight that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than his usual certainty.

Aurora was silent for a long moment, considering her answer, trying to find words for the complicated truth she had been carrying since the countess's visit.

"I think she is trying to help me survive," Aurora said finally. "In her way. She sees me as a potential ally, a queen who might be worth cultivating if I can prove myself strong enough to wear what has been done to me."

"And can you?" Valerian's voice was soft, his arms tightening around her. "Can you be strong enough?"

"I do not know." Aurora's voice was honest, stripped of everything but the uncertainty she could not hide. "But I am trying. Every day, I am trying."

He turned her then, his hands gentle on her shoulders, his grey eyes holding hers in the darkness.

"That is all I ask," he said, and his voice was soft, genuine, carrying a warmth that made something in her chest ache. "I know you did not choose this. I know you feel violated, trapped, forced into a life you never wanted. But I also know that you are strong — stronger than you realise, stronger than the other princesses who came before you. You will survive this, Aurora. And perhaps, someday, you will find something in it worth having."

"Something worth having," Aurora repeated, and the words came out hollow, empty, drained of everything but the echo. "What could possibly be worth what has been taken from me?"

"I cannot answer that for you." Valerian's voice was soft, honest, carrying no false promises. "But I can tell you what other princesses have found — purpose in motherhood, power in queenship, satisfaction in building something that matters. Not acceptance of what was done, but acceptance of what is. Not peace with the violation, but peace with the life that has grown from it."

The life that has grown from it. Aurora felt her hand move to her belly without conscious thought, pressing against the swell where Valerian's child was growing.

She had not chosen this child. She had not consented to its conception, had not been awake when it was planted in her womb. But it was growing nonetheless, a life that would be born regardless of her feelings about its origin.

"I will be a mother," Aurora said, and the words came out quiet, certain, stripped of everything but the simple truth. "Whether I chose it or not. Whether I wanted it or not. I will be a mother to this child."

"And you will be a queen," Valerian said, his voice soft, his hands warm on her face. "And perhaps, someday, you will find that those things are worth something, even if they came from a beginning you did not choose."

He claimed her then, slowly, gently, his body moving over hers with a care that seemed at odds with everything that had passed between them.

She felt her body respond — the warmth building between her thighs, the tightening of her nipples, the quickening of her breath that spoke of arousal she could not prevent. But this time, she did not fight it. She did not scream silently against the pleasure, did not rail against the conditioning that made her body open for him without her conscious permission.

She simply let it happen.

She felt him enter her, felt the stretch and fullness that had become familiar, felt her hips rise to meet his thrusts with the automatic acceptance that had been cultivated in her muscles and nerves. She felt the pleasure building, rising, cresting toward the orgasm she could not prevent.

And when it came, she did not cry out in shame. She simply let it wash over her, let her body convulse around his, let the pleasure take what it wanted from her without fighting.

It was not acceptance. It was not surrender. It was simply exhaustion — a recognition that fighting accomplished nothing, that resistance only prolonged the inevitable, that her body would respond regardless of what her mind wanted.

She was his. She would always be his. And the only choice left to her was how to bear it.

The coronation was set for the first day of the new year.

Aurora stood before the mirror in her chambers, watching the servants adjust the gown that had been made for the occasion — deep crimson velvet embroidered with gold thread, its neckline cut to reveal the mark on her throat, its bodice fitted to accommodate the swell of her belly that had grown unmistakable in the weeks since her arrival.

She looked like a queen. She carried herself like a queen. She had learned, in the weeks since her presentation to the court, to wear the mask that was expected of her — composure, grace, the faint smile that revealed nothing of the turmoil beneath.

But beneath the mask, she was still the girl who had woken to find herself claimed, still the woman who had been violated without her consent, still the princess who had never been given a choice.

"You look beautiful, Your Highness." The voice came from behind her, and Aurora turned to see the Countess of Winterbourne standing in the doorway, her sharp eyes assessing, evaluating, showing something that might have been approval.

"Thank you, Lady Winterbourne." Aurora's voice was calm, controlled, showing nothing but the composure she had learned to wear. "I am honoured by your presence."

"I came to offer my support." The countess crossed the room, her movement graceful, her eyes never leaving Aurora's face. "Today will be difficult. The entire court will be watching. They will see the mark on your throat, the swell of your belly, the evidence of what has been done to you. They will judge you based on how you wear it."

"And how should I wear it?" Aurora asked, and her voice was quiet, steady, stripped of everything but the question.

"With pride." The countess's voice was soft, certain, carrying the weight of experience. "You are being crowned today, Your Highness. You are becoming a queen. Whatever happened before this moment — whatever was done to you, whatever you lost — it led here. And here is power. Here is purpose. Here is a life that matters, even if you did not choose its beginning."

Even if you did not choose its beginning. The words settled into Aurora, another reminder of the complicated truth she had been learning to inhabit.

"I will wear it with pride," Aurora said, and her voice was quiet, certain, stripped of everything but the promise. "Not because I am proud of what happened to me. But because I am proud that I survived it."

The throne room was packed, every lord and lady of the court gathered to witness the coronation of their new queen.

Aurora walked through the doors on Valerian's arm, her spine straight, her chin lifted, her face showing nothing but the composure she had learned to wear. She felt the eyes on her — on the mark at her throat, on the swell of her belly, on the body that had been claimed and marked and bred without her consent.

She kept walking.

She reached the dais where the throne sat waiting, its cushions crimson and gold, its frame carved with the symbols of the Eastern Kingdom. Valerian took his place beside the throne, and Aurora knelt before the High Priest who had come to perform the ceremony.

"Do you, Aurora of the Western Kingdom, swear to serve this kingdom, to honour its laws, to protect its people, to rule beside your prince with wisdom and grace?"

I did not choose this. I did not consent to this. I did not want this.

But that was not what the ceremony required. The ceremony required a different answer, an answer she had learned to give.

"I swear," Aurora said, and her voice carried clearly across the silent room.

The crown was placed on her head — a circlet of gold set with rubies, heavy with the weight of centuries, cold against her brow. She rose, turned to face the court, and saw them kneel before her, their heads bowed, their voices rising in a chorus of acclamation.

"Long live Queen Aurora! Long live the queen!"

She stood there, crowned and claimed, the mother of the heir growing in her womb, the wife of the prince who had taken her without her consent. She stood there, and she did not flinch, did not break, did not show them anything but the queen they expected her to be.

She had survived. She was surviving. And perhaps, someday, she would find a way to do more than survive.


CHAPTER ELEVEN: THE FINAL IMAGE

The child quickened in the fifth month.

Aurora felt it first as a flutter, a movement beneath her palm as she lay in the darkness of Valerian's arms, her body heavy with sleep and pregnancy and the weight of the months that had passed since her coronation. Then came the second movement — stronger, more deliberate, a kick that pressed against her hand and reminded her that the life growing inside her was not simply a presence but a person.

A person she had not chosen to create. A person who existed because of what had been done to her while she slept. A person who would bind her to Valerian forever, in ways that no contract or crown could ever match.

She pressed her palm more firmly against her belly, feeling the child move again, and felt something shift in her chest — not love, not yet, but something closer to recognition. This child was hers, regardless of how it had been conceived. This child would call her mother, would look to her for comfort and guidance, would grow up knowing her as the centre of its world.

She had not chosen to be a mother. But she was becoming one nonetheless.

The kingdom celebrated the quickening with a feast.

The great hall was filled with lords and ladies in their finest clothes, their faces bright with celebration, their voices rising in toasts to the heir who would one day rule their kingdom. Aurora sat beside Valerian on the dais, her crown on her head, her belly swollen beneath the silk of her gown, her face showing the composure she had learned to wear in the months since her arrival.

She had become adept at this — the smiling, the nodding, the appropriate responses to the courtiers who approached to offer their congratulations and assess her value. She had learned to wear the mask of the queen they expected her to be, to hide the complicated truth of what she felt beneath the surface.

"You are radiant tonight." Valerian's voice was low against her ear, his hand warm on her thigh beneath the table, hidden from view by the folds of her gown. "The kingdom sees how well you carry the heir."

"The kingdom sees what it wants to see." Aurora's voice was quiet, stripped of accusation, emptied of everything but the fact. "A queen who has accepted her role, who carries the child with pride, who belongs to her prince completely."

"Is that not what you are?" Valerian's voice was soft, curious, carrying a weight that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than his usual certainty.

Aurora was silent for a long moment, considering her answer, trying to find words for the complicated truth she had been carrying since the quickening.

"I am learning to be what they expect," she said finally. "I am learning to wear the crown without flinching, to carry the child without shame, to stand beside you without showing the court anything but the queen they want to see. But I am not certain that is the same as accepting what has been done to me."

"Perhaps not." Valerian's hand tightened on her thigh, his voice softening. "But it is a beginning. And beginnings matter, even when they come from endings we did not choose."

The feast continued for hours, course after course served by servants whose eyes never lingered too long on the queen's marked throat or her swollen belly. Aurora ate what was placed before her, smiled at the appropriate moments, rose when Valerian rose and sat when he sat.

She had become skilled at this dance — the performance of queendom, the careful display of the role she had been forced to play. She was not happy, not in any way that she recognised from the dreams she sometimes had of the cottage where she had grown up. But she was also not miserable, not in the raw, devastating way she had been in the days and weeks after her awakening.

She had found something in between — a neutrality, a calm, a peace that came not from acceptance but from exhaustion. She was too tired to keep fighting, too worn down by the weight of everything that had happened, too hollowed out by grief to maintain the rage that had sustained her in the beginning.

She was surviving. And perhaps that was enough.

They retired to their chambers as the feast wound to its close, the noise of the celebration fading behind them as they climbed the stairs to the private rooms that had become Aurora's home. The fire was already lit, the bed already turned down, the candles casting a warm glow across the space that was both sanctuary and prison.

Aurora stood by the window, looking out at the city that sprawled below, its streets lit by torches and lanterns, its people going about their lives unaware of the queen who watched them from above. She pressed her hand to the glass, feeling the cold through the pane, trying to connect to something outside the walls that contained her.

"The city looks peaceful tonight," she said, and her voice was quiet, distant, coming from a place she had not known existed. "I wonder how many of them know what I am. What was done to me. What I have become."

"They know you are their queen." Valerian's voice came from behind her, his presence warm and solid, his hand settling on her hip with a familiarity that made something in her chest tighten. "They know you carry the heir. They know you belong to the prince who rules them. That is all they need to know."

"That is all they need to know," Aurora repeated, and the words came out hollow, empty, drained of everything but the echo. "Because the truth would be too complicated. Too dark. Too much for them to bear."

"The truth is always darker than the stories people tell themselves." Valerian's arms wrapped around her from behind, his hands settling on her belly, his body warm against her back. "But the stories are what allow kingdoms to function. The stories are what give people something to believe in."

"And what story do you tell yourself?" Aurora asked, and the question came out before she could stop it, raw and real and aching with a curiosity she had not known she possessed. "When you look at me, when you touch me, when you take me to your bed night after night — what story do you tell yourself about what we are?"

Valerian was silent for a long moment, his arms tightening around her, his breath warm against her hair. When he spoke, his voice was softer than she had ever heard it, carrying a vulnerability that seemed at odds with everything else about him.

"I tell myself that I was born to claim you," he said. "That you were born to be claimed. That the contract that bound us before we drew breath was not cruelty but destiny — a recognition of something that was always meant to be. I tell myself that you are mine, Aurora. Not because I took you, but because you were always meant to be mine."

"And do you believe that?" Aurora's voice was quiet, stripped of accusation, emptied of everything but the question. "That it was destiny, not violation? That I was meant to be yours, not forced into belonging?"

"I believe it because it is true." Valerian's voice was soft, certain, carrying the weight of absolute conviction. "Not the truth you want to hear, perhaps. Not the truth that would comfort you. But truth nonetheless. You were made for me, Aurora. Your body was prepared for me. Your mind was shaped by forces you did not control. And now you are here, carrying my child, wearing my marks, standing in my kingdom as my queen. That is not violation — that is completion."

Completion. The word settled into Aurora, heavy with implications she could not escape. She was complete now, according to Valerian — fulfilled, finished, made whole by the claiming that had been forced upon her.

She wanted to argue, to reject his truth, to assert her own version of the story. But she was too tired, too worn down by months of performing the role that had been assigned to her. And somewhere, in the depths of her being, she could not quite silence the voice that whispered that he might be right.

Not about the violation — that would always be violation, regardless of how he framed it. But about the completion. She was complete now, in a way she had not been before. She was a queen, a mother, a wife. She had purpose, power, a place in the world that she had not possessed when she was simply a girl in a cottage, waiting for a curse she did not understand.

It was not the purpose she would have chosen. It was not the power she would have wanted. But it was real, and it was hers, and perhaps that was what mattered in the end.

She turned in his arms, facing him, her belly pressing between them, her eyes meeting his in the flickering candlelight.

"I do not love you," she said, and the words came out quiet, steady, stripped of everything but the simple truth. "I may never love you. What was done to me — what you did to me — that cannot be undone by time or familiarity or the child growing inside me. But I have stopped hating you. I have stopped fighting you. And perhaps that is the closest I will ever come to acceptance."

Valerian regarded her for a long moment, his grey eyes holding hers, his face showing something that might have been respect or might have been satisfaction. When he spoke, his voice was soft, genuine, carrying a warmth that made something in her chest ache.

"That is enough," he said. "That is all I have ever asked."

He led her to the mirror that stood in the corner of the room — the same mirror before which he had claimed her in the weeks after her arrival, the same mirror in which she had watched herself become what he wanted her to be.

She stood before it now, her body transformed by the months of pregnancy, her face changed by the weight of everything she had endured. She saw herself clearly — the golden hair that had not dulled despite everything, the blue eyes that had learned to hide what lay beneath, the body that had been marked and claimed and filled with a child she had not chosen.

The mark on her throat was clearly visible, raised and permanent, a sign of ownership that would never fade. The mark on her breast was darker, positioned so that it could be seen whenever she undressed, a reminder of the night she had been claimed while she slept. And the mark on her thigh, hidden now beneath her shift, was a secret sign of the possession that had been completed before she drew her first waking breath.

Her belly swelled between her hips, round and heavy with the child that would be born in the months to come. She placed her hands on it, feeling the life within, the movement that had become familiar, the presence that would bind her to Valerian forever.

"Look at yourself," Valerian murmured, his hands settling on her hips, his body warm against her back. "See what you have become."

She looked. She saw the marks, the pregnancy, the face that had learned to wear the mask of a queen. She saw the woman in the mirror — claimed, owned, complete.

"What do you see?" Valerian asked, his voice soft against her ear.

"I see a woman who was taken without her consent," Aurora said, and her voice was quiet, steady, stripped of everything but the truth. "I see marks that prove she belongs to someone else. I see a child she did not choose, a crown she did not want, a life she did not design."

"What else do you see?"

Aurora was silent for a long moment, looking at her own reflection, trying to find words for the complicated truth she had been carrying since the quickening, since the coronation, since the night the countess had offered her a path to survival.

"I see a queen," she said finally. "I see a mother. I see a woman who has survived something that should have destroyed her, and who has found a way to exist in the life that was forced upon her."

"Is that acceptance?" Valerian's voice was soft, curious, carrying a weight that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than his usual certainty.

"It is something," Aurora said. "I am not certain it has a name."

She leaned back against him, letting his body support her weight, letting his arms wrap around her, letting the warmth of him seep into her bones. She was tired — not the raw, devastating exhaustion of the days after her awakening, but something deeper, something that had settled into her cells and become a part of who she was.

She had been claimed. She had been marked. She had been filled with a child she had not chosen and crowned a queen she had never wanted to be. She had been brought to a kingdom that saw her as property, presented to a court that knew what had been done to her, forced to wear her violation as a sign of her value.

But she was still here. Still breathing. Still finding a way to exist in a life she had not designed.

She had stopped fighting. Not because she had accepted what had been done to her, but because she had recognised that fighting accomplished nothing. The claim was permanent. The child was real. The crown was on her head, and nothing she could do would ever remove it.

So she had made a different choice. Not to accept, but to survive. Not to surrender, but to endure. Not to love the man who had taken her, but to find a way to exist beside him without destroying herself in the process.

It was not the life she would have chosen. But it was the life she had.

"The child will be born in the spring," Valerian said, his hands moving across her belly, feeling the life within. "A son, the fairies predict. The heir who will unite two kingdoms and rule over the largest realm the world has ever known."

"A son." Aurora's voice was quiet, distant, coming from a place she had not known existed. "I wonder what he will think when he learns the truth of his conception. When he learns that his mother was claimed while she slept, that his father took her without her consent, that his very existence began as a contract signed before either of his parents was born."

"He will learn that he is the heir to a great kingdom." Valerian's voice was calm, certain, carrying the weight of absolute conviction. "He will learn that his parents were united by destiny, that his birth was foretold, that his rule will bring peace and prosperity to the realm. He will learn the story that matters — not the darkness beneath it."

"And if he asks about the darkness?" Aurora's voice was soft, curious, carrying a weight that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than her usual resignation. "If he wants to know the truth of what happened to me?"

"Then I will tell him." Valerian's voice was steady, honest, stripped of everything but the fact. "I will tell him that his mother was a princess who was preserved for a hundred years, that I was the claimant chosen to wake her, that our union was arranged by forces greater than either of us could resist. I will tell him the truth, Aurora — but I will frame it in a way that gives him something to believe in, rather than something to fear."

Something to believe in. The words settled into Aurora, another reminder of the stories that kingdoms were built on, the narratives that allowed people to function in a world that was darker than they could bear to acknowledge.

Her son would be told a story. He would believe in that story. And perhaps, in believing, he would find a way to be happy in a way that she had never been permitted to be.

It was not the future she would have wanted for him. But it was the future that was coming, regardless of her desires.

She turned in Valerian's arms, facing him, her belly pressing between them, her eyes meeting his in the flickering candlelight. He was handsome, this man who had taken her — strong jaw, grey eyes, dark hair that fell across his brow in a way that might have been attractive if she had ever been permitted to find him so.

He had not been cruel, she recognised. Not in the way that would have made this easier to understand, easier to hate. He had taken what was his, as he had been raised to believe was his right. He had claimed her, marked her, filled her with his child — and then he had tried, in his way, to help her survive what had been done.

It did not make what he had done right. It did not erase the violation, the loss, the grief that would live in her bones forever. But it was something, in a situation where there had been so little to hold onto.

"I will be a good mother to this child," she said, and her voice was quiet, certain, stripped of everything but the promise. "Regardless of how he was conceived. Regardless of what I feel about the circumstances of his creation. I will be a good mother, because he deserves that, even if nothing else about this situation is what he deserves."

"I know you will." Valerian's voice was soft, genuine, carrying a warmth that made something in her chest ache. "You have already proven yourself to be more than what was made of you, Aurora. You have survived, and you have endured, and you have found a way to exist in a life you did not choose. That is the foundation on which everything else will be built."

More than what was made of you. The words echoed in Aurora's mind, settling alongside everything else she had learned about herself in the months since her awakening.

She was more than what had been made of her. She was a queen, a mother, a survivor. She was a woman who had been broken and reassembled, who had been shattered and rebuilt, who had been destroyed and reborn.

She would never be the girl she had been before the sleep, the girl who had believed she was free, who had imagined choosing her own future. That girl was gone, lost in a century of preservation and the violence of the claiming that had followed.

But in her place was something new. Something she had not chosen, but something she was learning to inhabit.

A queen. A mother. A woman who belonged to someone else, but who had found a way to survive that belonging.

The candles burned lower, the fire dimmed, the night deepened around them.

Aurora stood before the mirror, Valerian behind her, his arms wrapped around her waist, his hands resting on the swell of her belly. She looked at her reflection — at the marks, the pregnancy, the face that had learned to hide everything behind a mask of composure.

She had slept for a hundred years.

She had woken to find herself already taken.

She had been claimed without her consent, marked without her permission, filled with a child she had not chosen. She had been crowned a queen she had never wanted to be, presented to a court that saw her as property, forced to wear her violation as a sign of her value.

But she was still here.

She had survived. She had endured. She had found a way to exist in a life she had not designed, to make peace with a fate she had not chosen, to become something more than what had been made of her.

It was not happiness. It was not acceptance. It was not the love that the stories promised would come at the end of every trial.

But it was something.

She leaned back into Valerian's chest, letting his body support her weight, letting the warmth of him seep into her bones. She felt the child move within her, felt the kick that had become familiar, felt the life that would bind her to this man forever.

She was his. She would always be his. And the only choice left to her was how to bear it.

She had made her choice. Not to accept, but to survive. Not to surrender, but to endure. Not to love, but to find a way to exist beside him without destroying herself in the process.

It was not the life she would have chosen. But it was the life she had. And in the end, that was all that mattered.

The fire burned down to embers, casting a dim red glow across the room. Aurora stood before the mirror, her hands resting on her belly, her eyes meeting her own reflection with a steady gaze.

She thought of the spindle that had pierced her finger, the sleep that had preserved her, the thorns that had protected her for her claimant. She thought of the fairies who had prepared her body, the contract that had sold her before she was born, the parents who had traded her for alliance and power.

She thought of Maleficent, the architect who had designed the system that had claimed her, who had offered her a choice about how to inhabit her fate. She thought of the countess, who had seen her as a potential ally, who had offered her a path to survival.

She thought of the fortysix princesses who had come before her, who had been claimed and marked and filled just as she had, who had found ways to survive and endure and build lives that mattered despite the violence of their beginnings.

And she thought of the child growing inside her, the son who would be born in the spring, who would one day rule a kingdom that had been united through his mother's violation.

She would tell him the truth, someday. Not the story that Valerian would construct for him, but the truth — the complicated, dark, painful truth of what had been done to her, and what she had made of it afterward.

She would tell him that she had been claimed without her consent, that he had been conceived while she slept, that the life they lived had been built on a foundation of violation and loss. She would tell him, and she would let him decide what to do with that knowledge.

Because she was his mother. And she owed him the truth, even if that truth was darker than anything a child should have to bear.

Valerian's arms tightened around her, his hands pressing more firmly against her belly, his breath warm against her hair.

"The child is restless tonight," he murmured. "He knows his mother is thinking dark thoughts."

"He knows his mother is thinking true thoughts," Aurora replied, her voice quiet, steady, stripped of everything but the fact. "He will learn, eventually, that truth and darkness are often the same thing."

"And what will you teach him about the darkness?"

"I will teach him to survive it." Aurora's voice was soft, certain, carrying the weight of everything she had learned in the months since her awakening. "Just as I have survived it. Just as every princess who came before me has survived it. I will teach him that darkness is not the end of the story, but simply a chapter — and that the chapters that follow can be written by those who endure."

Written by those who endure. The words settled into her, a truth she had been circling around since the moment she woke to find herself claimed. She could not change what had happened to her. She could not undo the violation, erase the marks, remove the child from her womb. But she could write what came next. She could shape the story that followed the darkness, even if the darkness itself had been forced upon her.

It was not freedom. It was not choice. But it was something — a small, fragile thing that she could hold onto in the depths of a life she had not designed.

She turned in Valerian's arms one last time, facing him, her eyes meeting his in the dim light of the dying fire. She saw him clearly now — not as the monster who had taken her, not as the villain of the story she had been telling herself, but as a man. Flawed, certain, possessed of a conviction that she would never share, but human nonetheless.

"I will never love you," she said, and the words came out quiet, steady, stripped of everything but the simple truth. "But I will stand beside you. I will raise our son. I will rule this kingdom. I will be the queen you wanted me to be — not because you forced me, but because I have chosen to make this life my own."

Chosen. The word hung in the air between them, heavy with implications. She had not chosen to be claimed, had not chosen to be marked, had not chosen to carry this child or wear this crown. But she could choose what came next. She could choose how to inhabit the life that had been forced upon her, how to shape the story that would be told about her, how to become something more than what had been made of her.

"That is all I have ever wanted," Valerian said, and his voice was soft, genuine, carrying a warmth that made something in her chest ache. "Not your love — though I would welcome it if it ever came. But your choice. Your decision to stand beside me, not because you were forced, but because you decided to make this life yours."

Make this life yours. The words echoed in Aurora's mind, settling alongside everything else she had learned about survival and endurance and the complicated truth of what it meant to belong to someone else.

She would make this life hers. Not by accepting what had been done, but by writing what came next. Not by loving the man who had taken her, but by finding a way to exist beside him without destroying herself. Not by surrendering to the darkness, but by surviving it, enduring it, becoming something more because of it.

It was not the ending she would have chosen for herself. But it was an ending nonetheless. And perhaps that was what mattered in the end — not how the story began, but how it was told.

The fire died completely, leaving only the faint glow of embers and the soft light of the candles that still burned on either side of the mirror. Aurora stood before the glass, her reflection staring back at her, her hands resting on the swell of her belly, her face showing nothing but the composure she had learned to wear.

Behind her, Valerian's form was a shadow, his arms still wrapped around her, his presence still warm against her back. He had claimed her, marked her, filled her with a child she had not chosen. But he had also given her something — not freedom, never freedom, but the chance to choose how to inhabit the life she had been given.

She would take that chance. She would make this life hers. She would survive, endure, become something more than what had been made of her.

And perhaps, in time, she would find a way to be at peace with what had been done.

She looked at her reflection one last time — at the marks on her skin, the child in her womb, the crown she had learned to wear. She saw the woman she had become, the queen she had been forced to be, the mother she would soon be.

She had slept for a hundred years.

She had woken to find herself already taken.

And she would never be free again.

But she was still here. Still breathing. Still finding a way to exist in a life she had not designed.

And perhaps that was enough.


EPILOGUE -  FIVE YEARS LATER

The palace was quiet in the hour before dawn.

Aurora walked through the corridors alone, her footsteps silent on the stone, her body moving through spaces that had become as familiar to her as the cottage where she had once dreamed of a life she would never have. The guards at their posts straightened as she passed, their eyes respectful, their bows shallow — the acknowledgment due to a queen who had proven herself worthy of their service.

She had not always been worthy. There had been months, after the birth, when she had moved through the palace like a ghost — present in body but absent in spirit, her mind still caught in the grief of everything that had been taken from her. She had performed her duties, had nursed her son, had stood beside Valerian at court functions, but inside she had been hollow, a shell of the woman she had once been.

But that had changed. Slowly, over years rather than months, the hollow had filled with something else. Not acceptance — she would never accept what had been done to her. Not love — she did not love Valerian, did not think she ever would. But something else. Something harder to name.

Purpose, perhaps. Or simply the stubborn refusal to be destroyed by what had been done to her.

She reached the nursery as the first light of dawn began to seep through the windows.

The room was warm, the fire banked to coals, the air carrying the scent of the herbs the nursemaids used to keep the space clean and comforting. In the centre of the room, in a bed that was larger than the cradle he had once occupied, her son lay sleeping, his dark hair spread across the pillow, his face peaceful in the way that only children's faces could be.

Aldric. They had named him Aldric, after Valerian's grandfather, the king who had first arranged the contract that would bind Aurora to his line. She had not chosen the name — that had been Valerian's decision, made in consultation with the council of lords who advised on such matters. But she had not objected. The name was fitting, in its way. A reminder of the contract that had created him, the arrangement that had brought him into existence.

She sat on the edge of his bed, her hand moving to brush the hair from his forehead. He stirred but did not wake, his breathing steady, his body warm beneath the coverlet she had commissioned for him the year before — blue and gold, the colours of both their kingdoms, the thread work depicting the union that his birth had sealed.

He was five years old now. Old enough to begin his training as a prince, old enough to understand some of what it meant to be heir to two kingdoms, old enough to ask questions about his mother's history that she was not yet prepared to answer.

But not today. Today he was simply her son, sleeping in the quiet of dawn, unaware of the weight that rested on his small shoulders.

"Mother?"

His voice was sleeprough, his eyes barely open as he reached for her hand. She took it without thinking, her fingers closing around his smaller ones, her thumb tracing the knuckles that would one day be large and strong, the hands of a king.

"I did not mean to wake you," she said, her voice soft, carrying the gentleness that she reserved for him alone. "Go back to sleep. The day will come soon enough."

"Are you well?" Aldric's eyes were more alert now, studying her face with the perception that had always made him seem older than his years. "You look sad."

"I am not sad." The words came automatically, the response she had learned to give when anyone asked after her wellbeing. But this was her son, and he deserved more than the mask she wore for the court. "I am thinking, that is all. Thinking about the past, and what it means for the future."

Aldric was quiet for a moment, his small hand still held in hers, his eyes serious in a way that reminded her of Valerian. "Father says you were asleep for a hundred years. He says you woke up and found me growing in your belly."

The words landed in Aurora's chest like stones, each one a reminder of the conversations she had known would come, the truths she would have to tell. She had discussed it with Valerian — how much to reveal, when to reveal it, what story to tell their son about the circumstances of his conception. They had agreed to wait until he was older, until he could understand the complexities of a truth that was darker than any child should have to bear.

But Aldric was asking now, his blue eyes — her blue eyes — fixed on her face with a curiosity that would not be satisfied by evasion.

"Your father told you the truth," Aurora said, and her voice was quiet, steady, stripped of everything but the fact. "I was asleep for a hundred years. And when I woke, you were already growing inside me."

"How?" Aldric's voice was soft, curious, carrying no judgment, no understanding of what the question truly meant. "How could I grow if you were asleep?"

Aurora was silent for a long moment, considering her answer, trying to find words that would be true without destroying him.

"Sometimes things happen to us while we sleep," she said finally. "Things we do not choose, things we cannot prevent. Your father — he came to me while I slept, and he gave me the seed that became you. I did not know it was happening. I could not consent to it. But it happened nonetheless."

Aldric's brow furrowed, his young mind struggling to understand. "Did you want me? If you did not consent to the seed, did you want me to grow?"

Did you want me. The question cut deeper than Aurora had expected, opening wounds she had thought were long scarred over.

"I did not choose to have you," she said, and her voice was honest, stripped of everything but the truth. "But I chose to love you. That is different, Aldric. That matters more than how you came to be."

Aldric was quiet, his small face serious, his hand still held in hers. She watched him process what she had told him, watched him try to make sense of a truth that was far beyond his years.

"Father says he loves you," Aldric said finally. "He says you are his queen and his partner and the mother of his children. Is that true?"

"It is true that I am those things." Aurora's voice was soft, careful, carrying the weight of a truth she had spent five years learning to inhabit. "Whether your father loves me — I cannot say. He believes he does. And perhaps, in his way, he does. But love is complicated, Aldric. It is not always what the stories say it is."

"What is it, then?" Aldric's voice was curious, open, carrying the hunger for understanding that she recognised from her own youth.

"It is... choosing to stand beside someone," Aurora said, and the words came slowly, forming as she spoke, a truth she had never articulated before. "Choosing to build something with them, even if the beginning was not what you would have chosen. It is not always passion, or desire, or the feeling that the stories promise. Sometimes it is simply respect. Partnership. The recognition that you are bound to someone, and that you can either fight that bond or make it into something that matters."

She paused, looking at her son's face, at the blue eyes that mirrored her own, at the dark hair that marked him as Valerian's heir.

"I do not love your father as the stories say I should," she continued. "But I respect him. I stand beside him. I have built a life with him — a life I did not choose, but a life that is mine nonetheless. And perhaps that is its own form of love. Perhaps that is enough."

Aldric nodded slowly, his young mind absorbing what she had said, filing it away for future consideration. He would have more questions, Aurora knew — about his conception, about her past, about the marks she still bore on her skin, about the complicated truth of their family. But for now, he simply held her hand and looked at her with eyes that held no judgment, only acceptance.

"I love you, Mother," he said, his voice soft, certain, stripped of everything but the simple truth. "Whatever happened before. Whatever you chose or did not choose. I love you."

Aurora felt something shift in her chest — a warmth, a fullness, a feeling that she had not known she was capable of until the moment her son was placed in her arms for the first time.

"I love you too," she said, and the words came easily, naturally, the only truth she had ever been certain of since the moment she woke. "I love you, and I always will. That is the only choice I have ever made that truly matters."

She stayed with him until the sun rose fully, until the nursemaids arrived to prepare him for his lessons, until the palace began to stir with the activity of a new day. Then she rose, pressed a kiss to his forehead, and walked back through the corridors to the chambers she shared with Valerian.

He was awake when she entered, sitting by the window, his grey eyes fixed on the view of the city that spread below them. He wore only his nightshirt, his dark hair dishevelled from sleep, his face carrying the weariness that came from years of ruling a kingdom that demanded constant attention.

"He asked about his conception," Aurora said, crossing to sit in the chair across from him. "He wanted to know how he could grow inside me if I was asleep."

Valerian's expression did not change, but something shifted in his eyes — a flicker of concern, or perhaps simply recognition that this moment had been inevitable. "What did you tell him?"

"The truth." Aurora's voice was calm, steady, stripped of everything but the fact. "That you came to me while I slept. That I did not consent. That I chose to love him nonetheless."

Valerian was silent for a long moment, his eyes on her face, his expression unreadable. When he spoke, his voice was soft, carrying a weight that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than his usual certainty.

"Do you regret telling him?"

"No." Aurora's voice was certain, absolute. "He deserves to know. He deserves to understand where he came from, even if the truth is darker than what we would want for him. Secrets do not protect children, Valerian. They only delay the moment when they must face reality."

"And what reality must he face?"

"That his mother was claimed without her consent. That his existence began as a contract signed before his parents were born. That his family was built on a foundation of violation, but that it has become something more than that foundation."

Aurora's voice was steady, her eyes meeting Valerian's, her face showing nothing but the composure she had learned to wear over five years of queendom. "He must face the truth, Valerian. All of it. Because that is the only way he will ever understand what it means to build something good from a beginning that was not."

Valerian nodded slowly, his expression thoughtful, his eyes holding hers with an intensity that had not dimmed in the years since they had first met.

"You are a good mother," he said, and his voice was soft, genuine, carrying a warmth that made something in her chest ache. "Better than I deserved. Better than I could have hoped for, given how this began."

"I am not a good mother because you deserved it," Aurora replied, her voice calm, certain. "I am a good mother because Aldric deserved it. He is innocent in all of this, Valerian. Whatever was done to me, whatever I have become — he did not choose any of it. He deserves the best I can give him."

"And what is the best you can give him?"

"The truth, when he is ready for it. Love, always. And the knowledge that he is more than the circumstances of his conception — that he is his own person, with his own choices to make, and that whatever came before does not determine what comes after."

What came before does not determine what comes after. The words echoed in Aurora's mind, a truth she had been circling around for five years, a truth she was finally beginning to understand.

She had been claimed without her consent. She had been marked, filled, crowned, and made a mother against her will. The foundation of her life had been laid by forces beyond her control, built on a contract she had never signed, shaped by decisions made before she was born.

But what came after — that was hers. The years of learning to stand beside Valerian without breaking. The birth and raising of a son she had not chosen but had chosen to love. The building of a queendom that was more than simply the role she had been forced to play.

She could not change what had been done to her. But she could shape what came next. And that, perhaps, was the only freedom she had ever truly possessed.

The day unfolded as days always did in the palace — audiences with petitioners, meetings with council members, discussions about trade agreements and border disputes and the thousand small matters that constituted the ruling of a kingdom. Aurora moved through it all with the grace she had cultivated over years, her face a mask of composure, her voice steady, her decisions just.

She had become good at this, at the performance of queendom. She had learned to read the faces of the lords and ladies who sought her favour, to navigate the complex web of alliances and rivalries that defined court life, to make decisions that served the kingdom even when they did not serve herself. She had become, in the five years since her coronation, the queen that Valerian had promised she would be.

Not because she had wanted it. Not because she had chosen it. But because it was the role she had been given, and she had refused to let it destroy her.

That evening, after the audiences were done and the petitions heard and the council meetings concluded, Aurora stood before the mirror in her private chambers, looking at the reflection that had become familiar to her over five years.

The marks were still there — the bite scar on her throat, the darker mark on her breast, the hidden sign on her thigh. They had faded slightly with time, but they would never disappear. They were part of her now, permanent reminders of the night she had been claimed while she slept.

But other things had changed. Her face was no longer the frozen perfection of the preservation — it had aged, slightly, the faint lines around her eyes that came from years of laughter and tears and the simple act of living. Her body had changed, too — softened by pregnancy and birth, marked by the stretch lines that traced their way across her belly, shaped by the years of being a mother and a queen.

She looked at herself, and she saw a woman who had been broken and rebuilt, shattered and reassembled, destroyed and reborn. She saw the marks of violation and the signs of survival. She saw the past and the present, the darkness and the light.

And she saw, for the first time, something that might have been peace.

Valerian appeared behind her in the mirror, his arms wrapping around her waist, his chin resting on her shoulder. He had become a familiar presence over the years — the man who had taken her, who had marked her, who had given her a son and a crown and a life she had never chosen.

But also the man who had stood beside her. Who had learned, slowly and imperfectly, to respect her as a partner rather than simply a possession. Who had given her space to grieve and rage and eventually, in her own time, to build something that was hers.

She did not love him. She did not think she ever would. But she had made peace with him, as she had made peace with everything else.

"The council was pleased with your decisions today," Valerian said, his voice soft against her ear. "Lord Ashford commented that the kingdom is fortunate to have a queen who rules with such wisdom."

"The kingdom is fortunate to have a queen who survived," Aurora replied, her voice quiet, stripped of false modesty. "Wisdom comes from surviving, Valerian. I learned nothing in that tower except how to endure. Everything else has come from the years since."

"Endurance is its own form of wisdom." Valerian's arms tightened around her, his hands pressing against her belly, feeling the softness that pregnancy and time had left behind. "You have endured more than anyone should have to bear. And you have become something remarkable because of it."

Something remarkable. The words settled into Aurora, another reminder of the transformation she had undergone, the woman she had become.

She was remarkable, perhaps. Not because of what had been done to her, but because of what she had done with what had been done. She had taken a violation and built a life. She had taken a claiming and made it a partnership. She had taken a son she had not chosen and made him the centre of her world.

That was not acceptance. That was not surrender. That was something else entirely — a form of strength that had been forged in darkness but had learned to shine.

"Five years," Aurora said, looking at her reflection, at the marks and the lines and the face that had become her own. "Five years since I woke in that tower and found myself already taken."

"Five years," Valerian agreed, his voice soft, contemplative. "Do you regret them?"

Aurora was silent for a long moment, considering the question, turning it over in her mind the way she turned over every question that mattered.

"I regret what was done to me," she said finally. "I will always regret that. The violation, the loss, the grief — that does not fade, Valerian. It lives in my bones, and it will live there until I die."

She paused, her eyes meeting his in the mirror, her voice steady, certain.

"But I do not regret what I have made of it. I do not regret Aldric, or the years of raising him, or the love I have learned to feel for him. I do not regret the queendom, or the decisions I have made, or the kingdom I have helped to build. I do not regret the woman I have become — because she is mine, Valerian. Whatever was taken from me, whatever was forced upon me, she is the one thing that no one can take away."

She is mine. The words echoed in Aurora's mind, settling into the place where she kept the truths that mattered most.

Her body had been taken. Her freedom had been stolen. Her choice had been erased before she was born.

But the woman she had become — that was hers. The queen, the mother, the survivor — that was hers. And no contract, no claim, no violation could ever take that away.

She turned in Valerian's arms, facing him, her eyes meeting his in the dim light of the candles that burned on either side of the mirror. He had aged, too, in the five years since she had first seen him — faint lines around his eyes, a touch of grey at his temples, the weariness that came from years of rule.

But he was still handsome, still strong, still the man who had claimed her while she slept and then spent years trying to help her survive what he had done.

"I do not forgive you," Aurora said, and her voice was quiet, steady, stripped of everything but the truth. "I want you to know that. I have made peace with you, I have built a partnership with you, I have found a way to stand beside you without destroying myself. But I do not forgive you. What you did to me was violation, and I will never forgive violation."

"I know." Valerian's voice was soft, certain, carrying no expectation of forgiveness. "I did not ask for forgiveness, Aurora. I asked for the chance to help you build something from what I took. You have given me that. It is more than I deserve."

"It is more than either of us deserves," Aurora replied. "But it is what we have. And I have chosen to make it matter."

She turned back to the mirror, looking at her reflection one last time — the marks, the lines, the body that had been claimed and transformed, the face that had learned to wear the mask of a queen.

She thought of the girl she had been before the sleep — innocent, unaware, believing herself to be free. She thought of the woman she had become after the awakening — violated, grieving, fighting to survive. She thought of the queen she was now — steady, purposeful, building a life from the ruins of what had been taken.

She had slept for a hundred years.

She had woken to find herself already taken.

She had been claimed without her consent, marked without her permission, filled with a child she had not chosen.

But she was still here.

She had survived. She had endured. She had found a way to exist in a life she had not designed, to make peace with a fate she had not chosen, to become something more than what had been made of her.

And she would never be free again.

But she had learned, over five years of queendom, that freedom was not the only thing that mattered. There were other forms of strength, other forms of power, other forms of life worth living.

She had found one of them. And she had made it hers.

Valerian's arms tightened around her one last time, his chin resting on her shoulder, his breath warm against her neck. She felt the familiar weight of him against her back, the familiar comfort that had become part of her existence over five years of partnership.

"I am going to tell Aldric the full truth," she said, her voice quiet but certain. "When he is older. When he can understand it. I am going to tell him about the contract, the preservation, the claiming. I am going to tell him that his existence began with violation."

"I know," Valerian said. "I expected nothing less."

"He will have questions for you. About why you did what you did. About whether you regret it."

"I will answer them honestly. I do not regret claiming you, Aurora. I regret the pain it caused you, but I do not regret the result. You are my queen. Aldric is my son. This life we have built — I would not undo it, even if I could."

Aurora nodded slowly, accepting his answer, knowing it to be true. Valerian did not regret what he had done. He believed, in his bones, that the claiming had been right — that the contract had been destiny, that the violation had been necessary, that the life they had built justified the means by which it had been created.

She disagreed. She would always disagree.

But they had built something nonetheless. A partnership. A kingdom. A family. A life that was more than the sum of its violated beginnings.

The candles burned lower, the fire died to embers, the night deepened around them. Aurora stood before the mirror, Valerian behind her, his arms wrapped around her waist, his presence a weight that had become as familiar as her own skin.

She looked at her reflection one last time.

The marks were there. The child was sleeping in his bed. The kingdom was at peace.

She had slept for a hundred years. She had woken to find herself already taken. She had been claimed, marked, filled, crowned, and made a mother against her will.

But she was still here.

She had survived. She had endured. She had found a way to exist in a life she had not designed.

And in the end, that was what mattered.

Not the happy ending the stories promised. Not the love that was supposed to conquer all. Not the freedom that was supposed to be every person's birthright.

Just survival. Just endurance. Just the stubborn, fierce refusal to be destroyed by what had been done.

She leaned back into Valerian's chest, letting his arms hold her, letting the warmth of him seep into her bones. Behind her, in the mirror, she saw the woman she had become — marked, claimed, mother, queen.

She was not free. She would never be free.

But she was still here. And that, in the end, was enough.


Stay With Me a Little Longer
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The Golden Rope - Available 15th May 2026 - https://a.co/d/05r90F9s

In The Golden Rope, the old fairy tale is stripped of innocence and rebuilt as something darker, more dangerous, and far more intimate.

Rapunzel was not rescued as a child. She was purchased before she was even born, traded to Mother Gothel as payment for a debt her parents could never repay. Raised in a tower with no door and no stairs, she grows up believing that captivity is safety, obedience is purpose, and her extraordinary golden hair is the only thing that gives her value.

For twenty years, the tower is her entire world.

Her hair becomes both miracle and chain: the rope men climb to reach her, the treasure Mother Gothel sells access to, the beautiful golden binding that keeps Rapunzel useful, desired, and trapped. She is taught to be grateful. Taught to serve. Taught that being wanted is the same as being loved.

Then Prince Aldric arrives.

He is not like the others. He does not simply look at Rapunzel as a product to be used. He asks questions no one has ever asked her before. He wants to know who she is beneath the training, beneath the obedience, beneath the endless golden hair that has defined her since birth. But Aldric is no simple saviour. His fascination is possessive, calculated, and consuming. He does not want to free Rapunzel in the ordinary way.

He wants to own her differently.

As Gothel negotiates the highest price ever offered for the girl in the tower, Rapunzel is forced to confront the truth of her life: she has always been merchandise. Every touch, every lesson, every rule, every inch of golden hair has been shaped toward this moment — the moment she is transferred from one owner to another.

But leaving the tower does not mean escaping control.

It means entering a new form of captivity, one dressed in royal power, desire, and obsession. Aldric offers Rapunzel a world beyond the window, but that world comes with its own rules, its own bindings, and its own terrifying promises. He may see more of her than anyone ever has, but seeing her does not mean he intends to let her go.

The Golden Rope is a dark, sensual retelling of Rapunzel: a story of captivity, conditioning, ownership, awakening, and the dangerous difference between being rescued and being claimed.


About the Author￼[image: ] 

Roman Vale is an independent author of erotic romance and kink-forward fiction, writing stories shaped by control, consent, and desire that deepens rather than resolves. His work unfolds in deliberate, intimate spaces — contracts, rituals, confined dynamics, and chosen imbalances — where surrender is negotiated slowly and power is exercised with intention.

If you sight up for my mailing list you will get a free ebook straight away and then will be able to join my monthly give aways too.

You can connect with me on: 

https://romanvale.uk  

https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=61584740375802  

Subscribe to my newsletter: 

https://romanvale.uk/secret  


Also by Roman Vale 

Thank you for reading.

If you found something here to crave — something intense, tender, unsettling, or impossible to forget — I’d be deeply grateful if you left a review.

Every review helps other readers discover my work and keeps these dark, daring stories reaching the people they were written for.

— Roman Vale


￼[image: ]

Year of Denial – Quarter One - Teased & Tormented: Teased & Tormented: Femdom Chastity, Erotic Denial, and the First Three Months of Submission - 3 Books in 1 Collection 

https://a.co/d/03cTDc3m 

One contract.
Three months.
No release.

Adam thought he agreed to a simple challenge.

One month locked in chastity to prove he could change.

Rachel knew better.

What begins in January as a relationship ultimatum quickly transforms into something far more deliberate — a carefully structured system of control, denial, and obedience.

Each month tightens the rules.
Each evaluation strips away another layer of resistance.
Each moment without release reshapes Adam’s body, his thoughts… and eventually his identity.

Quarter One: Teased & Tormented collects the first three volumes of the Locked for the Year saga:

• January Jail – The cage closes for the first time.
• February Frustration – Adam learns there is no early release.
• March Meltdown – Denial becomes psychological.

Catch up on the series so far now! New book every month. 
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The Glass Slipper: A Dark Fairytale of Power, Desire, and Possession

https://a.co/d/06Ay4M91 

The Glass Slipper is a dark Cinderella retelling that transforms a familiar fairytale into something far more intimate, dangerous, and psychologically charged.

Ella has spent most of her life surviving quietly. In a house that was never truly hers, she has learned to be useful, obedient, and easy to overlook. She knows how to make herself small. She knows how to endure. What she does not know is what it means to be fully seen — not as a servant, not as an inconvenience, not as a burden, but as something wanted.

Everything changes with the invitation to the royal ball.

But this is no innocent celebration, and the palace is not glittering with romance. Beneath the beauty and ceremony lies something older, darker, and far more deliberate. The women invited are not simply guests. They are being observed. Assessed. Measured. Every glance means something. Every interaction is part of a design. And at the centre of that design is the Prince — a man who does not chase, does not guess, and does not charm in the way the storybooks promise.

He chooses.
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Do Your Worst: She said she could take it. He never promised to stop - A Dark Romance of Power, Control, and Surrender 

https://a.co/d/0gpb7SX1

She said she could take it. He never promised to stop.

Kate wants more than date nights and polite kisses. She wants the tremble that starts in her belly when she kneels; the hush that turns the world soft when he says good girl. One reckless whisper at the kitchen table—do your worst—becomes a contract neither of them can forget.

Sam doesn’t bargain with desire; he builds it. Rules arrive like gifts wrapped in ribbon: how she stands, how she speaks, how she waits. Mornings taste of obedience; evenings taste of consequence. And when he decides her devotion should be worn, not just spoken, Kate feels the first cool brush of metal and understands: this isn’t a phase. It’s a life.
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14-Day Lock: A Valentines Day Ritual Femdom Romance of Chastity, Control, and the Pleasure of Obedience 

https://a.co/d/0a10F8dm 

Fourteen days.

Fourteen keys.

One lock she controls completely.

Isla Mercer does not play games.

Every February, she begins the same ritual—carefully measured, deliberately unromantic, and absolutely unyielding. A glass heart sits in the centre of her living room, filled with fourteen identical keys. Each one represents a day of control. Each one must be earned through obedience, service, and restraint.

Theo has agreed to submit.

From the moment the lock clicks shut, his pleasure is no longer his concern. Isla does not offer mercy, reassurance, or reward. She offers structure. Rules are spoken once. Failure resets everything. Desire is allowed only as fuel for obedience, never as a bargaining tool.
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The Valentine Handler: A Dark Valentines Day Romance of Chastity, Control, and Surrender 

https://a.co/d/06ezmhIH 

Every February, she takes one man.

Powerful crime families don’t call Valentina Moreau to kill their problems.

They call her to reassign them.

Known only as the Valentine Handler, Valentina specialises in bloodless victories—contracts instead of bullets, devotion instead of destruction. Her methods are elegant, discreet, and irreversible.

This year’s assignment is Luca De Santis: a reckless syndicate heir whose charm, excess, and entitlement are destabilising the city’s fragile balance of power. Killing him would start a war. Letting him live unchecked would be worse.
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Til Denial Do Us Part: A Femdom Marriage Contract Romance of Chastity, Power Exchange, Denied Pleasure, and a Wife’s Awakening into Control 
https://a.co/d/0gpRLjMm 
On the night before their wedding, Elena and Daniel sign a joke “Marital Control Contract.”
What begins as laughter quickly becomes the most dangerous kind of truth.
When fiery, athletic, red-haired Elena slips the velvet pouch with the key into her bag, she tells herself it’s only a game. But once the ring is on her finger and the vows are said, something shifts inside her—something bold, hungry, and impossibly powerful. Daniel expects a perfect wedding night. Instead, his new wife gives him a soft kiss, a teasing smile… and the first denial.
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