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  Content Notes


For my readers who prefer not to read the content notes, please feel free to skip this section and dive right in.  

For my readers who would prefer a list of content notes before proceeding, I've provided what I hope to be a fairly substantive list below.
Content Notes: betrayal, threats, death, animal death, grieving, blood and gore, maiming, torture, emotional abuse (historic), thoughts of self-harm, swearing, consensual on-page sex. 
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  Glossary


Terms associated with the Temples 
Cleric – All those associated with the temple, from the lowest acolyte up to the high priestess.
Acolyte – First order, someone who has chosen to serve a temple, and is in training to rise through the ranks.
Initiate – Second order, someone who has chosen to serve a temple, and has either fulfilled part of the divine mandate of the temple and/or received divine magic from the goddess.
Priestess – Third order, someone who has chosen to serve a temple, has divine magic, and can administer sacred rites and rituals. If their blood is spilled, their goddess will punish the guilty.
Paladin – Third order, someone who has chosen to serve the temple in a militaristic fashion, granted divine power, sometimes a criminal granted a pardon and divine power in return for strict adherence to a divine mandate.
Head Priestess – Fourth order, the priestess in charge of the administration of the temple in the absence of the high priestess, administers sacred rites and rituals. If their blood is spilled, their goddess will punish the guilty.
High Priestess – Highest order, a woman chosen by their goddess to serve as the head of their goddess’ worship on the physical plane. If their blood is spilled, their goddess will punish the guilty.

Religious Terms
Divine Triad – The trio of goddesses responsible for the protection of Trisia (Knowledge, Passion, Justice).
Sinister Triad – The trio of goddesses held responsible for the cycles of chaos and calamity in Trisia (Lies, Death, Vengeance).
Dualist – People who worship both aspects of the Triad, considered heretics by the temples and believed to be responsible for instigating cycles of chaos and calamity.
Cult of the Elder Gods – People who worship the tangible deities and refuse to worship the Triad. Blame the temples and dualists for causing the cycles of chaos and calamity. Considered an insignificant, fringe cult in the future. In the ancient past, it is the cult headed by the monarchs of Trisia, tasked with pacifying the spirits, bringing fertility to the land, and serving the elder gods.
Cycle of Chaos – A period of destruction heralded by the alignment of the planets associated with the sinister triad, where monstrosities plague the land of Trisia.
Cycle of Calamity – A period of massive destruction heralded by both the alignment of the sinister planets as well as the rebirth of Drakon, The Beast of Old.
Tangible gods – The gods associated with the physical plane of existence (sky, sea, land, cattle, fire, water, etc).
Intangible gods – The gods associated with intangible characteristics (Knowledge, Lies, Passion, Death, Justice, Vengeance, etc).
The Loom – The afterlife, where souls wait to be spun back into the Tapestry of existence by the weaver goddess, Fate.
The Tapestry – The metaphysical plane of existence representing all living things in the universe and their lives, connections, and fates.
Avatar – A person possessing wild magic who is chosen by a goddess to fulfil a specific divine mandate and given divine magic. If their blood is spilled, their goddess will punish the guilty.

Magic Terms
Wild Magic – Magic gifted by the tangible gods to the chosen people of Trisia.
Wellspring – A place that can only be found by those possessing wild magic, or those who are meant to possess it. Where people chosen by the tangible gods are called to receive wild magic.
Divine Magic – Magic gifted by the intangible gods to the chosen people of Trisia.






  
  













For all the Legend of Zelda fans who thought the villain was hot.










  
  Chapter 1

Theron


King Theron of Aureum, peerless healer and the most cunning monarch in Trisia, had gone from the greatest coup he’d ever achieved to rock bottom in less than a day. He’d failed in the way that many men before him had failed—at the hands of a wicked seductress. Hours away from finally leaving the goddess-forsaken enemy capital of Boreas, he’d made a valuable oracle his bride and left the vile Queen Flora of Viridis a laughingstock in the process. But his midnight victory had turned to ash in the light of dawn. His wife—his fated—Aurora, had betrayed him, allied with his enemies, put a sword to his throat, and demanded he take her back to Aureum as his queen—with Viridian soldiers at her beck and call. 
His hand tightened on the reins of his mount. If looks could kill, he’d be burning a hole into that two-faced traitor’s back as he seethed in the procession. Ahead, Aurora was dressed as a Viridian princess in royal green, riding on her own grey loper, Orithyia at her side. No doubt the wizened old bitch of a high priestess was whispering new schemes into her ear.
Perhaps they’d orchestrated the whole thing—meeting in the guest palace, the secrets she’d shared to gain his trust, playing hard to get only to have the Viridian queen threaten him with marriage to a princess he believed would kill him—everything. And then he’d fallen for their trap, thinking that wedding Aurora was his path to freedom. It was his most shameful defeat. Brought low by the same method he’d chosen to wrap the seemingly naïve woman round his finger—seduction.
And yet, buried underneath his hatred was a kernel of respect. Aurora had trounced him soundly. She’d played on his every weakness with consummate skill and ruthless efficiency, manipulating him in a way no one ever had. Now he burned for some well-deserved revenge. Knowing she was this cunning, Theron had plenty of ways to deal with her in kind.
Theron wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead. The sun had been hidden behind thick, grey clouds most of the afternoon. On any other day, it might have been a blessing, but whatever respite the clouds might have afforded was undone by the sweltering humidity. At least if he was sweating, he knew that little traitor in her heavy court gown must be sweltering.
“What did you do?”
Theron bit back a sigh as his aunt rode up to his side with a stricken look on her face. Their lopers nickered uncomfortably at one another, mirroring their riders’ turmoil. Myrina’s bewildered despair mirrored the ugly feelings he’d quashed inside him that morning. This wasn’t just a minor blunder, it was a monumental one. A marriage bound by Passion could only be ended in death. Given the army his wife-turned-enemy was bringing with her back to his kingdom, he suspected Aurora had plans to become a widow.
“Nothing,” Theron replied tightly.
He didn’t need this interrogation right now, and certainly not from his aunt. Why had Aurora turned on him? Had she always been a pawn of Queen Flora and Orithyia, put in his path to make him believe she was his only escape? Had everything been a lie crafted for this exact outcome? Or had the high priestess poisoned Aurora against him? Whatever the case, he needed to discover it and soon—before an enemy horde of soldiers, bureaucrats, attendants, and lesser nobles flooded into his lands. If the Triad were indeed merciful, monstrosities would devour the lot of them in a surprise attack.
“People don’t turn on their fated for no reason.” Anger darkened her features.
Anger at him. Disappointment. That hurt most of all. Even his aunt, who was more a mother to him than the woman who bore him, saw him as the one to blame. He smothered the hurt with his own anger.
“And are you certain the thread of fate that binds us isn’t dyed in the colours of Death?” he hissed.
As Passion’s sinister twin, Death’s dye was said to appear as a garnet red on one’s thread, compared to Her sister’s ruby. If the thread of fate that bound them were coloured in Death’s dye, then his course forward was clear—kill or be killed.
“I know what I saw,” Myrina said, bristling. “It was Passion who blessed your fates, not Death.”
“Really? Because this—” He gestured at the long, encumbered line of Viridian scum following them. “Looks a lot more like Death’s doing than Passion’s.” 
Their numbers seemed as never-ending as the sea of green fields and orchards they passed, the clank of their armour, the thudding of their boots, and the creaking of their wagons almost loud enough to drown out the cicadas. The Viridians’ combined stench had already befouled whatever good air the abundant greenery might have provided on this hot, windless day.
Myrina reached out to him, but he could take no comfort in it. He waved off her attempt at consolation.
“Put aside your wounded pride and think, my little lion. These are the actions of a woman consumed by fury. If you hope to salvage this union, you must speak to her.”
Why should he be the first to bend when it was she who’d betrayed him? Why must he ask for forgiveness when he’d done nothing to deserve this?
“Does it look like she wants to speak to me? And why are you so certain she’s innocent in this? She could have been Flora’s pawn this whole time!”
“If her feelings for you hadn’t been sincere, Passion would never have granted you Her blessing to wed. You felt Her gaze upon you during the wedding ceremony, Her fire roaring through you, testing the truth of your passions.”
Is that what the goddess had done? Then She needed to have Her sight questioned. Had he felt more than all-consuming lust with Aurora? Had she ever been more than an exceedingly convenient escape plan? A tool to control and wield for the benefit of Aureum?
Last night, he’d thought there was more, a fragile thread of mutual trust and the sharing of secret desires. She’d let him hope, made him want to become a good man—only to be reminded that good men could never be good kings. Not if they wished to keep their crowns. Lesson learned.
“And what if that passion was mere lust, nothing more, and now it’s gone?” he asked, speaking into being his darkest fears.
Had he really bound himself to a lifetime of turmoil and betrayals? Was Fate truly so cruel? Would he need to become the kind of man who executed his Passion-bound bride? If he returned from Viridis after having been freed from the mark of divine displeasure only to spit on a goddess-given gift, his own nobles would eat him alive. Aurora had succeeded in tying his hands—for now.
“What if it’s not? What if this anger is merely a way for her to protect her pain, the same as you?”
That’s not what he was doing. He’d been outmanoeuvred by an enemy. What he felt was fury, pure and simple.
“Aunty,” he groaned.
He didn’t want a lecture or counsel right now. He wanted information. Facts. A strategy to either defeat his enemies outright or hobble them at every juncture until they were too weak and exhausted to put up a fight. He needed a way to undo the victory Aurora had won over him.
“Speak to her, please,” she pleaded.
“Fine,” he snapped. “But when that doesn’t work, I expect you to help me discover the truth—whether this is some fit of pique, or whether she was a liar all along.”
If the former, the punishment he intended for her would be severe. If the latter, he would need to contemplate the consequences of killing her.
“I’ll do what I can.”
Theron scowled, urging his mount forward to ride beside Aurora’s. The vile traitor in her green gown. How he wished he could shred it, cover it in mud, and toss it in a ditch. Force her to wear nothing but rags. After he’d given her gold gowns to wear, she’d chosen her traitor colours instead. 
The high priestess noticed his coming. Whatever the conversation was between his wife and the high priestess ended when he approached. Orithyia smirked.
“That scowl of yours could lay waste to armies, Your Majesty,” she taunted.
“If only,” he muttered. “Go ride with your clerics. I have business with my wife.”
“Remember what I’ve told you, Aurora,” the high priestess said, slowing her mount and slithering away.
Theron kept an eye on Orithyia until he was certain she was well out of earshot. He needn’t give the old snake more information about him than she already had.
“Planning your next coup already, my sweet?” Theron hissed.
“I don’t need to,” Aurora replied, her voice cold and distant. 
With her gaze trained on the road ahead, she refused to look at him. Fine, two could play at that game. She thought she was in a place of strength? That she could march this army into his lands and he wouldn’t put up a fight? Time to take her down a peg.
“No, I don’t suppose you do, since I’ll never make you my queen. You might have married me, but there has been no coronation—something only I can grant you. All you’ve done is ensure you’ll live the life of an abandoned concubine, the same fate I had in store for Epicasta.”
Her grip on the reins tensed.
“I don’t need a crown.”
“Ah yes, because you already have one, Princess. How does it feel to become the daughter of a woman who planned to have you assaulted for the entertainment of her peers?”
Her gaze remained trained ahead, but there, the merest tightening at the corners of her eyes.
“How does it feel to be a man without honour?”
He scoffed.
“Given the only traitor here is you, perhaps you should answer that question yourself.”
Aurora barked out a laugh.
“You really are a charlatan.”
“Says the woman who concocted an elaborate ruse to seduce me.”
She glared at him as if he were a bug that had crawled into her wine. Still, it was a reaction. Satisfaction curled in his chest. Then she bit out a retort of her own.
“Does it tire you, being the vilest hypocrite in Trisia? Or have you spent so much time practicing that it’s become as natural as breathing for you?”
A tide of anger rose in him. How dare she?
“How could I hold a candle to my wife? She upstages me at every opportunity.”
She turned her gaze back to the road.
“Threats and insults? Is this all the business you had with me?”
Theron bit back a curse. She infuriated him to no end. This was why it was a fool’s errand to speak with her. But if he had any hope of unravelling her resolve, he needed answers. For now, he would have to swallow as much of his anger as he could.
“Why did you betray me?” he grumbled.
“I could ask the same of you.” 
“I betrayed nothing.”
“You betrayed everything!” she said, vehemence not only in her tone but in the white-knuckled grip on the reins, refusing all the while to look at him. “From the very start you did nothing but lie! You’re only upset because now you’re facing the consequences.”
Then she’d never once been sincere? His anger surged. He moved his mount so there wasn’t even a hairsbreadth of space between them, looming over her.
“This was your plan all along? To side with my enemies? To march an army into my kingdom?”
“I’ve been nothing but honest about my plans from the very start. This—” She gestured to the procession, unaffected by his nearness and posture. “Is the result of your lies.”
He grabbed her jaw, forcing her to look at him.
“Damn it, woman, what the fuck are you on about?”
She grabbed her riding crop and struck his other hand. He recoiled from the sting, releasing her. There, the first stirring of real emotion in her eyes—fury.
“Don’t you ever touch me again!”
He snatched her reins instead, blocking her path with his mount. Their lopers tossed their heads, snorting angrily. His mount stamped its hooves, asserting itself over Aurora’s.
“You will answer me, or I’ll truss you up and hitch you to my saddle until you’re ready to speak. Either way, I’ll have the truth out of you.”
“As if anyone here would allow you to manhandle me that way!”
“Oh, because you have so many allies? Whose orders do you think these Viridian dogs are following—yours or Flora’s? And what of your high priestess, hmm? Is the woman who maimed you going to protest on your behalf? Shall we find out if your new tiara is made of fool’s gold, Aurora?”
She shuttered her expression, turning her gaze from his. He hated it. He hated it more than he’d ever hated anything in his life. How dare she look away?
“If I answer, will you finally go away?” she asked, resigned.
“Yes,” he lied.
He wouldn’t leave until she looked at him again. Until she stopped pretending she could ignore him.
“Drakon, you thrice-damned monster. You lied about Drakon. So take”—she tore the reins from his hands—“your bullshit, and go choke on it!” 
She urged her loper to manoeuvre around his and sped off, leaving him with sick dread. Batea’s serpents. 
Someone had told her about the beasts. But who?
Orithyia’s mount plodded past him.
“This is your doing!” he snarled at the high priestess.
“You give me too much credit, Your Majesty. I believe this was entirely the result of your own choices.”
“You filled her head with lies!”
The old woman raised a white brow on her wrinkled forehead.
“I gave her the truth. If that put her at odds with you, perhaps the fault is yours.”
He gripped his reins and returned to his people. Theron had his answers. Orithyia was to blame for his current predicament, and Aurora, consumed by anger, had agreed to be Flora’s blade. He pushed past Myrina, ignoring her concern, making his way instead to his commander’s side. Commander Nireus was a bull of a man with an impressively severe face and a bone-deep hatred for Viridians. Perfect for what Theron had planned.
This problem wouldn’t be solved with kind words or romantic gestures. If he wanted to whittle down his foes, only bronze and bloodshed would suffice.
“Your Majesty.” Commander Nireus bowed his head, black strands of his hair escaping confinement and sticking to his tanned skin, his deep brown eyes serious and alert. “What can I assist you with?” 
“There are bandits in these hills, are there not?”
“Yes, Your Majesty, but fear not, we gave them a sound beating on the way to Boreas.”
“Do you recall where their encampment was?”
“Of course.”
“Send them a message. If they wish to become honest mercenaries, then the King of Aureum has lucrative work for them,” Theron said, his eyes lingering on the baggage carts limping along at a snail’s pace in the rear. Viridian baggage. Carts that were full to bursting with food, weapons, luxuries, and more. 
Nireus’ eyes lit with understanding.
No doubt Nireus would be keen to cause a little havoc with the vile Viridians. After all, his father had been one of the victims of Flora’s ill-considered attack on Aureum decades past. He’d been a loyal, if vicious, soldier the moment he’d come of age and had proven himself worthy of Theron’s respect. It was why he held the position of spear bearer in Theron’s court, head of palace security while Theron sat in his capital, or king’s bodyguard while on the road.
Theron might not be able to turn this Viridian horde around, but he could ensure their journey to his kingdom was so fraught that they would arrive less as a conquering army and more as a host of broken beggars. Given the slow pace, it would be two weeks until they arrived at the end of the Queen’s Road. Two weeks to harass the soft nobles and their retinues with ceaseless nightly raids, convincing them to abandon their march. Two weeks to harry the troops, bleeding them of their resources, forcing them to replenish their supplies from the surrounding villages and towns or retreat. By the time they made it to the end of the Queen’s Road, he hoped to impoverish the whole of the Viridian countryside. And if all those resources were continuously siphoned off to Aureum, all the better for his hungry people.
“I’ll be honoured to carry out this task.”
“I thought you might,” Theron said, grinning.
The first raindrops came soon after that. They’d marched most of the day, and the sight of Boreas had finally stopped blighting the horizon.
“Set up camp for the day. And make sure our people get the best spot.”

      [image: image-placeholder]How quickly Aurora had forgotten her purpose. Trapped in ancient Boreas with a charismatic, attractive king, she’d let him fill the fissures in her heart that grief had caused, only to find he’d been pouring poison into her the whole time. Now, all she had for her troubles was more pain, and no one to lighten the load. Hyllus and Epicasta had—rightly—fled the city long before them. It would be weeks before they met again in Aureum, according to their plans.
Aurora was on her own.
Anger couldn’t sustain her forever. Soon enough, the pain would overwhelm her. The tears. The hopelessness. She’d been expecting a gift of dawn roses, as any newlywed might the morning after a wedding. Instead, all she had was the taste of bitter betrayal and the High Priestess of Knowledge at her side.
Orithyia had been giving her lessons in how best to deal with the Aurean king, his weaknesses, his flaws. How he would despise it most if she refused to look at him and gave him the cold shoulder. The king always sought a fight and so would be most vexed when he wasn’t given the chance to do battle. She could win against him only if she refused to play his games on his terms. His tactics would be to spar, to use his cunning and his intimidation, to break her through clever rhetoric and lies. Aurora had to start playing chess and see his bluster for what it was.
It had worked until her emotions had gotten the better of her. She’d fled his presence to get away from the rage he woke in her and the simmering need in her traitorous body that his nearness invoked. Aurora hated him even more for that. Pressing a hand against her broken heart, Aurora fought back another scream.
The thick green silk of her gown wore heavily on her in the heat of the day. Aurora tugged at the fabric, desperate for a cool breeze. She would have preferred her own clothes, but much like the hand she’d been dealt, she had to make the best of what she’d been given. She could only hope the Viridians who’d come to carry out Flora’s plans ruined Theron as thoroughly as he’d ruined her.
“Your Majesty, may I have a word?”
High Priestess Myrina. 
Her heart ached anew. She’d trusted the high priestess’ words, that there was a thread of fate between her and the king—that it was a blessing. But now that she knew the truth of his lies, she couldn’t help suspecting Myrina as well. Had he convinced his aunt to lie for him? She was undeniably close to the king, her favour obvious to all. Aurora hadn’t thought to suspect a High Priestess of Passion of such wicked deceit, but she was a person too, with all the attendant flaws and failings.
Orithyia had warned her of Passion’s high priestess, that where her nephew would use violence, she would kill with kindness. It was something Aurora was poorly equipped to protect herself from. When she’d stood at Fae’s side, it was easier to see the lies in the smiles and kind gestures of the courtiers and attendants. But here, with the only person she could rely on—Hyllus—far from her side, she’d been desperate for compassion and warmth. Even more so now that she was nothing more than a collection of jagged shards held together with spite. 
Aurora steeled herself. She could do this. She could do it for Fae.
“You may, Your Holiness.”
Myrina’s loper met Aurora’s, tossing its sleek russet head, its friendly nicker encouraging Aurora’s grey to come closer, their horns clacking as they touched in greeting.
“I must admit, I’m…surprised by this turn of events,” Myrina said carefully, eyeing the long line of soldiers in their wake.
“Are you?” Aurora asked, keeping her face neutral.
Did she really expect Aurora would let the king doom all of Trisia without fighting back? That she would allow him to take her back to Aureum with nary a word of protest for his despicable lies?
“My goddess would not have blessed your union had your passions been false.”
She spoke as if she were unaware of her nephew’s treachery. That it was Aurora who had been the betrayer, had knelt before Passion with lies in her heart. But if that’s what Myrina wanted to believe—to pretend—then Aurora would oblige her.
“Isn’t hatred a kind of passion?”
“Yes, it is. The same as lust, ambition, the creative spark. But Passion has never bound people in matrimony who despise each other. When She dyes the thread of fate between people, it is always—and only—because there is the potential for love.”
There had been lust. That was a certainty. One he must have felt too. But that had been all. There could be no love without trust—without truth. The king was incapable of both, as he’d proved time and again. It was Aurora’s fault for not paying attention, but that didn’t make it any easier to swallow.
“But did She? Dye our threads?” Aurora cut Myrina a withering glare.
Aurora didn’t know enough about the marriage rites of Passion’s temples to know if Myrina was lying. Even in her time, a marriage blessed by Passion was rare, and almost exclusively the preserve of forbidden lovers. Unions that were always looked at with pity for the youthful mistakes they typified. A mistake Aurora was currently paying for with unspeakable pain.
“She did. I stand by what I saw yesterday, and what I still see today.”
Aurora turned away with a scowl. She couldn’t accept that—refused to. It was bad enough she was bound to Drakon. Surely, her fate wasn’t so cruel as to tie her to two monsters. Lies came so easily to these two. It was easier to believe this was all another part of the king’s ruse.
“Forgive me if I find that difficult to believe, after all your beloved nephew’s lies.”
“He’s betrayed your trust?” she asked, her brows knitting in sympathy.
Aurora’s scream was lodged in the back of her throat. How dare she pretend not to know? But Orithyia had warned her that the best way to deal with Myrina’s false concern was to fight as though she had ice in her veins. It wouldn’t stop the high priestess, for she was nothing if not tenacious, but it would remind Aurora not to thaw in her presence.
“He’s betrayed all of Trisia. My trust was simply collateral damage.”
It was then that the sky opened up, a light drizzle promising to turn the rest of the day into a steamy soup. Just what she needed.
A rider came up to them, a paladin of Knowledge.
“Your Highness, we’re pitching our tents for the day to wait out the rain. Her Holiness has invited you to join her.”
Aurora’s gut knotted with dread. Warning Aurora about how best to deal with the king and his aunt had only been part of the lecture Orithyia had delivered.
“I’ll accept her invitation.”
The paladin turned around without even so much as a greeting to Myrina.
“Please excuse me, Your Holiness.” Aurora nodded and turned her loper around.
“I know you feel as though you’re all alone right now, Your Highness. Please remember that whatever else happens, I take my duties as high priestess seriously. You will always find compassion in my tent, the same as you will in my temples.”
But not truth. Not safety. Not kindness without ulterior motives. Those were lost to her—for now. One day, when she’d completed the task she’d been sent here to do, she might find those again. Today was not that day.
Aurora directed her loper to the enormous black tent that Orithyia’s clerics had already pitched, refusing to meet the eyes of the Aurean soldiers as she passed. But she could feel their hostility, their suspicion. It rolled off them in waves, their glares like heated daggers trained on her back. She wasn’t their queen, as their king had been at pains to explain. To them she was merely an enemy—a seducer and betrayer they were forced to endure until their king gave them orders otherwise. 
She supposed she should be lucky the king hadn’t immediately ordered some gruesome accident to befall her. There was still time for that, which is why she planned to remain with Orithyia for most of the trip, only drinking and eating what her people consumed, only sleeping where they slept. The clerics largely ignored her—the same as the Viridians.
Her royal tiara had bought her nothing but the grudging tolerance of the Viridian soldiers and nobles. Aurora was still the woman who had humiliated their queen, who had helped their true princess run away, and whose position was as insubstantial as the piece of paper that had bestowed it. Their orders were obvious—to destabilize Aureum, to undermine its king, to win the Dragon’s Flank for Flora, if not the whole of Aureum. Aurora was simply a means to do that. If she wanted to make any allies who would help her with Drakon, even grudging ones, she would have to earn them. It would be up to her to pay for their aid in blood—her blood.
Aurora released a shaky breath as she neared the black tent, slowing her loper. Fear rooted her to the saddle. She wished she could run, ride hard and fast until she reached Hyllus and Epicasta. But they were a whole day ahead of her, and soon the road would turn into a slurry of mud.
“Your Highness, may I assist you from your mount?”
Aurora felt her gut churn anew.
Stentor, the queen’s general, forced to come along to restore the goodwill he’d lost when the king had escaped Flora’s trap—and his surveillance. The same man who had dragged the king through every scrap of dung on the road to Boreas and paraded him, covered in filth, through the streets of the capital. Now she was to make him her ally with the only means left at her disposal.
“Thank you, General,” Aurora replied, her skin crawling as he helped her dismount.
He tucked her hand in the crook of his arm, a shackle made of flesh and bone. As he pushed aside the flap of Orithyia’s black tent and ushered her inside the stuffy, dim space, her heart sped in her chest. 
There, in the middle of the tent by the brazier, on a pedestal all its own, sat a metal cuff with spikes pointed inwards. The same device the high priestess had used to force her vision of Epicasta’s wedding. The same device Aurora had agreed to don again. To make this loathsome man her ally. To buy her army one gruelling vision at a time.
Orithyia appeared out of the gloom, a bony finger tapping the wretched device, her gaze pitiless as she placed the mind’s eye stone on the pedestal. Aurora swallowed down bile.
“Shall we begin?”






  
  Chapter 2 

Aurora


Aurora slipped the jewelled bracelets off her wrists, the emeralds winking in the dim firelight. The oppressive heat of the tent closed in around her, filling her lungs with lead weights and her mind with horror. She remembered the agony, the spikes that tore through her flesh and ripped visions from her mind. Waking from one nightmare into another, her wrist a mangled, fiery mess. The screams she couldn’t hold back as her blood soaked the ground under her. 
Heart thundering in her ears, she prayed for the fortitude not to scream. Orithyia had warned her that if she couldn’t endure the pain with stoicism, no matter what visions she had for the benefit of the Viridian soldiers and nobles, they would see her as weak. And weak rulers were not to be respected but toyed with.
Stentor’s eyes gleamed with excitement. 
“Will the vision be of my future?” he asked.
“There’s no way to know. An oracle is said not to be able to choose the future they see,” Orithyia replied. “But foreknowledge of any kind is exceedingly valuable to a general, is it not?”
Aurora’s visions had proved uniformly terrible. Not for the first time, she worried this wasn’t the wisest course. Pain aside, what if she saw something he didn’t like? The mind’s eye stone would project everything she saw. There would be no chance for subterfuge. What if she revealed glimpses of her own future that put her at a disadvantage? Whatever her concerns though, there was no going back now. The nobles and soldiers had been vying with each other all day to decide who would receive the first vision.
Clerics took Aurora’s jewellery from her and provided an armed, low-backed seat, one much too high for her small frame. The high priestess gave her the mind’s eye stone as a waiting cleric took the spiked cuff from its pedestal and approached her.
Aurora braced for the agony when the flap of the tent was torn aside. A blast of cooler, wet air raised the hair on the back of her neck. 
“So, this is where my wife has been hiding?”
A shiver stole down Aurora’s spine at the venom in the king’s tone.
The cleric with the cuff backed away, a wary look in their eye. Aurora sat still as a statue, refusing to turn her head to look at him.
“Her Highness has chosen to partake of my hospitality,” Orithyia answered.
The king prowled around the tent, dismissing the furnishings and scowling at everything he laid his golden eyes on. He plucked at the cloth atop a small table laden with fruit and cured meats, a look of disgust twisting his mouth.
“Has she now? Well, then I’m sorry to deprive her of your warm welcome, Your Holiness. I have need of her in my quarters.”
Aurora’s cheeks heated with shame. He strode behind her, placing a hand on her shoulder, his intimidation a palpable presence at her back. How she wished for her riding crop now.
“I’m certain you can take care of your own needs, Your Majesty,” Aurora replied, shrugging her shoulder from his grasp.
“Perhaps you can stay to witness Her Highness’ visions, Your Majesty,” Orithyia said, a goading smile on her face.
“Is that what she’s doing here?” the king asked, his voice cold.
Theron slid his hand up to Aurora’s neck. She stilled, fearful of what he might do. No one moved to defend her as his fingers curled around her throat like a cage. Those fingers never pressed into her skin save for his calloused thumb stroking the edge of her jaw, but his threat, his claim, was made obvious.
Stentor advanced.
Theron must have glared then, because the general backed up, his hand moving to a sword that was no longer strapped at his hip. Only the paladins were permitted weapons in the presence of the high priestess. The other clerics retreated, while the paladins moved to stand by Orithyia’s side.
Aurora could feel the heat of him like a brand, the menace and the promise of his touch. She swallowed her trepidations as best she could. This was his strategy, his arena. Fear, violence, threats—they were how he forced others to play the games he knew he could win.
“I agreed to give a vision,” Aurora replied.
He slid around her chair and advanced on the cleric holding the cuff. The king snatched it from their hands and examined it in the dim light of the brazier.
“Tell me, Your Holiness, what is this, and why was your cleric about to place it on my wife?”
That’s right, he hadn’t been there the day she’d had her vision in Boreas’ throne room. But a man of violence knew an implement of it with a glance.
“It is a device which compels one’s magic to surface. Her Highness requested a means to provide visions to her allies. I assure you, it is perfectly safe, as Her Highness has already worn it once before in Boreas,” Orithyia replied.
His eyes flared with fury, there and gone in a heartbeat, before a cunning smile turned up the corners of his lips. Dread turned her insides to jelly.
“Intriguing. Perhaps General Stentor would be so kind as to demonstrate the effects?”
“I hardly think that’s necessary,” Stentor retorted.
The king’s magic flooded the tent, sinking its tendrils into every person present. Aurora’s breath left her on a gasp, waiting for him to hurt them all. And yet he didn’t, merely allowing it to linger threateningly.
“Put. It. On.”
Theron tossed the cuff at Stentor’s feet.
“Not even if you broke every bone in my body,” Stentor snarled back.
And yet he expected Aurora to bear it with nary a whimper?
“I can arrange that.” The king raised a crimson brow and snapped his fingers. Several of the Aurean soldiers entered the tent. Raising his chin at the general, they surrounded him, grabbing him and wrestling him to his knees. With the merest twitch of the king’s golden eye, Stentor’s rib broke, a deep, reverberating crack.
Stentor doubled over with a sharp curse and a groan.
“My army is outside,” Stentor hissed.
Theron chuckled coldly.
“Flora’s army is outside. You’re here to get back into her good graces, not start a war before she has an excuse to claim the Dragon’s Flank. If I kill you now, I won’t even owe your queen the pittance your life is worth given what you intended to do to my wife.”
“How dare you commit violence before the high priestess!” a paladin shouted.
“I dare because Her Holiness dared,” the king snarled back. “Put it on, Stentor.”
“Fuck you,” the general growled.
Aurora flinched as the next break had the general screaming in agony and coughing up blood. Her hands curled around the arms of her chair. The high priestess had made it sound so simple, to rise above the king’s games. But what was she meant to do when he was torturing a man before her? She looked to Orithyia for help, but the high priestess watched on dispassionately. Was that what she was supposed to do? To drain herself of feeling?
“I won’t ask again,” the king warned. “Put it on yourself, or I’ll have it done for you.”
“I’ll burn you to ash.” The general spit blood at the king’s feet, his head hanging.
The king knelt by Stentor and gripped his jaw in his hand. Stentor fought the hold, but it was no use. Then he turned the general’s head to face the high priestess.
Aurora’s chest tightened. She’d not known what magic the general possessed, but if Stentor used fire in this confined space, he would no doubt harm everyone inside—the high priestess included. Divine punishment was certain to follow.
“I dare you to try,” the king chuckled, releasing Stentor with a flick of his wrist before standing and brushing off. “So, what will it be?”
The general eyed the device with as much unease as Aurora had felt. The soldiers freed him and stood back as Stentor reached for the device and placed it on his wrist. The moment it locked around him, the spikes sank into his flesh. He resisted a scream, his eyes wide and his breathing ragged as fire engulfed him, burning his clothes and leathers to ash. The general controlled the flames as best he could, but the clerics raced about putting out errant sparks while the paladins surrounded the high priestess. The heat in the tent stung Aurora’s exposed skin as sweat rolled down her in rivulets.
Through it all, the king locked eyes with Aurora. He was telling her he could do as he pleased, hurt whoever he wished, ruin her plans whenever he felt the mood take him. He didn’t need words to tell her that he would strike down any who made themselves her ally. No matter if they were a Viridian general or a high priestess—the king of Aureum would punish them all.
Stentor tore off the cuff, his magic extinguished as he cradled his mangled arm. 
Theron grabbed Stentor’s arm and raised it high for inspection, dragging the general to his feet in spite of his nakedness and injuries.
“Is this the fate you had in store for the wife of a king, General? Did you intend to maim someone who belongs to me?” the king asked.
The general paled, his lips pressed into a mulish line. The king threw him to the ground and turned his eyes on Orithyia.
“And you, High Priestess? Did you also plan to maim the wife of a king?”
“Her Highness chose this method of her own free volition. Do not attempt to play these games here. I know the laws better than any.”
What laws? Aurora’s heart constricted in fear. He was playing a game she didn’t even know the rules to.
“Then you know I’m well within my rights to punish any who seek to harm her in whatever way I see fit. If you were not a high priestess, I would have you flogged.”
The paladins were about to advance when Orithyia held up her hand.
“Self-harm is not against the law for a member of a royal house.”
“But a guardian allowing a royal in their care to come to harm is, no matter if it is self-inflicted or otherwise. And as both a king and her husband, it is my duty and my right to punish those who would harm her.” He picked up the cuff and inspected it. Blood and gore clung to the ancient artefact. “So I would be remiss in my duties to allow such things in my wife’s presence.”
His magic exploded out from him in a wave. In his hand, the artefact crumpled in on itself. It fell from his hand and onto the floor as the clerics gasped in horror. A priceless treasure—destroyed. Aurora’s only way to gather allies to her side—gone. 
“Come along now. You’ve enjoyed Her Holiness’ hospitality long enough.” The king held out his hand for her, his gaze uncompromising.
“Not on your life,” Aurora hissed back.
She had no doubt he would hurt her.
“And what of your general’s? Would you do so if his life were on the line?” he asked, eyeing Stentor with malice.
“To avoid further bloodshed, perhaps Her Highness should placate her husband,” Orithyia replied, cutting Aurora an uncompromising look.
Everything inside her balked. This was not the deal she’d struck. Flora and Orithyia were supposed to protect and aid her, not throw her to the wolves.
“I am not some piece of property for him to do with as he pleases!”
Even in the ancient past, women were not treated as objects by their husbands. They had all the same rights and privileges as men. Didn’t they?
“I may do with you whatever I please. It’s up to your adopted mother to bring a suit against me if she doesn’t agree with it.”
Aurora looked to the high priestess with alarm. He must be twisting the laws to suit himself.
Orithyia sighed, aggrieved. 
“Until you are officially crowned queen of Aureum, it is at Queen Flora’s sole discretion to punish a fellow noble or monarch on behalf of her daughters as the matriarch of your adopted family. Just as it is within any elder’s discretion. Only orphans or those who are granted emancipation from their matriarch or patriarch are exempted and allowed to bring suits for themselves. King Theron is the eldest living relative of his bloodline. He has the powers of a patriarch over you until you become queen. Geriarchy is the law of Trisia.”
Blood drained from Aurora’s face as her jaw went slack. How could she have known that when she’d signed her name to Queen’s Flora’s family register? She’d given away her ability to bring a suit against Theron herself the moment she’d become Flora’s pawn. Was there no recourse, no protection, save for begging that heartless queen to act on her behalf? Was she truly at the mercy of the king?
“The army—” she began.
“Is not to be used against the King of Aureum unless you wish to begin a war without Queen Flora’s permission,” Orithyia cut her off.
Her vile husband advanced on her and offered her his arm.
“It’s time to leave.”
“I won’t,” she hissed, her nails biting into the arms of the chair.
If she left with him, he would hurt her. No one would stop him. She had no allies, and no escape.
“You can either leave on my arm, or over my shoulder,” he threatened.
“I’ll do neither, and if you touch me again, I’ll—”
“What? Use your magic against me? When you needed that torture device just to summon it? I think not.”
“Have a care, Your Majesty. If any harm comes to her while under your care, Queen Flora will hear about it,” Orithyia added.
Aurora dared to hope until Theron chuckled.
“Is that one of your ploys, Your Holiness? To subject my wife to abuse under your watch and then place the blame on me? If so, it’s a rather transparent bid to stir trouble. And even more reason for me to ensure these private meetings of yours are severely curtailed.” He turned his gaze on Aurora then. She felt like a mouse cornered by a vicious cat. “So what will it be? Your hand on my arm, or your body over my shoulder?”
“I will dine and rest in the high priestess’ tent tonight,” Aurora ground out.
His eyes lit with satisfaction.
“The shoulder it is, then.”
He hauled her up and tossed her over his shoulder like a sack of grain, knocking the wind out of her. She pounded on his back and twisted in his grasp, but she might as well have tried to move a mountain.
“Let me go, you bastard!”
“Make me. Use your fairy magic—if you can. Age me, escape my grasp. I’ll wait,” he taunted her. “Your Holiness.” He nodded to the high priestess.
“Your Majesty,” she sighed.
“As for you, Stentor, I’ll decide on your punishment tomorrow. If you don’t run back to Boreas before daybreak, that is.”
“Orithyia, please!” Aurora pleaded.
“Don’t make this more humiliating for yourself than it already is, Your Highness,” the high priestess replied.
As the king turned to leave the tent, Orithyia had only a look of bitter disappointment etched into her face. The soldiers who followed them out kept their eyes averted from hers. The rain was coming down in earnest now, soldiers, clerics, and nobles’ attendants rushing to set up their tents. It left fewer people as witnesses to the display Theron made of carrying her over his shoulder but left her soaked by the time they neared the awning of the gold tent.
“Put me down!” she shrieked.
“Have my bath and attire been laid out for the evening?” he asked one of the soldiers, ignoring her.
“Yes, Your Majesty, as well as your supper.”
“And my wife’s?”
“Of course, Your Majesty.”
Aurora continued fighting his grip, pounding her fists on his back. She grabbed his long red braid and pulled on it with a vicious yank.
He groaned.
“Damn you, I know you can hear me! Put. Me. Down.”
Theron smacked her bottom instead, the shocking loudness rather than pain making her yelp.
“I’ve tolerated your violence as far as I’m willing to in public. Pull my hair again, and I’ll punish you accordingly.”
“Says the man taking me to his tent so he can find new ways to hurt and kill me. Fuck you!” She wrapped his braid around her wrist and pulled harder. “Go ahead, hit me. I’ll become the new glass princess for Flora if it means you get what you deserve, agent of chaos,” Aurora hissed.
The soldiers guarding the tent’s awning held the flap aside. Inside, attendants bustled about a structure made entirely of gold fabric. Gold and deep blue rugs covered the ground. Gold accented wooden trunks littered the cavernous space. A bed big enough for two giants sat furthest inside, the sheets blue with gold embroidery. Stylish wooden chairs with blue pillows and golden tassels perched on the seats sat tucked into a sturdy, elegantly carved wooden table laden with food and wine. To the side, a large copper tub was being filled with steaming water. All around the edges were thick painted pillars holding the structure aloft, while a central pillar, taller than the others, held the fabric up even higher. Braziers kept the inside bright and warm, the flickering flames catching on the subtle patterns woven into the tent’s fabric.
Theron’s tent was more ostentatious than even Fae’s. There was no doubt in Aurora’s mind who it belonged to—and it wasn’t her.
“Everyone out,” he commanded.
A chorus of “Your Majesty” accompanied many bows before the attendants took their leave. Aurora felt sick dread curling in her gut. He tossed her from his shoulder. The wet silk of her gown tangled around her legs, upsetting her balance before she landed on her rear. She got to her feet only to have the king crowd her against the central pillar.
“What did you call me?” he asked, his voice no less threatening for the soft whisper in which he’d said it.
She sank her nails into the wooden beam at her back for support.
“Agent. Of. Chaos,” she retorted.
“I had no intention of harming you this eve, but if you slander me with that accusation again, I will gag you.”
As if she would believe that.
“It’s only slander if it’s not true, Your Majesty.”
“Don’t test me, Aurora.” 
Rage consumed her fear and good sense. What point was there in keeping her composure when he was determined to play the villain? How dare he threaten her when he was the one who had created the very monster that would kill the people she loved. Her magic surged from her, feeding on her emotions and seething without purpose.
“You created Drakon! And then you created dozens more just like him. You brought about the calamity that killed Fae! You killed her and millions more. And then you lied about it. You knew this whole time where Drakon was and you lied. You put the whole of Trisia in peril because you’re a bloodthirsty tyrant who delights in Lies, Vengeance, and Death! What else would you be but an agent of chaos?! Tell me, Your Majesty.” The more she spoke, the more furious he became, and yet she couldn’t stop. “Or have your sinister goddesses prevented you from ever speaking truth? Is your thread dyed with all their colours, garnet for the death you bestow, onyx for the lies you spew, and quartz for the vengeance you seek against the Divine Triad?” 
“Those beasts can’t even fly, never mind do any of the things you’ve shown your beast capable of! And you have never once been entitled to the military secrets of my kingdom!”
“Is that all you have to say in your defence?!”
“What about all your secrets, Aurora? I’m not the only one who’s told lies. How did you know about the relics if you weren’t already one of Orithyia’s minions?! How did you know the palace’s hidden places if you weren’t one of Flora’s creatures?! Just admit you’ve been plotting against my kingdom this whole time.”
Aurora laughed bitterly.
“I don’t need to plot against your kingdom! Whatever you fail to destroy, Drakon will finish!”
“You know nothing of Aureum! Of my kingship! Of Trisia! What could some foreign seductress ever understand besides how and when to spread her legs?” he taunted.
Every ugly feeling bubbled up through Aurora’s veins. 
“More than you could ever comprehend! I know what happens for the next three thousand years. I know that the evil you’ve set loose on Trisia will wreak death and destruction for millennia to come unless I can stop you. When you’re nothing but a story, they will dig up the bones of the Aurean damned—people who died because of what you’ve done!”
He blinked in shock, swallowing.
“Have you gone mad?” he asked, bewildered, backing away from her.
Aurora advanced.
“Do you know what you’ll be remembered for, Your Majesty?”
“Stop this right now,” he warned her.
But she was too angry to back down now. Too lost to the ugliness filling every crack in her broken heart to heed sense.
“The tragic king, punished for his hubris and pride.”
“Enough!” He grabbed her shoulders and shook her.
“I know when you die, King Theron of Aureum! Do you want to know your epithet? Do you want to know the fate of your kingdom? Ask me, I dare you!”
“Lies!”
“If you believe that, then why are you afraid? Why don’t you ask me of your fate?”
“You’re angry and you’re trying to unsettle me. Nothing you say can be trusted.”
Aurora laughed.
“You’ll be known as Theron, the La—”
He covered her mouth with his palm and wrestled her to the ground. She fought him to no avail, screamed to no avail.
“I’ve had enough of this sick game of yours,” he growled. 
Grabbing a silk napkin from the nearby table, he gagged her, tying it behind her head. With her hands pinned, she had no hope of dislodging it. He unstrapped his belt and bound her hands behind her back to her indignant, muffled shrieks. When he was done, he sighed and turned her around to face him.
“This is how things will be this evening. You will remain in this tent with me. If you attempt to run, I will tie you to the bed. You will act in a civil manner. If you can prove you won’t scream, bite, or generally act like a rabid animal, I will unbind you. Test me, and you’ll spend the night trussed up, hungry, and stinking of loper and sweat. You have until the end of my bath to decide how the rest of your evening will go.”
No matter her gag, Aurora hurled every insult, invective, and curse she knew at him as he turned away from her, calling on the Triad to strike him down where he stood. As she struggled against her bonds, hatred lit a fire in her chest. She would stab that self-righteous, loathsome bastard in his sleep, just as he deserved. How dare he treat her like this? How dare he call her a rabid animal when it was he who had committed atrociously violent acts in front of her not moments before. How dare he speak of acting civilly when he’d bound her just for speaking against him.
But then he began stripping out of his clothes. His eyes locked on hers. She forced herself to look away. As if she would fall for the same scheme twice. He’d seduced her once and she wouldn’t give him a second chance.
Theron chuckled.
“Suddenly my temptress is shy?”
Her hackles rose. This hypocritical bastard. She almost turned to glare at him. Almost. This was what he wanted. Her anger. Her attention. Her lust. She’d seen it last night. He wanted to be the centre of her world, to have her wrapped around his finger, to have her passions, be they good or ill. He’d been at his most angry, his most frustrated, when she’d followed Orithyia’s advice and refused to look at him or give him the reactions he sought. So she refused to react, no matter the hot coal of anger in her chest, no matter what outrageous incitements he tossed her way.
Aurora shuffled as best she could, hauling herself up into a seated position and turned away from him, her eyes on the tent’s exit. If she ran now, she’d have no hope of escaping him, bound and gagged as she was. She needed a destination. Somewhere she could go that he wouldn’t cause mayhem. Perhaps his aunt? She may be as much of a liar as her nephew, but surely she would lose face if Aurora begged for protection and she refused to grant it? Aurora had seen the tent not far from this one as she’d been slung over the king’s back. She could make it, if she were quick and the bastard distracted. 
Until then, she had to appear to play this game he’d laid out for her.
He took his sweet time in the bath, sighing and splashing about. Maybe she’d get lucky and he’d slip as he exited and break his thick neck.
“It’s adorable, this cold shoulder of yours. But I can see your ears twitch every time I make a sound. I know every part of you is focused on me.”
Don’t give into his taunts. My ears are not twitching!
“Which is why I know that you’ll hear me when I say this,” he continued. “The day we wed, I sent a letter off to my cousin ordering her to destroy her serpents. When we arrive and you see their rotting carcasses for yourself, I expect you to dismiss this horde of Viridian scum back to their capital, and for you to sever your ties with Flora. When you come to realize your Drakon was never amongst my cousin’s beasts, I expect you to beg properly for my forgiveness. Whether you ever earn back my trust will be another matter entirely.”
More lies. More of his unbridled ego. As if she wanted his forgiveness or trust after everything he’d done. It seemed she would have to wait until they arrived in Aureum to call him on his latest bluff, which was likely the point. He would have his armies then and no need to keep up this charade. And that was supposing he didn’t do something to her on the way there.
What she needed was control of her magic, even if she couldn’t control her visions. If she could stop his time, or speed up her own, she could easily escape him whenever she liked. It was her rotten luck that the only one who’d had a chance at teaching her—Hyllus—had run off with Epicasta and hadn’t taken Aurora with him. Suddenly, she wished she’d spent her short time in his company training her magic rather than dealing with an ancient king, court intrigues, preparing the paladins for Drakon, and learning about the ancient past. Foolishly, she’d thought she had more time. All she had was Silvanus’ sole tutorial. Would it be enough?
The king left the bath, padding around the spacious tent. She could hear the sound of the rough towel he used to dry off, the glide of softer fabric he must have donned, then the clank of cutlery. His attendants had been lightning-fast, no doubt using their wild magic to hasten their preparations. 
At her back once more, he leaned down and caught her around her waist, pulling her to her feet. Putting a hand on her shoulder, he pushed her towards the table. He sat her down and slipped in across from her. She refused to meet his glare, focusing instead on the table.
“I’m going to remove the gag now. If so much as one threat, obscenity, or another lie about the future leaves your lips, it goes back on, and you’ll sleep tied up on the floor.”
He wanted her surrender now? Fine. Let him think he’d won. It would be all the sweeter when she’d eaten his food, bathed herself, and then left him to sleep alone.
As the gag came off, she kept every venomous insult to herself. Barely.
“And my hands?” she asked.
“Will stay bound. I’m not about to allow you to wield anything approaching a weapon, utensils included.”
“If you expect me to eat like an animal from a trough, you might as well put the gag back on,” she said, her voice remarkably calm given the heat of her anger.
“Unlike some, I’m not a barbarian. I’ll feed you.”
“Did you poison it?”
He laughed, a not especially jovial sound.
“No, but on the off chance your allies managed to, I think it only fitting you act as my poison taster.”
She hoped if they had, it was slow acting enough that he ingested copious amounts of it. He speared a vegetable and held it up just before her lips.
“Eat,” he ordered.
She obeyed. He went through small portions of the full meal, feeding her a taste of everything. When she didn’t collapse or begin frothing at the mouth, he fed himself, occasionally giving her more. They dined in silence, one as thick and oppressive as the heat of the brazier in the humid damp. As he finished the meal, he left his seat and approached hers.
“If I untie you, will you choose to take a bath, or will you make me tie you to a post?”
As if between the two of them, she were the one married to violence itself.
“I’ll take a bath, as long as you keep your gaze averted.”
“I’ve seen all of you, Aurora. Don’t feign modesty now,” he scoffed.
“It’s different now. I don’t belong to you anymore, Your Majesty.”
He gripped her jaw and forced her to look at him.
“You married me before Passion. You will always be mine.”
“I choose who I belong to. And I can change my mind whenever I please.”
He released her with a scowl.
“Yes, and what a fickle woman you’ve proven yourself to be. I’m sure someone as changeable as you can find her way to figuring how to bathe in front of me.” He removed the belt that bound her wrists and pushed her towards the bath. 
Aurora rubbed her wrists and stood straight.
“No. You don’t deserve to touch me, or to look at me unclothed. The days of me sharing my body with you are over. Unless you plan to force me.” She cut him a withering glare.
Anger suffused his features.
“I’m not a monster!”
“Then stop acting like one!” she shouted back.
He growled and turned, his dismissive wave sharp and irritated.
“Fine. But the moment you step out of line I’ll—”
“Yes, yes, tie me to a post. You’ve made yourself obnoxiously clear on that point.”
When she was certain he would remain with his gaze askance, she stripped from her gown and pulled the pins out of her hair, sinking gratefully into the tepid water of the bath. As she washed herself, she recalled Silvanus’ lesson. Her emotions were high enough that her magic was an ever-present seething mass inside her, so she focused on it, giving it a shape in her mind’s eye. A snake, baring its fangs, coiled and hissing. Fitting for the bastard she intended to release it on. The more she concentrated on that shape, the less it seemed to escape her grasp. When she was ready to step from the bath, she realized she had nothing to change into save for her sweat-stained, dusty gown.
“Your sleeping clothes are over there.” Theron pointed at a chest closer to the bed.
Aurora opened it and grimaced. Gold. Every last item was made of a golden material. She didn’t want to wear his colours. Didn’t want anything of his touching her skin.
“Where are the clothes Her Majesty sent with me?” she asked, coiling her magic to strike him.
“No doubt on one of the many baggage carts. You can wear what you’ve been given or you can sleep in the nude. The choice is yours.”
Aurora donned the clothes and impractical slippers. The moment he turned towards her, she would loose her magic and hope for the best.
As Theron faced her with a smug grin, she bade the viper of her magic to coil around the king. She stilled for a heartbeat as she envisioned fangs sinking into him. He froze mid-turn. Then she ran. Magic pulsed from her in torrents. It drained out of her faster than her feet could carry her. Aurora sped past him and ripped open the flap of the tent, surprising two guards as she spied her destination through the rain. She made it all of three steps when her magic snapped back, fully drained. Theron swore and lunged after her as the sudden weakness made her lose her footing. He snatched her, hauling her back inside.
“Had your fun, did you?”
Aurora might have whimpered, but her heart was hammering inside her chest, her breath sawing in and out. Her limbs trembled as he tossed her on the bed and rummaged around in one of the chests. She tried to sit up, to fight back, but after a full day of travel and purging herself of all her magical reserves, she was spent.
Theron hovered over her, a length of fabric in his hands. His eyes roamed over her as her pulse thrummed in her ears. She fought to catch her breath. 
“You’re like a child with their first taste of wild magic. You can’t really control it, can you? Not just your visions, but any of your fairy magic?”
She didn’t answer, turning her face away. He grabbed her wrists and bound them in front of her with a length of silk.
“Silk?” she asked, panting. “Really?” 
He sneered, jerking her upwards on the bed before tying it around one of the posts.
“Had you not been a vile traitor, I would have given you the pleasure of being bound. Now, this will suffice to keep you from running off or getting yourself injured.”
“And here I thought…I had a date with…the floor.”
“If you try anything in the night, you will. But given you just blasted through the full of your magic, I suspect I’ll get a decent sleep.”
He sat on the edge of the bed opposite her
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