
The Stand-In Consort

He vowed in his sister’s place, but fate bound him for real.
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The story of a crown seldom begins with gold.
More often, it begins with ash.
Ebonspire was already trembling the night Seraphine Varrow vanished. The High Council had gathered, the Oathfire was lit, and the Iron King awaited his bride. But the throne room’s silence broke not with vows, but with absence. The bride had fled.

In that instant, a kingdom nearly fell.

For the Varrow family, disgrace meant ruin. For the Crown, betrayal meant weakness. For the people, it meant blood in the streets before the marriage veil even fell to the floor. And so a choice was forced—swift, brutal, without mercy.

Elias Varrow, sharp-tongued, reluctant, furious, stepped forward.

Mockery was his shield. He laughed at the absurdity, jeered at the priests, called himself the worst bride Theralis had ever seen. But when he pulled the veil across his face and stood before the Oathfire, no laughter answered. What should have been scandal became binding. A false vow became iron law.

Thus began a marriage built on deception.

Elias entered the palace not as a queen, not even as a consort in truth, but as a stand-in—a mask meant to preserve appearances. He carried no loyalty in his hands, only resentment. He brought no promises in his heart, only thorns. His only intention was survival: endure long enough to protect his sister’s secret, his family’s name, and perhaps his own pride.

But the Iron King was not a man to be endured lightly.

Aldric bore the weight of a fractured crown, a rebellion fed by hunger, and a council already sharpening knives. He had no patience for jesters in silk, no tolerance for a Varrow bride turned Varrow consort by mockery. Yet what burned between them was not dismissal—it was recognition. For where Aldric carried iron, Elias carried fire, and together they sparked something that refused to smother.

Enemies at first breath, they collided in council chambers, in torchlit gardens, on battlefields where stone fell and steel screamed. Their words were blades; their silences, sieges. Yet between the fractures of duty and desire, a different bond began to grow—unwanted, forbidden, undeniable.

This is not the story of a perfect coronation. It is not the tale of a kingdom blessed by gods or priests. It is the chronicle of ruin, rebuilt not by altars but by vows shouted in the smoke.

It is the story of a consort who was never meant to wear a crown, and a king who chose him anyway.

A marriage of mockery.
A vow forged in ash.
A crown, held by two hands.
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Chapter 1: Runaway, Stand-In, Crown
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The bells tolled for a wedding that had no bride.

From the balconies of Ebonspire Hall, nobles leaned like carrion crows, whispering into jeweled hands. The banners of House Thorne hung heavy in the torchlight, crimson silk embroidered with thorns of black. The air reeked of incense and expectation, sweetened by the knowledge that history was about to be made—or ruined.

At the foot of the aisle, King Aldric Thorne stood as a statue carved of iron. His crown caught the firelight like a blade. His expression did not flicker, but the silence stretched with every toll of the bells.

The bride did not come.

Where is she? Elias Varrow thought, half-hidden behind a velvet curtain at the edge of the hall. His sister, Seraphine, was meant to walk this aisle. She was meant to kneel, to kiss, to bind her fate to a king she had never loved. And yet—her chamber was empty. Her gown discarded like a shed skin.

“She’s gone,” Finnian hissed beside him, wide-eyed as a rabbit. The boy’s voice cracked with terror. “The princess—your sister—she’s—”

“Run away? Yes, I gathered.” Elias’s tone was dry enough to parch the roses embroidered on his sleeves. “Do stop stating the obvious. It’s exhausting.”

“But the guards, the nobles—they’ll kill us. The King—”

“The King will not kill us,” Elias murmured, pressing fingers against his temple. “He will kill me.”

As if summoned, the Master of Ceremonies appeared, face slick with sweat. His jeweled collar quivered as he bent close.

“Lord Varrow,” he whispered, frantic. “The bride—your sister—she is nowhere. The King demands—”

“I noticed.” Elias’s voice could have sliced parchment.

“You must stand in.”

Elias blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“Stand in,” the man croaked again, as if the words themselves strangled him. “For the vow, for the blood-binding. If the King is shamed before the court, the Council will call him unfit, the throne unstable. Your house will be the scapegoat. They’ll hang your father, burn your lands—”

“And their brilliant solution,” Elias said, voice rising with incredulity, “is to put me in her dress?”

The Master’s hands fluttered. “The vow requires a Varrow. Any Varrow. And you—”

“I am not precisely bride-shaped.” Elias folded his arms, the very picture of obstinacy.

“Silk can hide many things,” the man snapped, then dropped his voice again. “And if you refuse, your family dies.”

Silk could not hide the taste of iron creeping into Elias’s mouth. He glanced at the altar, where King Aldric still stood unmoving, his gaze fixed on the empty aisle. The weight of the hall bore down like stone. Nobles whispered. Swords clinked against armor as guards shifted.

A runaway bride meant insult. Insult meant weakness. Weakness meant blood.

“Fine,” Elias said, though the word scraped his throat raw. “Fetch me the cursed gown.”

The gown was a masterpiece of gold-thread embroidery, pearls stitched like stars across the bodice. It was also—Elias discovered—a personal hell.

The corset squeezed the breath from him. The skirts threatened to devour his legs whole. He muttered curses while Finnian tugged at the laces with all the delicacy of a butcher.

“You look... radiant,” Finnian offered weakly.

“I look like a goose stuffed for roasting.” Elias adjusted the veil, glaring at his reflection in the polished mirror. “And if anyone laughs, I will personally poison the wine.”

“You... you can’t—”

“Watch me.”

The great doors opened. The organ groaned. The whispering swelled into a wave of disbelief.

A gasp rippled through the court as Elias Varrow—six feet of scowling sarcasm wrapped in silk—stepped into the aisle. Every jeweled head turned. Fans snapped open to hide smirks.

“Is that—?”
“The brother—”
“Gods preserve us—”
He kept his chin high, every step deliberate. If he was to be mocked, he would be mocked with dignity.

At the altar, King Aldric’s gaze snapped to him, sharp as a drawn sword. For a heartbeat, the hall held its breath.

Elias stopped before him, veil trembling in the draft. “Your Majesty,” he murmured, voice pitched just loud enough for the nearest courtiers to hear, “do try not to look so disappointed. I assure you, I am nearly as charming as my sister.”

The King’s jaw tightened. His eyes—gray, like winter iron—raked Elias up and down. “This is your doing?”

“Oh no,” Elias said brightly. “I’m merely the replacement prop. Do forgive the lack of curves.”

A ripple of scandalized laughter shivered through the hall.

“Enough.” Aldric’s voice silenced the whispers at once. He reached for Elias’s hand, the gesture sharp, as though claiming a weapon rather than a spouse. “The vow begins.”

The ceremony blurred into ritual words, into the cadence of prayers Elias barely remembered. He repeated the vows in a voice cool with mockery, though his hands shook beneath the veil.

To bind in loyalty, though not in love.
To share the crown, though not the heart.
To stand together, though the world whispers apart.
When the chalice was passed, Elias drank the bitter wine laced with iron. His tongue recoiled at the taste, metallic and cruel. He saw the same flicker in Aldric’s eyes as the King drank after him.

The blood-binding sealed. The vow unbreakable.

A cheer—uneasy, strained—rose from the court.

At last it was done. The hall rang with hollow applause. Elias let the veil fall back, meeting the sea of hostile eyes with a smirk sharp enough to cut silk.

He was no bride. No queen. He was a scapegoat wrapped in satin, a shield of flesh against the shame of a runaway.

And the King—his new husband, his new enemy—held his hand in iron grip, expression carved from stone.

“He wore duty like ill-fitting silk—” Elias thought bitterly, “—and everybody saw the seams.”
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​Chapter 2: A King with No Patience
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The applause died as soon as the doors of the Hall of Mirrors closed, swallowed by velvet and stone. A hush fell, taut as a bowstring. Guards in black livery formed a line along the corridor, faces expressionless, spears casting long shadows that cut Elias into slivers as he walked.

King Aldric did not slow, did not look back, did not loosen his hold. His fingers were steel around Elias’s wrist. The crown did not so much rest on the King’s head as anchor him to gravity.

“Your Majesty,” Elias said, breathless because the corset refused to negotiate, “if you drag me at this speed another ten steps, people will think you’re eager to get me alone.”

“Let them think,” Aldric said. “The court survives on rumor and dies by it. Select your poison.”

“I’d rather not drink either,” Elias replied. “The wine tasted of cutlery already.”

They reached a pair of doors guarded by two knights whose armor wearied the torchlight. One knight unbarred the doors and swung them open to reveal a smaller chamber—if a room with a ceiling painted in lapis and gold and a fireplace big enough to roast a boar could be called small. Night lay beyond the window like a bruise on the city. A clock ticked with the sanctimony of a priest.

Aldric released Elias. The ache in Elias’s wrist flared back to life, impertinent.

There were only three other people inside: the Master of Ceremonies—the same man who had suggested silk could conceal reality—now pale and sweating; a woman in a charcoal gown with a quill behind one ear, who bowed without scuffing a single hem; and a soldier whose scars had learned to keep their own counsel.

“Majesty,” the woman said, voice crisp. “I am Chancellor Maren. The Council has convened itself informally, as Councils will in times of scandal. Western dukes already whisper the word illegitimate.”

“That word applies to heirs,” Elias said. “Not to vows.”

“It applies to anything the Council wants it to apply to,” Aldric replied, never taking his eyes off him. He gestured to the soldier. “Captain Roan. See that the gates are doubled and the barracks roused. No one enters or leaves the palace tonight without my seal.”

The captain saluted. His gaze cut, brief and measuring, to Elias—nothing hostile, only habit, the way one catalogues the dagger and the hand holding it—then he departed.

Chancellor Maren placed a scroll on the table. “There’s also Lord Malrick’s message. He sends congratulations with a bouquet of condolences.”

“How tasteful,” Elias muttered.

Aldric broke the seal, read, and handed the scroll to Maren with a flick that might have beheaded a less agile piece of parchment. “He offers troops to ‘secure the streets’ and stave off any unrest caused by... novelty.” The word dripped disdain. “He wants to parade his banners through my capital.”

“Decline?” Maren suggested.

“Delay,” Aldric said. “Malrick tries to lead where I am forced to follow. He will scent blood. Let him wait at the gate like a dog with a bone.”

“Very poetic,” Elias said. “Shall I stand by the window and ensure the public sees a silhouette of domestic bliss while you practice metaphors?”

Aldric turned to him at last, the full weight of his gaze settling like armor. “We will discuss your sister.”

“We could discuss the weather,” Elias countered. “Less treasonous. Colder than your smile, warmer than your welcome.”

“Elias Varrow.” Aldric’s use of his name landed like a decree. “Where is she?”

“If I knew, I would be lacing her into this contraption and enjoying a very different evening.” He plucked at the bodice. “Perhaps with better air.”

The King crossed the floor without sound, which Elias both admired and resented. Aldric’s presence was an architecture of control: the way he filled a room without speaking, the way silence bent its knee to him. He stopped close enough that Elias could count the darker flecks in his gray eyes. They were not soft eyes, nor cruel, exactly. They were eyes that understood cost.

“I accepted you,” Aldric said, each syllable measured, “to prevent civil breakdown within the hour. Not out of kindness. Not out of desire. Out of necessity.”

“Your Majesty,” Elias said with a bright, spare smile that tasted of knives, “I married for love. Of course.”

“I require your compliance.”

“You have my performance,” Elias said lightly. “Smiles, veils, appropriate bowing, and the occasional hand placed decorously on your arm at banquets. I might even laugh at your jokes if you ever dare tell one.”

A muscle moved in Aldric’s cheek. “The Council will try to corner you. They will try to corner me with you. Do not improvise.”

“Improvisation saved your life at the banquet table,” Elias said. “Or did we forget the wine with the bouquet of murder?”

Maren made a sound that might have been a smothered laugh, or a cough. Aldric’s head tilted a fraction, as if he’d found a hairline crack in the stone and was listening to the wind through it.

“You have wit,” he said. “Do not mistake it for power.”

“On the contrary,” Elias replied. “Wit is merely a sharper blade with less blood to clean.”

Silence settled, measured by the clock’s rebuke. The Master of Ceremonies shifted, decided to perform his purpose. “Majesty, there is also the matter of the... the presentation.”

“What presentation?” Elias asked, suspicious of the word in any context that included him.

“The Consort’s procession through the Garden of Vows at dawn,” the Master said miserably. “Tradition dictates the new consort greets the court and receives offerings.”

“And if the consort happens to be—” Elias gestured vaguely at his entire silk-swathed person.

“Tradition dictates,” Aldric repeated, as if that explained every kind of madness. “We will give them a spectacle that leaves them too confused to decide which insult to choose.”

“Oh splendid,” Elias said. “I do love mornings flavored with humiliation and botany.”

“You will retire to the Consort’s Wing,” Aldric went on, with that same inexorable tone. “A seamstress will alter your wardrobe before dawn. Maren, arrange for two guards at the door and one physician inside. If any ill-wisher plans a greeting, I would prefer we avoid a corpse on the first day.”

“I appreciate the thoughtfulness,” Elias said. “It’s always been a dream of mine not to be stabbed before breakfast.”

Aldric stepped closer again, too close, as if the room had narrowed and the air with it. “And one more thing. You will not seek your sister without my sanction.”

“Pardon?” The word slipped out colder than Elias intended. Seraphine’s absence sat like a stone where he kept his lungs.

“You are now a part of the Crown’s machinery,” Aldric said. “If you run off half-cocked—”

“I have never run off half anything,” Elias snapped. “Full-cocked. And only when the gun is mine.”

“—you will give Malrick a story he can sell to the countryside: ‘A faithless family foisted a man onto the throne and now seeks to undo the vow.’ He will make a sermon of your scandal, Elias. The city will chant it by midday.”

Elias bit back a dozen wrong answers—the kind that tasted good now and burned later. He had not chosen this; choice had chosen against him. But the gall of being told he could not even look for the person whose sin had dressed him in pearls...

“My sister is my concern,” he said, steady as glass just before shattering.

“She is our concern,” Aldric answered. “The moment you drank from the chalice, you ceased to be only your family’s.”

“I didn’t drink,” Elias said sweetly. “I gargled.”

Maren’s quill scratched something that might have been ‘dangerous’ underlined twice.

Aldric’s gaze briefly—barely—flicked to Elias’s mouth. It was fast enough that Elias could pretend he imagined it. He did not. Heat shivered somewhere foolish.

“Chancellor,” Aldric said, voice smooth. “Inform the kitchens we dine privately. I would not feed the court any more crumbs than necessary tonight.”

Maren bowed and left, towing the Master of Ceremonies like a leaking barge. The doors sighed shut. Night pressed its face to the windows, curious.

“Are you always like this?” Elias asked into the quiet. “All iron and decrees? Do you ever breathe?”

Aldric set the crown on the table with care, as one sets down a blade after battlefield use. For an instant, the lines of fatigue around his mouth etched deeper; humanity cracked the marble.

“Breathing is a privilege afforded to men with fewer enemies,” he said.

“And fewer husbands,” Elias supplied.

That earned him a ghost of something not entirely hostile. Not a smile. A reduction of severity.

“Sit,” Aldric said, gesturing to the hearth. “You’re pale.”

“I am laced, not pale,” Elias said, but he let himself sink onto the velvet chair. Heat lapped at his shins. The corset pinched his ribs like a jealous aunt.

Aldric poured water from a crystal carafe—no wine; perhaps the memory of poison lingered for him, too—and handed Elias a glass. Their fingers did not touch, but the absence of touch felt theatrical.

“Thank you,” Elias said cautiously.

“You did not fall,” Aldric observed. “Down the aisle.”

“I have excellent balance,” Elias said. “It’s the only thing stopping me from throwing myself into the ornamental koi pond and ending this as a farce rather than a tragedy.”

“You are not a farce,” Aldric said, too quickly. A sizzle of honesty ran through the room.

Elias studied him. The King studied the flames. They had both lost something in the last hour: a sister, a bride; an illusion, a plan. What remained, unasked for, was an arrangement.

“What do you want from me,” Elias asked at last, “beyond obedience and technique with cutlery?”

Aldric did not answer immediately. He seemed to inventory answers, discard them. “I want,” he said slowly, “to step into the Council chamber tomorrow and force them to swallow whatever phrases they rehearsed tonight. I want your performance to be so brilliant they cannot decide whether to laugh or kneel.”

“Ah,” Elias said. “So you want a weapon.”

“I want a partner,” Aldric corrected, and the word startled them both. He didn’t flinch from it. “In public. In private, I expect you will call me names under your breath and threaten to poison my tea.”

“I would never poison tea,” Elias said, wounded. “Coffee, perhaps.”

Something warmed the iron of Aldric’s gaze. “In return, you will have the resources to search for Seraphine—quietly. With my sanction. But you do not move alone.”

Elias exhaled, a concession that scared his pride. “Agreed. On one condition.”

“Name it.”

“Two, actually.”

Aldric’s brows inclined. He looked almost entertained. “You negotiate like a merchant.”

“First,” Elias said, lifting one finger, “I want Finnian retained as my attendant. He knows my... particularities.”

“The court will call him a peasant and call you tasteless.”

“Then perhaps the court can learn the name of my taste.”

“Very well,” Aldric said. “Finnian stays.”

“Second.” Elias held the King’s gaze. “You stop looking at me like a crime scene.”

Aldric’s mouth made the smallest movement, a tick that might become a smile if he ever starved himself into it. “You attacked the altar in a gown.”

“I arrived at the altar in a gown,” Elias corrected. “The attack started when I was born into the wrong sex for someone else’s story.”

For a heartbeat, Aldric looked at him without the crown, without the country, without the court. A man looking at a man. Then the armor returned, as it must.

“Very well,” he said. “I will attempt less indictment in my eyes.”

“Attempt?” Elias echoed.

“Attempt,” Aldric repeated, and there was a fragile truce in the word.

The door opened just enough for Finnian to pop inside like a cork. He clutched a bundle of soft fabrics that might be nightclothes or surrender flags. “Pardon! I was told to bring the— Oh. Your Majesties.” He bowed so fast he nearly head-butted the floor. “Should I—leave? Stay? Die?”

“Stay,” Elias said. “But don’t die. We’re short on competence.”

Finnian’s eyes flicked from Elias to Aldric, then to the hearth, then back. “I brought something for—uh—breathing.” He produced a small knife. “For... laces.” He whispered the last word as if summoning demons.

Aldric’s glance was murderous enough to fell a boar. “You intend to undress the Consort in the royal study?”

“He intends to save me from decorative strangulation,” Elias said, taking the knife and slipping it beneath the corset’s prison bars. The first cut was bliss and treason. He inhaled like a drowning man stealing a breath between waves. “If I faint at dawn, we’ll lose the news cycle to comedy.”

Finnian beamed, proud to be useful. “Also, the Consort Wing is ready. The bed has more pillows than sense.”

“Excellent,” Elias said. “I need fortifications.”

Aldric rose. The conversation had shifted, tilted, found footing. “Captain Roan will escort you,” he said. “We begin at dawn. Try to sleep.”

“Try to breathe,” Elias countered.

The King reclaimed his crown. The moment it touched his head, the room remembered who he was—who he had to be. He hesitated, as if something unsaid forced him, briefly, to taste it and regret the flavor.

“Elias,” he said.

“Yes?”

Aldric look was unreadable, a page burned just enough to blur words. “Do not mistake my urgency for cruelty.”

“Consider it a standing confusion,” Elias said lightly, covering the odd, small ache the sentence left. “I’ll work on it.”

Finnian opened the door. Cold air from the corridor licked Elias’s gown. He paused on the threshold and glanced back.

Aldric had already turned toward the map spread on the table, toward the red-inked borders and the scraps of sealed letters that would determine tomorrow. He was a silhouette cut by firelight: shoulders, duty, solitude.

Elias made himself smile like a man who enjoyed the joke he was inside. Then he left.

In the corridor, Finnian bobbed alongside, whispering like a kettle. “He’s terrifying,” the boy breathed. “But he gave you water. That’s practically romance.”

“I’ve had more romance from a potted fern,” Elias said. “But yes. The water was... civilized.”

Guards fell in behind. Tapestries watched. Somewhere, out in Ebonspire, bells began again—later, slower, as if rethinking.

“Do you think he hates you?” Finnian asked, innocent malice of youth on his tongue.

Elias considered the memory of iron eyes, the absence of smile, the courtesy served like a sentence, the mercy poured like water.

“He hates the problem I am,” Elias said. “He may yet decide I’m a solution.”

“And if he doesn’t?” Finnian whispered.

Elias lifted his chin. The silk scratched his throat, a reminder and a vow. He could feel the memory of the hall—the whispers, the veils, the vows—clinging like smoke to his hair.

“If looks could be executions,” he said, dry as drought, “he died ten times.”
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​Chapter 3: The Vows They Didn’t Mean


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The Garden of Vows had been designed for beauty, not honesty.

Dawn painted the marble colonnades in gold, and roses climbed the trellises like conspirators, their blooms crimson enough to be mistaken for wounds. Nobles filled the amphitheater carved into the palace gardens, their silks fluttering like banners in the morning breeze. Harps trembled, choirs murmured.

At the center, before an altar carved with the sigil of thorns and flame, Elias stood in the ceremonial white of a consort—looser than the gown of yesterday, but still choking with embroidery and expectations. Beside him stood King Aldric, every inch iron and order.

The ceremony of public vows could not be postponed. To do so would have been to admit weakness. And weakness, Elias had already learned, was currency more dangerous than gold.

The Master of Ceremonies, sweat glistening on his brow, unrolled a scroll long enough to strangle an ox. His voice rang out, brittle with duty.

“In the sight of the Dawnfather, in the presence of the court and crown, let the vows be spoken.”

The crowd leaned forward, hungry.

Aldric’s eyes flicked to Elias, brief, a blade testing its balance. Elias arched one brow under his veil and thought, Well, if we must bleed, let’s bleed theatrically.

The Master cleared his throat. “Do you, King Aldric Thorne of House Thorne, swear to cherish, to protect, to uphold your consort as you do your realm?”

The script was older than most of the marble. The expected answer: I swear.

But Aldric, in a voice cold as iron quenched, said: “I swear—to protect him as I protect my throne: with vigilance, suspicion, and the steel of my will.”

A rustle swept through the crowd. Fans snapped open. Someone coughed laughter into a jeweled sleeve.

Elias smiled sweetly, venom tucked behind his teeth. “How romantic,” he murmured. “I do love being equated with border patrol.”

The Master’s hands shook as he shifted to the next line. “Do you, Elias Varrow of House Varrow, swear to honor, to obey, and to serve the King as consort of Theralis?”

The script demanded I swear.

Elias inhaled, savoring the weight of hundreds of eyes. He let silence stretch, the way one lets wine breathe. Then he said, clearly: “I swear—to obey when wisdom demands it, to serve when my tongue fails me, and to honor His Majesty by surviving his temper.”

Laughter broke this time, sharp and scandalized. The courtiers were vultures, and Elias had thrown them a feast.

Aldric’s jaw flexed, but he did not interrupt. He only looked at Elias as if calculating the exact number of bones required to break a man without killing him.

The Master tried again, voice wobbling. “Let the consort place his hand upon the flame of Oathfire, and let the King join him, that the vow may be sealed.”

A brazier stood before them, its fire pale gold. The heat shimmered, alive with something more than wood. Oathfire, said to
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