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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​...

When Princess Nadia is told that she is to be married to Alpha Werewolf Damien Heartstone, she is very much against the idea. She knows nothing of the man other than the fact that he is a werewolf with little restraint. Rumor has it that he beheads the enemies that dare to challenge him. Territorial disputes are sometimes violent, but she had never heard of someone who reveled in it as much as he.

She is not left with a choice when the man appears in the castle an hour after her mother informs her of the marriage arrangement and she is whisked away immediately.

The last time she expects is to fall head over heel for the mysterious man who is nothing like the rumors had her believe. Damien is as kind as he is handsome and he is incredibly dashing. It is no hardship to fall for the man and she finds herself surrendering to him readily when her heat strikes unexpectedly.

Perhaps her future is not as bleak as she thought it would be.

The very next day, their party is attacked and her carriage is thrown off the cliff with her in it.

Anya dies and returns to the day she is informed of her marriage arrangement.

She must find a way to survive the ambush and save not just herself, but the man who she had given her heart to in the short time they are together.

...​​​​​​​​​​
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"Damien Heartstone, mother?" Anya cried. "You can't be serious."

"Language, darling," Nadia replied, not particularly surprised by her outburst if how she continued to sip her milk tea was anything to go by.

Of course she wasn't. She was a smart woman. One would have to be in order to hold her own in a court filled with self important men who thought themselves better than them. Nadia had raised Anya herself instead of entrusting her to the maids, as most royalties of high importance would do and had not had any other children besides. Traditionally, someone- something like Anya would be treated as simply a prize, nothing more than a bargaining chip to secure alliances between neighboring kingdoms. Pretty and treasured, but something to give away.

Anya had always known she would be married off to some strange Alpha with a ton of gold and, if she was lucky, enough concubines to keep him busy while she continued to do what she did; red, write, lounge, complain, and be generally beautiful - albeit a bit further from home than usual. Her mother had insisted on her complete education, however, uncommon for royals who weren't in line to inherit the throne. While she certainly found her tutoring in history, agriculture, economics, and sociology insightful and challenging, she had never understood how her mother seemed to be planning to leave the kingdom to her.

She saw now, how she did.

"Mother, Damien is a Werewolf," she said evenly. "An Alpha at that," she continued, trying her best to sound level headed and reasonable.

Nadia rolled her eyes, which was incredibly unbecoming of a queen, if one were to ask Anya's opinion on the matter. "Anya, you know as well as I do that the Heartstone boy is a very genial young man - if a little rough around the edges," she conceded and Anya snorted, but Nadia continued talking before she could snark. "And in possession of what is widely considered the most valuable land on our borders. You really don't want him mating someone from our neighboring kingdom and posing a threat later down the line."

"A threat to who?" she exclaimed. "Mother, I know you're blinded by love, but it's too much to miss this," she gestured at the cat ears atop her head and the long tail behind her. "There's no guarantee the officials will let either of us take the throne if this mating succeeds, and if it doesn't, I've got no hope of ever presiding this kingdom anyways, so he's certainly no threat to me!"

"You let your mother worry about the logistics of it all," Nadia responded coolly. "Paint it how you will, he's really our best shot at this, darling. Heartstone is strong, well-liked, well-known, and influential. The people love him already and darling, I love you, but you're not the most amicable of leaders, dear."

"I am extremely amicable," she gasped loudly, pretending to be insulted by the insinuation that she wasn't.

"Yes, dear. You are very loveable," Nadia soothed. "And I'm sure Heartstone will find you incredibly loveable as well."

"I don't care if Heartstone likes me," she sniffed, quickly coming to terms with her mother's betrayal, both of her hand in marriage and her trust in her likeability.

"He's going to be your mate," she said. "It would help you didn't despise one another. You're going to bear his children one day."

"Child," she corrected stiffly. "Technically, he only needs one," she said. "And if we're lucky, we only need to do it once and then he can go back with his whores to keep him happy."

"Heartstone has no concubines, I've heard," Nadia replied, as if it wasn't something that she had her people research extensively. She couldn't argue with her decision to only have one child because that was exactly what Nadia did. "He's very loyal," she continued.

"He's a virgin?" she lamented.

"Like you'd know the difference," Nadia muttered into her teacup and her gasp was warranted then. After all, she was the one who had hired all those tutors for her so that she wouldn't be taken by surprise on her matrimony night. She had been thoroughly educated on the matter, thank you very much. "Oh hush now, I'm sure you'll find him very capable, darling," she replied, smiling too deviously for her liking.

"How would you know?" she asked, not sure if she would like the answer.

"He'll be collecting you in about an hour, so you might want to get ready," Nadia told her instead of answering.

"An hour!" she exclaimed ineffectually because her own mother was sending her off to go meet with her intended and she was still in her pajamas.

"You'll only be staying with him for a few days, darling. A courtesy visit," her mother smirked and she didn't like that she thought she was looking like a cat that got the canary. "Your maids have been informed of this so all of your clothes have already been packed. And yes, before you ask, we have been planning this for a while. I choose to tell you only now because I couldn't have you try and run away on me with that ever-eager young guard of yours," she explained, leveling her with a glance that made her feel like she was ten and had just kicked a visiting prince for staring at her too long.

"I would never!" Her voice sounded too high even to herself and she wrote off that lie as a loss. There was no point anyways. She couldn't plan an escape in an hour. Unless...

"I've stationed guards outside your windows," Nadia said. "Now hurry on and make yourself presentable," she said with that same smile that made so many hapless men fall for her and think that she was some harmless woman who could be taken advantage of.

Anya knew her mother and knew better than to trust that smile.

"Hurry, darling. Your future awaits," she said.
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"Your future awaits," she mimicked her mother's words in a mocking voice as she sat stiffly on the edge of her bed. The maids had been ready for her when  she returned to her room. Traitors, the lot of them.

She had been ready for about twenty minutes now, having soaked in rose-scented water until her fingers pruned and then dressed in her favorite blue ensemble. The dress was not as heavy or complicated as the rest of her outfits and she understood that her maids had packed for her clothing of similar nature in case Heartstone did not have maids ready to help her with her outfits. The long train of the dress helped hide her long tail from view. The sight of it normally makes others respond oddly and they stop taking her seriously.

"Do you need us for anything else, princess?"

She shook her head and dismissed all of her maids. Alone she sat, curing her mother and trying to piece together what little she knew of Heartstone while she waited. The man should be there at any moment, but she wasn't inclined to go downstairs and wait for him.

A knock sounded at her door just as she was laying down to rest her head on the pillow and she counted to five before calling for the person outside to enter.

A maid scurried in, bowing her head slightly as she informed Anya that she was required downstairs.

She dragged her feet as much as she dared and by the time she finally sauntered into the reception room, it felt like an eternity had passed. She spotted her parents standing further in the room with who much be Heartstone and his men.

The room spun and she had just enough time to drop down into the nearest armchair before squeezing her eyes shut.

Oh no.

When she felt her balance return and she could trust herself to open her eyes without falling out of her seat, she was met with the sight of a young man on one knee on the marble floor at her feet. He was broad, strong and despite his position, she could tell that he was tall- much taller than her, although that wasn't a difficult feat by any means. His scent gave away the power that he held and she wished someone had warned her how good he would smell.

Werewolves, in general, frightened her. They were, after all, one of a cat's natural predators. Despite the fast thrumming in her heart, she found herself completely lost in his scent. Coffee and dark chocolate, the expensive sort that they had to barter with gold to get from overseas. He smelled deep and strong and she wanted to drown in it.

Oh no.

The dark-haired man was gazing at her with concern now and she thought she should probably say something, but her tongue was stuck to the roof of her mouth as his brilliant green gaze held her own.

"Anya, darling!" Her mother's voice cut through the thoughts in her head. "Are you alright?"

She tore her eyes from the handsome alpha werewolf to look at her fretting mother, who had a hand on her cheek and a frown marring her otherwise perfect face.

"Perhaps I shouldn't have sprung this on you so suddenly," her mother said in a rare moment of guilt.

"Des this happen often?" the man knelt by her feet asked and she felt his rich baritone voice wash over her before she turned back to the man, only to spot the identifying facial scar that went from side of his cheek up disappearing into his hairline.

Ah. This was the man that she was supposed to be marrying.

"No," she grit out, suddenly annoyed. "No need to fret over damaged goods, Mr. Heartstone. I am perfectly healthy," she said, pushing herself off the armchair to stand between her parents.

"Anya," her father admonished.

Her ears folded back at the tone and her father softened immediately.

Before he could say anything, however, Damien Heartstone interrupted with a, "I apologize, but we must really be making our way soon. The weather is turning and we wouldn't be able to make the trip in a storm."

Her mother looked suddenly reluctant to be parted with her and she felt a sense of vindictive joy at their expressions before deciding that she didn't want her last moments with her parents to be marked by bitterness.

"Goodbye mother, father," she said. "I'll see you both again very soon," she assured them.

"Not too soon," her mother warned, not putting it past her to plan shenanigan.

She rolled her eyes. "I'll be good, mother," she said.

"Perhaps you could come with us next time," Heartstone suggested.

Her parents embraced her together, managing to make the three-way hug somewhat elegant due to years of practice. They walked her to the carriage, guards flanking either sides of them and the Heartstones trailing behind them.

She stood at the doorway and bit the inside of her cheek against the cold as she thought of her cloak with her fur-lined leather gloves tucked into the pockets left in her room upstairs. It would ruin the dramatic exit to have someone go back for them now. Maybe she could just freeze and call it a day. As she considered death by hypothermia, a comfortable weight settled on her shoulders and hugged her from all sides, the heft of the cloak taking her so much by surprise that she stumbled forward a little before managing to get her footing back.

Heartstone had, at some point, made his way beside her. He gestured towards the carriage waiting on the cobblestone path leading past the front door.

"After you, your highness," he said, perfectly polite.

She walked down the steps and concentrated on not tripping over the edge of the oversized cloak that pooled around her as she moved. A young man opened the carriage door for her as she reached it and she settled in comfortably, the seats plush and soft to the touch.

The door closed behind her, much to her surprise. She saw her husband-to-be pull an identical black cloak from one of the trunks on the back of the carriage before mounting a black seed with a smooth jump that would have anyone jealous before they were off.

She told herself that she wasn't disappointed that he hadn't gotten on the carriage with her, but if she pulled the cloak up to bury her nose in the scent, there was no one to judge her.
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Carriage rides were insurmountably dull. There was simply nothing to do. If she had known that she would be riding in a carriage instead of travelling on horseback, she would have brought her embroidery with her. All knocking and kicking from road would have made stabbing the patterns into her handkerchief difficult, but it was still better than the sheer nothingness that was staring at her.

Usually, Heather would be there to entertain her on long carriage rides. She was the daughter of one of her father's closest friends, a Duke of some sort and her oldest confidant and partner in crime. She was a cat shifter as well, but unlike her, she did not have the features that placed her apart from everyone else.

Perhaps that was what made it easier for her to fall in love and get married.

Her mate was a nice enough young man, a Lord of good breeding and coffers more than full to indulge in her every whim (not that her dowry was lacking to begin with). He adored her and she him, though Anya was still bitter that her best friend had settled into her married life and abandoned her so readily.

She casted a glance through the window on her left to where the man she was supposed to marry was riding alongside the carriage, close enough to be reached if she needed something, but too far to have any sort of conversation even if she were to open the window and allow the cold air to enter the carriage. It wasn't like she had anything she wanted to talk to him about.

Their interaction had been so short at the castle. She only managed a quick glance at him before he declared that they would be leaving. Was the weather really that awful? She glanced up at the skies beyond the imposing figure and frowned. The skies were dark, storm clouds hovering threateningly overhead. It did look like a storm was coming. Why then, would they not have stayed in the castle and waited the storm to pass before they travelled again?

The more she thought about it, the more her worries escalated until she decided it was best to get it all out of the way. She should just ask the man.

Heartstone turned as soon as she knocked loudly on the carriage window, almost as if he had been anticipating her needing his attention.

She waited for him to trot within earshot before sliding the window down and was instantly assaulted by a wave of cold that pushed back the cloak she had wrapped around herself, sending her hair in disarray. She huffed and decided that she could always redo her hair later.

"How can I help you, your highness?" he asked politely.

She narrowed her eyes at him. "Stop calling me that," she said. It was an appropriate title, but hardly one that was suited for a man who was looking to marry her.

"How should I address you then?" he asked, the corners of his eyes wrinkling slightly in amusement.

"Anya," she said. She never cared much for formalities.

He was smiling broadly now, white teeth flashing brightly at her. She didn't know whether she wanted to punch that smile off his face or suffocate him with her own lips on his.

"I'm bored," she blurted, the original purpose of starting the conversation with him all but forgotten now.

"I could find you a book from the trunks," he offered, eyes facing forward again as he spoke. Objectively, she knew that he had to guide his horse and look where they were going, but a small part of her was annoyed that he wasn't giving her his full attention.

"I didn't pack any books," she replied, not knowing whether that was true or not since she hadn't packed a single trunk in her life.

"I did," Heartstone replied without missing a beat, smiling slightly again as he threw a quick glance in her direction. The corners of his eyes were lifted in amusement. He looked annoyingly pleased with himself.

"I get sick when I read in moving carriages," she responded. She wasn't just being contrary on purpose. She did get sick if she read in moving carriages. She got sick when she read in non-moving carriages as well. It took her parents and her educators a long time to figure out that her sight was not the same as a regular human's. A lot of colors were lost to her and she did not see the world in the same way they did.

Heartstone merely nodded and she sniffed at his lack of rebuttal. She had expected him to call her a liar, but then again, he was too much of a gentleman to do anything of the sort. There was also the reality that they were to be married, if they find each other compactible enough.

A white handkerchief appeared in her view suddenly and she took it automatically, as she did most things that were offered to her. She frowned at the familiarity of the handkerchief before realizing that it was her own, her name embroidered in the corner of the ivory cotton. It smell of Heartstone as well, but underneath that was her own unmistakable scent. Had he stolen her handkerchief? If so, when?

Alarmed, she whipped her head to stare at the man in question, still trotting calmy next to the carriage. Weren't they in a rush? Shouldn't they be moving at a faster rate than this?
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