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Prologue
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Bellavierre, Winter 1514

Snow pressed against the castle walls, muting the world beyond Bellavierre’s iron gates. The cold winds of winter rattled the shutters of the east chamber, where three boys sat under the watchful eye of their tutors. The warmth of a roaring fire in the east chamber did little to soften the tension. 

Luis, the eldest at twelve, bent studiously over a parchment of Latin translations. He tended to carry himself with the stiff composure that was expected of someone who held his title – grand duke. Beside him, his brother born of the same mother and father, Jarrod hunched with restless energy, his smirk betraying the arrogance of a boy who, though only a bastard, never forgot he had been born weeks before his royal half-brother. Maxwell, the youngest of the trio and the only prince among them, shifted in his chair, his quill pausing as if he already sensed change was in the air.

Their lesson ended abruptly with the arrival of a steward. “Pardon the interruption. His Majesty summons the prince and the dukes to his study.”

Mister Bradford, one of the tutors, solemnly nodded his head. “Very well. Off you go, young sirs. You do not want to keep your father waiting.” He bowed his head with respect for their stations as the boys hurriedly stood to be led from the chamber by the steward and a retinue of guards.

The boys exchanged glances—Luis wary, Jarrod defiant, Maxwell quietly uncertain—as they followed the man through the castle’s echoing corridors.

“What have you done this time, Jarrod?” Luis hissed.

The middle brother snickered. “You have falsely accused me, Luis de Guise. My hands have been clean all of this week. Perhaps, His Highness knows the reason for this summons.”

“The proper term is ‘His Royal Highness,’” Maxwell corrected his brother yet again. “And I do not know what reason Father could have for requesting our presence. I have done nothing to earn his ire. I am not the one amongst us who often forgets his place.”

Jarrod began to respond, but Luis intervened. “Now is not the time for your squabbles. Father’s study is up ahead. We shall know the reason soon enough.”

Jarrod shrugged his narrow shoulders to silently signal his agreement. His mother, Marietta, had chastised him thoroughly and reddened his bum after his most recent bout of misbehaving that took place during a visit from French dignitaries. 

“Our home in this castle, your station amongst court, it is all due to the generosity of the king. He owes us nothing, and if you do not correct your behavior, nothing is what we will have,” Marietta had warned her young son.

“Father would never forsake us,” Jarrod had arrogantly responded.

Marietta heavily sighed and shook her head. “He chooses to acknowledge you and Luis as his sons, but do not mistake that choice as anything less than generosity. He is the King of Bellavierre, and he has a prince to ascend upon his death. I am not his wife. My sons should mean nothing to him. You and your brother are fortunate, but you may not always be. The king can strip you of your titles and cast us out whenever he sees fit. You must remain in his good graces. Even then, it may not be enough. It is quite possible that the boy you know as a brother will displace us when he takes the throne.”

It was the first time Jarrod had had to truly contemplate his place. All of his life, he had been known as King Edvard’s second son. He was not a prince, but his father demanded that he be treated just as Maxwell was. His place had always felt certain until his mother reminded him that it was not. 

The heavy oaken doors of the king’s study loomed ahead, carved with the sigil of Bellavierre. Two guards pulled them open at the steward’s signal, and the boys stepped inside. The warmth of the chamber was a sharp contrast to the bitter chill of the corridors.

King Edvard Beckham II sat behind his desk, a map of the southern provinces unfurled before him, candlelight casting sharp angles across his face. His presence was enough to make even the boldest courtiers pause. The king’s black hair had begun to silver at the temples, but his posture was as commanding as ever, his eyes as piercing as a hawk’s.

The boys bowed low.

“Rise,” Edvard ordered, his voice deep and resolute. “We have matters of great importance to discuss.”

Maxwell straightened immediately, his small frame tense with anticipation. Luis followed with careful dignity. Jarrod rose last, attempting to mask his unease behind a faint smirk.

Edvard leaned back in his chair, fingers steepled. “I have secured a match for your sister.”

“Elizabeth?” Maxwell asked before he could stop himself.

The king’s eyes narrowed slightly, but he did not rebuke his son for the interruption. “Yes. She is to be wed, in time, to the heir of Ehrenfeld. She is but eight, yet the alliance is worth its weight in gold. Through her, Bellavierre will bind itself to a principality that stands as both shield and gatekeeper.”

Luis’s brow furrowed, but he remained silent. Jarrod shifted, tapping his fingers against his leg as if impatient for more. Maxwell kept his gaze fixed on his father, unsure if pride or fear should fill him.

“There is more,” Edvard continued, his gaze sweeping over his sons. “The prince of Ehrenfeld has a cousin. A girl of noble blood, Susan of Cleves. She will journey here with her family in the coming year. She is to be introduced at our court... and considered as a match for one of you.”

Silence pressed down upon the room.

Luis’s mind raced with the responsibility of it, though he suspected such matters would fall to his younger brothers. Jarrod’s smirk returned, faint but self-satisfied. His eyes flicked toward Maxwell as if the king’s words were already a contest between them. 

Edvard’s voice dropped, steady and deliberate. “I will decide her fate. And yours. Do not forget, every choice I make is for the good of Bellavierre.” His gaze lingered longest on Maxwell, the rightful heir, before flicking briefly to Jarrod as though to test his reaction.

Jarrod’s jaw tightened. Maxwell bowed his head, the weight of a future he barely understood settling over him like a chain. Luis, ever the cautious one, watched them both, already sensing that the arrival of Susan of Cleves would change more than any of them could yet imagine.

“We will happily follow your lead, Father,” Luis declared.

“Yes, I know you will,” Edvard murmured. 

He was teaching all of his sons to be brave, honest, and to know their role. Maxwell was the heir, but that did not mean that fate would not demand that Luis or even Jarrod step forward. It was not uncommon for a prince’s life to suddenly end due to illness or another ailment. 

Try as she might, his wife, Eleanor, had been unable to birth another boy who lived long enough for a crown to be placed upon his head. Maxwell was Edvard’s only prince, which was precisely why he had Luis and Jarrod ordained as dukes. They bore his mother’s surname, which denoted to all that they descended from royal lineage. If fate demanded it, Edvard would legitimize his bastard sons and secure the Beckham dynasty. That was his duty. That was their duty.

“Christmas shall be upon us soon,” Maxwell spoke. “Will Susan of Cleves visit us before then?”

Edvard shook his head. “No, she is slated to arrive in the spring. You shall have time to perfect your steps in dance. I have seen the way you stumble about when the flute sounds, Maxwell. She will not be impressed.”

Jarrod chuckled. “I am the better dancer, Father. I will likely be the better match for Susan as well.”

“Your confidence is expected, Jarrod,” Edvard said with a smirk. He was amused by Jarrod’s arrogance. It mirrored his own. “Be sure to mind your behavior during the young lady’s visit. Your mother tells me that she has addressed the last incident with you. Will you require a reminder?"

The king leveled a dark gaze upon his second son. Jarrod was mischievous and often behaved as if he were being raised in the country rather than in a palace. Edvard did not mind allowing his children to indulge in fun when it was appropriate. However, Jarrod often failed to temper his mischievousness when necessary. 

Jarrod gulped and quickly shook his head. “That will not be necessary.”

“Good, because I expect you to act as a gentleman while the young lady is present. All of you must do so. Am I understood?”

“Yes, sir,” the three boys chorused.

“Good.” Edvard’s voice rumbled like distant thunder. He leaned forward, resting his hands flat on the desk. “Then we are finished here. You may return to your studies. But remember, this family does not thrive on comfort. It thrives on vigilance. And you, my sons, must always be prepared for the weight of duty.”

The boys bowed again. Luis, as ever, moved with solemn dignity. Jarrod’s bow was quick, sharp, and tinged with defiance. Maxwell lingered a moment longer, his small frame stiff with the strain of wanting to please his father, before straightening to follow his brothers.

The steward opened the doors. Cold air swept in from the corridor as they stepped out, the flickering torchlight catching on their youthful faces.

“That was not so terrible,” Jarrod muttered, falling into step beside Maxwell. “A marriage, an alliance, and a girl from Cleves. It is all nothing we cannot manage.”

Luis shot him a warning look. “You would do well not to take Father’s words lightly. He spoke of duty, Jarrod. Duty is no game.”

Jarrod smirked. “Everything is a game, brother. One either wins or loses.” His eyes slid toward Maxwell. “And some of us are born with the pieces already stacked in our favor.”

Maxwell stiffened but said nothing. His mind was a storm of questions about Ehrenfeld, about Susan of Cleves, and about what it meant to be chosen for a girl he had never met. Most of all, about what his father’s expectations might cost him.

Behind them, the king’s voice carried faintly through the closing doors, speaking to an unseen advisor. Words of war, of alliances, of succession—concepts too vast for boys, yet already shaping their lives.

Luis drew in a slow breath, glancing at each of his brothers as they descended the corridor. In his heart, he knew the truth. Their paths had already begun to diverge. Maxwell bore the crown’s shadow, Jarrod the restless fire of resentment, and he himself the burden of loyalty.

“Father will do what is best for Bellavierre where Susan of Cleves is concerned,” Luis stated. “It is best that we not trouble ourselves with that worry. Come, let us return to our studies. Our mothers will have our heads if we fall behind.”

“That does seem to be the only thing they agree on,” Maxwell murmured.

It was no secret that Luis and Jarrod’s mother, Marietta, was Edvard’s mistress. She resided in an apartment in the king’s wing of the castle. She had her own staff and title as mulier regis – the king’s woman – which placed her above all other women at court. All except for Elizabeth, who was a princess, and Maxwell’s mother, the queen. 

~~*~~
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Bellavierre, Spring 1515

The thaw of spring loosened the frost from Bellavierre’s towers, replacing the bite of winter with the fragrance of damp earth and blooming gardens. The castle bustled with preparation, its servants polishing silver and unfurling fresh banners to welcome the distinguished guests from Cleves who arrived with a train of attendants, their German banners of red and black snapping against the soft blue of Bellavierre’s sky. The court gathered in the great hall to receive them. Nobles were dressed resplendently in silks and velvets, murmuring among themselves about what this all could mean.

At the far end of the hall, King Edvard sat upon his throne, his queen, Eleanor, in her customary place at his right. At his left, elevated but distinctly separate, stood Marietta, radiant in a gown of emerald velvet. Though no crown adorned her head, her place above the other court ladies was a reminder of her station as mulier regis.

Luis and Jarrod stood proudly near their mother, both boys dressed in fine doublets marked with the de Guise surname that their father had granted them. Maxwell, standing before the queen, looked smaller by comparison, though his princely attire carried the weight of legitimacy no title could bestow upon his half-brothers. Next to him, Elizabeth clutched her governess’s hand, wide-eyed at the spectacle, her auburn curls catching the morning light.

The herald’s voice rang out. “His Grace, Duke Heinrich of Cleves, Her Grace Lady Magdalene, and their daughter, Lady Susan.”

A hush swept the hall as the family entered. Susan, just shy of her eleventh year, walked carefully between her parents. Her pale blond hair was braided with ribbons of gold, her gown of silver-blue silk fashioned to display her family’s wealth. Even so young, she held herself with a quiet poise that drew the court’s attention.

Edvard rose, descending the dais with deliberate steps. His eyes flicked briefly to his sons before fixing on the girl who might one day be tied to one of them.

“Bellavierre welcomes you,” he declared, his deep voice carrying through the vaulted chamber. “Your journey was not too harsh, I hope?”

“We were met with fair weather,” Duke Heinrich replied in accented but steady English. “And we are honored to stand before Your Majesty.”

Edvard inclined his head and extended a hand toward Susan, who curtsied prettily. “This must be your daughter.”

“She is,” Lady Magdalene said warmly. “Susan is young still, but she has been raised to honor her house and to serve the bonds of marriage faithfully.”

Edvard’s lips curved faintly as his gaze swept back to his children. “Then she will fit well into Bellavierre, where duty is the highest virtue.”

Maxwell swallowed, his stomach twisting as Susan’s clear blue eyes briefly met his own. She looked at him only a moment, then shifted curiously toward Luis and Jarrod. Jarrod puffed his chest at once, flashing her the hint of a grin, while Luis bowed stiffly, every inch the dutiful son.

Duke Heinrich and Lady Magdalene exchanged a glance but said nothing. They had been warned of Edvard’s unusual household, of his insistence that his acknowledged bastards be raised nearly as princes. Still, their intentions were clear; their daughter would be best suited as a bride for the rightful heir, not for a duke whose claim rested on his father’s favor.

“Allow me to introduce you to my family,” Edvard stated as he offered a hand to the queen without glancing at her. “This is my wife, Eleanor, and our children, Maxwell and Elizabeth.”

Eleanor stepped forward with Maxwell and Elizabeth at her side. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

Heinrich, Magdalene, and Susan bowed to the queen before turning to the younger royals.

Edvard nodded with satisfaction and brightly grinned at Marietta, letting her know that it was time for her and their sons to be introduced.

“These are my other sons, Luis and Jarrod, and their mother, Lady Marietta.”

Marietta gripped the skirt of her gown and curtsied. “Welcome to Bellavierre, Your Graces.”

“Thank you...Lady Marietta.” Magdalene’s nose wrinkled as she lifted her chin, stiffly acknowledging the disgraceful woman.

“Come, let us dine,” Edvard urged while gesturing to the open doorway.

Susan’s governess ushered her toward the royal children. Elizabeth immediately smiled shyly at the girl. 

“I like your hair. It is very bright,” the young princess stated. “Would you like to see the gardens?”

“Elizabeth, she has only just arrived. Practice patience,” Maxwell instructed, sounding far older than his ten years of age. “Hello, Lady Susan. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“And I yours,” she murmured with a small grin. 

Jarrod stepped forward before Maxwell could say more, his grin broadening. “I am Jarrod de Guise. You may call me Jarrod. Everyone does.” He swept a short, playful bow that earned him a sharp look from Luis.

“And I am Luis,” his elder brother added, his tone steady, more formal. He inclined his head politely, his posture tall and rigid as though to compensate for Jarrod’s careless display.

Susan’s pale brows arched ever so slightly. “It is nice to meet you both.” Her gaze lingered on Jarrod’s mischievous smile for a moment before she returned her attention to Maxwell.

“Father says we may sit beside you at dinner,” Elizabeth chirped, tugging at Susan’s hand. “Afterward, I shall show you the rose gardens. They are just now beginning to bloom.”

Susan smiled, warmth breaking through her poised composure. “I would like that very much.”

The governess cleared her throat, urging the girls to follow as the procession made its way into the great dining chamber. The long tables were set with golden chargers and polished goblets, each glittering in the candlelight. Musicians played softly in the background, their lutes and viols weaving a tapestry of sound meant to soothe the tension threading the hall.

The nobles of Bellavierre watched keenly as the party entered. Some whispered their approval of Elizabeth’s betrothal to Ehrenfeld’s prince, while others speculated on the younger girl—Susan of Cleves—wondering aloud whether she would one day bind herself to Bellavierre’s prince or be thrown, as so many pawns were, into a different match altogether.

Seated at the head of the table, Edvard raised his goblet. “To alliances new and old,” he declared, his voice booming. “To bonds that shall strengthen our kingdom, and to the children who will carry our legacies forward.”

The toast was echoed throughout the chamber, though the German nobles drank more reservedly than the Bellavierians. Duke Heinrich cast a sidelong glance toward his daughter, then toward the king’s bastard sons. His jaw tightened ever so slightly, betraying his thoughts.

At the far side of the high table, Maxwell straightened in his seat, conscious of Susan’s nearness, of the eyes upon him, and of Jarrod’s smirk lingering just beyond. He wished suddenly that he were older, taller, more certain of his words. But instead, he pressed his lips together and raised his goblet as Luis had done, in quiet imitation of duty.

Elizabeth giggled softly, leaning close to Susan. “Do not mind my brothers. They are always trying to outdo each other. It is exhausting.”

Susan’s grin widened, and for the first time since her arrival, she let out a small laugh. It was light, musical, and enough to draw Maxwell’s eyes back to her.

Luis noticed the look. Jarrod noticed it too.

And in that moment, unspoken and unseen by the rest of the hall, the seeds of rivalry had been sown.
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Chapter I
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Bellavierre, 4th of January 1533

It was the day that the subjects of Bellavierre had been anticipating. Today, the only daughter of a European man and an African woman would marry a king. 

Throughout the kingdom, there was excitement. Some of the subjects were filled with disbelief. They did not think their king would ever have another queen. He had endured more tragedy than most rulers in his short time on the throne. He had lost his wife, his mistress, and both of his children within thirty days. 

Then came along Chelsea Remington, the only daughter of a powerful duke. She soothed the king’s pain. She provided him comfort. She birthed his only living child. In return, he furnished her family with lands and riches beyond any other. Yet, he did not seek Chelsea's hand in marriage. The kingdom waited, certain that the day would come when the mistress would become the queen. Now, that title was soon to be bestowed upon Abigail Remington. She was an exquisite beauty. Her skin was dark like dirt. Her hair was large and spiraled as if it were a bundle of thread. Her face was angular in shape with cheeks as round as a newborn's. Her soft eyes shone with innocence. Her plush lips smiled happily. 

As soon as Abbie arrived, the king could see no other woman. It did not take long for him to set Chelsea aside. Now there was to be a wedding of mass grandeur. Abbie was the victor in the game for Maxwell’s affections.

Her chamber thrived with activity. There were maids assigned to tend to her gown. It was a wonderfully designed garment made of white silk with lace-trimmed sleeves. The neckline was square, allowing for Abbie to don lavish jewels worn by prior Bellavierrean queens around her neck. The bodice of the gown was fastened with pearls. There was a slit in the middle of the skirt revealing a silk underskirt of the royal color, purple. 

Abbie's maids helped her into the beautiful gown. Its significance was hard to deny. Gone was the simple girl who arrived in the kingdom with innocent ignorance merely six months prior. She had been elevated beyond what anyone could have imagined. 

She travelled in a carriage, crafted specifically for this day, to the cathedral. The carriage was painted in gold with the royal crest carved into its side. The king had spared no expense for this occasion. Despite the pope's disapproval, God seemed to be blessing the union. The sun shone bright despite the typical dreary weather Bellavierre was forced to endure in the winter.

“You are beautiful, Abigail,” Thomas complimented from his place beside his daughter inside the carriage. He placed a gentle kiss upon her cheek before they stepped onto the stoned pathway. 

Abbie's breath was stilted as her body shook with nerves. 

Thomas squeezed her small hand in comfort. “Be calm. His Majesty loves you. He has chosen to marry you. That is all that matters,” he reminded her patiently. 

“I shall heed your reminder.” Abbie nodded her head, veiled under a lace hood.

The father and daughter entered the cathedral. The golden doors were thrown open as the musician blew his horn. A gold rug was laid upon the aisle. Thomas led Abbie down it. Each step drew them closer to the eagerly awaiting king. Each step pulled her further from simplicity. 

With strength and eagerness, Abbie continued forward. Her head was high. A smile was upon her face. Today, she would marry the man she loved before all his people. The pews were filled with Bellavierrean nobility and diplomats who had traveled to witness the aloof king take his second wife.

It was a momentous occasion, just as it was a historic one. Idly, Abbie wished that more of her people were here to witness it. She would give nearly anything for her family from Nyandaro to be present. But alas, they were not. It was yet another reminder of how drastically her life had changed within the past seven months.

“I am proud of you, Abigail,” Thomas murmured just before he gently released her hand and bowed before the king. 

“Lord Remington,” Maxwell murmured as he stepped forward to take Abbie’s hand.

Thomas took a moment to make a bold request. “Treat her well.”

“I will,” the king promised. He led her to the dais so that the wedding mass could begin.

The ceremony was long and intricate, as was expected with a royal union. There were many prayers to be recited and hymns to be sung. Offerings were made to seek the blessing of a fertile union. Promises were spoken of faithfulness, obedience, kindness, and love. Abbie vowed to be Maxwell’s humble and patient wife. He vowed to be her strong and loyal husband. 

With a last prayer beseeching God to protect the sanctity of the pair’s marriage, the archbishop pronounced them man and wife. Eagerly, Maxwell clasped Abbie’s face and descended his lips upon hers. Their subjects rose and applauded. 

Luis stepped forward, holding a decorative chest in his hands. Maxwell turned to the chest and lifted the lid. Inside was a diadem made of silver filled with bright jewels and stones. Carefully, Maxwell lifted it high above his head so that all who were present could see it. Abbie bowed her head as Margaret, her brother's wife, gently removed the lace hood she wore. 

An anticipatory silence filled the cathedral. 

Maxwell stood behind Abbie. An eager smile ruled his handsome face. With slow precision, he placed the diadem upon her head. Their subjects, now upon their feet, bowed.

“Behold! His Majesty, Maxwell Edvard Beckham, Prince Consort of Chevon, King of Bellavierre. Her Majesty, Abigail Remington Beckham, Grand Princess of Chevon, Queen of Bellavierre.” 

The people cheered for their new queen. Maxwell smiled proudly as he clasped his wife’s hand and led her down the aisle to their awaiting carriage.

With orchestrated timing, the masses journeyed from the cathedral to the white stone castle for the celebratory feast. It was a feast grander than any other. It was not a simple union of man and woman that had occurred. Two royals married. 

Abbie was a princess in her own right. A title bestowed upon her by none other than her husband as a sign of defiance against the Vatican’s intolerant behavior. 

During the reception, musicians played merry songs celebrating love and marriage as if they were the same. Those who were in attendance danced and partook in the joyous occasion. 

Maxwell rose to his feet and extended his hand to his new bride. “Would you do me the honor of sharing a dance?” 

His voice was loud, reaching the ears of everyone present. They stopped to watch their king and his new queen.

Abbie rose with a gleeful expression covering her youthful face. “The honor is mine, Your Majesty.”

Maxwell took her hand with a bow of his waist. “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 

The people cleared the floor so that their king and queen could dance together without interruption or distraction. The flute sounded, signaling the beginning of a new song. Their steps began. All was merry. All was right. All were delighted.

“Our daughter is a queen,” Thomas remarked while turning to his wife. A proud grin took hold of his mouth. “Can you believe it?”

Sefina observed her daughter dancing with the king. “Truthfully, I can. Although I must admit, I never foresaw Abbie being queen of a nation such as this.”

Thomas frowned. “What ever do you mean, Sefina?”

“Abbie has always been meant for great things. She is not a mere commoner. She descends from royalty. Thus, it is ordained that she should rise to the rank of our family. Naively, I believed she would do so in one of the kingdoms that neighbor Nyandaro. Instead, she is now bound as the dark wife of a pale man.”

“You are the dark wife of a pale man, and I dare say your life has been grand because of it,” Thomas responded.

Sefina heavily sighed. “My life has been grand despite it.” She anticipated her husband would argue against her claim, so she hurriedly continued speaking.

“I love you, Thomas, and I would never regret becoming your wife. However, that does not mean that I am ignorant of the ease that could have befallen upon me had I married a man of my heritage. Not a day has passed that I have not been certain of your love and respect for me. But that is not enough to shield me from the disrespect of the people who look like you. They believe that I have stolen you from a more deserving woman...a pale woman. It is not an easy burden to carry, and I am weary of my daughter facing even greater scrutiny because her husband happens to wear a crown upon his head.”

Sefina’s feelings toward Maxwell were not easy to decipher. As a king, she considered him to be an honorable leader. As a man, he was undoubtedly selfish. 

Since their arrival in Bellavierre, Sefina had watched Maxwell use one girl for fleshly pleasures while pursuing another. He showed no consideration for how his actions affected either Abbie or Chelsea. Maxwell simply sought to secure his desire and dammed anyone who obscured his path. 

Now, everyone present was celebrating their king taking a new wife, but Sefina was preparing herself for trouble. She knew that her daughter’s hardships were far from over. Truthfully, they had only just begun.

“I cannot begin to understand your concerns, dear wife, but I am certain they are valid,” Thomas responded kindly. “Abbie will endure many hardships simply because she is now chosen by God to lead His people. We must continue to support her and offer guidance when it is necessary. She may now be our superior, but she is first and foremost our daughter.”

“Our daughter has surpassed us, Thomas,” Sefina murmured. “What guidance can we offer to her?”

“I do not know,” he reluctantly admitted while returning his gaze to the newlyweds.

Maxwell and Abbie danced through many songs before returning to their seats on the dais. Their guests approached them with offers of congratulations and gifts to bestow. They accepted them all with smiles created by pure jubilation. 

It was nearly time for the consummation, and Abbie's body filled with nervous anticipation. Her mother had told her of what to expect the night of her wedding, but the words did nothing to soothe her nerves. The reality of her impending intimacy with Maxwell was made even more daunting by the knowledge that others would be invited into the bedchamber to ensure the royal union was accomplished. 

Abbie was not ignorant of the custom. It was one that was practiced in Nyandaro as well. She had sympathized with her cousin, Oba, and his bride, Eshe, when they endured the practice the night of their marriage nearly three years prior. But she had not been one of the spectators in the couple’s bedchamber. That privilege was only bestowed upon a select few.

Abbie wished that Eshe or even her aunt, Ashantinti, were close so that she could seek their advice on how to perform the task. Sefina had dutifully tried to prepare Abbie, but her marriage to Thomas did not merit the need for a spectated consummation, so she could not speak as to what her daughter would undergo. 

Elizabeth offered words of encouragement to Abbie in the morning before the wedding ceremony. Although she admitted that the customs of her husband’s principality differed in some respects from those of Bellavierre, where the consummation was concerned. This was one of many trials Abbie would have to face without guidance. Such sacrifices were a requirement of her new station.

A chamberman unexpectedly rushed into the grand hall, causing a minor disruption to the celebration. Urgency guided his steps towards the dais. Maxwell was speaking fondly with Abbie when he noticed the flustered man who was swiftly approaching. 

“It seems to be urgent,” Abbie commented upon noticing the same.

Maxwell sighed. “Even when I do not wear it, the crown demands my attention. I do apologize, dear wife.” He crooked his pointer finger, signaling for the chamberman to move forward.

“Why have you disrupted our feast?” Maxwell demanded.

Abbie’s eyes widened. “Max, please be kind,” she quietly urged.

He chuckled while lifting her hand and placing a kiss on the ring that now adorned her third finger. “I fear you hold all the kindness in our union, my love.”

The chamberman patiently waited, prompting the new queen to kindly smile at him.

“What is it that you need?” she asked in a much softer tone than her husband had used.

“I have an imperative word for His Majesty,” the chamberman announced. 

“Of course, you do,” Maxwell muttered. “Well, spit it out already.” 

Silence fell over the hall as they waited to hear what ever word was urgent enough that someone would dare to interrupt the king’s celebration. 

The chamberman nervously glanced at his new queen before he bowed his head. “Word has been sent that Lady Chelsea has given birth...to a son.” 

Abbie’s breath stilted. Her hands clenched. This was no coincidence. Somehow, Chelsea had purposefully birthed her son, the king’s son, on the day of their nuptials.

“When did this occur?” Maxwell questioned in a hardened voice. He was certain that it was too soon for the baby to be born.

“Mere hours ago,” the chamberman answered.

“Who sent word?” Abbie asked, surprising everyone. They had not expected her to speak on the matter.

The messenger turned to her. “Word came from the Duke of Leighton, Your Majesty.”

Thomas scowled as he stepped forward. His voice was thick with anger. “My brother knows no bounds in his plotting.” 

“Is that all?” Abbie asked the messenger. He nodded his head in confirmation. “You may go.”

The chamberman hurried away. His presence had shifted the tone in the grand hall. The people congregated in heated yet whispered conversations. The musicians had stopped playing their instruments. The people stopped dancing. All waited to see what the king would decide.

Maxwell propped his chin upon his ringed hand. Suddenly, he rose to his feet. Quickly, the people lowered themselves to pay their respect.

“Lord Thomas, Lord Byron, come with me,” he ordered as he descended the dais hurriedly. The men obeyed.

Abbie watched her husband make his hasty departure. Her mind was filled with questions.

Was he leaving their reception to go be with Chelsea?

If he left, would he eventually return to court with Chelsea by his side? 

Maxwell could choose to dissolve their marriage to claim Chelsea’s son as his heir. He would face no opposition. There had been no consummation of their union. It was not yet unbreakable. 

The pope would support his decision. The people would understand because they knew just as she did that the needs of the king came before the wants of the man.

She wondered what would become of her if Maxwell chose to set aside their union. Would she be exiled as a perceived threat to the crown? Would she face a horrid fate or be relegated to being the king’s unmarried ward? 

Abbie could not imagine enduring any of those outcomes. For her, they were akin to a fate worse than death. Truthfully, she would rather be dead than step aside and watch the man she loved claim another woman as his bride.

Sefina appeared before her daughter. She stood so that no one could see Abbie’s face marred with distress. 

“Do not cry. Do not allow tears to fall upon your cheeks. You are a royal. You are the queen. You are not weak, Abigail. I have raised you to be strong. You will not cower at the petty games of a simple girl. Show these people your strength.” 

Her voice was hard, but her eyes were soft with kindness and concern. Sefina hated to see her daughter in this position, especially while knowing that there was nothing she could do to alleviate Abbie’s sadness.

Abbie inhaled deeply and straightened her posture on the throne. “I will not cry. I am strong.”

“Yes, you are.” Sefina stepped aside. 

The new queen rose to her feet and addressed her subjects. “Let us continue with our celebration.” She snapped her fingers, silently ordering the musicians to play their instruments. Quickly, they obeyed.

Robert Tidwall stepped forward and bowed at his waist. “Your Majesty, may I be so bold as to ask for your hand for a dance?” He was ever the gentleman. Even in defeat, he still strived to cause a smile to take place on her gorgeous face.

“Thank you, Robert. You are far too kind.”

Abbie gave a demure smile and accepted his offer. She descended the dais and allowed herself to be swept into the dance. 

She did not cry. 

She did not run to her chambers to hide. 

She did not shy away from the gossip and speculation. 

She was strong and confident. She was the perfect portrayal of the queen she had only just become. Although her heart ached, she wore her role with dignity.

Maxwell entered his study with heavy steps. Thomas and Byron followed him. Moments later, Luis appeared as well. Maxwell stomped to his writing table and slammed his hands upon it. Frustration tightened his body.

“What shall you do, Your Majesty?” Thomas questioned.

“Chelsea is no doubt expecting my arrival,” the king spat. 

He was angry. This day was supposed to be for him and Abbie. Chelsea and her father were attempting to ruin it. Maxwell did not doubt that they had orchestrated this moment. It was another ploy of theirs to return Chelsea to his side.

“Max, you have to make a decision,” Luis calmly urged. “You must either go to Chelsea or return to Abbie.”

Maxwell shook his head. “If only it were that simple. If I leave now to be at Chelsea’s side, I will effectively set aside my marriage to Abbie. I will ruin her and break her heart as well as mine. But if I do not acknowledge the birth of my son, I will betray my duty as king. Until and unless Abbie gives me a prince, Chelsea’s boy may very well be my heir.”

“I do not envy your predicament,” Luis murmured. “Nor can I, or anyone else, tell you what to do. The decision is yours.”

“The uneasy decisions are usually meant for me to make,” Maxwell snidely stated.

He wanted nothing more than to stay here and celebrate his marriage with Abbie. However, he was bound by duty. Specifically, a duty to secure the line of succession for the Royal House of Beckham. If the word was true and Chelsea had given birth to a son, then he to acknowledge the infant. 

Byron stepped forward cautiously. “I have a suggestion. What if I were to go to Chelsea? I can confirm the birth of the child and assure that all is well.”

Maxwell stood and turned to his brother-in-law. “Are you willing to do so?”

“If I must, I will make the journey,” Byron assured him. “Chelsea is manipulative. Charles is a plotter. I am sure, as we are all probably suspecting, that they have used some trick to make the child be born sooner than expected. I would rather leave this celebration to assess the situation than have Your Majesty be pulled away from your marriage night.”

Maxwell closed his eyes with a heavy exhale. “My departure would no doubt upset Abbie. She does not deserve to be deserted on this of all nights.”

“I am inclined to agree,” Byron murmured. 

“Byron’s suggestion allows you to acknowledge the infant without setting aside your new bride,” Luis remarked. He would much prefer for his brother to fulfill his marriage to Abbie, but he understood why the birth of a bastard son had given Maxwell pause.

“Yes,” Maxwell agreed. “Byron, you may make the journey. I shall owe you greatly for this.” 

“Truthfully, Your Majesty, I am doing this not for you but for my sister. I will do anything to see Abbie happy.”

“That is where you and I are aligned,” Maxwell responded. “Send word if my presence is needed immediately. Luis, go with him. I do not trust Charles, and you know those lands better than anyone. Guards will accompany you both.”

“I will gather the retinue,” Luis announced. 

Maxwell rubbed his hand along his face. He had shaved his facial hair for this day. It was rare for him to do so during the cold months, but he wanted to put forth his best appearance. 

Luis stepped forward and clasped his brother's shoulder. “You have made the right decision, Max.”

“I know I have,” Maxwell spoke confidently. He made strides towards the exit of the study. “If you gentlemen would excuse me, I have a wife to return to.” 

Thomas followed the king, leaving behind Luis and Byron.

“What do you think they have done?” Luis questioned his newfound comrade.

Byron's eyes narrowed. “Neither is a stranger to pagan practices. I am sure they have solicited the help of a wayward soul. The birth of the child is their last effort to deter Maxwell from marrying Abbie, but they were too late.”

“Indeed, they were,” Luis murmured as he stroked his chin. “I have never much cared for Chelsea or Charles, but I showed them deference in respect for my brother. That being said, they would ruin this kingdom if they ever grasped the power of the throne. Maxwell cannot allow it. We cannot allow it.”
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