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​​Dedications

Dedicated to all those who have experienced their darkest days and continue to push foreword. You are strong and brave souls. 

Keep going. ♥

Now I couldn’t possibly have that lovely dedication on the same page as the one for my dark romance girlies... could I? 

Get ready, lay back and get comfortable.

That’s right, just like that. 

And enjoy...

Playlist

Rain – Sleep Token

I’m Not Mad – Halsey

Too Close/Too Late – Spiritbox

Limits – Bad Omens

Adrenaline –  Zero 9:36

Every Time You Leave (feat. Delaney Jane) – Spiritbox  

21 Gun Salute – Catch Your Breath 

It’s Over – Sleep Theory

Like a Villain – Bad Omens



​​Content Note 

It is important to note that this book contains sensitive material including explicit and graphic sexual content, including non-consensual activities in the sexual nature, and descriptive violent scenes. This novel also touches on subjects such as addiction and dominating male figures. Please take caution when reading this book. 
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Prologue 
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Three children huddled together around a fire absorbing it’s warmth. The great room had high ceilings and grey stone walls adorned with engraved decorative sculptures. Banners hung high from the ceiling. They were decorated with silver and lavender, and a phoenix to represent the town’s emblem, the Lord of the manor’s sigil. A fourth crying child, just a toddler, was carried away to bed by a nursemaid. A young blonde girl of eight years old made a face and tickled her younger brother of only five. His giggles filled the room and echoed down the hall. Night had fallen and the children’s bedtime was fast approaching. 

The eldest daughter, a brown-haired lass, sat elegantly in a chair practicing her penmanship. She was only ten but regarded her studies seriously, she was mature for her age. Always so studious. The young dark-haired boy screeched in delight as the bright blonde girl tickled him relentlessly. 

“Alright children, that is enough,” an elder nursemaid scolded them. 

She had an air of authority the children did not dare challenge. Her voice low and face old and leathery, aged over the years. Her cheeks were sallow and her dark grey hair was always dressed in a kerchief. 

As scary as the old maid could be at times, she also told the best tales especially those of the late Queen Ariella and King Kellen. A legend commonly told to the children due to their adamant requests to tell the story over and over. 

The children ceased their teasing and sat eagerly cross-legged by the fire facing the maid who sat in the armchair in front of them. They were practically vibrating with excitement, ready for the tale. The eldest daughter quietly looked over from her desk. Her quill paused. She set it down and walked over to the other two children. She elegantly seated herself beside her younger brother. She ruffled his hair causing him to giggle. 

“Alright children, I believe it is time...” the elder woman announced in a withered voice, “Time for a story?” The little boy nodded his head vigorously. 

“Yes, Oriana. We would be grateful to hear one of your stories,” the eldest daughter said, making a point to annunciate her words.

The maid smiled at her attempt to be a proper little lady. But she was all too aware of that fact that the girl was just as eager to hear the story as her siblings. 

“Gather around dear children. It’s time to tell the ancient legend of Queen Ariella and how she united the two mightiest kingdoms with her two dragons,” she said theatrically.

“Have you ever seen a dragon?” the boy chirped up excitedly.

The old maid’s eyes flashed toward him mischievously “Perhaps,” she retorted.

“How? I do not believe you,” the blonde sister chimed in.

“I’ve seen them”, the maiden said impishly.

The children, except the eldest daughter, giggled loudly.

“You just said the legend is ancient, how old ARE you?” the boy and blonde girl giggled louder.

“Hush now, that is awfully rude,” the eldest daughter scolded them.

The old maiden smirked, unbothered.

“Now do you want to hear the tale or not?” she said looking down at him from her nose.

“Yes! Yes!” the boy and blonde girl exclaimed.

“Very well then. Listen close,”

She began her story the children fully entranced, ready to engage in a world of adventure before they were instructed to drift off to sleep. 
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Chapter One
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The morning dew glistened over the lush foliage that adorned the grounds outside my window. I often woke before the handmaids to avoid their fussing over me. A daily occurrence to prepare me for another day of lessons and duties expected of a Lady, as myself. The sun barely peeked above the hill beyond our land. The sky was a pale grey with a beautiful swirl of pink and purple just above the rising sun. 

My golden untamed curls had yet to be brushed and arranged for the day. With little care, I tucked my hair into a braid that hung just below my waist. I changed into a plain gown, knowing it would certainly earn my mother’s disdain if I wore it amongst the high born. 

I slid into my sturdy unsightly boots and quietly made my way through the darkened hallways down to the hearth, which remained empty in the early hours before morning provisions began. I slipped through the door and out into the crisp morning air. 

I breathed in deeply, savouring the fresh, cool breeze on my face. This was often my early morning ritual as it was my only solitary escape from the mundane tasks for the day. I made my way to the stables and greeted the stirring mares. I retreated to the space where I hid my belongings in the stables. I removed a bow and quiver filled with arrows. I slung both over my shoulder. I grabbed my archery glove and readied my mare. She was golden, intentionally suited to my own hair. She was a beautiful creature, with strong muscles gleaming through her silk coat. She neighed as I stroked her muzzle. 

I fed the horses in the stable before leading my mare outside and beyond the gate. I mounted her in a swift movement, lifting my gown to ease my leg over her back.  

“Good morrow Aschae,” I whispered into her ear once I settled myself into the saddle, “We ride to the sea this pleasant sunrise.” 

Aschae responded with a gentle neigh. I gave her a small nudge with my boot, and she took off in a relaxed trot. The sun was now illuminating the stunning green landscape decorated with rugged cliffs. Our town was perched on high ground overlooking the vast seascape, likely a vantage point to protect our home from siege. Our mountainous land had hidden fjords scattered across the coastline adding to the beauty of my home. I took Aschae to my favorite location. A small hidden beach just a short ride from the estate. I rarely saw townsfolk frequent this area, so I presumed only I and a close friend of mine knew of its location. 

It was peaceful and I often found myself seeking solace in the beautiful cove to organize my thoughts. In this safe space of mine, I enjoyed practicing skills that were not permitted homeward, such as shooting my arrow. I, by no means, wanted to be a warrior or archer, but I enjoyed learning to shoot. I enjoyed being on my feet and performing a physical task rather than sitting for hours weaving embroidery that required little physical effort. My friend, a humble stable hand, often joined me here to show me how to yield a sword. I enjoyed learning that skill as well, even though I did not wish to yield a sword in real battle. 

The cove was empty when I arrived. I dismounted Aschae and tied her to a post built on the edge of the clearing. There was a training dummy on the other side of the beach with which to practice sword play and archery. The stable boy built it for me.

I found my position and began aiming and shooting arrows at the target. My archery skills had improved over the three passing lunar cycles. For every three arrows that I shot, two would strike the target. I beamed with pride in my progress. 

I heard the pounding of hooves in the distance. Someone approached. I walked to the training dummy to retrieve my arrows, my quiver now empty. I looked over and watched Finnean, the stable hand, riding over to meet me. I had known Finnean since I was child. He was a trusted confidante and a genuine friend.  

“Good morrow, Finn,” I said cheerfully as I gathered the last of my arrows. 

“Leiana, m’lady, they’re looking for ye at the castle,” he said rather urgently. I rolled my eyes. 

“They’re always looking for me Finn,” I sighed, “I just want a mere moment longer to practice.” 

“No, m’lady, there is urgent news from the Royal Court and it must involve yer Lady because they search for ye,” Finnean said without his lightheartedness. 

I had nocked my arrow but paused.

“M-me?” I said hesitantly. 

“Yes, m’lady, come now I’ll ride back wit ye,” he answered. 

I sighed, returned the arrow, and slung the bow and quiver over my shoulder. 

“I cannot imagine what would be so urgent,” I said with annoyance. Nevertheless, I packed up and mounted Aschae, following Finnean as we rode for home. 

~
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MY FAMILY WAS GATHERED in the great room all anxiously waiting for me to join them. I had returned my items to my hidden spot in the stable. My boots were dirty, and my dress was stained with mud on the hems. I rushed into the room. They all watched me carefully. It all felt rather ominous. 

My father was a sturdy, lean man. He was tall with curly brown hair although greying in his older age. A thick beard framing his jawline. He had a commanding presence and was respected by the people. He was generally fair and honourable when leading the township. 

My two brothers were present as well. The older of the two was a younger version of my father, tall thick dark hair and sturdy build for a boy of sixteen years old. The younger of the two took after my mother. He was the youngest of all pf us siblings, at thirteen years old. He had golden hair just like my own, blue eyes and a button nose. He was a handsome young boy. 

My eldest sister two years older than me, was silently watching me in the back corner of the room. She had a hard look upon her face. She had brown curls, slim almond shaped blue eyes, very much like my own. Eyes we shared, that were inherited from our beautiful mother. However, while my facial features were soft and delicate, her features were sharper and more angular. Apart from her striking eyes the rest of her face was quite plain, yet overall she still had a pretty face. 

Finally, I looked to my mother who was fiddling with her dress, not meeting my gaze. She was the beauty of the Kingdom in her younger years. Men fought for her hand and my father being the fiercest had won the battle for her heart. She had long straight golden hair, striking ice blue eyes, slim curvy build and full pouting lips. Even now as she has matured men across the Kingdom coveted her. 

I thought it strange she wouldn’t meet my gaze and with a furrowed brow I looked to my stoic father. 

“Father? What is the meaning of this gathering?” I asked slightly out of breath. 

“We have received news from the Royal Court. The King will arrive within a fortnight to pay a visit to our humble town. As Lord of the manor I must ensure we receive him well,” he answered.

“Indeed, a great honor for our house. I will surely help in any way I can for the preparations. However, it eludes me as to why are we having such a dramatic gathering?” I commented. I was met with a long silence as my mother shifted and my sister got up to pour herself a glass of wine. 

“We have been in correspondence with the Royal consort. The King is in search of a bride. A union that the realm has been anticipating for years. The King has considered a couple of strong matches. We come from highborn blood and our house would strengthen the crown,” he explained. 

“Yes, and, pray tell, how you decide to join our houses? Sheana is the eldest, surely, she will be deemed the best match for the King,” I replied, looking at her as she gulped her wine. She narrowed her eyes at me. Her annoyance elicited a surprise look on my face.

“No Leiana, the King would prefer to meet you as his betrothed,” my father declared. 

I stared at him blinking. 

“Me? Surely, you must be mistaken,” I laughed. 

“No, I have been trying to secure this match for some time. While it would be ideal for Sheana to marry the King, that was my original intention-,” he hesitated. 

“Then why me Father?” I asked. I was not opposed to marriage. In fact, I yearned for a happy union. I so earnestly wanted to match with someone for which I had strong affection, and I had only heard vague rumors amongst the town about the King. He was a stranger to me. 

“Well, there has been word that- “he hesitated again. 

“Word spreads swiftly across the Kingdom, as it did when I was young. The King has heard of your beauty and has requested to meet you in place of your sister,” my mother said finally meeting my gaze. I sensed sympathy in her tone. 

“And if I refuse?” I demanded.

“You cannot refuse. Should he choose you as his match you will preform your duty,” my father said sternly. 

Preform my duty?

“Father, you conspired behind my back to arrange this union! What do we truly know of the King?” I exclaimed horrified that I had been sold like a heifer in the flock. 

“How can you be so ungrateful. It is the finest match we could hope for, you are to be the Queen. The greatest honor bestowed upon this family,” my father reasoned, but his tone was harsh condemning the finality in this sentence issued upon me. 

“The King is known to be quite handsome and a strong ruler. Your piety, beauty and grace would surely compliment him resulting in a favorable union,” my mother said gently. 

I could only recall vague details about him. That he was a powerful and harsh ruler. I also knew he was older than me. 

“Is this union for certain? You said he had other strong matches he was considering?” I asked. 

“He has already visited the young Lady of Wrenhall and he ventures towards us,” my Father said. 

“So, he has yet to choose?” I said feeling a bit more hopeful. 

“Perhaps,” he paused, “However, if he had chosen her, he would not waste time riding this way.” 

I stared around the room at my family. My sister, I now realized, was distraught by this outcome and drank more of her wine. My mother looked grim. Would this not be happy news for her? I wondered. My father would always preform his duty which would mean gracefully accepting the King and making me presentable for his liege. 

The King who was a decade my senior would become my husband. I was certain of it. I knew all too well how the way men lusted after me. It was repulsive how they stared at me. Even if I wanted, I couldn’t alter the desires of men or change my appearance. 

“It is settled then, we shall prepare for the King’s arrival,” I said rather hastily and retreated to my chambers. I wanted to be excited at the prospect of marriage. I would be Queen. Certainly, this would be a joyous occasion. Nevertheless, I could not help feeling mournful that I would be deprived of the possibility to wed a man out of passion and love. I decided to remain in my room the rest of the day. 

~
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THERE WAS A SOFT KNOCK at my door before someone opened the heavy oak doors.

“Leiana,” my mother said softly entering my chambers, “may I have a word?”

“I suppose,” I sighed. 

She walked over to a chair next to the vanity at which I was perched brushing through my curls. 

“As Lady of this manor I must begin by saying this is a great honor to be even considered as a match for the King. We must show grace for the blessing bestowed upon our family,” she explained watching me closely. I took in a deep breath. “As your mother, I am sorry that you are not able to choose your fate in this matter.” 

Her sympathy made me pause mid-brush. The heaviness of the burden of fulfilling my duty was weighing on me. I surrendered the hair brush to my vanity. She had my full attention now.

“Darling, your circumstance is not unlike my own when I was your age. I can understand your apprehension and perhaps fear,” she explained. 

“I will preform my duty as is expected of me, but I grieve the possibility of joining in matrimony with a man that I am in love with. I mourn my ability to choose,” I said my voice unsteady.

She grabbed my hand and squeezed gently. 

“As did I when I was your age. I was merely a trophy given to the fiercest competitor,” she admitted. I was slightly confused. I always believed there was great affection between my parents. 

“But you and father show such love for each other. I thought perhaps there was some choice in your union,” I said wiping a stray tear from my cheek. 

“I grew fond of your father as the years passed. I have not repeated these words to anyone, but it is important for you to understand the world you face as a lady. If I had to decide who I married when I was young, I would not have chosen your father.” 

I was shocked at her admission. 

“Do you perhaps regret where your life has ended up?” I asked. 

“No, Leiana. I do not dwell on what could have been. I am incredibly grateful for everything this life has provided me. I dare say my circumstance could have been much worse than your father or the life he has provided me. Especially the children the gods have gifted me,” she said squeezing my hand again. “I wanted to speak with you before you are swept away to the Royal court. You are young and you have been sheltered in our home. This world can be a harsh place for women.”

“Such as my inability to refuse this arrangement,” I muttered bitterly. 

“Among other things. Leiana, we have given you more leniency and perhaps freedom than is custom for a lady of your stature. I ask that you obey your future husband and do not sneak off the way you are accustomed to in our home. You must remain graceful, pious and obedient, for if you do not, I fear the consequences. It is a matter of survival. Men are violent, rash creatures,” she explained. 

“Am I to understand that I cannot be myself?” 

“Perhaps I am finding it more difficult to explain than I anticipated. I am simply saying you must be cautious when you leave here and become the Queen. There will be expectations of you. Every action, every word will be judged by your subjects. You must obey the King as a loyal dutiful wife. Despite the restrictions of being a woman, there are other attributes that you hold that provide great power.” 

“Such as?”

“Your beauty. We underestimate the depth of a man in love. Men tend to lust after beautiful things. Treasures, land... women. You will be desired and in subtle ways you will be able to sway the King in your favour by using your attraction. This will be a great aid in your survival at court.” 

“How do you suppose I do that?” I asked trying to process what she meant. 

“You will learn what I mean soon enough,” my mother said, “You are very dear to me, my Leiana. Having you in my life has been an exquisite journey and I am in awe at the impressive young woman you have become. I am confident you will do well to represent our family and the realm.” 

“You speak as if this is a death sentence and we will not see each other again,” I whispered as tears shone in my eyes. 

“Of course, we shall meet again. Nevertheless, it is true that the Kingdom is a far ride from here. It may not be often we see each other. But I will surely join you for your wedding day,” my mother’s voice broke at those last words. 

She embraced me tightly. We held onto each other for long while. It was not often we displayed affection, but I was grateful for the moment. She gently kissed my temple before leaving me to ready myself for bed. 

What could I expect becoming a wife... no, a Queen. I was not aware of the routine in the Royal court, or the duties required of me. I did hear whispers of the King’s handsome nature. I wondered if there would be an attraction between us. I was hopeful we could fall in love and that he would be gentle and kind. I attempted to picture the life I would have with the King as I drifted off to sleep. 

~
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THE DAYS PASSED AND the manor was bustling with arrangements for the King’s consort’s arrival. I spent most of my time in my private beach away from the noise or with my family while in the manor. My sister avoided my company despite my efforts to speak with her. I spent particularly more time with my youngest brother. He was such a joyous and wonderful presence I would miss him dearly if the King chose me. 

Time passed quickly until it was only a couple of days before the King’s expected arrival. I was sitting in the sand one morning watching the waves lap on the shore below my feet. I closed my eyes and relished in the warmth of the sun on my face. I meant to shoot my arrows when arriving, but I could not bring myself to begin my practice. Instead, I sat in the sparkling sand instead pondering my fast-approaching future. 

I heard a rider behind me. I did not have to turn around to know it was Finn joining me. I had only met him once or twice here in our shared secret location since the news arrived. I wish I could have spent more time with him, but we were born of different homes. Our distinct responsibilities often separated us. Moments after he arrived, he plopped himself next to me in the sand. 

We sat in silence watching the waves. Simply enjoying each other’s company. He looked over at me assessing my mood. I crinkled my nose at him. He was a handsome young man. Only a year older than me. He had rugged features, brown eyes, dark blonde shaggy hair, wonderfully tanned skin, and years of hard labour had made him grow sizeable and strong. He smirked, shuffled closer and put an arm around my shoulders. I nested my head on his chest. His way of soothing me. 

“I’m going to miss this place and you,” I said quietly so as not to disturb the peace between us. 

“Pretty shite, innit? King’s got the pick of all the ladies in the realm and the bastard gone an’ picked ye.” 

“You cannot call him a bastard,” I laughed. 

“Ye need a respectable lad to take ye from this place, A man that’d treat ye right,” he smirked pulling away to look at me.

“And I suppose perhaps you would be that person to sweep me off my feet and take me far away from this place. Save me from my fate,” I teased. 

“Wha’ if I was? Would ye leave with me,” he laughed, and stared intently at me expecting an answer. 

“Finn-.” I shook my head. 

“Lady Leiana, I could care for ye. Love ye. Say the word and I’ll take ye away at nigh’fall,” he said, I saw he was serious. 

I considered, but where would we go? I saw the warmth in his eyes. I wondered if it was always there, and I was just oblivious to his affection for me. 

“A noble thought,” I smiled kindly. 

“No, I’d do it,” he said watching my expression closely. 

He inched closer to me looking at my lips. I was in shock at what he was about to do. Despite my surprise I did not pull away when his lips met mine. I wanted to know what it would be like to be kissed by boy who cared for me. It was pleasant. However, it did not feel as enchanting as I believed it would the first time I kissed a man. I couldn’t return his affection. The love I felt for him was that of a friend’s fondness. When we pulled away Finn looked upon me with such determination and devotion I felt guilt well up within my chest. 

“I mean it. I’ll take ye away,” he said fiercely. I shook my head. 

“I am truly touched by the offer Finn, and I care for you deeply. You have been a kind friend and loyal to my family. Unfortunately, I cannot dishonor my family by fleeing. I must fulfill my duty,” I said softly. I felt such regret when I saw the rejection and hurt in his expression. 

“It’s a mistake, this union of yers. Non’ ye know it yet, but us small folk know these things,” he said looking away and at the ground in front of him. 

Perhaps he was right, and I should run away with him. I knew however in my heart it would not feel right, nor would I be truly happy. Despite my fears and reluctance to this union. There was a small part of me that was curious about the King and intrigued about becoming the realm’s Queen. The power that would come with such a position.

“Maybe. Only time will reveal all. I am glad to have a friend as loyal and kind as you,” I said smiling. 

“Friend,” he scoffed, “Of course, m’lady. I’ll always be yer loyal friend.” 

“Come now, let’s not speak of things that shall bring us such sorrow. Let’s pick up our blades for old time’s sake. I reckon this will be the last time we spare,” I hopped up. 

“Of course, m’lady,” he answered rising and doing as I asked. 

We spared and talked for some time before returning to the estate. I cherished his company as I knew it would likely be our last time alone together. I bid him goodbye by the stables with a tight embrace and gentle kiss. I knew he did not want to let me go. Regardless, I walked away and back home where I belonged.

I went to sleep that night restless. I dreamt that Finn and I were hurrying on horseback through the forest beyond the mountains. Men shouted after us and hounds barked in the distance. They were tracking us. We fled as quickly as our horses could take us, but I could feel the men hunting us gaining on our tracks. I couldn’t see them, but I could sense that they were close behind us. Fear and panic took over and as I urged my horse to ride faster. In my haste my horse fumbled and reared up when she sensed my panic. In the struggle I was bucked off my horse. I fell hard into the grass with a heavy thump.

I swiftly picked myself up. I called after Finn. No matter how many times or how loud I called after him, Finn continued to ride off ahead. I watched as my horse followed suit, leaving me behind and alone. I ran as fast as I could, but my legs kept buckling underneath me. It felt as though my legs were so weak I could not stay upright. I continued to fall and stumble and crawl as the hounds grew ever closer. I cried and screamed as I clawed at the mud and grass attempting to get to my feet each time. I heard a hound bark so close I turned on to my back and saw one just a few feet away. It was running right for me. Snapping sharp teeth at me. The hound snarled and charged with its fangs bared ferociously. I screamed just as it leaped for my neck. 
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Chapter Two
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I woke with a start, sitting up in bed clutching my chest breathing heavily. I attempted calm my unsettled nerves. It was dawn outside and I could hear the birds singing as the morning bloomed. I laid my head back down still panting. My dreams left me weary, so I did not ready myself this morning to visit the seaside. Instead, I laid in bed until my maidens arrived to wake me and dress me. I allowed them to put on an elegant pale blue gown with silver accents, complimenting my eyes and golden hair. It always amazed me how they took my wild curls and arranged them in such a refined and stunning way. 

I looked upon my reflection. An image of grace and beauty, I hardly recognized myself. Most times when I saw myself looking attractive in the mirror, I felt like a pretender. My outside appearance did not match my internal resolve. 

I visited the hearth to grab myself a loaf of bread to eat while I wandered the grounds. I eventually made my way to the Great room where my family was gathered, all except my father. I challenged my youngest brother to a game, my other brother joining shortly after hearing our loud teases and laughter. My sister remained reading in her corner of the room. 

My father came just as my youngest brother won our game. We all looked to him. 

“Good morrow, it appears that the King consort will be arriving at sun fall,” he stated. 

“They were not to arrive until tomorrow,” I stood. 

“Our scouts spotted their approach. We must make haste and prepare the dining hall. Leiana, ask your maidens to adorn your head with the silver diadem I had made for you.” 

I nodded and retreated to my chambers with my handmaids in my wake. They rearranged my hair to place the silver delicate headdress on my forehead. I looked regal. I knew the King would appreciate the accessory. It did complement me more than I wanted to acknowledge. The anticipation of his arrival stirred an excitement I did not realize I had possessed. The energy in the manor was electrifying. Everyone was buzzing about the Royal arrival. Enthusiasm mixed with apprehension. I made my way down to the great hall to oversee the servants decorate the room in a fashion fit for Royalty. 

Time passed quickly and before I knew it the King’s arrival was announced. All the noblemen were gathered into the great hall where ale and wine were served. A grand table was set at the head of the room. At the center our most extravagant chair where the King was to be seated. There was enough space for my family and the King’s consort to be seated alongside him, facing the room where the rest of the guests would sit, eat, drink and enjoy the festivities of the night. 

My family gathered in front of the table waiting for the King to enter. I was surrounded by chatter and music. I would occasionally hear a compliment from the crowd. 

“Magnificent dress.” 

“You are stunning tonight, Lady Leiana.” 

I heard some of them, but most of what I could hear was the boisterous conversation around me. The music was jovial, and the energy was contagious. I laughed and exchanged pleasantries with the noblemen at a table next to us. 

The double doors at the entrance of the hall swung open with a creak, and a hush fell over the assembled guests. The Grand dining hall of the manor was adorned with banners of deep navy and gold, colors that symbolized the Royal house. Candles flickered along the walls, casting a warm glow over the polished marble floors and the rows of courtiers gathered to witness this rare occasion. King William, entered the hall, looking bored but casually scanning his surroundings. I wondered if he would appreciate our efforts to make this room appear so lovely for his arrival. 

I sucked in a breath, observing him for the first time. He was tall with a broad chest and strong arms. A stature that resonated power and strength. He appeared younger than I expected. Slightly tanned skin with freckles across his nose and cheeks. Ruddy brown curls that complimented his handsome face. 

I stood in front of the grand table, accompanied by my family. My gown of pale blue silk flowing around me, and my golden hair cascading in loose curls down my back. The delicate silver diadem sparkling as it caught the candlelight. 

He approached us with a band of men behind him. We all bowed and curtsied before him. I watched as he looked around until he found my gaze and his expression changed from boredom to piqued interest. As he reached us, my eyes focused in on his—soft brown and filled with a mixture of amusement and appreciation.

“Your Grace,” my father said rising from his bow before the rest of us followed his lead. 

“Lord Caerwynne, thank you for receiving me and my companions into your wonderful home,” he said in a loud deep voice as he took my father’s arm in greeting. 

“It is an honor and privilege to welcome you,” my father answered humbly, “May I introduce my family.”

We had strategically placed ourselves. I was on my father’s right, my sister next to me. My mother was to his left following my brothers. I was closer so that the King had a close view of me when greeting our family. 

He went down the left of him to introduce my mother and brothers. Then, he introduced my sister, who smiled sheepishly at the King looking up at him from her curtsy. 

“And finally, this is my youngest daughter, Leiana,” he gestured to me. 

I curtsied elegantly. "Your Grace," I said, my voice soft.

King William stepped forward, taking my hand. "Lady Leiana," he said warmly, "an honor to make your acquaintance." He smiled looking upon my body before returning my gaze. "You are even more stunning than the whispers do you justice."

I blushed, a soft pink coloring my cheeks. "Thank you, Your Grace. I am grateful for your kind words. And you, more handsome than I imagined."

His smile was playful and sultry. I felt a flutter in my chest. We stood facing each other, the noise of the hall fading into the background as we focused on each other. "I hope the journey was not too tiring," I said meekly.

"It was long, but seeing you has made it worthwhile," he replied.

I smiled and looked up at him through my thick lashes. "I am eager to get to know you, My King. I believe we can make a most advantageous match, if it would please your Majesty."

“Indeed,” he purred looking me up and down again. 

“Come, your Grace. We have prepared a feast for your arrival, and we have our finest ale and wine readied. Let us be seated to begin the evening,” my father said gladly.  

“What a wonderful idea,” he turned to the crowd, “Let the festivities begin!” he bellowed. The crowd cheered raising their glasses. 

We walked around the table to be seated. Not surprisingly, I was placed next to King William’s right side. My father had not exaggerated the meal, the servants truly had put together a grand feast with a pig roast at the center of the table. It looked delicious and my mouth watered. I realized in all the excitement I had not eaten since morning. 

We settled into our seats our plates and cups were filled with food and wine. We ate and all around us people were emersed in conversation, laughter or singing along to the music. I beamed at our people so full of joy.

“You look absolutely ravishing in that gown,” the King said in a hushed tone as he leaned over toward me.

“You flatter me, your Grace,” I said once again blushing and looking down at my hands as I fiddled with my dress. He reached over and placed his hand over my fidgeting ones. 

“Nervous?” he asked amused. 

“Perhaps, slightly,” I breathed. 

“How endearing,” he rumbled in a deep tone. “I am quite impressed, Lady Leiana. I look forward to announcing a swift Royal wedding.” 

“With me?” I asked. 

He barked out a laugh and smiled keenly at me. 

“Pray tell, with who else would I have a Royal wedding?” he teased. 

“Between you and Lady Wrenhall,” I said, more of a suggestion than a question.

He laughed again.

“Beautiful and amusing. No, Lady Leiana. How could I choose another now that I have set my eyes upon the most beautiful woman in the Kingdom,” he said intently.

“Your Grace, I appreciate your compliment,” I said self-consciously.

His hand was still placed on mine. We stared into each other’s eyes. I felt all the blood rush to my cheeks. My heart pounded and I found myself wondering what it would feel like to brush my lips against his. His hand gave me a meaningful squeeze before letting go and leaning away from me to eat his meal once more. 

I panted slightly as I too returned to my plate. I did not expect to feel this drawn to the King. My hand tingled where he touched me. I cleared my throat driving the impure thoughts entering my mind. Instead, I focused on the festivities in front of me. People dancing and laughing and drinking. 

The night went on for hours, I retired early. However, I could still hear the music and crowd in my room. It was rare we had festivities such as this one carry on through the night. It seemed that the people were enjoying and taking advantage of such an occasion. 

Tonight, I found myself staring at the King often, and he caught me looking many times. The embarrassment of him catching me glimpse in his direction drove me to leaving early. I was ashamed to appear too eager when I only just made his acquaintance. 

I tossed in my bed as the music and my thoughts kept me awake. I thought about how his calloused hands felt when placed over my own. I wondered what it would be like for that hand to trail down my body. I shook my head to free myself of those thoughts. Sleep. That was what I needed. After some time, I mercifully drifted off into a restless slumber. 

~
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THE KING WAS WEARY from his travels and planned to stay in our home for a few more days. This meant that we would continue the abundant dinners and festivities for multiple nights to come. I hoped we had the means to carry out such grand demands. 

I was grateful to have a few more days at home before departing to my new life in court. I woke early as I usually did. The rest of the town was fast asleep from the celebrations that went into the long hours of the night. 

I took the opportunity to seek solace in the gardens. The stable and path to my cove was besieged with half drunk and sleeping men. I took my embroidery supplies since I was quite behind on my practice. I did not dislike sewing. It was, at times, soothing. I simply preferred to be more active and by the sea. 

I was surprised to find Sheana sitting in one of the nooks of the garden beds. She was reading a book as she did often. She was not an early riser, so I did not expect to run into her.

“Sheana, good morrow. A fine morning is it not?” I greeted her.

“Leiana,” she said not bothering to even look at me.

“What are you doing awake so early?” I asked.

“Am I not allowed to be awake early in the morning? Is that reserved for you, just like everything else in this manor?” she spat.

I was taken aback by her hostility. We were once quite close. The last couple years we had grown apart due to perhaps different personality traits.

“I am sure, I do not know what you mean?” I said. She somehow rolled her eyes at me without looking up from her book.

“Never mind. The King was quite taken with you when he saw you last night, wasn’t he? As we all knew he would be,” she said with a hint of annoyance.

“Is there an issue that you may have with me or my pending marriage to King William? Because I can assure you if it were up to me, I would not accept his hand,” I clarified.

“Then don’t accept his hand,” she said staring deadpanned at me.

“What?” I gaped.

“Refuse his hand. Allow me to mend his wounded ego, so that I may marry him instead,” she said simply.

“What? How can I-,” I stuttered, “if I could, I would. But I have already spoken with father on this matter. I don’t have a choice.”

“And there in lies the truth. You want this marriage to commence. Otherwise, you would refuse,’ she returned her gaze to her book.

“That’s not fair Sheana. I did not ask for this fate. I would gladly relinquish my betrothal for you. Besides why are you so keen to marry a stranger?”

“He is no stranger, he is the Ruler of our lands. The King. It would be a great honor to rule by his side as Queen. I, unlike you, was very keen to learn the history and strategies used by previous rulers to bestow peace and strength to our lands. I am far better suited to be Queen than you. But alas I do not have the face or the pair of tits for the job,” she said so frankly I choked on my spit.

“I am more than my appearance,” I said annoyed. She scoffed at me.

“You were lucky the gods blessed you with your looks and men lust after you. That and that alone is the only reason you get to be Queen. You are not smart enough or fit to rule along side King William. Being fucked and bearing children will be all you are good for. Gods be good, you have no idea how much that infuriates me,” she said.

“You can be a real bitch sometimes,” I spat.

“You know I speak the truth,” she said simply.

She touched on every insecurity that I had entering this union. That I was not good enough. That I was an imposter in this body. That I, as she confirmed, was not fit to be a Queen.

“Let’s consider for a moment that I did refuse the King’s hand. What makes you think he would even contemplate marrying someone as cruel and unbearable as you?” I countered my anger getting the best of me.

“It is a fine match to join our houses. And I may not be as pretty, but I certainly have my ways of persuading a man to do my bidding. I am rather good at it,” she said.

“What does that mean?” I asked annoyed. She laughed at me.

“As naïve as ever. Nothing. It means nothing. I just want you to know I will never forgive you for this opportunity you have taken from me,” she said so matter-of-factly I became even angrier. 

“You are a miserable crow, aren’t you? As much as I don’t want to marry the King, I will take comfort in knowing how unhappy it makes you. That you would be so greedy and selfish to not see how I am suffering. The fact that you cannot see how frightened I am to be taken to a foreign place and forced to call it home. How I would rather stay at home and allow you to take my place. I cannot even believe you have said these things to me,” I felt tears stinging my eyes.
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