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Chapter I
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“Abbie.”

Maxwell’s voice echoed through the corridor as they moved swiftly through the castle, his longer strides barely keeping pace with her determined advance. “Abbie, we must talk about what you did.”

She did not slow. She did not turn. She did not acknowledge him at all.

Abbie continued forward until the doors to her presence chamber were thrown open. She stepped inside without pause, brushing past her ladies-in-waiting as if they were not there. The moment they saw her, their breath caught.

Blood stained her gown. Dark and drying. Spattered across the bodice, streaked along her sleeves, smeared faintly along her jaw and hands.

“Abbie,” Dana whispered, hurrying forward, her face pale. “Are you, are you hurt?”

“I am fine,” Abbie replied stiffly, already crossing toward her bedchamber.

Dana hesitated, eyes darting nervously over her. “There is blood all over you.”

“It is not hers,” Maxwell said sharply.

Dana froze. “Then whose—”

“Leave,” Maxwell ordered, his tone clipped, impatient. He did not look at her. He could not spare the attention. His gaze was fixed on his wife’s back. “Now.”

Dana swallowed and nodded quickly. “Yes, Your Majesty.” She turned at once, ushering the other ladies out with a single look. The chamber emptied in hurried silence.

Abbie did not wait for them to go. She continued into her bedchamber, unfastening the clasp at her throat with practiced calm. Maxwell followed, chasing answers that he desperately needed.

“Now that we are alone,” he said, closing the door behind them, “we must speak of it.”

Abbie exhaled as though bored by the inevitability of the conversation. “What would you like to discuss, husband?”

Maxwell stopped several paces away. He did not move closer. His eyes lingered on the blood. He hated that he noticed how evenly it had dried.

“You know how to wield a sword,” he said at last.

She glanced at him. “Is that a question?”

“It is an observation,” he replied, then corrected himself. “Who taught you? That is the question.”

“My grandfather,” Abbie said with unapologetic pride. “He knew a time would come when I would journey to my father’s lands, and he assumed—correctly—that I might need to defend myself from the unkind people who dwell here.”

Maxwell stared at her. “Your grandfather taught you how to wield a sword?”

“Yes, he did so when I had lived four past ten years,” she answered. 

“Did anyone know of this?”

“My mother knew. My father and brother did not.”

“Then it is correct to assume,” Maxwell said slowly, “you have carried this skill in silence all these years.”

“Yes.” She shrugged. “I had no reason to reveal it. Until now.”

His jaw tightened. “Was it truly necessary even now? Carter was no threat to you.”

“I disagree. He was guilty of treason.”

Maxwell stepped forward before he could stop himself. “His father and sister orchestrated the attempt on your father’s life. Carter was exiled after Byron’s wedding. He had committed no new offense.”

“He paid for the sins of his father.”

Maxwell halted. Something in her tone unsettled him. “That was not his burden to bear.”

“We are at war,” Abbie snapped. The calm cracked, just enough. “Everyone bears the burden of their fathers, mothers, sisters, and brothers. That is how it is done. That is how wars are won.”

He had never seen her like this. Her hands were clenched at her sides, knuckles white. Her posture was rigid, her breath heavy, controlled only by force of will. This was not fear. This was certainty, and it frightened him.

“Even if that were true,” Maxwell said carefully, “there was no need for you to sully your hands. If you had asked me, I would have done it. I would do anything for you.”

She turned on him then, eyes blazing. “You did not take his life when he sought to end mine.”

“That is not—”

“I could not trust you to fulfill my needs,” she continued coldly. “So I took matters into my own hands. I will not apologize for it. It had to be done.”

Maxwell swallowed. “Why do you believe that?”

“Because mercy,” Abbie said, her voice lowering, steady and absolute, “has proven ineffective when given to people who read it as weakness.”

She stepped closer now, close enough that he could see the flecks of dried blood on her collarbone.

“I am not weak,” she said. “And from this moment forward, everyone will know it.”

“There was a better way,” he argued.

“There was not.” 

“You are certain of that?”

Abbie sighed heavily. “I am. Are you?”

“I fear I have underestimated you, dear wife,” Maxwell commented in a tone that displayed both the astonishment he felt as well as the concern that consumed him in that very moment.

“I am inclined to agree,” Abbie murmured while turning her back to him. “Now, help me undress, will you? I do not enjoy being covered in that man’s blood.”

Maxwell smirked as he stepped forward to fulfill her need. “Absolutely, Your Majesty. Your wish is my command.”

He could see her resolve, and a part of him feared it. Yet another part of him relished it. He loved Abbie from the moment he met her because she was docile and kind. Now that he was truly seeing her, his heart thundered with greater emotions. Now he truly knew that she was the perfect queen for him. How fitting it was that she took her first life in the same manner that he had taken his and for the same reason. It was as if their souls were intertwined. 

~~*~~
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STEADILY, HEELS CLICKED along the stone flooring of the dimly lit corridor. A silent cortege of ladies, stationed with roles in the queen’s house, walked with precision behind their superior. It did not take much time for them to come upon their terminus. It was a dim chamber in the Chevon palace located at the end of a narrow corridor. It was the same chamber that they had stood outside of every day since the queen’s father had fallen ill. It was the chamber where Abbie always found her mother. It was the chamber where the woman seemed to dwell most as of late. 

Sefina was kneeling at Thomas’s bedside with her head bowed as she beseeched her ancestors to spare her husband’s life. She begged for his recovery and the protection of his soul. Her dark eyes, ringed with signs of the many sleepless nights she had suffered through since her husband had fallen because of his brother’s plot, were closed as she desperately spoke the words. Anxiously, her lips moved, pleading for her husband to open his eyes and be whole once more. 

Abbie quietly entered the chamber and placed a hand upon Sefina’s shoulder. Her throat tightened as she bowed her head, carefully listening to her mother’s desperate words. Idily Abbie wondered if Sefina was praying to her god or to the one that Thomas worshiped. It did not matter so long as a divine entity intervened and spared the man’s life.

“Please let it be,” Sefina stated in conclusion. She lifted her head and locked eyes with her daughter. “You have found me.”

“It is not a difficult feat when you rarely leave this dreary chamber,” Abbie responded with a strong disapproval in her words. 

She knew that her mother was worried, but Sefina’s worry had overtaken her life. She hardly ate or slept. In her quest to take care of Thomas, Sefina had forgotten to take care of herself.

“How can I leave when my husband is hurting? Abbie, I love your father dearly. I do not know what I will do if he does not recover from this.”

The queen frowned, looking upon her father’s still body. “He will survive this. Our family is strong. Many hardships have been thrust upon us, and we have bested them all. This is no different,” she spoke the words with conviction, willing them to be true.

Sefina frowned with great displeasure. “We did not have these troubles when we resided in Nyandaro. It is these people who have brought this misery upon us. First, you were imprisoned for a wrong which you did not commit. You did not have any knowledge of it. Still, you were dragged away from us as if you meant nothing. Now your father lies nearly lifeless because of his brother’s jealousy and betrayal. We should have never left Nyandaro.”

“If we had not, I would not be queen,” Abbie reminded her mother.

Sefina scowled. “You say that as if it would be a terrible fate. You were meant for greatness, Abigail, but you were never meant to lead these people. They will do nothing except betray your trust and bring further harm upon you. I am certain of it. Your position gives you freedom. Use it to leave these forsaken lands and return to our home.”

“Bellavierre is my home now. As is Chevon. They are the lands that I rule. I cannot leave them.”

Sefina was distraught by Abbie’s response. “Why should you choose to remain here? These people are not yours. You owe them nothing.”

“If I leave, if I run, it will do more harm than good. Having great favor causes strife. You have always taught me that. I have accepted my position, and I am prepared to face the challenges that come my way.”

It was not a secret to Abbie that her mother was not fond of Bellavierre, Chevon, or Abbie’s position amongst either land's nobility. Although she often thought of the lands where she dwelled as a child, Abbie’s fate was too embedded in this society to leave now. She was Bellavierre’s queen. She was Chevon’s grand princess. She could not forsake her people. 

“Let us not argue now, my daughter. My mind cannot handle any trouble more than that of Thomas’s mortality,” Sefina said in a tone burdened by all the difficulties before her. 

“Very well,” Abbie easily agreed. “I do not wish to cause you to endure further stress, Mother.”

“And yet, I have heard word that you wielded a sword against Carter Remington. Is it true?”

“It is. I assume Byron provided you with the word. He should not have distracted you from tending to our father.”

“Do not be upset with your brother. He was quite perplexed by your actions and desired someone to speak to about them. I was the person he chose.”

“My husband was quite perplexed by my actions as well,” Abbie murmured thoughtfully.

“There is a part of me that feels pride for what you have done. Carter caused you great harm, and he deserved to suffer for his actions. Yet, I must urge you that no matter how capable you are of inflicting harm upon another, remember that in times of challenge, restraint can be the most formidable métier.”

“Restraint has gotten me nowhere!” Abbie shrieked, anger hardening her face. 

Sefina’s eyes widened, astonished by her daughter’s behavior. “Abbie—”

“I had to act. I had to assert myself if only to prove that I am not the weak woman many people believe me to be. Who you believe me to be.”

“I do not believe you are weak, Abbie.”

“You do! You dare not say as much, but you say enough. You worry that I cannot handle the position I am called to hold. You worry that I am fragile and easily subdued. How am I to lead the people when they do not have confidence in me? How can they have confidence in me if my own mother doubts my merit?”

It had been nearly two weeks since Carter’s execution. Abbie thought his death would bring her some relief. Instead, it brought her more frustration. Her father was still unwell, and she did not know how to help him. The man responsible for Thomas’s ailment was celebrating his daughter’s marriage to Maxwell’s bastard brother as if it were a union between royals rather than two ambitious commoners who reached further than they were meant to.

“Abbie, acts of violence will not cause the people to have confidence in your rule.”

“Continuing to be meek will not either. I should have insisted on Carter Remington’s death before I married the king. Now the wrong has been righted. The word has been delivered.”

“And what word is that?”

“I am not one to be trifled with.” Abbie huffed as she spoke. Her shoulders rose with tension. Her hands tightly gripped the skirt of her gown.

“Do you wish to be respected or feared?” Sefina questioned.

“There is no way to be one without being the other. Uncle Omari taught me that.”

Sefina carefully studied Abbie, her gaze lingering on the upset monarch’s belly. “Are you with child?”

Abbie hardly reacted as she carefully responded to Sefina. “I believe I am.”

It had been several weeks since Abbie and Maxwell’s marriage was consummated. They had been intimate many times since that night, and she had not experienced the womanly bleeding since before she became a married woman. When the fourth week passed without the inconvenience, Abbie began to suspect that she might be with child.

“Did you use the seeds?” Sefina questioned.

“Yes,” Abbie confirmed. 

The women of the Nyandaro empire had a practice meant to determine such things—a practice that rarely failed them. When they suspected they were with child, they would piss on wheat and barley seeds. If either of the seeds sprouted, then their suspicions were confirmed.

“What happened?”

“Both sprouted.”

“Have you spoken with your husband?”

“My suspicions have only just been confirmed. I will tell Maxwell after Percy is christened. It would be unfair to take his attention away from his son.”

Sefina scoffed, “You are carrying his prince.”

Abbie shook her head. “We do not—”

Sefina interrupted the denial. “Which plant sprouted first? Which is the tallest?”

“The barely,” Abbie reluctantly acknowledged.

“You know what that means, Abbie. You will birth a boy. I have seen him in my dreams.”

“I admit there is...sanctity in the Nyandaro practice, but its veracity is not recognized here. I cannot claim to be carrying a son, Mother. I can hardly claim to be with child. If it is meant to be, then I shall give birth in the autumn. Then and only then will we know who my child is.”

“It is meant to be, but it will not be easy. I fear you will be seen as an even greater target once people learn of your condition.”

Tenderly, the queen’s hand went to her belly. “I will keep this secret from others until my belly is round,” she avowed. She would do anything to protect her unborn child. 

“You must. It is the only way you will be protected.”

Abbie sighed heavily as her gaze moved to her father. “That is enough talk about me, I should think. How does he fare? Does the physician know when he will awaken? If he will awaken?”

Sefina shook her head with dejection. “There has been no change, but I must tell you something.”

“What is it?”

“Within the first day of your father’s illness, I sent a messenger to Nyandaro with a letter for Emperor Omari. I asked him to allow Madame Kawai to travel here. I recently received word that he granted my request.”

Madame Kawai was the best practitioner in the Nyandaro empire. Rarely did those who came to her for healing fail to recover from whatever ailed them. She resided in the palace so that she could also be close should the emperor or his family fall ill. Although Omari was Sefina’s uncle and thought well of Thomas, it was a surprise to Abbie that he was allowing Madame Kawai to travel so far away from his side.

“Uncle was quite generous to fulfill your request,” Abbie remarked. “If anyone can heal Father, it will be Madame Kawai.”

“I agree,” Sefina murmured. Although Thomas’s condition was not the only reason she sought to have Madame Kawai journey to Chevon. It was not only her unborn grandson that Sefina saw in her dream. She also saw death snatch Abbie’s spirit. Sefina could not allow that to be her daughter’s fate, and she was not foolish enough to ignore the vision. Dreams were warnings from the Most High. She had to take heed.

Abbie sensed that there was something more troubling her mother. She began to inquire about it, but a flicker of movement snatched her attention. She looked towards the entrance of the chamber. One of the ladies of her household, Mary Anne, stood with her head bowed, waiting to be acknowledged by her master.

The queen suppressed her irritation. “What is it?”

“His Majesty requests your company,” Mary Anne announced.

“Tell him that I am visiting my mother and father.”

Mary Anne grimaced as she carefully responded. “He is aware, Your Majesty. However, he says that the matter is urgent.”

Abbie’s lips pressed together. “Very well. Tell me where he is, and I shall go to him when I am done here.”

Her husband could not be bothered to come to her, so she was inclined to make him wait before she graced him with her presence. He was not the sovereign in Chevon. This was her territory, her domain. She would not bow to Maxwell’s show of power.

“The king instructed me to escort you to him,” Mary Anne timidly told her.

“He did what?” Abbie blurted, her face tightened with displeasure.

“Be calm, Abigail,” Sefina urged. She could see the fire in her daughter’s eyes.

Abbie took a moment to breathe deeply, allowing herself to calm before she spoke again. “Very well, let us go on with it.” 

She gathered her skirts, walking past May Anne and into the corridor. Stoically, she strode with the timid girl behind her. With nearly quiet words, Mary Anne guided the queen through the corridors until they reached a doorway that led to the palace gardens. A guard stepped forward, opening the doors and bowing at his waist. Abbie stepped through the opening. Mary Anne urged her to continue forward into the shrubbery maze. She did so, walking the stone pathway until, suddenly startled, she stopped.

“Hello, wife.” Maxwell wore a welcoming grin as he extended his hand to her. Behind him, there was a large fountain. It wasn’t the crisp water flowing through it in the winter air that gave the queen pause. It was the sculpture of the fountain. The sculpture was to her likeness. She could see her round eyes and large hair in the demurely smiling statue. 

“What is this?” Abbie asked as she placed her hand in his.

“It is a gift from your people. A token of their allegiance. Is it to your fancy?”

“Who commissioned it?”

“Samuel,” Maxwell responded, nearly smugly. He knew that Abbie was not too fond of his cousin. “Sir Adam had a painting of you delivered here shortly after you took reign of Chevon. Samuel instructed the sculptor to use the painting and create this masterpiece.”

“I suspect you encouraged him to do so.”

“That is of no matter. What do you think of the sculpture? Do you like it?”

“It is beautiful.” Her voice was wistful as she looked at the fountain as if expecting it to disappear shortly. “Although I would say it is unnecessary. I am sure the cost of this could have been allocated to the people.”

“Abbie, the people of Chevon are well taken care of. Christopher is ensuring it at your discretion.”

The king caressed his wife’s cheek. “The sculpture is beautiful because it is you.” 

“Thank you. I shall cherish this gift.”

“It is not I who deserves your gratitude,” the king reminded her.

“Yes, well, I shall thank Samuel as well.” She stepped closer to the fountain, wanting to see it better. “Why are you revealing it to me? Why not Samuel?”

“I have not been unfair to you,” Maxwell admitted, startling Abbie once more. 

She did not need to ask what he was referring to. Since the execution, Maxwell had been distant. He spoke few words and only acknowledged her when it was necessary. 

“I did not react kindly when you took Carter Remington’s life. Please understand that I had no concern for him. Truthfully, he should have died when he made you out to be a traitor, but I foolishly spared him out of a misguided fondness for Chelsea. My concern was for you. I did not want you to tarnish your soul.”

“While I am grateful to hear your explanation, I am having difficulty accepting its veracity. I am your wife, Maxwell. You can be honest with me. It was not my soul you feared had been damaged. It was me. I acted in a way that displeased you, so you acted petulantly, as a child would.”

He scowled at her summarization. “It is not that simple, wife. You wielded a sword and took a man’s life.”

“As did you,” Abbie said, turning to him suddenly. “I know your hands are not clean. Blood stains them as it does mine. You may not have told me of your coronation, but others did. We are the same.”

“You withheld your skills from me.”

“We both entered into this union with secrets. You have learned mine, but yours are still unknown to me. You urge me to trust you. Do you no longer trust me?”

The king sighed heavily. “Of course, I trust you. I love you deeply. Tell me what it is that you want to know. I will bear it all to you.”

She shook her head, focusing on their surroundings. “That is not necessary. I trust you, Maxwell. I love you.”

“I do not want there to be any more secrets between us. Can you promise me that?” Maxwell requested with near desperation. 

War was messy. Their enemies would not hesitate to sever their union if they thought it would lead to a victory. He and Abbie could not be at odds. If they were to survive this, then they had to be honest with each other. More honest than they had ever been before.

“I promise you, from this day forward, there shall be no more unnecessary secrets,” Abbie vowed. 

She chose her words carefully. For there was one secret that had to remain—their unborn child. Maxwell could not know now. She felt no guilt for withholding. She was doing what she must to protect everything she held dear. She would keep this secret until she could keep it no more.
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Chapter II
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Chelsea and Jarrod’s wedding ceremony was not extravagant. It was a noble occasion witnessed by all those who had declared themselves friends of the sector. Chelsea wore a gown of purple to signify her suspected impending rise to royalty. The following dinner was held in the dining hall of Jarrod’s large home. It came time for the pair to receive their gifts. One by one, they acknowledged the things bestowed upon them. The last gift was a long wooden trunk. 

“Who is it from?” Chelsea asked, descending the dais to get a closer look.

“The giver is unknown, but it is marked for you and Lord Charles,” a servant announced with a bow of his head. 

Charles stepped forward. “I will open it.” He worried it was a ploy from their enemies. Some kind of contraption that was meant to take their lives immediately. He would not risk Chelsea dying before she was able to consummate her marriage. Her marriage to Jarrod was their connection to the throne. 

“Tread carefully, Father,” Chelsea advised, standing close behind him. 

Carefully, Charles popped the latch of the trunk. Inhaling deeply, he lifted the lid, revealing the trunk’s contents. Chelsea’s eyes widened, and her face paled. A blood-curdling scream escaped her as she frantically read the bloody words that were painted inside the trunk’s lid. 

“My son,” Charles’s broken voice sounded as he fell to his knees. Jarrod descended the dais to see what had caused their distress. His eyes narrowed as he looked upon the body of Carter Remington. A sword was in the man’s chest. Its handle was engraved with the Chevron crest. His eyes lingered on the bloody words. 

Let there be war. – A.R.B.

The hall did not erupt into chaos. Not immediately.

It froze.

Chelsea could not look away. Carter’s face—ashen, waxlike—stared past her, eyes dull and unseeing. The sword protruding from his chest was familiar in the most horrifying way. She had seen it before, resting on the side of the men tasked with protecting the life of the current king of Bellavierre.

Jarrod descended the dias, carefully reading the short message. “A.R.B.” It took a moment for him to understand the meaning of the letters. “Aw, this is a...gift from the alleged queen of Bellavierre.”

Chelsea’s knees buckled.

If not for the ladies rushing to her side, she would have collapsed onto the stone floor, her wedding gown pooling beside her brother’s corpse. A raw sob tore from her chest. This was not grief alone. This was humiliation. Violation. A message delivered with distinct cruelty.

“She killed him,” Chelsea whispered, shaking. Her hands flew to her mouth as bile rose in her throat. The room spun. Her wedding. Her triumph. It was all forever stained by blood.

Charles did not weep. He rose slowly from his knees, every movement deliberate, as though rage itself were holding him upright. His eyes burned—no longer with grief, but with something far more dangerous. Murderous clarity.

“That witch,” he snarled, turning toward the hall as if Abigail Remington herself might be standing among the guests. “Look what the Nyandaran whore has done!”

A murmur rippled through the guests, but Charles did not care. He drew himself to his full height, fists clenched so tightly his knuckles blanched.

“She dares,” he thundered, “to slaughter my son and present his body as a gift? To mock my house? To declare war against me, against all of us, the rightful elite of this once great kingdom.”

His eyes were wild as he continued speaking. “I will sever her head from her body,” Charles vowed. “I will mount it on the gates of Auremont and let everyone see what happens to those who defy the House of Remington.”

Chelsea sobbed harder at that, not in comfort, but in terror. Because some small, treacherous part of her knew this had gone too far. That Abbie had not acted rashly, but intentionally. That this was not the act of a frightened girl, but of a formidable queen.

Jarrod said nothing. He stood at the edge of the trunk, hands clasped behind his back, studying the scene with unnerving calm. Carter’s body. The placement of the sword. The message. The timing.

A wedding. An audience.

He exhaled slowly.

So this was Abigail Remington Beckham, Queen of Bellavierre.

It seemed that she was not the shy, soft-spoken girl he had been told about. Nor was she the meek foreign bride who bowed her head and spoke only when spoken to. She was a woman who understood power. Symbolism. Fear.

She was a woman who knew how to send a word and ensure it would never be forgotten.

Jarrod’s lips twitched, just slightly. Not a smile. Never that. But something close to appreciation.

“My brother’s wife,” he said at last, his voice even, measured, “is far more impressive than I was led to believe.”

Charles rounded on him. “Do you find this amusing?”

“No,” Jarrod replied coolly, eyes never leaving the sword in Carter’s chest. “I find it... illuminating.”

“How so?” Charles demanded. He could not see this as Jarrod saw it.

Jarrod straightened, meeting Charles’s fury without flinching. “Abigail Remington has just declared herself a worthy enemy. I know now that she would not be easily defeated.”

That was exactly what Chelsea feared, but she dared not say it aloud. Her father was determined to claim the throne, and Jarrod was his willing vessel. Chelsea had believed their success was inevitable. Now she was uncertain. Now she realized the truth. They had underestimated Abbie, and that could be a grave mistake.

~~*~~
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BEING THE BASTARD BROTHER of the king came with privileges. Privileges that Luis knew he would not have been allowed if his brother were any other man.

As the brother of the king and the firstborn son of the former king, Luis de Guise was considered a good match for a nobleman’s daughter. No matter what rank the man may hold, he would allow his daughter to marry a bastard so that she may be adjacent to royalty. 

Luis had made no efforts to remarry after his wife’s death. Not because he was uninterested, but because he did not intend to do so unless the union greatly benefited him. He did not expect to be as fortunate as Maxwell and Abbie. Love would not be the binding of his nuptial unification. He had attempted such an arrangement before and achingly lost the woman he loved. 

Luis’s second marriage would be ventured upon only for advancement. The youngest daughter of one of Chevon’s most noble men had made it a point to gain his attention since he arrived in the principality. She was not just the youngest daughter of any nobleman. She was the youngest daughter of Lord Jean Marquise, a relative of the king of France. 

There was no denying that a union with her would benefit not only Luis but all of Bellavierre. She also happened to be a beautiful girl. Her name was Victoria, and she was young, but not overly so, with rosy skin and a round face full of youthful features. Her brown hair hung freely down her back. She dressed in fine gowns crafted by the best seamstresses in the land. 

When he initially noticed her attempts, Luis had warily observed her, but never did he react. As the English troops mobilized against Bellavierre and the alliance with France weakened, Luis found himself considering the unspoken offer. Victoria’s father could speak to the French king, encouraging the man to forego defending the Vatican against Bellavierre’s alleged indiscretion. It would be one less enemy for the troubled kingdom to consider. That meant fewer of its subjects would die.

When he witnessed his sister-in-law bravely step forward and do what was required to defend Bellavierre and Chevon, Luis knew that he had been called upon to act as well. As a boy, he was taught that his place was at Maxwell’s side, ready and willing to assist the king with whatever was needed. Luis had momentarily forsaken his duty, leaving Maxwell to handle the pressures of kinghood without a confidant. His return could not be in vain. He had to do as he was taught. He had to help his brother.

It was an ordinary Tuesday when Luis approached Victoria. “Pardon me if I am being improper, but I wondered if you might take a stroll with me on this lovely day.” It was the first time he had spoken to her directly.

Startled, her cheeks reddened as she blinked several times. “Are you asking for my company, my lord?”

With a disarming grin, Luis bowed and extended his hand. “I am asking for your kindness.” 

He had been tutored by the same scholars as Maxwell. He was one of Bellavierre’s best courtiers. He knew how to flatter a woman. He knew how to make her feel desired and how to make her desire him. Such understandings could be the difference between gaining a powerful family’s loyalty and turning them into your rival.

Shyly, Victoria looked upon Luis. “If I were to grant your request, where shall we stroll?” Her voice wavered ever so slightly, indicating her nervousness despite her obvious interest in him.

“Come with me, and you shall see.” 

Luis’s efforts were rewarded when she placed her hands in his. 

“I would be delighted, my lord. My name is Victoria Marquise. You do not need to tell me yours. I know it already.”

“Very well, Mistress Victoria. Let us go.” 

Victoria hesitated, looking over her shoulder at the quiet maid standing a few paces behind her. “I do not intend to offend you, my lord, but I cannot be alone with you. You are a man, and I am an unmarried woman.”

“Then your chaperone shall come with us,” Luis decided, motioning for the maid to follow. He led her out of the palace to an awaiting carriage. 

Once they were settled, the carriage lurched forward, beginning their journey just as he intended.

Luis smiled kindly at Victoria. “Tell me about yourself, Mistress Victoria.”

Victoria pressed her lips together before speaking. “My family is French,” she confessed.

Luis feigned surprise. “Is that so?”

“It is. We are relatives of the king, but he and my father had a disagreement two years ago. I do not know what for, but it led to us relocating to Chevon.”
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