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It is the height of spring, the season has never looked so picturesque. Perfect for the royal presentation, I am going to be the Queen, no contest really, next in line shall be from the highest lineage, my family is most fitting. My father , Prince Khalid, is a prince of blood, cousin to the  current king as both grandfathers were brothers and if that should be not enough my great grandfather being Prince Anders of Norland himself married the Princess Malaika of Assia the near east empire who was then cousin of the Emperor at the time.

As far as aristocratic ranking, I stand highest in order and  my inevitable marriage to the King was arranged since childhood. l was born literally to be Queen, no really I am reminded of this since I can remember and my duty is to never forget I represent my family, the House of Anderssen.

‘You look breathtaking my dear.’ I am startled out of my thoughts and jump only to face my mother who is watching from behind. 

‘Lady Mother, I ...umm...How do you do?’ I curtsey as she walks up to me.

She never walks she glides with her head held high in a dignified manner and her hands clasped in front of her.

Daughter of a royal Duke and Duchess an now Princess Noa of the House of Anderssen she always looks the part as she stands tall nearly shoulder to shoulder with men. She is very slender and that gives her willowy appearance with olive skin, brown intelligent eyes and black hair. I never had her eyes, I have my father’s enchanting yet dangerous eyes.

‘What were you thinking of? Clearly you never heard me enter? A queen should always be dignified and poised, not jumpy like frightened gazelle. You are not a commoner.’ 

No one frightens me like mother  does. I love her but she is so cold and distant and I am always seeking her approval.

‘Sorry Lady Mother,’ I mean it I do not want to be on her bad side.

She takes me by the shoulders gently but firmly, one can never say she wasn’t brought up well. 

I am now facing the mirror with her reflection by my side and I see her beaming with pride. It’s no secret, every mother wishes for an attractive daughter to marry off in the most advantageous marriage, should you be plain or worse ugly, heavens bless you for the parental dismay. As if you created yourself.

‘Look at you. He will love you at first sight. No doubt you will be the most beautiful Queen Norland as ever seen.’

I smile at this, my diplomatic smile, the one I use in public , elegant, self-assured and poised but never sincere. It is hard to take a compliment from mother as Princess Noa is very vain, it is more likely she is complimenting herself for producing a fine royal bride, a mere trophy. As look into the mirror I have to admit she is not entirely wrong. I am nearly as tall as her and I am only fourteen just as slim and promising to be taller. 

Both my parents are of  Assian royal roots and blessed me with a healthy golden olive complexion and a head full of bouncing thick chocolate brown curly hair reaching the waist. My eyes, Anderssen eyes, are not just green but emerald green, a bewitching emerald green with a lovely graceful oval face. All in all I am a great beauty who not only turns heads but commands attention even I know this and I know red suits me well. I dress for  King Eric in a crimson velvet gown encrusted with rubies and bell sleeves. The dress has train embroidered with gold thread artistically sewn designs of Griffin, lion, fire and oleander. They are my family crest. The Griffin and oleander are for the House of Anderssen, the lion and fire are for the Royal House of Assia. 

Wearing my family legacy never left me more burdened. I take a deep breath and pull myself together.

‘Lady Mother, it is time . Shall we?’ She links my arm in hers and we glide to the carriage awaiting to deliver me to my destiny.

I have always been brought in the grandest castles in Norland and I have always wondered why if the masses are so disgustingly unhygienic that the cook’s son who was the only permitted to be the playmate of  my brother and I  was so clean . I see it now, they gave him a bath for a royal cook’s son is more appropriate to play with than a farmer’s son. The peasants are not very clean and I see it through the window of my horse drawn carriage.  Men, women, young and old. All dressed in rags some overweight, some underweight all pathetic sights. Roads of the city are filthy, wet, muddy ground paths with waste and stink. I thought Brundel being the capital city would be admirable, here I was jealous when my brother came to court and I stayed at home. Jealous of this?

I don’t know how I managed to fall asleep in this uncomfortable carriage, nothing wrong with the carriage to be honest just the road and constant humps and bumps.

‘Wake up Yael , we have arrived.’ Mother announces.

What shocks me awake is not the anxiety of arriving at the castle, Nightingale Castle, but rather the kind motherly tone in her voice. Unheard of. I suppose one does become exceedingly proud of one’s daughter who is to become queen. 

I do not reply but sit myself up straight with my hands clasped on my knees, my brown hair is braided and finished off with my family golden coronet of entwining leaves design. As far as looks go, I look the pretty Princess part yet I am frightened to death and can hear my heart thumping as evidence.

The carriage door opens and a footman helps my mother and I down, he is dressed in ivory and gold tunic with dark leather breeches and boots. 

I am impressed, I know it was the intention yet seeing the guards and servants dressed to their finest just for me is humbling. I look up to the castle, I’m not so impressed by its large...umm, magnificent is the word but it looks like ours only bigger.

‘When you are daughter to Lord Chancellor, it is hard to be impressed by anything.’ My father Prince Khalid states. He always knows what I am thinking as if he can read my mind and I love him with all that I am.

He approaches us with my brother Duke Hakeem, the Prince of Anderssen and heir presumptive. Both are tall and muscular, olive skinned, green emerald eyes, curly brown hair that reaches the nape of their necks oval faces like mine. Good looking is not how one would describe them but gorgeous. Not handsome but gorgeous.

Like mother they are dressed in royal blue, the color of our House but I stand out in crimson as I should.  The whole court will have eyes on me so I  might as well give them a show. My father offers mother his arm which she gladly accepts and he smiles and walks while she is poised and glides. Hakeem and I follow behind them with him walking like father and I gliding like mother. 

I always wondered why, if women are judged upon their looks are they so stiff while men are a little more relaxed even if it is a little more, I really wonder. 

After climbing the countless and endless stairs while trying to maintain etiquette we finally reach the double pine tree door carved with a lion wearing a crown, an eagle and honeysuckle, the royal crest. 

The doors open to a grand entrance hall filled with bowing servants in uniform of ivory and gold, females wearing complimentary gowns. A stiff and formal man who introduces himself as the King’s Chamberlain or rather he introduces himself to my mother and I as father the Lord Chancellor is no stranger here and Hakeem as his apprentice has been living at the royal court for a good three years.

We follow him out of the entrance hall which is filled with the finest tapestries of men at battle so vivid you fill as though you are part of the war. Woven tapestries of beautiful women in fields, wells or weaving something while telling secrets to one another. The carpet alone, a royal red carpet which leads to the throne room is so clean I am afraid to step on it. Now I find myself anticipating what the Throne Room would be like since it is the symbol of royal majesty.

Again we are stopped by another beautiful gigantic oak double door and at this point I have had enough for I have been walking a good ten minutes so I put on my diplomatic smile while puzzling why mother is excited with this tiresome procedure. The King is going to marry us one way or another.

Hakeem nudges me a little, "Take care little sister, our future is in your hands. Stop criticizing everything and concentrate on the king.

"The throne room is filled with nobles and officials both national and international waiting to devour you with envy. Best you do not embarrass yourself."

"Who said I am criticizing anything?" I protest the truth.

"I know you."

"Well what’s he doing? How long does it take the chamberlain to inform the doorman to announce us?"

"Filled with self-importance you are already becoming like mother." He laughs .

"Hmmm." I reply.

With that the House of Anderssen is announced and we glide in with our parents ahead of us. 

The court is scrutinizing us. I spotted them staring at me, some eyes admiring, some hating, most judging but whatever it is,  father is second in the land after the King and mother second to the Queen Mother as a lady of the kingdom. Let's not forget my brother promising to be as prominent as father one day and I, the future Queen Consort. We are unrivaled in power and we are one good looking family.

We approach the Thrones. They are enormous gold and red velvet seats one with a lion at the head and the other an eagle. The figure that sits on the lion throne stands up and makes his way to us and I know him at once. 

I have read stories and heard some of love at first sight. Love was always a luxury for commoners to compensate for lack of provision and makes life more bearable for them in this world. It is not for us high born.  We marry to strengthen our Houses. 

As I see the King stand before us I am speechless and thoughtless. He is tall. Taller than my parents yet he is only seventeen. Years of military training all his life and the service have made him muscular. Twice he led the army against the kingdom of Rayok and won before he was fifteen. Raven hair is so shiny one can see light reflect on it. He has piercing ice-blue eyes and a strong jaw. I have read of men like this yet never saw one until now.
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"YOUR MAJESTY," FATHER bows and we follow suit. "I present my daughter , Her Royal Highness , Princess Yael.

Instinctively I step forward. I mean glide forward to face him and close enough without being too close .

"Your Majesty," I curtesy.

"At ease." His voice commands softly. As I rose I thought I saw him watch me. He wasn’t looking but watching as if observing or rather studying. Quickly as lightning he beams and smiles. I don’t know why but I thought it was a diplomatic smile, courteous not sincere .

"You’re divine Your Highness. Normally it is not a compliment to women but in this case it is, you do look like your father and brother." He gestures his head to them. ‘Just when I thought no one could be that good looking."

The whole court laughs at this, it is a statement of approval, not that we need it to proceed with the royal wedding but royal approval is still an honour.

Thank you , Your Majesty." At my reply he smiles. A side smirk with a slight shrug and instantly I know.

"He hates me." I am in my new apartment at court. 

Not the Queen’s though. I will stay here till the ceremony in a month’s time .

I collapse on the four poster bed as I complain to mother.

"Don’t be ridiculous, he just met you."

"Lady Mother, I am telling you. I saw the way he looked at me. As if I am a thing that is power hungry he has to be burdened with."

"Yael, he doesn’t know you. Let him get to know you. Your father and I despised each other when we were married for our Assian blood but with time we became friends. Fondness became love."

I try to picture my parents in love. Father is a loving parent but he is ruthless and mother is rather cold and dignified. I can’t see it, I can’t .

"Besides your job is not to make him love you. You are not a whore. You are meant to bear a son to cement you as Queen. A husband may have a fleeting heart but a son you can rely on.

Your father relies on you to strengthen his power as Lord Chancellor. Your brother with his position in the royal council and the rest of House Anderssen needs positions at court."

"No pressure."

"Stop with the whinnying!  If you are frightened you will be happy to know I have requested the Queen Mother your brother’s wife Aisha to be your lady-in- waiting."

"Really? Aisha is Assian you would think they would only permit a Norlander kin to serve a Norlander Queen?"

"Normally they would. However, unlike other noble daughters who came to court to learn while you were at home. Homesickness is inevitable. You love Aisha so if she gives comfort to the future Queen Consort a little favor can be granted. Her Majesty understands."

"Thank you  mother." I run and hug her, she holds me tightly. It is one of the few moments in life she is not being Princess Noa but my mother. Such moments never last for so long.

"Now Aisha will arrive tomorrow and you will begin your grooming as well if you are to have His majesty’s approval. Something I  don’t understand since he is obliged to marry you. Try to befriend him during the month. You are a thoughtful intellect like his mother he should love you." She kisses my cheeks as the maids enter to put me to bed.

"I am certain you will be the most beloved Queen."

She is wrong I am not beloved.

Aisha comes in the morning and I am given more ladies but I make her the highest lady. 

I also meet Lady Erin who is in charge of my grooming and reminds me of mother. So proper and prim but it is easy to win her approval I just have to behave like my mother’s daughter and we are the best of friends. I suppose being a princess of blood made my etiquette lessons more bearable. If only I could gain the confidence of the one I want the most.

Eric comes to my apartments after his daily discussions with the royal council to ask if we can have lunch together. He does this everyday. He does not command he asks. He never summons me he comes. No one has ever seen this before. He talks while we eat and depending on his schedule we take walks around the castle where he explains it’s history to the fullest. 

At first I thought he was trying to get to know me and then I thought he must like me but he does not. Always smirking that annoyed smirk or diplomatic smile, cold eyes and no interest whatsoever. It hurts. What hurts the most is his gestures are a result of tolerance, I am to be his wife so he bothers but he truly wishes he wouldn’t. 

I try.  I dress up contradictory so l do not look like I put effort yet I have to look stunning. I send my ladies to discreetly enquire what he likes so he may approve of my mind, I take care of the poor giving donations so he can approve of my heart. My heart, my face, my mind, nothing works. It hurts because I liked him from the first moment and surprisingly so I love him because he doesn’t love me. He doesn’t smile a genuine smile so I want him to smile at me. 

Aisha explains why he disapproves as she was told by her maid, maids know everything and I am hated for my father. Strange, here I thought my powerful father, a prince of blood to both the kingdom of Norland and the Assian Empire would be the reason I am cherished and honored. Honored yes beloved no. He is too powerful says Aisha. King Eric’s late father, King Theodore V was a reformist and passionate about building universities, clearing national debts, stopping wars and opening royal council seats to outstanding individuals through merit not birth.

My father a conservative opposed this. I am not entirely surprised for Hakeem and I have been told since birth we are above the rest. Half Norlander royal, half Assian royal and best of both worlds. We are as superior as it gets. If I am not be honest I agree for we are more royal than the King himself. Father would never stand for such imbecilic reforms and neither would mother, perhaps Hakeem would but that is irrelevant.

The problem is Eric is his father’s son. He saw the pressure and difficulties my father and his allies put King Theodore throughout his reign and if rumors are to be believed, the late king died from heart problems suspected to be caused by the political struggles my father put him through. Not only did Eric and his mother witness it all, they were also there.

So the son dedicated his life to fulfill his father’s policy. Eric being stronger than his weak father has made it his life mission to give the royal council hell while he is at it. Divide and conquer is his policy and it works but to a limit. The nobles still possess great power and father is an obstacle too great to remove, too greedy to help the poor, too traditional for future education or any change and too tyrannical for peace. 

Eric hates Prince Khalid, he hates the Duke Hakeem, his mother hates Princess Noa because of her  husband and they both hate me.

*********
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ON THE TENTH DAY OF the seventh month of the year 1114CE my wedding has arrived. My ladies are taking their duty to prepare me for the ceremony as if we are going to war with such vigor and determination. Everyone is all over me yet everywhere in the room. 

Mother sits with the Queen Mother watching and supervising my transformation. It starts with a flower bath filled with oils and bath salts, my hair washed and perfumed for what feels like eternity. Breakfast came and I ate it without acknowledging what I ate for I am both nervous and excited. I am going to be Queen at long last. 

It is afternoon and I am getting dressed now, my dress is white with golden embroidery at the hem climbing up to the knees. The design is the family crest of the House of Anderssen crest and royal House of Arnelius.
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THE DRESS LOOKS AS if it has been dipped in gold with the bodice encrusted with pearls all the way to the neck but I keep my bell sleeves plain. My hair is braided into a tight bun with a silver coronet encrusted with diamonds the size of grapes, no kidding about the proverb: heavy is the head that wears the crown. I feel it, the weight of the crown, of my dress, my duty and everything in between. I take a deep breath and steady myself, I am about to become what I was brought up to be. I feel conflicted terrified but proud. Pride in me and my family and when I look into the mirror I really do look like the most beautiful Queen Norland will ever have.

I enter the carriage that takes us in procession to the City Hall where Eric awaits only then do I remember I am about to marry a man who loathes the sight of me and mine. I try to steady myself but I can feel the walls of the carriage closing in. The pressure of being the daughter of the House of Anderssen is now crushing me. Aisha gently puts her hand on mine.

‘’Just hold your breath and smile ,it will be over in a moment. You will not remember anything. It will all be a blur." She reassures me.

Aisha looks beautiful in royal blue and sapphires. Her pretty heart face and razor sharp cheekbones always cheering me on as her big chocolate brown eyes are kindly smiling at me so I begin to relax and I find she is right everything becomes a blur.

I can’t remember how I passed the streets filled with well wishers as we reached the enormous ancient grey stoned hall, the first king of Norland, King Magnus built it. I am not grateful for his labours as I climb the exhausting stairs, I thought the royal castle had unnecessary stairs but this is ridiculously tiresome. 

The double doors open as my father walks me down the red carpet aisle in the large square room filled with foreign and national dignitaries. I recognize the important ancient Houses and a few minor ones. The hall is filled with honeysuckle trees, white roses and peonies with tapestries of ancient battles and Kings of Norland. Up ahead at the dias on the other end of the room, Eric looks
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