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CHAPTER ONE














Marielle











It was a land devoid of color.


Melancholia wrapped its long, cold arms around me, squeezing tight, chilling me down to the bone.


Or, perhaps, it was simply the snow-laded landscape and my thin cloak that did nothing to stave off the chill within the carriage. 


The metal foot warmer that had been filled with boiling water at our last stop had long since gone cold.


From the looks of things, I would need to get accustomed to the cold if I were meant to become the so-called “Winter Queen.”


Or it may kill me yet, saving me from this marriage I did not want, but had no choice in regardless.


It was well into spring in my homeland. 


There, the fields were bright green with fresh grass, little yellow, purple, and white flowers dotting the landscape, promising warmer days still. 


But this new land that was to be my home showed no signs of the seasons changing. 


Even the sun that was perched high in the sky, casting its dappled light through the trees and into the windows of the carriage provided little to no warmth. 


Casting a glance to both sides, though I had been quite alone since the beginning of the journey, save for the two men leading the carriage seemingly halfway around the world, I slid my hands into my bodice, pressing my frozen fingers against my warm breasts, trying to bring back feeling. 


I did not know much about surviving in the cold lands, but I had heard stories of fingers and toes getting so cold that they turned black and fell off. 


I did not have high hopes for my future, but I did at least wish to hope to retain my appendages.


On a sigh, I turned my attention back out the window, taking in the barren trees, the thick snow, the occasional large black bird drifting through the endless white landscape. 


“Lady,” a voice called several long hours later, making me jerk fully awake. 


“Yes?” I asked, trying to pull myself together. 


“This is where we leave you, lady,” he informed me, waving toward a small building with white smoke billowing out of the chimney. A pathetic shiver racked my system at the very idea of a fire. 


“Leave me?” I asked, brows furrowing.


“Yes, lady. From here, your husband’s guards will take you the rest of the way.”


I wanted to object.


I did not know my husband’s guards. I did not even yet know my husband. 


“Will I be safe?” I asked, hearing the tremble in my voice, but I had never been very good at hiding my true feelings. 


“They are the men who defend your husband, lady, who will defend you for the rest of your life,” my guard reasoned. 


There was not much concern in his voice. And why should there be? He had no loyalty to me. Not since my beloved father had passed. He now defended my uncle, the very man who had condemned me to a life in a frozen wasteland. 


He likely wanted to get back home. To spring. To warmth. To a life I would never again know. 


I could hardly begrudge him his eagerness. 


“Yes, of course,” I agreed, giving him a tight nod. 


“Here they come,” he said, nodding toward the small inn where several large men were making their way toward the carriage.


I had never seen men quite so massive before. Tall. Wide. 


The men in my land were not much larger than the women, all of us rather slight and petite in size and stature. 


These men, in my homeland, would be seen as giants, as myths come to life. 


Outside of the carriage, one of the men and my current guards exchanged some words before the leader of this new group looked at the carriage, then moved forward to wrench the door open.


Then there he was. 


I had known the flicker of attraction in my life. I had once fostered a small girlish crush on a stable boy with kind eyes and a strong body. 


But the sensation that worked itself down my spine and between my legs took me completely by surprise as I looked at his ruggedly handsome face with its wide, strong jaw, his dark eyes under stern-looking brows, and his hair so dark it was almost black. 


His gaze moved over me, but his eyes were so guarded, I could not determine his thoughts.


Then his hand was shooting outward toward my feet, making me gasp and pull them back until I realized he was going toward the foot warmer, pressing his fingerless gloved hands against the frigid thing. 


“Fuck,” he hissed under his breath, making my eyes widen. 


Of course I had heard men and women swear before. Mostly servants who did not know they were being overheard. But I had never known someone to use that sort of language in front of a lady. 


“Come,” he said, reaching a hand toward me.


There seemed to be no choice but to reach for it, rest my small hand in his massive one. 


“Where are your gloves?” he asked in his deep, rough voice. 


“I did not realize I would need them,” I admitted as he started to pull me out of the carriage.


“Your cloak is not meant for this weather either,” he added, seemingly talking to himself as I got down the small steps of the carriage. “Gather her things. We shall rest for the night and leave at first light,” he declared to the other gathered men who shared confused looks, making me conclude that this was not the original plan. But clearly this man was the leader, so they all silently fell in line to follow orders. 


As for me, I was half-dragged through the shin-deep snow, feeling it slice through the thin material of my gown, freezing me through once more. 


It was not a long walk, but by the time the man was pulling open the door to the small inn, my entire body was nettled with shivers. 


Seeming to hear the sound of my teeth clanking together, the man looked down at me, brows lowering before he dragged me across the room, shoving me down onto the ground near the fire. 


“You will catch your death yet,” he murmured, seemingly to himself, as he turned away from me to grab a heavy blanket off of the back of the canapé, spreading it open, then wrapping its warmth around my upper body. 


“What are you doing?” I half-shrieked as he dropped down at my feet, pulling off my shoes, then reaching up under my skirts. 


“Your stockings are wet,” he informed me, dismissing any propriety as he reached up my legs, drawing down the material as I sat too stunned to move, to make any further objections.


Perhaps I was closer to perishing than I realized. Surely propriety was no longer a concern if someone was approaching freezing to death. 


That was the only excuse for his behavior anyway. 


“You,” he shouted to one of the men who came in, carrying one of my trunks from the carriage. “Bring the blanket from your bed,” he demanded. 


The guard glanced at me in front of the fire, body shivering hard, gave his leader a nod, then rushed off to do just that. 


The second blanket was wrapped around my legs, tucked in tight to keep any cold air from creeping in. 


The shivering had not abated. If anything, it seemed to get stronger even sitting so near the fire. The flames felt like they were cold shards of glass on my face, confusing me. 


“Is she going to die?” I was vaguely aware of one man asking. 


“Not if I can help it,” the leader said. “Fetch some tea.”


I was forced to sip the too-hot liquid, feeling like it burned me from the inside out, but it did seem to lessen the shivering after a few long moments. 


“What were her fucking guards thinking?” he grumbled to the other men who all stood around looking at me. 


“Maybe that was why they rushed away.”


“If she were not so fragile, I would track them down and beat their heads in for this,” the leader growled. 


“Is she sickly?” another of the men asked. “She’s no bigger than a child.”


“You saw the guards,” the leader told him. “They must be a small people,” he concluded. 


“Could she even bear the king an heir?” the other man asked.


They should not have been talking about such things in front of me. But perhaps they did not think I was quite in my right mind since they suspected I was so near death. 


“I imagine their people reproduce like any other,” the leader said. 


“Why would the king want a woman so unfit for our world?” the other guard asked. 


“I do not believe he has ever seen her. Nor her, him,” he said. 


That was the truth.


I had not been able to eat much of anything for weeks thanks to the constant anxiety of life with a man who I had never even met. 


Would he be kind?


Or cruel?


Though, logic reasoned with me that even if he were unkind, there was no way he could be as cruel as the uncle who had all but sold me to him, a man I had needed to endure the abuse of for many years.


I could endure. 


I had been enduring for a long time. 


Eventually, I would have children, and they could become a bright spot in a cold, dark world. 


If I survived the journey, that is.


“She is a fine lady,” the other guard declared. “I have never seen hair that color before.”


Red hair was common in my land. So common, in fact, that it was almost seen as a flaw instead of an asset. But this land seemed to belong to dark-haired people. 


“Do you think her skin is that white because she is freezing to death?” a guard asked. 


“She is not freezing to death,” the leader grumbled, even as his hands moved out to grab my legs, chafing them through the blanket almost to the point of pain. 


“Let us hope not,” a different voice chimed in. “The king will not be happy with the lot of us if we bring back a dead bride. Even if it was her kin’s fault.” 


There was a lot of back-and-forth conversation for a while that I was only half aware of, making me realize that I was drifting in and out of sleep. 


Whether that was from the cold, or the fact that I had not been able to get much rest in the bumpy carriage, I did not know. 


But I could not seem to keep my eyes open for any length of time. 


Eventually, the voices slipped away, going to bed themselves, I imagined, resting up for the journey the next day. 


I drifted closer to consciousness at the thought that I had been left all alone in the common area of the inn. 


But then a deep, rough voice filled the room.


“What am I to do about you?” he asked, seemingly to himself, as he moved between me and the fire, squatting down to put more logs on the flames to keep them going. “Fucking God save me for this,” he added.


I did not understand his meaning until I felt his body stretch out behind me, his frame immediately chasing away the chill in the rest of the room, warming me. 


And it almost, almost, made the frigid cold climate tolerable. 


I woke up to the sound of his voice what felt like ages later.


“You are going to need to get off of me before the men wake up,” he murmured. 


And, oddly, I felt like I could feel his words vibrating through me as he said them.


Which made no sense at all.


Until, of course, I woke up enough to realize why that was so.


Because my entire body was draped over his, using him as a mattress and body warmer at the same time. 


It felt like scaling a mountain. 


On either side of his hips, my knees barely touched the floor. 


Beneath me, his body was hard, yet comfortable. And the skin my face was nestled in at his neck smelled like woods and fire, a scent that made me immediately want to take a deep breath. 


It was not until I felt something… unusual that I seemed to shock back into my right mind.


A long hardness pressed up against my thigh.


Realizing what it was, I threw my body off to the side, landing with a grumble on my backside as the blanket draped over my back fell away, making the cold invade me once again. 


Surely, he could not blame me for making his manhood do that. I had been asleep, after all. Not in control of my movements. He should have pushed me away, settled me back on the floor. That was what would have been appropriate. 


“Are you more alive this morning?” his rough voice asked as he folded up.


“I believe so.”


He reached out, grabbing the blanket to yank back around my shoulders. 


“Not for long if you let yourself get cold like that again.”


“I assure you, I did not plan to become so cold. It is spring in my land,” I told him, shaking my head as I looked over at him.


“And it is nearing spring here as well.”


“But there is so much snow.”


“Lady, this was a wee little snowstorm. The winter has several feet to drop down on us weekly.”


“Is it ever warm here?” I asked, feeling hope start to drain from my body. 


“Guess that depends on your definition of warm. But we get a few months where you can see the grass. Maybe a flower or two. Relax, lady. You shall get used to it,” he assured me as he moved away from the fire. “We will be leaving in an hour’s time. After tea and a quick breakfast.” 


With that, he was going outside, but only for a moment, coming back with the foot warmer from the carriage. 


“Do you have a name, sir?” I asked, watching as he dumped the water into a bucket to set over the fire. 


“I do,” he agreed, nodding. “It is Warwick.”


“Warwick,” I repeated, finding the name odd on my lips. “I am Maribelle.”


“You are lady or milady or, soon, my queen,” he corrected. 


“Of course,” I agreed, wincing at my mistake. 


In my old life, I had never been introduced into society by my uncle. So formalities were still a bit strange to me. Eventually, I had gotten the servants to call me by my name, finding it refreshing that someone in my life said it. 


I imagined perhaps my husband would use my name. 


“Do you know the king well?” I asked. 


To that, there was a strange look that crossed his face, but he averted his gaze before I could interpret it. 


“I do, yes.”


“Are you his guard?”


“I am not,” he said. Then added, “I am your personal guard, milady.” 








CHAPTER TWO









Warwick






She was a tiny slip of a thing. More doll-like than human. Skin like milk. Hair like fire. With big, innocent blue eyes. 


The men had been right to speculate about her constitution. She was clearly not bred to withstand the cold lands. 


Our people were large and thick, full of muscle and fat to keep them warm.


She looked as though a slight winter’s breeze might snap all her bones to pieces. 


Beautiful, yes, but fragile.


When I saw how close to freezing to death she had been, I had lost any of the small amount of hope I had felt at the idea of a queen in the kingdom, of possible heirs. 


If she could not stand spring, how was she expected to make it through winter? Even in the castle with fires in every room, with thick draperies on the windows, and warm blankets on the bed, she was going to struggle to keep her temperature up.


A visit with a seamstress would do her some good, surely. Someone to make her thicker gowns and underthings, muffs, hats, a cloak meant to stave off the chill. 


Of course, that would require her to last through the night. And with the wind kicking up, whipping through every crack in the walls of the inn, I was not sure that was likely. 


It was why I had moved in behind her, to lend her some of my warmth. It was the only way when the fire was not enough. 


Though, clearly, that was not enough warmth for her. For in her sleep, she rolled over restlessly, pressing her face into my side. Then, not too long after, climbing up on top of me, straddling me, nuzzling her chilly face into my warm neck.


I am not proud of the way my body reacted to her.


My queen.


The woman I had sworn an oath to protect. 


But there was no talking sense to your cock when it was close to something as tempting as she. 


Especially when I yanked the blanket over her back to seal in the heat, and she snuggled in while letting out a little mewling sound. 


It was the kind of sound that could easily be stoked into a whimper, then a moan, if I let my hands drift to her ass, if I pulled her spread legs upward so my cock rested against her cleft, if I dragged her up and down me, letting the friction build a different sort of fire that could burn through her. 


“Fuck,” I hissed, slamming my forehead into the side of her cheap, poorly insulated carriage. 


My cock was throbbing at just the idea of her crying out as she came. 


Thoughts like that could have me hanged if they ever got out. 


I needed to get a hold of myself. 


It was going to be a long journey still to get back to the castle. I needed to hold it together. 


When I got back into the inn, the lady had disappeared, but not before folding up the blankets neatly on a chair cushion. 


She had likely went in search of the privy which was blessedly right outside the rear door of the inn.


The other men were rustling around, getting tea and gruel ready to fill our bellies before the long day out in the cool weather. 


“Make the lady a large portion,” I demanded. “A full belly will go a long ways to keeping her warm. We will be packing these quilts as well,” I said, motioning toward them. “Leave some coins for the innkeepers. We need to deliver a live bride to the king,” I added, wanting to make sure my interest in her well-being was about her place in our kingdom, not her as a person, as a woman that I clearly wanted to bed. 


The door from the back opened, and in walked the lady, cheeks pink from just a few moments in the cold. 


“Oh, hello,” she said, looking around at all of the men. “I am sorry to have been such a hassle,” she added, shifting her feet. 


“You are to be our queen,” I said, shrugging. “You can not be a hassle.” 


“Lady, sit,” one of my men demanded in a voice that was, admittedly, rough. But only because that was how he spoke. 


But he made the lady jolt hard and immediately drop into a chair, her eyes filling with fear. 


A sigh moved through me at her softness forcing me to coddle her. 


“Lady, you have nothing to fear from any of the men here,” I told her, thrusting a bowl of gruel into her hands. “He just wants you to sit to eat, so we can leave.”


“Right. Of course. This is very kind,” she said, giving him a shy smile.


Feeding her was kind?


What life had she lived before? 


“May I ask how far we are from the castle?” she asked. 


“Two more days, if the weather permits,” I told her. 


I understood the way her shoulders slumped at the news. 


By my calculations, she had been traveling for at least a week in a terrible carriage with not a single distraction. 


The worst of her journey was to come, but I felt it was wise not to inform her of that. 


She set to eating her gruel as I moved around the small inn, going in and out of rooms, looking for supplies. 


I found a spare muff for her hands made of a thick, warm fur. There were several books of poetry I also took to keep her mind occupied. 


“Leave coins for all of this as well,” I told one of my men, showing them the supplies so they could gauge the cost. “We ride in five minutes,” I added, bringing the supplies out to the carriage, then coming back for the water to fill the foot warmer. 


It should keep hot for a few hours, then warm for a few hours more. 


I had hoped to be able to ride through the biggest part of the day, but the delicacy of the lady would require more frequent stops to keep warm. 


“What are you doing?” I asked when I went back into the inn as the men went to get the horses out of the barn, finding the lady washing the breakfast dishes in a bucket.


“I do not want to leave a mess for the proprietors.” 


“The cleaning is included in the lodging fee we have paid,” I reasoned.


“Still,” she insisted. “The gruel will harden, making the task more difficult.”


“Are you accustomed to washing dishes, milady?” I asked, frowning down at her. 


“I like to keep busy,” she informed me, stepping around answering the question directly. 


I had no idea what sort of home she had come from. What I did know, however, was that she would not be washing dishes at the castle. As a queen. With dozens, if not hundreds, of servants at her disposal. 


So I let her finish the task one last time before insisting it was time to go. 


“What is this?” she asked after I shuffled her out to the carriage. 


“Supplies to keep you warm,” I told her, climbing inside with her, trying to ignore the way the carriage creaked at a little extra weight. 


“Slip your feet out of your slippers, lady,” I demanded as I slid the foot warmer into place. 


“We can not steal the muff and quilts and books,” she insisted as I handed her the muff then started to wrap her in the blanket.


“They want a live queen as much as we do, milady,” I informed her. 


“The poetry will not keep me warm,” she responded. 


“No, but they shall keep you sane. The proprietors have been paid for all of these supplies. Handsomely, I might add,” I told her as she finally gave in and slipped her hand into the muff, allowing me to wrap the second blanket around her. “We shall stop before your foot warmer goes cold. You will not freeze another day,” I added, climbing out of the carriage, and closing the door. 


I tried to focus on other things as we began our day’s journey, but I found myself falling behind on my horse to glance in the window of the carriage to make sure the lady was not trembling or showing any other signs of getting too cold.


She lasted through the majority of the day before I decided it was getting too risky to keep going. 


The men were unaccustomed to the luxury of indoor accommodations so often, but were certainly not complaining as we found the next inn that had room for all of us. 


The proprietor was a middle-aged man who gave me a bad feeling as his greedy gaze moved over the woman who would be his queen. 


“I cannot believe I am to serve the queen,” he said, appropriately enough, making me momentarily wonder if I had been mistaken with my immediate distrust. “And I get to see your ladyship before even our king,” he added, making me stiffen once again as the lady squirmed under his unending stare. “You are quite a thing to see, too.”


“The lady requires a warm meal,” I snapped, making him jolt. 


“Yes, of course,” he said, turning to rush away. 


The uneasy feeling kept running through me as I looked around the inn, trying to decide which rooms would go to whom. 


It was inappropriate, I knew, to insist the lady stay in an adjoining room to mine. 


Still, that was exactly what I did.


“Are you well, lady?” I asked after she had been fed and given a chance to warm by the fire. 


“Yes, of course,” she insisted, but she looked pale to me. And was she a bit clammy about her hairline? 


I could not shake the thoughts, though, even as we each went to our separate rooms, as I built up her fire, then left her to ready for bed. 


But my sleep was restless, making me fold up and pace my own room for a few moments, trying to talk myself out of invading her privacy. 


My concern won out, though, as I reached for the adjoining door, pulling it open as quietly as I could. 


And there he was.


Looming large over the bed where the lady slept, tossing and turning in her bedsheets, making them fall down to reveal a whisper-thin nightgown to his greedy gaze.


“What the fuck are you doing?” I growled, feeling a rush of pleasure as he jerked hard, startled. 


“I, ah, I was checking the fire. A lady shouldn’t get cold.”


“I do not believe the fire is in the bed,” I snapped. “See yourself out of this room before I have you dragged before the courts for this,” I snarled. 


That shocked him into motion, scurrying out of the door, and across the house, leaving me to build up the fire. 


I meant to keep my eyes averted. 


But the way she was writhing and her strange, labored breathing had me breaking propriety to turn to look at her in the bed.


It was then I noticed her hair was wet, sticking to her face. Her nightgown as well was drenched in sweat.


“Fuck,” I hissed, moving across the room and reaching out to touch her forehead, feeling the fire of her skin.


Turning, I rushed back out of her room, nearly tripping over one of my men.


“What is it?” he asked after one glance at my face. “The proprietor ran out of here like there was a fire under him.” 


“I caught him in the lady’s room,” I told him, watching as the anger built in his eyes. “We have bigger worries now, though,” I told him. “The lady has a fever. I believe she caught a chill on her trip.”


“How bad is it?” 


“It is not looking good.” 


I had seen a great many men with fevers on battlefields in the past. I had a good eye for knowing when it would burn through them quickly, and when it looked dangerous. 


“What do we do? There was not another house anywhere nearby. I doubt there is a doctor. And with the owner run off…”


“Search the inn. See if there is any willow bark stored. Bring me some room temperature water. We will get her through the night, and move at first light to the closest village with a doctor. Or, if she is stable, through to the castle so she can see the best physician in the land.”


With that, we got to work. 


I stayed awake the whole night, pressing compresses to her face, chest, and feet. Slipping water between her parched lips, and forcing willow bark tea into her several times. 


The fever did not abate. And as soon as the first light broke, I gathered up the future queen along with all of her bedsheets, and damn near every quilt in the inn, and several canteens filled with hot water to keep her temperature from dropping too drastically. 


“Should you perhaps stay in the carriage with the lady?” one of my men asked as I stuffed blankets and quilts around her with desperate hands. 


“Someone needs to keep an eye on the lady,” another piped in.


“Yes, of course,” I agreed, settling across from her in the carriage. “Ride hard
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