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  Chapter one
The Consort’s Empty Throne


Queen Christina stood motionless in the center of her opulent apartments, the heavy velvet drapes drawn against the Roman night. Servants moved around her with practiced silence, their fingers deft as they adjusted the emerald gown that clung to her tall, elegant frame. The fabric shimmered like forbidden forest depths, its tight bodice pressing against skin that still carried the secret reminders of the previous night. Each breath sent a dull throb through the faded bruises hidden beneath layers of silk and whalebone. Pale and easily marked, her body had become a canvas she both resented and craved. 
Lady Vittoria knelt at her side, tightening the laces with steady hands. The confidante’s dark hair was pinned in a severe style that matched her sharp, observant eyes. Christina met her gaze in the tall mirror framed with gilded cherubs. “We must maintain the illusion tonight, Vittoria. Charles Gustav must be seen as the devoted consort at my side. The diplomats watch us too closely for any fracture in our union.”
“Of course, Your Majesty,” Vittoria whispered, her voice low enough that the other servants could not hear. She pulled the laces another inch, forcing Christina’s breasts higher against the emerald neckline. “The court sees only what you command them to see. Your marriage to your cousin lends the legitimacy Rome demands. No one suspects the fire that burns elsewhere.”
Christina’s sharp green eyes narrowed slightly. High cheekbones caught the candlelight as she exhaled. The corset dug into her ribs, right where Monaldesco’s grip had left faint yellowing marks days ago. The pressure awakened them, a secret pulse that traveled downward between her thighs. Her intellect rebelled against the sensation even as her body welcomed it. She was Queen Christina Alexandra of Sweden, abdicated yet still sovereign in exile. Control was her birthright. Yet here she stood, laced into splendor, her womanly figure molded by fabric while her mind wandered to rougher hands.
“He arrives within the hour,” Christina continued, her voice regal even in confidence. “His touch must appear tender before the guests. A kiss for the ambassadors. A hand at my waist during the toasts. The facade preserves us both.” She watched Vittoria’s reflection nod once. The woman had guarded her secrets for months now, diverting servants, watching corridors, and offering coded warnings when whispers threatened to grow too loud.
The final touches came quickly. Auburn hair piled high upon her head in intricate curls, pearls woven through the strands like captured stars. A touch of rouge on her full lips. The servants bowed and withdrew, leaving only Vittoria to drape a final lace shawl across Christina’s shoulders. The garment concealed the slight discoloration at the base of her neck, a remnant of teeth that had closed too eagerly.
“Does it still pain you?” Vittoria asked quietly, her fingers brushing the fabric.
Christina allowed herself the smallest smile. “It reminds me. Every step, every breath. That is its purpose.”
A soft knock echoed through the chamber. Charles Gustav entered without waiting for full permission, as was his right as consort. He looked every inch the refined prince: slender frame wrapped in brocade of deep burgundy, delicate features composed into polite affection. His pale skin and slight build made him seem almost boyish beside her height. No fire burned in his eyes. Only calculation.
“My queen,” he murmured, crossing to her with measured steps. He took her hand, cool fingers wrapping around hers, and pressed a perfunctory kiss to her knuckles. His lips felt like winter air against her skin. Dry. Distant. Proper.
Christina kept her face serene, the perfect mask of marital contentment. Inside, the contrast struck her like a physical blow. This touch carried no possession, no bruising claim. It was politics wrapped in silk. She thought of Monaldesco’s hands, broad and calloused, olive skin dark against her pale flesh. The heat of him. The way his fingers dug in until marks bloomed like royal seals. Her pulse quickened beneath the emerald bodice.
“You look radiant, Christina,” Charles said, his refined voice carrying the faint lilt of their shared Swedish blood. “The green becomes you. It will please the French ambassador. He speaks still of alliances that might restore some measure of your throne.”
She inclined her head, allowing him to tuck her arm through his. “Then we shall give him the image he requires. A united front. Husband and wife in perfect accord.” The words tasted hollow. Her body already hummed with anticipation that had nothing to do with banquets or ambassadors. Monaldesco waited somewhere in the shadows of the palace. She could feel his presence like distant thunder.
They walked together through the corridors, Vittoria trailing at a discreet distance. Music drifted toward them, strings and harpsichord weaving through the night air. The great hall opened before them, a blaze of candlelight and colored silks. Roman nobility mingled with exiled courtiers and foreign diplomats, their laughter rising above the melody. Long tables groaned under platters of roasted meats, spiced wines, and delicate pastries shaped like papal crests.
Christina took her seat at the high table beside Charles. He played his role flawlessly, leaning close to murmur observations about the guests, placing his hand lightly over hers for all to witness. The public displays felt like chains of ice. When he offered her a goblet of wine, their fingers brushed. Cool again. Empty.
Beneath the table, her thighs pressed together. The lingering marks there, fingerprint bruises left by Monaldesco’s powerful grip, throbbed with each subtle shift. Her breasts, pressed high by the corset, carried deeper impressions. Teeth marks that had faded to dusky rose but still sent sparks of memory through her nipples with every breath. The pain was exquisite. A secret brand beneath the queenly facade. She endured it with a serene smile while her mind screamed for more.
Her sharp green eyes scanned the room. There, in the shadowed archway between two marble columns, she caught the first glimpse of him. Monaldesco. Broad-shouldered and swarthy, his thick black hair catching the torchlight like raven wings. Dark piercing eyes locked onto hers across the distance. Even from here she felt the heat of his gaze. He stood half-hidden among the servants and lesser nobles, but his presence dominated the hall for her. A faint smirk touched his lips. He knew what she carried beneath the emerald gown. He had put it there.
Christina’s breath hitched. She covered it by lifting her wine goblet. The music swelled around them, a lively pavane that set feet tapping across the floor. Charles rose, offering his hand for the obligatory dance. She accepted, allowing him to lead her to the center of the hall. His touch at her waist was light, almost hesitant. As they turned in measured steps, she felt every bruise pulse in time with the music. The fingerprint marks on her thighs rubbed against her shift. The bite on the underside of her left breast ached as her chest rose and fell.
“You seem distracted, my dear,” Charles murmured near her ear as they completed a turn. “Is the wine too strong?”
“Merely the weight of eyes upon us,” she replied, her voice eloquent and cool. “We must give them no cause for rumors.”
Yet her gaze kept drifting toward that shadowed archway. Monaldesco had moved closer now, watching from behind a cluster of laughing cardinals. His muscular frame spoke of restrained power. She imagined those arms pinning her against stone, that mouth claiming what Charles only pretended to possess. The contrast made her dizzy. Her intellect demanded she maintain control, steer the conversation toward alliances, preserve the fragile legitimacy of this empty marriage. Her body craved utter yielding. The marks he had left were like chains she wore willingly.
The dance ended. Applause rippled through the hall. Christina endured two more public displays: Charles toasting their continued union, his arm around her shoulders in a pose of affection that felt like theater; then his fingers brushing a stray curl from her cheek while ambassadors nodded approval. Each gesture tormented her. The hidden marks burned hotter. Her nipples tightened against the bodice, sending sharp reminders of teeth that had closed there only nights before.
She could bear it no longer. The music seemed too loud, the lights too bright, the need too consuming. Leaning toward Charles, she spoke with practiced weariness. “The hour grows late, and I find myself fatigued. These banquets test even the strongest constitution. I shall retire early, my lord. Stay and entertain our guests as only you can.”
Concern flickered across his delicate features, but he masked it quickly. “Of course. Shall I escort you?”
“There is no need. Vittoria attends me. Enjoy the night. We must appear strong together, but not chained at the hip.” She offered him a regal smile that did not reach her eyes.
Charles bent to bid her goodnight. His lips brushed hers in the briefest, most proper kiss. Cool. Dry. Passionless. Christina accepted it like a sacrament of lies. As he pulled away, she whispered, “Goodnight, husband.” The word felt foreign on her tongue.
With Vittoria at her side, she swept from the hall. The moment they passed the heavy doors, Christina quickened her pace. Her heart hammered against her ribs, awakening every mark Monaldesco had ever given her. The emerald gown whispered against the stone floors as they moved through lesser corridors. Vittoria asked no questions. She simply guided two servants away with a quiet command, creating the necessary privacy.
“The alcove,” Christina murmured. “Ensure the passage remains clear.”
Vittoria nodded once, her expression a mask of loyal discretion. “As always. I will watch for Charles or any others. Be swift, Majesty. The risks grow with every meeting.”
Christina slipped behind a heavy tapestry depicting the fall of Troy. Her fingers found the hidden latch. The stone door swung inward on silent hinges, revealing a narrow passage that led to a small alcove tucked behind the banquet hall itself. No one knew of it save her, Vittoria, and the man who waited within. The music from the hall filtered through the walls, muted yet constant, a distant reminder of the world she had just escaped.
The alcove was dim, lit by a single candle in a wrought-iron sconce. Velvet cushions lined a recessed bench. The air smelled of aged stone and anticipation. Before she could draw another breath, strong hands seized her.
Monaldesco pulled her against his broad chest, his olive skin warm even through his dark doublet. His thick black hair brushed her cheek as he crushed his mouth to hers in a bruising kiss. This was no perfunctory touch. His lips demanded. His tongue invaded, tasting of wine and raw hunger. Christina moaned into his mouth, her regal bearing crumbling in an instant. Her hands clutched at his shoulders, feeling the hard muscle beneath.
“At last,” he growled against her lips, his Italian accent thickening the words into something primal. “All evening I watched you play the devoted wife. Those marks I left on your body were singing to you, were they not? I could see it in your eyes.”
His hands roamed without mercy. One large palm slid down her back to grip her ass through the emerald silk, squeezing hard enough to reawaken the faint bruises there. The other rose to her breasts, fingers working at the neckline, tugging the fabric down with impatient force. Cool air kissed her pale skin as one breast spilled free. The nipple was already tight, the surrounding flesh marked with the faint imprint of previous bites.
Christina’s head fell back as his mouth left hers to trail down her neck. “Monaldesco,” she breathed, the name both command and plea. Her intellect flickered warnings. *This is madness. The banquet continues mere yards away. Charles may seek me out.* Yet her body arched toward him, offering more. Her thighs trembled, the fingerprint bruises there pulsing in rhythm with her racing heart.
He cupped her exposed breast, thumb circling the sensitive peak. “Look at you. Queen in public. Mine in secret.” His dark piercing eyes burned into hers for one heated moment. Then he lowered his head, hot breath ghosting over her pale flesh. His teeth grazed the tender curve of her breast, right beside the fading mark from their last encounter. The sharp edges scraped lightly, teasing, promising.
Christina gasped, fingers threading through his thick hair. The distant music from the banquet hall swelled, strings rising in a crescendo that vibrated through the stone walls. Laughter and applause echoed like distant thunder. Monaldesco’s teeth pressed harder against her skin, poised to bite deep and claim her once more. Her body tensed in exquisite anticipation, the secret marks across her hidden flesh flaring to life as if answering his call.
The bite hovered there, his hot mouth open against her royal flesh, while the music played on.
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