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      PIRATES ON THE PAGE ARE AWESOME. IN REAL LIFE, NOT SO MUCH. IF YOU OBTAINED THIS BOOK LEGALLY, EITHER THROUGH PURCHASE, READING THROUGH THE KOBO PLUS PROGRAM, OR AS PART OF THE AUTHOR’S ARC TEAM, THANK YOU! IF YOU’VE DOWNLOADED IT ANYWHERE ELSE, YOU’RE READING A STOLEN COPY WHICH PUTS THE AUTHOR’S ABILITY TO PUBLISH ON AT RISK. SHITTY MOVE.
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      STEALING EBOOKS ISN’T A VICTIMLESS CRIME, AND IF YOU’RE DOWNLOADING THIS BOOK FROM ANYWHERE BUT A LICENSED RETAILER OR MY ARC TEAM, YOU’RE AN ASSHOLE. KNOCK IT OFF.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dear Reader,

          

        

      

    

    
      I hope you enjoy this slice of life book that is the first in a series of slice of life royalty books set in my made up country of Anasovia. In my pretend world, women are the leaders and the line of succession passes through them! If you know you know, right?

      

      Until next time,

      XoXo,

      Layne
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        Princess Bellamie Martinette of Anasovia

      

      

      In eleven months, I have to do the unthinkable. Okay, that’s an exaggeration. It’s not truly an impossible ask. Men and women have been ascending throne of various nations since the dawn of time. But for anyone who knows me, the real me, not the princess in a tower, Bellamie Martinette, first born daughter of Her Majesty Queen Bellasandra of Anasovia, it’s unthinkable.

      I have nothing against the throne. Not really. It’s my birthright, after all. I just have some serious qualms about my butt being the one sitting on it. Anasovia has been a matriarchal nation for as long as history has been recorded. It doesn’t matter that I’m not actually the oldest of my siblings. I’m the only girl.

      “Tell me again why Marlon can’t get married and give the throne to his wife? He is the oldest, after all.” Oldest of six, that is. Five testosterone-laden, facial-hair having, chest-thumping masculine boys. And me.

      “Darling girl, you know that’s not how this works. Even if Marlon had a suitable prospect, there’s no one more suited to lead than you.” The queen, also known as Mother, Mom, and Ma, has more confidence in my ability to run the nation than I do. I get it. Since the cradle, I’ve been raised to claim my crown without hesitation or question.

      “How can I be expected to lead the people when I’ve never truly experienced what their lives are like?” It’s my most persuasive argument. The one I’ve held in reserve for months.

      I’m not averse to doing my duty and accepting the crown. Not in the slightest. I’ll be an amazing queen. When the time is right. I think most would agree, at twenty-two and as green as the clovers growing in the fields I can see from my bedroom window, the right time is not now.

      “What are you proposing, Daughter?” My father, the king, has a voice that rolls amiably through any room. Anasovian men wield nearly as much power as our women do, albeit in vastly different manners.

      At the dawn of the twentieth century, an American president commented that one should speak softly and carry a big stick. We in Anasovia chuckle at how revelatory young America believed that concept to be. As though Roosevelt were the engineer of such a novel concept when Anasovia has lived that way of life for centuries. King Marlon the First, my father, is the big stick Queen Bellesandra relies on when her delicate words require a little force.

      Not that it’s needed very often. Anasovia has the advantage of being located along a trade route that made it an advantageous exchange point for merchants in times long past. Modernly, we produce the greatest medical research and developments the world knows. As a result, our counsel is frequently sought, our most brilliant minds encouraged to bring their knowledge and expertise abroad, and our discoveries used worldwide to save lives.

      The world needs Anasovia. Anasovia needs her queen. And her queen needs a sturdy king to shoulder some of the heavy mantle of leadership. That’s another reason it’s an unthinkable time for me to ascend. I haven’t had a boyfriend since I attended university in the United Kingdom. I haven’t been on a single date since returning home to Anasovia.

      A queen can surely rule on her own, as has happened countless times in the past. Generally, when she’s been widowed before any of her daughters came of age. Personally, I think my mother and father should continue ruling together, but I understand my mother’s unspoken worry that, should one of my brothers finally settle down and marry, any wife of their choosing could attempt to make claim to the throne.

      Is it antiquated to hold on to the maternal bloodline as fiercely as we do? Perhaps. Until the practice of hoarded power passed down through paternal lines of inheritance elsewhere loosens the chokehold of patriarchy, I think we’ll be keeping our methods as is. Still, I dislike the premise of being a maiden queen. Especially since, well, I haven’t been particularly maidenly. Ever.

      “We’re waiting, darling.” My mother’s gentle chide is well-timed. The clock chimes seven, and servants begin carrying in trays laden with the evening meal. Once we’re through with dinner, both of my parents will begin an evening of meetings with advisors, and I’ll be expected to attend a staff meeting with my own counselors.

      “I should like six months to experience life as a woman of modest means without royal lineage. To earn my keep and discover what it’s like to live as the majority of our citizens do.” I keep my voice calmly modulated while I spell out my plan.

      My parents have always supported me as best as they’re able to from their thrones. This dream is such a closely held one, I’m almost afraid that voicing it aloud speaks too much truth into power. If it’s truly impossible, my heart will break. Worse, I know my mother and father will suffer for having to deny me.

      Instead, my parents share a look only they understand, before my mother turns to me with a small smile. I see her contentment in knowing, whatever their unspoken decision, I’m getting my wish.

      “Alright. I will approve your plan. With some conditions.” She gestures for a servant to come forward with a notebook and pen. A quick list of requirements is sketched out and agreed upon. Before the meal is over, I’ve negotiated an entire six months of living life as the farthest thing from a princess I can imagine.

      For six months, I’ll live out my fantasy of being like any other twenty-something girl living in America and working nine-to-five like the song says to keep a roof over her head. I can’t wait.
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        Hutch Foster

      

      

      It used to be a guy could listen to the local rock station while he drove his rig and get an earful of angsty guitar riffs and scratchy vocals screamed into his ear. These days, it’s all whiny voiced pop ballads or twangy bops better suited to the country channel. I flick the knob to silence whatever the current viral sensation pretty-boy is boo-hoo wailing about.

      It's perfect timing as my tow truck clears the top of what passes as a hill in the flat plain of semi-rural Nebraska. At the bottom of the low grade, lying on its side in the ditch along the edge of the road is the car I’ve been sent to retrieve. I have no clue how the idiot driver managed to wind up in the ditch, tipped so the driver’s side is crumpled against the mud in the drainage gully that runs parallel to the pavement.

      I ease my flatbed onto the gravel and throw on the caution lights that sit atop the cab of the truck. The sun is setting, turning the sky all around to molten gold, but the halogen brightness is unmissable for any oncoming traffic. Not that there’s much going by now that the after-work crowd’s already made their commute into the bedroom communities that ring the metro area of the nearest city. As the owner of Mariposa’s flagship car dealership, normally I’d be home for the day like the rest
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