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Dedication
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To those who prefer to laugh instead of cry, and those who need an escape. 
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Chapter 1

Things That Were, Things That Are, and Some Things Are Coumming
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Accomplishment followed the delightful thumping sound of a book closing; even when she didn’t want the story to end. Virsin never did. But it also meant she could move on to the next raunchy romance she wasn’t supposed to read. 

With much mental effort, she made herself rise from the chaise in her bedroom to hide the book in the basket next to the door under a pile of unfinished embroidery. Her maid would find it and replace it with a new one before lunch. She had a few hours to work off the extravagant breakfast she had taken in her rooms instead of with the family. Who wanted to be with family when there was a swoon-worthy romantic scene between the guard and his mistress before they eloped and lived happily ever after?

Not Virsin. 

She glanced at the clock on her white mantel over the cooling coals amid gray ash. Perfect timing as her family took their walk in the garden. If she wasn’t reading, the garden was the next best thing. Virsin smoothed her cream-colored dress, adjusted the lace at her chest, and then made her debut to the rest of the house. Meandering through the plush carpeted hall covered in pastoral paintings, she imagined a scene in each that would make anyone blush. 

Virsin passed the double doors leading to the garden and had one foot in the marble foyer before she realized. She raked a few fingers through her brown hair, mentally shaking her head at herself. None of the scenes she imagined held her, but a slightly better version of her. A touch thinner, one or two less slanted teeth of the three, brighter eyes of blue or green was her vision of her dream self. There was nothing to be done for her plainness, but she knew she was who she needed to be. 

She was the middle child of House Thesseolossos, counts they were, and as such she had one job: to be perfect enough to gain fortune through marriage for her line. There were further conditions to being ‘perfect’ of course. She couldn’t be as perfect as her eldest sister, nor as carefree as her youngest. Condition two: she shouldn’t look twice at the friends of her eldest brother, and must completely ignore the companions of her youngest brother. She was to be her elder siblings’ support, and the teacher to her younger ones. A middle child wasn’t supposed to be seen until the eldest were married either.

It was terrible to be a middle child.

Entering the garden, she paused under the sunlight, long enough for a cloud to cover the sun and ruin her moment. She sighed, then listened. To the east were giggles, and a clink of porcelain. Debating on whether she wanted to walk in peace, or have a snack, took a few minutes. She decided on the snack. 

Within the rather extravagant garden was a gazebo grand enough to hold a table for tea for ten. Virsin watched her family at the table within the airy confines as she approached from the western path of flat stones with rich grass between. Birds sang, drowning out some of her family’s voices, until she touched the bottom step. 

“Sister! Tell her she’s being an imbecile!” The eldest daughter, Enma, set her teacup on her saucer, her brown eyes darting to the ‘imbecile’ and holding there. 

Virsin climbed the rest of the stairs, taking in the scene. The youngest daughter, Chuar, barely eight in years, held two chunks of dark chocolate in her hands. Evidence of pieces already devoured were at the corners of her butterfly shaped lips. “I see no imbecile, but a child eating too many sweets,” she said with a smile, before glancing at their mother. She sat as if there wasn’t another in the world besides her, sipping her tea with pinky curled free, a straight back and head held high. 

“I haven’t had a piece yet,” the youngest son, but second youngest of the Thesseolossos children, shot a glare at the girl. Gistre Thesseolossos was brown haired like the rest of them, but he had green eyes. Gistre was the closest in looks to their father, the only one to show a hint of their father’s blue hued eyes amid the sea of brown. At ten, there were thirteen-year-old girls plotting their marriage with him already. How perfect. 

“Have mine,” Virsin took the piece off her plate and placed it on his. She smiled when he grabbed it up with a grin of thanks and popped the whole thing in his mouth. 

“I am glad you are taking your diet seriously, this time, sister,” Enma said with a smile over the edge of her teacup, as if she had won a battle. 

They were using the set covered in lavender and roses, Enma’s favorite. Virsin then knew she’d made a mistake. The tea would be horrid, burned, as Enma was a terrible tea maker and snack selector. “Are you never going to hold your own at your house?” She had to ask, forgoing the act of sipping the tea for a small muffin instead. 

Who wanted muffins of prune?

She made a face, but bit into it anyway. 

“My drawing room still desperately needs refurnishing. The merchant is taking his time to get my order to me. Something about a silly little storm.” Enma flipped her fingers dismissively after setting her tea down. “And my garden is still full of mud.”

The ‘silly little storm’ was the reason her sister’s estate was half flooded, and why there wasn’t a spot of sun in a week, until today. “How dreadful,” Virsin said, but lacked commitment to the words. 

“Ah, Sin, my love.” Her mother acknowledged her with a pinched smile. Better late than ignored, Virsin supposed.

“Yes, Mother?” It must be something horrid poised to come out of those thin red lips, or it was something her mother was excited about. The latter could still be terrorizing. Her mother only spoke to her to give her bad advice, tell her to go to a boring engagement, or her choices of suitor for the season.

“Your father has found you a suitable husband. We are awaiting his arrival from the war. As soon as he sets foot in the near vicinity, we are to rush you to the church to marry him.” 

Horrible indeed. Virsin pictured a war-torn face of sun weathered flesh, a mouth missing teeth, and a body of hardness with a voice of harsh verbiage if anything ever came of it other than grunts. She floundered for words, but was relieved of speaking as Enma spoke up with a wicked smile.

“Duke Victory, my sister, is a war hero and a duke!”

Duke Victory? She had heard of him. Newly appointed to dukedom, with loose blood ties to the current king, and a male who every other man desired to be. For he was spoken of in the highest regard, even by the king and queen. Stories of his victories were epic, full of unbelievable feats like one swing of his sword tearing ten men in half. He was a human, no dragonkin blood, or anything similar, but he could still do such a thing?

“Yes, Duke Victory. I believe his real name is... oh what was it...” Her mother’s voice trailed off as her eyes drifted away from her middle daughter to the tree line near the little waterway skirting the perimeter of the clearing. “Lythaine demanded your father make the deal for you. I suppose she wants you at the castle more often than you are now.” 

Lythaine was the queen, her cousin, and her dearest and only friend. Virsin felt the weight around her shoulders and heart lift to a comfortable level. Lythie wouldn’t demand she marry someone foul and ill tempered. Would she?

“Ah, Regus something-or-other Norvasos!” Her mother returned her gaze, victorious with her memory working. 

She tried her new name on her tongue, “Virsin Norvasos.” 

“Duchess Virsin Norvasos, dear,” her mother grinned, a moment of rare animation, “I couldn’t ask for a better title.” 

​
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Chapter 2

Endowments Are Accessories
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“DO YOU WANT TO LOOK like a snowman? Come on, let’s find something better. I never in my life...” Enma kept talking as she flitted from one side to the other of the tailor’s shop. 

Virsin looked at the tailor, Bella, and held back another sigh. How she wished, for the hundredth time, Lythaine wasn’t queen and could be here to help her choose the wedding dress and decide on the adjustments. Enma was a poor excuse for a maid of honor, but she had no other choice. She had few friends. 

Those she did have, other than Lythaine, were more likened to acquaintances. The ladies of the court didn’t admire the middle children. After all, they would not marry well, not have a thing special about them, why befriend a middle child for nothing? Except, Virsin was a middle child and landed a duke. What was wrong with Duke Victory to relegate him to her hand?

Nevertheless, Enma had at least five ladies simpering at her side during her wedding preparations. Enma had the fortune to marry the third in line should anything happen to the slew of children the current rulers had.

Bella helped her out of the dress and into the next one. The poor tailor had it rough. She’d already had to make or let out dresses for Virsin’s frame, and now she had to deal with Enma. She wondered if her mother would mind sending a little extra money Bella’s way for the trouble. 

The new dress fit her like a glove. All satin and lace. Assuredly the most expensive one yet. She gritted her teeth, ready for the onslaught from Enma once her sister turned around to look. 

Nothing happened. No sound. Virsin looked up from studying herself in the mirror to see if her sister was still in the dressing room part of the store. Turning slightly on the tailor’s step riser so she could peer behind her. There Enma was. Her brows were toward her hairline, top eyelashes nearly meeting them, and a smile appeared. 

Terrifying.

“Enma?”

“It’s perfect!” Enma clapped her hands, then brought her fingers to her lips as she clasped them together. 

What was the word for more than terrifying? Should she faint? She worked some words out of her brain and upon her tongue, “Are you sure? Isn’t it... a bit much?”

“Pfft.” Enma shook her head as she circled, reminiscent of a carrion bird. 

She looked back at herself. Her tits were to her chin, flat stomach as if she didn’t have one at all, ass felt like it was in a vice, and she was confident if she tried to walk, she would fall flat on her face. “Can we let it out a bi-”

“No! It’s perfect.” 

“Enma, I can’t walk.” Virsin tugged a little on the dress at her hips, trying to loosen the fabric around her thighs. 

“Small steps, sister. Besides, you cannot run away.” Enma said, smoothing the satin covered lace before clapping her hands before her again. 

Obviously. Virsin settled on that realization, biting back the urge to reveal her worry, then thought of something. “Enma, I will need some shoes, then. And gloves.” 

Enma nodded, “I’ll be right back.” 

She waited until her sister walked out into the shop area before trying to get closer to Bella. Bending wasn’t happening, so she whispered as loud as she dare, “Can we let it...” When Bella started nodding and beginning to mark the seams with a few pins, Virsin sighed in relief. 

“My lady, I recommend leaving the torso as it is. It shows off your delightful qualities the best.” Bella whispered back conspiratorially with a small smile. 

“That doesn’t matter. I’m marrying someone who has only seen sinful women, if any at all. I don’t think he will care if I’m naked or looking like a snowman.” Virsin knew in her bones it was true. After all, the man hadn’t met her. She doubted her appearance would please him in any case.

“You are to wed Duke Victory, correct, my lady?”

She tilted her head in acknowledgement, “I am.” 

Bella asked, “Have you not heard the stories?”

She thought for a moment, “Only how he felled ten men in one strike of his sword, and how he and his seven best can do the damage of a hundred, just themselves.”

“Ah, yes, those are fine tales. But, my lady, those are not all. I’ve heard the seven of them are easy on the eyes. Duke Victory is supposed to be ranked third in looks in the entire country. Did you not know that?” Bella insisted as she helped Virsin out of the dress.   

She smiled, knowing full well the only reason the ranks of handsomeness existed was to help ease the blow of the ladies being married to those of a less-than-ideal appearance. Duke Victory was third for his wealth, power, and strategic mind, not at all for his appearance, she was sure of it. 

“I see. Do what you think is best, then.” Virsin knew she would not win, and she didn’t have the fortitude to fight. 

She needed to save her energy for the latest novel.
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“AH, DARLING SISTER,” the eldest son, Blunk, greeted her as soon as the carriage door opened. 

Virsin’s energy drained well before she found escape in the carriage. After the tailors, Enma insisted they shop for more things for her to rise to the Duchess rank, then demanded they have tea together before Virsin was allowed to return home. Blunk’s smiling face did little to raise her spirits. “Brother, to what do I owe the honor of being greeted like this?”

“I have news.” Blunk said, taking her hand and helping her out. He placed her fingers around his arm, their footfalls crunching over the white gravel to the stairs leading to the double front doors of red. 

She studied him in her peripheral vision. They shared the same brown hues in hair, eyes and in having the darkest skin of the siblings. It was Blunk and she who spent most of their time out in the gardens; he in training and riding, and she in reading and practicing sword play. 

The latter was their secret.

“Are we in need of moving our dates, then?” She felt her heart break; it wouldn’t be long before her brother couldn’t tutor her. 

“I’m afraid I cannot train you any longer.” He turned to her midway up the stairs and grasped her shoulders. “Your husband is nigh. The ceremony is set for next week.” 
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Chapter 3

No Means No Means No
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“I don’t need this.” 

Doxy looked at the shirt in his hands, then back to his lord. “Um, but you do, sir.” 

Regus met Doxy’s dark brown eyes in the mirror, watching the boy fidget. He could almost read the thoughts running through behind those eyes. “If I show up half-naked, surely her family, even the queen herself, would call off the wedding. Don’t you think?” He wasn’t about to ride in the capital without pants, shirtless, maybe. Especially if it got him out of the current mess.

He bit back the smirk as Doxy mentally flailed, evidenced by his multitude of half started words and flushed face. Regus shook his head, turned and held his arms down and forward. “Shirt.” 

Doxy immediately pulled the sleeves over Regus’ hands and the shirt up over his head, which he had to bend to let the boy do. The fabric fell on his broad shoulders and he helped Doxy smooth it down to his waist. The boy made quick work of the laces, tightening them and tying them off. Then the jacket was in Doxy’s hands.

Regus frowned at it. A dastardly thing of stiff fabrics and all these medals and titles he’d earned during the war plastered on one side. It was gaudy and too hot. He wished he didn’t have to wear it at all. Ever. 

Today was not his. Just as every day was not his. Today he was to do the queen’s bidding. He was to marry a woman, a cousin of the queen, whom he had never met, and act as if he wanted a typical married life with his blushing bride for the following nights.

His eyes shot to his nightstand behind Doxy to the letter lying half torn where he’d left it. He received the answer to his last desperate plea to avoid marriage that morning. He would have to marry one Virsin Thesseolossos.

He turned, allowing the jacket to be shoved onto him, and then buttoned closed. Regus thought of a million ways to win a battle, to lead his men, and to intricately carve a path through enemy territory to kill the leader. This? How did one defeat the will of a queen and the norms of society?

“Doxy, are you sure you cannot think of a way to get me out of this?”

“Sir, once the marms and madams of the ladies get you in their claws, there is no escape.” 

He snorted. “I’ve killed hundreds-”

“Thousands. Millions, sir.” 

Regus’ brow twitched, he had to remind himself the boy wasn’t there. He hadn’t seen the massacres. He didn’t know what it meant to take a life on his own, not yet. “I have killed many,” he waited to see if Doxy would point something else out, then continued, “But I cannot fathom how to escape a bunch of powdered women’s desires toward me marrying one of their own?”

“It’s a different type of battle, sir. One that no one knows how to win, not even the ladies themselves.” 

He watched as Doxy’s gaze fell. The boy losing himself in his own thoughts that Regus hadn’t an idiom of knowledge about. He stood patiently still as Doxy added the last finishing touches to his wardrobe. Frills and jewels, smoothness and sharpness, and Regus’ own personal type of hell was upon him. 

Perhaps the wedding would fall apart with an attack. Would he have that kind of luck? Probably not. They were in the capital and he personally made sure there was no danger here. 

Steeling himself, he glanced at the man in the mirror. Scarred face with a more scarred body hidden behind peacock-like finery. Ridiculous. He sneered, the scar curling his lip in a grotesque way that usually washed witnesses of it in so much fear they shook in their boots. What would the little prim lady do if he turned that on her?

His snarl turned into a smirk. That was it. Scare the lady out of her wits and she’d run away. He didn’t have to chase her, either. 

He followed Doxy out of his chambers, adjusting the jacket one way, then returning it because it didn’t feel any better at all. His armor wasn’t as stiff as this damnable jacket. Tugging at the frilly thing at his throat, he growled, making the boy turn to look back at
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