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  This book is dedicated to all those who love the darkness and find solace within it. Sometimes, the most comfortable place is to be in the dark, hiding away from the garish light. In that dark, even the smallest light can make a huge difference.








  
  Trigger Warnings


This work has some serious trigger warnings to watch out for. Please, curate your own experience, and do not read if these are problematic for you. 
Non Consent/Rape
Use of Chemicals to Influence Action
Kidnapping
Manipulation and coercion








  
  Chapter One

An Unwanted Marriage Proposal


On the west side of Sapphire City, sat the small suburban area of Ruby Point. They prided themselves on the large flour mill that made up the center of the town, and outside of town and to the west, there were fields of wheat and soybeans. On the years they grew wheat, it was taken to the mill, and on the years, they grew soybeans, they were taken into Sapphire City, sold to processing plants there. Ruby Point was known for the welcoming nature of the people, and for the congenial Pearson family who maintained control over the town with the patriarch, Kian Pearson, as the mayor of the city, and his son Reece Pearson was the deputy mayor. No one in the area ever challenged the Pearsons for the position, and when it came time to vote, all voted for the Pearsons.  
The youngest son of Kian Pearson, Leigh, though, wanted nothing to do with the business of the city his father ran. His brothers and he had been raised to take over from birth. Leigh, though, found joy in reading old books and in painting. He did not want to be involved in magic like his brother Kamden. He also did not want to lead the city like his brother Reece. In fact, Leigh just wanted to be left alone in his room that he had turned into a library and art studio.
Leigh was known as the shy, quiet one of the three children of the family. He rarely talked to others unless they spoke to him first, and even then, he was quiet in tone of voice. He had one friend, one of the maids’ daughters, a young woman named Chaney. 
“Leigh?” He heard and looked up from his painting of a bowl of apples to see that Chaney had come into the room while he was occupied.
“Chaney,” he said, smiling at her. “Is it time for lunch already?” 
“It is,” she said, and shook her head. “You’ve been in here ever since breakfast. You need to get some air. Will you walk with me in the garden?” 
Leigh agreed, going with her after he ate lunch with his family. As usual, it was a quiet affair, with only talk of the affairs of the kingdom being brought up among the family. His father tolerated no “fanciful” talk at the table, and many times had chastised Leigh for talking about books he was reading. He ate in utter silence, not listening to what was said. Then, he left and went walking around the garden for about an hour with Chaney. They talked, laughed, and Leigh was glad he’d gone with her outside. When he came back in, though, his father was standing near the kitchen doors glaring at him.
“Son, we need to talk.” 
Chaney, who was linked arm in arm with him, stared at the mayor wide-eyed and ducked her head, escaping from his sight. Leigh didn’t know what he wanted to talk about, but it didn’t look good. His father led him into the library where he gestured to one of the large, comfortable chairs that sat around the fireplace. Leigh swallowed and fell into it, swallowed by the large cushions against his slight form. He brushed his curly, blond hair out of his eyes. He wanted to grow it long, but every time he did his mother chastised him.
“Leigh, you are old enough to choose your wife.”
He hadn’t expected that. “A wife?” 
“Yes, and you cannot choose the maid’s daughter you spend all your time with. That is not appropriate for you. You will be married to a woman to befit your station.”
For a second, Leigh wasn’t sure what he was hearing. Both his brothers had been betrothed, then married at his age, but he hoped since both were wed already, he would not be singled out like this. It was an old tradition, arranged marriages. It was a holdover from the days of kings and queens, and Leigh thought it was past time they stopped the ridiculous tradition.
“I don’t want to marry anyone,” he said, staring at his father.
“You have no choice in the matter. You are a man of station in this city; you will marry a daughter of the council members.” 
Leigh swallowed because what he was about to say was going to change his life, he knew. He licked his lips and chewed on the top one for a moment.
“I don’t want to marry a woman,” he said, being specific this time. “I am not interested in women.”
His father was quiet, and Leigh’s heart beat a fast rhythm in his chest. He’d never told his father about his preference for men. He honestly didn’t know what to expect from the stoic, ever distant man. He had never had much of a relationship with him to start with, so this constituted a huge step forward. Perhaps. It would depend on his father’s reaction to the fact one of his sons was gay.
“I don’t care who you are interested in. You will marry a woman. Your brother has a baby boy on the way that will be heir to the family name, so you are not expected to have a child. You are expected to marry. I do not care what you do outside of that marriage, or if you even ever consummate the marriage. But you will marry.”
Leigh couldn’t believe what he was hearing from his father. He should have expected it, but somehow, he had hoped since his father had never brought it up it wouldn’t be an issue. He took a breath and felt the room closing in on him. This was not the situation he wanted to find himself in.
“Father, I do not want to marry someone I don’t love.”
“Love has nothing to do with the situation,” he said, arching a brow at Leigh. “You marry for political reasons. Have a lover, for all I care. But to the rest of the world, you will marry a lady of worth. There will be a formal ball on Sunday to celebrate your twentieth summer. At that ball, you will choose a bride from those I have arranged to be here from the council member’s daughters. That is what will happen,” he said and stood up. He waited a second to see if Leigh responded, but when he didn’t, he exited the room.
Leigh was dumbfounded. Marriage? 

      ***“You’ve been to these balls before,” Chaney said with a sigh as she sat on his bed watching as he put on his formal attire. 
“Yes, I’ve been to them, but I’ve never been the subject of one. It’s always been for someone else and never for me. I would prefer it that way.” 
Why did this have to happen to him? It had always been his hope to avoid this very fate. Now, here he was, getting ready so he could choose a wife. What would she think when she found out he was gay and there was no way in all the world he’d ever lie with her?
“You’re in your head,” Chaney said, standing and putting her hands on his shoulders from behind.
He turned in her loose grip, facing her now. “I know. But what else can I do? I don’t want to marry some strange woman. She’ll move into my rooms and be a part of my life, even if I never consummate the marriage. She’ll be here all the time. And I’ll have to deal with it no matter what happens.”
“I’ll be here, too, you know. Mom isn’t going anywhere and she’s training me to take her place when she leaves eventually. I’ll stay by your side, I promise,” Chaney leaned forward and kissed his cheek. She stood about the same height as Leigh, and it wasn’t that she was tall. It was that Leigh was shorter than both of his brothers.
“Prince Leigh, you look amazing!” she said, stepping back and looking him over.
Leigh brushed a hand over his ever-unruly blond curls. She had tried to tame his hair, but she quickly gave up on trying. He was glad at least he would have her.
“We should go. The guests will be arriving, and your father will expect you to greet them as they enter the mansion,” she said and reached for his hand.
Leigh sighed deeply and nodded, taking her hand and letting her lead him out of the room. They headed through the hallways until they came to the entry. His father was waiting and glared at him.
“You were almost late,” he commented.
Leigh nodded to Chaney, and she headed to the kitchen to help with the food. She was his lifeline right now, and now that was gone. He swallowed a lump in his throat as the first of the guests began to arrive.
He didn’t know most of the people who came. A few of the women who came accompanying the councilmen looked intently at him, and he had to guess some of them were there to be chosen by him. He was unsure how he would broach the fact that he was not interested in their feminine wiles at all. He wanted a large, strong man to carry him off, not the other way around. Images ran through his head as he glanced at some of the young men who came in that were around his age. There were a few that caught his attention, but he was adept at not letting that show.
At the dinner before the ball, he sat and ate in silence while people chatted around him. He sat at the head of the table, between his mother and father. His mother, as usual, was silent about the issue. She was demure and quiet, much like Leigh. In fact, he took after her most of all. He missed the days when she actually interacted with him. After he matured, she had little to do with him anymore, mostly due to the fact his father demanded she not coddle the children.
Everyone finished the formal meal and slowly moved to the ballroom. Once there, his father stood up at the podium to speak to those that had gathered. Leigh stood beside him; hands crossed behind his back while his eyes jumped around the room to take in who was there.
“Welcome, friends. Today, we celebrate my youngest son’s twentieth birthday. And today, as with his two older brothers, we give him his choice of a wife from among the lovely ladies of our council. He will choose before the end of the ball, so please, ladies who are under consideration, gather together near the front here. You will each have a dance with my son, and during this dance, you will have a chance to influence his decision.” He put his hand on Leigh’s shoulder. “Now, commence the ball!”
The music began and people began dancing everywhere except the very center of the room where Leigh was to dance with the women who were gathering at the front of the room. He swallowed hard and saw there were seven young women gathered there. He sighed and walked down to where they stood.
“Um, so hi,” he said, taking in all seven of them. Their faces and features blended, as he didn’t really care about what they looked like.
“Can I be first?” one of them asked, smiling at him and batting her eyes.
“Oh, um, yeah,” he said, reaching his hand out to her and walking to the center of the ballroom. 
Leigh, like his brothers, had been taught formal dancing and other things that were necessary for a person of his station. He swallowed hard again and tried to smile. 
“Oh, so what can I say to make myself your choice?” she said, her voice high and shaky. 
“So, there’s one question I will ask everyone,” Leigh said as they moved around the area that was cleared around them. “How do you feel to find out I’m not interested in you because you’re a woman?” 
She blinked rapidly for a moment. “What?” 
“I don’t prefer women. If we marry, it will be political only. We will not share a bed. We will have no relations. And should I find one, I will have a lover of my own. You would be free to do the same, of course. No child will come from us, and any child you bear will not be of our family since it will not be mine.” 
She blinked her eyes, and he now realized they were sky blue in color, and her blond hair was in perfect ringlets falling around her face. Immediately, her blue eyes welled with tears, and she pulled away, making her way to the exit quickly, her retinue running after her. 
Leigh watched her go. He sighed and walked about over to the group and nodded at the confused women who remained. 
“Who would like to dance next?” he asked.
The six women glanced at each other, then toward the door where the first one had gone, and a woman stepped up. She was taller than the rest, somewhat gangly in physique, and had a bobbed hairstyle. She took his hand, and he led her to the floor.
The scene was repeated, though this woman did not leave like the first had. She just stared for a moment.
“You’re gay,” she said after a moment.
“I am.” He led her across the dance floor.
“So, you’d still be willing to marry, just not have sex or anything.” She didn’t have a disgusted look on her face, which was encouraging.
He nodded. “My father demands a marriage. My brother is having a child that will be heir to the family name, so any children from me would merely be additions to the family only in any case.”
“I’ll think about it,” she muttered as the song ended, and she went back to her group.
Out of the remaining five, two ran out of the room, one more in tears, and another who slapped him and took off in a fit of rage. One of them politely declined and asked that since it was important to her to have a family, to please not choose her. The other two had no negative response, however they did not seem overly interested either. He figured his choice was between the three of them.
He felt the heavy gaze of the people in the room. Everyone was watching him, it felt like, and he wasn’t sure how to handle such a thing. He was supposed to be a prince, but he hated this part of it, this being on display thing. It was his least favorite part of the position he had. He almost wished he’d been born a pauper, but then there was a chance he would never have had the chance to do what he loved so much like painting and reading. He swallowed and waited for the ball to be done. 
Eventually, his father stepped up to the podium again and everyone grew quiet and turned toward him. He looked at Leigh and gave him a look that told him to come forward. Leigh did and sighed as he stepped up beside his father.
“My son has met with all the candidates; will they step forward?” he called. 
The seven women, even those who had run away crying or grew angry, stepped forward. After all, it was expected of them to take part in this ceremony, and it was Leigh’s choice from between them. Even if he chose one who would not be happy, they would be bound by the marriage contract between his father and their family. He wouldn’t choose one that would be unhappy, though. He wouldn’t do that to someone.
Leigh’s father turned to him. “What is your choice?” 
Leigh looked at the seven women. The two that had run crying from him still had puffy faces. The one who had become angry with him was glaring at him. The others were calmly waiting for his choice. He had
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