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Blurb: 

Distant descendant to the throne, Anevay was raised in a rural town where all she did was dream of life in the city, a life she knew she would never have.

On the eve of her wedding to a man thirty-five years her senior, the kingdom is thrown into upheaval after a failed coup left her uncle, the king, and her cousins dead.

And leaving Anevay herself… the heir apparent. 

She found herself torn away from the only world she’d ever known, and thrust into a position she was always told she would never hold.

Queen.

Palace life had none of the thrills of the city she’d dreamed about.

But it did have several intriguing—and frustratingly handsome—men there, meant to assist her in her new duties as ruler.

Riven, her guard, a headstrong and reckless man whose thirst for blood hid a softer, kinder side.

Tolliver, her political mentor, an arrogant curmudgeon bent on making her feel a fool at every turn.

Casimir, her personal palace physician, someone meant to know every secret of her body.

And Penn, an ambassador from an exotic land she’d never even heard of, a devilishly good-looking and sensual man who always seemed to find a reason to be near.

She was meant to be fixing the damage of the attempted coup, bringing her people back to the glory they’d once known, yet the lure of these men around her proves too strong to fight. 

But enemies abounded, threatening not only the relationships between Anevay and the men she was beginning to love, but the success of her kingdom, and her very life…







* HEA. No triggers. Some swords cross (in all the ways that swords can cross), others do not.
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CHAPTER ONE

















Anevay 











On the eve of my wedding, I was melodramatic enough to wonder if perhaps a jump off the cliff behind my home—and a fall into the rocky nothingness below—would be preferable to actually marrying a man like my betrothed. 


Would the townsfolk wring their hands at the loss of me? Or would they roll their eyes and scoff at me? 


Poor little Lady Anevay did not want to marry a rich man just because she didn’t love him.


If only it was that simple. 


Algerone Darrington was a rich man, yes. And, true, I did not love him. 


What they would never understand was that I had good reason.


I had been betrothed to Algerone Darrington since my birth nineteen years before. When he was already thirty-five years old, twice widowed, with five daughters, two sons, and more money than he knew what to do with. 


Unfortunately in Algerone’s case, age absolutely did not recommend the man. He’d grown rotund, bald, and sweaty with a permanent curve in his back that made him perpetually inspect his own shoes, and need to make horrific grumbling noises to straighten enough to look me in the eye. 


Perhaps I could overlook his appearance were he a good, kind, and generous man.


Alas, Algerone Darrington was afflicted with an inflated ego, fragile pride, and a suspicious spirit. He thought everyone was out to steal from him, and refused to spend any money that was not absolutely necessary. 


From what I heard, despite his vast riches, his castle was in disrepair because he believed all the builders were trying to cheat him when they told him the fees for their work.


I was meant to live in a crumbling castle in an unknown area without a single friend or loved one. And then, as if that was not bad enough, I was meant to give him my body. I would need to lie with a man who made me feel physically ill just to sit near. 


But what choice did I have?


I was the only daughter of a man who never had any use for me. 


Of course I would be auctioned off to the highest bidder. 


Then he went ahead and died before he could hand me off. But that didn’t change the deal long ago made.


No one cared what I wanted.


No one ever asked.


Had they, they would have known I craved more than my rural country existence, that I would do just about anything to go to the city, to hear the sounds and see the sights, to enjoy the bustle of life and art and music, to see the court I was so distantly a part of.


But no.


I would marry.


I would live in an even more remote region.


I would spread my legs for a man I reviled.


I would spread them again to bear him children.


I would be used and used and used in the way women often were until the day I died. 


The only light I could see was with a husband thirty-five years my senior who led an indulgent and sedentary lifestyle would likely die before me, if childbirth did not claim me young. 


I would have some freedom then.


I would lose most of my riches, of course. Algerone’s sons would inherit that with his passing. But I would be allotted an allowance and one of the smaller estates. Where hopefully everyone would forget about me, and I would be free to pursue things that did not make me want to hurl myself over a cliff. 


“Lady, you should be joyful,” Berty, my maid since I was a small girl, urged as she moved into my room to remove the dinner tray I hadn’t touched. “You are to be a wife.”


“I do not want to be his wife,” I told her, wincing at my petulant tone. 


“Well, many wives hardly see their husbands,” she said, trying to comfort me. “And then you will have children.”


“And if I do not want children?” I asked, turning away from the window to face her. 


“Oh, hush,” Berty said, shaking her head. “It will be your greatest joy.”


“It will be the only joy I see in my future, if it is a joy at all.”


“Oh, Lady, you are just having nerves. They are normal. I was sick the whole week leading up to my wedding.”


“Did you love your betrothed, Berty?” I asked.


“Well, of course!” 


“Think how nervous you would have been if you had not.”


That was enough to make her stop with her fussing of my trunks she had already stacked and re-stacked twice earlier. 


Glancing up at me, I saw pity in her eyes. Perhaps I should have resented it, but right that moment, I found it welcome. That at least one soul in the world could see how difficult this was for me. Even if I was still more privileged than many others. 


“Just think of other things,” she suggested. I was not sure if she meant now, to distract myself, or when I would lie with my husband, so I did not have to feel his clammy hands on my body while I lie there with no choice, no say in the matter at all. 


“There are no other things, though, are there?” I asked, bitterness on my tongue. “This is all there is for my future.”


Or so I thought at the time.


What a difference a few hours could make.


I woke up to a new world the next morning.


I just did not know it yet.
















CHAPTER TWO

















Anevay














I woke up from violent dreams.


Bloodshed and screaming.


I figured they were manifestations of my unhappiness as I forced myself to climb out of bed, to strip out of my nightdress, and slip into the warm bath my maids had brought up.


This would be the only pleasant part of my day, I realized as I rearranged the floating herbs and flowers over the surface of the water. 


A few moments of peace before the chaos would ensue. Before my groom would arrive. Before my life was handed away.


“So sad for a bride,” I heard one of the maids utter on their way out the door from helping me to dress and braid my hair. 


My husband-to-be did not like my blonde hair long and loose how I liked to wear it. 


It does not suit a married woman, he had reminded me the last time I’d been forced to endure his company. 


A stubborn part of me wanted to wear it free for my wedding just to spite him. 


It was Laef, the lady maid who would accompany me to my new home since she was the only unmarried one, who informed me that it was not wise to upset a man whose temper I did not yet know.


He can hurt you in ways you have not experienced yet, she had told me. And I knew just enough about the ways of men and women to understand her meaning.


If I’d been unhappy and nervous before, that warning put terror into my heart and soul as well. 


So I did my hair the way my betrothed wanted.


I slipped into the white dress I’d allowed the dressmaker to design with no input from me because I did not particularly care about it, the ceremony, or my future. It was tight around the bodice with a long skirt covered in white flowers. I was resentful about how beautiful it was for a day that felt more like a prison sentence than a wedding.


After dressing, I sat and waited for Algerone to arrive.


Then I waited some more.


Then longer still.


Long enough that I finally decided to go down below to see if anyone had gotten word from my husband-to-be.


“Laef,” I called, seeing her standing with several of the other house workers. “Has anyone heard from Father Brooks?” I asked. 


After my father’s death several years before, my uncle, the king, had decided to entrust my care to Father Brooks until my marriage, instead of coming to get me, and bringing me into the city with him.


I had resented that decision ever since. 


If he had come for me, I would have gotten the opportunity to enjoy life in the city, in the court, before I had to marry. The memories might have made my future more bearable.


“Father Brooks was needed for a deathbed confessional,” Laef explained, reaching up to tuck some of her short, dark brown hair behind her ear. “He should be here shortly.”


“And my… my betrothed?” I asked, swallowing past the bitter taste of that word on my tongue. 


To that, I got a head shake. “I do not know, my lady,” she said. 


A wicked part of me hoped he had fallen off his horse on the way. But what would become of me if Algerone died before we married?


I was cautiously sure that, whatever it might be, it would be better than an arranged marriage to a man like Algerone.


“So we wait,” I said, moving toward the window overlooking the courtyard with its long, gravel drive and perfectly manicured hedges. 


I stood there as another hour passed, pretending to ignore the hushed whispers of the servants. 


I didn’t need to hear the words to know what was being said.


That I was being rejected, that my betrothed had decided he didn’t want a miserable, sharp-tongued young wife after all. That I would never find another man to match Algerone’s wealth and status. That I, perhaps, would end up an old, unwanted spinster, a blemish on the royal family, an embarrassment to the kingdom I belonged to. A woman who was too badly tempered to get herself a husband, and therefore make herself less of a burden to her family. 


I was attempting to convince myself that a future as a spinster would not be preferable to marriage when I heard the hooves coming, a sound like thunder creeping in just before a storm.


How apt that was.


My mind and heart and soul certainly felt as violent as a storm, each thought whipping around like a careless wind, unbothered by the damage in the wake.


“Ah,” I said, taking a deep breath. “There he is now,” I declared, glancing over at the servants who had the good sense to look a bit chastened.


“My lady, I do not think that is your betrothed,” Laef declared.


“Who else would it be?” I asked.


“Lady,” she said, looking over at me. “Those are the king’s banners,” she informed me, making me embarrassed that I hadn’t recognized them myself.


“The king?” I asked, brows knitting. “Perhaps he is coming for the wedding?” I suggested, even though the idea seemed far-fetched at best. I’d never met the man. Why would he bother to show up for my wedding? Unless, perhaps, I needed a male relative to give me away? I’d always figured that part could be skipped over given my father’s passing, but perhaps I was mistaken. 


The front door burst open and one of the groundskeepers rushed in, face flushed, eyes alive.


“Is it the king?” Laef asked before I could even open my mouth to speak.


“No. No, but they look very important. And they ride under the king’s colors.” 


“What are you all standing around for?” Laef asked of the other servants. “Fetch refreshments. These men must have been riding half the night.”


“Thank you, Laef,” I said, realizing it was my place to give that order, but my mind felt strangely blank as I watched the men pull their horses to a stop in the courtyard just outside the house.


The stablehands, the few we had, rushed forward to grab the reins of the first several horses, allowing their riders to hop down.


Three of them seemed to stand out to me at first.


One, a tall, dark, handsome man with bright, light blue eyes in a guard’s armor with a nasty scar down his cheek. He was a man a few years older than myself, but seemed to wear the years more heavily around him than I did.


Another was an older man in the robes of a court elder, likely a bookkeeper of some sort.


The third, though, was another good-looking man, but many years older than the first whose dark brown hair and beard were flecked with bits of gray. As he approached, I could make out intelligent dark blue eyes and a stern brow. 


There was a fluttering sensation in my lower stomach as the two more attractive of the men moved into the hall, their gazes moving around, looking for someone in charge.


“Gentlemen,” I said, wincing at the squeaky, insecure edge to my voice. “Are you looking for my betrothed?” I asked. “Or Father Brooks?”


Their gazes slid to me, intense, appraising.


From the guard, I felt like his eyes penetrated through my clothing, deep into my skin, like he could hear my thoughts and feel my emotions.


From the other attractive man in robes that, if I was recalling my studies accurately, belonged to the royal council, though, I felt almost overlooked as his gaze slid up and down my body.


“You have got to be fucking joking,” he hissed under his breath, getting a snort from the guard even as I felt myself shock back from the language you rarely ever heard from anyone, let alone a man of any sort of rank.


“Excuse us, Lady,” the third—older—man said, the only one, it seemed, with manners. “We come from the court of King Veratall.”


“Yes,” I agreed, nodding. “I have gathered that. But why?”


“The news has not reached this far yet, then?” he asked, eyes sad. “Lady, I regret to be the one to inform you, but the king, your uncle, has died.”


There was a shared intake of breath from everyone gathered around. 


The death of a king was no small matter, even to those of us who’d never met the man himself. It could mean upheaval and unrest. It could mean a lesser man moved onto the throne. Everyone’s lives hung in the balance when positions of power shifted. 


“I apologize,” I said, clearing my throat. “But I do not understand why you would come all the way here to tell me this.”


“Lady,” the other man, the councilman, said, drawing my attention back to him. I tried not to squirm under his disapproving gaze. “There are urgent matters to be discussed, in private,” he added, looking over toward the servants.


“Oh, of course. Yes. Come with me into the study,” I said, leading the three men into a room across the hall, far from curious ears. 


It was my favorite room in the house because it reminded me the most of my father. Even if, admittedly, we’d never had a close relationship. What could you expect from a father with only a daughter? 


But the bookshelves stretched from floor-to-ceiling, heavy with their knowledge, urging you to pick one up and curl into the plush, upholstered chair beside the fire and get lost for a few hours. 


Admittedly, I had never been the best student. History was long and vast and full of men starting wars seemingly on a whim. I could not help but sit there and think of all the ways the bloodshed could have been avoided if only someone less, well, emotional, were on the throne at the time. 


My father, and then Father Brooks allowed for my disinterest. I was, after all, only a woman. A woman destined to marry, produce heirs, and run a household. Nothing else.


What need had I for too much knowledge?


Still, I enjoyed a sort of private study. Sitting with books of make believe places and people, where anything could happen, and frequently did, where the good prevailed and the wicked met appropriate ends. 


I would be saddest to leave the study behind when I had to leave.


“What has happened?” I asked, gesturing toward the seating, but no one seemed inclined to sit.


“There was an attempted coup last evening,” the councilman informed me. “Your uncle, our king, was murdered. As were his sons.”


The repercussions of his words assaulted my brain all at once.


A dead king was one thing, especially when he had several healthy, of-age sons to take his place.


But a dead king and all the closest successors dead? 


That was another thing entirely.


“Lady,” the old man, the bookkeeper, said, voice softer. “Do you understand what we are telling you?”


“I… yes,” I said. “But also, I do not believe so.”


Of course I understood the news. And I was even able to see many different ramifications of it. But I still did not see why they were in my home, why they needed to come all that way to inform me of the deaths of my distant relatives.


“Enough of this,” the appealing, yet contrary, councilman declared. “You are the queen now,” he declared.


I had never fainted.


Not a day in my life.


No matter how hot the summers got or how tightly my corset was tied, no matter the emotional upheavals I’d endured.


But those words? 


They proved too much for my mind and body to process.


And the next thing I knew, the world went blank as the words played across my brain.


You are the queen now.








CHAPTER THREE









Tolliver





There was no time to grieve.


The loss of a king was a great upset to the entire kingdom, but more so to those of us who lived and worked with him side-by-side, day in and day out. 


King Veratall was a cunning and diplomatic leader. He had been strategic and intelligent. But he’d also been kind and understanding of the hardships of the lower classes. 


He’d been a great man.


Seeing him cut down just a room away from me had felt like losing a father.


It was wrong that we could not mourn his passing.


But after the military got control over the court, once the fires had been doused, we had all realized with a growing sense of dread, that not only was the king dead, but so were all the close heirs to the throne.


We had no one to step up, to go into the city, to reassure the citizens that there was order in the palace. 


There was not any.


Because we had no one to rule. 


“Toll,” Hans, the keeper of the books, called as I rushed through the palace. “We have found the closest heir,” he had declared to my growl.


“Who? Where is he? Can we get him here within a few hours?”


“That is the problem, Tolliver,” Hans said, sighing. “It is not a he. It is a she. And it will be half a day’s ride to retrieve her.”


“A she?” I clarified. 


It was not unheard of for there to be a woman on the throne. There were many countries that had them. Ours, however, had not had a woman on the throne in five generations. 


Even then, she had only been on until her eldest son was old enough to rule. 


“Yes, a she. Lady Anevay Veratall.” 


“I have never heard of her.”


“Her father was brother to the king. He died years back.”


“Why was the daughter not brought to the court?” I asked. It was the way of things, after all.


“She has been betrothed since birth. The king felt there was no reason to get in the way of that arrangement, so he left her there with a priest, governess, and a house full of servants to keep an eye on her.”


“Fuck, Hans, how old is she?” I asked, dread welling up in my system.


“She is ten-and-nine.”


“She is a child,” I snapped, raking a hand through my hair.


“She is the heir apparent,” he said, shrugging.


And that was all he could do, even if he knew it was ridiculous to stick a green girl like that on the throne in a court she had never even visited. 


“She is not married yet, then? What?” I asked, watching Hans reach up to rub his neck.


“Her wedding is supposed to take place in the morning.”


“Maybe that would be for the best. Who is next in line behind her?” 


“Lord Champlain.”


“Oh, fuck,” I grumbled. 


A child on the throne was bad, but a sniveling, selfish, inbred, fool like Lord Champlain was far worse.


“Gather the guard. We must leave at once,” I said. “I will need the scrolls, the declarations, to show her, to have her sign.”


The moment the papers were signed, it was all official. The land would have a new monarch the moment the ink was on the page. Everything that came after was all for show. The ceremony, the feast. That was all for the subjects to celebrate their new sovereign, rather than anything official.


“Toll,” Hans called, making me stop short on my way to get my own things in order for the ride.


“Yes?”


“She will need her own guard.”


Right. 


Because the king’s personal bodyguard died a moment before the king himself. 


“Get that bloodthirsty animal,” I suggested. 


“Riven, sir?” Hans asked.


“Yes, him. Tell him to be ready to ride at half-past.”


“Very good, sir,” Hans said, rushing away. 


Rushing.


That was the general chaos all around the palace.


Everyone who was still alive was rushing. Guards to bury their fallen comrades, servants to clean up the blood, the broken glass and stone. 


With a new sovereign to be reigning, everyone knew the palace needed to be spotless, ready for a new king. Or queen, as it were. 


I worried how the people would take the news of a new ruler, one who was not only a woman, but a very young, very inexperienced one at that. 


Perhaps it would be my job to make sure they never knew the latter. There was no way for me to hide her sex or her youth from them. They all had eyes, after all. But if I worked hard enough, I could make her come across as educated and well-versed in what it took to rule.


It would not be a lie, in the strictest sense, to imply that this girl had been away for her own safety, locked up where she could learn and prepare for the unlikely day she might need to rule. 


The people might be wary of a young female ruler.


They might be more accepting, though, of one they thought had been training her entire life for the off-chance she might need to take over, to lead her people into a brighter future. 


The people need not ever know the full truth. That she was likely a vapid, uneducated girl with a head full of wedding dresses and baby booties. 


I could shape her, mold her into a proper sovereign.


I just needed some time. 


After the swearing-in ceremony, I would have plenty of it.


And unlimited access to the new ruler.


I would use as much of it as I could to educate her, to show her how to be the best queen she could possibly be.


“We ride?” Riven asked in that deep, gravelly voice of his as he moved in at my side wearing his armor, and carrying a small bag. 


“Yes, soon,” I agreed. “As soon as I have the documents.”


“Am I to understand that, by you requesting me, that I will be the queen’s personal guard?”


“Yes.”


“That is an honor traditionally given to older warriors.”


“Name me one who has a record like yours, and I shall choose him instead.”


There was no one else as brutal, as seasoned in the art of killing as Riven.


The man was raised by a legendary warrior who named him Riven because it meant to tear apart. 


If we were going to have someone as small and breakable as a woman on the throne, she would need the best warrior we had to protect her. 


From assassinations.


Attacks.


And tripping on her own damned skirts.


A frustrated sigh escaped me as my mind raced with all the reasons this was a terrible situation.


But I would have to make the most of it.


If she were dull enough, and I clever enough, I could use her like a puppet to make the right moves for our country, for our people. 


She did not need to have the right plans in her head. Just the right words in her mouth.


I could put them there.





The men gathered at the gates not long after, armored and ready to ride, but haggard and despondent due to the events over the last eve. 


I could not blame them.


I felt a heaviness in my heart as well, in my soul. 


But we had to press on.


We had to find the future queen.


Then get her back to the palace as soon as possible.


Before civil war broke out.


Before neighboring kingdoms got word of our temporary weakness and decided it was time to make a move against us, to take what was ours. 


Anything was better than that.


Even a naive girl with rocks in her head.


“We ride,” I said, getting a loud roar from them, hearing the clatter as they each slammed the hilts of their daggers against their metal breastplates. 


There should have been a speech.


But I had no words to give them.


So we just turned and rode out, forcing the horses into a run over the rough and rugged terrain on the way to some nearly-forgotten country estate.


It was what you might expect from the brother to a king. Large, grand, well-kept, even years after the man himself died.


Hans had informed me that the daughter had been left where she was after his passing as she was to be wed when she was old enough. She was under the watchful eye of a man named Father Brooks as well as the household staff. 


“We seem the first to arrive,” Riven said as we dismounted. 


Just in time, it seemed, to prevent her long-arranged marriage.


It was no small matter to put a stop to an arrangement that had been in place for so many years. 


But no one would be able to deny that having the rightful heir on the throne was far more important than having her married.


I could not say I knew what I had been expecting of the young woman. I’d honestly given it very little thought.


What I had not expected, though, was the way her beauty felt like a punch to my core.


It had been a great many years since I had had such an adolescent response to a woman. But there was no denying I had felt it as my gaze landed on her.


She was a delicate slip of a thing in her white wedding dress with her long blonde hair in a braid over her shoulder, highlighting her sweet, soft face with her big, round, dark blue eyes framed in more lashes than I had ever seen. 


Surprise had tinted her cheeks a soft pink as she was met with the unexpected group moving into her home. 


Shaking my head, I followed behind Hans as he followed the woman into her father’s old study.


I needed to get a handle of myself.


It did not matter that she was beautiful.


If anything, that was a strike against her. 


It would have been easier had she been homely, or downright ugly. 


But this was what I had to work with. So I needed to focus and move this meeting forward. 


I knew she would be surprised, of course.


And, yes, she seemed the sort of well-bred and cloistered lady to overwhelm easily.
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