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Princess Snow doesn’t want a noble for a mate...but will she accept a serf?

King Nord of Thebias is in a bind. His lovely, wanton daughter, his only heir, is determined to make love to all the common men in the kingdom but will not give the time of day to any nobles. One day Princess Snow will rule the kingdom with her husband at her side, so how can he ensure her choice is a wise one who will help preserve the kingdom’s peace and riches?

Conferring with his wife, he conceives of a plan. He will find seven of the most handsome, intelligent serfs his kingdom has to offer and allow each one of them a night with his daughter. At the end of the week, Snow will pick one to marry, for it is past time that she settled down.

As for her part, Snow does adore peasants—they are so unpretentious—but she adores one in particular. The stableboy. And she’s afraid it might be true love. How can she outwit her father’s scheme to marry her off to a man of his choosing when she’s already made her choice?
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Once upon a time deep in the Magic Lands, King Nord of Thebias and his adored wife, Thea, gave birth to a beautiful girl child. They had been married for many years before they were so blessed, and when they finally achieved their dream of having a child, Nord insisted she be named after his great grandmother. So the child was christened Snowhilda. Shortly after the child was christened, poor Thea died from childbed fever. Not the even the fairies could save her since it came on so fast.

Nord was heartbroken, but he pulled it together for his new baby. Several years went by, and he eventually realized he was out of his element when it came to raising a daughter alone. He searched the kingdom for quite a while before he met a lovely, caring woman named Agnetha. They grew to love each other and married within the year. 

Agnetha was a warm, kind woman, and she loved her sweet stepdaughter the moment she met the child. There was only one problem. Agnetha hated the child’s name, but the name was a family name on the king’s side, and he had insisted she be called Snowhilda. Agnetha persisted until the king gave in and agreed they would call the child Snow.

Agnetha was not able to conceive, which meant Snow was their only progeny. She was a delightful, beautiful girl much loved by her father and stepmother. Since Snow was their only child, she was spoiled rotten, which Snow’s maternal grandmother, Dowager Lydia, gloried in reminding Agnetha of at every opportunity.

The years went by on the wings of hummingbird, and before Nord or Agnetha realized it, their baby was a grown woman with a mind of her own. And oh what went on in that mind!

One morning Nord sipped his hot drink and read the local daily news scroll. “Nothing but bad news, Agnetha. It is so disgusting. At least we aren’t at war with anyone this morning. But if the other rulers of the Magic Lands form a coalition, we will have to join forces with them to keep the humans from discovering us.”

The Magic Lands existed in more harmony than the human world, partly because the humans on the other side of the magical barrier didn’t know that it existed. But advances in science and other things were leading the humans to many discoveries. The people of the Magic Lands knew that the day might come where they would have to defend their borders.

Agnetha sighed. “Do we have to talk of war? You know how I feel about war...it’s a waste of money and good men.”

Nord nodded. “You’re right, my dear. What would you rather talk about this lovely day?”

Agnetha drew in several long breaths and let them out slowly. “I know you hate discussing certain types of issues so early in the morning, but we have a problem with Snow.”

“Are you sure? She’s always been such a good child,” Nord mused.

“She is no longer a child, my darling.” Agnetha did love Snow with all her heart, like she was her own biological child, but she was also a woman, too, and she recognized the signs. “She is very much an adult now. In case you’ve forgotten, at her last birth date she turned twenty-five.”

Nord stared at his wife. “Twenty-five? Surely you're wrong.”

“I don’t think so, since I’m the one who keeps being reminded by Dowager Lydia that I am not the child’s real mother. And, whenever she can bring it into the conversation, she reminds me of the day Snow was born and the day Thea died.” Agnetha tipped her head and sipped her floral tea. 

She hoped Nord would not notice her frown. Dealing with the dowager was not one of her favorite things to do, especially when the woman insisted on dropping in unannounced. But she respected her dear husband’s love of his first wife and did everything she could to make Thea’s family feel at home. Some second wives would have cut their new family off from the family of the first queen, but not Agnetha.

Nord grumbled something about the dowager before returning the conversation to Snow’s age. “I apologize, my darling one. Forgive her, for she still misses Thea.”

“I know,” Agnetha said gently.

Nord let out a sigh. “But the time has gone so fast. It seems like yesterday Snow’s tutors were coming and going like a troop of ants. Is there a special reason you would bring up Snow’s age?”

“Yes, Nord. We have a problem, and I have hesitated to bring it to your attention, but the town folk are beginning to talk. My lady-in-waiting, Eira, told me this morning the gossip in the street is that Snow is carrying on with the stable boy.”

“Oh, ye gods. I’ve told her time and again to be careful who she takes up with, and if they’re fortune hunters, she needs to keep her bloomers on.” Nord frowned. “Is the stable boy a fortune hunter or just a lovestruck fool?”

“Probably the latter, but I’ll look into it.” Agnetha hated it when her husband was upset, and he had been upset with Snow a lot recently. “Now Nord, remember what the doctor told you. You are still a young man, but stress is not good for your digestion.”

Nord laughed. “That girl is going to be the death of me. She seems to prefer commoners to all the noble men we’ve introduced her to.”

“She says nobles are insufferable and pompous,” Agnetha said. “She says she prefers the company of the common folk. All her girlfriends are peasants and townsfolk.”

“But she has no idea of the trouble her actions will cause,” the king complained. “It will be so much harder on the royal succession if she wants to get married to a serf. Serfs aren’t educated about how to handle a kingdom like nobles are. We could have trouble from my second cousin who will try to take us to the courts to prove he should be next in line.”

Agnetha put her hand over her husband’s heavily muscled arm. She was the daughter of a countess, so her status had been considered noble enough for succession. “What do you plan to do about it, dear heart? She is a grown woman. She can marry who she wishes, even if she is a princess.”

“She should have settled down years ago. I was settled down by the time I was twenty-one.”

Agnetha took another sip of her tea. “I agree. I’ve tried to find a man for her. We’ve held many balls and gatherings, and she has rejected every prince, duke or count I’ve introduced to her. Snow is very stubborn.”

Nord rattled his papers, grumbled, and picked up his cup. “Stubborn? Hell’s bells, she’s a mule when it comes to picking a mate.”

“Nord, darling, control. Do you have something in mind?”

“I’m beginning to have an inkling of an idea. Let me sleep on it. I will have an answer in the morning.”

Agnetha nodded. If his idea was a bad one, she’d talk him out of it or guide him to something more feasible. She was his number one advisor. He just didn’t quite realize it, because she was sly about it. “What do you have planned for today?”

Nord pushed back from the table and stood. “My majordomo told me earlier that I have two emissaries coming to discuss the human situation.” Humans existed in the Magic Lands. They were all three human, in fact, but they were not really the same as humans from the human world, owing to how they had grown up around magic all their lives, interbred with magical creatures, and so on. “We will probably be at it all day. Perhaps you should talk to the cook about the midday meal and evening meal and make sure we have enough? Also have the upstairs maids freshen two of the most elegant rooms for our royal guests.”

Agnetha smiled. “Of course, darling. I’ll have everything ready for our guests.”

“Be sure you keep an eye on Snow. Both emissaries are married to people with magic powers, and I’d rather not raise their ire over our lascivious daughter.”

* * *
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AGNETHA SEARCHED THE castle until she found her naughty yet beloved stepdaughter. It was true that it was long past time for Snow to find a mate and a home of her own, but theirs was a kingdom of plenty. It wasn’t as if they couldn’t afford to have all sorts of children living in the castle as long as they desired.

But alas, all they had was Snow. And it was time for her to leave them. It was sad, but also necessary, she supposed. “There you are, Snow. I’ve been looking for you for over an hour.”

Snow looked at the floor and swished her left foot back and forth in front of her skirt. “I’m sorry, Mother, I was wandering through the maze daydreaming until the sun became too hot.”

“I assume you wore a hat. You sunburn so easily.”

Snow smirked behind her hand. She totally had not worn a hat. And if she had had one on, it would have been tossed off, along with all of the rest of her clothing, during her assignation in the maze. It was one of the best places on the palace grounds to seduce someone in secret because hardly anyone knew their way through the blasted thing. At least in the daytime. At night she preferred other locations. 

“Yes, Mother, I hung my hat in the scullery.”

Agnetha gave her a look that said she wasn’t buying it. “I hope it isn’t in the Cook’s way.”

“Cook said it was fine.”

“Look at me, child,” Agnetha demanded softly. “Have you been lying to me?”

Snow gazed into her Mother’s eyes. She didn’t always lie, not about important things. But hats? Sure. “I was absolutely in the maze. I was planning on working on my needlework until the evening meal and then taking a look at Father’s reports from the ostrich farms.” Princesses had myriad duties, particularly ones
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