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	I am King.

	But I am a man without something I desire the most…

	The entirety of England adores her.

	She is light.

	She is purity.

	She is heart.

	She is perfection.

	I am a king…

	I command all.

	I worship nothing but God.

	But, I need her. 

	I require her complete and utter adoration.

	I require her bold, beating heart to be pledged as mine for all eternity.

	I 

	need

	a

	queen.

	The story of the House of Montforthe-Byron—the most powerful family in all of England continues…
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 “He fashioned Hell for the inquisitive.”

	-Saint Augustine of Hippo

	 


To the merciful.

	 


CHAPTER

	 I

	In the Year of Our Lord

	1251

	 

	Berkhamsted Castle

	Hertfordshire

	England

	 

	Briar

	 

	SO, HE WANTED THE rose but could not handle its thorns…

	I’m on my bruised and bloody knees.

	Begging.

	Weeping.

	Losing my godforsaken self…if I ever possessed my own spirit at all!

	I can’t tell you how long I’ve been here…groveling and screaming his name.

	Minutes, hours, days, possibly months.

	Where has that very elusive thing called time gone?

	With a vicious might, I pound on the shut doors. “ZACCAI! Open these doors and face me, you coward!”

	Two guards flank me. One stands to my left. The other stands to my right. Their lances point to the sky and the distinguished crest of the House of Montforthe-Byron decorates the capes attached to the armor they wear. They do not interrupt my tirade. They say nothing, only stand at attention and look straight ahead. Surely, they would intervene, if I pull the sharp pin out of my hair and slit my wrists with it. But they are so focused, so resigned with not interrupting the tantrum of the woman at their feet who used to be a princess, that I truly wonder if they’d stop me.

	“ZACCAI!” My last-ditch effort of breaking one side of the solid oak doors leaves my hand sore.

	The guards do nothing.

	They remain completely silent.

	Eyes level and facing ahead, they don’t even bother to cast a concerned glance my way. 

	I rest on my haunches, wrinkling my fine dress in frustration, and cry. I don’t know how long it goes on for, but when I wipe my eyes and my vision clears, I find myself staring down the wide corridor and meeting the gaze of the man storming through it. His burgundy cape and his ash-brown hair flowing behind him as he does. His council is in tow. As are a few other people. It is an entire posse of men and servants which tail behind the King.

	A hiccup escapes me.

	Alexander stops and regards me.

	I must look like an embarrassment.

	I’m a beautiful pile of shit on the stone floor—bedecked in the finest silk and jewels. 

	In this moment, I must truly resemble a woman who has no shame or self-respect whatsoever.

	I expect the King to say something, order me to get up, tell me to stop being so ridiculous. Instead, he sends me a hard look, those gray eyes burning a hole in my soul…And then with the quick gesture of an arm, he orders his entourage to follow before he marches off, taking the next corner ahead of him and disappearing from my vision.

	My spirit wilts a little more.

	I am a dying flower without love or sunlight—all I need to survive.

	I’ve been doing this for much too long now. 

	And these doors have been shut for months now…

	I’ve been tossed out, dumped, fucking spurned.

	This has all been a wholly severe rejection of my entire soul!

	I am of mind to wonder if Zaccai is even in this castle these days. Possibly, he’s gone…It isn’t as if he’s ever truly been present anyhow. So, you might ask: Why am I crying with his loss? I suppose, we always want what we can’t have. We always desire the people who no longer want us…We are prone to fill our lives with people who do not appreciate us if we aren’t careful…I constantly give of myself and expect nothing in return.

	But still, I weep…

	For him.

	For Hayden.

	For a life I was promised yet knew in some small way I would never have. 

	He divorced me…

	On a cold, cold winter night, I had been informed by Archbishop Ramsey that I was no longer a princess…

	I was lost for words—they got hung up in my throat like the claw-like things they were. 

	Archbishop Ramsey took my right hand in his, kissed the back of it, and told me he was sorry and then suggested that we pray, which we did. I wept. I prayed. I stayed on my knees and wondered about exactly what my future held. I was afraid. I was alone. Frankly, I was terrified of being stripped of my royal title.

	Although the people continue to address me as the Rose Princess Briar…

	I am not, really.

	I am no longer entitled to the moniker. 

	Nothing about me is regal, especially right now.

	I am a woman who is part of a marriage annulled by His Holiness, the Pope, as if it never happened.

	Zaccai’s wish has been granted.

	All his doing.

	The spoiled bastard.

	His aim it seems is to forget me altogether along with all those nights when he used my body in the most creative ways while I endured it all!

	Sinabaldo isn’t a man who grants divorces easily. 

	But in this case, he had… 

	Clearly, the House of Montforthe-Byron has tremendous sway over His Holiness, the Pope…An annulment would allow Zaccai to remarry in the cleanest of ways. His prior marriage is now no longer even recognized under the eyes of the Lord. It is nothing.

	“What in the bloody hell are you doing, Briar?” Vesper’s sharp brows are bent as she grabs the hem of her dress and rushes toward me, scraping me and my broken will up and off the stone. “I told you to stop this.” She cups the sides of my face with her hands. “He doesn’t want to see you.” She straightens my clothes and my disheveled hair. “So, leave him be.”

	I weep.

	The spring chill wraps around us.

	Vesper pulls me into her hold tightly and forces so much warmth and love into my bones immediately the chill I once felt disappears entirely. “Dear sister, you have come too far to still be begging. You have come too far to find yourself on your knees, Briar. You shame me in this moment.” She kisses my cheek harshly and breathes in my skin.

	I suck in a desperate breath.

	Pushing me away, she holds me by the shoulders. “You make me feel nothing but shame at what you are allowing him to do to you.” Her brown eyes are fierce as she shakes me.

	And I pray it realigns my senses if I have any left.

	I weep to no end.

	The two guards step forward and march off since they must be needed someplace else in the castle.

	Vesper holds me closer. “You know, Briar, for many years I dreamed of being reunited with you.” She draws in a breath. “I imagined that maybe one day we would both marry and have children and we’d live in two tiny cottages each built nearby one another. Maybe they would be close to a stream. And I imagined we’d have a garden, just like the one Father always wanted to have.”

	Laughing through my tiny sobs, I gaze up at her. 

	“But I never envisioned this, Briar.” She exhales. “Never in my life did I ever imagine that I would see you again, first and foremost. And if I did, by God, I could never have fathomed that your life would be anything like this.”

	“My life is nothing to envy, Vesper.” I wipe the snot from my nose. “My life is awful.”

	“Oh, dear sister, you can’t begin to imagine awful.” Clutching my chin, she gives me a hard look.

	I force my sobs to ease, not wanting to know or hear more about what Vesper hasn’t said.

	But still, it hangs there between us…stories of her pain and the wretched life she was torn away from before she was brought here to Berkhamsted Castle. Vesper doesn’t speak about such times, ever. And often when she attempts to, her words get trapped in her chest, stuck there, but I know she wishes to let them escape. 

	I am keenly aware that Vesper wishes to be set free of all the bad memories, just as I do.

	Sniveling and swiping away at my wet skin with a hand, I manage to speak. “I am sorry, Vesper.”

	She squints. “It isn’t anything for you to be sorry for, Briar. I do not wish for anyone to take pity on me.”

	I bob my head a few times.

	“Just as I don’t wish for you to want pity from me in this moment or from anyone.” 

	The guards march through the wide corridors.

	The noise beyond where we linger earns our attention.

	Raised voices…

	A slam.

	A bang.

	Profanity is unleashed in its most wildest form.

	I know those sounds which come from a distance away.

	They emanate from the council chamber which is a floor above where we stand. 

	Vesper’s big eyes peer back at me.

	I stare at her.

	Hamilton barrels down the stairs, face red, covered in perspiration and breathing heavily. Jean-Baptiste follows looking much the same. And behind them is the Queen Mother. The threesome stand near to each other at the end of the corridor beneath the faint light which pours in through the windows.

	Following both Hamilton and Jean-Baptiste, the Queen Mother reaches out a hand and then puts them both in prayer. “Gentlemen, please be patient with my son. He will heed your advice. You just have to give it time.” Her brows arch and her expression is nothing short of pleading.

	No one seems to notice Vesper and me lingering close by. 

	We are intruders on their debate occurring in whisper-yells.

	The dent between Hamilton’s brows deepens. “Your Majesty, please. All the advice we give the King is always in the best interest of England.” He massages his temples. “We were advisors to his father, so the least the boy could do is listen to what we have to say. There are urgent matters, Your Majesty, which need to be tended to right away…” He growls. “We have issues of religion affecting state, we need to maintain hierarchy among the nobles and the barons, and the very taxes he lowered, need to be raised. But, instead, all the King is consumed with is expanding godforsaken territories.” Anger laces his tone and worry skitters its way right across the man’s face. 

	The Queen Mother who is still cloaked in all black stands with her hands clasped in front of her. “Alexander has his own plans.” She sighs. “I do understand that. I know that there is so much he wishes to do under his rule. So much.” A tiny smile finds her lips. “But…”

	“The King has decided he will not listen.” Jean-Baptiste lets out a long breath. “I will rally the point home that he must do as we advise, if not…”

	“I will speak with him,” the Queen Mother says firmly. “I will speak with my son.”

	Jean-Baptiste sighs. “He-will-not-listen.”

	“I will speak with Alexander.” The Queen Mother gives Jean-Baptiste a firm nod.

	“If not, we will have to pressure him.” Jean-Baptiste swallows. “If he makes a demand for the assemblance of one-more-army, I will refuse to follow his orders. I could consider speaking with His Holiness, the Pope, about Alexander’s plans. Maybe Sinabaldo could make him listen.”

	I am keenly aware of Alexander’s longstanding desire to keep church and state separate. But he has lost the balance between his personal power and the power of the Church. The Church cannot overrule Alexander in certain matters although His Holiness, the Pope’s, wishes and desires carry heavy weight within the House of Montforthe-Byron. Nevertheless, with things structured in the way they are, it means the King runs wild with his ambitions and there is no one and nothing that can stop him.

	The threesome seem deep in thought as though if their brains meld together they could come up with the most brilliant plan.

	Hamilton’s mouth sets tight. 

	“Sinabaldo could talk some sense into him,” Jean-Baptiste reasons.

	“I do not think my son desires for His Holiness, the Pope, to know of his plans.” The Queen Mother frowns.

	Jean-Baptiste rambles on.

	Hamilton’s eyes dart around frantically before he encourages Jean-Baptiste to silence.

	Frustration and exhaustion float in the air between the two men.

	“You will do no-such-thing,” the Queen Mother says firmly.

	“We must.” Jean-Baptiste tips his head forward.

	Stepping closer, the Queen Mother snatches Jean-Baptiste by the lapels of his robe. “What you speak of at this very moment should never be spoken of again. You seek to overthrow Alexander and render his decisions baseless…” Shutting her eyes, she shakes her head slowly as if there is no need to say more. 

	Jean-Baptiste silences immediately.

	“If you so much as defy Alexander, or work to conspire against him, then may God help you.” The Queen Mother’s eyes shine with her warning before she lets Jean-Baptiste go with a small shove.

	He retreats with a slight stumble, and when the chaos calms, three sets of eyes fix on Vesper and me.

	Something is traded in those few seconds…and it isn’t spoken in words.

	The Queen Mother disregards our presence, twists around to face the two men, and lowers her voice even further. 

	“We should go, Briar.” With caution set in her voice, her palm touches my shoulder. 

	“Yes, we should.” I take her hand and encourage her to stroll away just when I do.

	Catching the tail end of the chatter between the Queen Mother, Hamilton, and Jean-Baptiste, my spine stiffens, and worry entirely rules my head. Their absurd claims are fresh in my ears…

	I will talk to him.

	I will make him listen.

	I will remind him that we were once advisors to his father.

	I will talk to the boyyyyyyyyyyyyy.

	As Vesper and I scurry ahead, a tiny laugh rips from me that the threesome believe they can achieve the impossible. The mere idea of someone holding even an ounce of influence over Alexander intrigues me to no end. And just like an eager audience would, I am compelled to sit and watch the performance…

	Alexander listens to no one.

	Alexander is no boy.

	Alexander is King. 

	 


Alexander

	 

	I SIT, SLOUCHED IN my chair and staring at the chessboard laid out in front of me…

	After letting out a breath, I comb my fingers through my hair and peer out the massive window ahead. It is cracked open, allowing the cool and swift breeze to wash in and dust my skin. It is so, so cold…

	So much time has passed, yet it feels as if nothing has happened at all.

	Briar wanted her freedom.

	It was served up to her on a silver fucking platter.

	And now, even still…just as before…she cries and cries and cries.

	At some time during each day, she settles on her knees in front of that big bloody door and weeps and wails for a poor match of a marriage that was never rosy from the time she and my brother had spoken their vows.

	What more does she want?

	Why can she not see?

	Freedom is a priceless thing.

	I am a king now, and still, I have yet to attain the very elusive thing that is one’s destiny.

	Sucking in a breath, I shift where I sit, eyes roving over my leather boots and the burgundy robe which cloaks me, protecting me from the chill. The fireplace across the room crackles. This room smells of cedar and the vase of peonies sitting in the windowsill which permeate this chamber with their sweet scent are delicate and soft. 

	Like the woman I love…

	If only she knew it.

	If only she would consider letting me slip into her mind. 

	If only after all her tears wash away that she would open her eyes. 

	How do you heal a broken heart when it revels in being cracked?

	A long and frustrated sigh slips from me.

	I’m yanked back to the present from the birdsong beyond the window.

	England…

	Breathtaking. 

	Green.

	Picturesque.

	The rolling green hills. The gray sky. It is pure beauty.

	And then my eyes settle on Raven Forest.

	It is a black mass beyond all the green.

	I get lost in the quagmire of my thoughts for a moment…

	Gaius clears his throat. “Your Majesty…”

	My head swings in his direction. “I don’t trust them.” I rise.

	With a nod, Gaius stands still, hand on the pommel of his sword, head low, brows knotted. 

	I refer to so much with my proclamation spoken a moment ago.

	Jean-Baptiste and Hamilton may be my advisors, but it is the knights whom I trust the most, and a king is only as strong and steadfast as the men who serve him. The man who remains in my presence was once my father’s most trusted advisor. Of all the men in his life, Father relied mostly on this man who stands before me—no other.

	He is not a talkative man, but I am keenly aware that his mind knows more than his lips will ever speak of…All of which he never tells of unless he is urged by my desperation. And desperation seems to be an all too common emotion swirling around my sleepy spirit these days. 

	I feel it. I breathe it. I live it every single day…

	Heavy is the head which carries the crown…

	And wretched is the life of a king.

	So much keeps me awake at night…

	Swirling thoughts. Heavy heart. Bedsheets soaked in sweat. I can only lie awake and gaze out at Raven Forest and breathe in the crisp air which slips into my chamber’s cracked window. 

	I sleep alone. I live alone. I am so, so alone.

	Silence crackles through the cedar-scented air.

	Gaius remains still and his eyes remain firmly on mine, waiting.

	I stride toward the fireplace with lazy movements and warm my hands once I make it there.

	“I am of the understanding that there aren’t many people in a king’s life whom he can trust…” Gaius’ lips are pressed together and then he offers me a small smile. “Your father, if he were standing here, would have uttered the same sentiment.”

	I run a hand over my bearded jaw. “Yes, I presume he would have.” 

	The swift breeze which washes into the chamber stokes the fire burning. It rises and blazes, orange flames grow edged by blue, and the snap, crackle, and pop of the embers settle in my ears. I am warmed, finally. 

	“I don’t trust them.” I examine my hands.

	The ones which had touched Briar so long ago.

	I can still feel her on my skin…

	The delicate scent of her still lingers in my nostrils.

	I can still taste her salty tears on my tongue.

	Even now, the images of perfection will not leave my mind, and the more I attempt to disregard them when I am awake, the more forceful the assault on my mind is when I am asleep. I can’t get her out of my head.

	And frankly, I don’t want to extricate her from my heart either.

	Gaius does not change position—hand on the pommel of his sword, head low and brows knotted, he observes me. “Your Majesty…”

	I am urged back to the present by his voice.  

	“Yes.” I lift my head, accepting how heavy it has felt since I pledged myself to England—my treasure. 

	Even though I am not presently wearing the crown, still I am.

	The entirety of England rests on my shoulders and often I wonder if I have the strength to bear it.

	I have already given so much…

	So many pieces of myself. 

	Hope. Ambition. Sleep.

	Little morsels of self-respect…

	Things of that sort.      

	Still, I would empty the pits of my soul completely to witness this nation rise to greater heights.

	Self-sacrifice is the true and noble mark of a ruler…

	My eyes meet Gaius’ gentle ones. 

	“Your Majesty, please advise what you wish for us to do…” He lets out a little breath.

	I shift to face him completely. “I wish to pay a visit to the nobles and the barons in Cornwall.”

	“But, Your Majesty.” 

	I raise my hand, silencing him.

	Gaius stiffens, caution robs the easy expression from his face which had once found its home there.

	“We will leave in a few weeks.”

	“Your Majesty, I mean no disrespect, but please. It is not wise for you to leave this castle. And if so, one can only give the wise advice that you do not venture, at the very most, beyond the hunting grounds.” He grips the pommel of his sword tighter. “After all, England only has one King. We will strive to protect you, but there are no guarantees of your safety if we travel far away from Hertfordshire. There are no assurances that all will be well, Your Majesty, even if we take the utmost precautions. I must strongly advise that you remain here.” Gaius’ brows arch as he drives the point home.

	My chest swells with an exhausted breath before I let it out.

	I have been held captive behind these twelve-inch-thick walls since I was a boy.

	Unless it was to travel beyond the drawbridge to hunt, I have also remained behind these walls since I had been confirmed as King. I have been imprisoned my entire life. Shackled to England like a slave in chains.

	Only she isn’t the only woman holding me down.

	It is a twisted desire within me that my life remain as such…

	“On another matter, Your Majesty, but what shall we do with Scotland?”

	A gentle smile touches my lips. “For now, leave her be.”

	Gaius’ eyes shut and he lets out a small sigh.

	Relief?

	Probably.

	Possibly.

	We have witnessed too many men perish while fighting to bring that nation of wild men under England’s rule. We do not have the time, nor the money, nor the armies to continue the battle and hope it ends on a winning front.  

	“Yes, Your Majesty, thank you.” Gaius backs away from me.

	Striding across the room, I stop when I make it to a small table placed near the window. “Please advise Hamilton and Jean-Baptiste of my decision regarding both.” My eyes connect with his. 

	“Is that all, Your Majesty?”

	I tap on the letter beneath my fingertips a few times, adoring the burgundy wax seal placed there—the House of Montforthe-Byron emblem. It is a letter I wrote many months ago. One which was returned to me unopened and still intact. The edges of the paper have yellowed and wrinkled, much like time has, other than that, nothing about it is different from the day I had ordered it sent off.

	To return a gift or a kind sentiment without a simple thank you is fucking disrespectful.

	But, I have more important matters to tend to than to fret about it.

	My focus remains on the woman I have come to imagine as being my own—her hazel eyes, her genuine and perfectly white smile that always almost knocks me down whenever she lets me have it…Her pink cheeks, her delicate hands, her fine flowers.

	And then my mind settles on the man who almost ruined her.

	A man who makes me want to throw an entire table at him so very often.

	My jaw ticks ever so slightly before I fight to control it. “No, that is not all.”

	Gaius’ brows arch as he waits patiently.

	I snatch up a red rose from the vase nearby me and fiddle with the petals. “Please tell my brother that I wish to speak with him, immediately.”

	With a nod, Gaius rushes off, and when the doors slam, I find myself alone once more.

	Alone.

	Alone.

	Alone.

	Still, just like Briar, I find that, even in solitude, still I am anything but free.

	 


Briar

	 

	“YOUR HAIR IS SO soft, Briar.” Beatrix makes long strokes with the brush over my strands. 

	We stand facing the gold-rimmed mirror ahead.

	She smiles.

	“Thank you.” I gaze into my reflection’s eyes and my shoulders fall.

	This chamber is filled with the calming scent of lavender and the soap which fills the bathtub which still steams with warmth. It is late in the afternoon and beyond the window is the gray sky in all its beauty. Beatrix has been speaking for a while about this and that. I don’t know the particulars because I haven’t really been listening.

	“You seem troubled, Princess Briar.” She continues brushing.      

	I am not amiss to the reality that I am no longer addressed as Her Royal Majesty…an honor and respect I had lost following the divorce. But still the people call me Princess Briar. Or, the Rose Princess. I much rather prefer the latter.

	Vesper stands off to the side, arms folded tightly across her chest and the most surly expression stamped on her face. She’s been standing there now for a while, just watching and waiting and frowning.

	“Is there anything I can help with?” Beatrix gathers my hair and proceeds to braid it.

	I sigh. “No, I am just tired.”

	Beatrix’s brows knot. “You have missed many dinners, Princess Briar.” Her face scrunches. “I know it is not my place to mention it, but I thought before it becomes an issue that you should know that the King is growing quite impatient about your decision to have dinner in your chamber most evenings.”

	“I cannot be expected to eat alone with the King.” I press my lips together.

	And when is he not impatient about something?

	“You would not be eating alone, Princess Briar. Often the Queen Mother accompanies the King at dinnertime.” Her brows arch. “But, often, he intimates that he would prefer your company, alone.” She smiles.

	Why doesn’t he just demand it?

	I would not be able to refuse.

	“I’d much rather eat in solitude in my chamber.” Where I’ve been enjoying my meals for months now…

	Beatrix lets out a long breath. 

	My lips part. “Is Prince Zaccai—”

	Vesper steps forward. “Briar, do not.” Her face is fierce as she makes the command.

	But, I must.

	Beatrix’s eyes dart between the two of us in wonderment.

	“Is Prince Zaccai here?” My eyes plead. “Is he still here in the castle?”

	Vesper swears beneath her breath.

	“He is.” Beatrix adjusts my nightgown. “But, I know he is leaving soon.”

	A little gasp leaves me. 

	My cries.

	My wails.

	My sobs and screams.

	He has heard them all then and has never come to my rescue.

	A cruel man…

	“Do you wish to see him?” Beatrix waits.

	I gaze at my reflection in the mirror, adoring my hazel eyes and the soft and pale skin around them which is often red and swollen. “No, I do not wish to see him.”

	With a nod, Beatrix steps away. 

	I call after her. “But, please tell him to stay safe on his travels.”

	“Yes, Princess Briar, I will relay the message.” Beatrix tilts her head my way.

	Reaching out, I take Beatrix’s hand in mine. “Thank you, Beatrix, for being such a good friend.” 

	“Yes, of course, Princess Briar.” She offers me a tiny smile then heads for the doors.

	CLICK.

	Silence befalls us.

	Vesper rushes forward, fingers wrapping tightly around my upper arms, eyes wild.

	“Please, Vesper, you do not have to be so unkind to her. She has been my lady-in-waiting for quite some time now. She has earned my trust. And she is good at what she does. She is my friend.” I implore my sister to understand.

	“Briar.” She grits her teeth. “Do you not see the worry in her eyes?”

	“What do you mean?”

	Vesper sucks her teeth, looks away from me, and then her browns are back on me, pensive. “It’s something about her, Briar, something I can’t quite put my finger on. I can just feel it in my bones.”

	A feigned gasp of shock leaves me, then I roll my eyes. “Feel what, Vesper?” I laugh. “You are being ridiculous.”

	Vesper shakes her head. “I don’t know…”

	I palm her warm cheeks. “You don’t know, Vesper, because there is nothing to know. I think that now since you are back in my life you just want me allllllllll to yourself.” I giggle.

	She smiles. “I suppose that could be it.”

	“Yes, maybe that is precisely it.” I pull her into a hug and hold her. “I’m so glad to have you back, dear sister. Please know that having you here with me now has been wondrous. I don’t feel so alone anymore.”

	I back away and examine my sister’s face, still even now, seeing all the love in her eyes for me. 

	“I love you, Briar.”

	“I love you too, dear sister.” 

	A pout perches on my lips. “So, please be kind to Beatrix.”

	She groans. “I may concede on some things, Briar, but I am afraid on that matter, I cannot.”

	A sigh of frustration drifts from me. “But, why not?” My brows knot painfully.

	Vesper’s expression is one of annoyance. “You said you have questions…”

	“Yes.”

	“Beatrix is the Queen Mother’s lady-in-waiting as well as yours…” Vesper states the obvious.

	“Yes.”

	“Beatrix hasn’t bled in months…”

	Relevance?

	I peer at Vesper confused, knowing that since she has been living behind the walls of Berkhamsted Castle she has made friends with almost everyone here. There isn’t a whisper which Vesper’s ears do not catch or a rumor which manages to escape her clutches…but I ask the question anyways. “How do you even know that?”

	She shakes her head dramatically. “It doesn’t matter…but she hasn’t.”

	“Sooooo.” My voice lowers to a whisper.

	Vesper scoffs. “She is unwed, Briar.”

	What Vesper hints at hits me hard, like a cold, cold breeze and I gasp.

	“She is afraid, Briar.” Vesper’s jaw clenches. “She is afraid of something…” She clutches me tighter. 

	“What shall I do then?”

	Vesper tips her head forward just once. “You said you have questions…”

	“Yesssss.”

	“Well, I suspect that if you ask the right ones under the perfect circumstances, that Beatrix, that distrustful, horrible wench will give you your answers.” 

	 


Alexander 

	 

	“I AM LEAVING FOR France.” Zaccai stands in the middle of the room.

	“Oh.”

	“Yes, I am leaving in a fortnight. I shall be back in a few months.”

	Sitting in front of the chessboard, I move the bishop to where I believe it should be and then I wait.

	Zaccai runs a hand over his jaw, clearly unimpressed that he has been summoned here. His dark hair is disheveled, as are his fine clothes, and his eyes appear as if he’s had even less sleep than I have. 

	I say nothing more, only wait, wait, wait.

	With a sigh, Zaccai marches over to the table I sit to and plops down in the chair on the other side of it like a disgruntled child. Then with his index finger settled on a pawn, he pushes it across the chessboard and sits back in the chair. 

	“You look like something that just crawled up and out of the latrine.” Laughing, I move the knight.

	Zaccai pushes another pawn across the chessboard.

	I make another move.

	He does the same, always, always, always only moving the pawns. “I suppose I am a little worse for wear, Brother, as you can imagine I should be. After all, you have given me no choice but to break the heart of a woman who does not deserve to possess one. You have forced me to abandon my wife.” His eyes grow cold. “Maybe I didn’t love her, but I never would have abandoned her, Alexander, not in a million centuries.”

	“Oh, stop bleating, Brother. Even though you chose to remain betrothed, you abandoned her long ago…” I make another move.

	“She cries every day, Alexander.” He sucks in a breath. “Every-single-day, she remains outside of those doors, wailing, and I cannot take it anymore. I cannot listen to her pain any longer.”

	A soft laugh leaves me. “So, you are leaving Berkhamsted Castle…”

	“Yes, just for a little while.”

	I nod.

	He does the same.

	I move the bishop.

	Zaccai moves another pawn.

	There is so much value in those pawns. They are not to be overlooked. They are integral to the game.

	“Briar has not been abandoned.” My statement is firm.

	“She has lost her royal titles and any rightful claim to land that I have ever had, Alexander.” His words are fierce as every muscle in his face locks up tight.

	“Maybe so.” Relaxed, I gaze into my brother’s eyes. “But she has a home. This castle will always be her home, just as I imagine Father has always wished it to be.” I push the knight across the chessboard. “She has not been abandoned.”

	Zaccai shifts the queen.

	I move the king on the chessboard. “Checkmate.”

	With the swoop of an arm and raging, he swipes all the pieces off the chessboard. I cringe when all the pieces go flying everywhere. Everything loses its rightful place. 

	And I know I must set all the pieces in order again…

	They hit the wall with a wild commotion and scatter across the stone floor. 

	He rises, hands planted on the table, and with fury blazing across his face, he dips down and nears mine. “Brother, what did you bring me here for?” He breathes harshly through his nose.

	Unmoving, I peer up into his eyes, unblinking, and frankly undisturbed by his anger. “Sit…down.”

	He doesn’t do it immediately, but slowly, eventually, he eases down into the chair across from me.

	“Thank you.” I offer him a winning smile.

	I’m gifted with a grunt in return.

	When his eyes land on the bouquet of white lilies which rest in a vase above the fireplace he seems to calm. “I never loved her, Alexander.” He finds the courage to face me. “I do not love her.” He scrubs his face with a hand. “But, still, I failed. I fucking failed and it goads me every day that I could not do what I was asked to do by a man I love so very dearly. All I did was hurt her. Now, I hurt for her, Brother.”

	I roll my eyes. “She is no longer your problem.”

	He sends me a hard look.

	“Why won’t she eat with me?”

	Zaccai’s expression crumbles and then his features twist with annoyance. “Is this what you summoned me here to ask?”

	The question isn’t ridiculous.

	A king not well-informed is no king at all. 

	“Yesssss.” I am unashamed with my reply.

	His brows knot severely. “I have no clue why a woman like Briar would not want to have a meal with a man like you.” He lifts a shoulder. “Perhaps, she is just heartbroken, Brother, seeing that she is most recently divorced and is now living alone.” 

	“She is not living alone. She is living at Berkhamsted Castle and there are many people here.” 

	Zaccai laughs. “You will never understand a woman like Briar.” 

	A slow smile curves up on my lips. 

	Zaccai sighs. “I spent many months attempting to untangle the woman’s mind and I still have been unable to do so.”

	“I understand her.”

	Zaccai smirks. “Good, then may I leave now?”

	I dismiss his irritating presence with a hand, and he marches off. 

	CLICK.

	When the doors shut, I rise, make my way over to the window, and gaze out at the scenery beyond. 

	I know what it feels like to be misunderstood. I know what it feels like to be surrounded by so much yet truly want so very little. I know what it feels like to be swarmed by so many people, yet feel so, so alone.

	It is dishearteningly the story of my life.

	I understand Briar Philomena Wyn. 

	Perhaps, it is only that I do not understand myself. 

	 


CHAPTER

	II

	 

	Briar

	 

	MY TREMBLING PALM SLIDES across the man’s cold forehead. 

	His eyes are already shut.

	Slanting my head to the side, I examine his lifeless form. 

	Sadness infects my heart.

	The man’s mouth stretched wide and his sunken eyes are still open. His fingers are stiff and crooked, oddly, as if he was reaching out for another hand…which never came. 

	This man died alone. 

	Cold and all alone.

	“Angele Dei, qui custos es mei, me, tibi commissum pietate superna, illumina, custodi, rege et guberna. Amen.” Tucked away in a nearby corner, with her hands clasped and her head bowed, Sister Rebecca prays. 

	With each breath I take, I draw in the fresh scent of hay and the whinnies of the horses which surround us slips into my ears. The squeal of pigs in the distance do too. And a swift wind fills my aching lungs. 

	It is early in the morning and we had left Berkhamsted Castle long before most of its occupants had even woken. Now, the sun fights to break through the heavy cloud cover in the sky, and with its failing, I’m assured that it will be another gray day.

	Reaching out, I encourage the dead man’s eyelids to lower, tilt his head slightly and force his mouth to shut. “I pray you are at peace now.” With knotted brows, I examine his pale skin which is dotted with freckle-like spots. Perhaps, they are flea bites... If it were not for the swelling in his throat and the open pustules on his skin, he otherwise looks like a healthy man of approximately thirty years of age. 

	I turn to the weeping woman who stands to my left—the dead man’s wife. “What was his name?”

	She sniffles. “Magnus.” A lone tear slides down her cheek. “His name was Magnus.”

	I scrunch my face. “I am very sorry.” My eyes glide over the woman’s sweaty flesh. 

	It’s cool outside today so the appearance of perspiration decorating anyone’s skin seems odd.

	“Was he ill?”

	“No.” She offers me a little smile. “I mean, yes, he was. But he was fine up until about two days ago. Then, he fell ill. He had a fever and was vomiting blood. So much blood. I put him to bed and watched over him, but when he got really bad, he told us to stay away from his bedside.” 

	“Oh.” My eyes sweep over the man once more.

	“So, I shut the door to this barn and left him here alone, where he died.” She lets out a wail and turns away from me, her face crashing into another family member’s chest after she does.

	Sister Rebecca continues to pray.

	I rise to a full standing position and peer down at the man one final time.

	Sister Rebecca nears me, places a hand on my shoulder, and looks down at the dead body and the sheets it lies atop which are soiled. 

	I glance over my shoulder and meet Sister Rebecca’s eyes. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”

	“I would say I agree.” She swallows. 

	The dead man’s wife is still weeping, and still coughing, and still sweating. I am no medical examiner, but I would say that she is sick with something too. Perhaps, with the same affliction her husband had, but I cannot be sure.

	“We plan to bury him at s-s-sunset today,” the man’s wife stutters out between her sobs.

	Sister Rebecca sends the woman a worried glance.

	I peer into Sister Rebecca’s eyes and right away I know what she is thinking.

	With a nod, I pull a sheet over the man’s face.

	The man’s wife nears us cautiously.

	Sister Rebecca places a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “We should have this body examined, if you will allow us to. We can return him for burial following a complete inspection of his illness, but I suspect that this corpse should be burned. I am very sorry.” 

	After letting out the most horrendous bloodcurdling wail, the man’s wife passes out right before her family member catches her so that she doesn’t collapse to the floor of this barn.

	Sister Rebecca prays more fervently this time.

	But it becomes clear that the words of God are not enough to bring an end to this woman’s pain. 

	When are they ever?

	 


Alexander 

	

	THE CHERRYWOOD IN THE fireplace across the room burns, sending warmth throughout this chamber this morning. Now, I sit at the head of the table, fork in hand but discouraged to eat from the plate which rests in front of me. Tapping the edge of the plate with it, I peer at Briar who sits at the opposite end of this gargantuan table, lost in thought, hazel eyes fixed in the food in the plate set in front of her. 

	Her mahogany locks are pulled away from her face in the most demure style and her pale cheeks are pinkened from either the cold or her constant fucking sobbing. I’m not entirely sure which. 

	I clear my throat which seems to earn her attention.

	Her head lifts.

	“Are you alright?”

	“Yes, Your Majesty.”

	I frown. “Please call me Alexander.”

	“Alexander.” She smiles but it doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

	“I am sorry that you were summoned here.” I truly am not.

	She swallows. “I don’t usually eat breakfast. I am always in the garden by now. So, all this food is just too much, Alexander. I must regret to tell you that I do not wish it.” A long breath leaves her. “I am not hungry.”

	“You are not hungry?” I lift a brow. “Or, has something stolen away your appetite?”

	She shifts. “Maybe a little bit of both.” 

	I’d heard about the man found dead this morning in the village and the state he was in. I am fully aware that this is how Briar chooses to spend her mornings. But the realization she thinks that staring death right in the face does not take a toll on a person after a while is naïve to say the very least.

	That man’s body is stretched out on an examination table at this very moment and will soon be cut open…

	This woman is so very brave and strong.

	But her heart is tender.

	I wish to treat is at such. 

	Her eyes become downcast once more.

	I sigh.

	“Why do you wish for me to be here, Alexander?” She glances around this chamber and then out the window. I do pray she notices the flowers and how well they are kept by the servants. They add life to Berkhamsted Castle, as they always have. “There are many here who you can choose to eat breakfast with?” She gestures with a hand. “Hamilton…the Queen Mother…”

	I groan. 

	“And why are we not eating in the dining hall anyways?” Her nose wrinkles.

	“I thought this would be more private.” I stab my fork into a slice of apple and take it between my teeth and speak before I chew. “Are you not happy your sister has been returned to you?” 

	I have never mentioned to anyone how Vesper had killed her master and his wife one day before the bounty hunter had made it to the opulent residence in Berkshire where she once resided. Vesper was days away from being hanged. Officially, she should be dead. Yet, here she is, now a permanent resident of Berkhamsted Castle because of my unwavering desire to make the woman who sits at the opposite end of this table happy. 

	Yet, her ever-present sullen demeanor now makes me doubt that I truly have…

	“Yes, Alexander, of course.” Her eyes grow bright but still she is fragile. “Thank you.”

	I groan.

	“I will admit that I have not been happy as of lately.”

	I nod once.

	“Zaccai will not speak with me.”

	“What is there to further debate, Briar?” My voice rises when I ask the question.

	She stills. “I-I-I don’t know.” Her head lowers. 

	I wait patiently for a response.

	“There is nothing more to speak of on the matter. You are a free woman now.”

	Her eyes snap up to meet mine. “I am no longer a princess.”

	Sadness forces my jaw to tighten. “It is the sacrifice you have made for your freedom. Is it not?”

	“I did not ask for this.”

	“Yet, it was granted to you…like a gift.” I continue to eat while impatience fiddles around with my mood. 

	She sniffles. “Your Majesty, maybe you will not understand, but I have been abandoned my entire life…by my mother first…as you know. My father’s death felt like much of an abandonment even though I know that he could not help it. It was God’s plan that he be taken away from us. I have been left behind by those who I love the most. And now my own husband had decided too, that he no longer wants me, and I have had no say in the matter.” Even though she tries, with no way to stop it, a tear soaks her cheek. “You have been a prince most of your life. Now, you are a king. You do not know how it feels to not wish to be kept.”

	My chest rises and falls with my breaths and my soul splinters a little more at the sight of the woman who is sitting what feels like miles away from me, weeping, yet showing no other emotions except for her tears.

	With a sigh, I rest my fork down. “How do you know this?”

	Her face scrunches. “Pardon me?”

	I clear my throat before I repeat the question. “How do you know this?”

	More of her tears fall. More sniffles. A little shudder…

	“How do you know that I do not know how it feels to not wish to be kept?”

	Each time she fails to acknowledge how I look at her, how much I care, how much I fought to ensure that her sister was returned to her before Sinabaldo granted the divorce…I become more agitated. With each rejection and with every single outright failure on her part to see the admiration I have for her, I grow a little more impatient like a lightning bolt, sparking, sparking, right before it sizzles across the sky.   

	Briar struggles to find her words. “I do not know, Alexander.”

	“Precisely.”

	 


Briar 

	

	THE MOST CAPTIVATING GRAY eyes pierce mine with a stare that makes my heart fully aware. They are half hope and half of something else I can’t quite name. 

	Perhaps, we share the same pain of being unwanted?

	I shift uncomfortably where I sit on the plush velvet cushion beneath my bum as the room settles into the silence with only the whispering wind outside serving as background noise to this very uncomfortable breakfast. 

	Wiping my cheek with the back of my hand, I face Alexander head-on, eyes roving over the polished surface of this massive table. “What do you want from me?”

	He runs a hand over his beard and tilts his head to the side regarding me. His ash-brown locks are pulled away from his face. The smooth strands reflect the faint sunlight which pours in through the large windows which surround us. The style accentuates his sharp features—a perfectly straight nose along with its prominent bridge, a strong chin, the most full lips and an intoxicating smile.  

	For a moment, since I haven’t seen him face to face, I’d almost forgotten about how beautiful this man is. And now that I am in his presence, breathing the same air and unable to run away from his arresting eyes, I see all of him. Nevertheless, I can see why all the women in England seem to throw themselves at this man. 

	They say he is gold—all he speaks, all he does, all he is. 

	He is Midas. 

	And possesses his touch the same. And that his cum is the most sought-after commodity in all of England.

	“Why do you pretend as if you don’t know what I desire from you?” 

	Biting down on my bottom lip, I suck in an exhausted breath. “If you want to bed me, Alexander, then bed me.”

	He gifts me with an easy look—boyish smile and gently arched brows. 

	“You are the King. Therefore, you may have whatever you want without question…” I sniffle.

	“If I want to simply bed someone, Briar, then that is what I would do. This morning, I simply did not want to have to eat breakfast alone.” His eyes narrow. “And I did not want you to have to eat breakfast alone either, so I thought that we might enjoy each other’s company…eating breakfast together.” He stabs a slice of pear and pops it in his mouth.

	Helplessly, anther tear rolls down my cheek and I fear I cannot stop them.

	All the sadness that I’ve been holding in these past few months seems to be coming out of me sideways. I worry tears will start pouring out from my ears too if I don’t get a bloody hold of myself. 

	Alexander taps his goblet. “I do not like it when you cry, Briar.”

	I laugh a little, feeling superbly pathetic. “You should not fret because it happens all the time.” 

	He does not smile. 

	Despising how powerless I feel to stop myself from weeping, I shudder. “I am sorry, I will stop.” I hold a hand up, palm facing out, wordlessly requesting a moment to gather myself. “Please just give me a moment.”

	“No, please carry on.” His deep voice lowers to a whisper. “Your weeping…it is a cleansing of the soul.”

	More tears. More sobs. More gasping for air.

	“To weep is not a flaw but a mark of true humanity.” He sips from his goblet. “Please do carry on.” 

	I cry away.

	I am a complete disaster!

	And Alexander lets me be.

	No one ever lets me be!

	No one has ever seen my tears as a mark of strength, only weakness.

	Alexander gazes out the window ahead at all the land and lets out a breath.

	It is breathtaking beyond the glass.

	Green.

	Endless.

	Wide-open space.

	And at the edge of all the green is Raven Forest which appears to be calm today. 

	His deep voice cuts into my weeping. “As a boy, I would often cry…”

	Stunned at his admittance, my eyes fix on his perfectly symmetrical face and study its lines.

	Alexander chuckles softly. “I cried too much, Mother would often say. I cried for everything…If I fell. If I could not get my own way. If the most tenderest part of my heart was hurt, I would cry. Mother often yelled. She chastised me and called me a ‘baby.’ She would push and shove and knock me around thinking that it would toughen me up. It never did. I would only weep more. And then when she was done admonishing me for being so soft, I would run to my father. And he would hold me close to his heart. He would speak to me and soothe me until my sobbing eased and I calmed.” He squeezes his eyes shut for a moment and shakes his head. “She was cruel.” He sighs. “At those times, when I was sad, all I wished was for her to hold me.” He brings his hand to his mouth, covering it, and with the action the glint of the gold signet ring which decorates the pink finger on his left hand consumes my vision. “All I wanted was for her to hold me and tell me that everything would be okay, and that there was nothing wrong with me for allowing all the pain to flow out of me.”

	I cry more until I am full-on sobbing.

	A welcomed silence settles over us for a long while, and then…

	The shift of a heavy chair.

	The steady rhythm of bootfalls as they hit the stone.

	The heady scent of man settles near me—sweet and spice and crisp, so clean. 

	“Briar.” His lips near my ear as he whispers my name and his heavy hand falls to my shoulder, caressing it, fortifying it with his strength which he lends me at this moment when I am at my very weakest.

	All visions of what happened the last time he touched me crowd the front of my mind.

	Panting. Sweating. Wailing. My dress pushed up and over my ass and his dick safely tucked away between my cheeks. The filth sickens me. The zealousness with which he rutted himself against my flesh makes me cringe. And the degree to which I enjoyed every sordid moment about it makes me feel like one ungodly woman. 

	I shouldn’t have liked it.

	But, deep down, I did.

	In this moment, knowing I should tread with caution, I protest a little against his tender actions.

	As if I had set his fingertips ablaze, he lets me go.

	Please don’t let go.

	My watery eyes search the depths of his own finding them full of loneliness.

	I suffer the same affliction…

	“Briar, please allow me to comfort you.” Tentatively, that big warm hand comes for me again. 

	At the outset, it seems to be a patient move. 

	But I realize it is not. It is a demand. For my acceptance. For my humility. For my submission.

	It is a gentle nudge which encourages me to accept what I am here and now and to not be ashamed of it. 

	I am hungry for his touch.

	Desperate even.

	Starved for flesh, just as he seems to be…

	My forehead crashes into his shoulder and I breathe him in, nose pressing into the soft fabric of his robe.

	A heavy arm wraps around me. So much strength. So much warmth. There is so much power in his embrace which only wants me to be nearer to this man. Soon, I am encouraged to come closer. I become boneless in his grip, and eventually, I allow myself to be swallowed up in his warmth. I am calm in his presence. Safe. I give myself permission to be weak knowing that he will protect me. I am enveloped in pure strength.

	His hand clutches my nape and holds me close. The other settles at my lower back. And then he peers down into my face. “Now there, you see.”      

	So tender.

	So caring.

	So loving.

	I am consumed by the gentleness I haven’t had in so long and then he embraces me once more.

	Chest to chest, I sob for the life of me. 

	“You weep for things not meant for you, Briar.” He nuzzles his nose into my cheek.

	My fingers twist in his robe, gripping it tighter. 

	“You weep for a life that was never meant to be yours.” Thick fingertips brush over my hair. “You cry for things which only hurt you and leave you questioning your worth in the end.” He tips my head back by clutching my chin with his fingers, forcing me to peer into his breathtaking eyes. “I don’t want you to ever have to question that. And no matter what happens, you must know that even if not by blood, you will always be royal.” 

	He licks my tears away, one by one by one.

	I do nothing to stop him. 

	And when he’s done licking them all dry, he tastes them—he consumes my pain and takes it on as his own.

	Reaching out, he plucks a red rose from the vase which rests in the middle of the table. He buries his nose in the soft petals and breathes in the perfume scent for a moment. I watch in awe as his fingers skitter over its thorns, almost caressing them even though I know they are sharp. He places the rose to my nose and the soft sweet petals tickle my skin.

	Shutting my eyes, I inhale the flower.  

	Alexander does not blink. “You once told me that the rose represents love.” 

	“Yes.”

	Slowly, he reaches out and hands me the flower.

	And I know with the action, that this man is prepared to give me everything.

	He had held on to the long stem of the rose without wincing even just a bit before passing it to me.

	I gaze into his eyes with disbelief. “What about the thorns?”

	A corner of his mouth quirks up into a smile. “I think I can handle the thorns.”

	“What if they make you bleed?”

	“There are only two things in this world, Briar, that I would ever be willing to bleed for—one is you and the other England.” Sincerity is inflected in his words and I swear they slip into my ears and settle right in my heart, heavy and home.

	I fall into his mesmerizing eyes, daring to look into them for much longer than I know I should.

	He cups my face with his large palms and his perfect lips near mine, brushing, teasing, sweeping over my skin. The soft hairs of his beard tickle my cheeks and the unique scent that is him surrounds me like a vicious lust cloud.

	My tears cease.

	Only easy breaths escape me.

	I fall into him.

	It is only us here, alone, in this big, opulent room which is now suspended in deafening silence.

	He waits.

	I’m not sure what for…

	I won’t trip over myself again like I did the last time when I felt like my life held no hope in it. 

	I am a woman of God, and of prayer, feeling much like prey in front of a man who commands too much.

	He is the ruler of England and of all its lesser territories and supreme commander of the armies.

	He 

	is

	King.

	How can I resist this man?

	How dare I resist this man?

	What is it that he seeks to claim as his own?

	And then when he must realize that my lips have no intention of seeking his soft ones, his mouth crashes into mine and consumes it with one soul-snatching kiss. I fall. I sink. I dive deep into him, tasting, licking, and sucking on his flesh. His nose presses into my cheek. Heat dashes across my skin. His tongue sweeps across my lips. His large hand cups the back of my neck and slowly guides my mouth back to his. 

	With a whimper, I suckle his lips and then my tongue is seeking the depths of his sweet mouth—consuming, licking, sucking. 

	“Oh, Briar, you are delectable.” He groans against my lips and then runs his nose along my temple.

	A soft wail is all I can offer him in return as my hands skitter over his powerful arms which all but cage me in where I remain sitting in this pretty chair. 

	I become a lost woman in the veiled world that is Alexander which I know nothing about. 

	He leans in, applying pressure to my mouth with his own. My head is forced back then urged forward as our tongues tangle and the kiss becomes ravenous. His breaths become labored. His eyes become wild and his hands become eager as they pull me closer to his chest. “Dear God, woman.” 

	The chair rocks violently. 

	A deafening screech fills the silence when the legs of the chair scrape along the stone. I’m wrenched almost out of the chair and practically become swallowed up in the thick fabric of his robe. 

	I push. 

	He pulls. 

	A dance?

	With a wild commotion of ripping, shredding, and tearing, the hem of my dress is pushed up over my thighs and the material finds itself gathered around my waist. Thick warm fingers settle on my bare skin.

	I want them there.

	God would surely strike me down if I ever dare to claim otherwise!

	My legs flail. My hands seek to find purchase on something but fail. My mewls become louder.

	While clutching the back of my neck and forcing my chin to rise, his beautiful face peers down into mine. Every muscle in his big hard body is locked tight. Desire skitters its way across his brow. And rubbing along the inside of my right thigh through his trousers is his cock—swollen, thick, big. It begs to be let out. 

	I’m not sure I want it to be, but I play brave anyways. Maybe it’s all I can do. I grit my teeth. “If you want it, Alexander, why don’t you just take it?”

	No one will stop you.

	No one will come to my rescue.

	Nobody cares.

	I am a woman.

	As you know, I have no rights unless this man—the King—gives them to me.

	This royal man is free to take whatever he so pleases with every inch of me.

	In an instant Alexander freezes and gifts me with a smirk. “If I simply wanted to take what you have to offer, Briar, I wouldn’t have waited this long.” His fingers dance along my thigh. And then his open palm slides along the inside of it forcing them to part wider and wider, or perhaps that happens even without his urging!

	A squeak leaves me when his fingertips brush over the most sensitive part of my pussy.  

	He buries his nose in my neck and I swear the groan he expels rattles my entire being.

	Arousal renders me stiff at every joint and my teeth are buried in my bottom lip.

	His lips find my ear. “I am a patient man, Briar.” He takes my earlobe between his teeth and sucks on the soft skin there and then kisses are peppered along the line of my neck.

	Helplessly, my back arches. “AHHHHH!” The most ungodly wail rips from my chest when his fingers sink into my wetness, and with no way to stop it, my pussy clenches powerfully around his digits, and I become a slave to his ministrations and eager for what his hand has to offer. 

	Purpose is carved into Alexander’s expression.

	I pant away, eyes wild staring into his, speechless and feeling utterly exposed.

	Laughing softly, he lifts a brow. “Why take, hmmm?”

	I suppose there is nothing to take because I am already giving it all away!

	Little breaths leave me full of desire and I am unable to answer his question at this very odd time.

	Alexander’s smile is victorious. “Besides, it’s more amusing this way.” 

	 


Alexander  

	 

	PALE AND SHAPELY THIGHS quiver helplessly around my wet hand, rattling my soul. 

	They part wider and wider and soon I have them up near her shoulders.

	Bare.

	Raw.

	Her pussy is desperate for this finger fucking.

	A groan rolls through me and I lean in and edge closer to her face, urged on by how lost she looks.

	Her pussy…

	Swollen lips like petals swallow my fingers. They slip and wrap around them. They welcome them.

	The chair rocks and scrapes along the stone.

	My arm moves at full force, fingers delving into her haven, stretching it, parting those pretty lips, teasing that swollen clit until she’s bucking against my hand, fucking begging for it.

	Briar screams!

	And it is perfection.

	A smile perches on my lips, and by God, it is there to stay.

	So wet.

	So delicate.

	So ravaged.

	Like a rose, she blossoms.  

	And my heart weeps at her beauty. 

	My finger thread through her hair, securing her head, forcing her to look into my eyes as my fingers delve deeper into her wetness. Her mouth falls open and the most wonderful cry drifts from it. With a jolt, her body almost threatens to leave the chair and leap up to the heavens. Her fingertips dig into my forearm. Her body stiffens. Her beautiful eyes grow wide with wonderment. 

	Yes, that’s it.

	I bury my nose into her cheek and breathe her in harshly. “You could always tell me to stop, Briar…”

	Her eyes grow watery.

	Sadness?

	Defeat?

	Desire?

	I’m not quite sure what it is exactly that I see swimming around in her captivating orbs.

	I take her silence as consent…

	My forearm moves with more determination as two of my thick fingers sink into her, fucking her slowly with a force which rocks the entire chair. She relaxes. Her hands settle around my neck. Her face falls to my chest for a moment. I continue the motion, tunneling into her wetness, reveling in the sensation of her tight wet walls closing in around my fingers.

	Her head falls back, and her eyes settle on mine.

	Briar looks at me.

	And she doesn’t look away.

	It is an exquisite gift to own her gaze at this very moment.

	She is covered in sweat.

	Her top lip quivers.

	A groan leaves me.

	And when she mewls out my name, it only encourages me to give her MORE!

	My lips seal with hers and I consume her mouth with another kiss which leaves her breathless when I pull away. My heart rate ratchets up in my chest and my cock is beyond swollen and raring to go but I know it can’t be now. It can’t be now. She is not ready. She is still consumed with heartache. She is still hurting. So, for now, I will give her a little piece of me. Something to remember me by. 

	And with that morsel, she will want more…

	“ALEXANDER.” She bites down on her bottom lip in her best attempt to stop it from quivering but it’s of no use. Her thighs shake around my hand. The dishes and silverware on the table rattle. Those enticing thighs part wider and wider and wider, helplessly, giving me access to everything.

	My thumb finds her clit and I stroke oh so tenderly.

	“Alexander, OH GOD!”

	He isn’t here…

	This is not his house.

	It is mine.

	I keep going until she’s bucking against my hand, searching for pleasure and soaking my fingers in wetness as she does. I move with more force, seeking the very back of her, wrenching wails from her throat. 

	“Alexander!” She holds on to my shoulder tightly, peers into my eyes and with a distorted expression bleats and bays out her orgasm while I look on with complete satisfaction until she’s depleted and boneless in my hold.

	A moment passes.

	I say nothing and neither does she. 

	Panting, her trembling hands pull away from me. I make easy and gentle movements, pulling her dress back down and righting the rest of her clothing. Then, I press a soft kiss to her lips. And another. And another. Each kiss is an encouragement. A coaxing. Until she is meeting mine at her own accord.

	A victorious smile finds its way to my lips.

	Her long lashes flutter.

	I peer down at the enchanting woman in my clutches and at her pink, pink cheeks, wet lips, and flustered appearance. I want more. I would be a liar if I said I do not. I could command her to remove all the clothing she now wears but I will not. Taking her hand, I encourage her to stand which she does on unsteady legs. 

	I rise to my feet.

	We meet eyes.

	Odd things are exchanged. Questions. Expectations. Fear for the future and what lies ahead…for us.

	If she would only ask me…

	Even if she did, would I have the courage to tell her?

	Briar sucks in a breath. 

	I wait patiently. 

	Clumsily, she backs away without saying another word.

	I keep my eyes on her messy and post-orgasmic appearance. She is beautiful with dark lips and tendrils of her hair which have slipped out of the perfectly coiffed hairstyle she once had.

	Her eyes beg to know what I am thinking.

	But my worries are for me only.

	She is not privileged to them…not just yet.

	I will not clutch her. I will not prevent her from leaving. She is free to go as she pleases.

	“Alexander.” She takes more steps, grasping at the furnishings and bumping into things.

	“Briar.”

	“Alexander.” She nears the door and her delicate hand stays on the jamb. She stills for just a moment, as she takes one last glance of me. I bask under the watch of those hypnotizing eyes. They feed my soul. They calm me. They make me feel all sort of maddening things when they regard me. I stand taller.

	Still, she makes the decision to leave.

	CLICK.

	She’s gone.

	I’ll be a damn fool to think she won’t be back. 

	 


CHAPTER

	III

	 

	Briar 

	 

	A WEEK LATER…

	I wander the wide corridors of Berkhamsted Castle this morning, breathing in the intoxicating warm and sugary scent of fresh pastries floating from the main kitchen which only confirms that Charlotte has been busy and at work. I’ve been pondering for hours, days even, peeking out the window, thinking and reminiscing about the breakfast I had last been summoned to with Alexander. The one which had concluded with my dress almost up and over my head, which I can only deduce had prevented my brain from working properly and resulted in me allowing myself to almost be completely ravaged by him.

	Taking another step, I press a hand to my belly and cringe. After putting my clenched fist to my mouth, I bite down on it and then I explode into giggles. I’m such a silly girl…I accept that I have no idea about how to feel. A part of me wants to curse Alexander—to slap him even. And then another more pliant part of me—maybe my heart—wants to kiss him and love every single bit of him. I’m so confused.

	So, I decide that maybe I’ll walk in another circle until I figure it all out.

	Continuing my stride, I stop when I make it to my chamber, surprised to see Beatrix already present there. Tentatively, I place my hand on the door, push and prepare to let my presence be known. But, instead I remain silent since I am taken aback in surprise at what I discover. 

	A quaking form.

	Shuddering.

	A blonde head of hair lowered to the dress she is folding.

	Beatrix weeps. 

	I shut the door behind me, and my light footsteps take me closer to where she stands. 

	She cries for a while, clutching my dress and sucking back little breaths.

	“Beatrix.” Reaching out a hand, I touch her shoulder.

	Instantly, she jumps and twists around to face me and then makes her best attempt at hiding her tears and keeping her face hidden from me. “I am so sorry, Princess Briar, I did not know you were here.” Her eyes widen. “I thought you were in the garden this morning.” With her brows knotted and wiping away her tears, she sniffles. “Aren’t you always in the garden around this time?” 

	Her question serves as a distraction, but nothing in the world could turn my attention away from the way this woman, who as long as I have known her, has been an exceptional example of someone stoic and put together. Her appearance at the moment completely baffles and makes me curious all the same.

	Lips tight, I tip my head forward. “Yes, I did visit the gardens but there wasn’t much work to be done so I decided to finish up early and return here to my chamber.” I look around realizing that when I am in the gardens is usually around the same time Beatrix visits my chamber to tidy things and lays out new dresses for me to wear. 

	Essentially, right now, this chamber should be empty.

	“I am sorry, Princess Briar, I didn’t expect anyone to be here. I am usually alone.” Taking a step toward me, she lowers her head and keeps her eyes downcast. And then suddenly with haste, she rushes over to the bed and folds the dress in her grip quickly.

	I follow. “Are you okay, Beatrix?”

	She laughs softly. “Yes, I am, I just don’t feel very well.”

	“Oh.”

	She keeps her back to me as she works. “I will be leaving for home in a few days.”

	“Oh.” My brows crash together. “Regardless of how you feel about them, I am certain your family will appreciate the visit. When will you be back?” I smile.

	Beatrix stills. “Uh, I am not certain.” She spins around to face me. “But, I do know that the Queen Mother has arranged for someone wonderful to take my place as your lady-in-waiting.” I am offered up a weak smile.

	“You are not returning?”

	Beatrix rushes off to the armoire across the room and proceeds to pull items from it with incredible speed. 

	I observe her profile.

	She has put on weight. Her cheeks glow. Her hair is shinier than I remember. She looks different…

	Why is she leaving so suddenly?

	Beatrix hates her family!

	“No, I don’t think I am.” She giggles. “My family would like for me to remain in the countryside.”

	“I see.” I place my hands on my hips, index finger tapping the fine satin of my dress.

	Beatrix waltzes around this chamber, organizing my things, avoiding my eyes.

	I follow while attempting to sort out all the questions which beg to be asked.

	Beatrix halts her stride, places her hand on her lower back and peers up at the wooden beams which cross the ceiling high above us. 

	I glare at her.

	She tries her best to conceal her retch. “I am sorry, you must excuse me.” She dashes across the room, quickly unlatches a window and expels all the contents of her stomach in one heaving breath, then falls to the floor and almost drowns in a puddle of her own tears. 

	I observe the scene—shocked and confused. 

	And then slowly, I assist Beatrix when she is halfway done weeping and urge her to sit in a chair. “I will get you some water.” I rush across the room and pour water in a goblet before I offer the liquid to Beatrix. 

	She gulps it down quickly then wipes the sweat away from her forehead. “I am with child, Briar.” She weeps. “I am with child and there is nothing I can do about it.” Her inhales and exhales are ragged.

	I edge closer to where she sits and take her hand. 

	“I am unmarried and with child.” Tears pour from her eyes. “They are sending me away…” She cries more and babbles out nonsensical speech.

	“Who is sending you away?”

	I wait for her frantic breathing and tears to calm.

	Inching closer to her face, I peer deep into her eyes. “Who is sending you away, Beatrix?”

	I swear she almost answers me but then her lips snap tightly shut, halting the truth from flying out from them.

	Taking her by the shoulders, I shake her a little. “Beatrix, who is sending you away? You are my lady-in-waiting. Your place is here at Berkhamsted Castle. No one has asked me about this. I promise you that I will find out what is going on?”

	“It doesn’t matter, Princess Briar.” The fierceness which laces her tone when she speaks the words causes me to freeze. More of her tears fall. “The decision has been made. Besides, I should not be here. I-do-not-belong-here. Especially now.”

	“Who made this decision?”

	She looks away from me. “The Queen Mother. She is sending me away…”

	“Because you are with child?” My top lip turns up into a snarl. 

	“Yes…” She shakes her head fiercely. “And no…” She hiccups. “The Queen Mother said that if I stay I threaten to ruin this family.” Her lashes flutter before more tears slip past them. “But, I promised her I would not. Yet, still she is sending me away…” She weeps. “How can you trust a woman who does not keep her word? She did not keep her word to me. I am afraid of what will happen to me now. I am so, so fucking terrified, Princess Briar.”

	“I don’t understand, Beatrix. Why would you ruin this family?”

	She sobs away.

	Until I shake her just a bit. “Beatrix!” I drop down to my knees in front of her.

	And like a heavy weight, her head crashes into my shoulder and remains there.

	I allow her to weep in peace.

	“I cannot stay here any longer, Princess Briar.” 

	“I understand.” Patting her on the back, I gaze out at the distance beyond the window.

	“I must take the punishment for being the horrid and wretched woman I am.” 

	I remain silent.

	“You have become such a good friend to me.” A soft smile touches her lips.

	“And so have you, Beatrix, please, I don’t want you to leave.” I laugh a little. “I would like for you to stay.” 

	“You sister doesn’t really like me.” Beatrix chuckles.

	I offer her no response.

	She sucks in a loud breath. “This could end my life, Princess Briar, and my child’s, but I feel as if I owe it to you.” A single tear careens down her cheek before she wipes it away. “I must be a good friend…”

	“What is it?” I tilt my head, observing Beatrix with much curiosity.

	Her forehead wrinkles and the most agonizing expression sketches itself into her features. “So help me God…” 

	Is this the prelude to a prayer?

	My stomach sinks down to my ruby-decorated shoes as I wait.

	She takes my hand in hers, and with her eyes shut, she presses a kiss to the back of it. With the action, I realize that in just a short moment, Beatrix is about to become one of the most treasured friends I’ve ever had. 

	 


Alexander 

	 

	“SURELY, I TAUGHT YOU better than this!” Davide makes taunting circles around me.

	I pant as he does.

	His sword is held tightly in his grip and low by his side as if he is not worried about the threat I pose.

	Laughing, I inch closer, cautious. “My father taught me this, truly.” I nod a few times. “You, Gaius, and Caspar simply polished my skills thereafter.”

	Davide strides forward slowly, keeping an eye on me, ensuring that I do not make any sudden moves. “Your father was a great swordsman.” His chin lifts. “I’d say he was one of the best. Men feared him.”

	“As you should fear me.” I hold the heavy blade in my hands, preparing to strike.

	Davide jumps to the left and thwarts the attack with the quick work of his sword. 

	CLANK.

	CLANK.

	CLANK.

	Our swords collide.

	My chest heaves as I suck in the cold English air and then I charge! 

	CLANK. CLANK. CLANK.

	Sparks rise.

	Davide spins and swipes lowly.

	I JUMP!

	“Your Majesty, you’d better stop mucking about!” He laughs. 

	Rushing forward with my sword held high, I let out a battle cry. 

	CLANK. CLANK. CLANK.

	With gritted teeth, I swing with all my might, ignoring the severe vibration which rattles through my arm as the metal connects. 

	Davide retreats with each strike I land, unable to withstand the force.

	With a shove using his shoulder, he pushes me away.

	I go flying backward, almost losing all composure but then I regain it quickly. Laughing, I regard the knight in all his light armor. And of course, I feel nothing but pride surge through me at the House of Montforthe-Byron coat of arms which decorates his shirt of mail. 

	Davide roars and the blade of his sword threatens to descend to my shoulder and sever it right from me.

	I SWING!

	CLANK.

	CLANK.

	CLANK.

	What once seemed to be a dance of precision suddenly has me wild with wrath. 

	My arm swoops.

	It crashes down overhead.

	Davide tries his very best to withstand the merciless force with which my blade falls upon his sword.

	CLANK.

	CLANK.

	CLANK.

	We move swiftly.

	The battle is on.

	It is one of might between men.

	CLANK.

	CLANK.

	CLANK.

	I

	do

	not

	stop. 

	A cool wind drifts over us and fills my lungs with the crisp English air. 

	Davide shows strength and fortitude. 

	He no longer swings, only blocks my attacks.

	My heart rages in my chest when my arm swings once more.

	CLANK. CLANK. CLANK. 

	But all of Davide’s efforts suddenly become useless. 

	An impossibility occurs…

	His arm tires. Worry fills his eyes. His expression twists into one of fear. His entire body hits the stone wall ahead. And soon he cowers, almost falls right to his knees in supplication. I swing one-final-time.

	“YOUR MAJESTY!” Davide’s voice halts my movement.

	I still, then lowering my sword, and panting, I let out a small laugh and then offer him my hand.

	Offering a firm grip, Davide takes it and I help him to rise. 

	“Your Majesty, that is some swing you have.” With frantic breaths, he taps my shoulder. “A swing like that would crack a soldier’s shield right in bloody half.” His expression is twisted as he regards me.

	My eyes lift to the window high above us and my eyes fix on Briar who stands to it. My eyes narrow at the brown slop which runs down the wall. What is that? Whatever it is, it appears to be disgusting…I meet her eyes, joyously reliving the wonderful time we had during our last breakfast together.  

	How long has she been watching this?

	She only stares, appearing deep in thought while she spies. 

	I force myself not to look at her any longer and spin around. “We should practice more, Davide.” I stride away from him. “I need more practice.” I hold my sword high, ready.

	Davide is still out of breath. “Very well, Your Majesty. Very well…more practice.” 

	 


Briar 

	 

	WRINGING MY HANDS AND in somewhat of a daze, I linger near the window. 

	“It doesn’t matter, Princess Briar, she is sending me away anyhow.” Beatrix sniffles.

	“After the day he died, Beatrix, nothing has ever been the same here at Berkhamsted Castle.” I twist around to face her, meeting her big and red-rimmed eyes. 

	“She hated him. She absolutely hated him, Princess Briar. She always wanted Alexander to be King. She told me so herself.” She sucks in air before she begins to weep once more. “She wanted control of everything through Alexander. And Jean-Baptiste agreed that the way to control the throne was through making Alexander King.” 

	I lift a shaky hand to my cheek. “But that doesn’t make any sense, Beatrix.” I let out a little laugh. “No one controls Alexander.” It’s the most ridiculous notion I think I’ve ever heard in my entire life. 

	Beatrix lowers her head. “I don’t think they anticipated that, Princess Briar.”

	How could they not have?

	I pace the chamber.

	“I don’t think they ever thought that Alexander would become the mark of strength that he has.”

	A tear slips down my cheek salty and warm.

	I loved him.

	I loved Hayden.

	And they took him away from me.

	“I am sorry I’ve upset you, Princess Briar, but you must know.”

	Beyond the window, the sky outside becomes darker and just over Raven Forest the birds become wild. The thunder in the distance rolls and a flash of lightning crackles through the heavy clouds. After the roar and sizzle, the sky opens up and the rain falls.

	So do my tears. “Beatrix, what happened to King Hayden?” My bottom lip wobbles.

	I wait. I wait. I wait.

	Beatrix allows a strangled breath to leave her.

	I sob more because I fear I know the answer, but I am not gifted with the truth for a while.

	Not until Beatrix finds the courage to speak more.

	“They killed him, Princess Briar…” She weeps softly. “They killed King Hayden.”

	Losing my balance at her words, my hand grips on to the stone windowsill and I manage to steady myself before I fall to the floor. 

	I cannot breathe. I cannot think. I cannot handle this brutal truth.

	How could they!

	“Would you be willing to tell King Alexander what you know?” I face the window.

	“Yes, of course, Princess Briar, but you must know my life is in danger because I possess this information.” 

	When I twist around, I find Beatrix standing just behind me.

	“I am afraid, Princess Briar. I have been so afraid since that very night.”

	I cup her cheeks with my hands. “We will protect you, I promise.”

	Beatrix nods over and over.

	We hug.

	When she pulls away she regards me with a strange expression. “I shall need to get back to the Queen Mother’s chamber because soon she will be looking for me.” 

	“Yes, I understand.” I walk her to the doors. “I will come to get you later.” 

	Beatrix smiles before she slips out of my presence.

	I shut the doors behind her.

	CLICK.

	Making my way toward the windows, unexpectedly I double back, and my open palm is slapped to the middle of my chest in surprise when Vesper slips from behind the thick curtains, pointing a finger in my direction.

	What in the bloody hell?

	“I knew it, Briar.” Disgust is scribbled across her features. “I knew it.” She pulls me into her hold.

	I weep feeling utterly hopeless, reliving the truth I had been finally given.

	They hurt him.

	He suffered.

	They took him away from me.

	My love. My love. My love.

	Vesper squeezes me tight and I bawl into her shoulder. 

	She holds me for what feels like forever and I’m sent back to a time long ago…I fall into the love that we share as sisters and my mind is easily afresh as to how much I’ve missed having Vesper around. She used to hold me just like this when we were little, often after I’d skinned my knee, or had just been stung by a bee. 

	Vesper would hold me until all the agony went away, just like she is now, except this pain…

	It runs deep.

	It is carved into my bones and disturbs its very marrow.

	Each day I have managed to live since Hayden has been gone has been excruciating without any answers. And now I have them…What on earth will I do with them? I plan to shake the world…

	“This is all the information you need, Briar.” Vesper palms my face with her hands, steps away, and forces me to look at her. 

	“I know.” I wipe my wet cheeks and avert my eyes from her brown ones. “But, I think somewhere deep down I was hoping to get a different answer. As much as I wanted to know, Vesper, I don’t think I could ever have been prepared for this devastating truth.” I cry all over again. 

	Vesper pulls me into her once more, allowing me to weep.

	And in the same instance, I back away and take deep breaths, hoping that they will stop me from passing out. “How could they do this?” My fists ball at my sides. “How could she hurt him?” Strolling toward the windows, I gaze out of the wet glass and adore all that is England ahead. “How could that woman be so cruel?”

	Vesper suddenly appears behind me. “Briar, you heard Beatrix yourself…She hated him…”

	I almost cry all over again because I could never imagine how anyone could have disliked a man such as Hayden. He was kind. He was understanding. He was a stellar representation of strength and humility. And most importantly of all, he was the bloody King!

	“I suppose I did hear her, Vesper.”

	“There’s still something about Beatrix I just can’t seem to settle with, Briar…”

	“After everything she just told me, Vesper, you still question her authenticity?” I glare at my ridiculous sister. 

	“Yes, I do.” She blinks.

	I face ahead again, and my eyes fix on the black cloud which settles above Raven Forest. 

	The birds there are as angry as the sky is at the moment.

	Vesper fiddles with a lock of my hair. “Beatrix did not say who the father is…”

	“No, she did not.” My thoughts get swallowed up in that violent cloud. “I suppose it is not important.”

	Vesper grunts.

	Even with the thunder and the flashes of white in the sky, I can still hear them.

	The birds…

	Their caws and cries and chirps.

	It becomes unbearable to my ears.

	Vesper stands next to me.

	We gaze out the window at all the green rolling hills and valleys.

	“It is a lovely day despite the rain and the stormy weather and this revolting news, isn’t it?” Touching my shoulder lightly, Vesper smiles.

	“I suppose it is.”

	I gesture with my chin ahead. “It would be the most amazing view if it were not for all the birds…”

	Vesper’s expression twists in confusion. 

	I wait patiently for her agreement.

	She peers out the window and then her browns are back on me and set beneath thin brows which dip down in a perfect V toward her nose. “Briar, what birds?”

	 


Alexander 

	 

	“I WANT TO SEE the body.” I meet Hamilton’s worried eyes with my serious ones. 

	He rushes forward. “No, Your Majesty, we strongly advise against it.”

	I lift a hand, silencing him and glance around the council chamber which seems far too full this evening.

	Night has fallen.

	The fireplace crackles.

	And outside the window beyond the grounds which surround this castle, Raven Forest is wild with noise. The angry birds are relentless with their cries. 

	My head aches.

	And my mind whirls with anxious thoughts.

	The bags under my eyes are precious gifts from the lack of sleep I’ve had.

	Caspar, Davide, and Gaius stand to my left. Hamilton and Jean-Baptiste remain to my right. Shaw—the Moor—and the only man of a dark hue who I’ve ever seen and who is the medical examiner, is straight ahead of me. And leaning on the wall in a corner is my dear brother, Zaccai. 

	Massaging my temples, I rise. “Why can I not see the body?”

	Hamilton’s nose wrinkles. “It is in a very distasteful predicament, Your Highness.” He forces down a cough. “It is black and bloated and covered in leaking postules and buboes. It is most dreadful.”

	“I have seen death before, Hamilton.” I give him a ridiculous look.

	Hamilton shakes his head, forces down another cough. Or, if I am correct, forces himself not to retch and spew up his dinner. “Your Majesty, this is like nothing you’ve ever seen before.” 

	Gaius, Davide, and Caspar stand at attention with worry sketched across their brows.

	Jean-Baptiste looks terrified.

	Shaw looks anxious to speak.

	Zaccai’s concern is almost palpable.

	What is it that I do not know?

	“Your Majesty.” Hamilton swallows. “As much as we do not want to face it, this is a most urgent matter. We’ve had four more homes in the village where its occupants have come down with the same illness. The knights have set those homes alight with the dead bodies in them. We have advised everyone in the village that if they know someone who suffers with the same affliction that they are not to bury the dead but burn them.”

	“It is only four houses. If they are drinking from the same well then it should not surprise anyone that they have contracted the same illness.” I make a statement, but for me, it is more of a question.

	No one speaks.

	I lift a brow. “Shaw, please enlighten us about this urgent matter…”

	Shaw’s shoulders rise and he clears his throat before he speaks. “Your Majesty, I wish that I could provide you with more clarity regarding the dead man’s illness. But I am afraid, I cannot confirm it just yet.” He stares at the floor for a moment. “I have never come across anything like this before on the English shores…but I can speculate.”

	I pace the chamber.

	“We have sealed the main well in the village, Your Majesty.” Gaius meets my eyes.

	Shaw’s top lip twitches. “I do not think the water source is carrying this, um, uh, disease, Your Majesty.”

	We all share looks of confusion before everyone’s eyes settle back on Shaw.

	“Then, what is it, Shaw? What is this illness?” I grow impatient.

	Shaw lets out a deep breath. “I believe the disease is being carried by rats, Your Majesty.”

	Rats?

	In the last few years, the village has been overrun by rats. And even when we have managed to bring the rodent population under control, in nothing less than a few months there were problems again. 

	The mood in this room falls somewhere down to the pits of Hell at Shaw’s words.

	“Rats.” My chin dips down to my chest and I eye Shaw suspiciously, making sure he’s as sane as people claim. 

	“Yes, Your Majesty.” Shaw nods nonstop. 

	“A disease carried by rats?” My mouth settles into a firm line.

	“Yes.” Shaw nods, nods, nods. 

	With my eyes, I urge Shaw to carry on and speak in the presence of the men who help to control this great country. 

	Shaw exhales. “Your Highness, I believe these lands are being affected by what I think we can now call the Plague.”

	 


Briar

	 

	SHE COULDN’T SEE THEM…

	Vesper can’t see the birds above Raven Forest.

	Alexander can see the birds…

	I can see the birds…

	THIS IS FOR THE FUCKING BIRDS!

	Marching the wide corridors of Berkhamsted Castle, I realize I’ve come up with no answers.

	Only more questions…

	When I make it to a heavy iron gate which I know leads to the tunnels, I pause my gait.  The torches which line these stone walls flicker and dust me with light.       Reaching out a shaky hand, it lands on the cold metal and stays still for quite a while before I make the decision to push the gate open. I take a tentative footstep and draw in a breath and before I find myself walking.

	What is down there, Your Majesty?

	Our salvation…

	I think back to the conversation I had with Alexander so long ago…

	If you want to know what is down there, Princess Briar, then why don’t you one day go and see for yourself…

	Fear pulses through my veins.

	But still curiosity forces me to march on.

	With each footstep I make, I lose a little bit of light from above.

	I make another and another until the putrid stench hits me and I almost retch right where I stand and lose the turkey stew and rice I’d eaten for dinner. Heaving for breath, I push on, wending through the dark passageways which are now faintly lit only by the moonlight coming in from the grates in the walls high above me. Pausing, I take a moment to regard a foot-high pile of rats. They claw and climb over each other and fight for whatever morsel of food is beneath the lot of them.

	“Oh, just disgusting.” I grab the hem of my dress and push on.

	Another corridor.

	Another passageway.

	I am in the bowels of this castle—a place where most of its residents cannot say they have ever visited.

	With faith, I march on to an uncertain destiny, searching.

	The whispers assault my ears. The voices wilt my spine. The laughter makes my stomach even more queasy. I round a corner and when another rat dashes across my beautiful shoes, I jump and my back hits the wall. 

	I remain still, panting, and survey the darkness...

	The constant drip of water.

	The squeak of the rats.

	That presence which I’ve felt before crawling its way into my mind, muddling it and making it dirty.

	It all surrounds me like a questionable cloud.

	Heart pounding and threatening to stop completely, still, I push on, and when I round another corner, I pause. The black mass. It’s there, right in front of me. Unmoving. Hunched over in front of something and swathed in filthy rags. 

	My breaths are soft and frantic as I regard the sight ahead.

	Unsure of whether I should bolt or step farther into this eerie chamber, I decide to remain frozen. 

	The form moves—heavy, slow, and laborious.

	My brows arch and I skate a little to the left toward the wall and I wait and wait and wait.

	And then it rises to its full height like a phoenix from the ashes.

	I 

	almost 

	die.

	 


Alexander 

	 

	“THE PLAGUE.” MY MOUTH sets tight.

	“Yes, Your Majesty...” Shaw doesn’t smile. “The Plague.”

	I sigh, and with the gesture of my hand, I encourage him to educate me.

	Shaw sighs. “Your Majesty, over the time I have spent on this vast and wide earth, I’ve spent much time in Asia. I’ve visited the far north and the distant south where it seems like the sun never ceases to shine. I’ve spent months traveling in caravans and on horseback with traders along the Silk Road.” 

	I regard Shaw with a bored look. “Please go on…”

	“The fleas, Your Majesty.” He pulls a glass vial from his left pocket and holds it aloft. 

	I stride toward him.

	“I believe this disease come from the fleas…On such as this one.”

	With curious eyes, I peer into the vial. 

	“The fleas make their home on the black rats—like the ones we have here which find their homes on ships and in the roofs of houses. They are the same rats which often desecrate a farmer’s crops. Aside from being a nuisance, they appear to be harmless. But then, these rats infect the people, Your Majesty.”

	Running a hand over my jaw, I pace. “Is there a cure?”

	Shaw shakes his head slowly. “No, Your Majesty.”

	“Can you develop a cure?” I say the words slowly, hoping.

	“Honestly, I do not know, Your Highness.” Shaw lifts his hands in surrender, still holding the vial containing the lethal flea. “These are only my theories, Your Majesty, I do not know if they are true but the research I have done so far propels me to think that I am more accurate than mistaken with my findings.” Shaw steps closer. “The man I examined was infected, yes, but in a much different way than one would expect. The Plague takes three forms—infection of the lungs which would render one breathless until they suffocate entirely. Then, in another form it attacks a person in the armpits where boils erupt and ooze blood and pus. And then lastly, it can attack a person’s body by invading the groin where painful tumors will grow until they burst through the skin.” 

	The men groan with disgust.

	“And you have seen this before, Shaw?” I keep my gaze on his.

	Shaw’s worried eyes settle on mine. “Yes, I have seen this Black Death, Your Majesty…” He runs a hand over his forehead. “I have seen many people die in Kyrgyzstan.” He exhales. “I am a man of medicine and research but there was nothing I could do for those poor souls then. I could not develop a cure.” He sucks his teeth. “The situation was utterly hopeless.”

	“I see.” I stride toward the window and peer out at the night sky and the white moon high above which dusts the land with light. “And the man you examined, Shaw…”

	“The dead man I examined, Your Majesty, is much like a body I attempted to treat long ago.”

	“I see.” I fiddle with the petals of a yellow carnation as my thoughts run wild. “Very well then.” I turn toward the men. “Hamilton and Jean-Baptiste...” I run a hand over my hair. “We will need to rid the village of these rats…” 

	“Yes, Your Highness.” Hamilton steps forward. “We will give the orders.”

	“Good.” I wave a hand around. “Burn them. Drown them. Poison them. Please do whatever it takes...just fucking get rid of them.”

	“Yes, of course, Your Majesty.” Jean-Baptiste nods.

	I find a chair, and with a breath, I plop down on it and stretch my legs out.

	“What can we do, Your Majesty?” Gaius stands at attention. 

	“You do nothing.” I purse my lips. “I will need you for more than the eradication of rats, Gaius.”

	Gaius smiles. “As you know, Your Majesty, we are willing to do everything to protect England…even from rats.”

	A long chuckle leaves me. “Yes, I am aware, Gaius. I am fully aware of the lengths you will go to protect these lands. And for that I am so very grateful.”

	The three knights offer me a short bow and resume their positions, swords secured safely at their sides and armor glimmering beneath the candlelight which keeps this room lowly lit. 

	Hamilton and Jean-Baptiste scurry away to carry out my orders at once.

	“Do you truly require us to do nothing, Your Majesty?” Caspar’s brows knot.

	“Yes, do nothing as far as the rats are concerned…” My eyes fix on the roaring fireplace.

	Caspar grunts.

	“I require your assistance with much more urgent matters…” My expression is one of unease.

	“Whatever you ask, Your Majesty…” Caspar steps forward, expression fierce.

	“Good.” Smiling, I tip my head forward and lift a brow. “Would you happen to know where my mother is?” 

	 


Briar 

	 

	A BROAD BACK IS to me.

	The form shrouded in all black shuffles around the chamber. “Not many dare to come down here.” The voice is gravelly, and the words leave what I believe to be an old woman very slowly. “Not many would ever dare to venture into the bowels of this castle.” A little chuckle follows the fun fact.

	A strangled breath leaves me. My hand lands on the damp stone wall and my legs twitch and shake as I debate whether to run. When my gaze swings to the left, I slap a hand over my mouth at the sight of another pile of rats, rotting and dead.

	The old woman laughs. “You are a brave soul, my child, if I ever saw one before.”

	I remain still, watching her as she moves across the room, arranging things with utter glee in the way she wishes. And then my eyes flicker up to the shelves lined with glass bottles which glow red and green and blue.

	“I have been watching you since they brought you here so long ago…”

	“S-s-since I got here?”

	“Yes, of course.”

	“Watching me?” My eyes struggle to see beneath the darkness.

	“Yes, not in a bad way, my child.” She gestures with a hand casually. “Only in a curious way.”

	My chin dips down to my chest, and although everything deep inside me compels me to leave, to dash through these tunnels at breakneck speed until I find the light again, I stay. 

	Proceeding farther into this massive chamber, I examine its contents which are simple. 

	A table. A bed. Nothing more. 

	And rats. 

	Lots of rats.

	A plate of rats…

	This place smells of shit and death.

	I don’t know what I expected to find down here but a living breathing human was not it.

	“Welcome to my humble home.” The woman whirls around to face me.

	At her appearance, my heart lurches in my chest and I slap a hand over my mouth.

	I force myself not to turn away but to dare to face her. 

	A corner of her mouth quirks up and she offers me a toothless smile. “Welcome, Princess Briar.”

	With my lips parted, I examine the old woman’s wretched face that is nothing but hanging flesh, sunken dark eyes, and wrinkles galore. A mop of black hair sticks to her skin and crawls down the rest of her until it stops near her waist. She’s fairly large—as wide as two carts—and taking up much of the space she shuffles into when she moves. 

	I eye the ancient woman with awe.

	She is timeworn.

	Utterly hideous.

	And unreal. 

	She walks slowly toward a corner of the chamber. 

	It isn’t until I follow that I hear boiling…

	My eyes narrow.

	It’s coming from a cast iron pot on the floor which is large enough so that six people could fit into it if it were ever necessary. The old woman dumps a few rats into the hot concoction and then, with a groan, reaches for the heavy iron rod near her. With slow movements, the rod finds its way into the pot and patiently she begins to stir.

	The cold draft which rushes through this dark chamber sends the disgusting scent of whatever is boiling in that pot my way. I cover my mouth and nose for a little while before I realize I cannot keep the action up if I intend to breathe, especially if I plan to linger. 

	Why am I lingering? 

	Why haven’t I run screaming for my dear life just yet?

	The old woman smiles that smile again and tips her head forward. “I do love having company. I don’t get much of it these days. Often, it is just me here, alone.” She giggles. 

	I duck when her cryptic laughter bounces off the stone, skitters its way around all four walls of this chamber, and seems to infect me.

	“I like being alone.” She winks. “Now, it took me many, many, many years to decide that. But, it’s the best way to live if you ask me…”

	She lets go of the rod, shuffles across the chamber, and shoves her boney fingers into the pile of rats, taking up a handful of them and then she’s back in front of the pot, tossing the dead creatures in and stirring slowly.

	I retch over and over but still manage to prevent my guts from coming up.

	“I’m Terra.” She smiles. “It is wonderful to finally meet you, Princess Briar.”

	My expression is twisted up as are my insides and I hesitate to speak. “Yes, it’s n-n-nice to meet you too.” 

	What am I saying!

	My shoes seem stuck to the stone underfoot.

	I twist around, and twist and twist and twist until I think I have viewed every space of this chamber.

	Meeting the old woman’s eyes, I regard her open-mouthed.

	She giggles. “I’m glad I have made a friend today. I would ask what brought you here, but I think I already know the answer to that.” 

	I remain silent.

	Vesper can’t see the birds above Raven Forest.

	Alexander can see the birds…

	I can see the birds…

	Why are we the only two people who can see the ravens?

	Terra grins and her toothless mouth is nothing but a big black hole when she opens it.

	I inch closer toward her and her steaming pot of rat stew.

	“I won’t hurt you, my child, I promise.” Another laugh.

	I peer into the pot and then my eyes fix back on Terra’s face. “How long have you been down here?” My voice is shaky as I manage to get the words out of my quickly constricting throat.

	She doesn’t look at me, only keeps her head low as she concentrates on the task at hand. “Oh, for many, many, many years, Princess Briar.” She laughs. “I was here before King Alexander was born. I was here before King Hayden was born too. I called this place home lonnnnnnnnnnng before even his father and his father and his father was ever welcomed to this earth.”

	A little gasp leaves me.

	“Impossible?” She arches a wrinkled brow.

	“Yesssss.”

	She tosses an arm up in the air. “Well, how am I here then?” 

	“I don’t know.” I suck in more desperately needed air. “W-w-what are you?”

	“Oh, they call me many things.” Gesturing wildly with an arm, she laughs out loud.

	I duck once more when that sound bounces off the stone and crawls its way into my bones. “Are you a prisoner?”

	“No, child. I like it here.” She scans the chamber. “How could I not love this place? It is my home.”

	With my top lip curled up, I examine the space once more and decide that it’s as disgusting as I had already thought. I suppose I am being rude…This woman has allowed me into her home, and I am insulting it.

	“Oh, don’t worry, child, in my many years upon this earth I have learned never to take someone’s uninformed opinions straight to the heart…” Her eyes grow gentle.

	I stiffen, realizing she’d just read my thoughts. “This is impossible…”

	Terra makes her way around the chamber, moving past me as if I’m not even standing here and invading her strange space. Then she glances over her shoulder at me wearing a clever smile. “Please sit and stay a while. If you do, I promise you, Princess Briar, that I will show you many impossible things…”

	 


Alexander 

	 

	I SIT ON THE throne where I remain many nights lingering in this dark room and gazing out the massive window with my eyes fixed on Raven Forest. With my shoulders slumped, I inhale a breath and continue to fiddle with the weighty crown held in my hand.

	Heavy.

	Beautiful.

	The weight of the world hangs from my pinky finger.

	A little laugh rumbles through me.

	I cannot sleep.

	So, as of lately, instead of bedding one of the servant girls which does nothing to soothe me, this is what I have decided to do.

	The creak of the massive gilded doors across the room forces my head to rise.

	Pale fingers curl around the edge of it and slowly the door is pushed open. 

	Something tickles my heart and a smile almost perches on my lips, but it dies an immediate death when I see the worry etched into Briar’s fine features. 

	“Alexander.” With her hands kept closer to her chest, her eyes search the darkness.

	“Yes, I am here.” Slowly, I rise, still holding tightly onto the crown.

	“Oh.” She steps closer.

	She is mesmerizing beneath the moonlight which paints white stripes across the polished wooden floor. 

	I eye her over and smile at the sight of her in such a simple dress. Her hair has fallen out of its pinned-up style and her thick plait hits her lower back. She makes no move to right herself. I don’t wish her to. She is perfect imperfection lingering ahead of me, trembling and with eyes which are infected with worry.

	“Please do not rise for me.” Her voice is but a whisper in the silent air. 

	A deep laugh rattles my chest. “Now, Princess Briar, that is a little difficult.” I peer south.

	Briar stiffens and then slaps a hand over her mouth to stifle her soft giggle.

	A smile tugs at my lips as I allow her to ogle the swollen appendage which calls her name.

	She almost moves to twist away from me.

	“Don’t-you-dare, Princess Briar.” All lightheartedness dashes from this opulent room. 

	Her shoulders fall. “I am sorry, Your Majesty.”

	I grin. “Please call me Alexander.”

	Her eyes twinkle annoyance/amusement. “Alexander.”

	I sink back down to the throne and make myself comfortable in the chair. “What brings you here at this ungodly hour?” Canting forward, I regard the woman standing in front of me with curiosity. “Surely, it is not because you could not sleep.”

	“No.” With trembling hands, her chin lifts and tears fill her eyes. “It is not.”

	I wait patiently for her to speak.

	Keeping her head low, she fiddles with her fingers. “I met her.” Her chin rises.

	My head tilts dramatically to the side.

	Be still my beating heart…

	This woman is more courageous than I have ever given her credit for.

	Once again, she has surprised me.

	“I met Terra.” 

	“I see.”

	She swallows hard and gazes out the window. “Only you and I can see the ravens...”

	“Yes.”

	“And you have always known that?”

	“Yes.”

	“Why didn’t you tell me?”

	My fingers rake through my hair. “They often say self-discovery is a precious gift, Princess Briar.” 

	Her brows crash together. 

	I regard her before I say more, and then I do. “I will never force anything on you which you are not prepared to embrace, Princess Briar.” 

	 


Briar  

	

	HE SITS HIGH ABOVE me on the throne, bare-chested and glorious beneath the darkness.

	A thick lock of his hair tumbles across his forehead and he regards me with those eyes.

	“If I was not prepared to embrace it then, Alexander, what makes you think I am willing to embrace it now?”

	The crown dangles from his thick fingers. “Because you have no choice, Princess Briar.”

	I glare at him, absorbing his words which are truth, then I press a hand to my chest, feeling where my beloved ghost orchid has remained, providing me comfort. “How do you know this, Alexander?”

	He stretches his long legs out, showing off his beautiful bare feet. “Your future has always been tethered to mine. I have always known that. And I think deep down maybe you have too, although you refuse to admit it to yourself.” He silences for a moment as his gray eyes sweep over me in the most consuming way. “After all, you are the woman of my nightmares….” He laughs a little.

	“Is that supposed to be a compliment?” 

	His pecs flex and all the muscles in his abs tighten in the most delicious way as he shifts to a proper sitting position. “Yes, it is.” 

	All my weight shifts to one hip and I do not make any attempt to hide my annoyance. “How so?”

	He runs a hand over his beard. “No woman occupies my mind.”

	I breathe.

	He remains silent, searching my eyes for what I cannot name and then he speaks. “But you come to me in my sleep, Princess Briar. You have slipped into my unconsciousness and have made your home there. And now, no matter how hard I try, I cannot get you out.” He stares at the bejeweled crown in his grip. 

	“You believe it is fate?”

	His head lifts. “No, I do not believe in fate. Only fools leave their lives to fate.” He exhales. “I believe it is something more.”

	Something more?

	“Something that transcends time, lives, entire universes, Briar. There is a reason you have come to me.”

	My face scrunches. “I do not understand.”

	“Maybe in time you will.” So much hope laces his words.

	I attempt to rub warmth into my arms by caressing them.

	Alexander eyes the action curiously. “Are you cold?”

	“Yes.” I examine his naked chest in wonderment as to how he can withstand the chill.

	There is no fire in here, no warmth. This room is so, so cold. 

	Alexander lazily places the crown atop his head, snatches up his robe and before I can refuse it is wrapped around me, cloaking me in much-needed warmth. 

	Craning my neck, I peer up into his face as he continues to arrange the lush fabric around me. “Thank you, Alexander.” 

	His thumb and index finger clutch my chin and instead of offering me words, he simply nods.

	“If you had this, why aren’t you wearing it?”

	“I don’t mind the cold.” It is a lie, but I do not accuse him of that expected transgression.

	We stand, staring at each other and breathing the same air without saying so much as a word. 

	“It is wonderful to have you here still at Berkhamsted Castle, Briar.” He smiles. 

	“As you know, I have considered leaving many times, but something has always kept me here.”

	Perhaps, the tether to you…

	The commitment to the scenic garden which I can never free myself of.

	My work on behalf of the King and the House of Montforthe-Bryon for the people.

	Perhaps, because of my undying love for England.

	A grunt is his response. “It was never intended for you to leave this castle. This is your home.”

	“I know.”

	He cups my cheek with his warm hand. “Good.”

	Allowing my eyes to fall shut and breathing the unique scent of Alexander’s skin in, I revel in this moment. Us. Alone. Surrounded by so much of what we speak nothing of. He urges me to come closer and I do. Lifting his muscular arms, he removes the crown from his head and gently places it on top of mine. 

	The weight of it all threatens to crush me.

	 


Alexander 

	 

	MY MOUTH NEARS BRIAR’S ear and I must fight all my filthy inclinations to take the lobe between my teeth and suck on it. 

	Her chest moves violently when she inhales and waits, waits, waits for me to speak.

	I take my own sweet time with gifting her with my words, but eventually, I do. “Heavy is the head which wears the crown…” 

	Her pretty eyes regard me. “The weight…”

	I am trapped by her gaze.  

	Her hand rises to touch the jeweled piece. “It is so resplendent.”

	“Yes.”

	She frowns. “But, it is heavy…as you just said.”

	“Yes, it is.” I cup her cheek with my hand. “But, you look utterly regal wearing it.”

	“It is not mine, Alexander, it is yours…”

	Laughing softly, I work to remove the crown from Briar’s head and set it down on the throne gently and then I make my way back to her. We stand in the cloaking and heavenly silence for a while…

	“I am worried, Alexander.”

	So am I.

	“What would a woman like you have to be worried about, Briar?” I encourage her to look around and to appreciate all the wealth and comfort and safety which surrounds her. 

	Could a woman ever ask for more?

	It is quite a loaded question I ask myself because I know that this woman undoubtedly wants more…

	But it is not more than I can give.

	In fact, it is precisely what I offer…

	She laughs. “Well, for starters being pursued by a man like you…”

	My head jerks back and I feign insult. “A man like me.”

	“Yes.”

	I let out a grunt. “And what kind of man would you presume I am…”

	“I’ve known you for long enough, Alexander…” She gives me the side-eye. “I know what kind of man you are.” I debate the meaning of her words which are filled with caution. But still, I find desire in her orbs as she takes in the sight of my naked skin, adoring the sight for much longer than is reasonably necessary.

	I step closer and gift her with a close-up view of my flesh. 

	The tip of a nervous tongue darts from her mouth and sweeps across her pouty lips leaving them wet. Slowly, her eyes skate over my stomach, my chest, and then my face where they settle on my gaze. “I am afraid, Alexander.” Reaching out, the tips of her fingers tease my skin. “I have been afraid my entire life.” Up and down they glide. “But, I am not afraid of you...” Those fingers of hers tease the sparse line of hair which runs down the middle of my chest and to my lower belly which then disappears to my…

	Seeming surprised by her own desires, immediately, she stops. 

	A low laugh rumbles through me—one of pride and utter satisfaction.

	The shock which slaps her features never goes away.

	I peer down at her. “Why did you stop?”

	She blinks.

	“Your hands are so warm.”

	“I thought you didn’t care about the warmth.”

	A smirk passes over my lips and I choose not to respond.

	I inch closer, closer, closer until we are almost chest to chest. Dipping down, my nose falls to her sweet-scented hair. I do not resist the urge to breathe it all in loudly because everything her seems to feed my soul exactly what it needs. She doesn’t move. She doesn’t back away. She allows me to take what I need.

	And I need so fucking much…

	“We are tethered, Briar.”

	“I am aware.” She looks up at me with adoration and fear swirling around in her eyes. 

	“Do I desire you more than you desire me?” I slant my head to the side, wanting nothing but the truth to spill from her lips yet knowing that if it’s not the answer I want, I just might burn down this grand room, patiently.

	“No.” It is the truth.

	“Good, because my heart could not take your refusal.”

	She smiles. 

	Cupping her head in my hands and pulling her close, I kiss her forehead just once and let her go.

	She stands in the middle of the room, baffled, regarding me with confusion in her eyes.

	“It was all I needed to know, Briar…”

	She lingers for a little while before she turns away and strides toward the massive doors.

	I find my seat on the throne once more, place the crown atop my head, and let out a breath.

	Halting her footsteps, Briar spins on her heel. “Alexander.”

	“Yes.”

	“I am heading off to bed now.”

	I nod.

	“I wish you pleasant dreams.” It is the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me.

	But just the thought of any such thing occurring is a dream in and of itself…

	“Thank you.”

	Her head lowers. “I have much to tell you tomorrow…important matters.” 

	It is not necessary…

	Her beautiful eyes well up with tears for just a moment as she manages to keep them from spilling down her cheeks. “We should talk tomorrow.” Her soft voice quavers.

	“Yes, I understand.” I regard her for a while, seeing the emotions drift off her.

	Sadness and rage.

	Fear and desire.

	Hesitation and anxiousness.

	It stains every pale inch of her features.

	But I do not question…

	She lingers as if what she wishes to say just might explode from her mouth, but her fear stops it from ever leaving the beautiful thing. Caution races across her pretty features. But determination is behind them too. Still, she remains silent. 

	I smile. “Good night, Briar.”

	“Good night, Alexander.” And with that, she is gone. 

	I am once again left alone with my thoughts of the black rats and my fear that they will consume England.

	Slumping deeper into the throne—a chair which many generations of great men, my blood, once sat in when they ruled this country through all its dark times—I sigh. With eyes fixed on Raven Forest, I think of that old evil hag Terra and ask myself the very question which had crossed my mind so long ago. “What in God’s name are you up to?”  

	 


CHAPTER

	IV

	 

	Briar  

	 

	A FORTNIGHT LATER…

	“Why didn’t you just tell him, Briar?” Vesper edges close to me where we sit at the edge of the bed.

	Keeping my head low, I shake it a little as a tear slips down my cheek. “I don’t know.” I gaze into her browns. “He just looked so sad sitting there in that dark room and on that gaudy throne and alone. He just seemed sad. I couldn’t bear the thought of making his mood worse. How do I tell him I have solid information that his mother killed his father, Vesper?” I wipe away another tear. “But, I will tell him. I have to.” My fingers curl in my hand. “Hayden deserves justice. I can’t shoulder the thought they will get away with this.” 

	“I am sorry, dear sister.” She lays her head on my shoulder. 

	“I am sorry too.” I palm the side of her head, adoring her soft hair against my skin.

	“You loved him.”

	I still do. I still do. I still do.

	“Yes, Vesper, I loved him.” I suck in a breath. “I will never stop loving him.”

	She sits up straighter and regards me with big eyes. “As you know, I have never known love like that, you know, with a man.” Her gaze fixes on the window and all the gray beyond. “But I would love to.”

	“You would deserve it, Vesper.”

	She takes my hand in hers. “I have been with men before, but never one I’ve loved. I can only imagine how wonderful it must be to know that the hand which touches you would never hurt you.” She shuts her eyes for a moment. “The man I first lay with was so cruel, Briar. He was the master of the household. I had no choice. I was in the stables one early morning tending to the horses and filling their hay barrels.” Her lashes flutter and her eyes close momentarily as if she’s trying to force away the memory. “And he just took me.” Her bottom lips quivers. “Right there in the stables, he pounced.” She grits her teeth. “I fought him, Briar, I did. I tore at his flesh with my fingernails. I attempted to gouge his eyeballs out. I screamed. I squealed like the pigs too. And I almost won. I almost won the battle to keep my purity.” Her shoulders fall. “But one slap delivered with his large hand practically knocked me unconscious and all I could do was lie there, bleeding and sobbing as he took me over and over and over again. His wife rushed to where we were embattled. Whether it was to stop him simply from lying with me or to put a halt to the violence he was carving into my flesh, I do not know…But she could do nothing either because, with animalistic viciousness, master put his open palm to the side of her cheek too and she went flying toward the stable door and practically shattered like glass with the impact. Then she crawled away as injured as I was and hobbled back into the house, leaving me beneath the weight of his heavy frame and eager ministrations and rutting against me with fury.” Sorrow fills Vesper’s eyes. 

	“I am sorry.” I squeeze her hand.

	And I can see it all sketched into every line put there when her forehead wrinkles.

	It is pain.

	It is sadness.

	It is resentment aimed at Mother.

	It is longing for a father we loved so much who we lost.

	Vesper searches my eyes one more time and I know she finds the same in my orbs.

	I only nod, confirming that my heart has always been empty of the same things. I too have suffered. But certainly not as much as Vesper has. When we lost Father, we lost Mother too. And when we lost each other, in some way, we lost a bit of ourselves. 

	But I am here now, Vesper. 

	We are together again never to part.

	A crisp breeze whips past the window.

	Vesper’s eyes settle on the vase of blue hyacinth which rests on the mantle above the crackling fireplace. “I worry that Alexander will steal your heart, Briar, and make a mess of it.” Her eyes hold assurance.

	“No, never.”

	She squints. 

	I cover my mouth with a hand surprised at how quickly the words had left my mouth. I do not hesitate to defend him. “He would never hurt me, Vesper.” A big exhale rushes from me. “He has been kind. So kind.”

	Vesper’s chin lowers.

	“He is the reason you are here.” I smile.

	She swallows.

	“It took months to find you, Vesper, but he promised me that he would, and he did.”

	“I see.” Her eyes fall to the stone for a while. “I suppose I have been wrong about him then.”

	“Yes.” 

	“I am sorry, Sister, I have never met a kind man, as you know.” She looks away from me. “I don’t trust them. They only hurt. Or, they leave. Or they break your heart.”

	“There are good men here at Berkhamsted Castle, Vesper,” I implore. 

	She stares at me with her distrusting eyes.

	“I promise you.”

	“Okay.” She sighs.

	“And making love can be wonderful.”

	“I want to believe it, Briar, but after that morning, I could never compel myself to believe that something as sacred as lying with a man could ever be pleasant.”  

	“It can be.” My voice is small with my admission.

	Vesper’s eyes widen. “Can it be?”

	“Yes, of course.”

	“And your first time…”

	So much guilt infects my smile because I wish Vesper could claim the same. “My first time was perfect.” 

	She presses a hand over her heart, gushing. “Oh, Briar.” Giggling, she bounces in place. “You must tell me all about it…Please, I need to know.” 

	Laughing a little, we huddle together just like we did when we were girls and my lips near her ear.

	We share devilish secrets.

	We fall out in laughter.

	And when my love story is done, I kiss my sister on the cheek and promise never to part with her ever again. 

	 


Alexander 

	 

	CUI BONO?

	Who benefits?

	It is a question I now ask myself, yet I have come up with no sensible answer.

	Vengeance ruins hearts.

	Impatience makes a man do ridiculous things.

	And never truly being loved leaves a woman utterly scorned.

	It is late at night.

	Darkness has fallen and the embers in the fireplace blaze and burn orange dusting this chamber with a low light. I find I am unable to cease stealing glances of the red roses which sit in a vase a short distance away from me.

	Zaccai paces the council chamber and is talking to himself and has been doing so for a while.

	Settled in my chair, I stare at the chessboard and I imagine that Father is sitting across from me—the same way he always used to. I prod at the king with a finger. And then I push it gently over and over until it falls over.

	Zaccai clutches his head with his hands. “How could she do this?”

	“They, Zaccai.” I swallow down the bile which threatens to spew from my throat. “They.”

	My brother stops pacing. “What?” His eyes are full of tears.

	So are mine.

	I allow one to slip down my cheek, warm and heavy.

	Zaccai plants himself against the wall and sobs. “HOW COULD SHE DO THIS!”

	Shaw lingers in the far corner of the chamber, head low, almost as if he’s ashamed of the words he’d just spoken. “Your Majesty, I am truly very sorry, but I must get back to my work in the village…”

	Shaw’s work…

	Cleaning up the village. Placing people in quarantine. Counting the dead!

	I rise from my seat. “Yes, I understand.”

	Shaw leaves the room and the space falls into silence which is only disturbed by my brother’s weeping. I walk over to the large table and trace a line over the maps, allowing myself to absorb how England has changed since it has been under my rule. 

	There is more order.

	Taxes have been lowered.

	Territories have been expanded. 

	All outside of Berkhamsted Castle’s walls has changed. 

	But everything inside this castle’s twelve-inch-thick walls has remained much the same…

	Mother is still treacherous and bitter.

	Jean-Baptiste is still greedy and vile.

	Additionally, the lot of them still think I am a child.

	And now, I have the fucking Plague to deal with.

	Inhaling loudly through my nose, I stride toward the window and find a moment of solace.

	Zaccai’s wails become uncontrollable. 

	He sniffles.

	He gasps for air.

	I do not move when a chair flies across the room, hits the stone wall, and shatters in pieces.

	Because that is what we are…

	A family in pieces.

	“Your Majesty.” Hamilton’s voice skitters its way into my ears as he inches closer, lingering just behind me. “I knew nothing of this.” He sniffles. “I promise you on my life, I did not.”

	“Yes, I know.” I swallow down the fear which settles in my throat.

	“Why are Shaw’s findings only coming to light now, Hamilton?” I twist to face him.

	“I WANT HER DEAD for this!” Zaccai thunders. “I WANT HER HANGED!” His roars bounce off the stone walls. “How could she do this?” He sinks to the floor and buries his face in his hands. 

	“I spoke with Shaw, Your Majesty, and he explained that he provided his findings to Jean-Baptiste shortly after your father died. I never pushed any further with him, Your Majesty, because I trusted when Jean-Baptiste told me that Shaw had reported that the King died from natural causes. I believed him, Your Majesty.”

	“I understand.”

	Hamilton’s hands shake terribly when he scrubs his face. “I know that Jean-Baptiste has some unfavorable ways…” Hamilton pulls a breath into his lungs and his eyes narrow. “But, he was your father’s friend. I cannot comprehend this. I just cannot.” He lowers his head. “What has this kingdom come to?”

	I wish I knew…

	“We cannot afford this treachery, Your Highness.” Hamilton exhales.

	Yes, I am aware.

	Zaccai is still sobbing.

	Hamilton sends me a knowing look. “Your Majesty, this is high treason in one of its worst forms.” 

	I nod.

	But, she is my mother…

	“I will not offer you advice on this matter.” He gestures with a hand. “You are King.”

	“Yes.” I run a hand over my beard and my eyes stay fixed on Raven Forest.

	Tonight, it is calm, but the sky is gray, and the air is cold. Eventually, the rain starts to fall and saturates the English soil. I examine each splatter as it hits the glass and trickles its way down the window in soft lines. 

	I pray it will wash away the rats.

	It is a cleansing.

	Perhaps that is what this kingdom needs…

	“I will wait for your words, Your Majesty.” Hamilton’s voice cracks.

	Zaccai is still sobbing and breaking things.

	I cry for my father too.

	When a man doth compass or imagine the death of our lord, the King, or of our lady, his queen, or of their eldest son and heir…

	They shall be convicted of high treason and the punishment shall be that they are hanged, drawn and quartered, burnt at the stake, or beheaded shall a king feel it fair to bring a swift death to the dissident…

	Hamilton waits patiently until I finally find the courage to say the words. 

	“Please summon the knights to seize the Queen Mother and Jean-Baptiste.” It is all a whisper.

	“Yes, Your Highness.”

	“Prepare them.” I suck in a breath.

	But there is only one witness…

	“The accused will beg for mercy and leniency and will promise to repent before God.” I suck in a breath.

	Another chair shatter when it hits the wall.

	A table is pushed over.

	It is pure commotion which surrounds me.

	“Yes, Your Highness.” Hamilton ignores it all.

	“They can rot in the dungeon until I have made a final decision regarding their fates.” 

	There will be no trial. 

	There will be no lengthy days of questioning.

	There are no merciful ears prepared to hear their reasoning.

	There will be no bargaining on the matter at all. 

	“Yes, Your Majesty.” With that, Hamilton offers me a bow and rushes toward the doors.

	CLICK.

	With his departure, I march over to my brother where he sits on the floor with his head buried in his knees and is weeping like a child. I lower myself to the stone floor, and when he realizes I am near him, his chin rises. 

	“We were not ready to lose him, Alexander. This kingdom was not prepared,” he bellows.

	“I know.” Fiercely, I pull him close to me and into my chest, and for once we do something in harmony, together.

	We cry.

	 


CHAPTER

	V

	 

	Briar

	 

	THE SEASON HAS CHANGED…

	Warm moist air surrounds me beneath the night sky which makes my task of pruning roses that much more laborious. In the midst of the greenery, I sit back on my haunches and wipe a hand across my sweaty brow. I gaze up and adore the stars and the bright moon which shines down on all of England tonight. 

	It is beautiful. 

	As this green countryside has always been…

	The crickets chirp and a warm wind rushes over me but it does nothing to cool my skin. 

	With Jean-Baptiste and the Queen Mother’s banishment to the dungeon, the House of Montforthe-Byron mourned for even longer in quiet solitude. England does not know of the Queen Mother’s and Jean-Baptiste’s traitorous act, and according to Alexander, they possibly never will. The pair were not hanged, as I had expected they would be. Instead their banishment to the bowels of Berkhamsted Castle has proven torturous enough and seems to be their punishment.

	Life has carried on…

	England has persevered although we are in the midst of one of the worst plagues this century has seen. Sister Rebecca and I continue to visit the village, but we have been prevented by the various blockades set up by all the King’s men to ensure that we are not wandering into infected territories. 

	As a result, our work has been affected.

	I am prisoner once again behind the walls of Berkhamsted Castle…

	With a breath, I pause and caress the white petal of a rose and then run my finger over its thorns. Shutting my eyes, I breathe the fragrant scent in and revel in its sweetness. The roses used to remind of beauty and life. But now, because I had given away so many of them to the sick and needy, all they remind me of is death. It surrounds me even more now like the black sky which so often hovers above us. It has been months since I’ve seen the smiles of children. It’s been weeks since Sister Rebecca and I have handed out cheese and bread. It seems like it has been for an eternity that we have been on our knees each day, heads bowed, and hands clasped in prayer as we beg for the future of this country. 

	We fear for the future of England…

	Entire villages have been burned down to the ground.

	Mountains of the dead have been set ablaze.

	I have never seen such a horrific sight in my life.

	That night, beneath a thunderous sky and amidst the cries and whimpers of families who would never be the same again, Gaius placed his lit torch to the pile of dead bodies. And with a roar, a bright orange bonfire began, and the putrid scent of cooking flesh and bone wafted through the blazing night air. I covered my nose and mouth, but still, I could not get that scent of death out of my nostrils for days after I had smelled it. It will never leave me…

	Oftentimes, I still smell it…in my nightmares.

	Burning flesh.

	The screams and shrieks of frightened children assault my ears. 

	Blood—cold, wet, and red soaks my hands.

	And then, covered in sweat and quivering from utter fright, I wake.

	Now, there are more orphans wandering the muddy streets than England has ever seen.

	And the rats…

	They are everywhere. 

	At the crackling of twigs and the rustling of grass beneath boots, I lift my head. 

	Alexander dawdles at the far edge of the garden, walking through the rows of colorful flowers, touching and sniffing them. Oftentimes, it all brings a smile to his face. But most times, it does not. I watch him. As he so often watches me. And in the evenings, just like now, he comes here. But I am not certain if it is because I am here or if it is because he truly finds solace in this place, just as I do. And in those times, I prune the roses. And Alexander walks. He does not speak with me. He does not bother me. And after he has found his moment of peace, he retreats back to his chamber.

	I have not neared him in quite some time.

	He does not demand my presence at breakfast.

	And I have not begged for his attention and as he likely presumed I would.

	England needs me.

	As England needs their king…

	I do not suspect I rob him of sensibility, but some part of me fears that what we both need right now is not each other. There are important matters to tend to. And they are not matters of the flesh…

	Looking up, I meet Alexander’s gray eyes beneath the darkness.

	He loiters among the waist-high rose shrubs wearing nothing but a thin robe which covers the rest of his sleeping attire. His hair is pulled back away from his face, revealing the chiseled lines of his features and his beard is neatly kept. He is striking beneath the sky. 

	He stands tall.

	Like a king.

	Like a man who rules the world.

	Like a man who could ruin hearts and lives with a gentle gesture.  

	His presence is powerful. 

	Everything about him is delicately formidable, if there is such a thing. 

	And the patience he possesses begs to be respected. 

	With every look. With every word which leaves his mouth…Each time he speaks my name I am drawn to him—closer, closer, closer. It is a powerful force which is impossible to ignore…

	Sending my fingers into the dark English soil, I get back to handling the roses.

	“Why did you not tell me that Beatrix confessed to know more about my father’s death?” Alexander’s deep voice encourages my head to snap up and I freeze completely.

	How could he know that?

	I swallow hard.

	He tips his head my way. “When your king asks you a question you do not hesitate to answer, Princess Briar.”

	My mouth fixes tight. “I thought best of it, Alexander.”

	He chuckles. “How so?”

	“She is my friend.”

	He lifts a brow and peers down at me with a strange expression etched across his glorious features.

	“I feared for her safety. Besides, Shaw already confirmed his findings. There was no need to involve Beatrix.” I stare at my soil-dusted hands. 

	“Another witness would have been most helpful, Princess Briar.”

	Scoffing, I shake my head. “Can you please stop calling me that?”

	He smirks, says nothing.

	I get back to work.

	“Hominibus plenum, amicis vacuum.” He steps closer, allowing his shadow to loom over me.

	“Crowded with men, yet bare of friends…” The words drift from me on a breath and get carried off with the summer breeze that takes a wisp of Alexander’s long hair with it.

	He gestures toward the castle walls. “It is often how I feel when I am inside Berkhamsted Castle, Briar.”

	“I know.” I blink.

	“It is how you should feel too…” He turns away from me.

	Struggling to rise in my dress that’s now stained with grass and soil, I manage the feat and drop my tools. “You should not worry, Alexander.” I point a finger toward Raven Forest. “It has been calm lately.”

	He laughs a low laugh.

	I inch closer and my voice lowers to a whisper. “You said something was coming…”

	With a groan, he nods.

	“It has come, as you said it would…”

	The Queen Mother is locked away and so is Jean-Baptiste…

	His worried eyes find mine. “I am not so sure…”

	I lower my chin. “Have you visited Terra?”

	“No.” A host of reservations mar his features and I beg to know why.

	“It is the Plague, Alexander. It has ravaged England. It has come…” Taking his hand, I implore him to believe me. “And it will gooooo…I promise you.”

	His eyes shut for a moment and his warm fingers wrap tighter around mine, giving them a gentle reassuring squeeze.

	“I have not been able to leave this castle…” I grow sadder with that acceptance. 

	Alexander regards me curiously.

	My mouth is devoid of words as I struggle to explain my wish to leave even though I know there is nothing but death beyond these walls. All sensibility gets stuck in my throat and I instead gaze up at Alexander and remain silent.

	He turns to face me. “My brother is in France.”

	“Yes, I am aware.” I keep my head low.

	“I am responsible for you, Briar.” His eyes are gentle with the admittance. “I care for you.”

	This man feels beholden to me.

	But why?

	I have done nothing to make him feel so obligated. Therefore, I am left speechless and fumbling with my thoughts while searching for a response. For the little bit of life which I often feel is left in me, I cannot offer him one.

	This man speaks of care…

	A man who does not care even for his own advisors.

	A man who much of the time mocks his own brother.

	A man who holds disdain for his own mother…

	A lonely, lonely and broken man who is nothing but a depiction of unwavering strength to all those who do not know him.

	What does a man like Alexander know of care when all he has ever professed to love is England?

	With parted lips, I peer into his features and hear nothing but sincerity swirling around his words.

	“I-am-here.” His head turns my way and his eyes sweep over me. “And-you-are-here…”

	“Yes.”

	“Because this is where we belong…” He marches off. 

	 


Alexander 

	

	SHE SAID NOTHING…

	Not even “thank you.”

	Would I truly have wanted her just to express her appreciation to my confession?

	With a breath, my jaw sets tight as I march through the dank and cold passageways of Berkhamsted Castle. I could not sleep. And the last time I was here, I was not told the things I knew I did not wish to hear.

	Proceeding ahead, I breathe in the putrid air.

	The rats crawl over my boots and the constant drip of water down here is enough to drive someone mad.

	Still, I march ahead until I find myself lingering beneath the massive stone archway and inhaling the putrid scent of dead rats in the air. But, the awful scent no longer causes my stomach to turn. 

	Perhaps, I am used to it.

	The darkness…

	The cold.

	The lingering malevolence…

	“I didn’t think you’d be back to visit so soon, Your Majesty.” Terra laughs. 

	I am not impressed.

	However, she seems to be, as always…

	I’m fully aware that being relegated to the bowels of this castle thousands of years ago with only rodents to call your friends could make someone, shall I say…desperate for visitors. 

	Terra’s statement hangs in the air.

	I say nothing, only march farther into the massive stone chamber and look around.

	The fear that once enveloped me as a child whenever I set foot in these tunnels no longer does now that I am a man. My boot nudges an old crate and with the action a crowd of black rats let out vicious squeaks and squeals as they scurry across the room to find another hiding place. 

	I pace. 

	“She is very precious, Your Majesty.”

	Scrubbing my jaw, I continue to walk and think. “Yes, I know.”

	Terra grunts. “She is nothing like your mother, Your Majesty.”

	My head swings in Terra’s direction and I drink in her deathly appearance. “Yes, I know.”

	She marches over to the boiling pot across the room and drops a few dead rats into the liquid. “I didn’t think you would have the guts to place your mother and her confidant down here with me.” Keeping her head low, she smiles and grabs her iron rod and begins to stir the concoction. “You surprised me there, Your Majesty.” Her voice lowers into a whisper and her eyes grow bright. “You are very much like your father.”

	A breath leaves my lungs. “I stand to correct you, Terra…”

	She giggles.

	“My mother and Jean-Baptiste are not in the bowels of the castle, Terra. They are in the dungeon.”

	Which is more than four-stories above this chamber…

	“Oh, I suppose that is so much better, Your Majesty.” She chuckles.

	I only stare at the old witch who is currently goading me, as she always does.  “What do you propose I do with them, Terra?” 

	Pointing a finger at me, she tsks. “Once again…you are just like your father, Your Majesty, always thinking that I have all the answers to your questions.” She lifts her head to face me. “I do not.” She sighs. “But deep down in your heart you know what she did. You also know what she is capable of…” Her lips are pressed together as she regards me.

	Marching nearer to Terra, I peer into her pot, ignoring the stench of its ingredients. 

	“Why do you make her suffer, Your Majesty?” 

	I have my reasons…

	Terra stirs the liquid in the massive pot. “I hear her screams at night…” She points to a metal grate in the wall which is high above us where the sounds must come from. “I hear her screams at night when two of your beloved knights take her over and over and over again. There is nothing but pure vengeance in their brutality.” 

	I attempt to unhear her words, but I cannot.

	I attempt to refute her claims, but I cannot.

	I try to remember the woman who I can no longer stand to call my mother…

	And I choose to simply not. 

	“She cries. She weeps. And yet, no one comes, Your Majesty.” Terra meets my eyes with her sorrowful ones.

	“She should repent.” I march away, breathing heavily.

	“Is her suffering not enough to at least earn her a swift death?”

	No.

	“How do I find justice for my father?” 

	Terra shrugs. “I do not know, Your Majesty. You are the King. This is for you to discover.”

	I scrub my face with a hand and continue to march along the stone. Each bootstep feels heavy with questions I have no answers to and fear which I do not wish to speak of. So, my mind wanders.

	“And Jean-Baptiste…”

	At the mention of his name, I twist on my heel. “What about Jean-Baptiste?”

	“Oh, he prays for his death, Your Majesty, every-single-night…” Terra smiles. “Your beloved knights have tortured him—his fingernails have been removed, along with a few of his teeth, and perhaps now he is festering in his own waste.” She sighs a dramatic sigh as if she truly cares about the state of Jean-Baptiste which I know she does not. “But you didn’t come here to ask me about the occupants of Berkhamsted Castle’s warm and flowery dungeon…” Lifting a brow, she smiles.

	No, I did not.

	My gaze lingers on Terra’s massive form and all the dirty black rags which cloak her.

	“How have you been sleeping, Your Majesty?” She chuckles. “If at all…”

	I turn away from her. “I have not…” My fingers thread through my hair. 

	“Ah, I see…”

	I grip my hair tighter. “The visions…The nightmares…They’re all becoming too much.” Lowering my head, I squeeze my temples. “But when I am with her…” Pain settles in my chest with what I am about to admit. “But when I am with her, they seem to ease.”

	Terra freezes, and then with slow movements, she releases the rod in her grip and shuffles over to me.

	With a chest full of sadness, I stare at the stone, knowing I have done something I never should have.

	I gave her my heart…

	But, I’d done so long ago…

	Only now I have spoken of it.

	“I have no rights to her…” I breathe. “I fear I will destroy her, Terra.”

	Cold, wet hands grip the sides of my face as the old woman forces me to peer into her eyes. “Against your better judgment you are drawn to her…” Her lips part, displaying the black abyss of her toothless mouth.

	“Yes.” I squeeze my eyes shut and then they pop open. “Why?”

	Terra cocks her head to the side. “I do not know.”

	Annoyed, I turn my head and it escapes her grip. “How could you not know?” My gaze sweeps over her, disgusted. “Is this not why you are here, Terra?” I gesture with a hand around the room where all her pots and crates and dead rats are strewn about. “What is your purpose if you cannot help me?”

	She puts her hands together in prayer. “In this world, Your Majesty, there is good and there is evil…”

	I face her.

	“I have no qualms about who and what I am.” She smiles.

	I eye over the old woman who has been a resident of this castle before this expansive countryside had become so gray and before the time that we now live in had become so dark. Terra has seen wars. She’s seen death. She had even told me that once, long ago, she was even beautiful too. But, to survive, her soul had darkened and with it went her natural beauty. 

	Many believed that was her punishment…

	Terra had defied the will of God. 

	She had practiced black magic. 

	It was an art which had found many women and men burned at the stake and cast into Hell. But when the people of England demanded that she answer for her crimes of magic, even though she was powerful, Terra pledged her fealty to the King. She had pledged her loyalty to the House of Montforthe-Byron and agreed to serve this family for as long as she would live. Little did she know then that she would survive the many wars and famine and diseases which followed. And that darkness that had consumed her granted her with eternal life. 

	Gradually, as her beauty went and she morphed into the hideous creature she is now, she retreated into this chamber, away from the light and from all that she had once known. 

	And now, this dark, dank, and disgusting chamber is her home…

	“I do not pledge to be anything but darkness, Your Majesty…” Her lips are sealed.

	And for just a moment, I feel sad for this woman.

	“And as of lately…” Her brows lift. “Everything in my visions have been obscured by…light.” 

	Light?

	“It’s as though I am fighting a force which is more all-consuming than I have ever encountered before…”

	“I see.”

	“I cannot touch it. I cannot catch it. It moves swiftly through my visions…as though it doesn’t even exist.” Her eyes shut. “It moves through my visions like a…”

	“Ghost.” I finish her sentence.

	“Precisely.” With a chuckle, she places a hand to the middle of her chest. “I wish I could explain more, Your Majesty, but I am not God.”

	My eyes narrow.

	Terra sighs. “I have always wanted to believe that he does not exist.”

	“He does exist.”

	Waggling a finger in my direction and laughing, she shuffles back over to her pot. “Yes, I think I am fully aware of that now.” She peers into the boiling liquid. “Perhaps my prior disbelief is precisely why day after day, year after year, and century after century I have struggled on occasion to see what I must.” She peers into the swirling liquid. 

	“What do you mean?” Annoyance laces my tone. “What have you been up to, Terra?” With my boot, I kick a rat and it goes flying across the chamber and hits the wall with a squeak.

	Her hands shoot up in surrender. “This is not my work, Your Majesty, I swear it.” Tipping her head forward a few times, she exhales a loud breath. “Believe me, I have my ways, Your Majesty.” She smirks. “But, you must remember that I am always fighting against forces which may be more powerful than my own.” The old witch finds her way near me again.

	“Such as…”

	“God.” Her tone is firm. “Other evils…Other magic…Forces much darker than you could ever imagine which exist in this world, or even in the next, Your Majesty.” Her thin lips tremble as the words fly from her mouth in a quick whisper.

	She gives me a long look. “And with everything that you have faced since you have become King, my visions have been less and less clear. Obscured. Almost blocked by a thick smoke screen which has not allowed me to see things as vividly as I once had.” Her jaw sets tight. 

	“You cannot see Briar’s future?” I step closer.

	“No.” Terra blinks.

	“Or mine?” My brows arch.

	“No.” Her shoulders fall.

	“You have no answers…” My jaw ticks.

	“No.”

	“Fuck.” I march away from her and begin pacing the chamber once more.

	“It is because the answers may only be for you, Your Majesty, and in due time…” She nods repeatedly. “In due time, I can assure you they will reveal themselves.” 

	“I do not understand.” Impatience infects my tone. “I-cannot-wait, Terra.”

	“You must, King Alexander.”

	“I cannot.” 

	Because I love her, I love her, I love her.

	“She must have something you need…”

	I say nothing in response to her statement because all that twists around in my heart is fear at that notion.

	“I know it, Your Highness…” Her voice quavers. 

	“I will destroy her…” I suck in a breath and before I know it Terra’s hands are on my cheeks and urging me to peer into her evil eyes. “You speak of this woman as though she is breakable, Your Majesty. But she has survived so much…She was an orphan. She was a handmaid. She was just a girl…And now look at her…”

	I peer into Terra’s eyes finding not mischief in them, but fear, for the first time in my life. 

	Genuine.

	Heart-stopping.

	Fear.

	But for who?

	“She is beloved by the people, Your Majesty.” 

	Yes.

	I nod.

	“She is a woman who is more influential than she’ll ever realize.”

	Yes.

	I nod.

	“With all due respect, Your Majesty, but she may even be more powerful than you are.” Her eyes burn.

	I nod once more very slowly. 

	“Your Majesty, you fear that you will destroy this woman with your love for her…and for everything you offer her.” Terra’s eyes shut and then they reopen slowly, dusting me with a gentle regard. “But on the contrary, Your Majesty, because I fear, that she may destroy you.” 

	Perhaps, truly, she ruined me long ago…

	 


Briar       

	 

	FIRE RUSHES INTO MY heart…

	My lashes flutter and the warmth against my skin forces them to fly open. Planting a hand to my chest, I jackknife and find myself sitting in the middle of this very large bed and panting like mad.

	A warm breeze rushes into the window, and just beyond it, Raven Forest is wild with noise.

	With my ears aching from the screeching of the birds, my eyes narrow on the sight ahead. Something powerful claws at the edges of my pounding heart knowing that Alexander must be standing to his window witnessing the same with eyes rimmed red and exhausted from lack of sleep.

	We are connected.

	“Tethered,” as he would say…

	Our lives intertwined in some inexplicable way.

	Looking around this chamber, my breaths are frantic, and my skin is slathered in perspiration.

	I am still in my fine dress.

	Shoving a hand down into the front of it, I retrieve my tattered handkerchief and set it down on the bed with gentle movements, smoothing the fabric with shaky fingertips.

	Another breeze washes into the chamber and sends goose bumps dancing across my skin in its wake.

	“Oh, you beautiful, delicate flower, you…” Patiently, I unfold the handkerchief and peer down at the dead but glowing ghost orchid. 

	This happens often now…

	And instead of fearing its meaning, I have come to adore these occasions.

	Father’s flower is mesmerizing with its new hue. 

	Golden.

	Glowing.

	So, so warm.

	And in these moments, I often feel this ghost orchid is injected with life.  

	Perhaps, I am too.

	The birds grow wilder.

	The ghost orchid glows even more.

	A smile, big and wide, finds its home on my face and then soon a tear trickles its way down my cheek.

	My fingertips skate over the warm edges of the delicate dead flower.

	It is precious.

	It is sacred.

	It is magical.

	This ghost orchid is a part of me.

	It may be all I have left of value…

	This flower is my heart.

	Would I cease to exist without it? 

	 


Alexander 

	 

	I CAN FEEL HER…

	I breathe her in, along with the English wind which skitters over my naked skin.

	She is awake at this ungodly hour, just as I am…

	Raven Forest is alive tonight.

	As am I.

	Heart full and beating, and perhaps bleeding too, for a woman I know I should not pursue.

	But, I cannot help myself…

	I need her.

	She is my heart’s one true desire.

	The orphan girl.

	The handmaid.

	The woman of my motherfucking nightmares!

	The Rose Princess…

	A woman who is just as dedicated to the people of this country and to England as I am.

	Shoving my fingers into my hair, I take in the view beyond the large window. And then I glance back at my big empty bed—the one I find no sleep in and let out a long and labored breath. 

	She belongs with me.

	She was always meant to stand by my side. 

	She has earned my respect.

	But…

	Her heart rebels.

	It is a traitorous organ because, whenever I am near her, its beat screams all of which she attempts to hide. But she cannot hide any longer. She cannot escape me. Same as I will never be able to rid myself of her. 

	We are tethered by a force so terrible that it cannot be destroyed.

	But God knows it should be…

	 


CHAPTER

	VI

	 

	Briar 

	 

	PULVIS ET UMBRA SUMIS.

	We are dust and shadow…

	Head bowed, my forehead is planted against my clasped hands.

	I don’t know how long I’ve been here for, on my knees, praying…

	There has been so much death.

	So many have perished with the merciless disease which has run rampant through this green land.

	For all the poor souls which have perished and the bodies which have been burned, I weep. 

	I had been allowed to return to my work, but Sister Rebecca and I no longer visit the sick and poor and the hungry. We only toss flowers from our cart and often leave the muddy streets in the villages covered in roses. Davide accompanies us. We are not permitted to touch the people. We have also been forbidden to enter homes. 

	I had been compelled on more than one occasion to offer a hug to a child who seemed in desperate need of one. But, I could not. I left that orphaned child standing alone in the street, outside a charred home which had been set alight because of the Plague which had consumed it and all the people who once resided within it. 

	That day, I held on to Sister Rebecca’s hand and heeded the King’s earlier given warning…

	No embraces.

	No physical contact.

	Cover your mouth and nose with a handkerchief when in the company of strangers.

	We are only permitted to offer prayers to the people and our smiles. 

	Who can smile when nothing but death and desolation surrounds us?

	I make the mark of the Holy Cross against my chest and keep my head bowed, settling into prayer once more, repeating the words more fervently, hoping that if I speak them with even more conviction, just maybe God will hear them. Hoping that maybe he would free our beloved England from this wretched curse…

	Soft footsteps in the distance make their way close to where I kneel.  I don’t need to peek to know that they belong to Sister Rebecca, so I wait for her voice to nudge me out of my incessant pleading to God.

	The pew behind me creaks.

	“Perhaps another time, Sister Rebecca.” The deep voice crackles through the comfortable air. 

	My head lifts to find Sister Rebecca scurrying away and the hem of her white robe kicks up with her rapid gait. I do not dare twist around because I know who lingers just behind me and in the next pew.

	I mustn’t forget…

	Because we have been here before.

	Just like this.

	At a time which seemed so long ago…when I was a much different woman.      

	Almost broken perhaps.

	Now, I am different—more focused, more patient and much, much stronger.

	I glance sideways. “It makes no sense for you to be here, Alexander.”

	A grunt is all I get in response.

	“I have planned to spend the rest of my afternoon in prayer.”

	Another grunt.

	I bow my head and settle back into prayer.

	“It has been months, Briar…” A breath leaves him on a gush.

	I silence.

	“I had hoped you would return to me.”

	Facing ahead, I allow my eyes to settle on Jesus Christ as he hangs from the Holy Cross. “I have gone nowhere, Alexander. I-am-here. I am a permanent resident of Berkhamsted Castle. Have you forgotten?”

	He laughs.

	I do not.

	“Please do not humor me with sarcasm, Briar. You are fully aware of what I am alluding to.”

	Everything this man surrounds me.

	I do not need to even take one glance at him to know how stunning he must look sitting just behind me in that way he always sits—tight jaw, perfect hair, incredible eyes…Dear God. I should not look. So, instead of chancing a single glimpse of him, I focus on the breathtaking architecture of this church. The bright and colorful stained-glass windows surround us and the pungent scent of lemon oil slips into my nostrils. This church is pristine this morning. It is much too holy to house people like us…

	I exhale.

	The pew creaks.

	Shifting of a heavy weight as it steps over the pew and into my row. Thick fingers settle at my nape. And soft lips drag over my skin. 

	The affection steals all sensibility from me.

	I shake and shiver, but I do not move from my position.

	 “You cannot deny how I affect you, Briar.” His lips skate over my skin, teasing, breathing.

	I remain silent.

	“Why do you deny such things?”

	“Because I wish to be a woman of God…”

	A soft kiss is pressed to my skin. 

	“Because I wish to be a woman of service.” I twist around to face him. “Because I do not wish to be just another woman in your bed, Your Majesty.” My eyes blaze into his.

	Instantly, those eager fingers retreat from my skin, and with a few blinks, I swear he stops breathing.

	 


Alexander

	 

	I’VE BEEN SLICED right down the middle…

	Struck in the face with the might of her words.

	Hurt.

	Hurt.

	Hurt.

	I’ve been mortally wounded!

	Have we not gone over this already?

	Do I need to show her more?

	She commands me—a king!—to make a desperate fool of myself?

	My jaw sets tight.

	Peering down in her face, I rise, slowly, urging her to do so with me.

	Craning her neck to look up at me, apprehension ripples across her delicate skin and her hazel eyes become bright with fear. I dip down until my face is right in hers and our lips are almost touching. 

	We share breaths. Trade desires. Exchange unspoken words. 

	My chest heaves.

	Briar balks as much as I will allow since her arm is secure in my grip. “I am sorry.”

	Looking away from her, I gather my composure, easily able to see how a woman like this one just might be able to drive a man far away from his wits… “Have I not already shown you what it is that you wish to see?”

	Letting her go, I back away and take heed of her speechlessness.

	I gesture with an arm. “You have been given all that you need, Briar.”

	She nods.

	I bury a finger in the middle of my chest. “I have given you all that you need.”

	Her beautiful eyes well up with tears. “Yes.”

	Yes?

	A fist tightens around my heart. “I am a king.” 

	“Yes, I am aware.”

	My tone softens. “I must marry soon, Briar.”

	A tiny almost inconspicuous gasp leaves her mouth. “Why are you telling me this?”

	I am not able to contain my growl, so I let it out like an angry beast. “Whyyyyy?”

	She straightens up and her features hold nothing but offense in them. “Yes, why?”

	I only blink.

	She stares.

	And suddenly all my intentions seem to strike her right in the soul all at once.

	“Alexander, you cannot marry me?” Her scowl is severe as she regards me, and in the same instant, a tear rushes down her pale cheek. 

	I do not like it when she cries!

	“I am not a virgin. I am not of royal blood. I am just an orphan. I have lain with your brother.  I have lain with King Hayden.”

	She dares to tell the truth…

	And now I fucking respect her even more.

	Soft sobs leave her. “I have lain with your father.” She repeats it all as if I hadn’t heard it before.

	I say nothing.

	“I have lain with your brother.”

	I say nothing.

	“And your mother…”

	What mother?

	“Your mother hates me…” She nods over and over. “She hates me.”

	I 

	say

	nothing.

	Because she hates me too.

	Her head hangs low. “I shove away all my feelings for you, Alexander…”

	So, the Rose Princess has feelings for me…

	A smile curves up on my lips, but it is quickly washed away by Briar’s falling tears.

	“I shove away everything that crawls its way around in my heart for you because I know that we are not a possibility.” She wipes a hand over her wet cheek. “I am sullied in every way imaginable. I know I would only ever be a woman you drag to bed, have your way with, and discard. That is all I would ever be.” She sucks in a breath. “And I don’t wish to be that. If I must be that, Alexander, then I would rather not have you at all.”

	Shaking my head in silent disagreement, another growl of frustration leaves me.  

	“Alexander, I could never be your wife. I could never be your queen.” Her chest shakes with sobs as she rips herself apart. “The very notion of it all is just ridic—” 

	My fingers flex before my hands bunch into fists at my sides. “I AM A KING!” My roar bounces off the stone walls.

	Briar snaps out of her weeping and takes a step back. 

	“I can do what I bloody well want!” I point a finger at the stone beneath my boots. “This country is mine. I RULE! These are my laws! The people answer to ME, Princess Briar. I LOVE THIS LAND!” My voice lowers. “And I love you.” My confession springs from wobbly lips. 

	Briar’s chin lifts as if completely shocked.

	What the fuck?

	HOW COULD SHE NOT KNOW!

	For all that I have done…

	For all that I have given her…

	For all the allowances I have made to make her happy…

	How could she not know?

	Because her head is buried in her goddamn flowers much of the time…

	“Alexander…” The way she says my name…

	It is a plea on her lips.

	A beckoning call.

	Perhaps, a desire to push me away too.

	With the gesture of a hand, I silence the marvelous woman standing in front of me. “I wish to love you, fully.” My eyes bulge with the words. They shut and then they open. “But, I am a king.” I must marry.

	Her brows collide.

	“I am a king.”

	“Alexander.”

	“Silence.” 

	She does, immediately, at once.

	I allow myself to breathe and to calm. 

	Because this is what she does to me…

	“I am a king.” With the terse shake of my head, I burn into Briar’s eyes with my own. “And a king does not beg. I-will-not-beg.” Turning on my heel and setting one boot in front of the other, I march away from the woman I love, leaving parts and pieces of myself—the ones I truly need in order to survive—beneath her beautiful embroidered shoes. 

	 


Briar  

	 

	DAWN HAS BARELY BROKEN…

	We are nearing the end of fall.

	Sister Rebecca and I had already been in the village to pass out roses and gift families with prayers. I wipe my wet cheeks which are sore from the constant friction of my palm soaring across my skin. 

	Beyond these walls England is in tatters, still.

	And in the last few weeks Berkhamsted Castle has once again welcomed visitors. Archbishop Ramsey had traveled all the way from Rome to speak with the King about matters no one else is privy to.

	The council chamber is often filled with men only who speak for hours on end about the future of England—land divisions, the nobles who are out of control and who kill each other fortnightly for rights and titles. They discuss the effects of the Plague which has ripped through our lands and has taken more than one hundred thousand men, women, and children with it. The men in the council chamber converse each day, yet nothing really changes…

	Life here has been much the same.

	Alexander has been occupied.

	I have not seen him, and he has made very little effort to even glimpse my face.

	Shall I blame him?

	Zaccai is still in France off chasing his true beloved.

	And Vesper is still here by my side, thank God.

	I press a hand to my chest feeling my coveted ghost orchid there which is still wrapped in its handkerchief. Each time my palm meets the fabric, I say a little prayer to myself and force a little more hope into my heart.

	I am beyond denying what is there for a man I know I should not love.

	It aches.

	It hurts.

	I focus and bring myself back to the present…

	My heart hammers in my chest as I rush through the wide corridors of Berkhamsted Castle, moving as quickly as I can but the weight of what I drag behind me slows my efforts exponentially. 

	I must move faster. 

	Move faster, Briar.

	Forcing one foot in front of another, I drag the heavy chest behind me, growling as I do. Sweat slicks my brow and my hair has become a mess. I am grateful that this corridor is empty just as I need it to be. But the guards will be making their rounds soon. 

	Move faster, Briar.

	One more tug and the chest slides along the stone floor.

	“Briar.” 

	My head lifts and my eyes find Vesper’s where she stands at the end of the corridor.

	“What on earth are you doing?” Her face twists.

	Heaving for breath, I stand straight. “Well, don’t just stand there.” I gesture toward the chest. “For God sakes, help me.” 

	Vesper rushes toward me, hem of her dress held tightly in her hand as she does. Once she makes it by my side, she grips the chest and tugs. 

	It slides and slides with our effort. 

	Her narrowed eyes fix on me.

	I avoid them and focus on the dim light creeping through the windows. The sky outside is gray as always and all the green comes into view. A little smile touches my lips to see the drawbridge down after it has been up for so many months. The moat which surrounds this castle is filled tip high with water from the recent rainfall. And just above the keep, a falcon swoops around in the sky before it disappears from my view.

	Beyond the walls of this castle, it is splendid.

	“Come on, Vesper, pull faster.” I double my efforts.

	She does the same. “What is in this thing?”

	Sister Rebecca has asked me the same question when we returned to the castle this morning…

	“Something precious.” I do not give Vesper another look.

	“Where did you get it?”

	“From the village…”

	“Briar, you are fully aware that you are not to bring anything back to this castle from the village.”

	“Yes, Vesper, I am fully aware, and that is precisely why we must move faster.”

	We tuggggggggggggggggggggg.

	“Okay.” Questions dance around in her eyes as she tugs right along with me.

	“I hope that whatever is in this chest is worth throwing your bloody back out for.” She grits her teeth.

	“Oh, stop complaining and pull.” My fingers grip tighter around the iron handle and I do not take another look at my sister because my eyes are frozen on the sight ahead of the two guards marching toward us.

	“Briar.” Vesper’s brown eyes snap to mine.

	“Stay calm.” I smile a fake smile. 

	“Princess Briar,” the first guard greets me. “May we be of some assistance?”

	“No.” The word flies from my mouth in a clipped fashion.

	The guard who stands to my right scrutinizes the sight in front of him. “Princess Briar, please let us help. This chest looks awfully heavy. And the King would be most displeased if we allowed you both to hurt yourselves when we could easily move this chest on your behalf.”

	“No, please, we are doing just fine.” I laugh a little.

	The first guard steps forward, and when the tip of his lance hits the stone, I flinch. “Princess Briar, please, we insist.” He does not smile.

	I am covered in sweat.

	So is Vesper.

	The second guard reaches a helpful hand out. 

	But Vesper stops him. “I know we do not look like much in terms of size, but together, we could move Broad Craig, believe me.” Laughing, she sends me a wink. “We’ve got this. Thank you for the kind offer, gents.” She taps the guard on the shoulder harshly a few times. “But we’re good.”

	“Yes, thank you.” I blink a few times.

	The two guards have a silent debate with their worried eyes and then they back away. “I bid you a good day, ladies,” they say simultaneously. “If you change your minds, please do not hesitate to ask for assistance.”

	“Thank you!” Vesper grins. “But I think we’ve got it all squared away, gents…” 

	We start off once more, dragging the heavy chest, practically destroying our bones as we do.

	“Briar, this is heavy.”

	“I know.” A strangled breath exits me. Sweat pours down my temples. My heart rages.

	We make it to the end of the corridor and stop. But we cannot stop. My eyes fix on the sizeable crack in the corner of the chest. It’s enough to afford us a short well-earned break but we cannot linger long.

	I almost bend to take hold of the iron handle once more, but something forces me to be still. 

	The woman strides our way, and as she does, she removes the bright orange hood from her head, revealing the blonde hair that I remember so well.

	My stomach churns.

	Inside, way down deep, I’m a fucking disaster.

	What is she doing here?

	“Good morning, ladies.” She grins.

	Vesper glances over at me and finds my brittle smile.

	“Morganna.” I find her eyes and then my own sweep over her as she stands proud in front of me. “I didn’t realize that you were here at Berkhamsted Castle.” 

	“Yes.” She grins. “I have been here for a few days now with Mother and Father—the Duke and Duchess, of course. We were invited by the King. And as you know, Alexander does not extend special invitations very often.”

	No, he does not.

	Morganna eyes me strangely. “It seems like forever since we have seen each other.”

	My brows arch.

	This woman speaks as if we were once friends…

	Nothing could be further from the truth!

	“Yes, it does, doesn’t it?” I glance over to find Vesper’s screw-face.

	“You’ve done well for yourself, haven’t you?” Her lips flatten out. “Orphan girl to a princess…” She arches a brow, regarding me curiously. “I’d say that is something to be very proud of, Rose Princess.”

	“I am no longer royalty, as you know.” I look her straight in the eyes, hoping to find some humanity in them but I accept there is none there. I only see ambition and insincerity and lots of other unfavorable stuff.

	Surely Alexander can see the same…

	Something churns in my gut that perhaps he cannot.

	Maybe that is why she is here…

	“Every little girl dreams of being a princess, Princess Briar.” She laughs softly. “But only a woman would ever dream of becoming a queen.” She cranes her neck to scan this massive opulent corridor and then regards us once again.

	“I have only ever had small dreams, Morganna.” I fiddle with my messy hair.

	Vesper remains silent, only examines the superficial woman standing in front of us with unreadable eyes.

	“Well, you’ve done well for yourself, Princess Briar.” Morganna giggles.

	“Yes, you seem to have too.” I laugh a little. “You were fortunate enough to have survived the Plague.”

	Vesper snorts out a laugh.

	“Yes, I did, my entire family did, in fact.”

	Marvelous. 

	Morganna turns toward Vesper, finally acknowledging her after all this time. “And I can only assume that this is your sister, Vesper, who I’ve heard so much about.” 

	Vesper grins. “Yes, I am Briar’s only sister.”

	Morganna eyes us curiously. “Well, then it is very nice to meet you.” 

	Vesper nods.

	My eyes sweep over the chest at our feet.

	“Surely, you have someone else who can do this for you, Princess Briar.” Vesper’s eyes flicker around.

	I lower my chin. “Yes, but I’d much rather do it myself.”

	“Suit yourselves then.” Morganna twists on her heel and prepares to march off but then she stops.

	“Shit.” Vesper groans.

	Morganna is once again in front of us, eyes narrow, lips pressed tight, thin left brow arched high. “Alexander seems different.” She gestures with a hand. “I mean he’s always been a difficult man. But, I don’t know, now he just seems a little preoccupied.”

	“He is the King.” The words leave me firmly and with much annoyance. “Should he not be, as you say, preoccupied?”

	Vesper smiles.

	Morganna’s brows knot.

	“That is not what I meant, Princess Briar.” Morganna shifts all her weight to one hip and flicks a blonde curl away from her face. “This family…” She lowers her eyes. “It is unfortunate with what has happened to the Queen Mother and Jean-Baptiste. After all of their loyal service to the House of Montforthe-Byron, suddenly they find themselves living with the rats.”

	I only stare at Morganna.

	“It is easy to fall, Princess Briar.” She doesn’t blink.

	“I suppose it is.” 

	“You should steer clear of Alexander.” Morganna offers me sincere words of advice.

	I know…

	But, I cannot.

	Because we are tethered…

	“Or you just may fall too.” With a grunt, Morganna twists on her heel and marches away from us.

	Vesper doesn’t say a word, only regards the woman leaving our presence with a gentle gaze.

	Reaching down, I grab the iron handle of the chest. “Come on, Vesper, I need to get this back to my chamber right away.”

	“Yes, dear sister, okay.” Vesper does the same.

	I drag this heavy chest and its precious cargo along with my bleeding heart back to my chamber.

	 


Alexander 

	 

	DO YOU KNOW WHAT it feels like to have all the blood drained from you, slowly?

	A smile races across my lips.

	It is often how I feel each day when I sit on the throne…

	They ask too much of me. They demand. They take their fill of me.

	And then, they leave.

	It is late at night.

	I sit in this chair at the small table, staring at the chessboard and its pieces.

	The king stands alone.

	As always…

	Every man is taken to task eventually for the bargains he secures. And now I must answer for my own trades. Long ago, I had promised the bloody Pope that in exchange for his blessing over my brother’s divorce—or annulment—whatever the hell they choose to call it and granting it swiftly that I would soon marry after. 

	Before the next spring, he had demanded, and like a fool, I had agreed.

	I offered my tattered soul up to have my wish immediately granted…

	And now, I am forced to “pay the piper,” as they so often say.

	Sinabaldo’s wise belief is that a man should not be long without a woman. It casts him to sin and promotes fornication. Under the eyes of God, a man is only half of what he could be without a woman. In Sinabaldo’s opinion, a man should be married under the eyes of the Catholic Church and all of Christendom and that I should lead by example for my people.

	I promised Sinabaldo that I would.

	And a promise is a promise…

	After all, the House of Montforthe-Byron cannot afford to fall out of favor with His Holiness, the Pope…I am much too busy to compel myself to prove it, but I can only suspect that my advisors had much to do with influencing His Holiness, the Pope’s, eventual demands. I should have them hanged for that, even though I do believe that their position is reasonable.

	A king needs an heir.

	Two if he’s lucky.

	But before all that can happen, he must have a queen.

	Dragging my fingers through my hair, I fist it for a moment before I let it all go. With a nudge, I shove the queen on the chessboard closer to the king, so that they are side by side. It is picture fucking perfect.

	Only I don’t like who it is likely that my queen will be…

	So, with the flick of a finger, I knock the queen over and seem satisfied leaving it just that way.

	Running a hand over my jaw, my thoughts flip to Briar—the woman who had fought so staunchly for her own rights. With my true desires now, I would be taking all of that away from her and I just can’t.

	What kind of man would I be to force her into marriage? 

	I am a king. 

	I have fought for her.

	I have sold off little bits of myself to ensure her happiness.

	And I regret none of it.

	But, what I need the most from her she denies me over and over again…

	I have pledged my heart.

	I have asked her to be my queen.

	Nevertheless, my obligations may force me to make another choice in the absence of her acceptance.

	The knock which lands on the door jerks me out of my ruminations. “Enter.” My head lifts.

	Delicate fingers curl around the doorframe before it is pushed open and a pretty face pops into view. “I am sorry to bother you, Alexander.”

	A little breath swirls around in my chest and I scramble to rise from my seat. “Briar.”

	“Yes.” She eases into the council chamber and the doors shut behind her.

	I swallow down my nervousness.

	Briar keeps her head low as she proceeds farther into the chamber with her fingers linked together in front of her. She looks lovely in an understated blue dress and with her thick hair pulled away from her face, revealing her delicate jawline and bright eyes. But they aren’t so bright at the moment. They are simply sad.

	I rush across the chamber and stop when I am standing less than two feet away from her.

	She wanders around and doesn’t say a word.

	“Briar.”

	Her head swings in my direction and then she looks away once more before she comes to a standstill.

	“Briar.” I edge closer and near where she stands with her back to me. “Is everything alright?”

	“She is here.” 

	My brows knot in confusion and then a storm of satisfaction consumes me when I realize who she is referring to. Is she jealous? Is she upset? Does the matter of my impending marriage affect her so deeply? A painful breath exits me. “Berkhamsted Castle has many visitors at the moment, Briar…”

	“Alexander, please.” She is almost entirely green.

	I do not conceal my smirk. “Yes, Morganna is here.”

	“You are getting married?” When she twists to face me, my heart crumbles at her tortured expression.

	“I must.” 

	A tear slips from her left eye and rushes quickly down her cheek.

	I allow her to weep.

	I want to hear her sobs.

	I desire to absorb the loss she feels. 

	I want her to feel my pain.

	Every tear is for me. Every choked gasp which exits her tiny frame is-for-me. 

	It 

	is

	all

	for 

	me…

	Reaching out, my hand lands on her shoulder and I encourage her to turn around and face me. “Lest you forget, Princess Briar, I asked you to marry me not too long ago.” 

	She weeps more.

	Holding her chin gently between my thumb and index finger, I beseech her to understand. “I offered you everything I have.”

	I am a king!

	And you continue to bring me down to my knees…

	She covers my hand with her own and squeezes.

	“You refused me.” Every muscle in my face tightens.

	Her warm tears slick my skin when I bury my nose into her cheek.

	“You continue to refuse me.”

	Her sobs become uncontrollable.

	“Why do you continue to refuse?” The words rip from me in a hiss and I behold her broken expression.

	“Because I must.”

	“You do not.” I breathe her in.

	“I love you, Alexander.” She cries. “And I know you love me.”

	I do. I do. I do.

	I nod firmly.

	She is afraid.

	But, so am I.

	A union such as ours goes against all conventionality.

	It simply should not be.

	The Pope, His Holiness, may not even bless it, but it is a gamble I am willing to fucking take.

	Flectere si nequeo superos, Acheronta movebo.

	If I cannot bend the will of Heaven, I shall move Hell…

	“Yes, Briar, I love you.” I smile a little, unable to help when it stretches big and wide across my face. “And I know you love me.” I dip down and peer into her face and then my lips brush over hers.

	She comes closer, seeking me, injecting me with so much warmth.

	And we kiss…

	I pull her close and our lips seal, tongues twist, and I delve into the sweetness of her mouth with every single breath I take. Clutching her small frame and wrapping it up in my arms, I sink deep into her.

	She moans into my mouth. And I groan into hers. Pent-up desire swirls around us like a storm. She plants her palms against my chest, forcing space between us. With her provocation, I release her and find she’s out of breath and practically drooling.

	With watery eyes, she swallows and gazes up at me looking shockingly afraid. “And together, Alexander…” Her eyes shut for a while and they reopen slowly. “And together, we will consume each other. We will destroy each other. We will bring England to its knees.”

	I cannot disagree.

	 


Briar 

	 

	I FIND THAT I am gone astray when I peer into his haunting eyes.

	And for the first time ever since I’ve known him, I see happiness in them.

	Have I pleased him?

	His warm palm clutches my cheek. “I need you, Briar.” He kisses me once more.

	I breathe in the clean and spicy scent of his skin and revel in the sensation of his soft beard as it brushes over my own. And then I fall into another kiss which I encourage over and over again. “We shouldn’t.”

	“I need you.” He takes my top lip gently between his teeth and silences me with another fierce kiss.

	“We shouldn’t.”

	Barrel arms wrap around me and I am pressed into the cold stone wall. His lips find the curve of my neck. And kiss after kiss is pressed into my skin. A loud sigh drifts from me when his hand clutches my nape. Tender. So tender. My thighs part when he shifts and buries his heavy frame between them allowing me to feel everything he has to offer. Everything I desire. Everything I need. While peering into his grays, I grind myself against his hardness.

	“You cannot resist me.” His smile is bastardly and victorious.

	I shift against him once more, panting from the sensation and moaning as my wetness through the thin fabric which covers my pussy slides along the bulge of his cock. It is a filthy ministration. One which makes the large vein in his forehead protrude and his jaw clench painfully before his hisses rip through the air. 

	He consumes my mouth again before he pulls away and allows my shoes to settle on the stone.

	Deliberately and with the most charming smile on his face…he lets me go…

	I stand on my own two feet.

	I do not fall. 

	Is he showing me how powerful I am?

	With my hair all over the place and perspiration slicking my skin, I heave for breath.

	Wanting.

	Aroused.

	Lust thrumming through my delicate veins.

	Alexander observes me, seemingly impressed and then he snatches me again and I’m pulled into his embrace. Suffocating. Consumed. Swallowed up in his heat. With a smirk teasing his lips, they near my ear, brush gently along the shell of it, and nip at my lobe before his deep voice sends a shiver skating along my spine from tip to base. “You may not be a virgin, Princess Briar, but when I take you, I promise that you will forget about all the men who have ever come before me.” 

	I’m unable to catch my gasp before it drifts from me.

	Alexander’s beautiful eyes sweep over me with adoration and mischief swimming in them. “I promise you.”

	Dumbly, I nod, finding myself lacking of any common sense and still dizzy from the pleasurable assault I’d just endured against my flesh.

	Alexander’s smile is gentle. “We leave for Cornwall in three days.”

	I beg your pardon.

	***

	I could not sleep.

	I’ve been up much of the night, twirling my fingers in chocolate curls and adoring a sweet face.

	Her long lashes flutter and her eyes pop open to offer me a blue regard. “Rose Princess.”

	“Yes.” I run a hand down her pudgy cheek. 

	“Are you going to keep me?”

	I suck in a painful breath. “Yes, of course.” She shifts and snuggles up closer to me. “What if you cannot?”

	My lips twitch up into an uncertain smile. “I don’t think you should worry about such things, Anna.”

	“So, do you promise you can keep me?” Her rosy cheeks shine beneath the moonlight.

	I peer at the little girl who I’d more or less smuggled away from a life without a future. One which seemed to closely resemble my own when I saw her before dawn, wandering the muddy streets in the village, barefoot and hungry and alone. I press a soft kiss to her cheek and pull the lush comforter over her tiny frame.

	Warmth all but swallows her up.

	And with every smile she gives me, big chunks of my heart soften even more and part, allowing her spirit to fill the spaces there.

	“Yes, I promise to keep you, Anna.”

	“Thank you, Rose Princess.”

	I caress her cheek. “Please call me Briar.”

	She frowns. “Can I just call you Mother?”

	I regard her with awe.

	What do I know of being a mother?

	“I never had a mother, Briar.” Her fingers twist in my hair, adoring it. “But I would imagine if I did, she would look a lot like you do.”

	“Of course you had a mother, Anna?” I press my lips together. “Maybe you just don’t remember her.”

	She sighs. “It was always just Father and me before he went away.”

	I blink a few times drawing in her sadness and wanting to take it all away from her.

	Anna is just a child and is of no age to truly understand death, but she knows her father isn’t coming back.

	“I see.”

	“Do you have a mother?” Anna smiles.

	“Yes.”

	“And a father?” 

	“Yes, of course.” I twirl a tendril of her hair around my fingers. “But they have gone away too.”

	“Do you miss them?”

	“Yes, always.” I make a face. “I am afraid I know nothing about being a mother, Anna.”

	“Of course, you do.” She giggles softly. “You are kind. You are pretty. You have the most beautiful flowers. And even when everyone in the village got sick and went away for good, you still returned to check on all the people. You returned to give us wonderful things and to pray for us. I couldn’t wait to see you.” She chuckles.

	Every whispered word from her sleepy lips caresses my heart.

	“You always make me smile. And whenever something hurts, you make it feel better. Besides, you came back for me.” She laughs. “Only mothers truly ever come back for you. They never leave you.”

	A smile touches my lips.

	Sleep tugs at Anna’s eyelids. “You kept your promise.” She palms my cheek. “And only mothers keep their promises.” 

	“Yes, that is true.”

	“So, can I call you Mother?”

	“Of course, Anna.” 

	I hold her close and adore her innocence and do everything I can to take away her fears.

	Because she doesn’t deserve them…

	She is just a child.

	Alone.

	Abandoned.

	An orphan.

	Just like I once was…

	“You should sleep now, Anna.”

	“Yes, Mother.” Her eyes shut and eventually she settles and then drifts off to sleep.

	I am set to leave for Cornwall in just three days and I know there is no way I can take Anna with me. I cannot return her to her home because it does not exist any longer. 

	Nevertheless, I was given strict instructions…

	A sigh drifts from me.

	Anna has nothing and no one—only me. Her mother…

	Worry causes my chest to swell with my next breath. Still, I aim to sleep...

	So, I do, and promise that I’ll find time to fret about the small things tomorrow.

	 


Alexander 

	 

	THE NEXT MORNING…

	“I must say, Your Majesty, that I am fully against this.” Hamilton’s big nose twists.

	CLANK. CLANK. CLANK.

	I spar with Gaius.

	CLANK. CLANK. CLANK.

	We rush past where Hamilton stands stiff, imploring me to heed his advice.

	“It is only a short trip, Hamilton.” I grit my teeth.

	“Yes, Your Majesty, but we have much work to do here.”

	“Such as…” 

	“I have summoned your cousin, Lady Freya, to Berkhamsted Castle to replace Beatrix as Princess Briar’s new lady-in-waiting. We must announce your upcoming wedding. We need to discuss precautions regarding the Plague with Shaw. There is much we need to do, Your Majesty.” Hamilton is sweating now more than I.

	Except his perspiration may just be the direct result of frustration.

	Whereas mine is simply from sheer effort.

	Gaius’ sword swings my way and whips through the air.

	I duck the attack and block his next swing with my blade.

	CLANK. CLANK. CLANK.

	The air this morning is crisp, and the sky above is nothing but gray. Still, it is picturesque.

	Gaius laughs. “You are quite skilled, Your Majesty.”

	“As skilled as you are…”

	“If not better.” He smirks.

	“Oh, do not fucking flatter me, Gaius, it does not become of you.” I let out a growl. “My defense is weak this morning and my grip on this sword is lazy. I am tired this morning. It shows in every move I make as we dance around this courtyard. Please, most honorable knight, call it as you see it!” I lift my arms high toward the sky.

	Gaius sends me a look. “What kind of man would I be if I did not flatter my king—the man I pay homage to whenever I get the chance—every now and again?”

	“An honest one.” I tip my head in his direction.

	Laughing, Gaius charges and swings. His sword moves large sections of air my way when he swings and if not for the force of his heavy blade when it connects with mine, the gust of wind his swing arrives with could shove me back all on its own.

	“There are not many honest men left in this world, Gaius.”

	I offer him a smile when I send my blade overhead and connect with his sword.

	SCRAAAPPPPPEEEEEEEE.

	The blades clash and a searing noise rips through the English air.

	It is a battle of might.

	“We also need to discuss Prince Zaccai’s extended stay in France, Your Majesty.” After expelling a long sigh, his words come at me deep and rapid. “And then, we, of course, have the matter of your mother and Jean-Baptiste who continue to live out their residence in the dungeon to address with urgency.” 

	“Yesssss, Hamilton, we have much to do, but in time, we will get to it…” I chuckle.

	“Your Majesty.” His voice rises but it does not earn my attention.

	Growling, I stop, stare up at the sky above, and breathe.

	I drop my sword.

	It hits the stone beneath my boots with a clank. 

	“We have pressing matters to attend to, Your Majesty.”

	I shut my eyes and adore the cool breeze as it washes over my bare chest. “The only pressing matter, Hamilton, for you, today, shall be announcing my upcoming nuptials to Princess Briar to the rest of the world.”

	“Your Majesty—”

	I do not bother to give him a single glance. “Hamilton, you-are-dismissed.”

	Soon, it becomes silent again and I am grateful that the blabbering stops.

	“Are you ready, Your Majesty?” Gaius urges our sparring to recommence.

	“Of course.” 

	WE GET ON WITH IT!

	 


Briar

	 

	“IS THAT THE KING?” Glancing up at me, Anna hides in the folds of my dress.

	We stand in front of the large window.

	Bare-chested, yelling obscenities and jumping around the courtyard, Alexander spars with Caspar beneath the early morning sky.

	I force my lips to shut, finding myself drifting off and staring for far too long at his muscular frame. He is a masterpiece in the flesh. All firm pecs, powerful arms, and a chiseled stomach which could have been carved right from marble by the looks of it. My fingers twitch to touch it and to trace the line of sparse hair which runs from the middle of his chest, down the line of his stomach and to…

	God help me…

	Gnawing on the tip of my index finger, I snap out of my lustful daze. “Yes, that is King Alexander.”

	“He is strong.” Her blues dust me when she blinks.

	“Yes, he is strong.”

	“Will he be your husband soon?” She places her tiny hand in mine.

	“Yes, he will be, God willing.”

	“So, does that mean I will have another father since you are my mother now?”

	Raking through Anna’s curls with my fingers, I smile, because I truly do not know how to answer her question. “We should get you some breakfast. Are you hungry?”

	“Yes.”

	A knock lands on the door.

	Quickly, I nudge Anna to find a place in the fabric of my dress and I shift to stand in front of her. “Come in.”

	Sister Rebecca peeks her head in the door before she proceeds inside and when she does, she shuts it behind her. “Goodness, Briar, what on earth is so pressing this morning that I must be pulled out of prayer service to come and see you?” She scowls.

	I take a deep breath.

	“What is it?” She marches forward, arms extended and then they land on my shoulders. 

	Taking a tentative step and scooting to the side, I reveal…Anna.

	Sister Rebecca slaps a hand over her mouth. “What on earth have you done, Briar?”

	My features crumble.

	Sister Rebecca drops down to one knee and examines Anna—her eyes, her skin, her nose. She encourages her to open her mouth and inspects away. “Briar, you were given strict instructions…”

	“I know.”

	“The King is going to have your bloody head for this.” She encourages Anna to step forward. 

	“She is well, Sister Rebecca.”

	“How on earth do you know that?” She regards me with fierce eyes. “Has she been examined by Shaw?”

	“No, of course not.” My voice is small.

	Sister Rebecca rises quickly. “What do you mean?”

	I say nothing.

	“Briar.” Sister Rebecca edges closer and then she gasps. “Oh, dear God, no one knows she is here?”

	“No.”

	“Have you completely lost your mind?”

	Maybe.

	Sister Rebecca paces, mumbles words to herself, prays in Latin…

	Anna tugs on my dress. “Am I going to be sent away, Mother?”

	“No, of course not.” Encouraging Anna to ignore Sister Rebecca’s panic, I take her hand again.

	Sister Rebecca’s eyes focus on me. “You are due to be married to the King, Briar. Why would you do this now?” She starts up the pacing again.

	“Do we ever get to choose the perfect time to help others, Sister Rebecca?”

	She stills. “No, we do not.”

	I lift a shoulder, silently begging this woman to understand.

	“The people in the village are sick, Briar. And you bringing this child here…” She scrubs her face with a shaky hand. 

	“Anna is not sick. She is fine. She is perfectly fine. See.” I encourage Anna to smile.

	“How old is she?”

	I gesture with a hand. “She’s five years old, I think.”

	A loud breath gushes from Sister Rebecca before she paces even more this time and much faster.

	“What was I supposed to do?” My face tightens with anger. “I could not just leave her there…”

	Sister Rebecca shakes her head. “We had strict instructions from the King, Briar.”

	“I know, but…”

	Sister Rebecca’s gaze sears into me before she clutches my face by the sides with her hands. “You are due to marry the King. Do you truly understand what that means? You are set to become the Queen of fucking England, you bloody cunt!” 

	Her profanity makes me take a step back.

	“You are already disobeying him, and you are not even his wife yet.” She snarls.

	I hadn’t looked at it that way…

	“You have taught me to have a kind heart, Sister Rebecca.” I gasp for air.

	She points a finger in my direction. “You cannot teach that, Briar. I did not teach you that. As much as I would like to claim that attribute of yours as being one of my teaching, it is not.”

	“We speak of kindness. We speak of charity. We exist each day to help the people!”

	“Yes, of course, Briar, but not this way.” She makes a face. “Do you not see what you have done?”

	I am lost for words, confused, abhorred that I am being punished for caring too much.

	“What was I supposed to do?” 

	Sister Rebecca’s shrug is big when she tosses her arms up in the air.

	“Was I supposed to just leave her there to starve and die?”

	Anna clutches my hand tighter and tucks away behind me a little more, hiding.

	“If you have jeopardized your future by doing this, Briar, you only have yourself to blame…”

	“Sister Rebecca.” My voice begs when I say her name.

	“No.” As if I am the most disgusting sight to behold, she refuses to look at me. “He-is-the-King.”

	“Sister Rebecca.”

	“Do you know how many women in all of England would love to take your place, you bloooooody fool?”

	My head jerks back at her wicked honest words.

	“Of all the things you have done in the past, Briar, this is by far the most reckless and the most stupid. And it is one that I honestly want to have no parts of…” She rushes to leave but takes more than five steps back when Vesper appears in the doorway and slips in.

	“I need you to care for her, Sister Rebecca, while I am away,” I call after her.

	Shaking her head, the nun who has supported me most of my life, leaves.

	A tear rushes down my cheek.

	Anna slips out from behind me, buries her face in my dress and wraps her tiny arms around my thigh.

	Vesper’s chin dips low and she strides toward us slowly as if she is approaching an oddity. “What is that, Briar?” Her browns widen. 

	“It is a child, Vesper, what does it look like?” I wipe my cheeks.

	She moves slowly. “And where did you get it from?” Her expression is strange and almost comical.

	I offer no answer, only stare at my sister.

	“The chest…” She laughs softly. “The one which nearly kicked my spine out of its rightful position.”

	I nod. “Yes, the chest.” I wipe a hand over my face. “We will need to keep her hidden.”

	Without words and nodding lazily, Vesper drops to her knees. 

	“My name is Anna and I’m five years old, I think.” Anna chuckles. “And this is my mother.”

	Vesper chokes back a laugh. 

	I only blink.

	Vesper grins. “My God, Briar, she even looks a bit like you. This is incredible.”

	“Who are you?” Anna directs the question to Vesper.

	Reaching out, Vesper twirls Anna’s hair. “Often, I do not know, but for all intents and purposes, I am Vesper.” She lifts a brow. “But, I think since this is your mother, as you say, and I am her sister, that would make me your aunt.” She grins.

	I laugh a little through my tears.

	“It is very nice to meet you, Anna, who is five years old, we think.” Vesper winks at us.

	Anna giggles.

	“I think we are going to be very good friends.” Vesper takes Anna by the hand and leads her away from me.

	Taking slow steps toward the window, I allow myself to weep.

	“OH, DEAR GOD!” Beyond the window, a woman screams a deathly scream.

	Wiping my eyes, I peer through the glass at all the commotion which is going on beyond the walls of Berkhamsted Castle. Suddenly, all the land which is green for miles seems to run red. 

	 


Alexander 

	

	“CLEAR A PATH FOR the King!” The guard marching ahead of me yells.

	Having already crossed over the drawbridge and working to shrug into my shirt, I stride ahead. 

	A crowd has already gathered.

	The guards flank both sides of the gathering where Shaw is hunched over with narrowed eyes.

	“Your Majesty.” Hamilton rushes forward. “Your Majesty, please keep back.”

	I silence him with the gesture of my hand.

	Shaw meets my eyes and with a little shake of his head, he, without words, advises me that the situation is grim. The incessant weeping which surrounds us mixes in with the soft breeze. The fresh scent of grass and the English air fills my nostrils. I take one more step and then another and another. 

	“I am sorry, Your Majesty, but there is nothing we can do.” Shaw frowns.

	My face twists into the most heinous expression as I examine the dead body which lies at my boots.

	Matron Rhodes covers her mouth and nose and continues to weep. “She loved the moat.”

	Pardon me?

	“She has always found lingering near it soothing, I am not certain why.” Matron Rhodes sobs.

	The Duchess of Manchester lets out a wail before she collapses in her husband’s arms.

	“I would say the cause of death is drowning, Your Highness.” Shaw’s brows arch.

	Sister Rebecca is already praying.

	But prayers do not bring the dead back to life…

	I cock my head to the side and regard Morganna…only she doesn’t quite look as I remember…

	Her skin is the same hue as the sky. Her mouth is fixed in a slanted position. And her once blonde locks are dark since they’re saturated and stuck to her limp body. There is no animation in her features. All is gone…

	The Duke of Manchester approaches me. “She disappeared last night just after the torches went out around the castle. I thought maybe she’d just gone for a stroll and would return with the morning light, but she never came back.”

	“Your Majesty.” A guard steps forward to speak. “We searched the castle…We found her here. We believe she has been in the moat for quite some time.”

	I nod a little nod.

	“I am very sorry.” I turn to face the Duke and Duchess of Manchester. “You have my condolences.”

	The couple nods before they hobble away and stand near Sister Rebecca and begin to pray.

	I bow my head and settle into the Lord’s prayer in Latin, mumbling the words in unison with the small crowd which has gathered here. “Pater Noster, qui es in caelis, sanctificetur nomen tuum. Adveniat regnum tuum…”

	“What on earth is going on?” Briar rushes forward.

	With one grasp, my fingers curl around her forearm, stopping her from passing where I stand.

	“Oh my God.” Twisting around, she crashes into my chest and I hold her tight. “Is she dead?”

	I pull her close. “Yes.” I mumble into her tresses. “Yes, she drowned.” Twisting to my left, I regard Vesper who watches our interaction with a curious expression, but she looks away from me before I can discern it.

	“I am very sorry for your loss, Duke and Duchess.” Vesper rests a hand on the Duchess’ shoulder and squeezes. Then she wipes a fallen tear off her cheek and sobs softly. “May she rest in peace.”

	The breeze washes over us.

	Death surrounds us.

	It swirls and leaves its rotten scent cloying us before it is washed away with the wind.

	I press a kiss to Briar’s forehead, and I hold her near to my heart.

	“So much death, Alexander.” Briar looks up at me.

	“I know.”

	“I cannot take it anymore.” She trembles.

	Surrounding her with my warmth, I press my lips to her temple and mumble promises only she can hear.

	Vesper glances at us over a shoulder.

	It is such a solemn look.

	Endearing even.

	A prayer is whispered from Briar’s lips. It is one for Morganna in which she wishes her peace in death.

	It is a sharp reminder, that eventually…it comes to us all.

	***

	The constant drip of water is enough to drive a man mad.

	Or, rather a woman…

	I take slow steps through the cold and dank corridors of this castle, thinking.

	It becomes colder the deeper I venture and soon I am enveloped in darkness which is only lit by a torch which burns at the far end of this massive chamber. It provides little light for where I stand but it is enough so that I am able to see.

	With my last step, I set my boot down with a THUMP and wait. 

	“I know you are there.” The voice comes from beyond the iron bars.

	I do not smile.

	“How generous of you to come and visit.” Her face pops out from the darkness. Shaky fingers grip the iron bars of the cage which separates us, and big eyes which shine with tears regard me. “Alexander.”

	“Mother.”

	“Are you well?”

	“I am.” My eyes sweep over this chamber which is now her home. 

	I’ve always felt the word dungeon was much too melodramatic for the surroundings here…There is a comfortable bed and a place for her to wash. She is also fed daily. But, where there is no light and one is imprisoned, I suppose the moniker “dungeon” is fitting. 

	Her eyes lower. “And you?”

	I do not know.

	“Morganna is dead.”

	Mother gasps. 

	“She drowned in the moat.”

	“She loved the moat…ever since she was a little girl.” Her features twist with agony.

	“Yes, I know.” I nod. “And this time it had gotten the best of her.” 

	Mother weeps softly. 

	“I am sorry, Mother, I know you loved her.”

	“I wish you had loved her.” 

	I could not.

	She sniffles.

	I say nothing, only examine her features.

	She is much the same, but older now, more worn. Perhaps, being hidden away from the daylight will do that to one. Maybe she’s now wearing her sins on her skin. Nevertheless, she looks different.

	“I may be in this godforsaken dungeon where you put me, Alexander, but I hear things…”

	I do not confirm what she is alluding to.

	She wipes away her tears. “You are marrying her?” Disgust slaps her features. 

	“Yes.”

	“You dare to lower yourself, Alexander…” Her nose is tipped back, haughty, as always.

	I remain silent.

	“You dare to hurt me, still.” Her voice cracks.

	“I dare to be happy, Mother, and that is all I have ever wanted. And Briar makes me happy.”

	She edges closer in a flash, top lip turned up in a snarl. “As she made your brother happy?”

	I only breathe, not wanting to fall to the challenge she is offering but I find I can’t help myself. “No, just as she made Father happy.” 

	Eyes wide as dinner plates, her head jerks back and she rushes into the darkness where I can barely see her. “Whattttt?”

	I hold her gaze. 

	“It was her?” A hand slaps the middle of her chest and she keeps it there for a while. 

	“He loved her.” I tip my head forward as I say the word. “He loved her, Mother.”

	The knowledge of my statement and its truth is written in her eyes.

	She knows what I say is truth…

	“He loved her.” 

	“Please stop.” Wandering closer, she shudders. “Please, I beg you.”

	“You took him away from all of us.” I grit my teeth. “You took him away from everyone.”

	She slow-blinks.

	I expect her to say something, anything, perhaps repent, but she remains silent.

	“You hated him.” I breathe heavily. “You hated him because you knew he didn’t love you.”

	Her chin is tipped high, reminding me that even though she no longer possesses her jewels, her fine dresses, and the respect she was once due, still she is regal with her posture, even now.

	Does this woman not break?

	“Your father did not love me, Alexander.” She regards me fiercely. “But, I love you.”

	And I hate you.

	“I was never ready to be King, never.”

	“But look at you.” She steps forward, smiling. “But look at you now, Alexander.”

	Lowering my head, and gripping the cold bars which separate us, I shake my head weakly.

	Her hand covers mine. 

	Reassuring.

	Forgiving.

	Confident.

	So, so cold…

	“But look at you, Alexander. You are a king. You rule this great kingdom now.”

	I daren’t speak of all the ways in which I have failed. 

	I daren’t speak of all that I have bargained.

	I daren’t confess how much I have missed her…

	“This is your birthright.” A genuine smile stretches across her face. “But she cannot be Queen.”

	Immediately, I pull my hand away, feeling injured by her words. “You need to REPENT!”

	“I will not.” She does not yell but her words are as firm as the earth.

	“Please.” A painful breath gets sucked into my lungs.

	“I-will-not.” She stands taller. “I am the reason you wear the crown today. I am why you are King.”

	I glare at her, wanting to bend the bars in front of me, reach out, snatch her and shake some sense into her. 

	Why doesn’t she repent?

	“I love her, Mother.” I nod a few times. “I came to tell you that to your face.”

	I owe you that much.

	“Do you trust her?” Her eyes narrow. 

	Yes, with my life.

	“I mean look at her, Alexander…” 

	She is perfection.

	“She and Sister Rebecca spend their days with the people…” She stiffens. “How do you know they are not scheming against you. They could be plotting anything. The bloody Rose Princess…” A mirthless laugh rips from her just as she points a finger to the sky. “How do you know that eventually becoming Queen wasn’t in her plans from the first day she arrived here?”

	A laugh threatens to explode from me. “She was an orphan.”

	She points a finger at me. “A very beautiful orphan.”

	I tilt my head to the side and listen to this nonsense.

	Mother goes on. “That Briar Philomena Wyn has risen through the ranks of the House of Montforthe-Byron. She has clawed her way into this family—my family—by fucking my husband and now both of my sons…” She drowns in a pool of her own dirty pride.

	“Mother, please understand.”

	“She is a temptress!”

	“Mother, please…”

	“ALEXANDER, SHE IS A—”

	Volume lifting, I speak my words with brevity. “If you utter another word, I will have you whipped.”

	She catches her tongue before it does something she’ll regret.

	I calm quickly.

	Whirling around, she offers me her back and proceeds to weep. “If you came here to punish me, you have done just that.” She cries. “How long will you keep punishing me?” 

	I regard the woman who gave birth to me and her pathetic state.

	She is my beloved.

	A woman with a broken spirit and a busted soul. And now, thanks to me, a completely shattered heart. 

	It is the final nail in her specially carved casket.

	I find that still, I am not satisfied.

	“How long, Alexander?” Her body quakes.

	Turning my back on her, I walk away.

	“How long, Alexander?” Her demand to know bounces off the walls of this dungeon. “HOW LONG?”

	For as long as you live and breathe…

	 


CHAPTER 

	VII

	 

	Briar 

	 

	MY TREMBLING FINGERS SKATE over the wood and gingerly I peek through the open slat which provides me a view of all the men in the room far below. Wedged between two walls, this has been my hiding spot so that I am able to feel like I am a part of these endless gatherings.

	I can only peek since my womanly presence is not welcome among the nobles and the barons. 

	A breath leaves my chest when I behold the King who sits at the head of a large table.

	He does not speak, only listens to the nobles present their position regarding feudal land tenure.

	This meeting has been going on for hours.

	After letting out a yawn and rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I focus on what I can overhear.

	The nobleman speaking smiles. “Your Majesty, you are lord paramount when it relates to the matter of land.”

	Alexander nods.

	The nobleman goes on. “And we must implore you to reconsider how land is divided in Cornwall. Much of the allocations to the nobles and barons are unfree tenancy.” He makes a face. “We have no issue with this, Your Majesty, but how are we to know in matters of villenage what we will be called upon to do in order to continue to secure our rights to land.”

	“Would it make a difference if you did?” Alexander slants his head to the side, regarding the nobleman with a stern expression.

	The nobleman laughs. “It would.”

	Alexander speaks. “I was under the impression that the nobles and the barons were willing to do whatever is required of them to keep their title to land.” His deep voice echoes throughout the room. “Any refusal of servitude will lose them rights altogether. This is the juxtaposition for being given land and rights and titles that you have-not-earned. I cannot give you everything.” He blinks. “This is the compromise.”

	“But, Your Majesty…England…”

	Alexander’s hand lifts, silencing the nobleman. “England-is-mine.” He rises and continues to speak. 

	This meeting is not going as well as I’d anticipated…

	It is bread and circuses…

	Sighing, my thoughts flicker back to all the goings-on at Berkhamsted Castle.

	The Duke and Duchess had departed for Manchester with Morganna’s body shortly after Shaw officially confirmed that she had died from drowning. I had left Anna, who I miss so dearly already, in the care of Vesper who promised to keep her fed and hidden from the eyes of all those who reside at Berkhamsted Castle.

	My stomach does an unrelenting somersault when I think about all I threaten to undo if she is discovered. Yet, some massive part of me has decided that if it means I lose everything because I have chosen to care for an orphaned child, then I will face that challenge only when and if it arises. 

	But, I am so very afraid. 

	Terrified, in fact.

	It has only been a day since we have been in Cornwall.

	Caspar and Davide accompany us along with far too many guards to count. 

	I should be in bed right now, but I could not sleep. Excitement rattles through me to be away from Berkhamsted Castle, but still I am not free to roam these lands. Guards trail me everywhere I go. I am constantly watched and shuffled about with little regard being given to how I feel about it. If it were not for the cool salty air which surrounds me, I would claim I am being suffocated!

	I share royal quarters at a place called Bond Manor with Alexander, but I do not sleep with him.

	Honestly, I have hardly seen him at all since being here in Cornwall…

	My chest rises with the exhale I let out.

	“This is risky.” A familiar voice causes me to almost jump out of my skin.

	A laugh follows. “But then again, so is a king away from his castle with his future queen at his side…”

	Whirling around, I find myself facing a familiar knight in his shining armor.

	Smiling, Davide steps forward. “Princess Briar.” He eyes me suspiciously. 

	“Davide.” I laugh a little, failing at hiding what he has caught me doing. 

	“The guards are looking for you.” His brows arch. “I was looking for you also.”

	My shoulders fall. “Yes, I am sorry.”

	“Your whereabouts need to be accounted for at all times. We are no longer at Berkhamsted Castle.” He frowns. “Things are much different when we are roaming beyond the castle walls.”

	“Yes, I know.” I shut my eyes for a moment. “I just needed to get away and find some alone time.”

	“I understand.” He clears his throat. “The King often says the same.”

	I smile.

	“I am impressed that a lady would escape the watchful eye of the guards and use her private time to spy on a room full of ambitious loathsome men who speak about how they can only obtain more for themselves.” He laughs.

	“Any matter that involves England, I wish to hear.”

	“Yes, I see.” He clutches the heavy sword fixed to his side, strides this tight passageway, and looks around curiously. “This is a good spot.” He nods once. “It’s a little tight and uncomfortable, but it is a good spot. I am impressed that you found it at all.”

	“I am resourceful.”

	Davide chuckles. “Yes, if you are to be the future Queen of England, I would say that you should be.”

	Something heavy and invisible sits on my shoulders.

	I will be Queen.

	I will wear the crown.

	I will be at Alexander’s side forevermore.

	“I should be able to stand in that room down there with those men.” A sharp breath leaves my nostrils.

	“I regret to tell you that even when you are Queen, Princess Briar, they may still not appreciate your presence.”      

	“I’m well aware of that.” I glance at the men far below.

	Alexander’s deep voice slips into my ears as he reaffirms his position. He holds his head high, looks each one of the men in the eye and does not balk when his opinions are gently challenged.

	Davide edges closer to me. “He adores you, Princess Briar.” 

	I cannot stop the smile which forms on my lips. “I don’t think anyone has ever made me feel the way he does.”

	Davide huffs. “With all due respect, Princess Briar, and with the knowledge that I may speak freely with you without causing offense.”

	I frown. “Of course, Davide, always.”

	“The King is intense.” His brows knot. “He is not a man who allows one to get too close. His own brother often finds it difficult to pin him down, as you know. He can be difficult sometimes. But he is a man that I would die for…”

	“I know, Davide.” I pat him on the arm. “I respect him.” I swallow. “I love him.”

	Davide nods. 

	“He is a far different man since he has become King.”

	“Yes, that is true.” Davide smirks. “And you are a far different woman now.”

	No longer a child.

	No longer a scorned woman left by a man who never loved her. 

	I am stronger.

	I am wiser.

	I now know that the love I am willing to give holds value.

	The King adores me.

	I can see it in his eyes each time he looks my way…It is in his heart. It is in his tender touch.

	And I have now accepted that I am worthy to be Alexander’s queen.

	I 

	am

	enough.

	 


Alexander

	 

	I LIKE TO KEEP her close.

	Although tonight, she feels so far away.

	We will be married soon, but until then, I want her by my side.

	Maybe it is my fear that she will run away?

	Perhaps, I am afraid that she will change her mind and deem that I am not worthy of her kind spirit.

	Or, maybe it is simply that I find her presence comforting…

	Which it is.

	A mass of long mahogany tendrils is gathered over a shoulder and falls to hit her waist. And a thin white nightgown covers her small frame. She is beautiful beneath the faint moonlight tonight and lost in her thoughts.

	Heartbreak is etched into her features.

	Pain.

	Agony for all which has occurred.

	Something begs me to tell her that she cannot carry the entire universe on her shoulders.

	At least not alone…

	I approach where she stands in front of a window. “The view is incredible, isn’t it?”

	The biggest hazel orbs find mine. “Yes, it is.”

	I edge closer.

	She doesn’t move, only cranes her neck up to look at me. “It is different.”

	The sea breeze slips in through the slightly open window and washes over our skin.

	“It is quite nice not to have to look out and see Raven Forest.” Reaching out, my fingers skate down the line of her neck and my hand finds purchase on her shoulder. “But, I would be dishonest if I did not say that I miss it just a little.”

	Smiling, I fiddle with her strands and then I step closer. My fingers settle at her waist and I pull her to me so that her back is to my chest, allowing her to feel me.

	When she sucks in a startled breath and attempts to pull away, I clutch her tighter.

	She breathes harshly through her nostrils. 

	I nudge her round ass with my swollen cock. “Are you afraid?” 

	Shifting slightly, her eyes meet mine. “Should I be?”

	“I cannot answer that.” I growl the words into the supple skin on her neck and then I find myself unable to resist licking and sucking on the pale flesh there. “I want you, Briar. I do not think I can wait…” 

	There is so much heat between us. Loads of desires. Little restraint.

	“I am no flower, Alexander…”

	You are. You are. You are.

	Her warm breaths ghost my cheek. “I am not as delicate as you may want to believe.” 

	You are. You are. You are. 

	My mouth falls open desperately awaiting her sweet tongue and to taste her.

	She moans. “I wish to experience touch just as much as you yearn for it.” 

	I tease the tip of her nose with my own and peer into her soul finding everything I need for myself there. “I want too much from you, Briar. I fear I may take everything you have to offer and leave you with nothing. I will strip you bare. I will take everything. I will destroy you.” I loosen my grip and take a step back.

	Heavily, she pants.

	My chest rises and falls as I regard her messy hair and nightgown and her tiny feet as they stride toward me. I am almost inclined to back away, but I can do nothing but stare, unblinking. She is mesmerizing.

	Everything her makes my heart rattle.

	Hope and happiness swell my heaving chest.

	She is perfect.

	I hold a hand out, preparing to shove my fingers into her hair once more. 

	Gently, she nudges it aside. “I belong to you.”

	Yes, you are mine.

	“I’ve wanted to say these words for so long, Alexander, but I could not make sense of them.”

	I smile.

	“I belong to you.”

	“Yes.”

	“And I think I’ve belonged to you since the beginning of time. I know that sounds completely mad…”

	I shake my head. “It does not.”

	“But I feel it is true.” Her eyes shine beneath the moonlight. 

	So do mine.

	“I am just sorry that it has taken me so long to see.”

	I forgive you.

	Our hearts are shackled.

	We are chained to each other. 

	Our desires are much the same…

	“I love you.” A delicate voice slips into my ears.

	“As I love you…”

	“But, I am afraid for our futures.” I frown. “I am terrified that I will break everything and that I will shatter you.”

	With wild eyes, she crashes into my arms and her eager palms glide over my skin and settle on my cheeks. “Maybe I want your ruin, Alexander.” Her fingers thread in my hair, and when her pouty lips find mine, I am consumed by a harsh kiss which leaves my lips red and hot when she pulls away. “I welcome it all.” 

	“Then, I will give it gladly.” Taking her in my arms, silently, I vow to never let her go. 

	 


Briar

	 

	UNABLE TO ESCAPE HIS molten gaze, I go limp in his embrace as he gently lays me on the leather chaise. His bare chest heaves, and with every inhale and exhale, I am gifted with the sight of the most gorgeous chiseled flesh. A tendril of his hair comes loose as he lowers to his knees in front of me and gives me a boyish grin.  

	I choke back shock and shame when I realize that my thighs have already parted, wide.

	A chuckle leaves Alexander and his large hands slide up the goose bump-covered flesh of my thighs. 

	I regard him with interest as his tongue swipes over his perfect lips.

	He is greedy for me. 

	And I want to be consumed. 

	Nimble hands shove my nightgown up and around my waist and I do not move an inch when everything sacred I possess is exposed to Alexander’s beautiful eyes. 

	“You’re wet.” He grins.

	I’m always wet.

	I nod slowly and do not speak as though I do not have a working tongue.

	The bulge in his pants is distracting.

	I trace the outline of it which only hints at what lies in surprise for me—thick, fat, long. 

	Just big. 

	And oh, so marvelous.

	A serpent of massive proportions…

	A gift?

	Or, a curse?

	And for honesty’s sake, I must admit that I do not know if I could handle it. 

	I’d be in tatters for days…

	Alexander traces my eyeline, and with a hand, he shifts his cock. “I told you…” He regards me with a look, silently confirming that he knows what I am thinking. With a smirk, he continues to caress my thighs, only using more force now. “You want it. You don’t want it. You are not sure if you want it.”

	“No.”

	“I want you to beg for it, Princess.”

	My top teeth clamp down on my bottom lip. 

	“You cannot be my queen if you are unable to handle what I have to give.” 

	I look him right in the eye. He does the same, without blinking.

	Is he challenging me?

	“I told you, Briar…” The words leave him in a whisper.

	I fortify my spine, feigning that I am not afraid, lifting my chin. “It is one thing to possess such size, Alexander, and another to know how to actually use it.”

	Those grays of his settle on me. 

	I wait for a snappy response from him but it does not come…

	A squeak rips from me when he yanks me forward with an incredible force. 

	“Do you dare to speak to your king in such a way?” Offering me a lazy gaze, he cocks his head.

	“Yes, I suppose I do.” Lashes fluttering, a helpless moan rips from me when his fingers dip into my wet folds and then they circle, teasing and taunting my pussy like he has all the time in the world.

	“Do you dare to rile your king up with statements like that?” He fucks my pussy with his thick fingers.

	“Yes.”

	RIPPPPPPPPPPPPP.

	His other hand shreds the fabric of my nightgown and exposes my breasts.

	Unable to think clearly or being affected by any shame, I squeeze my breasts and tease my nipples allowing him to see. His hooded gaze sweeps over me and every groan which leaves him spurs me on until I am going with the motion and sending my hips forward, chasing his thick fingers as they part my pussy and tease its quivering walls. 

	I cry out!

	It bounces off the stone.

	The powerful sensation strikes. It forces my thighs to quiver helplessly. It makes me scream!

	Alexander stops.

	Everything crashes down all around me.

	I am a sweat-covered, mewling and whimpering mess. “Alexander.” 

	A kiss is pressed to the inside of my knee and then he licks, licks, licks, moving higher.

	Tortured, I regard him with stunned impatience. So many questions swirl around at the front of my tangled mess of a mind. “Alexander.”

	The groan which leaves him sinks into my bones and crawls its way up to my heart, capturing it.

	My mouth falls open when his lips encircle my swollen clit. It rolls and flutters. Teasing. He purges on my pussy! Then sucks on the tortured bud of nerves! I SCREAM! I make a weak attempt to escape his ministrations, but he clutches me tight. The sensations are too strong, too foreign, too incredible. Wet lips rush over my flesh, and when my thighs shake helplessly, I am gifted with a beaming white smile from my future husband. My love. My king. Like a madwoman, I buck against his mouth, whimpering out his name. 

	“Oh, dear God!” My legs scrabble over the sweat-soaked leather. “Oh, holy fuck!”

	He is ravenous as he eats my pussy. 

	An eager tongue glides over my tender flesh. Large hands cup my bottom, shoving me upward. Gray eyes regard me with mischief and that perfect pink tongue slides over my folds and slips down, down, down and skates over a place I vowed I’d never let a man touch again! I yelp at the shock and almost snake out of Alexander’s grip, but his beautiful mouth is back on my pussy just as quick, licking and sucking on the tender flesh.

	Writhing and whining out incoherent words, I allow myself to be consumed!

	With the roll of his tongue, a squelch fills the air and behind it follows one delicious wave.

	It causes my eyes to water and ungodly sounds to rip from my throat.  

	I cannot stop them.

	I cannot stop the raging of my heart as it threatens to beat right out of my chest.

	I cannot still my quaking thighs.

	With my fingers tangled in Alexander’s hair, I feed him everything he seeks to take from me, willingly.

	I offer it all…

	Tis a gift for a king!

	“ALEXANDER!” The orgasm strikes me like a rebel force.

	He grips me tight.

	My face twists into the most euphoric expression and I allow myself to be taken away by the intense pleasure, whimpering and crying out as it clutches me fiercely until it decides to let me go.

	I peer up at the rafters high above us, panting.

	My tummy quivers when Alexander presses a kiss there and peppers more of them in a line along my flesh until he is hovering above me and his face is in mine. “I won’t ask if you enjoyed that?”

	“There is no need to.” Smiling, I reach down and palm his cock.

	“You shouldn’t beg for things which you are not prepared to handle.” His laugh is deep and arrogant!

	“I am prepared to suffer through pain and agony and everything which comes with it to have you, Alexander. I am prepared to sacrifice myself if it would make you happy. And I mean that with all of my heart.”

	His gray eyes sweep over me before they soften. “I do believe your words…”

	“You should.” 

	“I do.” He teases the tip of my nose with his own. “Say the words, Briar…”

	A little giggle leaves me. “I do, Alexander, I do.”

	 


Alexander

	 

	WE ARE APPROACHING THE end of fall.

	Soon, these lands will be covered in snow and it will be much too cold to venture outside.

	The sky above is gray. The air is cool. And the salty breeze washes over my skin as the waves crash into the shoreline. Above me, the seagulls dip and dance in the sky. And in the distance the ocean is rough and covered in white caps as the waves tumble in. It is a perfect morning, except that I am without her…

	I shut my eyes for a moment and breathe it all in.

	Traveler’s whinny yanks me out of my thoughts.

	“Okay, boy, I know you’re anxious.” I tap him on his flank a few times, assuring my friend that although we are in a new place observing an unfamiliar view and that the turf under his hooves is foreign, that all will be well because we are together. “Just relax.” My mouth nears his twitching left ear. 

	Traveler’s temper remains agitated and even more so at the sight ahead of Briar.

	I urge Traveler to trot on. 

	And it seems the closer we get to her, the more anxious the horse becomes to gallop her way.

	She stands at the shoreline, wrapped in a cloak and with arms folded across her chest. Her mahogany locks are taken away with the wind and her cheeks are even more pink from the chill.

	Briar backs away from the shoreline when she spots us approaching.

	The wind whips around us and the boom of the waves when they crest and hit the sand is nearly deafening. 

	“Whooooa, boy.” Tugging on his reins, Traveler comes to a complete stop and lingers near Briar.

	She squints. 

	“Good morning!” I smile.

	“Good morning!” She runs a hand over Traveler’s coat. 

	“What are you doing out here?” 

	She laughs. “Please you do not have to worry, I am not alone.” Her brows lift and she gestures with her chin in the direction of the five guards who patrol the beach. They are close enough to keep a watchful eye on my future wife but far enough away that she is allowed to have some time alone if one could call this that.

	“Yes, you are correct in that you are not alone!”

	She frowns. 

	I laugh out loud.

	“This beach is spectacular!” She brushes her hair back and away from her face.

	“Yes, it is.” Reaching down, I offer her my hand. “Please join me for a ride this morning.” 

	Hesitation skates across her features.

	Hand suspended in the air, I grin. “Is it not a wonderful proposal?”

	She scans the beach and then her hazel eyes settle on mine. “Yes, actually, it is a perfect proposal!” Her small hand slides into my palm.

	And with one big tug and a hoist, Briar chuckles as she is positioned in the saddle along with me.

	I link an arm around her waist, pull her close to me and press my nose into her hair, breathing in her strands. “We will not get to do such things often, Briar, so we should enjoy them when we can.” 

	The ocean spray hits us when a wave comes crashing in.

	We are windswept and salt-dusted.

	We are free!

	A sincere smile sits on her lips. “I am quite aware the time which we have here in Cornwall, like this, we may never have again, or at least not any time soon.” She grows sad.

	Self-sacrifice is the true and noble mark of a ruler…

	The life of royalty is not one of freedom, and after we are married, our movements will become even more restricted. We will much of the time be confined to Berkhamsted Castle, mostly for our own safety.

	I gaze out at the tumultuous sea. “It was important for me to bring you here before we are married.”

	“Why?”

	“I wanted to show you a little piece of my life before it became so complicated.” With the nudge of my boot into his side, I urge Traveler to ease into a trot and he does. 

	“What do you mean?”

	“My father brought me here once…when I was just a boy…to this very beach.”

	“Oh.” Briar’s chin lowers. 

	We share a sadness which cannot be spoken.

	Traveler trots on.

	Briar’s warm hand rests atop mine. “Alexander.” Her hazel orbs meet mine. 

	“Yes.” 

	“How long will you leave your mother and Jean-Baptiste in the dungeon?”

	“I do not know.”

	“What if they decide to repent?”

	It would make no difference…

	“There is nothing that will ever bring my father back.” My jaw sets tight. “I miss him.”

	And I know you miss him too…

	“I just want to know why and exactly what happened…” Her eyes shine with sadness.

	Pressing a kiss to her temple, I pull her small frame closer to my chest as the salty English wind hits us from all sides and remain silent.

	“To keep them there indefinitely, Alexander, is like condemning them to a lifetime of torment.”

	Is that not what they have done to me?

	“One’s death should be swift if it is possible. If not found guilty, you should set them free, Alexander.”

	I heed her words…

	“Don’t you want to know why and exactly what happened, Alexander?” 

	What does it matter?

	He is gone. Wiped off the face of the earth never to return. Taken away from me on that evil night…

	Briar faces ahead. “I just want to know why…”

	You will never have your answers, Briar, for they will not set your heartbreak free…

	“She-is-my-mother.” It is a statement which provides no clarification at all yet says everything. “It is not a matter I wish for you to worry about, Briar. We will be married soon. I wish for you to revel in that fact. I wish for you to simply be happy.” I smile.

	“I know.”

	I hold her close to me as we trot ahead, surrounded by the sea breeze and the gray sky above.

	“Still, I urge you to make a decision as to their fates, Alexander.” Turning her head to look up at me, she frowns. “You must.”

	“I promise you that I will make a decision as to their fates soon, Briar.”

	And a promise is a promise…

	 


Briar 

	

	INTO THE COLD WIND and with the salt spray washing over our faces, we ride!

	The breeze whips my hair around and floats into my nostrils, and when I breathe it all in, my head suddenly becomes clear and free of worry. I glance over my shoulder at Alexander, adoring the chiseled lines of his face and how the wind makes his ash-brown strands messy as it slips through it.

	My heart rate soars. The English air fills my lungs. My cheeks hurt from smiling so much.

	I feel like a little kid again.

	And in this moment, Alexander seems like just a boy.

	Not a king.

	He seems less like a man who has the heft of England on his shoulders.

	It’s as if for just a short moment, as we gallop these spectacular shores of Cornwall it is just us in the world. Because we truly are in our own world…Settling against his hard chest, I reach up and palm his bearded cheek. A kiss is pressed to the inside of my hand. Shifting, I snuggle into the curve between his chin and neck and breathe him in. Then I face ahead once more and regard our beloved England with awe.

	The stormy sky.

	The endless shore.

	The green, green land.

	It is lovely, as always. 

	I am swept away…

	Shutting my eyes for a moment, I revel in the sensation of the wind which whips around us and hits my cheeks. The cry of the seagulls which fly high above fills my ears. The surrounding sea envelops me, bringing a calm I’ve never felt before with it.

	My eyes sweep over Traveler.

	He is a magnificent horse.

	The most magnificent one I’ve ever seen—black, shiny, powerful, and at least sixteen hands. 

	A spirited horse which often doesn’t let people get too close to him.

	He is guarded to the ultimate degree.

	Yet, he is always so afraid.

	And cannot find that he can be calmed just by anyone.

	But, he settles when I am near. 

	Traveler is much like his master…

	“Come on, boy!” Alexander urges Traveler to gallop faster. 

	Craning my neck to the gray sky, I laugh loudly, finding myself wrapped up in an endless giggle.

	Alexander’s arm is secured around my waist and his free hand grips the reins tightly. Traveler has settled into a gallop. His ebony mane flows and he pants harshly with his powerful gait.

	Alexander laughs. 

	It is unbridled and free and sincere.

	He is happy in this moment.

	Free.

	As am I.

	The rolling waves crash into the shoreline and send salt spray up to the sky.

	“Eeeeeeeasy, boy.” Alexander urges Traveler out of his gallop and the horse settles into a slow gait along the shore. “I quite enjoyed that.” He huffs out a breath and gazes out at the sea. “It brings back fond memories.” He smiles.

	I meet his watery eyes with my own.

	“I remember everything about that day, Briar, even though it was so long ago…” 

	Traveler comes to a complete stop and soon his long whinny drifts on the wind.

	A gush of salt spray hits us.

	“It is in your spirit, Alexander.” 

	His Adam’s apple bobs when he swallows. “Yes, Briar, those memories will live forever within me. He will live forever in my blood. He-is-in-my-blood. And no amount of time which passes will ever make me forget him. It’s as if he is locked in the cage of my heart and I have thrown away the key.”

	I smile.

	“I will never let him go.”

	With a hand, I urge Alexander’s lips to come to mine.

	And we kiss.

	 


Alexander

	 

	LATER THAT EVENING…

	The night is calm. A brisk briny breeze slips in through the window ahead. A candle flickers and burns signally it’s on the last of its wick and the fireplace roars. 

	Looking around, I absorb the simple details of Bond Manor.

	Alabaster and porous limestone walls. Oak floors. Maple beams which run the length of the pitched ceiling overhead. It is simplicity. It is nothing compared to the size nor opulence of Berkhamsted Castle.

	And then my eyes settle on the large vase of white hydrangeas…

	The delicate flowers placed around this house were a specific request and one that I knew would make Briar feel as if she was home, even though we are so far away from it. I find that the flowers comfort me also…

	Briar slouches in the chair across the table, eyes tired and fiddling with her fork. “It is quiet here.”

	Beyond the window, my eyes find the line of guards which surround this manor. “Yes.”

	“It is just you and me.”

	“Yes.”

	“I feel like we are worlds away from our real lives when we are here.”

	I scan the den. “Do you like this place?”

	Briar smiles. “Yes, I very much do.” 

	The distant sound of the waves crashing into the shoreline fills my ears.

	“I have never been anywhere like this, Alexander.” She shifts in her seat to sit straighter. “Thank you for bringing me here.” Her teeth bite down on her bottom lip. “I love this place. I know I will miss it dearly when we must leave.” She huffs.

	I laugh softly. “I suppose I will too.”

	The day has been long…

	After our time on the beach, I had retreated to what felt like another endless gathering with the nobles and the barons. Briar had returned here, and against the cook’s insistence, she had prepared a meal of roasted duck, fingerling potatoes, and carrots. The plates which rest in front of us are bare of the meal we’d just eaten.  

	I take a swig of the wine in my goblet.

	Briar will not touch hers.

	We meet eyes as I set the goblet down slowly.

	“A man full of the devil’s nectar does wild things…” Briar teases.

	In the Gospel of John at the Marriage of Cana, didn’t Jesus turn water into wine?

	“Is that so?” I lift a brow.

	A girlish smile curves up on her lips. “Yes.”

	“Or, do you mean a woman full of the devil’s nectar does wild things?”

	With her lips pursed, she edges closer to the table. The breeze which slips in through the windows ruffles the thick tresses which frame her pretty face. She looks absolutely stunning beneath the warm golden light dressed in a pale blue nightgown. She snatches up the goblet in front of her, puts it to her lips and drinks.

	I am fixated on the action.

	She drinks and drinks and drinks.

	A soft laugh rattles my chest.

	An appreciative gasp leaves her before she sets the goblet down slowly and licks her lips.

	I sit back in my chair, stretching out. “How did that just feel?”

	“Liberating.” Her lashes lower. 

	Cocking my head to the side, I smirk.

	This woman is my friend.

	She is my lover.

	And most importantly of all, she is soon to be my future queen.

	“You are beautiful.”

	She lifts a brow. “And so are you.”

	My chest swells with the way she looks at me—like I am mighty—like I am her God.

	I draw power from those filthy gazes she gifts me with as her eyes sweep over my bare chest. This woman is intoxicating. She infects my veins, crawls inside them and does her bloody work.

	My lips are pressed together tightly.

	Slowly, Briar rises from her seat and I eye her warily as she drags her slender fingers across the shiny surface of the table, moves along the length of it, and stops when she is finally lingering near me.  

	The waning candlelight casts a shadow behind her and beneath her nightgown I am able to trace the line of her curvy figure with my eyes. Taut nipples. Shapely thighs. And a bum so big and round I swear it could blot out the sun if it ever did show its face.

	I shift in my seat to face her and settle into a lazy pose.

	One step closer.

	And another and another, until she stops and remains still, toying with the hem of her dress.

	Peering up at her, my heart races around in my chest at what I find traced into her delicate features.

	Desire?

	Filth.

	Need.      

	“I have never felt like this, Alexander.” Her movements are delicate and intriguing.

	“What do you mean?” 

	Her fingers float my way and soon they are stroking my cheek and teasing my beard. “So strong.”

	My eyes narrow.

	A wondrous smile dances across her lips and settles there. “So powerful.”

	A groan floats from me when she edges closer and her legs part so that my outstretched ones are between hers.

	“This feeling, Alexander, it is addictive.”

	When she leans forward, a thick section of her hair sweeps across my cheek. I take the chance to inhale her before she backs away but keeps her hands settled on my shoulders. 

	We shouldn’t be here like this.

	Shit.

	It is too soon…

	“I am in control, Alexander, finally, of my own destiny…” Awe sweeps over her face before her eyes settle on mine once more. “The realization that I now control my own future makes me wet.” She moans. 

	I hang my head, unable to deny how enthralled I am by her and how incredible she looks.

	She doesn’t move.

	Lazily, my fingers tease the hem of her nightgown and then the soft skin on her thighs until they move higher and higher. A hiss slips from me when they tease the wetness which slicks the insides of her thighs. 

	Briar whimpers.

	I groan. “You are wet.”

	“Yes.” 

	“But you’re always wet.”

	“Yes.”

	Pale thighs shiver around my hand as if it’s cold but there’s nothing but heat between us.

	We are scorching.

	I sink into her wetness and tease her clit with the brush of my fingers.

	A gasp drifts from her at the unrelenting torment.

	“This power, Alexander, it is intoxicating.” The wine encourages her sweet giggle. “I will rule England alongside you.” Her hand slips down between her thighs and immediately she begins to pleasure herself with rough strokes which wrench her body forward when she does.

	Mouth falling wide open, I throw my hands up in surrender, shock and awe marring my features.

	She may not realize it, but I am submitting.

	It is the only way.

	Still, it is too soon… 

	Her own impatient hands tear at her nightgown and with the action the supple mounds of her breasts are revealed. Unable to help myself, my mouth crashes to them and I lick and suck and tease the taut pink buds, panting like a beast as I do. 

	She moves slowly, so slowly, and dips down to press a kiss to my lips.

	I am in physical pain watching this…

	With a gaped mouth and her neck cranes to the wooden beams high above us and long lashes fluttering, the orgasm snatches her and takes her up high and away for just a little while.

	Yanking at my trousers, and moving as quickly as I can, I shove them down to my knees and my cock flies free.

	Briar’s wails ease.

	Still, she is delirious.

	She’ll need to be for what we’re about to do next.

	My hand clutches her nape, the other settles roughly, impatiently, eagerly, at her right hip.

	I force her to look me in the eyes, holding her, peering up into her gorgeous face.

	Hot breaths are traded.

	The scent of desire whips and swirls around us like something evil we cannot fight or see.

	Briar trembles when I pull her soft body down, lower, lower, lower.

	“Ohhhhhhhhh, Briar.” I almost black the fuck out.

	A sharp sensation shoots up the shaft of my cock which won’t abate.

	Pain.

	Pleasure.

	Unpreventable shock.

	It all weaves its way into her tormented expression.

	I am sorry. I am sorry. I am sorry.

	Wet flesh sheaths and clenches me in spasms which match the rhythm of Briar’s breathing.

	I wait for her protest unsure of what I’ll do with it when it comes…

	She does nothing, only falls into my gaze when I settle into hers.

	We breathe.

	There are no other sounds.

	The wobble of her bottom lip assures me that I have taken her by surprise.

	She was warned.

	She did not listen.

	I meant every goddamn word I had said.

	It was a warning. An invitation. A bloody declaration.

	But nothing could prepare her for this…

	You may not be a virgin, Princess Briar, but when I take you, I promise that you will forget about all the men who have ever come before me. 

	Courage is carved between her knotted brows. Spine stiff. Body tight in my secure grip.

	So, so warm.

	I gift her with a gaze which aims to imbue her with hope.

	You can do it. Take me. All of me. I am willing to bleeeeeeeeeeeed from your thorns!

	We share everything.

	I give everything.

	Everything. Everything.

	And everything this is—a union, the meeting of hot flesh and devilish desires…I want it with her.

	Only her.

	I encourage her to breathe, relax, focus, as she takes more of me.

	Still…she cracks.

	She can’t catch her breath.

	Instantly, a tear leaps over her eyelid and trickles fast and hot down her cheek. I hold her close, unable to stifle my groan when she shifts forward and buries a long howl into the crook of my neck.

	I hold her.

	I so fucking hold her.

	My rose.

	My saint.

	The woman of my motherfucking nightmares…

	Despite the pain wrapped exquisitely around the pleasure of the gift I am giving her, she makes no attempt to escape. I could never let her go. I will not let her go. A ragged exhale escapes me when she shifts and her bare feet scrabble across the floor, searching for purchase. 

	SCRAAAPPPPPEEEEEEEE.

	The chair moves, almost shatters when her hips rise and her pussy walls glide over my cock with a squelch. I’m helpless to stop her since I find myself too embroiled in the pleasure, groaning like a wounded animal and covered in sweat. Lips parted and breaths bated, I regard her curiously before she falls completely, taking allllllll of me.

	“Alexander.” Her bottom lip quivers.

	The groan I expel causes my chest to quake and I struggle to breathe.

	I will never be the same again…

	I am forever changed.

	I am ransacked.

	Heart stolen. 

	With each rise and fall with her supple flesh as her hips crash into mine, I forget how to rule…

	For it is my future queen who in this moment, overpowers me.

	 


Briar

	 

	MY HEART HAS BEEN impaled…

	Choking out helpless tears, I suck in air, finding myself absorbed by the haunting gray eyes which peer back at me. Alexander’s expression is stone and his grip around my frame is a force of reckoning. 

	The pain…

	Oh, dear God, the pain…

	But the pleasure!

	I am beside myself with it and unable to catch my breath…My unsteady hand settles on Alexander’s powerful shoulder and my fingers curl into hard, sweat-slicked and muscular flesh. When I inhale, I breathe in the masculine scent of him…It is calming. It is unique. It is Alexander…

	And now it is all mine.

	“Oh.” His large hands settle at my hips, fingers curling into the skin there and no matter the discomfort shoved up and between my wanton thighs, the spreading, the fullness, the stretching…

	Still, I rise.

	Up and down, I move, slowly, expelling horrified sounds. 

	Beneath long dark lashes, he looks up at me, those grays worship me. 

	From between perfect and clenched white teeth, a long and lazy hiss slips from Alexander. 

	The chair rocks, legs threatening to break as our motioning weight threatens to shatter the thing.

	A wail drifts from me and ricochets off the stone which surrounds us.

	I struggle to take Alexander’s massive cock that is all but boring a hole into my goddamn soul, but I forge ahead and set my hips against him with the motion. Heat. Desire. It is all something I cannot fight. Despite the pain, I only want more…Wet and quivering, my pussy walls part and envelop every fat inch of him. Up and down I move, crying out, searching for his delicious lips and send my own crashing toward his, until I settle into a rhythm. 

	The wooden chair creaks and screams with the violent motion.

	“Oh, Briar.” Alexander grips me tight, marking me with his fingertips, staining me, wrecking me.

	I rock against him, clit dragging torturously over his sweaty skin, intensifying the sensation which surges to my knees and makes them wobble. The bones leave my legs and I sink against Alexander, weeping and wailing, pleasure-soaked and desperate for more. 

	A big hand slides up the back of my neck so tenderly and settles at my nape, stroking. Leaning in, Alexander presses his perfect nose into my cheek. “I love you, Briar.” Greedily, he sucks my top lip into his mouth, tongue delves firmly, and then he kisses me softly. 

	At the twitch of his big cock deep inside me, I mewl out words I cannot understand.

	“I love you so much.” Forcing my head back and exposing the line of my neck, gray eyes pierce mine. “I am yours. I promise you, Briar. I am yours.” The confession leaves him angrily but still resolute and honest.

	I believe him.

	I believe every word he says.

	This man might be a lot of things, but he is not a liar.

	He would never lie to me.

	After all, a promise is a promise…

	Weakly, I nod. 

	With a harsh inhale, he breathes in my skin as if it energizes his very soul and licks and kisses away my tears. “It is too soon.”

	Wrapped up in ecstasy and still unable to untangle myself from him, I weep.

	“It is too soon.”

	“What do you mean, Alexander?” 

	He does not reply to my question, only wraps his arms tighter around me and lifts my small frame to rise and fall against him. My lips find his, and after stealing a harsh kiss from his beautiful mouth, I bury my nose in his cheek. We are chest to chest. Heart to heart. We are one. 

	Alexander growls and the motion becomes out of control. 

	I hold on for dear life.

	We move.

	We rock.

	I rise and fall against him, sheathing his incredible length, stretching from his punishing girth. 

	Wet. Wet. Wet.

	It’s in the air…

	The filthy sounds are ignored. 

	They only drive Alexander on.

	He softens.

	He opens his heart to me even more.

	He is laying his armor down…for me.

	Struggling to breathe and with weak arms, mouth gaped, all I can do is hold on to him.

	Stretching. Filling. Parting.

	He sends me out of this world with euphoria! 

	Our flesh meets and every kiss of our hips is delivered with precision.

	It all strikes me hard and forces me to scream! “ALEXANDER!” The sensations whirl and twist and send my stomach up in my throat. Gritting my teeth, I grind myself against him, lost, but reminded that I am alive when the powerful and cataclysmic orgasm takes over my soul. 

	Alexander fucks me still.

	I am saturated with sweat—his and mine—skin, hair, pussy. It drips down and into my eyes and mixes with my tears that fall. But no matter what, he won’t let me escape his gaze. He peers deep into me, searching places no one has ever seen, stealing from me. He is taking his power. He is owning me.

	I am loved. I am loved. I am loved.

	His beautiful mouth opens wide and then he bares perfect white teeth. 

	I yelp when the serpent goes wild in my pussy—pulsing, throbbing, exploding!

	And I know it is done.

	I am full of cum…and I am so very grateful. 

	Yet, I am also still unmarried…

	Shit.

	The groan Alexander expels threatens to bring down the walls of Bond Manor.

	He has given me everything…

	Filled me.

	Claimed me.

	Loved me.

	I am saturated with it all!

	Cock still throbbing, he clutches the back of my head with his big hand and doesn’t say a word.

	Only shivers.

	“Thank you.” A tear slips down my cheek. “Thank you.”

	“Who am I?” His eyes hold a fierceness.

	“You are my king. And I love you so, so much.”

	A satisfied moan leaves him before his forehead falls to mine. “You-are-mine.”

	“Yes.”

	A victorious smile lands on his lips. “You are my rose.” 

	And on your thorns, happily, I bleed…

	 


Alexander

	 

	“WHAT ARE YOU DOING here?” My words are clipped.

	“I do not know, Your Majesty.” Heaving for breath, Terra’s massive form shuffles nearer to the willow tree. “I do not know.” The whites of her eyes are huge beneath the darkness. “But what a treat it is to be outside breathing in the air and absorbing the beauty of these lands again.” Her curious gaze bounces about. The amazement in her features never leaves. After all, it’s been about a thousand years since Terra has left the depths of Berkhamsted Castle. 

	Tonight, Raven Forest is calm.

	More calm than I have ever witnessed it.

	The crickets chirp. The drawn-out croak of a bullfrog fills the air. The moths flutter about.

	My lips part and I suck in a breath before I scan the landscape.

	So green.

	So dark beyond the trees.

	Above us the white moon shines down and the stars twinkle bright in the night sky.

	Where is she?

	The ache is my chest intensifies the longer I wait and the more my heart beckons to find her.

	Growling, Terra hobbles toward me. “What are you looking for, Your Majesty?”

	Not what, but who…

	Why doesn’t she know?

	Terra touches my arm lightly, attempting to get my attention as I pace. I step over the thick foliage, maneuver over branches, and peer into the massive trunks of old dead trees.

	I allow a shudder to leave me freely, unashamed that I am affected so.

	“Your Majesty, what are you looking for?”

	Without answering her question, angrily and with gritted teeth, I whirl around and face the old witch. “What are you doing here?” I eye her for a long moment.       

	She only offers me a few blinks and a shameful expression. “I knew this would happen, Your Majesty.”

	“Pardon me.” Stomping over stones, and marching through the thick grass, I stop.

	Panic races around in my rib cage and arrests my heart.

	She should be here by now?

	Where is she?

	I am lost without her.

	Terra shakes her head. “I knew this would happen.”

	My face twists. “You knew what would happen…”

	She silences.

	Stomping toward her, I grip the old woman by the rags which cover her and breathe in her stench. “You knew whattttt would happen?” A desperate huff slips from me and I breathe, waiting for the old witch’s reply.

	Worried eyes full of tears regard me.

	And soon it drifts into my nostrils…

	My brows knot. Tears fill my eyes. My heart struggles to beat.

	“You gave your heart away, Alexander.”

	I regard the old woman with so many questions.

	“And she did too.”

	Terra’s bottom lip quivers. “You sacrificed.”

	“Yesssss.” Spittle flies from my mouth.

	“And with sacrifice often, Your Majesty, comes pain, comes loss.”

	I dare not turn to my right for fear of what I will see.

	The roar of it all stops me from breathing altogether. And then the petals…They’re floating on the wind ever so delicately. They’re no longer beautiful, but dry and brittle and dead. 

	A thick tear slips from Terra’s left eye. “Please do not look, Your Majesty.”

	I can do no such thing.

	With an open mouth and barely able to breathe, slowly, I twist to my right.

	“Alexander, Alexander, Alexander, my king.” Briar’s sweet voice surrounds me.

	As Berkhamsted Castle in the distance burnnnnnnnns… 

	It is a raging ball of flames—coming apart and collapsing all around us in a hot stone heap. The drawbridge lowers and the horses which once resided in the large paddock that I cherish explode from it. Hope for life behind those massive walls blooms in my chest but it dies a quick death when the flames licking across their ruined coats comes into view. 

	Traveler, my loyal steed, enveloped by bright and angry orange flames, gallops my way.

	He is death and determination befriended.

	But the two share no love at all.

	There is only hate between them.

	And I know only one will win the battle…

	Shock and awe sweep over my gaze before my eyes return to Terra’s bewildered ones.

	“This is your sacrifice, Your Majesty.” Her bony fingers grip my arm tightly. “She stayed behind…”

	As a woman like Briar would…

	“She wanted you to live.” 

	And I wanted her to stay by my side forever…

	Terra’s smile is weak. 

	“She gave all for you. She gave all for England. She gave everything for the people.” A strangled breath struggles to leave me.

	“I am sorry, Your Majesty, but she is gone.”

	Noooooooooooooooo!

	Standing, helpless, breathing, heart barely beating, I witness my castle—my home burn to the ground.

	I let her die.

	I did not save her.

	I could not protect her.

	A roar explodes from me and I regard Terra for the answers she seems unable to provide.

	Is this the future? 

	Is this a vivid showing of what is to come should we choose to remain together?

	Is this a warning?

	THIS IS A MOTHERFUCKING NIGHTMARE!

	The weight of it all threatens to bury me.

	I sink down, down, down to my knees and weep.

	All is gone.

	She is gone.

	I am alone.

	Without her.

	I am as good as dead.

	I am a king no more.

	I AM A MAN WITH NOTHING!

	Only destroyed, destroyed, destroyed.

	I always knew I would be her ruin, just as she is mine…

	 


Briar 

	

	I JACKNIFE IN BED, uncurling from Alexander’s unyielding grip. It’s the murmurs which have woken me along with my own pounding heartbeat. I scramble away from where he lies on his back, sprawled and with his head turned to the side, cheek planted against the pillow, whimpering.

	“No, please, Terra, you must do something…” His body jerks and twitches.      

	Easing out of my own dizziness, what is occurring in front of me suddenly becomes apparent…

	Alexander’s long locks are sweat-saturated and wild.  His powerful chest heaves. Soaked bedsheets are tangled around his waist. His fingers curl. His head thrashes from side to side. Thick tears trickle from his eyes which are squeeze tightly together with a mighty strength. 

	A horrified breath leaves me, and I struggle to take another one.

	I have never seen him like this…

	Is this what his nightmares do to his spirit?

	He looks nothing like the man I only regarded hours ago. In this moment, he is not powerful, or in control, or calm. The man who lies before me looks nothing like a king. The man I love is just a boy in this moment…

	Vulnerable.

	Exposed.

	Honest.

	Pure.

	It all slams into me like an unstoppable force which disturbs my entire being when it does. “Alexander.” I palm his cheek. “Alexander, please wake up.”

	Eyes still shut, writhing and tucking himself into a protective ball, he sobs like a wounded child.

	Pain infects me at his suffering, at witnessing him so weak, so helpless.

	I don’t know what to do, so I shake him a little, desperately. “Alexander, please wake.”

	Oh, why did he insist I sleep here…

	Breath-stealing sobs leave him.

	Shaken to my very core, I cry too.

	“Alexander, please wake.” Caressing his cheek, he has none of it and whacks my hand away.

	I retreat, shifting back a little to give him space.

	“No, please, Terra, YOU MUST DO SOMETHING!” A roar explodes from his chest.

	I nearly fall off the bed.

	His eyes snap open, chest heaves and all falls silent for just a little while. 

	I swallow back all the bile which has crawled its way up in my throat.

	“Briar.” Entrancing gray eyes regard me.

	“Alexander.”

	A terrified gasp rips from him, and immediately, he looks away from me to hide away his shame.

	“You were having a nightmare?”

	“It was nothing.” Composure once again flows through his veins. 

	Approaching him, I swallow just as a tear rushes down my cheek. “Please tell me about it.”

	His bottom lip quivers when he exhales another breath. “It was nothing.”

	Taking his large hand in mine, I pull it to my lips and press a kiss to it, soaking it in my tears.

	Alexander shifts to look at me.      

	“You cannot protect me from everything.” My voice begs.

	“I can.” His gaze is unrelenting. “And I will.”

	But, you can’t…

	“We shouldn’t marry, Alexander.”

	He settles into a regal position and takes my face in his large palms, forcing me to look at him. 

	I manage a weak smile.

	“Don’t ever say such things…” He scowls. 

	“You know it and I know it.” 

	Utter torment skitters across his brow.

	All the things which he refuses to acknowledge about our union…

	A reality about our future he simply will not accept…

	But, I see it, maybe not clearly…But, I see it.

	Ahead of us is a rose-petal-laden path of horror which we will trod together while holding hands!

	It cannot be…

	But, it is.

	My tears fall and he licks every single drop away. “Please don’t ever say such things…”

	“Tell me about your nightmare…”

	“No.” His lips are sealed.

	“Tell me, Alexander.” The plea breaks out of me over and over.

	And still, he refuses, only peppers kisses to my lips before he consumes my mouth entirely.

	My tongue delves into his, searching and wanting to stay there a while, tasting him.

	The kiss ends.

	We only stare at each other and breathe.

	“I will not allow you to suffer the same torment I do.” He clutches my face once more. “I-will-not.”

	“You don’t have to, Alexander…” 

	His thick brows collide. “What do you mean?”

	A sob shakes me. “You don’t have to, Alexander…” My eyes shut a long while before they open again. “Because I can still smell the smoke…”

	 


CHAPTER

	VIII

	 

	Alexander       

	 

	LONG GONE ARE THE blustery and unforgettable shores of Cornwall…

	We have found ourselves behind the thick walls of Berkhamsted Castle again for a few weeks now.

	It has been a most memorable time, deserved time, I should say, that I was able to spend with a woman who I’ve grown so close to in the preceding months. I have not touched her since leaving Cornwall…

	I am trying not to, but my efforts seem futile.  Everything in my trousers swells with the thought of taking her again, only the next time it will be different…

	As of lately, Briar has chosen to remain in her chamber, eating in private and sleeping alone although she has the opportunity to spend the night in my bed. I am not quite sure how I feel about that… 

	Lowering my gaze, I focus on the pawns. 

	They litter the chessboard.

	Tapping my finger on the edge of it, I decide my next move.

	It isn’t one my opponent would be expecting if I had one sitting to the other side of this table.

	King takes the bishop and leaves the queen standing.

	With a sigh, I stretch out in my chair and when I flex my fingers they ball in a tight fist.

	“Your Majesty.” Hamilton’s voice cuts into my thoughts. 

	I almost forgot he was even here.

	He takes a breath. “Have you made your decision?”

	I do not look his way. “Yes.” I rise and stride across the room to where he stands.

	Hamilton’s eyes are solemn.

	Spinning away from him, I head toward the large window ahead and fiddle with the white tulips in the vase near it. Flowers are all about this chamber, filling it with life and color. They are a stark contrast to all the cold stone which surrounds me often. And beyond the window is Briar’s garden. It is stunning, and even though I know in a few months that it will be covered in frost, it will still be mesmerizing to look at for I know what it will become once again when spring sets upon us. 

	“With all due respect, but do you know what this means, Your Majesty?”

	“Yes, I do.”

	“Very well.” He exhales. “But, I should inform you of the consequences—”

	My head swings in his direction. “Do not dare lecture me about consequences, Hamilton.”

	I am well aware of them. 

	The crown releasing persons convicted of high treason is inconceivable. But, I find comfort in knowing that I will rewrite history with my unconventional decisions. And I have decided… 

	His mouth snaps shut. “Of course, Your Highness.” He swallows. “When?”

	A sharp exhale leaves my nose. “At the first sight of winter, when the chill is bone-deep and the snow falls…”

	She always loved the snow…

	“Very well, Your Majesty.” The clearing of his throat earns my attention. “A letter has been received from the Prince.” 

	I groan. “What did it say?”

	“It is addressed to you, Your Highness, I have not read it. When your mood has settled perhaps you should find the time to mull over his written words.”

	“I do not wish to sully the rest of my day, Hamilton.”

	“Yes, Your Majesty.”

	“All I wish to think of is that I will soon be a husband.”

	A genuine smile touches Hamilton’s lips, one I haven’t seen in quite some time. “Yes, Your Majesty, soon. And then shortly after, you can get to work on ensuring you have an heir.”

	Biting my lip, I laugh softly.

	I’m two steps ahead on the matter…

	And all thoughts of stripping Briar naked and taking her in every imaginable way flood my mind.

	“Lady Freya is on the last of the wedding preparations, Your Majesty.” 

	I massage the middle of my chest with a hand. “I will have a wife, Hamilton. England will have a queen. I will have someone to rule this great country at my side, always.” My eyes find Hamilton’s and my memory flickers back to how difficult our relationship was in the beginning, and I accept that now, he has become a great friend and advisor to me, just as he was to my father.  

	“Yes, this upcoming union is cause to celebrate. It most certainly is.” He grins. “I must apologize, Your Majesty, but I have other matters to attend to.”

	“Yes, of course.” I gesture with a hand. “You are dismissed.”

	“Thank you.”

	When the doors shut, I stride back over to the small table where the chessboard rests. I eye all the pieces which are set in perfect array and remain exactly where I’d put them. 

	Every piece has its place…

	The bishops. The knights. The pawns. The rooks. The queen. 

	They are all integral to this game only meant for faithful souls.

	Each piece shifts on the chessboard, but, only the king’s move will destroy all order and end the game.

	



	

Briar 

	 

	I RUN MY FINGERS over the brocade fabric. “This is gorgeous, Lady Freya.”

	“Yes, it is.” Smiling, she putters about my dressing parlor and lays out the remaining garments.

	Planting a hand to my chest and taking a step back, I examine my wedding dress.

	Lady Freya, who has been nothing but kind and gentle from the very moment I first met her, edges up close behind me. “It has been made just for you, Princess Briar.”

	Glancing over a shoulder, I meet her soft gaze. “Yes, it has, and it is marvelous.”

	“How do you feel?”

	“I feel wonderful.” A breath swells my chest as I spin around to face her. “I am a little afraid.”

	The corners of her eyes crinkle. “About becoming a wife, my dear, or about becoming the Queen of England?”

	“I suppose both.” I smile. “But, this is everything I want.” Pressing a hand to my belly, I leave it there for a moment, thinking. “I will be married…” 

	Again.

	Or, for all intents and purposes for the first time?

	I do not know how to view it.

	But, I will say that this time around, I am in love with the man who has promised his heart to me.

	So in love.

	Lady Freya smiles. 

	“I am in love,” I gush.

	“As you should be.”

	A giggle explodes from me and I collapse on the chaise in front of us in a heap of satin and silk.

	Lady Freya ignores my outburst. “I have much work to do so I should be going, Princess Briar.”

	“I will see you later!”

	The doors shut and I am left alone again and laughing to no end, I lie on my back and gaze up at the wooden beams high above me. I have not been to church. I have not made amends with Sister Rebecca. I have not handed out roses in weeks because I have been occupied with caring for Anna. 

	I should’ve have known better than to have brought Anna here. 

	Still, I would never send her away.

	I love her already.

	I am her mother. 

	So, I decide that even though secrets are monstrous little things, Anna is one which I will continue to keep.

	***

	Anna’s tiny fingers grip the windowsill as she peers out to the courtyard. “Why can’t I go outside?”

	My fingers rake through her chocolate curls. “I promise you that one day you will.”

	A sigh drifts from me.

	It’s late in the day.

	The sky above us is gray but still outside the landscape is gorgeous and green for miles. The tall green grass sways with the wind. The thick cloud cover moves in a westerly direction overhead. It is breathtaking.

	Raven Forest has been calm as of lately, but still, I find myself in Alexander’s nightmares…

	Often, they wake me, and when they do, I refuse to speak about them.

	I feel his torment.

	I feel his pain.

	How has he endured these visions for as long as he has without going mad?

	“It is so pretty out there, Mother.” Anna bounces on her toes.

	“Yes, it is.”

	“I only get to stay in this room and play with you and Aunty Vesper.” Her forehead wrinkles.

	“Yes, Anna, for now.” 

	Her shoulders fall and sadness settles in her blues.

	This has not been easy…

	Vesper ensures that she delivers the food to my chamber once it is prepared.

	Lady Freya also seldomly visits even though for all intents and purposes, she is my lady-in-waiting. Vesper ensures that Anna is smuggled out of this chamber when it needs to be cleaned. My quarters much of the time have been designated as “off-limits” without further explanation, and gratefully, no one demands one.

	I admit that to a child, even though Anna is allowed to roam around these quarters of the castle to play hide-and-seek and Simon Says with Vesper and me when it is empty, this fine chamber still must feel like a prison. Anna is caged, not free. And I know I cannot keep her behind the walls of Berkhamsted Castle like this for much longer without dampening her spirit.

	She wishes to go outside, and I am afraid I cannot let her; so often, I open the windows so that she can feel the wind on her face and breathe in the fresh scent of the grass.

	I drop down to my knees in front of her and cup her warm cheeks. “I promise you that soon I will take you to see the gardens, Anna, and you will get to sniff all the pretty flowers before winter comes.”

	With her eyes big and hopeful, she nods.

	“I promise you.” My words are full of conviction. 

	And a promise is a promise…

	“Yes, Mother.”

	Pulling her close, my arms wrap around her and she weeps into my shoulder.

	How do I fix this?

	Who do I tell?

	What if with my truth they rip Anna from my arms and send her away?

	“I am sorry, Anna.” I stroke her hair. “I will make this all better…”

	I just don’t know how…

	I just don’t know when…

	I am so very afraid of losing you…

	“I like it here, Mother.” She mumbles into my shoulder.

	“I know.”

	“And I don’t want to be sent away.”

	I force her to look at me. “Then you must stay hidden. You must stay quiet. You must stay a secret.”

	“Okay.”

	“Okay.” I hold her close to my thudding heart. “I won’t let you go, Anna. I promise, I won’t.”

	 


Alexander

	 

	THIS WOMAN IS EVERYWHERE…

	Like the Plague.

	I remain expressionless when I catch her with her ear pressed to a door, listening.

	My strides toward her are slow and as soundless as her eavesdropping is. “Anything of interest?”

	Vesper jumps and her head whips around to face me, eyes bright with surprise. “Your Majesty.” The two words leave her on a gasp.

	I arch a brow. “Good morning.”

	Fidgeting, Vesper gifts me with a smile. “Good morning to you as well…” 

	I step closer, towering over her, peering down into her mischievous features. “What could possibly interest you behind this door?”

	“Oh, nothing.” She gestures with a hand. “I was just passing by and I thought I heard something.”

	When her words cease and silence overtakes where we stand, I hear it…

	Fucking…

	With my brows knotted, I observe Vesper’s smirk.

	She stands a little straighter.

	I back away. “I don’t like people snooping around my castle.”

	“I was just curious.” She regards me with a haughty expression. “Besides, this place is so big, Your Majesty, I enjoy wandering around it and discovering all the interesting spaces it holds. Even beyond the gates is quite wondrous.”

	“So is the moat.”

	She holds my gaze. “Yes, so is the moat.”

	The cool air which floats through this massive corridor wraps around us. 

	Tilting my head to the left and then the right, I look into Vesper’s eyes. I cannot say I am happy with what I see, but after all, this woman is soon to be my sister-in-law. Her existence alone paves my way directly to Briar’s heart.

	“Do you love my sister?” 

	“Of course.” 

	Gnawing on her bottom lip, she looks away from me and then her gaze finds mine again. “Good, because I do not think she would survive another broken heart, Your Majesty.”

	And nor would I…

	“Briar is very dear to me.” Her sigh is dramatic. “She is a good person.”

	Unlike you.

	“Please do not educate me about your sister’s attributes which I am already fully aware of…” This woman offends me. “I have seen the far corners of her heart. I have tasted her tears. I have moved heaven and hell to make her smile.”

	A sly grin curves up on Vesper’s face. “You would do anything for her?”

	“Yes, anything.” 

	Her eyes scan me. “Very well then.”

	I grunt.

	The fucking behind this door goes on and on and on.

	We pretend not to hear it.

	“Then, I wish you both all the best.” Bouncing on her toes, Vesper’s smile is huge. “May I be dismissed from your presence, Your Majesty?”

	Stepping to the side and with the sweep of my arm, I allow her to pass.

	She takes easy strides ahead. 

	“Vesper.” I twist around to face her. 

	“Yes, Your Majesty.” Innocence which doesn’t belong there sweeps across her features.

	“If I ever catch you snooping around my castle again, I will ensure that you see the darkest part of it.” 

	Vesper freezes for a moment and then offers me a terse nod. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

	I do hope my message was received loud and bloody clear.

	 


Briar 

	 

	THERE WAS NO KNOCK on the door—no warning—no announcement of the King’s arrival…

	I simply rounded a corner, and there he was, standing in my chamber with his back to me, loitering in front of the window and looking into the distance beyond. He doesn’t come here often because I always ensure I go to him. Besides, he has been occupied and often is in the council chamber embroiled in deep discussions with Hamilton.

	Alexander’s hair is pulled away and off his face and secured in a knot. And everything he wears this morning is casual which indicates that his presence was not required in the royal court this morning. His schedule seems to be clear…Hence, I suppose, the very reason he is here in my chamber now.

	I could never be more grateful that Vesper had only moments ago taken Anna to get something to eat.

	Eyeing over the man I am soon due to marry, I become more at ease...

	His presence swallows up all the air.

	His silence causes my brows to crash together.

	He appears to be deep in thought.

	“I am surprised to see you.” I stride his way and then practically leap into his arms when he extends them. Unable to help myself, I press a greedy kiss to his lips. My legs wrap around his waist and my hand smooths his soft beard when I peer into his grays and find that they look fresh which tells he has managed to find a bit of rest.

	Alexander eases me down to the stone and keeps his eyes on me as he smooths my hair with a hand. 

	We remain that way for quite some time just staring at each other. 

	“I’ve missed you.” He smiles.

	“I’ve missed you too.”

	“Why did you not come to me last night?”

	Because I had to care for Anna.

	“I felt it was best that you get some rest.”

	A chuckle shakes his chest. “Did you?”

	“Yes.” I giggle.

	His lips crash down on my skin as he disrobes anxiously.

	I fall into the kiss and find myself helplessly grabbing at him, tongue delving into his mouth and breaths rapid as his large hands clutch me. “I thought we would wait to be joined in that way again until we are married.”

	Offering me a charming smile, his forehead falls to mine and his grays capture me and won’t let me go. “I don’t want to wait, Briar.”

	Neither do I.

	“I’ve been without you for long enough since we have returned to this place.”

	My hand brushes over his cheek.

	Shifting, his gaze softens, and nimble fingers make quick work between us, unbuckling and unfastening.

	Something between a giggle and a gasp leaves me when my back hits the wall, his weight planted firmly against mine. My thighs part wider, wanting and needing, and my dress is shoved up to gather around my waist. 

	To the left of me the courtyard comes into view…

	Life here at Berkhamsted Castle moves along as per usual. The servants rush around. Matron Rhodes speaks to a carriage driver. Charlotte lingers near a cart which is overflowing with fruits and vegetables, likely making a selection for tonight’s dinner. 

	They all work.

	Just as I did…once upon a time.

	A yank on my dress returns me to this moment...

	Another tug.

	A groan pulls me back under the spell of Alexander’s powerful gaze.

	His hands are all over me working me out of my garments and down to my bare skin.  

	I do nothing to stop him…only wait to receive all which I have missed so much.

	Alexander’s cheek is planted to mine.

	His warm sweet breaths skate along my skin.

	My mouth falls open, tongue desperate to feel the wet slide of his against mine.

	We are together, together, together—joined.

	A gentle kiss is pressed to my lips and those lips of his dance across my jawline, sucking and nibbling, consuming me and then they settle near my ear. “I don’t want to wait, Briar.” His whispers urge my body to quake. “After all…” His teeth nip at my lobe. “I’ve been waiting for you all my life.” His nose nudges my chin and my head is lifted with the movement when I am forced to peer into his eyes. 

	“And I for you.” A melancholy smile settles on my lips.

	I have struggled.

	I have loved and lost.

	I possess a heart which has once been filled again with hope by the magnificent man who holds me up.

	And I know it will always be this way.

	Us.

	Together.

	Strong.

	Ruling the very country we love more than life itself.

	Warm bare thighs settle between mine. Eager hands clutch my waist. I am anchored against the wall with no place to go. All that I have been holding back trickles from me and down my thighs like a welcoming wild river of lust which is begging to be explored by only a brave man. Only a man who could withstand these rapids should dare traverse my waters. And Alexander is everything and more. He-is-the-man. The only one.

	My top lip curls up.

	My insides ache.

	Expelling a savage groan, Alexander quakes and then a jolt moves through his body and I swear the energy is injected into mine. With a rut of his hips, all the air is stolen from my lungs. When I catch my breath, I wail. He fills me. Parts me. Conquers me. Forces my insides to meld around the swollen shaft of his cock. 

	A desperate gasp leaves my lips.

	My fingers attempt to find purchase at his shoulders.

	But I am weak.

	Eyes fixed on mine, thighs shaking, Alexander lowers jussst a bit and then without warning he sends my body toward the ceiling with a grunt. He ruts against me. Eager hips crash into mine over and over. The force sends sweat racing down my temples and embarrassing sounds to rip from my chest. I am a mess! 

	Desperate for him—his touch, his lips, his flesh…I am at his mercy and wrapped up in the force of him. 

	Be strong.

	Be strong.

	Be strong.

	“I feared this moment.” His eyes are wild with desire. “I fucking feared this moment.”

	There is no misunderstanding his words.

	The first time was an exception…him allowing me to move at my own pace.

	But this time…

	This is what it will be like. This is what he is like when his desire to conquer roams free…

	There is no stopping him! 

	His stroke becomes tortuously slow. His cock slides along my walls, tickling and tugging, slipping over every nerve ending there and leaves an unmistakable trace of itself behind. Marking me. Making me his…My body chases what it does not want to do without and what it will never forget. 

	My walls part but it is no match for this man’s cock which he plows into me with. 

	A tear trickles down my cheek.

	My hair is everywhere and falling over us in waves.

	A pathetic wail explodes from me.

	“I feared this moment, Briar, but I need to have you the way I want you.” His words hit me rapidly, but I can make no sense of them in my euphoria. “I need to have you the way I want you.” He fucks me harder.

	With each stroke, I am hammered into the wall and made new again, like an original.

	“You will be my queen.”

	“YES!”

	“You are my everything.”

	“Yes!” My fingertips get lost in his hair. 

	This man is commanding.

	Master of my fucking universe!

	He is my king.

	And I worship him to no end…

	The energy between us surges, entwines, and sparks.

	Lips quivering and sweat slicking his flawless skin, he peers down into my eyes. “You-are-mine.”

	“YESSSSSSSS!” 

	With my acceptance, I am fucked into the wall just once with an incredible eagerness on Alexander’s part. Then, slowly, again, and again, and again until it becomes relentless and mad.

	We are bones and wet flesh thumping, hips colliding, boots shifting, groans mixing.

	It is a wild encounter.

	Woman and man desperate to become one.

	Hearts affixing for as long as we shall live.

	And God it is magnificent…

	This man—my king—is magnificent.

	 


Alexander

	 

	THIS CHAMBER SMELLS OF innocence and sweet daisies…

	I hold her in my grip, hips blasting into her wetness as I chase my motherfucking salvation!

	“Alexander.” Her supple lips quiver when she mewls out my name melodiously.

	With a hand clutched around her neck, I run my thumb along the smooth column of it, forcing her head back, exposing her jugular, reveling in the sight of her pale skin before I shove my nose into it once more and breathe her in.

	Her pussy wraps around my cock, squeezing and milking, forcing it to jump and throb.

	I

	am

	ready.  

	I have been prepared for this moment my entire life…for the right woman.

	My balls swell!

	“Briar.” Shifting against the stone, I tunnel deeper inside her, deeper and deeper, losing myself. 

	“ALEXANDER!” Her hands clutch me, but they cannot stop me.

	I will not relent.

	I chase everything with wild abandon which belongs to me.

	This is a welcomed assault on her flesh and her heart.

	I cannot stop.

	I am a man gone mad for her…

	A groan rattles my chest and sweat covers every inch of my skin.

	Her thighs quiver around my hips and the fabric of her dress rustles with my movement.

	Heaven. Hell. Gone!

	I bury my nose into the crook of her neck, moaning and drooling onto her skin, lost in pleasure. “Briar.”

	Her provocative mouth falls open and the most haunting sound flies from it. I observe every wince with wonderment. I eat up every sigh with animalistic satisfaction. Glee fills my heart as her features contort.

	Like a rose, she blossoms.

	Pleasure moves through her in waves when the orgasm strikes and claims her for its own for just a little while. It propels me into my own. I pull away and fuck her harder, drilling, claiming, consuming. My stroke becomes punishing. It is savagely sweet and meant for a woman who is exactly that. Mine. Mine. Mine.

	Briar takes it all! “ALEXANDER!”

	With a roar, I let it all go.

	My cock jumps helplessly and sends me expelling a succession of moans and expletives.

	I fill her up.

	I give her everything I have.

	I spare nothing.

	I offer her every-single-drop.

	I inject this woman with a thousand years of my bloodline. I crowd her insides with the House of Montforthe-Byron in the hope that another thousand years and beyond of this family’s rule of England will follow from this vivid encounter. 

	And then, I collapse against her, spent.

	Her lips seek my own and capture my mouth in the softest kiss.

	Brushing my lips against her soft cheek, I hold on to her.

	“I love you.” She smiles.

	I do not doubt her words.

	“And you have it in your heart to tell me the truth about all...”

	“Yes.” Her expression crumbles.

	I run my index finger along her collarbone, breathing in her apprehension, waiting for her demand.

	But it does not come.

	Wide hazel eyes stare back at mine, searching my expression for something.

	But, in this moment, admittedly, I know I am difficult to read.

	I see fear in her eyes.

	Guilt.

	And a desire to be as cunning as she could possibly be…for the greater good.

	I expect for her to offer me more words but the woman in my hold—my future queen—does not.

	It’s disappointing.

	Perhaps, a little amusing too.

	My index finger dances across her skin and then settles on her cheek, tapping, as I search her beautiful eyes. 

	A breath gets stuck in her throat. 

	Annoyance finds home in mine. “If that is so, Briar, then please tell me the name of the little girl who for these past many, many weeks often dashes around in my castle.”

	 


Briar 

	 

	NIGHT HAS FALLEN…

	I stand in the council chamber.

	Alexander sits to the small table in front of his beloved chessboard. 

	A vivid memory crawls around in the front of my mind—one of him and his father—sitting together to the same table and playing chess. 

	Uncertainty flutters through me.

	I swallow down the stone in my throat.

	Alexander gestures casually with a hand. “Please, allow her to step forward.”

	Taking deep breaths, I guard Anna where she lingers behind me tucked in the fabric of my dress. 

	I was given a few hours to bathe and dress her and then was ordered here to the council chamber. Surprisingly, Alexander did not require an immediate answer to his question, but I know he will now.

	A million worries assault me all at once.

	I have defied him.

	I have disobeyed my soon-to-be husband.

	I have disrespected the King.

	He could walk away now…

	He could take back his promise to make me his wife.

	He could shatter every dream I have ever had about bringing change to England alongside him.

	All because I simply wanted to help an abandoned child…

	The decision was not a simple one…so I am unable to determine if I regret my defiance. 

	So much can be snatched away from me in an instant, including Anna.

	Anna trembles.

	And so do I…

	“Briar.” Alexander’s thick brows arch. “Please allow her to step forward.”

	“Alexander—” My bottom lip quivers right before I am about to subject myself to begging.

	“Briar.” His voice is firm enough to make me jump.

	I silence.

	Anna’s tiny fingers curl into my dress, silently begging me to protect her.

	I will. I will. I will.

	Reaching behind me, I peer down into her eyes for a moment. “He won’t hurt you, Anna.”

	When I meet Alexander’s fine-looking face, I find him scowling.

	“He just wants to see you.” I manage a smile and guide Anna forward by the urging of my hand.

	She nods. “Okay, Mother.”

	Alexander’s brows arch so high I do wonder if they’ll come right off his face. “Mother.” He chuckles. “Please come forward, Anna.” Reaching out with both hands, he smiles, and encourages Anna to come closer. 

	I stand with my hands clasped in front of me, heart filled with dread.

	Alexander scrutinizes Anna. “She is clean. Healthy. She looks to be free of disease.”

	“Yes, she is.”

	A grunt leaves him before he cups Anna’s cheek. “I am the King of England.”

	Lest we forget…

	“Yes, I know.” Anna doesn’t smile. “I watch you all the time.”

	Alexander’s head jerks back right before he barks out a laugh. “Oh, do you?”

	“Yes.” She looks over to me. “With Mother.” She smiles. “We watch you in the courtyard when you are playing with your sword.” 

	Alexander smiles. “Playing?”

	“Yes, playing.” Anna’s is blasé about her statement.

	Alexander’s eyes meet mine.

	Anna runs her fingertips along Alexander’s robe at the shoulder. “Yes, well, when you’re with that man who always has all the silver stuff on, you’re laughing and jumping around and making lots of noise, so I’d say you’re playing.”

	Alexander cracks up laughing.

	A smile skates across my lips at how relaxed and amused he seems. 

	He nods over and over. “Yes, I suppose you could say we’re playing then if you look at it that way.”

	Anna grins.

	Alexander takes a deep breath and drags a hand over his beard, then slowly his eyes settle on mine.

	They’re unreadable.

	I see impatience and even maybe a little disappointment…in me, but I don’t see it for long.

	It departs from his features as quickly as it had arrived.

	“I am sorry.” I mean every word. “I am truly sorry for this.”

	He doesn’t blink.

	I keep my head low, searching for words—excuses, promises, admissions of guilt, but I cannot organize them in a way that they will leave my mouth so that they do not cause any further offense.

	“I did not know what else to do, Alexander.”

	Anna hops in the seat across from Alexander and fiddles with the chess pieces. “Can I play?”

	Brows knotted, Alexander’s gaze settles on Anna.

	“It doesn’t seem like you have anyone to play with?” She frowns.

	It is true.

	Sorrow captures Alexander’s features. “No, I do not any longer.” He smiles.

	Anna moves a chess piece across the chessboard. 

	Alexander eyes her curiously. “I used to have someone to play this game with...”  Exhaling, he moves a piece himself. 

	Anna moves another. 

	Alexander makes very little fuss that Anna likely doesn’t know what she’s doing but he looks very much in his element, sitting in his chair, wearing his robe, his hair perfectly coiffed and playing a game which he now must reign supreme at winning. 

	“Where is your father?” Anna’s big blues regard Alexander.

	Alexander clears his throat loudly before he can reply. “He isn’t around anymore.”

	Neither is mine…

	And no matter how many days have gone by since his passing, it does nothing to quell the ache of missing him. Of wanting him here in my life. Of hoping that I could talk to him. Of wishing that he could see me now.

	It seems all three of us have something in common.

	“My father isn’t around anymore either?” Anna moves another piece. “I miss him.”

	Alexander makes another move.

	“Do you miss your father, Your Majesty?”

	Alexander laughs. “Please, you do not have to call me that.”

	Anna’s brows wrinkle in confusion. “Then what shall I call you then?”

	Alexander smiles.

	I do too.

	His gaze cuts to mine and then lands back on Anna. “You may call me whatever you wish, Anna.”

	Anna is purposeful with her next move because the piece hits the chessboard loudly. “Then, I shall call you Father. Is that okay?” Anna’s eyes beg to know the answer to her question from the man I love so much.

	Fear curls up in my belly. Sadness constricts my throat. But still, hope clings to my ribs.

	The wait for Alexander’s words is painful and time seems to stretch on for an eternity before he allows us to have them. I am aware that this isn’t ideal. I know the way Alexander likely imagined becoming a father was not in this way at all. Anna is not his blood. Never will be. But, she is innocent. She is just a child who is desperately in need of someone to care for her…like I once was.

	My left hand trembles terribly before I use my right hand to stop it from doing so. I lower my head to stare at the stone, waiting for my soon-to-be husband’s deep voice.

	Alexander chuckles. “Yes, Anna, you may call me Father.”

	In a flash, my chin lifts and a smile so big and painful stretches across my cheeks.

	Alexander’s eyes settle on mine and he moves another chess piece. 

	My lips part to speak.

	“We can talk more later, Briar.” He tips his head forward once.

	“Okay, yes, yes, of course.”

	“I was told you have much to do with Sister Rebecca today.”

	“I do.” I step forward to gather Anna up.

	Alexander’s lips press together before he says another word. “I can watch her for a little while, Briar, while you go to the church.” 

	I freeze, partly in confusion and partly in surprise. 

	“Anna and I are going to finish this game.” Smiling, he gets back to the chessboard.

	I turn on my heel and head for the large doors, taking occasional glances over my shoulder at the pair where they play their game. Anna’s giggle is infectious and when it slips in my ears it sends a soft smile to my lips.

	This council chamber which so often is full of yelling is now home to laughter.

	Innocence.

	Hope.

	Love.

	Beyond the window, the sky is dark—so dark—and has been for days.

	It doesn’t matter, at least not right now, because we are surrounded by so much light.       

	Chuckling, Alexander offers words of advice to Anna. “Although there is a king on this chessboard, the most powerful piece on this chessboard, Anna, is the queen. She can move any place she wants in this game—forward, backward, sideways, diagonally, and as far as possible, as long as she doesn’t move any of her own pieces.” He taps on the queen with a thick fingertip. “Nothing can stop the queen. She is a force to be reckoned with.” Those grays of his flicker up to meet mine, hold, and then they settle on Anna once more.

	A thousand questions sit on the tip of my tongue, but the most important one causes me to pause. 

	Expertly, I have kept Anna hidden away from the prying eyes of the world…

	“Alexander.” 

	His head snaps up. 

	“How did you know?”

	His eyes narrow. “My father had once told that a man who does not know what is going on behind the walls of his castle is a bloody fool.” 

	Very well then.

	Offering a nod, I continue my stride. I disappear through the doors, and when they shut, I accept that we truly are beginning a new chapter of our lives. All three of us…

	 


Alexander 

	

	“I FORGIVE YOU.” I stroke Briar’s cheek softly. 

	Gorgeous hazel orbs look up at me.

	A teasing hand runs down my abs and greedy fingers circle around my swollen flesh once more.

	“Oh, Briar.” I shove my fingers into a mahogany mass of hair which falls around delicate shoulders, covers her back, and stops at her waist.

	It is late at night.

	A candle flickers and burns and all which surrounds us is quiet.

	There is peace in this chamber.

	It has never felt as it does tonight.

	We spent hours praying to the God above whom I have not spoken to in quite some time. We talked of forgiveness. We spoke of my mother and Jean-Baptiste and all things regarding England. Briar implored me to seek the council of the Holy Bible instead of handling matters without considering the word of God beforehand. I agreed that I would. I promised I would pray. And she promised that she would pray over the matter too.

	 But, such things aren’t necessary…

	This woman is a kind soul.

	A goddamn saint.

	She is a woman who is perhaps too good even for this world.

	Hell would not have her. Heaven doesn’t deserve her. And this earth cannot contain her spirit.

	With a groan, my back arches and I crane my neck to the ceiling, mouth gaped. Heinous sounds leave it as Briar takes my cock deep down her hot throat. Her hand works over my flesh faster and with more purpose and then her tongue teases the swollen head. Red, red lips suck on my flesh as if they want to drain the life from me.

	“I forgive you.” 

	Her eyes search my own as if she does not believe me.

	With a lazy hand, I stroke her cheek, ensuring her that no matter what happens in this lifetime or the next…I will always forgive her. No smile crosses her face, but her lips settle back around my cock and work the length of my dick from root to tip with a squelch. 

	Every muscle in my thighs twitches.

	My cock jumps and throbs of its own accord.

	I cannot control it.

	It is a wild beast!

	I can do nothing but take everything Briar offers.

	A beautiful mouth stretches wide as she takes me deep, punishing herself, and gags.

	Tugging on my dick, I edge closer to where she kneels before me. 

	I am her ruler.

	I am a man to be worshipped.

	I am her KING!

	She bows before me…

	It is a position I have only ever seen this woman in when she is praying. Now, it is different.

	Chest heaving, she struggles for air. 

	I know this is difficult, but it is something that this woman will master by God.

	She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand and with watery eyes she looks up at me, adoring me, begging for my forgiveness, needing for me to love her. I do. I do. I do. Tugging on my dick, I edge closer to her naked frame, teasing her wet lips with my cock, encouraging them to open again, needing her to taste the precum which lingers there.

	She does…

	A satisfied groan settles in my chest and my fingers thread through her hair before I pull her close.

	Spitting up like a greedy baby, she gags.  

	Holding her head in place, I shunt forward just a little and watch my cock slip, inch by inch by inch down her throat and into her very soul. I fill her pretty mouth with allllll of me. Briar breathes through her nose. Those tears of asphyxiation trip over her eyelids and soak her cheeks. An impressed smile curves up on my face, and then, I move.

	I fuck her face.

	Harder.

	Faster.

	Eagerly.

	I control the speed, the rhythm and the force.

	My big balls slap her wet chin.

	They are full, aching and tight…all for her.

	A sharp sensation shoots up the shaft of my cock. 

	“I am your king.” A terrible groan rips from me, one full of pride and a desire to give.

	Heart detained completely, I peer down at the woman on her knees who has made me the father of a precocious little girl. A woman who has come into my life and all but turned it on its fucking end. She has made me a mess of emotions I have never deigned to allow myself to feel ever before. She has captured my heart and claimed it as her own.      

	But…

	She disobeyed me.

	She defied me.

	Yet, I feel powerless to punish her.

	No person on this side of the earth with any common sense at all would ever dare rebel against me.

	The King of England.

	I rule.

	I am revered.

	I am respected.

	I am feared.

	But, this woman frets not.

	And she should not.

	I will always forgive her. 

	Always, always, always.

	“I am your king.” I growl out the words over and over and over.

	Briar moans out her agreement around my flesh, sincerity rippling across her features.

	My fingers wrap tighter in her hair, speed increasing, hips thrusting against perfectly swollen lips.

	She takes me down deep.

	Heart thumping and with a chest covered in sweat, I pull Briar closer, tighter in my grip, and when a succession of grunts explodes from my chest, I fill her pretty mouth with the contents from my family jewels ensuring not to spill one drop.

	She struggles to breathe.

	“Swallow it.” 

	Watery eyes gaze back at me.

	“Swallow it, Briar.” My voice rises.

	She gags.

	I move slowly, wet cock snaking past her pink lips. 

	“I am your king.” It’s a goddamn reminder.

	She blinks back tears.

	“You will do as I command.” I arch a brow and wait patiently.

	She does…

	And when her mouth is no longer overflowing with all of me, I ease her up from the floor and plant a punishing kiss to her lips which steals all the breath from her lungs before I spin her around and bend her forward. Without warning, I slide into the depths of her pussy and fuck, fuck, fuck her. There is no restraint.

	“Alexander!” She gasps.

	My hips blast into a meaty ass, chasing pleasure intended for the two of us. 

	This night is far from over.

	Briar is hours away from being able to obtain any rest from my ministrations.

	I intend to make sure that I am all over her, inside her, flowing through her bloody veins.

	We make love.

	I give her all of me.

	So much that she will never need to pray for more.

	 


CHAPTER

	IX

	 

	Briar 

	 

	I KNOW WHAT IT feels like to burn…

	After running a hand over my skin, I swear I can still feel the sear of the flames against my flesh.

	I can still smell the charred scent of my skin and bones as they broiled and cracked.

	The fire.

	It was ever-present, consuming, and memorable.

	I haven’t felt at peace since…

	Since that morning when I snuck Anna into Berkhamsted Castle, I managed to make peace with Sister Rebecca. She clutched me tight and held me like never before as tears ran down her cheeks and her body quaked. She rambled on about how scared she was for me that, with my decision, I had potentially thrown everything away…I had assured her that with Alexander’s forgiving and kind spirit, I had not. I had informed Sister Rebecca that Alexander was happy about Anna’s arrival and that he understood my decision even though I had defied him. Sister Rebecca was adamant in reminding me that I had always been a stubborn child, but one with a good heart. Still, she gripped me by the shoulders, bore into me with crazed eyes and told me that sometimes you cannot sacrifice yourself for the good of all. 

	I still do not believe that, but I did tell Sister Rebecca that I did.

	We sank down to our knees beneath the moonlight which filtered into the church through the stained-glass windows and prayed and prayed and prayed. I kept my eyes on Sister Rebecca and had nothing but appreciation for her convictions and her belief in the power of prayer. 

	I had to believe in it.

	I could tell her nothing about the dark forces which surround us, especially the one which lives right in the bottom of Berkhamsted Castle, floors and floors below where Sister Rebecca sleeps. The nun who helped to make me the woman I am today would never believe it. She’d curse the heavens and demand that Berkhamsted Castle is set alight to rid it of such evils and then douse it in Holy Water just to make sure all darkness was gone for good. 

	But the darkness is always here…

	It surrounds us.

	I am of mind that it is why the sun never shines.

	There is no light.

	The sky remains gray. 

	It is all a vivid reflection of the true spirit of England…

	The people who continue to live in poverty. The crime which runs rampant throughout these endless hills and valleys. The Plague which still takes a few unfortunate souls in the remote parts of this land. The knights…

	I have accepted that until England is cleansed, it will remain beneath the shadow of darkness.

	The birds have not woken me from my slumber in quite some time.

	Still, every night since then my ghost orchid glows even though Raven Forest has been calm. In the middle of the night, I often wake and unwrap my dead flower from the handkerchief it has been wrapped in for as long as I can remember and gaze at it, feeling protective of it and often wondering why it glows. 

	I tell no one of these occurrences…

	The squeak of a rat as it scurries over my shoe causes me to jump and yanks me back in the present.

	Alexander’s fingers curl around my wrist, pulling me away from the creature and then, with a swift kick delivered with his big boot, he sends the rodent flying across this filthy chamber where it hits the wall. “These bloody rats.” 

	I examine the mass of them in a corner of the chamber and swallow down the bile which threatens to shoot right out of my throat if I don’t get a handle on myself very soon.

	Are these rats any different than the ones which carry the Plague?

	They must be.

	Perhaps, they’re already dead?

	Are far as I can tell, Terra cooks them, she boils them in her pots, and judging by the entrails in the middle of the empty plate which rests on a table across the room, she also eats them for dinner.

	Just revolting.

	“It’s so nice of the two of you to visit me.” Smiling, Terra nods Alexander’s way. “Your Majesty…”

	“Oh, please, Terra, don’t bore us with pleasantries.” Alexander stomps across the chamber. “You know why we came here.” He faces Terra.

	“You came here because you are hoping that I can tell you more…” 

	Alexander’s brows crash together.

	“But, I cannot, Your Majesty.”

	His scowl deepens. 

	“How are you sleeping, Your Majesty?” Terra shuffles over to her pot which always seems to be boiling. The flames beneath it never seem to go out. They burn and burn and burn, much like the inferno in my nightmares does. “It is important that a man such as yourself gets adequate rest.”

	“I am not sleeping at all.” With pain sketched across his features, his gaze swings to mine.

	I say nothing at all but a vivid memory from a few nights ago of his fingers twisting in my gown and his body covered in sweat and shuddering next to mine serves as a reminder of the nightly torment he endures.

	Only he isn’t alone in that anymore…

	“You are in his nightmares now…” Terra gives me a long look.

	“Yes.”

	Alexander steps forward. “Yes, she is, and I want this to stop, Terra.”

	“And you can see everything in those nightmares just as Your Majesty sees them?” Terra tips her head my way, waiting.

	“Yes.” I let out a breath, unable to believe or accept how any of this could be real. 

	“You question your God?” She directs the question to me.

	“Yes, I do.” I stand a little taller. “I am a devout woman, Terra. I believe in prayer and forgiveness and mercy, but something such as this has never been spoken of in the Holy Bible. I am inclined to believe that it is the work of—” Letting out a huff, I do not finish my statement.

	Two sets of eyes fix on me.

	“This isn’t the work of any man.” A breath leaves me when I confess my beliefs. “I am inclined to believe that this is the work of evil.” 

	Terra cracks up laughing. “Oftentimes men and evil are one and the same, Princess Briar.”

	Her amusement offends me.

	Giggling overtakes her and the cryptic sound of it bounces off the walls and skitters into my ears, making my flesh crawl. The rats squeak and scurry across the stone floor. That pot almost boils over.

	“SILENCE!” Alexander stomps toward Terra.

	The old witch balks at his volume.

	He points a finger her way. “By God, you will tell us what you see, Terra, or I shall ensure you will be entombed in this dungeon for all eternity.” Alexander’s eyes practically glow under the dim light.

	Sighing, Terra’s eyes fix on mine. “You are a woman of God, you say…”

	“Yes, of course.” I inch closer to where she stands.

	After dropping a few dead rats into her boiling pot of who-knows-what, she grabs her metal rod and begins to stir. The bubbles come quick. The stench is unbearable. I slap a hand over my nose and mouth, desperate not to inhale it. 

	Alexander only remains still. 

	Slowly, the contents of that big black iron pot grow green.

	A glowing green.

	A color I can’t say I’ve ever set my eyes upon before.

	The light is penetrating.

	It fills this once dark chamber and makes it come alive.

	“I will show you what I see, Your Majesty.” Terra’s eyes beg Alexander to step closer. 

	I do the same.

	Side by side, we stare into Terra’s pot. 

	The gasp which leaves my chest almost deprives me of all the air which I’ll need to live.

	 


Alexander 

	 

	THE LAND…

	It is so pure.

	Even while viewing the scenery through the rippling green ingredients of Terra’s pot, still, I can see the beauty. 

	“A thousand years ago, Your Majesty, when your bloodline still controlled these lands, it was said then that England would rise. It was said that this kingdom would grow to great heights. It would become an empire.”

	My eyes narrow when I get a view of the hills and the mountains but…

	Briar slaps a hand to the middle of her chest. “The fire.”

	In the pot, the land is scorched for miles.

	“England will become an empire.” My eyes flicker up to Terra’s. “It will.”

	Terra hums.

	Since I’ve been sitting on the throne this kingdom’s rule has only expanded, and I desire more.

	Great men rule countries. Exceptional men ensure that their country rules the world.

	England will in time become more.

	It is my vow.

	A promise to my country.

	A declaration to my bloodline and the House of Montforthe-Byron.

	“As you say, Your Majesty, but there are no rewards without sacrifices…” Terra stirs.

	I see more barren land which is devoid of people and life. It is desolate for miles.

	Is this England?

	“Terra.” The moniker slips from me on a gasp. 

	“There is unrest, Your Majesty.” Terra frowns. “And there has been since the day your father died.”

	I stand straighter.

	“I cannot tell you I know the meaning of it.” Her mouth shuts. “As I have said…something is obscuring my visions but the spell I had casted all those nights ago, Your Majesty, has allowed me to at least be present in your nightmares.” A short laugh comes from her. “Honestly, with all the difficulty I have been having lately seeing through these walls, I was utterly shocked that it worked.” Her excitement calms. “It is the only way I can help. I’m sorry to say that I cannot see any other way.”

	I hang my head low, not appreciating the evil witch’s intrusion when I am asleep, but I’ll allow any help she can provide. “Something is coming, Terra.” I can feel it in my bones. “Something is coming for us.”

	“And your union is not helping…” Terra tsks.

	“What do you mean?” With wide eyes, Briar becomes paralyzed.

	Terra glances Briar’s way. “She is with child.”

	I beg your pardon.

	“Yes, there is a seed which you have planted inside your soon-to-be queen which continues to grow.”

	Briar meets my eyes.

	“Yesssss.” Terra giggles. “She is with child.” Unfazed by the news, Terra continues to stir.

	I suck in a big breath.

	Pride.

	Relief.

	Happiness.

	Briar’s expression is a mixture of surprise and confusion and then slowly her hand moves to her belly. “I am pregnant?”

	“Yessssssssss.” Terra peers into the pot. “Isn’t that what you both wanted?”

	“Yes, of course.” I inhale sharply through my nose.

	“Well, good then, Your Majesty.” Terra grins. “So, now your wish has been granted…”

	I plant a kiss to Briar’s lips. “We are having a child.”

	“Yes, we are having a child.” Her worried eyes look around.

	“The more you have wanted her…The closer your union has become, Your Majesty, wouldn’t you say that the more you have suffered in your sleep?” Terra smirks. “The more you have grown to love and care for the woman who now stands before you, those nightmares have gotten worse, hmmm?”

	My brows dip down to my nose.

	I am a slave to my heart’s desires…

	And I am paying the price for that.

	“The closer you both become, the more restless Raven Forest grows.” Terra does not look at me.

	“Yes.” I admit a truth which should never be spoken aloud.

	Briar remains silent.

	Terra sighs. “I suspected as much, Your Majesty.”

	“What is the meaning of all this?” I beg to know the answer.

	I would offer Terra my soul for the answers which we seek.

	“Then you will find that as your love grows…” She hesitates to speak more.

	My chest heaves as I wait for the old stubborn witch to finish her sentence. 

	She does not and I only grow more impatient as the seconds tick by in this awful chamber.

	I cannot tell if her refusal to speak has the intention of annoying me or protecting me.

	But, I need no protection.

	I AM A KING!

	“I demand that you speak, Terra!” My jaw sets tight.

	The old witch ceases her stirring, and exhaustion causes her face to wrinkle even more than it already is. “You will find that as your love grows…as your child grows…as your rule stretches wider across this earth, Your Majesty, the worse it will alllll only become.”

	 


CHAPTER 

	X

	 

	Briar 

	 

	FALL LEAVES US…

	My eyes sweep over the intricate architecture of where I stand inside of Westminster Abbey. This morning, except for the whispering wind which washes over the windows of this church, all is quiet after Archbishop Ramsey had just finished reciting the Lord’s prayer.

	This church is a masterpiece.

	Opulent.

	Holy. 

	And filled from wall to wall with white roses.

	Their pleasing scent permeates the air.

	It has been said that William the Conqueror once stood here in this very same spot for his coronation.

	Days ago, we traveled from Hertfordshire under the heavy protection of the guards and the knights by carriage to arrive in London. The journey was long but not arduous. Just the notion that I would soon be in another city was enough to keep my hopes up as we traveled over hills and valleys to make it here.

	London is sprawling and full of people—more than I’ve ever seen before.

	Shortly after the news spread that we would be wed here today, the people surrounded Westminster Abbey. Davide, Caspar, and Gaius were apprehensive. Especially since no one knew what to expect.

	Just as I did not.

	The King of England…marrying a common woman, a woman who has already been married…to his brother. A woman who was once a handmaid. And now, a woman who is with child.

	All that flooded my insides was worry, just as it does now…and fear.

	Alexander stands to my left and I remain on his right. He offers me his hand and I slip my shaky one into his. We turn and face each other. Looking as handsome as ever with his locks pulled away from his face and donning a thick burgundy robe, Alexander towers over me and the bejeweled crown atop his head sparkles. A blush races across my cheeks and settles over my décolletage. I am so hot even though the air is so cold.

	My heart swells and hammers, twists and pounds.

	I wish Father could be here.

	No one makes mention of the Queen Mother’s absence. 

	It seems as though all of England has simply forgotten about her entirely.

	Just beyond Alexander’s shoulders, I spot Vesper who, with a tear streaming down her cheek, clutches Anna and smiles. Gaius, Davide, and Caspar stand at attention just behind Alexander, swords clutched tight and donning their traditional light armor worn for these regal occasions. The illustrious House of Montforthe-Byron crest decorates the shields they hold and the knights—the King’s men—stand in perfect formation.

	The three men do not smile, only perform their duty to protect us.

	Every soul here is quiet, not a word is spoken, or a breath breathed on this cloudy morning.

	Archbishop Ramsey’s large frame nears. “Briar, do you take Alexander to be your husband? Will you love him, comfort him, honor and protect him, and, forsaking all others, be faithful to him for as long as you both shall live?” 

	I gaze into his exquisite grays. “I will.”

	Alexander stands a little taller. 

	Archbishop Ramsey smiles. “Alexander, do you take Briar to be your wife? Will you love her, comfort her, honor and protect her, and, forsaking all others, be faithful to her for as long as you both shall live?”

	“I will.” Alexander squeezes my hand and I swear a breath catches in his throat before he makes the next declaration. “I, Alexander, take you, Briar, to be my wife, to have and to hold, from this day forward; for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death do us part; according to God’s holy law.” The man who I love speaks slowly, keeps those eyes on me and smiles. “In the presence of God, I make this vow.”

	I do not stop the tear which runs away from my right eye and falls down my cheek.

	His words are beautiful.

	His promises are powerful.

	I am in the presence of a man who is royal in so many ways.

	Archbishop Ramsey glances my way.

	“I, Briar, take you, Alexander, to be my husband, to have and to hold, from this day forward; for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in healthy, to love and to cherish, till death do us part; according to God’s holy law.” I peer into the depths of Alexander’s haunting grays. “In the presence of God, I make this vow.”

	Archbishop Ramsey faces all those who fill this church. “Will you, the families, friends and loyal subjects of Alexander and Briar, support and uphold them in their marriage now and in the years to come?”

	“WE WILL!” The volume of our gracious crowd causes me to flinch.

	A chuckle leaves Alexander.

	“You may exchange rings.” Archbishop Ramsey holds the bands in a hand and offers them to us.

	Surprise races across my expression when I spot the fine sapphire and diamond ring which the Queen Mother once wore when I realize that it is now being offered to me. It is tradition, I remind myself.

	Alexander slips the ring onto my finger.

	It settles there with a notable weight and my mind is easily afresh about what it all means.

	I am now a wife.

	I am already a mother and soon will be responsible not just for one child but two.

	I will be a queen…but not just yet.

	With shaky fingers, I pluck up Alexander’s ring and slip it onto his thick finger.

	His nostrils flare when it glides over his knuckle and settles in its rightful place. 

	It looks perfect there, golden and beaming and bright. 

	Archbishop Ramsey’s cheeks glow with joy. “I now pronounce you man and wife.” 

	Slowly, while still hand in hand, Alexander and I sink down to our knees to land on the soft cushions set out ahead of us.       

	Archbishop Ramsey’s voice rises and bounces off the walls of this church much like the organ music had only moments ago. He holds the crown in his hands, the same one the Queen Mother once wore. It is slathered in rubies and sapphires which are all affixed in a headpiece completely made of gold. “England has long needed a queen to reign at King Alexander’s side.” He lowers his head and mutters a few words to himself. “I am pleased to command this ceremony following the preceding nuptials and with the full blessing of His Holiness, the Pope, I offer your wife, Alexander, who is not royal by blood, the crown.”

	I steady my breathing.

	Facing ahead and maintaining a stone expression, Alexander’s firm grip tightens on me.

	The dent between Archbishop Ramsey’s brows deepens. “Briar, are you willing to take the Oath?”

	My chin lifts. “I am willing.”

	Archbishop Ramsey places the Holy Bible in my hands. “Do you solemnly promise and swear to govern the people of the Kingdom of England, alongside your husband, King Alexander, according to their respective laws and customs?”

	“I do.”

	“Will you, alongside your husband, King Alexander, use your power to cause law and justice and mercy to be executed in all your judgments?”

	“I will.”

	“Will you, alongside your husband, King Alexander, to the utmost of your power, maintain the Laws of God and the true profession of the Gospel?”

	“I will.” 

	Alexander beams with pride. 

	“The things which I have here before promised, I will perform and keep. So help me God.” I press a kiss to the Holy Bible. 

	Archbishop Ramsey smiles. “Here is wisdom. This is the royal law. These are the lively oracles of God.” He lifts the curtana in his hands and touches my left shoulder lightly with the Sword of Mercy and then my right.  “Oh God, the crown of the faithful; Blessed we beseech thee this crown, and so sanctify thy servant, Briar, upon whose head this day doust place it for a sign of royal majesty, that she may be filled by thine abundant grace with all royal virtues; through the King eternal Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.” 

	The crown falls…

	It now rests atop my head. 

	Alexander’s smile stretches from ear to ear.

	“In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti. Amen.” Archbishop Ramsey makes the sign of the Holy Cross. 

	I hold my head HIGH and then with Alexander’s encouragement…

	I 

	rise.

	We 

	rise.

	Just as he promised…

	Side by side and hand in hand, we stand together.

	Strong.

	Loyal. 

	Dedicated to each other, to our children, and above all, to England.

	The knights send their gleaming swords high to the sky and cheer!

	A trumpet sounds.

	Outside the ground rumbles.

	This church has been sealed up tightly since this ceremony began.

	Frantically, I look around, searching, breathing, heart beating against my rib cage.

	Alexander clutches my hand tightly as we are ushered to the throne. Facing all who crowd this church on this very memorable occasion, we are offered Communion.  I am so very grateful that all the while, Alexander never lets my hand go.

	A trumpet sounds once more.

	It is a scene befitting a king and a queen…

	Alexander eases down into his seat, taking a position I have seen him settle into so many times. 

	He wears the crown well.

	I sit just as he does.

	But, I cannot make myself comfortable. 

	I am stiff, as if rigor mortis has set into my limbs or perhaps it is fear.

	Alexander offers me no expression at all, only breathes.

	I attempt to do the same, but I am failing.

	I am afraid.

	A man rushes around the church, and with haste, unlatches all the stained-glass windows and pushes them open. My lungs fill with a desperate breath when I absorb the commotion which drifts in from the streets outside.

	It is thunderous and loud and vicious. 

	Alexander squeeze my hand and I am grateful for his strength which he attempts to fortify me with.

	But I am terrified.

	The people of England could very well decide to burn Westminster Abbey down to the ground if they are not pleased about what I am assured has been one of the best days of my life. 

	I am a wife. I am a mother. I am in love.

	 


Alexander

	 

	WE’VE BEEN SITTING HERE for quite some time now.

	I do not smile although one bright and beaming threatens to bloom across my face.

	We face forward as the chosen artist sketches the scene and marks our faces down for all eternity so that we are never forgotten. Occasionally, Briar wipes her tears away, but she mostly maintains her composure.

	Mother’s ring gleams on Briar’s slender finger as if it were made just for her. 

	The woman who sits on the throne next to me now has always meant to.

	Mahogany locks are swept away from her face and reveal her delicate neckline. My eyes trace pale skin which leads to the cream-colored brocade dress she is wearing. She is covered in jewels, but they are not necessary. She is perfect without them. A woman like Briar has never needed anything to accentuate her natural beauty because she is superb from the inside out. She is a saint with a golden heart. She belongs here…

	The crown rests atop her head. 

	Briar’s shoulders fell just a little when it was placed there by Archbishop Ramsey.

	Still, I felt proud.

	I-am-proud.

	I now have someone to share the weight of the world with.

	Only this woman is stronger than me although she does not know it.

	Another tear soaks Briar cheek.

	Lady Freya rushes forward to dab it away with a silken handkerchief.

	Anna dashes around the church, fiddling with the flowers and a panicked Vesper chases behind her.

	A chuckle shakes my chest and I clutch my wife’s hand tighter, reminding her that she is not alone in this. We are together and in love. Besotted and utterly dreadful. We are forever changed. We live and breathe in our duty to England.

	The artist sketches away.

	The knights stand by and regard us with honor.

	With utter glee dancing across his face, Hamilton stands far off to my right looking on.

	My heart does a few leaps in my chest when in the distance beyond the colorful stained-glass windows the thick clouds part and for just a moment we are gifted with the view of the golden sun as it dips beneath the horizon.

	Briar is transfixed on the sky.

	We have not seen the sun for months but today it shines down on these lands.

	And for that I am so very grateful.

	The ground rumbles just as it has been since the trumpet sounded.

	I allow myself to laugh a little in the face of Briar’s tears.

	They are calling her the Rose Queen.

	Beyond the windows and the walls of Westminster Abbey, the people stomp and cheer and scream her name. THE ROSE QUEEN! GOD SAVE THE ROSE QUEEN! CHEERS TO THE QUEEN OF ENGLAND! LONG LIVE THE ROSE QUEEN! GOD SAVE THE KING AND QUEEN OF ENGLAND! LONG LIVE ENGLAND! BE WELL, ROSE QUEEN! It has been going on for hours, and as tumultuous as it sounds, I do not want it to cease. And even when Gaius asked if we wished for the crowds to disperse, I told him no, let them stay. 

	Let the people be heard.

	If anything for Briar…

	If anything for my queen. 

	So that she can know just how much the people love her and how she has filled their hearts with hope. They admire her. They love her. At this very moment, the woman who holds my hand and sits on the throne at my side is more powerful than any mortal man—any king—could ever be.

	This land is ours.

	Ruled wholly by the House of Montforthe-Byron.

	It is our divine right.

	It is holy decree. 

	By the order of God. 

	Sending me a solemn look, Briar sobs softly. “The Rose Queen.” Her brows knot.

	“Yes, that is you.”

	She swallows down a sob. 

	Pride surging through me, I tip my head forward once. “The people are elated that it is you who sits by my side.” 

	I would wish no other to wear the crown of England.

	No mere woman would be up to the mammoth task.

	Only you. Only you. Only you.

	Offering me a tiny nod and bottom lip trembling, Briar faces ahead. “I am filled with joy that they would have me. Alexander, I never thought they would have me. I never did.” Her face scrunches up in the most painful way. “I love them. I love the people of England. I love this country. I would die for it.” 

	We are the same, as I have always known.

	We are tethered.

	Fates sealed in the most uncertain and terrifying way.

	Her voice lowers to a whisper. “Still, I never thought they would have me.”

	Pulling her hand to my lips, I press a kiss to the back of it. “No other would be worthy.”

	A smile tugs at her lips until a little laugh drifts from her. 

	My Briar.

	My wife.

	The mother of my children.

	A woman who has stolen my heart away and has vowed to never give it back to me.

	I do not deserve her, yet she is mine, forevermore.

	Smoothing my lips over her soft skin, I regard her with a fierceness. “God save my Rose Queen.” 

	 


CHAPTER 

	XI

	 

	Briar 

	 

	A MONTH LATER…

	“Mother, what is this one?” Eyes bright with questions, Anna pulls a flower from the basket and shows it to me.

	With a smile, I sniff the white flower. “It is a gardenia.” 

	“Oh!” Anna skips along as we walk the path through the gardens.

	She is growing much too fast. 

	She is much too smart for her age.

	And she has just about everyone in this castle from Charlotte to Matron Rhodes, and of course, Alexander, wrapped around her cute little finger.

	Anna rushes off, running through the paths, flowers tumbling from her basket in-hand as she does.

	It is morning.

	The air is crisp, and although the sky is a smoldering gray, still it is perfect.

	Craning my neck up to the sky and planting my hands over my swollen belly, I sniff loudly and the grin I manage is so big that it almost splits my face right in two. Each day which goes by I do wonder what lives in my belly—a boy or a girl—or maybe two—one of each. How wondrous would that be? It would be a miracle.

	The days behind the walls of Berkhamsted Castle go on as usual…

	England has settled back into normalcy and there are hardly any more reports of counties being affected by the Plague. I spend much time with Anna and Sister Rebecca in the church. We pray. We fulfill our duties to the people and every fortnight we venture into the village and hand out roses to everyone and bread and cheese to the hungry. 

	I have never been so happy.

	I am a wife.

	I am a mother.

	I AM THE QUEEN OF BLOODY ENGLAND!

	This land is ours.

	Ruled wholly by the House of Montforthe-Byron.

	It is our divine right.

	It is holy decree. 

	By the order of God. 

	Yet, with each passing day and the more my orchid glows at night when Raven Forest is wild, my worries come to life again and they never settle. I visit Terra during those times and listen while she speaks about the days of old and how the battle between good and evil is a never-ending war which has been going on since the beginning of time…Admittedly, Terra is quite right about that.

	“Mother!” Anna’s yelling yanks me back to the present. “Come on, the snow will be falling soon.”

	I snuggle deeper into my cloak and accept that Anna is right.

	We do not have much time left to pick the flowers that have survived the most recent chill which has blanketed these lands. Soon, England for miles will be covered in thick layers of white snow and the frost will cling to all it can. 

	I tug at the bare branches, pulling dry flowers from them.

	“Your Majesty.” A hoarse voice echoes from behind me.

	It is one I recognize, so with a smile, I spin around. “Hamilton.”

	His eyes hold sincerity. “You look marvelous this morning, Your Majesty. How is the baby?”

	“The baby is fine.” I grin.

	“Is it okay if we walk ahead?”

	“Yes, of course.”

	Anna has already made it to the edge of the garden and seems to have found interest in a bullfrog.

	“Please do not touch it, Anna!” I shake my head in frustration.

	“I won’t, Mother.” Anna snarls. “It’s quite ugly!”

	Hamilton chuckles. “Anna’s innocence is just what Berkhamsted Castle needed, Your Majesty.” He runs a hand over his head. “You found Anna at the perfect time. She has softened all our hearts, including the King’s.” Hamilton tips his head my way. “That can only be a good thing.” 

	I laugh a bit. 

	Hamilton sends me a look before his eyes fix back on Anna who dashes farther away from us. “Anna makes the perfect princess. She is humble and bright, just like you. She reminds all of us so much of you when you first came to this castle, Your Majesty.”

	“Oh, Hamilton.” I blush with pride.

	“It is true.” Hamilton smiles. “You are doing a wonderful job raising her and I mean that, Your Majesty.”

	“Thank you.” I breathe in the cool air. “Your words mean so much.”

	“Good morning, Hamilton!” Anna waves wildly.

	With a soft laugh, Hamilton waves back. “Good morning, Your Majesty!”

	Anna goes back to exploring.

	“I’ve known the King since he was just a boy.” Hamilton scrubs his jaw. “And I have had the privilege to watch him grow into a man, become the Prince and now the King. It is something his father would have wished to have lived to see.” He frowns. “Oh, how I do miss King Hayden.”

	I do too.

	And I always will.

	“I cannot say I have met another man like him since he went away.” Hamilton snorts out a laugh.

	“The King will always live in his shadow and I believe that is why he strives so hard to live out his father’s legacy.” Laughing, he wraps deeper into his cloak. “But King Hayden would never have challenged His Holiness, the Pope.” 

	My brows knot. “What do you mean?”

	“Alexander promised to marry.” Hamilton presses his lips together.

	“And he did.”

	“Yes, he chose you, Your Majesty, but you must know that Princess Sancha of the Kingdom of Castile was very disappointed when the offer of marriage was withdrawn with the King simply offering the explanation that he fell in love.” Hamilton chuckles. “She seemed to understand. She is married to someone else now herself.” 

	I pause in my stride and scrutinize Hamilton with my gaze. “Princess Sancha.”

	“Yes.”

	“Oh.” I fold my arms across my chest, protecting my heart and absorbing the chill as a crisp wind sweeps over us. 

	“Is everything okay?”

	“Um, yes, no.” I laugh a little. “I guess I just thought that the King was set to marry Morganna, that is all.”

	Hamilton barks out a laugh and then it instantly dies. “Oh, dear God, no. As much as the House of Montforthe-Byron respects both the Duke and Duchess of Manchester and welcomes them to Berkhamsted Castle often with open arms, we have never failed to see their greed and how fiercely they grapple for position among England’s elite. Morganna never had any true want for Alexander.” Hamilton frowns. “Only desire for the crown.” Hamilton huffs. “I do not wish to speak ill of the dead, but there were many times when I could have sworn that woman would have sucked Alexander dry if given the opportunity.” He does not smile.

	“I see.”

	“I don’t believe Alexander has ever believed much in love.” Hamilton exhales. 

	I purse my lips together.

	“But you, Your Majesty, have made him a believer.”

	“Thank you, Hamilton.”

	Hamilton tips his chin high. “Of course.”

	I have not failed to see that my husband, although so often he manages to get through his days after obtaining very little sleep at night, has softened. We pray. We talk much about forgiveness. We speak on matters of England in private and spend our evenings thumbing chapter by chapter through the Holy Bible.

	“It is just a shame that I could not change his mind regarding the fate of the Queen Mother and of Jean-Baptiste.” 

	Face set in a full scowl, I come to another stop. “What do you mean?”

	He scans the gardens before he speaks. “Has he not told you?”

	I search the edges of my mind accepting that the last time Alexander and I spoke about the fate of the dissenters was on that blustery morning back in Cornwall. Alexander has not spoken of it since.

	I had only assumed he’d heeded my words…

	Slowly, I twist to regard Hamilton. “Is he granting them pardon?”

	Hamilton steps closer and offers me a worried glance. “No, Your Majesty, he is not.”

	Revenge only begets revenge.

	I begged Alexander to reconsider.

	I pushed aside my own pain and loss and grief and consulted with God as to what should be the Queen Mother’s and Jean Baptiste’s fates. The proposal was that they be sent into exile to live out their days in a land far away from all they love and far from those who they hold close to their hearts. That should be penance enough until they meet God and he is given the opportunity to judge them himself. 

	Who are we to cast a decision against their souls?

	Shock ripples through me and causes the baby to shift around in my belly and the next breath I push out seems to require much effort. “What has Alexander decided?”

	Although we are outside, Anna’s giggles in the distance do nothing to soften this suffocating mood.

	A sadness which is impossible to miss and difficult to regard sets on Hamilton’s features. “I am sorry, Your Majesty, but the Queen Mother is set to be executed at first light on the morrow.”

	With a breath, I step back, scowling. “I beg your pardon.”

	“Yes, Your Majesty, and Jean-Baptiste will be executed also. He will be hanged.”

	My gaze falls to the rich English soil beneath my beautiful shoes. “I thought Alexander had forgiven them, Hamilton.” I dare to finally look him in the eye through my own watery ones. 

	Hamilton sighs. “No, I am very sorry, Your Majesty, but he has not.” 

	I am speechless.

	“Perhaps, the Queen Mother and Jean-Baptiste will find their salvation in death.”

	My eyes shine with unshed tears. 

	“I have no doubt that Alexander has love in his heart for them, but there are some things, Your Majesty, that a man simply cannot forgive. Perhaps, one day Alexander will forgive them, just not now.”

	Cineri gloria sera est.

	Glory paid to ashes comes too late…

	 


Alexander 

	 

	ANOTHER LETTER RECEIVED FROM my dear brother which sailed across the Atlantic Ocean and passed through the English Channel to reach me…

	Sprawling in my chair, I unfold the pages and my eyes dance over his perfect script.

	Dear Brother,

	Along with the shores of England and Charlotte’s peach cobbler, I miss you.

	The Kingdom of France is a rambunctious and vast place.

	I plan to deliver my promise while I am here, although after many months I have failed to do so.

	God willing, I will have better news soon, but in the interim, I wish you all the best with your nuptials. England could not deserve a more fitting queen and Briar deserves the love I could not give her.

	I forgive you.

	I love you.

	I bid you well.

	Please take care and I shall see you in due time.

	Your brother,

	Zaccai

	After folding the letter, I let out a breath.

	Admittedly, Berkhamsted Castle has not been the same without Zaccai here.

	A stubborn piece of me refuses to admit that I do miss him.

	He is my brother, after all—my blood—my family.

	It is late in the evening, and beyond the window, the snow flurries dance around. 

	The vicious cold will soon settle upon England. 

	She always loved the snow…

	I can do nothing to stop the pending chain of events. Or rather, I am not willing to. With each action there are consequences. And when a man makes a decision which will potentially tilt the future, whether in love or war, he must be prepared to face the repercussions. Broken hearts or blood…A man must accept the consequences.

	What kind of king would I be to allow an assassination to go unpunished?  I would be welcoming my own death, and possibly that of my wife and of my children…Nevertheless, no matter for how long they are locked away it will never bring my father back. Their expirations from this earth will bring me no solace. 

	The knock which lands on the door pulls me out of my ruminations.

	Head tilted low, Briar slips inside and shuts it quietly behind her. “I thought you’d be here.” She offers me a weak smile.

	I rise. “I am always in here.”

	This council chamber seems to now be my permanent home.

	“Is something the matter?” I reach a hand out, concerned, wondering if it’s about the baby.

	Her brows collide. “I am not certain, but I had hoped that I was receiving misinformation.”

	“What do you mean?” I stand stiff. “What is it that you speak about?”

	She palms her belly as if she’s about to spew. “I was informed that the Queen Mother and Jean-Baptiste are to be executed tomorrow. Is this true?”

	“Yes.” The word flies from my mouth in a clipped fashion.

	Big hazel eyes burn into me. “So it is true.”

	“Yes.”

	“You ordered this, Alexander?”

	“I do not deny it.” Every muscle in my face locks up tight.

	How dare Briar question my decision?

	We both lost someone we loved so very dearly—someone irreplaceable.

	Isn’t this what she wants?

	Justice.

	Revenge.

	This has gone beyond the opportunity for atonement.

	“Alexander, we spoke of forgiveness.” Her eyes fill with tears.

	“And you have forgiven them?”

	She does not offer me an answer. “I do not know, but I know that it should only be God who decides to take one’s life, Alexander. No mere man should have that right.”

	“I am no mere man, Briar, I am a king.”

	She regards me with disgust.

	And it hurts, hurts, hurts.

	My heart lurches in my chest when her beautiful eyes sweep over me the way they do.

	“I cannot let such treason go unpunished.” I breathe. “It will only lead to the toppling of this entire kingdom if it goes unaddressed. I have made my decision and I do not plan to take back my orders.”

	Face contorted, she steps forward. “Alexander, she is your mother.”

	“AND HE WAS MY FATHER!”

	Briar jumps back at my volume.

	“I expected you to agree with this.” A scowl stitches its way into my face. “I believed you would understand. All of this has caused so much pain from the crown landing on my head without me knowing entirely if I could carry it, to the pathetic excuse of a marriage you once had with my brother, to your eternally broken heart…” My gaze fixes on her eyes. 

	It is not something one can hide.

	The pain…

	The loss…

	The grief.

	Although I know this woman loves every fiber of my being, there will always be a large piece of her heart which will always ache for him—for my father. His death severed their love in this world. But it did not their love from carrying on into the next. Briar was never given the chance to say goodbye. She has no answers. 

	How can she be happy with that?

	I frown. “This is for you too, Briar.” 

	Covering her mouth with a hand, she shakes her head.

	“This is for you. This is for us. This is for the House of Montforthe-Bryon. This is for England.” I beg her to understand.

	A tear runs down her cheek hot and fast. “I cannot…I will not support this, Alexander.”

	I step forward.

	Holding a hand out, Briar backs away and I am fucking offended.

	A staggered breath rips from me—one which causes my chest to rise then fall. 

	This is unbelievable.

	I am being judged right where I stand like a peasant.

	Indignation ripples across my brow. “There is no other way…”

	“I just cannot.” She struggles for air. 

	“There-is-no-other-way.” My top lip curls up into full-on snarl. 

	She shakes her head. “I just cannot agree with this, Alexander.” Her voice comes softly.

	Delicately.

	Tenderly.

	Beautifully.

	As if we are speaking about something pleasant, although the black taste of death is on the tips of our tongues.

	Silence settles between us and slowly my eyes flicker up to meet hers. “Very well, but you don’t have to agree with this. It changes nothing. The absence of your acquiescence changes nothing. I am very sorry, but I have made my decision and I plan to live with it.” 

	 


Briar 

	

	LATER THAT NIGHT…

	Hand over my belly, I wend through the dark passageways of Berkhamsted Castle, and although I know them so well, tonight, I hold a torch in my hand which lights the way. 

	The rats scurry out of my path and the flames cast shadows along the stone.

	“Pater Noster, qui es in caelis, sanctificetur nomen tuum. Adveniat regnum tuum…” I mutter the Lord’s prayer in Latin as I walk ahead, taking tentative steps, wanting to go back to the light but somehow desperately needing to satisfy my heart with what it wishes to know.  

	I cannot continue to live without knowing. 

	I must know. I must know. I must know. 

	Having no answers up until now has proven tortuous.

	Before I made it through the gates which led me here, I was stopped by the guards who with apprehension in their eyes told me that the King had given them strict orders that no one was to proceed through those iron gates. I put on a smile and reminded one of the men about how I had once nursed his sister back to health after she’d been afflicted with whooping cough, and with much regret etched into his expression, he allowed me to pass and promised to keep it a secret.

	I admire his loyalty but still, I feared for him.

	As we all know what happens to loyal guards behind the walls of Berkhamsted Castle…

	Still, his fate to me meant little when I thought of the task at hand.

	I do not have much time left.

	May God forgive me for being so selfish.

	Now, I stride ahead, purpose and conviction propelling my heart to beat harder and for my breaths to quicken. I could be driven by ignorance…Maybe even desperation. Whatever it is, it has no name…

	When I round a corner, my eyes narrow and then I pause.

	It is silent.

	Cold.

	Empty.

	I hold the torch aloft hoping to cast light beyond the iron bars, but I see nothing at first and my eyes continue to search beneath the dim light. 

	“I am here.” Her voice fills this dungeon.

	I still do not see her, and then almost magically, her silhouette comes into view and then her face.

	Instinctively, I take a step back. 

	Pale fingers grip the iron bars and big eyes stare back at me.

	The Queen Mother looks well considering the circumstances. She has lost weight though and from what I can tell a huge chunk of her spirit has been chiseled away. It is clear she has been fed and taken care of although she has been placed here for what seems like far too long. But still, she has lost much.

	Those eyes of hers regard me. “You are with child.”

	“Yes.” 

	A tiny smile tugs at her lips but she does not congratulate me or tell me that one day I would make a wonderful mother. Not that I expect her to. But that little hint of satisfaction which showed on her features only a moment ago told me that she is pleased about her son having an heir and that the bloodline of the House of Montforthe-Byron would carry on. 

	“You look well.” She smiles.

	A swift breeze affects the burning torch and makes the flames dance, but they don’t go out. 

	The Queen Mother laughs softly. “Of all the people I expected to see tonight, if I could ever have imagined that this night would come, Briar, I never would have guessed it would be you.”

	We both know the meaning of her statement.

	It needs no further interpretation.

	She smiles.

	I swallow down dread and shame, but still, I cannot admit regret.

	“I would do anything to see my sons.”

	“I know.” I lower my head.

	“I love them.”

	“I know.” Pulling the Holy Bible from the pocket of my dress, I show it to her.

	“Do you expect me to pray, Briar?” 

	Yes.

	“In my last moments on this earth, you expect me to pray?” She scoffs.

	Yes.

	“God-is-not-here.”

	“He is.” My eyes bulge with the words.

	She laughs. “God has not been behind the walls of Berkhamsted Castle since it was built.” 

	I say nothing, only regard her.

	“Did you come here to make your peace with me before I go?” Her eyes fill with tears.

	“Yes.”

	“But you came here for something else?” She sends me a look. “You came here for something more than obtaining my pardon for your transgressions.” Anger flares from her but it is the weak kind.

	With a breath, I look away from her and then slowly I dare to meet her eyes again. “I need to know.”

	The Queen Mother jerks her head away from my direction in disgust then paces the large space behind the bars. 

	“I am sorry, but I need to know.” I tremor from frustration and fear.

	She rushes back to the bars and grips them with force. “Whyyyyy?”

	“Because I loved him.” I weep. “I am sorry, but I loved him.”

	Her lips flatten out and annoyance takes over her expression. “Yes, I know you did. And he loved you.”

	I know. I know. I know.

	“Is that why you took him away?” The question leaves me in a desperate fashion.

	The Queen Mother disappears beneath the shadow of the darkness for a long moment. So long that I wonder if she is even there anymore until her soft cries fill my ears. She weeps. Alone and cold, she cries.

	“I am sorry.”

	“I always wanted my husband to love me.” Her voice cracks. “Always.”

	“I am sorry.” A tear dribbles down my cheek.

	“I always wanted him to desire me.”

	“I am sorry.”

	“I adored him.”

	I did too.

	“I am sorry.” They are the only words I can offer.

	“I drowned those girls, searching for the one, Briar. While searching for you, I drowned those girls.”

	I weep.

	“How could I not have known it was you?” The gentle laugh she lets out is only meant for her. 

	Because I was nothing then…

	Just an orphan.

	A handmaid.

	A ghost.

	Remaining silent, I stare at the stone beneath my shoes. “You must tell me what happened that night?”

	Her big eyes pop out of the darkness and force me to take a step back. “You have denied me so much…Do you truly think I would let your heart rest by telling you about the very things that make my soul know it should shudder when it gets to Hell?”

	I hope.

	I dream.

	I pray this woman will tell me something.

	“I should hope that you would repent, and part of repenting is admitting the truth.”

	She laughs an arrogant laugh. “I WILL NEVER.”

	An exhale of frustration exits me and filters out into the cold air and with this woman’s stubbornness I am inclined to put this torch to her dress and end it all here and now.

	“I will not submit to you.” She practically spits the words.

	“Will you submit to Alexander then?”

	Her eyes bulge. “Alexander does not seek the answers you wish for yourself. All Alexander is consumed with is revenge. He loved his father so dearly…But, I consider what is best for my son and for this kingdom.”

	He was not ready.

	He was not ready.

	He was not ready.

	Her answers are vague and unfuckingsatisfactory.

	Tilting my head to the side, I sink into the pathetic sight of the woman I once feared. “You hated your husband because he loved me.”

	“No, I hated my husband because he-didn’t-love-me.” Her entire face tightens.

	A startled laugh leaves me at the effect of her words. It is offense. It is surprise. It is shock at her ability to be so cutting at a time like this. Still, it feels like she is reaching right down in my soul and rearranging things which should never be touched! 

	I am a queen. 

	Yet, in her eyes, still I am nothing. 

	Her explanation is more than enough…

	A woman such as this one is too arrogant to ever admit jealously and especially not of a woman like me. 

	Her hatred of her husband was never about me.

	It has always been about her…

	I tip my chin and hold it high making sure she sees.

	She paces. “Alexander is a lot like his father, always searching for the best and the good in people but the truth is that they always disappoint you. Always.” A humorless laugh drifts from her. “I pray you do not disappoint Alexander as I have because you will spend the rest of your life trying to make it up to him.” Slowly, she retreats and is swallowed up by the darkness.

	“Please, just tell me!” My fingers curl around the cold iron bars. 

	I need to know exactly what happened that night…

	But, there is silence and it only drives my screams. “Please, I need to know! I beg you!”

	Nothing.

	“I NEED TO KNOW!”

	Nothing.

	Nothing.

	Nothing.

	It is excruciating silence…

	She is gone.

	“MAY GOD HAVE MERCY ON YOUR SOUL!” I weep like never before.

	The Queen Mother may be condemned to death, but without her full admission and repentance, the rest of us have been cast a far worse fate…

	Still, our hearts will remain heavy for the loss of a man—a king—who is nonpareil.

	 


Alexander 

	 

	I PULL HER CLOSE to my chest ensuring she feels my heartbeat…

	Long mahogany tendrils fan out over the white sheets. A wail drifts from her parted lips and slips out into the air. Her body, made of delicate bones and soft, soft skin all but melds to me. 

	We are in sync.

	We are here, together.

	We are tethered.

	Night has fallen.

	A candle which rests on a table in the corner of the room flickers with the last of its light. And beyond the window is the breathtaking landscape of the country which I hold dear to my heart. A bright moon shines down on the grounds beyond these walls. The white stars in the sky twinkle. Everything is calm tonight including Raven Forest.

	When Briar’s mewls fill my ears, my cock swells even more…

	I’d do anything to take her away from the pain which she is reluctant to admit she holds in her heart.

	But I will take it away, away, away.

	I bury my lips in the soft fragrant skin on her neck and inhale.

	A shaky hand crawls up her side and settles on mine, fingers intertwining. 

	With an arm draped over her side, I palm her belly and continue with my stroke with a groan. Slowly, relentlessly, my hips buck chasing pleasure. Our flesh collides. Sweat slicks the skin between us and it smells oh so bloody sweet. I hold my wife, my rose, my queen tighter against my chest.

	A pale rump ripples with my efforts and her wetness surrounds me.

	“I love you.” My tongue runs along the shell of her hot ear and I nip at the flesh with my teeth. “I love you.”

	She wails!

	Her pussy clenches.

	The sensation robs me of all fucking composure!

	The room falls into darkness when the candle burns out…

	Stripes of moonlight crisscross this room and illuminate our bodies as we writhe and twist.

	A groan explodes from my chest, and with purpose, my hand slides along the length of her thigh, over soft and pale flesh and settles between them. I stroke that perfect spot, encouraging her lips to part and whimpers to leave her throat helplessly. “I love you.” The words are growled into her sweaty skin.

	Briar moans, her beautiful hazel eyes grow big, adjusting to the darkness, and her lips remain parted.

	I can feel everything.

	Her sinking mood.

	Her sadness.

	Her longing for the answers she will forever be denied of.

	The way her heart hammers and cracks and cracks and cracks.

	Shifting, I loom over her, gaze into her eyes and cup her warm cheek. 

	A tear slips from her eye and lands on the ruffled sheets beneath us. “I loved him.”

	I know. I know. I know.

	I loved him too.

	“I love you.” I deliver a punishing kiss to her lips—wet, greedy, consuming—before I let her go.

	She makes the prior confession to me over and over and over.

	And I keep fucking her, losing myself and taking her with me.

	My hand is planted on her hip, and with a rumble which explodes in my chest, I plow into her pussy, going deeper and deeper and she wraps tighter and tighter around my swollen flesh offering the perfect mixture of pleasure and agony.

	A line of sweat drips down my chest with the effort.

	When Briar’s fingers run along it, they are fire along my flesh, burning and burning and burning.

	My soul aches.

	My heart is destroyed.

	My future is with the woman who lies with me.

	I have pledged forever to her.

	To protect her. To treasure her. To love her for all the days of my life.

	I peer into her eyes not needing her to say anything at all for right now she is broken and hurt and seeking solace in the comfort of my arms and beneath my ministrations which only convey how much I love her.

	Her lashes flutter. Her eyes become bright. Her gaze is unfocused. 

	She is beautiful.

	A masterpiece.

	A pretty, pretty rose.

	But my attention gets snatched away by the sight across the room…

	The handkerchief…

	The one from my nightmares…

	The one Briar had pulled from her dress and given me on that seemingly perfect night.

	It glows.

	Whatever is contained inside it glows.

	It’s the flower.

	The most beautiful ghost orchid I’ve ever seen before.

	How could it be possible?

	With a knowing look and calmness in her eyes, Briar’s soft palm touches my cheek and guides my attention back to her and then I am deep in the effort again, fucking, fucking, fucking, and pondering with much hope if it is possible at all by God’s will to impregnant her twice. 

	Ragged breaths leave me. My chest heaves. Animalistic moans explode through this chamber.

	Plowing into her wetness and sinking into her depths, I get lost.

	I never want to return.  

	 


Briar 

	

	I AM IN THE clutches of sixteen stones’ worth of man. Large hands rove over my flesh. His soft beard brushes over my skin when he rains kisses down and along my shoulder.

	We twist in the sheets.

	He surrounds me.

	My sweaty back is planted to his chest.

	With each stroke, I’m vaulted upward and toward the ornate headboard of this massive bed.

	He clutches my chin and guides my mouth to his, and with his gray gaze lingering on mine, I am taken down by the most soul-stripping kiss. All I could ever wish for is injected into it—his respect, his love, his forgiveness. And in this moment, I need it all. Gentle hands brush over my skin and no matter what happens with the other, one always remains on my belly, smoothing and caressing, almost with pride.

	We are having a child.

	I am carrying our child.

	I have been tasked with protecting the future of England—this man’s heir—this man’s blood.

	Alexander draws my nipple into his mouth, savoring it, tasting it, and then after a moan leaves him, his lips settle along my neck and waves of his hair fall out along my skin. When his stroke becomes more relentless, I steady myself against him, holding on, fingers digging into his skin attempting to find purchase.

	But he’s too strong.

	He’s too powerful.

	I am too lost in his presence.

	Shutting my eyes, I fall into this moment and forget everything.

	Pleasure sends my insides twisting tighter and tighter. My insides coil into the most satisfying endless knot which only this man can untie. And when I cannot withstand the tension anymore, with a smirk, he simply tugs on the bond and allows me to unravel. I bleat and bay when the orgasm takes over unable to stop cries of euphoria from leaving my body. Alexander fucks me through the pleasure. He gifts me with a deep stroke which leaves my thighs sweat-slicked and quivering and with a growl he stiffens and pours everything he has into me without restraint. 

	The moonlight filters into the room.

	My ghost orchid glows a pretty orange between the old and tattered handkerchief it’s wrapped in…

	We simply rest and observe the phenomenon asking no questions at all while not denying reality.

	Our breathing eases.

	Alexander’s thick index finger traces a line over my belly and teases the navel. “You are my future.”

	And you are mine…

	“I will protect everything we have built with my very soul until my body becomes ash.”

	There is so much conviction in his words.

	I do not look at him. “I know you will.” 

	“Do not ever speak of your flower, Briar, to anyone.” He cups my cheek with his large hand, urging me to look into the perfect gray storm brewing in his beautiful eyes. “Do you understand?”

	I only offer a blink and no words in response.

	He leans in until we are lips to lips, nose to nose, soul to soul. “Do you understand?” His question is a vicious hiss. I find fear in his orbs—utter fucking fear. I am nudged gently with his thick finger against my cheek. “Do you understand, Briar?”

	“Yes, I understand.” 

	We stay locked in that gaze and it only takes a short moment for him to realize what truly saddens me.

	“I am sorry I cannot forgive them.” His voice is the gentlest I’ve ever heard it.

	My eyes fix on the dark sky beyond the window. “I am sorry too.”

	 


Alexander

	

	IT IS COLD THIS morning, so bloody cold…

	I wrap deeper into my cloak and ease down onto the throne, urging Briar to do the same.

	A crisp wind washes over us which sends the snow flurries with it.

	I gaze up at the beautiful gray sky and spot the eagle which circles high above, no doubt awaiting a meal. The entire household of Berkhamsted Castle fills this courtyard, except for the children and Vesper who has taken a much-needed break from her skulking around my home and has decided to be of some real use by minding the young.

	Shaw lingers.

	Swathed in white from head-to-toe, Sister Rebecca prays.

	Sister Rebecca is always fucking praying.

	Father Peter’s trembling hands clutch the Holy Bible where he stands on the gallows erected high above the courtyard and directly parallel with where we are perched. Behind it stands Berkhamsted Castle. 

	The breath which leaves Briar affects me.

	I glance to my right to regard her. “It is your duty.”

	She swallows down all uncertainty and disgust and faces ahead.

	“May God have mercy upon your soul.” Father Peter makes the mark of the Holy Cross and presents the Holy Bible to Jean-Baptiste to kiss. 

	Hands bound and with a noose already secured around his neck, he refuses. 

	Father Peter mutters words I cannot hear and then steps away.

	“RELEASE!” Heavy sword held high, Caspar’s yell even silences the wind when he makes the command.

	The bottom drops out of Jean-Baptiste’s world and he hangs…

	Jolting. Twitching. Gurgling. 

	A terrible sound leaves his gaped mouth.

	Someone gasps.

	I make no bother about who it is.

	This is not the first time I have witnessed an execution. I am King so I figure I should get used to it…

	So should Briar.

	Briar’s head falls low and then with my encouragement it lifts.

	This is justice for all.

	Jean-Baptiste’s agony goes on for quite some time. Death by hanging is rarely swift. It is an invitation to the most horrendous suffering one could ever imagine. No matter how brave a man is and how they might welcome death in preference to a wretched life of being cast into a dungeon for all eternity, while hanging, they all struggle for air. It is human instinct to want to breathe. But the more one struggles, the tighter and tighter and tighter the noose becomes until the neck snaps.

	CRACK.

	Sewage leaks from the dissident and soaks his tattered trousers. 

	With a crumbling expression, Briar turns and offers me eyes which are full of questions…but I have already given her all the answers. I don’t know what she searches my face for. I will not change my mind. I will not grant reprieve and no matter how much I believe in God or the Holy Bible which Father Peter holds in his hands, still, I believe in justice. I believe in repentance. For our sins, I believe in the possibility of finding forgiveness not in this world but only in the next one…wherever that may be…

	Briar’s hand lingers on her belly.

	It is beautiful.

	The realization that she is with child reminds me that there is still much hope in the world.

	And I am assured that she will be a good mother.

	But, I hate that she is sitting there, chin high and eyes shining while she judges me.

	My gaze is stolen away when I meet my mother’s eyes as she is ushered onto the gallows. Her stride is slow and regal, and her demeanor is strangely calm as she regards me. We trade unspoken words in that moment. It is a never-ending conversation I simply don’t have time for anymore.

	Briar weeps quietly.

	“Do you have any last words?” Father Peter directs the question to Mother, empathy tortuously wrinkling his brow. The wind rushes by and takes the black hem of his cassock with it. Father Peter mutters more words I cannot make out and steps away, hands clasped, head bowed, awaiting the calamity which will soon follow.

	Mother’s chin tips back high. “I am a queen. In my heart I will always rule these lands. Royalty runs through my blood and it will still, even in death.” A single tear rushes down her cheek. “I am not afraid of death.” 

	A smile touches my lips at my mother’s strength.

	She will not repent. She will not seek forgiveness. She is pleased to go to her death a fucking disgrace.

	The woman who brought me into this world was always so, so cold…

	I am sad.

	I am satisfied.

	I am done.

	Off with her head…

	 


Briar

	 

	A COLD BREATH EXPANDS my lungs…

	The snow flurries which dance around us are perfection against the gray.

	Such beauty serves as the backdrop to undeniable terror. 

	I face ahead, eyes fixed on the woman I have never considered to be anything but a mark of strength and royalty and respect. I expect her to attempt to run, beg for her life, or to sob at the very least. But, she does none of those things. 

	The cold wind around us whispers.

	The flurries drift across the sky.

	White, white, white flashes across my vision.

	The baby moves.

	It’s a gentle squirm which reminds me that life is now blooming inside me.

	I am a mother, just like the woman who stands tall on the gallows, and we are all connected by Alexander.

	He is King.

	And this woman betrayed this country.

	“KNEEL.” Gaius’ command exits him in a bark which echoes around this courtyard.

	With a shaky hand, the Queen Mother removes her scarf and with the action we are given a flash of her hair which is pulled back and pinned away from her face. I examine the lines there—age, wisdom, bitterness. It’s all lashed into her flesh like a sad, sad story and all of it likely explains how she ended up here, like this…

	Alexander remains stoic.

	I tremble like the petals of a rose under the frost.

	The Queen Mother sinks down to her knees like a slave and faces ahead.

	I suck in a breath, trace her eyeline, and realize her eyes are settled right on Alexander’s.

	They stare at each other for a long while…

	Alexander offers no emotion.

	Another tear, however, leaks from the Queen Mother’s left eye.

	I wait for Alexander to explode from the throne and demand this all to cease but he does no such thing.

	Clutching my stomach, my gaze sweeps over the Queen Mother and I get lost in the fierceness in her features despite the heavy blade which Gaius practices his swing with only a few feet away from where she kneels. The slice of the blade through the air. The cold which whips around. The silence. It is so, so quiet. No one speaks.

	“Alexander.” My gaze cuts to his, tracing the sharpness of his perfect nose.

	He does not reply.

	I don’t think he could offer me words at all.

	“Alexander.”

	I am not acknowledged.

	“You have been charged with treason.” Gaius holds his sword high. “You have been charged with taking the life of a dear friend, a man who was loved and revered by all, a king. You have been condemned to death. May God have mercy on your soul.” 

	A tremor moves through Alexander but is so gentle I could have almost missed it.

	“It is snowing.” Alexander’s deep voice surrounds me. “She always loved the snow…”

	I should look away.

	Don’t look at it, Briar. 

	But I cannot do any such thing.

	With his face twisting from the effort, Gaius lifts the sword, pulls back and sends it forward with a barbaric grunt. The slice of the blade as it moves through the air is loud enough to pain my ears. Instinctively, my eyes snap shut.

	A gasp from the small crowd gathered here drifts over the courtyard.

	A CLUNK…from the Queen Mother’s head as it rolls away from her body.

	And then a THUMP as her lifeless body falls over completely.

	Hesitantly, I open my eyes and the scene ahead of me is just as I imagined…

	The chill slips past me and takes the warm breath of surprise which I expel. The birds caw. The blanket of gray cloud above drifts. It is eerily quiet. Time ticks by…Acceptance of what has happened strikes me hard.

	The Queen Mother’s blood runs cold.

	She is dead—motionless—in a pool of red which stains the platform of the gallows.

	Alexander calls it justice.

	I call it playing God. 

	What mortal man would ever dare?

	Only a king.

	Only a king.

	Only a bloody king.

	 


CHAPTER 

	XII

	 

	Briar

	 

	I STAND NEAR TO the window peeking out to the courtyard where Alexander, who is shirtless, spars with Davide beneath the cold and let out a warm breath which mists along the glass.

	In the windowsill sits a vase filled with red roses and baby’s breath.

	Leaning forward, I breathe in their sweet scent.

	The air in this chamber is warm this morning and filled with Anna’s laughter and Vesper’s incessant giggling.

	It seems as if so much time has passed but it has not really.

	The seasons have gone by. 

	So has life.

	After the Queen Mother and Jean-Baptiste were executed, the announcement had been made to the people of England that the pair no longer lived. The statement was signed by the King himself.

	No one questioned why.

	No one dared to ask.

	The King’s word was the be all and the end all.

	And then the Queen Mother and Jean-Baptiste were simply forgotten as if they never existed at all.

	“Aunty Vesper, I don’t like that color.” Anna’s complaint pulls me out of my daze.

	Palming my growing belly, I spin around and face my two favorite girls in the world who are painting and waltz over to where they stand in front of two easels which are side by side. “Anna, this is marvelous.” I take a moment to examine the painting of what-I-don’t-know. My fingers fiddle with Anna’s curls and then I press a kiss to her cheek. “You have done the most amazing job.”

	Her grin is humungous. “Thank you, Mother.”

	“And what about me, Mother?” Vesper nudges my shoulder playfully with her own. “What do you think of my painting?” She winks.

	A clever smile passes over my lips then decides to remain. “Um, remind me again, Vesper…” My eyes cut to Anna’s and then back to Vesper. “What is it?”

	Clutching her tummy with a tiny hand, Anna falls out in delightful giggles. 

	Vesper rolls her eyes. “Dear sister, it is you?” She gazes at the painting for a moment and then her eyes land on mine once more, soft. “It is you.” She nudges her chin at the image of what has admittedly been clear at the very start of all this. 

	Tilting my head to the side, I am able to make out the image of a woman strolling through a garden path of roses, her open hand and fingers brushing over the foliage as she does. A gray, gray sky serves as the backdrop.

	Vesper smiles.

	“I did not know you could paint.” 

	She lifts a shoulder and grins. “Neither did I.”

	I almost cry. “Vesper, it is beautiful.”

	She bounces on her toes.

	After a knock lands on the open door, Matron Rhodes drifts inside. “I promised I would let Anna spend some time with Charlotte in the kitchen today. Apparently, she promised this little one that they would make butter biscuits.”

	Anna’s blue eyes beam. “I cannot wait, Matron Rhodes.” She takes her hand and Matron Rhodes leads Anna away. “I promise I will come back right after, Mother.” She tips her head Vesper’s way. “Aunty Vesper, I bid you a good morning.” She fakes a posh accent.

	Everyone giggles.

	A breath breaks free from me loud and long when this chamber falls into silence once more. In the distance, beyond the window, the rambunctious theatrics of the sparring outside grows more frantic. It is the shouting. The clanking of swords. The sound of two men in a battle of speed and strength, embroiled in I think what they call “fun.” 

	I couldn’t think of anything more ridiculous.

	Vesper rests her paintbrush down and faces me.  “You should get some rest.”

	“Yes, yes, I suppose I should.” I run a palm over my belly. “But, I cannot.”

	Vesper’s brows collide. 

	“Prince Zaccai is due to return today.”

	“Oh, him.” Vesper laughs.

	“Yes.”

	Vesper returns to painting. “But, what does that have to do with you?”

	“Well, I will be expected to attend dinner tonight and so forth and so on…”

	“I see.” Vesper dabs away at the canvas with the brush she holds. “I cannot say I am looking forward to his return.”

	With a huff, I spin away from her and stride toward the window. “Things are different now, Vesper.”

	“Yes, they are.”

	“And besides, I know that even though Alexander will never admit it, he has missed his brother.” Smiling, I peer down into the courtyard. “Prince Zaccai has been gone for months.”

	“No one has missed him.”

	The snow flurries rush past the window with the wind and I behold the sight of England in the distance which is now blanketed by white. With the next passing breath, the sparring ceases and Davide throws a cloak over Alexander’s bare torso. And then they are out of my sight. 

	“Like I said, Vesper, Alexander has missed him.”

	She mumbles words under her breath I cannot hear clearly.

	“What was that?” I run my finger over the cold, cold glass.

	“I am sure Alexander now realizes that it is better that he is now married to you instead of that pompous tart, Morganna.” A little laugh follows her statement.

	My hand freezes against the windowpane. “Alexander was never going to marry Morganna.”

	Vesper stiffens. 

	It’s silent for quite some time, only the wind which rushes past the window fills our ears.

	“What did you say?” Slowly, her head turns, and she glances back at me with strange eyes.

	“I said Alexander was never going to marry Morganna.” I resume my teasing of the glass.

	The sky outside darkens and more snow falls, obscuring the view.

	Vesper growls out more words.

	“What is it?” My head slants left then right hoping to get a read on her but her back is to me.

	Her hand is at her side and her head hangs low for just a moment before she lifts it and gets back to painting, making bold and long strokes and dipping the brush into the paint until it’s covered in red.

	“Vesper.” With narrowed eyes, I approach. “What is wrong?”

	She laughs softly but I hear the hitch in it as though it cannot be feigned even if she tries her very best. “Nothing. Nothing is wrong, Briar.”

	With slow steps, I move across the room. “Are you sure?” I stop when I find myself lingering right behind her and in front of her vivid painting.

	“Yes.” She dabs away with the brush, perfecting what according to my eyes is already so perfect.

	“Vesper.”

	She freezes, her hand falls to her side and that brush smears red all over her dress.

	But, she says nothing.

	Fear crawls up and around my heart and squeezes tightly.

	“Vesper.”

	My sister offers me no words.

	She shakes her head. “I thought she was marrying Alexander, Briar.” 

	What does that even mean?

	“Vesper, I don’t understand.”

	Her brown eyes meet my teary ones. “I thought Alexander was going to make her his wife.”

	“No.” Reaching out, I touch her cheek and something inside me wants to claw the skin right from her bones. “Why would you think that?” My shaky hand glides over her skin.

	The baby squirms.

	Vesper blinks. “It was that day.” A painful breath gets sucked into her lungs. “It was that day when we were pulling the chest. She threatened you, Briar.”

	I palm her cheek and then with all my might, I snatch my sister and yank her toward me. “What?” My brows knot in the most painful way. “What are you talking about, Vesper?”

	She does not reply.

	We are eye to eye, sharing breaths and tears.

	In the distance, the rhythmic pounding of hooves thump against the cobblestone in the courtyard.

	“The Prince is here!” The arrival is announced by a servant. “Prepare his chambers at once!”

	He has returned, early, but alas, he has returned home...

	Vesper’s eyes flicker around when she realizes the same.

	My mind drifts back to that day when I thought I was going to lose Alexander forever…

	Morganna’s lifeless body…and her blonde strands saturated by so much water that they looked black.

	The moat…

	Vesper’s features crumble at the sight of the hot rage which drifts from my pores.

	It just may scald her.

	“Vesper.” Her name exits me in a begging way, but it does not matter because she will not speak.

	This family.

	The throne.

	The crown.

	The House of Montforthe-Byron and all that it stands for means everything to me.

	This land is ours.

	Ruled wholly by the House of Montforthe-Byron.

	It is our divine right.

	It is holy decree. 

	By the order of God. 

	“I’m sorry, Briar.” Vesper’s brows are cinched tightly together.

	“Vesssssper,” I hiss.

	“I’m sorry.” She shakes her head. “I am so, so sorry.”

	Not fucking good enough!

	My fingers curl tighter and tighter into the collar of her dress, almost shredding it. “What-did-you-do?”



	



	Alexander 

	 

	“THE PRINCE HAS ARRIVED.”  Hamilton lingers.

	I sit in front of the chessboard, staring at the pieces, still attempting to steady my breathing after the intense few hours of sparring with Davide. I snuggle deeper into my cloak, waiting to warm from the fibers of it and the fireplace which fills this chamber with heat. 

	A smile touches my lips at the tiny vase which is set on another table near me.

	In it is a single purple carnation.

	Although Briar’s garden has since been affected by the chill, still there are some flowers scattered around this castle, but they will not survive much longer. These flowers mean so much to her. They are her passion. These flowers and more are why the people of England call her the Rose Queen.

	“Your Majesty.” Hamilton’s voice cuts into my thoughts.

	I almost forgot he was here. “Yes.”

	“The Prince has arrived.”

	My chin lifts and I scan the chamber. “Yes, thank you for informing me.”

	Hamilton’s eyes settle on mine. “He wishes to see you.”

	“Oh.”

	“Are you able to see him?”

	I flex in the chair I’m sitting in, thinking. “Yes, I suppose I can, but I thought I would see him at dinner tonight. I have much to do.” I nudge the king on the chessboard into the next square, taking my time.

	“I shall let him into the council chamber, Your Majesty.”

	Keeping my head low and focused on the task at hand, I wave Hamilton away.

	The doors open and then shut.

	CLICK.

	“Brother.” Boots trod along the stone and then stop.

	The Prince has arrived...

	I lift my head to face him and then a smile, big, wide, and painful curves up on my face. “Brother.”

	Zaccai stands ahead—bearded and looking well. 

	I rise from my seat and step away from the table.

	He searches my face, but he will find nothing there except for relief.

	I encourage him to come closer and we embrace. After giving his shoulder a few manly taps, I back away and regard him. “You look well. I’d say the Frogs have kept you as young as could be.” With a little laugh, he glances away from me. “You’re back early.” I let him go and stride back to the table I had just been sitting to. “Please come and join me.”

	“Alexander, please, you know I am no good at chess.”

	“I was never any good either, but still, Father kept teaching me and eventually I became much, much better at this game.” I grin.

	He exhales loudly. “Okay, fine.” 

	We sit and make ourselves comfortable…just like in the days of old.

	Zaccai moves a pawn into the next square.

	“I expected to get a much lengthier letter from you.” I make a move.

	He does the same.

	It goes on and on and excitement builds within me that I now sit across the table from my brother in peace and harmony. Of course, nothing comes close to the fun I have with Anna when we play this game. And considering the moves Zaccai makes, Anna is certainly more skilled than him at this game.

	“I expected you to have returned sooner.”

	Zaccai drags a hand over his beard. “I simply could not.” With a shaky hand, he shifts another piece.

	I don’t make a mountain of his shifty demeanor, but it does set me on guard.

	Reluctantly, I make another move. 

	“I have not seen Briar, but I know she is with child.” His eyes smile. “It is good to see you happy, Brother. It is good to see both of you at ease.”

	I nod.

	“And I have been told about Anna. God has gifted me with a child too.” It takes effort for him to swallow. “Only I know nothing about being a father. I suppose just like I knew nothing about how to become a husband. I still do not have the prerequisite experience to carry out either task effectively.”

	I do not blink, only stare at my brother and remain silent.

	With a weak hand, Zaccai moves his bishop across the chessboard. 

	“I expected that you would tell me that you are in love.” I smile, big.

	A soft laugh drifts from him. “I am in love.”

	“That is very good then, isn’t it?”

	His eyes find mine. “I thought I would leave France and return to England a different man.”

	I make one final move. “Checkmate.” 

	Zaccai frowns.

	I am less concerned about the game and more worried about the way his thick brows are bent.

	He conceals much…

	“I want to be married, Alexander, just as you are. I want to have a family, Alexander, just as you do.” He exhales a long breath. “I want to find peace, Alexander, just as you have.” 

	I place my hand on the table, palm facing down. “What are you saying, Brother?”

	All the air seems to get sucked from this room with his inhale. “She would not have me.”

	My face scrunches. “I don’t understand…All this time you have been in France…What in the bloody hell have you been doing?” Displeasure ripples through me.

	Zaccai trips over the words which have not left him yet. “I-I-I was trying to win her back.”

	“But you did not?”

	“No.”

	“Well, find another woman, Brother, they are aplenty at the edge of the English seas…like the fish!” 

	Nil desperandum.

	Never despair!

	A laugh bubbles up from me. “You’ve never had trouble finding something to bed in the past.” 

	Zaccai’s shoulders fall. “You do not understand.”

	“What do I not understand?”

	His eyes flicker up to meet mine and shine. “I broke her heart.”

	I wait patiently for Zaccai to say more but he struggles. “I do not know what to say, Brother.” A look of fear steals away any composure in his face which was once there. “I do not know what to say.”

	“I beg you to explain.” My hard eyes land on his crumbling expression. “I do think that you should not allow this rejection to chip away at your confidence. You can propose to another!”

	When Zaccai shakes his head, my annoyance rises to the heavens. 

	“I don’t know what to say.” Shuddering, he sucks in air as if he cannot get enough of it.

	“I order you to explain, Brother.” With my words, I shunt forward in my chair, closing much of the space between us and getting in his face because I want to see his eyes. I need to see his eyes… “Brother.”

	Without warning, he breaks down in tears like the gutless little soldier boy he’s always been.

	Body-shaking, hand-trembling, childlike tears.

	Outside the window, the snow drifts, dusting the landscape in a blanket of white and the sky above slips into a gray so thick it almost looks black. And then the thunder of horses’ hooves as they hit the cobblestone in the courtyard fill my ears. But my attention is stolen away once more by Zaccai’s sobbing.

	I back away from him and confusion infects my heart. “Brother…”

	Zaccai’s big eyes settle on mine. “Helene…”

	She is Queen.

	Ruler of the Kingdom of France.

	A woman born of the House of Capet.

	“Helene…she is angry.” Spittle flies from his mouth when he makes the declaration. “I broke her heart and she has vowed to never let me have it again.” His mouth hangs open as if he’s in physical agony.

	The condolence letter sent to France…

	It was returned, unopened, and therefore unread…

	Queen Helene did not accept it just as she did not accept this man…

	BANG. BANG. BANG.

	The doors to the council chamber fly open and Gaius rushes in, heaving for breath and with his sword secured at his side. Davide and Caspar stalk in behind him. Three sets of wide eyes regard me before they land on my gutless, weeping brother. 

	This is not the time...

	“What is it?” I demand to know.

	Gaius swallows far too many times before he can speak.

	Davide’s expression is fierce.

	An ear-splitting slice ricochets off the stone walls when Caspar sheaths his blade. 

	Why is no one answering my bloody questions!

	In frustration, I rise from my seat. “WHAT IS IT?” Having never seen such fear etched into Caspar’s features before, I stand much, much taller when I spot it. 

	“Your Majesty…” Panting, Caspar attempts to steady his breathing. “Your Majesty…there’s been an attack.”

	

	-TO BE CONTINUED-
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