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    Prologue 
 
    The Kingdom of Minerva was a calm and peaceful land, surrounded by the deep expanse of a navy sea. Its royal family, which was headed by King Eudes and his beloved wife Queen Aalis, was based in the south of the ancient walled capital city called Nodnol. 
 
    When the king and queen announced their first pregnancy, all of the citizens of Minerva were thrilled, as they knew an heir to the throne would soon join their kingdom. Much to everyone’s dismay, the child was stillborn. Queen Aalis’s maid had warned her against bearing another child so soon after; her body had not yet healed and another pregnancy could severely injure the queen, if not outright kill her. However, King Eudes was adamant in getting his heir to the throne, and the queen conceived again shortly after. Unfortunately, this quick conception led her to suffer a miscarriage. The council began to grow impatient; an heir would be needed in order for the kingdom to keep its strength.  
 
    Frantically, King Eudes and Queen Aalis tried once again, and luckily this time they were indeed successful. The queen gave birth to a healthy princess. The head of the council, Sir Arlotus, was incredibly displeased to find that the heir was not male— princesses simply did not inherit their fathers’ positions, and how could they, when there were others far more capable?—and it seemed harder and harder for the king and queen to bear another child. How on Earth would Minerva be able to stay in power? Sir Arlotus had secretly had his own plans for running the kingdom, and eventually this led to him declaring war against his own king.  
 
    The battles lasted day and night, with men everywhere fighting tirelessly, but to no avail. The two factions of the kingdom fought against one another, burning homes, breaking up families, and destroying the capital in the process. The war had resulted in no victor. A simple disagreement had torn apart the nation.  
 
    Sir Arlotus was far too proud to bow to his former king, and so he left Nodnol, followed by other men and women who shared his views. Enjoying his newfound leadership, Arlotus sought to create his own kingdom, Eltra, in a largely uninhabited part of eastern Minerva, where the defector dubbed himself king and later fathered an heir with his wife.  
 
    After the Princess of Minerva, Marsilia, had assumed the throne, she married a duke from another part of Minerva called Lambrug. They had a daughter named Princess Idonea, who in turn had two sons, Prince Forwin and Prince Gamel. Only one of the men, Prince Forwin, the elder of the two males, had children: two daughters, Princess Rosalind and Princess Radella.  
 
    As Rosalind was the elder sister, she eventually assumed the throne, and married Prince Ferdinand of Commockogue, another nearby kingdom. At their first daughter’s christening, King Theodore of Eltra attended with an enticing proposition. Through the marriage of the heirs of Eltra and Minerva, the two kingdoms would reunite as they once were. By marrying Princess Anya of Minerva to Prince Gael of Eltra, Minerva could be whole again, and perhaps restored to its former glory.  
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    “Prepare to be educated, Reece,” Anya whispered gently to the black mare that stood beside her. 
 
    Carefully, she took an arrow out from the quiver slung around her back, as well as the bow that hung diagonally around her shoulders. The thick forest backdrop of Minerva’s looming castle, located in the capital city of Nodnol, was always a wonderful hunting ground. Not only was there an abundance of ponds for fishing and wildlife for sporting, but it was also very secluded and away from the castle, which stretched on for miles. It was outside of the barbican wall and moat—which was heavily and quite vigilantly guarded at all hours. Anya took great care to sneak past the guards by avoiding the portcullis entirely. 
 
    Anya Victoria Syndred had a petite frame, but her stature was enhanced due to her formidable strength and courage. Small, perhaps, but certainly mighty. She had silky raven-colored hair rippling down her back like a river and eyes the shade of an icy ocean, which looked to pierce a man’s very soul. Her lips appeared to always have an impish grin playing about them. Anya was not supposed to be in the woods doing poachers’ work, for she was the crown princess—and soon-to-be queen—of Minerva, but she could not care less.  
 
    As royalty, she had plenty of daily duties such as morning mass in the chapel, but like today, if she could find a way to avoid them, she would. Just like she avoided having her own handmaidens, which her parents affectionately called “ladies.” It was customary for royal blood to have their own escort waiting on them hand and foot. Her sister had two, as well as her mother, but Anya had begged her father not to assign any to her. He conceded on one condition: Anya would have a maiden to dress her, though even that was hard for her to accept. 
 
     She felt that she had already wasted most of yesterday speaking with the council about government affairs. There was nothing romantic about being a princess, for Anya’s life was ever complex. It was filled with politics, public opinion, and societal pressures—it was the furthest thing from exciting. The fact that she was due to assume the throne was more about making her people happy, rather than herself. She longed for leisure. King Ferdinand may not be happy with Anya getting herself dirty, but his opinion would not change a thing.  
 
    He did not understand the unglamorous life she lived, for he was not only a king, but a man. Power for a woman meant nothing, because no matter what a woman’s title may be—excluding those who were servants and peasants—women still endeavored to please the men around them and were always, even if unintentionally, subservient to their needs. Men were the most important members of society; they were treated with unquestioned respect and admiration. Anya despised society’s gendered structure. She knew that she was much better than she was given credit for. However, to a common stranger, she would always just be a woman who was following in the footsteps of a man; following the decisions of those who generally paid her little heed. The act of sneaking out gave her freedom, something she so desperately craved. 
 
    Anya stealthily nocked her arrow, aimed her bow at a young stag in the clearing ahead of her, quietly watched it lower its head to graze. It was not yet fully grown, which meant that transporting it would not be difficult, as she steadily aimed her weapon. Anya fired the arrow directly through the stag’s eye and into its brain. 
 
    “Bullseye!” 
 
    The stag snapped its head up, releasing a pitiful groan. It staggered helplessly to run away, but of course that was no use. Fresh red blood was already draining from its face, staining its chestnut coat. It collapsed into a nearby bush and Anya, grinning with an incredible sense of accomplishment, pulled on Reece’s reins, leading her over to retrieve the stag’s body so that they could bring it into town. It was only about a four-mile trip northeast of the castle grounds. She planned on trading its meat with a merchant for a lighter bow. As there were knights in the court, it was not necessary for a princess to have a weapon, but she always insisted. Anya pulled a long piece of cloth out from underneath her mount’s saddle so that she could wrap the body of the deceased stag. Reece obediently bent herself to the ground so that Anya could easily heave the stag by its antlers onto her rear and secure it in place.  
 
    “Good girl,” she grinned, tenderly petting the mare. 
 
    Once the deer was secured, Anya mounted Reece and once seated, Reece straightened out her legs to a standing position. Anya suspiciously glanced about her surroundings once more to make sure she was not being watched by one of the many spies of the court, then pulled her bandana up under her eyes so that there would be less chance of her being recognized. When she knew that the coast was clear and that her face was sufficiently obscured, she set the horse into a gallop and rode off. 
 
    The town was perpetually alive with customers. There were tiny shops for clothing as well as refreshments, tradesmen, and weapons. Although Anya could easily afford everything that was being sold, sometimes fitting in as just a normal person—what her family would call a peasant—was less stressful. These “peasants,” these pleasantly ordinary people, seemed to be happy just living their lives. They did not have to impress anyone; they could just be themselves, free of the weight of the entire kingdom on their shoulders—at least that is how Anya saw it. Before her mount carried her into the center of the crowd, Anya pulled the horse to a halt, dismounting with ease. The stag was still tied tightly to Reece’s rear. Anya continued on foot, holding her mare by the reins attached to her halter. 
 
    A short walk through a busy crowd brought Anya in front of a wall loaded with weapons. The royal crest of Minerva’s shone on the tent covering the shop, where it had been brightly painted onto the white background to draw attention. It exuded the majesty and elegance of the kingdom as well as its strength and abundance; all aspects which made the kingdom so glorious. As Minerva took pride in the rhythm of time and the essence of clarity, it displayed a crescent moon symbolizing the phases of a cycle—immortality, eternity, and enlightenment in nature. It was surrounded by blossoms which portrayed beauty, abundance, the promise of a fulfilling life within the kingdom. The princess tied her mare to a post at the side of the road and walked over to a short man with a paunch clearly borne of many nights--and perhaps days as well--of ale, his hair matted and his beard scraggly. Anya assumed this was the merchant she was in search of. Without missing a beat, his black eyes bore right into her blue ones. 
 
    “What d’you want, li’l lady?” he grunted. 
 
    The princess pointedly looked at the wall behind him and gestured to a bow made of transparent epoxy resin and wrapped in leather. Its handle was made of black locust wood, smoothly polished and painted, with a string tightly tied around the ends.  
 
    “That,” she replied. 
 
    The merchant turned to look at the bow Anya was pointing towards and then turned to face her again, narrowing his eyes. 
 
    “Yuh look a li’l fragile to be playin’ around with this.” 
 
    “Look, I already shoot,” she pointed at Reece’s saddle where her bow was hooked. “I just need a lighter one. That is all.” 
 
    He took it off the shelf and placed it on the table between them. “Yuh, she’s a light one alright. A knight used it in the Nodnol civil war years ago. His sword was eaten by the gol’ dragon. Yuh heard me right. A gol’ dragon! Or maybe it was red… don’ question history, m’lady! Now… what d’you got to pay for it?” 
 
    With a shrug she nodded to the merchant, “I have a stag. I caught him just this morning and then I came straight to you. He is not quite clean, but he is plenty fresh.” 
 
    “Hmm… do I look like I got time to clean that shite?” 
 
    The merchant looked over to the horse so that he could see the slain stag for himself. He knew that selling fresh meat would get him enough money to care for himself and his family, but at the same time, did he really want to spend time cleaning up an animal that he did not even shoot? What if he got a better offer for the bow? One where he did not need to clean a deceased animal… 
 
    Almost as if Anya could read his mind, she muttered quietly, “I can offer you my old bow and some money as well.” 
 
    This immediately grabbed the merchant’s attention. He smiled greedily and nodded as she walked over to Reece to fetch her chosen bow and untie the stag. She slammed a shiny gold coin onto the table, which he then traded for the lighter weapon. Her eyes shined as she considered its future use. 
 
    “It was a pleasure doing business with you, sir!” 
 
    The merchant was too busy admiring the glimmer of the currency in disbelief and happiness to answer. No one had ever given him so much money before! Feeling proud of herself, Anya quickly turned around ready to take her mount back to the castle. If she left posthaste, no questions would be asked as to her whereabouts. 
 
    A woman holding a full basket in one hand and a loaf of bread in the other was walking past Anya. It appeared that she was in her mid-twenties, not much older than the princess herself. As Anya turned suddenly, she collided with the tall woman, consequently and unfortunately making her drop the bread in her arm. The woman winced before expressing her outrage. 
 
    “Bloody hell!” she cried. 
 
    She picked up her dropped bread, which was now tainted with a layer of black mud. She then glared viciously at Anya; her green eyes nearly daggers in her pretty face. 
 
    “Thanks a lot, mate!” she continued, livid. “I have been saving up for this bread for two whole months. But thanks to you, I cannot eat it now, can I? And of course, that’s due to ignorant pricks like you who just can’t pay attention to things right under their noses! How about you come out of this crowd and explain yourself?” 
 
    Before Anya could protest, the woman pulled her into a small alleyway between some of the shops, making her feel something akin to intimidation since she was not used to being stood up to. Thankfully the height difference between the two made it very easy for Anya to avoid eye-contact. She caught whiff of a fragrant scent—was that rose? No, orchid! Although this woman was indeed very rude to her, something about her was very charming.  
 
    Anya was immediately entranced by the woman’s eyes, gleaming emeralds that sparkled in the sun. They were expressive, promising no obvious truths of the woman they belonged to. Her dark blonde hair was pulled back into a bun that belied her no-nonsense attitude. Her lips were plump and pink like delicate rose petals, and this filled the princess with a sudden and unexpected burning desire to know more about the mysterious woman before her. Anya bit her bottom lip and quickly looked to the ground, a bit of guilt on her face, before speaking at last through a shaky breath. 
 
    “I—I can buy you some new bread,” Anya stammered quickly. “Just show me where it is—” 
 
    “Show you where it is?! Ha! Let me tell you a story. You see, my parents became terribly ill with the plague when I was in my teen years. We were forced to leave our home in the Isle of Laurel for a specific mage here in Nodnol. I did not want to see that unnatural enchantress deciding to double-cross us and curse my parents, but I ended up having no choice. She was said to have the best healing remedies and to treat the sickly in her home. Word is that she used her magic to make her home large enough to treat multiple people at once—” 
 
    “Pardon me,” the brunette interrupted. “But what does this have to do with bread?” 
 
    The taller woman held up her hand to silence Anya. “I am getting there! Now, where was I? Ah, yes! Over time, my parents became well enough to eat real food again and so they asked me to buy them some bread. Sure enough, it was the most expensive bread in town, but I could not let them down. And then, this oblivious stupid woman ruined that! If you are anything like me, you would not be able to afford such a delicacy at the drop of the hat—like you seem to be implying.” 
 
    At the end of this short angry speech, she narrowed her bright eyes at the shorter woman before her. 
 
    “You do not know a thing about me. How much is that bread anyway?” 
 
    “God save the queen; it costs more than you are worth!” the woman spat. 
 
    “My mother does not need saving, thank you!” Anya thoughtlessly muttered under her breath. 
 
    Silently, the blonde woman regarded Anya, puzzlement coloring her expression. Why did she have a bandana covering most of her face? Instead of asking, however, she quickly yanked her covering down to reveal the face Anya was trying to hide. They gasped in unison. Anya hastily pulled the fabric back up in the hopes that no one had looked over at them. 
 
    “You are—you are the princess! You are Princess Anya!” 
 
    “Shh! Someone may hear you!” the princess hissed, looking around to check for any nosy onlookers. When she spoke again, her voice was much lower. “How do you know I am not Princess Eleanor?” 
 
    The tall woman chuckled lightly, suddenly changing her demeanor. “Everyone knows the difference between the royal sisters. Princess Eleanor has flaxen hair and Princess Anya has raven hair—like yours!” 
 
    Anya frowned. “Yes, I am Princess Anya, but no one needs to know! If I was anything like my sister, I would have you arrested right now for violation of royalty!” 
 
    “But I will not be?” the other woman asked sardonically. 
 
    “No, but if you put me in a bad mood, I will have no choice! People do not defy me,” Anya growled. 
 
    The tall woman uttered, “Let us start over; why are you here? You probably have people who would do anything you ask—” 
 
    “I wanted to get a new bow.” Anya glanced up at the woman politely, then back down at the ground, now realizing that this was not how royalty should behave towards those who mistreat them. “But you are right, I needn’t hunt in my kingdom because there are servants that would do it for me.” Anya turned to face the woman. “But it is a love of mine. Now, please—” 
 
    “Your Highness, I am so sorry I yelled at you.” 
 
    “Anya. Call me Anya. Please. I mustn’t get caught here,” she pleaded desperately. 
 
    “Well, Anya,” the tall blonde paused. “I am Evangeline Audovera of the Isle of Laurel. I am pleased to… officially meet you.”  
 
    Evangeline blushed, breaking eye contact. 
 
    “Officially?” Anya asked curiously. 
 
    “A few weeks ago, my cousin Cynthia came for a visit and said over and over, ‘may we please go to the royal’s afternoon tea? You can pay for admission, so I can assure you something important is happening.’ The queen announced that you are to be wed to the Prince of Eltra. You sat in between the queen and your sister, Princess Eleanor.” Evangeline explained everything as if Anya had not attended the gathering at all. “It was so difficult to get us invitations! It was not one of the courts’ normal charity events where the entire public could attend. I asked her, ‘how will we afford that? We will have a very hard time; this is not worth it.’ But Cynthia guilted me into being there. I had to sell a bracelet. It was not mine, so I did not care about having to get rid of it. And now here you are, the princess! If I noticed correctly—and do not be afraid to tell me otherwise—you appeared to be so… sad. Anyhow, your wedding was beautifully announced.” 
 
    Evangeline reminisced about the event. In truth, she was the one that had informed Cynthia of the assembly, but she knew her cousin—who liked to think that she was court worthy—would want to be there. Although she had never seen so many canapés in her life, her most vivid memory was that she could not keep her eyes off of the three royal women. They all entered together and then sat at a small rectangular table in the garden. The queen wore an elegant gown consisting of a black and gold velvet bodice and a full-length red silk brocade skirt. The bodice was laced up at the back over a modesty panel and underneath she wore a sheer gold long-sleeve blouse with a ruffle collar while her face was covered in a veil.  
 
    Princess Eleanor’s gown was similar to her mother’s, but she did not have a veil as she was not queen. Princess Anya, on the other hand, was wearing something completely different. Her gown was a deep, royal purple. It had ruffled lace around the neckline and the back of its bodice to emphasize her petite physique. The front panel of the skirt was embroidered with more lace to reveal a lighter shade of purple underneath.  
 
    “Bet you wish you looked like that, huh, love?” Cynthia had said, looking at Evangeline’s plain blue gown. 
 
    Evangeline dutifully ignored her cousin’s statement. Although Cynthia was a bit wealthier than her, she was much smaller and not in the best shape, so she did not look much better. 
 
    As if in slow motion, Evangeline replayed the memory of seeing the royals sitting at a separate table in front of the crowd with the queen in the center. They all conversed and laughed with the women who had attended the afternoon tea.  
 
    The queen had raised her glass of wine and announced, “Princess Anya is betrothed!” 
 
    The other women raised their glasses in turn and quietly cheered, sure to maintain proper etiquette. Evangeline stared at the princess who was gazing blankly into the distance.  
 
    Without taking her eyes off Anya, Evangeline had pointed to the raven-haired princess and murmured to Cynthia, “I like her dress the best.” 
 
    The citizens of Eltra and Minerva had been awestruck that the kingdoms would again come together in peace, as they once were before the civil war so many centuries ago. 
 
    Interrupting Evangeline’s daydream, an irritated Anya said, “Yes. Prince Gael Arnott Xuthus of Eltra and I of Minerva will bring the two kingdoms together. We will unite in dignity, land, and people. Though I have not yet met him… and pardon me for saying this, it is none of your business whether I am happy or not.” 
 
    Evangeline pressed her lips together in concern and replied, “I wish you all the best.” 
 
    Anya said not another word regarding the marriage. Instead, she led the way back into the crowd. Evangeline followed close behind, hoping that she had made a new friend. Suddenly, Anya came to an abrupt stop and turned towards her. Evangeline almost walked right into her, managing to pause just in time. 
 
    “Now, where was that bread?” the princess inquired. 
 
    “Bread?” 
 
    “Have you forgotten? I was the reason you dropped your bread.” Although Evangeline could not see it beneath Anya’s bandana, she was smirking. 
 
    “Ah yes, it is—” 
 
      “Shite,” Anya suddenly spat with panic in her voice. “There is a spy looking for me!”  
 
    She grabbed Evangeline’s toned arm and spun her around, pointing to a man in horn-rimmed glasses that was pretending to look at hats. Instead of examining the products, however, he was inspecting Anya and Evangeline. 
 
    Anya hurriedly fished two silver coins out of her back pocket and shoved them into Evangeline’s hand. They were bigger than the gold coin she had given to the merchant. 
 
    “Buy yourself a new loaf of bread,” Anya sternly instructed her. 
 
    “But wait, Princess Anya—” 
 
    “Just Anya,” she snapped. “And what are you called aside from your name? It is only fair if I know…” 
 
    “Right, sorry. Uh, Eva… but that is a family name and I despise it greatly”—she shook her head—“ah, I understand. Anyhow, will I see you again?” Evangeline asked. 
 
    Anya looked around the area for other spies that were potentially searching for her. She turned back to Evangeline; confusion written all over her face. 
 
    “Please?” 
 
    Hesitantly, Anya nodded her head in reply. “I do not quite understand why you want to, but... yes, I suppose so. At sunrise. There is a hill about five miles west of the court. You should not miss it as it overlooks Eltra. Alright, goodbye.” 
 
    Although this woman—Evangeline—was rather rude, Anya knew she would feel guilty for not meeting her again. It was just not in her character to reject the requests of her subjects. And if she was being honest with herself, Evangeline spoke with alluring, honeyed tones that made having her as a friend seem all the more appealing. Her voice had a steady cadence and sounded like the gentle shimmer of a stream. It was calm, undemanding of attention, but yet Anya felt called to listen. Suddenly struck by nervousness coiling tensely somewhere within her, Anya hastily untied Reece and mounted her before setting them into a sprint back towards the castle. 
 
                                   
Inside, the king, queen, and Princess Eleanor sat at a large dining room table waiting for Anya, who was late for a family meeting. 
 
    “Where is your sister?” King Ferdinand asked his daughter, who was seated across from him twiddling her thumbs. 
 
    Eleanor was only three years younger than Anya, but because she was not the firstborn, she had no rights to the throne unless some misfortune were to befall Anya. Eleanor desperately wished she could be queen; she knew she was pretty, although she could easily be misinterpreted for the more delicate sister. She had hair the color of pure gold and beautiful sapphire eyes which disguised a sharp, calculating mind and sly-tongued wit. Eleanor looked up and narrowed her eyes.  
 
    “How am I supposed to know, Father?” She took a bite of bread from the basket in front of her. Mouth full, she added, “You know who I have not seen in mass, mother? Auntie Radella. Is she alright? I have not seen her headed to council meetings either—”  
 
    Suddenly, Anya came rushing into the Great Hall wearing a long-sleeved, blush-colored dress with a modest V-shaped neckline. It fell to the floor and was cinched around the waist with a simple silver belt.  
 
    “I am sorry I am late, Father, Mother! I was—” she stopped speaking. She had not prepared an excuse. Then she realized that a servant had taken Reece to the stables. “I was on the river with Reece. There is an apple tree there that she likes—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, alright.” Queen Rosalind flicked her wrist, disinterested in her daughter’s excuses. She knew the reason why the king had called the family together. 
 
    “Why is Anya being given the throne so soon? You are both only middle aged.” Eleanor flicked her wrist as well, copying her mother. 
 
    “This is how we will be able to bring the kingdoms together. You know this, Eleanor,” King Ferdinand sighed. “Anya, your future husband has traveled to our kingdom to formally meet you.”  
 
    The king motioned to a servant to lead the boy into the room. Gael had broad shoulders, a slender figure, and dark curly hair which complemented his rich brown eyes. He appeared so handsome, so surreal in his attractiveness. Deep down in her heart, Anya wished that he was not. He bowed to the king and queen before strolling straight over to Anya. He leaned down and kissed her hand. Anya’s face took on a sour look laced with uneasiness, whilst a jealous Eleanor scowled. Gael, now feeling very proud of himself, turned towards Eleanor and kissed her hand. 
 
    “Your Majesties, Princess Eleanor, Anya, my love. It is an honor to be here today. My family of Eltra sends their best regards and blessings. My Anya, I will cherish you always!” Gael took Anya’s hand, kissing it again. 
 
    Anya flexed her hand against Gael’s touch expecting to feel something--anything, really-- but truthfully, she felt empty. 
 
    Disgusted and feeling left out, Eleanor asked, “Excuse me, Prince Gael, but where does that leave me?” 
 
    “Eleanor!” King Ferdinand scolded. 
 
    Gael held up his hand to chime in. “No, no. It is completely alright, Your Majesty. Well—” he turned to face Eleanor who was still seated next to Anya at the table. “You will live in our palace. Although you will remain a princess and our firstborn will be given the throne, you will be their godmother and teach them everything you know.” 
 
    “Well… that is not quite what I had in mind…” Eleanor sighed. 
 
    “Nor did I have that in mind for myself. You see, I had a brother—Edison. He was older than I and was due to take the crown. However, when we were still children, he fell ill and died—and behold, I was next in line!” 
 
    Eleanor looked at him with the kind of intrigue one did not expect from a Princess of Minerva, the faintest of grins playing about her lips. “Did you kill him—” 
 
    “Eleanor, that is enough!” the queen scolded. “Gael must have been frightened out of his britches at such a young age. Do you want your only sibling—who you love unconditionally—to die so you can have the throne? Is that what you are asking?” 
 
    “No, Mother! Of course not! You know that Anya and I have a very strong bond.” Eleanor glanced at her sister guiltily. “Is that not right, sister?” 
 
    Anya, who was not expecting the conversation to turn out this way, gulped. Gael was also silent. King Ferdinand glared at Eleanor, who awkwardly looked down at her hands. 
 
    “I apologize. I was out of line. I support my beloved sister, as well as her husband-to-be… but we all know that our kingdoms are only coming together again for money,” Eleanor murmured quietly so that only Anya could hear. 
 
    “I know you meant no harm.” Anya looked at Eleanor with an approving smile. “You are just young and naïve; always wondrous!” 
 
    Queen Rosalind cleared her throat to draw everyone’s attention. Both Eleanor and Anya looked at her eagerly, waiting for her to speak. “Your Majesty, I would like you to know that my sister, Lady Radella, is bringing that foreign friend of hers to supper tonight after the meeting. Oh, and I hope that answers your question from earlier, Eleanor.” 
 
    “The one who attended my birthday party a few years ago?” Anya curiously raised her eyebrows.  
 
    “That is why Auntie is always on holiday!” Eleanor exclaimed.  
 
    “Girls, please, settle down. I personally think it is fascinating they have maintained such a friendship for so long. Anyhow!” The king beamed as he stood with Rosalind. “We must celebrate this lovely proposal at once, as well as the union of our two kingdoms.”  
 
    He called to a servant, “Mistress Susan!” 
 
    Susan, a woman who was much older than everyone else in the room, rushed in. She curtsied to the royal family and turned to King Ferdinand to imply that she was ready to receive his order. 
 
    “Tomorrow night, we shall have a masquerade ball for charity to celebrate the engagement. Please take the girls shopping after breakfast has been served, but make sure you have them back in time for their tutoring session.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Susan nodded. 
 
    “I have chosen you for a reason. You may talk with the girls when you take them on this shopping spree. Now, please pass this message on to the other servants and have all of Minerva here tomorrow night,” the king commanded. 
 
    Servants were not normally permitted to speak to the royals unless spoken to, but King Ferdinand did not think that his daughters would be able to shop on their own without guidance. 
 
    Once Susan had left the room, the king motioned towards Gael. “As for you, tomorrow we shall test your fencing technique.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Anya may have had her own plans for tomorrow morning, but there was no way she would be able to object to these newly made plans by her father. Then again, Evangeline lived in Nodnol and would likely attend the masquerade ball, so perhaps she could see her then. Anya had to inform Evangeline at once. She pushed back her chair and stood up. She then curtsied and excused herself. 
 
    “Where are you going, Anya?” Eleanor asked. 
 
    “Do not worry, sister. I am just going to prepare for tomorrow!” 
 
    “Can I come?” 
 
    Instead of waiting for an answer, Eleanor followed Anya into the hallway. 
 
    “I can hear you stomping your boots, Ellie. Nice try.” Anya turned around and faced her sister. “What is it that you want?” 
 
    “Why were you not in mass today?” Eleanor glowered. 
 
    Anya froze. She had no valid excuse to explain her absence. 
 
    “You noticed?” she asked, admitting defeat. 
 
    “I always sit in the same row, which is two behind yours. Of course, I noticed! Though, you are lucky that Mother and Father did not.” Eleanor crossed her arms. “Where were you anyway? You could not have been carrying out your queen duties; Mother was not with you. She was at mass—somewhere you should have been!” 
 
    “The truth is, Eleanor, I was in the woods on personal business.”  
 
    Eleanor’s mouth gaped open in protest, but Anya held up her hand to signal that she was not done speaking. 
 
    “I know how unacceptable that is, but you must understand. These are my last days of leisure. I am not marrying for love, I am marrying for my people and when that time comes, most of my independence will cease to exist. Do you understand?” 
 
    Eleanor shrugged her shoulders. “I am tired of doing princess duties on my own. You should take part.” She turned her back on her sister. “You do not deserve to be queen.” 
 
    “Lovely girl, I attend every council meeting, something that is not even asked of you. I know all about Minerva’s public affairs and politics and the masquerade ball will be for charity. I am doing my duties,” Anya snapped at the back of Eleanor’s head. 
 
    Eleanor didn’t flinch, instead responding, “You are lucky that I love you!” 
 
    Anya pretended not to hear her sister and immediately hurried away. 
 
      
 
     Once Anya was out of sight, Eleanor turned toward the dining room. Her eyes remained on the floor and she bumped right into a tall man who she assumed was a servant. 
 
    “Sorry,” she snapped brusquely, lifting her gaze. 
 
    To her surprise, it was Prince Gael who stood before her. 
 
    “Do not worry, love. It is my fault for rushing to catch up with you.” 
 
    “Y-you were trying to catch up with me?” Eleanor asked in disbelief. 
 
    Gael let out a hearty laugh. “Who could resist such a lovely woman?” 
 
    “I am only eighteen,” Eleanor shrugged. “I am barely a woman. Anya is the one for you.” 
 
    “Ah, that is where you are wrong. Anya is gorgeous, but she does not have quite what you have. I think you would make a much better queen…” Gael leaned nonchalantly against the wall. 
 
    Eleanor’s mouth flattened into a tight thin line and she paused for a moment before uttering, “She is my—” 
 
    “Shh.” Gael covered Eleanor’s lips with one of his fingers. “She will be too busy preparing to be queen to give you any attention, trust me, love.” 
 
    “Why do you keep calling me—” 
 
    “—I do not have much time. I must meet your father. Come with me quickly,” Gael leaned down to whisper huskily in Eleanor’s ear. 
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked him. 
 
    “Wait and see. I am going to show you who the true queen should be.” Gael held out his hand for Eleanor to grasp. 
 
    For a moment, Eleanor was unsure of whether she should take Gael’s hand or not, but then realized that she was tired of following in Anya’s shadow. It was not like she would hurt her beloved sister. Perhaps she would only usurp Anya from the throne. That is how politics worked, after all. They had both been educated on this by their tutor. Eleanor took hold of Gael’s hand.  
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    Anya hurried to her chambers and shut the door behind her in case she was being watched. On her bed was the light bow for which she had traded the stag. It lay neatly atop her newly clean, lavender sheets. She had ordered her personal servant Clifford Arkwright, a young man of about fifteen, to bring the bow to her chamber whilst she prepared herself in an adjoining room to meet her future husband. 
 
    Anya took a moment to calm herself and then walked over to her writing desk. She pulled out the chair from beneath it and sat down, picking up a piece of parchment and a feather quill. For a moment, she thought about what she wanted to say; then the letter came easily. Anya’s only hope was that a princess would not get caught writing to someone as low class as Evangeline—though she knew just how to cover that up. 
 
                  
 
    The 17th of April 1299 
 
      
 
                                               My Friend, Evangeline, 
 
    I regret to inform you that I will not be able to attend our meeting at the hill tomorrow. I must shop for an event that we are having at the castle that evening. We are going to celebrate my engagement to Prince Gael with a masquerade ball. But fear not, all of Minerva may attend. I truly hope to find you there. Please come to the castle tomorrow night at sunset. I am sure I will be the center of attention and so therefore, I will be hard not to miss. 
 
      
 
    Furthermore, to prevent being suspected of my status, please do respect my lack of a title. Due to the court’s use of castle spies, there is a danger I may be caught speaking to someone unknown. Sending letters to those on the outside is not something I do on a regular basis. 
 
      
 
                                               Sincerely, 
 
                                               Anya 
 
      
 
    Anya placed her letter neatly into an envelope and waxed it closed, before calling Clifford into the room; a mixture of anxiety and excitement bubbling in her chest. 
 
    “Clifford,” Anya called through to the adjoining room, “if I may make a request?” 
 
    Quickly, Clifford opened the door to Anya’s chamber. “Certainly, Your Highness. How may I be of assistance?” 
 
    Anya showed Clifford the envelope. “This afternoon, I met someone who I would like to attend the ball. Please do not tell anyone, for she is much lower in class. I do not know her address, but I was hoping you would be able to find out. She is called Evangeline Audovera of the Isle of Laurel. I would like you to ride into town and deliver this to her as soon as possible. It would be greatly appreciated—do not get caught.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness.” He gingerly took the envelope. “It should be of no difficulty, as Miss Patricia gets an updated list of addresses weekly. Have faith in me. I do not intend to endanger you in any way. Is there anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    “No, that would be all. Thank you.” 
 
    Clifford bowed before exiting the room, closing the door behind him. Anya felt pleased, knowing that he would not let her down. Shortly after Clifford left, there was another knock at the door. 
 
    “Come in,” Anya called. 
 
    Eleanor walked into the room holding two cups of tea: one for her and one for her sister. She was wearing a light pink nightgown and her hair was tied loosely in a bun on the top of her head. 
 
    “I thought you might want to have a tea party,” Eleanor beamed. 
 
    “Okay, that sounds splendid!” 
 
    Eleanor walked over to the desk where Anya was sitting and placed two teacups on the desk to cool. 
 
    “So… Gael!” Eleanor gushed excitedly. “He is handsome. You are very lucky; I would give anything for him to notice me.” 
 
    “I guess he is quite handsome—” 
 
    Eleanor cut Anya off. “—And that smile! Those dimples. You will have beautiful children.” 
 
    Anya gave Eleanor a weak smile. “Yes, we will have beautiful children. You are exquisite as well, please do not forget that!” 
 
    “Maybe so, but I am not the one that is to be wed.” 
 
    For a moment, both of them did not say a word. They sipped their tea in silence. It burnt Anya’s tongue slightly, but made her insides feel warm and alert. 
 
    “Eleanor, you are eighteen and he is twenty-four,” Anya pointed out. 
 
    Eleanor recoiled, “You are twenty-one! Not much older than I.” 
 
    “This may be true, but three years do make a bit of a difference.” 
 
    Eleanor, not liking this conversation, changed the subject. “I bet Mother and Father wished they bore a son. That way he could just be king.” 
 
    “That is not true. Do you remember the story? King Theodore of Eltra attended my christening and decided that my marriage to his son would bring the two kingdoms together.” 
 
    Anya knew the history of Minerva. Eltra was founded by a former council member many years ago because he was resentful that they did not have a male heir. 
 
    Eleanor drank the rest of her tea without arguing any further. Anya was right; it was the princess that was bringing the two kingdoms together—no son was needed for that. Eleanor glanced over at Anya’s bed, her gaze landing on the new bow. 
 
    “I see you got a new weapon.” 
 
    “Yes, indeed. I know that I do not necessarily need a weapon of any sort, but I feel it is good to have something with which I can defend myself if needed.” 
 
    “Hmph, I prefer swords. Full responsibility; full satisfaction in victory.” 
 
    Anya narrowed her lips and looked down awkwardly. Was her innocent sister really so barbarous? 
 
    Abruptly, Anya met Eleanor at eye level. “Well, Ellie, I must bid you goodnight. We must be up early in the morning. Although it is only sunset, one needs her beauty sleep.” 
 
    “Yes, you are right.” Eleanor picked up her empty teacup as well as Anya’s, which was still mostly full. “I heard some of the chefs talking. There will be raspberry scones served at breakfast, as well as rye toast.” 
 
    “I do love rye toast!” Anya exclaimed. 
 
    “As do I,” Eleanor agreed, heading out of the room. “Well, goodnight sister.” 
 
    “Goodnight.” 
 
    But Eleanor did not leave the room like she hinted she was going to. Instead, she put the teacups back onto the desk, walked over to Anya’s bed and laid down under the covers. 
 
    “Anya, can I sleep here with you?” 
 
    “What is wrong with your bed?” Anya yawned. 
 
    “I just feel like we do not spend enough time together. Not since you started planning to be queen!” 
 
    “I can assure you that I did not plan”—she greatly emphasized this—“to be queen. It was a duty that was given to me. You must know that princess.” Anya stood up from the chair and blew out the candle before climbing into bed next to her sister. “Fine, Ellie, I will let you sleep here, but please do not make it a habit. I like my space.” 
 
    “You offend me terribly,” Eleanor rolled her eyes and giggled. 
 
    “Move over, fool. That is my side,” Anya joked to Eleanor. 
 
    Without arguing, Eleanor rolled over to the opposite side of the bed. They laid in complete silence in the dark for a moment. 
 
    “Your mattress is much more comfortable than mine anyway,” Eleanor whispered, breaking the silence. Anya shushed her which made Eleanor giggle more. “I love you, sister.” 
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    Anya slept peacefully throughout the night. Whilst she did not dream, she did not feel uneasy either. Eleanor, on the other hand, could not help but feel guilty for her interaction with Gael. As she lay awake thinking over what had happened, she realized that this—whatever type of relationship this may be—was her only chance at being queen. But would going down this route be worth it? 
 
        Eleanor squinted through the darkness at Anya, who was still in a deep slumber. 
 
    “I will see you in the morning, sister.” Eleanor whispered faintly as she quietly left Anya’s chambers. 
 
    She went downstairs and walked through a hallway leading her to the chapel. Instead of entering the chapel, however, she exited the castle through a side door. She was sure to keep out of sight of the guards so she could stroll unnoticed to a small, beautiful pond in the woods. In the moonlight, the pond looked almost as if it had been enchanted—a sight that was exactly what Eleanor needed to help her to relax. 
 
    Anya had not even stirred during Eleanor’s departure. There were many things that were better left unsaid. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    2 
 
    The next morning, Anya awoke to the sound of a rooster’s morning crow. She stretched out her arms and made a small sound in the process. Now fully awake, she realized that Eleanor had left the bed, but assumed that she had gone back to her own chambers. Anya slowly forced herself out from beneath the heavy quilt, walking over to her closet to pick out a simple skirt and matching blouse so she could go into town. She hoped to appear as more of a commoner and did not want a tiara until the ball that evening. 
 
    Anya was looking forward to getting to know Clifford that afternoon. Although she had guessed, the boys appearance did not reveal his true age. He had closely cropped curls that shone like copper whenever he stood in the sun. His eyes were a mysterious silvery grey. Freckles danced about his gently sun-kissed skin; a soft, courteous expression could almost always be found on his lips which was made even more endearing by his slightly crooked teeth.  
 
    He was a steadfast and loyal servant that Anya was grateful for, even though her curiosity itched to know more about his past. She always asked herself the same questions: Where was his family? Why was he not educated like she had been when she was his age? But the answers to these questions were really not of her concern, so she never voiced them. Maybe she would be able to find them out without needing to ask him. 
 
    When Anya arrived at the dining room table, she found that breakfast had already been served. 
 
    “You are up early, Eleanor, dearest,” Anya confirmed, embarrassed for her tardiness. 
 
    “Well, I was just so excited to go shopping!” Eleanor blushed. “I think I want to dress as a lioness… no! A fox!”         
 
    “That sounds lovely, Your Highness! What shall Princess Anya be?” Susan, the maid tasked with accompanying the two princesses, asked. 
 
    Eleanor began, “How about a chipmunk? No, too small… how about a—” 
 
    “A rabbit?” Anya casually suggested. 
 
    “I like that! What do you think, Mistress Susan?” 
 
    “That would be wonderful!” 
 
    Anya sat in a chair beside Eleanor and turned to another servant named Frederick. He had a full beard and was wearing the normal male servant uniform. Every man in the building were donned in black breeches and snowy white long-sleeved tops, and the women wore loose slate grey dresses that had square cut necklines covered by ivory-colored aprons. Anya summoned for him to bring the breakfast tray over, although she assumed that her sister had already eaten. 
 
    “Will you please pass me a scone, sir? And a piece of toast as well...” she looked over to Eleanor, who appeared antsy. “Maybe wrap those to go?” 
 
    “Certainly, Your Highness.” 
 
    At once, Frederick leaned over the table to pick up the tray, the food neatly laying atop it. Susan, standing off to the side near the room’s door, looked out to the hallway. She appeared to be talking to someone on the outside. 
 
    “The carriage is ready for us, your ladyships,” Susan informed the two sisters. 
 
    Eleanor shot out of her chair at once, speeding through the doorway. Anya, on the other hand, did not move until Frederick returned with a raspberry scone and a piece of rye toast wrapped in a silken navy cloth. She scurried out of her chair to follow Eleanor out of the castle. Susan led the way, Eleanor and Anya trailing behind along the stone path. 
 
    “What do you think Prince Gael will wear to the ball?” Eleanor asked dreamily. 
 
    “I am not quite sure”—Anya paused—“sister, why does it matter?” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘why does it matter?’ We talked about this yesterday. He is extremely dapper.” 
 
    “He seems kind of lanky… do you think he could protect me with a sword?” 
 
    Eleanor stopped dead in her tracks and gasped. “I am telling!” 
 
    “It was just a joke! I am sure he uses his sword well,” Anya assured quickly. 
 
    “Tonight, can I dance with him?” Eleanor pleaded. 
 
    “If he asks you, please do. That is what happens at a ball. People dance.” 
 
    “Alright, Your Highnesses, here we are,” Susan announced, motioning to an exquisite-looking mahogany horse-drawn carriage which was framed with iron for support, two russet steeds tied to the front of it. 
 
    The coachman wore a black suit with a short silk cape that fell behind his waist. He also wore matching pants which were tucked into a pair of tall cloth-trimmed leather boots. With a gloved hand, he assisted each of the three women into the carriage and once they were safely seated, he closed the door, taking his place behind the reins. Aware that the two princesses probably would not listen to her, Susan faced them and did her best explaining her ideas to help them to prepare for the ball.  
 
    Unbeknownst to Susan, she was indeed correct in her assumption, as Anya’s mind wandered to her own ideas of the upcoming ball. She assumed that Gael’s parents, the King and Queen of Eltra, would attend and that she would have to make a good impression. She did not want them thinking that Minerva was a weak kingdom. And tonight, everyone would find out about their wedding! All eyes would be on her, the citizens sizing up their future queen. The thought should not have made Anya uncomfortable, but it did. 
 
    “Princess Anya, keep an eye on your sister. I do not want her wandering off,” Susan commanded, having been given permission from the king to give the princesses orders. 
 
    “Excuse me, why would I wander off?” Eleanor asked with a sneer. “Gael was right. Peasants are a lower species than us.” 
 
    “Eleanor, please. Mistress Susan is doing us a favor!” Anya exclaimed. “Yes, I will watch her.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Highness,” Susan said gratefully, nodding her head. 
 
    Eleanor, with an annoyed roll of her eyes, remained silent for the rest of the journey. Anya was again lost in her thoughts and did not speak either. 
 
    When the carriage came to a stop, the coachman immediately opened the door to help the ladies exit. He informed them that he would return for them in an hour and then rode off, leaving them standing outside of the costume shop. The cottage was wide, and there was grimy rot clinging to the exterior of the building, but it had stood strong, withstanding age and weathering since the shop had first opened its doors. 
 
    “I think that coachman was looking at me.” Eleanor stuck her tongue out in exaggerated disgust. 
 
    Susan replied, “Yes, he was looking at you—” 
 
    “No! I mean looking at me.” 
 
    “Oh, for goodness’ sake. Please could you stop being so full of yourself for just one day? Especially in public?” Anya snapped, quickly aggravated. 
 
    “How about you stop hogging the attention, Queen Anya?” Eleanor growled back at her. 
 
    “Girls! We will have none of that. This is no way for a princess—two princesses—to act!” Susan interrupted them. 
 
    “Sorry, Mistress Susan,” mumbled Anya. 
 
    “Yes. Sorry,” Eleanor agreed. 
 
    Susan raised her chin assertively as a gust of wind rippled her grey curls. Anya and Eleanor followed her into the shop. When they entered, they saw a man with his young son who was also searching for masks to wear to the ball. 
 
    Eleanor was the first to notice them and bowed her head. “Shopping for tonight? So are we,” Eleanor waved her hand at Anya to draw the attention to her. 
 
    The boy’s eyes lit up. “Daddy, look! The princess!” He pointed at Anya. 
 
    The man grinned. “We will be there as soon as the doors open. It must be a very important celebration to have a ball.” 
 
    “It is quite important. Is that not right, Anya?” Eleanor asked. 
 
    Anya’s face became bright red and nodded awkwardly. In order to deflect the attention away from herself, she turned to face the other side of the shop and motioned for Eleanor to follow her. 
 
    Countless costume choices lay cluttered before them. It appeared that there was a mask for every animal they knew, cats, dogs, horses, sheep, deer. Shelves seemed to crowd the room to full capacity, perhaps even beyond its usual overhead. The sisters were not sure where to start, so they began sorting through various masks and dresses at the front of the room. They tried out several different looks, often reaffirming their own preferences through a side-view and nod from the other or receiving a “yes” but ignoring it anyway. The young royals continued shopping in that manner until Anya suddenly clapped her hands in excitement. 
 
    “Ah, look. This mask is perfect!” She pulled Eleanor over to see. 
 
    Placed neatly on the shelf was a simple onyx-colored mask, long rabbit ears sprouting from it. Underneath was a black dress to match. Anya picked it up off of the shelf and tied the ribbons from the mask around her head. 
 
    “How do I look?” she asked her sister. 
 
    “Brilliant! You could wear that dress right there.” Eleanor pointed to the dress underneath. “I wonder if there is a fluffy tail that you could wear with it.” 
 
    Eleanor ran in the opposite direction of the shop, searching for said tail. Anya quickly lost sight of her and then called out with mild concern. 
 
    “Ellie, wait for me!” 
 
    She walked in the direction that she saw Eleanor run off to a moment ago. By the time Anya found her, she was holding not only a fluffy rabbit tail, but a tangerine fox tail, too.  
 
    “Okay, now I just need an orange mask with ears and an orange dress. Then we are done.” Eleanor zipped out of sight once again, but this time, Anya was unbothered to look for her. 
 
    While waiting to pay the merchant, Anya had the strangest feeling of being watched. An uncomfortable sense settling into her body, Anya looked out of the shop window and spotted Evangeline entering the doorway. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Anya demanded and walked over to Evangeline who quickly propelled her hand into her pocket. 
 
    She left Eleanor standing near the front desk of the shop, who shrugged her shoulders, paying for her items herself. 
 
    Evangeline’s face was blank. “Shopping. You know, the princess invited me to her silly dance.” 
 
    “It is most certainly not a silly dance; I am announcing my legacy. Anyhow, this is a rather large coincidence,” Anya scoffed. 
 
    “I suppose it is. I would have never thought to see a person I am acquainted with attending a masquerade ball, purchasing clothing in the only costume shop in town. I personally need to buy some fabric which I can use to liven up my costume,” Evangeline acrimoniously responded with a conceited and simultaneously humored look.  
 
    “How old are you? You appear much too young to be making your own clothing.” 
 
    “I am twenty-four. I was born on the first of March in the year twelve seventy-five…” 
 
    “I was right, you are too young! The prince is twenty-four and he cannot sew—” 
 
    “He is a man. Age has nothing to do with it, Your Highness. But would it not be fabulous if I was able to afford a costume here? I may appear more radiant than you! I shall see you tonight, Princess.”  
 
    She hesitantly took her hand out of her pocket and chuckled. She walked over to a shelf that held fabrics in every shade of the rainbow. 
 
    Anya squared her shoulders and ambled over to Eleanor still at the merchant’s desk. She could have sworn she heard Evangeline leaving the shop, but when she turned, there was no one near the door at all. 
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    Back at the castle, the two princesses sat side by side in a cramped room for their daily lesson. Their tutor, a man named Master Connelly, wrote the title of their last topic of the day in neat cursive script across the chalkboard: ‘Royal Duties.’ He turned to face Anya and Eleanor and waited for them to finish taking notes.  
 
    “Princess Anya?” Master Connelly asked sharply.  
 
    Anya, snapping her quill onto the desk, quickly looked up at her teacher. 
 
    “You will assume the throne soon; tell us, what are your views for helping this kingdom?” he had continued. 
 
    “Ah well... I suppose... when I am queen, that is...” Anya looked tentatively over at Eleanor as she spoke. “I will pay attention to those who are lower in class than I. They should never be afraid to approach me. I will advocate for those in need, as I would want if I were in their shoes. Also, I would like to build more hospitals. The knights go out every day, risking life and limb in the name of duty. Sometimes we must break protocol. Sometimes even the royals have to work in humanitarian settings. Everyone should be their true selves and not worry about pleasing society—” 
 
    Eleanor shook her head. “Sister, we must always follow protocol. It keeps the diplomatic occasions organized. Although I agree that the lower class must be given more opportunities and even some class equality, we have to obey every aspect of the law. Maybe as queen we could have some religious reform and more women in power, as well... Oh, and curfew! I want everyone in their homes before there is any potential danger outdoors.”  
 
    “Princess Eleanor!” Master Connelly lifted the ruler he was holding and snapped it onto Eleanor’s hands.  
 
    “Bloody h—” 
 
    “You will not interrupt! I did not ask you to speak, did I?” 
 
    In fear, Eleanor shook her head. Anya looked over at her apologetically, but Eleanor did not notice.  
 
    “I am sorry, Master Connelly,” Eleanor mumbled apologetically.  
 
    “Say that to your sister whom you rudely cut off,” he snapped.  
 
    “Sorry, sister.” 
 
    “Good. Now, we are out of time for today. Given what we discussed at the beginning of the lesson, you will write a full-length essay about why witchcraft is frowned upon. I will collect your responses tomorrow. Have a pleasant day.” With that, he exited the room, leaving Anya and Eleanor still in their seats.  
 
    Once she was sure that they were alone, Anya rubbed the top of Eleanor’s hands.  
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yes... I guess I must be more careful when I speak.” Eleanor shrugged her shoulders.  
 
    “You would make a good queen,” Anya reminded Eleanor.  
 
    “I know that I would. What kind of fool would ignore protocol, Anya? Why am I not even given the option to be queen?” Eleanor barked suddenly.  
 
    “...I am the heir apparent, the crown princess. You should know this. Unless something were to happen to me, you must stay as you are. Now, Eleanor, I wish I had the time to humor your jealousy, but in reality, I do not care. There is nothing to argue about as nothing will change. Now, I must go.”  
 
    “I must as well. I will see you tonight.”  
 
    With a dramatic sigh, Eleanor walked out of the room, leaving the door slightly ajar, and ascended a nearby staircase. 
 
      
 
    Finally free, Anya decided she would take the time to get to know Clifford. As soon-to-be queen of the kingdom, she felt it only right to know those living in her court. Maliciousness, as Eleanor and Gael were in the habit of showing, would only cause trouble in times of need. Clifford had always been so kind. No matter their titles, Anya hoped to repay him. 
 
    She walked through the inner courtyard hoping that he would be relaxing there with other servants and maids. When she did not find him, she walked to the garden, but sighed in defeat when she could not find him there either. There was one more place she could look—his study next to her chambers. If he was not here relaxing, she assumed he was working.       
 
    Anya walked through the Great Hall and through the fortress doors before climbing up two flights of stairs. At Clifford’s study, Anya found that the door was half open.                 
 
    “Clifford?” Anya called. 
 
    “Yes, come in,” he responded instantly. 
 
    Anya stepped inside of the study to find him sitting at a desk going through a stack of parchment. On either side of the desk were large, overfilled bookshelves. There was one window in the back of the room with curtains slightly draped over it that looked over the castle’s inner court and wells. 
 
    “It is a beautiful day,” Anya noted. 
 
    Clifford looked out of the window and to the garden beyond. “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “Clifford, you have been serving me for years, yet I know nothing about you. I was hoping you would like to go for a stroll so we could chat.” 
 
    Hesitantly, Clifford placed the parchment he was holding down onto the desk. He looked at Anya and cocked his eyebrows as if to ask, why do you want to talk to me? 
 
    “Pardon me if I am being rude,” he blurted, “but is this a serious question you are asking?” 
 
    Taken aback, Anya stepped away. 
 
    “You are the princess. I am only a servant. We have never spoken in the past, so why now?” Clifford stood to be closer to Anya. 
 
    “You seem like a sweet boy, though a bit mysterious and when I become queen, I want to know the persons I employ. I do not wish for anyone to be against me. I would like people to know that I care. So why not start by befriending the lad who has helped me every day for years?” 
 
    Clifford could not fight back his smile. He was happy that all his hard work had been noticed. Although Anya always responded kindly, he was not sure if she only acted that way for the sake of being etiquette or if she were truly pleased with him. Clifford nodded and extended his arm for her to take. 
 
    As Anya began leading Clifford outdoors through the oak fortress doors of the Great Hall, they saw Queen Rosalind who was sitting in a chair and bathing in the sunlight between the double fortress doors that led to the courtyard and the door to her chambers. 
 
    “Gael is outside with your father. I believe they are shooting targets on horseback. Maybe you can meet up with them,” Rosalind suggested. 
 
    “Yes, Mother. When will the King and Queen of Eltra be here?” 
 
    The queen is not coming. She thinks her deceased son should be the one receiving the crown. I do not blame her for grieving, but Gael is also her son. I am sure that he needs her most now… As for the king, I am not sure when he will arrive, but it should be any time now.”  
 
    “Is Auntie Radella coming?” 
 
    “No, she is on holiday. But that is alright, you will see her soon. I can assure you.” Queen Rosalind stood up and turned towards the door to her chambers. “Well I am off to get ready myself, take care.” 
 
    Clifford opened one of the fortress doors and held it open for Anya. He took her arm again, squinting against the sunlight. The two of them stayed silent as they walked, unsure of what to say. They arrived at the archery field at the back of the castle. In the distance, they could see Gael riding a chestnut-colored steed, holding a bow with arrows slung around his back. He was wearing a full set of knight’s armor—helmet and all. 
 
    Anya squinted against the sun, trying to see if Gael had noticed them standing at the side of the field. 
 
    “Is that the prince?” Clifford asked, pointing to Gael. 
 
    “Yes, I am surprised you have not seen him!” Anya exclaimed. 
 
    “I serve you and I serve this kingdom. Prince Gael is not part of it yet. But I will be glad to help him when it is time… that is, if you order me to.” 
 
    “Oh, please do not word it like that… order you to… Goodness that does not sound like me at all!” 
 
    Suddenly, they heard the sound of hooves cutting across the grass. Clifford and Anya’s conversation was cut short by a shout from Gael. 
 
    “On your left!” 
 
    An arrow whipped past Clifford’s left ear and he threw himself to the ground and screamed.            
 
    “Sorry, mate. Guess you have to be more careful,” Gael laughed through his helmet. 
 
    “Gael! You did that on purpose!” Anya helped Clifford to his feet, his uniform now stained with mud. 
 
     “Scum,” he hissed under his breath. 
 
    Gael saw his mouth move but ignored him to address Anya instead. “Not true, my lady. Why do you even care about this low-life creature?” Now Gael took off his helmet, revealing a smirk. “I shall see you tonight, my love! Will you go inside and rest?” 
 
    “No,” replied Anya flatly. “I can take care of myself, thank you very much.” 
 
    “Do not be angry with me, darling. The boy is unharmed! I am no monster, I swear it.” 
 
    Gael rode off in the other direction. Anya glared angrily after him, irritation presenting itself as a tinge in her veins, and motioned for Clifford to follow her to the garden—her favorite place within the castle grounds. 
 
    As they walked together, Anya tried to start up a conversation, though she imagined Clifford was no longer in the best mood. 
 
    “I hope you are alright… I am so sorry about him.” 
 
    Clifford shook his head, the prince being a clearly uncomfortable subject. “Princess Anya, what would you like to know about me? You said that you would like to chat.” Clifford’s voice cracked awkwardly with pubescence. 
 
    “Yes! Hm… I am curious, how old are you? I think I know, but I am not certain.” 
 
    “I am fifteen, though I am turning sixteen in a few months,” he explained nervously, as if he was being tested. 
 
    “Why do you work as a servant then? You are so young!” 
 
    “I do not want to bore you with the details…” Clifford shrugged. 
 
    “Oh, please, I have been bored with enough of your excuses!” Anya exclaimed. 
 
    “Alright, I—er—began working for the royal family when I was eleven. You may remember my first day. My parents, brother and sister died in a house fire that only I managed to escape from. I had no other siblings and no close relatives in the area, so I had to take care of myself. Everyone thought that I was dead since I had fled from the burning building, so I supposed my past life had no meaning. I needed food, shelter and money to survive.  Something was better than nothing. My father and brother were both noblemen and knights, so I assume I am one too, though I have never had to wear any armor. I was told by a woman in town that the princess was looking for a new servant. I may have been slightly overqualified, but I was just a child who had no training on how to act in my own class. So, I did my best to interview for the position I have today. Maybe your mother just felt sorry for me when I began working. I never told her of my family, and it is not like there are any records of my history, but I am sure she is happy with my work. I was not told which princess was looking for the servant, but that did not change anything—I did my best to get this job anyway.” Clifford gulped timidly. “Bollocks, I have admitted too much. I told you I would bore you; I apologize.” 
 
    “You did not bore me... but, I have one question. Would you have preferred to have served Eleanor?” Anya asked jokingly. 
 
    Clifford stayed silent as he collected his thoughts. He brushed his hand through a bed of colorful flowers. Anya squinted against the sun, not pressing Clifford any further. 
 
    “I would not have preferred to have worked for Eleanor. It is just that… well… I am hoping that I can trust you with this secret. In return, I could keep a secret of yours,” Clifford spoke quietly, picking a yellow tulip out of the flower bed and offering it to Anya. 
 
    “Deal. Though… I do not have any secrets that I need kept…” Anya took the tulip out of Clifford’s hand and smelled it before putting it behind her ear. 
 
    “That is alright. When you do”—Clifford paused for a moment and then continued speaking—“anyway, I am thrilled to be working for you. It is just that… I suppose you can say... I have a romantic interest in Princess Eleanor," Clifford confessed in a rushed whisper, embarrassment staining his cheeks scarlet as he revealed his heart's desire to the crown princess, the next queen and Eleanor's sister of all people! 
 
    Anya, to his utter surprise, squealed with delight.  
 
    "That is completely adorable!" the princess cooed. "For your age, you are quite mature." Anya giggled and patted his shoulder in a comforting manner. "You fancy my little Ellie. So cute.” 
 
    Clifford shook his head as a despairing expression etched into his face. 
 
    “No, Princess Anya. You mustn't forget; there is a class system within the kingdom. Your sister is a princess, as are you. You are royalty! I, on the other hand, am a servant—barely of more importance than a peasant. Not only would the nobility find my love for your sister pathetic, laughable even, they would consider it a treasonable offence.” 
 
    Anya stared at her new friend in confusion. “Treasonable? But it is young love's fancy!” she protested. “There's nothing illegal about that.” 
 
    Clifford suddenly looked bitter. “They would think me too high and mighty and full of myself, that I would desire to be at your sister's side. That my reasons would be good and honest, not base,” he all but spat. “They would demand my imprisonment or even worse, my death.” 
 
    “My parents would never—” 
 
    Clifford shrugged, not meeting the princess' gaze. “What's one servant to a king and queen compared to a castle full of them?” 
 
    “You are wrong about my parents,” Anya said seriously before stepping forward and placing her hands on his shoulders, wordlessly coaxing him to look her in the eyes. “But maybe you can place your faith in me. I will vouch for your honor as a good man should you wish to make your feelings known to Eleanor,” she vowed. 
 
    Clifford nodded, confident that she would keep her word. He and Anya sat down on a stone bench besides a well, the sounds of the garden washing over them serenely. 
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    The ball was filled with people from all over town; even the people of Eltra had travelled across their land to attend. The royals were seated on a stage above the crowd. All lights were on them. On Anya’s left-hand side sat Eleanor in a bright orange dress, wearing her fox mask with a small plastic nose tied around her head. She was sitting on a cloth chair that matched Anya’s, and the two of them were wearing matching tiaras. On Anya’s right sat Gael in a pink mask with pig ears that he thought would excite the crowd. The two kings and Queen Rosalind stood in front of them at a podium wearing matching black masks. Once everyone appeared to be settled in the large ballroom, the King of Eltra motioned for Anya and Gael to stand at their side. 
 
    Anya scanned the room, her shoulders slumping in disappointment when she realized that she could not find Evangeline. A wistful sigh escaped her as she tried to regain control of her emotions, biting her lip against the sudden mistiness in her eyes. She was a princess and these feelings only caused trouble after all, so she urged herself to hide this feeling. Instead, she turned her attention to her father as he raised his hand to speak. 
 
    “May I have everyone’s attention, please?” The room went silent, so he continued speaking. “We are having this ball tonight to celebrate the engagement of my daughter, Princess Anya Victoria Syndred of Minerva to this lad,” he patted Gael on the back. “Prince Gael Arnott Xuthus of Eltra!” 
 
    “This wedding will bring our two kingdoms together as they once were before the civil war many years ago,” Gael’s father chimed in. 
 
    Paying little attention, Anya searched the room again for Evangeline. This time, she found her standing alone at the side of the room, wearing a dress quite unlike anything Anya had ever seen before. It shimmered softly in the candlelight, seeming to float elegantly around her legs as she walked; shades of sapphire gossamer melting into tones of emerald and decorated with intricate embroidery. There was a train in the back which was cut in such a way that it reminded the princess of a bird's feathers. A most exotic bird, one that seemed to suit Evangeline indeed. The enigmatic woman held a mask that complemented her dress, making her eyes appear all the more hypnotic. Evangeline devoted her full attention to the speech. Anya was suddenly caught off guard by Gael nudging her to speak. 
 
    “Ah, yes… I would just like to say that I am quite excited to marry this wonderful man,” Anya managed to say. 
 
    “I will give Princess—Queen Anya all of my love,” Gael shouted with confidence. 
 
    Quickly, he pulled her face in and kissed her. The crowd suddenly erupted into cheers and the sound of clapping filled the room. Anya pulled away and looked at the floor. 
 
    “My lover is embarrassed,” Gael explained, which turned the crowd's excitement into laughter. 
 
    Soon, the kings turned away and the crowd began to mingle with each other once more. The orchestra began to play, and Anya pointed to Eleanor who was still in her seat. 
 
    “Go dance with Eleanor,” she instructed Gael. 
 
    When he followed her instruction and walked over to Eleanor, Anya left the podium and crossed the room. 
 
    Gael passed King Theodore, King Ferdinand, and Queen Rosalind and bowed to them politely. He then turned to face Eleanor as the other royals left the podium. Her face twisted as she looked up at him, but he did not miss a beat. 
 
    “Hello, Princess.” 
 
    Gael’s sarcastic smile which flashed all of his sparkling white teeth. Instead of responding, Eleanor passively put on her fox mask, tying it behind her head. 
 
    “Do not be like that.” Gael bent down on one knee as he kissed her hand. 
 
    “Sir Gael, I disobeyed Anya; someone who has cared for me for eighteen years. There are even drawings of her holding me as a newborn baby. She was so careful; so passionate. And I betrayed her!” Eleanor cried. 
 
    “We will talk about it... if I may have this dance,” Eleanor held out one of her hands. 
 
    Gael led her off of the podium and onto the dance floor. He put his large hands around her small waist, and she put hers onto his shoulders. 
 
    “Now, you promised that we would speak about it,” Eleanor stated as they swayed in movement to the music. 
 
    “I believe you quite enjoyed it for your first time,” Gael chuckled, pulling her in closer. 
 
    Eleanor could not help but giggle along with him. “That is beside the point. Anya would never do such a thing to me.” 
 
    “How do you know? How do you know that Anya would not do the same thing if the tables were turned?” 
 
    Eleanor did not know how to respond. In reality, how did she know? When they were growing up, it was always said that Anya would be queen, so putting up a fight would have been out of the question. 
 
    “You are right. I do not know,” Eleanor sighed. 
 
    They danced through the rest of the song, remaining very close together. Eleanor still felt guilty, but Gael’s question repeated in her head: how do you know Anya would not do the same? Maybe she would. 
 
    “Can we do it again? You know, what we did last night…?” Eleanor asked hesitantly as the song came to an end. Upon hearing this, Gael’s chest swelled with devilish pleasure. He gave her a bow and she returned it with a curtsy. 
 
    “Calm down, love. I still have to play the part with Miss Anya for a while. We must remain secretive,” the prince explained, Eleanor nodding to show her comprehension. “There is some business I must attend to. I will come find you. Enjoy yourself for a while.” 
 
    Gael kissed her on the cheek and her face flushed with a feeling of immense accomplishment. Without saying another word, she happily skipped through the ballroom to see who else was in attendance. 
 
      
 
    People in masks of all different kinds of animals congratulated Anya. Clifford, who was standing at the side of the room in his uniform and a wolf mask, kissed her hand. 
 
    When she approached Evangeline, Anya was overjoyed for an unknown reason. She felt like there were so many things that she wanted to say, but there was no way for her to speak in private. “Come with me.” 
 
    Evangeline looked surprised for a moment and then nodded in agreement and she followed Anya outside into the crisp moonlit air.  
 
    “What is it?” Evangeline asked. 
 
    Anya held onto her arm and brought her to sit on a bench beside her. Evangeline was taller than the princess by about six inches, and so Anya felt the need to sit absolutely straight, trying to make herself as tall as possible. 
 
    “I just wanted to have a conversation. It was much too loud in that noisy room,” Anya babbled nervously. “You must have received my message?” 
 
    “Yes, and that is what pushed me to come. I am only here because you invited me, I would like you to know, for I do not dance. I actually despise parties, such as this. Had I not met you or had you not sent me that letter, I probably would not have come. Also, please do not worry. I understand why you are not comfortable writing your title.” 
 
    “Thank you. I did want you to come, and I am very glad you did. You seem… interesting.” Anya’s blue eyes sparkled in the night as she looked up at Evangeline. “Pardon me if this is rude, but… what are you?” 
 
    Evangeline flashed a smile and then asserted, “I am a peacock. I thought it would be entertaining to be an exotic bird. They are enchanting,” she paused. “Your Highness, I hope you do not take this the wrong way. But what interest do you have in me?” 
 
    Anya took a moment to think because truthfully, she did not know why she was interested in the enthralling woman sitting before her. 
 
    “You are quite charming.” Her face flushed as she shook her head and quickly added, “I mean that you seem to know how to hold a conversation and quite frankly, my only friend is my sister.” 
 
    Evangeline chuckled softly and slightly blushed as well. “Well I will not argue with royalty, especially if she is asking to form a friendship.” 
 
    “Truthfully, I was quite terrified when I dropped your bread… You seemed very excited that it was in your grasp. For all I knew, you were just a crazy woman looking to devour it yourself.” Anya shrugged. 
 
    “Of course not. I just care for my family.” 
 
    Anya felt proud of Evangeline for being so selfless. She could not help but tighten her arms around her in a slight embrace. To her surprise, she felt the comforting warmth of a burning fire. She felt connected; whole, like a peace was settling within her soul. With wide eyes, Anya pulled apart and looked down. Evangeline's eyes darted away, and she quickly changed the subject. 
 
    “I was not able to finish shopping for food. Due to our bread incident, I had to wait in line for a new loaf. Then it just became much too crowded.” Evangeline shrugged casually. 
 
    “Would you like me to assist you in food shopping?” 
 
    “Oh no, I could not possibly—” 
 
    A voice came between them breaking them apart. Eleanor stood there, oblivious to having interrupted something. Now that the moment was over, Anya came back to her senses. 
 
    “Here you are. I have been looking everywhere for you! Excuse me but will you dance with me, Anya? You have been out here quite a while…” Eleanor drawled. 
 
    Anya looked up at Evangeline who was already slinking back towards the entrance. “Meet me in town at daybreak! At the… wherever we were speaking!” 
 
    When the sisters entered the dance floor, Eleanor clung onto Anya and danced swiftly. They ended up in the center of the room. 
 
    “Did I interrupt something a moment ago?” Eleanor asked, referring to Anya’s interaction with Evangeline. 
 
    “No, nothing. That woman was just a friend of mine that I met in town.” 
 
    Eleanor smirked. “A friend from town?” 
 
    “I barely know her. Do not worry, I do not sneak into town.” Anya hoped her lie was sufficient, but it was for naught—Eleanor’s expression displayed her plain disbelief. “I just met this woman, so I would not even call her a friend. I do not go into town regularly…”  
 
    This was less of a lie, something much easier to swallow. 
 
    “Oh, sister, I really do not care about whatever secret things you do. I feel that you and I are much too bound to this castle. We do everything here! We are even educated here. It is nice to go out for a little while.” Eleanor spun Anya around. 
 
    “I am learning all these new things about you, Eleanor. You are much more of a rebel than I thought.” 
 
    “Kind of makes you think that I would make a better queen, hm?” Eleanor kept a straight face, but her tone was eerie, nonetheless. 
 
    Slightly unsure of whether Eleanor was joking or not, Anya hesitantly replied, “Certainly…” 
 
    Gael appeared at Eleanor’s side. With one gloved hand, he patted Eleanor on the shoulder to get her attention. She stopped dancing and looked up at him. “Excuse me, ladies, but I think it would be appropriate to dance with my bride-to-be.” Gael bowed and took Anya’s hand. “May I have this dance, my lovely Princess Anya?” 
 
    “Of course, you may.” 
 
    Gael kissed Anya’s hand and then pulled her close to him. Eleanor sighed and wandered into the crowd to greet guests, though she too felt like one. Gael looked into Anya’s blue eyes and then leaned in to whisper in her ear. 
 
    “What do you say that we go somewhere else?” 
 
    “Where else would we go at this hour?” Anya queried, puzzled. 
 
    “You know, perhaps your chambers…” Gael hinted at her playfully. 
 
    Gael might have been charming, but she did not feel ready for this. Anya’s face twisted slightly in revulsion as she tried to pull away from him, but his grasp was too strong. She would just have to ignore her discomfort. 
 
    “Have you ever?” Anya whispered to Gael in horror. He nodded but did not explain any further.  
 
    Anya continued, “I am not sure if I… if we are ready.” 
 
    “If we are ready?” Gael was surprised. 
 
    “Prince Gael, I have not done… that. I think it is something special that should be given to whom you cherish. Although we will cherish each other, we did just meet… and quite frankly, if I am going to spend the rest of my life ruling with you, I would like to start off correctly.” 
 
    “Ah, what a fabulous point! I should have realized that. Do not worry, my love, we will grow together.” Gael pulled Anya in even closer to him—exactly where he wanted her to be. He took pleasure in this; almost as if he owned her. “I will always protect you, Princess Anya. I promise.” 
 
    Anya believed Gael at that moment. His voice was warm, and his words wrapped around her like a blanket. She knew that she was supposed to care more about him in return, but the connection simply was not there, and she could not force it if she tried. 
 
     Anya leaned her head against Gael’s chest and listened to his heartbeat thrumming strongly within while they danced. They were surrounded by other couples who had stopped to watch the prince and princess. Eleanor walked through the crowd again, trying to get a better view of the couple. As Gael’s eyes met hers, she could see his hunger for her and this in turn made Eleanor's eyes sparkle in accomplishment. Sure not to let Anya see, Gael motioned to Eleanor with one finger to say that he would be right with her. She flicked her long blonde hair away from her face and laughed as she walked away. Gael scanned the room and his eyes landed on Evangeline. For a moment, she looked back at him with her mask held up to her face. Her narrow eyes were not quite visible, but the gritting of her teeth could be seen from miles away. She turned on her heels and disappeared into the crowd. 
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    Gael and Anya danced together for three more songs which caused both Eleanor and Evangeline discomfort. Realizing she had to wait even longer for Gael, Eleanor reluctantly began dancing with the Duke of Cambrug. Meanwhile, Evangeline refused to dance with any men. Instead, she stood on the side of the room furtively watching the couple as if she were a wild animal observing its prey. While she watched them in disgust, she drank several goblets of wine given to her by different ushers serving refreshments.  
 
    After the fifth drink, she forcefully placed the empty goblet she was holding onto a tray being carried through the crowd by a royal usher. She did not make eye contact with the man as she was too busy glaring at Gael.  
 
    To the side of her, an older woman with a mask resembling a mime noticed Evangeline’s anger.  
 
    “I know, he is so dreamy. Don’t you just want to beat the princess up?” 
 
    Evangeline looked at the woman in horror. “Erm... please excuse me.” 
 
    Now with enough courage in her system—or was it the alcohol?—Evangeline found herself marching forward towards the couple, her colorful peacock train trailing behind her. When she came to a halt, she curtsied to the two royals. Anya and Gael both looked at her—Anya in confusion, and Gael in annoyance.  
 
    “Can you not see that I am dancing with my fiancée? I may or may not dance with you, we will see.” Gael growled as he tightened his hold on Anya. 
 
    “I hardly think you need to worry about me. The girl over there is watching you.” 
 
    They turned to look at Eleanor who was now walking away from the duke. She waved awkwardly when she realized she had been noticed.  
 
    “That is Princess Eleanor,” Gael hissed.  
 
    “Stop playing your game with the girl and her sister!” Evangeline crossed her arms over her chest in defense.  
 
    Letting go of Anya, Gael barked, “My game!?” 
 
    “Gael, calm down. This woman is my friend. And Evangeline, that is just my sister. You must not have recognized her in the light.” Anya stepped between Gael and Evangeline. “I am going to talk to my friend for a bit. Go and see what my sister wants,” she instructed Gael as she curtsied to him.  
 
    Evangeline, on the other hand, did not curtsy to Gael. Instead, she continued to glare at him as Anya led her away. They walked through a door that connected the ballroom to the Great Hall which was dark and empty as everyone was attending the ball.  
 
    “What the bloody hell was that?” Anya exclaimed sharply.  
 
    “It was… I was just…” 
 
    “Evangeline, let me make myself clear. Gael is my fiancé. He and I are in love… well. Evangeline, please? I have just met you and I really would love to be friends with you. It is stressful enough preparing to be queen.” Anya sat down in a chair against the wall.  
 
    “I suppose I just have had too much to drink…” Evangeline sat beside Anya, slouching and looking at the tiled floor.  
 
    Anya placed her arm on Evangeline's back to comfort her. “It is alright, my lady. I understand; you were nervous about this celebration. You even told me so.” Anya heard Evangeline sniffle, so she pulled her head against her chest. “I am not only in your debt; I enjoy being around you. I am glad we met… although you lost your bread.” 
 
    “My bread.” Evangeline laughed between tears. “Yes, that is how we met.” She took a breath and then looked into Anya’s eyes; makeup now smeared down her face. “I have had a few drinks…” 
 
    “I know, Evangeline. I will have you taken home in a carriage, alright? Am I still seeing you in the morning?” 
 
    “I would not miss it for the world,” Evangeline promised to Anya as she stood up. “Oh, and Your Highness? I am not that intoxicated, it must be stress just like you said.” 
 
    “It must be.” 
 
    Anya linked arms with Evangeline so that she could bring her to a carriage waiting in the courtyard. 
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    Following the ball, after all the partygoers had returned home, Gael followed Eleanor outside to the castle’s barbican—the defensive tower stationed alongside the drawbridge. It served as an exterior walled passage which was deliberately kept narrow in order to trap invading enemies. It was only a few meters in distance and was guarded by a single soldier, whereas other areas around the castle had several guards. 
 
        At this hour, Eleanor knew that the guard was on a break in order to get some sleep and so the barbican was a wonderful hiding place for her to bring Gael to, given the tight space. Sure not to waste their time before the guard returned, Gael kissed Eleanor’s neck and bit down into her skin. Her fingers were tangled into his hair as he lowered his kisses to her chest. 
 
    “Gael…” Eleanor managed to say, her voice breaking. 
 
    “Yes, my love?” he breathed. 
 
    “This-this is absurd. This—” 
 
    “Relax, Ellie. I know you love this,” Gael said as he untied the lace holding her corset together. 
 
    “This is fornication. It is a sin to God’s sight.” Eleanor closed her eyes and lifted her head up as he continued kissing her. “But I do not care. This is how it must be. As you said to me, Anya does not care.” 
 
    “No, Anya does not care. She will be a terrible queen. You saw her tonight, greeting all those peasants,” he spat. “Let us go to my castle. It is probably safer there without your sister breathing down your neck.” 
 
    “Lucky you, I know a way to leave the castle without being seen by anyone. It is behind the stables. Follow me.” Eleanor gave him a final kiss on the cheek and pulled her dress back up so that she was not exposed. 
 
    “I love how you always keep me guessing,” Gael chuckled as he followed her out of the barbican.  
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            Anya was the first one downstairs the next morning. She did not wait for breakfast to be served, but instead she headed straight into town. This time she did not ride Reece, wanting to leave the mare on her own for most of the afternoon anyway. 
 
        Once in town, wearing a bandana covering her face conceal her appearance, Anya stood uncomfortably in the same spot where she and Evangeline had first met. Evangeline approached the square with her hair pulled back into an elegant up-do. It appeared that she had spent time in front of the mirror applying makeup. The smokey tone of her eyeshadow highlighted her glistening green eyes, making them larger and more vibrant, and the crimson balm applied to her lips made them impossible to miss. Anya was unsure of what drew her to stare at Evangeline—particularly at her lips? They appeared to be so soft, so full. It must have been the color which had captured her attention, because Anya had not a clue what else it could be.  
 
    “I am sorry for being late. I was trying so hard to make a good impression that I... did not.” 
 
    Anya looked pleased. “Your impression is quite alright; I do not require you to wear makeup. It is not like my fiancé wears any when he would like to impress me. You are here, are you not?” 
 
    “That is very true, I am here,” Evangeline agreed happily as she curtsied awkwardly whilst holding the loose skirt of her tunic. “I saw many people doing that at the ball last night. I thought I should try to be more polite.” 
 
    Anya’s face went blank for a moment; then she burst out laughing. “I can assure you that you do not need to be someone you are not when we are together.” 
 
    “That is good. It is quite uncomfortable. I do not know how you manage it.”  
 
    “Like this,” Anya curtsied elegantly to Evangeline with a smug look on her face.  
 
    “That is not fair! You have been practicing all of your life!” Evangeline appeared to be humored, however.  
 
    “How are you feeling after last night?” Anya asked. 
 
    “I am fine, I am just very sorry. It was a hard night.” 
 
    “You did not have to come if you were not comfortable…” 
 
    “But I wanted to. You—I mean, Princess Anya specifically invited me! But… let’s not talk about it. Shall we shop?” Evangeline asked, trying to change the subject. 
 
    “That sounds lovely.”  
 
    Anya led the way through the already growing crowd. Evangeline pulled a neatly written list out of the satchel around her shoulder. She looked down at it, reading aloud.  
 
    “First, I need radishes for a stew.” 
 
    Anya nodded in understanding before asking, “Do you need carrots?” 
 
    Evangeline glanced down at her list. “I do, actually.” 
 
    Anya motioned towards a stall to the side of the crowd which was selling baskets of carrots and radishes. Evangeline followed after her, taking larger strides than Anya due to her longer legs. As Anya caught up with her, she noticed a little girl about five years in age crouched on the ground, a doll clutched in her grasp and tears pouring from her eyes. 
 
    “Evangeline, look!” Anya jogged over to the child and knelt next to her. “Hello, sweetheart, why are you all alone?” 
 
    The small sad child looked at Anya, wide-eyed, holding the doll even closer to her. 
 
    “Do not be afraid. You can trust me.” Anya held out her hand to the girl, who remained silent.  
 
    “Evangeline, come here!” the princess called, turning away to face the girl again.  
 
    Holding a bag, Evangeline came forward and knelt hesitantly next to Anya. She spoke up with a soothing tone in her voice. 
 
    “We have a secret for you, right, Anya?” She glanced at Anya hoping she had the same idea in mind. “You have to promise not to tell,” Evangeline whispered. “Do you swear?”  
 
    In fear, the girl nodded her head and wiped her eyes.  
 
    Once Anya caught on, she whispered, “I am the”—she lowered her voice even more—“princess.”  
 
    She then pulled down her bandana to show all of her face.  
 
    The child gasped as she recognized her straight away. She then spoke with a shiver in her voice, “I like the sparkles on your dresses. But... I… I can’t find my mum.” She crawled to Anya’s lap accepting her comfort.  
 
    “Oh goodness, we cannot have that!” Anya pulled her bandana back up and wrapped her arms around the child. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Ivy.” 
 
    Evangeline sprung up from the ground and began asking around to see if she could locate Ivy’s mother. When the two were alone, Ivy asked Anya, “Is it pretty inside the castle?” 
 
    “Pretty? Ha! It is absolutely enchanting!” Anya exclaimed dramatically. “Here, this is so you do not forget...” Anya slipped off a golden chain that was wrapped around her wrist and looped it around Ivy’s small arm. “Now you have the luck of the royals to get you through anything.” 
 
    Evangeline came back to the pair accompanied by a woman who was almost hysterical with panic. The woman bent down to her daughter and scooped her in her arms, finally calming down. The girl’s doll dropped to the floor. 
 
    “Do not sneak off like that, Ivy! You made me very scared!” 
 
    “Sorry, mummy. She kept me company!” Ivy pointed to Anya and then to Evangeline. “And she found you!” 
 
    Anya got to her feet and handed Ivy the doll that she dropped. Ivy hugged it close to her. 
 
    “Thank you so much for keeping her safe!” the woman gratefully said to Anya. “How may I repay you?” 
 
    “No need to repay me. I love children! Now your beautiful daughter has good luck right from the castle.” Anya grinned. 
 
    “Yes, mummy. The p—” she stopped herself and glanced at Anya, careful not to expose her secret. “The pretty lady says that the castle is magical. Look what she gave me!” Ivy held up her wrist to show the glistening bracelet. 
 
    “Wow, honey, that is beautiful.” Ivy’s mother began to walk away carrying her child. “Wait, how did you get a token from the royals?” She stopped abruptly and turned towards Anya. 
 
    “So long, my lady!”  
 
    Anya pulled on Evangeline’s arm and they both sauntered away happily after paying the merchant at the stall. Anya was looking at all the different booths. She pointed out a sign that read, “READ YOUR FORTUNE!” 
 
    “Let us find out about our destinies!” Anya laughed cheerily. 
 
    “Not a chance. Do you actually believe in that nonsense?” Evangeline rolled her eyes, which only amused Anya further. 
 
    Suddenly, Anya felt herself stumbling towards an elderly woman with a wooden cart. 
 
    “Watch where you are going, young lady!” 
 
    Startled, Anya lost her footing as the woman’s cart hit her in the shin. Absentmindedly, she reached to Evangeline to keep from falling, her hand brushing against Evangeline’s chest. 
 
    “Oh my goodness! S-sorry, ma’am!” Anya apologized, skidding away in embarrassment. 
 
    Evangeline blushed and forced a laugh. The woman sighed and continued pushing her cart. 
 
    “Do not mock me!” Anya shouted, now turning a deep shade of pink and covering her forehead. 
 
     “What in the devil was that?” Evangeline asked, wide eyed and quickly looking away. 
 
    “I did not mean—” 
 
    “That—that was just... so unexpected...” Evangeline stammered. 
 
    “Goodness, I know! It was an accident!”  
 
    So why did Anya feel a thrilling bolt of lightning shoot through her body when she touched her?  
 
    Both women looked at the ground without saying another word. The only sounds that could be heard were the chattering from the other shoppers. 
 
    “Let us talk about something else,” Evangeline finally spoke.  
 
    “Can we go to that hill I told you about tomorrow?” Anya asked. 
 
    “If you insist. However, why can we not go now?” 
 
    “It is better at sunrise!” Anya exclaimed. 
 
    “Yes, alright, I am looking forward to it.” Evangeline seemed very excited. Suddenly, she pointed toward a shop that held baskets of vegetables. “Anyhow, here we are. Over there”—she moved to the next stall—“is where I purchased the bread.” 
 
    “I will buy you another loaf!” Anya insisted. 
 
    “No! I promise I do not need anymore. I have not even finished the loaf I bought two days ago! Do not waste your money on me,” Evangeline implored. 
 
    Anya held up her hand, dismissing Evangeline’s protests. “You make it like I am not part of the richest family in the kingdom.” 
 
    Evangeline held onto Anya’s arm for a moment before letting go.  
 
    “You are too sweet. You know nothing of me!” observed Evangeline as her voice sounded further and further away. 
 
    But Anya did not turn back, her mind already made up. 
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    That afternoon, Evangeline and Anya sat in a grass field not too far from a row of small cottages. They both ate honeycomb as grey clouds gently passed over them. 
 
    “It looks like it will rain,” Evangeline stated matter-of-factually as she looked up to the sky. 
 
    Anya followed her gaze. “Well, I suppose it does, but there is nothing new about that. I love it here, but it is just... so sad!” 
 
    “The weather was like this on the Isle as well—” 
 
    “Lady Evangeline, I do not mean to be rude, but why exactly are we talking about the weather?” 
 
    Anya took a final bite of her honeycomb and looked at Evangeline with her head cocked to the side. 
 
    “Ah, I am not always good at conversing. I was once a selective mute and... some habits remained.” Evangeline covered her face in embarrassment. 
 
    “Why did you not speak?” 
 
    “It is a very long story. Basically, I read in books that women’s opinions did not matter. As a woman, I thought that if this was the case, I should not speak. I do not know exactly; I was a strange child.” Evangeline sighed. “Look, that is where I live.”  
 
    She pointed to the smallest of the houses in the line. 
 
    Suddenly, a raindrop fell onto Anya’s cheek and she looked up to the sky again as if she had blocked Evangeline’s voice out.  
 
    “Did the rain have to come so soon?” Anya groaned. 
 
    “Apparently so. Does it matter?” Evangeline stood up and held out her hand to help Anya to her feet. 
 
    Anya brushed off the skirt of her dress and then leaned to the ground to pick up the receptacle containing Evangeline’s items. She then dug into a pouch she had around her shoulder and pulled out a handkerchief to put on her head. 
 
    “That is how you are going to cover yourself?” Evangeline laughed. 
 
    “Do you have any other suggestions?” Anya snapped in response. 
 
    “Well... no. But you just said that it rains all the time!” 
 
    “No one knows I am here; do you remember that? If I am seen being rained on, they will know I was outside without permission. Prince Gael might be at the castle! Goodness, I cannot look disheveled in front of him.” 
 
    Evangeline opened her mouth to protest, but then closed it again until she blurted, “Well that is alright. We are friends, right? I hope I did not ruin anything at the ball. I was having a very hard time at work, as well. I despise my employment.” 
 
    Evangeline said the last part with a weak smile plastered on her face. 
 
    “Yes, we are friends. I am not angry one bit. It is very sweet that you came to please me. People try to please the princess, but never who the princess actually is. It meant so much to me.” Anya brushed her hand against Evangeline’s arm in appreciation. “I will see you in the morning, alright? On the hill. Please do not forget.”  
 
    Anya handed the blonde woman her things and hurried to the woods behind her. Evangeline watched the princess for a moment and then shrugged her shoulders when Anya did not turn back, instead disappearing into the trees. The rain fell to the Earth ever harder, so Evangeline began to make her way to her house with no further thoughts of her interesting new friend. 
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    Dawn crept up on the kingdom as Anya prepared Reece’s reins and saddle. There seemed to be no grey clouds in the sky today, which meant that Anya was free to sneak away from her duties. Since the sun had yet to peak over the horizon, no one in the castle had awoken and there was not a soul to question where she was going. Although Anya was aware that her sister had overheard her telling Evangeline to meet her on the night of the ball, she knew that Eleanor did not care about anything that did not involve herself. Anya knew that she was safe, but in the back of her mind she knew she could never be too careful. Though incorrectly dressed to ride, Anya managed to mount Reece’s saddle with her bow and quiver strapped diagonally across her back. She wore a brown corset dress with intricate patterns and frilly sleeves, in the hopes that she would leave a good impression, but now regretted not dressing more comfortably. 
 
    “Let us go, Reece,” Anya whispered holding onto the reins around the horse. 
 
    The sleek horse began trotting casually west of the castle and towards the hill. Although it was not far from the castle, neither Minerva nor Eltra knew whose land it actually belonged to. King Ferdinand claimed the land, but it was still located just on the border of Eltra and Minerva. Therefore, Eltra thought they had rights to this land, but King Ferdinand denied their claim. Because of all the confusion, not many people bothered to visit the hill and gave up on declaring which kingdom owned the land. As a child, Anya learned that she could come to this hill to be alone and get schoolwork done without any distraction. Coming to the hill became a ritual, a chance to clear her head. 
 
    Anya traversed through the forest, inhaling the enchanting scent of morning dew and blooming flowers. A short time later, while still mounted on the mare, she arrived at the hill and galloped to the top. Through another clearing in the wildwood, she spotted Evangeline riding towards her on an ivory horse. Anya brought Reece to a halt, dismounted, and tied her to a low tree branch. Evangeline, watching Anya, did the same to her horse. 
 
    “Hello,” Anya greeted Evangeline, her tone warm with welcome. 
 
    “I assume that you already know this, but it is a beautiful ride from the town to this hill here. I had never known of this place beforehand.” Evangeline looked around in amazement. 
 
    “Yes, it is quite fantastic here. My father bought this hill to make it Minerva’s land, but it is still their”—she nodded her head to the side towards Eltra—“property. It is very strange; that is why no one knows about it. My father does not advertise it often.” 
 
    “Well then, I suggest we claim it as our hiding place!” Evangeline exclaimed in the hope that they could use it as an escape from the real world. 
 
    Evangeline’s dress was nowhere near as extravagant as Anya’s. It was beige and had no corset; maybe it was some sort of a hand-me-down because it looked older and slightly worn out. Evangeline sat down in the grass. The sun had now fully risen and shone on her as if she were the member of royalty. Anya sat down beside Evangeline who, as if on cue, said, “I have told you about my past, tell me about yours.” 
 
    “Well,” Anya laid down, looking at the few clouds in the sky. “I was born on the eighteenth January of twelve-seventy-six, which makes me twenty-one years old. As the firstborn child, I was always taught things like the politics of the area, who was against whom, our potential enemies, all of that rubbish. When my sister came into this world, I was to set a good example of how a princess must behave. Growing up, it was just the two of us. Our mother and father always isolated us from the outside world due to their paranoia. They claimed that we lived in a cruel world and our enemies would use the children of royal blood against them. Because she was not given the attention I was given, Eleanor was the first one to learn how to sneak out. There is a bridge that leads to the horse stables when you exit the Great Hall. There is a large, hidden door in the stables. I suppose that was once an escape route, but I have never learned about it. Once she taught me, I found this hill. It seemed to be a secluded area just for me!” Evangeline listened to everything Anya was saying without interruption.  
 
    Anya continued, “Mother and Father have made choices that they feel are best for Minerva. For example, they arranged me as betrothed before I was even a year old.” 
 
    Evangeline lay down next to Anya and closed her eyes. “Are you close with your parents?” 
 
    Anya thought for a moment, and then answered. “As close as a child can be, I suppose. I feel that the things that they do for this kingdom are quite amazing. I completely understand the hard work that they face and why they do what they do. That will be me very soon.” 
 
    Anya propped herself up on one of her arms and looked at Evangeline. She was utterly alluring as the sun shone on her. It illuminated her face, making her skin shine so that every feature was visible. Anya could not help but stare at Evangeline’s pale color, at the freckle underneath her eye, at her lightly curved lips…  
 
    “Tell me about the mage,” she suddenly blurted out. “You said there was a powerful mage that cured your parents.” 
 
    Evangeline’s eyes shot open and for a moment, she looked at Anya in confusion. 
 
    “This mage?” Anya nodded in response. 
 
    “Her name is Morcant Acanfora and she is at a manor in Nodnol. She is said to have the best healing remedies in the area—an incredibly powerful sorceress. She can root enemies and use dark energy to curse them—I have never personally met her.” 
 
    Evangeline closed her eyes and inhaled the air around her.  
 
    “But wait, a mage practices witchcraft, correct?” Anya asked Evangeline. 
 
    “Correct. They are the same. Witchcraft is just a practice of magical skills, spells, and abilities. It is commonly associated with those who use supernatural means to help others. It is unnatural. Being known as a mage is oftentimes an insult, but I suppose it can be a good thing… on rare occasions.” 
 
    As Anya was feeling a strangely deep connection to Evangeline, she suddenly had a craving to let her into her personal life—not just share with the jewel-eyed woman her own fantasy environment.  
 
    She asked, “Will you come to the castle? I know that is a sudden question, but... well, I feel we formed a bond in our friendship yesterday. After all, we found the child’s mother.” 
 
    Evangeline’s mouth twisted in surprise. She blinked for a moment and then asked, “Now? To the castle?” 
 
    Unable to backtrack, Anya could only continue and nodded, hoping she was not blushing. 
 
    “With all due respect, Your Highness, please look at my outfit. I look like a beggar. I just cannot afford to look any better, therefore I do not think I would fit in. I do wish I could, though.” 
 
     “Would you like to wear my dress? No one saw me leaving this morning.” 
 
    “Pardon me?” Evangeline was taken aback. 
 
    “Yes, or we can go into town to buy you clothes that will make you more comfortable,” Anya suggested. 
 
    Evangeline’s mouth gaped open at Anya’s suggestion. She did not wish to take clothing. Instead, she chose to ignore that question all together.  
 
    “I could not possibly take your money again.” 
 
    “Nonsense! I insist! Plus, as the princess, I could technically order you to let me,” she shrugged. “That would make me feel quite guilty, but I think this is a special occasion.” 
 
    Evangeline just looked at Anya without saying a word. On one hand, she knew that shopping for dresses would mean she would not be able to spend any more time alone with Anya, but on the other hand, she would be making Anya happy by letting her feel needed. She would  choose the latter over shopping any day. 
 
    “Okay,” Evangeline said tentatively. 
 
    Anya quietly cheered as she jumped to her feet. “Okay!” 
 
    “But just one more thing; since we are buying clothes, I will not be needing yours,” Evangeline explained. 
 
    “That is a very good point. Come now.” She held out her hand to help Evangeline stand up with her. 
 
    The two horses—Anya’s shadowy mare and Evangeline’s white—were still tied to the tree branch. As the two women walked over ready to mount them, Reece began kicking her legs in anticipation. Like her royal rider, Reece loved to travel. 
 
    “What is your horse's name?” Anya asked while turning to Evangeline. 
 
    “Oh, this old lady?” She patted the horse on her muzzle. “This is Whinnie. Not very original, I know. My father traded a gallon of fresh goat milk for her. Silly little Evangeline was so excited to name her.” 
 
    “Ah, I was given Reece as a foal. Another horse in the stables had a baby and I kept her, Mother said that I must learn to ride anyway. I named her myself.” Anya explained. 
 
    “Does your sister own her own horse?” Evangeline asked. 
 
    Although Anya was not sure why Evangeline cared, she answered, “No. Apparently, when I am given the crown, it will make more sense that I have one for urgent matters. Eleanor is not as much at risk as I am.” 
 
    Evangeline nodded, but she did not seem that interested. Anya was puzzled but was not worried enough to ask any questions. She lifted her leg and swung herself over the saddle that was buckled around Reece. She knew that her dress was riding up her legs and she hoped that Evangeline would not notice. 
 
    Evangeline kicked her leg into Whinnie’s saddle and mounted her, just as Anya had done with Reece. 
 
    “Now, where are we off to?” Evangeline motioned to Anya to bring Reece in front of them to lead the way. 
 
    “There is a shop in the center of town called Rosemary’s. It has the most expensive dress clothes in all of Minerva which is why usually only people in the court shop there. We even buy the servants’ uniforms from there! The owner of the shop must have been feeling good about herself when she named it because Rosemary is her first name. She is a very sweet woman, I must say. I am not sure whether she has trouble with some English words, or she just chooses not to use them, but every so often she speaks in her first language. I do not ask her to translate for me, nor does my mother or my sister Eleanor. All of us understand Rosemary, for each of us were taught to speak the same five languages. Thus, we let Rosemary speak her first language with no complaints. Anyway, she knows me well, so I am sure she will be a very big help to us.” 
 
    “What are these five languages?” Evangeline asked in curiosity. 
 
    “English—clearly—Roman, French, Spanish and some German,” Anya listed. 
 
    “I know English and German. That is it. I learned German from my books, but I would not say it is my strong suit...” 
 
    Now they were riding side by side through the woods. Evangeline noticed that Anya’s bow and arrows were still slung around her back; she had never tried archery before. Evangeline stared nonchalantly at the bow and arrows in adoration. Anya glanced over with a questioning look on her face. 
 
    “Do you think you can teach me to shoot?” Evangeline asked before Anya could speak. 
 
    “Shoot? You mean archery?” she responded. 
 
    “Yes, that is what I mean. With the bow and arrow… I’m afraid I do not have a set of my own though.” 
 
    “We can use mine; I would love to teach you!” Anya exclaimed. 
 
    They had not made it very far through the woods, but Anya pulled on Reece’s reins and indicated to Evangeline that she should do the same with Whinnie. 
 
    “Whoa, girl.” Anya motioned for Reece to come to a halt, as she jumped down into the dirt and brushed off her dress’ skirt. Anya looked up at Evangeline again and felt the need to give her justification. “Everyone says that it is not very ladylike to straddle your legs on both sides of the horse. I was always taught to ride side-saddle, but it is so much more comfortable riding astride. You do not feel with every bump in the ground that you are going to be flung into the mud.” 
 
    Evangeline brought Whinnie to a halt as she laughed with Anya.  
 
    “I could not agree more, Princess Anya.” She stepped down beside her. “Women are assumed to do two things: marry a man and reproduce to maintain the family legacy.” 
 
    “You are absolutely right. I am almost positive that Gael wants me to give birth to a son so we can produce an heir. I have not asked him, but I know that is what he would prefer. I would love to be a mother, but everyone has very complicated expectations of me.” Anya grimaced at the thought. “Evangeline, do you have a husband? You appear to be in good shape to be wed.” 
 
    “Ah, no. No bloke is good enough for me, I suppose,” she awkwardly laughed. “That was a joke. The truth is that not very many men are interested in lower-class folks like myself and I have just been too busy with my work to properly search for a man. I only work when I am needed, you know?” Evangeline backtracked quickly. “My job is to clean for wealthy folk. You know how it is; any money I can get is worth it. It helps pay for meals and clothing.” 
 
    Anya nodded like she understood, but the truth was that she did not understand in the slightest. Everything was given to her at her every wish. She did not understand what Evangeline went through at all. She tied the two horses to a nearby tree trunk and walked deeper into the woods, with Evangeline following close behind. Anya scanned her surroundings and pointed to a large tree trunk which stood out in front of all the rest. 
 
    “Alright, watch me.” 
 
    She took the bow off of her back and pulled a single arrow out from the quiver around her arm. She expertly nocked the arrow on the drawstring, positioned the bow directly in front of her, drew back, and stood completely still. Evangeline forgot to breathe as she watched the princess loose the arrow swiftly into the trunk—exactly where Anya had intended it to go. 
 
    “Now it is your turn.” She placed the bow into Evangeline’s hands as she finally took a breath. 
 
    “I do not think I will do as well as you,” Evangeline gulped shakily. 
 
    “Do not worry! I am right here at your side,” Anya insisted as she pulled a new arrow out of the quiver around her back. 
 
    Evangeline nodded and then weakly nocked the arrow on the drawstring, trying her best to copy Anya’s positioning. The target was directly in front of her. 
 
    “Not exactly. Make sure your right arm holding the bow is angled towards the target and your back foot is slightly forward. Separate your feet so that they are shoulder-width apart,” Anya circled Evangeline and held her arms as they grasped tightly onto the bow and its accompanying arrow. “Now stay facing the target. The arrow’s tip is pointed where it will shoot. You are lining up your body. Keep your eyes on the target and pull the string back—” 
 
    “Like this?—” 
 
    “Yes. Aim and release.” 
 
    Anya held Evangeline’s hands as she shot the arrow. It flew directly into the tree trunk—right where Anya told her it would. 
 
    “I did it! Anya, look! I did it!” Evangeline squealed excitedly, turning her head to look at Anya whose hands were still holding onto Evangeline’s arms.  
 
    Their eyes met and their faces were much too close. With her heart suddenly pounding, Evangeline breathed in the scent of lavender on Anya’s neck and then stumbled back out of her grasp.  
 
    “…I did it.” 
 
    Anya remained silent, trying to collect her jumbled thoughts. “You did, congratulations. Maybe we should head to the shop now.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. The shop.” Evangeline stepped away and mounted her mare, and Anya did the same. 
 
    Together they rode in silence through the woods for the remainder of the trip. When the two girls arrived at the Rosemary's, Anya jumped off of Reece, followed by Evangeline who dismounted Whinnie and both of them tied their mare’s reins to a wooden area. 
 
    “Come with me,” Anya motioned for Evangeline to follow her, and was quickly obeyed. 
 
    Anya held the door open for Evangeline who walked in and scanned the room in amazement. The dresses on display looked to be worth more money than anything that she had earned in her life. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” she asked Anya quietly. 
 
    But Anya was not listening. Instead she was looking at a very short, plump woman with frizzy dark hair that was noticeably thinning. Her small brown eyes were covered by large, thick spectacles. Her face was also lined with wrinkles and she was waddling towards them with the most excitement Evangeline had ever seen from someone. 
 
    “Ah! Princess Anya! Ciao caro, hello dear!” she shouted with a thick accent. Anya bent down and the woman kissed both of her cheeks. 
 
    “Hello, Miss Rosemary. I am looking to get a few dresses for my friend here, her name is Evangeline Audovera.” 
 
    Evangeline waved nervously to Rosemary. “How do you do?” 
 
    Rosemary scuttled over to get a closer view of Evangeline—a customer she had never seen before. She looked her up and down as if she were taking mental notes, then she reached out her hand and grabbed a ball of fabric from Evangeline’s dress in her fist. Rosemary scrunched her wrinkled face. 
 
    “Pietoso, pitiful!” she spat. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Evangeline snapped, pulling her dress back. 
 
    “Il panno! She has DISGUSTING cloth! Che schifo! She makes even my skin crawl,” Rosemary cried dramatically. 
 
    “Pardon me, that is terribly rude—” 
 
    “I have found one!” Anya shouted from the other side of the room. 
 
    Evangeline had not noticed her wandering off. She and Rosemary approached Anya who was holding a maroon dress which was fastened with a brooch and the chest was embellished with sequins. It was long in length since Evangeline was tall and narrowed in slightly around the waist. Rosemary’s face lit up. She swooped the dress out of Anya’s hands. 
 
    “Sì, sì! You are dashing! You will be a wonderful addition. Ti adoro tanto.” 
 
    Evangeline slowly moved closer to Anya and leaned over to her ear. 
 
    She whispered, “Is she speaking to—” 
 
    Anya giggled and cut Evangeline off, “To the dress, yes. Let us just say she is a little… lost. That is how you know you have picked an appropriate amount of clothing. She claims to speak its language. I guessed your dress size, but I think I was quite accurate.” 
 
    Rosemary turned to face Evangeline. “Would you like to try her on? She would love to meet her new owner.” 
 
    Evangeline wondered if she should and looked at Anya who nodded in response. Evangeline took the dress from Rosemary’s hands and walked into a dressing room. 
 
    While Evangeline was trying on her new dress, Anya looked at other dresses in the same size. She found dresses that were floral, patterned, and some that were opaque with no patterns at all. After a short amount of time, Evangeline came out of the dressing room. 
 
    “I need the laces tied,” she quietly announced. 
 
    Rosemary scuttled over to assist Evangeline. 
 
    Anya could not help but to gaze in pure amazement. Evangeline looked like she was the one living in the castle with a dress that fit perfectly on her slim figure. A strand of her hair was covering her eye, and Anya desired nothing more in that moment but to brush it out of her adorable face, getting the chance to graze the skin of her thumb on Evangeline’s skin.  
 
    “What? Does it not look good?” Evangeline asked, noticing Anya’s stare and her face turning bright red. 
 
    “It is… astounding. You are... breathtaking…” She let out a curious sounding laugh. 
 
    Rosemary finished lacing up Evangeline’s dress and then went to help Anya pick out more dresses. Every now and again, she would find a dress that she liked and hold it up for Evangeline. 
 
    “This would look wonderful on you!” 
 
    “Yes, I completely agree,” Evangeline said, grinning. 
 
    Anya held up a dark brown dress. “What about this?” 
 
    Rather than answering, Evangeline shook her head. After about half an hour of picking through dresses, Anya handed the entire pile to Rosemary. 
 
    “If you could please have these shipped to Lady Evangeline’s house as soon as possible. I shall send my servant to bring them.” 
 
    “Of course, Princess Anya. Would you like anything else?” 
 
    Both Anya and Evangeline shook their heads and started making their way towards the door. 
 
    As they exited, they heard Rosemary say, “Agirete come vi ho allenato tutti. Mostrerete le migliori maniere alla vostra nuova casa, you will act how I trained you all. You will show the best manners to your new home.” 
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    Anya and Eleanor were seated at two parallel desks in a small room and reading about the history of Minerva. Anya was distracted as she peered out the window, watching the sun begin to set. 
 
    “I do not understand why we need to read this rubbish. We did not exist when these books were written so what does it matter to us?” Eleanor huffed with boredom. 
 
    “Ellie, you know we must learn about our land. We are the princesses after all!” Anya neatly placed her parchment onto the stack beside her. 
 
    Eleanor slammed the book she was reading down and turned so that she was facing away from Anya. 
 
    “What has gotten into you? You used to be so very interested in learning these things.” 
 
    “I have come to face the fact that I will never be given the crown. I do not want to learn,” Eleanor sulked in her chair, wallowing in self-pity. 
 
    “Oh, grow up, Eleanor. I am sorry you will not be queen, but that is no reason to be a brat.” 
 
    “Watch it, sister, you do not know what I am capable of.”  
 
    Eleanor looked back at Anya; her eyes glazed with anger. 
 
    “Wow, I am so afraid!” Anya snapped sarcastically. 
 
    Although Eleanor still felt slightly guilty about her previous actions with Gael, she knew that she would do it again. Going behind Anya’s back was the only price she had to pay, but Eleanor knew she would get over that guilt sooner or later. Anya shook her head and exited the room with the intention of going outside to the garden for fresh air. Perhaps Eleanor’s bad behavior was a result of being locked up in a cramped room all day. Anya did not know for sure but assumed she would come around sooner or later. 
 
        While walking to the front door, she passed some maids and servants who were carrying out their daily duties of ensuring the castle was kept spotlessly clean. A few of them greeted Anya as she passed. Although the workers seemed to be happy, Anya could not help but feel at fault, for they were picking up rubbish that was not even theirs. While she was studying, these servants were working—they did not even have the chance to receive an education. It made Anya very unhappy to know that someone was willing to give up their life to suit hers. It was not fair in the slightest, but in the eyes of the other royals it also was terribly inappropriate for this to bother her so much. They had a tendency to show their class differences which more often than not were followed by the prejudices that went along with them. 
 
    Anya grinned kindly back at them and even greeted some by name. Before she left the castle, she picked up her bow and arrow and slung them around her back. Outdoors, there was a light breeze in the evening air which caused the flowers to sway in the wind and crickets could be heard chiming from the bushes. She decided to leave the castle grounds and go into the woods so that she could relax by listening to the sounds of nature. 
 
     Anya dragged her feet through the mud on the dirty ground. Without thinking, she accidentally stepped into a puddle that splashed all over the skirt of her dress. 
 
    “Disgusting!” she hissed to herself. 
 
    A voice suddenly barked, “Are you serious? I just washed!” 
 
    Anya’s eyes adjusted to the area and there was Evangeline standing with her hand on one of her hips. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Evangeline? I believe this is my area. I think you are stalking me!” Anya bounced back. 
 
    “I can assure you; I am not stalking you. I have been walking in this direction for a bit... the air is fresh, and all areas of the forest look the same, do you agree?” 
 
    Anya cocked her head to the side, not quite understanding why Evangeline had walked this far, but she chose not to dwell on it too much. Instead, she looked at her momentarily, making eye contact. 
 
    “Do you mind if I join you? Are you heading somewhere in particular?” Evangeline shook her head. “We could go to a tavern and get some ale?” 
 
    “Are you allowed to do that?” Evangeline asked. 
 
    “Is that any of your business?” Anya gave her a dirty look and took the bandana out of her satchel to cover her face. She flashed a look at Evangeline before tying it around. 
 
    “Have you always had a thick skull, Your Highness?” Evangeline teased in a harsher tone than she expected. 
 
    “Are you always this protective?” 
 
    She blushed at this question and she looked at her new boots. “I do not know how to answer that,” she admitted rather self-consciously. 
 
    For a moment, Anya said nothing as she let the awkward atmosphere fill the air. Quietly, she insisted, “Evangeline, you are very kind, do you know that? I mean... Thank you for even being protective of me. It is very nice of you. Also, your dress looks wonderful.” 
 
    Evangeline was wearing a dress that had been specifically chosen for her by Anya in Rosemary’s shop. It had a floral pattern with a red corset and the edges of the mid-length sleeves were embroidered with a shiny red thread. 
 
    “Thank you. A princess chose it for me. I hope it was obvious that I would greatly appreciate it if you were to join me, if you would like. Anyway Miss Anya, what are you doing outside of the castle without an escort?” 
 
    Anya gave Evangeline a very dense glare. “Please, Lady Evangeline. I cannot stand being treated like I am incapable. Do you recall yesterday? No one knew about that. Sneaking out of the castle is the only type of freedom I can enjoy,” she admitted, her glare softening. “Follow me. I know the way.” 
 
    Evangeline and Anya walked to the closest tavern in town—approximately a fifteen-minute journey on foot. It was not exceedingly genteel for women to frequent taverns, but it did happen from time to time. To Anya’s delight, she was not wearing the most high-fashion dress she owned, but a plain beige gown—perfect attire to blend in. As they walked, Anya stopped to stand on a rock and call after Evangeline jokingly. 
 
    “Look, Evangeline! I am your height!” 
 
    Evangeline stopped so that she could look at Anya with a simper. 
 
    “It appears that you are, my lady. What a blessing that may be.” 
 
    “What do I look like from up here?” Anya asked, ignoring the woman’s sarcasm. 
 
    “You look extremely enchanting from all of those six inches below me,” she replied with a smirk. 
 
    “Do not be rude!” Anya nudged Evangeline’s upper arm and hopped off of the rock. 
 
    “I, for one, know that I just called you enchanting.” 
 
    “Well I, for one, know that you were being sarcastic!” Anya poked her shoulder. 
 
    Evangeline’s defense tactic was to pull Anya’s bandana down and run away laughing like a lunatic. Anya quickly pulled the bandana up and started chasing her. She ran in a zigzag formation to disorient Anya and then jumped up to hold onto a low tree branch and throw herself behind the brunette princess. 
 
    “How did you do that?” asked a perplexed Anya. 
 
    “Magic!” Evangeline laughed. “No, I worked on mastering obstacles as a child. That is what I did for fun.” 
 
     The two women walked in the direction of the tavern, joking with one another on the way. This was the most fun that Anya had since before her engagement was sprung on her as a child. She remembered her and Eleanor aged nine and six grooming Reece in the stables. They put bright pink bows on her tail and mane as well as a crown that unfortunately would not stay on Reece’s slender head. 
 
    Anya was suddenly brought back to reality when Evangeline asked, “Are you alright, Anya?” 
 
    “What?” she gasped. 
 
    “Oh, I do not know. Your face just seemed to grow very sad. I hope I am wrong.” 
 
    “I am having a great time. I am very glad that I am with you, believe me,” Anya reassured the other woman, grabbing hold of her hand. 
 
    She wished that she did not have to let go, but reality quickly struck. 
 
    Three men stood outside of the tavern passing a bottle of mead around. One man had a scraggly beard and receding hairline, one man had brown hair that was slicked back under a hat, and the last man had dirty blonde hair which hung limply around his face. 
 
    “Hello, beautiful,” the man with the blond hair nodded to Evangeline. 
 
    The man in the hat moved away from the wall and stepped closer to Evangeline. “Mind if we buy you a drink?” 
 
    Evangeline looked at Anya awaiting her next move. She held her arms up in front of the men, but they shooed her away. 
 
    The man with the beard introduced himself. “I am Alois, this guy is Widigast,” he pointed to the blond-haired man, followed by the other man with the hat, “And this is Henffen. Who have we been blessed with tonight?” He showed his yellow teeth. 
 
    Widigast pushed Evangeline against the wall, pinning her with his masculine strength. He reeked of alcohol—all of the men did. “Do not worry about her name. We are not here for conversation; we want the pretty lady.” 
 
    “The pretty lady will bloody end you.” Evangeline sneered. 
 
    Ignoring her, Widigast reached out to knock Henffen out of the way as he pulled down the strap of her dress and exposed her collar bone. Evangeline was moderately afraid for a moment, but she had always learned that in order to get herself out of trouble, she had to save herself. Her heart felt as if it was going to beat out of her chest, but she did not dare show weakness. Alois put his hand on her hip, but then his face grew white as he suddenly screamed in agony and fell to the ground. 
 
    “What is it, Ally?” Widigast asked as he unbuttoned his trousers taking Alois’ place against Evangeline. 
 
    “Oh, shite!” Henffen screamed looking at the arrow sticking out of Alois’ bleeding shoulder. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Evangeline could see Anya holding her bow towards the men. 
 
    With a look of amusement, Evangeline whispered, “Thank you, princess.”  
 
    She kneed Widigast hard in the groin. Widigast howled in pain and fell to the ground next to Alois. Henffen looked up at the women who were now standing next to one another. Anya looked at Evangeline in disbelief, curious about the apparent ease with which she was able to fend for herself. Anya came to her senses and pulled an arrow out from the quiver around her back. 
 
    Instead of shooting it, she hissed to the men, “Run.” 
 
    Henffen obeyed, leaving his two friends writhing in pain on the ground. 
 
    “I c-cannot get the damn arrow out!” Alois cried as Widigast tried to pull the arrow free. 
 
    Alois wailed in despair. Evangeline struck the heel of her boot against Widigast’s nose. His scream filled the air as blood smeared across his face. 
 
    “Need help, mate?” She spat at Alois as she ripped the arrow from his shoulder. 
 
    “Now, get out of here before I get Princess Anya involved in this mess. She will kill you on the spot,” Anya hissed at the two. 
 
    The men scrambled to their feet, trying not to pass out from pain. Anya kicked the back of Widigast’s legs to make him run faster. He had not even had the time to do his buttons up. 
 
    Once they were out of sight, Evangeline hugged Anya as tightly as she could, causing her to drop the bow and arrow. She buried her face into Anya’s neck, no longer caring about being inappropriate. 
 
    “Thank you!” Evangeline shouted wrapping her arms around the Princess. “Thank you so much, Anya. We make a fantastic team. How may I ever repay you?” Evangeline spoke against Anya’s neck. 
 
    “Well, I am no longer sure whether going to the tavern is the best idea. I believe you have had quite an adventure and truthfully, I have as well.” Anya brushed her fingers through Evangeline’s hair. 
 
    “That is very true, my lady.” She lifted her head and looked into Anya’s sparkling blue eyes. She and Evangeline looked at each other for a very long time. Without realizing it, Evangeline licked her own lips. 
 
    Anya noticed this and murmured, “You feel it too.” 
 
    “What did you say?” Evangeline asked, but Anya shook her head. 
 
    It gave her a certain fondness which she did not understand to see Evangeline’s strengths and capabilities for herself. All the while, she was trying to comprehend her character. Anya was going to be queen, but she felt less competent than ever. Oh, how she felt adoration for Evangeline. She was about to let her enter a part of her world; one that was very special to her. She hoped that Evangeline appreciated it just the same. 
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    Queen Rosalind and King Ferdinand were away on business, as usual. As Anya was not home, they were unable to inform her of their absence, but they told Eleanor who would pass on the message. Gael was supposed to be coming over, but at this moment Eleanor was alone. 
 
    Gael always told her how wonderful she was, and though she could not bring herself to admit it out loud, she was falling in love with him. It would be a dream come true to be on the throne with him and rule the kingdom together. She had already started imagining what their children would look like—their son, Gael the Younger, would have her blue eyes and his dashing smile and their daughter Jane would have his dark hair and her nose. 
 
    Eleanor sat at the dining room table, smiling as she dreamt of what her life would be like as queen when she heard the large front door opening. An escort walked in and slammed a wooden staff against the floor. 
 
    “The Prince of Eltra has arrived!” 
 
    Gael shoved the man out of the way and entered the castle. Eleanor ran to greet him. 
 
    “Hello, Prince Gael!” She curtsied excitedly. 
 
    “Leave,” he growled at the servant who ran out of the castle closing the door behind him. “Hello, love. Someone appears excited to see me.”  
 
    He silently gloated and then walked forward to kiss Eleanor. Then he pulled away anxiously. “Where is Anya?” 
 
    “I do not know. She left early this morning. I did not see her at breakfast, nor at mass. What a shock.” Eleanor knitted her eyebrows together. “It is almost like she does not care about her duties as queen-to-be.” 
 
    “That is something you can use against her when the time is right.” 
 
    Gael walked into the empty dining room with Eleanor following closely behind. He then unexpectedly stopped short, causing Eleanor to lose her balance and fall against the side of the table. 
 
    “Oh, goodness, I am so sorry, my love.” Gael helped her up to her feet and then cupped his hands on her cheeks. “Imagine if I was not here to help you. You would have fallen to the floor,” he laughed as he kissed her again. 
 
    She joined his laughter and agreed, “Yes, I am so clumsy. I need a lovely Prince Charming to save me.” 
 
    “I do not think you would be much without a man like me—no woman could.” 
 
    Eleanor agreed with every word Gael was saying. She may have only known him for a short time, but she needed him. In the end, he would marry Anya, but little did her sister know that she did not stand a chance against her. He did not love Anya, he loved her. They had something else in common that he did not have with Anya: their hunger for the throne. 
 
    “I am yours.” Eleanor murmured into his ear. She kissed Gael again, falling forcefully back onto the table and pulling him on top of her. Her hands began shakily unbuttoning his cloak as he lifted her and carried her into a nearby storage closet. 
 
    “Yes, you are mine.” Gael growled in agreement. “Queen Eleanor, I would like you to know, I love you.” 
 
    Her eyes shot open and she licked her lips. “Call me that again.” 
 
    “Queen Eleanor.” 
 
      
 
    The castle was quiet. It appeared that no one was home, so Anya, not caring if she was making a scene, called for Clifford. He came running. 
 
    “And who is this lovely lady?” Clifford bowed and kissed Evangeline’s hand. 
 
    “This is Evangeline, a friend I made in—a friend I made. Clifford, I would like to ask a favor of you,” Anya proclaimed. 
 
    “I brought the letter to her home just days ago. Anyhow I am at your service, Princess Anya. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Evangeline and I went shopping at Rosemary’s. We have some other dresses that are to be delivered to Lady Evangeline’s house at once. Please make the necessary arrangements,” Anya declared. 
 
    “Right away, madam.” 
 
    As he headed out the door, Evangeline added, “Thank you, Clifford.” 
 
    Anya began walking through the dining hall and opened the window drapes in order to let some light into the area. Evangeline remained at her side. They could both hear someone rummaging around behind them. 
 
    All of a sudden, Eleanor leapt into the room followed by Gael. 
 
    “Anya! Prince Gael and I did not know where you were. We decided to get to know each other. You know… as soon-to-be in-laws…” She looked away quickly as if she was hiding something. “This is your friend from the ball, is it not?” 
 
    “Yes, my name is Evangeline of the Isle of Laurel. You must be Princess Eleanor.” They curtsied to one another. 
 
    “Lady Evangeline, what a nice dress you are wearing,” Gael sneered. “It appears that you and Princess Anya are becoming quite good friends! Well I am off to the castle in Eltra. I will see you soon, my love.” Gael kissed Anya on the lips and Eleanor on the cheek. He did not say anything to Evangeline, he just looked at her with a hollow face. 
 
    Gael swiftly left the room. Eleanor kept her eyes on the floor and shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    “I shall be in the library. Excuse me,” she said, and then scurried out of the room. 
 
    “That was strange, do you agree?” Anya asked Evangeline with amusement. 
 
    “Yes,” Evangeline looked at the doorway to make sure Eleanor was out of sight. “Very strange indeed.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Anya laid on her bed looking up at the ceiling. Her hands were over her eyes while she attempted to block her thoughts out. Taking a deep breath, she sat up and walked across the room to her desk. She opened a drawer and rummaged through its contents until she found her old diary, untouched since she was in her teens. She turned to a random page from nine years prior. 
 
      
 
    The 30th of July 1290 
 
      
 
                                               Journal, 
 
    I am deeply upset! Eleanor would not let me join her in playing with the countess’ children. She said that the future queen could not be a part of the fun because I already had an arranged marriage set for when I am old enough. They agreed! I do not want to be queen! If being queen means that I cannot play with other children, then I want to be something else. Is being king only for boys? Do you think they would let me play with them if I was becoming king? I will ask Mother. She will know what to do. 
 
      
 
                                               Love, 
 
    Princess Anya Victoria Syndred of Minerva 
 
      
 
    Ps. I will not let Eleanor play with my dolls. That will teach her! 
 
      
 
    Anya chuckled after reading her previous endeavor. Her issues seemed so small when she was twelve and she wished she could go back. Now that she was about to be crowned queen, she had to deal with difficult tasks which concerned her kingdom. At this thought, Anya groaned and flipped to a blank page. She picked up a quill and uncovered a cup of ink for her to dip the quill in. 
 
      
 
                                               The 8th of March 1299 
 
      
 
                                               Diary, 
 
    I do not know if these emotions are a part of a phase I am going through or if they are real, but I think that I may have fallen for a woman. I cannot stop thinking about her and I hope I am being thought of as well. Although it was my duty to protect her while those men were mistreating her at the bar, I believe I was feeling something else. Was it jealousy? Possession? I am aware that Evangeline is not mine, but I cannot bear imagining her with someone else. A man perhaps. I am positive she does not feel the same way, for women do not feel romance for women. It is witchcraft! A temptation from the devil! Demonic behavior! These feelings could just be more painful than they are worth. In addition, I need to focus on these feelings on Prince Gael, not a strange lower-class woman I met on the street. But… I cannot bring myself to push her away, we are already too connected. 
 
      
 
    After those men tried to violate Evangeline—those awful men—she held onto me with such thanks. And when I looked into her eyes... I felt home. If I just could have kissed her, the troubles of the world would just disappear… 
 
      
 
                                               Princess Anya Victoria Syndred of Minerva 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Anya did not feel as guilty as she should have felt which should have worried her, but she did not care; she felt... happy. Anya closed the diary and put it back into the drawer. Sure to blow out the candle next to her bed, Anya fell asleep with a feeling of warmth radiating inside her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    4 
 
    As weeks passed, the planning for Princess Anya and Prince Gael’s wedding seemed to be everyone in the castle’s main concern. Everyone except for the prince and princess themselves, that is. Even Eleanor was not that concerned which Anya found odd since she loved planning things. Late one night when everyone had retired to their chambers and Gael was home in Eltra, Anya knocked on the door to Eleanor’s chambers. 
 
    “It is me, Ellie.” Anya declared, let Eleanor know who wanted her attention at this late hour. 
 
    “Feel free to enter.” Eleanor sighed as she put the diary, she had been writing in beside her on top of a pillow. 
 
    “I just would like to know how you are doing.” Anya stepped into the bedroom and closed the door behind her. 
 
     “I am fine… the same as I always am. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Anya wondered if she should tell Eleanor about the suspicions, she had concerning the encounter with her and Gael in the dining hall a few weeks prior. After all, she really had no evidence that they were doing anything but talking. 
 
    “It is just that… you are being very distant, which is unlike yourself. For example, today Father was trying to get everyone’s opinions regarding what kind of food they wished to eat at the wedding banquet. You appeared to not care and the Eleanor that I know absolutely loves planning!” Anya decided to say instead. 
 
    “It is not that I disliked planning the banquet—you are correct when you say that I love it. It is just that today, I was tired.” Eleanor huffed. 
 
    Not quite believing her sister, Anya repeated Eleanor’s words flatly: “You were tired.”  
 
    Sounding offended, Eleanor cried, “Are you suspicious of me, Anya?” 
 
    “It is not that… it is just… Gael… when was the last time you saw him on your own?” 
 
    Eleanor gasped as if she had been stabbed in the stomach. “Anya! What are you accusing me of? Are you jealous? Do you not trust your fiancé? Shall I speak with Father about this?” 
 
    “Why are you being so defensive? I was only asking a simple question!” Anya stood up, ready to storm out of Eleanor’s room when she decided to admit what had been on her mind. “Remember when I brought Evangeline to the castle? You and Gael had obviously been having a secret meeting…” 
 
    For a moment, Eleanor did not say anything. When she finally spoke, she changed the subject. “Where has Lady Evangeline been? I have not seen her around the castle since that day.” 
 
    “We have not had the chance to speak because, as I mentioned, we are planning for this wedding! Mother is taking Gael and I to Rosemary’s tomorrow to try on a wedding gown for me and a suit for him.”               
 
    Eleanor did not want to admit it, but she could not ignore her desire to dress in a wedding gown and murmured, “I would like to come.” 
 
    “Why should I let you—” 
 
    She cut Anya off, her voice returning to its normal volume, “—Please, please, Anya! I promise you will not even know I am there. I will be like a small insect watching from afar. Please let me come!” 
 
    “Alright, alright! I will let you come. You do not have to be an insect, either.” Anya pursed her lips. 
 
    “Thank you, thank you!” Eleanor jumped out of her bed and hugged Anya tightly. “I will not let you down, you have my word!” 
 
    Anya's lips curled into a soft grin at her sister's excitement. "Goodnight, Eleanor." 
 
    Anya stepped away from the bed and left the room, closing the door behind her. As she walked back to her room, Anya thought about something Eleanor had just said: Where has Lady Evangeline been? I have not seen her around the castle since that day. This was true. As Anya had been busy planning for the wedding, she had not reached out to Evangeline, nor had Evangeline reached out to her. As soon as she was back to her room, she would write her a letter and have Clifford deliver it in the morning. 
 
    Once she finally arrived in her room. The first thing Anya did was ignite a single candle and sit at her desk. There was parchment and a quill awaiting her. 
 
      
 
                     
 
      
 
    The 9th of May 1299 
 
      
 
                    My dearest Evangeline, 
 
    I understand that you must be quite busy with your work. I have been busy as well with plans for my wedding to Prince Gael. The day you formally met him was very strange and I apologize for that. I do not quite know what was going on with him, nor my sister, Eleanor. I wish you were given more of an opportunity to give a proper introduction. 
 
      
 
    Anyhow, it was wonderful having you here in the castle. Over the past few weeks without my dear friend, I have not known how to pass time. I miss you so. Please write back at your convenience. 
 
      
 
                    My deepest regards, 
 
                    Anya 
 
      
 
    Anya read the letter over a few times wondering if she had written too little, but not knowing what else to say, she put it in an envelope and sealed it closed. 
 
    Rather than calling for Clifford, Anya walked to his study clutching the letter to check if he was still there. There was a chance he had finished working for the night and retired to his chambers. As the door was slightly ajar, Anya knocked lightly and peered into the room. 
 
    “Clifford? Are you still working at this hour?” 
 
    “Yes, do you need anything, Princess Anya?” Clifford asked ready to follow orders. 
 
    “I wrote this letter for Lady Evangeline,” she stepped further into the room and placed the envelope on Clifford’s desk where he was seated. “Could you possibly find the time to deliver it to her?” 
 
    Clifford looked down at the letter and then up at Anya with his eyes widening. “You do know I promised to keep any of your secrets, correct? Because you have kept mine…” 
 
    “Whatever do you mean?” Anya asked. 
 
    “It is just that,” he picked up the letter laying in front of him. “You have previously appeared to show great interest in her, which I do understand; she is quite lovely.” 
 
    Anya blushed and then concurred with him, “I know she is.” Then she shrugged sadly and added, “but it does not matter anyway. Evangeline is a woman. A relationship is not formed with a woman and another woman, but with a man and a woman. That is what our priests teach us in the Christian faith. And on top of that, I will be queen! I will have to set an example for everyone in the kingdom when I marry Prince Gael—my romantic feelings for Evangeline could risk the both of us being executed!” 
 
    “Do not worry about the risks. It is not like I would use this information to your disadvantage anyway. You know a secret is a secret and I swore to keep any you entrusted to me.” Clifford opened a drawer in his desk and placed the letter into it. 
 
    “Well, then…” Anya tried to figure out how to form words. “Clifford, I care greatly for Lady Evangeline. I may or may not be in love with her. I cannot keep my mind off of her and I wonder if she is feeling the same thing right now. But Clifford,” Anya picked at her fingernails and looked at her feet. “I have to love Gael. He may love me—” 
 
    “—He seems very self-centered!” Clifford stood up. 
 
    “Yes, he seems very self-centered indeed. But in the grand scheme of things, there is nothing that we can do about that.” Anya sighed. 
 
    “I would like you to be happy, Princess Anya.” 
 
    “I would like myself to be happy as well. So, please will you deliver that message?” She asked him hopefully. 
 
    “I cannot say no to you. Also, I personally like Miss Audovera much more than Prince Gael.” 
 
    The two of them exchanged grins and Anya walked out of the room feeling much better. A very confusing secret was finally off her chest. A feeling of warm cheerfulness filled her body and stayed with her even after she had returned to her chambers and extinguished the candle lighting the room. 
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    Gael sat next to Anya in the horse-drawn carriage. Across from them sat Eleanor and Queen Rosalind. Rather than taking the more direct route through the woods, they were riding along smaller dirt roads in order to show the locals that members of the royal family were passing through the area. Gael and Eleanor exchanged glances every few minutes without the others noticing. In an effort to strike up a conversation with the three of them, Queen Rosalind groaned. 
 
    “It has not rained in days—possibly weeks!” 
 
    “But Mother, there are puddles on the ground. Do you not see?” Eleanor pointed out one of the small rectangular windows of the carriage. 
 
    “Eleanor, that is probably horse piss or something.” Anya moaned in disgust. 
 
    “That is not true! Those are puddles of water!” Eleanor spat back. 
 
    “Would you like to get out and drink it to let us know?” 
 
    Gael, who had remained silent for the entire ride, let out a low, “Hm.” 
 
    “Girls, this is a special moment. Eleanor, do you not want to see Anya’s gorgeous wedding dress? I bet Sir Gael does.” Queen Rosalind interrupted. 
 
    Gael made eye contact with Eleanor and spoke for the first time that journey. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. I assume that she will look...” he paused, “ravishing.” 
 
    They could hear the horses neighing as the carriage came to a halt. The same coachman as their previous journey was driving the horse-drawn carriage, again wearing a black silk cape and cloth-trimmed leather boots. This time, he did not come to help the three women to their feet. Instead, Gael stepped out and first led Queen Rosalind out, followed by Eleanor and last but not least, Anya. 
 
    Before linking arms with Anya, Gael held open the door to Rosemary’s for Queen Rosalind. 
 
    “After you, my queen.” Gael coaxed, taking her hand as she entered. 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Eleanor followed her mother and then Gael reached out for Anya. Before she had even entered the room, she saw Rosemary scurrying towards them. “Queen Rosalind!” Rosemary greeted her by standing on her tiptoes and kissing both of her cheeks. “Ah Princess Eleanor, my have you grown!” Another two kisses while standing on her tiptoes. “I am very lucky to see you again, Princess Anya. And this must be your handsome Prince Charming.” She laughed at her own joke. 
 
    Gael bowed to Rosemary. “Hello, Miss Rosemary, I am pleased to meet you.” 
 
    “Such a catch!” Rosemary squealed. “Now, Princess Anya, please come meet this precious woman. I sewed her myself when you were just a gal. She has been waiting for the right time to shine. Mees-ter Prince, come too!” 
 
    Rosemary scuttled over to the mirrors at the back of the room, with Anya and Gael following closely behind. 
 
    “Look here.” Rosemary motioned to the wedding dress that was on a mannequin in front of the mirrors. Next to that was a suit with two tails. Rosemary leaned over to the dress and spoke, “Voglio che dimostri di essere forto, I want you to prove that you are strong; that you can walk down the aisle and shine! Just like I taught you; I know you will do such a wonderful job!” 
 
    Anya expected Gael to find it funny that this woman was talking to a dress, so she looked up in the hope she would feel a connection between them. To her dismay, he had a straight, almost bored face. 
 
    “E tu!” Rosemary held her hand up to the suit. “I know you do not know her, but I want you to be perfect. Rendimi fiero!” 
 
    Standing side by side, Gael and Anya tried on their new garments. Gael stretched out his arms and Eleanor buttoned the cuffs which embellished the earthy brown tunic. Rosemary was always talented in her work, but if Anya were to be brutally honest, she thought that the muddy color perfectly suited the pompous prince. His broad shoulders were covered by fur epaulettes which were fastened across his muscular chest by a chain of silver rings.  His long tunic was accented by a thick leather belt and gem-studded buckle. Rather than examining Gael, Rosemary took the time to delicately insert pins into Anya’s white gown. The long sleeves were flared and had a slight frill at the wrists and the fabric covering the corset and skirt were decorated with an intricate silver embroidery. The back of the dress also boasted a beautiful long train which Anya planned to decorate with flowers. 
 
    “Oh, Rosemary, this dress is splendid!” Anya exclaimed. 
 
    “Yes, this suit is very nice.” Gael agreed. 
 
    “Rosemary, will you be making the bridesmaid dresses as well?” Eleanor asked excitedly. “I want a dress as beautiful as Anya’s!” 
 
    “Did you hear that? They think you are beautiful!” Rosemary shouted excitedly to the dress. 
 
    “Settle down everyone, please.” The queen purred. “Miss Rosemary, when will these outfits be ready for us to collect?” 
 
    “Mees-ter Suit is ready. Mees-ter Gael, do you agree?” Rosemary questioned. 
 
    “Yes, I agree. The suit… I mean… Mr. Suit feels perfect on me.” Gael confirmed. 
 
    “Alright, the dress’ corset must be tightened just a little… but she will be ready in about a week. You can have both of my babies then!” 
 
    Now that she had everyone’s approval, Rosemary felt like royalty herself. The soon-to-be queen was in absolute awe and so Rosemary knew that her efforts had paid off. 
 
    Once she had arrived back at the castle, the first thing Anya did was search for Clifford, wondering if Evangeline had replied to her letter. 
 
    “You are in luck, Princess Anya. I knew that I would have some time before you arrived back at the castle, so that gave me a chance to wait for Miss Audovera’s response,” he pulled an unopened envelope out of the duffle bag around his shoulder. Anya excitedly grabbed it from his hand. “And Princess Anya? If you were to ask my opinion, I would say she loves you too.” 
 
    As quick as she could, Anya opened the envelope and read: 
 
      
 
                    The 10th of May 1299 
 
      
 
                    My lovely Anya, 
 
    I have indeed been busy, and I assume that you have been as well. I am sorry that their actions when they were around me at that time was not to your liking. But rest assured, no one compares to you. You make everyone else in the room disappear. 
 
      
 
    You see, Princess Anya, you are the light to every storm; the clarity to every turmoil; the first flower that blooms after a terrible winter. 
 
      
 
    These weeks without my dear friend have been terribly dark and cold. I also miss you so and would love to see you as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
                    Yours truly, 
 
                    Evangeline Audovera of the Isle of Laurel 
 
      
 
    After reading this message, Anya blushed profusely and broke into a wide grin. “My princess appears to be gushing with desire. Would you like to reply to her letter right now?” Clifford chuckled. 
 
    “If you would not mind,” Anya walked swiftly into Clifford’s study with him closely following behind. “As I have mentioned, this affection would be greatly frowned upon.” 
 
    “Princess Anya, I understand that you care for the land of Minerva, which is wonderful, especially for a queen, but please take a moment to care for yourself.” 
 
    She took a moment to look at him. Although he was just a boy, he was more of a man than anyone in the kingdom. “You are right, Clifford.” 
 
    He handed Anya a blank piece of parchment and she walked to his desk and picked up a quill. 
 
      
 
                    The 10th of May 1299 
 
      
 
                    Beautiful Evangeline, 
 
                 Let us meet tomorrow at sunrise in our spot. 
 
      
 
               I am looking forward to spending time with you! 
 
      
 
                    Do not be late! 
 
                    Anya 
 
      
 
    Although she had not written much to Evangeline, Anya knew that everything she could possibly write would be conversed about when they were together. Although there would be risks, she was going to listen to Clifford and take care of herself. 
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    Evangeline became a regular visitor to the castle. Like children, the two girls would stay up until late in the night until the king and queen sent Evangeline home when Anya retired to her bed chambers. There was usually an event concerning wedding preparation which Anya had to attend. Today was just an ordinary day for them, as they sat on the floor of the sunroom reading through ancient books about the royal bloodline. Eleanor sat with them as the sun beamed through the window. 
 
      
 
    “Anya, Lady Evangeline, can we do something? Maybe take a stroll through the garden or visit the stables?” 
 
    Anya glanced over at Evangeline who was not paying attention to them, but rather to the book she was reading. “I do not know about that, Ellie. Evangeline looks a little too fascinated with her book.” 
 
    “Evangeline?” Eleanor nudged her arm to confirm. 
 
    Startled, she looked up at Eleanor. “I apologize, I was a bit… lost. You see, back home on the Isle of Laurel, my family could not afford many books. Barely anyone can read anyway, so it was not much of a problem. What was it that you asked, Princess Eleanor?” 
 
    Eleanor looked at Anya who just shrugged her shoulders in response. “Never mind.” Eleanor mumbled as she stood up. 
 
    Eleanor dragged her feet out of the sunroom. Anya had been focusing on Evangeline much more than anyone lately—even more than her own fiancé! This made Eleanor very suspicious of their relationship and so after she left the sunroom, she stood behind a wall watching the other two girls. It was very clear to her that there was something going on between them. 
 
    Inside, Anya placed her book down on the table and the gentle thud made Evangeline’s head snap up. Evangeline also put down her book and looked at Anya, waiting for her to speak. 
 
    “I do love my sister, but sometimes I would rather be alone.” 
 
    “Alone? But you are with me.” Evangeline reminded her. 
 
    “I mean… alone with you, alright?” She blushed and looked down. 
 
    Evangeline prayed silently that Anya could not hear the pounding of her heart. She paused thinking of how to answer casually and then asked, “would you rather do something else?” 
 
    “I can show you my… how about we go to the art gallery.” Anya suggested still looking down. 
 
    “Anything I get to do with you is worth doing.” 
 
    Without another word they both stood up, leaving the books on the floor beside them. Their movement caused them to bump into one another. 
 
    “Sorry—” Anya was suddenly cut off as she felt Evangeline’s lips colliding with hers; her hands holding her close. 
 
    A small moan escaped Anya’s mouth and she quickly stepped away from Evangeline, touching her fingertips to her lips in astonishment. “Evangeline.” She whispered. 
 
    “I am so sorry Your Highness! It was an accident, I swear it—” 
 
    “Silence.” Anya demanded quietly. This time it was Anya who cut Evangeline off as she pulled her in and kissed her. She ran her fingers through Evangeline’s honey blonde hair and then gasped in shock. It was now her turn to apologize. 
 
    “I am sorry—I do not know why I did it again! I have never—” 
 
    “I have never been with a woman either,” Evangeline murmured.  
 
    “It is not right. We cannot! I am getting married! I am a princess!” 
 
    “We could be hung,” She agreed. 
 
    They stood in silence, trying to keep their attention anywhere but each other. Evangeline brushed a strand of hair away from her eyes, and then glanced up to find Anya staring back; nervously biting her lip.  
 
    “Bollocks. Princess Anya, I think I am in love with you… no, I am certain of it. I do understand that you are to be wed, but goodness, I want you to myself.” 
 
    “Oh, bloody hell. Wedding or not, I want nothing more than to be with you. For I am in love with you, Evangeline,” Anya kissed her again, but this time with a deep passion.  
 
    They kissed as if they were desperate for each other; Anya with her hands around Evangeline’s neck and Evangeline with her hands around Anya’s waist.  
 
    Anya pulled eagerly at the lace of Evangeline’s dress. “I beg you to love me. Oh goodness, love me.” 
 
      
 
    Eleanor’s jaw dropped in utter shock. This all seemed so surreal to her. She darted away from behind the wall where she was hiding in order to find Gael. She knew he was somewhere in the castle and that he would not be happy to hear about this. 
 
    “Gael?” Eleanor called. 
 
    She was trying not to make a scene, but her chest was now pounding with a level of anxiety she had never felt before. She sprinted through the castle without a destination in mind. 
 
    “Princess Eleanor?” A maid was cleaning a mantle but stopped abruptly when she saw Eleanor. 
 
    “Have you seen Gael?” She asked, trying to gain her breath. 
 
    “Prince Gael…” the maid put her hand on her chin to think. “Yes, he is training the hunting dogs in the back field.” 
 
    “Thank you!” 
 
    Eleanor began running again, this time in the direction of the doorway which led to the field. She passed many confused faces, but thankfully no one stopped her to ask questions. When she finally arrived at the raised wooden door with a small, barred window. She could see Gael sitting on a rock. She opened the door and ran to him. “Gael!” 
 
    “Eleanor, my love, what is the matter?” Gael stood up, caught her in his arms and kissed her cheek. 
 
    She panted, unable to answer. 
 
    “Here, sit down,” he pointed to the rock he was sitting at previously. She obeyed him without a second thought. “Now tell me what has made you so excited.” 
 
    “I—saw—Anya! I saw Anya and that—that,” she paused and then spat the word. “Witch! Evangeline and Anya were professing their love for one another. And they were kissing! That led to… that. Never in my life have I seen two women in a romantic relationship! It was quite horrid!” 
 
    Gael’s face dropped. “You do not say.” 
 
    “Yes, she is going to destroy the wedding!” 
 
    “Lady Evangeline will do no such thing.” Gael reported sternly. 
 
    Eleanor began, “But how do you—” 
 
    “Trust me, Ellie. Do you not see? This gives us something to use against Anya. We can get rid of her and be together. She does not love me, and I do not love her. I love you. At the right time, we will expose them.” 
 
    “But until then, we have to pretend we do not know, right?” Eleanor asked with a devilish grin spread across her face. 
 
    “Correct. For all everyone knows, Anya and I are going through with this wedding. Let me plan everything out. In the meantime, our relationship must also remain a secret,” Gael leaned in and gave Eleanor a small kiss. “And then you will be queen, and I will be king.” 
 
      
 
    Anya laid her head against Evangeline’s bare chest. Her eyes were closed, but she was very much awake. They were lying peacefully under a thin blanket on a sofa at  the back of the sunroom. Evangeline kissed the top of Anya’s head lightly dragging a finger over the princesses skin. 
 
    “I must say, I have never felt this way about anyone before. I am so in love with you,” she whispered as she sat up slightly to kiss Anya’s shoulders and brush her hand down her spine. 
 
    Still laying on top of the woman, Anya replied with her eyes still closed, “mmm. Nor have I. I am just as in love with you, if not, more.”  
 
    “I wish we could stay here forever.” Evangeline nuzzled Anya and held her arms around her. 
 
    “But what would my fiancé say?” Anya giggled. 
 
    “Well tell your fiancé that he can kiss my bloody arse.” 
 
    “And the kingdom?” Anya opened her eyes and giggled again. 
 
    “We will run away and live in a cabin made just for the two of us.” 
 
    “I like that,” Anya met Evangeline’s eyes and placed a kiss on her lips. “Can I tell you a silly secret of mine?” 
 
    “I highly doubt that it is silly.” Evangeline stroked Anya’s shoulder blades. 
 
    “If you say so,” Anya lowered her voice to a quiet murmur. “I have always dreamt of being a mother. I think that is the only reason I have not fled from the castle. I want to look into my baby’s eyes and see all of who he or she will become. I would like to protect them from everything that I can.” 
 
    “That is absolutely beautiful, my love. You will make a wonderful mother.” Evangeline kissed Anya’s cheek. 
 
    “But now that I know what love truly is, I cannot see myself having children with Gael. He would take them from me, and I will just be his brood mare… I told you it was silly.” 
 
    Evangeline shook her head and said, “not at all.” 
 
    “Will you stay for dinner?” Anya asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “As long as I get to be with you.” 
 
    “Well, it is I that does not want to be away from you.” Anya laid her head down on Evangeline’s chest again. 
 
    With a sigh, Evangeline threw the blanket off of them, letting chilly air rush over them. She suddenly felt goose bumps cover her skin. Anya, on the other hand, squealed playfully. 
 
    Although they would have preferred to stay longer in the room, people would soon start looking for Anya. It had always been easy for people to locate the whereabouts of the princess within the castle. She slid her naked body off of Evangeline and then lifted her undergarments off of the ground and put them back on. Evangeline did the same. Both of them dressed quickly as if they were about to get caught. Evangeline held her hair up off of her back and asked for assistance. 
 
    “Can you do up my dress, my love?” 
 
    Anya kissed Evangeline’s back. “I like the sound of ‘my love.’ Of course, I will help you.” 
 
    They held each other’s hands as they walked side by side across the room. But then when they reached the doorway, Anya let go and put a finger over her smiling lips. 
 
    “Our little secret,” she whispered into Evangeline’s ear. 
 
    “Our little secret.”  
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    Two nights later, Anya and Evangeline had not seen each other since their previous encounter, although Clifford had swapped letters between the women the previous day. Right before dinner was served, Anya broke into a light sweat. Although she tried to ignore it, she could barely seem to keep her eyes open at the dining room table where the king, queen, Prince Gael, and Eleanor all sat eating their meal in deep conversation about horse races. 
 
    “You are very quiet, my daughter.” Announced the queen as she sipped from a goblet of wine. 
 
    “Yes, sister, very quiet indeed,” Eleanor chimed in. “Missing Evangeline?” She glanced sideways at Gael who shook his head saying no. 
 
    Anya did not notice Eleanor and mumbled, “I am fine.” 
 
    “You do not appear to be fine, love.” Gael stood up from his chair, his sword hanging in a scabbard attached to his belt. 
 
    He stood up and walked over to her, taking a white glove off of his hand and feeling her temperature. 
 
    “Well Princess Anya, I am no doctor, but as a knight and a prince, I can tell you that you have a fever.” Gael retorted. 
 
    “I wonder what told you that information? Could it be her glistening sweat or possibly her drooping eyes?” Eleanor scoffed quietly so that only Gael could hear as he returned to his seat. “It was the peasant.” 
 
    “Last I saw, the peasant was just fine.” Gael hissed back. 
 
    Queen Rosalind stood up and looked over at King Ferdinand. “If you will excuse me, sire, I must take our daughter to bed.” She declared and then looked at Anya. “Let us go, darling.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother.” Anya stood up with slight difficulty. 
 
    The queen linked her arm with Anya’s and then led her out of the room and up the stairs. On the way, they passed Clifford who was walking to his study. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” he bowed. “Princess Anya.” 
 
    Anya groaned and looked up at the ceiling. 
 
    “What has happened?” He asked. 
 
    “Anya has fallen ill. She is not coughing, just a tad feverish. I will lead her to her chambers. Would you mind fetching her a cup of tea?” Queen Rosalind replied. 
 
    “Coming right up, Your Majesty.” Clifford bowed and walked down the hall towards the kitchens to make her a pot of tea. 
 
    Rosalind led Anya to her bed and sat her down as she picked a nightgown out of the closet and helped her change into it. Once her nightgown was on, Anya fell into bed and groaned. 
 
    “Feel better, my daughter.” Rosalind kissed Anya’s forehead. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, Mother. Goodnight.” 
 
    Anya laid alone in the dimly lit room waiting patiently for Clifford. 
 
    When he finally came back into the room holding a steaming teacup in his hand, Anya wiped her forehead and sat up to look at Clifford. 
 
    “We slept together.” Anya croaked, her voice just above a whisper. 
 
    “You did what?” Clifford exclaimed as he placed the mug on Anya’s nightstand. 
 
    “Woe is me!” Anya declared dramatically, throwing her arm over her face. “I am overcome with illness for I am without my true love... my dearest Evangeline! My skin is feverish for her kiss as my arms ache for her sweet embrace.” 
 
    “...What...?” Clifford asked tentatively, trying to fathom this. “Um, Princess Anya, not to be rude or anything... but I have never slept with anyone and I am not sure I need to hear about you doing... it.” 
 
    Anya stared blankly at Clifford as she lifted the mug from her nightstand and sipped the tea. 
 
    “Do you not understand, Clifford?” She asked suddenly. 
 
    “I understand about men—” 
 
    “No, Clifford! Not that… because of how I feel… because of what Evangeline and I have done, the Lord is punishing me. That is why I am ill. Why did I not see this before? Maybe if I did not sneak out of morning mass so often!” Anya whined. 
 
    Clifford took the teacup from her, worried that she would spill any remaining tea. He set it back on the nightstand and shook his head in irritation as he sat at the foot of the bed. 
 
    “Anya, you must go to mass. It dominates us all. God is our savior, and you know that, but He is not punishing you. He knew how you felt long before you fell ill. This is how He made you. Others may accuse you of witchcraft, but they are not God. You see, we are flawed creatures. Had Eve not eaten the forbidden fruit, we would have been granted perfection, but alas, that was not the case. This is why you cannot be blamed for making mistakes. Anya, you love a woman—you slept with a woman. We cannot change what is in your heart, we can only protect it. You are a beautiful woman. You are on the right track and you were born to survive.” Clifford brushed his hand against Anya’s shoulder and helped her lay back down. 
 
    Tears streamed down her cheeks. “That was beautiful Clifford. I can not only love a woman but also make love with that woman. I am not a witch and it is not a sin!” 
 
    “You are completely delusional,” he teased. “I can imagine that your fever has been the one speaking to me this entire time.” Clifford stood up from the bed. 
 
    “Before you go, Clifford, can I speak to you about one more thing?” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    “Ah, being queen is all I have ever known. I was born into this world as the crown princess and that was quite alright. I loved feeling… powerful. To this day, I love it. I cannot explain the thrill a woman feels, but Clifford I could potentially ruin my entire family by being with Evangeline. I… I love her to death, but a queen needs a king. Whether it be Gael or not, I will be forced into marrying a man. When I assume the throne, it will ruin any chance I have with Evangeline, or else, God help my family, we will be killed—because of me!” Anya fell back against her pillow as Clifford pulled the quilt over her.  
 
    “Then do not become queen,” he suggested. 
 
    “It is not that simple… and I really would like to be queen. I feel that I could change this rubbish kingdom. I know that my parents are doing the best that they can do, but…” Anya paused as she tried to come up with the correct words to say. 
 
    “You can do better?” Clifford finished. 
 
    “Well, yes. I can. Even better than my sister thinks that she could do. She thinks protocol is crucial.” 
 
    “I suppose it is important… but is it protocol that keeps us in order or is it our own ability to be humane?”  
 
    “Exactly, Clifford! Exactly. However, that brings me back to my issue…” 
 
    Clifford silently blew out the candle on the shelf at the back of Anya’s chambers. “When the time comes, everything will fall into place, I am sure of it. Maybe there is a way. I know you will figure out how to have the crown and the woman. Feel better, goodnight, Princess Anya.” 
 
    “Goodnight.” 
 
    Clifford bowed and then left the room, shutting the door behind him. 
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    When the sun had risen the next morning, Anya found she no longer felt ill. Whatever had infiltrated her body had left sometime during the night, which was a relief. Anya’s stomach growled like an animal, so she found it necessary to leave the comfort of her bed in search of food. On the table, Anya found a neatly written letter left by the queen. 
 
      
 
                                               The 9th of May 1299 
 
      
 
                                               Dearest daughters, 
 
    Your father and I have traveled to Valliton, a kingdom over the seas to attend an important conference. Anya, we hope you are feeling better as you will be in charge of the kingdom until we return. 
 
      
 
                                               We love the both of you very much. Stay safe. 
 
      
 
                                               Mother 
 
      
 
    Anya and Eleanor spent the day in town giving food to those who could not afford to buy their own meals. There were some people who were ungrateful and complained about the poor job the royal family was doing, but there were also others who were more than appreciative. Before the sisters had left that morning, Anya sent Clifford out to fetch Evangeline. 
 
    The two girls spent the remainder of the day strolling through the kingdom. At night, they laid on their hill side by side pointing out stars. “Look, that one is shooting!” Anya pointed up. 
 
    Evangeline turned her head and looked blissfully at Anya. “You already know what—or shall I say whom?—I wished for.” 
 
    “What a whimsical coincidence. I wished for the same.” Anya nuzzled closer to Evangeline and kissed her lovers forehead. 
 
      
 
    Anya awoke the next morning in her bed and inhaled the essence of the familiar orchid scent on Evangeline’s nude shoulders. Evangeline slept soundly, hunched in a ball next to her; her soft skin touching against Anya’s stomach. Although the king and the queen did not permit “outsiders,”—as they worded it—to sleep in the castle, they were in another country carrying out political work and attending conferences. Anya had never been to the kingdom that her parents had travelled to, but yesterday had been yet another conference, something that did not change no matter where they were. Anya found that these were perfect times for Evangeline to spend a night or two at the castle, given that she was the one currently in charge of the kingdom. She just had to be careful that neither Eleanor nor Gael found out. 
 
    Anya stroked Evangeline’s back as her fingers lingered over her smooth skin, trailing over to touch her stomach. She had never felt so close to someone; let alone someone she was in love with, which gave her a deep fascination. Evangeline kept her eyes closed and let out a small laugh. 
 
    “You are tickling me.” 
 
    Anya could not help but laugh along with Evangeline. “I apologize, my princess,” she murmured. 
 
    Upon hearing this, Evangeline opened her eyes and turned to face Anya with a smirk. “Oh? Since when am I the princess?” 
 
    “Since you became mine, my love.” Anya rolled on top of her and kissed her deeply. 
 
    Evangeline tangled her hands into Anya’s black hair as they continued kissing. Their kisses seemed to grow with desire as Anya held her hands against Evangeline’s collarbones. Evangeline let out a hushed moan and bit down onto Anya’s earlobe, causing her to let out a gasp of pleasure. 
 
    Meanwhile, Gael and Eleanor stood outside of Anya’s chambers listening through her doorway. Eleanor’s face was full of anguish. 
 
    “I thought this—whatever this is—was over. And now they are—how does that even work?” Eleanor hissed. 
 
    “It does not work like that. It is pure witchcraft. This pathetic excuse for a queen must be exposed at once. We will let the town decide what to do with these disgusting animals,” Gael hissed back. “I have kissed that disgusting mouth!” 
 
    “You were always right about Anya. I am disgusted to call that fiend my sister. She was made by the devil!” Eleanor clenched her teeth. “Do something Gael!” 
 
    He paused and then nodded. “Alright, get Anya away from Evangeline. I will handle this.” 
 
    Gael squeezed her hand to boost her confidence and then walked out of sight. 
 
      
 
    Anya was startled by the sound of someone knocking on the door to her chambers.   
 
    “My sweet Anya, I would like to have a word, if you would,” Eleanor announced. 
 
    Anya’s face flushed with fear and she leapt out of bed. Hesitating a little, she answered Eleanor. 
 
    “Just a minute! I just finished bathing!” 
 
    Evangeline tossed a bathrobe to Anya, who missed. She hurried to pick it up and fasten it around her as she did not have time to put on a respectable outfit. Evangeline mouthed, what about me? Anya giggled and then ran to her drawer and pulled out a nightgown. This would have to do. Evangeline quickly pulled the nightgown over her head and pulled Anya in for one more breathless kiss. This time she was the one to giggle as she hid in the large adjoining bathroom. 
 
    Anya rushed to open the door to her chambers, and quickly closed it behind her before Eleanor could see the dresses and undergarments sprawled across the floor. 
 
    Eleanor looked into Anya’s eyes suspiciously. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    Still trying to catch her breath, Anya answered, “Of course! Why would it not be?” 
 
    “You seem a little… flushed. Also, your hair is not wet. I thought you were bathing?” Eleanor was still trying to piece everything together. 
 
    “Oh, yes I was. I did not wash my hair…” 
 
    “Did I hear laughter?” Eleanor asked, suspicious of her sister. 
 
    “No. Whatever do you mean? Why would you have heard laughter, sister?” 
 
    Eleanor quickly pushed her way past Anya and opened the door quizzically. Anya squeezed her eyes shut, knowing that her sister was about to catch her lying, but to both of their surprise, there was nothing on the ground. The bed remained unmade, but that was nothing Eleanor could use against Anya, especially because she had not made own bed that morning. It was the maids’ jobs to make the beds each day. 
 
    Anya was very thankful that Evangeline had managed to tidy up without making a sound. Eleanor scanned the room, but after she was unable to find anything out of the ordinary, she turned back to her sister. 
 
    “Please come to my room. I would like your opinion on a dress.” 
 
    Unsure of why Eleanor needed her help on clothing—she never needed help when it came to clothing—Anya nodded slowly. “Alright.” 
 
    As the two girls left the room, Anya left the door open just a crack. Before they walked away, she looked back to see if Evangeline was in a safe hiding space but could not see her. 
 
      
 
    Now finding herself alone in Anya’s chambers, Evangeline decided to take a look around so she could learn more about her lover. She stood up from the floor where she was hiding and pushed her and Anya’s dresses further under the bed in case Eleanor came back to investigate. She stood in the extravagantly large room. There was a fuzzy white rug covering the floor and an ornate four-poster bed in the center. Evangeline found this ironic and chuckled to herself. On the wall closest to the bed was a door to the washroom with two sizeable buckets and a large wooden tub used for bathing. Although it was empty now, when it was time to wash, the tub would be filled using jugs of water from the well that was gently heated in the fireplace.  
 
    Evangeline was fascinated; for she could only afford to bathe in the lake near her home. Directly next to the washroom door was another door that led into Anya’s walk-in closet. There was also a small desk opposite the foot of the bed in front of a mirror. 
 
    Evangeline walked slowly over to the desk, examining Anya’s lovely room in the process. A small painting hung on the wall next to the mirror. She picked up the painted canvas and looked at it in adoration. In the picture was a young Anya—aged maybe six or seven—trying on her first crown. It glistened even through the oil pigments in the portrait. Next to Anya sat Eleanor as a toddler looking enviously at Anya’s crown. 
 
    She has not changed one bit, thought Evangeline. 
 
    Without warning, the bedroom door slammed open and made Evangeline jump backwards. The picture fell to the ground. 
 
    “Lady Evangeline,” Gael grunted. 
 
    “Prince Gael. Hello, what can I do for you?” Evangeline answered, hoping that she did not sound afraid. 
 
    Gael stepped closer to Evangeline who was still next to the desk. “Well first of all, what are you doing here?” he asked coolly. 
 
    “Well… uh… Princess Anya and I have become—” 
 
    “What?” he snapped, anger boiling in his voice. His dark eyes scanned her unusual outfit. “Are you wearing anything under that night dress?” 
 
    Evangeline’s eyes widened and she could not form an answer. 
 
    “You disgusting little whore. You are sleeping with my soon-to-be wife. You are ruining all of the plans,” he snarled. 
 
    “Gael. Please. If I could just have time—” 
 
    “Time for what?! Time to sleep with her again?”  
 
    He threw Evangeline against the wall. She gasped in pain as her body thudded against the wall. Before she had a chance to process what was going on, Gael threw her to the ground. Her dress rode up and left her body exposed. 
 
    “You see, Evangeline, you are just worthless scum, and I could kill you right here. But I will not.” Gael knelt on the ground and lowered his husky voice. “Do you have anything you need to say?” 
 
    Choking back tears, Evangeline nodded. “Please do not tell Anya that you know about—about us. She will be devastated. I know that she is your fiancée but… you do not love her. Not like I love her.” 
 
    Gael mimicked her in a high-pitched voice, “Not like I love her!” Then he spat in his normal tone, “I will give you one more chance, you delusional mentally ill dimwit. You have one more chance.”  
 
    He kicked Evangeline hard in the stomach and she cried out in pain. 
 
    “Gael, what are you doing?”  
 
    Now it was Anya’s voice that they heard. She ran into the room and pushed him aside.  
 
    “What kind of king hurts his own people!” 
 
    “You are right, Anya. I do not know what came over me.” Leaning against the wall, he bowed his head. 
 
    Too angry to say anything, Anya screamed and slapped Gael as hard as she could. Since Gael was much taller than her, Anya was only able to reach his shoulder, but that got the point across. 
 
    Gael skulked out of the room and shut the door. With him out of the room, Evangeline finally let herself sob, not only in pain, but in fear. Anya laid down on the ground next to Evangeline and cradled her in her arms. 
 
    Anya, now crying as well, promised Evangeline, “There, there, sweetheart. All is well, I am here to protect you. I love you so much and I will never leave your side again.” She leaned over to kiss Evangeline’s wet cheek. 
 
    Quietly between sobs, Evangeline muttered, “I—love—you—Anya. I love you.” 
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    That evening the king and the queen arrived back to the castle in time to have supper with Eleanor, Anya and Evangeline who had not yet returned home. After the servants had cleared the dining room table, Queen Rosalind held up her hand to attract Anya’s attention. King Ferdinand looked at his wife to see if she needed help, but Queen Rosalind looked away from him. 
 
    “Anya, my lovely daughter, I would like you to stay for a moment, if you do not mind. I would like to talk about queen business and possibly what we covered at the last council meeting…” The queen met eyes with Evangeline who fidgeted uncomfortably in her seat. As if Rosalind was reading her mind, she added, “Miss Audovera, you can wait for your friend if you would like to.” 
 
    Eleanor stopped in her tracks and glared at the queen. “Mother, what happened to your ‘no-outsiders-listening-to-royal-information’ policy?” 
 
    Anya scowled at Eleanor, but before she could argue King Ferdinand exhaled and put his arm around Eleanor, ushering her out of the room. 
 
    “Let your mother talk to Anya in peace.” 
 
    Eleanor shot Evangeline one more look of displeasure before her father pushed her fully out of the room. 
 
    Rosalind paused for a moment before she spoke, making sure that her and the two girls were alone. They all remained seated at the dining room table. 
 
    “Young Anya, you know that your father and I recently traveled to another kingdom on business.” Anya nodded. “Well we stopped on the Isle of Laurel on our return journey.” 
 
    Fear washed over Evangeline’s face and, to be certain that she had heard correctly, she asked, “The Isle of Laurel?” 
 
    Anya looked at Evangeline in bewilderment, wondering why she sounded so uncomfortable all of a sudden. 
 
    “That makes sense. The Isle of Laurel and the Kingdom of Eltra are allies after all,” Anya beamed at her mother. “I have been doing research.” 
 
    “That is correct, Anya. I am very proud to pass over my crown to you.” Rosalind smiled serenely and then she looked over at Evangeline. “The Isle of Laurel is the land you are from, if I remember correctly.” 
 
    Evangeline nervously acknowledged the queen’s statement. “I have been living here in Minerva for a while, but yes…” 
 
    “Wonderful! Then it was very smart for me to let you stay.” The queen was very satisfied with herself. 
 
    Anya was just as delighted. Despite the fact that she did not know what her mother was referring to, she knew that if her mother—the queen—was happy, there was good news ahead. 
 
    “Miss Audovera, you may have been here in Minerva, but do you know of the alliance between the two kingdoms?” Rosalind asked. 
 
    Evangeline considered acting like she was unaware and unable to help the queen, but she could not bring herself to lie. Instead, she gulped and then nodded. 
 
    “Wonderful. You also must know about the history of Minerva and have been educated on the subject by a tutor,” Rosalind continued. 
 
    “When I was a child, my family could not afford a tutor. They could not even afford to care for another child. Without your wonderful daughter, I would have been blind to the situation. Prior to this I did not know Minerva and Eltra were once one kingdom, nor that a war broke them—you—apart. But now I know the reason for this…”—Evangeline paused as if admitting the reality pained her so terribly—“…wedding.” 
 
    Anya, having noticed her nervousness, took Evangeline’s hand in hers under the table and squeezed it in a gesture of solidarity. 
 
    “Ah, yes. I would like to know if you have heard any information that could be helpful to us.” 
 
    Evangeline grasped Anya’s hand even more tightly, panic plastering her face. She knew the truth about Gael—the truth about his destructive tendencies. She also knew that revealing this would make him attack her again, or worse—kill her. 
 
    “Goodness, this is so much pressure. I am only one person. I am sorry, but I cannot help you. Please excuse me,” she snapped. 
 
    Evangeline swiftly stood up from her chair, her floral dress flowing behind her. Suddenly, her corset felt much too tight and all she wanted to do was rip her hair out. She walked to the door of the dining room and overheard Rosalind talking to Anya. 
 
    “And now you know there is much chaos to face as queen.” 
 
      
 
    Anya left the dining room table and walked out of the room to find Evangeline standing against the wall next to the door frame. 
 
    “Are you alright? What was that?” Anya asked when she saw her. 
 
    “I do not know… it is just… you saw how Sir Gael was treating me. As you said, he cannot treat his people like that. That is not how a king should rightfully act,” Evangeline answered leaning her head against the wall. 
 
    “You are right. I completely agree—” 
 
    “And who knows what will happen if we turn him in. I think we should just keep that to ourselves, what do you think about that?” Evangeline lowered her head down to look at Anya. 
 
    “You are right. Plus, his actions were only him being Gael. Not everyone in Eltra is like that. It just is not possible for a whole kingdom to be so… evil.” 
 
    Anya sighed and looked down at the floor, replaying everything that just happened in her head. Evangeline placed her index finger under Anya’s chin and gently brought her head up to look at her. 
 
    “Do not worry, my love, everything will be back to normal soon enough. Like I told you, I am fine. I think he was just jealous you were spending time with me rather than him.” 
 
    “Do you think he knows about…” Anya lowered her voice. “Us?” 
 
    Evangeline swallowed nervously before shaking her head. “No, he does not know. I do not think he has the brain capacity to withhold information.” 
 
    Anya let out a ragged breath and nodded. 
 
    “Thinking about it will only bring you down.” Evangeline hugged Anya tightly. 
 
    Anya stood on her tiptoes to place a kiss on Evangeline’s lips and then wondered aloud, “Would you like to go for a walk?” 
 
    As if right on time, they saw Clifford walking towards them. He stopped to greet the two women. 
 
    “Sir Arkwright, would you like to come for a walk with Princess Anya and I?” Evangeline asked kindly. 
 
    “Yes, Clifford, would you?” Anya chimed in. 
 
    “What a lovely way to spend the evening. I would love to join you.” Clifford said happily, accepting their offer. The three of them began walking outside towards the dog houses.  “But… ah… do we have to go near Sir Gael?” 
 
    “You told him?” Evangeline asked Anya in shock. 
 
    “Told me what?” Clifford asked in bemusement. 
 
    “Oh… I am sorry, Princess Anya. Well sir, earlier today Prince Gael attacked me,” Evangeline sighed knowing that now she had to explain further. 
 
    “What a coincidence! He also attacked me when he first came to visit, right in front of Princess Anya. He acted like it was an accident, but I know it was not. He does not think very highly of peasants and after all, I am a peasant,” Clifford said flatly. 
 
    “As am I, please do not be embarrassed,” Evangeline reassured him. 
 
    He took in Evangeline’s appearance, in particular her dress: a floral, light blue button-down gown with a flowing skirt. It appeared to be quite expensive. “You are?” 
 
    “Yes. Were it not for Princess Anya, I would still be wearing a hand-me-down dress once owned by my shorter cousin, Cynthia,” Evangeline exclaimed jokingly. “My legs are much happier.” 
 
    “Amazing. I would not believe that if you were not friends with Princess Anya—such a generous, loving soul.” Clifford put his arm around her back. 
 
    Evangeline lightly brushed her hand against Anya’s but then pulled away. 
 
    “Oh, do not worry, my love. I told him how I felt about you,” Anya said sweetly. 
 
    “I am guessing that she felt the same?” Clifford chuckled. 
 
    Evangeline nodded, “I would be a fool if I did not.” This time when she reached for Anya’s hand, she felt comfortable enough not to pull away. “But please do not tell a single soul. We could get in much trouble –” 
 
    “I am aware, Anya has informed me.” 
 
    The air around them was very humid and the sun shone brightly as it set, but the birds continued to sing their beautiful song as they flew through the occasional breeze. 
 
    The three of them sat together under a large willow tree in a field behind the garden. Clifford let out a sigh as he stretched out and laid on his back, closing his eyes in the process. Anya and Evangeline sat facing each other. They did not let themselves speak again until they were positive Clifford was asleep. 
 
    “Look,” Evangeline whispered at last, pointing to a daisy sprouting from the earth. “It is beautiful, is it not?” 
 
    “Hmm...” Anya thought aloud. Then she picked the daisy and pushed Evangeline’s hair away from her face before placing the daisy behind her ear. “Now it is.” 
 
    “You definitely know how to give someone butterflies,” said Evangeline flirtatiously. She nudged Anya playfully on her shoulder who then pretended to be wounded, falling onto the grass beneath her. Evangeline copied her actions, half laying on top of Anya who agreed. 
 
    “What can I say? I am a natural, after all.” 
 
    Evangeline kissed her lips until they were both out of breath. Anya put her arms around her and then lazily kissed her again. Evangeline flipped her over so that she was the one leaning on top and asked, “would you like to go inside?” 
 
    “And leave Clifford?” Anya looked over at Clifford who was still sleeping peacefully. 
 
    “Chances are, he will not miss us.” Evangeline kissed Anya’s cheek. 
 
    In response, Anya kissed Evangeline’s collarbone which was exposed by the scooped neckline of her dress. “I think that is a lovely idea.” 
 
    “I cannot stay much longer, but I would like an appropriate goodbye.” 
 
    “That reminds me,” Anya realized. “Miss Rosemary wrote to me to say I must go to the shop tomorrow for another dress fitting. I will be alone this time and I was wondering if you could join me.”  
 
    They began walking through the garden back towards Anya’s chambers. 
 
    “I would be delighted, my love. What time should I be there?” Evangeline asked. 
 
    “When the sun is directly overhead. I will be looking forward to it!” 
 
    “You just cannot get enough of me, love,” Evangeline laughed. “I like that.” 
 
    Anya jokingly nudged Evangeline’s hip, but did not dispute because she was right, and Anya knew she felt the same way. 
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    After the sun had completely set, Evangeline came to the conclusion that it was time for her to go home. Anya walked her to the castle’s front door. All of the torches were blown out in the hallways as well as in the Great Hall, ballroom and dining room. This solitary confinement made Anya feel comfortable not hiding her fondness for another woman. She knew if she was ever found out, there would be no choice but the court to sentence her to death. 
 
    Once the two girls arrived at the door; Evangeline looked down to make eye contact with Anya. She put her hand on Anya’s cheek and stole a quick kiss. 
 
    “Well, goodnight my love,” she whispered into her ear. 
 
    “Goodnight, my princess. I love you so,” Anya replied. “Whinnie should be at the end of the entryway… Clifford went to get her from the stables for you.” 
 
    Evangeline wrapped her arms around Anya and rested her chin on her shoulder. After a moment of silence, Evangeline kissed Anya’s head and sighed, “I could never hurt you. Even if I wanted to, I just could not. You are my life, Anya, I swear it to God Himself.” To Anya’s dismay, Evangeline lowered her arms, and their moment was over. “I will see you tomorrow, my lady.” 
 
    When Evangeline turned to leave, Anya grabbed her arm, holding her back.  
 
    “Wait. Can you… stay?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “Stay? I cannot… Their Majesties are here tonight, although I would love to.” 
 
    “Then wait until I am asleep? You cannot walk out through the main entrance, but I know you can sneak out some way. You are Evangeline.” 
 
    Her hand lightly brushed over Evangeline’s thigh as she considered the offer. Her eyes met with Anya’s and then she nodded. 
 
    “I believe I can arrange an escape.”  
 
    Evangeline smiled slyly as she kissed the top of her beloved's head. 
 
      
 
    The only light illuminating Anya’s room was the flicker of a candle sneaking under the door from Clifford’s study. She and Evangeline sat cross legged facing one another on top of Anya’s four-poster bed.  
 
    “Evangeline, can I tell you a royal secret?” Anya whispered.  
 
    “Of course, my love. What is it?” Evangeline whispered back.  
 
    “But you cannot speak a word. If you do... well I do not even want to talk about that.”  
 
    She leaned forward and grabbed hold of Anya’s hand, placing it over her heart.  
 
    “I swear it,” she murmured, still holding her hand.  
 
    “Earlier today, I attended my regular council meeting and... there is no ruler on the Isle of Laurel, did you know that? I thought this may concern you as that is your homeland—” 
 
    “Of course I know, Princess Anya. As you just said, that is my homeland. We tried to keep it a secret for as long as possible because we feared that Eltra would force the residents to relocate. There was no way to commission a ruler. The noblemen were not enough.” 
 
    Although Evangeline could not see Anya’s face, her lips narrowed as she pulled her hand back.  
 
    “I see you already know what happened in the council...”  
 
    “Love, do you think I was listening? I would not do that. I am not a part of your monarchy, let alone your kingdom! Not by blood, anyway.”  
 
    Anya shook her head. “You are right, I do not know what was going through my head. You just seem to know so much.” 
 
    “Because this situation has been talked about since I was about ten years of age. I do not know anything recent, if that is what is worrying you.” Evangeline reached out to squeeze Anya’s hand reassuringly.  
 
    “Well that is just it. There is a lack of diplomacy, therefore Eltra is weak. Father—the king—suggested that maybe this alliance that will take place is an attempt to bring power.” Anya cupped Evangeline’s cheek with her hand. “What do you think, darling?” 
 
    Evangeline shrugged her shoulders as she sighed deeply. “I do not know, and I do not care for politics. I am a peasant. Whatever I say does not matter whether it is meaningful or not.” 
 
    The two remained silent as Evangeline anxiously played with a loose strand of hair.  
 
    “Anya, do you think I could ever one day matter?” 
 
    “Evangeline. You do matter. Especially to me. I will personally bring power to your land. For you, my love. Now come kiss me before I regret disclosing private information.” 
 
    Anya held her arms out as Evangeline nudged closer and passionately kissed the princess.  
 
    They laid together nestled in each other’s arms until all Evangeline could hear were the deep, calm breaths of her lover peacefully slumbering. She stood up sure not to wake Anya and kissed her cheek before leaving through the door to the chambers. 
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    Eleanor had woken Anya before the rooster had the chance to crow. She sat on the bed and nudged Anya’s arm. 
 
    “What?” she groaned. 
 
    “Good morning, sister, I brought you breakfast!” Eleanor held out a scone in one hand and a cup of tea in the other. 
 
    Anya sat upright, her eyes still adjusting to the rising sunlight. She timidly took the tea from one of Eleanor’s hands, placing it on the nightstand beside her. She then took the scone from her other hand and bit into it hungrily. 
 
    “Shall I ask what the meaning of this greeting is?” she asked, her mouth still full. 
 
    Eleanor slightly laughed. “Well, if you must. I imagine you are seeing Lady Evangeline today”—then she added under her breath—“something you always do…” 
 
    “I heard that!” Anya shrieked. 
 
    Eleanor disregarded her sister’s exclamation and continued expressing her original intention. “I was wondering if you would like to accompany me as I leave the castle today. It is safer when you are not alone…” 
 
    Anya took another bite of her scone and then took a sip of tea. Impatiently waiting for Anya’s answer, Eleanor let out an exaggerated sigh. 
 
    “Alright, Ellie. Just give me some time to wash up. Please could you call a maid to dress me.”  
 
    Anya put down the now empty teacup. 
 
    “Right away.” Eleanor exited the chambers and called for someone to attend to Anya’s needs. 
 
    Her call was answered at once. 
 
      
 
    Eleanor and Anya met in the Great Hall a short time later. As it was daytime, many guards and servants were taking walks through the castle and so the sisters did not speak. Instead, they walked through the large fortress door at the end of the hall as silently as possible, speaking only through eye contact. 
 
            When they had successfully reached the courtyard without making a scene, a petite, blonde noblewoman projected herself forward to the sisters, possibly blowing their cover. 
 
    “Princess Anya!” She clumsily curtsied before she continued speaking in a quick, raspy voice. “I—I support your views as queen, and I would like to discuss some if you do not mind—” 
 
    Anya let out a small whine as she hid behind Eleanor.  
 
    Fuming with vexation, Eleanor whispered, “lady, I am sorry, but this is not a good time at all. My sister is…”—she glanced at Anya behind her—“ill. Maybe you will draw us at a supper or in mass some time.” 
 
    “Fira!” A deep male voice shouted attempting to get the woman’s attention. 
 
    The blonde looked at the princesses one final time before following the voice that summoned her. The two of them trudged forward trying to be more careful. 
 
    Finally, they made it to the woods; ready to wield their weapons and defend themselves if need be. Eleanor had a sword hanging in a scabbard around her waist and Anya’s bow and arrows were slung around her back. Anya knew that Eleanor would walk in another direction and leave her alone, but the girls had learned that it was always safer to sneak out of the castle with an ally. 
 
    “Alright, sister, this is where I must leave you. I shall see you at dinner.” 
 
    Eleanor held Anya’s hand and curtsied as she backed away. 
 
    “Where exactly are you off to?”  
 
    Truthfully, Anya was not worried, but she could never be too certain with her sister. 
 
    “Just on an exploration to the mountains.” 
 
    “The mountains in Eltra? Minerva has no mountains.”  
 
    Eleanor nodded. She was actually going to see Gael but telling Anya she was going to visit Eltra was at least half of the truth. 
 
    “And what about you? Where is your friend?” Eleanor asked sternly. 
 
    Anya began, “We are only planning to take a walk, but—” 
 
    Evangeline suddenly emerged from the shadows. “I’m here. I apologize for being late. I had some... business to attend to.” 
 
    Eleanor rolled her eyes and stalked off in the opposite direction. Once she was out of sight, Evangeline found it safe to speak again. 
 
    “Did I intrude on something between you two? I do not think she likes me.” 
 
    “No... I suppose she is not that used to me hanging around any other people besides her,” Anya sighed, squaring her shoulders. 
 
    “Aw, she looks up to you, I see. I would as well if I was her age, that is.” 
 
    They walked together through the woods until they found a quiet place to sit. 
 
    Anya stopped in her tracks to look at her surroundings.  
 
    “I believe that this is elf territory,” she said and sat on a nearby log. 
 
    “It is quite adorable that you believe in those tales. There is no such thing as an elf, my love. You have been isolated for much too long,” Evangeline giggled as she sat on the log and kissed Anya’s forehead. 
 
    “That may be true, but mages? Witchcraft?” Anya questioned skeptically.  
 
    “Magic is just a convention created by human beings who teach each other how to create things from other things. An elf is something out of a children’s story,” Evangeline said humorously as she folded her arms around Anya and kissed her again. 
 
    “I am quite glad we are together. I could not understand how I felt, until one day I could not stand being apart,” Anya admitted. 
 
    Evangeline blushed as she felt the same. Suddenly they heard a twig snapping, followed by the sound of something in the bushes. 
 
    The women looked around in confusion. Once they realized they could not see anything, Anya shrugged her shoulders. “Eleanor? Is that you?” She called. 
 
    Evangeline waved her hand and shushed her. “We do not know if that was her. What if it is a poacher?” 
 
    “Or a wolf which is starving and ready to eat us?” Anya suggested as she pointed to the edge of the clearing, fear washing over her. 
 
    “Exactly. How do you…” Evangeline’s voice trailed off as she followed Anya’s eyes. 
 
    A few meters away stood a wolf which was now baring its teeth at them. 
 
    “Oh, how bloody wonderful. Anya, do not move,” Evangeline whispered.  
 
    Slowly, Anya took the bow off of her back and set it up, pulling an arrow from her quiver and aiming at the beast. 
 
    “Is that the best idea, Anya?” Evangeline asked under her breath. 
 
    Instead of answering her, Anya shot the arrow directly at the wolf’s forehead. It howled in pain and then growled as it ran towards them. 
 
    “Shite!” Evangeline hissed and she threw Anya onto the ground. 
 
    Without any further thought, she threw herself on top of Anya and held up her hands to block her from the wolf. It bit into her flesh leaving deep gashes in her arms, but Evangeline did not flinch. Instead, she enveloped her arms around the wolf's neck, ensuring they were in exactly the right position. A loud snap echoed through the clearing, drowning out Anya’s screams and the wolf instantly fell to the ground. Evangeline threw the dead wolf off of her and tried to recollect her breath. Beneath her, Anya pushed Evangeline up into a seated position and immediately began ripping cloth from her dress to care for her wounds. 
 
    “My goodness, you could have been killed! Why did you save me?” she snapped. 
 
    “I will always save you if I need to. I love you too much to see you get hurt.” 
 
    “You are very strong! How are you not in any pain? How did you manage to kill a wolf whilst barely needing to put up a fight? What are you? Are you a mage?” Anya cried. 
 
    “No, I am not… I have no special abilities; I have just been trained for things like this. I did not need to fight the wolf; I just knew how to kill it. Its biting was beside the point,” Evangeline acknowledged. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “In my line of work, you must learn how to defend yourself. While you were studying to be queen, I taught myself how to be strong. Not all of us get to have affluent lifestyles like that of royalty.” Anya looked downcast after Evangeline’s remark. “I did not mean it like that, love. I am sure you have had your share of struggles.” 
 
    Anya nodded and then folded her arms, clearing her throat. Evangeline held out her hands and pulled Anya in to embrace her. She nuzzled her head against Evangeline’s neck, resting her head on her shoulder. “You do not know half of it.” Anya mumbled with a thin smile. 
 
      
 
    Eleanor felt guilt throbbing in her chest. She had lied to Anya, again. Everything had been a lie lately. Maybe if she had not been sleeping with her sister’s fiancé—the prince, nonetheless—Anya would trust her. She thought God was punishing her, but there was no other way to take the crown. Eleanor craved the crown; she could almost taste it. Gael claimed that his plan would not need much more time, she just had to be patient. Once she had usurped Anya from the throne, Evangeline would be dead and out of the picture, thus she and Eleanor could be sisters again. 
 
    Gael’s parents, King Theodore and Queen Beatrice drank goblets of wine with Gael and Eleanor. Queen Beatrice did not say much, but King Theodore could not stop asking questions to Eleanor, it seemed. 
 
    “Princess Eleanor, you are the sister of my son’s soon-to-be wife, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Why is she not here with you?” His eyes widened. 
 
    Eleanor shook her head. “I do not know. She is out with a…” she looked at Gael “friend.” 
 
    “Ah that is too bad. My son seems to be visiting your castle much more than she visits ours,” the king said accusingly. 
 
    Queen Beatrice finished her wine and wiped her upper lip with the cloth she had been holding. “Do not forget my love, but Gael should be giving attention to his woman. That is the more manly thing to do.” 
 
    “Well this young lady”—the king waved towards Eleanor—“has traveled all the way here.” 
 
    “Let us go to bed, master. Leave the children.” Queen Beatrice took the goblet from King Theodore and placed it next to hers on a small table beside their seats.  
 
    “Madeline!” she called a maid walking nearby. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty?”  
 
    A skinny girl wearing a dark blue dress and white apron rushed over to the queen. 
 
    “Take these cups, please.” 
 
    “Right away, Your Majesty.”  
 
    She curtsied and picked up the two goblets.  
 
    “Ours too.” Gael took the goblet from Eleanor and shoved it into Madeline’s hands as he waved her away.  
 
    Eleanor had not been given the chance to finish drinking yet, but she knew better than to argue. Gael grabbed hold of Eleanor’s hand and led her briskly—almost forcefully—to his chambers. Eleanor tried to keep her balance, but Gael was much taller and swifter than she. 
 
    “Please Gael, slow down!” 
 
    She knocked into a display case containing a painted photo of young Gael being crowned prince. It fell to the ground with a thud. Gael whirled around and picked up the photo examining it in anger. 
 
    “You could have damaged my legacy!” he growled. 
 
    “But I did not—” 
 
    In a flash, Gael had dropped the painting again and pinned Eleanor against the wall with his hands forcefully on her neck.  
 
    “Please Gael, you are scaring me,” she gasped. 
 
    “Am I?” His hands tightened a little on her neck as if he was going to choke her. She prayed he was not going to. “If I am going to make you my queen, we need evidence that Prince Gael is a real man.” 
 
    “That is nonsense. We will know who Prince Gael is! I will personally make sure of it!” she yelped. 
 
    “Ellie, you need me.” 
 
    “Of course I need you, my prince. Do not hurt me!” 
 
    His face softened. “Just do not be so clumsy, alright?” 
 
    “Yes, you are right. This would not have happened if it were not for my stupidity.” Once Gael let go of her neck, Eleanor quickly bent to the ground to pick up the painting and put it back on display. 
 
    She turned back to him and pulled him down to kiss her. “Please, join us for supper,” Eleanor suggested. 
 
    “Alright, I should probably see Anya anyway.” 
 
    Gael looked Eleanor in the eyes and kissed her once more, but to Eleanor, the kiss felt empty on Gael’s part. 
 
      
 
    After an eventful afternoon of helping Evangeline clean her wounds in a mostly clear pond they had found in the woods, Anya went home to change into a more appropriate dress. The one she was previously wearing was ripped to shreds, but she felt content knowing Evangeline was safe from infection. Once clothed, she left her chambers and began walking to the dining room. On the way down the stairs, she found Eleanor also walking to her chambers to change outfits. 
 
    The first thing Anya noticed was the marks on Eleanor’s neck. They looked like thumb prints from someone who had been holding her against her will. 
 
    “Gael is coming for supper—” Eleanor began, unaware of what Anya was looking at. 
 
    “Ellie, we need to talk,” she glowered at Eleanor and motioned for her to stop. 
 
    “Can it wait? I was just going to change into an evening gown,” Eleanor protested. 
 
    “I am sorry, but it cannot wait. Where are those bruises on your neck from?” 
 
    Eleanor’s eyes widened in astonishment and she touched her hands to her neck. Sure enough, it was tender to the touch. 
 
    “Well?” Anya demanded. “Did someone hurt you? I ought to destroy them.” Anya fumed, disgusted at the thought that someone would hurt her sister. “Goodness, if I had known about your journey sooner, I would have sent a message to Gael. He would have escorted you home and protected you! I am an awful sister!” 
 
    Eleanor shook her head. “No one hurt me. I slipped and fell on a rock due to my own stupidity. I know Gael would have rescued me; he is always so strong and wise. I would trust him with my life! You are a fantastic sister.” 
 
    “You fell? But those bruises are symmetrical—” 
 
    Eleanor interrupted her. “Sister, I can assure you I am perfectly fine. I slipped. Nothing to worry about.”  
 
    She flashed Anya a reassuring grin. 
 
    “Alright, Ellie. Just remember, I love you.” 
 
    “As do I you, sister. I will see you downstairs.” Eleanor continued walking to her chambers, leaving Anya standing alone on the stairs. 
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    After a filling meal, Anya and Eleanor remained at the dining room table to chat to one another. Gael had gone to the stables and their parents had retired to their chambers. When there was no more daylight coming in through the windows, Eleanor decided it was time for them to also retire to their chambers. 
 
    “I will be upstairs in a moment. Let me just make sure the guards are in their positions,” Anya called after Eleanor who had already begun walking. 
 
    “They are, that is their job. I do not understand you sometimes,” Eleanor said dismissively and walked up the stairs. 
 
    Anya left the dining room and began walking through the hallways. The ballroom was completely dark, and everything seemed to be in place. She started walking to the stairs she did not normally use as she longed to be in bed; ready to sleep blissfully, but she saw a candlelight shining through the slightly ajar library door. The library was closed at this hour; her father was always the last person to visit it before it was dark outside. Confused as to why the light had not been extinguished, she walked in to see if anyone was there. 
 
    “Hello Anya, it is just me. No need to fear,” Gael said sharply, slamming his book shut. “My, you are lovely. You look quite like Eleanor, did you know? It is your hair that is different.” He put the book down and stepped closer to her. 
 
    “Hello Gael. I cannot wait to be wed.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Gael gave an almost inaudible chuckle. “If I did not know any better, I would say you were avoiding me.” 
 
    “Avoiding you? How silly, you are my fiancé,” she replied with a strained smile. 
 
    “Well madam, you have been spending a lot of time with that hag and not nearly enough time with me.”  
 
    He placed his large hands on her small hips. Gael was so strong and muscular that he could easily snap her in half. 
 
    Anya swallowed. “Is there a specific amount of time we should spend together?” 
 
    Gael was stunned at first, but he came to his senses and sniggered.  
 
    “Well yes, Princess. I am a man, and you are just a weak woman. It is my job to protect you. You know that I used to be a knight, correct?” He brought his hands up to her shoulders and held her firmly. “You are my fiancée. It is your task to make sure that my muddy boots are clean as well as my sword, oh and to make sure dinner is ready. You will set a very good role for my people.” 
 
    “You mean our people, do you not?” Anya inquired. 
 
    “A queen does not have nearly as many duties as a king.”  
 
    He moved his hands again. This time one of his hands grabbed her chin and pulled her into a very hard kiss and the other pressed forcefully against her shoulder blades. 
 
    “Gael, you are acting quite… possessive of me...” She struggled to pull away from him. 
 
    “And that is because you are my possession. You will now honor me the way a queen honors her king. You have no choice; I am the ruler. Do you know how powerful we will be?” 
 
    “I do not care for power… excuse me.”  
 
    Anya tried to exit the library, but Gael stood blocking the doorway. He threw her against the wall and rolled his eyes with a playful grin. 
 
    “Not so fast, Your Highness.” 
 
    Anya whimpered and tried to run away again, but he pressed himself against her forcefully. He was much stronger than her. He held his hand over her mouth so that she could not scream.  
 
    “You are getting much too worked up, love. You cannot get away from me. Relax. I personally want power, so I know you must too.” 
 
    With a snarl, he pulled her hair so hard that tears welled in her eyes. Anya screamed under his hand and bit down as hard as she could. 
 
    “Jesus!” he screamed. “You little bitch.”  
 
    He slapped Anya as hard as he could across the face. Anya’s head spun as she put her hand on her now burning, yet somehow numb face. It did not even feel like her legs were connected to her body, but she managed to bolt out of the library without looking back to see if Gael had followed her. She ran up the main stairway outside the ballroom and through the maze of hallways. Right as she was about to enter her chambers, Clifford stepped out of his study and waved to her. 
 
    “Good evening, Princess Anya, why the rush?” 
 
    With her eyes in shock like a doe’s, she staggered away from him into the shadows. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” Clifford frowned. 
 
    Anya shook her head, “N-no…” 
 
    “What do you mean? What has happened?” 
 
    “Please, Clifford,” Anya begged. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Clifford!” 
 
    He gave her a puzzled look and then noticed that part of her face seemed to be discolored, but he could not be certain because the lighting was much too dim. 
 
    “Would you mind taking a step closer?” 
 
    Anya was overwhelmed with emotion. She would not let herself cry in front of him, but she could not hold it in for much longer. 
 
    Anya shielded the left side of her face with one hand to hide the newly formed mark and managed to shove Clifford out of the way with the other. She held her breath for as long as she could and then when she was finally able to enter, she slammed the door shut. She hoped that Clifford had left, but that was the least of her concerns right now. She sprinted forward and jumped, still clothed, onto her bed still and curled into a ball. She finally released the breath she had been holding and began crying hysterically into her arms; her makeup smearing over her skin. 
 
    Anya knew now that she was lost. She had no idea of her worth, nor who she was. She wished that she could run away, change her name and change her status. She wanted to completely start over as someone new, but in reality, that was not possible—she would have to face this herself. 
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       The sound of thunder reverberated across the gloomy sky. Anya awoke with a fright, however when she realized that what she heard was just thunder, she knew that there was no danger. Then she found that she was still wearing yesterday’s dress. There was smudged makeup on her face as well as the top of the bedspread where she had fallen asleep. Dried tears and smeared makeup coated her cheeks. Her cheeks! Anya ran to the bathroom and lit the one candle in the room to look into the mirror and see if it would be noticeable that she had been slapped. She definitely felt the stinging sensation, but luckily it was no longer visible.             
 
    Anya found a bucket of clean water to wash her face. She looked reluctantly in the mirror again. She loved her people, and she loved her kingdom, but was marrying Gael worth it? Chances were that he would kill her within a few years. Her mind was racing. She left the bathroom and changed into a new clean set of clothes. She hoped that today would be different. 
 
    When Anya left her room and headed downstairs to take on yet another day, she realized she needed to see Evangeline in order to go forth. Suddenly  she heard the calling of a confident voice.  
 
    “My girl! Would you come here a moment?” 
 
    With a sigh, Anya blinked her tears away and turned to face King Ferdinand. “Yes, Father?” She beamed falsely. 
 
    At the table sat her mother, Eleanor and Gael. Gael’s eyes seemed to be burning right through her ribs, but she did not dare look at him. 
 
    “There is a young lad to be knighted; Joseph Davidson is his name. He will be awarded the title of Minerva from true royalty and I would like you to do the honors, daughter!” 
 
    Eleanor opened her mouth to speak but decided to close it again knowing that it would get her nowhere. 
 
    “I would love to, Your Majesty.” Anya bent down and gave him a curtsy. 
 
    “Fantastic! The accolade ceremony is twenty-one days from today, right at the verge of sunset. We will confer his knighthood with a small gathering. Perhaps wine and... we will roast a boar. Yes. Saul!” 
 
    A servant with the same navy-blue uniform as Clifford  stepped into the room and bowed. 
 
    “Yes, Sire?” 
 
    “In three weeks’ time, you will be expected to fetch a boar from the farm. I would like it to be the plumpest boar we own.” He waved his hand in dismissal. “Alright now, go on. You are dismissed.” 
 
    “Right away, Your Majesty.” The servant darted quickly out of the room. 
 
    King Ferdinand turned back to Anya, “where was I? Ah yes—” 
 
    Gael cut Ferdinand off with his deep, mystical voice. “I believe you were giving Princess Anya the honor of knighting Mr. Davidson.” 
 
    “Yes, Father,” she squeaked. 
 
    The sound of Gael's voice made bile rise in Anya’s throat. Looking at King Ferdinand, she asked, “May I be excused?” 
 
    He nodded and she dashed to the front door of the castle at once. To be sure she was alone, Anya held herself together long enough to rush to the stables unnoticed even though she passed a few people working outside. It was not until she arrived at the stables that she vomited in pure disgust. Behind her, she could hear Reece neighing. Once she was sure the sickness was out of her body, she attached a saddle and reins to Reece and hoisted herself up. 
 
    The rainstorm pouring from the sky seemed to clear to a light drizzle by the time they arrived at Evangeline’s lodgings. Both she and Reece were soaked with water, but Anya did not stop to dry off. 
 
    As she tied Reece’s reins to a tree stump, Evangeline opened the door in bewilderment. 
 
    “My love? We were supposed to meet at Rosemary’s, were we not?” She pondered plainly. 
 
    “Evangeline”—she looked up and then continued to tie Reece’s reins to the tree stump—“we must talk of… important matters.” 
 
    “Important matters? I do not understand…” She responded with a scrunched-up face. 
 
    “Evangeline.” Anya’s tone was flat.        
 
    Evangeline thought she felt her blood pulsing through her veins. They stared at each other and then she murmured, “Come inside. Have some tea and relax. We are getting wet out here.” 
 
    Anya accepted the offer. “Yes, that sounds splendid… better than this weather. Complete rubbish.” 
 
    She followed Evangeline into the small house. Well, to Anya it did not seem like much of a house at all, but a shack. There was only one room with one small kitchen. The bed was more of a camping bed and two chairs with matching olive-green cushions leaned against the wall. There was one small closet door in between the bed and the chairs, all atop a hardwood floor. 
 
    “Watch your step, some of the floorboards are loose.” Evangeline called from the small kitchen where she was heating a kettle. 
 
    Anya slowly walked over to one of the chairs, sure not to trip. “I thought you lived with your parents,” she shouted so Evangeline could hear her. 
 
    She popped her head out of the kitchen and looked at Anya. Evangeline was speechless for a moment whilst she thought of an answer. “Ah, yes… I did. They went back to the Isle of Laurel when they felt well enough and I stayed here for you.” She confirmed. 
 
    “Is that why I have never been here?” 
 
    “Yes, I did not want to mention that I had become close to the princess… let alone that I am in a relationship with her.” Evangeline sat across from Anya holding two warm mugs and handed one to her. “Now, what was it you wanted to speak about?” 
 
    Anya looked down at the mug she was holding against her thighs. “You must be so uncomfortable in that wet clothing!” 
 
    “No, I am alright.” Anya murmured, her voice almost a whisper. She was still looking at the mug. “Evangeline, something happened…” 
 
    “To us? Oh no, did someone find out? Are we to be hung?” She looked at the front door in panic as if someone was going to barge in and attack. With horror, she stood up ready to run away. 
 
    “No Evangeline, no.” She put her mug onto a small table between the chairs. There were tears streaming down her cheeks when she looked up again. “To me.” 
 
    “What? What has happened?” Evangeline searched Anya’s eyes trying to find an explanation. “My love, please do not cry.” 
 
    “It was terrifying!” Anya lunged into Evangeline’s arms and pressed her face against her chest; like a child hiding from the world. 
 
    Evangeline wrapped her arms around her in confusion. “My love, may I ask what was so terrifying?” 
 
    Anya had accidentally knocked Evangeline’s mug onto the floor, but she did not care about the puddle of tea, nor the broken glass. Instead she kept hold of Anya who shook her head as she did not want to answer. 
 
    “Whatever is upsetting you, sweetheart, I can promise you I am here. Please, trust me. Do not cry.” Evangeline whispered. To help Anya calm herself, she began singing in a warm, beautiful voice: 
 
      
 
    “Little baby in the dark house, 
 
    You have seen the sun rise. 
 
    Why are you crying? 
 
    Why are you screaming? 
 
    You have disturbed the house god. 
 
    Who has disturbed me? says the house god. 
 
    It is the baby who has disturbed you. 
 
    Who scared me? says the house god. 
 
    The baby has disturbed you; the baby has scared you. 
 
    Making noises like a drunkard who cannot sit still on his stool. 
 
      
 
    He has disturbed your sleep. 
 
    Call the baby now, says the house god.” 
 
      
 
    Anya lifted her head and kissed Evangeline with the most eager, heartfelt kiss she could muster. 
 
    “That is a Babylonian lullaby called ‘Little Baby in the Dark House’. My mother sang it to me as a child and I always found it quite enchanting.” She kissed the top of Anya’s head. 
 
    “I love you to death and beyond, Evangeline,” whispered Anya. “That is why I wish you could aid me through this journey I must embark upon.” 
 
    Evangeline’s eyes widened. “What is it that you mean? I… I do not understand where this is coming from.” Her face fell. 
 
    “I apologize, my mind is racing. This is just as hard for me, I swear it. I need some time to myself so that I can process all that has occurred. I need to heal; you must accept that.” 
 
    “Are you… are you leaving me?” Evangeline queried. 
 
    “Please let me heal, that is what I need right now. I love you as much as all the stars in the sky. What I say is true: I need to reflect, and I must do it on my own. I am lost, I am confused.” 
 
    Trying to fathom this information, Evangeline asked, “May we write to one another?” 
 
    “Of course, we may! And Evangeline, you have a beautiful singing voice,” Anya kissed her cheek in reassurance. “I love you, my princess.” 
 
    “I love you so much, my princess… this just feels… wrong.” 
 
    “Do not worry if we are together or apart, nothing matters. Admit that this world is filled with chaos.” She nuzzled Evangeline’s neck. 
 
    “I just do not know.” 
 
    Anya released herself from Evangeline’s strong grasp and kissed her lips once more before leaving the house. She walked over to Reece whose reins remained tied to the stump and put a hand to her damp, black coat. She quickly replaced it with her forehead and began to cry once again. This time for the loss consequent to her having to find herself. 
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    Anya stood expressionless on a wooden stool in front of a set of mirrors wearing her wedding dress. Rosemary stationed herself on the floor jabbing a small silver needle into the flounce of the dress, muttering to herself as she worked. 
 
    “Miss Anya, speak to me! Say something! You always have qualcosa to say!” Rosemary loudly enquired from the floor. 
 
    “Well…” Anya thought aloud while continuing to stare at her reflection. “Rosemary, have you ever been hurt? You know, emotionally?” 
 
    Rosemary put the needle in a box of hemming supplies that was sitting beside her and chuckled. “Mia cara, I am sixty-one years old. O’ course I have been hurt!” 
 
    As she picked up another item to fit the wedding dress, Anya urged her to continue. “Well my sweets, let us see. Back in my home of Roma, I was married to a strapping young uomo, a man named Vincenzo. What a handsome man he was. We ran away together when we were both seventeen. And oh mio, how I loved him—” 
 
    Anya interrupted her and sighed, “Let me guess; Vincenzo broke your heart?” 
 
    Rosemary held up her hand to silence her as she stood up to work on the veil attached to Anya’s sparkling emerald tiara. “Not in the way you are thinking, bambina, child. Vincenzo and I got married four years later, at venti, twenty. I had started working around that time, too. I had a clothing store called Rosie’s. That ees what they called me then,” she snickered at the memory. “Vincenzo and I had a figlia, a daughter, a beautiful little girl named Angelina. Ah! Her eyes were so big and brown and her smile so pure. Such a bellissima, beautiful little girl…” 
 
    “Where is Angelina now?” Asked Anya curiously, stepping down from the stool. 
 
    “Her papa Vincenzo took her while I was a-sleeping. She was only three and grew up without a mama. Well, a mamma biologica. The fool probably re-married. He complained that I loved my work more than I loved him and the bastardo was jealous. It was illegal for us to divorce, so we did not. When I woke up one morning, he was gone”—she snapped her fingers—“just like magic. I have not spoken to him for thirty-eight years. I no saw my beautiful bambina, my baby girl grow up in her forty-one years. That is my hurt. I might even be a grandma, but I have no idea!” Rosemary grew gloomy and sat down in a chair next to Anya’s stool. 
 
    “Have you tried reaching out to your daughter?” Anya inspected every detail she could see in the mirror. 
 
    “Nay. I have my dresses now. They are my family.” Rosemary cleared her throat. “Why is it that you ask? Is the prince making love to another woman behind your back? Typical men.” 
 
    “No, no! He is not… I do not think so. I was only wondering, you see. The number of times I come to your shop; you are like family.” 
 
    Rosemary hugged Anya with her short, chubby arms. “Such a sweet girl, you are. Now let us finish hemming, shall we?” 
 
    Anya nodded and stood back on the stool. Rosemary poked and pulled at the corset before making sure the neckline was fastened. Anya pulled the veil so that it was covering her face and looked in the mirror. The lace was astounding, and the bodice felt just right. It was beautiful. She was beautiful. 
 
    Without thinking, Anya murmured, “Evangeline would love this.” 
 
    Rosemary was putting all of her supplies away as she noted, “Ah your friend. We made her lovely too, no?” 
 
    Anya continued looking at her reflection as if she was lost in her own world. She had hurt Evangeline. 
 
    “Miss Rosemary, I was not completely honest when I asked you if you had ever been hurt. The truth is I hurt Evangeline, my friend. I told her I must find myself and that I must do it alone. I cannot tell if she hates me, but something terrible happened to me and I cannot be with her.” 
 
    “Well mia cara,” Rosemary bent down to pick up a needle she had dropped. “If she is a true friend that cares about you, she will wait.” 
 
    “But that is selfish, is it not?” Anya turned away from the mirror and stepped off of the stool to make eye contact with Rosemary. 
 
    “Sometimes, Princess, things get broke. We pick up the mess, no? That is life. She must understand.” Rosemary held out her arm to help Anya catch her balance. 
 
    “I suppose. I just... Gael...” 
 
    “Prince Gael does not like?” Rosemary scrunched her thick eyebrows together. 
 
    “No, I do not believe so. Though I never asked him, I do not think he believes that she is anything more than a peasant. I tried to buy her dresses to hide that she is of a lower class, but I do not think I did a good job,” Anya said. “Also, Rosemary, if I am able trust you—” 
 
    “You can trust me. Lo giuro to the Lord.” Rosemary assured her. 
 
    “I do not love Prince Gael. This wedding was arranged, as you must know. I do not think he loves me either. We are doing this for our kingdoms and because of this, I must figure things out. I will miss Lady Evangeline’s presence.” 
 
    “She is very lucky to have a friend like you. As for Prince Gael, he will move on. What choice does he have? I only met him that one time, but he seems very”—she thought for the right word—“stuck up… no… he is a stronzo!” Rosemary cackled. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Anya asked, unable to understand her. 
 
    She motioned for Anya to bend down so that she could whisper in her ear. Anya complied and Rosemary whispered, “Arsehole.” Then quickly she added, “Do not repeat!” 
 
    Anya did not only laugh, but guffawed. “Thank you, Rosemary, you always know what to say.” 
 
    She beamed widely. “You shall find yourself and then take Evangeline to town and get a pasta. Pauli makes perfect pasta.” 
 
    Anya had not been able to tell Rosemary everything—especially how Gael had treated her and how she was afraid to see him but having talked to someone had made her feel like she was not entirely alone. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    As the days passed, Anya could not find it in her heart to look Gael in the eyes. Of course, he knew why, and every time he saw her scurrying away from him, he appeared to be mocking her. Anya was relieved that he could not attend the accolade ceremony which was due to take place that night as the sun began to set; it was a ceremony that was only for citizens of Minerva. Although Minerva and Eltra were becoming one, that was not the case for another few months. 
 
    That night, two maids were helping dress Anya for the ceremony. She was about to knight Sir Davidson and King Ferdinand was trusting her with this highest honor. Anya knew that she should be more excited, but just stared blankly ahead while the maids combed her hair and dusted her face with a light amount of makeup. She wore a maroon-colored gown made from highly expensive materials, such as silk trimming and golden threads of lace. Her long sleeves would trail behind her and the V-neck collar was surrounded with an extensive trim made of dark fur, possibly from a wolf. 
 
    Clifford walked into the room and gave Anya an apologetic look. “I am sorry if I am intruding, ladies—” 
 
    One of the maids, a red-headed woman only a few years older than he cut him off. 
 
    “Do not worry, Mr. Arkwright, Miss Leona and I were just leaving.” 
 
    The other maid, an older brunette, twirled a paintbrush around in a vessel of red liquid. The vessel contained a lip stain made from fresh melted-down suet and marjoram that was pounded together and sprinkled with red wine for coloring. The maid used her paintbrush to dip into this liquid and apply it to Anya’s lips, coloring them a deep, crimson red. She sealed the vessel tightly and quickly put it into a basket on the desk, followed by the paintbrush. It was filled with a few jars of powder in all different hues, cloths, and rouge. 
 
    “I apologize. Coming, Miss Christine!” 
 
    The two maids left the room in a hurry. Clifford paused before he spoke. 
 
    “Princess Anya, I have a letter from your lover. That is the second letter in two weeks, and I do not recall you answering the first one.” 
 
    “You can put it with the other on the nightstand,” Anya pointed to the small nightstand next to her bed. Sure enough, there was an unopened envelope sitting there. “I have been meaning to read them, I just have not had the time preparing for the wedding…” With forced excitement and in words that sounded much too fast, she continued, “Just yesterday, Mother notified me that she was ordering a cake for Gael and I. I was to inform her that I would like the cake to be a strawberry shortcake decorated with pink and red roses.” 
 
    “Well that does sound delicious…” Clifford said, imagining the cake. 
 
    “It does, does it not? According to my lovely sister, Eleanor, six hundred invitations have been sent out. People from kingdoms from all over the land will attend, and—and even some of the Western and Southern Empire!” She quickly stopped speaking. “But Evangeline will not be there. She will be off giving her love to another man… or woman; someone that deserves it. I do not.” Holding back tears, she looked up at Clifford who was standing beside her chair, speechless. “I do not think that I can face her. I cannot tell her what happened to me—” With a gasp she covered her mouth. 
 
    More than anything, Clifford wished that she would speak to him, but he had learned that he could not force anyone to say what they did not want to say. He raised his eyebrows hoping that she would catch the hint, but she shook her head. 
 
    Instead of continuing this topic, Anya held out her arm and pointed to the nightstand. 
 
    “Actually, can you please hand me those letters?” 
 
    Clifford gave her a small nod and went to pick up the letters. He did not hesitate when handing them to her. She opened the one that was delivered at the beginning of the week first. 
 
      
 
                     
 
    The 13th of June 1299 
 
      
 
                    My love, Anya, 
 
    I hope that all is well and that you are having no trouble in finding yourself. I miss you more than words can say, and I cannot wait to be in your presence again. My heart belongs to you, my sweet princess and I will be counting the moments until I can be in your arms again. I will wait for you as long as you allow me to. I will love you forever, you gorgeous woman. Never forget that. 
 
      
 
                    Giving you all of my love, 
 
                    Evangeline Audovera of the Isle of Laurel 
 
      
 
    Anya did not notice the tear that was running down her cheek until she felt Clifford’s thumb brushing it away. He did not say anything. She opened the second envelope and began reading. 
 
      
 
                    The 20th of June 1299 
 
      
 
                    Beautiful Anya, 
 
    I admit that I was expecting you to write back to me, or it was a desire of mine, anyhow. Because you did not answer, I cannot refer to your words. 
 
      
 
    If I am to be wholly forthright, I must divulge that not only do I worry for you, but I worry that you are pulling away from me. I pray that it is not selfish of me to think that, but the last time I was able to see you, you were acting quite strange. I am looking beyond the depression you were feeling, of course. 
 
      
 
    Please speak to me… I am not sure of what has happened. 
 
      
 
                    With love, 
 
                    Evangeline Audovera of the Isle of Laurel 
 
      
 
    Anya dropped the letters to the floor and began to  sobbing. Clifford jumped to her aid and wrapped her in a tight hug. 
 
    “Clifford, I am an absolute demon. What have I done?” She managed to utter between sobs. 
 
    “I do not know what you mean…” He admitted. 
 
    “I told Evangeline that I needed time to think. She does not understand the troubles that I have been through, and she thinks that what has happened is her fault. She misses me, and I miss her dearly. What have I done?” She asked again. 
 
    “You have not done anything, Princess Anya. You were trying to act on your own terms. I will not ask what caused you to decide this, but I know that Lady Evangeline loves you so much. If she did not, I do not think she would still be writing.” Clifford kept hold of Anya. 
 
    “What shall I do?” Her sobs began to lessen, and she was able to catch her breath. 
 
    “Tomorrow, I will set out to Miss Audovera’s home and escort her to the castle. You do not have any wedding preparation, I hope?” When Anya shook her head, Clifford nodded. “Good. Now let us fix up your makeup. Forgive me for not entirely knowing what I am doing, I am not a woman.” He laughed and picked up the makeup supplies that the maids had left on the desk. 
 
    “I will help you, of course!” Anya could finally let herself feel happiness again. 
 
    She knew that things would be alright with Evangeline by her side. She could finally feel whole again.  
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    With her chin held high, Anya entered the chapel. Her dress trailed elegantly behind her and her heeled boots brought her up almost to her father’s height—a good five inches. She was followed by Princess Eleanor and Queen Rosalind’s, the priest—Father Charles—as King Ferdinand escorted Anya through the raucous crowd of men and women. When the members of the crowd saw the royal family and Father Charles filing in, they all ceased speaking and stood up. 
 
    When Father Charles arrived at the front of the chapel, he raised both of his arms. King Ferdinand and Anya stood at his side. 
 
    He asked everyone in the room to cross themselves and then cleared his voice, “You may be seated! Princess Anya will do the honors, as she will soon be our queen.” King Ferdinand and Father Charles stepped back. 
 
    “Sir Joseph Davidson, please step forward!” She called confidently. 
 
    A man with shaved hair and a black beard stood at the altar facing Anya. He wore a white shirt to symbolize his purity as a knight, covered by a red robe to show his loyalty to the kingdom. His perfectly polished black shoes announced death. Joseph Davidson knelt down at the altar and bowed his head as Anya gracefully took the sword and shield which the priest had blessed. She held the shield up and rested the sword face down on Joseph’s shoulder. 
 
    “Should thine uttering be proven false; thou shall suffer divine retribution. Should thee break the Oath of Knighthood, thou shall be seen as having committed a crime against God which would lead to thine eternal damnation. Am I making myself clear, sir?” 
 
    Keeping his head bowed, Joseph gruffly agreed, “Yes, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Sir Knight, do you swear to never traffic with traitors?” 
 
    “I do, Your Highness.” He agreed again. 
 
    “Do you swear to never give evil counsel to a lady, whether married or not, and to treat her with great respect and defend her against all?” Anya shouted. 
 
    “I do, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Do you swear to observe all fasts and abstinences, as well as attend mass every day and make an offering in Church?” Anya glanced over at Father Charles. 
 
    “I do, Your Highness.” 
 
    Anya held out the sword and shield to Joseph Davidson. She did not let go at first and the two of them placed their hands on the sword’s hilt. “In the name of Minerva, I dub thee Sir Joseph Davidson, Knight of Minerva!” Anya declared, giving Joseph Davidson full power of the sword. 
 
    The knight stood up with a grin as everyone in the room began to applaud. He turned to face the audience and proudly displayed his shield as a symbol to identify him as a knight. Should he fail Minerva, he would have his spurs hacked off and his shield hung upside down to show his dishonor. He stepped away from the royal family and went to greet everyone in the crowd. 
 
    Anya looked at her father and they exchanged nods. She then looked at Eleanor who was seated next to the queen. Goodnight, she mouthed to her sister. Eleanor shrugged in response and Anya began to walk back down the aisle. Before she left the chapel, Joseph Davidson put his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “I swear to thee, I will make Minerva proud. Especially once we are joined with Eltra!” 
 
    “Good,” Anya smiled half-heartedly. “We need more good men in this kingdom.” 
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    Anya could not contain herself as breakfast was served. Clifford was already out in the stables attaching a small carriage to Reece and preparing her for a journey to the other side of town. After the meal, she would meet Clifford at the garden entrance where he would be waiting for her. As Anya hurriedly wolfed down a bowl of hot porridge, Eleanor, who was the only other person sitting at the table, peered at her with a baffled look. 
 
    “Is there a reason you are rushing, Anya? And that is the same gown you wore to the ceremony, is it not?” 
 
    “I did not put the dress on until mid-afternoon, therefore it is still clean. It is just gorgeous work. And”—Anya took a bite of her meal—“No,” she continued with her mouth full. She swallowed before speaking again. “It is just a lovely day, do you agree?” 
 
    “I suppose so… but there are many lovely days during the summer season; what makes today any different? Is Evangeline involved?” Eleanor was dubious. 
 
    Evangeline was indeed involved, but Anya did not know if she should confide in her younger sister, especially because Eleanor had a habit of being unable to keep her mouth closed, but she found lying difficult these days. She steadily nodded her head. Eleanor’s response was to roll her eyes and look away in vexation. 
 
    “Lovely,” Eleanor retorted. 
 
    Anya looked down again at her bowl of porridge which she had eaten most of. “Actually Eleanor, I am full.” She then raised her voice to get the attention of one of the servant’s nearby. “Could someone please get rid of my bowl and wash it up? Thank you.” 
 
    Anya stood up, pushing her chair aside in the process. 
 
    “Have fun, sister,” uttered Eleanor dryly. 
 
    She did not respond, nor did she even give Eleanor a side glance. Instead of spending any more time indoors, she hastened to the doorway. She let herself out and darted to the garden, where she found Clifford sitting on top of Reece. “Are you ready, Princess Anya?” 
 
    “I am,” she held out her hand for Clifford to hoist her up directly behind him on Reece. “Why are you willing to help me?” 
 
    “Well, I suppose…” whilst Anya was making herself comfortable, Clifford set the horse into a light trot. When she was secure, he made Reece gallop faster. Anya’s hands held onto his shoulders for safety. Without hesitation, he announced, “I believe in sacrificing every element in your power in honor of pursuing what you believe in. I find it quite heroic, if I must say. I read one of your former essay’s on what you will do as queen, and I know that is something quite important.” 
 
    Anya wrapped her arms around him tightly so that she could give him a hug. “Thank you, that means more to me than you know.” She whispered into his ear. She could not see Clifford’s face, but he was smiling widely. 
 
    For the remainder of the ride, they shared scandalous gossip about what was happening around the castle. Anya then remembered that Eleanor had mentioned him and was sure to let him know. Clifford was unsure of whether or not Eleanor even noticed him.  
 
    Clifford suddenly pulled Reece to a canter as they neared a clearing in the woods. Once they arrived at a spot in the woods about thirty feet from Evangeline’s cottage, he could see her kneeling behind a bush with a bucket on the ground in front of her. She was wearing one of her own dresses: a loose black tunic that was made of linen. Her tunic had long, fitted sleeves that reached down to cover her knuckles and was covered by a grey cape. Neither of them could make out what Evangeline was cleaning in the bucket, but, although Anya could not be certain, it looked like a knife. 
 
    Evangeline did not hear them approaching her on horseback and continued washing the object. 
 
    “Would you like assistance, my lady?” Clifford called. 
 
    “No, that is alright, but thank you.” She responded without looking up to follow the voice. 
 
    “That is much too bad, for I am carrying with me a damsel in distress!” 
 
    Anya nudged his back and laughed softly. Clifford laughed along with her. A bemused Evangeline finally looked up to see who was speaking. Sitting on top of a familiar black horse, she saw Clifford and Anya. 
 
    Her jaw dropped. Anya had not answered her letters in weeks, let alone made contact with her at all. Yet here she was in front of her, bright as day. Clifford pulled Reece to a stop as they neared the cottage and helped Anya dismount. 
 
    “Why did you not respond to any of my letters?” Evangeline put her knife in the pocket of her cloak and examined Anya who was walking towards her. 
 
    Anya glanced over at Clifford and then turned to look at Evangeline again. “I was very busy preparing for the wedding. Also, I do not think I had it in me to face you just yet… you are just so strong and independent, and me… I am but a coward. A pure demon. As I told you, healing could only be done alone.” 
 
    “You are not a demon. You could potentially learn to be a mage, but that is something very different and I would not enjoy it if you studied such a thing. Those terrifying little wretches. Magic should not be played with—” 
 
    “So you have mentioned.” Anya said flatly. 
 
    Evangeline cocked her head to the side. “But I believe you never told me what it was you were healing from.” 
 
    Anya paused for a second, “I will tell you back at the castle. That is, if you would like to come with Clifford and I…” She held Evangeline’s hand and kissed it gently. 
 
    Clifford walked over to the girls. “Yes, we brought you a wagon so you can travel with us! Oh, but you have your horse…” 
 
    Evangeline’s face appeared to be glowing. “Yes, I have Whinnie, but I accept your invitation! I will ride alongside you.” 
 
    She finally pulled Anya into an embrace and hugged her tightly. As she was the taller of the pair, Evangeline bent down to lay her head on Anya’s shoulder. 
 
    “I have missed you, Evangeline. I realized that I could only be myself when I was with you. Maybe that was all I needed to find myself…” Anya whispered as she breathed in the familiar orchid scent. 
 
    “I missed you too. If that is all you need, I will never leave your side. I love you, darling.” Evangeline pulled Anya in for a kiss. 
 
    Behind them, they heard Clifford awkwardly clear his throat. “Ah yes, I am still here… I have not moved.” 
 
    Now blushing, the two women broke apart in an attempt to make light of the situation. 
 
    “Evangeline, what was it that you put in your cloak pocket?” Anya asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “Oh, this?” Evangeline removed the knife from her pocket and held it up. “I use it to cut animal meat and I was washing it when you two arrived. Nothing out of the ordinary, I can assure you. I am not a murderer or anything…” 
 
    “Of course you are not! Well let’s go, shall we? Evangeline, Anya and I will wait here whilst you fetch Whinnie.” Clifford interjected. 
 
    “Right, I shall return momentarily. I must run inside and change into more appropriate clothing. Excuse me.” Evangeline hurried into her cottage and closed the door behind her. 
 
    Anya watched her dreamily as she sped inside, however Clifford dragged her back to reality by bringing up the knife again. 
 
    “Why would we think that knife was for anything else? I highly doubt that Evangeline even has the capacity to think about being a murderer.” 
 
    “You know Evangeline; she is always making some sort of witty remark. That is one thing I love about her. Nothing is ever boring.” Anya beamed. 
 
    “Yes, you are right. You know her better than anyone, after all.” 
 
    A short amount of time passed until Evangeline came outside again. She was now wearing a purple velvet gown laced with golden thread. She mounted Whinnie as Clifford and Anya mounted Reece. Once they were all in position, the horses galloped in unison back towards the castle.  
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    In the unlit library within the castle with the door locked behind them, Evangeline held Anya close as if she was protecting her. 
 
    “My princess, I know that you told me that you were not leaving me, but I could not help but worry. Especially since I had not heard from you.” Evangeline murmured as she massaged Anya’s neck with her free hand. 
 
    “Do not be absurd!” Anya cried. 
 
    She tried and failed to turn over on the chaise longue so that she could face her lover but came to the conclusion that there was not enough room. Instead, she threw herself on top of Evangeline without warning. 
 
    “Oof! Hello.” She gasped in surprise. 
 
    Anya could not come up with anything thoughtful to say. The only thing that came to mind was that there was not enough room for them both on the chaise longue and that Evangeline was very wrong. To prove her wrong, Anya ended up expressing her emotions by kissing her eagerly. Her hands brushed against Evangeline’s collarbones and slid down to her toned stomach. With her breath now growing shaky, Evangeline pulled Anya close and arched her back hungrily kissing her until the princess quickly pecked Evangeline’s forehead and sat up and with an evil grin. 
 
    “Never will I leave you.” She murmured. 
 
    Evangeline blinked and moaned, “Goodness, what a tease you are!” She squeaked in return. 
 
    “You know you love me, madam.” Anya rubbed her thumb over Evangeline’s hand and sat up. She motioned for her to sit up with her. Anya nuzzled her neck and grew more serious. 
 
    “I am ready to tell you what happened.” She shared in a hushed tone. 
 
    “You can trust me with anything you wish to tell me, my love.” Evangeline laced her fingers with Anya’s. 
 
    “I know that I can, sweetheart. That is why you are the only one I am passing this information on to.” Anya cleared her throat and continued speaking. “I brought you to this room for a reason. Unfortunately as much as I adore these moments, it was not only to romance you.” Her voice broke off. 
 
    “Why did you bring me to this room? Is it because you know that I love to read?” 
 
    “No, a few weeks ago I was in this room. Gael was there as well...” Her voice trailed off once again as she tried to form the words. “I saw that the lantern was lit and assumed that my father had forgotten to blow it out and so I came in to investigate. Gael gave me the most wretched look; one as if he had ownership to me. He forced me against the wall and told me that we would be powerful, but not as powerful as him. I had never felt so small in my life. I truly did not know what I was worth and when I tried to get away, he beat me.” 
 
    Evangeline’s face twisted into a disgusted snarl. “I... I understand; he abused you. He is using you for his own gain. You did not do anything wrong and that is how he acted—it’s unfathomable! Gael, that repulsive swine!” 
 
    She quickly stood up with her hands clenched into fists at her sides. 
 
    “I will be back tomorrow, my love.” Evangeline vowed, fuming over what she had just heard. 
 
    “What? Where are you going?” 
 
    “To have a talk with Prince Gael. He cannot get away with this.” Evangeline kissed the top of Anya’s head and added, “I love you, my beautiful princess.” 
 
    Anya wanted to stop her from going to Eltra. She wanted to say that Gael could not be stopped, that he was much too dangerous. Nonetheless, Anya could only bring herself to utter a few words: “Be careful.” Deep inside, maybe she wanted to be protected. Maybe that would put her at peace. 
 
    Without making eye contact with Anya again, Evangeline trampled towards the door. She quickly unlocked it and stalked out, slamming the door behind her. She rushed to the stables and prepared Whinnie, instantly bringing her to a sprint. 
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    Gael’s father, King Theodore, sat in a large chair in the main hall as Gael paced back and forth in front of him. 
 
    “I just do not know what is taking her so long! By now she should have killed the royal family of Minerva and Eltra should have already taken over. Father, I am ready to be king!” 
 
    “Patience, my son. Your power will come sooner than you think,” Theodore reassured him, having noticed his growing anxiety. 
 
    “No Father, you do not understand,” Gael brushed back his dark curls. “Princess Eleanor, Anya’s sister, spied on her and Evangeline making love. Can you believe that? My fiancée! I did not want to believe it myself, but then I caught them at it as well. I confronted Evangeline, but I do not know if my words had the desired effect. Though I have not seen her in a few weeks, I am not sure if that is because of me.” He huffed and then slumped down in the throne seat beside his father. 
 
    “I am sure Miss Audovera will make the right choice. She is the best assassin in the area, do you recall? She would not have been given that job if she acted poorly. Also, we offered her a very high payment—much higher than anything she has earned to date, the poor soul. If you would like to push things along at a faster pace, why not make an alliance? What about Princess Eleanor? She could pass on some very useful information and from what you have just described, she already has.” Theodore suggested. 
 
    They were suddenly interrupted by a scream echoing from the other side of the doors at the front entrance of the Eltra castle. 
 
    Gael’s eyes widened. “What the—” 
 
    There was a loud bang as the door was hurled open. A guard wearing a full set of chainmail armor ran frantically into the room, breathing heavily. “I am sorry Your Majesty, she just charged at me and the other guards. No invitation and five men are dead! We informed her that you were not taking visitors at this time—” He stopped abruptly in his tracks and gave a blood-curdling scream. He then toppled face-first onto the ground as Evangeline ripped a sword from his back. It was a sword she had stolen from the Kingdom of Minerva before she left the castle. 
 
    Evangeline was covered in spatters of the man’s blood which was now dripping down her face. She shot Gael with a sinister look; her dark eye makeup created an evil glow of dark red and black which made her look like a devil. She sneered, showing all of her teeth. 
 
    “What have you done to her?” She screamed in outrage. 
 
    Theodore stood up and removed his sword from the scabbard around his belt, ready to attack. 
 
    “Sit down Father, let me handle this.” Gael was calm as he pushed Theodore’s sword down. “What are you talking about, Evangeline?” He asked, raising his voice. 
 
    “You know what you did, you pathetic excuse for a man. You assaulted her to the point that she hated herself for it!” Evangeline barked. 
 
    “She is my fiancée! I can treat her the way I please.” 
 
    She turned away from both men dismissively. There was silence. Gael jumped up from the throne and grabbed Evangeline’s cheek to force her to look at him. 
 
    “Do not touch me!” She hissed as she stepped away. “I am done with you.” 
 
    “We had a deal, do not forget.” Gael reminded her smugly. 
 
    “The deal is off, you heartless serpent. You can keep your money.” She raised her voice so that the king could hear as well. “Did you hear that? I am done working for you!” 
 
    “What a pity,” Gael sniggered. “I will have to do this myself, then. You will greatly regret me having to take this route.” 
 
    “So, what? You are going to kill me? Then do it! Kill me!” She shrieked. 
 
    Gael turned to his father for instructions on how to proceed. Theodore shook his head and grinned with a new idea forming. 
 
    “Son, we can handle this another way.” 
 
    “Oh?” Gael asked puzzled. “Oh! I see where you are coming from! Evangeline, we will kill you painfully and publicly if you do not help me with this last task. I can assure you; your little lover Anya will watch. Then she will make my babies and remember every single day as long as she lives what a fool you were. I will make sure of that.” 
 
    Evangeline shook her head and begged, “Please, do not!” 
 
    “Unless you are willing to assist me.” 
 
    “Over my dead body.” She hissed. 
 
    Gael turned calmly and nodded to his father before snatching the sword out of her hand and throwing it across the room. Evangeline watched in terror as it slammed against the wall. 
 
    He brought his face close to hers and murmured, “you will not need that where we’re going.” 
 
    Her mouth opened in shock but could not run away in time. Gael wrapped his arms around her as tightly as he could whilst she tried her best to fight back. 
 
         Evangeline shrieked and elbowed him in the ribs while trying to break free from his grasp. 
 
    “You are making this so bloody difficult!” He snarled. 
 
    “Help me!” She begged King Theodore as Gael forced her to bend over. 
 
    She could see the king shaking his head and tried to knee Gael in the groin. She missed and they both fell to the floor with him on top of her. Evangeline attempted to hit him in any place that could help her, but he caught her wrists and held them down. 
 
    “Why are you so strong!?” He growled with sweat dripping down his face. 
 
    “The real question is: why are you so weak? Your entire kingdom is weak!” 
 
    Evangeline thought her strength gave her an advantage, but Gael slapped her across the face with all his might. Her head spun terribly and before she was able to relocate her surroundings, he smashed her head against the stone floor. 
 
            When Evangeline woke, she was sprawled out on top of a mattress with moonlight glistening through a window. 
 
    “Anya…?” She groaned, not knowing quite where she was or why her head was throbbing. She thought she heard laughter, but assumed she was imagining it. 
 
    It seemed that everything surrounding Evangeline was in slow motion. She noticed that the only item of clothing she wore was a thin gown with nothing underneath. Her arms and legs were throbbing with pain and she winced as she tried to sit up. She gasped as a drop of blood dripped down her leg onto the floor. Now she remembered everything. Gael had bashed her head against the floor, carried her into an empty room and threw her on to the bed… 
 
    “You assaulted me.” She whispered; her throat raw with emotion. 
 
    From the shadows, she noticed Gael glaring at her, listening to every breath, every movement, every sound. 
 
    “You work for me.” He declared. 
 
    “What?”—she said, wincing in pain—“What do you want?” 
 
    “I must admit, you are quite lovely… for a peasant.” He let out a small laugh. 
 
    “I will fucking kill you.” Evangeline whispered. 
 
    “Will you?” Gael walked closer to the bed and flung Evangeline back down to a lying position. “Here is how I see it: I travel to Minerva right now and I murder your little lover while you are… taken care of here.” 
 
    “Don’t you fucking dare.” Evangeline spat. 
 
    “Or…” he held up his finger. 
 
    “Or what?” She growled. 
 
    “Or you help me tie up the King and the Queen of Minerva so I can think of how to go about my plan.” 
 
    Gael dragged his rough finger down Evangeline’s lips and to her chest, stopping only when he reached the fabric of her gown. 
 
    “And if I do not?” She choked. 
 
    “If you do not, you die. That is that.” 
 
    “I do not have a choice then, do I?” Evangeline muttered. 
 
    “No, you do not.” 
 
    “Fine. But after that is done, we are going our separate ways.” Evangeline snapped. 
 
    “You have my word.” Gael’s mouth curled into a sinister grin which showed all of his teeth. “We ride at dawn.” 
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    Gael invited himself to breakfast in Minerva like it was his own castle, whilst Evangeline hid in a closet. Anya tried to face her fears and look at Gael, but it was still too difficult to maintain eye contact for long periods of time. Eleanor on the other hand had no problem looking at Gael. She was fixated on him all throughout breakfast. Once the dining room table had been cleared, Gael held up his hand to get the king and queen’s attention. 
 
    “If I may have a word with the two of you…” 
 
    Anya was the first to leave the table. Clifford was already waiting for her in the doorway. 
 
    “I am going to show you a wonderful pastry shop that I have visited from time to time. Their shortbread is to die for!” Anya exclaimed, exaggerating the word ‘die.’ 
 
    “I hope they are as good as you say. If they are not, you will have to make your own bed for an entire week!” Clifford stuck out his tongue and raced her outside. 
 
    As Eleanor went to leave the room, Gael grabbed her arm and she looked at him, startled. “I need to speak with you next. Wait for us in your chambers, my love.” He clarified. 
 
    “Us?” She asked. 
 
    Gael nudged Eleanor towards the door. Once she was gone, He turned to King Ferdinand and Queen Rosalind. “I would like to give you my condolences.” He bowed. 
 
   
  
 

 Ferdinand glanced at Rosalind and then asked, “What is it that you mean, my boy?” 
 
    Before Gael could reply, Evangeline jumped out of the closet and slammed a block of wood against the back of the king’s head. Rosalind whirled around to look at Evangeline in horror and screamed at the top of her lungs. Gael covered Rosalind’s mouth with a gloved hand. 
 
    “Do it, Evangeline!” 
 
    Evangeline shut her eyes as she slammed Rosalind in the head with the same block of wood. Both of them were now unconscious. 
 
      
 
    Gael and Evangeline dragged the king and queen’s unconscious bodies to the cellar. They did not have much time before they would wake up, so they had to act fast. Gael sat Ferdinand in a chair and tied him up, making sure his legs and arms were bound tightly. Evangeline tied Rosalind to the chair opposite Ferdinand’s. 
 
    “Can I finish now?” Evangeline whined.  
 
    “Shush, my plan is not yet complete.” Gael snarled. 
 
    “You said—” 
 
    “Do you want to hurt Anya?” 
 
    She lowered her head. “No.” 
 
    “Then you will follow me.” Gael walked away from the bodies and led the way to Eleanor’s room, dragging Evangeline by her arm. 
 
    When they arrived, Gael knocked on the door. Eleanor had clearly been waiting because she came to greet him immediately, but then saw that Evangeline was also there. 
 
    “What is she doing here?” Eleanor sneered eyeing Evangeline. 
 
    “Hello Eleanor. Nice to see you too.” Evangeline narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “I do not need you two bickering. It is only a matter of time before Anya gets back and we must be ready.” 
 
    “Gael, ready for what?” Eleanor cried, sure that she was missing something. 
 
    “Go tell the king and queen what is happening, peasant.” He spat at Evangeline. She sighed and left the room as he turned back to face Eleanor. “Evangeline, your sister's mistress, is actually an assassin. My father and I hired her to kill Anya and your family so that I could take over.” Gael covered her mouth so that she could not interrupt him. “There were problems along the way. Number one: they fell in love. Number two: you and I also fell in love. So, it is up to me now to kill Anya and your parents, and I would like you to join me. You can be my queen, Eleanor. That is what you want, is it not?” 
 
    Gael took his hand off her mouth so that she could speak. 
 
    Eleanor was quiet as she thought over what she had just been told. Her parents were being held hostage and would later die, but first she would have to kill Anya. 
 
    “Does she have to die?” 
 
    Gael grabbed Eleanor’s shoulders and gasped. “Ellie, my love! Of course she has to die! They all do. They are holding us back from starting our own kingdom! You have so much more potential than you are able to show. Would you not love to show your true self? 
 
    “I do want to show my true self… but Anya is my sister…” 
 
    “Your sister who will want nothing to do with you once she is queen. Think about it. You will just be the princess that was always in Anya’s shadow. She was always first. She could always make the first choice. Everyone loved her more.” Gael’s manipulation was well thought out. He had been planning this a while, it seemed. “If you love me, you will join me.” 
 
    “I do love you! I guess you are right about all the things that you said. Anya does not need me,” Eleanor stood on her tiptoes to kiss him. “I will do it, just tell me how.” 
 
    “First, we have to get the peasant. She is with us right now. Say nothing to her—nothing at all.” 
 
      
 
    Evangeline was standing in the cellar waiting for the king and queen to wake up. 
 
    When they finally did, she cheerfully greeted them, “Good morning!” 
 
    In terror, Rosalind let out another high-pitched scream. 
 
    “There is no point. This room is soundproof, as you should know. You live here, after all.” Evangeline flattened her lips in exasperation. 
 
    “Evangeline, what have you done with our daughter?” Ferdinand turned red. 
 
    “Nothing! I would never hurt Anya! I wish I did not have to tell you like this, but her and I fell in love and I have to protect her. This is the only way that I can.” 
 
    “If you supposedly love our daughter, what have you done to her parents? What is the bloody meaning of this?!” Ferdinand struggled, trying to break free from his bind. 
 
    “I have done what Prince Gael has asked. He is taking over Minerva and I just could not let him kill you. If I am correct, he is asking Princess Eleanor to join him. What a rotten child she is. All this to be queen! I had faith in her.” Evangeline lowered her head. “Goodness, she is going to hurt Anya. I am sorry, I truly am. I did not want to do this, I wanted to get out, but Gael insisted.” 
 
    Gael’s voice echoed from behind her. “Come now, fool. The princess is on her way back.” 
 
    Evangeline looked at the king and the queen a final time and raced over to Gael. 
 
    “Wait, help!” Rosalind screamed. 
 
    However, it was too late; Evangeline had already gagged them, and Gael closed the soundproof door behind him. 
 
    “Where is Eleanor?” Evangeline asked. 
 
    “She is waiting for Anya. Everything is alright.” His expression was smug. 
 
    “No.” Evangeline whispered. She tried to run up the stairs to stop Eleanor, but Gael stuck out his foot to trip her. 
 
    She fell to the ground and attempted to get back up, but she was too slow. Instead, he covered her mouth and held his sword to her neck. 
 
    “Trust me, you do not want to make a sound. And look—” with the sword in his hand, he pointed at Anya entering the castle with Clifford. 
 
    With her voice muffled by Gael’s hand, Evangeline tried to scream for Anya, but it was no use. 
 
    “She cannot hear you, you filthy slut. Why could you not have done what you were supposed to do? Why did you have to get close to her? Now you must suffer.” Gael snarled. 
 
    He was right; Evangeline’s screams were no use. She could not save Anya. Thus she shook silently with sobs as tears flooded her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Anya and Clifford entered the castle together holding paper bags filled with pastries. 
 
    “I hate to admit it, but”—He took a bite of a piece of shortbread—“This shortbread is as wonderful as you described.” 
 
    “I know they are. And so, Mr. Arkwright,” she exhaled. “My bed will still be made by the maids.” 
 
    “Yeah… I will get you next time.”                      
 
    As Anya walked into her chambers, Clifford, who was following in close proximity, bowed. 
 
    “I will be in my study, Princess Anya. If you need me, do not hesitate to call.” 
 
    “Thank you, Clifford. Also, can you please fetch Evangeline for me? She told me she would be back today, but it is getting very late. I guess I am a bit worried, and… well… I cannot get enough of her.” Anya had a dazed look in her eyes. 
 
    “Of course, Princess Anya.” Clifford gave her a pleasant look. 
 
    “Thank you for keeping our love a secret. I know how hard that must be.” She turned away and began to twist the handle of the door to her chambers. 
 
    “You have kept my love a secret as well.” Clifford reminded her before he entered his study. 
 
    Although he could no longer see her face, Anya was smiling contentedly. She entered the room and closed the door behind her. 
 
    To her surprise, Eleanor was sitting on Anya’s bed brushing the hair of a doll that she kept on top of her bookshelf. Anya stood in front of her in shock. 
 
    “Hello sister, I thought you were riding into town today.” 
 
    Eleanor kept her eyes on the doll as she replied, “I changed my mind and decided to stay in the castle. Sir Gael is coming today for supper, do you not know? And what a lovely surprise it was when he joined us for breakfast. Do you happen to know why he left?” 
 
    “No, I do not. I went out before he left. The wedding is approaching, maybe he had some preparation to do.” It was getting harder and harder for Anya to admit that she was betrothed to someone who she did not love. 
 
    As if Eleanor was reading her mind, she looked up—her hollow blue eyes piercing into Anya’s. “Do you love him?” 
 
    Taken aback, Anya stammered, “P-pardon me?” 
 
    “I said: do you love him?” Her voice remained calm. 
 
    Anya could not compose an answer. On one hand, she did not want to lie—this was something she tried to avoid—but she also did not know if this information would get into the wrong hands. Her kingdom was depending on this wedding, after all. 
 
    Eleanor may only have been three years younger, but Anya was still the older sister and could not bring herself to let her sister down. Before she could bring herself to answer, she heard Eleanor laughing as she placed the doll on the nightstand. 
 
    “I know about Lady Evangeline.” She murmured. 
 
    “What? What about her—” 
 
    “Oh, do not play dumb, Anya!” Eleanor’s voice started to rise. “I have known since the night of the masquerade ball—how you looked into each other’s eyes. I know just how passionately you feel for one another. I also caught you that day as I left the sunroom—your first kiss, was it? You are not the only liar in the family. Who has been sleeping with Gael?” 
 
    Gael, a fully-grown man, was sleeping with an eighteen-year-old girl? A child, more or less. Anya could not believe this! To her further astonishment, Eleanor pulled out a dagger from her boot and swiftly stood up to hold it against Anya’s neck. 
 
    “If you make a sound, I will tell everyone about Evangeline. Father will be so disappointed. He will have you both executed.” 
 
    Now Eleanor had her full attention, she pulled a chair out from underneath the desk and placed it directly in front of her. “Sit.” 
 
    Anya quickly sat as Eleanor began tying her tightly to the chair. Her arms were bound behind her and her ankles were tied together, so that she could not run even if she managed to detach her waist from the chair. Tears welled in her eyes as she choked out words. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    Eleanor let out another laugh as she bent down to whisper in Anya’s ear, touching the tip of her dagger to her throat. “Why else? So that I can be on the throne with the man I love.” 
 
    “I… I will run away. I will bring Evangeline—you will never hear from either of us again. Father will give you the crown.” 
 
    “You think this is just about being queen?!” Eleanor yelled. “Please note, this is nothing against you, my sister. It is just politics. Let me tell you a story that was told to me: at a young age, Gael knew that his brother was destined to be king. There was no way around that and so he killed him! Just as I will kill you; no one will ever find out.” 
 
    “Evangeline will know. She will avenge me—” 
 
    “—Will she?” Eleanor pushed the dagger into Anya’s neck a little more. A small trickle of blood dripped down onto the collar of her blouse. 
 
    She winced. “Eleanor… Ellie… you are my sister—my flesh and blood! Oh, how I love you. If you must kill me, do not hurt Evangeline. Please!” 
 
    Eleanor did not answer, and Anya closed her eyes tightly in anticipation. As if time had frozen, Eleanor stood in the same spot with the knife pressed to Anya’s neck, unable to move. Anya slowly opened her eyes, expecting to be dead. 
 
    Instead, she heard quiet sobs behind her. Eleanor dropped the dagger to the ground. “I am so sorry,” she whispered huskily. “Gael, I cannot do it!” 
 
    Dragging Evangeline behind him, Gael flung the door open and stormed into the room. He glared at Anya who was still tied to the chair and then looked up at Eleanor whose face was red with tears. 
 
    “And why not?” He grunted. 
 
    “Anya is not just a princess about to take the throne from you—from us. She has a very big heart. Her last wish was ‘do not hurt Evangeline’—not to beg for her life or anything concerning herself. She does not know the truth—the filthy truth! Anya is my sister, and I… I love her! You kill her if you want this so bloody badly! I cannot. I will not.” 
 
    Eleanor backed away and covered her face. For a moment there was silence as Gael pulled his sword out of the scabbard on his belt. He pointed it menacingly at Anya knowing that he must finish the job, but then shot her a sinister glare of realization. He put the sword back into the scabbard and then flung Evangeline, who remained silent, on the ground in front of him. 
 
    “I do not need to do it because...” Gael paused. “She will.” 
 
    Evangeline spun round to face him. “Me? No!” 
 
    “We had a deal, Lady Evangeline. You already failed me once and what did I say to you? Anya will watch you die, painfully—publicly. You only had one more chance. My father would have killed you right there if it were not for me.” His face darkened as he shoved Eleanor’s dagger into her hands. Evangeline clutched it tightly and hesitantly stood up shaking her head. 
 
    “The deal is off.” 
 
    “A… deal? What deal, Evangeline?” Anya asked hoarsely as everything began to make sense. 
 
    Behind her, Eleanor had begun to untie her from the chair, but Anya’s knees were too weak for her to stand. 
 
    “Anya, no, my love, this is not what it sounds like—” 
 
    “—But it is!” Gael roared. “You see, Anya, there was never to be a wedding between us at all. Eltra sent me to bring an end to your filthy land of Minerva once and for all—something which should have happened oh so many years ago. The day I first met you, you ran into Evangeline in the town. She was just testing the waters at that point, but she was a hired assassin meant to kill you, your parents and Eleanor, although I later changed my mind about her. I contemplated killing her, but then my father suggested I make her my ally.” 
 
    “Evangeline…?” Anya’s voice cracked. “And you knew?” She turned to look at Eleanor who remained silent. 
 
    No one in the room answered. Anya stood to face Evangeline who now had tears streaming down her face. She placed her hand against Evangeline’s cheek and wiped the tears away with her thumb. “You had my heart. You were the love of my life; I had never seen a woman as lovely as you…” There was a pause as she raised her voice. “But hearing this—the truth—you have ripped me to shreds. You probably never loved me, you evil sorceress!” Anya sharply pulled her hand away, leaving Evangeline with a frown on her face. 
 
    “She has killed many people. She even killed six of my guards last night! It is a damn pity she cannot kill you. No one in this room can—except me!” 
 
    Gael pulled out his sword again and swung it towards Anya. Eleanor pulled her swiftly out of the way and the room filled with the sound of screaming. 
 
    Suddenly, Clifford ran up behind him brandishing his own sword. He swung it towards Gael’s shoulder blades, but he lunged in the other direction, causing Clifford to stab the doorframe. Gael let out a maniacal laugh and spun around to face the boy. 
 
    “Are you people all mad?” He shouted. “Mate, I could hear you stomping your feet all the way up the corridor!” He spat at Clifford and mocked him in a high-pitched voice. “‘Oh, I am so damn special! Look at me swinging my pretty sword!’ You make me sick, peasant.”  
 
    Gael raised his arm to strike Clifford, however Eleanor jumped forward and attempted to claw his eyes out, but to no avail. This only made him angrier, and Gael pushed Eleanor lightly backwards so that she was knocked off balance and then flung her over his shoulder. 
 
    “Put me down! Gael, I mean it! I will not play your bloody games any longer!” Eleanor screamed as she frantically tried to break free of his grasp.  
 
    Clifford used this opportunity to try and stab Gael again, but Gael, still holding Eleanor, kneed him hard in the groin and then kicked him to the floor. He doubled over in pain moaning like a dying animal. Evangeline, who had not said a word, found Anya’s bow and arrows on the floor of the chambers and tossed them to her. Careful not to shoot her sister, Anya shot an arrow at Gael’s leg. This wound did not faze him at all; he grunted in disgust, pulled the arrow out of his leg and threw it onto the floor. 
 
    “Anya, Mother and Father are in the cellar—”  
 
    No longer allowing Eleanor to speak, Gael covered her mouth with his free hand. “Yes, Anya. Tell your lovely mother and father that I, on behalf of Eltra, declare war on Minerva.” He carried Eleanor down the stairs and ran out of sight. 
 
    For a moment, everyone was silent. The shock of what had just happened dawned on Anya and she could now feel the betrayal burning through her body. Clifford managed to stand up and wiped the sweat off of his forehead with one arm, pointing his sword at Evangeline with the other. 
 
    “Just kill me. I have lost everything.” She wailed. 
 
    Anya shook her head. “No, leave her! She is not worth enough.” 
 
    “Anya, please!” Evangeline screamed. “It is true, it is all true! I was sent to kill you. I was sent to kill your entire family. I was being paid thousands—I could give my family everything they needed and more. I may have twisted my life story a bit, but almost everything was true! I fell in love with you in the process. Goodness, I want nothing other than to start a family and grow old with you and run away like we t-talked about.”  
 
    Anya’s face twisted as her empty eyes glared at Evangeline. “I cannot trust a word you are saying. Everything was a lie—everything! You stole my heart, my virginity, everything that was dear to me. Everything that I thought was SPECIAL!” 
 
    Anya pounced at Evangeline and slapped her cheek as hard as she could. She bit her lip, drawing blood. Evangeline yelped, but did not fight back. “You like that!? I know you do!” Anya spat in her face and clawed at her shoulders. “I wish never to see you again! I do not even know what to do with you. It would be much too easy to execute you; I want you to suffer!” Anya raged through violent sobs. 
 
    “Anya! Stop! She is not fighting back. This is not a fair battle.” Clifford pulled Anya off of Evangeline and placed her on the floor.  
 
    “Get rid of that witch! Bring her underground to the dungeon at once!” She hissed at Clifford as she pointed directly at Evangeline. 
 
    Clifford shrugged. “Anya—” 
 
    “Now, Mr. Arkwright.” 
 
    Anya felt the urge to attack Evangeline again, but decided against it. She could not handle looking at her, let alone thinking about her. Clifford grabbed Evangeline by the arm and quickly hoisted her up as he pulled her out of the room. Once they were out of sight, Anya fell onto the floor and cried. She truly felt that she had lost everything. Eleanor was her sister; her blood, someone that she thought would never leave her side—but she was wrong. Not only had Eleanor been plotting against her, but Evangeline had been too. Anya felt that she may have been wrong; love may just have been an illusion. All she could feel now was pain.  
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    Evangeline’s hands were cuffed behind her back with a cloth that Clifford had been carrying in the pocket of his cloak. He held onto her shoulder and led her down the stairs, further than Anya had ever shown her. The temperature began dropping lower with every step.  
 
    Now shivering but crying less, Evangeline quietly asked, “W-why did you not just kill me?” 
 
    Clifford shook his head and tightened his thin cloak around himself. “Princess Anya told me not to and truthfully, I did not want to give you the easy way out. I felt that you were my friend, did you know that? This hurts me as well.” 
 
    “We are friends, Clifford!”  
 
    “No. If we were, we are definitely not now. You hurt my dearest friend. Princess Anya loved you so much and how can she know if you loved her?” 
 
    “Because I did! I do! It does not matter anymore; she wants nothing to do with me.” Evangeline sulked. 
 
    Clifford sighed. “I know you love her, alright? I truly am sorry.” 
 
    Clifford then took off his cloak and put it under Evangeline’s arm as he opened the large dungeon door. He shoved her to the guard who grabbed her cuffed hands. 
 
    “We have a deadly assassin. Keep her away from the others.” He paused, “Oh and put that cloak on her? The draft is nasty down here.” 
 
    Clifford walked away leaving Evangeline with the guard. 
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    The amount of despair in Anya’s body made her head pound. She felt that she did not have any more tears left in her body. A knock on the doorframe seemed to bring her back to reality. 
 
    “It is me.” Clifford murmured. “Lady Eva— she is in a prison cell.” He hesitantly stepped forward so that he could sit next to Anya. 
 
    Anya groaned and leaned her head against his upper arm. To her dismay, she began to cry once more. Clifford put his arm around her. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do now? I loved her, Clifford. How will I get over this? How can I ever love again? Now I will be unable to trust anyone for fear that they will kill me. Also, Evangeline is still here. What do you think will happen to her?” 
 
    He let out a deep breath before thinking of how to speak. “Ah, for one thing… I think that she is a witch. She hated them so much because—this is just a theory—she probably is one. I suppose she will get what is coming to her. I think I have heard of her. When I was a wee lad, there was a man who had committed adultery and his wife hired a ‘rather swell’ female assassin to kill him. I never quite connected the dots until now.” 
 
    “Clifford, do you think I will fall in love again?” Anya sniffled. 
 
    “You are the crown princess, Anya! People either want to be you, or at least want to know you. One day a man… or woman will come into your life and make you forget all about Evangeline.” His face lit up as he spoke to Anya. 
 
    “I do not think I can let myself be with a woman again. She would be nothing like Evangeline and I would compare them; it would not be fair.” 
 
    “I suppose you are right.” 
 
    Anya wiped her swollen, red eyes with the thin sleeve of her dress and looked at Clifford. He appeared to have enough strength for the both of them at that moment. He was always there for Anya and clearly not just because that was his job. He went above and beyond for her, especially today when he tried to kill Gael. She looked into Clifford’s eyes and could see all the warmth inside him. With him by her side, she hoped that she would get through this affliction.  
 
    For a long time, they did not break their gaze. Anya closed her eyes and leaned into kiss Clifford’s soft lips. In a flash, he turned his head and began to blush. 
 
    “Anya, no… what…?” 
 
    “Oh goodness, oh goodness!” Anya jerked her head away and held her hand over her lips. “Sorry, I do not know what came over me. I just—Evangeline—I am so sorry!” 
 
    “Eleanor did not love me, for she never knew how I felt. But I loved her! And now she is off with Gael, a man she clearly had feelings for. Anya, I am sorry, but we cannot—this will not make you feel better!” Clifford leaned away from her in fear. 
 
    “I know, I know!” Anya’s face turned a bright red. “Your lips are nothing like hers. I just want—I have to go see her!” 
 
    “No, Anya! Calm down, please calm down!” Clifford wrapped his arms around Anya’s head and pulled her against his chest. She was now crying hysterically. “Let us get your parents, yes? They are in the cellar… we will get through this. We are good friends; I can assure you of that.” 
 
    “Thank you, C-Clifford.” Anya lifted her head and stood up with shaking legs. “Let us go.” 
 
    After scurrying down the stairs that led to the cellar door, Anya threw it open. As soon as they entered the room, they saw two chairs sitting back-to-back. The king and queen were both tied up, bound with tight ropes and gags in their mouths to keep them from screaming for help. King Ferdinand was the one facing the door. When he saw his daughter and Clifford, he tried to scream for help. Hearing him, the queen joined in. Anya ran over and pulled the gag out of her mother’s mouth as Clifford pulled the gag out of her father’s. 
 
    “That terrible man! How could he turn on us like he did? After we gave him so much?” King Ferdinand yelled. 
 
    “And that wretched woman was working for him all along. Anya, I hope you know never to see her again!” Queen Rosalind interjected. 
 
    “I know, Mother. She is…” She looked at Clifford. “She is in the dungeon.” Anya remarked as she untied Rosalind’s bounds. 
 
    “Prince Gael is holding Princess Eleanor hostage, but fear not! We will rescue her.” Clifford added confidently. 
 
    “Also according to the prince, on behalf of Eltra, he has declared war on us… I feel like this is  all my fault.” Anya’s shoulders slumped. 
 
    “Bloody hell.” The king stood up and looked at his wife apologetically. “Let us meet with the council in the dining hall tomorrow at sunrise. We must discuss our next move and Anya; no this is not your fault. It was bound to happen, regardless of who Prince Gael married.” 
 
    “I will inform the court immediately, Your Majesty!” Clifford bowed and ran towards the door. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” King Ferdinand motioned for Queen Rosalind. “It is time to tell the boy.” 
 
    “Tell him what, Father?” Anya questioned.  
 
    “Do not worry, daughter. You will know when the time has come... Now Princess, please prepare for the meeting tomorrow. We will need you, especially as we are due to interrogate Lady Evangeline. Show us what a queen you can be!” The king bellowed. 
 
    “Interrogate Lady Evangeline?” Anya’s mouth went dry as her voice faltered. “Will we torture her?”  
 
    “Daughter…” Queen Rosalind began. 
 
    “We will torture her if she does not cooperate. We will do as we must. Now off with you, child.” King Ferdinand waved his hand in dismissal. 
 
    Anya gulped and she nodded to her parents. Before she exited the room, she curtsied and ran through the door away. She searched for Clifford in his study hoping that he would ease her, but he was not in the room. Instead, when she walked back to her chambers in defeat, he appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “Clifford! There you are!” Anya screeched. 
 
    “Yes, here I am. Is everything alright?” He asked with concern in his eyes.  
 
    “Not necessarily… come in.” She motioned for him to sit beside her on the bed. “This war is actually happening. I suppose I was aware that it was, but it is setting in now. Clifford, no one is to blame but myself.” With her elbows on her knees, Anya buried her face in her hands and sobbed. 
 
    “Let it out.” He rubbed his hand over her back. 
 
    “Crying this much is absolutely absurd! Princesses are not supposed to cry.” 
 
    “I do not think that is true. You have suffered greatly over the past day” Although Clifford was trying to be strong, he too was beginning to hurt on the inside. “Truthfully, I am quite worried for Eleanor.” 
 
    “Why, because you love her?” Anya said, slightly annoyed. 
 
    “That does not matter. You should as well, she is your sister!” Clifford hissed. 
 
    “My sister who was in on the plot to have me killed! And who knows what kind of relationship she had going on behind my back with my fiancé!” She began to raise her voice. 
 
    “You had a relationship going on behind her back as well! With a woman! You told me, a servant, rather than your own family. Has she not been there for you otherwise?” He snapped back. 
 
    “Well, I—I…” 
 
    “Anya, I understand that she threatened to kill you and that was absolutely terrible. She is young and she was being taken advantage of, relationship or not.” 
 
    “But Evangeline—” 
 
    “This is not about Evangeline, Anya. Evangeline had her own share of lies. Eleanor is being held hostage! She not only could not kill you, but she also tried to blind the prince.” Clifford bayed. 
 
    Anya huffed, “Goodness… you are right. I guess now that you put it that way, I am quite worried. However I know Ellie better than anyone. She does not let anything hold her back.” 
 
    “I trust that you know her well.” Clifford stood up. “Please come up with a plan for her at the council meeting tomorrow.” She nodded in agreement. “Oh, and Anya?” 
 
    “Yes, Clifford?” 
 
    “Do not go down to see Evangeline. I know that you are hurt, but nothing will be resolved. Promise me.” Clifford said sternly. 
 
    Anya hesitated and then squeaked, “I promise.” 
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    With Evangeline on her mind, Anya awoke from a restless sleep. It was the middle of the night and she knew that she should not go to the castle's dungeon—it would only hurt her more than she already was. Also, she had promised Clifford. He seemed to be the only sane person in this situation. However, Anya could not stop herself from thinking about Evangeline in the dungeon, hopefully rotting away in a cell... but is that what Anya wanted? She sat up in bed and lit a candle as she watched her shadow on the illuminated wall. She picked up a lantern that was resting on her nightstand and clutched it tightly. She had found the lantern in a storage closet earlier and not known what she would do with it. She tried to listen to her brain which was telling her not to see Evangeline, but it was her heart that brought her to her feet. If Clifford did not know, he would not be upset. 
 
    “The sooner I can get closure, the sooner I will fall asleep.” She reminded herself quietly.  
 
    Anya put on a cloak over her nightgown and placed her bow and arrows around her back. She held the lantern over the open flame to cast fire upon its wick as she blew out the candle and walked with uncertainty out of the room.  
 
    She held the flaming lantern ahead of her, making sure not to trip on anything as she walked lower and lower into the castle. Finally, she reached a large wooden door that separated the dungeon from sanity. The door was made of several long planks of rotting wood. It was held together by iron nails and long metal hinges and decorated with pieces of curled metal which also appeared to be covered in mold. The only thing keeping the door in its frame was another metal hinge that covered the door horizontally. 
 
    Anya grabbed hold of the door handle and walked into a narrow hall which had more lit torches in alcoves on the wall. The walls were made of stone and there were no windows. Because the dungeon was underground, the air was very frigid, and this led Anya to wonder how the prisoners did not freeze to death. She continued walking until she saw cells covered with thick iron bars and slots for food.  
 
    “Good evening, Your Highness.” A guard in a black cloak bowed to Anya. He held an axe and wore a black helmet that covered his entire face. He also wore a brooch which was engraved with the Minerva crest. “How may I assist you?” 
 
    Anya curtsied. “Just making some rounds. Carry on with your duties.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.” The guard turned to walk towards the cells at the other end of the corridor.  
 
    “Are you aware of any new prisoners?” Anya called after the guard. 
 
    He stopped walking and then slowly turned to face her from a distance. 
 
    “You mean the assassin? That dirty scum. Yeh we got her, alright.” 
 
    “May I ask where, sir?” 
 
    The guard seemed puzzled that Anya—a target, nonetheless—wanted to know, but told her anyway. “We have the whore at the end away from everyone else. Can’t trust her kind.” 
 
    “Thank you, that is all.” Anya waved her hand, sending him off to his work. 
 
    The guard grunted and walked away, leaving Anya where she stood. She placed the lantern on the floor as she only needed the torches on the wall to guide her. 
 
    She walked down a long corridor, passing several male prisoners asleep on their small bunks behind the metal bars. 
 
    As she walked, she saw fewer and fewer people and that let her know she was getting close. In the corner, there was a single cell that looked as dark and murky as the rest and reeked of diseased rats. Sprawled on the stone-cold floor, wearing the same dress that she was wearing earlier, was Evangeline. She was shivering and trying to warm herself with the thin cloak Clifford had given her.  
 
    “Evangeline Audovera.” Anya murmured in a low voice. 
 
    Startled, Evangeline woke up, trying to grasp where she was. Remembering she was in a dungeon cell, she looked at the princess with wide eyes. 
 
    “A-Anya?” 
 
    “That is Princess Anya as we are in my castle!” She snapped. 
 
    Evangeline shook her head. “No, you—you are no princess of mine. I do not even belong to this kingdom.” 
 
    “Oh? Do you want to play this game? On your knees, peasant! And back away from the door.” 
 
    Evangeline did as she was told as Anya stepped closer to the door; her hands held onto the mold-covered bars. Wincing in disgust, Anya narrowed her eyes at Evangeline. 
 
    “You failed. Prince Gael is stuck with me whether he likes it or not. I will take the throne and I will be your queen. Look at me when I am speaking to you!” 
 
    Evangeline looked her in the eyes, trying to hold back tears. 
 
    “Would you like to know how much I loved you?” Anya asked, her voice close to a whisper. 
 
    She nodded and squeaked, “Yes.” 
 
    “Every bloody night I thought about you. I would fall asleep smiling. Like a child, I imagined our future. I would be queen and you—you would be the leader of my council. We would run Minerva, just the two of us…” Tears began falling down both their faces, but Anya continued. “And if you would like to know, the love making we shared was phenomenal. Goodness, if only we could have children. They would be beautiful, just like you!” 
 
    “And you—” Evangeline croaked. 
 
    “I did not permit you to speak! I imagined us to have such a future… maybe we could have even visited the Isle of Laurel, your home. I could see your childhood.” Anya’s eyes, now burning red from crying, glared at Evangeline who was still kneeling on the stone floor. “Did you realize you failed before or after you stole my virginity?” 
 
    “Before, much before—” 
 
    “That was rhetorical! I do not bloody care, you damn wretch. I do not love you anymore. Goodness, was I a fool for ever trusting you! If I could shoot you in the throat right now I—” She bowed her head and stepped away from the cell. 
 
    As she began backing away, Evangeline sprung to her feet and screamed at the top of her lungs, waking other prisoners in the process. 
 
    “Anya! I love you! ANYA!” 
 
    The guard rushed over to aid Anya as her body heaved with sobs. Fresh tears streamed down her face, but she did not care to hide them. 
 
    “Seize her!” She ordered, ignoring Evangeline’s desperate cries. 
 
    Evangeline continued screaming as Anya walked towards the exit of the dungeon. She picked up her lantern from the floor and left the room, slamming the door in the process. 
 
    Once she was alone, she leaned against the dungeon door and sunk to the ground sobbing.  
 
      
 
    Anya did not sleep much when she got back to her chambers and she doubted that Evangeline was able to either. At dawn, two maids came into the room to help her dress for the council meeting. One maid was a short blonde woman and the other was a little bit taller and plumper. 
 
    “Good morning, Princess Anya. Have you chosen a dress that you wish to wear?” The shorter of the two maids asked.  
 
    Although she had not been given the chance to plan her outfit, she knew just the dress that would suit her. She may have felt as if she was falling apart, but this kingdom meant so much to her and she would not let her people down. The maid opened her closet door and Anya pointed to a dress hanging neatly against the wall. As the maids began preparing to dress her, Clifford stepped into the room and handed her a loaf of bread. It had just come out of the oven and was still warm. 
 
    “Thank you.” Anya mumbled looking down at the bread. 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness… are you ready for this meeting?” Clifford raised his eyebrows in curiosity. 
 
    “Yes. I have been to many council meetings in the past, I just… I want to hurt Evangeline for hurting me.” She gritted her teeth. 
 
    “Hurt her? That does not sound like you—” 
 
    “I do not care. What she did to me is unforgivable. Now if you will excuse me,” Anya bit into the bread. “I must get ready. I will let you know what happens this afternoon.” She looked at him blankly. 
 
    “I do not like how empty you sound… please be careful.” 
 
    As Clifford left the room, Anya looked down at the bread and smiled to herself in a sinister way. As queen, she would protect her kingdom at any cost. 
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    In the dining hall, Anya strode into view looking every inch a queen. She was draped in a floor-length gown of heavy sapphire-colored velvet. The neckline was round instead of the square cut usually associated with the typical fashion—although nothing about Princess Anya was ever “typical”. Her gown split in the middle, revealing a blue corset similar in shade to that of a robin's egg. Silver embroidery was worked into the dress in elegant designs. Silk ribbon roses the color of the sky were pinned at her sleeves and the bodice was decorated with faux feathers in shades of emerald and sapphire. Wincing, Evangeline—whose cuffed hands were being pulled by the guard dragging her into the room—realized that this dress was similar to the one that she wore to the ball all those weeks ago. Only Anya's gown was created for a princess and made Evangeline's look like a cheap cast off.  
 
    Stood there with one hand on her hip, Anya looked severe, imposing, terribly beautiful, and cold. The blue of her dress made her eyes appear as bitter as ice. A crown of pure white quartz gleamed on a sterling metal frame. It gave Anya a curving regal outline. 
 
    “Pleasure you could join us, Princess. We need to discuss business. Please take a seat.” King Ferdinand ordered. Holding a thin baton in one hand, he drew her attention to an empty chair.  
 
    All of the members of the royal council sat at the table. It consisted of a body of advisors who aided the royal family in running the Kingdom of Minerva. Each member of the council had been appointed by the royals and retained their title only so long as King Ferdinand allowed. So far, he had not felt the need to replace any advisors as the king and queen already had trustworthy advocates.  
 
    Lord Walter Brickenden had the duty of being the council’s senior advisor on the highest levels of national and government policy. It was he who officially passed the laws in their unity to Minerva once they had been agreed with the council. He was King Ferdinand’s personal escort at his wedding to Queen Rosalind and so he trusted Lord Brickenden with his life. The maintenance of the kingdom's infrastructure was also his responsibility. This gave him the duty of ensuring the spies of the court were kept in order.  
 
    The Keeper of The Royal Seal and advisor to the monarch was Queen Rosalind’s younger sister, Lady Radella Ward. Her duty was diplomacy and she often met with the royal family. It was she who determined who was able to meet with the king. 
 
    The kingdom also had a treasurer named Lord Roldan Curtis. He was responsible for the raising of taxes, the funding for royal and civic projects, and the settling of debts incurred by the Crown. A knight named Sir Sylas Atwood was the highest-ranked man in the kingdom who was trusted to withhold secret combat techniques. The priest, Father Charles, attended these meetings to let the council know that God was with them.  
 
    As she was the crown princess, out of the two sisters it was usually just Anya who attended the meetings. It was more important for her to understand politics and so despite Eleanor being held against her will, the council was not missing any crucial members. 
 
    King Ferdinand unrolled a map of Minerva that had been resting on the chair behind him. It stretched all the way across the table.  
 
    “This here,” He used his baton to point to a city close to the coast. “This is Nodnol where the court is located, as you know. I believe that the battles will be held here as it was Eltra that declared war upon us.” 
 
    Lord Curtis raised his hand and asked gruffly, “How does that girl apply to Eltra declaring war?” He pointed to Evangeline who was bound to a small wooden desk with chains. She looked slightly uncomfortable which made Anya force a smile through thin, closed lips.  
 
    “Ah, she was the assassin. Her name is Evangeline. Tried to buddy up with me and destroy my family, but I was not going to have that, now was I? Eltra hired her. I assumed that after she had taken us out, their monarchy would take over.” She glared at Evangeline who looked helpless and vulnerable—Anya had never seen her like that. 
 
    “An assassin, hm? Sounds like Eltra has low self-esteem. Alright, so Your Majesty, here is my idea.” Lord Brickenden stood up gingerly from the chair he had been sitting in and signed for King Ferdinand to hand him the baton. He traced its tip from Nodnol, through the ocean, and stopped at the border with Eltra. “Surely, the knights will fight in our land. However, what if we sail a boat to their castle when they are least expecting it? That way we can destroy their court in case they plan to flee.” 
 
    “That is an excellent idea indeed! They will be stuck in Nodnol. Although we will have to kill their queen so that we can further attack.” Lady Radella spoke up. “Sister, what if they do the same?” 
 
    Queen Rosalind nodded to her sister as if she had already considered this. Anya kept her eyes on her father as she did not want to look at Evangeline.  
 
    “That is a wonderful idea, Lord Brickenden. Lord Curtis, if you would please strip the girl of her clothing. We have some questions for her.” King Ferdinand instructed.  
 
    Lord Curtis stood up from his seat and walked briskly over to Evangeline who gritted her teeth in fear. 
 
    Anya turned around in her seat and watched him undo the laces of Evangeline’s dress. Anya turned back to look at the king. Her eyebrows drew together, and she bit her bottom lip. 
 
    “Father, is this completely necessary?” She asked with a shaken voice. 
 
    “Yes, Princess Anya. I know that she was your friend, but she is not any longer.” Ferdinand acknowledged Anya’s discomfort. 
 
    “Mother, there has to be another way!” Anya turned to the queen in panic. 
 
    “Daughter, we might not have to hurt her. This is just a fear tactic that you have never had to witness.” 
 
    King Ferdinand dug through his pocket and pulled out a whip. He tossed it to Lord Curtis who caught it without hesitation. Sir Sylas and Father Charles walked over to Lord Curtis’ side. Lady Radella whispered something into her sister’s ear, but Anya could not hear over the pounding in her head. The room now seemed very cramped, so she stood up as she felt unable to stay in one place.  
 
    She stood beside Lord Curtis and Evangeline who was only wearing her undergarments. Feeling rather as if she was on display, Evangeline kept her head bowed to the floor in shame as she remained bound in an upright position. 
 
    “Evangeline, there are two ways we can play this game. One: you answer my questions and be a good peasant, or two: you’re difficult and I beat you. Either way, we’ll get the answers we need.” Lord Curtis growled at her. 
 
    She looked up and tried to make eye contact with Anya, but she did not return the gaze. 
 
    “What is Eltra planning?” Lord Curtis asked darkly. 
 
    Evangeline said nothing as she had too much pride.  
 
    “Do I need to repeat myself?” He grunted. He lifted her head by putting his forefinger under her chin. Her eyes burnt through his. “What… is… Eltra… planning?” 
 
    “Piss off, you wanker.” She growled and spat on his face. 
 
    From beside him, Anya sucked in a breath as she knew that Evangeline’s actions would lead to terrible consequences. Lord Curtis made a disgusted sound and struck Evangeline directly on the nose. She winced but did not cry out as blood began dripping down her face and onto the floor.  
 
    Lady Radella and Queen Rosalind stood on either side of Anya as King Ferdinand followed behind them at his own pace. Now the entire council surrounded Evangeline. Lord Curtis snapped the whip behind him, readying himself to scourge Evangeline’s back. She looked up at him in defeat, suddenly aware of the immense pressure on her. 
 
    “STOP!” Anya screamed at the top of her lungs and stepped in front of Evangeline. “Lord Curtis, this is no way to treat a lady, fugitive or not. This goes beyond what I believe should happen in a kingdom as means of punishment and I mean to change that!” She snatched the whip from Lord Curtis’ hands and threw it with all her might to the opposite side of the room. “She clearly cannot speak with blood flowing out of her nostrils and you are too much of a fool to even get her a handkerchief. Father Charles, please?” Anya glanced at the priest, who looked horrified. She walked over to Father Charles, jerked the handkerchief out of his hands and as she was unable to do so herself, put it under Evangeline’s nose. “And tell the guards in the dungeon the same. We will not torture this woman.” 
 
    “But Your Highness—protocol—” 
 
    She held up her hand to silence Lord Curtis. “I do not care. And you!” She whirled back around to point at Evangeline. “If you had just spoken up, you would not be in this mess! Is this what you want?” 
 
    Evangeline swallowed before speaking. “King Theodore hired me. I did not want to do it. I tried to refuse, but he just would not hear it.” 
 
    “What are they planning?” Anya snapped. 
 
    “King Theodore traveled to Chinsha and—their technology is wonderful—he stole a gunpowder bomb. After I had ended the Syndreds, and everyone else in the royal line, he was going to destroy the court. Every last inch of Minerva’s existence—it would all be Eltra. Every bloody path would be Eltra.” Evangeline, whose nose was still bleeding slightly, was also beginning to sweat. 
 
    “To answer your question about protocol, Lord Curtis, if this is how she wishes to spend her time as queen, we must oblige. And remember, Princess Anya is my daughter—she is of great intelligence and wit!” King Ferdinand spoke up. 
 
    “I agree, Your Majesty.” Lord Brickenden concurred.  
 
    “Is there any other information that could help us, Miss Audovera?” Queen Rosalind bent down to see her eye to eye. 
 
    “No, that is all I know, I swear it. Please let me go.” Evangeline begged, tears glazing over her eyes. 
 
    “I would like to have Miss Audovera put into a solitary prison cell. We will leave her there until we hang her.” King Ferdinand straightened out the collar of his suit top. 
 
    “Hang her?!” Anya screeched.  
 
    “Daughter, she knows too much. Remember, your friend plotted to kill you—to kill us! She is most likely a witch. We cannot trust her.” King Ferdinand bowed his head. “Sir Sylas, please speak with the other knights about how you plan to fight… and if you are able to, please share your knowledge of gunpowder bomb warfare. Lords, come with me and we will discuss how to save Princess Eleanor who is being held hostage. Lady Radella, please escort Miss Audovera to the east wing of the dungeon.” 
 
    “I think we should let our daughter say goodbye to Evangeline. This is the last she will see her…” Queen Rosalind looked at her daughter in sympathy.  
 
    “Yes, alright.” King Ferdinand waved his hand in dismissal. 
 
    “Your Majesty, the queen should go into hiding as she is the blood heir of Minerva. If she dies, Eltra wins the war.” Lady Radella stated. 
 
    “Ah you are right. Queen Rosalind, will you hide out in the high tower? I will come visit as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I would be delighted. Sister, please wait in the doorway to escort Evangeline. Let us give Anya a moment.” 
 
    Once the two women were alone in the dining hall, Evangeline, still bound, felt humiliated and looked up at Anya. Anya was not sure what she felt; was it anger from being betrayed? Or sadness that she was going to lose Evangeline? 
 
    Time seemed to stop as both women remained silent. Evangeline could not hold the tears any longer while she looked at Anya—a warrior.  
 
    “I—I am proud of you.” She stammered in a voice that was barely audible. 
 
    Panting, Anya placed her hands on Evangeline’s cheeks and kissed her with all the passion in her body. The only sound that could be heard was their breaths. As quickly as it started, Anya pulled away and wiped Evangeline’s blood off of her own lip whilst staring at her. 
 
    Anya’s lips formed the words ‘I love you,’ but she could not bring herself to say it out loud. She then stood as tall as she could manage and walked out of the dining hall.  
 
    As she walked away, Radella wrapped her arms tightly around Anya. “You are my beautiful niece, Your Highness. Please do not forget how much love for you I have in my heart.” 
 
    Anya managed to nod as her tears began to fall. This time, she did not care about being seen. 
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    After yet another sleepless night, Anya stood motionless in the forest with her bow and arrows. The autumn weather appeared to be the perfect temperature and the afternoon sun beamed down as she tried to shoot at the targets but kept missing time after time. She assumed she was not taking the wind into consideration, so this time she planted her feet into the earth and aimed her bow at the tree but was startled when she heard Clifford calling out for her.  
 
    “Greetings, Princess Anya.” He bowed to her. “I have not seen you around in quite some time... and well... are you avoiding me?” He trudged through the bushes to stand beside her. “I would like you to know, the kiss was your doing—” 
 
    “No, why in heaven's name would you think such a thing?” She looked at Clifford with a puzzled expression.  
 
    “Er, Anya, your eyes are rather swollen... is everything alright?” 
 
    “Please do not worry. I have not felt the energy to go walking as we normally do.”  
 
    “You do not look like you have had energy for anything.” He gestured to Anya’s tired-looking face.  
 
    “Excuse me, is that anyway to speak to me?”  
 
    “Ah, where are my manners? Princess, I am worried about you. And look at your shooting! You have never missed, and... well...” He pointed to the arrows that were beside the tree.  
 
    She sighed. “If you must know, I have not been sleeping well lately. I cannot stop thinking about—her.”  
 
    “Yes, yes, I know. You are no longer in a relationship.” 
 
    “For goodness’ sake, no. Evangeline was questioned at the council meeting. Now that she has given all the information she can, we have no use for her. We will hang her for plotting to kill us.” Now slightly annoyed, Anya squared her shoulders and set up to shoot her arrow again. This time it hit the tree so hard that pieces of bark splintered off to the side.  
 
    Clifford winced and timidly placed his hand on her shoulder. “And you do not want this...” he stated.  
 
    “No, I—I do not believe in sentencing people to death as a punishment for their crimes.” 
 
    “Also, you love her.” 
 
    “I do not! She broke my heart... Fine. I may have mouthed to her that I loved her, but she does not read lips. I do not know whether or not she understood me, and I do not care. Do not look at me like that!” Clifford gave Anya a skeptical look while she successfully shot another arrow. “I also kissed her. It was our last kiss and I—I—” Her legs gave out from under her and she fell to the ground, bursting once more into tears. “One of my father’s men punched her in the nose and she was letting out so much blood. Thank goodness it was not broken. Please God, keep her safe.” She crossed herself as she continued to cry.  
 
    “Anya, I am so sorry.” 
 
    “And my sister... goodness, my Eleanor. I cannot decide if I despise her or if I miss her, and I do not have time to think about it because I have to help think of ways to rescue her. This is all too much. On top of that, I am doing the best I can to help prepare us for this war. There is just so much on my mind. Maybe death would be easier.” 
 
    Clifford clenched his jaw. “No, Anya. You are to be queen. You will change the lives of so many people, just remember what Lady Evangeline did to you.”  
 
    “She made me fall in love with her! That is what she bloody did.” She grunted as she shot yet another arrow at the tree. 
 
    “I think you are going to make the tree fall, Princess. Can you put down the bow?” 
 
    “No!” Ready to shoot another arrow, Anya turned and pointed the bow towards Clifford. “There is a war taking place very soon. Do you want to know how I bloody feel? I feel as if hell has come to earth and I am boiling over. I would rather be eaten by wolves!” 
 
    He fearfully took a deep breath. “I just thought... she betrayed you!” 
 
    “So did my sister! But I cannot hate her. I feel as if I am the only one left alone in this world. I am a disgusting human. I will have to live a lie, so I do not sin. Every bloody thing I will do is a sin, I was born incorrectly.” Anya whirled around and shot the arrow into the clearing before dropping her bow to the side and sitting down on the forest floor. 
 
    Clifford exhaled in relief and shook his head. 
 
    “I think she would have murdered me as well.” 
 
    “You really are not helping. I am sorry, friend, but I think it is best I am alone right now.” Anya turned her head away and stared into the distance. Although she could not see the water from where she was in the woods, she knew that Evangeline’s homeland, the Isle of Laurel was in that direction. Rather than feeling pain over Evangeline like she thought she would, however, she had an idea. “Clifford, please go check on my mother. She is hiding in the high tower. We assume that we have more time until Eltra attacks, but you can never be too certain. If the queen dies, His Highness loses his power and that is why she must be protected at all cost. Minerva is her land. I must speak with the king at once.” Anya jumped to her feet and quickly tossed the bow and arrows to Clifford who managed to catch them. “I apologize. Please bring those to my chambers. Thank you, Clifford!” 
 
    With her dress flowing in the breeze, Anya ran off to talk to King Ferdinand. Although she felt terrible, the fact that she was saving her kingdom made her feel like she was worth something again. 
 
      
 
    Just as Anya had said, Clifford had found Queen Rosalind patiently waiting in the highest tower of the castle for the war to finish. Although it had technically not started yet, she would not be much help anyway as the royal blood of Minerva ran through her veins and so she could not be put in danger. After all, her husband had the council and it was Lady Radella, a council member, who suggested she go into hiding in the first place. 
 
    Thanks to Anya, Clifford was one of the few people who knew where the queen was hiding. He knocked on the door to check on her as he carried a mug filled with leek soup. He put it on the nightstand in the small room and bowed swiftly; although he knew he must not speak before the queen, this seemed to be an important time.  
 
    “Princess Anya sent me. I am at your service.” 
 
    “Thank you, my boy.” She praised him. 
 
    “Certainly, Your Majesty. Can I assist you in any other way?” 
 
    “Yes, Clifford, sit down please.” 
 
    He sat at the foot of the bed and looked at her eagerly. 
 
    “I know your history.” Queen Rosalind admitted, bowing her head. 
 
    “My history?” He asked with a gasp. 
 
    “Your father and brother were knights of this court... I knew them personally.” 
 
    Clifford was completely dumbstruck. He was unable to form words until he finally managed to ask, “You knew them?” 
 
    She slowly nodded. “After the fire happened, you disappeared. We actually had men looking for you, day and night. Then out of the blue, you came to the castle and wanted to be a servant for my daughter!” 
 
    “I thought my history was lost…” He shrugged. 
 
    “History is never lost. That what is destined to be, will happen no matter what the situation surrounding it is. We are all tied together.” She stood up, looked through the closet and picked up a sword. “I have been saving this sword for you. It was owned by your father, Samuel Arkwright.” She handed him the sword. 
 
    He took it and glanced down at it. “So... you are saying that—” 
 
    “Sir Clifford Arkwright, you are a knight and you have always been. Load up your armor and go fight at once. Minerva needs you!” 
 
    He stood up and bowed. “Thank you, Queen Rosalind. I will not let you down. Am I allowed to tell the princess yet?” 
 
    “By all means, boy. Now go!” She smiled.  
 
    Clifford swung open the door of the tower and ran down the stairs as fast as he could; he could not wait to tell Anya. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Anya patiently waited outside of the library for her father to finish speaking to the council about the war. Eltra had officially sent word that they were going to attack. One of their servants, a thin boy with long, knotted hair pulled up into a bow with ribbon had rode into town saying that Minerva was done for. He mentioned that the prince was especially unhappy because he supposedly had to do what the assassin his father had hired could not. She knew that Gael would fail in trying to do the things Evangeline had done. She was fit for fighting, whereas he appeared lazy.  
 
    The library door opened, and Lady Radella walked out holding a rolled-up scroll. When she saw Anya standing there, her eyes widened, and she pulled her into the adjoining lounge and sat in a chair. She motioned for Anya to sit beside her.  
 
    “Auntie, I need to speak with my father...” 
 
    “Patience, Princess. His meeting is almost over. Until then, I would like you to know that, well... I know.”  
 
    “You know? What do you know?” Anya shuddered as she sat. 
 
    “I know about you and Lady Evangeline. I am not sure of the relationship the two of you had, but I know something romantic must have occurred. I assume before you found out about the truth about her.” Lady Radella admitted quietly.  
 
    Anya paused and then shook her head. “I do not know what you are talking about.”  
 
    She smiled. “Several years ago, I met a foreign woman named Elpis—” 
 
    “Wait, I have met Miss Elpis. She is very sweet.” Anya interrupted.  
 
    “Yes, that is the one. She was completely breathtaking, and she took no shite. She was humorous and well educated.  She had no money, unless someone bought her art off of the streets. Another woman traveled to Greecena and met Elpis in the village, interested in her beautiful masterpieces. Can you guess who this woman was?” 
 
    With wide eyes, Anya looked up at her aunt. “You?” 
 
    “You are correct, it was me. Elpis and I fell deeply in love. We spent every moment we could together. I wrote to my sister as often as I was able to; she was very supportive as she had grown up with me fancying women. Anyhow, as it usually happens, all good things come to an end. Elpis had a fiancé that traveled to another continent to meet with the ambassador. Their wedding was due to take place after he returned.” Lady Radella laughed quietly at the memory.  
 
    “So what happened, Auntie? What did you do?” Anya asked, now intrigued.  
 
    “I was Princess of Minerva and would one day be Duchess of Danvillury. I suppose you could still call me a princess, but it has been some time since you were crowned, so I assume you are much wiser than I. Because I was a princess, I could do whatever the hell I wanted.” She said proudly. “So I left and returned to Danvillury where I lived. My lovely sister came to visit from time to time and she told me about the handsome prince she was seeing—your father. After she had returned to Nodnol, I received a message from a guard that a woman was waiting for me in the courtyard. There, I found Elpis. She could not go through with the marriage; she wanted me, not him. Elpis and I have been together ever since.” Lady Radella smiled broadly.  
 
    “That explains why you are always on personal holiday. Alright, I suppose you are right about Evangeline.” 
 
    “Of course I am. I could tell by the way your heart broke at the meeting. Then I saw you crying. Princess Anya, I wish there was a way to prevent us having to hang her. It is protocol.” 
 
    Anya hated the word ‘protocol’ and wished that she could change it. However, she knew it was not Lady Radella’s fault and fell helplessly into her aunt's embrace. Once Anya had the strength, Radella helped her sit up and then cleared her throat.  
 
    “Lady Evangeline is gorgeous; I realize what you saw in her. I suppose if I had not met Elpis when I was your age, Miss Evangeline would be just my type. Do not tell Elpis.” Lady Radella giggled softly until Anya let out a sigh. 
 
    “Evangeline was much more than her looks. She was so complex… I just loved how she spoke. Oh goodness, and how she sang… it took my breath away. I have barely slept since she was first brought to the dungeon and I cry so often. I do not even know how my body can create this many tears. It is becoming painful.” 
 
    “I cannot even imagine what you must be feeling. I am so sorry. I truly am.” Her aunt spoke sympathetically. 
 
    Anya replied flatly. “Like you said, I am Princess of Minerva. I can do whatever the hell I want—” 
 
    The door to the library opened as Lord Brickenden and Lord Curtis neatly walked out. They were having a quiet conversation amongst themselves. 
 
    “Excuse me, Auntie.” Anya curtsied to Lady Radella and then ran into the library where she found King Ferdinand in the corner with a quill in his hand. “Father, I did not want to interrupt you during the council meeting, but I have a wonderful idea. The plan to sail to Eltra and attack to catch their men off guard may not work. However, my plan may be less violent. I suppose if it goes as I have planned, it will be very helpful for our kingdom.” Anya said excitedly 
 
    “Ah, hello Princess.” King Ferdinand put the quill down and then turned to listen to his daughter. “What is the idea?” 
 
    “I realized that Lady Evangeline is part of the Isle of Laurel and—” 
 
    “Daughter, I have told you. We have to follow protocol. Her execution is mandatory!” He stood up and shook his head. 
 
    “No Father, listen please! The Isle of Laurel is Eltra’s territory, but from the information that Lady Evangeline has given me about her homelife, I know that the Isle is a very mismanaged land. Eltra does not fund them as they should, and the people are of a much lower class. Disease is rife and the only food that its citizens can afford is what the people can grow in their gardens.” Anya could tell that she now had her father’s attention because he was scratching his chin in deep thought.  
 
    “Go on…” 
 
    “Let us go and take Eltra’s land. If Minerva  can expand our territory, our enemies will have less chance of winning the war. We could offer the people of the Isle proper treatment of their land. Maybe—because it is one of the largest isles in the nation—we could even dock our battleships there in secret, as well as make it a base. That way, they would have no choice but to agree to join Minerva!” Anya felt proud of her well-thought-out plan. 
 
    “I do think this could work, but what do you suggest we bring for protection? It is also possible that the Isle of Laurel is waiting for us to travel there so that they can attack.” 
 
    “Father, Eltra ignores the Isle of Laurel unless they are discussing how much land they own. I am not sure whether this is true, but Lady Evangeline informed me that the best mage is here in our land. I assume even the sickly from other lands within Eltra travel to Nodnol to see her. We must travel quickly as winter will be here in a few weeks and we do not want anyone to catch disease.” 
 
    “Princess, you are very smart. I am proud to call you my daughter! Let us get some of the knights together to travel with us. We will set sail two days from today when the rooster crows. As soon as you finish breakfast, please meet the knights and I at the boatyard. I will send word out to the knights at once! As the Isle of Laurel is not far from Nodnol, I assume that we can travel there within a day. You should travel home that night to protect the kingdom from any incoming attacks. I will send an escort with you.” King Ferdinand patted Anya’s shoulder in triumph before leaving the library.  
 
    When she was alone again, she thought about what her aunt had said. Young Radella had it all, but she fell in love with a female street artist on holiday in Greecena. She wondered if Miss Elpis was betrothed to that man for love or whether it was to make her parents happy but came to the conclusion that it must not have been for love.  
 
    Anya wondered why her aunt and Elpis did not live together. Perhaps they were still afraid after all these years to be true to themselves? She would ask Lady Radella. Although her aunt’s love story was not quite the same as her own, hers also had troubles. Anya did not feel quite so alone anymore. She returned to her chambers shortly after talking with the king, climbed in bed and slept for hours. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Seated next to Gael on the throne of Eltra, was Eleanor whose misery grew daily. She was slouching slightly in her chair, ready for the day to end. Gael had spoiled her with gifts: tiaras, jewels, and dresses. As wonderful as that would have seemed several months prior, Eleanor now felt that she was being suffocated. Her dress was pearl white with a square neckline which exposed her collar bones. The sleeves had long cuffs that flowed with her every movement and a grey corset was tied tightly above her floor length skirt. Around her neck she wore an extravagant diamond necklace with a matching crown that wrapped all the way around her head. Its white diamonds glimmered over a sterling silver headpiece.  
 
    “Gael, you cannot keep giving me gifts. Especially not like these. Royal or not, how can you afford them?” Eleanor sighed as she straightened out her necklace.  
 
    He ignored half of her question and attempted to grab her attention. “Nonsense, Ellie. These pieces of clothing were made for a queen and you almost are one. I love giving you gifts, my love.” Gael swooped over to Eleanor and bowed before kissing her cheek.  
 
    “My sister is almost a queen. Your assassin failed, remember? Did you know they would fall in love?” She corrected him.  
 
    “Of course I did not know. Had Evangeline not developed feelings for her, there would have been no issues.” 
 
    “Were you aware that she—that she liked... women?” Eleanor winced.  
 
    “No, I do not think she even knew. Anya is good at pulling people in, I suppose. Anyhow, she will not be queen. Christ, Minerva is almost going to be non-existent!” 
 
    Her mouth drooped. She shrugged her shoulders and stood up. “I would like to go home. I have a life there and I did not quite give you my consent to bring me here.” 
 
    “Ellie, do not be foolish.” Gael lifted Eleanor off her feet and carried her to his chambers. He dismissed her attempts to break free and threw her onto his bed. “You will have a new life here.”  
 
    He crawled on top of her and pulled her dress skirt up, rubbing his hands against her thighs.  
 
    Eleanor shook her head. She could not feel any emotion towards him.  
 
    “Gael, I do not want this.” 
 
    “You have never said no before, you dirty little mistress.” He winked.  
 
    “You hired Evangeline. Do you know how badly Anya’s emotions were hurt? I am sure they still are. She loved Evangeline, but it was all a game to you.”  
 
    “Are you suggesting we invite Anya? I have never been a part of a three-way. Oh, and Evangeline. So... four?”  
 
    “Gael, stop this right now—” Eleanor’s eyes widened in agony.  
 
    He had disregarded her wishes and managed to trail her undergarments down to her knees at such an accelerated speed that she had not even had the chance to say no. In one instantaneous movement, He forced himself on her, causing her to cry out as if she were being tortured.  
 
    “Oh calm down, it is not that bad. You are just not aroused.” Gael grunted.  
 
    She tried to push him off, but he was just too strong. As Eleanor had multiple rings on each finger, she managed to punch him in the face, hoping that she had inflicted pain. 
 
    “If that is how you would like to do this...” Gael winked and covered her mouth with his hand. She tried to scream for help, but it was no use. Panicking, she knew she had to keep trying to save herself. Eleanor flailed her legs and struck her knee against his ribs.  
 
    “Stop bloody fighting.” He growled, taking his hand off of her mouth.  
 
    “I am not the girl I used to be. I am a Syndred and we do not take orders from bastards. I do not need a man telling me what I can and cannot do. My success is mine, not some idiot claiming it as his own.” Eleanor punched Gael hard in the throat. His response was to slap her hard across the face.  
 
    “You are just making this harder for yourself.” He hissed.  
 
    Eleanor’s head began to throb under the crown, she had forgotten that she was wearing it. Gael continued to thrust forcefully which made the entire bed shake. She laid there motionless, trying not to pass out. She then groped at the crown on her head, dragging her finger over the silver tip. If she could stab it hard enough, maybe she would be able to use it to her advantage.  
 
    She knew she only had one shot, so she swiftly took the crown off of her head and jammed the needle-sharp spines into the side of Gael’s throat. He howled in pain and jumped off of her in an effort to stop the blood from spurting out.  
 
    “Oh, bloody hell. Father!” He called out. “Get Princess Eleanor Syndred. She is the devil!” In the moment where Gael had not been looking at her, she grabbed his sabre and stabbed it right into his heart. He screamed, trying to bring Eleanor down with him, but she was too fast to catch. Blood sprayed out onto her white dress, but she did not care. She felt her adrenaline rising as she heard footsteps from out of the room.  
 
    Trying to catch her breath, her eyes darted around the room. She noticed a single window which had no glass pane and looked out. It would be a very sheer drop down, but Eleanor knew that was her only chance of escape.  
 
    “Son? Is everything alright?” King Theodore asked from outside the door. 
 
    Still holding the sabre, she looked at the door to Gael’s chambers. As the steps came closer, Eleanor panicked more. She tossed the sabre out of the window just as the door opened.  
 
    King Theodore stared at Gael’s bloody corpse and his eyes flickered up to Eleanor. The blood splattered all over her dress was all the evidence that he needed. 
 
    “Guards! Kill the girl!” He roared. 
 
    Without thinking, Eleanor jumped, praying that the landing alone would not kill her. To her dismay, her thick dress caught in a low tree branch and stopped her fall. She managed to rip the skirt and fell the rest of the distance onto the grass, landing right on her stomach. 
 
    “Oh, bollocks!” She heaved as the wind had been slightly knocked out of her. “Goodness, what do I do now?” 
 
    The sun was setting, so Eleanor thought it was safest to stay hidden in the shadows. She picked up the sabre she had thrown previously and used it to cut a piece of rope from her corset. Then she cut some fabric off of her skirt to create a makeshift scabbard and baldric so that she could carry her weapon around her waist.   
 
    In the distance, she could see guards running back and forth trying to find her. What had Anya taught her? Be true to yourself. She made sure to keep in the shadows and tried to remember where the stables were. If she was going to get home to her kingdom, she would need to ride. It would take at least a week on foot and chances were that she would not survive the walk, especially because she was now on the run. 
 
    As she approached the castle walls, she could just about make out what the guards were saying to one another. 
 
    “She could not have gone far…” 
 
    “Let’s follow her trail!” 
 
    “The dogs might smell her.” 
 
    “We must ride at once.” 
 
    Now feeling determined, Eleanor stealthily followed the men that she had just overheard. They all began walking and held their torches in front of them. 
 
    They all walked through the now dark inner court and headed over a bridge into the stables. Eleanor kept herself at a safe distance as she followed the voices. Two men—one with dark hair and the other with red hair—entered the room and so Eleanor pressed herself against the wall and stayed as silent as she could. One of the horses, a gray spotted mare looked directly at her, causing her to fear her cover would be blown. 
 
    “Should we take this one?” The dark-haired man asked as he patted the mare on the muzzle. 
 
    “Bethany? Yeah, she is a good one.” The redhead replied as he began putting armor on the horse. 
 
    She let out a sigh of relief as the horse looked away. One man quickly spun around on his heels to look at the dark wall. He pointed his torch in Eleanor’s direction. 
 
    “I thought I heard something—” 
 
    “It’s her!” The red-haired man screamed. 
 
    The two men pulled their swords out of their scabbards and pointed them directly at her. 
 
    “Hello lads.” Eleanor spoke, her voice cracking as she shakily took the sabre out of her scabbard.  
 
    She gripped it tightly with both hands, the right on top of the left. This allowed a much wider range of arm movements. When the redhead lunged forward swinging his sword in the process, Eleanor blocked him and stepped swiftly to the side. The man lost his footing and fell forward against the wall as the dark-haired man lunged forward. She blocked his attack by pulling her sword straight up. The redhead attempted to straighten his posture, but Eleanor struck him in the temple with her elbow, making him fall to the ground with a grunt. 
 
    Behind them, the horses in the stables were stamping their hooves and neighing wildly. Eleanor glanced over at the horses which gave the dark-haired man the chance to attack. She gasped and stepped even further to the side in an attempt to block him. His weapon swung within inches from the top of her head, Eleanor managed to block his attack and redirect it, pushing his sword out of the way with her sabre. This parry caught him off guard and so she used this as a chance to attack.  
 
    The dark-haired man was now at a disadvantage. He tried to block her, but she was much smaller and faster than him. She swiftly sliced at his throat which sprayed even more blood on her dress. The red-haired man was still laying on the ground, but Eleanor did not even give him the chance to fight her. She stabbed her sabre right through his skull.  
 
    With two dead men on the ground, Eleanor did not waste time getting on the armored horse’s—Bethany’s—saddle. She put the sabre back into her makeshift scabbard and mounted the mare. In fear of what had just occurred, the mare stood on her hind legs and neighed frantically. 
 
    “It is okay girl, please be quiet. Please.”  
 
    Eleanor held on to Bethany’s neck and combed her fingers through the horse’s long, slick mane. As Bethany began to calm down, Eleanor sent her into a gallop towards Eltra’s forest.  
 
    A light snow began falling from the sky as the horse galloped on and Eleanor hoped that she would not freeze to death. The only amount of clothing she had was the torn apart, bloody dress she was wearing. She would only be able to travel at night in case King Theodore sent men out. People in Eltra’s court would notice the two dead guards in the stables, it was only a matter of time. 
 
    After Eleanor had rode Bethany a decent distance, she let the horse slow down into a trot. She suddenly felt exhausted, but she had a long way to travel until she could let herself sleep. 
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    On the morning of their travel to the Isle of Laurel, Anya sat alone in the dining hall. She wore a black silk one-piece that traveled mid-way down her arms and separate black gloves that covered what the one-piece did not. On her top half, she was wearing a sterling silver chain-mail tunic underneath an armored corset made of leather. This disguised armor made her appear unprotected which would ultimately put her at an advantage when enemies tried to attack, as they would fall for her trap and expose themselves. On her shoulders were black pauldrons that laced her upper back. On her chest, she wore the Minerva crest with pride.  
 
    At the table, she nibbled on a piece of bread before placing it back onto the plate in front of her. She felt her stomach churn, in addition to also feeling awfully alone. Her mother was in hiding, her father was off preparing the ship, her sister was missing, and her lover was not truly her lover. The rest of the court was still asleep in their chambers and so the only source of light in the dining hall came from the autumn dawn outside of the windows.  
 
    Although she did not want to admit it, she craved Evangeline. She wished more than anything to lay in her arms right now and stare at her precious face; to listen to her soft breathing. She was not sure when the execution was scheduled for… if it had not already happened. Had it not, did she even want to see the life being taken out of Evangeline?  
 
    Cursing herself for even thinking about these things, Anya stood up and straightened out the skirt of her dress. She picked up her bow and arrows which were leaning beside her and slung them around her back as she entered the courtyard. A guard stood beside the door and held it open for her without moving his head to look at her. 
 
    “Thank you, good sir.” Anya curtsied to the guard before walking to the back of the court in the direction of the boat yard.  
 
    When she reached her destination, she found knights loading things onto the boat. A knight wearing a helmet as well as his armor came dashing through the mud and stopped directly in front of her. 
 
    “Good morning, Princess Anya!” He said, examining her outfit. 
 
    “Good morning, Sir… erm… may you take your helmet off so I can properly greet you?” 
 
    “Ah yes, of course, Your Highness.” The man took off his helmet and held it under his arm. “Is this better?” He asked, exposing his face. 
 
    “Clifford? Is that—why are you dressed as a knight?” She asked in confusion. 
 
    He chuckled. “I suppose it is because I am one.” Anya was dumbstruck and so he added, “Your mother told me. That was the secret she had for me. And look at you!” He gestured to her armor. “Are you even allowed to fight as a princess?” 
 
    “Why would I have armor if I was not allowed to fight? It was my choice as a child: I would fight if need be. However, today the knights and the weapons are only for precaution. We plan to stay as quiet as possible.” 
 
    “I know, Anya. I have not slept as I have been training. The knight who is in the council has been fencing with me and teaching me all of his fighting techniques.” Clifford bragged. 
 
    “Sir Sylas Atwood.” 
 
    Before he could respond, the captain of the ship called out, “All aboard!” 
 
    “Alright, I best go find the king.” Clifford looked through the crowd of men as Anya sped away. 
 
    Once she found King Ferdinand waiting for her at the gangplank, they linked arms and boarded the boat. The other men followed them without speaking.  
 
    Anya stood at the starboard side of the ship, peering out into the water. As it set sail towards the Isle of Laurel, she sighed to herself. Little did she know, Clifford had managed to locate her.  
 
    “She is not dead yet.” He reassured her. 
 
    Startled, Anya spun around to face him. “How—how do you know?” 
 
    “Because I went to see her last night in solitary confinement. Sir Sylas took me down to the dungeon because I had never seen that side of it before… and then I looked for Evangeline. She was awake. Crying… no, whimpering. She did not notice me there, however.” Clifford stood next to her and peered into the water.   
 
    “Do you think that she was crying over me?” Anya winced. 
 
    “Possibly, but it may have been over her execution... I do not know. She looks completely miserable though. Shame, she was quite lovely.” 
 
    “She is still lovely! I wish I could forgive her. Goodness. Je suis amoureuse d'elle!” 
 
    “You know I do not speak French.” Clifford bit his lip in embarrassment. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I said, ‘I am in love with her.’ Mark my words: when I am queen, there will be no deaths. If my bloody king does not agree with that, then goodbye, I am a witch. You can execute me.” 
 
    “You would really choose death?” 
 
    “For my kingdom? Yes.” 
 
    “Princess Anya, I agree with you. No one deserves to die.” 
 
    For the remainder of the voyage, Anya and Clifford sat by the captain's quarters with King Ferdinand. He informed them that the Isle of Laurel would be a very important land in Minerva’s realm. He would fund the citizens of the Isle until they could afford to fend for their kingdom themselves. 
 
    With a loud blow of a horn, the captain sailed the ship as close to the Isle as he could. As there was no proper harbor, the captain dropped the anchor about five kilometers west of the island. 
 
    “Sorry, men… and the princess. You all have to row.” The captain peered out at the sand bank in the distance. 
 
    “Come again?” Anya’s eyes widened. “Father, why is there no dock?” 
 
    “Supplies cost money, daughter. And this place”—King Ferdinand looked over at the sand bank as well—“Does not seem to have the money. We will discuss all of the necessities.” 
 
    “Evangeline had some money.” Anya protested. 
 
    “Evangeline left the Isle, correct?”  
 
    “That is true. I would like Sir Clifford to be my escort while I travel back to the castle tonight.” 
 
    “As I thought.” King Ferdinand held out his hand to his daughter as they walked to a large rowboat. 
 
    “Why are you not coming back with us?” Anya wondered. 
 
    “It will take much more work than an agreement to absorb this land into our kingdom.” He chuckled. 
 
    Clifford sat down beside the head knight and took an oar. King Ferdinand helped Anya into the boat and then followed her in. When the captain lowered the rowboat into the rough water, they began to row. 
 
    On the sandbank, two men wearing white long-sleeved shirts sewn into their lace-up, V-necked vests stood side-by side in wonder. Brown boots which rode up their legs kept the bottom of their lightweight black trousers from getting dirty below their knees. They both had white cord sashes tied around their waists which held axes. One of the men had grey hair and the other, who appeared to be much younger, had a scruffy beard and messy dark hair. 
 
    “‘Ello,” the older man greeted them bowing to the king. “I’m Phillip and my friend here is Nathan. How can we help you?” 
 
    The royals seemed to make Nathan nervous. He bowed and then backed away as King Ferdinand began to speak.  
 
    “We would like to speak to your highest ranked officials on this Isle.” 
 
    “What for?” Phillip cocked his head to the side. 
 
    “Well, if you must know, Eltra does not care for you as they should—” 
 
    “Hell, no they don’t.” 
 
    “—I, King Ferdinand Douglas-Rite Syndred of Minerva and my daughter Princess Anya, have a proposition that is too good to be turned down.” 
 
    Phillip nodded in agreement as he led the way to the only lord and lady on the Isle. 
 
    “What is this nonsense…” Anya mumbled to Clifford as they trudged onward. “No wonder Evangeline left. There is absolutely no stability.” 
 
    They arrived at a small cottage on top of a steep hill overlooking the sea. Phillip knocked on the front door and waited for an answer. An older male—presumably the lord—waddled to the front door and raised an eyebrow as he walked outside. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “The King of Minerva wants to speak… oh and his daughter, Princess Anne.” 
 
    “Anya.” The king corrected. 
 
    “Yes, Princess Anya. Uh… speak to him.” Phillip pointed to the lord. 
 
    The lord bowed and then beamed, “How may I assist you today?” 
 
    Anya stepped forward as she took the attention. “Eltra owns the Isle of Laurel, yes? And what do they do for you? I would imagine nothing. The households here appear to be very small with multiple families living in each house. People cannot afford to go to the market, nor can they risk trading their possessions. Disease is common. Based on the research I have done, half of the land on the Isle is used for cemeteries.” 
 
    The lord bobbed his head in agreement. King Ferdinand wrapped his arm around Anya as he added to her ideas. “Minerva would like you to leave Eltra and join us. We can offer you funds and send men to build new homes.”  
 
    “As nice as that idea sounds… I do not know how Eltra would react. You should talk to the king.” The lord shrugged.  
 
    “Eltra has declared war on us, Sir. Has anyone informed you?” Anya questioned.  
 
    “Well, no… I suppose they have not…” 
 
    “We will treat your land with the respect it deserves.” King Ferdinand promised.  
 
    “Do you have a family, Sir?” Anya asked suddenly.  
 
    “It is just my wife and I now and quite frankly, we would like to retire.” 
 
    “Minerva can make the Isle of Laurel a duchy so that you can receive the care you desire.” 
 
    “Well, I must admit, that is a fabulous idea... My wife and I are much too old to watch out for a falling land such as Laurel. If you will excuse me, I will talk to her now.” The lord bowed again as he entered the house, shutting the door behind him. 
 
    “What if he says no?” Anya asked in fear. 
 
    “Then we will have no choice but to take this land against its will.” Clifford replied, patting his sword. 
 
    “Do not worry, daughter. It seems as if they would be more than happy to leave Eltra.” 
 
    Promptly, the lady walked outside through the door followed by her husband. 
 
    They stared at all of the knights as if they had not noticed them before. 
 
    “What are they here for?” The lady asked. 
 
    “To convince you, your ladyship. We had no intention of attacking.” Anya was slightly annoyed that the lady did not curtsy, but she knew not to dwell on it too much. 
 
    “Well, you seem to have our attention. I just have one question, though.” 
 
    “And what may that be?” King Ferdinand enquired joyfully.  
 
    “Why did you not ask us sooner?” The lady smiled at the crowd of knights who cheered in delight.  
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    The voyage home seemed to be much faster with only Anya and Clifford as passengers. The sun had set when they had arrived on land and assembled the castle guards. King Ferdinand had put Anya in charge of organizing the mandatory unloading of the ship and giving out orders to keep the kingdom protected until he returned.  
 
    All of a sudden, an armored horse seemed to be approaching them in the distance.  
 
    “What in the name—?” Anya muttered. “Is that horse ours?” 
 
    “Don’t think so, Princess.” One of the guards called out.  
 
    “Oh, goodness. Raise your weapons, but do not attack until I question the rider.”  
 
    As the horse trotted closer to them, Anya realized who the rider was. She could make out the familiar face glistening in the moonlight.  
 
    “Lower your weapons. It is Princess Eleanor!” She called out excitedly.  
 
    Eleanor pulled the horse’s reins to a stop as Clifford approached the side of the mare and helped her to dismount.  
 
    “Ellie!” Anya called with a cry of relief.  
 
    Eleanor’s white gown was torn and covered in blood. Her boots had also been badly damaged, but she stood confidently. She stepped forward and breathed in a quiet voice, “Sister.” 
 
    Then her body went limp and she fell to the ground. Anya screamed and threw herself forward to catch her sister’s body. “Someone help me get her inside! To her private washroom, please. Please can someone else also warm up some hot water?”  
 
    Clifford handed the horses reins to a man who would bring her to the stables, as he ran forward and lifted Eleanor into his arms. Another guard went to fetch hot water as Anya had asked.  
 
    Clifford and Anya walked through the courtyard avoiding the gaze of nosy servants and noblemen. When they finally arrived in Eleanor’s room, the guard was walking back and forth filling the bathtub with water in a bucket. Clifford gently placed Eleanor on her bed.  
 
    “We need to strip her and get rid of this dress.” Anya ordered frantically, as she began untying her sister’s corset. “There is so much blood.” 
 
    He pulled the shoulders of Eleanor’s dress down and felt her warm skin in order to see if she was still bleeding. “Anya, it is not her blood. I believe she is in shock...” 
 
    “What are you suggesting, Clifford?” Anya flattened her lips and eyed him suspiciously. 
 
    “I am suggesting that… I think Eleanor had to fight in order to survive.” He looked down at Eleanor’s makeshift belt and scabbard and pulled out her sabre. There are dried blood stains on the blade. “Here is proof.” He held the sabre in an on-guard position. 
 
    “Alright. So she is in shock then.” Anya held Eleanor up so that she sat at a forty-five-degree angle with her legs straight in front of her. “You are by no means allowed to do this as it is entirely inappropriate, but I do not know what else to do. Help me prepare her for a bath and please, for goodness’ sake, be mature.” 
 
    “Would you rather I get a maid?” He suggested. 
 
    “No! Are you mad? We do not have that kind of time. Now, listen to my orders. I am royalty.” 
 
    Clifford was slightly offended by this and glared at Anya, but he decided not to overthink it. Eleanor was in need and that was his only concern.  
 
    When Eleanor’s body was completely nude, Clifford lifted her again, cradling her in his arms. Her legs dangled by his side while he supported her head.  
 
    “I never expected my sister to be so heavy.” Anya complained as she held onto Eleanor’s legs. 
 
    “She is unconscious, after all…” 
 
    “She is not dead, right?” She asked suddenly. 
 
    “I feel her heartbeat, do not worry.” Clifford yawned. “I hope you know; I have not slept.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Go to your chambers.” Feeling stressed, Anya waved Clifford away as the bathtub was now full.  
 
    Making sure to keep Eleanor’s head above the water, Anya sat down on a stool beside the bath. She wet a cloth that was hanging next to the door and began to gently scrub Eleanor’s shoulders.  
 
    Catching Anya off guard, Eleanor’s blue eyes flickered open as she looked around the room and began hyperventilating.  
 
    “Ellie, Ellie! Calm down. It is me, your sister, Anya!” She dropped the cloth onto the edge of the tub and hugged her. 
 
    “Anya? I—I am so sorry… I did not know what Gael… and Evangeline—I am a murderer.” Eleanor cried hoarsely into Anya’s arms. 
 
    “That is not true. You did not know what they were up to—” 
 
    “Anya, no. You do not understand. Gael—he did something… he dressed me up in jewels and the finest dresses. Then he took advantage of me, like his little doll. He violated me. So I killed him.” She began to laugh. “I killed that bloody twat.” 
 
    “That explains all of the blood.” Anya lifted Eleanor’s hand out of the water and cleaned under her nails. 
 
    “But it doesn’t!” Eleanor called out. “I jumped out the window. I fell a few stories and landed in a tree! It broke my fall, otherwise I would have died. The men were sent to go out and look for me—to kill me, but I killed them. Two guards. I always knew I was a good sword fighter, but I had never killed a human before. Until now.” She shoved Anya’s arm away and buried her face in her hands. 
 
    Eleanor let out a muffled noise which Anya thought was a sob, but she began laughing hysterically. 
 
    “Ellie?” 
 
    “Do these men think that I am weak? Do they think I will let them get away with their actions? No, Anya! I am strong. I am so damn strong.” Eleanor clenched her teeth together and burst into tears. 
 
    “Let it out, sweetheart.” Anya held her tightly and rocked her back and forth. “You did it to protect yourself. Gael almost killed me, remember? He paid Evangeline to destroy our family—our kingdom. He was going to suffer the consequences.”  
 
    The only thing she could hear was Eleanor’s sobs. When she could not bring herself to cry anymore, she said, “I do not want to talk about this any longer. Where is Evangeline?”  
 
    “She is in the dungeon. The council questioned her and now”—Anya gulped—“she is going to be executed.”  
 
    “How do you feel about that?”  
 
    “Fine. She is not wanted here.” She let go of Eleanor and looked her in the eyes.  
 
    After a long pause, Eleanor spoke again. “Gael was a terrible man; I do not know if he actually loved me. At the time it seemed very important for me to become queen, but I could just not bring myself to hurt you. Oh, Anya. Please forgive me! Lady Evangeline… I did not know it was her who was sent to kill us. I was not informed until it happened. If I had known, I would have told you. Gael filled me in on most things, but not that. I think that he knew. He knew that you and she were special… unbreakable. Maybe he was jealous. Evangeline had a heart; he did not.” 
 
    “She did not have a heart, sister. She betrayed me. She killed with no care in the world and she did not love me either.” Anya croaked. 
 
    “She did. She does. I saw how she looked at you.” 
 
    She did not have the heart to reply to Eleanor. She knew that if she did, it would hurt her and right now she wanted nothing more than to be strong.  
 
    Anya continued washing Eleanor. She combed her fingers through her sister's shiny blonde hair and Eleanor held her for comfort.  
 
    “Sister, I do not think I can sleep alone tonight,” she whispered. “They—they are after me.” 
 
    “Who is after you?” Anya wondered aloud. 
 
    “Eltra. They may have intended to make more plans for the war intended, but… I killed their prince. I think that I started it prematurely.” 
 
    “No, Ellie, do not say that!” 
 
    “I hope that I did, though.” Eleanor said darkly. “I want them to pay.” 
 
    “We have their assassin—” 
 
    “Oh, shush, sister. We both know that means nothing. You are so in love with her!” 
 
    “Eleanor, I do not want to be! I wish I never bloody met her, so I do not have to care. It hurts me so terribly. I cannot eat, I cannot sleep. I want to go to the dungeon and free her. But at the same time, I want to go to the dungeon and break her neck. I learnt that I am not alone in this world—fancying women and whatnot—but Ellie, this is tearing me apart. She will die under our court. Everything we had was for nothing!” 
 
    “Anya, pull yourself together. We know who the true monster was. It was not you; it was not Evangeline, it was not me, it was him!” Eleanor yelled, thinking of Gael’s death. “We must give Eltra what they truly deserve. You must think this through. This young woman—this assassin—had many chances to end us. But did she?” She stepped out of the bathtub, dripping water as she wrapped a towel around her to dry off. She looked at Anya who was staring back defeatedly. “Sister, all I am saying is that I know you. You do not have a bad bone in your body. I am hurting as well.” She stood up to face Eleanor who placed her hand on Anya’s cheek. “We always have each other, you know that.” 
 
    “I do.” She covered Eleanor’s hand with her own. “I am so glad I did not lose you.” 
 
    “I save myself. That is how it goes.” 
 
    With a thin smile, Eleanor walked out of the bathroom and went to dress herself in a nightgown. Then she followed Anya to her chambers and crawled into her bed. 
 
    After Anya had changed into her nightgown, she blew out the candle and crawled into bed beside her sister. 
 
    “Tomorrow when we both wake; we should go and see Mother. She must be worried sick, but at least she will know her daughter is safe.” She instructed. 
 
    Eleanor nodded, though Anya could not see. When she spoke again, she was very quiet. 
 
    “Sister, uh… can you tell me about her?” 
 
    “Who do you mean?” Anya asked. 
 
    “Evangeline.” 
 
    She exhaled slowly. “When I met Evangeline, I was in town. We had an argument within two seconds and all I could think about was, ‘this beautiful woman makes me extremely nervous. I have to defend myself.’ She was so erratic… and she smelled fabulous. Above all, I think it was her voice that pulled me in. For some reason, I wanted to listen all day. Then she came to the ball and I realized that I had this feeling within me which I had never encountered before.” 
 
    Eleanor murmured, “I think that was love.” 
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    Although Anya woke several times during the night, having Eleanor beside her made her feel safe. Eleanor also felt safe whilst curled up against Anya’s hip. She was afraid to be alone. She knew she would think about how Gael had scarred her, and she just could not handle that right now.  
 
    Neither sister felt fully awake and ready for the day until the afternoon. As usual, the maids came in to help them dress when they were ready. Eleanor, determined to show that she was no one's doll or puppet, wore a simple gown with little ornamentation. A silver-edged black bodice hugged her torso, whilst thin silver laces crisscrossed down her front. White satin flowed from elbow to wrist and peeked out from underneath the panels of her floor-length black velvet skirt.  Anya's gown, on the other hand, was far more dramatic. It was made from a heavily embroidered purple and gold brocade bordered by a layer of pearl-white fabric with form-fitting sleeves which were covered in sheer gold lace. The dress was accented with corset laces of the same sheer gold lace. A double string of pearls wrapped around her waist before cascading down the length of the skirt. A hooded cloak made of rich purple velvet was clasped around her shoulders.  
 
    When Clifford came into Anya’s chambers, he bowed to both her and Eleanor.  
 
    “I see the princess is awake.” He announced cheerfully. “Your sister and I were very worried, Your Highness.” 
 
    Eleanor curtsied back to him. “I see you are wearing a set of knight’s armor... does that mean you have been promoted?”  
 
    He shook his head, “Hardly. As it turned out, I have been a knight by blood my entire life. I just did not know it. The queen knew though. She was kind enough to tell me. How are you feeling, Princess Anya?” 
 
    “Ah, better I suppose. I slept for once. I slept when my aunt spoke to me, but that was restless—” 
 
    “You spoke to Auntie Radella? What did she have to say?” Eleanor blinked.  
 
    “It is not my place to tell you, sister. Anyhow, have you any word on Evangeline?” Anya met eyes with Clifford who shifted his feet anxiously.  
 
    “Perhaps...” he hesitated. Anya waited for him to say more. Eleanor also looked at him with interest. “I do not know how to say this, but… it will be this week.” 
 
    “This week? As in, she is being executed this week?” 
 
    Slowly, he nodded. Eleanor grasped Anya’s hand.  
 
    “Oh.” Anya cleared her throat and then spoke in a business-like manner. “Alright, Sir Clifford. Thank you for telling me. My sister and I are going up to see the queen.” 
 
    “Anya.” Eleanor murmured.  
 
    “Let us go, sister.” As they were still holding hands, Anya pulled her out of the room. 
 
    When they were out of reach, she said to Anya, “I am so sorry, sister.” 
 
    “Do not talk about her.” 
 
    “But I know this must be hard for you...” 
 
    “I said, do not talk about her. I will be on the throne soon enough and then I will save the next idiot.” 
 
    “Is that what bothers you most?” 
 
    “Stop! Evangeline is already dead in my mind, so it does not matter.”  
 
    Anya led her sister briskly up the several flights of stone stairs to reach the only room in the tower. 
 
    Eleanor leaned over the railing and glanced down at the ground beneath them.  
 
    “That is quite a drop.” 
 
    “Well, I am not interested in testing your hypothesis.” Anya muttered. “Alright, here we are.”  
 
    They stood in front of a narrow wooden door with black hinges and a small silver doorknob. Anya rapped her knuckles against the door and knocked.  
 
    “Mother, it is me. I have to show you something.” 
 
    A muffled voice from the other side of the door replied, “come in.” 
 
    She opened the door and held out her hand to help Eleanor inside. They smiled at Queen Rosalind who was sitting on her bed, reading a book.  
 
    “Eleanor! You are alright! I was so very worried.” She put the book down beside her and held her arms out to hug Eleanor. Their foreheads touched. “How did you break free?” 
 
    Eleanor glanced at Anya and then back at Queen Rosalind as she shrugged.  
 
    “Oh, you know... had to kill some people. I own a horse now; her name is Bethany.” 
 
    “Ah, I suppose you do not want to go into detail—” 
 
    “Mother, it was awful. When Eleanor returned, she fainted due to shock. She was afraid to be alone, but now she appears to be returning to her Ellie self!” Anya was excited by this.  
 
    Queen Rosalind faced Anya. “And what about you? How are you since your friend is getting executed tomorrow?” 
 
    “Tomorrow?! I knew it was this week, but... oh goodness.” Anya gulped. “I am fine. That woman is no friend of mine.”  
 
    “Then you do not care to know she has been in the same dress for weeks and has barely been fed.” 
 
    “They are torturing her? What is this kingdom? Who makes the rules?” 
 
    “Protocol does.” 
 
    “I am going to destroy protocol—” 
 
    Suddenly they heard a loud noise from outside the window which appeared to be a large explosion. It was followed by screams and then by another explosion.  
 
    “What was that noise?” Queen Rosalind asked nervously.  
 
    Running to the window, Anya leaned out. She saw a field flooded with knights who were shooting cannons at the castle. Eleanor ran up behind her and looked out as well. She saw the horror that Anya saw.  
 
    “Oh goodness gracious. It is happening.” Anya stammered.  
 
    “This is because of me. If I had stayed there... if I had not killed the prince. It is my fault.” Eleanor shook her head in guilt.  
 
    The queen ran to the window and peered out. Upon hearing Eleanor, she turned to her daughter and grabbed her shoulders.  
 
    “This is not your fault one bit, Princess Eleanor Katherine Syndred. This was bound to happen. I want you girls to be strong. This is your kingdom!” 
 
    Anya pushed her sister out of the room and bolted down the stairs. In the privy chamber, King Ferdinand paced back and forth whilst the council sat around a table watching him in fright.  
 
    “This is very premature!” He slammed his fist onto the table. “How are our plans coming along, Lord Brickenden?” 
 
    “I would say they are about ready… Lord Curtis and Lady Brickenden, what do you think?” Lord Brickenden winced, feeling unsure.  
 
    “Well, the girl is worthless to us. I do not think executing her will help.” Lady Radella shouted loud enough for Anya to hear.  
 
    “Princess Eleanor! My daughter!” King Ferdinand roared with happiness. “Are you hurt?”  
 
    Eleanor’s lips formed a thin smile. “No, Father. I had quite an escape and I am afraid I have caused the war to start prematurely, however…” 
 
    Anya quickly cut in, “Princess Eleanor did something very noble—she killed Prince Gael. Although Eltra is fighting against us now, we have destroyed one of their greatest weapons.” 
 
    The king bobbed his head from side to side and then looked at Lady Radella. 
 
    “Sorry, but Miss Evangeline must die. She is already on the list of people to be hung. Orders are orders. I was given the opportunity to view her written records. She killed a pope.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, a pedophile…” Lord Brickenden mumbled. 
 
    “But he was still a pope, Lord Brickenden! You must understand. Anyhow—” Between King Ferdinand’s words, Lady Radella peered apologetically up at Anya who did not look up. “Sir Sylas, have the knights been training?” 
 
    “Yes.” Sir Sylas agreed. “I have been personally training the new lad. I remember his father. He was as highly ranked as I.” 
 
    “Load up the cannons. Father Charles, what do you say about this?”  
 
    “According to scriptures in the Bible, He is with us, children. Let us claim what is ours. He will grant us his holy power, be our strongholds and our shields.” 
 
    “Princess Anya, Princess Eleanor, stay on guard. You may need to fight when Sir Sylas asks for assistance. Do you have your armor and weapons?” King Ferdinand demanded. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” said the sisters in unison. 
 
    “Good. Everyone to positions at once!” 
 
    The sisters did not speak again, nor did they look at each other as they fled to their chambers. 
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    Unable to tell day from night, as there were no windows underground, Evangeline awoke from yet another restless sleep. In solitary confinement, she was locked in a dark, musty prison cell that reeked of urine and rotting flesh. In place of a toilet, there was a bucket which looked like it had never been cleaned and a thin blanket to make up for the fact that there was no bed. She was expected to sleep on the cold, stone floor.  
 
    There was nothing to do but sit in the corner and wait... but wait for what? Evangeline was tired and hungry. She so badly wanted to change her clothes. These were disgusting and smelled terrible. She was suddenly startled as a male guard approached the cell door.  
 
    He growled, “move back, whore. I’m coming in.” 
 
    Evangeline did not speak and did what she was told. The man who entered the cell wore a black cloak that covered his legs. He wore a black hood over his black mask and looked like an executioner.  
 
    “Gimme your hands, witch.” 
 
    She held out her hands and he tied them to a bar above her. Starting to panic, she tried to break her hold.  
 
    “No use girl. You’re tied up well.” 
 
    “But…” she said with a raw throat, “I will lose blood with my arms up like this!” 
 
    “Do I care? We’re hanging you tomorrow!” 
 
    Evangeline bit her tongue and churned her back molars in fear. She was not afraid to die; she was afraid of what was in her afterlife. Was there even an afterlife? She did not know. She stopped trying to break her arms free; it was no use. The man unlaced her corset and exposed her skin. The icy air immediately gave her goosebumps.  
 
    “Nice tits.” The man laughed as he brushed his hand against her. 
 
    She squirmed, but thankfully he pulled his hand away; he was not here to take advantage of her. So why was he here then? 
 
    He pulled down his hood and threw his mask onto the ground before flashing Evangeline a toothy grin. Her green eyes stared into his brown eyes as he pulled a large needle from his pocket. Evangeline stared at the needle, realizing that she was about to be painfully branded and there was no way she could avoid it. 
 
    “Please, sir. Do not… The Princess—” 
 
    “Princess Anya wants nothing to do with you, Audovera. You’re an outsider—a traitor. A damn witch!” He punched her in the stomach with all his might.  
 
    She cried out in agony. The guard dipped the needle in a bucket of black ink that was on the floor. She had not noticed it previously as it blended in with the stone floor. 
 
    He jabbed the needle into the skin right underneath her left breast so deeply that Evangeline thought he may have touched her rib cage. She let out a groan of discomfort but tried her best not to scream. She knew that screaming meant her torture was working. 
 
    Slowly, he continued jabbing the needle into her skin, slicing it open in the process. Every so often, he dipped the needle into the ink so that he would not run out. Blood dripped excessively from her body as tears formed in her eyes. She could not help herself any longer; she shrieked, praying the pain would stop. She felt as if she was going to faint and she gagged. Sweat and spittle ran down her face. 
 
    “This is so we know you’re to be killed. If you have the mark, that’s it. Minerva owns you. Oh and there’s a war going on. We don’t need any more issues.” The man laughed as she continued crying out in agony. 
 
    Because she was tied to the pole above her, Evangeline was unable to sit down. Her legs gave out from the pain and she hung in place. Finally, the guard finished his design and wiped at it with a dirty rag. 
 
    A mixture of blood and ink was cleaned off of her raw, inflamed skin. Evangeline was now a possession of Minerva. He untied her and she fell forcefully to the floor as she had no strength left in her body. Unable to lift her head high enough, she vomited and then began to choke. 
 
    Proud of his work, the guard let out a snicker. Leaving Evangeline with her dress half pulled down her body, he exited the cell with no worry of her escaping. 
 
      
 
    Evangeline awoke gasping for air. She was not sure how long she had been unconscious, but the fact that she was still alive meant that it was still the same day. She sat up from the uncomfortable position she had been laying in and looked down at her chest. Underneath smudges of dried blood and smeared black ink was the official crest of Minerva—artwork that would remain there permanently.  
 
    She brushed her hand over the fresh design, only to pull it away with a grimace on her face. It appeared to be badly swollen, but there was no way she would let herself suffer an execution. Deep down, she knew that she could not stay in this prison cell, unless she had completely given up. Evangeline lifted her dress back over her shoulders, tying its corset tight enough so that it would stay on her body, but being careful not to irritate her new tattoo.  
 
    She wiped the dried tears off of her cheeks with dirty hands and took a deep breath. The first thing she would do when she escaped was have a bath. She considered washing her clothes and instantly shook that idea off. She was in a castle, after all. She could most likely steal an appropriate outfit. 
 
    Evangeline scanned the cell and felt around the wall for cracks and holes, trying not to gag from the filth. The only area that appeared to be an escape tactic was a small hatch in the rotting, wooden door of her cell through which the guards passed food. It was outlined with a metal border and was nailed together so that prisoners in other cells could not break the door down. But were they as smart as she was? She could potentially pick the lock if she could get a nail out of the door. 
 
    There were no windows in the cell, but Evangeline realized that she was underground, so what would she be  looking at had there been a window? She did not know the date or even what kind of weather it was outside, but she guessed that it was still winter. 
 
    Evangeline spent hours with her ear against the door of her cell, listening to the guards. At a certain time of day, he would return to his guarding post which was the only time she could escape without getting caught. She dented the metal with her knuckles until they were covered in black bruises. She sliced her skin on a few broken pieces of wood but did not stop to check on her wounds. They were just scratches and much better than being hung. 
 
    Although she was exhausted from lack of sleep, Evangeline was finally able to pry the nail out and dig it through the lock. When she finally managed to open the door, she saw that the guard was not at his post. Her heart seemed to beat faster as she quietly turned around and saw the guard at the end of the hall. She knew that she only had one shot at escaping, or she would be killed earlier than tomorrow. As stealthily as she could, she snuck up behind the guard. Right as she approached him, he happened to turn and see her. Before he even had the chance to react, Evangeline struck her elbow against his throat, thus taking away his ability to speak. She then kicked his knee so hard that one of his legs bent inward and caused him to fall.  
 
    The guard’s mouth gaped open as he tried to call for help, but his voice was completely gone. She shot him a devilish grin as she panted with rising adrenaline. She pounced on top of him and spoke in a low, haunting tone. 
 
    “You remember me, right mate? I think I want to give you the same treatment you gave me…” He shook his head in protest. “I know, I know. I do not have the time”—she paused—“Did you know the princess is my lover? My God” —she crossed herself—“the things she says! So bloody adorable. She tried; you know? She tried to not have me sent here, but her father is the king, and it is the king that makes the rules. You should see the look on your face, Sir. You really are such a twat.”  
 
    Evangeline shot up and swiftly took the guard’s sword from him. She put her foot on his chest and held the tip of the sword to his face, preventing him from moving. 
 
    “Now, where do I find some new attire? Furthermore, I have to care for this tattoo, or I will surely get sick. Thanks for this.” 
 
    Slowly, the guard pointed to a closet beside his post. He hoped that if he cooperated with this mad woman, she might spare him. 
 
    “Right.” She motioned blowing him a kiss and then jammed the sword down into his face. His body flailed beneath her foot as he was still alive. “Alright, alright. Not fair, I know. Let me fix that.”  
 
    She pulled out the sword and trailed it down his neck, before piercing it straight into his heart. This time he did not fight back, and Evangeline sighed in relief. She pulled the sword once more from the guards lifeless body and walked as silently as she could to the closet he pointed out.  
 
    Leaving the door slightly ajar, she examined the clothes before her. Every outfit she found was intended to have been worn by a man and therefore was much too large for her slender, feminine figure. The only items that were even remotely her size were a pair of black trousers with built-in iron thigh pads and a leather armored vest. 
 
    “I suppose these will do.” She muttered to herself; she had never worn trousers in her life.  
 
    She stripped out of the dress she had been wearing for weeks. Standing exposed in the semi-dark closet, Evangeline looked at her forced tattoo and winced. It did not appear to be as irritated now, but the wound was still slightly raw and could possibly get infected if she was not careful.  
 
    She began putting on a thin one-piece made of black and gold velvet so that the rest of the armor would not irritate her skin. On her top half, she then wore chainmail armor covered by a tight-fitting black leather corset that was molded to a similar form as her own, covered by the leather armored vest. Brass studs on the corset held the pieces of fabric together while two straps crossed her chest to hold a pair of pauldrons attached to her shoulders. However, no matter how hard she searched she could not find the matching bottom half. She settled on the black trousers with iron thigh pads. The final touch was a brown leather baldric that angled to the right side of her body. She put the sword into the baldric and exited the closet, sure to remain in the shadows. Now that she had escaped, she had one thing on her mind: bathing. 
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    A light snow began to fall from the cloudy sky as Anya and Eleanor stood outside of the barbican, watching men fighting with swords and arrows in the distance. Eleanor’s armor almost matched Anya’s as it shared the same distinctive look, complete with pauldrons on her shoulders. Instead of her armor being black, however, it was pure titanium. The metal armor covering her chest bore a large painting of the Minerva symbol.  
 
    “Anya,” Eleanor yawned. “What do you suppose we are doing here?” 
 
    “Guarding, I believe. But…” Anya glanced at the castle guards a few meters behind them. “I believe that is their job.” 
 
    “I want to fight, that is what I want to do.” Eleanor kicked at the snow with her boot. 
 
    “Right, and to kill more people?” Anya raised her eyebrows. 
 
    Eleanor punched her playfully in the upper arm. “Not just kill anyone—kill Eltra! And all of their allies!” 
 
    Now using her own sword—its guard studded with diamonds and its pommel engraved with the Minerva crest. Eleanor pulled it from her scabbard around her waist and swung it in the air as she jumped in a full circle. 
 
    “Look at you showing off.” Anya smiled smugly. 
 
    “Well how about you show me what you can do, then?” 
 
    “Because I am guarding the castle!” 
 
    “No, Anya, they are guarding the castle!” She bobbed her head towards the guards. “It is their job to be royal guards! You just said that. My guess is that Father did not want to put us in harm's way.” Eleanor’s face was like thunder. “I swear to you, he is treating us like children. Just like the rest of our childhood. Who were our friends?” 
 
    “Ah, the children at court…” Anya shrugged. 
 
    “Exactly. And where are those children now?” 
 
    “Living in their own kingdoms…” 
 
    “I must say, I miss having Evangeline around.” 
 
    “How did you even find out about us?” Anya asked skeptically. 
 
    “Oh, I… I may have seen you.” Eleanor looked away. “Oh dear… what did you see?” 
 
    “I do not think you want to know.” She coughed. 
 
    “Goodness. You saw that?”  
 
    “I never knew you were that flexible!” 
 
    “So!” Anya assembled her bow and an arrow which was hanging around her back. She shot the arrow at a target so far in the distance that they could no longer see it. 
 
    Eleanor seemed very impressed with her sister and clapped her hands. Suddenly feeling modest, Anya shook her head and put her bow around her back again.  
 
    “Sister, there is something I must tell you.” Eleanor said abruptly, changing her tone.  
 
    “Yes? What would that be?”  
 
    “Forgive me for bringing this up, but I had a meeting, I suppose, with Gael and Lady Evangeline. It was when you and Sir Clifford were away—” 
 
    “—getting shortbread.” Anya flatly finished her sentence.  
 
    “Yes. She begged us to not make her take part in hurting you, but we taunted her. I, personally, called her a witch. I thought it would hurt her more than ‘peasant.’”  
 
    “Why are you telling me this, Eleanor? Do you know how much both of you broke my heart that day?” Anya’s voice was faint.  
 
    “I know! I am not excusing myself one bit. I think that it haunts me too. How I held that dagger to your throat. Goodness, what would I have done with myself if I had killed you? I am quite sure Evangeline would have killed me.” She tried to force a laugh.  
 
    “You would have got what you wanted and gotten the crown. You would be queen.” Anya stalked in the opposite direction.  
 
    For a moment, Eleanor stood there, frozen. Then she ran after Anya.  
 
    “Anya, wait—” 
 
    “And how dare you taunt Evangeline just because of her class? Has charity taught you nothing?” She snapped her head back to glare at Eleanor.  
 
    “I knew you loved her...” 
 
    “Alright, alright! I love her! I love her silly little laugh and I love her hair and I love her eyes and I love the way her hand feels in mine. I love her elegance, her charm, her everything! Are you happy now, Eleanor? Are you bloody happy? But do I forgive her? No! No, I cannot. I want to, I truly do. But there is a difference between her and you. She is going to die, whereas I will see you every day. You will be in my council. I have had this planned for ages. I cannot stay mad at you; you are my blood. I held you close to me the day you were born, and I said, ‘sister, you and I are both princesses! We will always watch out for each other.’” She tried to hold in her tears by breathing heavily.  
 
    “I do love you, sister. I am so sorry.” Eleanor hugged Anya tightly.  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    As they were looking away, an armored knight began to approach them on a black steed. 
 
    Anya did not even have to instruct Eleanor to raise her weapon, but she managed to prepare her bow and arrow. As soon as it was ready, she lowered it again.  
 
    “Ellie, that is His Royal Highnesses horse. That is—” 
 
    “Father!” Eleanor called out. “Can we fight now?” 
 
    “I suppose...” King Ferdinand sighed as he brought his steed to a halt.  
 
    “Yes!” Eleanor cheered. “Are the horses in the stables?”  
 
    He nodded gingerly. Without waiting for him to say otherwise, Eleanor turned away, grabbed Anya’s hand and hurried to the stables. 
 
    “Ellie, slow down!” Anya huffed. 
 
    Eleanor rolled her eyes ignoring her sister and continued speeding through a doorway. 
 
    “How about you run faster?” 
 
    “I understand that you have things against Eltra, but a few weeks ago you were all for them taking our power. You are upset that Gael and the king hurt you, but is this just anger you are representing?” She caught up with Eleanor in the doorway of the stables. 
 
    “If that is the case, then so be it. But, Anya, it is not just me who was hurt. It was you and our parents as well. I may not be at all the woman I want to be just yet, but I have learnt something from you to hopefully point me to the right direction.” 
 
    They walked into the stables to find that all but two horses had been taken to battle. Anya took a saddle and reins off a hanger on the wall for herself and then handed Eleanor another pair. “Oh, and what is that?” Anya asked as she began setting Reece up. 
 
    “It is sometimes necessary to bend the rules in order to care for your kingdom. It is not about who is on the throne.” Eleanor began mirroring Anya and setting up Bethany.  
 
    “That does sound like something I would have taught you, but why are you looking up to me all of a sudden?” 
 
    She nodded her head. “Sister, you are the type of person that people want to be around. Now I know firsthand just how terrible protocol is. I am sorry for how I acted earlier.” 
 
    “Do not apologize to me, Princess Eleanor.” 
 
    Their horses led them to the center of the battlefield. Men darted either side of them and there were people yelling and shouting all around them. Before Anya had the chance to dismount, a knight wearing the colors of Eltra charged towards her brandishing a sword. She did not even have time to think; she shot an arrow at the knight. It bounced off of his armor. She quickly shot another arrow—this time directly in his face. Eleanor jumped off Bethany, feeling more ready than ever to show everyone her capabilities. 
 
    A voice behind them shouted for their attention. Anya glanced over to find Clifford in his knight attire with his face mask pulled down. 
 
    “Your Majesties!” He yelled as he came closer. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Fighting for our kingdom. Possibly dying for our kingdom.” Anya responded, still sitting astride Reece.  
 
    “Well that is great. I will not argue. Would you girls like to help me search for enemies in the forest? They are probably hiding all over.” Clifford pointed his sword to the east. 
 
    “I will go,” Eleanor volunteered. “Anya, perhaps you can travel a different route.” 
 
    “Wonderful idea, sister.” Anya set Reece into a sprint towards the south. 
 
    Eleanor and Clifford both mounted Bethany and galloped off.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    King Theodore and Queen Beatrice sat in a tent on the west side of the forest. Aside from the occasional animal rummaging by, the area was silent. King Theodore sipped gin out of a canteen, and it dribbled out of the corner of his mouth. Queen Beatrice glared at him. 
 
    “Do you have to keep drinking that, Your Majesty? You are like a dog.” 
 
    “Like a dog? How offensive. I do not know about you, but my son was stabbed. Killed!” 
 
    “Still, that is no reason to act like filth. Where are your manners? Why were you given the throne?” She snapped.  
 
    “I was given the throne because I earned it. Just like my son earned it!” 
 
    “That monster was no son of mine, Theodore. He killed his brother. The heir, do you recall? I loved Edison so much and Gael took that all away! So why should I weep?” 
 
    “Do you truly believe Gael would murder his brother? He was just a boy!” 
 
    “I know just how smart that boy was. I gave birth to him and I carried him in my stomach for nine months. Do not tell me that I am not smart.” Queen Beatrice got to her feet and glared at her husband. Such a sad, pathetic man he was. “You are not the man that I fell in love with.” 
 
    “You fell in love with me? What a pity. I did not marry you for love, I married you because my mother and father suggested I do. It was mostly arranged.” 
 
    Queen Beatrice suddenly did not feel comfortable being alone with him. Although they had been wed for twenty-three years, she now knew it was all for nothing. 
 
    She left the tent looking to get some fresh air but heard King Theodore moving behind her. With a low growl, he swung his sword at her. She was able to duck just in time and the king’s sword collided with the tree behind her. Queen Beatrice began to run through the trees in the hope that he would lose sight of her. She remained as silent as she could, careful not to bring his attention to her. Once she thought she was far enough away, she crouched behind a tree stump and held her breath. However, she heard noise behind her and knew King Theodore searching for her.  
 
    “Where are you, Beatrice? You cannot leave me. You are mine, as were both of my sons. Nothing was ever yours, you worthless scum.” 
 
    The queen closed her eyes, trying to block out the footsteps that were getting closer and closer. Nervous sweat began to drip down her face.  
 
    In fear, she looked at the dirty ground around her, but she could only see sticks and rocks; nothing that she could use as a weapon. Unless, she thought, I can bash his skull in… 
 
    “Beatrice, I do not wish to play these games. There is a war that I must focus on. Will you come out and just let us end this?” The king grumbled. 
 
    Queen Beatrice did not see any options. If she were to run, he would catch sight of her and find a way to kill her. Or worse, what if she tripped and hit her head?  Then she would probably kill herself. Deep down she knew that she would have the greatest chance of survival if she were to fight back. 
 
    “What if I told you we could fix this? We had a fight—we have fought before. I did not mean to scare you; I was just angry because… Gael! Oh, Gael. I knew him seeing that Eleanor girl would not turn out well. We cannot trust that family; they are all crazy. Especially the older sister. What is her name? The one who was sleeping with the assassin? Please come out Beatrice—Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I know about your mistress.” Queen Beatrice mumbled. 
 
    “What? Oh there you are.” King Theodore rounded a pack of bushes and looked down to the queen. “My mistress? Who might that be? Oh, do not tell me you are jealous. We have talked about this! Mistresses are just mistresses, they mean nothing. The reason I do not tell you is because you are always so upset.” 
 
    “I was told by a guard what you said to her. You want her to bear your children. You think I am just a bad omen since both of our sons have been killed.” 
 
    “Oh Beatrice, how silly of you. That is almost as silly as me telling Gael to kill Edison. Me giving him the poison to pour into his porridge. Me telling him to impregnate Eleanor. No one would know it would be a bastard child.” 
 
    “You are sick, Theodore. You are the bastard!” Queen Beatrice quickly picked up the largest rock that she could hold and swung it at the king.  
 
    He caught hold of her thin wrist, forcing her to drop the rock. 
 
    “That was not a good idea.”  
 
    The king bent his wife’s wrist back at an angle it should not go. A snap was all that could be heard, followed by a yelp of pain.  
 
    “You are just the same as that terrible assassin we hired—” Theodore threw his free hand in the air. “This is for Eltra!” Without warning, he swung his sword straight into his wife’s neck. 
 
    Beatrice grabbed hold of her neck where blood was now gushing out. She was unable to scream. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Eleanor rode on top of Bethany with Clifford behind her. She held the mare’s reins and steered her through the woods. They searched for anyone attempting to hide in plain sight but found nothing out of the ordinary. Bethany remained at a light trot and then stopped once they reached a stream. “Sir Clifford, you can let go now. We have reached the end of the trail.” Eleanor scooted forward as Clifford held his arms around her waist. 
 
    “Right, sorry. I guess I prefer steering the horse rather than riding behind.” He awkwardly flashed a smile, warmth spreading across his cheeks. 
 
    Eleanor did not believe him even for a moment, she looked down at the forest floor, still seated atop of the mare. Her eyes squinted in confusion when she noticed armor neatly piled up leaning against a tree stump. A sword with a Minerva crest laid on the top of the pile.  
 
    “Clifford, do you see that?” She pointed to the pile.  
 
    His eyes followed in the direction she was pointing as he looked around in search of the owner. Eleanor’s gaze went up the stream up its brief path where it then emptied into a lake. The snow continued falling above the shimmering, clear water. 
 
    “Is that a person out there?” Eleanor pointed to a figure in the water, but she could not quite make out who it was. 
 
    Clifford narrowed his eyes and looked out. “I... I think it is. They must be freezing…” 
 
    “Oh, goodness, it is her.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    The figure came up stream and approached Clifford and Eleanor. Evangeline looked up at them in terror, now afraid to leave the safety of the water. 
 
    “Ah, hello...” Evangeline bared her teeth in a painfully awkward smile. “I can explain. It is quite a story... can you hand me that rag so I can dry off, please? It is rather cold in here.” 
 
    Eleanor ordered Bethany to lower herself so she and Clifford could dismount. Without saying anything, she swept a large rag off of the ground and handed it unceremoniously to Evangeline. 
 
    “Do you mind... erm... turning around perhaps?” Clifford and Eleanor instantly turned in the other direction. They heard the water splash as Evangeline all but threw herself onto shore. 
 
    “A-alright.” She had the rag around her when they faced her again. 
 
    “Lady Evangeline... why are you—how do I say this—alive?”  Eleanor asked awkwardly. 
 
    “I know, I bet you are so disappointed in that.” She scoffed. 
 
    “My non-existent disappointment is dwarfed by the knowledge of my sister’s relief over your survival,” said Eleanor with a deadpan expression as she nudged Clifford, wanting him to say something. 
 
    He began, “How did you—” 
 
    “Where is Anya?” Evangeline demanded. 
 
    “I do not know... she is on her way here via a different route.” Clifford was still dumbstruck. 
 
    “How ever did you manage to escape?” Eleanor asked with interest. 
 
    “I am an assassin. I have my ways.” Evangeline reminded them. Seeing that they were both still confused, she sighed heavily and rolled her eyes. She began to speak slowly as if addressing a pair of toddlers. “Fools, I very painfully picked the lock, snuck up on the guard and tortured him just like he tortured me.” 
 
    “You will watch who you call a fool,” Eleanor snapped. “You may think that you bow to a different ruler, but I am still a princess and he,” she gestured toward Clifford, “is a knight. We are here to help and would greatly appreciate an absence of animosity on your behalf.” 
 
    When Evangeline did not fire off a retort and merely continued to look at them with frosty eyes, the princess sighed and glanced at the cuts and bruises on Evangeline’s hands. Although she had brought those wounds upon herself, Evangeline had still mentioned receiving ill treatment. Eleanor asked with compassion beginning to leak into her voice, “You were tortured? Truly?” 
 
    “Yes,” Evangeline said darkly. “I was tortured with a needle. I now have an ink design of your kingdom underneath my breast. It hurt like hell; I must say. I vomited and then passed out.” Eleanor’s jaw clenched as Evangeline kept talking frankly. “When I awoke, I stole armor and used the guard’s sword to break free. Then I ran right into the war for this woman who I am madly in love with. Please find her!” Her voice broke as tears threatened to fall. “Please, I beg you.” 
 
    Seemingly from out of nowhere, a soldier on horseback galloped towards them with alarming speed, but before he could harm any of them, Evangeline, the owner of the sword lying on the ground, kicked it up into her hand and with one fluid motion, pitched it into the man’s neck. 
 
    “I am going to get dressed, please do not look.” 
 
    As they turned away, Eleanor asked, “How are your hands?” 
 
    “I am truly surprised that you care about the hands of a witch, Your Highness. But if you must know, they are fine, I suppose. I believe I re-opened the same wound multiple times,” Her voice grew louder in the hush of the wintery woods as she recounted her time in the Minerva dungeons. “I am not sure what hurt more—my hands or my tattoo.” A hysterical laugh escaped Evangeline. “A tattoo on my chest! Because of course that’s where a man would put it! As if I were his property, never mind Minerva’s!” 
 
    Galloping towards Clifford and her sister, Anya approached riding Reece. 
 
    “What tattoo?” Anya asked flatly. Evangeline swiftly turned around half dressed in the armor she had stolen.  
 
    “Anya!” She forced herself to keep her voice light and nonchalant. “Oh, hello. My… erm... tattoo was a torture tactic to say I was going to be executed.” 
 
    “Bloody hell,” Anya growled, her rage honestly surprising the assassin. “I told them to stop that madness. Let me see.” She dismounted Reece and tore apart Evangeline’s corset and pulled aside the chainmail armor and velvet one-piece to look at the very badly inflamed tattoo. “The bastards!” She forced herself to look at her former paramour, making sure to avoid eye contact. “Well how did you get out here, Evangeline?” She chuckled before speaking in a voice dripping with derision. “Let me take a guess: you killed the guard. It would seem that all you ever do is kill.” 
 
    Evangeline quickly laced up her corset again and then looked at Anya. “Yes, but I was being tortured!” 
 
    “I know!” She snapped. “But that does not mean you can just simply break out! Or… or…” Her voice became choked with dejection as she gestured helplessly, trying to keep a tight rein on her out-of-control emotions, her heart warring with rage and relief. “Bollocks.” Anya whispered. “What is wrong with me?” She turned away and wiped the unexpected tears streaking down her face. 
 
    Eleanor scurried over to Anya and put her hand on her shoulder. “Sister,” Eleanor began gently. “Maybe you should talk to her alone. Maybe some closure will bring you some ease.” 
 
    Anya stood motionlessly for a long while as she considered her sister’s advice. “Clifford,” She finally ordered quietly,  “take Reece and go join the fight. Good luck.”  
 
    Anya began to walk away from the others without checking if Evangeline was following her, although she soon stalked along behind her. Neither girl said anything for the entire walk which used to feel enchanting to Evangeline. She could have easily kept pace with Anya, but thought it was best to stay at a distance. Finally, Anya began climbing the hill that her and Evangeline had dubbed as their own, something which felt like so long ago. 
 
    “Anya, why are we here? This is most likely the last place that you, specifically, would want to be.” Evangeline stood with a puzzled expression on her face. “The last thing you said to me was that you do not love me, if you recall.” 
 
    “I know what I said!” Anya snapped at Evangeline as she trudged to sit on the large rock in the center of the hill. “Saying something and meaning it are two completely different things!” 
 
    “You mean you do love me—” 
 
    “No! I mean yes… I do not know! I do not want to, but I cannot eat, nor can I sleep. I feel like I am a mess, Evangeline! I am so bloody tired. So. Bloody. Tired.” She put one of her hands against her forehead and let out a sigh. 
 
    Hesitating a little, Evangeline sat by Anya’s side and attempted to hold her free hand. She pulled it away in annoyance.  
 
    Trying to ignore her reaction, Evangeline cleared her throat and looked away. 
 
    “Then sleep…” 
 
    “But we came here to talk! Maybe… will you lie down with me?” Anya looked into Evangeline’s eyes feeling guilty. Then she came to her senses. “But I will not face you. I cannot. I just—please.” 
 
    Evangeline held up her hands, motioning for Anya to relax. “Alright, alright. I will stay with you. I will stay right here.” She plopped herself down in the mixture of grass and snow. “Our armor can only keep us warm for so long though.” 
 
    “I know, Evangeline!” Anya sat next to her and laid down to face an open clearing. “Have you ever been in love?” 
 
    “With you… yes. Before you, not exactly. There was a boy back on the Isle of Laurel. His name was—is—Nathan, for he is well I am sure—” 
 
    Excitedly, Anya announced, “I met him! The sad lumberjack! I met him when we went to take over the Isle.” 
 
    “Erm, you took over the Isle?” Evangeline asked quizzically. 
 
    “Yes… I thought they deserved care; you know? It was a wreck.” 
 
    “I know. That is a reason I left. Back to my story—” 
 
    “Yes, please. Go on.” Anya yawned, still looking the other way. 
 
    “I and a few other children in the area were educated by the local nuns. Nathan was one of the children. The others bullied me daily, but not Nathan. He mostly spent time playing with the other boys, but as we both grew older, he began to walk me home. He stole my first kiss, but I let him have it because I felt as if I owed him for looking out for me. The other boys would follow me at times and then call me names because I kept telling them to piss off.” Evangeline chuckled quietly. “In the years that we spent together; I just could not bring myself to fall in love with him. I did try and my parents hoped I would too, but the more I tried, the more I pulled away. When I was eighteen years old, I said adieu to my parents, fled from Nathan and came here to Minerva. The poor little halfwit probably spent years searching for me. Why do you ask, Anya?” When Evangeline did not hear a response, she realized Anya had fallen asleep. 
 
    Evangeline flopped onto her back and looked up at the grey sky with a twinkle in her eyes. 
 
    “Sleep well, princess.” 
 
      
 
    As Anya slept, Evangeline laid in the damp grass staring at the sky. She could not believe this moment was happening and she did not want it to end. She could hear the battle in the distance, but it seemed that here there was no concept of time. Nothing would hurt them, nor would they have to be defensive.  
 
    With none of her previous anticipation, Anya turned over in her sleep and settled gently on Evangeline’s chest, hugging her arm for comfort. She fought against every desire she had to wrap her free arm around Anya’s back, but she knew that Anya did not want that kind of contact right now. Oh, how Evangeline loved her. How she wanted to kiss her soft lips and never stop.  
 
    But this was reality and in reality, Evangeline and Anya were only together by a thread. If Anya wished it, she would have to let go. She looked at her hand which was now covered in black and blue bruises. She thought that maybe Anya was right: assassinating was all that she was good for. 
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    Anya woke with a jolt. She blinked and realized that she had been sleeping against Evangeline’s chest as if she were a pillow and was still hugging her arm. She looked at Evangeline, who lifted her head to make eye contact with her. 
 
    “Shit.” Anya murmured to herself. “…I  suppose I…” she was unsure of what to say next. 
 
    Evangeline raised her eyebrows, waiting for her to finish her sentence. However instead of speaking, she let go of her arm and kissed her passionately.  
 
    Evangeline placed her hands-on Anya’s cheeks to hold her in place which made Anya pull away. 
 
    “You should not have touched me. Those hands are murderous. Goodness I should not have even done that!” She uttered bluntly. 
 
    In defeat, Evangeline held up her hands to show Anya that they would no longer touch her. To her disappointment, the romantic moment was over, and Anya sat up. Evangeline sat up beside her and shook her head. 
 
    “I am sorry for touching you…” 
 
    “Never mind.” Anya exhaled.  
 
    “You have to listen to me—” She begged as Anya got to her feet.  
 
    “Evangeline, there is a war going on—” 
 
    “Forget about the war for just a moment. I think that this is important—and no, I am not hurt about almost being executed by your people, if that is what you think. I understand why you thought you should attack me when Gael took your sister hostage. I would have attacked me too. It is just that… what we had was real. All of it. Those letters, those kisses, those sleepless nights. I know there is something between us.” Evangeline urged. 
 
    “What we had is over. You betrayed me. You—you broke my heart. Lord, I loved you so much and heaven knows I will never find anyone like you as long as I live.” Anya gulped. 
 
    “Tell me you still love me.” Evangeline said sharply. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Tell me you love me. I know that you still do. You have not stopped.” She said again, quieter this time. 
 
    “You must have some sort of illness. Or maybe you are just heartless. You are an assassin, Evangeline. A quite young one, nonetheless. You used me, you disgusting liar.” 
 
    “No, I was an assassin. It was only for the payment, Anya! Do you think I took pride in it? I did not! That is why no one knew. My first romantic dalliance did not even know.” 
 
    “You mean Nathan? Ah, so you did love him!” Anya’s face started blushing from anger. 
 
    “I did not love him. That is one of the reasons why I left. He disgusted me greatly. Do not twist my words.” 
 
    Anya pulled her knees to her chest as her eyes began filling with tears.  
 
    “Did you have a plan for how to kill me? Seduce me and then tie a noose around my neck?” She snapped, beginning to raise her voice. 
 
    “No, I already knew I could not kill you when you bought me bread.  Something you did not have to do, especially for a lowlife and stranger such as myself.” 
 
    “We did not meet because of fate. We did not just happen to run into each other! All of our meetings were planned!” Anya stepped away from Evangeline who then stood up in an effort to stay close to her.  
 
    Evangeline slowly raised her hand, making her flinch, unsure of whether she was going to hurt her. Anya backed away after noticing Evangeline’s bruised hands and open wounds. 
 
    “Goodness, your hands look terrible! You could not just do what you were told; follow His Majesty’s wishes—” 
 
    “You told me that you tried to save me.” Evangeline declared sharply. 
 
    “That was how it usually went! You got yourself into a mess and I got you out of it. Who saved you from being whipped? I am sorry about the dungeon, I truly am, but I cannot be everywhere at once. You may think I can just throw all of my duties away to kiss the ground that you walk on, but face it, Evangeline, I am the princess! The royal heir! It is hard enough that I will not have a king.” Anya remarked. 
 
    “Why are you being so selfish? You just kissed me, and you will not bloody allow me to touch you! You are being very stubborn right now. Stop being so confusing about how you feel, I cannot keep up with you!” Evangeline raised her voice to a yell. 
 
    “Ha! I am selfish! Do you really see nothing wrong with this? Are you mad?!” 
 
    “No! There is nothing wrong with this! My past actions are not who I am now!” 
 
    “I am well within my rights to behave in such a manner. I did love you—no, I do love you! I love you to the point it hurts. I can only be calm when I am around you and I do not want that at all! You are an assassin; someone paid to kill my family and me! Who bloody cares if we fell in love? That changes nothing! This is all happening so fast and I have been unable to conceptualize this entire thing, but I have to! I am being forced to by you, by my sister, by my aunt… you are still a human being who stole my heart… but that kiss? It should not have happened. It was a silly little girl being vulnerable. I should not be seen with you, especially after all your lies. I do not even know who you are!” Anya stood her ground as she screamed into Evangeline’s face.  
 
    She shook her head. “All the princesses in this world are the same. They take from you until you have nothing left to give! To think, I wanted to marry you. I thought that we would figure out something!” 
 
    “Are you forgetting who you are? Tell me about them, Evangeline!” Anya demanded. 
 
    “The assassinations?” 
 
    “Yes, the assassinations!” 
 
    “I would be hired to kill men and women that had supposedly wronged others. They were humans, but occasionally I was hired to kill a mage. I do not understand magic. It makes me uncomfortable as I am sure that I have said before. I never knew these people, for personal connections would just make things messy. Anyway, I would get paid, which I quite needed at the time. My parents were really quite sick, but I did not take them here to Minerva. I cared for them on my own. So, I needed money. The man I was seeing, Nathan, was not much of a help, he only cared to marry me and make babies in the future. After my mother and father had recovered from their illness, I fled and came here, but I kept getting hired for these assassination jobs. I kept saying it was my last time, but people kept summoning me—and then the royal family of Eltra hired me. I felt that even though I wanted to say no, I could not. I did not believe in love... well maybe I did, but love was just not for me. I was careless, ruthless. What did I have to lose? 
 
    “My mother had said that my grandmother—her mother—was a bad woman. I went to this grandmother of mine’s cottage after school until I was seven years old, but then one day my mother said to me, ‘you can never speak of her again. For all you know, she died before you were born,’” Evangeline mimicked her mother’s voice as best she could. “All of the hatred... I suppose it destroyed me in a sense. But I was only a child, so I did not quite understand. My father, on the other hand, wanted a son but had a daughter. He taught me everything that he would have taught a boy. My mother knew and she did not mind. Together, they told me not to trust magic. They had taught me so much. I love my parents very much. They shaped me to become the woman I am today.  Their teachings, as well as my education, my friends, and even the children that picked on me made me stronger. When I was old enough, I knew I must protect my parents as they protected me. The fact we did not have any money made that difficult, but I could earn enough by...” she gulped, “killing.” 
 
    “You sick bastard.” Anya affirmed. 
 
    “You told me to tell you, so there you go! I never said that it was a pretty story!” 
 
    Through her gritted teeth, Anya spat, “You are going to hell for the things you have done. If you really do not see a problem, you are naïve, and you are childish. It is not fair one bit that you are invalidating how I feel! Do not follow me. If, God knows why, I ever want to see you again, I will find you. Leave me, peasant, I have to fight the war that you helped cause. We are through!” 
 
    Anya’s words cut through Evangeline like a knife. She replied as low as she could. “I suppose that you are not the only one who has regrets. I’m glad we are through, as you are a soft-hearted, two-faced bitch who will make a terrible queen!” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Fine!” 
 
     They glared at each other one final time, before Anya turned to walk down the hill back towards the battle. She sped into a different part of the woods before she let herself fall apart. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Rosemary was sitting in her shop admiring the dresses. She knew of the battle going on right outside but was too afraid to leave her spot. She heard yells and the clashing of swords. There was even blood that had splattered all across the window. 
 
    A man wearing all black walked into the shop holding a sword. The only armor he had on was his shoulder plates. 
 
    “Sorry, sir. I closed.” Rosemary pouted as she pet the fur on a dress. 
 
    “Lassie, I don’ give two shits ‘bout your store. Gimme your money or I’ll kill you right here, right now.” 
 
    The man was covered in sweat and was missing some teeth. He did not look like much of a soldier to Rosemary, but the Eltra medallion around his neck told her otherwise. He must have been on guard somewhere nearby. She stood up on her short, chubby legs and pointed a finger at him. 
 
    “No, sir! This is my money.” 
 
    “I don’ have time for this bullshit.” 
 
    He ran towards her brandishing his sword. Rosemary’s reaction was to pull a wooden sword out of a mannequin’s hand. A large number of clothing items and other miscellaneous items fluttered onto the floor. 
 
    “You can have my babies over my dead body. Abiti aggredite! Dresses, attack!” Rosemary kicked all the dresses she could in between her and the man. 
 
    With her tiny legs, she lunged at him and stabbed the wooden sword into his eyes, blinding him. 
 
    He screamed and covered his now bleeding eyes, “Bloody hell! Are you out o’ your mind!?” 
 
    Rosemary used this opportunity to steal the man’s sword from his grasp and stab him in the heart. “Nessuno farà mai del male alla mia famiglia, no one will ever hurt my family,” Rosemary beamed. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Sure to stay on Minerva’s side of the border, Anya ran through the woods as fast as she could. Her eyes filled with tears and feeling nauseous from her despair, she tripped more than once, but that did not stop her from running. Although Anya felt she should join the battle again, she knew it did not matter much since no one knew her exact location. She was much too depressed to be of any help anyway. 
 
    When she arrived in town, she threw herself behind a fallen barrel as two Eltra men on horses swept past her. Staying hidden, she set up her bow and arrow. Without hesitation, she shot an arrow at one of the men and he fell off of his horse. The other man continued onward, not daring to help his companion. The man that had fallen was not dead yet; he stood up painfully and drew his sword from his scabbard. He looked around trying to see who shot him as another arrow that was not Anya’s pierced his neck, killing him instantly.  
 
    She slowly stood up, wondering who shot the second arrow.  
 
   
  
 

 “I come in peace. I am just passing through… I—I am the princess!” 
 
    “Yes, I know who you are.”  
 
    Anya's rescuer seemed to be familiar, but she could not quite place where she had seen her. This mysterious woman clad in a practical short red tunic with sleeves that fell to her elbows and wrists protected by gauntlets which looked like they had seen many battles. On top of that was a thick breastplate etched with a coat of arms most likely belonging to her family. Her legs were encased in form-fitting chausses which most likely had been dirtied by all the previous scuffles she had been entangled in. Her feet were further encased in practical brown leather boots. Anya took in the woman’s high cheekbones, afire with excitement. Her unruly blonde hair fell to her shoulders in short waves which made Anya ache with longing for her former lover. She noticed the fervor and rebellion in the mysterious woman’s hazel green eyes which were sadly not emerald like Evangeline’s, but still green enough that Anya felt like she was taking a knife to the heart.  
 
    Determined to distract herself from her emotions, Anya glanced at the bow the young woman clutched and remarked candidly, “It would appear that you have excellent aim, my lady. But is it as good as mine, I wonder?” 
 
    The woman chuckled, “It must be even better, I suppose. I got the kill, did I not?” Once Anya was close enough to her, she held out her hand to introduce herself. “I am Lady Fira de Vaux of Danvillury. I am a member of the court. My family and I share living quarters in the noble’s chambers, but you have never noticed me strolling in the courtyard. Which I suppose is alright, but I have always wanted to talk to you. I did try once, but I suppose it was not a good time.” 
 
    “You have? Is there a reason you attempted to talk to me? Anya asked with a blush. 
 
    “Well truthfully, your outfits are never quite the same. You are very elegant, yet very mysterious. Above all, you are quite flawless.” Fira disclosed. 
 
    “You must be saying that because I am the princess.” Anya’s eyes pierced through the noble woman’s. “I may have seen you.” 
 
    “You are rather modest, Your Highness. I expect that you are approached many times a day. I must ask you, who is that girl you are always with—” 
 
    “A friend. An ex-friend, at that. I would rather not talk about her.” She snapped. 
 
    “Ah, I see. Alright.” Fira grinned changing the subject. “You are wearing armor but are not in battle.” 
 
    “And I feel quite guilty. I just cannot manage right now… I am emotionally unwell”—she added quickly—“from seeing all the torn-apart bodies.” 
 
    “I know what you mean. That is why I am not at battle at the moment… Maybe after some rest. Where are you headed now? If you would like me to, I would be glad to escort you.” 
 
    “I… do not know. It has been a hard day. How about I escort you to wherever you are going?” Anya suggested. 
 
    “Alright, do you know the shop Rosemary’s? Of course you do—Rosemary sells to the court. Well, she killed a man who was trying to rob her.” 
 
    “She did? Tiny little Rosemary?” Anya cried in disbelief. 
 
    Fira giggled, “Yes Your Highness, you catch on fast. I was helping her clean. Care to join?” 
 
    “Yes! Oh goodness.” 
 
    Anya and Fira entered Rosemary’s and began to search the dark room for any other enemy soldiers. 
 
    Suits and dresses covered the floor and an Eltra knight lay dead with a mannequin beside him.  
 
    “Rosemary?” Anya called. 
 
    “Aye, Princess Anya!” Rosemary scuttled over with her face white with fright. “I so glad to see you! I don’t know that you know Fira, but it makes sense because she is in your court!” She seemed to brim with excitement as she jumped up and down. 
 
    “I did not know this lovely lady before today,” Anya met eyes with Fira, and they shared a smile. “But I am glad I did.” 
 
    They spent hours cleaning. Clothing that had fallen to the ground was washed and put neatly on display. Anya learnt that Rosemary lived in her shop when she had been talking about what her shop meant to her. Rosemary left the two girls alone to clean another shelf. Out of the corner of Anya’s eye, she noticed King Ferdinand riding a steed through the main square as guilt washed over her. Two Eltra men chased him on horseback, aiming arrows at him. 
 
    “Fira,” Anya began, “I have to go back to fighting. My men need help.” 
 
    “What?” Fira spun to look through the window. She saw the battle of knights from both sides clashing weapons, although the Minerva knights appeared to be losing. “You cannot go yourself; you will be killed! I am coming with you.” 
 
    Anya shook her head forcefully . “No. You will be at very high risk fighting alongside the princess.” 
 
    “Do not worry about me! You will be at even higher risk as you are the princess!” 
 
    “I cannot have someone die because of me. Especially someone whom I was unable to form a proper friendship with.” 
 
    With a smile on her face, Fira backed away from Anya in search for Rosemary. Their eyes remained connected. 
 
    “Then let us form a proper friendship as we kick arse, yes? I can fend for myself. Remember, I got the kill.” 
 
    She turned away from Anya who was now smiling in return. She knew that she did not have to worry, but as she was a member of royalty, it was hard not to. She cared greatly for her people. 
 
    When Fira came back to stand by Anya, she already had a quiver around her back and held her bow by her side. She handed Anya her quiver and bow as well. 
 
    In the background, Rosemary called out, “Camp in my shop! We not done cleaning!” 
 
    The women ran into battle as they were still wearing all of their armor. They ducked behind a wagon that had been toppled over as they watched the catastrophe in front of them, discreetly raising their heads. 
 
    Directly on the other side of the wagon, a man fell to the ground, losing hold of his sword. “No!” He screamed as the enemy stabbed him in the face. 
 
    Blood splattered across Anya and Fira’s faces, making Anya’s face pale with fear. 
 
    “You haven’t fought much, have you?” Fira asked mockingly as she stood up to prepare her bow. “I guess I can see that; your armor is worth more than all of these fighters combined.” 
 
    “With all due respect,” Anya snapped, remaining hidden. “My former lover was an assassin. I have been in plenty of fights because of her.” 
 
    “Her?” Fira’s eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Fira, look out!” Anya pounced on her and pushed her out of the way of a cannon ball that was hurling right towards her. 
 
    The two of them tumbled out of the way as Anya kept her hold around Fira’s waist. When they came to a halt, Anya was directly on top of Fira staring in horror. She remembered Evangeline knocking her out of the way to protect her from being attacked by a wolf and suddenly felt a wave of sadness wash over her. From underneath her, Fira looked up with a dazed expression. Anya cleared her throat and rolled off of her holding a handout to help her to her feet. 
 
    “Sorry, I just saw—” 
 
    She held up her hand to silence Anya as she quickly set up her bow and arrow to shoot a man in the hand. He grunted and pulled the arrow out, throwing it to the ground. Both Anya and Fira ran after him. As Anya was more lightweight in her overpriced armor, she got to the man first and shot him in the back of his knee. He fell to the ground with a yell. 
 
    “Who in the hell are you, kid? Let the big boys fight.” He growled. 
 
    “I am the princess.” She hissed. 
 
    “She is your worst nightmare!” From behind them, Fira shot the Eltra knight in the eye. 
 
    They watched him struggle together until he finally died. 
 
    “I do not understand war.” Anya kicked the corpse’s head making the neck snap just in case. “Is it all about who the last man standing is?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” Fira lightly placed her hand on Anya’s shoulder, but she was barely able to feel it. 
 
    Together, they fought as many enemies as they could. Once it became too dark outside to continue, they went back to Rosemary’s where they found a hot meal waiting for them. Neither Anya, nor Fira even had the energy to wash off the dried blood caked on them from the afternoon and they ate their food hungrily. 
 
    “I had fun today,” Fira murmured after taking a sip of wine from her goblet. 
 
    With hesitation, Anya responded, “As did I…” 
 
    Anya stared at the cracked ceiling all night and cried silently over Evangeline, careful not to wake Fira, who seemed to be a very big help to Rosemary which intrigued her even more. They may not have ever formally met, but she was interested in getting to know her. 
 
    The next morning, Rosemary had cooked Anya and Fira some eggs over a small fire she had built. They still had some cleaning to do but could spend time relaxing before going back to battle. 
 
    When they had finally finished for the day, Anya approached Rosemary. “Miss Rosemary, while I am here, I would like to have a word, if you do not mind.” 
 
    Fira realized that Anya wanted to be alone, so she immediately went off into another room. Anya took Rosemary aside. 
 
    “Miss Rosemary, I have to tell you something very personal. You must keep an open mind, yes?” She lowered her voice so that Fira could not hear.  
 
    Meanwhile Fira was doing her best to eavesdrop. Rosemary nodded in confusion. 
 
    “You know Evangeline. Well, she was… ah, how do I say this… she was not just my friend. We—we were in love.” 
 
    “Love like famiglia?” Rosemary asked innocently. 
 
    “Not family—no. Love like… like… how do I say this? Romantic. A homosexual relationship.” 
 
    Rosemary looked horrified as she took a step back from Anya. 
 
    “Jesus Christ have mercy on you soul…” Rosemary winced and crossed herself. “Holy water! Fira! Holy water! Anya like women!” 
 
    Fira, who was in the opposite direction, hurried over to her and bent down to her height, placing her hands on Rosemary’s shoulders.  
 
    “Calm down, Miss Rosemary, breathe. The princess has always felt this way.” She met eyes with Anya. “Right? And how long have you known her?” 
 
    “All of her life!” Rosemary cried. 
 
    “But you did not know until now. Nothing bad happened prior, now did it?” 
 
    “Nay…” 
 
    “It does not matter who Her Highness loves. She is still here, correct? And you have met this… Evangeline.” 
 
    “How did you know her name? Were you listening?” Anya protested. 
 
    Fira looked guiltily up at her and then back at Rosemary. “It appears you are very close to Princess Anya.” 
 
    Rosemary gaped at Anya and then nodded. She held open her chubby arms and pulled her into a hug. 
 
    “Ti amo ancora.” Rosemary insisted. 
 
    “See, she still loves you.” Fira nudged Anya happily. 
 
    “You understand? Lady Fira, who are you?” 
 
    “Just a girl from the court.” She smiled mysteriously. 
 
    The darker it became outside, the more the fighting sounded as if it had died down. The women had not left the shop yet and were sitting on the ground drinking wine. 
 
    Rosemary tiptoed over to the others holding a goblet of wine. Fira patted a space on the floor next to her and held out her arm, beckoning Rosemary to sit with them. 
 
    “You are drinking with us?” Anya beamed, taking a sip of her own goblet. 
 
    “O’ course! We have to celebrate our good work! Are you staying the night again?”  
 
    “We shall see. I may have to find my father or my sister, I do not know. I did not even know you lived here in this shop until yesterday!” She remarked. 
 
    “I will stay.” Fira promised. “So Princess Anya, what do you do for fun?” 
 
    “I suppose I have not had fun in a long while. I was planning for my wedding with Prince Gael, but he hired an assassin to kill my family, and later the court.” She grimaced. 
 
    “The court? That includes me!” Fira protested. 
 
    “We took care of the matter. That is what this war is about, after all.” 
 
    Rosemary took a large gulp of her wine and then grunted, “They want my money.” 
 
    “No, Rosemary. They want anything they can get before they burn Minerva to the ground. Or that’s what they will try to do, that is. These past few months have been terrible. You think you bloody know who is on your side!” Anya shouted, her voice rising. 
 
    “I am on your side. Do not forget what a beautiful person you are.” Fira scooted a tad closer to Anya. 
 
    “What about you, Fira? You—” 
 
    Anya looked at her again. She noticed that Fira had an  oval face rather than Evangeline’s diamond-shaped face. Her lips were thinner, and her nose stuck out more. True, this woman was not Evangeline, but maybe she could be just for tonight. 
 
    “You are… breathtaking.” She finished her sentence. 
 
    Fira and Anya seemed lost in each other’s eyes which consequently made Rosemary extremely uncomfortable. 
 
    “Si, well, goodnight…” Rosemary scuttled away to her chambers at the opposite end of the shop.  
 
    When she was gone, Fira put her hand on Anya’s leg. 
 
    With her attention drawn, she placed her now empty goblet to the side of her. “You know my sexual preference...” Fira was stating rather than asking. 
 
    “I think I gathered,” said Anya, rather amused. 
 
    Fira kneeled and leaned in to brush the hair off of Anya’s cheek. Although Anya stiffened at the touch of someone new, Fira seemed not to notice her reaction and straddled Anya who was now sitting cross legged.  
 
    “Oh…” She murmured. 
 
    “Yes, oh.” Fira whispered as she softly kissed her. 
 
    Hesitantly, Anya accepted and returned the kiss whilst wrapping her arms around Fira’s neck to keep her in place. The kiss was innocent, it appeared, but then Fira decided to take their kiss to the next level by opening her mouth, thus forcing Anya to open hers. Fira’s hands held the princess’ cheeks, then moved lower to her neck. They both began to breathe harder as they kissed in rhythm, their tongues dancing. Fira’s hands kneaded at the neck hem of Anya’s dress exposing just enough of her skin to show her goosebumps. 
 
    Inside Anya’s head, she was panicking. She did not want anyone but Evangeline and being with another woman felt wrong, no matter how much she enjoyed her company. 
 
    She turned her head to the side and yelped, “I can’t.” 
 
    “What? Whatever do you mean?” Fira lifted herself off of Anya and into a seated position. “Is it Evangeline?” 
 
    Anya sat up and exhaled slowly. She did not have the energy to lie. “Yes.” 
 
    “You still love her?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Fira moved away and pulled in her arms as if she were hugging herself. She was unable to meet eyes with Anya. 
 
    “I—I am sorry. I hope I did not hurt you… I just cannot. I am sorry.” Anya’s face fell. 
 
    In response, Fira held up her hand and said softly,  “I just wanted to know what true love felt like… if only for five minutes so that I may have the strength to endure eternity. I should have known the princess could not give that to me.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “If you had ever noticed me in the court, you would notice the man I am with. I am… betrothed. He is a quite boring man, and he is barely handsome. We have been planning this wedding for two years! Yet, he will not bloody sleep with me. I have told him I will not be with any other men, but he believes it is unholy for intercourse before marriage. And quite frankly, I am not attracted to him. I did not know if it was him personally, or his gender. I would have to say it was both of those things, because I still fancy men… but I surely fancy women too. He is smart and seems to care for me. My parents adore him, so I will be honorable and marry him. I suppose I have always loved you, but I just cannot reach you. Quite funny, is it not?” Fira took her final sip of wine and slammed her goblet down on the floor. “Go to her, Princess. Forget whatever rubbish she did and go be with who you love.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Anya questioned.  
 
    “Yes, now go. We will never speak of this again.” Fira answered. 
 
    “And if I see you in court?” 
 
    “We are not enemies. Goodness! If I cannot feel love, you at least should.”  
 
    “Do not marry him. You will find love… love that is not me, trust me.” She stood up quickly. “Thank you, Lady Fira! Thank you for everything!”  
 
    Holding her bow and arrows close to her, Anya darted through town. The snow had already begun turning to slush, which was slowing her feet down, but she continued at a good pace. 
 
    When she arrived at Evangeline’s small cottage, Anya stood outside and placed her gloved hand on the handle. She was absolutely terrified to walk in, especially at this hour, but at the same time that was all she wanted. After allowing herself some time to build up her confidence, she turned the handle and walked in holding her breath.  
 
    There, she found Evangeline curled up in a ball on a small bed. She snapped her head up in astonishment as no one ever strolled into her house unannounced even though she did not own a lock. She realized, however, there was still a war going on. To her surprise, Anya was staring back at her. With emotion and pain flooding through her body, she flopped back down onto the pillow, looking down.   
 
    “Oh. It is you. What else do you want from me? To exile me?” She groaned.  
 
    “No, I... can we talk?” Anya asked quietly, taking off her armored corset and chain-mail tunic and placing it next to the doorway. 
 
    “Now? I mean… alright...” Evangeline stood up and motioned for Anya to sit beside her on the small sofa. “Care for some tea?” 
 
    “Evangeline.” 
 
    “Anya, before you behead me, I want you to know how sorry I am. When I said that, I was not thinking, I—” 
 
    Anya interrupted her by kissing her passionately. She entwined her hands in Evangeline’s honey-blonde hair as she held her hands around Anya’s waist. Tears fell down both of their cheeks.  
 
    “I was stupid. I thought I would be helping my kingdom, but I do not want the throne. Not without you there.” She stopped speaking to take a breath. “You were right by calling me a two-faced bitch because that is all I ever am. You—you may have done terrible things, but you always know what you want, and you go for it.” Anya sobbed as she nuzzled Evangeline’s neck.  
 
    “No, no. I was the stupid one. I do not know how I ever could have said such things. You are right: killing for money is wrong. It was not a good job for me to start.” 
 
    Anya put a single finger over Evangeline’s lips to silence her.  
 
    “Evangeline, how is it?” She whispered between kisses. 
 
    “How is what, my love?” 
 
    “Your tattoo. I want to hear about what they did to you.” 
 
    Evangeline’s shoulders tensed up just thinking about the jagged, scabbed Minerva symbol now scarred onto her chest. She had been forced to see it every day for weeks and had been trying to give it proper care.  
 
    “Does it hurt?” Anya lightly traced her finger over Evangeline’s gown on top of where the tattoo was. 
 
    “Not that much anymore. I suppose I deserved it…”  
 
    “You did not. I did not want you hurt. I am the queen-to-be. I have power, Evangeline.” Anya’s tone darkened for a moment, until she asked, “Will you allow someone to use magic to remove it?” 
 
    “I have not quite decided yet.” She narrowed her lips as she thought. 
 
    “When I see you... without a gown... I will see that, and I will be reminded that it was my kingdom that gave you such terrible torture. They know not to cause such harm; I forbade it. But it was not listened to that day and you were hurt, my love. You were hurt and I was powerless to stop it.” Anya kissed Evangeline again, her legs now on either side of her waist. 
 
    “I would like you to continue touching me.” She quietly demanded. 
 
    “Touching you as in—make love…?” 
 
    “No! I want you to put my mind at ease. Show me you will not hurt me.” Anya kissed her again and placed her lover’s hands above the silk material of her tunic. 
 
    Evangeline caressed Anya’s smooth cheek bones; her fingers wandering down to her soft stomach. Anya caught Evangeline’s hand and laced their fingers together.  
 
    Anya laid down on top of Evangeline as Evangeline hugged her tightly, brushing her fingers through her hair. 
 
    “Thank you,” Anya murmured. “I would like you to know that I figured out that you failed when this war started. I spoke out of anger when I blamed you and I am so sorry. You failed for me. For my people. I know you love me. I am so sorry I ever doubted you, my love. ” She took a deep breath, “but you are done with the assassinations, right? I cannot live with a killer. I just cannot.” 
 
    Evangeline nodded, “You have my word. I will do anything in my power to be a new woman, I swear it. I have found that love truly exists,” she lightly stroked the small of Anya’s back. “From this day forth, I will never give you reason to doubt me again. I promise you. 
 
    “Anya… if I am to be completely honest, I do not know if I am completely sane. Sometimes I have dark thoughts and just cannot bring myself to care. I can be very impulsive and aggressive. I do not know how to control myself.” 
 
    “Then we will make you well, alright? I am not leaving your side. I love you too much.”  
 
    Evangeline kissed Anya’s cheek. “Darling, I”—she swallowed nervously—“I made you something. Do not ask questions as to how I did it. It is a surprise.” 
 
    “I love surprises!” Anya jumped off of her lap and straightened out a crease in her tunic. 
 
    With a pause in her step, Evangeline walked to her nightstand. There, she kept a small silver box with a heart she had drawn on the top. With a knot in her stomach, she brought the box back to Anya. 
 
    “What is this?” She appealed. 
 
    “This is…” Evangeline sat on both of her knees making direct eye contact. “I did not know whether you would come back. If you did, I thought it would take much longer than it did. Anyhow, I prayed. I spent hours asking, ‘God, can I please have another chance?’ I knew I must put in effort, so I made—this… My love, I know I messed up and our relationship began with a lie that I was paid to keep, but not for one second did I lie about loving you. For I do, endlessly. Before I met you, things did not make sense. I was unhappy; empty. Then you came into my life and I knew I wanted to give you the world. I would like to spend all of eternity with you by my side. While you rule the kingdom, I will support you with every step you take. Somehow, some way, we can have children and teach them to live happily. We can do anything we wish because it is our lives. And so, Princess Anya Victoria Syndred—” Evangeline confidently positioned herself on one knee. 
 
    “Evangeline, are you—” 
 
    She smiled brightly. “Will you marry me?” 
 
    She opened the box and found an elegant band of solid gold. It had a floral engraving with vines dancing all the way around and it shined through every dimension. Anya was speechless and stared at the ring in pure shock. 
 
    Anya started bouncing up and down in her seat as her bottom lip began to quiver. 
 
    “Are you alright…?” Evangeline entreated. 
 
    “Yes, I am—I mean—holy—yes!” Anya pounced on Evangeline causing them to both topple to the floor. “Yes, yes, yes, yes…!” She kissed Evangeline as—this time—happy tears poured from her eyes.  
 
    Blushing profusely, Evangeline slid the ring onto Anya’s finger. “You made this? How?” Anya asked as she admired her lover’s work.  
 
    “You promised to ask no questions!” Evangeline chuckled. “But I suppose I can tell you now. The goldsmith in town fled the country, if I understand correctly. I was told by another clerk that people commonly snuck in and took the gold. I decided that I had nothing to lose, so I searched the shop. All that was left was a small piece of gold, which I melted in boiling water, hammered to a strip and made the engravings I desired. It was hard work, I must say, but it was quite exhilarating. You know the type of perfectionist I am. I was very proud of the outcome.” 
 
    “Ah, so my wife is a goldsmith. How charming? Where did you learn?” 
 
    “My father was a blacksmith for a time… he taught me a few skills. He thought his son would want to make a sword or some rubbish like that. Well that was not going to happen, now was it?” Evangeline giggled. 
 
    “You can make swords too?” 
 
    “Yes. My parents never bore a son, therefore I learnt everything my father would have taught the lad.” 
 
    “That is very fascinating.” Anya exclaimed. 
 
    The women lay on the floor enfolded in one another’s arms. Evangeline noticed Anya’s eyes begin to droop, so she lifted her from the ground, cradling her against her own heartbeat. 
 
    “You are so strong…” Anya yawned. 
 
    “It is a curse,” joked Evangeline. “I am not serious. You are not heavy, princess.” 
 
    She carried Anya the few meters to her bed and laid her down as she crawled in next to her. Evangeline pulled the sheets over the two of them. “The wedding is in the morning, alright?” Anya decided. 
 
    “Alright.” Evangeline replied quietly. It did not take either of them long to fall asleep. Now that they were together, they both felt peace in their hearts once more. They could easily win the war for Minerva as long as they were together. 
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    They slept until the afternoon, through all the sounds of battle. Evangeline made both of them cups of tea and put together a small meal of ham and goat cheese on bread. She sat down across from Anya at the table in the corner of the room and grabbed hold of her hand. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Evangeline asked as she kissed it. 
 
     “Of course. The only problem is, I do not have a dress…” Anya kept her hand in Evangeline’s. 
 
    “Nor do I, but it is safer for us to wear armor.” 
 
    “That is alright. I saw you in armor and… you were in trousers! I had never seen you in trousers!” 
 
    “That is because I had never worn trousers before,” Evangeline laughed as she went to put on her armor which was laying on a stool near her bed. 
 
    Above the stool was a shelf that had a single translucent bottle filled to the brim with a blood-red liquid. She took it to Anya who had left her chain mail and corset at the door, so she stood up and put them on as well. 
 
    “Weapons ready?” asked Anya. 
 
    Evangeline held her sword out pointed to Anya who slung her bow and arrow around her back. She nodded and took Evangeline’s hand, leading her outside. As they stood outside, Evangeline held up the bottle to show it off. 
 
    “I know that I do not have to help fight anymore, but I believe it is always good taking precautions.” 
 
    “I thought you did not like potions!” Anya gasped, grabbing hold of the small bottle. 
 
    “This is not a potion, my love. It is poison. There are many deadly berries in the forest and if you know just what to look for, you can make something quite awful. This poison, however, is nothing too fancy. It is a combination of Daphne and Nightshade berries. Ingesting simply one or two berries can cause the stomach to burn and the symptoms then disrupt the bloodstream. This bottle contains the juice of many of these berries. We will be safe.” 
 
    Anya handed the bottle back to Evangeline with discomfort. “I do not want to know how you know that… I hope we do not have to use it, but you will know if we do.” 
 
    Feeling guilty, Evangeline put the bottle into a pocket in her trousers. 
 
    Together they ran through the muddy snow on the outskirts of the battlefield back towards the castle. They both laughed as they ran; feeling both daring and invincible as they were able to avoid the fighting. Anya, who was in the lead, held out her arm behind her, sure not to let go of Evangeline’s hand. They could hear cannons and people screaming in the distance, but all they could focus on was each other.  
 
    Finally, they arrived at the door of the chapel next to the castle. Anya pushed it open and led Evangeline to the altar. Since they were the only two in the room, the two women stood close to each other, gazing into one another’s eyes.  
 
    “I really do wish I was wearing something more appropriate...” Anya mumbled as she looked down at her armor.  
 
    “Well I guess I am in the same boat as you, plus, our outfits are rather fitting, do you agree?”  
 
    “I suppose they are. It just goes to show that every cloud has a silver lining.” Anya placed her arms on Evangeline’s shoulders as Evangeline placed hers around Anya’s thin waist.  
 
    “This is really what you want?” She whispered in Anya’s ear.  
 
    “Yes. Listen carefully as you will make the same vows as I.” Standing on her tiptoes, Anya kissed Evangeline’s cheek. “I, Princess Anya Victoria Syndred of Minerva, take thee, Evangeline Audovera of the Isle of Laurel, to be my lawful wedded wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death do us part, according to God’s holy ordinance; and thereto I pledge thee my faith,” she announced loud enough to cause an echo.  
 
    “You did not pause once. I am guessing you had been practicing for Prince Charming?” Evangeline winked.  
 
    “Prince Charming is a woman, and she has green eyes. So yes, I was practicing for her.” Anya lightly squeezed her arms behind Evangeline’s neck.   
 
    “Forgive me if I mess up the vows. I have not practiced…” Evangeline murmured. 
 
    “Give yourself more credit, my love. Look into my eyes; I bet you will be perfect.” Anya held her hands and looked at her with a sweet smile. 
 
    “You are right. I can do this. I, Evangeline Audovera of the Isle of Laurel, take thee, Princess Anya Victoria Syndred of Minerva, to... also be my lawful wedded wife”—she paused. Anya squeezed her hands to give her confidence—“to have and to hold from this day forward, for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death do us part, according to God’s holy ordinance; and thereto I pledge thee my faith.” Evangeline gently hugged Anya, resting her chin on her shoulder.  
 
    “Well, are you going to kiss the bride or what?” Called out a man’s voice from behind them.  
 
    Anya quickly spun around in embarrassment. Father Charles laid stretched out across a few of the choir chairs. Evangeline blushed, praying internally that they would not get in trouble.  
 
    “Father Charles! You—you are hurt!” Anya exclaimed upon seeing the bloody stab wound in the priest's robe.  
 
    “I am, Your Highness. As I lay dying, I wanted to lie in peace in the Lord’s home. But then you came along and began this lovely wedding—I remember her from the council meeting, Your Highness.” Father Charles pointed at Evangeline.  
 
    “Yes, Father. She was never a bad woman; we were too fast to place blame. I loved her then and I love her now. I know this is a sin, but I would like to spend the rest of my life with her.” Anya grasped Evangeline’s hand tightly.  
 
    “That is where you are wrong. There is a war outside; people are using destruction as a weapon of death. That is not what He wants, there is no harm in true love. So please, kiss the bride.” 
 
    Anya smiled graciously and turned to look up at Evangeline who cupped her hand over her cheek, Anya closed her eyes. Evangeline bowed her head slightly and leaned in to give Anya a soft, tender kiss. Behind them, Father Charles clapped but then began coughing up blood.  
 
    “I now pronounce you… wife and… wife.” He heaved. “Go now.” He coughed.  
 
    “Is there anything we can do?” Evangeline wondered.  
 
    “No. Leave me with the Holy Spirit.” Outside, they could hear the crashing of a cannon. “Go!”  
 
    Evangeline grabbed Anya’s hand and led her to the Great Hall. Anya leaned against the wall and looked up at the high ceiling. 
 
    “I will be so glad when the war is over and I do not have to worry about my court getting destroyed… Oh, Evangeline, where is the bomb now?” Anya asked. 
 
    “I do not know. I have not followed King Theodore’s ideas for quite some time. If I were to guess, it has been destroyed. That plan was ruined when I failed...” She shook her head. 
 
    “I cannot be queen. Not now. I do not want to lose you. I have a question for you, but please do not call me crazy for asking.”  
 
    As she supported herself from against the wall, Evangeline sunk down into a sitting position. She held her hand above her to invite Anya to sit down next to her. Instead, she fell onto Evangeline’s lap and giggled. 
 
    “Sorry, my aim was off.” 
 
    “That is alright, my love. Now what is your question? I promise I will not call you crazy.”  
 
    “Remember how we used to say we would run away and live our own life?” Anya urged. 
 
    “Of course, I do. Why?” 
 
    “I want to do that. I cannot be here, in Nodnol… in any of Minerva!” 
 
    “But Anya, who will run the kingdom?” 
 
    “Eleanor will take over. That is why families have multiple children, not because they care for us.” Still sitting on Evangeline’s lap, she shrugged her shoulders.  
 
    “That is not true. I know for a fact your parents love you.” 
 
    “Well they will forget me. We will say that you and I died in the war or something. We can begin a new journey.” Anya pleaded. 
 
    “This is all because of me?” Evangeline lowered her voice, feeling guilty.  
 
    “No, it is for me, actually. I cannot be who I truly am here. I have never felt free in my life!” 
 
    “Alright, we shall do it. Where shall we go?” 
 
    “How about France?” Anya asked, “Parles-tu français?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    Anya simpered, “I said, ‘Do you speak French?’ I am guessing no…” 
 
    “Well, I can learn it for you. I am a quite fast learner. How do you say, ‘I love you’?” 
 
    “Je t’aime.” 
 
    “Then, je t’aime. So much.” Evangeline wrapped her arms around Anya’s waist. “How will we get there?” 
 
    “By boat.” 
 
    Before she had time to react, Lady Radella and a woman Anya recognized as Elpis ran into the Great Hall. Elpis was a woman of average height with tan skin and brunette hair. Her brown eyes were almond shaped, and she wore a huge smile. 
 
    Instead of greeting them, Elpis held up a small metal tube with a grin of accomplishment. Anya felt Evangeline tense nervously underneath her. 
 
    “I see you two are back together,” Lady Radella beamed. 
 
    “Actually, we just got married.” Anya grinned. 
 
    “Anya!” Evangeline yelped. 
 
    “Congratulations, my lovely niece!” Lady Radella stepped forward and lifted Anya into a tight hug. 
 
    Anya looked down at Evangeline and saw just how nervous and pale she was. Evangeline only knew Lady Radella as the council member who had escorted her back to the dungeon. 
 
    “Do not worry, my love. Auntie Radella knows. She knew instantly, because—” 
 
    “Because of this, child.” Lady Radella dipped Elpis as if they were dancing and kissed her. 
 
    “Oh… wow.” Evangeline stood up trying to calm her shaking voice.  
 
    “What is that?” Anya asked as she pointed to the strange-looking tubular object that Elpis was holding. 
 
    “This”—Elpis spoke with a strong foreign accent—“is a hand cannon. I got it when traveling to Chinsha. Our secret weapon, yes?” 
 
    “Yes! That is splendid. We were just going to get some supplies from my chambers,” Anya explained. 
 
    “Alright, stay safe, girls.” Lady Radella said to them. 
 
    “We will,” Anya promised. 
 
    Without any further conversation, she climbed the stairs to her chambers with Evangeline behind her making sure no one else intercepted them on their journey. 
 
    “Remember, you do not need many things. You are dead.” Evangeline instructed. 
 
    “I know, I know. After this, we will go across town to get what you need from your house.” 
 
    Once they reached her chambers, Anya dug through her dresser in search of spare arrows. When she found them, she put them in the quiver around her back. Then, she reached under her bed to retrieve the letters that Evangeline had sent her months before. 
 
    “You still have those?” Evangeline felt flutters in her stomach. 
 
    “Of course! Do you have the ones I sent to you?” 
 
    “Yes, and I will get those. Do you need anything else?” 
 
    Anya picked up a small painting of her and Eleanor which Evangeline had never seen before. It must have been a recent commission. 
 
    “Now I am done. Let us go to your house.” 
 
    They ran stealthily through the raging crowd hoping not to have to use their weapons. They could hear screams and cannons sounding all around them. There were fires blazing in the trees, but Anya was sure to keep her eyes on the dirt road that led to Evangeline’s house. Evangeline clung to Anya’s armor in an effort to stay close to her.  
 
    On the side of the path, sat an Eltra knight who had removed his helmet. The man did not appear to be wounded. On the contrary, he was sharpening his sword.  
 
    “Darling, that is your father's sword, is it not?” Evangeline asked with a worried expression.  
 
    “How do you—” Anya looked closer to the blade and saw the crest of Minerva surrounded by black studs. Sure enough, the pommel had a brooch of a crown engraved into it. “Oh goodness, do you think something has happened to him?” 
 
    “There is only one way to find out.” Evangeline strode forward, but the knight did not see her until it was too late. She pulled her own sword out of her scabbard and stabbed him in the leg.  
 
    As he moaned in pain, Anya demanded, “what have you done to the king?” 
 
    “Which king, bitch?” He roared through gritted teeth.  
 
    “Do not dare call the princess a bitch, or I will cut your useless heart out!” Evangeline spat holding up her sword.  
 
    “The king you stole this weapon from!” Anya bent down and lifted her father’s sword from the ground.  
 
    In one swift motion, she stabbed his other leg which only caused him to scream louder.  
 
    “I didn’ do anything to you!” He cried.  
 
    “Calm down, we have a healing potion. Tell us what we want to know, and we will not amputate your legs.” Evangeline pulled the small red bottle of poison out of her back pocket and held it up to the man.  
 
    “God, he is fine! I found this sword when he shot a”—he heaved—“hand cannon!”  
 
    Anya bent to the ground and so that she was inches away from the man's face. “This sword belongs to me, peasant.” 
 
    Blood was gushing from the wounds in his legs as he sobbed. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Please!” 
 
    Anya nodded to Evangeline who responded with a monstrous smile. She bent down next to Anya and quickly clenched the man’s hair in her fist and snapped his neck back.  
 
    “Drink up, mate.” She snickered. 
 
    Evangeline poured the liquid down his throat. He tried to break free when he realized her evil intention, but she was much too strong and did not loosen her grip. He tried to close his jaw.  
 
    “Hold his bloody mouth open, Anya!” She hissed.  
 
    Anya listened to Evangeline, who poured every last drop down his throat. She let go of his hair and snapped his mouth shut. The man attempted to knee her between her legs, but Evangeline stood up and watched the foam rolling from his lips.  
 
    As he began seizing, she began to laugh. “You worthless fool.”  
 
    While he choked, she wrapped her hands around his neck to speed up the process. His blood splattered onto the side of her face, but she did not stop. His eyes rolled to the back of his head, but she still did not relent.  
 
    “Evangeline. Evangeline he is dead.” Anya tried to pull her away. “Let go, Evangeline”—she brushed Anya off—“DARLING, STOP!” 
 
    She finally managed to pull Evangeline away from the lifeless body. In shock, she stepped back and gasped. She looked at Anya in terror.  
 
    “That—I did not mean to be so dangerous. I—” 
 
    “You helped us, love. It is okay,” Anya kissed Evangeline’s panicking face. “Relax. You are not a monster, I swear it. Thank you, darling. Thank you.”  
 
    Anya held Evangeline’s hand tightly and led them through the trail towards her home. When they arrived at the small house, Eleanor sprinted past them holding a sword. There was dried blood torn into the gambeson underneath her shoulder plates. 
 
    “Sister!” Eleanor shouted. 
 
    “Ellie!” Anya hugged her sister as if it was for the last time. “Where is Sir Clifford? 
 
    “He is nearby and riding Reece. I have to go back to him!” Eleanor shouted. 
 
    “Please be careful.”  
 
    Once she had gone, Evangeline followed Anya, protecting her from the back, as they walked into her small house. She then lit a single, dim candle. To both of their surprise, King Theodore of Eltra was leaning against a cushioned chair in the back of the room wearing chest plates, shoulder plates and knee pads. There were spatters of dried blood on his face and armor. 
 
    “Miss Evangeline, I was the one who bought you this shack. It was a piece of worthless shite—perfect for a peasant like you.” Theodore stepped forward. 
 
    “She is not a peasant!” Anya spat back. 
 
    “What is she then?” He laughed. 
 
    “Lady Evangeline is now a duchess of Minerva, thank you very much!”  
 
    Evangeline looked at Anya unsure of the possibility of giving her this title but did not contrast.                     
 
    “Aha, you cannot do that, girl. Evangeline is of Laurel and Eltra would own the duchy of Laurel. I apologize, but you need to try harder.” King Theodore paused and then changed the subject. “Princess Anya and all of her family should be the ones to die, not my son—a true king. You had a job that you failed to complete, Miss Evangeline. There is now a war taking place because of your failure.” He shook his head. 
 
    Unsure of what to do, Anya and Evangeline both stood still; glancing at each other. They did not know if a fight would break loose or not and were therefore unsure if they needed to prepare their weapons. 
 
    Anya stepped closer to Theodore, trying to instill some sense into him. 
 
    “Princess Eleanor only killed your son in self-defense. You cannot blame her for fighting back if her life was on the line.” 
 
    “Please tell me, Miss Anya. Why did my son have to do Miss Evangeline’s job in the first place?” 
 
    Anya looked at Evangeline, unable to find the words to answer. She remembered what Gael had told her, however it may not be appropriate to reveal that information. 
 
    “I failed when Gael caught me sleeping with Anya—something she would never do with that disgusting fool,” Evangeline laughed malevolently. 
 
    Theodore’s face fell and then transformed into a purely devilish snarl and he pulled out his sword. 
 
    “You disgust me. This blade has been poisoned with Soulshade. If by chance the victim survives the stab wound and the loss of blood, the poison will then enter the bloodstream and the body will deteriorate over a long period of time—whilst maintaining the minimum number of bodily functions—so that the victim dies a slow and painful death. The best part is, you would have such a fever and such realistic nightmares you will most likely even crave death—” 
 
    Evangeline now pulled out her own sword and yelled, “I know what Soulshade is! Do your worst!” 
 
    Theodore lunged forward but did not aim at Evangeline. Instead, looking to throw them off, he changed tactics and charged towards Anya. 
 
    She was too in shock to prepare her bow and arrow, so she just closed her eyes and accepted that there was no way she could save herself. To Anya’s disbelief, Evangeline shoved her out of the way. She heard her sword fall to the ground amidst the hungry and uneven breath of King Theodore. 
 
    When she opened her eyes, Anya saw Evangeline falling to the ground with blood gushing from a deep wound in her stomach. Anya found it hard to swallow. She fell to her knees and grasped Evangeline’s hand 
 
    “No!” She cried holding her hand against her cheek. 
 
    Blood was trickling onto her, but she did not seem to care. “Please. Evangeline, please.” She kissed her hand over and over again. 
 
    Evangeline’s breathing was now very unsteady, but before she closed her eyes she managed to say in a soft voice, “behind you…” 
 
    Anya whipped her head around to see Theodore swinging his sword towards her own throat. She managed to roll over just in time and his sword struck a wooden support beam which connected the floor to the ceiling. She hastily stood up and tore the bow from around her back. With shaky hands, she tried to connect an arrow to it, but unfortunately, she was not fast enough. Theodore struck the bow with his sword and her weapon dropped to the floor. 
 
    He let out a hideous snicker and sliced at Anya’s chest as she tried to slam into him. Her dress was now torn and drenched with blood. The room filled with grunts and yells. Without thinking, Anya picked up Evangeline’s sword from the floor and pointed it at Theodore. 
 
    “You want to duel, love? I can promise that you will not last. Either way, you will die. Fighting will just prolong it,”  laughed Theodore who clearly thought Anya’s attempt was futile. 
 
    “You will never get away with this. This is not only for Minerva, but for Evangeline!” 
 
    Anya swung the sword out, aiming for Theodore’s neck, however he blocked it with his own. There was a clash. She lifted the sword a second time, but he blocked it once again. Anya swung her sword a third time, but only hit his chest plates. 
 
    “Nice try,” he barked sarcastically. 
 
    Theodore swiftly swung his sword at Anya. He sliced across her cheek before she managed to back out of the way. This time, it was her turn to glare triumphantly. They swung their swords back and forth; each blocking the other’s blows. Their feet hopped around gracefully as if they were dancing in a ball room. Anya spun around in a complete circle and sliced a gash through Theodore’s hand. He let out a small yelp but did not drop his weapon. Both of them were panting and yelling at one another. Every now and then there was a new slice into their skin. 
 
    “When will you give up, girl? It looks like your friend is already dead.” Theodore seethed. 
 
    “What?” Anya whirled around to look at Evangeline who was lying unconscious with her eyes open. 
 
    Theodore took his chance, catching her off guard and slicing his sword into her forearm.  
 
    “Agh!” She screamed as she covered her open wound with her hand and staggered forwards before slumping to the ground.  
 
    Theodore re-established his hold on his sword’s hilt, watching blood gush from Anya’s arm. She took a few deep breaths as her head began to spin. Trying desperately to maintain her focus, she spun round to face him again. Now that she had been weakened, he attempted to stab at her ribcage while she managed to roll out of the way. The sword sliced her skin and fell out of the king’s reach.  
 
    “You have made a mistake,” said Anya now slurring her words. 
 
    “Have I? You are the one who just got wounded by Soulshade several times.” Theodore leered. 
 
    Without recoiling against Theodore, Anya picked up his sword off of the floor with an agonizing look of pain as she was now bleeding heavily from her chest wound.  
 
    “It obviously has not affected me. I must be immune”—they both knew that was a lie as Anya’s words became slower and more slurred—“But now I have both swords.” She countered quietly. 
 
    In one final instantaneous motion, Anya stabbed Theodore’s neck with her sword and then again in between the armor on his chest. She made sure to leave the sword there so that he would die of not only an overdose of Soulshade, but also from the blood gushing from his neck. 
 
    He blinked his eyes in disbelief and then opened his mouth to speak, however blood spilled out instead of words and he fell to the ground. Anya remained at her feet for a brief second to make sure Theodore would not suddenly spring back to life. Now sure that he was not going to, Anya suddenly realized that she was very tired. Minerva had won the war. Blood trickled from her freshly cut wounds and she sank to the ground in exhaustion. She crawled over to Evangeline’s body which was now covered in blood and wrapped her arms around her. She closed her eyes and finally allowed herself to fall into complete darkness. 
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    I smell your orchids— 
 
    It is flowing from your hair. 
 
    Oh, how I love the way you smell. 
 
    We can finally be together, my love— 
 
    We can be free. 
 
    Just you and I, 
 
    Living in this land of darkness. 
 
    But why are you looking at me that way? 
 
    What have I done? 
 
    “Watch this,” you say. 
 
    And I watch you bleed. 
 
    You laugh. 
 
    You love my agony. 
 
    Do not do this to me. 
 
      
 
    Anya wandered helplessly in the darkness. She was queen, but she was surrounded by buildings which were on fire. Every part of her throbbed with agony as she staggered through the streets of Nodnol. 
 
    “Can anyone hear me?” She moaned in pain. 
 
    “I can.” Gael was standing at the side of the dirt road which Anya was walking on with his arm around Evangeline. 
 
    “What are you doing to her? …You are dead!” She choked out. 
 
    “I am clearly not dead, why would I do anything to this precious woman? Anya, I would like you to know—" 
 
    Evangeline cut Gael off and muttered, “I never loved you, Anya. It was all an act.” 
 
    Suddenly Evangeline and Gael’s eyes turned jet black as they embraced each other and began to kiss. 
 
    “No!” Anya screamed. 
 
    But neither of them heard her. Gael whispered something in Evangeline’s ear, and she nodded in return. He took his sword out and swiftly beheaded Evangeline. Behind Anya, the flames in the building expanded until it exploded entirely. Something heavy suddenly hit her in the back of her head and slammed her onto the ground. With her head now throbbing, she rolled over to look up at Gael. She was shaking uncontrollably.  
 
    “You killed her! You killed Evangeline! She told me to get her away from you.” 
 
    She managed to keep her eyes open, but still could not say what she was trying to say. 
 
    “I will be king.” 
 
    Gael walked over to where Anya was lying helplessly, and his face lit up. He stepped on her face and broke her nose.  
 
    Blood filled her mouth and she pleaded, “Please just let me die.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Evangeline opened her eyes and found that she was lying in a small bed crammed in the corner of a small, musty room. Next to her were two other bare mattresses all in one cramped space. The corner reeked of urine and the one window in the entire room was framed with rotting wood and missing a shard of glass. Her cousin Cynthia walked into the small room and threw a dirty rag at her. 
 
    “That disgusting child died. Clean up the mess.” She snapped 
 
    “Child? Where have you come from?” 
 
    “You sound absolutely mad... Then again, I know you are, ugly one. You are at home on the Isle of Laurel, do you not recognize your own home?” 
 
    Cynthia was much shorter and heavier than Evangeline, but now she appeared to be very unhealthily thin. 
 
    “Your daughter, Eva! Have you already forgotten about your newborn?” Cynthia asked in annoyance. 
 
    “I do not have a daughter, and... You were always nice to me, what has happened?” 
 
    “You fool, do stop playing dumb and clean up the mess!” Cynthia stalked over to Evangeline and slapped her. “Hurry along now, the body is rotting.” 
 
    “Where are my parents? Where is Anya?” She asked, holding her hand to her cheek. 
 
    “Your parents are dead. You killed them.” Cynthia yanked Evangeline’s hair and threw her onto the floor. 
 
    “Stop!” She sobbed. “This is not real!” 
 
    “Is this what you want?” Cynthia stomped over to the door and Anya walked in. A fleeting wave of relief washed over Evangeline. 
 
    “Anya! Oh goodness, what is happening—” 
 
           “Silence!” Anya yelled in a demonic voice which was not her own. 
 
    Evangeline propped herself up on her arms. Her face fell as she stared at Anya, hoping to be saved. However, Anya held her arm out to her and fire exploded from her hand. 
 
        Evangeline screamed and screamed, but the burning felt like it would never stop. 
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    The real world seemed to be less agonizing for Queen Rosalind who sat with Eleanor, Lady Radella, and Elpis. They all watched Anya as she slept soundly.  
 
    Eleanor brushed her hand against Anya’s leg and asked her mother, “Do you think she will wake up?” 
 
    “I think she will,” chimed in Lady Radella. 
 
    “Thank you for your wise words, sister.” Queen Rosalind said sarcastically. “I pray that she will, my daughter. Do you know what poison she was injected with?” 
 
    “The mage, Miss Morcant, said that it was Soulshade. Both of them shall suffer slowly and painfully... Mother, do you know?” 
 
    “Do I know what, dear?” She looked at Eleanor questioningly. 
 
    Eleanor gulped as she contemplated how best to word what she was going to say. “About Anya and Lady Evangeline, about how they are—were in love...” A single tear fell from her eye.  
 
    For a moment, Queen Rosalind said nothing. She looked at Anya and then at Eleonor and finally admitted, “Yes, Miss Evangeline had told me, but I had already figured it out. I grew up hearing the same thing from my sister. ‘Oh Rosalind, that Elpis is so charming. She is an artist!’” 
 
    Elpis, who was standing beside Lady Radella, chuckled and squeezed her lover's hand. 
 
    “Your sister never told me that you knew, Your Majesty. It appears I have caught you lying, Radella!” She joked. 
 
    “Wait! You two are…?” Eleanor squeaked. 
 
    “Yes, Princess Ellie, very much so.” Lady Radella kissed Elpis’ cheek. 
 
    “Does Anya know?” 
 
    “Someone had to help her, correct?” Said Lady Radella rather smugly.  
 
    The queen continued, “I saw their love for each other in one another’s eyes. However I have not told His Majesty and truthfully, I do not know if it is what he wants to hear right now. What Lady Evangeline did to us—” 
 
    “It was him, Mother! It was Gael. He said that if she did not help him, he would hurt Anya. And Lady Evangeline could not—she would have much rather died. I was there that day. I was the one”—she looked down—“I was the one who was told to kill Anya because Lady Evangeline could not.” Queen Rosalind looked at Eleanor in pure disgust, but Eleanor began to justify herself. “But we won the war! The Isle of Laurel is our land now! Father said that he would help them become a stronger land. Maybe we can make them our duchy...” 
 
    “Daughter, maybe you are right. I love Anya and... if she wakes up, the queen would like to have help from her beloved. This is still so bloody new. Goodness, Eleanor. Anya likes women? Is she a witch? Is this right?” 
 
    “Rosalind! Shame on you! Am I a witch? Is Elpis a witch? You have known her quite some time, and, hell, you have known me your entire life!” Lady Radella cried. 
 
    Eleanor’s face lit up, “Thank you, Auntie Radella. She is not a witch, Mother. She is still the same Anya, I promise you. I have known about this for... a while.” 
 
    Clifford knocked on the door wearing a dark-colored outfit. His hair was brushed backwards, and his sword was attached to his belt loop.  
 
    “Am I intruding on anything?” He asked.  
 
    “No Sir Clifford, we were just leaving. Right, Sister?” Lady Radella and Elpis nodded. “I assume you knew that Anya and Miss Evangeline were in a romantic relationship?” Queen Rosalind continued. 
 
    Clifford glanced at Eleanor who nodded and then he said, “yes. I was the first to know.” 
 
    “Well Evangeline had better take bloody good care of my daughter!” The queen grinned.  
 
    Clifford grinned back. “She will.” 
 
    Queen Rosalind walked out of the room with Lady Radella and Elpis following behind her. They left Clifford and Eleanor alone and the two of them sat on Anya’s bed in silence. Clifford’s eyes remained on his now-scuffed boots, unsure of how to speak to the girl he once had romantic feelings for.  She had not only shattered his heart by loving another man, but also by almost killing his best friend—her sister. To his dismay, he heard Eleanor clear her throat. 
 
    “I suppose you now hate me since the war is over?” She mumbled. 
 
    “No, I do not hate you… I just never quite knew you, although I did very much want to. I imagined that you were quite splendid; you always appeared so lovely and charming. But then you and Gael—how could you do that to Anya? I suppose you made up for it during the war. You and I stayed together for most of it. I had never seen you fight.” Clifford lifted his head and met Eleanor’s eyes which were now fogging with tears. 
 
    She shook her head and then stammered, “Clifford, you do not understand. I wanted to be queen so badly and I never had the chance to fight for it. It was always assumed that Anya would assume the throne. I always thought she was better than me. She was prettier, smarter and everyone liked her better. Prince Gael made me feel… needed. He made me feel like I had a reason to be in the court; like someone actually wanted me!”  
 
    “I wanted you!” He growled, but now Eleanor was crying hysterically and could not respond to his statement. Instead, she threw her arms around his body and hugged him. 
 
    Clifford’s body stiffened in a slight panic; he did not know what to do. Awkwardly, he put his arms around her and slowly relaxed. He did not let go until she had calmed down. 
 
    “I saved her—we saved her.” Eleanor murmured. 
 
    “Yes, we did. And Evangeline.” 
 
    “Clifford, will you stay with me tonight?” She asked abruptly. 
 
    “I—I…” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    He nodded hesitantly. He understood why Anya had forgiven her sister and now it was his turn to be forgiving. “Yes.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She whispered as she laid down on the wooden floor. 
 
    Clifford felt slightly uncertain, but he pulled a folded blanket off of the foot of Anya’s bed and covered them both. 
 
      
 
    When Clifford woke the next afternoon, Eleanor was already awake and standing by Anya’s side. She gently called out her sister’s name whilst he came to stand beside her, wearing the same outfit as the night before. 
 
    “Anything?” He asked quietly. Eleanor shook her head. 
 
      
 
    Anya could hear a soft voice calling out to her from what seemed like very far away. She was not even sure whose voice was speaking, but wherever she was, she was laying down somewhere warm and safe. 
 
    “Anya…” 
 
    Gradually, the voice increased in volume enough for her to realize that the person was actually in the same room as her. The voice still seemed far away, but it was audible, nonetheless. 
 
    “Anya… it is me, Eleanor… can you hear me…? You have been in and out of consciousness for days, but I do not think you have yet heard me.” 
 
    Eleanor’s distant voice was joined by a deeper voice that belonged to a man. “Princess Anya, it is Clifford. You are a true warrior.” 
 
    “Please Anya, come back to me. I heard you screaming; you must have been having a terrible nightmare. Please wake up.” 
 
    Anya began to stir and slowly opened her eyes. They felt heavy, but she was able to keep them open. 
 
    “Sir Clifford! She is awake! Oh, that is wonderful!” Eleanor cheered. 
 
    “Yes, that is absolutely fantastic!” Clifford agreed. 
 
    “Where are we?” Anya asked as she looked around the room. 
 
    “At the Morcant Acanfora manor. She is a well-renowned sorceress who is known for her exceptional healing powers. The council of Minerva helps to fund her services so that she can provide essential treatments. She was able to neutralize the poison by using her magic. I am so glad you are okay!” 
 
    “The mage? I know about her! Evangeline told me!” Anya screeched. “Goodness, she will not be happy when she finds out, although I am not sure why exactly she dislikes mages.” 
 
    Eleanor stiffened at the sound of Evangeline’s name and looked guiltily at Clifford. 
 
    “What are you hiding, Eleanor? Where is Evangeline? Is she alright?” 
 
    “I do not know how to tell you this lightly. Evangeline is alive, but in a critical condition. She has been in a coma ever since we rescued you... the mage informed Father that you had sometimes woken up for a short amount of time which was always a wonderful sign… but unfortunately she did not.” 
 
    Anya tried to sit up but winced in pain and fell back down. “Bloody hell. What are you saying, Eleanor?” Tears began building in her eyes. “Just tell me, please.” 
 
    “Shh, sister, settle down. I am trying.” Eleanor’s eyes welled with tears. “We do not know if she will wake up. The mage has used all of her powers and all of her spells. But now all she can say is ‘time.’ You need to rest. Your wounds were not nearly as deep as hers, but they will still be fatal if they are not treated correctly.” Eleanor turned to face Clifford and gave him a nod to indicate he should go check on Evangeline. Then she turned back to Anya and placed her hand on her forehead to take her temperature. “I almost lost you, Anya. I would have been devastated if I did! You are doing well... Father came here for a visit with Clifford and I earlier but had to go back to care for Mother. Auntie Radella has visited with Miss Elips, too. I cannot believe that I killed Gael and was able to escape from being held hostage. You are the heroine of the kingdom, as the gossip says. By killing King Theodore, Minerva did not only win the war, but also absorbed Eltra and expanded our land.” 
 
    Crying harder now, Anya tried again to sit up, but it was too painful. She had bandages around her shoulder from where she had been stabbed and another wrapped around her rib cage. One of her arms was in a sling and the cut on her cheek had been stitched up. 
 
    “I need to see her!” She choked. 
 
    “Anya, please.” 
 
    Eleanor noticed her sister's struggle and helped by adjusting her pillow so that she was in a more comfortable position as she continued sobbing in agony. 
 
    “What happened to us? All of the details are a blur and I do not know what is real and what is not.” Anya rubbed the sides of her throbbing head. 
 
    “Evangeline tried to save you, but she had been stabbed with the same sword covered in the Soulshade that you were. If you recall from our tutor, it is a ghastly poison that only the most sadistic people use. Usually, no one survives its coma-inducing effects, but luckily our mage was able to treat you before it had fully taken hold. As for Evangeline… we are trying, Anya. If the sword had gone just a millimeter over, her intestines would have been punctured and she would have been infected with other gruesome afflictions—or worse: an immediate death. Thank heavens that did not happen... You dueled the king and despite all of the grave injuries you had, you managed to finish him off before you fell unconscious atop of Evangeline. I stayed in the area after we had our encounter and when you did not come back out, I came to check on you and Evangeline. I found King Theodore dead and you lying unconscious next to Lady Evangeline. You both had a pulse, so I screamed for help.  
 
    Sir Clifford came and you were brought to Morcant Acanfora’s home as she supposedly has wonderful healing powers. She used all sorts of spells and potions and although she healed you, you will still have scars. I suppose that you remember Evangeline’s tattoo? The mage had to remove the ink with her healing powers because it was so badly infected. It looks almost like she had never been tortured; her skin is fine now. The war has been over for three days.” Eleanor recounted the story to Anya as if it was the most eventful thing that had happened in her life; something that she dreadfully wished was false. 
 
    “Ellie, I need to see her this instant!” Anya shouted with determination as she wiped her eyes. 
 
      “I do not think—” 
 
    “Ellie, please. She is my wife.” Anya whispered harshly, expecting her sister to disapprove. 
 
    Eleanor’s eyes widened. She was speechless for a moment and then nodded. 
 
    “Yes, alright.” She walked over to the wall and picked up a pair of crutches. 
 
    Eleanor bent down so Anya could grab hold of her as she managed to help lift her into a standing position without hurting her. 
 
     She hopped slowly across the hall with Eleanor’s arm around her waist in search of Evangeline’s room. Clifford saw Anya and hurried to help guide her. Evangeline was asleep in bed shaking and screaming. Her face was dripping with sweat and she held her hands over her eyes; blocking them from whatever hell she was imagining herself in. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness. Evangeline!” Anya dropped the crutches onto the ground and limped as fast as she could over to the bed. She lightly shook Evangeline’s shoulders. 
 
    “She was still just a moment ago! Oh goodness! I do not know what happened!” Clifford stood across from her on the opposite side of the bed. 
 
    Eleanor came to stand next to Anya and they all watched Evangeline nervously.  
 
    Anya cried, “Evangeline, wake up! You are having a nightmare, wake up!” 
 
    Evangeline struggled against her hands. In her mind, she felt like she was being burnt alive. It was a slow death that caused unendurable pain. 
 
    “Please, kill me!” She cried. 
 
    “Evangeline!” Clifford pulled her wrists away from her eyes. 
 
    “It is me, my love. It is Anya! Wake up! Please, I need you! I need you.” She burst into a fresh set of sobs and held Evangeline tightly. 
 
    “Anya…” Evangeline mumbled. “Anya.” 
 
    “Yes, it is me. I am alive. I need to be with you again. We are married now, remember? Please wake up.” Anya continued to hold Evangeline whilst Eleanor felt her temperature. For the first time in days, she was not feverish. 
 
    Evangeline stirred at the sound of her voice. She was going to be saved; the real Anya needed her. Her eyes fluttered open and she wiped the sweat-drenched hair from her forehead. 
 
    “Anya?” She asked quietly as Anya nodded, her eyes bright with tears. “Was that a dream?” 
 
    “Evangeline! Brilliant, astonishing, remarkable Evangeline! I was so worried” Anya exclaimed as she kissed her forehead. 
 
    “Eleanor,” Evangeline’s eyes scanned the room. “I cannot say I liked her at first, but she—she was nice to me. She brought me to you.” Eleanor’s eyes drooped as she allowed herself a tired smile. 
 
    “Yes, that is true. Do you remember when she was taken by Gael? She saved herself and later saved us during the battle. The war changed her. I suppose it changed all of us.” Anya brushed her hand against Evangeline’s cheek. Eleanor, who had previously felt guilty about potentially having started the war, now felt as if she had meaning. 
 
    “Did we win?” Evangeline blinked. 
 
    “King Theodore was waiting to kill you in your home and you, and Anya were found together unconscious on the floor. You attempted to save Anya by jumping in front of the sword which was intended to poison her with Soulshade—” Clifford began. 
 
    “I know all about Soulshade; I read about it. It is a terrible poison used by only the most corrupt of this world. Most of the time you do not even survive the stab wound because you bleed out, but if you do live through that, there are terrible effects.” Evangeline’s voice wavered. 
 
    Anya added proudly, “Yes. Had you been stabbed just a few millimeters to the left you may have died yourself. But I, who could not help but avenge you, dueled the king. Eleanor found us and brought us”—she suddenly remembered Evangeline’s dislike of mages, so she tried to choose her words carefully—“to safety.” 
 
    Evangeline turned to face Anya and asked quietly so that only she could hear, “You did that for me, my princess?” 
 
    Anya nodded and entwined her fingers with Evangeline’s. “Of course.” Anya kissed her hand, ignoring the pain that was now shooting through her own shoulder.  
 
    “You saved me, my love.” Evangeline murmured, now realizing the extent of what had happened. 
 
    “I love you very much, darling. You do not always have to be my heroine; sometimes I must be yours.” Anya smiled. 
 
    Evangeline tried to sit up but struggled due to the terrible pain. 
 
    She looked very tired and although she was only twenty-four, she appeared to be much older. She was wearing a raggedy smock and her unkempt dirty-blonde hair was in a messy bun. However, her emerald-green eyes were still as bright as they had been. 
 
    “You are my heroine, my love. Goodness, you make me feel so lucky.” Evangeline murmured. “Now, please, if you do not mind…” she pointed her finger at the doorway, intending for Clifford to notice her gesture. “She also needs to rest.” 
 
    He nodded his head and went to help Evangeline out of bed. She reached her arms out to hold onto the bedframe and slowly stood up, careful not to lose her balance. 
 
    “Let us get you back to bed.” She said to Anya. 
 
    “Do you know how weak you are?” Eleanor’s eyes widened, but Evangeline shook her head in dismissal. 
 
    “My love, Ellie is right. We all do not want you to hurt any more than you already are. I am strong enough; we will stay here.” Anya looked nervously at Evangeline. 
 
    Eleanor helped Anya place a chair by Evangeline’s bedside. She sank into the chair and took Evangeline’s hand in hers. 
 
    “I promised that I would always love you and as I hope to have proven, I always will.” Evangeline murmured. 
 
    Anya leaned closer to Evangeline and kissed her so passionately she realized she had not only almost lost her love, but she had almost lost herself. She was so happy that they were both alive and could share every single moment together. 
 
    “Goodness, they are so lovesick! Were their issues that bad?” Eleanor whispered to Clifford. 
 
    “I suppose so. Also just so you know, I realized they were in love at the ball as well,” Clifford whispered back. 
 
    When they finally broke apart, Evangeline and Anya blushed. “Clifford, I did not tell you until after…” Anya affronted. 
 
    “You were not supposed to hear that! Ah, I think everyone in the room could tell… everyone but you two, of course, but you figured it out soon enough.” Clifford gave a gleeful smile. 
 
    Anya slumped back into the chair beside the bed as Evangeline took a deep breath. “I think that I was aware. I had a desire to be around her and I could not seem to make that go away. But oh, the assassin could not have feelings, right? I think I have proved you wrong.” 
 
    “Yes, you did. Oh, and… I had a fiancé.” Anya groaned. 
 
    Whilst Eleanor had never known Anya to be in love—especially with a woman—she could not help but feel proud of her sister. 
 
    “Since my secret is out, have you told Eleanor yours, Clifford?” Anya asked rather loudly. 
 
    “Clifford has a secret? What is it!?” Eleanor exclaimed. 
 
    “Well… sort of…” He blushed. 
 
    “Well now you have to tell me, Clifford the almighty knight! Anya and her lover have just been through a very hard time.” Eleanor ran over to Clifford, waiting eagerly for him to reveal his secret. 
 
    “Fine, fine. Eleanor… I…” he gulped. “I am very nervous… Okay, I know I have never known you that well in all the time I have spent working for Anya, but I have been in love with you for quite a while. I just could not tell you because I was a servant. I mean, I thought I was. I thought everyone else thought that too. However, now I am a knight! The royal family considers me to be of higher standing, I suppose. And… well, I was hoping you and I could have a chance at being together. Please do not agree with me just because you know now that I am not a servant, agree because you want to. If you want to, that is.” Clifford huffed anxiously. 
 
    Eleanor made a screeching noise and jumped on the spot. “Oh, my goodness! Clifford!” Eleanor threw herself into his arms and hugged him as tightly as she could. She kissed him over and over on the cheek, but then turned his head to kiss his lips. 
 
    “All is well in the end; I have been told,” Anya moved her hand to hold Evangeline’s. 
 
    Suddenly Queen Rosalind and Lady Radella, escorted by two armored guards, swept into Evangeline’s room. 
 
    “It is so wonderful being the queen’s sister!” Announced Lady Radella.  
 
    “You would be escorted anyway. You are a council member, a duchess, and a princess.” The queen shook her head and placed the palm of her hand on her forehead. The guards bowed their heads and left. Rosalind then spoke right to the point. “Evangeline, I do not appreciate what you did to my husband and I, but I understand it was that warlock forcing you. Eleanor, have I not taught you better than to join the men that are manipulating you? And Anya, committing acts of homosexuality. I should have known… that is a huge lie, I did know. I am your mother. I suppose that you got this one’s blood”—she patted Lady Radella on the back—“Also, I would like everyone to know I was simply playing a prank. I am not actually upset with any of you.” 
 
    Eleanor, Anya, Evangeline, and Clifford all tried to force a laugh.  
 
    “You have the worst sense of humor, sister. I am embarrassed to say that we are related.” Lady Radella grimaced.  
 
    “Where is Elpis?” Evangeline asked. 
 
    “She is on the boat back to Greecena. She wanted to see you two once you had both woken up, but she did visit.” 
 
    “Anyhow!” The queen interrupted Lady Radella. “I expected to have a ceremony and crown the new queen in front of a crowd, the proper way. However, I do not think that any of you are very eager for a ceremony right now. We can hold the  ceremony later.” Rosalind stepped towards Anya and removed the gold crown from her head. 
 
    “Mother, may I say something first?” Anya asked, keeping her eyes on Evangeline. 
 
    “You may.” 
 
    “I cannot accept this crown as I am not the heroine in this room. I may have ended the war, but had Evangeline not been hurt, I would not have had faith in myself for having that capability. I—we would not even be alive today if Eleanor, the true queen of Minerva, had not come to our rescue and ensured we were taken care of by a professional right away. I believe that she has grown profusely this week—in these few days! Eleanor deserves that crown.” Anya glanced over at her sister whose eyes were now glistening with tears. 
 
    “But I almost killed you, sister.” Eleanor groaned, repulsed by her previous actions. 
 
    “So did she,” Clifford pointed to Evangeline, “but they can hardly take their eyes off one another. You must forgive yourself. Anya forgave you.” 
 
    “Clifford is right, Eleanor. Everything has changed in these past few days.” Evangeline agreed. 
 
    “Do you accept, my daughter?” Rosalind asked Eleanor. 
 
    “No pressure.” Lady Radella mumbled. 
 
    The room was silent as Eleanor looked around at everyone. She took a deep breath and exhaled. 
 
    “You can bloody bet I accept. Mother, may I have your blessing?” She asked tentatively. 
 
    “I thought you would never ask.” Rosalind kissed Eleanor on the forehead and placed the crown on her head. 
 
    Everyone in the room cheered. Eleanor first hugged her mother and then threw herself towards Anya’s chair to hug her. 
 
    “What in God’s name is happening?” Ferdinand huffed as he walked into the room. 
 
    “Father, look! I am queen!” Eleanor bounced with excitement and she pointed to her new crown. 
 
    “I can see that… congratulations,” Ferdinand rolled his eyes. “But the throne was meant to go to Anya. And what is she doing here?” Ferdinand pointed to Evangeline who looked back in fear. 
 
    Rosalind did her best to calm her husband. “Sweetheart, do not be so harsh on the girl—” 
 
    “First, she broke out of prison and she killed our men. She was hired to kill us. And she was seeing our daughter—a woman! I could have you executed! I should have you both married off.” He yelled, gesturing to both his daughters. 
 
    “Father, I love her!” Anya exclaimed, sitting up. 
 
    Evangeline’s face drained of color and she gulped in fear. Rosalind and Radella glanced at one another as if reading each other’s minds. 
 
    “Why have I not been executed then, brother?” Lady Radella grunted. 
 
    “Stay out of this, Radella. This does not concern you.” 
 
    “But it does concern me.” Eleanor hissed. “Shame on you, Father! You are nothing. I am queen. My king will be Sir Clifford when I find a way to officially give him a crown, which I bloody will. Evangeline did what she was told so that Gael would not make her kill Anya!” Eleanor took Evangeline’s hand from Anya’s to hold it. “It was them who won the war. Not I, not you. This woman is my sister’s wife, and you will accept that.” Ferdinand stared at her guiltily for a moment, but then he shook his head and stormed out of the room. 
 
    Anya snatched Evangeline’s hand back and they shared a smile with one another. “Everything is alright now, my love.” She promised. 
 
    “I am so sorry about him, Lady Evangeline. I do not know what has come over my husband.” Rosalind sighed. 
 
    “It is my fault. Please do not worry, I am fine.” Evangeline said confidently. 
 
    “Let us give them a moment.” Rosalind said to Radella and Clifford. 
 
    Eleanor did not speak again until after they had left the room. “Oh, my, thank you sister.” Eleanor started sobbing dramatically. “I love you SO much, Anya… You are the nicest sister in the WORLD! I am sorry that I did not like Evangeline at first. I saw her… and thought it was so… uncomfortable!” She managed to say between sobs. 
 
    “You what?” Evangeline asked. 
 
    “Goodness, it was an accident.” Eleanor retracted. 
 
    Anya giggled and then winced from her wounds. Evangeline squeezed her hand to say that she was there for her. 
 
    Clifford, Rosalind and Radella walked back into the room and Eleanor sped away from Anya so that she could throw herself onto Clifford. He stumbled a little but regained his footing and then kissed her. 
 
    “He is a romantic. I will keep him by my side.” Eleanor said looking at Clifford. 
 
    “Men.” Lady Radella quipped while Rosalind elbowed her in the ribs. 
 
    “There is one thing that I would like to know.” Anya spoke up. 
 
    “What is that, sister?” Eleanor asked whilst admiring every detail of her new crown. 
 
    “Rosemary, the woman at the dress shop, has a daughter named Angelina. She is forty-one years old now and lives somewhere overseas. Do you think that we can find Angelina and surprise Rosemary? Also can we move Rosemary’s shop to the castle? She is very lonely.” Anya explained. 
 
    “She is lonely? I had no idea.” Evangeline mocked sarcastically. 
 
    Anya laughed and flicked Evangeline’s hand with her free one. Eleanor found this hysterical. 
 
    “Clifford and I will endeavor to find Angelina right away. As for moving her shop to the castle… Mother, am I allowed to do that?” Rosalind nodded. “Alright, then we will do that as well. Oh, but first, let us tell father the news!” 
 
    “Yes, let us tell the k— let us tell Ferdinand.” Clifford began to follow Eleanor, but then suddenly stopped in his tracks. “Bollocks! I must cancel your wedding cake order, Anya.” 
 
    “No, do not cancel the order,” She turned to look at Evangeline. “You can use the cake for your wedding with my sister.” 
 
    Clifford blushed and then nodded. 
 
    “We can go now, Clifford! Come, Auntie!” Eleanor ran to pull Clifford by the arm as Lady Radella curtsied to Anya and followed them. 
 
    “Have fun with that one; she is certainly hyper!” Evangeline flashed a wide grin, almost mocking him. 
 
    Once Clifford and Eleanor were out of earshot, Rosalind grabbed hold of Anya and hugged her. “I almost lost you, young one. What you did was very heroic… and dangerous. I am so happy that you are with us. I do not know what I would do if I were to lose a child, I just could not bear it!” 
 
    Unsure of what she should do now, Evangeline began picking at her nails. Her parents may still be alive, but there was little chance she would ever go back to the Isle of Laurel. 
 
    “Come here, Evangeline.” Rosalind bent down and hugged her as well, careful not to touch her stomach wound. “You are a little older than my daughter and you have done terrible things, but that is behind us now, for you showed us that you have changed. I do not necessarily agree with two women being together,” she looked to Anya and then back to Evangeline, “but you both appear to love one another immensely. I pray that you will take care of each other. Also, it would be an honor to us all if you moved into the court with us… but please do not stay up all night, girls. Evangeline, if you do not mind, I would like to change your title. It appears that the Isle of Laurel is no longer a part of Eltra. The people of the Isle were very happy to join us when Minerva offered to care for them. Furthermore, the Isle of Laurel does not currently have a duke or a duchess. Let us change that, shall we? What do you think, Anya?” 
 
    “I could not agree more, Mother.” Anya exclaimed happily. 
 
    “Well, daughter, you are still a princess; you do the honors.” 
 
    Anya placed her hand on Evangeline’s heart and cleared her throat, “I dub thee Lady Evangeline Audovera, Duchess of the Isle of Laurel.” She then kissed her hand. 
 
    “Did you mean it when you told Gael’s father that I was a duchess?” Evangeline asked Anya. 
 
    “Of course, she meant it. Usually it would be a longer process, but you have proved yourself, I believe.” Rosalind cut them off. 
 
    Now girls, I think you both need some rest,” said the mage’s assistant as he entered the room.  
 
    “I agree,” Rosalind chimed in. “When do you think they will be ready to come home?” 
 
    “Well, they were both unconscious for three days or so. Miss Morcant would like them here for another three days. On the third day, we will begin helping them regain leg strength. Then they will both have to come back in order for a checkup, just until they get their strength back. The mage would also like to keep an eye on Miss Evangeline’s stomach wound. She lost a lot of blood, you see. I am our mage’s assistant by the way. I know many things about the people in this home.” 
 
    “Can we not have someone sent to the court?” Rosalind asked in annoyance. 
 
    “Mother, do you not want us to be well in the right hands?” Anya asked. 
 
    “A mage…” Evangeline huffed under her breath. 
 
    “I suppose you are right…” Rosalind sighed. “Shall I bring my daughter back to her room? She can see this lovely lady when they are both stronger?” She asked, looking at the assistant and helping Anya pick up her crutches. 
 
    “Your mother finally thinks I am a lovely lady,” she excitedly whispered to Anya. 
 
    “Yes, you are the loveliest!” Anya whispered in reply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    15 
 
    Anya and Evangeline spent the rest of their time in Miss Morcant’s home at a distance. It had already been a mistake to let the mage’s assistant know of their love for one another, but in the moment,  Anya felt that being alive was what truly mattered. It was society that had a different, more violent view on exposure of potentially unholy matters which is why she would not let the truth slip away again. 
 
    Morcant Acanfora, the mage who was taking care of Anya and Evangeline, was a tall woman with eyes that seemed to glow magenta which matched her dark, magenta-tinted hair. She had stubs on her back which had most likely once been wings that had since been cut off. This made Anya curious, but she was afraid to ask what had happened. 
 
    She walked into Anya’s room and ordered, “Rise.” 
 
    Anya glanced at the woman thinking that she could not give orders to a princess this way, but nevertheless did as she was told. With all the strength she could muster, she pushed herself up to a standing position. She flinched as pain shot down her spine but did not give up.  
 
    “Do you think you can walk?” Asked the mage. 
 
    Anya shrugged, “I would like to.” 
 
    She held out her arm so that Anya could hold onto it for balance. Slowly but surely, they began walking down the hallway. Anya caught a glimpse of Evangeline’s room across the hall and saw that the assistant was helping Evangeline out of bed. Not paying attention to what was in front of her, she slightly lost balance and fell against the wall on her bandaged shoulder wound. She hissed in agony. 
 
    “Do not pay attention to your colleague; this is about you. You could have been seriously hurt.” 
 
    The mage touched her hand to Anya’s shoulder which then suddenly felt better. 
 
    “My magic will ease the pain, but I cannot erase your wound as I would like to. Would you like to try again later?” 
 
    “No, I would like to walk.” 
 
    “I appreciate your determination. Let us go on, shall we?” 
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    After having been granted her new title, her new status and her new home, Evangeline was living her best life. With the past that she had, she certainly expected to have been executed. If it was not her past that was the cause for her execution, it surely would have been her torturing the former king and queen. In any situation, there seemed to be no hope for her to survive; but yet, the heavens had given her a second chance. A chance that she planned to treat with respect. 
 
    Leaning heavily on two wooden crutches, like Anya previously had, Evangeline walked towards the front doors of the mage’s manor with Anya at her side. Eleanor walked behind them, still wearing her golden crown to highlight her unofficial appointment. She was linking arms with a clean and charming-looking Clifford. His hair was slicked back, and he was wearing a well-cut suit. His new appearance made him look much older. They were followed by Ferdinand and Rosalind. 
 
    “There is a horse and carriage waiting for us. Also, Mother told me that you dubbed Lady Evangeline as duchess, did you not?” Eleanor curiously asked. 
 
    “Eleanor, please. We have talked about this: I am right here.” Evangeline clenched her teeth and continued to hop on her crutches towards the exit. 
 
    “Thank you for the reminder, Evangeline. So, sister?” 
 
    “Yes, it is true. I promoted her to Duchess of the Isle of Laurel. It appears you can no longer call her a peasant.” Anya teased. “And what about Clifford? Was he not a peasant?” 
 
    “No, he was a servant. There is a difference.” 
 
    “Not a big difference, sweetheart.” Clifford kissed Eleanor’s cheek. 
 
    “Well, welcome to the royal family, Lady Evangeline… also if I did not make it clear by saving your life, I like you now.” She let her voice fall. “Previously when it seemed that I did not, I was frightened because I… I saw some things.” 
 
    “Darling, why were you looking?” Evangeline jeered, also keeping her voice soft. 
 
    “Because I… because Gael made me do it… I do not know, it just happened so fast—oh look, the door!” exclaimed Eleanor loudly, eager to change the subject. 
 
    Clifford ran forward and held open the door for all four women. After Ferdinand had walked over to the carriage, he took the door and held it for Clifford, who bowed his head in thanks. 
 
      
 
    At the castle of Minerva, the maids and servants, as well as some new employees that had previously served Eltra, worked quickly to take down the wedding decorations which implied the merging of the two kingdoms, now knowing that it had always been a scam. The bedsheets had been washed and changed and the table had been set to await the royals. Eleanor, who was not used to being in charge, allowed her mother and father to have time alone whilst Clifford, Anya and Evangeline followed her to the ballroom. They were planning to announce who was to assume the throne. 
 
    “Oh, it is splendid! Absolutely splendid!” Eleanor began skipping in circles around the room. “Dance with me, Anya!” 
 
    Anya faltered slightly in her footing, but when she repositioned herself, she proudly approached Eleanor. There was no music playing, but their dance was admirable all the same. They were even closer now after the tragic events that had recently taken place. 
 
    “Will Evangeline ever walk on her own again?” Eleanor asked in a low voice. 
 
    “There is a very high chance that she will,” Anya looked over at Evangeline who was standing with Clifford at the side of the ballroom. She was as beautiful as ever, thought Anya. “That mage did wonders to help us… you know, Evangeline was even closer to death than I. I do not know what kept her fighting.” 
 
    “I feel like this is rather obvious, Anya, but it was you who kept her fighting.” Eleanor confessed. 
 
    “Maybe you are right. After all, I gave up the throne to be with her.” 
 
    “Who knew tall, innocent Evangeline was an assassin?” Eleanor snorted. 
 
    “Ellie, please, stop. She is no longer an assassin.” 
 
    “You are right. We all betrayed each other… except you. You were perfect. You are perfect.” 
 
    Eleanor and Anya stopped dancing and hugged one another tightly. Clifford and Evangeline, who was now seated, began to applaud the two girls. 
 
    “What about you, Miss Rebellious Warrior? Will your wounds heal soon?” Eleanor asked. 
 
    “Sooner than Evangeline, yes.” 
 
    Eleanor looked down and sighed. When she looked up at Anya again, there were tears in her eyes. “Sister, I have a secret. I am terrified to be queen. I have not received the training you had. Why did you entrust me with the throne? You would have been much better…” 
 
    “You told me all the time that you could do a better job than I!” Anya placed her hands to Eleanor’s shoulders. “When you want something, you are determined to get it. I know you will do a wonderful job.” 
 
    “I know little to nothing! I was not trained. I need you to be my... uh... my confidant.” 
 
    Anya turned to face Clifford and Evangeline before she spoke again. “I did not expect this, Ellie…” 
 
    “But I need you. I am not prepared!” Eleanor begged. 
 
    Anya saw the desperation in her sister’s eyes and nodded hesitantly. “Six months. I will aid you for six months and teach you as best I can. Then I am taking my Evangeline on a holiday. We quite deserve one, I think.” Anya and Evangeline exchanged smiles. 
 
    “Yes! Yes, Anya! I agree. Thank you!” Eleanor threw her arms around Anya and hugged her tightly. 
 
    “Goodness, Ellie.” She hugged Eleanor awkwardly and patted her on the back. “You are welcome.” 
 
      
 
    As they watched the two sisters, Clifford stood at the side of the ballroom whilst Evangeline sat beside him. 
 
    “You and Eleanor, hm?” Evangeline looked up at Clifford. 
 
    “Yes, she is definitely a wild one. That is what I have always loved about her. Also during the war, I think we made a very good team, her and I. I recall her evil acts towards you and the princess, but prior to Prince Gael, Eleanor was nothing like that.” Clifford began to blush. “I am sorry that I was the one who had to bring you to the dungeon. I knew the princess would come around, though. She is very kindhearted. I aspire to be that way.” 
 
    “I do as too, Clifford. I was not honest with you in the past. I had to do quite a bit of lying to get by, but only because I had to...” Evangeline looked up at Clifford who nodded for her to continue speaking. “When I was but a girl in my native land of the Isle of Laurel, I was kind of an outcast. The girls said that I was beautiful, and the boys all wanted a relationship with me, but apparently, I was strange. My very close friend, Viola, liked that about me, which I am not quite proud of. I was with the same group of children in my schooling for ten years. The kids never told me what they found strange about me, so of course I never understood. There was a boy named Nathan who would protect me from being bullied. He even got into a physical fight once with a boy much larger than him. I brought him tea as he was healing from his injuries and that was when he first kissed me.  
 
    “It felt so wrong, but I felt that I owed him something. Thank goodness that was all he stole from me. It made giving my purity away to Anya all the more special because I did not love Nathan. Not as I should have. In the years that we spent together; I just could not bring myself to fall in love with him. I did try and my parents hoped I would too, but the more I tried, the more I pulled away. When I was eighteen years old, I made plans to flee across the sea to Nodnol and made my parents swear not to tell Nathan and came across the sea to Nodnol. Nathan probably thinks I am dead.” Evangeline giggled quietly. 
 
    “And then?” Clifford wondered. 
 
    “Well, along the way, my mother secretly taught me how to kill. She thought it would be safer that way. Word went around that I would assassinate for a price and so people reached out to me. I did not care if I was doing something quite…” She thought of the correct word to use. “...Inhumane. It was just something to do, I suppose. Because of the payments, I could care for myself. When I was hired by the royal family of Eltra to murder the royal family of Minerva, I did not think I had much to lose—and then I agreed to run into her in town. It was not an accident, as you must have figured out. Her blue eyes were so piercing, so deep, like an ocean. That day, I think I realized that I could not hurt Anya.” 
 
    Clifford put an arm around her shoulders. “I always knew you would not. I just had a strong feeling.” 
 
    Eleanor and Anya spun back around to greet their loved ones. Eleanor held out a hand to Evangeline and helped her to her feet and then the four of them walked out of the ballroom. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    It felt like time was passing slowly. Everyday Anya and Evangeline would ride to the mage’s manor in order to receive treatment to improve their strength. It appeared to Evangeline that Anya was recovering quicker than her and that made her slightly jealous, but she would not give up. By the end of the week, she was able to walk with only one crutch and she was able to stay on her feet for longer periods of time. Yet much to her disappointment, she still was not perfect. 
 
    “You are making progress, my love.” Anya would say. “Do not give up.”    
 
    Evangeline was sure to do as her wife wished and put in even more effort. Soon enough, she did not need anything to assist her balance and Anya praised her with flowers that she picked herself and arranged in a beautiful vase tied with a sparkly pink ribbon. 
 
    Early one morning before dawn, Eleanor burst into Anya’s room and woke both her sister and Evangeline. 
 
    “What, Eleanor…” Anya groaned. “You could have knocked.” 
 
    Evangeline could not even form words. She just flipped onto her back and groaned, hugged Anya’s arm. 
 
    “Enough with the dramatics, Duchess. Are you well?” Eleanor interrogated. 
 
    “I will be well once I have had my morning tea… what is so important?” Evangeline opened her green eyes in annoyance. 
 
    “I would like to have a ball. Not a masquerade ball, but one in dress suits and gowns to announce our new titles, you know.” Eleanor suggested. “Clifford had sent out a letter in search of Angelina last week but unfortunately we have not yet received a response. However, we were able to contact Rosemary. She would love to move her shop into the castle and will move in later today. I thought that you two may want to greet her.” 
 
    “Yes, that would be lovely. Goodness, it is early. If we are coming down, please have tea made.” Anya agreed. 
 
    “Her Majesty will not take orders from Her Highness. I will make tea for Evangeline, but you have to say please.” She flashed her a grin. 
 
    When Eleanor left the room, Evangeline rolled over to look Anya in the eyes. Anya could not hold back her feeling of adoration for her wife. 
 
    “How are you feeling, my love?” Evangeline asked her, tracing her fingers over the scar on the side of Anya’s face. 
 
    She waved her hand away. “Self-conscious, to say the least.” 
 
    “Oh, come now. That scar shows your journey to destiny”—Evangeline kissed the scar—“and I think that it just makes you look alluring.” She licked her lips humorously. 
 
    Anya nudged Evangeline. “When I passed out—apparently I had crawled to you—everything was dark. I was in complete emptiness, but I could smell you, your scent of orchids. That told me we would live… I probably sound mad. I do not know how to describe it. What about you? How are you feeling, my love? That was a nasty wound, I saw it happen. I was shaking so hard. It was absolutely terrifying.” 
 
    “I am not in as much pain anymore… unless you put too much pressure on it.” Evangeline quickly placed a kiss on Anya’s lips and rolled out of bed, stretching out her arms. 
 
    Unexpectedly, there was a yell from downstairs that was loud enough to be heard across the entire castle. The voice had a thick southern accent. 
 
    “WE ARE HERE!” 
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    Rosemary sat perched on a chair in the dining room with Eleanor and Clifford. She was telling them all about how a man had tried to rob her shop during the war, but her dresses had attacked the man before he could get to her. One of her mannequins handed her a wooden sword which was then used to blind the man. When she saw Evangeline and Anya, she let out a screech. 
 
    “Aye!” Rosemary scuttled over to them. “I has heard about you ending the war, Princess Anya. You are a heroine! You should be so a-proud of yourself! I know that your friend is a-proud!” 
 
    “I am very proud, indeed.” Evangeline grinned at Anya. “And of them too,” she pointed at Eleanor and Clifford. “They saved us.” 
 
    “What a great seester you are!” Rosemary scuttled back over to Eleanor and kissed her on both cheeks. “You the lover boy, no?” 
 
    “Yes, I am the lover boy.” Clifford held Eleanor’s hand. 
 
    “What a charming couple!” 
 
    Rosemary picked at the breakfast trays to see what was being served. She seemed thrilled that thick pancakes had been made with a goblet of pure, sticky honey on the side. She happily loaded her plate with pancakes and drowned them in honey. 
 
    “A nice woo-man is a-placing my dresses into a room, and I will a-sell them from here! I am so excited!” She managed to say with a full mouth. 
 
    “Miss Rosemary, we have a proposition. Tonight, there will be a charity ball to announce the dubbing of my knighthood, the appointment of Evangeline as Duchess of the Isle of Laurel, and Eleanor taking the throne. We would like to make a proper announcement, although word has already spread around town. Would you like to attend?” Clifford handed Rosemary a napkin. 
 
    “Si, si! And I can help everyone prepare… aye, I am so excited!” 
 
    “Hahn!” Eleanor called. 
 
    The closest servant—a man named Hahn who was  walking down the hall outside—ran into the room and bowed to Eleanor. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Please could you ride into town and invite everyone to the ball we will be having at sunset? Make sure to remind them that the ball is a charity event that they will be taking part of.” She instructed. 
 
    “Queen Eleanor, if I may make a suggestion: as this man is on duty, ask him to inform a servant who is not as busy. That way we do not send our help away.” Anya enlightened her. 
 
    “That is true, sister. Thank you. I did not receive the training that you did, as you know. Did you hear that Hahn? Find someone off duty!” Eleanor instructed. 
 
    “Right away, madame.” Hahn left the room again and started giving orders in German to another servant. 
 
    Rosemary picked up a napkin and began cleaning the sticky honey off of her face. “There ees no time to waste! Everyone, follow me to the shop—there ees a ball tonight!” Rosemary, the shortest of the group, began quickly leading the way to her shop. As they stood outside of the large room, Rosemary remarked, “Princess Anya, I told you Miss Evangeline would wait for you. Did you get her the great pasta yet?” 
 
    Evangeline’s eyes widened. “Yes, Anya, where is my pasta?” She asked sarcastically. 
 
    “I sadly cannot get you pasta if I am under the mage’s treatment, but I promise we will get some soon.” 
 
    Rosemary clapped her hands with joy while Eleanor nudged Anya forcefully. 
 
    “Sister, can you train me for tonight?” She begged. 
 
    “Ellie—” 
 
    “Please, Anya! We can ask Auntie to train Evangeline. I know that she needs it as well.” 
 
    Anya paused for a second, but then agreed.  
 
    Lady Radella was in her chamber when an attendant came searching for her. She wore a simple purple gown and was escorted to the library where Evangeline, Anya and Eleanor waited. “Good morning, Your Grace.” Lady Radella curtsied to Evangeline. “I cannot stay long, as I have to go to the harbor to pick up Elpis. However, I do have some time to help you.”  
 
    Evangeline curtsied in response. Anya, who seemed to be in charge of this meeting, spoke up.  
 
    “That is quite alright, Auntie. First, I must state that you are not in the queen’s council this time. You are to travel to your duchy as soon as possible. Would Miss Elpis also like to live in your palace?” 
 
    Lady Radella’s mouth gaped open in surprise. “Truly?” 
 
    “I do not see why not, do you have anything against that, Your Majesty?” Anya turned to her sister.  
 
    “No, I do not. Just bring her to the ball first. ” Eleanor added.  
 
    Beaming with pure happiness, Lady Radella led Evangeline into the privy chamber to begin her teachings of how to be a proper duchess.  
 
    Anya pulled out a book from the shelf behind her and dropped it in front of Eleanor.  
 
    “What is this?” She shook her head.  
 
    “This book lists most of your duties, but of course we will go over them. It was written by our ancestors. You must add to it in your lifetime as well. Something very important,” Anya flipped to a page in the book, “is to remember charity work. That is something that you practiced as a princess, so I am not worried. Eleanor, take notes.” She demanded.  
 
    “Notes? You did not say anything about notes!” 
 
    “Well now I am. Here,” Anya handed her some ink and a quill from the shelf, followed by a piece of paper.  
 
    “Alright, charity work. What is next?” Eleanor scribbled some words on the paper.  
 
    “Clifford cannot be an actual king, but he can be a consort. You can gossip to cause drama—you are good at that.” Anya sat down across from her. “You have access to the secrets of the kingdom, but you must also safeguard them. Here is where notes are very important.” Anya’s eyes seemed to burn through Eleanor’s.  
 
    “Alright, I am ready...” 
 
    “The queen is the head of state and so you must make sure that Minerva is well taken care of. You will also run our armed forces. You are the only one that can say when we are and when we are not at war. The war that just happened is an example of this. Although Prince Gael declared it, it was Mother’s job to send orders to our men. You must also read all of the government paperwork produced by the council, boring or not. Tell me, who do you represent?” 
 
    “Minerva?”  
 
    “Correct. Now here is the fun part: you can hold parties to make us look better.” 
 
    “That is something I am doing today!” 
 
    “Yes, because that is who you are. You must be yourself, Eleanor. Oh and produce an heir. Children are necessary and our royal family counts on you. Any questions?” 
 
    “No... well yes. Do you promise to keep helping me?” 
 
    “I promised you six months, did I not? Please have faith in me, sister. Let me check on our new duchess.” 
 
    Anya walked out of the room to find that Lady Radella and Evangeline were just finishing up their lesson.  
 
    “The queen cannot be in every state of Minerva at once, so you must represent your own state as you are in charge of your palace. If I am correct, the Isle of Laurel does not have a palace yet, but I am sure you will soon. Everything must be spotless, inside and out. Lastly, some of Minerva’s financial transactions are in your power. Spend wisely.” 
 
    “That does not seem too difficult.” Evangeline stated.  
 
    “It is not. I believe in you, Your Grace. Make sure my niece is doing her duties as well.” Lady Radella looked mockingly at Anya as she curtsied and then left the room.  
 
    Anya sat next to Evangeline and asked, “That was not too bad, was it?” 
 
    “No, I suppose not. Goodness, I must wear a crown for social events.” 
 
    With a chuckle, Anya placed her hand on Evangeline’s knee. 
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    The citizens of Eltra had no qualms about having to join Minerva after the war. Eltra must have been a falling kingdom and so it was no wonder they needed the power of Minerva to go forward. The ballroom was filled with a sea of people all wearing shiny, expensive gowns or slick dark-colored suits. Evangeline stood at a table at the back of the room where cheese, crackers, and wine were being served to the guests. She was wearing a wispy dark-grey dress with subtle crescent-shaped adornments which was tied with a silver corset. 
 
    She sipped red wine from a glass and leaned against the wall. 
 
    “Hello beautiful, what are you doing back here all alone?” Anya leaned against the wall beside her, wearing a floor-length light pink dress that not only exposed her shoulders, but made more of her scars visible. Evangeline thought that they had healed nicely. 
 
    “Anya, I believe I told you this when we first met, but I will tell you again: I despise parties. Now it is a duty of mine to make an appearance.” She gulped down the rest of her wine. 
 
    “Slow down, my love. I have a surprise for you.” Anya took the glass away from Evangeline, as she wiped the small smear of red lip stain away from her bottom lip which the glass had left. 
 
    “What? What is the surprise?” 
 
    Anya smiled mysteriously and led her to the raised platform to stand next to Clifford and Eleanor. Rosemary, Rosalind, and Ferdinand stood to the side of the stage conversing with guests. 
 
    Eleanor stepped forward and waved her hand to motion for the band to silence. She hit a diamond-topped staff on the ground. 
 
    “Silence, please!” Clifford demanded from behind her. 
 
    The crowd hushed at once and Eleanor began to speak. 
 
    “As all of you know, there was to be a wedding with the late Prince Gael Arnott Xuthus of Eltra and Princess Anya Victoria Syndred of Minerva.” There were murmurs among the mass of people. “Eltra betrayed us and then declared war. They also attempted to hire an assassin to kill us all! To their surprise, their assassin ended up helping Minerva rather than destroying it. Prince Gael and King Theodore, as well as their queen, all died under these circumstances and this meant that Eltra could be defeated once and for all!” The crowd cheered triumphantly for a moment, until Eleanor hit her staff on the ground again to order silence. 
 
    Anya moved to stand next to her sister which resulted in a few more cheers from the crowd. She held up her hands, “Settle down! I assume all of you know me. I was due to be queen, however I stepped down and gave the throne to this strong, heroic woman and the best sister I could ask for: Queen Eleanor! If it were not for her bravery, I and our newly appointed Duchess Evangeline Audovera of the Isle of Laurel—” Evangeline stepped forward to join the other two girls and the crowd cheered even louder now, “—would be dead!” 
 
    “And this brave knight, Sir Clifford Arkwright and Queen Eleanor’s consort, assisted her in saving us!” Evangeline chimed in. 
 
    The crowd roared in uncontainable cheers. Princess Anya, Evangeline the Duchess, Clifford the Knight, and Queen Eleanor all joined hands and bowed in unison. 
 
    After the crowd had quietened down, Evangeline left the stage to talk to some of the guests attending the party. Eleanor, out of interest and curiosity, kept her eyes on Evangeline, watching her easily strike up conversation. She was about to order the orchestra to begin playing again, but a middle-aged woman who was not wearing a ballgown entered the room. 
 
    “Anya, who is that? Is she one of our people? She has missed the announcement…” Eleanor shrugged in disappointment. 
 
    Anya looked at the woman and saw that she had thick eyebrows and bushy dark hair. She had a plump figure, but she was of average height. 
 
    “No, Ellie, look at her.” 
 
    Eleanor nodded to the orchestra to resume playing and then squinted to get a closer view of the woman. She was looking around with small beady eyes as if she were searching for someone.  
 
    “Oh goodness, is that her daughter?” Eleanor gasped. 
 
    “Yes, Ellie. That is—” 
 
    “MIA FIGLIA!” Rosemary squeaked as she bolted across the room and through the crowd. She had never been known to run that fast. She ran up to her daughter and wrapped her arms around her. “Angelina. Mamma mia, have you grown! I cannot believe—I cannot—oh my lord, Angelina!” 
 
    “Mamma!” Angeline spun around, holding her small, fragile mother with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Your papa—he took you away from me!” Rosemary began sobbing. 
 
    “Ho passato tutta la mia vita a cercarti, I spent my whole life looking for you. Papa… he died and then I received a letter. You were not in Roma anymore! But now here you are, mamma! We can be together alla fine, at last.” 
 
    “Am I a grand-mamma?” Rosemary asked hopefully. 
 
    “Ay, yes! His name is Jacobello. He ees a fisherman!” 
 
    Rosemary’s eyes teared up again and she hugged her daughter—something she had longed to do for many years. 
 
    Watching from the raised platform, Eleanor leaned over to whisper in Clifford’s ear.  
 
    “I guess she got our letter after all.” 
 
    “This is truly wonderful.” Clifford leaned down to reach Eleanor, who was a few inches shorter than him, and kissed her. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Anya and Evangeline began to walk outside, when Anya turned to her wife and smiled.  
 
    “You did a wonderful job speaking.” 
 
    “I suppose it is not difficult to speak when you are not having a conversation with anyone in particular.” Evangeline did her best to change the topic.  
 
    “What was it that made you so insecure?”  
 
    “Every bloody school year, the children at school called me a witch. I was not a witch and I hated when their eyes were on me. I must say it was much easier to end lives when I was not being seen by anyone. All of this happened when I was seven. After school I would go visit my grandmother who I  absolutely loved. One day, the children chased me to her house and then my mother stopped letting me see her because she disapproved, I suppose. Then... she taught her child how to kill. Too bloody young. I was an outcast.” Evangeline took a deep breath, trying to calm herself down.  
 
    “No more assassinations. No more bullying. You are a beautiful woman, and you will make a great duchess.” Anya squeezed her hand to build her confidence.  
 
    Evangeline hesitated as she changed the subject. “My lady, there is something I want to tell you…” 
 
    Unexpectedly, a female voice interrupted their conversation. “Princess Anya! Ah, I finally get to see you in the court!”  
 
    A woman with light blonde hair and green eyes came up to them in the back of the ballroom.  
 
    “Hello Lady Fira, it is good to see you again.” Anya responded.  
 
    Fira wore a jet-black, velvet gown with a green cape which was embroidered with gold thread. The end of her long sleeves had cuffs which were lined with matching fabric. The dress had a flowing skirt that created an elegant silhouette wherever Fira walked.   
 
    “This must be Lady Evangeline. You did not tell me she was a duchess!” Fira looked Evangeline up and down, making her blush. “She is quite lovely, Princess.”  
 
    “T-thank you...” Evangeline looked at her feet with wide eyes.  
 
    “Evangeline... this is the woman I met. She convinced me to run to you when I did.” Anya explained.  
 
    “Ah, so she knows?” 
 
    “She does. She found out more by mistake, but she was supportive nonetheless.” 
 
    “It is true. I had never spoken to her in my life, but we had quite a heart-to-heart.” 
 
    “Thank you for taking care of her. I was an idiot. Anyhow, I will not bore you with the issues we encountered. I would rather ask about you. After all, a friend of Anya’s is a friend of mine.” Evangeline raised her head and spoke confidently.  
 
    “Nothing too fancy; I am a noble. I was born in Danvillury, but now I live here in the court. I—I just called off my engagement because… I suppose you can say, I am like you.” Now it was Fira’s turn to blush. 
 
    “Well I have advice, in that case. She is out there, trust me. You may have to get your bread knocked out of your hands for you to realize it.” Evangeline grinned widely as she quickly brushed her hand against Anya’s. 
 
    “That sounds like a fascinating story. Maybe we can meet later on, and you can tell me all about it. For now, I must go. My favorite dressmaker just found her long-lost daughter.” Fira curtsied and turned to walk through the crowd in search of Rosemary. 
 
    While Fira walked away, Anya leaned lovingly against Evangeline. She was careful not to be seen by anyone nearby. Then she turned to the refreshment table behind them and took an unopened bottle of white wine. 
 
    The two of them snuck out of the crowd and sat outside the ballroom on a bench overlooking a fountain. Evangeline held her arm tightly around Anya. There was a slight breeze and so she leaned closer against Evangeline’s body for warmth.  
 
    “I really would like to kiss you right now,” Evangeline whispered. She pulled Anya back up. “But I know that I cannot, not yet…” 
 
    She agreed. “It is true, we d0 not know who else is around.” 
 
    “Anyway not to pry, but when will you tell me what my surprise is?” 
 
    Anya purred, “Right now. Follow me.” She motioned for Evangeline to wait there whilst she ran inside in search of Eleanor who was still standing on the  platform with Clifford. The two sisters made eye contact and Anya pointed to the door, motioning that her and Evangeline were leaving. Eleanor nodded in agreement and Anya walked back to Evangeline. “Come,” she instructed. 
 
    Anya loved the confused expression on her face. She knew that she was in charge and she used to greatly enjoy that in most political cases. She remembered why being in charge was so exciting: the adrenaline. 
 
    The outside sky was clear. It was slightly chilly, but the snow had finally melted from the ground. This winter was not the worst they had seen. Their surroundings were dark except for the lights which illuminated the castle and the pubs in the distance at the bottom of the hill. The moon was full and bright, and the stars shined brightly. 
 
    “We are going for a little walk through the woods,” Anya explained to Evangeline. 
 
    “Alright…” She mused hesitantly. 
 
    Together, the two women began striding through the trees. Anya led Evangeline through an unfamiliar route to make sure that she would not figure out where they were headed, but Anya knew that she would not get lost, especially if she followed the stars and the moon. 
 
    Evangeline stopped short and looked down at a tree stump with arrows sticking out of it. “Anya, those are our arrows! This is the spot where you taught me how to shoot! Do you remember? You were taking me to meet Miss Rosemary for the first time!” Exclaimed Evangeline. 
 
    “Would you look at that? You are quite right. I actually had no idea!” Anya glowed with happiness. “But that is not what your surprise is. This is just a nice walk down memory lane.” 
 
    She held the wine bottle close to her, careful not to drop it. 
 
    Once they had arrived at the clearing between the trees, Evangeline realized Anya that had brought her to the hill—their hill. 
 
    “Oh, goodness, look, it is now walking distance! It has been all this time... we can come here for picnics quite frequently. I wish that this could always be our spot, but I know that it is now officially property of Minerva and so there will be no more confusion. People will figure it out sooner or later.” 
 
    “Actually, Evangeline, that is what I wanted to show you. Come.” 
 
    Evangeline followed her up the hill. There were rocks and pieces of wood ready to start a fire. 
 
    “You appear to have prepared.” Evangeline laughed. 
 
    Anya shrugged with a smug look on her face and then pointed, “Look.” She pointed at the only large boulder at the top of the hill which was now embellished with a gold plaque that Evangeline had never seen before. 
 
    “Read it,” Anya’s eyes sparkled. 
 
    Evangeline read: 
 
      
 
    This hill is the property of Duchess Evangeline Audovera of the Isle of Laurel. Any trespassers may be fined under Minerva kingdom law. 
 
      
 
    “This is my hill! Anya you are an absolute angel.” She pulled her in to kiss her for the first time that night. 
 
    “Surprise!” Anya cried. “Now, my lady, let us celebrate. What was it that you had to tell me?” She sat down in the grass and patted the spot next to her, gesturing that Evangeline sit as well. She pulled a corkscrew out of the pocket of her cloak and yanked out the cork of the wine bottle. She offered it to Evangeline who shook her head. 
 
    “How do I say this...” Evangeline watched as Anya sipped the wine straight from the bottle. 
 
    She handed it to Evangeline who held it for a moment before gulping it down. 
 
    “Hey! Save some for me!” Anya joked as she took the bottle back. “Did you ever know how precise your accent is, Miss Evangeline Audovera of the Isle of Laurel?”  
 
    “So I have been told… but—” Evangeline smiled and brushed her hand over Anya’s cheek. 
 
    “I wish that I could be an Audovera. Anya Victoria Audovera. How does that sound?” She flashed a grin. 
 
    “I must admit, it sounds superb, Mrs. Audovera.” 
 
    “I love it! I hope our baby Audoveras have your eyes…” Anya said dreamily. 
 
    Evangeline’s face paled. “How did you—” She cleared her throat. 
 
    “How did I what, sweetheart?” Anya asked as she laced her fingers with Evangeline’s. 
 
    Evangeline tensed up as she cleared her throat. “When… when I went to the castle of Eltra to get revenge on Gael, he—he…” Tears formed in her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, my love, what did he do to you?” Anya asked, wrapping her arm tightly around Evangeline. 
 
    “He took advantage me,” she croaked. “I thought my vomiting in prison was due to stress, but… now—” 
 
    “Let it out, honey, you can trust me. I am not going anywhere.” Anya whispered. 
 
    “The mage told me that I was with child. We do not know how he or she survived my stab wound, but sure enough that is what happened.” Evangeline cried silently as she laid her head on Anya’s shoulder. 
 
    For a moment that felt like eternity, Anya said nothing. She stared into the distance, keeping her arm around Evangeline.  
 
    “Say something, Anya, anything. Please do not hate me. I—I was trying to care for you. He said he would kill you. I could not let him. I love you more than words can express. Please, Anya!” 
 
    “You are having his bastard… Why did you not tell me?” 
 
    “The same reason you did not tell me about your abuse. That and… what did it matter? My goal was”—a sob escaped from Evangeline—“to protect you.”  
 
    She felt Anya’s arm stiffen and assumed she was going to end their relationship. 
 
    “Oh goodness, please do not leave me. I could not bear it. I already feel so terrible.” Evangeline begged. 
 
    “I do not hate you! You are my wife. I wanted you. I needed you. This is just all so unexpected, but do you realize? I am going to be the mother I always dreamed of becoming!”  
 
    To Evangeline’s surprise, Anya wrapped her arms around her neck and smothered her face in kisses. She breathed in Evangeline’s orchid scent and held her tightly. 
 
    “We are going to raise this baby together and we will have a new life. Anything is possible when I am with you. I love you, my duchess.”  
 
    “I love you so much, Princess Anya. I will need your help, alright? I know nothing about how to raise a child. This will not be easy, and I do not know how I will act.” Evangeline mumbled. 
 
    “We can do anything as long as it is you and I.” Anya kissed her cheek reassuringly. There was a moment of silence between the two as Anya’s tone shifted. “Now can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Of course, darling.” 
 
    “What… what goes through your head when you kill someone?” Anya picked at her fingernails nervously. 
 
    “Well, ah”—she sipped—“I suppose, nothing. I liked the adrenaline it gave, and I enjoyed doing a job well done. But I realized that I never wished to show you that side of me and how pathetic I must have seemed. It was horrifying and I hated it.” Evangeline clutched the wine bottle tightly. 
 
    “Any more questions, my love?” 
 
    “Yes. When we were unconscious, did you ever have nightmares?” 
 
    “All the time,” Evangeline wiped away some wine from her mouth with her sleeve. “Once I dreamt that I was at my home in Laurel. My cousin Cynthia, who I rarely saw, was trying to get me to clean up a mess I had made. She began abusing me because I was so confused. Everything that was occurring was just... impossible. And then you came in. You were a mage, and you know that I just do not agree with that type of thing. You must have been studying behind my back. You shot fire at me and I burned to death. I felt the pain so vividly!” 
 
    “Yes, I know what you mean,” Anya took the wine bottle from Evangeline and sipped from it. “I had the same types of dreams… or shall I say nightmares? I watched you kissing Gael and then he killed you. I must have been hit in the head because the next thing I knew, I was laying on the ground while he attacked me. I just could not die. I felt the pain; it seemed like it would never end but thank goodness the nightmares were not real. I am taking you on a holiday as soon as possible.” She sipped the wine and handed the bottle back to Evangeline who took a sip and nodded. “But I must thank Gael, at the end of the day.” 
 
    “Oh? Why is that, my love?” Evangeline asked. 
 
    “First of all, I met the assassin that was sent to kill me, but I somehow fell in love with her and I think she loves me too…” Anya gazed at her lovingly. 
 
    “Yes, I think you might be right.” Evangeline stuck her tongue out jokingly. 
 
    Anya continued, “and that assassin and I are having a baby—goodness, it just gets more exciting each time I say it. We are having a baby!” 
 
    “I think she is a girl.” Evangeline clutched her stomach even though she did not have a bump yet. “Do not ask me how I know, I just have a feeling…” 
 
    “Her name is Katherine. Kat for short.” 
 
    “Katherine Audovera, hm?” She smiled as she kissed the tip of Anya’s nose. 
 
    “Yes. It is… amazing.” Anya began to tear up happily. “Also, I found out who I was and that was a huge struggle for me. Falling in love with a woman seemed different, even illogical. But thank goodness, I realized what reality was. It is not religion, nor what you are taught from scholars or books. It took Gael hurting me the way he did—how he took advantage of me—to learn that no one can control me, nor can they predict my next action.” Anya affirmed proudly as she took a swig of wine. “And Evangeline, this is quite irrelevant, but do you recall our secret wedding?” 
 
    She placed her arm around Anya’s waist and kissed her passionately. “Of course, I do, you are my wife. Goodness, I love you. You are beyond incredible. You are”—she paused to think of an appropriate title—“my wayward princess.” 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
    It did not take Minerva long to regain order. The entire kingdom, as well as its new citizens, all did their part in rebuilding it to what it once was. Together, Evangeline and Anya found volunteers to gather debris from buildings which had been destroyed in the area. It now seemed to be peaceful; the way it once was.  
 
    After the couple had returned home, Rosalind greeted them with a curtsy.  
 
    “Greetings, daughter, Your Grace. Lady Evangeline, will you please come to my chambers? Princess Anya, Eleanor is waiting for you.” 
 
    “Mother, I do not understand—” 
 
    “Do not ask, just go.” Rosalind flashed a small grin to Anya as she put her arm around Evangeline, leading her away.  
 
    Hesitating a little, Anya climbed the stairs to her chambers and found Eleanor seated on her newly made bed. She held a white cloth on her lap.  
 
    “What is this?” Anya wondered.  
 
    “I am aware you did not receive a proper wedding due to the recent activity. As queen, I have put together a small ceremony for our family to attend. I hope you do not mind.”  
 
    Anya’s mouth gaped open in surprise. “Do you mean it, sister?” 
 
    Rather than answering with words, Eleanor held up the cloth from her lap and revealed a white velvet gown, complemented by golden lace around the hems and in its light train. It had a narrow bodice, a lowered waistline, and a long-pleated skirt. The sleeves were lush and voluminous and were embellished by a rich gold embroidery. 
 
    “Oh goodness, Eleanor, this is... extraordinary,” Anya exclaimed as she reached her hand out to touch it.  
 
    “Do you like it? Rosemary and I stayed up late making this dress. We also made one for Lady Evangeline”—she covered her face—“oh I ruined the surprise. Pretend you do not know when you see her!” 
 
    “What do I not know, my queen?” Anya smirked.  
 
    “Very funny, sister. Let us get you dressed.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Evangeline stood at the altar wearing a white silk gown which was heavily decorated with a delicate floral pattern. It had deep flounces of flower strewn lace. To the side of her stood Rosalind in a solid white gown that was much plainer.  
 
    “Are you ready?” She murmured.  
 
    “I thought the wedding during the war was nerve-wracking, but this—goodness, how do I look?” Out of habit, Evangeline nervously curled a loose strand of hair around her finger.  
 
    “You look wonderful, like you are marrying a princess.” Rosalind reassured her. “There is the queen.”  
 
    On the other side of the aisle, Eleanor linked her arm with Anya’s. She began walking with her chin held high. Anya held a bouquet that matched the flowers around her tiara and she also wore a veil which covered her face.  
 
    As not many people could know of Anya and Evangeline’s wedding, it took place in the ballroom rather than the chapel. Lady Radella and Elpis sat side by side with Rosemary and her daughter sat behind them. Clifford sat beside Fira and at the back of the room sat Ferdinand. Although he was not thrilled about Evangeline, he could not miss his daughter’s wedding.  
 
    Once Anya arrived at the altar, she stood in front of Evangeline, holding both of her hands. Evangeline bowed her head.  
 
    “Wow.” She whispered.  
 
    For the entire wedding, their eyes remained together whilst Eleanor led the ceremony, and they recited their vows to one another.  
 
    “You may now kiss the bride... ah... brides.”  
 
    Evangeline’s mouth formed into a lopsided grin as she lifted Anya’s veil away from her face, adoration radiating through her veins. 
 
    “Forever.” Anya kissed her, feeling happier than she had ever thought possible. “Me, you, and our daughter.” 
 
    Evangeline lovingly pulled Anya into a hug, holding the princesses head against her chest. For a moment, her face fell blankly as she remembered her haunting past. “Our daughter…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Author’s Note 
 
    Writing has always been close to my heart. There was a time in my life when I could not speak, since I was the passenger of a car accident, so I wrote. I filled notebooks and notebooks of little blurbs of writing. I was an inpatient at Blythedale Children’s Hospital which had a school for all of the patients. I was in high school at the time, so I went every weekday. My favorite class was English because I was able to write (of course). I remember my teacher taking me to the side and telling me I was talented, which has felt special ever since. 
 
    I was inspired to write The Wayward Princess because I have been interested in royalty for a very long time. I especially am interested in the royals of England in the Medieval Times. As my characters say, during this time, women were terribly mistreated. It helped a little if you had class, but if you didn’t, you had to do terrible things to survive. You also couldn’t be yourself and had to follow what the rest of society was doing, even if it tortured you.  
 
    A lot of the issues that my characters faced are even dealt with now. For example, Anya struggles with her sexuality because she is told how her life should be. She goes through a journey learning who she truly was, which can definitely be hard for some.  
 
    I enjoyed writing this book and I hope you readers enjoy it too!  
 
    As this book is a trigger warning in some places, I feel that it is important to know that you are not alone. If you are a victim of/suffer from suicidal thoughts physical, sexual, or emotional abuse, consider speaking with someone that you can trust, or reaching out to the anonymous hotlines: 
 
      
 
    National Suicide Prevention Lifeline
1-800-273-8255 
 
    Chat: suicidepreventionlifeline.org/chat/  
 
    Website: suicidepreventionlifeline.org/  
 
      
 
    National Domestic Violence/Abuse Hotline 
 
    1-800-799-SAFE 
 
    Website: thehotline.org/ 
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