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“Can I get you anything else?” Amira asked the tavern patrons, mentally scribbling down their requested drinks.

“No, miss.” The shorter of the two patrons replied curtly. He waved his hand in Amira’s direction as if brushing her away, refusing to make eye contact with the woman. Amira sighed. She carried herself behind the bar to prepare the patron’s orders. I can’t remember the last time someone in this bar even looked at me, she thought to herself. To the folks crowding the stuffy tavern, she was simply a server of drinks.

Amira continued her cleaning of glasses and started to pour two cold drinks. She listened to the overlapping chatter, hungry for any form of entertainment, and noticed something in common about the many conversations filling the tavern. One topic seemed to repeat itself: The Minotaur King’s request for a new queen. Amira did not think much of it—it’s probably just common gossip—until she saw the flier for herself, the piece of beige paper covered in rings from abandoned beer mugs.

In bold, black writing, the flier read:

King Teron of Horn Grove Requests the Company of a New Queen. 

All Volunteers Encouraged to Apply. 

Applicants Must Be Adult and Willing. 

Apply by Letter and Send to The Citadel of Horn Grove, King’s Quarters.

Amira’s eyes traced over the text carefully. If it weren’t for the lack of decency from the customers, Amira would likely find the offer laughable, but the elf found herself chewing on her lip as she looked at the paper. I bet King Teron would thank me for drinks.

Amira sighed at herself. The thought was ridiculous—plus, she had a job to get back to. She was already being shouted at by three people seated at the bar for her small delay. Wiping her hands on a rag, Amira returned to preparing drinks, but that night, before she locked the tavern door, she snatched a scrap of paper from an empty table, wrote down the address listed on the flier, and folded the paper neatly into her satchel.

The following morning, Amira woke up with the sun, mind already wandering to the flier she read the night before. Surely, with a healthy night’s rest, she would be able to think clearly about the offer, right? The scrap containing the King’s address poked out from the opening of her satchel. She plucked it from the floor, retrieving the paper, and found the closest writing utensil she could find. 

Amira’s application was sent before noon.

A week passed. The existence of King Teron’s request for a queen disappeared from Amira’s mind as she carried on tending the tavern each evening. Every day, she poured cold drinks, rolling her eyes at the dirty comments of the customers, and occupied herself, in the few spare moments she had, with a book she kept behind the drink counter. Life carried on as usual—that is until she found an elegant, decorated letter on her porch step as she returned home Sunday night. 

Amira stood still. No, I must be lacking sleep. My eyes must be worn out. 

She took the letter between her fingers. Upon the letter were golden cursive characters that sat above a crimson wax seal marked with the horns of a minotaur. Her heart thumped in her chest. Like the flicker of a candle, Amira disappeared behind the wooden door of her building, the letter gripped in her hand.

Amira shuffled her apron from her torso and hung it on a spare hook before clamoring to the nearest stool, her face glowing amber from the nearby lantern. She inhaled and held her breath as she carefully lifted the wax seal from the envelope and pried it open, exposing a stiff, cream-colored card. From the looks of it, the paper likely cost more than her entire wardrobe.

Her fingers trembled as she unsheathed the card. At the top of the card, in dark red ink, was Amira’s name. The woman recited her own name aloud into her empty room. The letters shimmered in the lantern light.

The letter held an air of wealth, power, professionalism.

Amira, 

I greet you with kindness and gratitude. I have received your application for the position of my queen. From the moment my eyes first digested your words, your presence has not left my mind. I feel as if I have been enchanted.

I wish to gaze upon you with my own eyes and hear your story from your own lips. If you desire the same, I would like to request your exquisite company at tomorrow’s Silver Moon Feast. I hope you are able to grace us with your attendance.

At the setting of tomorrow’s sun, I shall send for guards to properly transport you to the Horn Grove Citadel. If you do not wish to present yourself, however, simply inform them, and they will depart with respect. I honor any decision of yours.

Additionally, if it eases any swirling in your belly, you are the only applicant to attend. To me, there was no contest. It will be you and me, as well as any locals who wish to dine and celebrate under the moon. I do hope we find a moment to ourselves only, however.

Once more, I greatly hope you are able to attend. I must admit, my hands grow balmy as I write this invitation to you. Your name sings in my mind like a bird in springtime. Amira, Amira.

My utmost appreciation, 

The Minotaur King Teron

Amira sat so still, the sparkling stars made more movement than the woman. Her eyes trailed over the letter, her mouth agape and breath stiff in her lungs. With each word, Amira’s heart thumped in her chest. She pictured King Teron, the tall, broad, brown-furred minotaur, quill in hand, creating each loop and twirl of the characters upon the page. 

He probably uses this language for any application, she thought to herself—but he did mention that hers was the only application he chose. Well, he’s likely just buttering me up so that I agree to be his queen. 

And, if that’s the case, it’s working.

Amira shook her head. This is absurd! She wanted to toss the letter out the window and into the darkness of the night, but her body refused. The king’s words echoed in her mind against her racing thoughts. 

Amira couldn’t help but wonder what would come of her attendance at the feast. What did King Teron’s voice sound like? What does the fur on his towering shoulders feel like? And what would her life become if she were to accept the position of his queen? The potential, looming answers to her questions sparked a small fire in Amira’s skin—it’s not like her job at the tavern was something to dream of, or like her property was anything memorable. The dull wooden walls of her apartment creaked at night and the roof leaked with every rain, and the crate containing her clothes held more air than it did fabric. The role of Teron’s queen sounded more and more appealing with the passing of every moment.

Crickets chirped in the nearby fields as Amira tussled with her thoughts. After a few minutes, she sighed from her chest and hoisted herself from her seat. She would need to start planning her fashion, if she were to be ready on time.
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The sky shifted from its usual blue to a warm orange as Amira adjusted the waist of her gown, donning a cloud-colored sash around her middle. The fabric of her dress was a clean, pale sage, and the skirt was decorated with delicate white embroidery of tree leaves and flora. The woman glanced through the bedroom window, eyeing her doorstep, awaiting the arrival of the king’s guards. Nerves stirred in her abdomen—she waited for what felt like ages as the sun crept below the horizon and stars began to birth in the darkening sky. Amira tucked stray strands of ginger hair behind her ears as she looked at her wind-chafed face in the mirror, the small pane cracked in the corner, distorting the image of her updo. Despite her anxieties, Amira was pleased with the image she saw. She had never quite looked at herself from an aesthetic perspective, but in this moment, she could admit that she was pretty, and she felt it, too. Even without the elaborate garb, Amira appreciated the face she wore and the body she lived in. Though, it was challenging to not stew upon what King Teron may think of her. 

Her train of thought was interrupted by a firm knocking on her front door, followed by a muffled call.

Amira raced down her steps and swung the door open. Before her stood three men and two women covered in silver plates of armor, all sparkling in the light of the setting sun, and leather tunics. Each held a long sword at their hip.

“Pleasant evening, Madam,” one of the guards spoke, a woman with curly, dark hair. “The Minotaur King Teron has sent for your company at tonight’s Silver Moon Feast.”

Another guard, a young man, then spoke.

“If you wish to attend, we would desire nothing more than to accompany you,” he said with a graceful smile on his face. He bowed gently to Amira, and the remaining guards followed suit.

They’re acting as if I’m the queen already, Amira thought to herself, speechless from the kindness of the guards. The armored group stood still, the air growing awkward, as Amira gazed at them silently.

“Oh!” Amira blurted, realizing her lack of reply. “Yes, I wish to attend. I am quite ready,” she said, giving them a nervous grin. The guards smiled at her. It must be obvious that this much unlike my usual evening, she thought.

The dark-haired guard extended a gloved hand to Amira’s, and Amira laid her palm upon the hand, stepping down the steps of her doorway. The group began leading her through the dimming city. Lamps began to light in the streets and in the windows of tall buildings. Passing pedestrians froze to look at the party, eyes trailing down the fabric of Amira’s green gown, and children pointed to her in awe, asking their mothers and fathers for a matching outfit. She then recognized a man on the street as a customer from the tavern—a usual attendee, and a rude one—leaving his building for the night. His eyes gaped at Amira, the woman covered in shining fabric and being accompanied by royal guards. The sight evoked a chuckle from the woman as she continued walking down the cobbled pathway of the main street.

The citadel was about an hour’s walk. Typically, traveling for such a time, and doing so at night, would make Amira feel uneasy, but her armored company allowed her to enjoy the sights surrounding her; tall trees rustled in the blue haze of dusk, frogs croaked beside trickling streams, and small puffs of clouds rolled through the sky. It was the finest evening Amira had experienced in months, if not years, and she had not even arrived at her destination. An easy warmth hugged Amira as she drank in the landscape, as well as the peaceful feeling of the oncoming night. 

The party arrived as the horizon swallowed the sun completely, allowing darkness to cover the landscape. Amira had resided in Horn Grove her entire life, and the neighborhood she lived in sat far from the citadel’s walls. No rules or laws prevented her from visiting, but the length of the journey always sounded discouraging, so Amira opted to stay local. The view of the citadel up close made her regret never exploring outwards.

The citadel stood like a mountain against the black night sky. Its walls were built from stone, cracked
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