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  Beneath the Crown

  
  




“Lina! Slow down!”

The words came out in a hushed yell as a harried chambermaid chased after the cloaked figure through the dimly lit servant’s corridor. Lina—Princess Seraphina, to the rare few who knew her secret—turned briefly, her mischievous grin flashing before she vanished around the corner.

The chambermaid, Gerta, groaned. “One of these days, you’ll be caught, Your Highness! And it won’t be me explaining it to the King!”

Lina’s laugh echoed back. “That’s why you won’t catch me today!”

By the time Gerta reached the castle gate, Lina was already gone, the heavy hood of her cloak pulled low over her auburn curls. She darted through the side alley like she’d done a hundred times before, her boots barely making a sound against the cobblestones. The capital city of Eldoria was just waking, and she couldn’t wait to be part of it.

There was a very kind and mischievous princess in a kingdom far away—this was how her teacher had described her once in a teasing tone, after yet another of her unauthorized escapades. Princess Seraphina had always been curious, her heart pulling her beyond the gilded walls of the castle. She wanted to see her kingdom, meet her people, and understand the world they lived in. But kings and queens rarely walked among their subjects, and for all her charm, her father wasn’t inclined to let her roam free.

So Seraphina had created “Lina.” With the help of her chambermaid, Gerta, and her scholarly tutor, Master Enroth, she had fashioned a new identity: a simple girl with no title, no privilege, and no one to stop her from exploring.

Now, in the heart of the bustling market square, Lina felt freer than ever. The air buzzed with energy—vendors calling out their wares, children chasing each other, and the scent of baking bread mingling with freshly picked flowers.

“Lina, my dear!”

She turned toward the voice and saw Old Martie waving from behind his spice stall. His face lit up in recognition, his rotund frame rocking slightly as he leaned over the counter.

“Good morning, Martie!” she called, weaving her way toward him.

“Morning indeed. And a fine one it is now that you’ve stopped by,” Martie said with a grin. “Got something special for you.”

He reached under the counter and pulled out a small pouch tied with twine. “Cinnamon. For your tea.”

Lina’s face softened. “You spoil me, Martie.”

“And you spoil us,” he countered. “If you didn’t come around, who’d listen to an old man’s ramblings, eh?”

Lina laughed, pocketing the cinnamon. “How’s Marla? Still giving you trouble about eating too many sweets?”

Martie chuckled. “Every day. Says she’s keeping me alive just to nag me another twenty years.”

“She’s keeping you alive because she loves you,” Lina teased. “But if you ever need me to smuggle you a pastry, you know where to find me.”

Martie threw his head back in laughter. “You’ve got a rogue’s heart, lass. Don’t let anyone tame it.”

His words struck a chord, though she didn’t let it show. She knew she couldn’t keep sneaking out forever. One day, her responsibilities as princess—and eventually queen—would demand her full attention. But for now, she could still carve out these moments of freedom.

“Take care, Martie,” she said, giving his hand a quick squeeze before turning back to the throng of people.

The market was alive with activity, but Lina’s keen eyes caught something out of place. Two children—a boy and a girl, no older than ten—were inching closer to a bread stall, their movements too deliberate to be casual. She watched as the boy whispered something to his sister, and in the next instant, they grabbed a loaf and bolted.

“Stop them! Thieves!”

The baker’s roar cut through the noise, and the market seemed to pause as heads turned toward the commotion. Lina reacted without thinking.

“Wait!” she called, stepping into the baker’s path just as he lumbered after the children.

The man, broad-shouldered and red-faced, skidded to a halt. “Out of my way, girl! They’ve been stealing from me for weeks!”

Lina held up her hands in a calming gesture. “I understand. But please, let me handle this.”

The baker looked ready to argue, but something in her voice—or perhaps her unshakable calm—made him pause. “Fine,” he grumbled. “But they owe me for that loaf!”

Lina reached into her pocket, pulling out one of the few coins she carried. It was precious to her, not for its worth, but for its purpose. She pressed it into the man’s palm. “This should cover it.”

He muttered under his breath but returned to his stall, leaving Lina free to pursue the children.

She found them not far away, huddled in a narrow alley. The boy stood protectively in front of his sister, his chin jutted out defiantly.

“What do you want?” he demanded.

“To help,” Lina said simply.

“We don’t need your help.”

The girl tugged on his sleeve. “Alec…”

“Hush, Ivy,” he snapped, though his voice wavered.

Lina crouched to their level, her tone gentle but firm. “You shouldn’t have to steal to survive. Where are your parents?”

The siblings exchanged a glance, their silence more telling than words.

Lina’s heart ached, but she didn’t let it show. “Come with me,” she said, holding out her hand.

Alec hesitated, his mistrust plain. “Why should we trust you?”

“Because I’ve been where you are,” Lina said softly. “And because everyone deserves a little kindness.”

He studied her for a long moment before finally nodding. “Fine. But just this once.”

As they followed her back into the marketplace, Lina’s resolve hardened. She didn’t know what she could do yet, but one thing was clear: she couldn’t turn her back on these children—or the countless others like them.

“Are you hungry?” Lina asked as they emerged from the alleyway into the bustle of the marketplace.

Alec didn’t answer, but the way his little sister, Ivy, tugged on his sleeve said enough. The girl’s hollow cheeks and wide, wary eyes made her look far younger than the ten years Lina guessed her to be. Alec’s protective scowl might have intimidated others, but Lina could see the exhaustion in his posture, the weight of responsibility on his small shoulders.

“I know a place where we can sit and eat,” Lina offered, keeping her tone light and non-threatening. “No questions, no strings attached. Just food.”

Alec hesitated, his gaze darting around as if expecting a trap. Ivy tugged on his sleeve again, whispering something Lina couldn’t hear. Finally, he nodded.

Lina led them to a quieter corner of the market, where an elderly woman sold roasted chestnuts and simple vegetable pies. Lina handed over the last of her coins, wincing internally at the empty pocket they left behind, and returned with three steaming pies wrapped in parchment.

“Here,” she said, handing one to each child before sitting cross-legged on the ground beside them. She didn’t eat yet, waiting to see if they would.

Ivy needed no encouragement. She tore into the pie with a fervor that made Lina’s chest ache. Alec, however, stared at his with suspicion.

“Why are you doing this?” he asked, his voice sharp with mistrust.

Lina took a bite of her own pie, chewing thoughtfully before answering. “Because I can. And because it looks like you need it.”

“We don’t need charity,” Alec snapped.

“It’s not charity,” Lina said calmly. “It’s lunch.”

He glared at her for a moment longer before hunger won out. He took a cautious bite, then another, until he was eating as ravenously as his sister.

For a while, they ate in silence. The noise of the market carried on around them—vendors shouting, children laughing, carts rumbling over cobblestones—but in their little corner, it felt like time had slowed.

When Ivy finished her pie, she looked up at Lina with wide, earnest eyes. “Thank you, miss,” she said softly.

Lina smiled. “You’re welcome.”

Alec wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, his expression still guarded. “This doesn’t mean we trust you.”

“That’s fair,” Lina said. “But I hope you will, eventually.”

He didn’t respond, but his posture relaxed ever so slightly. It was enough for now.

As they sat, Lina couldn’t stop her mind from racing. She’d seen poverty before, of course. Even from within the castle walls, it was impossible to ignore the struggles of her people. But seeing it up close, in the faces of these children, made it feel far more real—and far more urgent.

“Where are you staying?” she asked after a while, keeping her tone casual.

Alec stiffened, his protective instincts flaring. “Why do you want to know?”

“So I can help,” Lina said simply. “If you’ll let me.”

“We don’t need help,” he said automatically, but his voice lacked conviction.

“Alec…” Ivy’s voice was small, but it carried the weight of desperation. She tugged on his sleeve again, her eyes pleading. “Maybe she can…”

Alec looked at his sister, then back at Lina. For a moment, the fight drained out of him, and he looked like what he truly was: a child, scared and overwhelmed.

“There’s a place,” he admitted reluctantly. “An old building near the river. We stay there with some others.”

“How many others?” Lina asked.

Alec hesitated. “Five. Sometimes more. Depends on the day.”

“And you’re all…” She trailed off, not wanting to say the word.

“Orphans,” Alec finished bluntly. “Yes.”

Lina felt her heart clench. “I’d like to see it,” she said. “If that’s all right.”

“Why?” Alec demanded.

“So I can understand,” she said. “And so I can figure out how to help.”

He studied her for a long moment, weighing her sincerity. Finally, he nodded. “Fine. But don’t think this makes us friends.”

Lina smiled. “Not yet, anyway.”

They finished their meal, and Alec led the way through the winding streets of the city, with Ivy and Lina close behind. The deeper they went into the poorer districts, the more Lina’s heart ached. The buildings were crumbling, the streets littered with debris, and the air thick with the smell of damp and decay. Children played barefoot in the dirt, their laughter tinged with a kind of resilience that made Lina’s chest tighten.

“This way,” Alec said, ducking into a narrow alley that seemed to lead nowhere. At the end of it was a dilapidated building with boarded-up windows and a sagging roof.

“This is it,” Alec said, his tone defiant as if daring Lina to criticize it.

Lina didn’t. She stepped inside, her eyes adjusting to the dim light. The space was little more than an empty shell, with cracked walls and a dirt floor. But it was clear that the children had made it their own. There were makeshift beds made of straw and tattered blankets, a small pile of scavenged toys, and a corner that seemed to serve as a kitchen, with a few mismatched pots and pans.

The other children looked up as they entered, their faces wary but curious. A boy of about twelve stepped forward, his chin lifted in a way that reminded Lina of Alec.

“Who’s this?” he demanded.

“She’s… a friend,” Alec said, though his tone made it clear he wasn’t entirely sure of that himself.

Lina smiled at the boy. “My name’s Lina. And I’d like to help, if you’ll let me.”

The boy crossed his arms. “We don’t need help.”

Lina crouched to his level, meeting his gaze. “Everyone needs help sometimes,” she said gently. “And there’s no shame in accepting it.”

The boy studied her for a moment, then shrugged. “Fine. But don’t expect us to trust you right away.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Lina said with a smile.

As the children slowly warmed to her presence, Lina felt her resolve harden. She couldn’t change their circumstances overnight, but she could do something. And she would.

The children’s voices filled the room as Lina settled into the dilapidated space. They spoke in fragmented whispers, stealing glances at her while huddled together like birds on a branch. The older boy, who had reluctantly agreed to her presence, stood protectively in the center of the group. He remained wary, his arms crossed and his jaw tight, though his eyes flickered with curiosity when he thought Lina wasn’t looking.

Lina glanced around, taking in the small details that spoke of the children’s lives. The corner kitchen, with its dented pots and salvaged utensils, had a small stack of potatoes and a chipped tin cup. The makeshift beds were neatly arranged, a testament to their effort to carve order out of chaos. Despite the state of the building, it was clear that this was their home—and their refuge.

One of the younger children, a girl no older than six, tugged on Lina’s cloak. Her face was smudged with dirt, but her eyes shone with unguarded curiosity.

“Are you really going to help us?” she asked, her voice small but hopeful.

Lina crouched to meet the girl’s gaze. “I’ll do my best,” she promised. “But I’ll need all of you to tell me what you need most.”

The older boy scoffed from his place in the center. “What we need is a miracle,” he muttered.

Lina turned to him, her expression soft but resolute. “Maybe,” she said. “Or maybe we just need a little kindness to start.”

The boy held her gaze for a moment before glancing away. He mumbled something under his breath and motioned for the others to sit. The children slowly gathered around Lina, their initial hesitation giving way to cautious interest.

“What do you eat?” Lina asked, glancing toward the corner kitchen.

“Whatever we can find,” Alec answered, his voice quiet. “Sometimes bread. Sometimes scraps.”

Lina frowned, her stomach tightening at the thought of how little they had. “And what about clothes? Shoes?”

The children exchanged uneasy glances. A boy who looked about eight lifted his foot, revealing a sole held together with strips of cloth. “We make do,” he said simply.

Lina exhaled, her heart aching. These children had learned to survive on so little, their resilience both admirable and heartbreaking. She stood, brushing off her skirt.

“Stay here,” she said. “I’ll be back.”

The older boy raised an eyebrow. “Where are you going?”

“To get what you need,” Lina replied. “Food, clothes, shoes—whatever I can manage.”

The boy’s eyes narrowed. “And why would you do
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