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Chapter 1: Daughters Of Evendell.
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She held her nieces’ hands as the Queen’s body was borne forth. Her own eyes glistened with unshed tears—the tears of the people of the kingdom. Gently, she squeezed the small, trembling hands of her nine-year-old twin nieces.

The soft thundering of rain struck the ground. Black clouds loomed overhead like a predator towering over its prey. The raindrops felt like a swarm of knives cutting through her.

But it was not her body being pierced... It was her heart...

Raven-black hair, soaked and wet, curled atop her dark green eyes, which held no tears left save the dried streaks upon her olive skin. The lace on her mourning gown felt particularly itchy that night. Yet her heart broke more.

She barely heard her nieces through the pouring rain.

“Where is Mommy, Aunty?” Annalyss, the soft and delicate one of the twins, asked. “Is she alright?” Ammeryss, the more mature of the two, asked.

Ravana could not answer their innocent questions, for she too had lost her sister. She could only remain silent, covering the twins’ eyes as the cover lifted and swayed from their mother’s body.

A tear dripped from her eyes onto the ground.

The palace of Evendell, once bright and vibrant, no longer held any joy. Instead, a sense of sorrow and grief loomed over its halls.

It was still raining. The raindrops that once brought Ravana delight now felt like pain. The rain that brought with it both loss and promises.

The promise Ravana had made to her elder sister. That day, the scent of blood had suffocated Ravana. But the one who was truly suffocated was Evangelin.

Evangelin had been unwell for several days. Her once vibrant pearly skin had ashen. Her complexion appeared almost translucent, with veins faintly visible beneath the surface.

Ravana remembered sitting by her sister’s bed as she coughed out blood. She remembered how her sister’s hands had felt when she made that promise.

She would never let her nieces feel the sense that their mother had taken her last breath. She had known her sister would not live long.

But why did it have to happen today?

The day when her nieces turned nine years of age. The girls were too young to fathom that their mother was no more, and so was her sister.

Ravana sighed, pushing her tears back. She sat down on the armchair that had belonged to her sister. She had to be strong for the twins. If not for herself, then for her nieces. Evangelin would not have wanted Ravana to break down.

She had felt this broken twice before: once when her husband and unborn child perished, and now for her elder sister who had stood with her through thick and thin.

“Aunty...?” A soft, gentle voice came from the slightly ajar door.

Ravana looked up quickly, rubbing her tears away, and forced a smile. “Lissy? Come in.”

Nine-year-old Annalyss walked past the threshold and slowly made her way to Ravana. Her small, delicate feet pitter-pattered softly as she approached.

Ravana lifted her niece and cradled her to her chest.

“Why are you not asleep, my sweet?” Ravana asked, trying not to tear up before her niece. She had to be strong.

“I’m scared, Aunty,” Annalyss’s small lips trembled as she leaned her head on Ravana’s chest.

“Scared of what, sweet?” Ravana’s voice was no more than a whisper.

“The thunder... the sky is so loud, Aunty. It feels like it is coming to get me.” Her lips trembled as she nuzzled deeper into Ravana’s warmth.

“Aww, my love,” Ravana sighed. “Let me tell you something.”

Ravana rose from the armchair and walked toward her bed with Annalyss in her arms. Her slippers flapped softly against the marble floor.

“You know, thunder is scared of me,” Ravana said as she laid the little girl down on the bed and tucked her in.

“Really!” Annalyss’s eyes widened with surprise. A smile bloomed upon her lips. “Yes.” Ravana lay down beside the little girl.

“Then please tell it to go away,” Annalyss said. “It is scary...”

Ravana chuckled. “I will.” Then she frowned. “But it will not listen to me...”

She looked at her niece. “Unless you close your eyes and think of something good.” Her eyes softened.

“Does it really work?” Annalyss asked as Ravana nodded softly.

“Okay, I will try it.” Annalyss closed her eyes. Ravana gently patted her niece’s chest and closed her own eyes.

Annalyss’s breathing grew even as she slipped into a land of no sorrows, no pain, only dreams—free of the weight of reality.

“Aunty...?” Another voice, this time from the other twin, Ammeryss.

“Oh my sweet, what is wrong, dear?” Ravana slowly rose without waking Annalyss. “I cannot sleep,” Ammeryss said, averting her gaze. “Can I sleep with you?”

“Aww, darling, come.” Ravana smiled.

She softly lifted the edge of the blanket, pulling it back to make room for Ammeryss, and gently patted the vacant spot beside her.

When another thunder roared like a feral beast, Ammeryss flinched and scurried toward the bed. Her pattering feet tried to make as little noise as possible. She climbed onto the bed as Ravana drew the blanket over her.

Ravana then lay down between her two nieces. “It is okay, dear,” she whispered and kissed Ammeryss’s forehead.

Ammeryss closed her eyes, feeling the warmth of her aunt. She nuzzled closer into Ravana. Ravana smiled and caressed the little girl’s back soothingly until she fell asleep.

Ravana then closed her eyes, trying to sleep herself. She knew her sister had wanted only the best for her nieces. And she would make that happen.

Beneath a sky that still wept for them, the night passed, and time moved forward. The palace of Evendell would one day laugh again, but not tonight.

Tonight belonged to the rain, the thunder, and the quiet promise of an aunt who would shelter her nieces from the storm.

And so begins the story of two little girls—walking a path of royal duty, chasing the memory of their mother, and learning, one day, to carve a path of their own.

༺✿༻༺✿༻༺✿༻

Two years later

༺✿༻༺✿༻༺✿༻

The cold wind blew, causing flowers and leaves to sway. The clouds raced after each other, a luxurious sight for the eyes. A single leaf broke free from the tree’s embrace, twirling and dancing in the air. With a soft flutter, it landed on an eleven-year-old girl’s shoulder. She ran her delicate fingers through her maple-auburn hair, her snow-kissed blue eyes fluttering as she turned the page of the book in her hands.

Not far behind, her twin sister, Ammeryss, mirrored her in every way—except for her eyes. Where Annalyss’s gaze was bright and blue, Ammeryss’s were a deep rose-red, like the petals of a blood-red rose, flickering with quiet curiosity as she watched her sister.

“Hey sis,” Ammeryss said, taking the single leaf off Annalyss’s shoulder. “Yes?” Annalyss replied, looking at her twin.

“What are you reading?” Ammeryss smirked. “One of your romance novels?”

“Yeah.” Annalyss closed the book and hugged it to her chest. “It is one of my favourites.” Ammeryss chuckled. “Anyway,” she rose from where she was sitting, “I’m hungry.” Annalyss also stood. “Let us go have some snacks then.”

Ammeryss started sprinting. “Last to get there is a rotten apple!” Her laughter filled the air around the royal garden.

Annalyss followed after. “It is not fair,” she whined. “You took a head start.”

Both twins’ feet pattered against the grassy floor, the sound of their playful chase filling the quiet air. But suddenly, Ammeryss collided with something—no, someone—soft yet firm, and she stumbled back with a surprised gasp.

“Oof!” Ravana let out a small laugh, steadying the child with one hand as Ammeryss blinked up at her in surprise. “Careful there, dear. You almost knocked me over.”

Ammeryss grinned sheepishly, looking up at her aunt with wide eyes. “Sorry, Aunty! I did not see you there.”

Ravana chuckled, her warm hands resting on Ammeryss’s shoulders as she steadied her. “Why are both of you running anyway?” She raised an eyebrow playfully, a gentle tease in her voice.

Annalyss put her hands on her knees and huffed. “She is hungry.”

Ravana chuckled, her gentle laughter soothing the wind around them. She playfully and gently pinched both twins’ cheeks.

“Let us go and get snacks,” she said, holding both of their hands. “I am hungry too.”

She turned back with them in tow and walked to the kitchen through the grass. The blades beneath their feet gently sloshed as they walked, the wind blowing softly through their hair.

“Your Majesty,” the High Chancellor fixed his glasses, “Evendell will fall without a new Queen.” He added, “Perhaps we should discuss your marriage.”

The Grand Marshall looked at King Thorian. “Your Majesty, without a male heir,” he paused, “the Avalore family will be taken over.”

The High Priestess sneered. “By the Lord,” she said, “one of our young princesses is fully capable of ruling Evendell.”

The Grand Marshall rolled his eyes, sneering back.

The High Priestess picked up her teacup, her gloved fingers caressing the porcelain surface. She brought it to her lips, took a sip, and set it down gently.

“But the High Chancellor is right,” she said, resting her chin in her palm, her elbow against the table, her other arm resting lazily. “A kingdom without a queen is like a crucifix without a heart nailed upon it.”

Thorian sighed and rose from his seat. “We will discuss this matter later,” he said, his voice clipped with finality.

With a graceful pivot, he turned toward the door and walked past the threshold, leaving his court staring at his back as he departed.

He was tired of his court nagging him to take a queen. Evangelin’s death had affected him greatly. The only woman he had ever loved was Evangelin.

Laughter echoed through the corridor to the right of the garden. It was like magic—his feet began to move on their own. And before he knew it...

There he was, standing at the edge of the inner courtyard garden, where jasmine vines curled along the carved stone pillars, and a still fountain stood in the centre, its waters catching the golden light of dusk.

Evangelin had loved this place. She would often sit by the lotus pond, her fingers trailing the petals, humming songs he could never quite remember but could never quite forget either. The garden was still. Too still.

A soft breeze rustled the champa blossoms above, and for a fleeting second, he thought he saw the hem of her veil disappearing behind a pillar.

Thorian stood there, unmoving, a ghost among the living. His eyes darted around the garden.

Another burst of laughter.

His eyes landed on the sources of the laughter. Two short figures And one tall figure.

Ravana, his late wife’s younger sister, and his two twin daughters, Ammeryss and Annalyss. Ravana was hand-feeding his little girls chocolate pudding. It was endearing, honestly.

Thorian’s mind clicked.

What if he married Ravana Veilara?

It would forge a strong connection with House Veilara, and his girls would have their beloved aunt living with them.

With that thought in mind, Thorian turned back toward the courtroom.

The guards at the door straightened, surprised by his swift return. Courtiers hushed their whispers as he strode in, the echo of his boots chasing away the heavy silence.

He did not sit.

“My Lords,” he said, his voice firm, “you want a Queen. Very well.” A murmur rippled through the chamber.

“I will marry Duchess Ravana Veilara—sister to the late Queen Evangelin Avalore and aunt to my daughters.”

Gasps broke out. Some faces showed relief, others apprehension.

One advisor, old and sharp-tongued, rose hesitantly. “Your Majesty... are you certain? She is—”

“She is trusted,” Thorian interrupted, his eyes cold. “And she loves my daughters.”

He paused, the weight of his next words pressing upon his shoulders. “This marriage is not for love. It is out of duty.”

Annalyss giggled as she tiptoed across the edge of the fountain, arms stretched out like a tightrope walker.

“Don’t fall in again,” Ammeryss warned, sitting cross-legged on the marble floor, braiding wildflowers into a crown. “Papa will be mad if you soak your dress twice in one week.” “But the water looks like glass!” Annalyss whispered back, eyes wide. “Maybe if I jump just right, I will slip into another world.”

“Or break your nose,” Ammeryss muttered, but a small smile tugged at her lips. Annalyss pouted. “Watch me.”

Ammeryss quickly dropped the flower crown as Annalyss was about to jump. She grabbed the back of Annalyss’s dress, steadying her.

“It is dangerous, Lissy,” Ammeryss huffed. “You do not want to be called a noseless princess, do you?”

Annalyss shook her head. “No, I do not.”

“Then do not do anything that could break your nose,” Ammeryss scolded gently. “Fine,” Annalyss sighed. “I thought it would land me in the underworld.”

“Why would you want to go to the underworld anyway?” Ammeryss questioned, skeptical of her well-read and educated twin.

Annalyss flopped down, sitting on the grass. “Because,” she said as Ammeryss sat down next to her, “no one will expect a princess there.”

Then she looked at Ammeryss with a sparkle in her eyes. “And maybe if the Shadow Prince takes an interest in me,” she leaned on Ammeryss’s shoulder while squeaking, “I would get a mysterious husband.”

Ammeryss facepalmed. “Aunty’s stories are getting stuck in your head.” She went to pick up the flower crown and set it on her twin sister’s head. The flower crown tilted a little to the left. “Roses look lovely on you,” Ammeryss said, looking satisfied. Annalyss fixed the crown atop her head. “I look lovely?” Ammeryss nodded. “Yes, you do.”

Annalyss chuckled. “I think,” she took the flower crown off her head, “it looks better on you.” She placed the flower crown over Ammeryss’s head.

Ammeryss’s pupils dilated slightly. “What? No—it looks good on you.”

“No,” Annalyss shook her head. “It looks amazing on you—and besides, roses suit you the best.”

“Thanks,” Ammeryss said, a tint of pink on her cheeks.

“You are welcome,” Annalyss said, resting her chin on her knees. “Let us not go back in yet. It is too stuffy in there.”

Ammeryss smiled knowingly. “You just do not want to sit through Aunty’s embroidery lessons.”

“Obviously,” Annalyss huffed. “Needles are evil. Let us do something else. Something fun.” Ammeryss tapped her chin thoughtfully. “What about the koi pond? We can feed them the crumbs we hid from breakfast.”

Annalyss’s eyes lit up. “Yes! And race the petals again!”

The twins sprang to their feet, the flower crown bobbing atop Ammeryss’s head, and dashed across the garden path, their slippers barely touching the stone.

Their laughter echoed through the garden.

Ravana did not know what her brother-in-law could possibly want so urgently that he had to send her a letter to meet him. It would have been fine to meet him if it were not beneath the starry night. She had just stepped down from the carriage. The cold air at the pavilion touched her skin. It was serene, calm.

A calm that had not been seen since Queen Evangelin’s death.

Ravana sighed, taking her shawl off and folding it neatly over her arm. The night air kissed her bare shoulders, but she did not flinch. She had grown used to the chill that followed loss. Her footsteps echoed softly against the marble floor of the moonlit pavilion, where jasmine blossoms perfumed the breeze. A lone oil lamp flickered near one of the carved columns, casting long shadows.

She spotted Thorian standing near the edge, gazing at the reflection of the stars in the still water. He had not heard her yet.

Ravana took a quiet breath and approached, her voice low but firm. “You summoned me, Your Majesty?”

Thorian turned slowly, his face unreadable in the half-light. “Ravana... Thank you for coming.”

A pause stretched between them like a thread pulled too tight.

“What is it that you needed to speak to me about... that could not wait until morning?” Thorian looked away, his eyes heavy. “It is about the girls. And... about you.” Thorian’s gaze lingered on the water as if searching for an answer among the stars. “They smile when you are around,” he said softly. “Ammeryss braids her hair like yours now. And Annalyss—she has taken to humming the songs you sing.”

Ravana’s heart tightened, caught between grief and the warmth of being remembered. “They are good girls,” she murmured. “Evangelin would have been proud.”

Thorian nodded, his jaw tightening. “They miss her. I miss her.” His voice faltered just slightly, like a falcon dipping mid-flight. “But the kingdom does not pause for mourning.” He turned to face her fully now, the moonlight casting a silver sheen on his regal profile. “They ask me to remarry. For the stability of the realm. For the girls. For appearances.”

Ravana stiffened, sensing the weight of where this was going. “I have considered all options. And I keep returning to one.”

His eyes met hers—tired, vulnerable, yet resolute.

“You. You have already given them comfort. You know them. You loved her. And I...” He looked away again, as if ashamed of the idea’s practicality. “I know this is not the fairy tale you deserve. But it might be the best thing for all of us.”

“And I know,” Thorian continued, a hint of vulnerability in his eyes, “you still love your late husband, Duke Veilara—”

“Please,” Ravana said, looking down and cutting him off. “Your Majesty—do not speak of Caedric.”

“I am sorry,” Thorian said, turning toward the moon. It was a night of the full moon—the same night he and Queen Evangelin had been married. “I went too far...” He paused, then looked at her, awaiting her answer.

Ravana’s hands curled slightly around the fabric of her shawl. “You ask me to step into the shadow of two ghosts, Thorian. One I mourn as a sister. The other...” Her voice faltered. “Was the only man who ever saw me as more than a duty.”

Thorian did not interrupt.

“I am not Evangelin,” she whispered. “I will never be her.”

“I do not want you to be her,” he said at once, stepping closer, sincerity warming his tone. “You are Ravana. You have always been... steady. Stronger than most of us.”

She paused for a moment as the pain of that day crashed over her again. “I will not be able to give you a child,” she pushed back her tears, “and you know it.”

Thorian softly wiped the single tear streak from her pale face. “And I do not want you to, either.”

Thorian paused. “It is because of the court.” He looked her in the eyes. “You do not need to give me a child.”

She let out a breath that was almost a laugh, bitter at the edges. “That is not a reason to marry someone.”

Silence again.

Then Thorian spoke, more quietly this time. “No. But maybe it is a reason to ask someone to stay.”

Ravana finally met his eyes, unsure if it was the wind or her own trembling that she felt in her limbs. “Let me think,” she said, her voice like silk over steel. “Please.”

Thorian nodded. “Take all the time you need.” He looked back at the moon as its glow bathed his face.

Another wind blew...

The winds grew stronger. The cool breeze swayed his hair. Ravana nodded. The night wore on, the seasons passed, and it was spring already... Spring...

The season where there is neither too much warmth nor too much cold. It is a perfect season, and it was Evangelin’s favourite. The court gardens bloomed again—the lavender vines clung to the trellises and golden marigolds nodded in the wind.

Ravana stood at the head of the aisle, about to walk down it to the man who was to marry her—the man who had once been her brother-in-law, who had loved her elder sister more than the world. The pressure from her family and the court had led her to consider Thorian’s proposal.

Ravana was not happy about it, but if it was for her two nieces, she would sacrifice the world if she must.

She began walking. Below her, Annalyss and Ammeryss walked beside her, holding her hands. This wedding was not as grand as Evangelin and Thorian’s, nor as romantic as her own with Caedric.

She took Thorian’s hand. His calloused palm felt warm. But it was not the same warmth she had felt from Caedric’s palm.

The ceremony proceeded as expected.

But there was no love in that wedding. Thorian loved Evangelin and Ravana loved Caedric. This wedding was the result of pressure from the court and for the sake of the twins.

That was what this wedding was about—not love, not commitment. Only duty.
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Chapter 2: After The Vows
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Ravana smiled gently, holding her stomach. She had married her sweetheart, the only man who had ever seen her as more than a duty or an ornament. It had been at an early age, but that was fine. She and Caedric had been trying for years for a baby, a child just like her infant twin nieces. Eight months ago, she had finally conceived.

“I cannot believe I am going to be a father!” Caedric cooed, kneeling on the floor. If he had not been gently laying his head on Ravana’s stomach, he might have been practically jumping with joy. His golden eyes filled with fountain-like tears as he caressed his wife’s stomach. His hair, a soft shade of brown, curled at his ears and ended at the nape of his neck.

Ravana smiled softly. “Would you be happy if it is a boy?” Caedric nodded enthusiastically. “I will!”

“And if it is a girl?”

“Then I will treasure her, my perfect little princess.” He impatiently tapped on her stomach, a smile stretching ear to ear. “Hurry up and come out, baby.”

Ravana chuckled softly. “Men are so impatient.”

A caring older sister and brother-in-law, a loving husband, and a baby on the way. She had never asked for much. This was all enough for her.

But fate had other plans for her... Cruel plans... CRASH!!!

The cries of the horses, the splintering wood of the carriage. Blood... Blood...

So much blood...

Pain seared through Ravana’s body. Hot, metallic blood spouted from her wounds. She bit back a howl of agony. Her eyes filled with horror as they fell upon Caedric.

His arm...

His arm was gone.

The only obstacle separating him from Ravana was the shards of sharp glass scattered across the ground. Their carriage had fallen into a steep ditch.

She bit back her scream as she crawled toward Caedric. The shards of glass, tainted with violent shades of deep red, pierced her knees and palms like tiny devils pricking her with their pitchforks. A disgusting kind of wetness dripped down her thighs. She did not want to question what it was, for she was terrified of the answer.

She had finally reached Caedric. Her tears finally fell from her eyes. His legs were twisted at an odd angle. A sharp metal spike had penetrated his abdomen. Ravana held down the sickness bubbling in her throat.

She cradled his head to her chest. Tears fell onto his face, hot and endless, as if the world around them had come to a sudden halt.

“Caedric?” Ravana’s voice trembled, her hands shaking. “Please talk to me.”

“My Star...” Caedric softly muttered, his voice rasped by pain. “You are safe now...” He tried to reassure her.

Ravana chuckled bitterly. “Do not say that.” Her voice rose as a sob broke through her chest. “You will be alright.” She smiled frantically. “We are going to have our baby. We are going to live happily...”

Caedric reached out to her face with his right hand, the only arm he had left. Pain shot through his body like lightning.

The gentle palm against her cheek made her recoil as fear gripped her, as though death was knocking at every door. Her frantic expression stilled and turned into one of genuine terror. “Please...” Caedric’s voice was softer than a whisper. “I... do not think I can live... I am not going to survive.” A smile bloomed on his face—the smile he had always used to comfort her. “You still have a chance to live...” Now it only made her afraid. “You have to survive this.”

“No... please, no.” More tears dripped from her eyes.

“I love you.” Caedric’s head lolled onto her lap. His eyes still stared at the sky. Ravana did not have the courage to close them.

Drops of cold tears fell on his stiff face.

“Please—we are going to be parents... you cannot leave now,” she whispered, her voice breaking.

His blood pooled around them. His eyes fluttered. “Caedric...?” “Caedric, please...”

A strange, fragile silence settled over her. The sound of the world dulled, as if it had dipped underwater.

Ravana clutched his face, holding his cooling cheek against hers. “Please,” she whispered. “Do not go...”

The world was slipping, and she did not even feel the darkness take her. “Your Grace... can you hear me?”

The voice was distant, like a ripple across cold water.

Ravana’s eyes fluttered open, her body aching from the inside out.

A flickering oil lamp cast shadows across the physician’s lined face. He bowed his head respectfully.

“You are safe now, Your Grace. You were found near the wreckage.” “Where... is he?” she whispered, barely able to form the words. “Caedric...?” The physician inhaled slowly, lowering his eyes.

“His Grace succumbed to his injuries before help arrived. I am... truly sorry.” Ravana’s chest tightened. Her hands trembled atop the blankets.

“And... the heir?”

The physician hesitated. His voice softened—but the words landed like daggers. “The heir was lost. And... the trauma to your body was extensive.”

He paused, as if dreading his next words.

“Your Grace... I regret to inform you that... you will never be able to bear children again.” Silence.

Ravana’s eyes flew open. It was that horrible dream again. She had fallen asleep while telling her nieces a bedtime story.

She smiled and rose. She lovingly kissed both of the sleeping princesses on their foreheads. She might have lost a child, but in return she had gained two...

Yet it would never be enough. The pain of losing her own child was too much. Still, she had sworn to love her nieces as her own.

The scent of flowers floated through the cold breeze of spring. Annalyss sat on the garden bench, a book in her hands. Her expressions alternated between wild excitement and sadness. Not far behind, on the training field, Ammeryss clutched a wooden sword tightly in her hands as she struck the wooden dummy. The sword master stood watching as each strike landed true. “Hah—am I doing well?” Ammeryss asked, huffing and wiping the sweat from her brow with the back of her sleeve.

The sword master nodded respectfully. “Yes, Your Highness.” His arms were crossed over his chest. “You are doing well. Keep your stance firm.”

After a few more powerful strikes, the wooden sword showed signs of cracking.

“Hah!” Ammeryss huffed as she struck the dummy once more with all her strength, causing the sword to break.

It split in half...

Ammeryss turned to the trainer. “Hey,” she called out, flailing her arms a little, “give me another sword.”

The sword master sighed. “You have trained enough for today,” he said, gently taking the broken wooden sword from her hands. “You need to rest, Your Highness.”

“Aww,” Ammeryss pouted ever so slightly. “But I wanted to train more.”

“We can train later,” the sword master said. “Tomorrow—same time and place.”

Ammeryss nodded. “Okay.” She grinned. “But that time—you have to have two wooden swords ready for me.”

The sword master smiled slightly. “If that is what you want.”

With that, he turned and walked back to the armory room. “These wooden swords will make a great fire,” he chuckled as he disappeared inside.

Ammeryss huffed and turned on her heels. She walked to the bench and climbed onto it, sitting beside her twin, Annalyss.

“Done with training?” Annalyss did not look up from her book, fully immersed in the story. She flipped a page.

“Yeah,” Ammeryss sighed. “That was the second sword this week.” She leaned back on the bench.

“By the way,” Ammeryss said, glancing at the book in Annalyss’s lap, “what are you reading?” “Hm?” Annalyss finally lifted her eyes from the page. “A book.”

Ammeryss rolled her eyes. “I can see that. I am not dumb—what book?” Annalyss chuckled. “The Shadow Prince of Duskvale.”

“Oh,” Ammeryss said, leaning back again. “So that is why you wanted to go to the underworld that day.” She laughed.

Annalyss placed a bookmark gently between the pages and closed the book. “Yeah,” she giggled. “Maybe I could have found my own shadow prince.”

“That is wild,” Ammeryss said, gazing up at the clouds drifting across the sky in perfect unison. “Thanks,” Annalyss murmured, leaning against Ammeryss’s shoulder.

“Was not a compliment.” Ammeryss leaned her head against hers anyway. “Sounded like one.” The two of them sat quietly, watching the flowers sway in the breeze. Roses bloomed all around them—soft, full, and fragrant.

In the country of Evendell, two-coloured roses were known to be special. One bloomed white as snow. The other—its petals redder than blood.

The late Queen Evangelin’s two favourite flowers—so much so that King Thorian had them planted across the gardens and personally supervised the gardeners to ensure they bloomed just right.

As the twins sat in peaceful silence, a staff member walked past along the garden path, his hands carrying a velvet-wrapped decorative vessel. Golden light shone from the exposed half of the metal, while the silver curves shimmered like a crescent on the other.

“Hey,” Ammeryss called out, “what are you holding?”

The staff member paused, slightly startled. He turned to look at the two princesses. “Ah—just a new decorative piece for the throne room, Your Highness,” he replied politely, shifting the object in his arms.

Annalyss noticed the symbol on the object. “Sun and moon?”

The staff member gave a tight smile. “The craftsman says that this symbol represents balance.” He gave a quick bow. “Now, if you will please excuse me...”

After rising from the bow, he turned on his heels and walked off briskly, leaving the twins staring at his back.

The twins exchanged a curious look.

“Why was he carrying that?” Ammeryss wondered.

Annalyss, ever curious, tilted her head. “It looked fancy—like it could belong in a story.” “Maybe it is for a ceremony...” Ammeryss wondered, her brows knit together in thought.

They both went quiet for a while. The silence stretched for ten seconds before Ammeryss grinned at Annalyss.

“Want to go spy on the grown-ups?” Annalyss matched her grin.

Both twins climbed down from the bench. Annalyss pressed her book under her arm. They walked toward the main hall of the palace.

The twins stepped into the main hall and stopped in their tracks. The palace looked different—more beautiful than usual. Long green vines wrapped around the tall pillars, and tiny glowing lights floated near the ceiling like soft lanterns. Everything sparkled.

Bright cloth with suns and moons hung on the walls. The shiny floor looked as if it had just been cleaned, and rose petals were scattered everywhere, leading toward the throne room. There were big glass vases holding the same roses they had seen in the garden—white and red.

Servants moved quickly around them, carrying folded clothes, shiny decorations, and robes with sun and moon designs.

Annalyss looked around. “Why are they decorating this place so much?” Ammeryss shrugged. “Probably for the mid-spring festival.”

From a room at the right side of the main hall came two familiar voices. Curious, the twins pitter-pattered toward that room.

Hiding just out of sight.

The door was slightly ajar—perfect for them to peek through. Ammeryss looked at Annalyss and put her index finger to her lips. “Shh.”

Annalyss nodded slightly as both twins peered through the door. “The princes are arriving?” Ravana asked, facing toward the window. “Yes,” Thorian confirmed.

“What good would it bring?” Ravana questioned again.

Thorian’s voice was calm but firm. “It brings stability. Symbolism. The court demands it!” Ravana scoffed. “It seems you are the puppet king dancing on your court’s words.”

Thorian felt his face heat with anger, his jaw clenching tight. “It is not as simple as you think—the kingdom of Actaria belongs to rulers more powerful than us.”

Ravana scoffed. “You think selling your daughters just to save your crown is nothing?” Her frown deepened. “You are using the girls as bargaining chips.”

“Ravana!” Thorian yelled, which made both twins flinch. “What, Thorian?” Ravana snapped. “Tell me I am wrong.” A heavy silence followed.

Outside the door, the twins blinked at each other. “Did she just say chips?” Ammeryss whispered. Annalyss wondered. “They are fighting for food?”

Ammeryss whispered again. “It is probably for the mid-spring festival.”

Back in the room, Thorian’s voice dropped lower, quieter. “The Vaelwyn boys are trustworthy—they will not let our girls get hurt.”

Ravana scoffed again. “And how are you so sure, Thorian Alaric Avalore?” She finally turned to face him. “Just because those boys have magic and humanoid features does not say anything about their intentions.”

Tap. Tap. Tap.

Footsteps echoed behind the twins. Ammeryss stiffened. “Uh oh.” Annalyss whispered, “Hide!” The twins ducked behind a thick curtain just as a servant passed by, humming and balancing a tray of silvery cutlery.

As the footsteps faded, Ravana’s voice seeped through again—softer, but sharp. “Trust is not enough, Thorian. Not when it comes to the people I love.”

The girls slowly crept away from the door, their faces scrunched in thought. “Were they fighting about food?” Annalyss asked.

“I do not know,” Ammeryss said, “but I do know grown-ups always act weird before the mid-spring feast.”

“Anyway,” Annalyss said, gently grasping Ammeryss’s hand, “let us go and talk with the horses.” Ammeryss gently gripped Annalyss’s palm. “Let us go,” she murmured.

As both sisters slipped past the guards toward the stables, the smell of hay assaulted their senses. Hooves clopped gently against the wood. The twins walked past the horses.

Annalyss smiled as she neared one of the horses. “Hi,” she said, reaching out to stroke the mare’s head gently.

Ammeryss grabbed some hay and held it in front of a filly. “Here,” she murmured. “Eat up!” Then came the faint echo of footsteps.

Tap. Crunch. Tap.

A sharp voice followed, laced with amusement. “The Avalore princesses in the stables?!” Both twins turned their heads in sync.

Two older boys stood a few steps away, dressed in fine riding coats, polished boots, sleek gloves, and smug expressions.

One was blond, the other black-haired.

The brunette-haired boy chuckled. “The royal kitties are out of their cage,” Ezra laughed. Zade snorted. “Did not think princesses could get mud on their shoes.”

Ezra chuckled. “Or smell like a horse barn.”

Annalyss flinched a little and moved closer to Ammeryss, grabbing her arm with both hands. “What do you two want?”

Ezra cooed. “Aww,” he teased. “Is the little princess scared?” Zade joined in. “Probably she is.” Ammeryss, with a stern expression, stared at the two pests who could not mind their own business.

Ezra leaned against a wooden post, eyes fixed on Ammeryss. “Still playing knight with a stick, princess?”

Ammeryss’s shoulders tensed, but her voice stayed calm and low. “Better than dreaming about fake crowns and playing prince.”

Ezra’s smirk deepened. “Careful, princess. That sharp tongue of yours could scare away potential suitors.”

Annalyss felt her twin sister’s shoulder tense once more. “Ammeryss...?”

Ammeryss huffed and whispered to Annalyss, “It is okay, sis. Do not let pests get into your head—let them talk.”

Annalyss nodded softly, her grip on Ammeryss’s arm loosening slightly.

Ezra flicked imaginary dust off his sleeve as if he were allergic to effort. “Honestly, your kingdom is like a marionette show,” he said. “Your dad is just the puppet with the fanciest crown.”

Zade snorted. “Bet your royal guard cannot even guard the dessert table.” Annalyss’s eyes welled with tears. “You take that back—!”

Ammeryss handed her a small fistful of hay. “Hold my hay,” she muttered, her eyes narrowing. She marched over, casually tossing her braid behind her shoulder like a whip of impending doom.

Ezra raised a brow. “Coming over to surrender?”

“No,” Ammeryss said sweetly. “Coming over to make sure your delusions do not get too tragic.” She tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Let us see... Ezra, the last time you tried sword training, you got scared of your own reflection. And Zade? You once yelled ‘charge!’ and fell into a fountain.” Zade turned red. “That was slippery moss!” “You slipped before you even reached it.”

Ezra tried again. “You think you are so smart—”

“Oh, I know I am. I am not the one who thought ‘stable’ meant a place to air out perfume samples.”

The two boys huffed and backed up.

“Scared, boys?” she smirked. “The horses are not. And they have better manners.” Then, from behind, a goat appeared.

It bleated loudly.

Ezra shrieked. Zade jumped behind him. “IT IS STARING AT ME!” The goat took a single step forward. Squish!

Zade slipped in a pile of dung and took Ezra down with him. They hit the ground with a royal splat.

And just like that, they ran like spoiled cupcakes melting in the sun. Annalyss burst into uncontrollable giggles.

Ammeryss calmly took back the hay from her sister. “Thanks,” she said. “I needed my power-up hay.”

“Come here, Goatilda,” Annalyss happily held out her arms as if ready to hug the goat. The goat approached Annalyss quickly, eager for a hug from the gentle princess.

Before anyone could realise what had happened, the goat was in Annalyss’s arms. She cooed and stroked its head gently.

Ammeryss smiled and murmured, “You did well, Goatilda.” She fed the goat the fistful of hay.

“Did you see Zade’s face?” Ammeryss chuckled as she climbed and sat beside her twin sister. “Like a soggy potato,” Annalyss replied, closing the book that nestled on her lap.

Annalyss placed the book by the window. The light of the moon bounced off the wall and the study table.

“Hey sis?” Ammeryss called.

“Yes,” Annalyss murmured. “What is it?”

“What do you think Papa and Aunty were talking about?” Ammeryss looked out the window into the starry sky. “Was it really about food or...” She paused. “About us?”

Annalyss chuckled. “Sis,” she snickered, “you think we look like food—maybe to a lion or a tiger. But Papa or Aunty are not going to eat us.”

A slight chuckle escaped Ammeryss’s lips as well. “Maybe I was worrying too much,” she sighed. “Well, if it really was about food—I hope it is the one with a lot of herbs.”

“What? No—we all know the spicy ones are better,” Annalyss chuckled.

“What is so funny, girls?!” A gentle voice rippled through the air as both twins turned their heads in unison.

“Aunty!!!” Both twins jumped out of the bed and ran to Ravana, hugging her.

Ravana knelt down so she could hug them properly. “So what were my girls talking about?” “Nothing,” Ammeryss said.

“Goatilda saved us,” Annalyss said out loud.

Ravana’s eyes widened with wonder. “The goat you both befriended?” She chuckled softly. “Amazing.”

“Aunty?” Ammeryss called. “What were you and Papa talking about?” Ravana tilted her head slightly. “When?”

Annalyss joined in. “When me and Sis went to the main hall—we overheard you.”

Ravana’s shoulders stiffened, her jaw tensed, and her lips trembled ever so slightly as she tried to come up with an excuse. “W-well, that—”

Annalyss sweetly and almost innocently cut in. “It was about food, was it not?”

Ravana looked relieved and quickly nodded. “Yes, yes, it was about food.” Annalyss smugly looked at Ammeryss. “Told you it was food.”

Ammeryss sighed. “I guess you were right...”

Ravana wiped a bead of sweat from her brow with her sleeve. “The moon is already in the middle of the sky—why do you not both catch some sleep?”

The twins nodded in unison. “Okay,” they said together. Ravana took their little hands and walked them to their bed.

Ravana tucked both of them in.

She sat quietly at the edge of the bed, the soft creak of the mattress beneath her barely louder than the rhythmic breaths of the twins. The room had settled into a calm hush, the kind only night could bring. The lantern’s flame flickered gently on the nearby table, casting warm, golden light over the two small figures tucked beneath the covers.

She reached out and gently swept Ammeryss’s hair from her face, then tucked a loose curl behind Annalyss’s ear. Her touch was slow, careful, reverent—like the simple act of tucking them in was sacred.

“Do you want a lullaby?” she asked softly, as though afraid to break the fragile stillness. Ammeryss murmured something sleepy and turned her face into the pillow. “No thank you...” Annalyss, her eyes already glazed with sleep, gave a small nod. “Yes please...”

Ravana’s lips curled into a faint smile. “Alright then... just a short one.” She took a deep breath, let her shoulders ease, and began to hum.

The melody was soft and hauntingly familiar. Each note wrapped itself around the room like a silk ribbon, delicate but full of warmth. It was a tune pulled straight from her childhood, from long-forgotten nights beneath a different roof, with a voice that was no longer here.

Evangelin’s voice.

Ravana could almost hear it now—strong yet gentle, laced with an ageless tenderness. Her older sister had always sung this lullaby when the world felt too loud, too heavy. Little Ravana would crawl into her sister’s lap, and Evangelin would hum this very same tune, stroking her hair until her fears melted away. Even after all these years, the memory of that comfort had not faded.

She could still remember the way Evangelin’s fingers brushed her brow, the scent of lavender in her hair, and the way she would whisper, “You are safe. I am here.”

Ravana’s voice trembled slightly on one of the notes, but she kept going.

The melody filled the room now—not just with music, but with the past, with love, with loss. It was a lullaby passed from one sister to another, and now to the next generation.

Annalyss shifted closer to her sister, her breathing slowing, a faint smile curving her lips. Ammeryss yawned, stretching one arm over Annalyss protectively before drifting off entirely. Ravana continued humming until both were still and fully asleep, their small chests rising and falling in a steady, peaceful rhythm.

She leaned down and placed a gentle kiss on Annalyss’s forehead, then another on Ammeryss’s.

“My brave little sweets,” she whispered, her voice tight with unspoken emotion.

Ravana lingered at the bedside for a moment, as if reluctant to leave. She ran her hand over the edge of the blanket one last time before standing. The wooden floor groaned softly under her weight, but the girls did not stir.

She walked toward the door, pausing to lower the lantern’s flame to a soft glow. The room dimmed, casting everything in a dreamlike haze. At the doorway, she looked back, her eyes shimmering—not with tears, but with memory.

The same song. The same love. Still alive, even after everything.

The floorboards beneath her feet creaked ever so slightly as she walked toward the balcony. She took off her gloves as she stared at her scarred hand.

“Caedric...” Her voice was barely a whisper.

Slowly, with trembling hands, she unclasped the chain around her neck and brought her little locket into view.

A simple oval piece that had grown smoother with the days. The same pendant her beloved late husband had ordered made just for her.

Her fragile, delicate fingers moved with familiarity as she opened it. Click.

Inside, nestled within the twin locket halves, was a tiny image—faded but showing a happier version of Ravana when she was young, smiling so brightly that it once outshone the moonlight.

She leaned against a man with snow-kissed hair that cascaded over his shoulder like

frost-kissed silk. His eyes, piercing and stormy-grey, held both intensity and warmth. He was a contrast between safe and seen.

Caedric...

She stared at that tiny image of Caedric nestled in the twin halves of her locket. “Our nieces do not deserve it...” she murmured.

“They are still too young, too innocent—to be just married off like that...” she continued, a tiny water drop rolling down from her cheek to her chin, leaving a tear line across her face.

The air shifted.

The flame in the lantern behind her flickered violently, though no wind had stirred. And then—softly, impossibly—she felt it.

Arms that gently slipped around her neck from behind, cool as mist, yet unmistakably real. A ghostly touch that should not have been there, yet was. Familiar hands rested just beneath her collarbone, feather-light but grounding, like the final note of a lullaby.

Ravana’s breath caught in her throat.

A reflection shimmered faintly on the glass balcony door before her—there he was. Caedric. Snow-white hair tumbling over one shoulder, storm-grey eyes as haunting as they were tender. Transparent, barely there—yet whole. His form wavered like fog kissed by moonlight.

He lowered his head, resting his temple gently against hers. Her lips parted in a silent gasp, but no words came.

There were none left to say.

Only the quiet creak of the wooden balcony... and the stillness of two souls, one living, one not, meeting where memories refuse to die.
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Chapter 3: Wings Beneath The Blossoms
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The palace woke early that morning, filled with the soft scent of lavender and wisteria. Servants moved quickly through the halls, decorating everything with light purple flowers. Ribbons of silver and gold hung from the walls, and vases full of fresh blooms stood on every table.

The tall windows let in golden sunlight, making the polished floors shine like glass. Even the stone statues wore flower crowns upon their heads, and soft fabrics were draped from the ceiling like clouds caught in a breeze.

Decorated vases with sun and moon motifs curved gracefully on either side and rested upon decorative stands. Within them, red roses and white roses had been neatly arranged.

The whole place felt as though it had been touched by springtime magic—calm, lovely, and full of wonder.

The twins had just woken, their hair tousled from sleep, eyes still blinking away dreams. As they stepped into the hallway, their mouths parted in awe.

“Whoa...” Ammeryss breathed, taking in the decorations. “They really are going all out for the Spring Festival this year.”

Annalyss nodded slowly. “But... it is still a week away.”

Before Ammeryss could reply, unfamiliar voices floated through the corridor. A small group of servants passed by, their uniforms elegant and strange, with embroidered patterns neither twin recognised. Their skin tones, accents, and features were subtly different from the palace staff they knew—and the language they spoke was not Evendellan at all.

The twins exchanged a curious look. “Who are they?” Annalyss whispered. “I do not know,” Ammeryss replied, her eyes narrowing slightly in suspicion.

One of the foreign servants noticed them and approached with a respectful bow. She spoke softly in accented Common Tongue. “Your Highnesses, careful of the step. The floors were just polished.”

The woman gently took Annalyss’s hand, steadying her as they moved past a gleaming patch of marble.

Annalyss gave her a sheepish smile, still studying her clothing with wide eyes. “Are you from... here?” Ammeryss asked, her voice innocent but sharp.

The woman only smiled gently and bowed again, saying, “We are here to serve.” Then she moved along quickly, joining the others down the hall.

Silence...

Ammeryss spoke, her brows knitting in suspicion. “Did you see that?” Annalyss’s eyes widened. “Their ears... they are pointy.”

Ammeryss gently gripped Annalyss’s palm. “They are certainly not from Evendell...” The twins stood in place for a moment, both quiet.

“This does not feel like a normal festival,” Ammeryss muttered.

Annalyss squeezed her sister’s hand again. “Let us go play in the courtyard before all the grown-ups take over and not think about it.”

Ammeryss grinned. “And I have sword practice later. Let us see if I can finally win a match!”

Hand in hand, the girls dashed off, their giggles echoing behind them. Outside, the world was still beautiful and quiet.

Until... “Boo!”

Ammeryss flinched. Annalyss shrieked.

Annalyss reflexively grabbed Ammeryss’s arms with both of her hands as two figures jumped out from behind the stone pillar in the courtyard.

“Ezra!” Ammeryss called out, finally recognising the older figure. “And Zade,” Annalyss pointed at the younger figure.

Both boys burst out laughing.

“You two should have seen your faces,” Ezra chuckled, wiping an imaginary tear away. “What he said!” Zade joined in, laughing as well and pointing at the girls.

Ammeryss’s face contorted in anger. Annalyss tried to calm her sister down. Ammeryss crossed her arms, fuming. “That was not funny.”

“Yes it was,” Zade said between giggles. “You jumped like a scared kitten.”

Annalyss tugged on Ammeryss’s arm gently. “Come on, sis, let us go—we are just wasting our time here.”

Ezra chuckled. “Come on, Zade—do not bully the princesses too much.”

Ammeryss huffed in annoyance. “You are lucky I have sword practice later. I have to save my energy.”

“Again?” Ezra groaned mockingly. “All that sword training and you still have twig arms, hah!” Ammeryss stiffened. Annalyss sensed danger from her twin sister.

Zade joined in, not realising the effect his words had on Ammeryss. “It is true. I wonder, instead of wooden swords—her arms would break one day.”

Ammeryss’s eye twitched.

Annalyss stepped in front of her sister. “Calm down, sis. You are letting them get into your head.”

Ammeryss let her arms fall to her sides from her chest, fists clenched in pure rage. Her face turned a dangerous shade of red.

“Sis...?” Annalyss called.

Ammeryss did not answer. Instead she turned to a smooth stone the size of her palm. “Ezra Throne Everhart and Zade Corven Elwood!!!”

She charged at the two pests.

Zade’s smirk faltered ever so slightly. “She used the full names.”

“Oop.” Ezra grabbed Zade’s hand and started running. “We made the princess mad, hah.” Annalyss started sprinting after her twin sister. “Sis, calm down!”

“Come back and say that again, you pests!” she shouted, brandishing the stone in her hand like a royal decree of vengeance.

Ezra and Zade screamed with hysterical laughter as they sprinted through the courtyard. Both little pests almost tripped but managed to keep running.

“We are sorry! We are sorry!” Zade hollered.

“We are not that sorry!” Ezra added between laughs.

Then Zade grinned over his shoulder and yelled, “You know what? When we grow up, I am marrying Annalyss, the blue princess!”

Ezra gasped dramatically. “Then I will marry you, red princess!” Ammeryss shrieked, “WHAT?!”

The stone flew past Ezra’s ear, narrowly missing him.

“YOU WHAT?” she roared, speeding up like a beast unleashed. “Worth it!” Zade howled with laughter.

“A hundred percent worth it!” Ezra agreed. “I WILL END YOU!”

Behind them, Annalyss chased after her twin, flailing. “Sis! SIS! You are going to get banished!” Ammeryss still ran with rage in her eyes. “Then that would be a thousand times worth it,” she huffed.

Meanwhile, tucked beneath a flowering archway, two foreign maids paused mid-task to witness the chaos unfold.

“Those are the girls chosen for the princes?” the elder maid asked dryly. Her short, soft pink hair fluttered in the slightest wind that passed through the garden.

The younger one, clutching a roll of violet ribbon, squealed, “This is so romantic! I love them already! The passion! The possessiveness!” Her hair was the softest shade of brown and her eyes sparkled like starlight with a shade of silver.

The elder rolled her eyes. “The madness.” She paused. “And they are only eleven anyway.” The younger one excitedly turned to the older one. “Even so...”

The older one rolled her lilac eyes. “You are too into romance.” She paused. “How are we going to judge if they are fit for our princes?”

“Mira, you are always so negative.” The younger one clutched the ribbon in her palms. “If the King of Actaria favours them, why should we not?” the younger one replied dreamily.

They returned to their decorating, giggles hidden behind their hands, as the echoes of screaming, laughter, and declarations of pretend engagement rang out like music through the palace gardens.

Thorian watched the clouds through the window of his office. The clouds were chasing each other—soft and aimless, like children at play. It was windy. Really windy. The kind of wind that makes the trees gossip and doors slam no matter how gently anyone closes them.

A knock at the door disrupted his peace.

“Your Majesty,” a guard called. Thorian looked back, his eyes meeting the guard’s. “Yes?” he replied.

“Duke Everhart and Marquess Elwood wish to meet you,” the guard said, catching his breath. He looked as though he had run for miles.

Thorian frowned.

Those two pesky nobles had been trying to force their sons upon him since his girls were infants. They wanted their spoiled, bratty boys to marry his precious Ammeryss and Annalyss. Thorian exhaled slowly and heavily through his nose, as if he could blow the entire situation away with the wind rattling through the window.

Everhart and Elwood—Ezra and Zade’s fathers.

As if dealing with those two whirlwinds of chaos was not enough, now he had to suffer through their overbearing, scheming fathers. It was almost comedic—almost.

He muttered to himself, “As if enduring their boys jumping from pillar to pillar, trying to draw on the castle walls and bothering the twins was not enough... they still want me to sign the marriage contracts? They will be lucky if I do not sign a restraining order.”

Thorian rubbed his temples.

Everhart was convinced that Ezra would make a fine consort because he could ride a horse backwards and quote old poetry. And Elwood thought Zade was charming just because he could juggle pears and pretend to cry on command.

He snorted softly.

“They are children. All four of them. My girls think sword fights and reading books are how courtship works.”

Then, a muttered oath under his breath. “By the stars, if either of those nobles brings a betrothal proposal again, I am going to fake a royal illness. Or summon a sudden, tragic, week-long plague of diplomacy.”

He rolled his shoulders back and faced the door.

“Send them in,” he told the guard, his expression carved from ice, eyes sharp with barely restrained annoyance. “Let us get this over with.”

Outside, the echoes of shrieking laughter and someone yelling “GET BACK HERE, EZRA THRONE EVERHART!” rang through the courtyard.

Thorian did not even blink.

Both men walked in. Duke Everhart bowed. “Good morning, Your Majesty.” Marquess Elwood also bowed gracefully. “Good day, Your Majesty.”

Thorian let out a slow, heavy breath. “Please be seated.” He gestured to the couches aligned perfectly to face each other.

Both nobles sat down on one side of the couch.

Duke Everhart crossed one leg elegantly over the other—like he owned the place—brushing his hair away from his face.

Thorian did not want to go through this again. He reluctantly sat facing them. “So,” he began, “what is so important that you both had to meet with me today?”

The Marquess cleared his throat. “We still think that our sons are best for your daughters.” A muscle in Thorian’s jaw twitched.

The Duke joined in. “Yes, our sons are capable of being princes,” he boasted.

There it was again—the nagging. Maybe Thorian really did have to fake his own death just to avoid being bothered.

But if he did so, then these pesky nobles would manage to convince his daughters to marry their sons.

They really were a pain in the backside.

He sighed. “And,” he said, “why do you think that?”

Everhart cooed, “Ezra mentioned that Princess Ammeryss is fierce, but she will be submissive as long as she is married to him.”

Thorian’s eyes visibly twitched.

“Oh yes,” Elwood jumped in, “Zade once said that Princess Annalyss has the most delightful screams.”

Thorian managed not to let his face twist in disgust. He had invited the Vaelwyn twins as guests just so he could keep those pests away from his daughters.

“That is not much of a reason,” he gestured to the maid to bring tea and pastries, “to see why I should agree.” He paused. “What talents do your sons have?”

“Oh right,” Everhart burst into full boasting mode, as if he had been waiting for Thorian to give him the opportunity to speak of his son’s ‘success,’ as he called it. “Ezra received personal training from the royal fencing guild last autumn.” He straightened his moustache. “At only thirteen, mind you! His tutors say he is a prodigy—born once in a generation.”

Thorian had heard the same things over and over again, to the point that he was now questioning his sanity.

Elwood joined in. “Zade has memorised all volumes of the history of the Evendellan language and all the movements that occurred during the rule of the late king.” He cut in gracefully, which annoyed Thorian even more. “At this age, he has been studying executions, statecraft and economic warfare—sometimes I forget that I am talking to a boy and not a learned sage.” Thorian said nothing, simply letting them ramble on. He knew that if he said anything, he would lose the last bit of sanity he had left.

Duke Everhart boasted again. “My boy rides horses like a general.” His eyes filled with imaginary tears that he wiped away. “His control of stallions is unmatched. He once tamed a wild Eastern bay brought from the Amecascian plains.”

And he had been bitten by the horse first because he was kicking it—Thorian had been there to witness that.

“Zade composed a poem for the mid-spring festival which brought the court to tears,” the Marquess cut in, a smug smile adorning his features.

Thorian let these nobles continue their rambling for two hours and thirty minutes straight—yes, he had counted the hours, because it was more interesting than listening to their non-stop boasting.

“Ezra once unarmed his tutor—just with his skills,” Everhart boasted again, puffing up his chest. “He could lead the junior cavalry only at seventeen.”

“Zade speaks four languages,” Elwood said more boastfully. “Ezra as well,” Everhart joined in again.

This was getting too much. They kept boasting about both their sons’ successes, tutors, etiquette, and far too much about Zade’s intelligence and Ezra’s skills.

But... they were not talking about how his daughters would be treated. They simply wanted his precious flowers to serve as ornaments for their pests.

They finally—mercifully—shut up.

Like bees collecting honey without caring what happened to the flowers, these two morons simply wanted to become relatives of the Avalore royal family.

Thorian set his cup down. The porcelain bottom touched its saucer with a soft clink.

“And,” Thorian felt relieved that he could finally speak, though the rage that had built within him was still too much to handle, “what will my daughters get?”

Both men stilled.

Thorian leaned back on the couch elegantly. “You both have been rambling about what your sons can do—but you have never mentioned that my daughters will be treated with the same respect as your sons.”

Everhart leaned forward, his voice riding with urgency. “Your Majesty, with respect, a woman’s duty—”

“—is to obey their kings,” Elwood finished, nodding firmly. “Such is tradition. A wife’s duty, no matter how noble, must serve her husband’s house. That is the proper order.”

Thorian’s lips curled faintly, like a blade being unsheathed.

“You seem to forget something,” he started. “My daughters are not just princesses. Their engagement has been confirmed with the Vaelwyn twins of Actaria, the Actarian royalty.” He paused. His red eyes glowed like a feral beast faced with enough rage.

“You both are aware of that, are you not?” His voice dipped in velvet and venom. Elwood stiffened. Everhart scoffed.

“Your Majesty,” Everhart’s chest puffed, “those Actarian people are not like us.” Elwood smiled a tight-lipped smile. “Yeah, they are not human.”

“I am aware,” Thorian said, leaning back on the couch once more.

Elwood leaped in. “Do not take this the wrong way, Your Majesty. But are you not being too quick to trust a foreign crown?”

Everhart joined in. “Yeah, like how are you sure that they would have loyalty—faes are not really known to be loyal.”

Thorian again listened calmly.

Everhart continued, “I am sure they will not be able to lead a battalion. And one time Prince Floryan Vaelwyn once refused to take part in a discussion because the moon was in the wrong phase.”

Elwood joined as if he were expecting Thorian to hand over Annalyss to the likes of him. “That is the husband you want for your daughter—my boy, Zade, is much better than that faerie boy—” Thorian chuckled bitterly. “Loyalty? That is funny coming from you, Duke Everhart.” He smiled, razor-sharp, his eyes fierce red. “It seems like you have more mistresses than the former king’s concubines.”

Thorian watched in satisfaction as Everhart’s face twisted in anger and shame, turning a graceful shade of crimson.

“Prince Floryan,” he said, sighing in annoyance, “felt unwell back then.” “Well that is—” Elwood tried to protest.

“Ah, ah,” Thorian cut in, tired of their nonsense. “Do not tell me, Elwood—that time you wanted to get out of the court meeting just because you did not want to attend. Was that not you?” He paused. “And he was actually unwell, but you were not.”

He paused, watching the Marquess’s face shift to shame, a fine shade of pink. I am ruling over such hypocrites, Thorian thought dryly.

“And not only that,” Thorian smiled, his arms crossed over his chest, “Actaria’s defence and offence forces are better than most empires in the world. They have won wars that your great-great-grandfathers could never win.”

Both men fell silent. Perfect. It was still Thorian’s turn to speak.

He leaned forward, his elbow resting in the palm of one hand and his chin resting on the other. “Why should I trade jewels for dirt?”

Neither Everhart nor Elwood could answer that—their faces crimson with embarrassment. “If you two do not have an answer for that,” he said, “you may leave...”

As Thorian finished his sentence, both Duke Everhart and Marquess Elwood scurried out of the room like two toddlers who had been denied sweets.

The thunder of both men’s footsteps echoed as they departed.

Thorian leaned back on the couch, relieved. Those two moronic hypocrites were finally gone. This was peace.

Thorian stared at the large windows, watching the clouds race each other for some time. This was his definition of peace.

“Your Majesty,” a voice floated from the door. It was not those pesky nobles—it was Ravana. “Oh,” Thorian gasped slightly. “Queen?”

“The table is not very pleasant.” Thorian stood up. “My apologies. I was taking care of some pests with words.”

“No, no,” Ravana said as she walked toward the window. “I was here to apologise...” Her voice was soft and low.

“What for?” Thorian questioned, sitting back down on the couch as a maid cleaned the table. “How I talked to you yesterday,” Ravana said, her eyes following the racing clouds.

Thorian chuckled softly. “You have no reason to apologise, Queen.” He paused. A gentle smile adorned his features. “You were in the right—you were defending your nieces. You did not know better.”

“No,” Ravana said, subtly half-turning to Thorian. “I did not trust you enough—I thought that you were trying to marry off the girls to an unknown country. I never knew that King Caelum is your friend and that you have been to Actaria before—”

“Shh,” Thorian cut her off sweetly. “You did not know.” Then he smiled smugly. “If you keep stressing like that—Caedric and Eva’s spirits would be at unrest.” He joked, “He might haunt me at night.”

Ravana chuckled ever so slightly. “You still want to joke about that.” Her expression matched Thorian’s smugness. “Then Eva would be proud of me.”

Ravana looked at Thorian seriously. “Duke Everhart and Marquess Elwood...” She paused. “Are they still trying to get their sons married to my precious sweets?”

Thorian nodded solemnly.

“Next time they come,” she said, her expression dangerous, “call me—I will slice their heads off—they have not seen a woman’s strength.”

Thorian chuckled. “They will not be back any time soon.”

Ravana exhaled a slow breath in relief. “That is good—if not, you would have had to clean up after another mess.”

Thorian smiled, a gentle smile that would make the moon blush. “As the days go by, you are becoming more like Eva.”

Ravana’s smile faltered, her eyes softening. “Then it is because I am making her proud.” Thorian laughed softly. “You surely are, Queen.”

Annalyss and Ammeryss were both huffing, sprawled on the grassy ground, hair messy and tousled, dirt clinging stubbornly to their dresses—sweat dripped from their brows.

Each breath they took was faster and heavier than the last.

“Ugh,” Ammeryss groaned in annoyance, flinging an arm over her eyes. “Those two got away!”

“Just,” Annalyss took a heavy breath in and wheezed it out, “be happy that you will not get banished.”

Ammeryss still flailed her arms, thrashing on the ground due to annoyance. “But they still got away!!” She groaned.

Annalyss took a breath in and breathed it out, sitting up on the grassy ground—then stood on her feet. She offered a hand to her twin sister.

Ammeryss took Annalyss’s hand and slowly stood up—with the help of one hand on the ground which helped push herself up from the ground to her feet.

Ammeryss brushed the dirt off. “Aunty is going to give us a good scolding.”

Annalyss shook her dress hard, trying and failing to get the smudged dirt off. “Maybe if we act big-eyed and innocent—she will
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