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Catalina

“Catalina! More tea, now!”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” I respond.

The solid white tea pot and cups clank together on the metal tray as I rush through the doorway to the drawing room. The first day of spring is being celebrated today by all of the family sitting around doing nothing. I wish I could have one day to rest. Sighing, I set the tray down on the table in front of the couch. 

“It’s about time. I was about to thirst to death.” Princess Alice scoffs as she flicks her brown hair over her shoulder while her green eyes narrow at me. 

“I’m sorry, Your Highness.” I curtsy before grabbing the tea pot to begin pouring everyone some tea.

“She is always so slow. Hurry and bring me some tea!” Princess Helen yells from her seat on the other side of the table. She rolls her blue eyes as mine flick up to meet hers. 

I grab two tea cups and rush over to Helen and Alice. Neither one of them live here anymore since they married, but they’re here for the first day of spring. Not everyone celebrates spring this way, let alone celebrates it at all. However, this family has always spent the entire day doing exactly this, nothing.

“My tea, Catalina?” Queen Agatha raises her eyebrow, while her green eyes bore into mine.

“Sorry, Your Majesty.” Hanging my head, I move back over to the tray and pour the king and queen a cup of tea.

“When will the others arrive?” King Bertram waits for me to respond, staring at me with the same blue eyes as Helen while a piece of his brown hair falls over his forehead.

“They should be arriv-”

“We’re here!” Princess Felicia bounces into the room with her sister Princess Edith following behind her. 

“Felicia was taking her time getting ready.” Edith rolls her eyes as they make their way over to the flower patterned couch. 

They sit down daintily as everyone becomes silent for a few moments until Felicia huffs. Holding her hand out, she snaps her manicured fingers and waits. This snaps me out of the haze I’m in. I pour two more cups of tea and dash over to them. After handing Felicia her tea, I turn to go to Edith only for my foot to catch on something. My breath catches in my throat as my body tumbles to the ground. The cup shatters across the floor while hot tea covers the front of my simple cream dress as well as the rug on the floor.

“You stupid girl! You spilled my tea!” Edith yells as her blue eyes fill with disgust as she watches me.

“Look at my floor! You are going to have to scrub the floor until it’s spotless.” Queen Agatha demands.

“My foot! You could have broken my toes, you clumsy fool!” Felicia closes her blue eyes as if she’s in pain as she cries out.

Pushing myself up onto my hands and knees, I assess the damage. The tea should not stain my dress or the white fur rug if I clean it soon, but the temperature of the tea is causing my skin to tingle. I pull my dress off of me as far as the fabric will allow. After it cools some, I reach out to begin picking up the broken ceramic pieces.

“Never mind that! Get me another cup of tea.” Edith snaps.

Nodding my head in a sign of submission, I stand up to speed to the kitchen, grabbing another tea cup. Once back in the drawing room, I pour another cup of tea and carefully make my way over to Edith. She scoffs as she grabs the cup out of my hand. I have to get to cleaning the tea on the rug before it dries and stains, but before I can begin that, I have to pick up the broken cup. Pulling my apron up, I pick up the ceramic cup piece by piece and place it in the pouch made by the fabric.

“Hurry and get yourself cleaned up! I’m growing tired of seeing a messy person sitting on the floor.” King Bertram yells.

His voice comes out so loud and firm, it makes me jerk, cutting my finger on the last piece of cup. Hiding my bleeding finger as all six brown-haired heads turn to gaze at me, I stand and curtsy before hurrying out to the kitchen. I dump the broken pieces in an empty box in the corner of the room, rush over to the wooden washstand, and pour some water into the cream colored basin. The moment I plunge my finger in, the water turns red from the blood seeping out of my wound. I didn’t think it was that deep, but it’s bleeding as if it’s cut to the bone.

“Good heavens, girl! What on earth did ya do?” Teagan, the head cook, says from behind me.

Looking over my shoulder to meet his warm, honey colored eyes, I look at him as if he should know the answer to that. “I cut my finger on a broken tea cup.”

“Come ‘ere.” The man huffs as he hands me a towel to wrap around my finger.

I follow him over to a stool in the far corner of the room. Once I’m settled, he bandages my finger. My mind is running with all the things I still have to do today. I really need to get that tea up before the stain sets in.

“There, done. Now, ya need to go change yer clothes. Ya know how dey hate messiness.” The gentle older man pats my shoulder before turning to prepare lunch.

Looking down at my attire, I know he’s right. I slide off the stool and head down the hall to my chambers in the servants’ quarters. Pushing the light door, I walk into my nearly empty room and grab one of the two dresses hanging on a hook on the plain wood wall. After shedding the dirty dress, I throw on the dark green clean one.

“If you spilled something on that dress, you should really rinse it off before the stain sets.” My mother, Serena, says as she leans against the door frame.

“I don’t have time. I have to get back to finish serving tea and clean the tea off the rug in the drawing room.”

“It won’t take but a few minutes to rinse it out.” Her brown eyes carefully study the dress from afar.

“Mama, you know how those people are.” My nose snarls as I think about how they treat us.

“Please don’t take that tone about them. They are your family.”

I scoff. “Yeah, a tyrant king as a father, a self-centered step-mother, and four spoiled half sisters. The only one who’s half decent is Theodoric, and he’s only eleven. You and Nicolas are my family, not them.”

“Like it or not, they are your family.” She gives me a small, sad smile before walking back towards her chambers. 

Stepping through the doorway, I watch my mother until she’s out of sight. She walks slowly, weakly. She seems to be feeling a little worse than she did the other day. I really hope she’s not coming down with something. A shrill gold bell rings along the opposite wall from me, knocking me out of my thoughts with a jerk. Sighing, I walk towards the drawing room.

“Finally. I’m out of tea.” Alice sticks her nose in the air as she holds her cup up for me to refill.

I grab the tea pot that’s a few inches in front of the spoiled woman. After pouring her tea and setting the pot back down, I grab some towels and kneel down to work on getting the tea out of the rug.

“Catalina!”

I lift my head at the sound of my name, only to have cold tea splashed in my face.

“This tea is cold! Why did you serve me cold tea?”

“Oh, Alice, it’s almost time for lunch. Perhaps she will have it hot for our afternoon tea. Surely that will be enough time, even for someone like her.” Helen curls her lip up at me.

Using the towel in my hand, I dry my face so it won’t drip more on the floor. “I’m sorry, Your Highness.” Bowing my head low in submission and humility, I grab the tray to take it back to the kitchen.

Teagan and all the other servants are bustling about. I set the tea tray on a counter out of the way.

“Catalina, will ya help set da table?” Teagan pleads with his eyes.

“Like I could ever say no to you.” Smiling, I grab a tray of food to carry to the dining hall.

The walls are painted a cream color to allow the light from the large window to brighten the room. The floor is a medium wood color so as not to be too dark. There are a couple of paintings hanging on the wall. A large oak table sits in the middle of the room. It’s big enough to seat ten people, even though there has never been that many sitting around it. I have never even sat at the table to eat a meal with this family. Servants are not supposed to sit with the masters or even where the masters sit if they’re not around. At least, that’s what I was always told growing up. It doesn’t matter that my father is the king. All that matters to them is that my mother is not a queen. My brother and I are just servants. The queen made sure everyone always remembered that, whether she shouted the truth about our mother or made up lies about us.

Sighing, my eyes drift to the leaves blowing in the breeze just outside the window. Oh, what it would be like to be able to just enjoy the nice weather. Teagan walks into the room with a tray of food, knocking me out of my thoughts.

We barely have all the food set out when the family makes their way to their seats. Once they are served, most of the servants go about the rest of their chores. A few of us have to stand along the walls to make sure the royals don’t need anything else. The clanking of forks and the scrapping of knives fill the room. They eat as if they were pigs, even wasting food onto the floor.

There are people starving in the south village, and they are dropping food on the floor which will be swept up and thrown out. My blood boils just thinking about it.

As soon as they are done, all six of them stand, leaving the room and the mess. Piper, my best friend, and I share a look before we begin cleaning the table. I pile the untouched food onto a platter to take down to the poorest part of the kingdom. Watching over my shoulder, I dash into the kitchen to wrap the food in cloths, placing the covered food in a basket in the corner so Piper can take it down later.

I help Teagan clean up the kitchen so I can make more tea before they begin yelling at me again. After washing the dishes, I dry enough tea cups for the family. I place the tea pot on the tray with everything they would want and head to the drawing room. Halfway there, I hear footsteps rushing up behind me. I glance over my shoulder and see Piper balancing a plate of biscuits with one hand while smoothing out her dress with the other.

We walk in to a silent room. Looking around, they all look like they are about to fall asleep. Typical. Piper places the plate of biscuits down on the table before rushing out of the room. I wish I could follow behind her, but I have to stay in here and clean the tea off the rug as I wait for them to need something else. I pour three cups of tea before I hand them out.

“Catalina!” Theodoric runs to hug me.

“Hello, Theo.” I hug him back. He’s a good little boy. I just hope his parents and other sisters don’t ruin him.

“His name is Theodoric not Theo.” Queen Agatha snarls at me. 

“Sorry, Your Majesty.”

Theodoric walks over to sit beside our father as I finish pouring everyone tea.

“What is she doing here?” Queen Agatha sends a death glare to whoever just walked into the room.

“I told her and Nicolas to come in for a family discussion.” King Bertram says.

As I turn to look, my mother and brother walk in together and stand off to the side of the room across from me. 

“They are not family. Serena is just a whore.” Helen sticks her pointed nose in the air.

How dare she say that! Painfully, I restrain my actions, but not my words. “She is not a whore!”

“Catalina, mind your manners. You are not to speak that way to a princess.” Queen Agatha snarls at me. “Helen, the proper term is ‘royal mistress’.” She happily corrects. 

“Remember your place, Catalina. You are nothing but a lowly servant! You are barely worth the effort to glance upon.” Helen sneers at me while all the girls laugh.

“Enough! I have an announcement I am trying to make.” King Bertram waits for his spoiled daughters to give him their attention. “I have sent out a proposal, and-”

“A proposal? For whom? All of our daughters are married. Obviously, there are no other available princesses in this kingdom.” Queen Agatha chuckles as if she’s told a funny story.

“Do not interrupt me again! Catalina is my daughter just as much as our girls are. As I was saying, the proposal was accepted by Prince Thomas of Dryden. They are an hour and a half away, so you will still be able to stay here to finish your chores before going to any festivities. Remember, when he comes here, Catalina is a princess.” He makes eye contact with each of his other daughters and Queen Agatha.

“If this prince decides to marry her, who will be my lady-in-waiting? Surely you don’t expect me to do without?”

“Of course not, Agatha. When she’s not at a festivity, Catalina will train Beatrice to take her place. If he decides to marry her, Piper will go with her to be Catalina’s lady-in-waiting. I need this prince to believe she is a true princess.” King Bertram assures his wife.

“Why?” Alice questions.

“If another war breaks out as it did a little over a couple of decades ago, I want to have as many allies as I can. Therefore, the kingdom of Dryden must believe she’s a true princess so they will marry and be my ally.” He says this as if it’s the most obvious truth there is.

“Dryden?” Felicia taps her finger against her chin as if she’s thinking. “Isn’t that the kingdom whose barbaric king has one white eye and scars all on his face?” She snarls in disgust.

“Yes, it is.” Edith smiles evilly at me.

“What do you mean by ‘barbaric king’?” Alice looks around as if she’s nervous about the answer.

“What do you think she means, Alice? Only a barbarian fights and has scars on his face, especially if he’s a king and doesn’t have to. Honestly, he should have more class than to go off fighting.” Helen scoffs. 

“I wonder if the prince will have scars too.” Alice makes a face as if she’s going to be sick.

“Well, if he does, he’ll be ugly enough to be in Catalina’s league. A half royal should be good enough for the barbarians.” Helen laughs at me, causing all the others to follow.

My eyes move up until they reach the sad eyes of my mother. A lump fills my throat as I think about leaving her with these people. Ever since Nicolas was born, my step-mother convinced my father to ignore my mother. Now she just walks around without a purpose, helping the other servants when she’s not sick.

“That is all.” King Bertram dismisses us as if we are back to being just servants in his eyes.

“I really don’t want you to leave.” Nicolas whispers to me.

Placing my arm around his waist, I hug my brother as we walk out of the room. I walk my mother towards her room while my brother rushes the other direction to finish his chores. Touching her elbow, I stop my mother from going into her chambers.

“Are you feeling all right, Mama?”

“Of course. Why do you ask?”

“You’ve been looking tired lately.”

“I’m fine, sweetheart. Don’t worry about me. You need to get ready for the festivities coming up.”

As she blinks away tears welling in her eyes, Mama pats my arm, enters her chambers, and closes the door behind her. I turn to a small closet in the hallway and grab a brush to use on the rug. My mind fills with worry about my mother. If I don’t take care of her, that only leaves Nicolas. He’ll take care of her to the best of his ability, but he’s Theodoric’s esquire. Whenever Theo moves out, Nicolas will be going with him, leaving Mama here, alone. If this prince is anything like my family, I doubt he will agree to bring Mama along with me to his castle if we marry.

I really hope Prince Thomas and his family are better than those living in this castle.
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Thomas

“Let’s go Maximus! We’re winning.” I holler as I kick up my horse. The golden champagne horse flicks his black tail as he continues running.

Milo is on his solid white horse, Lightning, trying to catch up to us. He gets close to us until Maximus decides to run a little faster. As my horse crosses through the gate’s threshold, I nudge the reins back to let Max know he can start slowing down.

“Victory!” Throwing my arms in the air, I smile over at my esquire and best friend.

“Yeah, all right. Go ahead and boast now while you can. As soon as we are in the castle, you, my friend, are going to be in trouble.” Milo gives me a sly smile while slightly out of breath.

“What are you talking about?” My breath begins to even out as our horses slow to a walk.

“You have a guest coming for tea in less than an hour, and you’re nowhere near ready for it.”

My eyes widen with recognition, causing me to nearly fall as I dismount Max. “Oh, no!” I look over to plead with my friend. “Will-”

“Go. I’ll get the new stable boy, Marco, to put the horses away before I come to make sure you don’t need help.”

“Thank you.” Smiling, I spin around and run towards the castle, bursting through the door by the kitchen and speeding to the stairs. 

As I round the post at the bottom of the stairs, I nearly run over Maurice, our retired steward and family friend. 

“Slow down, boy. You’re going to hurt yourself running around here that fast.” The old man has a simple smile on his face.

“I’ll be careful, Maurice. However, I’m running a little late for tea with Princess Catalina.”

“That’s the princess you’re courting?” His brows raise in surprise.

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, you’d better hurry and change your clothes.” Maurice chuckles as he takes the last step heading towards the kitchen.

Shaking my head, I turn to head up the stairs just in time for a new voice to ring out through the quiet foyer.

“You are going to be in so much trouble if you aren’t ready by the time my new sister gets here.” Emmaline, my sister, states from the top of the stairs with happiness in her forest green eyes. Grandma Helga, the servant who raised my father, stands beside her, smirking.

“We aren’t married yet, Emma. And I’ll be ready by the time she’s here.” 

“Be sure you are. Don’t need to keep your future bride waiting for long, young man.” Grandma Helga chastises me before snickering with my sister.

Shaking my head at the pair of them, I run past them at the top of the stairs to my chambers down the left hallway. In a rush, I fling my door closed as I pull my dirty clothes from my body. Thankfully, someone has laid out a nice pair of black pants, a long sleeve silk black shirt, and a brown leather vest with a cape attached for me on my bed. Thank you, Mother. I know it was her because she’s the only one who would lay the clothes out on my bed. The servants or Milo would hang them on my wardrobe door. Mother likes to do things for us herself so as not to burden the servants too much. 

Once dressed, I try to tame down my brown hair, but the wind from my ride has made it unruly. I throw water on it, comb it again, and hope for the best. As I reach the top of the stairs, I see Charles, our steward, opening the front door. I sprint past the door and catch a glimpse of a carriage coming to a stop outside. I slide to a halt just inside the sitting room with a satisfied smirk on my lips. My face falls as my eyes roam around the room. Unfortunately, I’m not the first one in here. When I make eye contact with her, my breath freezes in my lungs as my mother’s brown eyes narrow at me. Yep, I’m in trouble. Looking over at my father, I notice humor in his eyes, but he doesn’t dare laugh.

“You’re cutting it close, Thomas.” My mother scolds me.

“Lilly, this is the first meeting. He’ll do better from here on out, right Thomas?” My father gives me a teasing look.

“Yes, sir. I-I mean, no, sir. It won’t happen again.” My gaze shifts from my father to my mother as I smile sweetly at her.

“Besides, they’re here.” Father points towards the window where we see the backside of the carriage.

“They?” My stomach immediately falls.

“Yes, her parents wanted to come and meet you, which is why we are here. Hopefully, this first meeting will go well.” Father smiles lovingly at Mother.

“Well, it will definitely be better than when I first arrived here. Your father didn’t even show up.”

“You were overwhelmingly beautiful.” He smiles at her with eyes full of love.

“Oh, hush.” She leans into him for an embrace.

“Is Emma coming to the tea as well?” I huff in annoyance.

“She and Grandma Helga will show up later.” Mother smiles as Charles steps into the room.

“Your Majesties, may I present King Bertram, Queen Agatha, and Princess Catalina.” Charles bows as they walk in.

My parents stand up while our guests walk over to the sofa. The three of them stiffly sit down next to each other. 

“Welcome to our castle. I’m Queen Lillian, and this is my husband, King Conrad.” Mother smiles sweetly as we take our places on the other sofa across from our guests.

“Thank you. Your castle is very beautiful.” Queen Agatha smiles as her dull, lifeless green eyes flitter over everyone except my father.

“Thank you.” My father clears his throat uncomfortably. He is still unsure about talking to new people because of the scars on his face which he received from the war years before I was born. Mother says he’s better than he used to be.

“This is our daughter, Princess Catalina.” King Bertram gestured over to the beautiful, young woman sitting at the other end of the sofa.

Queen Agatha looks down at her hands in her lap with her lip curled up on one side in disgust. Odd.

My mother clears her throat, catching my attention. She nods her head towards our guests. I look at her confused. Did they ask me a question that I missed? Looking from person to person, my eyes finally settle on Princess Catalina, who is fighting a smile. When I finally pull my eyes from the princess’s, I look over at my mother. Her eyes widen as she nods her head at our guests again.

“Oh, I’m Prince Thomas. It’s nice to meet you all.” Nodding to the king and queen, I look back over to Princess Catalina.

Our parents begin talking about something I have no interest in hearing while Catalina looks from speaker to speaker as if she’s truly interested in the conversation. I tune them all out as I take a better look at the princess. She has beautiful blonde hair with brown eyes. Her face is light, as if the sun hasn’t touched it. Her dress is fancy with lace, gold ribbons, and other fabrics I don’t know the names of. The way she’s dressed reminds me of my grandmother, Queen Mother Clarice, extremely proper. I always hoped to find a relaxed woman like my mother.

“Thomas!” Mother nudges my arm.

“Ma’am?” My head jerks over to her.

She chuckles, “I said, why don’t you take Princess Catalina for a walk in the garden?”

“Would you like to accompany me?” Looking back at her, the princess smiles while vigorously nodding her head.

“Come on, my Lady.” Standing, I extend my hand to help her off the sofa. 

Once she is up, I place her hand in the bend of my elbow. We walk in silence down the hallway towards the back door. As we pass the kitchen, Ingrid grabs a tray with tea and biscuits. Smirking, I can imagine my father trying to handle the small tea cup handle with his large hands.

Holding the door open, I guide her through the door before following her out. The cool brisk air surrounds us. As we walk through the gardens, the breeze blows through the new leaves. My brain scrambles for something to talk about as thorn bushes rise up on both sides of us.

“This is a beautiful garden.” Princess Catalina smiles as she looks around at the flower buds waiting to bloom.

“Thank you, Princess. My father’s mother designed the castle as well as the garden. Well, all except for the fountain garden.”

“Oh, well, tell her I said it’s all very gorgeous.”

“I would, but she died.”

“I’m so very sorry.” The princess stops walking and looks at me with pure sympathy.

“It was a long time ago. She died when my father was born.” My shoulders shrug as I look around at our surroundings.

“Ah. Still, I am sorry.”

“Thank you.” I give her a small smile before she begins walking again.

“These hedges are nice.” Princess Catalina reaches out to run her hand through the leaves.

“Don’t do that.”

Her hand jerks back as her head hangs in embarrassment.

“I didn’t mean to sound so harsh. It’s just that these hedges are filled with large, sharp thorns.”

“Oh,” Princess Catalina turns her head to look into the bushes to find the thorns. Her eyes are wide when she looks back at me. “They really are huge. They’re sharp too?”

“Yes. When my father first met my mother, he was trying to avoid her. So-”

“Why would he avoid her?”

“He wasn’t sure how she would react to his scars. So, he was walking around out here when he heard her talking. In the spur of the moment, he decided to hide. So, he jumped into the bushes!”

“In with those thorns?”

“Yes, he ended up getting a scratch along his neck while another one poked him hard on the inside of his thigh. He ended up falling out of the bushes and hurting his wrist.” Chuckling, I shake my head at the story I remember my father telling me.

“Poor man.” Princess Catalina lightly laughs.

We walk in silence for a while until we get to the fountain garden. The princess stops in her tracks as soon as she sees the fountain. It is a three tier round, stone structure. The water is gently sprayed into the air, falling back down onto the first smaller tier. It gracefully overflows from one tier to the next. Standing quietly, we listen to the melodic sound of the water trickling down.

“It’s beautiful and peaceful.” Princess Catalina smiles longingly at the structure.

Motioning to the other side of the fountain, I suggest, “There’s a bench on the other side, if you’d like to go sit down.”

“Yes, please.”

We walk around the water feature to the bench. After making sure she’s seated, I lower myself onto the spot beside her. The wind blows, carrying her lavender scent to my nose. Unfortunately, the wind also causes her to shiver. I stand up and shrug my cape off, thankful I remembered to put it on in my haste. As the material touches her shoulders, she jerks her surprised eyes to meet mine. 

“Thank you.” Princess Catalina shyly smiles while looking down at her lap, pulling the cape closer around her. “So, who designed this part of the garden?” Her brown eyes glide over the scenery.

“My father did after he came home from the war.”

“Is that where he got those scars?”

“Yes,” I bark out, ready to defend my father from any insults she may say.

“He must have seen and experienced terrible things. But I admire him for getting through the war and going on living his life, finding love and happiness.” She turns to me and smiles.

Like a buffoon, I sit there with my mouth hanging open, staring at this woman.

“What is it? Did I say something wrong?”

Shaking my head, I find my words. “You didn’t say anything wrong. It just surprised me that you didn’t say anything rude or condescending about his scars.”

“Why would I?”

“You would be surprised at how many people don’t like him because of his scars and say mean things about him.”

“That’s awful! People can be so mean.” Her brows scrunch together as she relaxes. 

She looks better being relaxed. When she turns to look back at me, she seems to realize what she’s done and stiffens her back. I wish she would relax again.

“So, tell me about yourself.” She softly smiles.

“Well, I’m twenty-six years old. I have one sister, Emmaline, but we all call her Emma.”

“Oh, how old is she?”

“I’m almost sixteen.” Emma comes barreling around the corner of the bushes. “Hi, you must be Catalina.”

“Emma, it’s Princess Catalina. You also forgot to curtsy. Besides, aren’t you supposed to be spending time with Grandma Helga?” I smirk at my sister’s enthusiasm.

“I’m right here, dear.” Grandma Helga walks to us while Emma sticks her tongue out at me, grabbing her skirt to curtsy. “Hello, Your Highness. I’m Helga.” Grandma curtsies the best her old bones will allow.

“Hello.” Catalina bows her head in return. “And Emma doesn’t have to curtsy if she doesn’t want to as long as I don’t have to curtsy as well.” Princess Catalina gives Emma a sly smile.

“Of course not! I always hate curtsying. You can just call me Emma if you’d like. I don’t have to be reminded that I’m a princess every time someone talks to me.”

“Emma!” I can’t believe she just said that to someone she doesn’t even know! 

Princess Catalina laughs at my sister. “I don’t care to be called princess all the time either. How about you just call me Catalina, or Cat?”

“You have such a pretty name, Your Highness.” Grandma Helga smiles at Catalina.

“Thank you.” Catalina’s cheeks fill with color as her eyes fall to her lap.

“There’s no sense in being shy, darling. We’re all here to get to know each other better.” Grandma places her small hand gently on Catalina’s shoulder.

Catalina looks up at Grandma Helga with a hesitant smile. 

“How about Lina? May I call you that?” Emma’s green eyes sparkle with the joy of giving someone a nickname.

“I like it.” Catalina smiles at her as she pulls my cape tighter around her.

“Lina. I like it. It suits you.” Grandma Helga smiles while her eyes roam over Catalina.

“Thanks.” Catalina’s eyes lower to her lap.

“Here, Grandma Helga. Have a seat.” I stand up so she can have my seat.

“So, what do you like to do in your free time?” Grandma Helga waits patiently for an answer while she places herself beside Catalina.

“Um, I’m not sure.” Catalina looks around the garden.

“What do you mean? Do you not have any free time?” Emma tilts her head in confusion.

“Not really.” Catalina’s hands twist nervously in her lap.

Her hands still as Grandma Helga places her older hands on them. “It’s all right, dear. As time progresses, you’ll find some free time. Then you’ll be able to do whatever you want to do.”

“What if I don’t know what I want to do?” Catalina’s voice comes out as a small whisper.

“Give yourself time. You’re a smart girl with a good heart. You’ll figure it out.” Grandma Helga smiles at her.

“How can you tell? You don’t know me that well.” Catalina’s head bows until her chin touches her chest.

“My dear,” Grandma Helga slips her small finger under Catalina’s chin, lifting until their eyes meet, “I have lived long enough to be able to detect intelligence and see
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Announcement

Due 1o the tragedy of the long four year war, the old
marriage system is obsolete. The council has succumbed 1o the
idea of 2 new system, in hopes of uniting the kingdoms.

A king shall send 1 proposal for his daughter's hand in
marriage to an cligible prince or king when she is 16 years of
g¢.

The prince and princess will spend the next six months
getting 10 know onc another by attending dinner parties and
social gatherings together.

Since cligible male heirs arc few, the prince and his
kingdom will host all the festivities.

1f the hosting kingdom is within 1 day's ride away, the
princess shall stay at her castle and travel 1o the festivities. IF
more than a day's ride away, she will stay with the host until
the six months are over.

At the end of the six months, the prince’s kingdom shall host
2 ball. 3 he accepts her, the princess will reccive an invitation.
1F not, she will not be invited.

Tt is advised to wait six months before sending out another

proposal, but is not required.
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