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			“After the brave knight slew the fierce dragon, he climbed to the top of the tallest tower in the keep to find the princess he had so long searched for. Upon opening the door to her chambers, he saw her angelic figure lying on the velvety bed. He strode up to her sleeping figure and planted a kiss upon her rosy lips. Her eyelids fluttered open to reveal two eyes the color of shimmering water staring back at him. He stroked her raven hair and said to her, ‘Good morning, my love.’ She said in reply, ‘My brave knight, have you finally come to save me?’ He said gently, ‘Yes, I have finally come. You need not be afraid any longer, for I shall never leave you alone as long as I shall live.’”

			Anna’s servant turned the final page of her favorite book, The Golden Knight, for what must have been the thousandth time. Anna managed to read it at least once every month, sometimes even more. A story about a heroic knight saving a trapped princess, it always captivated her heart. Its reliability also drew her in as well. She could read it an infinite number of times, and it would always stay the same. The knight gallantly charges in, slays the dragon, and rescues the princess—short, sweet, no complications or unseen misfortunes.

			“If only my life could be as such,” she said, looking into her gold-trimmed mirror.

			Anna might be a princess, but she could never hope to compare to the beauty inside her book. She was short and had a body that made everyone confuse her with a young child even though she was thirteen. She didn’t have rosy cheeks and blood-red lips. Her face was rather pale and plain, in her opinion. She sort of liked her long, blonde hair, except that it was so unruly and messy that it always looked as though she had just gotten out of bed. The only thing she could accept completely about her physical appearance was her forest-green eyes, a rarity in the kingdom thanks to her mother being from a foreign land.

			It’s not as if Anna could really complain, though. She wasn’t hideous. Plus she was a princess. So, she had everything she could ever want. Looking around her room, there was her large four-poster bed with a dozen pillows on it and large, fluffy blankets. Her mirror and dresser, all rimmed with gold, housed all her jewelry, fine perfumes, and makeup (none of which she actually used if she could help it). Then there was her walk-in closet that held her hundreds of fine gowns and shoes. If Anna had wanted to, she could have worn a completely different outfit every day of the year—though she usually just wore her favorite dress, a black gown with frills all over it. Unless, of course, she had to wear something else for one of many reasons.

			The room just screamed royalty. Everything in it belonged there, from the plush purple rug to the fine designer curtains—everything except her servant. Anna assumed he was the same age as her, being that he was only a few inches taller than her. She even went so far as to assume that “he” was even a he, though her only real basis for that was the occasional grunts he made when lifting something heavy. She couldn’t be certain, though, with the black leather suit he had to wear that covered his entire body and face. He wore this because he was a slave, and therefore unfit to ever touch his master, to be looked upon by his master, to utter a single word.

			Anna didn’t know why it was like that. It seemed rather stupid to her. He was just a regular person underneath there, after all. However, she was the only one in the royal family, in any noble family, that is, to think that. These servants were considered lower than dirt and therefore were treated as such. It wasn’t uncommon for them to be beaten within an inch of their lives just for the sport of it. There was a game all the noble children played called “kick the servant.” The game consisted of nobles kicking their servants in the shins. Whoever’s servant was last standing was declared the winner.

			But again, Anna thought this was barbaric. So, behind her family’s back, she treated her servant like she would anyone else. She played tag and hide-and-seek with him, read books with him, ate with him (though he was only allowed the scraps off the table), even slept in the same room with him (none of her servants or guards were about to tell on her). Wasn’t it natural for her to get used to him, to get to enjoy having him around? He seemed to comprehend her when she was giving orders. Why not talk about more casual stuff? Even though he couldn’t respond, she always talked to him when she was feeling anxious or upset. Though they could never actually touch, he was always there to give her a shoulder to cry on.

			Anna hated how the others treated their servants, as though they were mindless objects. As much as she hated to admit it, however, that’s what they were like. Any one of them could trade places with another, and no one would even notice. Anna prided herself on the fact that her servant wasn’t like that, that he did seem to have some personality, thanks to her care. He had favorite books and foods, plus he liked doing some things, like his training to be a fighter—a skill needed to protect the noble he served from any assassination attempt. Yet he seemed to abhor school time, the complete opposite of her.

			She had never given him a name. Not because she didn’t want to, but because he had refused one when she offered. He had simply knelt down and put his hand over his heart, a pledge all servants made to their masters to show their lives belonged only to that one noble.

			But this little life of theirs would soon come to an end, for tomorrow Anna was going to be recognized as a true heiress to the throne, along with her twelve other siblings. She would finally be in the running for who would succeed their father as ruler of Rutig, losing her servant, but gaining a full-fledged knight in his place. Anna had dreamed of having a romantic relationship with hers at one point in her life, until she learned the truth of what they were. Not real flesh and blood people, just hollow suits of armor with no souls or emotion whatsoever. They were mindless hunks of metal that followed every order to the letter no matter what it was, always ready to protect the noble who was their master.

			“Could you make me some tea, please?” Anna asked her servant.

			Nodding in response, he went about making her a caramel tea, her favorite. As Anna watched him prepare it, she wondered what would become of him once he took his leave of her. Would he be sent away to live with the peasants and forgotten? He probably wouldn’t be given anything to help him in his new life, no gold or clothing, just a kick in the pants and a slammed door. Her servant finished making the tea and handed it to her.

			She took a long sip. “Delicious as always.”

			Of course, like always, he’d put in too much sugar, making it far too sweet. Anna never had the heart to tell him, so she just smiled and drank it. Truth be told, it had actually started to grow on her. As Anna sat there thinking of what to do, she had an idea. If her family wouldn’t give him anything, then she would. She went over to her jewelry box and picked out a bunch of gold rings and precious gems. Turning around, she handed them to her servant. He cocked his head as if he didn’t understand what she was doing. Anna sighed and took his hands, deliberately putting the jewelry in them.

			She said, “I’m giving these to you for when you eventually leave me tonight—no buts. This is an order, you hear me?”

			She turned and picked up The Golden Knight book. “Here, take this as well. Something to remember me by when you’re out there living your life.”

			Anna’s servant took the book and stared at it and the jewelry for a few seconds as if he had no idea what to do with them. Then, he simply nodded.

			“Good, now you’ll have a head start when you leave here.”

			Thus, they spent the rest of the day like that—her reading various books, and him holding on to the gifts she had given him. Finally, the guards came to take him away.

			There was a sharp knock on the door and someone asked, “May we come in, princess?”

			“Yes, you may.”

			Two guards wearing red suits of armor and matching plumes on top of their helms came in, each holding a halberd.

			“Come with us then,” one said, grabbing her servant and pulling him toward the door.

			“Now just wait a minute! Let me say my final goodbyes.”

			The guards stared at her but let him go.

			Anna gave her servant a hug, saying, “Goodbye. I hope you’ll finally be truly happy and live your life.”

			He simply nodded in response like he always did and allowed the guards to take him by the arm. Anna went into the hallway after them and watched as her only real friend walked out of her life. Her other servants came in after that and prepared her for bed, putting on her long white nightgown for her and tucking her in. It felt weird not having her servant there the whole time, but she would just have to get used to his not being there anymore.

			Anna had a nightmare that night. Horrible monsters were chasing her through a dark forest, constantly at her heels. She kept on running, believing that if she could just make it to whomever she was running to she would be safe. Soon, however, her arms and legs started to feel heavy, and she wasn’t able to run anymore. The beasts were closing in on her. Anna could see the light at the end of the path, but she never made it. The fiends converged on her and began ripping her apart bit by bit. She woke up in a cold sweat, crying out for her servant, only to realize that he wasn’t there to light a candle to comfort her. She eventually managed to go back to sleep, but it was an uneasy one.

			When Anna awoke, the sunlight burned her eyes even through the window drapes. Eventually, she crawled out of bed, getting up to let the servants into her room. They immediately went to work fixing her up. Anna grimaced as her servants tried combing her hair, achieving no real results. Next, they asked her to pick out a dress. Royal events being one of the few times Anna actually saw her father, she decided to pick out a golden dress he had given her for her last birthday. Finally, the accessories, jewelry, and makeup of the finest quality that managed to hide her plainness with a royal mask.

			All set, Anna’s servants scurried out of the room and made way for her escort of guards. The castle being as big as it was, the sleeping quarters were at the far end of the left wing. It took Anna and her guards a bit of time to get to the throne room where the ceremony was to be held. They made it to the huge doors that led inside. Taking a deep breath, she prepared herself and walked in.

			It was a red carpet that Anna saw first, having been staring at the ground. She looked up. Dozens of nobles looked back at her. Silver and black banners with the emblem of her kingdom—two swords overlaid with a shield, and on that shield a suit of armor kneeling, its head under its arm—hung still. What Anna saw next always gave her chills. Her father, the king, on his throne looking down on everyone.

			He was an older man with a salt-and-pepper beard, but he had let neither his mind nor body wither away. The king wore fine clothing and a large cloak, all of them the colors of the kingdom. On his head, a silver crown with blood-red rubies embedded in it. However, it wasn’t this show of wealth and prestige that chilled Anna’s bones, but his face and demeanor. He had eyes the color of an icy lake, and a personality to go along with it. His whole body seemed stiff and rigid like one of her dolls. He showed no emotion, only a calculated move each time he spoke or moved, like his own empty set of armor.

			Shaking these thoughts from her head, Anna stepped forward into the room and started toward her father. Glancing around, it seemed as if none of her siblings had made it to the event, each likely too involved with their own struggles. As Anna kept on walking, she worried about becoming a true heiress to the throne. It meant that she, too, would have to weigh in on the power struggle between her family members. Anna had no more time to think, as she had reached her father and waited for him to speak.

			“Hello, Princess Anna,” he said in a voice like steel.

			“Hello, Your Majesty,” she replied with a small bow.

			“It seems that you are, as of today, a contender for the throne. As such, you will be fighting your siblings for the right to rule this kingdom. Being a princess, however, you won’t be expected to fight your own battles, but have someone lesser do it for you. So, I present you with your knight, your champion who will either live to see you become queen or die alongside you.”

			Somewhere behind the king, a small door opened, and out stepped her knight. He was tall, about six feet. The knight looked to have an average build, though Anna knew that he had ten times the strength of a normal man. His bucket helmet had two rectangular slots for eyes that were empty, save for darkness. He wore a white mantle and a cloak of bluish-green color that really were just for show. At his side were two morning star maces, each with hidden power in them. As he knelt down and placed his hand over where his heart should be, the knight did something rather unexpected.

			“Hello, Princess Anna. It is a pleasure to finally meet you,” he said, his voice having an echolike quality to it.

			Everyone gasped at this, for no set of armor had ever spoken before. Everyone present began whispering. The king raised his hand for silence. If Anna’s father was surprised, he didn’t show it as he spoke.

			“If that is all, I have some business to attend to.” The king stood and exited through the door her knight had come from.

			Everyone began talking again the moment he left, causing Anna to blush and feel very awkward. Her knight crossed his arms as two guards came over and asked the princess and her knight to come back with them to her room. When they finally got back, the guards left Anna and her knight, having the servants come in and undress her. When she was finally back into her favorite dress, Anna decided to look over her new protector.

			Even standing on her tiptoes, Anna didn’t make it halfway up his chest. She almost broke her neck to look at his head. Circling him, Anna poked him a few times to see what sort of reaction she would get, but he simply stood still, his empty holes always trained on her. Checking to see if he really would do whatever she said, Anna asked a simple question.

			“Can you please make me some tea?”

			Not saying a word, he went about making some caramel tea and brought it to her. Drinking it, Anna realized that he had put in too much sugar and felt a longing for her old, warm companion, not this metal creature.

			Sitting on her bed, she asked, “What should I call you? I mean, do you have a name or something?”

			“I need no name, for I am only your knight,” he said, kneeling and placing his hand over his chest.

			“Oh, great, more of this. Can none of my servants have a name so I can actually call them something? What am I supposed to do, just call you ‘my knight?’ Or should I just call you ‘you’?”

			“I don’t know, and I don’t care. That’s your business what you call me. Just pick something and be done with it.”

			“Of course, I get the one set of armor who can talk, and he has an attitude,” Anna said, plopping down onto her bed.

			“Yes, and I get you. A fair trade, don’t you think?”

			“Ooh, you just keep getting better and better. You know what, I’m going to give you an order to shut up.”

			“Wow, pretty bold, considering I could crush you in an instant.”

			“Did you just threaten me?”

			“You bet your flat chest I just did.”

			Anna gasped, storming out of her room and down the hallway. It was a few seconds before she realized she was being followed.

			“Why are you following me?” Anna yelled at her knight.

			“I have to follow you, remember? Keep you safe and all that.”

			“Oh, so you follow that order from my father, but you won’t listen to me?”

			“Hey, I made you tea.”

			“Argh! Whatever. I’m going to the bathroom.”

			Running to the nearest bathroom, Anna went in and locked the door. Sitting down on the chamber pot, she realized that she actually did have to go. So, pulling up her dress, Anna started to go when she heard a knock from outside.

			“What is it? I’m going to the bathroom.”

			“I just wanted to make sure you didn’t fall in with that tiny body of yours.”

			“How dare you insult me? If you don’t apologize right now, I’ll tell the king and—”

			“And what? Get me replaced? I’m the only knight you’re going to get, and from what I’ve heard about this battle for the throne, you’ll need me.”

			“I don’t need you. I can take care of myself.”

			“Whatever, just make sure you wipe yourself clean. Don’t want to ruin your favorite dress.”

			Leaving the bathroom, she went back to her room, knight in tow. Once she arrived, Anna rang her bell for the servants to come and get her ready for bed. She got dressed and climbed into bed.

			Looking at her knight, she said, “Good night.”

			“Good night. Don’t let your siblings kill you in your sleep.”

			Anna just gave him a dirty look and rolled over.
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			Anna was rudely awakened by a metal finger poking into her cheek. Opening one of her eyes, she saw her knight’s featureless face staring at hers. She looked outside the window, realized it was still dark out, and rolled back over. Anna’s eyes had been closed for all of two seconds when she felt that same finger poking her again. Frustrated, she pulled up her blankets over her head and hoped he would go away. Sadly, he just jumped onto the bed and started bouncing.

			“What!? What is it!? The sun hasn’t even come up yet. What do you want?” she said, fed up.

			“Just wanted to say hi. So…hi.”

			“Get out of my room and let me sleep, now.”

			“Can’t leave you by yourself.”

			“Could you at least let me sleep? I don’t have to be up for another hour,” she complained.

			“But I’m bored. Unlike you, I don’t have to sleep. And I can’t go anywhere, so I’m stuck here until you wake up. So, come on, you’ve slept enough. What’s that saying? The early bird gets the worm,” her knight said, standing up.

			“Yeah, and the second mouse gets the cheese. It’s your job to stand there and do nothing until I say so. Now shut up and leave me alone.”

			“Princess,” her knight whined. “Princess, come on. Just get up, please. Pretty please? I’ll make you some tea…”

			Throwing off her covers, Anna got up and said, “Fine! Fine! I’m getting up. It’s obvious I’m not going back to sleep. Just…just get me some tea while I ring for the servants.”

			“Hurray!” he said, going off to make a fire in the small slate fireplace to boil the water.

			Rubbing her eyes, Anna grumbled as she rang the bell for the servants. They were no happier than Anna to be up preparing for what was to be a very long day. Her favorite dress donned, Anna sat down at her small mahogany table set and drank that too-sweet tea. She could have had the servants light some torches, but the sun was just coming up anyway, so there wasn’t any real reason. The whole time, her knight was pacing around, desperate to get out of the room, so as payback Anna waited a little longer than necessary to go down to breakfast. Once she was hungry enough, Anna decided to head down and enjoy a little something.

			As she and her knight were walking the hall, the guards were just changing shifts, and the servants were all bustling about preparing for the new day. Unlike most other nobles, she actually took the time to greet the people beneath her and get to know them. It was a little secret she knew—that if you were genuinely kind to them, so were they to you. This way of thinking made sure Anna never had any nasty surprises pop up during the day, such as finding any bugs crawling around in her bed or food.

			Sitting at the table, Anna once again was the only one of her family to be there. Her siblings only dined together on very special occasions, and breakfast wasn’t one of them. They were either away at their own homes, being too old to live with their father, or just not very social, too preoccupied with their own lives. Sighing, she was given her meal of scrambled eggs and roasted pheasant with a cold glass of milk (in hopes it would help her develop a bit). After Anna thanked the chef, she began cutting into her food in a very dignified, precise manner. After a while, she noticed that her knight was staring at the food. Anna realized what was wrong.

			“That’s right, you can’t eat anything,” she said, feeling a little bad.

			“Yeah, I may not be able to eat it or even smell it, but it sure looks great,” he said, picking at some of the pheasant.

			“I’m sorry, it’s rude of me to eat in front of you like this.”

			“No, no, it’s all right. Just another thing I have to get used to.”

			After a moment she said, “Actually, I used to eat breakfast with my old servant all the time—

			one who could actually eat is what I’m saying, and…I miss him.”

			“Just something you’ll have to get used to,” he replied in his usual manner.

			“Yeah, I guess I will.”

			Finishing up, Anna wiped her mouth clean and excused herself from the table. Tomorrow was the first day of school, which left her with a little free time. Trying to forget her old friend turned out to be challenging, as Anna’s first inclination was to read her favorite book that she had given to him. Finding something that didn’t remind her of him became increasingly difficult, as they had done everything together. For the first time since Anna had met him, she was actually thankful for her knight’s remarks, as they kept her thoroughly distracted. Of course, that didn’t mean it was any less annoying, but what was she to do? Deciding to do some light reading, Anna went to the royal library to find a book she could take back to her room.

			The sight that greeted Anna when she stepped through those doors always took her breath away. Books stowed away on shelves twenty times as tall as her and even wider lined the room. There were books of every kind, big and small, old and new, fiction to the very beginning of history. The library had it all, and these were just the books she could get at. Locked behind a nondescript door, tucked away in the corner, was a room that held some of the kingdom’s most powerful and darkest secrets. There were a few times she’d been tempted to break in there, but Anna had always decided against it. The idea gave Anna the feeling it would cause her far too much trouble. So she scanned the shelves in no real hurry to find a book, until a bright red one caught her eye. The only problem was that it was at the very top of the shelves, so she would need a ladder to get it.

			“Could you please get me one of those ladders so I can get that book?” she asked her knight.

			“Which book? I’ll just get it for you.”

			“The bright red one at the very top. Now, let’s find a ladder and—what are you doing?” she screamed in shock.

			It seemed that her knight had decided that he didn’t need a ladder, and he’d started climbing the shelves like a monkey. Horrified, Anna started yelling at him to get down, but he just waved her off. Finally, he reached the top.

			Calling down, he asked, “Which book is it?”

			“Uh…um…it’s the small book to your left,” she called back.

			“This one?” he said, grabbing the nearest to his hand.

			“No, the red one.”

			“There’re like three red ones up here.” He shifted around.

			“The bright one. It looks like a—oh, be careful! You’re going to fall, you fool.”

			Swinging out his arm wide, he said, “As if I, your amazing knight, would ever be so stupid as to—did you hear something?”

			Turns out the shelves had a precise equilibrium, and the metal primate fooling around at the top undid that balance. Her knight tried climbing down, but the damage was done. The shelf fell forward and slammed into the one in front of it. Thankfully, next in line was a wall, so the chain reaction stopped there, but more than enough books fell to cause a great mess. Having been able to jump out of the way, Anna had avoided any damage, but she couldn’t find her knight in the giant pile. Sifting through books, she tried to calm herself by thinking about how indestructible he was supposed to be. That was, until she found his detached hand. Scared out of her mind, thinking she had just broken her knight not even a day after she got him, Anna started tossing books out of her way to find him, and finally she did. He was separated into pieces, strewn throughout the books like a broken doll. She picked up his head and cradled it in her arms, on the verge of tears, when she heard laughing.

			“Oh, my god, you should have seen the look on your face. It was hilarious!” Her knight laughed.

			“You…you…you jerk!” she screamed, throwing his head away from her.

			“What? What did I do?”

			“You actually had me worried about you. Were you even hurt?”

			“No. I can’t feel pain, and I was the one who separated my body into pieces. I can do that, but I do have a problem putting myself back together,” he said, shrugging his dislocated shoulders.

			Anna just turned on her heel and walked out of the library, leaving her knight to put himself back together. It was several hours later at lunch when he finally reappeared, whole again. Anna didn’t even want to look at him she was so angry. So she ate her lunch in silence. He came up to her and stood there with his hands behind his back, staring at her, until, finally, she relented.

			“What do you want?”

			Pulling the bright red book from behind his back, he said, “Look at what I got.”

			“Humph,” she said, grabbing the book from him.

			Excusing herself, Anna went back to her room so that she could read in peace. She couldn’t help but get a little excited on the way after reading the title of the book, Swords of Love. Hopefully, it was full of adventure, heroes, love, and maybe some naughty stuff if she was lucky. Looking back at her knight, Anna realized that she couldn’t possibly let him see what was in this. No doubt he’d make fun of her for it. So, when she got back to her room, Anna closed the door on him and locked it. He started yelling at her to open the door, but she ignored him and just read her book. It was exactly like she wanted it to be, and this made Anna even angrier that her life had taken such an unwanted turn.

			Why couldn’t he have been like one of the knights Anna read about? But no, he had to be a wisecracking jerk. From the servants’ whispering and what she knew, his being like this was unprecedented, and no one could figure out why he was acting this way. The knight was so strange. He was acting completely randomly, like a newborn figuring out how its body worked. It was really beginning to get on Anna’s nerves.

			But what could she do about it? Unless…that’s it! Maybe he’s defective. Could she ask for a new one? It would be unheard of, but so had been everything before this. Why not? Anna would ask her father for a new knight, and everything would be as it was supposed to be.

			Closing her book, Anna rang for her servants. When they arrived, she told them to ask for an audience with the king. Even being the princess and his daughter, it was difficult to tell whether or not he’d grant her this, but she had to try. Anna didn’t bother explaining the situation to her knight, for he would be gone soon anyway. A servant came back saying that her audience had been granted. As fast as protocol would allow her, Anna made her way to the throne room with her knight close behind.

			Anna had stood in front of the same doors only a day before. They opened, and she stepped forward. It was different from yesterday. Only her father, stonelike on the throne, was the same. Everything else was gray and cold as ice. This time, to make Anna even more frightened, her father’s knight stood by him, an ever-constant presence, save for those few times when he would dampen the mood of the event. Ironically, he looked somewhat similar to her present knight, only better. His white mantle was emblazoned with the symbol of their kingdom and his cloak was a rich, royal purple. For a weapon, he had a large zweihänder, and, like the rest of him, it had played part in many a battle. Reaching him, Anna’s own knight knelt and pledged himself to the king. Her father initiated the conversation.

			“Hello, Princess Anna. It is strange to see you two days in a row,” her father said in an emotionless voice.

			Trying not to get ahead of herself, Anna spoke softly and slowly. “Hello, Your Majesty. I’ve come to talk to you about my knight.”

			“Ah, yes, an even stranger thing. What of it?”

			“Well, like you say, h—it—is a strange thing indeed, and I would like to know if this could be fixed somehow.”

			“Fixed?” The king stood at full height. “There is no fixing this, for nothing is broken. It is your knight, and that is all there is to it.”

			“But…but…I don’t like him, and he obviously doesn’t like me,” she burst out.

			“Like? Liking has nothing to do with it. It does not feel anything. And as annoying, as shameful, as defective as it may be, it will do its job protecting you even if it brings its own destruction from it. It is yours to command, and maybe if you had a backbone like your brothers and sisters, it’d actually listen to you. Now, if you’re done with this foolishness, leave me.”

			Utterly defeated, Anna said, “Y-yes, Your Majesty.”

			Turning around, Anna did her best to hide her tears as she left the throne room. Her knight followed in silence back to the room. Anna didn’t even care that she had missed dinner. She was so angry at her knight, her father, her life—but mostly at herself for being so stupid. She cried well into the night and had more nightmares just like before, only now there was no light.
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			Anna was still furious with her knight, and he clearly got the message. He didn’t say anything while she was getting ready for school. Anna went about collecting her things that she would need, like ink, pens, paper, textbooks, and her unbearably stuffy uniform. It was a simple silver and black dress—the boys wore a two-piece suit—and it showed that she was attending Thales, the school of the nobility. This school taught the many things a noble would have to know to lead a successful life, such as the sciences, arts, English, and little mannerisms they’d need.

			Of course, there was one class that Anna was really interested in, and that was magic. Magic was an art known only to the nobles and was a highly coveted secret kept from the commoners. This was the first year she would be able to practice real magic, not just learn about the history and theories behind it. It also caused her great anxiety, as the number of nobles who had been born able to do magic had gone down over the years. It had stabilized within her lifetime, thankfully, but Anna was still worried because she’d had less of a chance to actually do it than those before her. Stepping into her personal carriage, her knight close behind her, Anna said hello to her long-time chauffeur, William, a man who was the stereotypical father, jokes and all. His uniform consisted of a black tailcoat and a matching cap to accompany it. Anna thought it better suited to a young boy, not a middle-aged man with a five-o’clock shadow and receding hairline.

			“Hello, Bill, how are you today?” she said with a bow.

			“Now, Princess, you’re supposed to call me William like everyone else.”

			“Please, we’ve known each other long enough that I can call you that. Just like I’ve said you can call me Anna.”

			“How about we compromise with Princess Anna? And we’ll, uh, just keep the other thing a secret between us,” Bill whispered with a smile.

			“Fair enough. Now, Bill, you know where to take me.”

			“Of course, Princess Anna. But first, can I take a look at your knight?”

			“Oh, well…”

			“This thing certainly is something, all right. Just look at the shine on it. And those weapons, woo, pretty cool,” Bill said as he poked her knight in the face.

			“Listen, Pops, I’d prefer if you didn’t smudge me.”

			Bill jumped back. “Good god, I thought they were just rumors, but he really can talk.”

			“Yes, sadly he has full use of his vocal abilities. Come on, you two, we don’t want to be late on the first day of school,” she said with a clap of her hands.

			Bill got up on his seat and got the horses ready. Anna held the door open for her knight. Bill looked back at her with a nervous look on his face, finally saying, “Uh, Princess Anna, I know you were allowed to have your old servant ride with you, but these knights are—”

			“Considered less than even those worthless slaves,” her knight finished for him. “I’ll walk to the side and keep watch like I am supposed to.”

			“Oh, right, you do that then,” she said, shutting the door, a bit uncomfortable making her knight walk.

			Anna kept forgetting that, to the nobles, the knights were considered the lowest of the low and treated as such. Unlike her old servant, Anna couldn’t even use the defense for the knight that he was a human being, considering a knight was just hollow metal. To take her mind off it, Anna looked out the window. She rode down the well-paved streets of the inner circle of the city and saw other students riding in their own custom carriages. Each one had a different knight right alongside it. Apparently, everything was just as it should be—everything except her.

			It was only a few minutes’ drive, and Anna had done it a thousand times. Still, she always liked to look at the other nobles’ homes. All were unique, but Anna was able to tell the position of who lived there based on the décor of the building. There were the political ones focused more on intimidation rather than beauty. Then there were the religious people with all their flowery, holy stuff stuck everywhere. There were also the regular do-nothing nobles who went for sheer opulence.

			The one thing she had noticed over the years was that the farther away they got from the center of the city, her home, the smaller and less attractive the residences seemed to become. Before she knew it, they had arrived at the school, an old castle that had been refurbished for the noble youth. Actually, Anna had learned in history class that it had been the first royal castle, until her great-great-grandmother, Sucilia, had decided on an upgrade.

			Stepping out of her carriage, Anna looked around at all the people she had grown up with during her school years. She wasn’t on bad terms with any of them, with a few exceptions, but she wasn’t on good terms with them either. Given that she was royalty, they all treated her well, wanting to be in her good graces if she ever took power. None get close enough to her to be considered a friend, though. Once again, Anna was missing her old servant. He had always been the only one to sit with her at lunch and keep her company during their breaks. But there was nothing to be done about it, so she simply went to her first class and squashed the thought. Once everyone was done showing off their new knights, the teacher greeted them from down in front.

			“Hello, everyone. I am Mr. Plat, and I’ll be teaching you the wonders of the mathematical world,” the skinny man said with gusto.

			Everyone groaned at this except for her, one student going so far as to say, “Come on, Mr. P. We’ll never need to know this stuff. We have people for that, remember?”

			“Oh, and I suppose you want to be that one dullard who can’t even add two plus two, eh, Mister…?”

			“Bartholomew, sir, but everyone calls me Bart.”

			Bart had always offended Anna severely, being somewhat the class clown. He had short brown, spiky hair and the smile of a hyena that always annoyed her to no end. His knight looked like some sort of twisted, metal jester, with an eerie mask and knives sheathed at his side, like those you’d see in a performance. Anna didn’t have any proof, but she was sure Bart was the one who had started people calling her Princess Washboard behind her back.

			“All right, Mr. Bart, why don’t you come up here and show me the most difficult math you can do using these numbers?”

			“Oh, sure thing,” he said, his smile fading just a bit.

			Bart went down to the chalkboard and stared at it for a second before he slowly started writing. At first it looked as though he was going to use the Pythagorean theorem, but he forgot how to square. Then he tried to do long division but kept putting the numbers in the wrong place. After a few more futile attempts, he threw the chalk at the board and stormed back to his seat. The class was laughing—but not the way he wanted them to.

			“Anyone else think they can come up here and do something with these numbers?”

			Anna immediately raised her hand and went down to the board to show her stuff. It was really quite simple, at least to her it was, as it was just a normal linear function. Everyone begrudgingly clapped for Anna. Mr. Plat praised her for actually having a brain. Bart was quiet for the rest of the class and left the room for their break in silence. As she made her way to her next class, wanting to get a head start, Anna was stopped in her path by Bart and his knight, who had their hands behind their backs.

			“Hello, Princess. Can I call you Anna? Well, Anna, it was pretty impressive what you did back there, and I’d like to show how much I admired you for it,” Bart said, stepping closer.

			“Okay…but how will you go about doing that?” Anna took a small step back.

			“Like this!”

			As he screamed, Bart pulled a coconut crème pie from behind him and tossed it at Anna’s face. She was completely unprepared for this, but her knight had seen it coming a mile away and easily batted the pie back into Bart’s face. Bart had prematurely begun laughing at his own prank, so when the pie hit him, his head was thrown back, and a good deal of crust made it up his nose. At this, a crazed laugh started coming from Bart’s knight as it began pointing at him, dancing around.

			“You idiot, you’re not supposed to laugh at me. It’s only funny when it happens to someone else,” Bart growled, wiping his face and throwing bits of the pie at his knight.

			Surprised, Anna said, “Oh, your knight can talk too?”

			“No, he’s only supposed to laugh at stuff that I do to others, not me. A knight can’t talk.”

			“Well, mine must be a better model, because it can,” Anna said with a smirk.

			“Sup, squirt,” her knight said, saluting the young boy.

			“Great, the rumors are true. Apparently, you’re smarter than me, of a higher class, and have a better knight, is there anything else?” Bart blew a large chunk of crust out of his nose.

			“She’s probably richer too,” Anna’s knight slipped in at the end.

			“Whatever. I need to go wash this off,” Bart said, going off to find a bathroom, grumbling all the while.

			After he left, Anna hurried off to class, one she was very excited about. Thanks to the earlier distraction, she was unable to find a seat up front and had to settle for one in the back next to a girl in the corner. Anna knew of the girl because of her condition, but again, they weren’t exactly friends. This was Shel, one of the few girls who had as small and frail a body as Anna. However, this was owing to whatever sickness she had.

			A person could clearly see its effects on her, being that her long brown hair had a grayish tint to it, plus the dark bags under her eyes. Shel’s knight was the complete opposite of her, standing seven feet tall with spikes protruding from his body. He carried no weapons, for his body was one. What was really weird about the pair was that Shel’s knight seemed a bit overprotective of her. This became evident when her knight stopped Anna from sitting down next to her.

			“May I sit here please?” she asked, unsure of herself.

			Shel looked at her knight and said in a quiet voice, “Please, let them sit next to me.”

			It took a moment, but Shel’s knight finally backed off and let Anna sit down. After that, the teacher stood up to start the class. Just as she did, Bart skidded into the room and took up the seat next to Anna—after going through the same process with Shel’s knight, of course.

			The round, kindly teacher started, saying, “Ahem! Now that everyone is present, we may begin. My name is Mrs. Pinkerton, and I will be teaching you the art of magic. I’m certain everyone here knows a thing or two about it already, but you’ve only just recently gotten a taste of what it can really do. Your knights are the most powerful works of magic that we are capable of. To be able to create such a thing takes great skill and careful attention to detail. But what exactly is a knight?”

			A girl up front raised her hand. “It is a metal golem that will listen to whomever it is assigned to. It has no free will or any kind of emotions or thoughts.”

			“That’s a start, I suppose. A knight is custom crafted for the person it will protect, which is why they all look different. However, the reason they are such mindless creatures is partly because we are not able to make a full-fledged person. The other part is that no noble really needs or wants their knight to be human or think for themselves, so we’ve never pushed the creation of them any further in that way. Now, it’s normal for a knight to have a quirk or two akin to their master. But just recently we’ve had an uproar in the community over a certain princess’s knight. Princess Anna, would you step forward?”

			Anna and her knight went down to the front of the room and faced the class. She smiled politely and gave a small curtsy. Inside though, Anna was desperately wishing she could go back to her seat. Being the center of attention had never been appealing to her.

			“May we have a demonstration please?”

			“Very well,” Anna said. “Knight, say something for us.”

			Her knight crossed his arms and finally said, “Your explaining what a knight is was probably the most boring thing I’ve ever had to endure in the span of my three-day life. Also, math sucks. Seriously, who even likes it?”

			From somewhere in the back, Bart hollered his agreement while Anna blushed. She started apologizing to Mrs. Pinkerton, but was cut off by a squeal of delight from the teacher.

			“I can’t believe it! He really can talk. This is the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen. What else can he do?” she eagerly asked.

			“Uh, well, he can…make jokes?” Anna shrugged.

			“Marvelous! Just marvelous. I wonder what could have caused this.”

			She went on, coming up with a dozen theories about what could have caused such a malfunction until the end of class. Anna just smiled through it all and left quickly, not wanting to be questioned longer than she had to be. Next came the more mundane classes of history, music, and after that, lunch. The dining hall was large enough to house the hundreds of students who were both living in the castle itself and commuting. The food of course was sublime but not really anything to talk about, seeing that it was the same thing the students ate at home. Picking a table by a window in the most reclusive corner, Anna had her lunch until she was interrupted by someone she disliked greatly.

			“Hello, little sister. How are you enjoying the school lunch today?”

			Coraline was Anna’s older sister by one year and from the same mother as her, only Coraline seemed to have gotten the better genes. Coraline had golden hair like Anna, except it was well curled and puffy. Plus she was a lot more developed when it came to her body. The one thing Anna could say was wrong with Coraline was her eyes—deep, venomous pools that only served to anger people. Growing up, Anna had always been considered the runt of the family and had been treated as such by most of her siblings, especially her older sister. Coraline had always mistreated her and taken advantage of her at home, in school, even in public. Not wanting an altercation so soon after starting school, Anna just kept her head down and went along with it.

			“I’m doing fine, sister, and you?”

			“Oh, great. I’m doing fine. Say, I couldn’t help but notice you sitting here by yourself and thought you might want some company.”

			Anna sighed. “Do sit down. I would so enjoy your company.”

			Taking a seat next to her, Coraline got in real close to her and whispered, “So, that’s your knight, eh? Pretty unremarkable if you ask me. Not anything like mine.”

			Coraline’s knight was on the slender side and moved like a snake as it came up behind her. For weapons, he had a simple sword and dagger, but what really scared Anna were the many pouches at his side. Anna had learned the hard way of the poisons inside when just a few weeks ago she’d had a few drops slipped into her tea. It hadn’t been enough to kill her, but Anna still had been stuck eating bland porridge for the week after the fact.

			“But I guess a runt like you is going to get something like that, right?”

			Anna’s knight was about to step in, but she stopped him, saying, “I suppose you’re right. We all can’t be as great as you and your knight.”

			Coraline got a sour look on her face and said, “You’ve really got some attitude for a little brat—”

			“Excuse me. I hate to interrupt, but I’d like to sit here.”

			It was Bart and his knight, once again with their hands behind their backs. He came up to Coraline with a big grin on his face, and just as he got near her, he tripped forward, pulled another pie out, and threw it into her face. Coraline started shaking with fury, about to completely lose it. She decided against retaliation, there being two knights against her one, and just walked away, giving them each a dirty look. Still grinning, Bart sat down next to Anna and had his knight bring lunch to him.

			Smiling herself, Anna asked, “Where do you keep getting these pies?”

			Anna was a bit suspicious on why Bart was being so friendly all of a sudden. However, as far as his record showed, he had never done anything truly terrible to anyone. The worst thing he did, at least to Anna, was disrespect the teachers by calling them Mr. P and the like. So, Bart wasn’t a bad guy, and better yet, he had just stood up for her. Maybe it would be okay to let her guard down, but not too much in case of another pie.

			“Eh, I know someone in the kitchen. Oh, and just so you know, I’m sitting here.”

			“Just so you know, she’s going to get back at you for what you did—not to mention mess with me just because.”

			“Meh, let her try. I am the master of messing with people.”

			“You certainly are. Just be sure that it doesn’t come back to bite you in the butt.”

			“Trust me it has, many, many times. So many times…”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4
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			As it turned out, Bart wasn’t one to care about something like difference in status. Apparently, he was one of the lower nobles whose family dealt with the commoners. Being in contact with the rabble had taught him all sorts of things, like how to make a farting noise with his armpit. So Bart really wasn’t one of class or finesse, but he had a sort of rustic charm that Anna was unaccustomed to. She had a couple classes with him, and while Anna did find his jokes somewhat annoying, they weren’t the worst thing.

			The worst thing was having to deal with everyone trying to get a response from her knight, and it was never a good one. Just yesterday, he had given a rather rude gesture to one of her classmates, and the girl had nearly fainted. The first week of school had been a disaster, and in the end, nobody liked her knight—or was really fond of her either. The only teacher who could put up with him was Mrs. Pinkerton, and that was because she thought he was such an interesting specimen to study.

			“Why are you such a jerk to everyone?” Anna asked as they were heading to magic class.

			“Because I don’t like them. They’re all snobs who think nothing of me,” he said with a bitter edge.

			“Well maybe if you weren’t such a snob to them they’d like you. I mean, Mrs. Pinkerton—”

			“Mrs. Pinkerton thinks I’m a defect, an oddity.”

			“Well…well, I don’t know, but you can’t keep acting like this, or soon everyone will be our enemy.”

			“You’re a princess—it’s only natural for you to have enemies. And, come on, you have Bart, right?”

			“Bart’s…well, he’s an idiot, but it’s your job to protect me, not put me in danger. Or do you hate me too?”

			He sighed, saying, “No, I don’t. I mean, I know I treat you badly, but—”

			He was interrupted by Mrs. Pinkerton, who said, “Everyone settle down. Today I’d like to inform you of the signups for the duels.”

			The class got excited as she went on. “Now, I know you’re all eager to prove your knight is better than the rest, but first we’ll have to go over some ground rules so no one gets hurt. First, both parties have to consent before a duel begins. And next, well, it really is just an all-out battle to see who can make the other give up first. Ooh, and a good thing, we’ve made sure that our referees are well trained so that no one dies like last year.”

			Bart looked as if he were about to explode as he said, “God, I’m so excited to show off my knight!”

			Shel leaned over and said, “Yes, I’m quite excited myself, but I’m afraid my knight would never allow me to put myself in danger like that.”

			Bart snorted, “Oh, please, you’re not that frail. And if he’s a good fighter you won’t even have to worry about getting hurt.”

			Anna joined the conversation, saying, “First off, you’d both need to find someone to fight. And other than another noble who just got their knight, I don’t think anyone would waste their time on you.”

			Bart smiled and said, “Well, we happen to be friends, so…”

			“No,” Anna said, ending that line of conversation.

			“How ’bout it, Shel?”

			“We’re not friends,” she said.

			“How’d I get stuck with the two biggest prunes in the school?” he said, looking up to the ceiling.

			“You can stop bothering us whenever you want and go play by yourself,” Anna said, sweet as candy.

			“Oh, you two are so cold.”

			It was lunch time again when Anna saw something strange. Coraline was talking to Shel, and from the way they looked, it didn’t seem to be about anything good. Anna tried talking to Shel afterward, but she ran off before the princess could talk to her. Anna had a few classes with her, but Shel completely ignored her and kept her nose in her textbooks. Going home, Anna forgot all about the little secret meeting and went to sleep easily.

			“Hmm, this is going to be a good day,” Anna said, throwing open her drapes the next day.

			“You really think that?” Her knight was leaning against the wall, checking his nonexistent fingernails.

			“You’re just trying to ruin my morning.”

			“You’re just trying to give me a headache.”

			Anna turned on her knight and said, “What are you talking about?”

			“Nothing. It’s just that you seem to be ignoring all the signs of your inevitable misfortune.”

			“Are you talking about Shel and Coraline?” Anna rolled her eyes. “Please, they were probably just talking about…well, I don’t know, but it’s nothing.”

			Anna’s knight just shook his head and said, “We’ll see.”

			“Be quiet.”

			Her knight just shrugged and went back to his pointless preening. Anna rolled her eyes again and went about preparing for school. After she was dressed, Anna hurried to her carriage. Bill dropped her off at school and waved goodbye for the time being. Anna walked past her fellow students, all of whom were staring at her and laughing. Anna finally saw why they had been so amused when she went inside. Someone had put up a big mirror in the entryway and playing on repeat in the mirror was Anna going to the bathroom.

			“Whew, you certainly are pushing hard there, aren’t you?” Bart said as he came up next to her.

			“Who did this?” Anna said, shaking with anger.

			Her knight took a closer look and said, “The bigger question is, who has to brace themselves that much just to poop? Really, were you laying an egg or something?”

			“Shut up and find out who did this. Now!”

			“Probably an upperclassman. They’re the only ones who can do magic like this,” Bart said after some thought.

			Turning to her knight, Anna said, “You heard him. Go do something about it.”

			“I guess I can break the mirror, but that’s all I can do really.”

			“No, you have to protect my honor and punish whoever did this.”

			“Like I’d be able to find out who did this.”

			She thought for a moment, and then said, “It was probably my sister, that snake. Come on, you three. We need to find her.”

			Her knight sighed and smashed the mirror before they left to find Anna’s sister. They eventually found Coraline talking to some of her friends outside their first classroom. The group all started laughing the moment they saw Anna, until Coraline finally shushed them, saying, “Now, you guys, that was a really mean prank for someone to pull on her. We shouldn’t laugh.” Anna couldn’t help but notice that her sister was biting back a laugh as she said this.

			“I know you did this you…you…”

			“I didn’t do anything. You think I know enough about magic to pull off something that complicated?” Coraline said, feigning modesty.

			“Then you got someone who could to do it and make a fool out of me.”

			“Oh, little sister, you do that all by yourself. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have class to go to,” Coraline said, walking into the classroom.

			When Anna and the others got to their class, it took all of her concentration to keep up her polite, royal manner—all the while she was digging her well-groomed fingernails into the underside of her desk. In magic class, she was going to complain to Shel about what had happened, but apparently Shel was taking a sick day. So Anna was stuck with three brainless fools, and she was slowly losing her cool. When lunch rolled around, she was greeted by a giant banner above her usual table with paint that would change from ‘Flat-chested’ to ‘Anna sucks.’ Anna seemed to have a mental breakdown at this, as she just completely ignored it and started acting happy in a very creepy way.

			“Oh, don’t you think today’s lunch is quite exquisite?”

			“Uh, Anna, I can’t believe you’re taking this so well,” Bart said, with caution.

			“Oh, yes, why wouldn’t I? I’m just being mocked by my cow of a sister in front of everyone I know. Really, it’s no big deal.”

			“Should I take it down?” her knight asked.

			With a big smile on her face, Anna said, “What do you think?”

			“I’ll just, uh, take it down now.”

			As her knight took the banner down, Anna thought of the many ways she could exact revenge on her sister. As she was thinking about all this, Anna remembered something about Shel’s family. They were supposed to be some of the most powerful magic users and had been completely unaffected by the decline of magic. Putting together the fact that Shel had been talking to Coraline, was probably good with magic, and was missing that day, Anna figured she had something to do with it. After school let out, Anna and Bart rode up to Shel’s home, having asked Mrs. Pinkerton where she lived, and asked if they could see her.

			“Yes, we’re, uh, friends of Shel. May we come in and see her?” Anna asked the heavyset gatekeeper in a uniform similar to Bill’s.

			“Friends with the little lady?”

			“Yes?”

			The guard burst into tears as he said, “Thank god. I never thought I’d see the day when the little lady had friends. We’re just so worried about her since she’s, well, her. But she actually has friends that aren’t dead? Please, come in, and I’ll tell her you’re here.”

			More than a little freaked out, Anna and the others followed the guard into the house and were seated in a living room to wait. They were brought food to snack on and glasses of water while they sat there. Ten minutes later, Shel, in a nightgown, and her knight came into the room and greeted them.

			“What are you two doing here?” Shel’s lip curled as she spoke.

			“Can’t friends just visit friends?” Bart beamed.

			“Go jump in a bog,” Shel said, shutting him up.

			“Now while I’m all for that, we’ve come here to discuss something else. You’re helping Coraline, correct?” Anna asked.

			“Yes, I suppose I am.” Shel wasn’t even paying attention, too focused on a fly circling the room.

			“Can you tell me why you’re helping her?”

			“She threatened to ruin my family. She is a princess, after all. I wouldn’t want to make her or her father mad.”

			“I’m a princess too, you know,” Anna said with a strained smile.

			“Yes, but from what I’ve heard, you’re not well liked among the family.”

			Anna choked on this as Shel went on. “Anna, you’re too nice. You need to be more ruthless like a true noble or else you’ll never be queen.”

			“I can be ruthless if I want to.”

			“Prove it to me. Challenge your sister to a duel and beat her. Then I’ll stop defaming you.”

			“I get to fight someone? This is awesome! Finally, some action,” Anna’s knight said, clapping his hands in excitement.

			“I wish I could go to my father about this.” Anna put her head in her hands.

			“Why don’t you?” Bart asked through a mouthful of cookies.

			“Because he already thinks I’m a spineless baby. Not to mention he’s always liked Coraline more than me.”

			“I can sympathize with his feelings,” Shel said.

			“You’ll think differently after I beat my sister.”

			“I suppose we’ll have to wait and see. Now, please get out of my house before I set the dogs on you.”

			Leaving Shel’s home very quickly, Anna and Bart parted ways and went to get a good night’s sleep. The next day, Anna quickly went to where she had found Coraline before and went right to work.

			“What do you want? Come to make more false accusations?” her sister said with a sneer.

			“I’ve come to challenge you to a duel,” Anna said with confidence.

			Coraline started laughing, and, after controlling herself, she said between breaths, “You want to challenge me to a duel? You, little runt, dare challenge me? All right, I accept. I’ve had fun messing with you, but I think beating the snot out of you will do you some good.”

			“All right, today after school.”

			“See you there.”

			Anna and her knight could barely contain themselves throughout the day. When the time finally came for school to let out, they practically ran out of the building. They were going to the dueling arena, a courtyard in the school where students could duke it out. The first-floor walls surrounding it only had two doors leading in and out on opposite sides. The windows appeared on the second floor so people could watch from safety.

			The courtyard itself was well taken care of, looking as if it had never been fought in, the grass and marble structures within in pristine condition. The challenger always came in through the southern door. The challenged entered the north before them so they had time to assess the battleground, which was different every time. It could be any number of terrains, from rolling hillsides, to barren deserts, and even the occasional marshlands. The moment Anna entered the courtyard, the fight would start, so as they waited, Anna tried coming up with a strategy.

			“You just have to do as I say and we’ll be fine,” Anna said, having thought up a good plan.

			“No, you just have to sit tight and let me handle this,” her knight shot back.

			Having had enough of his attitude, she said, “You imbecile! I am your master, and you will do as I say.”

			“No. I’m the one who was trained for battle, not you. So shut up, stand there, and look mediocrely attractive.”

			Anna snapped and said, “Why are you such a horrible person? You’ve done nothing but insult me and disobey me. Why are you like this? Why do you hate me?”

			“Because I’m not a good person. Actually, I’m not even a person—to you or anyone else. Listen, this is just who—what—I am, and I guess we’re just not meant to get along.”

			The door opened and her knight stepped through, mumbling, “Maybe I should’ve never spoken in the first place.”

			Anna didn’t say anything. She tried thinking of something, but all her answers were inadequate. Talking to people in a nonsuperficial way had never been easy. Her knight was becoming harder to understand with each passing day. Anna thought it was because he wasn’t used to talking either. No matter what the problem, though, the solution would not be easy.

			Once they were inside the courtyard, Anna quickly surveyed the landscape. She could see that, besides a few pillars and flowers, it was completely empty. Before she could say anything, her knight began walking toward the middle of the courtyard where Coraline’s knight was waiting, sword and dagger in his hands. Her sister gave the order to fight, and so her knight got into a battle stance and started circling Anna’s knight. Coraline’s knight made a few tentative stabs, trying to get a feel for his opponent, but Anna’s knight just stood there, unflinching. The slender knight tried a full attack, but all Anna’s knight did was dodge out of the way.

			“What, is that hunk of junk scared or something?” Coraline called out from the other side of the battlefield.

			Anna couldn’t figure it out. Her knight wasn’t fighting back at all. He hadn’t even drawn his weapons. The other knight made another attempt—only, this time, her knight sidestepped, grabbed his arm, and tossed Coraline’s knight over his shoulder. As the other knight started getting up, he looked and saw his enemy standing next to a pillar. Next thing Coraline’s knight knew, he was crushed beneath the marble, unable to get out from under it. With a nod, Anna’s knight walked over to where Coraline was and grabbed her by the collar.

			“Ah, I give, I give,” she stammered out.

			“Not good enough,” Anna’s knight said as he hauled back his arm and punched her in the face.

			It made a sort of wet, crunching sound as he held onto her so she took the full force of the blow. When he dropped her to the ground, Anna’s knight could see Coraline’s nose had been plastered across her face in a bloody mess. She remained barely conscious. Leaning down, he grabbed her face and squeezed it tightly as he hissed into her ear.

			“Don’t you ever screw with my princess again. She may not want to play your little games, but I will, and when the time comes, whether she likes it or not, I will kill every last one of you.”

			Standing up, he stretched his arms and resumed his easygoing manner. The crowds were in a pleasant murmur, having thoroughly enjoyed the fight. Anna, on the other hand, was a bit shaken by the whole mess. She had wanted to show Coraline who was boss, but what her knight did was horrible. No matter what Coraline did, Anna still loved her. Anna’s knight passed her and went to find Shel. Shel had been watching and was very pleased by what she saw, going so far as to shake the knight’s still-bloody hand.

			Perhaps going a step too far, Shel licked the blood that had gotten on her fingers and said, “Mmm. The blood of a royal tastes magnificent. Just be glad it wasn’t yours, Anna.”

			Anna shuddered at this and said, “So, you’ll leave me alone from now on?”

			“I’ll do you one better. I’ll be on your side from now on and help you should you ever need it.”

			Bart stepped in, saying, “Hey, that’s great, Anna. You’ve made another friend.”

			Giving him a disdainful look, Shel said, “I see you’re still keeping that monkey around. No matter. Everyone has their own tastes in entertainment. Now, come along for tea. We have much to discuss about our future partnership.”

			“Ooh, are there going to be cookies?” Bart asked.

			“You’ll be dining with the dogs, mutt.”

			Putting her hand on Shel’s shoulder, Anna said, “You really need to get better at being a good human being.”

			“Whatever. Come along, you two.”

			Coraline was taken to see the school nurse, and her knight was freed from the pillar. Anna hoped she would be all right, but a knight’s punch wasn’t a thing to trifle with. Now with two new friends and a rather complicated relationship with her knight, Anna left the dueling arena, not knowing whether something good or something really bad had just happened to her.
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			Shel’s room was actually pretty normal for her personality. Sure, it wasn’t a girly, pink-filled thing, but it gave off the vibe that an average noble lived here. For refreshments, they had iced tea and some delicious oatmeal cookies that, after some pushing from Anna, Bart was allowed to have. It felt strange to Anna, doing something with others her own age. They were so unlike the old farts she usually had to entertain because she was a princess. She never had anything to do with people outside her family other than to gain allies for the king. But that had been when Anna had been young and little more than a part of her father’s family. Now that she was older, Anna had a lot freer will and choices she could make. So sitting there listening to Bart’s jokes and Shel hissing insults at him was quite enjoyable.

			“What did you want to discuss with me, Shel?” Anna asked to start off the conversation.

			Dabbing her lips with a napkin, Shel said, “There are two things that I admire, Anna. Those are authority and power. While you do command some authority using a charismatic approach, you lack the power to really back it up. However, after seeing how your knight dealt with your sister, I find that you now have the power that I seek in a leader.”

			“Thank you, I guess.”

			Turning to Anna’s knight, Shel said, “You, knight. You can speak, yes?”

			“Yeah, I think that’s pretty clear by now.”

			Nodding, Shel continued, “You’ve gained my respect with how efficiently and brutally you dealt with your opponent. I think what is clear is that you are something special and deserve some recognition.”

			“Ooh, are you going to give me a cookie?” the knight mocked.

			“While I can do without the attitude, I believe it is prudent to take the good with the bad. Anna, this knight of yours is what will make you queen. You have to use him effectively.”

			“You know, that’s kind of hard considering he has a mind of his own and doesn’t listen all that well.”

			“Like I said, you must take the good with the bad. Whatever happened to make him like this—wait, why don’t we just ask him? Knight, do you remember what happened to make you like this?”

			“Yes, I do.”

			“Will you tell us of it?”

			“No, I’m not allowed. The secret of how we’re made is heavily guarded, and if I were to reveal it, it would result in all of our destruction.”

			“I don’t see why it really matters how he got like this. He’s a good guy, I think. I mean, he did protect Anna and everything,” Bart said, nibbling on a cookie.

			“Shut it, cretin. It is important if we want to use him to his full capabilities.”

			As Shel started in on Bart, Anna looked at her knight. He certainly was complicated. The knight made it seem as though he didn’t like any of the nobles, her especially. Yet he went and fought her sister, going perhaps too far in making sure Coraline wouldn’t bother Anna anymore. Then there were the strange things he would say that made no sense. What he let slip before the duel about opening his mouth, the way he talked as if he used to be able to eat and breathe. It was as if he knew more than he was letting on.

			But what did her knight know that he didn’t want Anna finding out about? If the metal ape really did remember his creation, then he knew one of the kingdom’s most important secrets and could seriously bring harm to them all if he told anyone. Then there was the fact that he apparently had total free will but for some reason stayed by her side at all times. Thinking about it all made Anna’s head hurt. She kept quiet until her friends finished their snacks and excused herself. Bart walked her out, and they said their goodbyes to Shel before parting ways.

			When Anna woke up the next morning, she was still thinking about her knight, who had made her favorite tea like always. She decided to put it out of her mind, knowing that it wouldn’t do her any good dwelling on it. Today in magic class Anna would be trying out a few simple spells, so she focused on that. Mrs. Pinkerton gave them their first real spell, one that could change water into wine, and Anna was excited to try it. Shel obviously got it on her first try, being that she could do far more complicated spells, and Bart managed to do it at least part way and get grape juice.

			Anna, however, despite putting all of her effort into it, couldn’t seem to pull it off and kept screaming the spell louder and louder, hoping increasing volume would make a difference. Finally, something did happen, but it wasn’t what Anna wanted. The glass of water exploded in her face, and when the smoke cleared, she was covered in ashes. Her knight looked at her, then walked out of the room and, once outside, started laughing hysterically. Everyone else, including Bart’s knight, joined in, and soon the whole room was laughing at her. When her knight came back in, Anna got an idea and grabbed Bart’s and Shel’s cups, tossing them to her knight.

			“Oh, man, is this the best you can—”

			BOOM!

			“Oh, so you’re just going to—”

			BOOM!

			“Blow me up, eh? What a lame—”

			BOOM!

			“Stop blowing me up! Do you know how hard it is to clean myself? This will take hours to get out of my cloak,” her knight lamented.

			“Good. You can clean my uniform while you’re at it.”

			“You little…”

			Anna held her head high after that, even if she failed at all the spells. Her knight just sat down and pouted for the rest of the period. The pair had to spend the rest of the day covered in soot, but by lunchtime they were both their usual selves. Bart and Shel seemed to be in cheerful moods as well, having a good back and forth.

			“Hey, can I have your dessert?”

			“Of course not, you mutt. How dare you even ask?” Shel replied with a sharp tongue.

			Bart stifled a laugh and said, “Come on, don’t be Shel-fish.”

			“Oh, you think you’re funny. Well, let me tell you a joke. What’s ugly and soon to be black and blue?”

			“Oh, my face.”

			“Exactly. Now shut up before I give you the punch line.”

			“Hey, punch line, I get it. That’s a pretty good joke, Shel.”

			Fed up, Shel grabbed her ice cream and shoved it in Bart’s mouth, pushing him against the table. He tried saying something, but the ice cream stopped him while Shel smiled.

			“Don’t bother trying to speak. Until the end of lunch, you’ll be my bowl. If you swallow or close your mouth even a tiny bit, I’ll use your eyes like cherries.”

			He mumbled something, but whether it was his concerns or consent they couldn’t tell. The comedy duo was interrupted, however, by Coraline, now a very meek little thing. Her face was somewhat reconstructed from the fight, but it still looked like a hot mess.

			“Uh, Anna, you’ve been asked to see the headmaster,” she said, glancing at Anna’s knight.

			“What for, sister?” Anna said, pushing her tray away.

			“Um, I wasn’t told why. He just said it was important.”

			Sighing, Anna said, “All right, then. Come on, knight, let’s go and see what this is all about.”

			As Anna’s knight walked past Coraline, she flinched in fear. Coraline’s knight pulled her behind him. Anna’s knight just laughed at this and kept on walking, garnering a look from Anna. As they walked along the corridors, there was an awkward silence between them until he finally said something.

			“So, what’s on your mind, buttercup?”

			Sighing again, she said, “Everyone in my family already doesn’t like me. Having them hate and fear me is even worse.”

			“Pfft, don’t get so full of yourself. Your sister doesn’t hate and fear you. She’s scared of me, plain and simple.”

			“I don’t care. That’s just as bad. If I ever want to be accepted, I need to gain their respect without hurting them.”

			“I don’t know why you want to be friendly with them anyway. They’re a bunch of jerks.”

			“Because…I don’t know, all right? I guess that everyone just wants to be in a happy family. You can understand tha—oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…”

			“Nah, it’s fine. Don’t worry about it. I know what you meant.”

			The sighs just rolling along, she said, “Growing up with them, I thought they were the coolest people ever. They were always so strong and poised and amazing. Who wouldn’t want to be close to them? You’ve only known them through how Coraline picked on me, but that’s the thing—they’re only mean to me. They’re so nice to everyone, and I guess I just began thinking that it was my fault. Just look at me, I’m obviously the runt of the family. I’m a disgrace to them. I can’t even do magic. I…I…”

			They had stopped walking now. Anna’s tears were cutting streaks in the ash on her face. She realized this and tried wiping them away, but it only served to make her face even more of a mess. She couldn’t believe herself, showing so much emotion to someone she barely knew.

			“I-I’m sorry. I just got carried away, and…”

			“Pat, pat,” her knight said, patting her head softly.

			Pulling herself together, Anna smiled and took his hand off her head, holding it gently. Not knowing his true feelings was a pain like always, but still, he was a good enough listener. Letting go of his hand, she started walking to the headmaster’s office again, and soon enough they were there. Knocking, Anna heard him grant her entrance from within. Stepping through the door, she bowed respectfully and took a seat. Looking at him, the headmaster seemed to be a normal old man with gray hair and a well-trimmed beard. Anna had never seen another headmaster before, but she thought that they all should look like this.

			“I suppose you’re wondering why I’ve called you here,” he said in a kind voice.

			“Yes, very much. I’m not in trouble, am I?”

			“No, no, of course not. You’re not in any sort of trouble. I just wanted to ask you on behalf of a certain someone you know if you would submit your knight to a few tests. For scientific reasons, of course.”

			Anna had a feeling she knew who he was talking about, but she asked anyway, “And who exactly are you asking for, may I ask?”

			“Your older brother Cornelius. He’s in his last year and is intending on doing his final term paper on knights, and—”

			“And because mine is so special, he wants to add it to his paper.”

			“Exactly. I’m sure he would have asked you himself, but—”

			“But he’s just so busy with his studies, he wasn’t able to.”

			They shared a laugh at this and said their goodbyes, Anna heading back to her next class. Anna and her knight finished the day, then went home to clean themselves off and get a good night’s sleep (well, she did, at least). When Anna woke up it was Saturday, and she would be spending it with her brother, doing whatever it was he wanted. Cornelius was the other sibling her mother had birthed, and he was a studious boy, always a book in his hands. Unlike her other full sibling, Coraline, and her half-brothers and – sisters, he had never been particularly mean to her, but that was only because he had never had anything to do with her, really.

			So Anna wasn’t worried going up to his room within the school. It was probably just going to be a few questions. Anna had barely knocked on the door when it was pulled open, and she was greeted by the face of her brother. While Cornelius had inherited their father’s face and build, he still had their mother’s hair and eyes. To most people, he would be considered handsome, but all Anna could see were his thick glasses.

			“Ah, yes, thank you for coming, little sister. Please come in,” he said in an offhanded tone.

			“Yes, I couldn’t refuse a request from my brother, now, could I?”

			“Mm.”

			Stepping inside, Anna saw that his room was a well-organized maze of books and tools. She sat in a chair that he offered and waited for him to start questioning her. First, though, she would have to wait. Cornelius was preoccupied with studying her knight from every angle.

			“Where is your knight, brother?”

			“Off at some bookstore trying to find me a log on theoretical math equations.”

			“Oh,” she said, not knowing what else to say.

			Cornelius scratched his chin thoughtfully as he said, “Hmm. From what I can tell, it appears to be an ordinary knight. Can you make it do something that would prove it’s more than a brainless metal ape?”

			“Well, four eyes, can I punch you in the face?”

			“So, it can talk and make idle threats. I guess that is something.”

			“What exactly are you going to do? He won’t answer any of your questions about his creation.”

			“I’m not really interested in how it was made special, but what makes it special in the first place. I’ll ask it some questions, put it through a test or two, and we’ll be done. Are you both ready for a long night?”

			“Whatever it takes,” Anna answered.

			The two siblings looked at her knight, who said, “All right, all right. I’ll do all the weird nerd things you want me to do.”

			“Great. Then let’s begin.”
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			For a testing area they choose the gymnasium, which used to be the small ballroom. It had hard oak floors and the latest sports equipment money could buy. Here, the brother and sister would be able to test out all of her knight’s physical abilities and retire to the bleachers for any written or oral tests Anna’s brother had planned. First, they decided to do laps around the gym to measure his speed. Her knight, like all knights, ran far faster than the average man. Next, they did a test of strength, and, of course, he was able to lift more than ten times his weight. Then they did a series of tests that involved jump height, accuracy, finesse, and resistance to attack. He passed all of these, obviously. Anna was curious by how much, so she asked her brother before they started the more mundane tests.

			“Well, brother, how did he do?”

			“Hmm. Above the average man, but it also seems to have exceeded the normal standards of knights.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means that it is actually special besides the novel fact that it can talk. The rumors also say that it has complete free will. Is that true?”

			Turning to her knight, Anna commanded, “Knight, go make me some tea.”

			“Don’t feel like it,” he said, waving her off.

			Back to her brother. “As you can see, he has the ability to say no to any of my orders.”

			“Hmm. All right then, that’s all I have for now. You may return to whatever it is you do.”

			“But aren’t you going to ask him questions to see what his personality is like?”

			“Personality?” Cornelius scoffed. “It’s a knight. And while I admit it is somewhat special in physical capabilities, you must remember that it’s not human, dear sister. It doesn’t have feelings or thoughts like we do. This whole thing with it disobeying your orders is just a deformity in whatever spell that was used to create him. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some important tests to study for.”

			Anna didn’t know what it was, but she felt like she needed to say something to her knight. She opened her mouth to speak, but he was already gone, off to do whatever. Anna just closed her mouth and followed after him, wondering what she should do next. For the next few months, up until the middle of autumn, nothing spectacular happened, no fights or arguments. She simply went to class and spent time with her two friends. It wasn’t until All Hallows’ Eve that the excitement from the first weeks of school picked up again at Shel’s house.

			“What are you two going to dress up as for Hallows’ Eve?” Bart asked with bountiful energy.

			Shel huffed at this and said, “We are not children, you simpleminded cretin. This year I will be attending the Hallows’ Eve ball at school. It’s where the cool kids will be.”

			“Oh, come on, you want to go rub elbows with a bunch of hobnobbers instead of getting a butt ton of candy?”

			“Yes, you idiot. We need to grow up eventually, and now is the perfect time to prove to everyone that we are indeed grown up. No one our age dresses up in costumes anymore.”

			Anna raised her hand and said, “Um, you know the ball is going to be a costume party?”

			Shel got a sour look on her face that was made even worse by Bart’s snickering.

			“Hey, Shel—”

			“If you say anything, you’ll be going to the party in a body bag,” she said in a low grumble.

			Trying to avoid a murder, Anna said, “I was planning on going as a cute little black cat. How about you, Bart?”

			“Well, thank you for asking. I was going to go as a jester…”

			“Big surprise,” Shel commented.

			“Who is secretly an axe murderer!” he finished with that same energy.

			“And what about you, Shel?” Anna asked.

			“Hmm. I don’t want a costume that will make people think I’m a hussy like the older girls, but I also don’t want to look too boring.”

			“Ooh, you can go as a zombie bride. You wouldn’t even have to do your face up because you already look half dead,” Bart said, giving an insulting compliment.

			“Not a bad idea. Also, expect a bit of arsenic in your meal one of these coming days.”

			“Meh, I’ve swallowed a lot of poisons when I was little because my stepmom was pretty careless leaving it around my room all the time. Come to think of it, I don’t know why she put it in my room in the first place. If it hadn’t been for my old servant, I’d probably have died on numerous occasions.”

			More than a little disturbed by the revelation, Anna asked, “Did you get along well with your servant?”

			“Oh, yeah, we were the best of buds. He’d always laugh at my jokes, even if they weren’t that funny,” he said, losing his bluster by the end.

			Curious, she pressed him. “Is there something wrong?”

			“Oh, no. No, I was just thinking about what might have happened to him. I know he was supposed to not be considered human, but I always had a soft spot for the guy. I mean, who else could I practice my routine on and get real feedback from? I’d always get us into trouble, and since he was a servant, he usually got punished pretty harshly, but he’d still laugh at my jokes even after all of that. I kind of feel bad kicking him out. I know no one gave him anything to help him along. But, hey, I got a new knight now who laughs at my witty humor and is an awesome fighter,” he said, back to his old self.

			“What about you, Shel?” Anna asked.

			“What about me?”

			“How was it with your servant and everything?”

			“Humph. It was a servant and nothing more. I only dealt with it because I had to. I couldn’t wait for my knight. It’s so much better than that old thing.”

			“Oh, well, I—never mind. Let’s go out and have our costumes tailored for us. The ball is this weekend, and if we don’t go now, they’ll never be finished in time.”

			The other two agreed, and they went out to the only costume shop for nobles, Costumes & Costumes. This was located within the old circle of the city. The center of that circle was the old castle, now the school. When the king and his family had moved, so too did all the other nobles. The place they’d moved to used to be the poor section of the city. However, with a bit of destruction magic, the way was paved for new, better buildings.

			Of course, all the people who lived there were thrown onto the streets. This was back at the height of noble magic. It had been so easy for them then to quell the masses. Now, though, riots and uprisings were becoming more common. Luckily for the nobles, none of these happened near them. As the people still needed a place to live, a new part of the city was added onto the outer wall. Unluckily for the poor men and women, it was wracked with a shoddy infrastructure and crime rates that increased exponentially.

			Anna had never visited these slums, though, so it really didn’t come to mind that often. She was more preoccupied with her costume for the ball. The shop Anna was going to was inside one of the old noble’s houses. Back then, nobles had sold their homes to prominent entrepreneurs and used the money to fund their new homes. That being the case, every shop within the old circle was actually a luxurious home for the owners as well. As a side note, they were also somewhat smaller and more compact. Apparently, all the nobles had decided it was a time for an upgrade as well.

			The three friends were measured, and the designs for the costumes were drawn up. Once everyone liked what they saw, the tailors went right to work getting ready in time for the ball. A few days later, the costumes were done, and they looked incredible. Anna’s was made from fine black velvet, sleek and soft to the touch. Whiskers were painted on her face. Bart’s was made from a fabric that looked to be coarse and tough but was actually a very comfortable material. Plus he was given a real axe that was somewhat dulled and a mask like a jester had. Shel had on a puffy white wedding dress and veil. Like Bart had said, she didn’t need the tailors to paint her face to look undead. Ready for the party, the three of them and their knights headed off to the school’s ballroom. The place was decorated with all sorts of spooky things, like skeletons and jack-o’-lanterns. All the students had on different costumes.

			Bart pointed to the refreshment tables and said, “Hey, look, it’s your sister.”

			Coraline was dressed up as a witch, green skin and all. She was conversing with some of her friends. Anna was just going to ignore her and have a good time, when her knight snuck up behind Coraline. The knight tapped Anna’s sister lightly on the shoulder, and when she turned around, screamed in her face. Scared witless, she screamed right back and bumped into her friends, who had to hold her up. Coraline’s knight rushed over to her and made sure she was okay before going to confront Anna’s knight.

			Before he could do anything, his master said through short breaths, “No, please don’t fight him. Remember what happened last time.” She touched her scarred, pancake face as if it still hurt.

			The slender knight was about to back off and take his princess away from there. However, Anna came over and grabbed a glass of punch off the table, tossing it onto her knight’s white mantle. Anna couldn’t believe her knight was capable of such cruelty. Anna might not particularly like her sister at times, but they were still family.

			“What was that for? I was just having a little fun.”

			“If that’s what you consider fun, then you can go sit in a corner for the rest of the night.”

			Turning to her sister, Anna said, “I’m sorry, sister. My knight is a complete jerk, and this will never happen again.”

			“Just keep that thing away from me,” Coraline said, walking away.

			However, Anna wasn’t going to let this go on any longer. “Sister, I am sorry, truly repentant. I never wanted to hurt you.”

			Turning on her heel, Coraline said, “Then you are still a naïve child. We are destined to kill one another whether you like it or not. Your knight has realized that, your traitorous friend Shel’s realized it, and so have all of our siblings. When are you going to grow up?”

			Tearing up, Anna said, “Please, I just want to get along with my family and be happy.”

			“None of us can ever be happy until the rest are dead and one is crowned ruler,” she said, leaving once again.

			Anna just stood there looking at her sister’s back as she walked away. Anna no longer wanted to be there and ran the other way, toward the exit. She found a dark, unused hall and sat underneath a window so she could see by the moonlight. Tears welled up in her eyes until they finally began to spill, ruining her whiskers. Feeling desperate, Anna tried thinking of a way that everyone could live and get along, but she kept coming up with one answer. They really would have to kill each other. Her father would have it no other way, and frankly, Anna thought that her siblings actually wanted this themselves.

			But that couldn’t be true. If it was, then why did her sister look so sad as she said those horrible things? Everything just seemed so wrong, and Anna couldn’t comprehend any of it. She felt a cold, metal hand on her shoulder. Anna’s knight had brought her a rag to wipe her face clean. Without saying a word, he grabbed her by her hand and led them back to the party. Her friends were waiting for her, and each tried to make her feel better in their own unique ways.

			“You guys, I’m really grateful, but I just think—”

			“Hey, leave the thinking to me. I mean, I am the smart one of the group,” Bart said with a smile.

			“Smart? You have a brain made of monkey feces,” Shel said, smiling a little herself.

			Anna’s knight said in a strangely warm tone, “Come on. We have the rest of our lives to figure out this whole mess. Why don’t we enjoy the night?”

			Anna was silent for a moment, finally saying, “All right. I suppose we can have fun tonight, but not too much because we have school two days from now.”

			Everyone groaned at how lame she sounded, and they went to go get some drinks. Anna just smiled and went on after them.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			[image: ]

			When Anna woke up mornings later, she felt a chill in the air. It seemed that winter had come early this year, as she could see snow flurries falling past her window. Excited, Anna told her knight to grab her a pair of fuzzy slippers and a morning robe to keep warm. From what she could see, it looked as if it had snowed all night long, and that could only mean one thing.

			“Oh, it’s going to be a snow day!”

			Her knight peeked outside and said, “I don’t know. They probably already got the magic users out there melting all the snow.”

			“Don’t be so negative. Just feel how cold it is out…there…”

			Letting the slipup slide, her knight said, “Yeah, it must be pretty cold what with all the icicles over the window. Still, I don’t think it’s that cold to warrant a snow day.”

			“Come on. We’ll go down to the dining room and see if there are any messages for me.”

			So, all bundled up, Anna and her knight went to breakfast and were pleasantly surprised to find a message boy waiting there. Taking the letter from him, Anna opened it up. It said that she did indeed have a snow day. Anna practically jumped for joy as she called for one of her message boys to go and deliver invitations to Bart and Shel so they could enjoy the day together. Eating her breakfast, a little less ladylike than usual, Anna hurried back to her room and had the servants ready her snow gear. It was a thick, purple dress with earmuffs and mittens to match that, once donned, had Anna ready to face the elements.

			Feeling energetic, Anna waited at the main door for her friends to arrive, and after a half an hour, they did. Shel was the first to arrive, being that she was the closest to the castle. She had on attire similar to Anna’s—only her dress was white with black mittens and earmuffs. Anna gave Shel a quick hug and welcomed her, offering some warm drinks and cookies.

			“Hmm…I have to say the royal castle is rather impressive. Oh, and I guess I should do the formal thing and say that I am honored you invited me,” Shel said, shaking the snow off her boots at the door.

			“I’m just glad you could make it. I’ve never had a friend over before.”

			“Isn’t that because you’ve never had friends before us?” Shel said.

			“Nice one,” Anna’s knight said at the insult.

			“You know, guests usually don’t insult their hosts right after they arrive,” Anna said with a taut smile.

			“Speaking of insult, where’s that turd? I’m guessing you invited him as well.”

			“I don’t know. He should have been here by now—what was that?” Anna said, hearing a knock at the door.

			Her knight opened the door and they all looked outside, only to find knives lying on the ground. “What are these doing here?” Anna asked.

			The knight studied them for a moment and said, “Someone was throwing these at the door to get us to open it. The only person with these kinds of knives is—”

			“Hyah!” Bart screamed as he jumped out from behind a snowdrift.

			He and his knight began launching snowballs at the girls at an alarming rate. Anna’s knight threw his cloak around her and stopped the volley from hitting her. Shel’s knight, however, was stuck behind the pair, unable to push past them without bodily throwing Anna and her knight, and could only watch in horror as his master was pelted with snowballs. After their ammo was gone, Bart and his knight came up to them laughing, until they saw the look on Shel’s face.

			“Hey there, Shel. Pretty funny prank, am I right?” Bart chuckled.

			“Oh, I’ll show you something funny,” she said, raising her hands.

			At first, the others couldn’t tell what she planned on doing. Then they heard the wind pick up behind them. When Bart and his knight turned around, they saw all the snow around them swirling into one gigantic ball, growing until it blotted out the sun. Shel’s knight finally got around the girls and pushed the pranksters away from them out into the cold. Shel let the snowball drop right on top of them. She must have meant it as a joke because it wasn’t packed tightly enough to hurt the pair, not much anyway. Walking up to the disoriented jokesters, Shel smiled and made a bone-chilling threat.

			“If you ever do that again, I’ll force you to eat all the yellow snow my dogs were so kind enough to make. Understand?” she said, wiping something from her mouth.

			“Yes, ma’am,” Bart said, the jester knight nodding his agreement.

			Anna came up next to them and said, “Shel, are you all right?”

			The young magic user went to tell Anna to shut up but was interrupted by her knight turning her to face him. Upon closer inspection, it was clear that it was blood Shel had wiped away. Shel was a powerful magic user, but the power she had was not all powerful. Using magic, any kind at all, took away a person’s life force. It could happen in a number of ways. The weakest forms were shortness of breath or a sore body. Next was nausea and vertigo, and if the toll got higher than that, internal and external bleeding. Finally, if one were to go completely over their limit, they would die. Of course, it wasn’t a simple passing. No, it would be as if every fiber of their being was set ablaze, and once that happened, there was nothing but death.

			“Shel, you shouldn’t be using magic so carelessly,” Anna said.

			“I’m fine. The effects just seem worse because of my illness.”

			Unwavering, Anna said, “Promise you won’t go overboard. You have your knight to fight for you.”

			“I am not some weak, simpleminded girl who is content to sit back and let others fight her battles.”

			Bart brushed the snow off himself and said, “A simpleminded person is exactly what you are. If you were thinking clearly, you’d use more effective means to achieve victory. No one faults a knight for wearing armor into battle or carrying a dagger at his side.”

			Mouth slightly agape, the girls stared at him until he finally said, “But hey, I’m just the funny one of our group. So what do I really know, anyway?”

			“Okay…” Anna said before continuing. “Let’s get going to the garden. It should have plenty for us to do.”

			The group went inside and made their way to where the garden was. When they got there, even Shel had to admit she was amazed at the scene before them. The garden was blanketed with pure white snow, giving it a holy atmosphere. The leafless trees that had come from all over the world were powdered with flurries and shimmered in the sunlight. But as enchanting as the view was, they were going to have some fun, not stand around freezing their butts off. Anna led them to the garden’s shed, really a small house, and pulled out three spruce sleds.

			“Wow, I really want to test that thing out,” Bart said, practically salivating.

			Shel shook her head and said, “No, me and Anna will play with them first. You can watch along with the knights.”

			With puppy dog eyes, Bart said, “Oh, please, Anna, I’ll do anything. Just let me ride that sled one time.”

			“Of course, you can ride the sled. You can even join us when we go down the hill. Shel’s just being her usual poop-head self,” Anna said, handing him a sled.

			Bart yahooed and ran to the biggest hill he could find, while Shel just sighed and went on after him. Anna and her knight followed, running to the top of the hill where they set up for a run back down. Bart’s knight was down at the bottom as a finish line. Shel’s was busy fussing over her, making sure she would be completely safe.

			“You oaf,” she said, pushing him away. “I don’t need you picking at me every second of the day.”

			Her knight just lifted up his helmet and pulled out a bright pink scarf. He tried to wrap it around her neck. Shel grabbed it from him and tossed it as far as her little arms could. Turning on him, she said, “I told you I don’t need a scarf. I’ve taken my medicine, and it’s not even that cold out.”

			Anna giggled and said to her knight, “Never turn into a mother hen like that on me, will you?”

			“Ha, as if I’d ever be that lame,” he said, the pair giving a laugh at Shel’s expense.

			“Shut up! I don’t care if you are the royal princess, I will have the respect that I deserve. Hey!”

			While she was demanding respect, Shel’s knight had snuck up behind her and tightly wrapped the scarf around her neck. Everyone laughed at how her cheeks turned a rosy pink. She just huffed at them and got into position to go down the hill while the others finished their merriment. Once they were all in position, Anna’s knight counted down to zero. Once he did, they all pushed off, but not before Anna’s knight put his foot on the back of her sled and pushed with all of his might. Her friends went down the hill fairly quickly. Anna sped downward at lightning speed.

			In fact, Anna was going so fast that she wasn’t able to stop at Bart’s knight like the other two. The princess just kept on going until she was so far away from the race that she couldn’t see her friends anymore. The only reason Anna was able to stop at all was because she ran into a bush. Dazed, she got up and tried untangling herself from the shrubbery. Anna heard voices. Thinking that it was her friends, Anna was about to get up and say something when she heard them better.

			“Sister, please, I just need you to do this one thing.”

			It was her brother, Cornelius, talking to their sister. Curious, Anna kept hidden behind the bush and listened in.

			“No, I’ve told you a thousand times that I won’t do it,” Coraline said.

			“If you were to help me, I promise my plan would be a success.”

			“Yes, and how many people would get hurt, even die for it?”

			“I admit some will die, but if you help me, the causalities can be kept to a minimum. Remember, people will die for this no matter what we do. Why not make their sacrifices meaningful?”

			“I don’t know…”

			“Don’t press yourself at the moment. My plan is still developing and will take some time to come to fruition. Mull it over, and I swear you will come to see my way of doing things is the only way to keep us alive.”

			Anna waited until she was sure they had gone away. She jumped up, grabbed her sled, and ran back to her friends. Anna met everyone halfway back and tried telling them what she had heard but couldn’t seem to catch her breath.

			“Guys…guys…I just heard…something really suspicious.”

			“All right, all right, just calm down. Why don’t we go back inside and have some hot cocoa with marshmallows?” her knight said, picking up the sled for Anna.

			Anna took him up on that suggestion, and they all headed back inside to the dining room. She waited until they were all settled down and had their cocoa. Anna then told them what she had heard.

			“What do you guys think it means?” Anna asked.

			“Maybe they’re throwing a surprise birthday party for someone,” Bart suggested.

			“Shel,” Anna’s knight said with a nod.

			Shel smacked Bart in the back of the head and took away his hot cocoa, saying, “It must have something to do with getting the crown.”

			“But they said something about people dying,” Anna said.

			Shel flicked Anna on the forehead. “Didn’t the sister in question already explain to you that you siblings have to kill each other? Now the only questions are what their plan is, and which one of them is going to betray the other?”

			“No, they wouldn’t…”

			“Anna, wise up before I smack some sense into you. They plan on taking the crown, and soon. We need to get you ready to fight for your life,” Shel said, slamming her hand onto the table.

			Anna didn’t know what to do, but she did know that something bad was going to happen. She was completely unprepared for it.
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			Curled up into a tight ball, Anna pulled the covers up over her head and settled in. It was the second day of their week off from school for yuletide holidays, and she was thoroughly enjoying sleeping in. Tonight was the eve of the holiday, and she had much to do before tomorrow came. Still, that didn’t mean Anna had to be in such a big hurry. She had plenty of time to do everything. So she lay there for a few more minutes, savoring the feeling of comfort.

			Anna decided she could push the day off no longer. Getting up, she was about to tell her knight to bring her things, but he had already done so. Slipping on her morning robe and slippers, she went down to the dining hall and had a quick breakfast. Pushing her plate away, Anna rushed back upstairs to get ready. Once she was in her winter clothes, Anna grabbed the money that she’d need and headed out.

			“What’s on today’s agenda?” her knight said as they walked out the door.

			“Not much, but it is all very important. First, we need to go buy presents for Shel and Bart.”

			“And why are you waiting until the last minute?”

			“Because I couldn’t figure out what to get them until now. After that we’ll be attending various parties of other nobles.”

			Her knight groaned at this. “Why do we have to go to all these parties? Can’t we just stay home and ignore everyone?”

			“No. It’s my duty as a princess to at least show up to all of the most important events of today and tomorrow.”

			“Urgh…so boring and tedious.”

			Reaching the gate, they were greeted by her chauffeur, Bill. “Why, hello, Princess, how are you today?”

			“I’m doing fine, thank you,” she said, stepping into the carriage.

			“And, uh…how about you, Mr. Knight?” he said, still not sure how to act around Anna’s knight.

			“Hmm. Well, at least I can say I’m not cold. But it is a pain in the butt having to be dragged around to all the shops looking for presents.”

			“Oh, yeah, having to pick between all those gifts must be really difficult,” Bill said, adjusting his hat.

			While Anna’s knight was content to ignore Bill’s silent agony, she was not and said, “Bill, you don’t get paid much, do you?”

			“Oh, uh…no, I get paid just fine compared to some people.” He dodged the question.

			“Great, then let’s get going—” Anna’s knight started before she cut him off.

			“Yes, maybe compared to the poorest of commoners, but I know my father doesn’t think the servants are very deserving of his money.”

			“Oh, well,” Bill said in whisper. “Everyone knows that, but there’s not much we can do about it, now, is there?”

			Back at normal volume, he said, “Princess, I assure you that I get the greatest pleasure from working for your father and would do it for free if he did not offer me such a generous pay.”

			Anna and her knight exchanged looks, then he said, “How’s the king’s butt tasting, brown nose?”

			Anna ignored him and said, “Bill, my father assigned you to me as my chauffer, not his.”

			“While that’s true—”

			“That being the case, I really should be the one in charge of paying you.”

			“I don’t know about that.”

			“From now on, I’ll be paying you quadruple what my father pays you out of my allowance.”

			“Princess, I—”

			“No ifs, ands, or buts about it, Bill. As your mistress, you have to do as I say, and I command you to accept this pay raise.”

			Anna had wanted to do this for some time. However, she never had the confidence as a young girl dependent on her family to do it. After the duel with Coraline, though, having finally gotten the better of someone, Anna felt unstoppable. Of course, she still felt sick thinking of how her knight had hurt Coraline. So Anna settled with helping her friend as a way to keep her confidence up.

			Bill stared at the ground, and when he looked up, he was smiling. “You really are a special little girl, aren’t you, Princess? Thank you.”

			Bill got up onto his seat, and they were off to the shopping district. This district consisted of only one long street and a little square at the end but housed all of the nobles’ favorite shops. The first one that Anna was heading to was a toy shop called Toys ’R’ Yours, and she was certain to find something for Bart in there. To get inside, she had to push through a bunch of little kids and their servants who were staring into the store’s window display.

			It was set up with a holiday theme. The whole shopping district was shown in miniature. There were little enchanted people walking about, riding in carriages along with their knights. When Anna looked closer, she could actually see herself standing at the toy store along with her knight and Bill. As she was looking there, it began to snow, and so too did it begin to snow in the replica. Anna stood there entranced by the sight for a while longer, until finally, she went inside to look for Bart’s present.

			“Wow, this place is amazing,” Anna said in awe, having always had her servants come and pick up the presents from here.

			The shop was huge on the inside and in a constant state of motion. Children and their knights or servants were bustling about, astounded by all the toys. There were toy knights in an arena battling each other and little spectators cheering them on. Balanced atop a tall stick was a jester on a ball, juggling knives, and beneath him were miniature lions trying to claw at him. Then there were baby dolls that acted like real babies, one actually peeing itself on the shelf. Anna found it hard to look for a gift and not become distracted by all the magical sights. Moseying about, Anna finally came across something she was sure Bart was going to like. It was a bucket connected to the ocean, so that whenever tipped over it would spill out water infinitely. Anna was thrilled at the discovery, immediately purchasing the toy and the lid that came with it.

			Stepping back into her carriage, Anna said to Bill, “Bill, why don’t you go in and get something for you daughter? I’ll be able to pay for it.”

			“No, Princess. I could never spend your money.”

			“Oh, but it won’t be my money. Consider it a yuletide bonus, from me to you.”

			“Princess, I don’t know…”

			“Hurry up and do it before I rust away,” Anna’s knight said, pushing Bill into the store.

			A few minutes later, the chauffeur came back out carrying one of the dolls Anna had seen. Tucking it away inside his coat, Bill got the horses ready, and off they went to the next shop for Shel’s present. It was a brews-slash-apothecary shop that specialized in all sort of things, its fitting name being Poisoned Goblet. Once inside, Anna didn’t have to look around, for she had already ordered her friend’s present. She walked up to the counter, making sure to avoid all the delicate-looking vials lying about, and greeted the owner, an old man with bloodshot eyes and stumbling gait who looked as though he had been sampling too many of his own products.

			“Hello, Princess. I have your order right here,” he said, pulling out a small bottle of black liquid.

			“Thank you, sir, and here is your money,” Anna said, handing him a bag of gold coins.

			That settled, Anna went outside and got inside her carriage. Now that she had her presents, Anna had to go to the first of many parties, this one hosted by a Lord Pumpernickel. He was your typical noble, handsome and well-groomed, but a little pompous for her tastes. It was to be held at noon until well into the evening, but Anna wouldn’t be able to be there long since she had other places to be. Bill drove her there, and she was soon stepping out of her carriage and walking through the gates of Pumpernickel’s home. There were plenty of other nobles here, all of varying statuses, each wearing brand-new dresses and suits, their protection from the cold shed at the door in favor of the roaring fire in the lounge. Anna, of course, was treated as the guest of honor, everyone greeting her in hopes of gaining her favor. It being a party, everyone’s knights were standing to the side so that they wouldn’t get in the way, except for Anna’s, who stuck by her side. While she was nibbling on hors d’oeuvres, Anna’s host came over and introduced himself.

			“Hello, my dear princess. It is a pleasure to finally meet you,” Lord Pumpernickel said with a tooth-filled smile.

			“The pleasure is all mine.” Anna held out her hand for him to kiss.

			“So, this is your knight, eh? I’ve heard so much about him, like how he’s never used his weapons. He only needs to intimidate his foes, and they run away in fear.”

			“I wouldn’t say he’s that great.”

			“Oh, but I would. Just look at his audacity, standing by your side when all the other knights wait by the wayside, as if he were an equal.”

			“I don’t think you should talk about him like that,” Anna said.

			“Ah, another novel thing about him. He actually can think for himself. Say, can we get a demonstration? Everyone, look here! The princess’s knight is about to put on a show for us,” Pumpernickel said, getting everyone’s attention.

			Anna was worried her knight might do something extreme, but he simply stood there, not saying a word. A little disappointed, the host then got a smile on his face as he came up with an idea to get a reaction. Grabbing a drink from a nearby waiter, he raised it high above his head and poured it onto her knight’s mantle. Anna was certain the knight would do something at this, but again, he just stood there and took it. Embarrassed at having nothing happen, the lord came up with another idea, one he was sure would work.

			“I see. This knight, in the end, is just like all other knights. He won’t lift a finger unless his mistress says so. While I admit I’m a little disappointed, I can’t say I’m surprised. Princess, please tell your knight to do something, anything, to amuse us.”

			“Oh, um…knight, uh…do something to amuse them…and me as well.”

			Her knight looked at her, nodded, then pulled back his leg and kicked forward—right into Pumpernickel’s nether regions. The lord went cross-eyed and fell flat on his face, while his knight rushed over to check on him.

			“Hey, we should probably get going,” Anna’s knight said.

			“But—”

			“Quickly, I think I might have ruptured his beanbag. Let’s go.”

			Grabbing her arm, Anna’s knight led her out of the room and to the exit, making sure to get her things before leaving. He rushed her to her carriage and helped her inside, also putting Bill into his seat. The chauffeur didn’t know what was going on, but he did know that Lord Pumpernickel’s knight running toward them indicated that they should leave.

			Moving down the road away from the party, Bill drove at high speed, hoping to get away from the irate knight. Unfortunately, since Anna’s knight could keep up, that meant that this one could as well. Thankfully, he only seemed to be after her knight. So when he did manage to catch up, the enemy knight tackled him and brought them both to the ground. Bill stopped the carriage and turned it around so they could see the fight unfold. Both knights got up, and while the other one drew his sword, Anna’s knight just raised his hands in a sign of peace.

			“Come on…so I might have crushed a testicle or two. I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

			The other knight ignored him and ran straight, sword high above his head. He brought it crashing down onto her own knight, who managed to catch it between his hands and stop it midair. Her knight swept his opponent’s legs out from under him with a well-aimed kick. While the other knight was on the ground, her knight grabbed one of his legs and pulled on it until it popped off. Then he threw it far down the road into someone’s yard.

			“All right, go, go, go now, please!” Anna’s knight screamed as he caught up and ran alongside the carriage.

			Cracking his whip, Bill had them going soon enough, and eventually they were out of sight of the one-legged knight. Anna gave a sigh of relief and settled into her seat, moving closer to the window so she could berate her knight.

			“You idiot, what do you think you were doing back there?”

			“Well, he wanted me to do something, and you told me to do it.”

			“I didn’t tell you to kick down there, you oaf.”

			“Hey, you’re the ones who put me on the spot. I got nervous and panicked.”

			“Whatever. I didn’t want to be at that party any longer anyhow. I saw Lord Pumpernickel getting a little handsy with one of the waitresses.”

			Looking back at them, Bill asked, “So where do you want to go now, Princess?”

			“I don’t know. It probably wouldn’t be prudent of us to go to any more parties today. Ooh, I know. How about we go see your wife and daughter? They live just outside the noble circle, don’t they?” Anna thought it would be nice to be around an actual family during the holidays.

			Bill lived in what would be called the servant’s quarters of the city. To the west was the new noble circle, to the east was the old circle with all the shopping districts. Also to the east were the slums, haphazardly built up on the outside of the wall like a tower of cards. To the north, in a little community, was where all the servants lived. Nobles didn’t want them in their homes all the time, so instead they’d had this place constructed to keep the lower class away when they weren’t necessary.

			This was rough on the servants, because they had to walk all the way to their master’s homes. They also had to get up very early to get everything ready for the nobles. Not to mention they had to stay late and help out with various things. All the while, the servants only ended up getting six or seven hours of sleep a night. With little free time, unless given some by their masters, they pretty much worked all day, every day.

			Anna was famous for giving time off to servants. If one of them was pregnant or had just had a baby, she’d give them leave. Sickness and injury were also reasons they were able to leave and rest at home. There were also many other smaller events like birthdays and holidays. She knew that her family and fellow nobles were talking about her behind her back for this. Anna really didn’t care, though, thinking it was best to be on good terms with the people who made your food.

			“Princess, I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

			“Please? Pretty please? I really want to meet your family,” Anna said with big, sad eyes.

			“Oh, all right. But if we get caught, you owe me.”

			“Deal,” she said, happy to comply.

			Bill took a left turn and headed toward where his family lived. It wasn’t a horrible place to live, but it was nowhere near up to the standard Anna had. Finally, they stopped in front of what looked to be an apartment of some sorts. Bill got down from the carriage, taking them inside and up the stairs to where his family was. He knocked a few times, and they could hear voices from inside. The door opened up. A kindly, middle-aged woman with graying hair greeted them. Hiding behind her was their daughter, a brown-haired, brown-eyed girl who was about Anna’s age, only a little less clean.

			“Honey, what are you doing back here? I thought you had to work on the holidays.”

			“Actually, I’m here on business. The princess wanted to meet you two,” Bill said, stepping aside so they could see each other.

			“T-the princess? Oh, Your Highness, I’m honored to be graced with your presence,” she said, as she and the daughter both bowed.

			“No, no, it’s fine. You don’t have to do any of those formalities, Mrs….?”

			“My name is Rochelle, and this is my daughter, Lizzie. It is a pleasure to meet you. Why are you here, may I ask?”

			“I just wanted to give you the good news in person,” Anna said to two puzzled faces. “Bill here will be receiving a very high pay raise from today onward.”

			Looking to her husband, Rochelle said, “Really?”

			Smiling, Bill said, “Four times as much as I’m getting now, dear.”

			His wife gasped and pulled him and their daughter into a big family hug that made Anna a little envious. Pulling away, Rochelle invited them in, offering them some tea and cookies she had just made. While Anna sat down, Bill pulled out the doll he had gotten for his daughter and presented it to her. Lizzie was beyond thrilled and was jumping for joy, especially after her father told her that the princess had paid for it. Anna and her knight stayed for a better part of the afternoon until it was getting late into the evening and they finally had to go home.

			Getting back into the carriage, they left for the castle and reached it just as the moon was beginning to rise in the sky. Bill was thanking her profusely as Anna went inside and made for her bedroom. Inside the comfort of her room again, Anna changed into her nightgown after a nice hot bath. Curling back into a ball, she pulled the covers up over her head again and fell fast asleep.
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			Anna was rather bored after an hour of opening presents. Her entire family and many nobles besides had given the princess great, expensive gifts, and they were all exactly like what she’d gotten last year. Fancy dresses, shiny jewelry, tasty treats from across the globe, all just more junk to replace last year’s junk. Not like she could talk, being just as guilty as everyone else for buying superficial gifts. However, Anna was hoping to change that with her two friends, having bought them gifts she knew they would really enjoy. After she was done opening presents, Anna had her servants stow them away and clean up the mess of wrappers. Getting dressed, she grabbed her two presents and went to go meet up at Shel’s place. As Anna and her knight were exiting the door, she held up a finger for him to wait and went back to get two more special presents.

			“What did you forget?” her knight asked, suspicious of his princess.

			“Oh, nothing you need to worry about,” she teased.

			Walking through the castle, they made it to Bill, who was waiting with the carriage. It was slow progress going to Shel’s house, being that the roads were icy, but Anna enjoyed the scenery like always. Finally, they were at Shel’s door and knocking politely. Their host opened it and said hello. Following Shel up to her room, they saw that Bart had already arrived, and with minimal injuries sustained.

			Sitting down at their usual table, Anna started them off saying, “Merry yuletide to you both. Are you ready for the best presents of your life?”

			Bart chuckled and said, “If by best presents you mean my gifts to you girls, then you are correct.”

			“I can’t wait to see what a mutt like you thought was appropriate for two girls,” Shel said, putting her presents on the table.

			“Ooh, ooh, I’ll go first. I think you two will really appreciate the thought and effort I put into mine.” Bart handed the girls their presents.

			Anna opened hers, and when she saw it, said, “They’re…”

			“Breast pads! I know what you’re thinking. ‘How did he know we were self-conscious about our flat chests?’ Well, anyone could tell just by looking at you and seeing the jealous rage in your eyes every time a girl with big boobs walked past you.”

			Anna smiled as she pulled the lid off of Bart’s gift and slammed it onto his head. After a few seconds of drowning, he managed to pull it off of his head and get it right side up. Before he could collect himself, though, Shel pulled out her gift. It was a box of dog biscuits, and not the good kind. At least they were labeled as gluten-free, if it mattered to Bart.

			Shel said, “So, you dog, what do you think of my present?”

			“It’s kind of cheap.” He received a foot to the face.

			“What was that?” Shel growled.

			“The wrong thing to say. What I meant to say was, ruff ruff.”

			“You two, always fooling around. Now, Shel, why don’t you open my present?” Anna said handing over her gift.

			Opening it, Shel discovered the bottle of black liquid and said, “What exactly is this stuff?”

			“Well, it’s sort of like a better version of Bart’s gift. This liquid will work with your medicine to help your body grow at a normal rate.”

			“Really? That’s…actually a really good thing to give me. Thank you.” Shel had a look on her face that suggested she was feeling a confliction of emotions.

			Through a mouthful of dog biscuits, Bart muttered, “Whatever, my gift was just as thoughtful.”

			Shel stood up and said, “Come along, Anna. Why don’t we go see the shopping district parade before you go to whatever party it is you must attend? I’m not good at giving presents, so I didn’t get you anything, but let’s just say I owe you one.”

			“Yeah, I have to go to a party with my brother and sister that my father is having. Urgh, it’s going to be so awkward with them there. It’s really just to show that he actually knows we exist.”

			“I’m surprised he hasn’t found a new wife yet, since your mother died,” Bart said from below.

			“He probably just thinks that the new wife and her kids would be killed by one of his other children,” Shel said.

			Anna sighed. “I hate to think of them like that, but you’re probably right.”

			“Well, this just got really dark,” her knight said with a clap of his hands. “Why don’t we go to that parade and cheer up a bit, huh?”

			Before they could get back into a funk, Anna’s knight was pushing them out of the door and down to Anna’s carriage, which they all would be taking. Still, the thought of her family’s struggle for dominance hung in the air like a dark cloud. Her knight cocked his head as if in deep thought and asked Anna and the others a question that cheered them up.

			“Hey, speaking of your mother, Anna, why don’t you tell us a little bit about her? Since none of us have ever really met her.”

			Twirling a strand of her mother’s hair, Anna thought back to before she had died three years ago. “I guess that, physically, she looked like me, only better. She had a pretty, exotic face, with fascinating eyes that always hid a smile. I’m guessing my sister got her good looks from her, and I got what was left over. As children, we were always spoiled rotten by everyone around us except her. She had come from a kingdom that was less well off than ours. The only reason my father married her was so he could assimilate her country into ours. But because of that, she was kind and generous to everyone she met, and I’m glad to say that I didn’t turn out as horrible as I could have because she took a special interest in me.”

			“She didn’t have servants or knights growing up. How did she feel about them?” her knight said, eager for the answer.

			“She was very fond of them, and they loved her for it. She was the one who taught me to see my servant as a person, not another possession.”

			Bart asked, “If she was so good, how did your sister turn out so…blah?”

			“My sister isn’t as bad as she wants you to think. When we were very little, before we were really introduced to the public, we used to be the best of friends. I guess she’s just a lot more worried about what other people, especially our family, think of her now.”

			“It’s foolishness to care what others think of you, especially your family. If I believed what my mother told me, I’d have given up on my life a long time ago. If you can’t tell, I’m not the most ideal daughter physically or mentally,” Shel said, folding her arms.

			“So what if you’re not a good person? You’re a good friend.” Anna looked at Bart, and then said, “To me at least.”

			“I really don’t think my family likes me either, not when they’ve got my baby brother. He’s the complete opposite of me, all polite and noble. Can’t take a joke for crap,” Bart said, munching on a biscuit.

			“Well, look at that. You’re all outcasts in your families. And, hey, I don’t have a family to begin with, so I’m worse off than you,” Anna’s knight said to brighten the mood.

			Anna looked at the ground and said, “Yeah, none of us really belong anywhere.”

			From outside the carriage, Bill said, “You know the best thing about family? If you don’t like the one you’ve got, screw ’em and go make a new family. At least that’s what I did. But I’m just a chauffeur, so what would I know? Looks like we’re here, kids.”

			Looking outside the carriage windows, the friends saw an amazing sight. There were floats from every store in the shopping district. Toys R Yours had a giant jack-in-the-box that actually sprang open when you cranked it all the way. Poisoned Goblet had a mad scientist’s lab, and every few minutes he’d create a new concoction that would explode into something astonishing like colorful clouds or just a big explosion.

			Even Shannon’s Café and Pastry Shop had a float with a bunch of ovens churning out treat after confection. With rumbling stomachs, Anna and her friends got out of the carriage and went after the baking float. However, there was already a crowd of kids hounding Shannon and her crew, so Anna had a hard time getting to the actual float.

			Thinking up a brilliant plan, her knight jumped onto the nearest carriage and leapt onto the float. The bakers didn’t really appreciate this and beat him with wooden spoons and ladles to try and repel him, but he ignored them and used his cloak to gather every pastry in sight. Once it was full, he hopped off and brought the spoils back to his master. The young friends ran back to their carriage amidst an angry group of kids and bakers and barely made it inside.

			“Bill, hurry and get us out of here!” Anna called out to her chauffeur.

			Cracking the whip, he pushed his way out of the irate crowd with the knights clearing a path for him. Soon they were away from the scene of the crime, home free, and on their way back to Shel’s. Anna and the others were laughing all the way back, having a grand old time. When they were inside again, the thieving knight dropped the pile of pastries onto the table, and they all, excluding the knights, dug in eagerly. Of course, they made themselves sick, but the friends didn’t care, for they were in good company. After digesting the sweets, Anna excused herself to go to her father’s party. The princess was in good spirits when she did.
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			Anna was glad to have the warm memories of her friends. As she opened the doors to the ballroom of the castle, the princess was beginning to feel a little nervous. There were already many nobles and their knights present, all of whom stopped what they were doing to look at her as she entered. She gave a small bow and quickly made her way to the other side of the room where her sister and father were waiting. She came up next to them and gave a small hello, which they returned. Coraline looked at the stain on Anna’s knight’s mantle and got a superior look on her face.

			“So, it looks like your knight can’t take care of himself,” Coraline said.

			“Oh, that, that’s just a little—”

			“A little souvenir from your bout with Lord Pumpernickel,” Anna’s father said, taking a sip from his glass.

			“Oh, yes, I suppose it is, we just—”

			“Got a little carried away. I understand. I always thought he was a little annoying myself.” Anna’s father said.

			“Yes, well—”

			“Still, I think you should be more careful of who you make enemies with. I’ve spoken with him, and he says that you are forgiven.”

			“T-thank you, Your Majesty. I won’t make the same mistake again,” Anna said, bowing.

			Her father looked her knight over and said, “Yes, it seems you might have been right. That knight of yours is a troublemaker surely.”

			Glancing at her knight, she said, “I wouldn’t say he’s a troublemaker. He was just defending himself.”

			“If some noble wants to mistreat it, it should let them. It’s fitting, considering the difference in status.”

			“I know he is—”

			“It, daughter. It is an it. I believe we already went over this. You must be its mistress and control it. Do you understand me?” he finished with force.

			Staring at her feet, Anna said, “Y-yes, Your Majesty. I-I’ll teach it its place, one that it is deserving of its position in life.”

			“Good. Speaking of position, why is your knight standing next to you and not over with the other knights?”

			“Oh…uh…I…”

			Before she could stutter out an answer, Anna’s knight was already moving toward the side of the room where the other knights were. Her father gave a nod of approval, and then took out his gold pocket watch. He closed it and put it away, stepping away from his daughters to address the other nobles.

			In a booming voice, he spoke. “Ladies and gentlemen, I thank you for coming here tonight to celebrate my most recent children and their late mother. I know she was most beloved among you and even the common folk. She was truly a wonderful woman, and I do miss her, but at least I have her beautiful children to remind me of her. Also—”

			The king was interrupted by the doors opening, his son stepping in. Cornelius was dressed up for the occasion, but once again he was missing his knight. Walking confidently up to his father, he gave a grand bow and stepped in line with his siblings. If their father was angered by this show of arrogance, he didn’t show it and went on talking.

			“Also, please enjoy the evening in her honor.”

			Everyone clapped, and then went back to talking among themselves, most likely about Anna and her family. When Anna looked back at her family, she saw that Coraline had backed away from her father and brother, who were staring each other down. They were both assessing the other, until finally her brother made the first move.

			“That certainly was a good speech. I’m surprised you were able to come up with that on your own—if you actually did come up with it.” Cornelius picked up a glass and swirled the contents.

			“Yes, well, it comes with many years of practice, something you wouldn’t understand.”

			“Indeed, I wouldn’t, still being young like I am. That’s something you wouldn’t understand anymore.”

			“There are some things that only do come with age, however, like bearing many, many children to multiple beautiful women,” the king said coolly as he took another sip from his glass.

			“Well, I’m sure you’re unable to bear any more at this point.”

			“Trust me when I say that I am very able. It’s just that I don’t want to have to take care of any more children.”

			“As if you ever personally took care of us.” Cornelius had a tiny growl in his voice as he spoke.

			“No, but I did spend a great deal of money on you, which, of course, I expect you to pay back someday.”

			“Well, obviously I will. I just need to finish some of my research and—”

			“Finish your research? You’re a prince. You should have people doing that for you. Plus, as if anything you came up with would get you any sort of money. Is it still like when you were little and you studied the flowers in the garden?”

			“No, I’m researching bigger things.”

			“Using my money. So, really, it’s my research, not yours. You could never have anything that is solely yours, being that you will always be beneath me.”

			Cornelius choked up at this and stormed away, pushing people out of his way as he went. Her father had apparently been so sure of his victory that he didn’t even smile in celebration. He excused himself and quietly left through a side door, his knight following after him. Anna and her sister stood there awkwardly, not knowing what to say, until Anna finally spoke up.

			“That certainly was a show, wasn’t it?”

			Coraline fingered her glass and said, “Yes. One of them is going to kill the other one of these days.”

			“Don’t think like that. They’re father and son, they would never.”

			Her sister sighed. “You really are stupid, aren’t you? He’s the king, and Cornelius is a prince. One of them, maybe even both, is going to be dead eventually.”

			As her sister turned to leave, Anna grabbed her by the arm. “Please wait. I have something for you.”

			Pulling the present out of her pocket, she handed it to her sister, smiling. Coraline stared at it before finally opening it to find something strange inside. It looked to be a simple mask, nothing a noble would ever wear.

			“What is this thing?”

			“Put it on and see for yourself.”

			Slowly, Coraline put it up to her disfigured face. Looking at her reflection in her glass, she didn’t notice anything special about it. She went to scoff in typical fashion, but caught her reflection again. Her face was completely back to normal as if nothing had ever happened to it. She was speechless, absolutely shocked at what she saw. She touched her face, and the mask popped off into her hands.

			Anna smiled brightly as she said, “I really was sorry for what my knight did.”

			“B-but where did you get this?”

			“I had it imported from some magi to the east. It took me a long time to find something that would actually work, but it sorted itself out in the end.”

			“Why would you—”

			“Because you’re my sister, and I love you. Please tell me that you forgive me and that we’re on good terms again like we used to be.”

			“Anna, I—oh, god, I have to go,” Coraline said, running to the exit.

			“Sister, where are you going?” Anna called out after her. But she was already gone from the room.

			With her whole family gone, Anna really had no reason to stay any longer. Her knight came over, and they both left the ballroom in silence. Walking back up to her room, her knight finally said something.

			“So where do you think she was going?”

			“I don’t know,” she replied in a meek voice.

			“Also, don’t you think it was weird that neither of your siblings had their knights with them?”

			“I guess.” Anna shrugged.

			“Yeah, it really makes me wonder.”

			“Will you please stop that?” Anna shouted at her knight.

			“Stop what?”

			“Pretending like you’re not mad at me.”

			“Why would I be mad at you?”

			“Because of how I treated you in front of my father, calling you an it,” Anna said, stomping in frustration.

			“Well, if you hadn’t done that, your dad would have been angry with you.”

			“It was still a horrible thing to do. Aren’t you upset? Even a little bit?”

			“No, not really.”

			Anna tried to find words to say while her knight just chuckled at her, saying, “You really don’t want people to be upset with you.”

			“Who wouldn’t want that?”

			“I actually think it’s pretty funny when I piss people off.”

			Anna sighed as they reached her room and went inside. “Why do you have to be so difficult?”

			“Why is the sky blue?”

			Anna put her hand into her pocket and pulled something out. It was a small square with a pretty blue wrapper and a red bow. She had completely forgotten about this, but she could give it to him since it was yuletide still. Walking up to her knight, she handed it to him and stepped back, waiting for his reaction.

			“You gave me a present. Why?”

			“Just to say thank you for being my knight all this time.”

			“You know, I haven’t really been all that good of a knight.”

			“Just open it, silly.”

			Unwrapping her present, he pulled out a copy of Anna’s favorite book, The Golden Knight.

			“I don’t know if you read or not, but I thought that I could read it with you. It’s my favorite book. I used to have another copy, but I gave it away to my old servant. So, what do you think?”

			Anna’s knight didn’t reply immediately, finally saying in a husky voice, “It’s the best gift I’ve ever gotten.”

			“It’s the only gift you’ve ever gotten.”

			“Yeah, I guess it is.”

			A guard appeared to ruin the moment. He was blanched white and looked as if he were about to throw up.

			“Princess? Princess, your father—the king—he’s dead.”
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			It was funny. As dark a day as it was for the kingdom, it was rather nice out in comparison. The funeral procession for her father was a short but grand one. Every noble was there, wearing black, mourning for their king. Anna couldn’t see them, but she knew her other brothers and sisters were there as well, protected by more than just their knights for fear of the king killer coming after them. Nobody had any proof, but everyone was sure that it had been Coraline and Cornelius who had killed the king. Neither had been seen since the party and thus were prime suspects. And even though no one had done anything about it, Anna was sure they suspected her as well, being that she was closely related to them.

			Finally, they reached the throne room, where the body would be on view for everyone to pay tribute to. After a moment of silence, Romulus, her oldest brother, came forward to a podium in front of a throne. He looked just like their father, only with less gray in his hair, and was just as powerful as him. Being that he was alive first and for the longest, the man had quite the following of people who wanted to see him crowned king. He was the only child born to the king’s first wife, so he had always thought he’d become king without a doubt.

			He never showed any signs of it, but Anna always thought he resented his half-siblings for being born and contesting his right to rule. His knight was nowhere to be found, and he had no guards around him, but still, Anna was certain he was completely safe, his commanding presence enough to deter any would be assassin. Romulus cleared his throat and began his long eulogy for their father.

			“Nobles, you all knew my father as a strong, intelligent, and charismatic man, and that was who he was. He had no weaknesses other than his own mortality. Now, I know there have been rumors going about, and I would like to set things straight. My father, your king, was murdered.”

			Everyone gasped and began murmuring among themselves until Romulus held up his hand for silence.

			Continuing, he said, “It is true. But I want you to know that he didn’t go quietly into the night. From what we could tell, he was assaulted by multiple knights in his bedroom the night he returned from the ball celebrating his most recent children and wife. Let it be known that he and his knight didn’t go down without a fight. They took a total of ten of the unidentified knights who assaulted them. So far, we haven’t found out whose knights these were, but I’m sure you all have your suspicions that it was my own half-brother and – sister, Cornelius and Coraline. As much as I hate to say it, all the evidence points to them. So, from now on, we will be commencing a citywide search in hopes of finding them. Anyone with any information about their whereabouts please speak to me so that we can apprehend these criminals. But for now, let us bow our heads in mourning for a great man, who ruled a great kingdom and a great people.”

			Everyone bowed their heads as they were all given a chance to see their king one last time before he was put into the royal mausoleum. Anna was one of the last people to look at her father, thinking that the mortician had done an excellent job making him seem just as powerful in death as he had been in life. Her knight and new squad of guards escorted her back to what she thought would be her room. However, the guards seemed to have a destination in mind that Anna and her knight didn’t.

			They continued to go down further into the castle until they reached the dungeons. As Anna passed by the cells, she could hear moans of agony and the whispers of men who had long ago lost their sanity. After a while of wandering in the poorly lit corridors, they came to the interrogation room. When she stepped inside with her knight, she could see pushed up against the walls tools that were normally used in the process of extracting information from prisoners. She wasn’t a prisoner, though, but a royal princess, so Anna was very confused as to why she was down here. Then she saw Romulus. He was sitting at a table with a jug of water and two glasses set out.

			Stern as ever, he said, “Please sit, Anna.”

			“What is going on, brother? Why was I brought here?”

			“Well, Anna, your brother and sister are the prime suspects for the murder of the king. I’d just like to know if you have any information about their locations.”

			Anna sat down and responded, “The last place I saw either of them was at the ball like everyone else.”

			“Yes, but unlike everyone else, you don’t seem to have an alibi for when the murder took place.”

			“I was going to my room. My knight can attest—”

			“Your knight’s testimony is worthless. You know that. Now, being that you are the closest to the suspects and have no alibi, you are also under suspicion.”

			“But I’m still here. Why would I stay if I were guilty?”

			“That is the only reason you are not in one of these cells. Now, I’ll take your plea of ignorance for now, but I will find who did this, and there will be punishment. Mark my words.”

			“I-is that all br—Romulus?”

			“No, actually. I have something that I would like you to take a look at. Bring it in.”

			Two guards brought in something that was very strange indeed. It seemed to be a knight, but unlike any Anna had ever seen. Unlike every other knight, this one was shoddy and poorly made from what she could tell from the remains. The more she looked at it, however, the more she thought it looked familiar. After she had gotten a good look at it, her brother began speaking again.

			“I thought you might know what this is, considering how your knight is so…special. We found more of these at the scene of the murder, and from what we know, they don’t belong to any noble. And they certainly weren’t made by our court wizard.”

			“I have no idea what these could be. Except that it seems someone else has found out how to make knights.”

			“My fears exactly. You may go now.”

			Getting up, she allowed herself to be taken back to her room by the guards. Along the way, though, she couldn’t help but think of Cornelius’s research and what that might have to do with these new faux knights.
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			Anna was tired of the permanent escort of guards after the first week of it. They were constantly with her with the few exceptions of when she went to the bathroom or got dressed. Her knight seemed furious that they would suspect her of doing something like killing the king. He showed his dissatisfaction by constantly making fun of Romulus. The guards themselves didn’t seem to like the job, given that they rather liked her. Overall, no one was happy with this arrangement, though there was one thing about this that Anna enjoyed.

			“Hello, Princess. Having a fine day?” Phillip asked her when his shift started.

			“Why, yes, I am having a very fine day,” Anna said with an enchanting smile.

			Phillip was a guard whose first ever job at the castle was to follow the princess around. He was eighteen, lean, and handsome, with soft brown hair and eyes. Anna had developed a little crush on him, and she was always happy to see him.

			Unlike the other guards, who just showed up and did their job, Phillip would actually talk to her in a pleasant manner. Of course, she knew nothing would ever come of it since he was so much older than her. Plus, why would an amazing guy like him want Anna when she was so plain and unappealing? Thus, with so many things standing between them, she was left to fantasize about what could have been.

			“How are you today, Phillip?” she said, holding out her hand for him to kiss.

			“Oh, I’m doing well, Princess.” He reached for her hand.

			Before he could grab it, though, Anna’s knight stepped in between them and put an end to her plans. Her knight couldn’t care less about the other guards but apparently disliked Phillip. The man in question backed away slowly from her knight and grabbed his halberd with both hands.

			Anna smiled it off like it was nothing, but deep down she was angry at her knight for interfering. She was thirteen, and a princess, no less. Anna could flirt with whomever she wanted to. But no, her knight was acting like a middle-aged dad who’d just realized his daughter had grown up. Whatever, she thought. Anna had other plans to make this afternoon with Phillip entertaining.

			“Phillip, I haven’t seen the guards training since my old servant was under their tutelage. Would you mind taking me to the training yard and showing me around?”

			“Oh, uh, I don’t know, Princess,” he said, glancing over at her knight.

			“No, no, look at me when you answer, not him. Would you please take me to the training yard?” she with a heart-melting smile.

			Biting his gauntlet, he said, “Well, all right, if you really want to see it.”

			“Thank you, Phillip, for being such a good man.”

			“No problem. Um, let’s get going then, shall we?”

			He went to open a door, and as he did, Anna stuck her tongue out at her knight and scampered off after Phillip. Along the way down, the princess stayed unnecessarily close to Phillip just so she could see her knight fuming behind them, making faint growling noises. They finally made it to the yard where all the guards of the castle trained. It was your typical training area with dummies and targets and weapon racks littered about. Obviously, there were guards of all ranks training here, all shirtless and sweaty. Anna really had to remember to bring Shel to see this. Then again, she probably would be more interested in seeing someone get hurt.

			“It really is amazing how strong these men are that they can carry such heavy weapons,” Anna said with feigned awe.

			“Humph, these are nothing. I weigh more than all their armor and weapons and can still move lightning fast,” her knight said, giving a few quick jabs.

			“That’s because you don’t have muscles, you dunce.”

			“Yeah, so it’s even more amazing that I can move at all.”

			“That’s just magic. It’s not real physical strength. Not like a human’s, anyway.”

			“You’re just jealous because you have twigs for arms and legs.”

			“I do not have twig limbs,” Anna said, flexing her arm only to show no results.

			“Uh huh. Just like you have a butt underneath that dress.”

			Gasping, she looked at Phillip, who only looked away, “I-I do too have a butt.”

			“It’s really more like a frozen lake—cold, white, and flat as can be,” her knight said, trying to get Phillip to look.

			“You jerk! Why do you always have to insult me like that in front of people?”

			“Because you leave yourself wide open.”

			“Uh, I don’t think—” Phillip said mildly.

			“Why do you have to do it, though? Why are you so mean?”

			“Well, maybe if you weren’t so sensitive.”

			“I don’t think you should talk to the princess like that!” Phillip said, getting everyone’s attention.

			“What did you just say to me?” Her knight advanced on the young man.

			“I-I said I don’t think you should insult the princess like that.”

			“And what are you going to do about it?”

			“I-I’ll fight you for her honor,” Phillip said, gulping audibly.

			“All right, I’ll fight you.”

			“Wait. What?” Phillip asked.

			“I’ll fight you. And just to give myself a handicap, I’ll take on all the guards in this yard. So go get your buddies, put on your armor, grab your weapons, and we’ll fight until one side gives up or dies.”

			“Phillip, you don’t have to do this,” Anna said, trying to stop the fight.

			“Oh, but he does. I’m going to start beating the crap out of everyone here in five minutes whether they’re ready or not.”

			“B-but do we really need to fight?”

			“Time’s ticking. You might want to get a move on.”

			Horrified, Phillip ran to get himself and everyone ready for the fight of their lives. Anna was stunned into silence at how her knight was acting. She knew he wasn’t the nicest of people—well, not a person, exactly, but to go this far over nothing scared her. She tried talking to him, but he just walked to the middle of the yard and stood there waiting. When the five minutes had passed, the guards gathered around him in a mishmash of armor and weaponry. Phillip stepped forward wearing his uniform and carrying his halberd, looking as if he were going to die of fright.

			“W-we don’t have to fight as long as you apologize.”

			“I’m not apologizing to anyone, especially not a wimp like you,” her knight growled.

			The knight stepped forward an inch, and all the guards jumped back. One of the other guards, an old veteran, decided to chance it and took a swing at her knight. The metal fighter simply slapped the blade away from him and took another step toward them. The old vet took another swing and was slapped away again.

			A few swings later and the same thing kept happening, until the old man said, “Why won’t you attack me?”

			“When I rip your arm off, I don’t want it to be because of a pathetic attack like that. Now really fight me before I change my mind.”

			Nodding, the vet said, “Men, form a circle and attack on my command.”

			Gaining courage from the old man’s leadership, the guards surrounded her knight. Raising his hand, the leader waited until they were all in position, then dropped it. The men behind her knight lunged at him with spears and swords, only for them to be caught up in his swirling cloak. Weapons were torn from their hands. He advanced on them and punched the closest one in the face, knocking him flat on his back. Grabbing the other two by their hair, he cracked their skulls together and tossed them to the ground.

			While he did this, the others pushed as one and tried catching him off guard—just to have their weapons bounce off him like cheap wood. He grabbed one by the throat and threw him into two others, who were wise enough to stay on the ground. The old vet put all his power behind one thrust. Anna could only watch as her knight grabbed the sword and shattered it in his hands. Conceding defeat, the old man allowed himself to be knocked out with a head butt, leaving only Phillip.

			“P-please, don’t hurt me.” Phillip fell to his knees.

			“Oh, don’t worry. It’ll all be over soon enough,” the knight said, raising his hand above his head.

			Having seen enough to know what he’d do to Phillip, Anna rushed forward and latched onto the back of her knight, screaming, “Stop! Stop! I’m sorry! I won’t talk to him anymore. I promise. Just don’t hurt him, please.”

			Looking down at Anna, the knight brought his fist down and stared at it for a while, finally letting it unfurl. He just gave a sigh and slowly pushed Anna away from him. Then, without saying anything, he walked away.
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			The very next day, Phillip was removed from his post. The young guard had requested a different position, and Anna didn’t blame him. Really, she would have gotten him moved to a new post anyway for his own safety. Fortunately for Anna, the mourning period for her father was finally at an end. This way she’d be able to go back to school and see her friends. Even more fortunate, she wouldn’t have the same escort of guards with her. Her brother must have thought, being in school, the teachers would keep a keen eye on her, but that didn’t really bother her. As far as her knight was concerned…

			“Anna, can I speak with you privately?” Mrs. Pinkerton asked once class was done.

			“Of course.”

			Anna’s knight waited out in the hall, neither of them speaking to the other, while Mrs. Pinkerton stayed inside the classroom with her. The teacher’s knight was with them as well. He was short and fat with a grotesquely bulging face. His hands looked like boxing gloves, only these were meant to cause harm, not stop it. Anna wondered what sort of magic was used that this knight turned out looking like this. Like Mrs. Pinkerton had said, every knight was akin to their master, even having some kind of quirk that connected them. So, what made this her knight?

			“Anna, is something wrong with your knight?”

			“Whatever do you mean?”

			“I’ve seen it throughout class. You two seem to be at odds,” Mrs. Pinkerton said.

			Anna turned away from her and looked over the classroom. It was like all the others in that it was a tiered set of tables. What made it undeniably her teacher’s class were all the motivational posters hanging about: cats in old-fashioned wizard hats giving a thumbs-up smiled back at her. Normally, she would have thought they were cute, but now she wished she could tear them down.

			“He’s horrible, and I hate him,” Anna finally said.

			“You don’t mean that.”

			“I do,” she said, turning back to her teacher.

			Mrs. Pinkerton sighed, “You’re extremely lucky to have your knight the way he is.”

			“Then you don’t know him too well.”

			Anna’s teacher came over and took her hands into her own. “You remember how on the first day of school, I said that we wanted nothing from our knights but mindless obedience?”

			“Yes, why would a noble need anything else?”

			Giving a sad smile, she said, “We all remember when we got our knight. How it was so much bigger and stronger than our old servant. We completely forget about that leather-bound child and think only of what we now had. After a while, though, the novelty starts to fade. We expect so much from it, only to get nothing in return.”

			“So you’re telling me that every noble secretly wants their knight to be more like mine?”

			She shook her head and said, “It’s hard to explain, but know that you’ve gotten a chance at something no one thought was possible. Please don’t throw it away.”

			Anna nodded and went for the door, but not before asking one final thing. “What quirk does your knight have?”

			“He loves to learn things. I know it wouldn’t appear like that to other people but…never mind. It’s just me expecting more than he can offer.”

			Anna nodded and went for her next class. Despite what Mrs. Pinkerton had said, she still refused to talk to her knight. The next classes passed by and lunch rolled into view. Ham, mashed potatoes, and sweet yams were what she had to eat. Even if they were delicious, though, she didn’t have much of an appetite. All she really did was listen to Shel and Bart have their usual banter. After a while, they stopped talking, having noticed what was going on with her themselves.

			“Hey, Anna, are you okay?” Bart asked.

			“I’m fine.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“I said I’m fine,” she said, louder than necessary.

			“Who stuck a stick up your butt?” her knight muttered.

			“Shut up!” Anna said as she slammed her hands on the table.

			“Anna…” Bart tried to calm her down.

			“No. He’s always like this. He’s mean and rude and nasty to everyone. Then he tries to act all kind and warm, but he’s not. He’s nothing but a cold, unfeeling hunk of metal!”

			Anna was gripping the table so hard her nails had dug in. She was trembling and beginning to tear up. The only reason she wasn’t crying was because she wanted to spite her knight. She wasn’t going to be able to keep it up for long though. Anna stormed away from the huge scene she had created and went to anywhere, anywhere her knight wasn’t. The princess knew very well he was right behind her, and she didn’t care. The young princess kept walking until, finally, she was stopped by a passerby.

			“Princess, what are you doing away from lunch?” the headmaster asked her.

			“I’m trying to get away from that thing.” She pointed back at her knight.

			“He’ll follow you anywhere, but I do know of one place that might keep him out.”

			The headmaster led her back to his office. The moment they entered, he shut the door in her knight’s face. While he screamed and pounded on the magically reinforced door, the headmaster chuckled and went to sit in his chair. Anna sat down in the same chair as before and finally got a good look at the place. It was actually quite small, but nonetheless very organized.

			“I know what you’re thinking. Why would the headmaster have such a small office?”

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to stare.”

			“No, it’s quite all right. I actually did have an office fit for my position, but I, uh…had a little accident.”

			Suddenly, a knight appeared in the room next her. It was tall, so much so that it reached the ceiling. It was also lean, enough that it looked like a brisk breeze would snap its limbs. It moved in a disjointed series of jerks and twists. It ended up behind the desk with the headmaster. She couldn’t see any weapons on it. Plus, it was so awkward, she couldn’t imagine it being any good in a fight. There was how it just appeared in the room to consider, though.

			“This is my knight. I know he’s a little scary, but he’s actually quite gentle.”

			“How…”

			“Did he get in here? Well, unlike most other knights, who have physical attacks in mind, he knows a good bit of magic.”

			While every knight was unique, they did have some similarities. Anna had heard about the headmaster and his knight, though. They were peculiar in some way that made them almost as powerful as the king. It had been ages since anyone had seen them fight, almost half a century. The more disturbing reason no one knew anything about them was because everyone they fought ended up dead. Brutal duels with other nobles were how he had risen to the top.

			“Does anyone else know about this?”

			“No.” Then with a secretive smile, he said, “Let’s keep it that way, shall we?”

			“Well, thank you for allowing me some time away from my knight, but I must be going.”

			Just as she touched the doorknob, the headmaster said, “It’ll pass.”

			“What will, sir?”

			“This hatred for him. I had it for my knight as well, but I got past it.”

			“It’s not so simple for me to just get past it.”

			“It may seem like it, like he’s the most awful thing. It’ll be like he’s sticking a knife in your heart. Trust me when I say this, though: you’ll learn to accept him the way he is.”

			“You say that like it’s so easy, as if I can just forget what a terrible person he’s been. Well, I can’t, and I’m sorry for it, but that’s how I feel.”

			“My knight is the only one who knows my name.”

			“Your name? Others have to know that. I mean, it’s such a common thing to tell people.”

			“I tried, but they all called me by the titles I had earned over the years. Headmaster is just the latest in a long line. Isn’t it, old friend?” he said, patting his knight on the leg.

			“You mean he actually calls you by your name, like he can talk?”

			Leaning forward in his chair, the headmaster said, “There’s a lot you don’t know. Just remember: finding the answer isn’t always a good thing.”

			Anna nodded and took her leave. Anna ignored her knight, and he her, as she went back to class. What the headmaster said bothered her. All throughout class, she thought about it. The whole time he was talking, it was like he was just another old man. During that last part, though, his eyes had been different. They’d been as dark and empty as his own knight’s bottomless holes.
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			After lunch she had a PE class. She was late to it because of her detour, but that didn’t really matter. None of the girls actually did anything, or even changed into their gym clothes. The boys typically played some sort of rough-and-tumble game like dodgeball. At the moment, Bart was wailing a leather ball into another boy. Shel sat on the bleachers away from the other girls, her knight by her side. Anna went over and sat down next to her friend.

			Watching Bart, Shel said, “He truly is a pathetic specimen.”

			“He is.”

			“Have you sufficiently calmed down?” Shel said, clearly bored out of her mind.

			“Indeed, I have,” Anna replied, settling in for the hour-long class.

			“You must gain better control of your emotions.”

			“I know.”

			“If you want to live and become queen, you can’t let every little thing get the best of you like this.”

			“I know.”

			“It’s extremely childish.”

			“I know!” Anna shouted, and then realized she’d succumbed to her emotions again. “I’m sorry.”

			“Just try to make sure it isn’t a recurring thing,” Shel said, looking back at the boys and their game.

			Soon Bart and the other boys were done, and they went to get cleaned up. Their next class was language arts. In it, they had just started another classic book. Nobody but Anna actually read anything in the class. It seemed she was the only one who enjoyed reading. This meant she was always raising her hand and answering questions from the teacher. Shel and Bart sat next to her, of course, and they used her as a sort of buffer to keep out of the hot seat. Anna’s knight kept quiet throughout the whole time. He seemed resolute in looking at anything except Anna.

			Next class was just a study hall. The students were supposed to use this time to study and do homework. Again, though, Anna was the only one to ever do this. Shel and Bart occupied their time with meaningless acts. He would practice his material on his knight. If he got a good laugh out of him, Bart would write it down. Shel, on the other hand, focused more on fooling around with magic. She’d enchant a piece of paper to fly around like a bird. Then she’d shoot it down with various spells, something like target practice.

			The day finally ended, and Anna had no intention of making up with her knight. He seemed to be on the same page and largely ignoring her. When the princess went to sleep that night, she made sure to face away from her knight. If it bothered him, he would never admit it. It did bother her. Though she would never admit it either.
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			Next day was just the same. She went to school, ignoring her knight the whole time. He kept his nonexistent nose upturned at her as well. Both were too prideful to apologize and just move on. Anna tried acting as if nothing was wrong, but her knight would say things just to anger her. He even went so far as to insult her magic ability.

			“You can’t do magic at all,” he said during lunch.

			“I can too.”

			“Everything you try explodes in your face.”

			“It does not.”

			Sadly, he was right. Every attempt at magic resulted in her exploding. Just that morning she had tried to levitate a spoon. Of course, it had just blown up into smithereens. The other kids had started calling her Princess Suicide, because they had a running bet on when she’d kill herself. Anna pushed these thoughts from her mind. She might have been having trouble now, but that would soon change.

			“Whatever, I’m going to prove myself in the spring festival.”

			“You’re actually going to enter as a contestant. That stuff’s only for upperclassmen,” Bart said as he played with his pork tenderloins.

			The spring festival was held every year on the first day of spring. It was an event hosted by the school, where the children could do many things during the seven-day period. The younger students typically operated stalls, selling all kinds of confections, from strawberry tarts to every type of candy imaginable. Of course, they wouldn’t do any of the work themselves.

			“We should be more focused on getting a good shop for our stall,” Shel said, nibbling at her own food.

			It was true: they should have been more concerned with that. Every spring festival, the students would try to get the best possible shop to work for them. Usually the higher-end stores were snatched up by the older, more recognized students. This left all the little ones to first years like Anna. Still, she wasn’t going to be satisfied with just running a rinky-dink stall.

			“Come on, you guys. We should enter the magic demonstration contest. If we won that, we’d prove to everyone we’re not so terrible.”

			Shel gave her a hard stare and said, “It would prove you’re not terrible. I’m quite proficient at magic, and the mutt can at least cast a spell without blowing himself up.”

			“Fine, be that way. I’ll just enter it myself.”

			“As if you’d win, Princess Suicide,” her knight muttered.

			“Shut up. I’ve told you and everyone else I will not kill myself in some fiery explosion!”

			“Whatever,” he said again as he had been doing the past couple of months.

			Anna wanted to say something mean to him, but refrained from doing so. She was far too busy trying to come up with an act for the contest. The winner didn’t actually get anything except bragging rights, but that is all she wanted. Most of the entrants were older than her and would know far more magic than she did. However, that wasn’t going to stop her. The spring festival would start next week, so she needed to work fast.

			For the next few days, Anna practiced all the spells she knew: levitation, transmutation, making a doll out of twigs and dirt; everything ended in a fiery explosion. She tried doing some research, thinking that there was something wrong with her. Despite many hours in the library, though, nothing about being a pyromaniac came up. Anna was beginning to think she was just incapable of any real magic.

			While Anna was struggling against her explosive nature, the rest of the school was in an uproar. Classrooms were being converted into cafés, with coffee and tea from around the world being brought in by the shops operating there. Stalls lined the edge of the courtyard, obscure bakeries and other upcoming stores hoping to make a name for themselves. In the middle of the courtyard was a stage, large enough that any act could fit on it, but simple in design so as to not detract from the show.

			“Where are those two? They said they’d be in the back left corner,” Anna said, hoping to see her friends before signing up for the contest.

			“Try looking at the sign that says Toys ’R’ Yours run by Shel and her pet mutt,” her knight said, walking toward the rather tiny stall.

			The stall was filled with rather unique toys. A headless doll, tangled slinky, and a ball that was slightly deflated were the top purchases. When Anna got close, she could hear Shel berating Bart. The pair didn’t spare the princess a glance when she got near them. Finally, Anna had enough of it and said something.

			“Ahem.”

			“Hold on. I’m almost done telling this idiot how much of a screwup he is,” Shel said with a bit of magic playing on her fingertips.

			“I already told you, I said that the royal princess wanted them for her stall, but this is the crap they sent,” Bart said in defense of himself.

			Anna sighed. “You do know I’m suspected of killing the king, right?”

			Shel got a cross look on her face and said, “Of course. Bart, why didn’t you think of that?”

			“I did think of it, and in fact, I remember saying that specific thing to you when you brought up the idea.”

			“What was that, mutt?”

			“I mean…I’m pretty sure it just slipped my mind. Kind of like when a teacher tells me something, in one ear and out the other,” Bart said with that goofy grin of his.

			“You guys, I just came by to tell you I’m about to go sign up for the contest.”

			“About that…” Bart started.

			“The headmaster said you were prohibited from entering the contest, as you are not only a danger to yourself, but all the other attendees of the festival.” Anna noticed that Shel was taking a bit too much pleasure in the look on her face.

			“Princess Suicide,” her knight whispered.

			“No!” Anna said, ignoring her knight, “That’s not fair! I’m not a danger to anybody. Am I?”

			“Sorry, Anna. But, hey, you can run the stall with us for the rest of the week,” Bart said in an attempt to cheer her up.

			Anna pouted. “But I don’t want to do that.”

			“It’s not so bad. We mostly just leave the hard work to the attendant they sent, while we go and enjoy the festivities,” Bart replied.

			Kicking a rock, she said, “I guess that’s all right.”

			“Come on. I heard there’s this bakery out here that will draw your face on a cake.”

			“I do like cake,” Anna said, brightening up a bit.

			Bart just gave his hyena laugh and went off in some direction. Whether he actually knew where this bakery was or not was a big if, but at least she could enjoy the adventure there. There tended to be a lot of food stalls in the courtyard. It was an easy enough place to find, and it was a beautiful area to enjoy a treat or two. Anna and her friends could smell dozens of different foods. Cakes, pies, steaks, fries, there was even a place that sold all four of the items.

			It was around lunchtime, so they stopped and got an extra-large order of fries, with melted cheese on top. It also had really thick bacon on it. It was basically something one got at the county fair, but with a high enough price that nobles could justify eating it. The friends took their order and sat at a small, round table. Normally they would have gotten some kind of fancy tea, but that didn’t go well with this kind of food. So, instead, they ordered some fresh-squeezed lemonade from a stall close by.

			“The contest is going to start soon,” her knight said once they had finished eating.

			“You’re just saying that to annoy me,” Anna replied.

			“So, you don’t want to go?” Bart asked.

			“I didn’t say that. Let’s just go up to the second floor so we can get a good view.”

			Anna and the others, with some convincing on Shel’s part, threw out their trash in a nearby garbage bin. Then they made their way to the next floor up. It was already crowded with nobles and their knights, but somehow the friends managed to get a good spot. The stage was also being surrounded by attendees, who were hoping to get up close to the action. A little farther away was where the judges sat. The headmaster, Romulus, and Mrs. Pinkerton were to judge the contest.

			“Where is your brother’s knight?” Shel asked, searching for the thing, “Even he has to have some kind of protection. Or is he so arrogant that he believes his knight is not needed?”

			“He’s a strong enough fighter that he doesn’t need his knight, but that’s not why it isn’t here. Apparently, it has trouble moving about on account of its size, so my brother doesn’t take it with him to most places,” Anna said.

			“Man, that’d be such a cool thing to see,” Bart said to no one in particular. “I wonder how big it is.”

			“It hasn’t been seen in quite some time, so no one really knows,” Anna said.

			From on stage, the handsome announcer said, “Ladies and gentlemen, prepare yourselves for the first day of our wonderful performances!”

			“Who is going first?” Shel asked, sounding only mildly interested.

			“Shane, a fourth year,” Anna’s knight said.

			“Our first act needs no introduction. He’s known as the beast master around these parts, and today he’s got some amazing animals to show off. Here he is, Shane Kost!”

			The announcer disappeared in a cloud of smoke that took up the whole stage. Up above, the audience heard a screech, and from the sky came a giant bird. Its feathers looked as though they were made of silver; its eyes were as blue as crackling lightning. It beat its wings as it landed, blowing the smoke into nothingness. From atop its back came a young man with a streak of white in his otherwise black hair. His uniform was patched in various places and burnt in all the others.

			“Hello, my fair audience. Today I’ll be introducing you to three wonderfully unique pets of mine. The first is this creature, a storm falcon from the southern mountains.”

			The creature screeched, and from in his pocket Shane pulled some kind of pellet. He tossed it into the bird’s mouth. It seemed to enjoy the treat, ruffling its feathers as it got comfortable. The audience were awestruck, but that didn’t quell their uneasiness of having such a thing so close. The people shifted their chairs back as one mass. Children cried in fear, and the women tending to them were close to losing it as well. Shane wasn’t about to let them think ill of his pet, though.

			“I know he’s scary, but I’ve got him well trained. I may have gotten struck by his lightning a couple of times, but all that happened was I got this streak in my hair. So really, he’s not dangerous at all.”

			Anna couldn’t help but notice that whenever he smiled, only one side of his face actually moved. She didn’t know about the others, but the tiny birds in the castle garden were enough for her. Still, she couldn’t say she wasn’t impressed. Anna had heard of storm falcons in one of her classes. They were said to be able to create a tempest so violent that the thunder could shake mountains, and the lightning could split a mighty oak in half.

			“Now, I’d get him to show off more for you, but I really wouldn’t want to rain out the festival.” Shane half-smiled again and said, “The next creature I’ll show you is from our very own woods, right outside the city.”

			Smoke once again filled the stage. When it cleared, a massive animal stood by Shane’s side. It had the body of a lion, and a very large one at that. However, its tail was the head of black mamba. On its back were large batwings, currently folded up. It roared loud enough that some of the people in the audience fell out of their seats.

			“This, then, would be a chimera, found only in the royal woods to the west of the city. They’re ancient creatures made as a weapon by the court sorcerer. However, as effective as they were, the chimera could not be tamed in such large numbers, and they ended up being a problem, not a solution.”

			The chimera stretched out to its full length. The snake let out a hiss and reached over for Shane. The audience screamed, thinking it was going to attack. However, it simply rubbed up against him. The lion lay on the stage and began cleaning itself. Shane scratched it behind the ear as he went on.

			“Most were destroyed by the Royal Sorceress who created them. Obviously, a few still exist from breeding in the modern time, though they’re mostly for noblemen who want to prove their hunting skills. I, however, believe in the preservation of these wonderful creatures. If raised from a baby, they can become quite attached to a person, as I’ve found out.”

			Shane looked like he was about to say more, but a screech from the crowd cut him off. Everyone looked to see the source of the cry, and discovered it had been a woman who had just been nearly blown apart. The headmaster’s knight’s hand was still smoking from the explosion spell it had just used. Anna could see the remains of a knight in the smoldering crater caused by the explosion, but no knight she knew of could be destroyed so easily.

			“Anna, go hide somewhere,” her knight said.

			“But why…”

			That’s when she noticed the knights around her. They had all drawn their weapons or gotten into fighting stances. None of the nobles really knew what was going on, but it was clear something bad was about to happen. Suddenly, unknown knights began popping up from out of nowhere. They all looked the same, distorted bodies, and a whip with spikes on it in their hands. Anna knew it was the knights her brother had shown her. They moved in lanky jerks, and their faces looked like smashed potatoes, with only one eyehole being visible.

			“What’s going on?” Anna asked her knight.

			“Stay quiet and keep out of the way,” he replied, pushing her to the ground.

			She was about to complain, but saw Shel’s and Bart’s knights had done the same to them. People were running away, their knights close behind them. However, none of the faux knights were chasing after them. They were all intent on one person, her brother Romulus. He stood up, and calmly put his hand to the hilt of a nonexistent sword at his side. When he drew the invisible sword, a real sword appeared, as if it were actually coming out of a scabbard. The sword was simple in design, but without a doubt of magical origin.

			“Headmaster, Mrs. Pinkerton, please leave the area. I wouldn’t want you to get hurt,” Romulus said, eyes trained on the advancing faux knights.

			“Young man, you’d do well to remember that your elders deserve respect. As such, I’ll be participating in this fight.” The headmaster turned to his colleague and said, “Your knight hasn’t seen action in quite some time. Would you like to join us?”

			“I’d love to. To see these things in action would give me great pleasure. But do try not to annihilate them completely. I want to study them in the best conditions.” Mrs. Pinkerton looked like a child receiving a great treat.

			“I make no promises,” Romulus said to her.

			There had to be two dozen of the things surrounding the five fighters in a semicircle. Anna watched as the faux knights sprinted full force at her brother and them. They were all aiming for Romulus but were stopped by a huge wall of ice from the headmaster’s knight. The enemies were split into three groups, a few coming from the right, some to the left, and the rest going right over the wall.

			Mrs. Pinkerton’s knight squared up like a champion boxer. They hadn’t even gotten near him when he attacked with his fists. His metal boxing gloves shot forward, the arms extending to unimaginable lengths. They hit just as hard as if he were right in their face. He picked off five of the enemies from long range before they finally got in close. His arms retracted, and spikes appeared on his knuckles. Mrs. Pinkerton cast a spell on him, and his hands began to glow. The three remaining knights he hit weren’t just knocked back; it was as if a massive shockwave went through them, sending them flying. They hit the wall with such force that the knights not only left craters but also completely flattened into paper-thin sheets.

			While this boxing match went on, another eight of the faux knights advanced on the headmaster. His knight stood at its full height and raised both arms. His enemies stopped in place and began floating in air. The headmaster launched more explosive magic, obliterating them. It wasn’t very flashy, but it was done with such ease and precision that Anna could only wonder what he was like at full power.

			Anna looked over at her brother, and she saw him locked in a fierce battle. The last eight faux knights were surrounding him, using their whips from a distance. They were ineffective against him, as even with eight of the spiked weapons lashing out at him, he easily dodged or blocked them. In the blink of an eye, though, Romulus was up next to his enemies. His sword was accurate in its strikes, cutting the weapon-holding hands right from the arms. They attacked with their other limbs, but to no avail.

			It was as if his sword were in two places at once. On closer inspection, Anna saw that it was in multiple positions. When he blocked an attack in the front, a sword appeared behind him to stop a hit from another enemy. It looked like an afterimage of his sword was moving independently of the real thing. Powerful magic, and a great deal of skill was going on in this fight. Soon, the faux knights were cut to ribbons, and the battle was over.

			“What just happened?” Bart asked, having had a great view of the fighting.

			“Crap just happened, squirt. Crap just happened,” Anna’s knight said, never once having drawn his weapons.
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			Her brother ordered for the area to be cleaned up. Then he told the headmaster to tighten security. The older man responded by saying he should go back home where it was safe. Romulus scoffed at this and said he would not be run off by such a weak show of strength. Anna and her friends were sent home as the sun was beginning to set. The guards were too busy with the aftermath of the fight, so Anna and the others only had their knights with them. While Anna got ready for bed, a thought crossed her mind.

			“Why didn’t you get ready for a fight?” she asked her knight.

			“I’m always ready for a fight.”

			“You kept your weapons away,” she said, crawling under the blankets.

			“I don’t need them to win a fight.”

			“You’re an arrogant fool, and it will get you killed.” She blew out the candle and watched her knight in the moonlight, who was staring out the window.

			“You’re a bratty princess, and it will get you a smack in the bum.”

			“I’m not a child you can put over your knee.”

			“I’ll leave disciplining you to your future husband,” he said, checking to make sure all ways in were locked up tight.

			“You really think someone would want me? Let alone the many men I’ll have to sleep with if I become queen.”

			“Men will want you, for various reasons—Phillip, for example.”

			“So, you’re finally going to bring it up.”

			Anna’s knight remained silent. She wasn’t going to let this go, however. It had been in the back of both of their minds. Anna threw off her blankets and got out of bed. He was standing by the window, looking out at the stars. Spring it may have been, but winter still had its grip on the city. She immediately regretted getting out of bed, as her servants had dressed her in a lighter nightgown.

			He sighed and pulled of his cloak, saying, “You’re going to catch a cold.”

			She let him drape it over her shoulders and said, “You’re dodging the question.”

			Pulling the hood over her head, he said, “I suppose I am.”

			“That’s not funny.”

			“It wasn’t meant to be funny.”

			She stood on the cloak to keep her feet warm and said, “I don’t understand you.”

			“I’m a complicated guy.”

			“You’re just…just so…I don’t know.”

			“I don’t need people to like me.”

			“What?”

			He finally looked at her and said, “I don’t need people to like me or give me their approval. I’ll do what I want regardless.”

			“And what is it you want exactly?”

			“Who knows?”

			“Can you at least apologize?”

			“No.”

			Anna sighed, but was interrupted by him saying, “If I tried to apologize, I’d just sound like a jerk, mostly because I am one.”

			“Yes, you are.” Anna wasn’t satisfied with this weak excuse but didn’t know how to press him for the real reason.

			“I’m not going to change.”

			“I know that, but still, it would be nice if we could get along.”

			“We’re going to be together all the time, and we’ll probably grow on one another eventually,” he said, picking her up like a baby.

			After he had tucked her back into bed, and taken back his cloak, she said to him, “It’ll be hard learning to like you, and forget about being friends. But I know your heart is in the right place, sometimes at least.”

			“I don’t think we could ever be friends. Besides, you deserve better. You always deserved better than me.”

			She yawned and turned over in bed, saying, “Starting tomorrow, let’s promise to both try being better people to each other.”

			“Sure thing. One more thing before you go to bed, though.”

			“What’s that?”

			“You’re definitely not getting with Phillip until you’re older, at least eighteen.”

			“Mmm, whatever you say.”

			“Good night.”

			“Good night.”

			Anna slept soundly that night, despite knowing that her brother and sister were intent on killing her and their siblings. She might never get along with her knight, but somehow she knew he’d always protect her. Obviously no spell or authority held sway over him, yet he stayed by her side. She hated to admit it, but both of them had been acting like jerks. If Anna had been in his position, she would have left a long time ago.

			Morning came, and the singing of the kingfishers roused her from slumber. She quickly got on her school uniform and went down to breakfast. A four-cheese omelet awaited her, along with a cool glass of milk. She nibbled on the meal, hoping to save room for the food stalls and cafés. After downing her milk, Anna got Bill to drive her to the school. She invited him to join her, but he said no because servants weren’t welcomed there.

			Anna went back to Shel’s and Bart’s stall. It was early morning, and there was dew on the grass still. She almost slipped a couple of times, but her knight was there to catch her. Her friends were in the middle of their usual spiel—Shel had gotten Bart more dog biscuits, and the boy was making crude jokes despite his situation.

			“You two are so cute together, if a bit disturbing,” Anna said as she went inside the stall.

			“Yes, I suppose the mutt is rather adorable when he’s licking my shoe,” Shel said, stuffing the treat in Bart’s mouth.

			“I’d say you were cute, but with your body, I’d get labeled as a pedophile.” Bart pushed the words through his overfilled mouth.

			Shel gave a tight little smile and said, “I added a poison to your biscuits.”

			Bart began vomiting, hopefully getting all the poison out. Anna watched, hoping Bart wasn’t going to die. Shel would never do that, though. Who would she abuse if her favorite mutt was gone? Finally, Bart calmed down and composed himself. Yet somehow he kept that goofy grin on his face. Shel just frowned and turned back to Anna.

			“What are we to do today?” Shel asked.

			“Why ask me?” Anna replied.

			“Who else would I ask?”

			Anna sighed and said, “I guess that’s true. Suppose we go to a café, get some tea?”

			“I really can’t taste anything at the moment, but that sounds pleasant,” Bart said to his friends.

			“All right then, there’s supposed to be a good one that has teas from the east,” Anna said as she headed toward the shop.

			Anna and the others made their way to the third floor of the castle. It was here that various cafés had set up shop. The businesses may have been stationed in the city, but they imported much of their product from outside the kingdom. The place Anna was going to had the distinction of having not only the finest tea brought in from the Spiral Isles, but it was also run by an actual exchange student from there.

			There was quite the line for the café, but being the princess did have its perks. Anna was allowed into the room, and she was amazed at what she saw. In the corner was a sand garden, neatly combed in swirling patterns. A waterfall poured down rocks and flowed through the sand. Along the outside of the room were paper walls, painted with the beautiful scenery of the east. Anna had never been outside the city, but seeing the soaring mountains and lush forests made her wish she could visit the place.

			The friends sat at a table next to the sand garden. While Bart and Shel looked at the menu, Anna searched for the exchange student. His name was Ko, and he was a bit different. Long ago, the people of the Spiral Isles had practiced great summoning magic. They could call forth the most beautiful of angels or the vilest demons. The people had tried to summon a demon army, one that could take over the world. However, something went wrong, and disaster befell them.

			“Hello, Princess Anna.” Ko said, coming up to her through the crowd.

			The demons had gotten loose, and they wiped out every living soul on the Spiral Isles. For some reason though, they were quite civil with the rest of humanity. Within a few decades, the demons had taken the place of the people they’d destroyed. However, they did have tempers that got them into a number of fights. Other than that, they remained largely peaceful.

			“Hello, Prince Ko, I love what you’ve done with the place,” Anna replied, giving him a look over.

			He was big, though the layer of pudgy fat hid dense muscles. He wasn’t much taller than your average human, but still he loomed over those around him. His skin was a deep blood red, and it matched his serpentine yellow eyes. On his head were two cone-like horns, both nicked and scratched but very well taken care of. His long, unruly hair was pitch-black, and at the moment was pulled back in a ponytail. His teeth were normal enough, except his canines—they were protruding from his mouth, but they still looked clean.

			“Thank you. I’ve tried to bring a touch of my homeland to this event,” he said in a baritone voice.

			“Well, I really like your changshan. That black really goes with your hair.”

			“Yes, it took some convincing of the headmaster, but I finally got him to let me wear this instead of my uniform.”

			“Being top of the second years must give you some leeway.”

			He broke into a wide smile and said, “I don’t like to brag, but you aren’t wrong. Now, why don’t I get you and your friends something to drink?”

			Anna gave the menu a look. There were so many different varieties of tea—black and white, oolong and herbal. She didn’t want to go too crazy, but something different than her usual caramel tea would be nice. If she had to choose, something sweet might be tasty. However, she had no idea what was what, having only had her kingdom’s version of all these teas. These were grown, packaged, and shipped straight from the Spiral Isles.

			“I think I’ll have the…Bai Mudan.”

			“Excellent choice, and for your friends?”

			“The same, please,” Shel said, putting down her menu.

			“I’ll have the Ruan Zhi, gunpowder style, if you will. Also we’ll have some dim sum, if you have any,” Bart said.

			“A man of culture, I see,” Ko said with a beaming smile. “We have a couple of egg tarts being made right now. I’ll be sure you get the best ones.”

			As the demon left to get their order, Shel, absolutely flabbergasted, said, “What was that?”

			“What do you mean?” Bart replied with a shrug.

			“Why do you know all that?”

			A little sheepish, Bart said, “Oh, you know, I just happened to have visited the Spiral Isles.”

			“You’re an idiot, though!”

			Bart gave his same goofy smile and said, “Yeah, I really am, aren’t I? I just remember it from when me and my little brother were over there. We were given lessons on their etiquette, and I must have picked something up.”

			“Really?”

			“Don’t get me wrong. This is about all I remember, and that’s only because I needed to know it. If I got the etiquette wrong, the demons would lose their temper and rip my head off.”

			“Well, I suppose even a dog can do something amazing if its life is in danger,” Shel said, satisfied with her own logic.

			Ko came back with a platter of delights and said, “Here are all your teas and egg tarts. Please, enjoy and tell your friends about this place.”

			Bart tapped his fingers on the table, which Ko seemed pleased with. The three friends drank their tea and enjoyed some light conversation. They passed the time until about noon, which was when the contest would resume. They excused themselves from the teahouse, and then went to their spot from yesterday. Today, there would be a show of elemental magic, but unfortunately, they weren’t going to watch it.

			“Princess Anna,” her brother Romulus said, appearing out of nowhere.

			“What are you doing here, brother? Aren’t you supposed to judge the contest?”

			“As you know, our father owned a great many things, and when he passed much of it was left to his children.”

			“What did she get?” Anna’s knight asked.

			“Well, knight, she got the usual, gold, land, but other than those formalities—”

			“What did she get that matters?”

			“Hmm, his diary.”

			“That’s it?”

			Ignoring her knight, Romulus handed her a small book. It was leather bound, with yellowing pages. It was kept shut by a rusty lock. Anna tried her best to open it, but made no progress. She handed it to her knight, but he couldn’t get it open either.

			“He gave me a diary I can’t open?”

			“Yes. I hope you enjoy it,” Anna’s brother said before walking away.

			Anna took the diary back and tried opening it herself again. The others gave up on her succeeding and went back to watching the show. Several of the fifth years who had taken the elemental magic elective were making an appearance tonight. There were four of them, each representing one of the elements. There were fire, water, earth, and air.

			They all did pretty much the same thing. Throw around some of their magic and summon an elemental was what happened. Anna wasn’t paying attention, though. She was too concerned with what her father was trying to tell her with his diary. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.
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			The third day of the festival ended up being just like the previous one. The stalls and shops operated as they should. The students in their uniforms were fine examples of nobility. The patrons spent an exorbitant amount of money as usual. The weather was perfect, not a cloud in sight. The whole thing was just so…

			“Boring!” Anna shouted, fed up with watching her friends’ stall.

			“Someone’s cranky,” her knight said.

			“Come on. We’ve done nothing worthwhile all day.”

			“The contest is starting soon,” Bart said, trying to be helpful.

			Anna glared at him and said, “I don’t want to watch the contest. I want to be in it.”

			“Well, Princess Suicide,” Shel said from in back, “when you learn not to blow yourself up, maybe people will want to be around you then.”

			“Whatever. There’s nothing fun to do.”

			“Tomorrow, why don’t you bring a book?” her knight asked.

			“I guess.”

			Bart hopped onto the counter and asked, “When did you become so adventurous? I thought you were the perfect little princess.”

			“Humph, I’ll have you know I was quite the troublemaker before I met you all.”

			Shel scoffed at this and said, “You’re a straight A student with a squeaky-clean record. You’ve never once been known to cause a fuss at parties. Your clothes are always prim and proper. What has gotten into you that you’re suddenly for this nonsense?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Anna did in fact know why she had become so rash as of late. For her whole life, she had been accompanied by her servant. When it was just the two of them, Anna had tried to push the boundaries of her situation. Stealing sweets from the kitchen, jumping on her bed until late in the evening, even sneaking about the castle at night looking for ghosts. The only reason she did those things, though, was because her servant had been with her. Of course, he didn’t say anything to indicate it, but she felt like he always supported her endeavors.

			“Well, I know something that might make you feel better,” her knight said, coming over to her.

			“And what would that be?”

			Leaning in close, he said, “Rumor has it that operating out of a fourth-floor broom closet there is a group of delinquent students who got a wine-and-spirits shop working for them.”

			Anna didn’t say anything, but her smile spoke volumes nonetheless. She and the others left the attendant to take care of the place. Then they headed to the fourth floor. This part of the castle had been mostly set aside for clothing stores. However, the broom-closet booze shop was more than rumor.

			The three friends knocked on the closet door. An acne-ridden fifth year opened the door and looked them over. Making sure no adults or snitches were about, he let them in. Anna was amazed at the selection. There were so many brands of wine, red and white, sweet or sour, it was like a dream come true. The young nobles were each given a large crystal glass, and after payment was made, a bottle of strawberry red wine, aged a short fifty years.

			Anna poured herself some and said, “All right, who wants to go first?”

			None of them had ever drunk this sort of thing before. Not because of any law or moral rule, but because their bodies were still young. It was quite all right for a noble to drink a glass of chardonnay. To take it too far, though, well, it was an embarrassment. Those of high ranking had to practice self-control. And honestly the small bodies of the three, not to mention lack of experience, would undoubtedly end in a poor show of class.

			“I’m the man in this group, so it should be me,” Bart said, eyeing his glass.

			Before they could say anything, Bart took a long sip of his wine. He smacked his lips and smiled at them. The wine must have been good, because he took another sip of the drink. Anna and Shel, not wanting to be outperformed, also began sipping on their alcohol. They gagged a bit, but otherwise enjoyed their first adult beverage. After some time had passed, all three were on to their second glasses and clearly feeling the effects of the first.

			“This…this is…spectucer…spectuctler…spectac…really good,” Anna said, swaying on her feet a bit.

			“It’s like…everything is in a fog,” Bart said as he spilled some wine.

			“You insufferable fool…you’re drunk,” Shel said, barely able to stand up straight.

			“Hey…wine guy,” Anna slurred at the fifth year.

			“You can take the bottle with you. Just don’t get caught in this state, or it will be traced back to here.”

			“No, no. I was just wondering, if it’s not illegal for us to drink this stuff, why do you have to keep it a secret?”

			“Because the headmaster doesn’t want us serving alcohol to the students, not after what happened last year.”

			“What happened last year?” her knight asked.

			“Betty Correl took her top off in front of some of our furry friends from the north.”

			“I wish I could have seen it,” Bart lamented.

			“Shut up, you bombling boffoon,” Shel said, not even realizing how she sounded.

			“Hey, Shel, where’s your knight?” Anna asked.

			“What do you mean? He’s right…” Shel looked around. “Where is he?”

			“Well…,” Anna’s knight started. “He wasn’t really on board with his little sweetheart drinking. So, me and Bart’s knight locked him in a closet on the third floor.”

			Anna burst out laughing and said, “You’re really awful.”

			The princess was laughing so hard she lost her balance and fell over. This got the other two laughing. They also fell over into one big dog pile. The fifth year decided it was time to cut them off and told Anna’s knight to get the three stooges some place they wouldn’t get caught. The knight complied and took his mistress and her friends out of the school through unused hallways, making sure to pick up Shel’s infuriated knight on the way.

			Each knight took its respective owner back home. Bart’s was laughing at how funny his master was acting. Shel’s was making such a fuss that she had ended up like this. Anna’s knight, well, he just took her in his arms, wrapped his cloak around her, and took her home. All three children passed out the moment their heads hit the pillows. They were just so pleased with themselves, at least until they woke up the next morning with a hangover.

			“Shut the curtains. It’s too bright in here,” Anna said from her bed.

			“The curtains are closed,” her knight replied.

			“Well, make the sun go away then,” she whined.

			“I can’t.”

			“Don’t talk so loud!”

			Anna’s knight tiptoed over to her and said, ever so gently, “Okay!”

			Anna covered her ears with a pillow and started groaning. Her knight just laughed and pulled the pillow off her head. The princess tossed and turned, trying to hide underneath the covers. The knight pulled those off, too. He then proceeded to pick her up and swing her about.

			“Stop it,” she said, her face turning green. “I think I’m going to vomit.”

			“It would probably make you feel better,” her knight said, holding her in front in of him.

			“It’s not proper…” Anna puked all over her knight. “Never mind.”

			He set her down. “Well, while you go get dressed, I’ll get cleaned up.”

			“Do I have to?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why did you suggest this if you knew what would happen?”

			“It’s funny.” He shrugged.

			“Jerk,” Anna muttered, going into her closet to get her uniform.

			Anna didn’t know what she was going to do today. With her uniform on, she went back into the room. Her knight wasn’t back yet. So, she decided to waste her time fiddling with her father’s diary, which thankfully her knight had kept a hold of. Of course, the thing was still locked. Anna banged the thing on her bedpost. Still nothing.

			“Why did he give me this stupid thing?” Anna collapsed onto her bed.

			“I don’t know.” Her knight had come back into the room from cleaning up.

			“There has to be something to this.”

			“Why don’t we go and find out what?”

			“And how would we go about that?”

			“From what I’ve heard, your father held many a secret in his chambers.”

			Anna waved him off. “I know that already. So what?”

			“What I’m trying to get into your tiny brain is, we should go see what’s in there.”

			“Hmm…okay.”

			“Great, let’s get going, then.”

			Her knight whisked her away to the forbidden part of the castle. This would be where the kings and queens called home. No one but the ruler of the kingdom could enter this wing. Guards were positioned at the only entrance, a small staircase that seemed to lead nowhere. Anna and her knight walked up the stairs with no opposition. The guards were fast asleep against the wall, helmets pulled down over their eyes. Ann thought this was all very odd but decided to let her good luck go without questioning it.

			Her metal protector took the lead. From the back, she tried to figure out where her father’s room was. From what she knew about this place, everything was in chronological order. Her father was the eightieth ruler of the kingdom. If there were a dozen rooms on each floor and ten floors, then his room should be…

			“Somewhere on the sixth floor,” Anna said.

			“It took you that long to figure that out?”

			“Shut up.”

			“If I’m right, then the room is right—oh, crap.”

			Anna pushed in front of her knight and saw what had him upset. Standing at not only her father’s door, but at every door after that, was a knight. Only they wouldn’t pose a threat to the pair of them. Each knight, each poor thing, was mangled, torn to shreds. Some were just heaps of scrap metal. The better off ones were just missing a few limbs. Her father’s knight was one such amputee. His entire right half, arm, leg, even some of his chest were gone. Not completely, though, as whatever had been found of him was in a small pile next to his remaining foot.

			“What…what happened to them?” Anna said.

			“You do know that every king or queen was killed by one of their children. Subsequently, the knights were damaged in the process.”

			“But how could they be left like this?” Anna shouted.

			“What else would they be used for?”

			“They’re just left like this, some for more than a thousand years. It’s horrible.” Anna felt a shudder run through her body.

			“We can’t feel pain, and without our masters, we’ve nothing better to do.”

			“But—”

			“I mean, they’re all left like this when their master dies, at their grave usually, but I guess the rulers of Rutig get special treatment.”

			“It’s like this for everyone?”

			“You haven’t been to a graveyard, have you?”

			“I don’t like being around dead people, so no. Why didn’t anyone ever tell me about this?”

			“It’s sort of like what flowers a person is buried with. No one really cares enough to remember and talk about it.”

			Anna couldn’t believe it. She had known the knights were treated badly, but to be left like this for all of eternity was too much. The tears rolled down her cheeks. She tried to get a hold of herself, make Shel proud and control her emotions, but nothing seemed to work. The worst thing was this is what awaited her own knight.

			“How can they…how can I let this happen to you?”

			“I thought you didn’t really care about me.”

			“Shut up…you big jerk!”

			Suddenly, she was hugging him. Who cared if they didn’t get along? Leaving him to this fate sickened her. All of it just made her feel bad. It wasn’t right. Who could think it was right?

			Her knight sighed and put an arm around her. “Come on. Let’s get you out of here.”

			“But…but…”

			“I’m sure Shel and Bart are waiting for you at the festival.”

			“How can you say that?” Anna didn’t know why he was taking all of this so easily.

			“Because.” He went for the stairs.

			“That’s all you have to say?”

			Her knight was already gone. “Make sure you get cleaned up, or Shel will bite your head off for being so weak.”

			Anna stood speechless. Finally, after a weary look back, she hurried after her knight. She did clean herself up. Also, she decided not to say this to her friends. They must already know about this, and would likely just make fun of her. What she sought might be in her father’s room, but it was a place she couldn’t go, not yet.
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			“Why do you laugh like that?” Shel said to Bart.

			“Why do you have a flat chest? No one will ever know,” Bart replied with that laugh of his.

			Anna had walked in on these two going at it once again. She had no idea why they had decided to run a stall together. Why did Bart just take all of Shel’s abuse? Why was Shel so mean to him?

			“Hey, you two. Do you like each other or something?” Anna asked.

			“No,” Shel said.

			“Maybe,” Bart answered.

			“See, Anna, we—what did you say, Bart?”

			“I said maybe.”

			“So you do like her.” Anna perked up a bit.

			Bart shook his head. “I don’t know.”

			Bart and Anna looked at Shel and almost burst out laughing. The girl’s cheeks were flushed with bright pink. Anna went to say something, but the sounds of thunder made her look up. There was a small, gray cloud above her and Bart. The thing began to dump water on them. Anna was lucky since her knight covered her with his cloak. All Bart’s knight did was laugh at him.

			Bart laughed as well, “You really are…”

			Bam! He went down like a sack full of kittens in a river. It may have been just one bolt of lightning, but man, if it wasn’t a powerful one. Bart got up, twitching violently the whole time. Anna thought that Shel might have overdone it this time. Shel, after she was done wiping the blood from her lips, went over to Bart and said.

			“That’s what you get, you ignoramus.”

			“I-I-I…I th-th-th-th-think I should s-s-see the nurse.” Then he went down again.

			Anna’s knight said to Bart’s, “Pick him up, we’ll go get him to the nurse.”

			Everyone got a move on to the nurse’s office. Bart was having convulsions the entire time but otherwise didn’t seem too harmed. Anna wasn’t too worried, knowing Shel well enough that she wouldn’t kill someone, at least publicly. Shel refused to look at any of them, her cheeks no longer colored. The awkward silence continued until finally they made it to their destination. They stepped inside and were greeted by an elderly woman in white.

			“Hello, children, how are you today?”

			“We’re here, so what does that tell you?” Anna’s knight said.

			“Someone’s got quite the porky mouth,” she said, coming to look over Bart.

			“Will he be all right?” Anna asked.

			“Who cares?” Shel muttered.

			“Shel. darling, I hope you weren’t the cause of this,” Nurse Cree said in a mockingly sweet voice.

			“What if I was?”

			“Then I’d have to break out the catheter.” The nurse smiled.

			“Please, no! Anything but that!” Shel said, a little fear in her voice for once.

			“Then you’ll do well to remember not to use your magic for petty reasons.” The nurse turned around. “Bring him to one of the beds.”

			Bart’s knight set his master down on a bed. The nurse went through all the standard procedures, washing her hands and putting on gloves. Then she went about checking Bart’s heart rate, his breathing, and finally his skin to see if there were any burns. Everything checked out okay. She took her gloves off and gave the diagnosis.

			“He’s a little frazzled and will be twitching for some time, but he should be fine.”

			“Thank goodness,” Anna sighed.

			“However, while you’re here, I should check to see if you’re okay, Shel.”

			“I’m fine, Nurse Cree,” Shel said, backing up toward the door.

			“I think not.”

			Shel’s path was blocked by a minute knight. It looked like a metal imp and was holding a clipboard in one hand, a pen in the other. She was stuck between two evils and reluctantly sat on a bed. Nurse Cree smiled at her and went to get new gloves on. The imp jumped onto the bed and began writing things down.

			“Nurse Cree, is this really necessary?”

			“You’re already in here every day because of your illness. Using your magic for no reason on top of that will be the death of you.”

			“I said I’m fine.”

			The nurse checked Shel’s heartbeat and said, “A little too fast for my taste. You haven’t taken your medicine yet today, have you? In that case you’ll take it now.”

			“Stupid medicine.”

			“You come here every day?” Anna asked her friend.

			“She takes her medicine in the morning, noon, and evening.”

			The nurse had gotten a pot of water out of nowhere. After a few weak attempts, she snapped her fingers well enough to get the water boiling. She did a couple stretches to get the magic-caused kinks out of her back. Dipping a needle in the water, she brought it over to Shel. The sick child rolled up her sleeve and grimaced.

			“Now, this won’t hurt a bit.”

			“Stupid liar.”

			She stuck the needle in and said, “I thought we agreed no foul language.”

			“Yeah…I know.”

			Pulling the needle out, Nurse Cree smiled. “There we go, all done.”

			Shel’s frown was worse than usual. “I’m leaving.”

			The little knight got in her way again. Only this time he was holding a lollipop in his outstretched hand. Shel ripped it from him and threw it on the ground. Stomping it to dust, she went to leave. However, Nurse Cree had one more thing to say.

			“So, who’s your boyfriend?”

			“You…you.” Shel saw that her friends were stifling their laughter. “Shut up. I hate all of you.”

			Anna’s knight let his laughter go and said, “Holy crap! You’re so adorable, Shel.”

			“I didn’t know you had such a soft side.” Anna giggled.

			Shel’s cheeks were once more flushed as she said, “Next time you eat, there might just be rat poison in your mashed potatoes.”

			“Pfft, you don’t have the stones,” Anna’s knight said.

			Shel looked ready to blow the whole place to the moon. She refrained, however. Just to show how mad she was, the young girl stomped really hard as she left. Everyone just started laughing again. After saying goodbye to Bart, Anna went back to their stall to see if Shel was okay. Apparently, though, she had gone home for the day. This left only Anna and her knight to wander around the festival.

			There really wasn’t much to do. At least nothing Anna and her friends hadn’t already experienced. So, Anna and her metal tagalong ended up at a little tea booth. It wasn’t a big name-brand company promoting it, just a mom-and-pop store. As such, there were only three tables, the other two occupied by young couples. Anna took a seat at the empty one. She ordered a regular caramel tea, extra sugar. Her knight stood by, his arms folded.

			“Why don’t you sit down?”

			“I don’t want to.”

			“Why not?” She set down her tea.

			“It wouldn’t be proper.”

			“Since when have you cared about what’s proper.”

			“Well…”

			“Just sit.”

			Her knight took the second seat next to her. It creaked, but it didn’t break. Anna sipped on her tea and watched her knight pull out a book, The Golden Knight. He began to read out loud, not enough to bother the other people, but so Anna could hear it as well. He started from the beginning and read with a pleasant voice.

			Anna finished her tea and pushed the cup away. She folded her arms on the table and laid her head down. The background chatter of the festival somehow enhanced the whole situation. The lavender on the tables wafted over the area. It was so nice just to rest her eyes and listen. As much as she hated to, Anna had a question on her mind that needed to be asked. Her father’s death, and the fact that any one of her siblings could kill her, had started her thinking about her death.

			“What do you think heaven will be like?”

			He stopped reading. “If heaven is a real place, it’ll be this moment forever.”

			“You’re terrible…always so indecisive with how you want to be toward me.”

			“I know, but I’m a complicated guy.”

			“Hmm…so terrible.”

			Anna’s knight went back to reading. The pair spent the rest of the day like this. At some point Anna must have dozed off. When she woke up, it was late into the evening, and they were the only ones left at the tea shop. Her knight had put away his book and was ready to go. She stretched her arms out and stood up. They walked back to the Main Street outside the school. Bill had also fallen asleep, but he was awake and in the seat in no time.

			“So, you two kids have fun?”

			“Yeah, we really did,” Anna said, her head falling onto her chest.

			Outside the carriage, Anna’s knight said, “She’s a sleepy camper.”

			Bill chuckled. “You sure do go well together.”

			Her knight peeked in on the sleeping princess. “If only in small doses.”
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			Anna was left alone with her knight on the sixth day of the festival as well. Bart had gone home to rest. Shel was probably still upset with her. So, the stall remained closed. Anna and her knight were left to browse the selection of shops, though nothing quite caught their eyes. In the end, they decided to visit Ko and have some more of his tea.

			They were greeted by pretty girls from his grade and given the same seats as before. Everything in the teashop was similar to last time. Only now there were pamphlets that said something about fireworks that night. Anna waved down Ko to ask him about it. He came over, a smile on his face.

			“Would you care for more tea, Princess?”

			“Please, call me Anna. I was actually going to ask about the fireworks show you’re putting on.”

			“Ah, yes. My uncle Chao sent over some of his leftover stock, and I was thinking—”

			“Chao? You mean the guy who pretty much invented modern fireworks?” Anna’s knight asked.

			Ko sighed. “Yes, but please don’t go telling anyone. Everyone would be coming to me, asking if I could get him to do their event.”

			“Well, how can we not tell?” Anna’s knight said.

			“Hush.” Anna turned to Ko. “We won’t say a word.”

			“Thank you. Were you planning on attending?”

			“Knowing what we know, I’d absolutely love to go,” Anna said with a soft smile.

			“Perfect, I needed a date anyhow.”

			“Date?” Anna asked.

			“Yes, what kind of man would I be if I didn’t come with a date?”

			Anna blushed faintly. “Truly, I’m flattered.”

			“No, you’re not going,” her knight cut in.

			“Don’t you dare start this again.”

			“You’re not going.”

			“Why not? It can’t be because he’s too old like with Phillip. So why not?”

			“I don’t need a reason,” Anna’s knight growled.

			“If I may,” Ko said, placing a hand on the knight’s shoulder.

			“No.” He threw the hand off.

			“Why are you acting like this?” Anna said, her voice raising just a bit.

			“Because as your knight I can’t let you just throw yourself at whatever man makes a pass at you.”

			“Are you saying I’m a tramp?”

			“I’m not not saying it.”

			Anna was about to burst when Ko said, “I didn’t mean to get you two fighting.”

			“It’s not your fault.” Anna stood up. “He’s just a jerk.”

			Before the men could say anything more, Anna left the teashop. Her knight followed after but stayed a good distance away. She was furious with him. After such a pleasant day, he had to go and ruin it all. It was like he just couldn’t help but be an awful person. Anna didn’t want to be with him at the moment. So, using her small height, she lost him in the crowds.

			Anna didn’t know where to go, so she sat in an unused classroom. The young princess felt like crying, but really just wanted to scream her frustrations. She clamped her hands over her ears to shut out the noise of the festival. Anna wanted to go home, but that would have meant dealing with her knight. The door clicked open, and she prepared for the long silence between her and her knight.

			“Princess, what are you doing in here?”

			“Ko?”

			The big red demon stepped inside and gently closed the door behind him. Anna noticed his knuckles were bandaged. They weren’t just a bit ago. Also, they were bleeding still. Anna thought he must have just come from a fight. But with who?

			“Ah, my hands. Don’t worry. It’s nothing serious.” He sat down next to her.

			“What happened?” Anna grabbed his hand to look it over.

			“Nothing, nothing. It’s just after I saw how your knight treated you, I lost my temper and punched a wall.”

			“Really?”

			“It’s not the first time. If I ever get below an A plus, I’ll lose my temper and punch a wall. Oh, how much money I’ve spent on repairs and compensations.”

			Anna smiled despite herself. “So, what they say about demons is true then.”

			“Unfortunately, it is. Our hot heads get us into many fights. Not that we ever lose them,” Ko said, smiling.

			“Do you still need a date to the fireworks?”

			“As a matter of fact, I do.”

			“Until then, what do we do?”

			“Hmm…I heard some third years got a landscaping company to transform a classroom. Would you care to see?”

			“Of course.”

			Ko took Anna’s hand and smiled. They left for the landscaped classroom, making sure to avoid any sign of her knight. Along the way, Ko stopped them and bought Anna a freshly baked pretzel. A little embarrassed, she ate it nonetheless. A few salty bites later, Ko had purchased her a blueberry snow cone. She thanked him and ate it.

			Anna felt a little weird walking next to him. He was almost triple her size and intimidating to boot. Those who knew him said hello and smiled as he passed. Those who didn’t kept their heads low, trying to avoid eye contact. Anna heard a few whispered comments about why she was with him. She didn’t let it bother her.

			Finally, they made it to the classroom. Stepping inside, Ko and Anna were blown away at what a little magic could do. The seats and tables had been removed. In their place was a small hill. In their path was a creek, gurgling along as if it had always been there. A wooden bridge led them over it. Anna could smell the flowers around them. The sweetness of the different flora melded together into one beautiful scent. Anna and Ko sat on the hill, a blanket having already been laid out.

			“This place is wonderful.”

			“Indeed it is,” Ko replied.

			“I wish I had a book.”

			“Why don’t I tell you a story?”

			“Would you?”

			Ko cleared his throat. He started a story about two rivers. For as long as time had been around, these two rivers flowed next to each other. The male fish lived in the left river, the female in the right. Every time it was time to mate, the males would leap over the land between the rivers and find their partners for life. However, the male could not be in the female’s river for long, or else he would die. Still, he stayed with her with as long as he could, until he hadn’t the strength to jump back to his own river. Even after he passed along, the male’s children lived on in the two rivers, his partner never taking another.

			“That story is kind of sad.”

			“To my people, it is a happy tale.”

			“But he dies in the end.”

			“Yes, but he lived and died with honor. To take care of and stay with the person you love, despite the fact it might mean your demise, that is a happy thing.”

			“Well, I liked your story either way.”

			“Your knight is like that.”

			“No, he’s not.”

			“Death is not always a physical thing. You can be very much alive, yet still be dead to someone.”

			“I don’t get it.”

			“Your knight is willing to receive your scorn, your tears, even your pain, as long as he can take care of you. He does not care what you think about him. That man is honorable in my eyes.”

			“He’s the cause of most of that!”

			“I know, but it’s the ones closest and best to us who can do the most damage.”

			“That doesn’t even make sense. Stupid eastern philosophies.”

			“You’ll understand one day.” Ko stood up. “Now, why don’t we go see those fireworks?”

			“That’d be nice.”

			Ko held Anna’s hand as he pulled her to his side. The pair left the classroom-turned-garden. Then they went back down to the second floor. The fireworks were to happen during the contest as the final act. Ko got Anna a great seat at the far end of the second floor, looking directly at the stage. There they waited until it was time for the magic to begin.

			The same girls from the teashop came on stage and began setting up the fireworks. When they were done, the girls started counting down. Soon the crowd joined in. The seconds ticked away. A streak of fire shot into the air. Kaboom! Bright red sparks covered the sky like twinkling stars. Soon more explosions happened, greens, yellows, blues, even pinks. They were perfectly timed too, so much that an actual picture would appear in the sky. Deep blue oceans, setting suns, even a flamingo were burned into the memories of the people watching.

			“I hear something.”

			“What, Ko?”

			His answer was cut short by a metal foot to the gut. Anna was about to start yelling, thinking it was her own knight. However, she saw it wasn’t him, and her next thought was that it was her sister’s knight. This thing, though, may have looked like Coraline’s knight, but its body was malformed. What used to be its sword and dagger was now twisted into a horrifying shape. The faux knight advanced on her, but it was stopped in its tracks by a red fist.

			“I’d suggest you stay down.”

			The thing, now with an even more smashed face, got up to face the demon. Its lanky movements were fast. The short sword sliced through air to get at Ko. By now, the others had run away, which left him with plenty of room to dodge the faux knight’s attacks. The creature wouldn’t let up, and soon Ko was up against a wall.

			The faux knight went for Ko’s head. The giant demon didn’t dodge it either. Anna turned away so as not to see the bloodshed. That’s when she heard metal being scraped. Looking back, she saw the enemy’s weapons in her friend’s mouth. With one chomp, the swords shattered. Ko even went as far as to swallow the broken pieces with a smile.

			Ko grabbed the faux knight by the torso and said, “You little piece of trash.”

			The demon smashed him into the ground.

			“How…”

			Smash.

			“Dare…”

			Smash.

			“You…”

			Smash.

			“Tried to hurt…”

			Smash.

			“Such a sweet, innocent little girl!” Ko smashed away as he said this.

			“Ko!”

			He wasn’t listening, though. Ko pounded away at the thing. His fists pummeled the faux knight so much the floor fell through. The fighters landed, Ko’s anger finally spent. Anna hurried down there to see if he was okay. Besides a little rawness on his hands, Ko seemed to be fine. Anna almost sighed with relief. However, that’s when her knight showed up.

			“You…you horrid little brat!”

			Ko turned on her knight. “She almost got hurt, and that’s how you treat her.”

			“Ko, please…” Anna started.

			Her knight grabbed her arm, nearly breaking it as he said, “We’re leaving, now.”

			“You’re hurting me.”

			“You better let go of her now,” Ko said, getting riled up again.

			The two men looked ready to kill each other. Anna didn’t know what to do. It was hard to think with her arm being crushed. She knew it wouldn’t end well, though. What was she supposed to do? Anna teared up from the pain. Ko advanced on her knight. If someone didn’t do something, one of them was likely to be killed, and Anna wasn’t about to bet on Ko.

			“Screw off. She’s my responsibility, and I’ll treat her however I want.”

			“I thought you were better than this, that you were an honorable man.”

			“You thought wrong.”

			“Ko, just leave it be,” Anna pleaded.

			“Yeah, leave it be,” her knight said.

			Ko was choked up with anger but backed off. Anna’s knight grunted and dragged her away. He didn’t say a word as they left the school. By the time they got to Bill, she was bawling her eyes out. The carriage driver tried saying something, but he was pushed back into his seat by the knight. Even though she was no longer being held by his iron grip, Anna kept on crying. When they got back home, Anna’s knight tore her from the carriage.

			“Please, I’m sorry!”

			“Shut up. If that fat, red tomato hadn’t been there, you would’ve died.”

			He got Anna into her room and locked the door. Then he dropped the princess on her bed. Anna curled up under her blankets and cried for the rest of the night. The knight stood by the window, silent.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20
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			“So, are you coming or not?” Bart asked Anna.

			Anna looked to her knight. He still wasn’t looking at her. For conversation all she got were one-word answers. Bart and Shel had come over after hearing what had happened. They were more than a little worried at her puffy eyes and interactions with her knight.

			“No.” She sniffled as she spoke, “I’ll just stay home today.”

			“Come on. Why are you letting him act like this?” Shel asked.

			“What do you mean?”

			“You’re the master; he’s the servant. He should do what you say, not the other way around. You need to take back control.”

			“But…”

			Shel marched up to Anna’s knight. “Listen here, you empty-headed jerk.”

			He looked into her eyes and said, “What?”

			Shel took a step back. “Uh…you need to…”

			He took a step toward her. “What do I need to do?”

			Shel’s knight came to back her up as she said, “You need to stop acting all high and mighty and…and treat her with a little more respect.”

			Anna’s knight was silent for a moment, and finally he said, “Anna.”

			“Yes…”

			He walked over to her. It looked like he was going to put his hand on Anna. However, she shrank back from him. His hand pulled away, and he crossed his arms again. Her knight went back to the window, looking out at the blue sky. When next he spoke, Anna noticed there was something different to his voice. It almost sounded as if, as unbelievable as it was, he were crying.

			“You go to the festival. I’ll stay here.”

			“Aren’t you always supposed to be with me?” Anna was surprised by this sudden change in attitude.

			“I think…we need to spend some time apart.”

			Bart stepped forward and said, “But that’s not allowed.”

			“No.” Everyone looked at Anna. “I think it’s for the best. Both of us to need to do some thinking.”

			Anna got up and left the room before the others could stop her. When she was halfway to the carriage, Anna looked back to see Bart, Shel, and both their knights following her. Her own companion was nowhere to be seen. Getting into the carriage, the three friends were silent. On their way to the festival, Shel used some magic to clean up Anna. Nothing that would cause the magic user any harm. It was just a simple spell nobles used in case they had some place to be the morning after a raucous party. The small charm couldn’t compare to the power of a real bath, but it was nice in a pinch.

			“Anna, are you okay?” Bart asked once the carriage stopped.

			“I’m fine.”

			“But…”

			“I’m fine.”

			Bart gave up and got out. Shel followed him, as did Anna. The three of them hurried to the stall. When they got there, Bart and Shel tried to cheer her up with some of their usual banter. Only they didn’t have the heart for it. Anna just sat at the counter, mulling over her thoughts. It scared her to think that her knight would get violent with her. Then again, he did have the right to be angry with her.

			“Princess Anna,” a familiar voice said.

			“Phillip?”

			The young man was sweating and out of breath. “I need to tell you something, a message from your brother.”

			“What does Romulus want now?” Anna said, exasperated.

			“Not that brother, Princess.” Phillip looked pale as death when he said this.

			“You mean Cornelius? Is my sister with him? Are they okay?”

			“I wouldn’t worry about them.”

			Shel slapped Phillip and said, “Spit out the message, you fool!”

			“They’ve taken your knight.”

			“What?” Anna gasped.

			“This morning, right after you left. They were looking for you, but only found him, so they took your knight.”

			“But…why would they do that?”

			“I don’t know, but your brother clearly wasn’t happy about it. His message said that if you didn’t show up to the family mausoleum…well, it kind of just started rambling on about experiments…”

			Anna didn’t say anything. The others began talking about getting the guard together. Phillip said they were too busy with the festival. Bart exclaimed he’d go there and save her knight. Shel bonked him on the head and said he was stupid. The two started arguing, Phillip just shuffling on his feet. Anna still didn’t say anything. A part of her wanted to save him. Another part, though, had a mixture of fear and hate for the knight. Perhaps she could just leave him there…

			“He’ll be fine on his own.” Anna finally said.

			“Wh-what?” Phillip asked.

			“He’ll be fine on his own. Let’s just enjoy the festival.”

			“Anna,” Bart said.

			“I’m not going to risk my life for him.”

			“That’s awful,” Phillip muttered.

			“Whatever, I’m going to enjoy some cake.”

			Phillip looked to her friends, but they were at a loss for words as well. Bart and Shel went after Anna. They tried talking to her, but she wholeheartedly ignored them. Anna went on about which kind of cake she was going to get. When she finally made it to the Shannon’s Café and Pastry Stall, Anna had decided on triple chocolate cake, the batter, the icing, the pudding inside, all of it chocolate. Anna paid for the cake and took it to a table. She offered some to her friends, but they weren’t hungry.

			“Mmm…this cake is delicious,” Anna hummed as she dabbed a napkin to her lips.

			“Anna, come on,” Bart said.

			“Can’t hear you, too busy eating cake.”

			“Anna.”

			“I wonder what I should drink with this.”

			“Anna!”

			“I know, a nice cold glass of…”

			Anna’s thought was halted by a slap to the face. It was so hard that Anna was thrown from her chair. Shel stood over Anna, her scowl deep. Anna didn’t know what had gotten into her friend. Still, she stood back up, her hand pressed against her stinging cheek.

			“You’re a real baby, you know that?”

			“What’s gotten into you, Shel?”

			“You’re really just going to let him go like that?”

			“He’ll be fine.”

			“You’re an idiot.”

			“Shut up.”

			“You’re a complete and utter brat.”

			“Shut up! I know how I’m being! But what am I supposed to do?”

			“Grow up! Stop being a little kid and do something!”

			Anna clamped her mouth shut. She knew Shel was right. How could she save someone who so obviously hated her, though? He was such an awful person. But…she hadn’t put much effort into the relationship either. It took two people to fight, and she had started just as much trouble as he had. Her knight just made her so angry, though. She could find the good in just about anyone, but that man…

			“I don’t know. He’s so…” Anna smiled just a bit. “He’s a complicated guy.”

			Bart sighed. “Anna, you’re pretty complicated yourself.”

			Anna sat back down in her chair. “What am I supposed to do?”

			“You can go save his sorry butt,” Bart suggested.

			Anna took a deep breath. She stood up and walked away. Shel and Bart stuck close to her, unsure of what her decision was. They got their answer when she ended up back at Bill and his carriage. Anna hopped inside, telling Bill where to go. She didn’t say anything to the others as the carriage went along its way.

			It was an hour’s ride to the Nobles’ Graveyard, where the mausoleum was. Nothing happened on the way; nothing was said. Nobody had a plan, not even an inkling of what was about to happen. This was something that had to be done, though. Anna knew her knight was a horrible person at times, but she also knew that if she had been kidnapped, he would do whatever it took to get her back.

			They finally made it to the graveyard. Bill was sent home to let people know where they were. With him gone, Anna and her friends passed through the open gates. Inside they passed monolithic gravestones, all accompanied by knights in various conditions of decay. What really bothered Anna was all the flowers. They were all dead, never having been replaced since the day the noble was buried. It wasn’t really part of the elites’ custom to return here after a death. Anna thought it was strange, though. Why didn’t the person who kept up everything else switch out the flowers?

			The friends made it to the mausoleum. It was made of black marble with silver streaks running through it. The double doors leading inside were open. The stairs going down into the darkness were covered in a thin layer of dust. Torches lined the walls, magical things that would never go out, yet never compare to the brightness of the sun.

			“Anna, Shel, we should stay close to the knights. Who knows what might be down there.”

			“Humph, I can handle myself,” Shel replied.

			Bart shook his head. “You’re not going to use any magic unless you absolutely have to.”

			“You can’t tell me what to do.”

			“Please, Shel, for once in your life take the pole out of your butt and listen to somebody who wants to help.”

			Shel barely had time to regain her dignity before her friends and the knights were going downstairs. Her face turned a faint shade of pink, but she started after the others. It got dark fast, the light from outside disappearing within a few minutes. The silence was oppressive. Eventually, they made it to the bottom. The stairs turned into a wide path that spanned over a small chasm. The hole went deep, little alcoves lining the walls. This was where the rulers of Rutig were buried. Anna’s father was somewhere down in the darkness, but she didn’t have time to look.

			“Hello, dear sister.”

			Anna saw, at the end of the path, her brother. Cornelius was in front of a table, surgical instruments and books littered around the edges. Also on the table was her knight, chained down by magic tendrils like a corpse about to get an autopsy. The knights started to advance on her brother, but a clinking noise caught their attention. Looking down the sides of the hole, they saw faux knights, both kinds, climbing up.

			“I would have loved to chat more, but I’m in a bit of a rush,” Cornelius said, flippant as ever.

			“Where’s Coraline? What are you doing to my knight?”

			Bart pulled her back and said, “Anna, don’t get close to the fighting.”

			“I need to know.” She turned back to her brother. “Where’s our sister?”

			“Back at our actual base of operations. It wouldn’t do for people to find out about the hideaway.”

			“What did you do to her? Why isn’t she here?”

			“She was getting cold feet, so I chopped them off. Now, if you don’t mind…”

			“You won’t get away with this. My knight will defeat you.”

			“For crying out loud, shut up! Just shut up and die so I can move on with my plan!”

			The faux knights were on the bridge. Shel and Bart’s knights weren’t about to let them pass, though. Bart’s knight started a juggling routine with his knives. As each on fell into his hands, the knight whipped it at his enemy. Each knife was precise, hitting the wrists and ankles of the faux knights, cutting off their hands and feet. As soon as the damage was done, he started juggling with a new set of magic knives. Each throw was done with a bit of flair as well. Some were over the shoulder, a few between the legs, a couple even thrown while his hand was over his eyes.

			Shel’s knight was a walking wave of destruction. Whenever a faux knight got near him, his spikes would elongate, piercing his opponents. That wasn’t the end of it, though. When enough of them were stuck on him, he’d violently shake. This tore the enemies to shreds. This still wasn’t the end, however. He’d push out his spikes so that they’d reach the edges of the room. Then he’d quickly retract them, letting his foes fall down into the abyss.

			The bridge shook, and something shattered through it. When the dust cleared, they saw another faux knight. However, this was unlike the whip – and sword-wielders—this one had morning stars at its sides. This faux knight was a deformed version of Anna’s knight. The thing took a step forward. What kind of fighter it would have been, Anna never found out. A small ball of fire appeared in front of it, and then the whole room turned into one blinding white light. When the others could see again, the only thing left of the faux knight was a scorch mark on the bridge. Anna looked at Shel and saw that her friend was coughing up blood.

			Bart rushed to her and said, “Shel, what the hell did you do?”

			As Bart let her fall to the floor gently, Shel said, “I didn’t…want Anna to see that creature…not when she’s already terrified of the real thing.”

			“That…that doesn’t make any fricking sense!” Bart shouted.

			Anna knew she had to do something. “Bart, take Shel and get out of here.”

			Bart didn’t argue. He got Shel back up the steps, hopefully to someone who could help. The knights stayed close to Anna as she walked toward her brother. None of the faux knights got near her. Her brother could tell this was becoming a bigger ordeal than he had planned for. So, with an annoyed frown, he took something from his pocket and threw it to the ground. He exploded into a puff of smoke and was gone. The enemy stopped coming, the remaining ones jumping back into the hole.

			Anna almost peed herself, she was so relieved. She didn’t have a clue as to how to beat her brother. He knew magic, had an army of faux knights, and was just physically stronger than her. If she had confronted him, Anna would have gotten the crap beaten out of her. So, she was glad he had just left without a fight. Why he had just left worried her, though. Anna suspected it meant that it didn’t really matter if he succeeded here, that there were plenty more opportunities to kill her. Her knight was still chained to the table. Luckily Bart’s knight was able to pick all the locks. Anna’s knight stood up, and that’s when she saw it. A scar-like hole was over his eye now.

			“What happened?”

			“Oh, nothing.”

			Anna didn’t want to stick around and probe her knight in case Cornelius came back, so she settled with, “We should get going.”

			“Yeah.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue
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			Bill must have told someone important what had happened, because waiting for them outside was a whole squad of guards. They had already taken Bart and Shel home. The sick girl would be fine, they said. A carriage was waiting for Anna to take her home. Nobody answered any of her questions, just that Romulus would take care of it. She got home just in time for bed. Anna went through her usual routine, her knight looking out of the window.

			Anna tried going to sleep, but the events of the day kept racing through her mind. In the end, she came back to her knight. They hadn’t spoken since she had freed him. She just had so many things to say to him, but none of them felt right. Should she apologize? Could she just leave things like this? How many times had they made up during the past year? How many times did their relationship fall apart?

			“Hey…”

			“Yes?”

			“Are we just going to keep on doing this for the rest of our lives?”

			“Probably.”

			“Are you okay with constantly hurting each other?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Anna went off track and said, “When I die, what will you do?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“How do you think our story will end?”

			Anna could hear her knight clench his fist as he said, “It’s your story, not mine. And if I have any say in it, you’ll get a happy ending, whether I make it or not.”

			Anna didn’t say anything. She had nothing to say, at least not at the moment. Still, when it was all over, and she had passed on, Anna hoped someone would change the flowers at her grave.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Would you mind taking a few minutes to write a review? Your comments help others know what to expect when they are considering my book and are incredibly meaningful to me as well. Visiting the online retailer where you purchased the book and leaving a sentence or two should only take a few minutes of your time but will have an enormous impact. I can’t thank you enough!
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