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CHAPTER ONE

​
Sisterly Love

 


​ The light blue formal dress Princess Esmerelda wore was
uncomfortable. She had on a tight corset underneath, and her hair
was done up in an impossibly complex, and tight, woven bow, while
her face was plastered with colored clay and berry juice. She felt
like a statue of a pretty girl.

But, as much as she hated it, she knew it was
important. The Kingdom of Dankdale was facing desolate times, and
needed an ally. Prince Martin of Versooth was the only realistic
option, and the only realistic way to get him was to make him fall
in love with Esmerelda -- or at least, something close enough to
love for marriage.

It was proving to be a difficult proposition.
He was handsome enough, but lanky and skinny, like his bones were
too big for his body. And he had a thick mop of foppish hair atop
his crude face; every time his bangs fell over his eyes, and he
cocked his head to the side to clear his vision, it made Esmerelda
want to punch him.

"My dear," he said, "Your dress is beautiful.
It is colored with indigo, is it not? Your people are so clever at
dyes."

"Yes, that's right. This is indigo, and I do
love it as well. It would be worth little were it not for the fine
cotton your people produce," Princess Esmerelda said. "We would be
forced to use wool, which is much less pleasant for
dressmaking."

As they continued chatting, Prince Martin
asking questions about indigo and Princess Esmerelda answering as
politely as she could. She found the whole subject boring to the
point of exhaustion.

They were interrupted by an elegant woman in a
violet gown made of pure cotton -- she was obviously from the
Prince's retinue, Esmerelda thought, though she was of noble
bearing, so could not have been a servant or guard. Who was
she?

"Princess Esmerelda, allow me to introduce my
sister, Princess Wanda, Duchess of Hawthorn Valley and Beyond,
Elector in the Imperial House, Landgravine of
Snatwick-upon-Able-"

"Oh, hush brother, you don't need to use all my
titles, or any of them really. Nobody cares about the Landgravine
of Snatwick," she said.

"We are representing father's court!" Prince
Martin said. He stomped his feet as though this was an argument
they had had, and he had lost, before.

As they continued arguing, Esmerelda got a
closer look at Wanda. She looked like a porcelain doll at the
moment, dressed up in all of her finery, and with cosmetics over
her face. Her skin was powdered white, her lips lusciously red, and
she had a vivaciously curvy figure that had been poured into a
beautiful violet dress.

"Princess Wanda," Esmerelda said with a grin,
"Your dress is beautiful as well. I can tell it was dyed in our own
cloth-houses."

"Indeed, it was a present from a courtier in
your land," Wanda said.

"A courtier?"

"A man I rejected as unsuitable for me," Wanda
said.

"It is so very hard to find worthwhile men,
isn't it?" Esmerelda said. She glanced at Prince Martin then. He
looked at her with horror, as though she wasn't supposed to be
talking about men with his sister.

"There are a dozen eligible bachelors in my
retinue," Martin said. He rolled his eyes. Again, this sounded like
an argument he and his sister had had on many occasions
before.

"There are a dozen dung-eating truffalumps in
your retinue," Wanda said. "No one wishes to discuss the idiots who
follow you around everywhere, Martin. Let Princess Esmerelda and I
chat."
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